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Foreword

In December 1966, NBC aired the Star Trek episode “Balance of Terror.” As the U.S.-Soviet 
arms race spiraled and the two superpowers vied for global influence, on the small screen 
Captain James T. Kirk and the crew of the USS Enterprise found themselves locked in a con-
frontation with their Romulan foes. Never meeting face-to-face, Captain Kirk and the un-
named Romulan commander largely communicated through patterns of behavior, feints, 
and restraint. Each side studied the other with incomplete information. Neither wanted a 
war. Both feared appearing weak. And the Neutral Zone between them––upheld by their 
mutual interest in maintaining a fragile peace even as the two powers compete––was both a 
nominal guardrail against catastrophe and a catalyst for tension. 

Sixty years later, that fictional standoff—along with elements of its Cold War backdrop—
holds lessons relevant to the evolving, competitive dynamic between the United States and 
China. In January 2021, Joe Biden’s administration inherited a relationship in free fall. Mu-
tual trust had eroded, strategic communication had almost entirely broken down, and Bei-
jing and Washington were facing material and growing risks that the relationship would 
further crater through miscalculation. In response, the administration set out to build a 
framework that paired vigorous competition—on technology, military posture, and eco-
nomic resilience—with restraint. “Competition, not conflict” became its motif. But as the 
fictional Captain Kirk knew all too well, declarations alone rarely manage to prevent a slide 
from rivalry to war. What maintains or frays a fragile peace are decisions: executive judg-
ments necessarily made with incomplete information or reached under uncertainty, by actors 
on both sides decoding ambiguous signals as much as they are sending them. 

What this report examines is how that process played out during the crucial years of the recent 
Biden administration: how the White House translated its China strategy from stated policy 
into operational reality. In the process, the Biden team grappled—as every administration 
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must—with the gap between the strategy sketched out in the halls of the White House and 
the imperfect reality of translating a vision into operational plans through a sprawling inter-
agency apparatus, in coordination with allies, and in response to a Chinese government that 
was navigating internal pressures and its own strategic choices. The resulting story encom-
passes both achievement and missed opportunity. 

Ultimately, the most meaningful challenge documented in this report is not one of tools 
or resources or even political goals, though all of these matter enormously. Instead, what 
looms largest is the enormous importance of institutional design and policy practice: How 
a democracy develops and sustains a long-term strategy toward a rival power across admin-
istrations, budget cycles, election years, and under the relentless pressure of unavoidable 
crises. Using the Biden administration as a concrete, consequential, empirical case study for 
designing and implementing a China-focused foreign policy, we can begin to address that 
broader topic to help structure a positive future for U.S.-China relations. 

The crew of the Enterprise survived their encounter with the Romulans without triggering 
a wider war. Captain Kirk prevailed not because he was more powerful, but because he 
understood his competitor and kept attention firmly trained on his larger objective. So too 
must the United States navigate a reality of competition with Beijing and continuing en-
tanglement with China that will play an outsized role in defining the international order for 
decades or longer.

I thank Christopher Chivvis, Senkai Hsia, and the American Statecraft Program for pre-
paring this report. I also extend my gratitude to the many interviewees and reviewers who 
contributed. 

Mariano-Florentino (Tino) Cuéllar 
President
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace
March 2026
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Executive Summary
 
 
 
When Joe Biden’s administration took office in January 2021, U.S.-China relations were 
in free fall. The era of presumed convergence had ended, mutual trust had collapsed, and 
the risk of escalation was real. The COVID-19 pandemic was raging. The central question 
was whether the relationship would harden into open and dangerous hostility or settle into 
a more durable form of rivalry. Biden officials viewed the inheritance of the first Trump 
administration to be a sharpened awareness of the China challenge but an underdeveloped 
national strategy and limited institutional capacity for that challenge. They set out to impose 
greater coherence, discipline, and durability on the U.S. approach to this crucial problem of 
American statecraft.

At the heart of Biden’s approach was the consolidation of a framework for strategic com-
petition with an eye toward coexistence. These officials accepted that China and the Chi-
nese Communist Party are permanent features of the geopolitical landscape and that neither 
America nor China could meaningfully defeat the other without catastrophic cost. Their ob-
jective was therefore not dominance, but competitive coexistence—preserving U.S. advan-
tages while avoiding war. That framing now shapes Washington’s statecraft and has endured 
even in the second Trump administration, albeit with some adjustments.

The Biden team looked to technology as the center of gravity of their strategy. Building on 
but systematizing earlier efforts, they deployed export controls, industrial policy, and alliance 
coordination to protect U.S. leadership in semiconductors, artificial intelligence, and ad-
vanced manufacturing. For the first time in decades, technological advantage was treated as 
the decisive arena of great-power rivalry. This shift represents one of their most consequential 
legacies.
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The Biden administration also paired competition with sustained diplomacy—especially 
in the second half of its term. Rather than treating dialogue as a concession, the White 
House aimed to use it to reduce misperception and manage risk. Strategic communications 
channels were restored and military-to-military contacts resumed. This produced tangible 
gains, including improved crisis management and renewed Chinese cooperation on fentanyl 
enforcement. Biden’s diplomats did not aim to eliminate rivalry, only to stabilize it by con-
vincing Beijing that strategic competition was the appropriate framing for the U.S.-China 
relationship. Without this diplomatic track, the competitive strategy would have been more 
dangerous.

The administration also emphasized U.S. alliances, particularly in the Indo-Pacific. Securi-
ty ties with Japan, Australia, India, and the Philippines deepened, and the administration 
worked to improve military coordination. At the same time, the administration was cautious 
about market opening, judging the domestic costs to outweigh the alliance building benefits. 
The alliance network thus grew stronger on defense but less integrated economically than 
long-term competition may require.

On military strategy, the administration took a maximalist approach that bolstered deter-
rence, but they did so without fully resolving a fundamental question: how much is enough? 
Investments in regional posture and advanced capabilities were substantial, yet the strategy 
leaned toward maximizing capability rather than defining sufficiency from a strategic per-
spective. A competition framework does not require primacy at all costs. Future administra-
tions will need to determine how to balance deterrence with flexibility, fiscal sustainability, 
and escalation risk—especially as the depth of U.S. support for conflict with China can be 
questioned.

Biden’s China policy was calibrated realism—neither naive nor warlike. It recognized that 
long-term competition will be decided more by American domestic vitality than by military 
deployments. The strategy’s enduring insight is that diplomacy is an important complement 
to sustaining technological leadership, economic resilience, political stability, and capable 
alliances. These ultimately matter more than rhetorical confrontation and maximizing mil-
itary advantage. The U.S.-China relationship remains fraught and unsettled, but Biden es-
tablished a structured rivalry that avoided collapse and created a baseline from which future 
leaders—of either party—can operate.
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Introduction
 
 
 
When Joe Biden entered the White House on January 20, 2021, he inherited a U.S.-China 
relationship that had undergone profound shifts over the last decade and was in an accel-
erating slide toward crisis. China had gained newfound economic and military strength 
and reoriented its diplomatic and national security posture worldwide. Additionally, the 
COVID-19 pandemic and Beijing’s early success at controlling its spread had intensified 
Beijing’s confidence that China would soon overtake the United States as the world’s para-
mount superpower, further exacerbating tensions. Consequently, China had become more 
problematic for the United States than any major power since the collapse of the Soviet 
Union. The Biden administration’s achievement, over its four years, was to arrest the free fall 
in bilateral relations and put the relationship on firmer diplomatic ground—and to do this 
while accelerating and institutionalizing the shift in America’s strategic posture toward China 
and ensuring that the United States maintained an edge economically, technologically, and 
politically. 

The first Donald Trump administration had rightly identified China as a challenger and 
developed an initial strategy, but it struggled to implement a comprehensive or consistent 
approach. The Biden administration thus sought to be steadier in leveraging a combination 
of economic, diplomatic, technological, and military tools to strengthen America’s geopoliti-
cal position and build up the internal bureaucratic structures needed to manage U.S.-China 
competition. The administration also sought to avoid inadvertent military escalation and put 
the diplomatic relationship in a stronger place. It largely succeeded in these aims despite the 
frictions created by a global pandemic, the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine, Speaker 
Nancy Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan, an errant Chinese spy balloon that floated above U.S. territory 
for days, the war between Israel and Hamas, and sometimes overconfident Chinese leaders 
who believed they were on a path to replace the United States as the global hegemon. 
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China was the most strategic foreign policy challenge that the Biden administration faced, 
and managing the relationship effectively was thus the most significant foreign policy 
achievement of the presidency. But the administration’s record is not without flaws. In the 
first two years of the term, the diplomatic track foundered. Biden often cast the relationship 
in stark us-versus-them terms, especially early on when he emphasized global competition 
between democratic and authoritarian systems. This framing hindered the leader-to-leader 
diplomacy that was needed to set expectations, reassure Beijing about U.S. intentions, and 
safely defend U.S. interests. The administration reformed key foreign policy agencies to bet-
ter focus resources on China, but these reforms remain rudimentary in many cases. Further, 
some military decisions—for example, on force posture—while logical, may have added as 
much cost as benefit. And despite some steps later in the administration to improve Ameri-
can economic competitiveness and secure supply chains, the United States remains vulnera-
ble to long-standing dependencies on China. 

Fulfilling the Biden administration’s goals 
on China required a deft mix of strategy, art, 
and organizational skill. Fortune sometimes 
threw up hurdles—especially in 2022, when 
Russia invaded Ukraine and U.S. speaker of 
the House Nancy Pelosi visited Taiwan. At 

other times, however, fortune favored stability—as, for example, when Beijing overstepped 
in its own diplomacy and alienated its neighbors. The economic headwinds that China faced 
in the second half of the Biden term also favored the U.S. administration’s effort to stabilize 
the relationship through diplomacy. 

This report has two main aims. First, to provide an account of how the administration un-
derstood and implemented its approach to China. Second, it draws lessons from this chapter 
in American statecraft and explores implications for the future. More needs to be done to 
implement and sustain a long-term strategy that maintains the United States’ edge without 
sacrificing stability or needlessly risking war. Preserving space for adjustments in U.S. pos-
ture and commitments and resisting Washington’s exceptionalist impulses will remain as 
crucial as realism about the challenge posed by China’s rise. The latter is especially true given 
uncertainty about whether the American people will support a heavy cost for strategic com-
petition. Most Americans already believe that China will surpass the United States at some 
point and yet also see this as having no impact on their lives.1 

At the time of this writing, it is unclear what the current Trump administration’s strategy for 
China is and whether it will also manage to balance the imperatives of diplomacy and war 
prevention with the need to protect U.S. security and other interests. The Biden administra-
tion has left it a good foundation to do so.

Fulfilling the Biden administration’s 
goals on China required a deft mix of 
strategy, art, and organizational skill.
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The Biden Administration as the Essential Case

The political, economic, and military rise of China is the single most impactful geopolitical 
development of the first half of the twenty-first century. By the time Biden entered office, the 
United States and China were engaged in an intense competition that spanned economics, 
technology, regional security, and ideology. This contest will continue to define the operat-
ing environment for American statecraft for at least a decade and probably longer. Whether 
competition is managed through diplomatic and political means or war will profoundly 
impact America, China, and the world. The 2021–2024 period offers the best empirical 
window the United States has into the management of strategic competition with China 
across multiple domains—diplomacy, military posture, intelligence, technology, economics, 
soft power, and crisis management. The Biden administration’s experience is an important 
case study for what it takes to implement a China-focused grand strategy under real-world 
conditions. 

Biden’s presidency was the first full presidential term in which the United States treated Chi-
na as the central organizing focus of national strategy and, as such, it set the United States on 
a general course. This report builds on Carnegie’s past work on China strategy,2 with the aim 
of extracting lessons from the Biden administration for future policy. The administration 
had to articulate a framework, build bureaucratic machinery, engage skeptical allies, man-
age multiple crises, and adjust course when it encountered serious problems at the outset. 
Absent war or some other catastrophe, several aspects of the Biden experience are likely to 
recur. Exogenous events will complicate diplomacy and conspire to derail long-term strat-
egy. Domestic politics—especially polarization—will constrain the White House’s options. 
Beijing will seek advantages of its own, engage in adversarial and counterproductive rhetoric, 
stonewall mutually beneficial U.S. initiatives, and build up its military, even while remaining 
open to diplomacy and sensitive to U.S. and global pressure. Mutual vulnerability will also 
persist: Technology and economic interdependence will give the U.S. leverage but also make 
it vulnerable. And allies—especially in Asia and Europe—will augment and amplify U.S. 
power but cannot be expected to view their interests and values as automatically aligning 
with America’s and compelling them to cooperate with Washington.

This is thus not a study of the People’s Liberation Army, the internal decisionmaking of the 
Chinese Communist Party, or the intricacies of the One China Policy. Nor is it a partisan 
political study. Biden’s term provides rich empirical material, but underlying questions en-
dure—about strategy, crisis management, and the complex balance between competition 
and stability. Administrations may change, but the structural pressures underlying the rela-
tionship will not—at least not anytime soon. The Biden administration’s experience simply 
offers the chance to learn from a first full-term test of competitive coexistence with China in 
order to better navigate the challenges ahead.
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Structure, Method, and Limits of the Case Study

This report draws on interviews with thirty-three former Biden administration officials, as 
well as an extensive reading of available primary statements by U.S. and Chinese officials, 
contemporary reporting, and other secondary sources. The primary goal was to record for 
posterity how the administration understood the China problem and what they believed 
they were doing at the heart of American foreign policy during this period. While the ut-
most effort was made to fact-check and ground the opinions, self-descriptions, and perhaps 
self-aggrandizements of the interviewees within the wider context of contemporaneous re-
porting and secondary sources—the approach still had its limitations. We have tried to be 
clear throughout when a judgment is our own and when it is an administration official’s. 
These limitations also applied to making judgments on how Beijing reacted to U.S. policies. 
Clearly, Beijing was not simply reacting to Washington during this period, but also to struc-
tural and, almost certainly, domestic political constraints that shaped its policy responses—
some of these constraints are discussed throughout the report, but the focus is on what the 
Biden administration was doing. Someday, scholars may get access to internal Chinese re-
cords that will provide the definitive view from Beijing during this crucial period, and it will 
be interesting to compare these with the account provided herein. With these caveats, the 
assessments in this report—which appear mainly in the concluding chapter—are informed 
by but independent of the perspectives of the interviewees. 

The report begins with the development of Biden’s China strategy during the 2020 presi-
dential campaign and early months in the White House. It then describes the bureaucratic 
reforms that followed from this strategy, and explains how the team initially struggled to find 
its footing diplomatically, especially after a contentious initial high-level meeting of U.S. and 
Chinese officials in Anchorage, Alaska, in March 2021. 

The following section turns to the logic and practice of these officials’ efforts to build alli-
ances for competition with China and compete with China in the Global South. Such ef-
forts were ongoing throughout the administration, including during the turbulence in 2022, 
which is examined in the following section of the report. In that year a series of exogenous 
shocks and the introduction of major new measures to restrict China’s access to high-end 
U.S. technologies created further headwinds to diplomatic stabilization. 

In the second half of Biden’s term, the relationship gradually began to stabilize, as described 
in subsequent sections of the report. The White House redoubled its diplomatic efforts, 
restoring the so-called strategic channel that permitted intense diplomacy between the U.S. 
national security adviser, Jake Sullivan, and the Chinese director of the Office of the For-
eign Affairs Commission, Wang Yi, and sending a host of top-level U.S. officials to Beijing 
for meetings. This diplomatic effort helped set the stage for an important summit between 
Biden and President Xi Jinping near San Francisco, California, in November 2023. The final 
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section of the report describes the Biden administration’s efforts to keep the diplomatic track 
alive while taking steps to strengthen America’s competitive edge at China’s expense. 

The conclusions of the report assess the accomplishments, shortcomings, and lessons of the 
Biden years. Despite the ups and downs of the strategy’s implementation from 2021–2024, 
it was positive overall and offers valuable lessons for current and future policymakers, includ-
ing on the value of diplomacy, the limits of deterrence, and the importance of allies and the 
reality of technology competition. 
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A Strategy of Renewal
 
 
 
This section explains how the Biden administration diagnosed the challenge from China as 
it entered office and then translated that diagnosis into a strategic framework. It traces three 
steps: first, how the team assessed the scale of the problem in early 2021; second, how that 
assessment crystallized into the Invest, Align, Compete strategy; and third, how the White 
House institutionalized that strategy across the bureaucracy.

Pandemic Tensions and the 2020 U.S. Presidential Election

Early thinking about the new reality in U.S.-China relations began in the later years of 
Barack Obama’s administration,3 but Trump decisively shifted the U.S. approach toward 
great power competition during his first term in office. Trump’s administration declared an 
end to the strategy of convergence, according to which the United States would support Chi-
na’s integration as a “responsible stakeholder” into the liberal international order.4 It instead 
cast China as a “revisionist power” seeking to “shape a world antithetical to U.S. interests and 
values.”5 Trump’s 2017 National Security Strategy claimed that China had achieved its eco-
nomic gains through corruption and espionage and was building up its military to “displace 
the United States in the Indo-Pacific region, expand the reaches of its state-driven economic 
model, and reorder the region in its favor.”6 In response, the United States would “raise [its] 
competitive game to meet that challenge.”7 An escalating trade war ensued,8 in which the 
United States labeled China a currency manipulator and added Chinese telecommunica-
tions giant Huawei to its foreign entity blacklist. The Trump administration also sanctioned 
Chinese officials involved in repressing human rights in Hong Kong, a move that brought 
reprisals from Beijing.9 

CHAPTER 1
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As Trump’s first term entered its final year, however, optimism was growing for a recovery in 
the bilateral relationship. Trump and Chinese vice premier Liu He signed the Phase One 
Trade Agreement that reduced the tariffs somewhat and increased China’s purchases of 
American goods.10 But any hope for a détente was sunk by the near simultaneous outbreak 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. As the virus 
spread around the world, American and Chi-
nese leaders blamed each other. Stumbling 
with his initial domestic response, Trump 
tried to deflect blame by calling COVID-19 
the “China virus” and accusing Beijing of or-
chestrating a “cover-up.”11 Chinese officials 

meanwhile claimed without evidence that it was the U.S. military who brought the virus to 
China, and China’s official news agency, Xinhua, labeled Trump’s language “racist and xeno-
phobic.”12 Tensions soared, with expulsions of journalists, further sanctions, investment re-
strictions, the closure of consulates, and an escalating war of words on both sides.13 China’s 
“wolf warrior” diplomats were everywhere—confrontational, nationalist, and critical of the 
United States. In July 2020, U.S. secretary of state Mike Pompeo declared engagement with 
China a failure, and later in December, U.S. director of national intelligence John Ratcliffe 
called China “the greatest threat to America today.”14 

Amid this dramatic spike in tension, the American public was growing skeptical, even hos-
tile, toward China. The Pew Research Center’s polling showed that the percentage of Ameri-
cans who held unfavorable views toward China rose from 48 percent to 79 percent between 
2017 and 2020.15 Attitudes worsened the most among Republicans, but surveys also revealed 
a hardening among Independents and Democrats.16 By 2020, most of the American public 
had aligned themselves with the Trump administration’s framing that the United States and 
China were rivals rather than partners and increasingly viewed China’s rise as a threat.17 
These public trends were in turn marked with a sixfold increase in China-related bills intro-
duced in Congress between 2013 and 2021.18 Reports of discrimination and violence against 
Asian Americans in the United States increased.19

As future Biden administration officials began to flesh out their policy views in the second 
half of 2020, bilateral relations were in free fall, with a growing number of Americans view-
ing China negatively. During the 2020 presidential race, candidate Biden reacted accord-
ingly, depicting the United States and China as being in confrontation with each other and 
saying that America “need[ed] to get tough with China.”20 

It would be too easy to overlook how deeply the trauma of the pandemic impacted the 2020 
presidential election and the first year of Biden’s term. In the first quarter of 2020, the U.S. 
unemployment rate tripled, leaving 21 million Americans unemployed.21 By the end of the 
year, the U.S. gross domestic product (GDP) contracted by 3.5 percent as consumer and 

Any hope for a U.S.-China détente 
was sunk by the near simultaneous 

outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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retail activity dwindled, with over 700,000 businesses closing.22 Stay-at-home orders, school 
closures, and mask mandates placed restrictions on everyday social interactions. The human 
cost was severe—by May 2020, there were over a million confirmed COVID-19 cases in the 
United States, and by September, over 200,000 Americans had died from the virus.23 

In contrast to the United States’ halting response and recovery in the face of the pandemic, 
China had comparative success in containing the disease with its Zero COVID policy 
that imposed aggressive isolation, containment measures, and quarantines. Although 
China would ultimately pay a heavy economic cost for this approach, for the first eighteen 
months it purportedly recorded only two deaths from the virus and claimed to be the only 
major economy that posted positive economic growth that year.24 China’s apparent success 
and America’s troubles intensified the impression that China was rising and America was 
collapsing.  

The situation also gave the impression that China’s rise and America’s decline were inevitable. 
Chinese leaders had already been referring to “great changes unseen in a century”—a claim 
that America was in decline due to rising economic inequality, hollowed-out American in-
dustrial capacity, and political instability.25 Xi encouraged this view, arguing that China now 
had the opportunity to challenge American leadership and achieve “national rejuvenation”; 

Joe Biden appears at the launch of his 2020 presidential campaign at Eakins Oval in Philadelphia,  

Pennsylvania. 
Credit: Alamy Images/Matt Smith
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the bilateral relationship. Trump and Chinese vice premier Liu He signed the Phase One 
Trade Agreement that reduced the tariffs somewhat and increased China’s purchases of 
American goods.10 But any hope for a détente was sunk by the near simultaneous outbreak 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. As the virus 
spread around the world, American and Chi-
nese leaders blamed each other. Stumbling 
with his initial domestic response, Trump 
tried to deflect blame by calling COVID-19 
the “China virus” and accusing Beijing of or-
chestrating a “cover-up.”11 Chinese officials 

meanwhile claimed without evidence that it was the U.S. military who brought the virus to 
China, and China’s official news agency, Xinhua, labeled Trump’s language “racist and xeno-
phobic.”12 Tensions soared, with expulsions of journalists, further sanctions, investment re-
strictions, the closure of consulates, and an escalating war of words on both sides.13 China’s 
“wolf warrior” diplomats were everywhere—confrontational, nationalist, and critical of the 
United States. In July 2020, U.S. secretary of state Mike Pompeo declared engagement with 
China a failure, and later in December, U.S. director of national intelligence John Ratcliffe 
called China “the greatest threat to America today.”14 

Amid this dramatic spike in tension, the American public was growing skeptical, even hos-
tile, toward China. The Pew Research Center’s polling showed that the percentage of Ameri-
cans who held unfavorable views toward China rose from 48 percent to 79 percent between 
2017 and 2020.15 Attitudes worsened the most among Republicans, but surveys also revealed 
a hardening among Independents and Democrats.16 By 2020, most of the American public 
had aligned themselves with the Trump administration’s framing that the United States and 
China were rivals rather than partners and increasingly viewed China’s rise as a threat.17 
These public trends were in turn marked with a sixfold increase in China-related bills intro-
duced in Congress between 2013 and 2021.18 Reports of discrimination and violence against 
Asian Americans in the United States increased.19

As future Biden administration officials began to flesh out their policy views in the second 
half of 2020, bilateral relations were in free fall, with a growing number of Americans view-
ing China negatively. During the 2020 presidential race, candidate Biden reacted accord-
ingly, depicting the United States and China as being in confrontation with each other and 
saying that America “need[ed] to get tough with China.”20 

It would be too easy to overlook how deeply the trauma of the pandemic impacted the 2020 
presidential election and the first year of Biden’s term. In the first quarter of 2020, the U.S. 
unemployment rate tripled, leaving 21 million Americans unemployed.21 By the end of the 
year, the U.S. gross domestic product (GDP) contracted by 3.5 percent as consumer and 

Any hope for a U.S.-China détente 
was sunk by the near simultaneous 

outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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in late 2020, possibly during the Fifth Plenary Session of the Nineteenth Central Commit-
tee, Xi reportedly started using the expression “the East is rising and the West is declining.”26 
By March 2021, “the ascendancy of China and fall of the United States” was being openly 
promoted by Chinese officials, using the pandemic to demonstrate that China’s rise was “un-
stoppable” because of a “striking contrast of the order in the East and chaos in the West.”27 

Biden’s Competitive China Strategy

When the Biden administration entered the White House in January 2021 and took stock 
of this situation, they made five key observations. The first was that Beijing intended to 
challenge the United States and probably sought to supplant it globally. It was clear to nearly 
everyone in the incoming administration, and importantly everyone at the White House, 
that China had undergone profound changes under Xi. The confident rhetoric from Chinese 
elites and wolf warriors had not gone unnoticed by Biden’s foreign policy team, who assessed 
that Beijing had convinced itself that the United States was in “terminal decline” as a  
world power.28 

This sense of mounting conflict only deep-
ened after the Biden administration received 
their initial intelligence briefings in their 
early weeks in office.29 According to several 
officials, China was working to “make the 
world more dependent on [it] while reduc-
ing its own dependence on the world.”30 In 
stark terms, the United States risked becom-

ing economically dependent and falling behind China technologically by 2030; what’s more, 
there was a real risk that America might be defeated by China militarily before the end of 
the decade.31 The realization that China was capable of launching pre-positioned cyber at-
tacks against critical infrastructure used by millions of Americans was, as a former senior 
Biden official stated, “an extraordinary vulnerability on some level and was obviously really 
concerning.”32 To make matters worse, officials believed, China was planning military bas-
es in the Americas and aiming to ramp up detentions of U.S. citizens as part of a bilateral 
dispute.33 The Chinese Ministry of State Security’s intelligence and surveillance capabilities 
were expanding.34 Time was thus short, they concluded: The 2020s would be the “decisive 
decade” of competition with China.35 

This sense of heightened tension with China sat well with Biden himself, who was born 
of the Cold War and was comfortable with its binary framing. As one senior official put 
it, “Biden in his nature believed that we were in a bipolar world and that America had to 
stand up and fight against other countries—that’s who he was, he grew up in the Cold War 

A sense of heightened tension  
with China sat well with Biden  

himself, who was born of the  
Cold War and was comfortable 

 with its binary framing.
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and came about in the post-Vietnam era.”36 The president’s tendency to frame the historical 
moment in stark ideological terms was not always conducive to coexistence—as discussed 
below—but his Cold War background does help to explain why the administration was 
quick to accept the sharply competitive nature of the relationship. 

The second observation was that China was rapidly gaining ground on the United States 
across several measures of national power. The United States was emerging from the pan-
demic standing but badly battered. Past predictions that it would be at least a decade before 
China surpassed the United States now looked too optimistic. One widely cited report, for 
example, predicted that China would overtake the United States economically by 2028—the 
very year the Biden administration hoped to be wrapping up.37 Militarily, China had pro-
duced weapons that allowed it to threaten U.S. and allied forces throughout much of the 
western Pacific, and the situation was worsening, with the U.S. military falling behind China 
by the day, especially in the Indo-Pacific. 

Unease about America’s comparative economic and military backsliding was intensified by 
the conclusion that the United States was also losing ground to China technologically—es-
pecially in advanced technologies such as telecommunications, artificial intelligence (AI), 
and quantum computing. During Trump’s first term, China had begun producing some 
advanced technologies at scale and was threatening to put the United States at a global com-
mercial disadvantage. Huawei was the leading example of how China’s high-tech, large-scale, 
low-cost technologies were being embraced by governments and consumers worldwide. The 
Trump administration took sharp action to curtail China’s efforts to dominate global tele-
communications, but it was clear by 2021 that technological competition with China would 
have commercial, economic, and national security dimensions. 

Layered on top of the observation that Beijing was becoming increasingly aggressive and the 
United States was trailing behind in key areas was a third concern: The United States had 
become dangerously dependent on China economically and technologically. During the by-
gone era when China was a developing country and docile trading partner, dependencies had 
been given little thought. Now that Xi was championing China’s regional and global power, 
and challenging the United States directly, reliance on China for critical inputs suddenly 
appeared to be a major U.S. vulnerability—one that extended to several key U.S. allies.

The problems of conflict, decline, and dependency were further compounded in the 
administration’s view by a fourth observation: the perception that America’s image with key 
allies and partners had been dealt a severe blow by the first Trump administration and had 
opened the door for China to expand its influence with nations worldwide. As a former 
senior White House official put it, “Countries will look at the United States wondering 
somewhat warily, how much has the United States changed in the age of Trump? … [He] 
will be one of the most influential presidents in American history, in ways that we may not 
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welcome.”38 And just as Washington’s response to the pandemic reinforced Beijing’s sense of 
the inevitability of American decline, it had shaken confidence in other important capitals 
like New Delhi, India.39 

Finally, the fifth observation, proffered by Biden himself, was that this was a global historical 
moment, centered on an epic contest between authoritarian and democratic forces, and he 
was determined to lead the democratic world in this struggle. This conceptual framing was 
undoubtedly influenced by domestic U.S. politics and deep concern with more authoritarian 
elements of the Republican Party under Trump. It is unclear to what extent it was shared by 
his national security team, who tended to lean in a more realist direction than the president. 
But Biden’s view was paramount and, in this case, further intensified tensions with China’s 
autocratic leaders.  

The “Invest, Align, Compete” Strategy 

With this threat assessment in the foreground, the Biden administration developed a three-
part China strategy in its first year in office. That strategy was built on three interlocking 
pillars: invest at home, align with allies, and compete responsibly with China. The intention 
was not to defeat China, but rather to manage the long-term rivalry from a position of re-
newed American strength. 

The invest pillar reflected the conviction 
that the United States urgently needed to fo-
cus on strengthening itself for a much more 
competitive and dangerous international 
environment, in which China’s power was 
an enduring reality. National rejuvenation 
would involve a whole-of-government ap-

proach, bringing together political, economic, military, technological, and diplomatic tools 
to make America stronger. Industrial policy would hone the U.S. edge in leading technolo-
gies, as well as build a domestic economy that was less vulnerable to COVID-19–era shocks 
and China’s economic chokeholds. By rebounding from the pandemic and showing national 
resolve and unity of purpose, Biden’s America would defeat Beijing’s narrative that America 
was in inexorable decline.40 

The decision to center the Biden strategy on domestic rejuvenation had practical and polit-
ical advantages that went beyond foreign policy. For one, China’s apparent success in han-
dling the pandemic was a vector to attack Trump and a reason for Biden to talk up the prob-
lem during his presidential campaign. Raising the issue of China was also a way of pointing 
to Trump’s admiration for Xi and other autocratic leaders.41 The Biden campaign wanted 
to contrast what they saw as the “chaos and corruption” of the Trump presidency with an 

Biden’s America would defeat 
Beijing’s narrative that America 

was in inexorable decline.
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“affirmative agenda” for the nation and the world.42 More broadly, the administration arrived 
in office aiming to focus its foreign policy on the needs of the American middle class—a 
philosophy outlined in 2020 by some soon-to-be top officials in a report by the Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace.43 The emphasis on rejuvenation aligned Biden’s China 
strategy with related domestic objectives, such as building out infrastructure, enhancing so-
cial programs, and creating jobs. The China strategy was thus bound deeply with the admin-
istration’s domestic political agenda—the slogan for which had been “Build Back Better.” 
This dimension eventually became known as the invest pillar of the strategy.

The second pillar was aimed at building a broad international coalition to resist China’s 
ascendancy. As secretary of state Antony Blinken later explained, America needed to “shape 
the strategic environment around Beijing.”44 This meant strengthening allies and partners, 
especially in East Asia, to check China’s regional ambitions—a strategy that some (especially 
Beijing) would later liken to the U.S. Cold War strategy of “containment.”45 As one of the 
leads on the Biden-Harris transition team stated, “We all recognized that the sort of power of 
partners and allies was fundamental to our capacity to manage China’s trajectory and to do 
so more effectively.”46 Biden himself increased this emphasis on allies and partners. Speaking 
at the 2021 Munich Security Conference in his first address to a global audience, Biden 
promised that “America is back. The transatlantic alliance is back. And we are not looking 
backward; we are looking forward, together.”47 It also fit with his administration’s effort to 
“restore” America’s image in the world after what Democrats claimed were self-interested and 
unpredictable policies of the first Trump administration.48 

This pillar of the strategy was initially conceived as “uniting” other nations behind the Unit-
ed States, but experts objected that this framing was unlikely to be appealing to many coun-
tries that were hesitant to pick sides in a Cold War–esque struggle between the United States 
and China. They were wary of China’s trajectory under Xi, but this did not mean that they 
would hew to a strict U.S. line. Many were keen to deepen economic relations with China, 
were suspicious of the United States after the experience of the first Trump administration, 
and were wary of the possibility of a deteriorating conflict.49  This dimension was thus recon-
ceptualized as the align pillar in order to accommodate a broader coalition.

The third core idea was that the situation would be characterized as a competition rather 
than a conflict. This idea stemmed from an understanding that despite the very serious 
problems that China posed for the United States, China’s rise as a major power was an incon-
trovertible reality that was not going to change in the foreseeable future. Defeating China or 
replacing the Beijing government were not serious options, according to former U.S. officials 
interviewed. The compete pillar was thus conceived as finding a middle ground between the 
more confrontational approach of the first Trump administration and congressional hawks 
and the approach of previous administrations who had viewed China as a partner and stake-
holder in the U.S.-dominated world order. 
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This competition framing also implicitly reflected that war with China would be catastroph-
ic. China had not only become a military peer of the United States in the Indo-Pacific, but 
also had amassed more nuclear weapons, space and counter-space systems, and advanced 
cyber capabilities and was developing other dangerous weapons. For the first time in sev-
enty-five years, the United States faced an adversary other than Russia who could reach out 
and damage the U.S. homeland directly in a war. But competition would not mean ignoring 
the role of deterrence, especially as a means of preventing unwanted military conflict in 
the western Pacific. The framing moreover reflected Democrats’ continued hope that the 

United States and China might cooperate 
on common issues of global concern, in-
cluding counternarcotics, nonproliferation, 
global food scarcity, pandemic response, 
and, above all, climate change. Theoretically, 
competition afforded more space for doing 
so. As former undersecretary of defense Col-
in Kahl described, “The prospect of conflict 

was real, but it would be disastrous if we got into a war with China, and therefore, we needed 
to build guardrails around that competition to avoid sliding into a war. But also, we needed 
to carve out at least narrow lanes for cooperation.”50 These nuances would prove somewhat 
confusing for Beijing, however, as discussed below.

The administration did not, therefore, see this as a competition in which one side would 
defeat the other. Good strategy normally points at specific desired outcomes, but in the con-
text of China policy, Biden’s advisers understood that the success of the strategy would not 
lead to a decisive endgame where, as Sullivan described in an interview, “someone’s going to 
win, and someone’s going to lose and walk off the field.”51 Instead, U.S.-China competition 
was conceived as an enduring feature of international politics in which both sides agreed to 
accept coexistence. The end state was thus not victory, but a steady state in which the rela-
tionship was “managed responsibly” by both sides so that it did not tip over into conflict. 

For senior Biden officials, their conception of “steady state” competition would eventual-
ly require intensive direct diplomacy with Beijing that was carefully coordinated and se-
quenced.52 The goal was to generate greater mutual transparency and predictability in the 
U.S.-China relationship by clarifying misperceptions.53 In contrast to the first Trump ad-
ministration’s approach, which Sullivan later described as “at times more confrontational 
than competitive,” the Biden approach centered on direct diplomacy with Beijing as an es-
sential tool to manage the relationship.54 As Nicholas Burns, who served as U.S. ambassador 
to China for most of the Biden administration, stated in an interview, “The end goal was 
to compete with China on many levels of competition—military, technological, economic, 
human rights—to defend American interests but also to live in peace with China and not 
end up in a catastrophic war.”55 

“The prospect of conflict was real,  
but it would be disastrous if we  

got into a war with China.”
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The Invest, Align, Compete strategy on China sought not only to reorient U.S. policy 
toward China, but also to convince Beijing that a different approach to the relationship 
was necessary. Attempts by American policymakers “to move the Chinese” side toward a 
mutual acknowledgment of the realities of a competitive U.S.-China relationship would be a 
continuing theme in direct diplomacy with Beijing throughout the Biden administration.56 
This aim was one of the more innovative aspects of the strategy. It also proved one of the 
more difficult. 

Developing the Strategy 

The administration’s strategy was finalized in late 2021, but many of the central ideas had 
been put forward by key officials before Biden entered office. For example, Sullivan and his 
top Asia adviser, Kurt Campbell, published an article in Foreign Affairs in August 2019 that 
laid out the idea of a “competition without catastrophe.”57 Comparing U.S.-Soviet relations 
during the Cold War to current U.S.-China relations, they noted that China “represents 
a far more challenging competitor” because its “economy is more diversified, flexible, and 
sophisticated than the Soviet Union’s ever was.”58 Future assistant secretary of defense for the 
Indo-Pacific, Ely Ratner, also wrote in 2019 that the United States would need “ambitious 
U.S. investments in scientific, technological, and financial innovation” along with an effort 
to sustain “ties with China where commercial exchange benefits the U.S. economy while at 
the same time developing more powerful safeguards to protect and advance vital U.S. tech-
nological advantages.”59 In the early months of the administration, the National Security 
Council’s (NSC) future China director, Rush Doshi, published a book on competition with 
China, titled The Long Game: China’s Grand Strategy to Displace American Order. 

Starting in January 2021, strategy development was formally centralized in the NSC, with 
both an internal and an interagency effort.60 Written strategies are often maligned as exercises 
in futility by bureaucrats who believe they have no effect on how policy turns out. In this 
case, however, senior administration officials thought that the massive changes in U.S.-Chi-
na relations called for a clear internal statement of strategic goals and objectives and a com-
mon terminology. They also intended the strategy to answer “very specific questions about 
prioritization” on how to manage the complexities of a competitive relationship.61 The goal 
was therefore to agree to an internally facing strategy document that would give instruction 
to the interagency on the direction of China policy. (Senior White House officials considered 
a public document but ultimately concluded that it “would be too stark.”62) 

The new China and Taiwan directorate at the NSC took the lead in drafting and coordinat-
ing the strategy, working closely with Sullivan and other directorates for specific issues such 
as the vitally important technology competition portfolio.63 Early on, Sullivan set a weekly 
China strategy meeting for senior directors from all the NSC directorates with China-related 
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portfolios. These meetings aimed to create a regular touchpoint and venue where all the 
relevant NSC officials could participate in policy development while supporting Sullivan’s 
desire to personally keep track of the complicated set of intersecting China efforts getting 
underway.64 Importantly, the intention was to consider economic issues alongside, rather 
than separate from, strategic decisions.65 This aim reflected the administration’s view that 
economic and technological competition had become a national security issue and therefore 
could no longer be treated in isolation.

As federal agencies began to staff up through 
2021, the NSC set up regular China-focused 
interagency policy committees, including 
ones dedicated to China and Taiwan policy, 
technology competition, and internation-
al economics.66 NSC Deputies Committee 

meetings on China were also held regularly, although with greater frequency earlier in the 
term before the Afghanistan, Ukraine, and Israel-Gaza crises.67 In the early period, the NSC’s 
work also included reviews of the previous administration’s tariff, technology, and other 
China-related policies, such as Trump’s executive order to ban TikTok.68 The Biden admin-
istration’s internal China meetings largely continued despite the many crises in other areas, 
thereby demonstrating its recognition that China should remain a priority and its dedication 
to ensuring that strategy and policy be coherently developed and successfully implemented.

Some agencies grumbled that too much of the process was being centralized in the White 
House, and some former senior White House officials admit that things were definitely 
“NSC-heavy.”69 But top-heaviness seemed unavoidable given that across the U.S. govern-
ment White House senior officials were in place far faster than their interagency counter-
parts, who required Senate confirmation.70 Some degree of centralization was also needed 
to prevent this crucial piece of Biden’s foreign policy from becoming an incoherent and 
meaningless free-for-all that reflected the varied parochial desires of the U.S. national secu-
rity bureaucracy—a risk to which many “country strategies” of this kind regularly fall prey. 

If there was centralization at the NSC, however, several officials noted that top figures such as 
Sullivan did not have an authoritarian, top-down intellectual style. An accomplished debat-
er, accustomed to testing his own theories, Sullivan was widely viewed by his team as being 
“discursive” and “Socratic” in his approach, regularly soliciting views on China strategy and 
willing to see his views challenged and debated by officials from across the government.71 

Other officials thought too much debate—or at least too many meetings—slowed things 
down, but ultimately, the process produced results. By the end of 2021, a still-classified 
twenty-seven-page China strategy was circulated to the Principals Committee and edited 
by the president.72 Some of the experts developing the strategy may have had mixed feelings 

The U.S. intention was to consider 
economic issues alongside, rather than 

separate from, strategic decisions.
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about the involvement from the highest level, because it risked upending the cohesiveness of 
the strategy at the last minute, but the level of interest was a plus and another clear sign of the 
level of importance that the president and administration placed on getting the relationship 
right. The China strategy was later supplemented by classified implementation guidance sent 
to all departments and agencies in early 2022.73 

The China strategy built on the March 2021 interim National Security Strategic Guidance, 
which described China as “the only competitor potentially capable of combining its eco-
nomic, diplomatic, military, and technological power to mount a sustained challenge to a 
stable and open international system.”74 The interim guidance also laid out the vision for 
what the Biden administration’s strategy to “out-compete” China would entail: strengthen-
ing “enduring” American advantages through investments at home, while defending allies 
and partners abroad to deter Chinese aggression. 

The strategy itself remained classified, but the NSC was keen to explain the key elements 
of its approach to the public—or at least the Washington expert community—and settled 
on a speech by Blinken as the best way to do so. Although the internal strategy was finished 
by December 2021, the outbreak of the Russia-Ukraine war in February 2022 delayed the 
public release until May 26, 2022, when Blinken finally was able to speak at George Wash-
ington University.75 The 2022 National Security Strategy, whose release was also delayed due 
to the Ukraine war, further reinforced some key ideas, including the prioritization of China 
because it was “the only competitor with both the intent to reshape the international order 
and increasingly, the economic, diplomatic, military, and technological power to advance 
that objective.”76 

Blinken’s speech aimed to frame the bounds of competition for the United States and Chi-
na, and in this sense it was a proposal on the rules of the game to Beijing. But Blinken 
also sought to telegraph to allies and domestic audiences that the Biden administration was 
committed to standing up for U.S. interests—and theirs. Perhaps unsurprisingly, therefore, 
Beijing voiced strong objections, describing Blinken as seeking to “spread disinformation . . 
. interfere in China’s affairs and smear China’s domestic and foreign policy.”77 This was more 
evidence, Beijing claimed, that Washington sought to “contain and suppress China’s devel-
opment and maintain the U.S. hegemony.”78 

The domestic response was mixed. Some critics argued that the strategy was too aggressive. 
Writing for the Council on Foreign Relations, for example, China scholar Ian Johnson called 
the strategy “eloquent but inadequate” and faulted Blinken for failing to leave enough room 
for bilateral cooperation on major issues of global concern.79 Similarly, Brookings Institution 
scholar Ryan Hass, who served as a China director in the Obama NSC, emphasized that 
Washington needed to do more “to give Beijing cause to respond favorably to its efforts to 
keep China embedded in the international system”—in other words to signal that the United 
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States was not hostile to China’s rise.80 Separately, Jessica Chen Weiss, another China scholar, 
went further, claiming that the administration was complicit in an escalating dynamic and 
had failed to do enough to halt the slide in relations. Weiss, who served for a time early in 
the administration at the State Department, charged that the Biden administration’s focus 
on ideological competition risked a downward spiral of zero-sum competition that would 
provoke China and increase racism toward Asian Americans.81 She was particularly vocal 
about the need to avoid a “fatalistic approach” that presumed conflict was inevitable. In her 
view, deeper engagement could avert this risk and Washington needed to be more willing to 
offer clearer rewards for better Chinese behavior.82 

As of 2022, such criticisms were fair given the extent to which the U.S. political atmosphere 
had grown heated over China, especially in Congress, which was seized with the issue and 
producing a flood of anti-China legislation.83 The administration, however, was operating 
in a political context where many experts were pushing it toward an even more aggressive 
approach. For these experts, strategic competition did not go far enough. Former Trump 
administration officials such as Matt Pottinger and Randy Schriver accused the Biden ap-
proach as being too weak on China and called for policies to match what they now framed 
as a “Cold War.”84 Others advocated “winning” the competition with China by seeking to 
expressly weaken the Chinese Communist Party, a position that one former Biden official 
described as “reckless.”85 

Despite the strategy not being universally embraced, Biden officials saw their approach as 
a coherent middle ground between these different points of view. The strategy sought to 
respond to China’s increasingly aggressive actions and intent to displace the United States, 
while recognizing the reality that “China was here to stay.”86 Combining domestic invest-
ments and export restrictions aimed at improving American competitiveness, Biden officials 
sought to use intensive diplomacy to stabilize the U.S.-China relationship “at a higher com-
petitive equilibrium.”87 

Similarities and Differences with the First Trump  
Administration’s Strategy 

When the Biden administration entered the White House, there was already a clear—albeit 
shallow—bipartisan consensus on the importance of China and the challenge it posed. De-
spite generalized expectations that Biden would attempt to strike a contrast with Trump on 
most foreign policy issues, the initial instructions given at early interagency meetings were 
that “all the work on China should continue as it had been.”88 However, even though there 
were few immediate changes, the Biden approach differed from the Trump administration 
in important ways. 
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To begin with the similarities, both administrations gave high priority to the relationship 
with China. From the start, the first Trump administration moved sharply away from the 
partnership model that had long defined the U.S.-China relationship and toward much 
more tension and adversity. Biden was expected to immediately work to reduce that tension 
but did not do so. The Trump administration also tried to shift U.S. defense posture away 
from counterterrorism and toward great power competition, an effort that would only deep-
en under the Biden strategy. The first Trump administration furthermore also emphasized 
the technological dimension of the challenge that China posed and sought to curtail Chi-
na’s technological expansion around the world, for example by preventing Chinese telecom-
munications firms from making inroads into key markets worldwide.89 Trump also began 
stiffening up monitoring and control of the use of Chinese technology in the United States 
through a process under the Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States.90 This 
technological focus only deepened under the Biden presidency, with the relevant team some-
times replacing the haphazard Trump-era approach to technology with a more organized and 
deliberate one. Lastly, despite Biden criticizing Trump’s tariffs on the campaign trail, the new 
administration continued them after entering office.

But there were also major differences between the new Biden strategy and Trump’s strategy. 
For one, Biden’s decision to frame U.S. foreign policy in terms of autocracy versus democra-
cy added a more explicit ideological dimension to the conflict that had been mostly absent 
from Trump’s approach (he had no qualms about dealing with autocrats). Biden also placed 
enormous emphasis on the positive role of allies and partners in strengthening the U.S. com-
petitive position, whereas Trump had largely deemphasized allies. 

Another key difference was Trump’s heavy focus on the trade relationship. Trump’s primary 
concern in the bilateral relationship was always with America’s massive trade deficit with 
China—even though some of his advisers, such as John Bolton and Pompeo, viewed com-
petition with China through a more traditional national security lens. In contrast, the Biden 
strategy was more holistic. It brought together the key economic, technological, military, 
and diplomatic dimensions of the relationship into a coordinated, whole-of-government 
approach aimed at strategic rejuvenation of the nation in the face of intensified competition 
with China. 

Establishing a China-Focused Bureaucratic Structure 

Strategic rejuvenation called for a major effort to strengthen the focus on China and im-
prove coordination across the national security bureaucracy on China policy. As the strategy 
for China was being developed in the early months of the Biden administration, the NSC 
was also reorganized. The complex, whole-of-government nature of the challenge imposed a 
far-reaching coordination problem that the administration sought to address by centralizing 
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the strategy’s coordination squarely in the council. This entailed structural changes to the 
NSC that increased the importance of China and signaled the broad-based regional and 
global approach of the strategy.91 

The main innovation was to create a single entity for the entire Indo-Pacific, in which several 
senior directors and their directorates would be situated. Kurt Campbell, a former assistant 
secretary for East Asian and Pacific Affairs (EAP) in the Obama administration, was named 
the coordinator for Indo-Pacific affairs.92 Campbell had also been a deputy assistant secre-
tary of defense back in president Bill Clinton’s administration and was known as a friend 
of Taiwan. As such, he was among the more hawkish senior voices on China and strongly 
emphasized the key role of U.S. regional allies and partners. Campbell was also close with 
Blinken.93 Campbell later moved from the White House to become the deputy secretary of 
state in February 2024. “Kurt never tried to do the work of the senior directors, but in his 
role as coordinator [for the Indo-Pacific], with his seniority and work style, he was able to 
bring a lot of things to the forefront,” said a senior official who worked with him.94 These 
things included the early meeting of the Quadrilateral Dialogue (Quad) with Australia, Ja-
pan, and India, which he personally convinced the president to prioritize.95

Campbell’s new domain at the NSC encompassed three newly created directorates, each 
headed by a senior director. What had previously been the NSC Asia Directorate thus be-
came the China and Taiwan Directorate, the East Asia and Oceania Directorate, and the 
South Asia Directorate. The new NSC China and Taiwan Directorate was tasked with coor-
dinating China policy “as the quarterback” across the interagency and as the White House’s 
lead for direct diplomacy with Beijing.96 Former Obama official Laura Rosenberger became 
the senior director, and Rush Doshi and Julian Gewirtz were among those who joined as 
China directors early in the administration. 

While the new Indo-Pacific coordinator position sometimes created confusion (regarding 
where exactly it sat in the NSC bureaucratic hierarchy), the intended effect of Campbell’s 
role and new directorates was to elevate their influence and signal to the wider interagency 
that the region was of paramount importance to the Biden administration’s foreign policy.97 
This meant that coordination on regional issues became more intensified; as one former se-
nior director indicated, the structure meant they had much more contact with Rosenberger 
and her team relative to the Obama NSC.98

In addition, a new Technology and National Security Directorate was created at the NSC 
to coordinate policy on U.S.-China technology competition, with staffers dual-hatted at the 
White House Office of Science and Technology Policy.99 Tarun Chhabra brought in-depth 
knowledge of technology and foreign policy as NSC’s senior director for technology and 
national security. The directorate’s portfolio was distinct from the International Economics 
Directorate, shared between the NSC and the National Economic Council, which would 
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continue to coordinate economic sanctions, oversee investment screening through the Com-
mittee on Foreign Investment in the United States, and lead on engagements in multilateral 
forums including the G7, G20, and Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC). The latter 
was more important than usual because the United States would host APEC in 2023, creat-
ing a valuable opportunity that the administration would later leverage to stabilize relations 
with Beijing.100

Finally, the NSC’s Strategic Planning Directorate was led initially by Sasha Baker and then 
by Thomas Wright. The office took the lead in drafting the administration’s 2022 National 
Security Strategy, which underscored the refocus on China. The Legislative Affairs Director-
ate meanwhile coordinated China-related policy objectives with Congress.101 These efforts 
were especially important in the first two years of the administration when the key Chi-
na-oriented legislation was passed. 

The NSC managed the core of the development and implementation of Biden’s China strat-
egy. The intensified focus on China and sound process also led to the creation of China-fo-
cused centers within several key national security agencies. As discussed in greater detail later 
in this report, the State Department eventually introduced “China House,” various elements 
of the intelligence community created new structures including the Central Intelligence 
Agency’s (CIA) China Mission Center, and the Department of Defense conducted a depart-
ment-wide process review. 

These White House reforms were only the beginning. Across the government, agencies soon 
undertook their own restructuring to support strategic competition. By the end of 2021, the 
Biden administration had moved from diagnosis to doctrine to implementation. The strat-
egy of strategic renewal—Invest, Align, Compete—was not merely rhetorical; it had been 
embedded in institutional processes and classified guidance. The harder question would be 
whether it could withstand the shocks that followed. The next section explains the subse-
quent institutional shifts the strategy prompted and then moves on to the story of how the 
administration’s initial diplomacy foundered.
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The Administrative Machinery  
of Competition
 
 
 
As the administration worked to implement its Invest, Align, Compete framework, it rec-
ognized that strategy called for institutional change. Implementing a truly whole-of-govern-
ment approach to competition with China required restructuring key agencies and clarifying 
lines of coordination. Agency implementation guidance was designed to create what a se-
nior official described as a “common approach that everyone understood and was executing 
against.”102 New bureaucratic structures were thus built at multiple federal agencies to align 
diplomatic, intelligence, economic, and military tools behind what the Biden administration 
viewed as its central foreign policy challenge. This section explains these innovations—from 
the creation of China House at the State Department and new China-focused structures in 
the intelligence community to changes inside the Pentagon, including both administrative 
reforms and shifts in U.S. regional force posture. 

China House

One of the more important innovations was the creation of China House at the State 
Department. Its dedicated function was to coordinate China-related diplomatic activities 
globally. The Office of China and Mongolia Affairs within the State Department’s EAP 
usually oversaw the U.S.-China relationship from Washington. But Biden officials recognized 
that the global breadth and scale of competing with China across regions and domains 
vastly outstripped the capabilities of the existing office, which largely focused on bilateral 
relations.103 The result was the creation of the Office of China Coordination, otherwise 
known as China House. The new unit was given a mandate to coordinate “a  whole-of-
enterprise approach to strategic competition and diplomatic relations with the PRC [People’s 
Republic of China].”104

CHAPTER 2
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Reporting directly to then deputy secretary of state Wendy Sherman and situated on the 
Truman Building’s seventh floor near the department’s leadership, China House took on a 
unique structure.105 The aim was to raise the profile of China across the department while 
integrating efforts to compete with China both functionally and geographically.106 The 

roughly sixty to seventy staffers were split 
into three teams, including a core group 
based at China House, a group dual-hat-
ted with other regional and functional 
bureaus, and an overseas group of Man-
darin speakers strategically positioned at 
U.S. embassies worldwide. 

Some Republicans criticized the creation of the new unit as a bureaucratic power grab,107 
but most former career and Biden officials saw it as a meaningful improvement given that 
regional bureaus had traditionally been siloed and ill-suited for a coordinated global effort.108 

One former official interviewed noted the China House’s value, stating that for the first 
time the State Department was “able to get ahead” of the Chinese foreign minister’s annual 
visit to Africa, a tradition dating back to Chinese premier Zhou Enlai.109 China House also 
helped identify opportunities to advance U.S.-China–related interests when State Depart-
ment officials met with their counterparts from third countries. For example, if the secretary 
of state was meeting with a foreign counterpart from a country outside of EAP’s traditional 

Secretary of state Antony 

Blinken and deputy secretary 

of state Wendy Sherman 

launch the Office of China 

Coordination, or China 

House, on December 16, 

2022.

Credit: U.S. State Department photo by 
Ron Przysucha

One of the more important innovations 
was the creation of China House at  

the State Department. 



31

State Department China House Structure
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purview, China House was better placed to coordinate with the relevant regional bureau to 
add China-related priorities (for example, its global 5G ambitions) to the meeting agenda.110 

China House was strengthened with $325 million from Congress in 2023—funds that were 
available for China-related objectives worldwide.111 Its creation signaled that competition 
with Beijing was no longer confined to the bilateral relationship but had become a global 
organizing principle for U.S. diplomacy. It is noteworthy that the structure has survived the 
current Trump administration’s State Department reforms. 

The Intelligence Community

To meet the scale of the effort going into a China-focused foreign policy, the intelligence 
community collectively undertook significant reforms to pivot from decades of prioritizing 
counterterrorism. Despite the first Trump administration’s reorientation toward great power 
competition, the Biden administration inherited a budget for the intelligence community 
that allocated over three times as much for counterterrorism as for China.112 The Office of 
the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI) therefore led an effort to reallocate resources 
toward China-related intelligence, including counting key resources differently to provide 
a more accurate picture of how much was being spent on what. Director of national intel-
ligence Avril Haines then led a monthly meeting on “China Metrics” to keep track of the 
progress of long-term projects, such as new collection platforms, and to inform decisions on 
further budget allocations.113
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With the increase in funds devoted to China, CIA director William (Bill) Burns launched 
the China Mission Center (CMC) at the agency. Mission centers are roughly akin to assis-
tant secretary–level bureaus at the State Department, and the creation of the China-focused 
center added new resources and elevated the level and visibility of the intelligence officers 
working on China. Under Burns’s tenure, the CIA doubled its overall budget focused on 
China and hired more Mandarin speakers.114 The publicly stated aim of the center was to 
“address the global challenge posed by the People’s Republic of China that cuts across all of 
the Agency’s mission areas.”115 Like its counterpart at State, the new mission center would 
“bring a whole-of-agency approach” to unify intelligence work to counter “China’s global 
ambitions, and growing involvement in countries across the world.”116 

Burns met with CMC experts weekly and sent more China experts overseas to increase 
monitoring and reporting on Chinese activities in third countries.117 Effort was also made to 
quietly strengthen intelligence channels with Beijing as part of the administration’s endeav-
or to improve dialogues between the two countries’ bureaucracies.118 However, the CMC’s 
intelligence diplomacy efforts with allies and partners were sometimes stymied by other 
mission centers seeking to retain bureaucratic ownership over regional channels.119

Other intelligence community members meanwhile implemented their own reforms. Soon 
after the launch of the CMC at the CIA, the National Security Agency (NSA) launched its 
own China Center. To strengthen it, NSA director Paul Nakasone gave the China Center 
some discretion over how the agency allocated and applied its resources toward China. The 
Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) and National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency also stood 
up China-focused teams. According to a former senior intelligence official, reforms at the 
DIA proved controversial since it reallocated substantial resources away from counterterror-
ism toward China.120

The ODNI did not create its own China-focused center, however. Given the capabilities of 
the National Intelligence Council and National Intelligence Management Council, ODNI’s 
Mission Integration Directorate was judged to already have the capability of coordinating 
China-related intelligence across the intelligence community.121 Instead, the ODNI launched 
the Office of Economic Security and Emerging Technologies “to lead the [intelligence com-
munity’s] shift toward addressing techno-economic competition” and strengthen intelligence 
coordination on supply chain resilience, emerging technologies, and economic statecraft.122 
The ODNI’s Counterintelligence and Security Center also worked with the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation and the Department of Homeland Security to step up counterintelligence 
action with state and local authorities, while engaging universities, the private sector, and 
Congress on Chinese intelligence collection efforts.

While it is impossible to judge from the outside the impact of these reforms on China-re-
lated capabilities—some former officials interviewed whose purview was outside of China 
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noted that what was really needed were more collection assets to track China’s global reach, 
rather than more Mandarin speakers123—the administration’s ability to share intelligence 
was likely important to shifting thinking in 
allied and partner capitals in Washington’s 
direction. In addition, as allied leaders wit-
nessed the effect of American intelligence 
on Ukraine’s capacity to defend itself, they 
acquired new appreciation for the intelli-
gence community’s power. The same effect 
may have been felt in Beijing, adding an ad-
ditional deterrent effect for Taiwan. Finally, 
intelligence sharing—and intelligence in general—was especially at a premium during crises 
given how difficult communication with China has proven historically. Across the board, the 
U.S. intelligence community’s objective analysis was fundamental to helping policymakers 
avoid mistakes that could lead to a catastrophic conflict. As Haines said in an interview with 
the authors,

It is critical to have people in the discussion who play the role that we play as 
intelligence services, which is to say that we are not focused on a particular 
policy that we’re trying to justify to the President of the United States, but 
rather trying to give whoever is making the decision the best possible 
information that they can have in order to make that decision. That sort 
of evidence-driven, honest, unbiased analysis based on the extraordinary 
expertise that resides in our intelligence community gives our leaders  
a fundamental advantage.124

In contrast to the intelligence community’s outward focus, to support the invest pillar of 
the China strategy, the Department of Commerce established the CHIPS Program Office 
to coordinate the implementation of semiconductor manufacturing from over $50 billion 
allocated from the CHIPS and Science Act.125 Together with the Bureau of Industry and 
Security’s implementation of technology export controls, the changes to the Department of 
Commerce allowed it to become “very much a national security focused agency,” as noted by 
secretary of commerce Gina Raimondo.126 

Lastly, the (re-)elevation of the U.S. permanent representative to the United Nations (UN) 
to a cabinet-level position under the Biden administration led the U.S. Mission to the UN 
to play a larger role in the development and implementation of the administration’s China 
strategy.127 Coordinating with its Washington office, the mission led on China-related objec-
tives at the UN, including “getting ahead” of China to encourage the General Assembly to 
adopt a U.S.-led resolution (A/78/L.49) on sustainable AI development, the first-ever stand-
alone resolution to establish a global consensus approach to AI governance.128 

As allied leaders witnessed the effect 
of American intelligence on Ukraine’s 
capacity to defend itself, they 
acquired new appreciation for the 
intelligence community’s power.
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The Pentagon’s Strategy and Implementation

Given the centrality of deterrence in the Indo-Pacific to U.S. strategic objectives, the Pen-
tagon was bound to play a critical role in implementing the Biden administration’s China 
strategy. Powerful elements within the building had been pushing for greater focus on China 
since at least Trump’s first administration, if not before that. During the transition, incoming 
Pentagon officials had therefore already identified several priority areas where they hoped to 
reorient U.S. defense strategy to focus even more on China. 

There was “relatively little debate on the need to focus on China,” a former senior Pentagon 
official said.129 The administration was especially concerned that the rapid pace of China’s 
military modernization had undermined U.S. deterrence across the region.130 Former offi-
cials interviewed recalled “massive” Chinese investments into the People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA) Navy, cyber and space capabilities, air defense and missile capabilities, that already 
made it dangerous for U.S. forces to operate around the first and even the second island 
chains.131 This was before even counting China’s planned expansion of its nuclear forces. As 
they would put it in the 2022 National Defense Strategy, China was the Defense Depart-
ment’s (DOD) “pacing challenge.”132 

Moreover, while the Biden administration agreed that Trump had correctly identified great 
power competition as the underlying dynamic in the contemporary international system, it 
saw the 2017 National Security Strategy and 2018 National Defense Strategy as insufficient 
in several respects when it came to China. They were critical of Trump-era defense strategy 
as not distinguishing enough between the different nature of the challenges that Russia and 
China posed. Put simply by Colin Kahl in an interview, “Unlike China, Russia does not have 
the ability to dominate the world, but Russia does have the ability to blow up the world.”133 
Biden officials were also critical of Trump for not having built a “holistic competitive strat-
egy” toward China that “made clear how defense fit in with other instruments of national 
power.”134 In other words, Trump’s first administration had identified a heavy DOD role but 
never developed a comprehensive and coordinated approach.135 

Biden’s defense team—all seasoned experts—were also cognizant that the Pentagon is noto-
riously resistant to change. A world unto itself, the “building” operates according to its own 
logic and priorities—and these are sometimes heavily shaped by the interests of the service 
branches and other institutional forces that outlive any presidential administration or strate-
gy. Biden’s team knew that they needed leadership from the very top if they were to reorient 
the DOD’s million-strong workforce meaningfully away from the building’s many legacy 
efforts and toward competition with China.136 Without that leadership, Pentagon cadres 
would likely “just take whatever slide deck they were using and just put on a new title” with 
the words “China competition”—but no other changes.137
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To kick off the process, the Biden administration embarked on a major policy review almost 
immediately after entering office. Announced by the president and led through secretary of 
defense Lloyd Austin’s office by Ratner, who would later become assistant secretary of de-
fense for Indo-Pacific security affairs, a fifteen-member task force sprinted to assess how the 
department could increase its focus on China, deploying standardized questions for a Pen-
tagon-wide data call, carrying out hundreds of interviews, and analyzing thousands of pages 
of existing policy and intelligence.138 The very existence of the task force was an important 
signal to the building that China was a top 
priority for Austin—even though he was as-
sociated with counterterrorism and Ameri-
ca’s long wars in the Middle East.139

The task force was a successful signaling ex-
ercise, but a downside was that it established 
a bureaucratic precedent that prioritized 
maximizing China-related defense activity 
rather than assessing strategic needs. By framing China as a “pacing challenge,” the adminis-
tration implicitly tied U.S. defense requirements to the rate of Chinese modernization. This 
created a logic that if the PLA expanded, the United States must outpace it. The question 
of what would constitute a sufficient level of force—independent of PLA growth—was thus 
largely sidelined in favor of maximizing the speed of the military pivot—as discussed in the 
conclusions in this report.

In April 2021, the task force delivered its initial assessments to Austin, and in June, the 
secretary announced several new China initiatives aimed at implementing a China-focused 
defense strategy. The assistant secretary of defense for strategy, plans, and capabilities, Mara 
Karlin, briefed the strategy extensively over the course of the second half of 2021, including 
to Congress, all the combatant commands, service heads, and other parts of the Defense De-
partment.140 Pentagon leaders also realized the risk that the daily pressures of U.S. military 
operations worldwide would strip resources away from the China strategy and the strong 
need to prevent “micro-level decisions made in response to immediate needs from salami-slic-
ing the strategy to bits.”141 A regular secretary-level forum known as “The China Brief ” was 
thus established to hammer out China problems with the Pentagon’s senior-most leaders and 
ensure a long-term, strategic focus on China that otherwise might have been lost amid the 
daily crush of managing America’s global military posture.142 That meeting was backed by 
a three-star level meeting run by Karlin’s office. These meetings continued throughout the 
administration despite pressing crises in Afghanistan, Ukraine, and the Middle East, further 
underscoring to the sprawling bureaucracy that China really was a priority.143 The Pentagon 
also implemented changes to the budget process to ensure that budget requests were linked 
to the China-focused strategy and changes to the force allocation process to protect the 
strategic focus on China from more immediate, but less important, demands on the global 

By framing China as a “pacing 
challenge,” the Biden administration 
implicitly tied U.S. defense require-
ments to the rate of Chinese 
modernization.
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force.144 These implementation efforts were viewed as crucial to success. “It’s all well and 
good to have a smart strategy—but if you don’t obsessively shape everything in line with it, 
your strategy will grow increasingly irrelevant,” one former senior official explained.145 

The Pentagon also adopted the concept of integrated deterrence as a cornerstone of its China 
strategy. The concept was poorly defined from the start and gave rise to external critiques and 
internal confusion. The concept originated in a speech by Austin at Indo-Pacific Command 
on April 30, 2021, in which he said that “deterrence now demands far more coordination, 
innovation, and cooperation” and “integrated deterrence” is where “the U.S. military isn’t 
meant to stand apart, but to buttress U.S. diplomacy and advance a foreign policy that em-
ploys all instruments of our national power.”146

It fell to the Office of the Undersecretary of Defense for Policy to translate the concept Aus-
tin first described into a strategic framework through the administration’s National Defense 
Strategy. Integrating deterrence was a complex task—and the concept was open to different 
interpretations.147 In one interpretation, it meant cross-domain deterrence—in other words, 
the combination of conventional, nuclear, space, and information weapons to threaten 

Secretary of defense Lloyd 

Austin introduced the concept of 

integrated deterrence during a 

speech at a change of command 

ceremony at the U.S. Indo-Pacific 

Command on April 30, 2021.

Credit: U.S. Navy photo by Mass 
Communication Specialist 2nd Class  
Anthony J. Rivera
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a would-be attacker with unacceptable destruction. In another broader interpretation, it 
meant integration across the spectrum of conflict to span scenarios from minor gray zone 
incursions to full-scale nuclear war. Yet a third interpretation of the concept involved inte-
gration across all instruments of national power, including the threat of punishment through 
economic, diplomatic, and information instruments located in other areas of the govern-
ment. A final interpretation of the concept 
meant integration across allies and partners 
because the United States would not fight a 
war alone.148 

In short, this was a concept with something 
for everyone. As such, it also reflected a maximizing approach, rather than one based on an 
assessment of what amount of deterrence might be sufficient to reduce risk to acceptable 
levels. The breadth of ambition raised eyebrows and caused some degree of confusion. Did 
the Pentagon, for example, expect to also control the nonmilitary means of deterrence or was 
this simply recognition that there was more to the puzzle than military force? At least one 
official noted the consternation it created elsewhere in the government, where it was viewed 
as “an effort to have DOD own everything.”149 Republicans meanwhile balked at what they 
saw as an invented and ineffective concept.150  

Critiques notwithstanding, Austin continued to refer to integrated deterrence as a corner-
stone for how the United States would ensure that “conflict is neither imminent nor inevi-
table” in the Indo-Pacific.151 The concept was principally articulated through the classified 
version of the National Defense Strategy in spring 2022 and was also called out in the public 
National Security Strategy released later that year.152 In practice, it was operationalized main-
ly for gray zone scenarios such as a blockade of Taiwan and for testing resilience inference in 
U.S. trans-Pacific force flows in the run-up to a war.153 

The Pentagon also worked to build a “more durable and lethal” force posture across the In-
do-Pacific.154 Although the full scope of military acquisitions under Biden was vast, the core 
adjustments focused on dispersing vulnerable U.S. forces, expanding access agreements with 
allies, increasing operational tempo, and developing new autonomous capabilities under 
initiatives such as Replicator.155 

These changes were driven by the reality that U.S. forces were highly vulnerable to China’s 
short- and medium-range strike systems. Dispersal and mobility were intended to reduce 
this vulnerability, enhance resilience, and thereby strengthen the credibility of the U.S. de-
terrent. This logic underpinned the eventual establishment of four new Enhanced Defense 
Cooperation Agreement sites in the Philippines and the forward deployment of long-range 
precision fires in joint exercises there.156 

In short, integrated deterrence was a 
concept with something for everyone.
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In Japan, the United States forward stationed a Marine Littoral Regiment and began restruc-
turing U.S. forces there into a more operationally integrated headquarters to improve in-
teroperability with Japanese forces.157 One official described these enhancements as enabling 
U.S. forces to provide “our own long-range precision fires and be highly mobile to avoid 
being pinned down by a potential Chinese attack.”158 Elsewhere in the region, the Pentagon 
increased high-end rotations of air, naval, and strategic assets to Australia and the Korean 
Peninsula, signaling both commitment and readiness.159

The efforts to strengthen U.S. force posture were accompanied by intensified military diploma-
cy with regional allies and partners, as well as investments through the Partnership for Global 
Infrastructure and Investment and other means. Biden officials wanted to move beyond what 
they saw as the Trump administration’s overly narrow focus on allied defense spending to a 
focus on enhancing allied defense capabilities through U.S. weapons sales and co-developing 
new indigenous capabilities.160 The jet engine deal with India was a key example of this (and 
will be discussed later), but the administration also pursued related initiatives with other 
countries, such as coproducing artillery shells and guided missiles with Australia to boost U.S.  
manufacturing.161

In the waning days of the Biden 
administration, deputy secretary of 
defense Kathleen Hicks said in a 
speech at the Johns Hopkins School of 
Advanced International Studies that 
“Strategic competition is a team sport, 
and more is more at home and abroad. 
Internationally, our allies and partners 
are a force-multiplier that makes us 

stronger.”162 In addition to describing changes in force posture, investments, and engagements 
in the Indo-Pacific as “historic, transformational improvements . . . fortifying our position 
from Northeast Asia down to Australia and the Pacific Islands,”163 Hicks stated that the 
DOD and Austin’s personal prioritization of competing with China had led to “seeing in 
classified wargames that these approaches are paying off” and that the Biden administration’s 
reforms would be an “enduring legacy.”164 

In reality, what was accomplished was more modest than Hicks made it out to be, but the 
administration had set its regional strategy for allies and partners on a new trajectory, one in 
which they would be expected to do much more for the United States. Overall, the success 
of Pentagon reforms in reorienting toward the Pacific was clear. By defining success primar-
ily through the lens of outpacing a peer competitor, however, the administration deferred 
the harder debate over what level of military power would actually be sufficient to achieve  
its goals.

The administration had set its regional 
strategy for allies and partners on a  

new trajectory, one in which they  
would be expected to do much  

more for the United States.
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A Rough Start for U.S.-China  
Relations in 2021
 
 
 
As the administration solidified its China strategy and agency implementation guidance over 
the course of 2021, it also began direct diplomacy with Beijing to stabilize the diplomatic 
relationship. It was a rocky start. Pandemic conditions, Biden’s domestic priorities, Beijing’s 
unrealistic expectations about where the United States was headed, and the NSC’s focus on 
other aspects of the strategy such as building up allied support all made for rough going. The 
cacophonous high-level meeting between U.S. and Chinese officials in Anchorage, Alaska, 
in March 2021 displayed underlying tensions for the whole world and set back subsequent 
efforts at diplomacy for several months—just as the chaotic U.S. withdrawal from Afghan-
istan sucked up the attention of the most senior U.S. officials. The result was over a year of 
competition without effective diplomacy or much effort to get there.

Some officials interviewed argued that the slow pace of diplomacy was intentionally aimed 
at avoiding meetings that were purely ceremonial and did not move U.S. goals forward.165 It 
would have been better, in their view, to borrow from China’s own book and bide time while 
rolling out the economic, technological, military, and alliance dimensions of the strategy to 
more convincingly confront China from a position of strength in diplomatic negotiations. 
There is a clear logic to this approach, although it may be largely an ex post rationalization 
for the faltering diplomacy of 2021. It was one thing to claim in theory that Washington 
would approach China as an equal, and quite another to overcome the practice of decades 
of U.S. primacy.

CHAPTER 3
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Anchorage 

Officials interviewed who participated in the transition argued that their Chinese counter-
parts seemed to be anticipating that Biden would “reset” the relationship from the Trump 
interlude.166 This would have meant, for example, opening and reconstituting the U.S.- 
China Strategic and Economic Dialogue that dated from 2006.167 This anticipation, how-
ever, reflected a very inaccurate understanding of how far Democrat thinking in the White 
House had evolved since Obama.168 The new Biden administration considered forums like 
this to be “talking shops” of a bygone era and instead sought bilateral dialogue focused on 
substantive deliverables.169 

Pandemic restrictions in the early months of 2021 made restoring diplomatic channels chal-
lenging, however. Capacity for in-person meetings in Washington was extremely limited, 
as the Alpha variant of the COVID-19 virus infected millions of Americans in the early 
weeks of January.170 Beijing meanwhile was under strict Zero COVID lockdowns and mul-

tiweek quarantines for foreigners arriving in 
China.171 As a former White House official 
recalled, the mechanics of engaging diplo-
matically with China in the depths of the 
pandemic were “unbelievably hard.”172 

A further challenge, which was described 
by multiple former officials as a historic and 
persistent source of friction in the relation-

ship, was navigating sensitivities in diplomatic protocol and access with Chinese interloc-
utors. Doing so required lengthy negotiations on the appropriate “parallelism” of officials, 
which was not straightforward given the structural differences between the American and 
Chinese governments. For American policymakers, the opaqueness of the Chinese system 
also made it difficult to ascertain who would be the most effective counterpart to establish a 
strong channel of communication between Washington and Beijing. 

The result was a laborious back and forth between American and Chinese officials in the first 
weeks of the administration. A compromise was finally reached for a two-by-two meeting, 
with Blinken and Sullivan meeting Wang and the then director of the Office of the Foreign 
Affairs Commission, Yang Jiechi, for talks in Anchorage, Alaska, on March 18–19. An-
chorage was meant to represent the midpoint between the countries, while hosted “on U.S. 
terms” on American soil.173

To give diplomacy a better chance of success, the administration early on decided to soft-
en their language. They viewed Trump-era rhetoric as needlessly confrontational and were 
especially critical of Pompeo for his attacks on China and its leadership. From the Biden 

As a former White House  
official recalled, the mechanics  
of engaging diplomatically with  

China in the depths of the pandemic 
were “unbelievably hard.”
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administration’s perspective, managing competition required language that reflected the real-
ity that China was not going anywhere.174 And it was especially important to avoid the kind 
of “pejorative” language that could be viewed by Beijing as signaling a “desire for regime 
change.”175 Softening the language also responded to the criticism that the Trump adminis-
tration’s aggressive language had spurred anti-Asian sentiment during the pandemic.176 

As a result, official State Department language shifted from referring to the “Chinese Com-
munist Party” and “Chinese government” to “the People’s Republic of China” and “Beijing.” 
The updated language guidance was visible from the start of the Biden administration, with 
a January 23 State Department press statement on “PRC Military Pressure Against Taiwan” 
noting “with concern . . . PRC attempts to intimidate its neighbors”—a mere four days after 
Pompeo had declared that “the Chinese Communist Party” was “commit[ting] genocide and 
crimes against humanity against its own people.”177 

At the same time as the administration aimed to tone down the language, however, it also 
stuck with a tough line on human rights—thus somewhat undermining the effect. For ex-
ample, Blinken, during his Senate confirmation hearing in January 2021, said he agreed with 
the outgoing Trump administration’s determination that China’s treatment of the Uyghurs 
was genocide.178 Biden, during his campaign trail in August 2020, also said China’s treat-
ment of Uyghur Muslims was genocide.179

Perhaps because of this, softening the language had no immediate effect on Beijing’s 
approach to the relationship. Signs of how frosty bilateral relations had become start-
ed appearing in the run-up to the Anchorage meeting. Washington and Beijing publicly 
disagreed over what to call the meeting in the first place: U.S. officials described it as a 
“one-off event” to address Beijing “from a position of strength,” while Chinese officials 
described it as a “high-level strategic dialogue” 
with an opportunity for a “reset.”180 Virtual en-
gagements beforehand highlighted deep divi-
sions, with separate phone calls between Biden 
and Xi and Blinken and Yang emphasizing U.S. 
concerns for Chinese human rights violations 
and Xi warning of a disastrous confrontation.181 
The timing of the Anchorage meeting had also 
been carefully sequenced to follow U.S. consultations with its Indo-Pacific allies, includ-
ing a virtual leaders’ summit of the Quad and also Blinken’s and Austin’s visits to Japan 
and South Korea in the days before the Anchorage meeting.182 The signal to both the 
Chinese delegation and American public was that the United States, with the backing of 
Indo-Pacific allies and partners, intended to confront China bluntly—in short that Biden’s 
approach was not that different than Trump’s. 

Signs of how frosty U.S.-China 
relations had become started 
appearing in the run-up to the 
Anchorage meeting.
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Even with managed expectations going into the meeting amid a pandemic, the outcome 
proved worse than anticipated.183 Stepping off the plane in Anchorage, the Chinese side bris-
tled at what they saw as a lack of respect for protocol by their American hosts—specifically 
the failure to offer a meal. According to former U.S. officials, this breach was the product of 
strict pandemic related regulations, but it was an inauspicious start to an important meeting 
between the world’s two most powerful countries.184 

Things only got worse from there. In opening remarks televised to a global audience, Blinken, 
sitting across from his Chinese counterparts, underscored his sympathies for U.S. Indo-Pa-
cific allies and criticized China’s human rights record.185 Perhaps Blinken felt this was neces-
sary given the anti-China sentiment at home, but it came across as confrontational—not the 
meeting of equals that Beijing had expected. Blinken’s remarks put issues long considered 
by China to be internal affairs front and center and took Yang by surprise. It was hardly a 
triumph of diplomacy.

Clearly aggravated, Yang then launched into a sixteen-minute tirade against the United 
States, accusing it of being “condescending” and charging the United States with hypocrisy 
on human rights given its history of racism. Taken aback at Yang’s address, which badly 

Credit: U.S. State Department photo by Ron Przysucha

The ill-fated “2x2” Anchorage meeting between secretary of state Antony Blinken and national 

security adviser Jake Sullivan (right) with director Yang Jiechi and foreign minister Wang Yi (left).
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breached a prior agreement for allocated speaking time, Blinken motioned for the press to 
stay for his own reply, saying, “It was never a good bet, to bet against America.”186 Yang then 
turned directly to the press and called, in English, for them to wait again.187 He then pro-
duced another long critique, angrily condemning U.S. breaches in diplomatic protocol and 
charging their hosts with treating “the Chinese people” with disrespect. The United States 
“did not have the qualifications to speak to China from a position of strength,” he said, clear-
ly still heated and by now also thinking of how the standoff would play back in China.188 

According to U.S. and Chinese officials present at the meeting, the subsequent closed-door 
discussions proved to be much more substantive and professional, with the temperature 
turned down outside of the media spotlight.189 Nevertheless, this was a public display of 
rancor, and the mood proved hard to shake. The next day, the Chinese delegation departed 
without a joint statement or public comment. Blinken and Sullivan attempted to downplay 
the spat, framing the opportunity for “clear-eyed” dialogue as valuable in and of itself.190 But 
it was hardly a step in the direction of a more stable and predictable relationship. Despite 
the opportunity for substantive dialogue on issues such as Iran and nonproliferation, the 
public spectacle led to “bruised feelings on both sides” and cast a shadow over the bilateral 
relationship.191 

In the months following, Beijing stonewalled most attempts to arrange senior-level fol-
low-ups, including delaying calls between Biden and Xi.192 Meanwhile, back in Washington, 
the Anchorage meeting made it even harder to justify the case for diplomatic engagement 
and managed competition, particularly among the Republican China hawks in Congress.193 
This was also the period in which the administration was responding to the collapse of Af-
ghanistan in the wake of the U.S. withdrawal—a crisis that required high levels of attention 
from all the top foreign policy officials in the administration from August through October 
2021. The early inklings of Russia’s designs on Ukraine further complicated efforts to stay 
the course on China. 

The overall result was a further cooling of the relationship post-Anchorage. It would be half 
a year until a second call between Biden and Xi and seven months until a meeting between 
Sullivan and Yang in Zurich, Switzerland.194 For one senior administration official inter-
viewed, the worry post-Anchorage was whether it was even possible to “get onto a kind of 
a track that would allow our key seniors to have good effective relations with their counter-
parts.”195

Why did the Anchorage meeting go so visibly off the rails? U.S. officials on background 
accused the Chinese side of “grandstanding” and being “focused on public theatrics and 
dramatics.”196 Some concluded that Yang’s remarks had been pre-planned for a domestic au-
dience, with the Chinese delegation going “back to business as usual” on agenda items after 
the cameras stopped rolling.197 At the time, Yang was Xi’s premier America-hand, having 
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spent considerable parts of his career in the United States, including serving as Chinese am-
bassador to Washington from 2001 to 2005. As such, it is plausible that he was in part mo-
tivated by a desire to look tough to prevent any internal accusations of being co-opted by his 
American counterparts. Meanwhile, the Chinese foreign ministry blamed the Americans for 
showing a lack of “good host manners or proper diplomatic etiquette” since they “exceeded 
severely the set time limit” with “fiery and theatrical” statements.198 

One U.S. official reflected that the two-by-two format with open press had proven a poor 
choice, observing that having two Chinese and two American officials together in a single 
meeting “created dynamics that were not helpful for a constructive conversation, since each 
official had to prove themselves to be more hawkish than the other.”199 This official also noted 
the relative inexperience and challenges faced by the U.S. protocol team in Anchorage and 
expressed regret for logistical constraints and missteps failing to provide for “the trappings 
of what respect looks like for Chinese guests,” which “set things off on the wrong foot.”200 
How much of what occurred can be chalked up to the unusual environment created by the 
pandemic is impossible to say, but it clearly played an unhelpful role.

Whatever the prevailing headwinds, opening the first high-level meeting between senior 
officials of a tense bilateral relationship by inviting press into the room was flawed. Given 
the publicly documented record of how each side was framing the encounter—a meeting 
to show a position of strength versus a meeting of equals—more caution and care should 
have been exercised in the preparations. As evident from subsequent exchanges, there were 
ways the Anchorage meeting could have been handled more adeptly, such as inviting press in 
at the end of the meeting to summarize outcomes, releasing a still photo of the start of the 
meeting, or agreeing on a photo and handshake with no comments to press. While the Biden 
administration would apply the hard-learned lessons to subsequent engagements, Anchorage 
was a real setback. 

Tariffs, Human Rights, and Continuities with Trump:  
April–December 2021

As early efforts in high-level diplomacy foundered, Washington’s China posture in 2021 was 
defined less by new diplomatic bargains than by the pressure tools inherited from the Trump 
administration, Biden’s democracy versus autocracy framing, and domestic politics. What 
resulted was a strategy with a more aggressive edge than was initially intended as the United 
States took steps to address the competitive deficit that it claimed had developed during the 
Trump years.201 

One of the first big issues the administration had to tackle was what to do about the Trump-
era tariffs on China. Trump had imposed tariffs on more than $350 billion worth of Chinese 
goods, and China was resentful.202 Biden had campaigned against the economic impacts 
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of tariffs, and his campaign claimed that America’s farmers “have paid a heavy price for 
President Trump’s tariffs” and that Trump was “pursuing a damaging and erratic trade war 
without any real strategy.”203 After entering office, however, Cabinet officials disagreed over 
what to do.204 

Treasury secretary Janet Yellen took the orthodox view that a broad lowering of tariffs was 
in the U.S. economic interest because it would benefit American consumers.205 Blinken and 
U.S. trade representative Katherine Tai, however, wanted to keep them in place.206 For them, 
tariffs offered leverage that might be used in the future to extract other economic concessions 
from China. Lifting tariffs without getting something in return from Beijing also risked 
making the new administration look weak. Other key members of the administration, in-
cluding Sullivan, had previously been skeptical of excessive reliance on free trade, especially 
when it serves geopolitical rather than domestic objectives.

Most of all, Biden’s political advisers judged that the tariffs were popular domestically and 
keeping them in place was important for maintaining support from organized labor and 
politically important states.207 Biden thus ultimately opted to keep Trump’s tariffs in place—
not only in 2021, but for most of his term.208 

Notably, part of the reason may relate to the old Washington joke that Republican admin-
istrations decide without deliberating, while Democratic administrations deliberate without 
deciding; a comparison of the first Trump administration and Biden administration also 
lends credence to this caricature. Biden officials consciously conceived of their measured 
process as the antidote to the speed and “chaos” of the Trump era, including on tariffs, and 
while this had the benefit of increasing buy-in across the bureaucracy, it did result in some 
important decisions “moving quite slowly,” as one senior NSC official noted.209 In fairness, 
in 2021, the pandemic was still gumming up the internal processes of the U.S. govern-
ment: Many workers remained at home, and 
in-person meetings were limited. 

Perhaps even more tension-inducing than 
tariffs in the first year was Biden’s framing 
of the world historical moment as a struggle 
between authoritarianism and democracy. 
This was a view that he ultimately laid out 
most clearly in the 2022 National Security 
Strategy. That strategy was developed internally over the course of 2021, but there were 
external glimmers early on in the administration. For example, in Biden’s Munich Security 
Conference speech in February 2021, he declared the world at an “inflection point” between 
democracy and autocracy.210 This framing was clearly aimed at Russia, China, and also U.S. 
domestic audiences—but it cannot have done much to ease tensions with China. 

Perhaps even more tension-inducing 
than tariffs in the first year was 
Biden’s framing of the world historical 
moment as a struggle between 
authoritarianism and democracy.
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In addition to adding a sharp ideological frame to the relationship, the view of a titanic 
standoff reinforced Biden’s early emphasis on human rights, even though not all national se-
curity officials deemed it useful in building a more constructive relationship with Beijing. In 
his first call with Xi on February 1, Biden spoke unscripted for over ten minutes on the topic, 
adding his concerns about aggression against Taiwan and China’s clampdown on freedoms in 
Hong Kong.211 In December, the White House announced that it would diplomatically boy-
cott the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympics as a response to Beijing’s mistreatment of Uyghur 
minorities.212 At the same time, Biden signed the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act, pe-
nalizing most U.S. companies that imported goods from the Xinjiang autonomous region.213

Both the ideological framing and the emphasis on human rights did, however, fit the public 
mood of the moment, which remained very anti-Chinese throughout 2021. The human 
rights emphasis would at least diminish as Biden’s term wore on. Although the National Se-
curity Strategy said the administration would “hold Beijing accountable for abuses—geno-
cide and crimes against humanity in Xinjiang, human rights violations in Tibet, and the 
dismantling of Hong Kong’s autonomy and freedoms,”214 this language likely dated from 
2021. In the next three years of the administration, there were no major actions on human 
rights directed at China.215 

Therefore, as 2022 began, the U.S.-China bilateral relationship was in a similar place to the 
year before, when the Trump administration left office. Direct diplomacy between the two 
countries was fraught, and most of the existing tariffs and export restrictions were retained. 
Biden did, however, implement high-level structural and procedural changes in how China 
policy was developed and coordinated through the government and worked through a de-
liberative and slow-moving process to implement key parts of the Invest, Align, Compete 
framework. While competition continued under a steady-as-she-goes approach, going into 
2022, Biden officials recognized there would be much work to do in establishing stability in 
the bilateral relationship while also rebuilding trust and cooperation with U.S. allies. It was 
not easy, as exogenous events continued to impede diplomacy while Washington introduced 
a raft of competitive measures centered on technology protection and alliance building. 
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Allies and Partners:  
The Indo-Pacific Strategy  
and the Global South
 
 
 
The Biden administration recognized that the China strategy’s success or failure would rest 
not only on domestic renewal, but also on the ability to shape the environment in which 
competition was unfolding. In the first two years in office, this shaping required both con-
solidating ties with treaty allies and competing for influence beyond them. Senior Biden 
officials believed that China would only respond to diplomacy if confronted with a strong 
countervailing coalition. They therefore sought to overlay existing alliance relationships in 
the Indo-Pacific with a latticework that brought partners more closely into alignment with 
the United States and each other. Minilaterals—ad hoc groups of nations brought together 
around specific issue sets—were important parts of the lattice. The administration also prod-
ded allies in Europe to take a more critical approach toward Beijing. 

At the same time, shaping the strategic environment required engagement with countries that 
did not want to align formally with Washington. In the Global South, the administration’s 
objective was not to assemble a coalition against China, but rather to compete with Beijing’s 
growing economic and political influence—offering alternatives where possible while not 
going so far as to demand that these countries pick sides. This section therefore begins by 
examining the administration’s effort to build an Indo-Pacific latticework of allies and part-
ners and then assesses the attempt to compete with China for influence in the Global South 
through initiatives such as the Partnership for Global Infrastructure and Investment.

CHAPTER 4
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These officials saw their project as, in part, restoring alliances damaged during the first Trump 
administration, but also, in part, building on some initiatives that had started under Trump. 
China’s assertive diplomatic posture in 2020 and 2021 facilitated their push, which by many 
measures was successful. The approach did require tradeoffs, however. For example, it risked 
reinforcing Beijing’s narrative that the United States sought to contain its rise and in some 
cases risked overstretching U.S. resources for marginal gain. Moreover, Biden’s reengagement 
had limits—most notably in the economic sphere, where domestic political constraints pre-
vented the administration from offering expanded market access that some partners desired.  

The Indo-Pacific Latticework 

The Biden administration’s criticism of Trump’s destructive approach to allies was not wholly 
accurate: The first Trump administration made some effort, including at the Cabinet level, to 
focus allies more on the China problem, but it was certainly true that Trump had upset allies 
on several occasions and invested more limited presidential time in bringing them along with 
his China policy. It was also true that key allies, especially in Europe, had not moved very far 
in Washington’s direction on China by the time Biden entered office. Germany, France, and 
the United Kingdom, for example, all sought to build up their economic relationship with 
China—especially in a context where the future of U.S. trade policy was uncertain and their 
relationships with Russia were fraught. The trend in Asia was more aligned with Washing-
ton, but some treaty allies such as the Philippines and South Korea were—due to their own 
internal politics—in a more friendly mood toward Beijing. 

In their 2019 Foreign Affairs article, Sullivan and Campbell emphasized that one of the Unit-
ed States’ “greatest strengths” in its competition with China was its allies and partnerships. 
From deterrence in the Indo-Pacific to international trade and global common goods, Sulli-
van and Campbell rightly emphasized how the “combined weight of U.S. allies and partners 
can shape China’s choices across all domains.”216 Washington therefore needed to “embed its 
China strategy in a dense network of relationships and institutions in Asia and the rest of 
the world.”217 

The approach to allies recognized, in theory at least, that each country has its own distinc-
tive history and relationship with China.218 This meant every potential partner, and even 
long-standing allies, would approach China differently from America.219 The aim was thus 
not to wholly unify, but instead to bring partners “into maximum alignment” in order to 
intensify their combined impact on China’s behavior.220 This meant that across the domains 
of economic, technological, and military competition, the United States would help develop 
a common concept for what “de-risking” from China would entail and coordinate collective 
steps on investments, sanctions, and military operations.221 
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The Latticework of U.S. PartnershipsThe Latticework of U.S. Partnerships

Quad AUKUS Australia-Japan-United States Trilateral Camp David Principles Five Eyes U.S.-Philippines

United States

Canada

United Kingdom Japan

South Korea

Australia

New Zealand

Philippines

India

To create multiple touchpoints for competition with China, Sullivan and Campbell devised 
the concept of a latticework of partnerships “so that everyone would be connected to every-
body in a greater way.”222 They insisted that this was not a return to the Cold War strategy of 
containment. Instead, Campbell argued in a later interview that it was a means of engaging 
“China through the strength of groupings, both formal and informal in the Indo-Pacific.”223 
The network included a wide range of overlapping arrangements, including “ad-hoc coali-
tions of likeminded partners, some big, some small, layered on top of each other” rather than 
a more formal international order composed of “proper-noun institutions with full-time 
secretariats.”224 This ad hoc approach gave the network a flexible and organic character that 
reflected the interests and outlooks of the various different nations that comprised it. At the 
same time, by strengthening regional contact, it created a superstructure that aimed to con-
tribute to regional stability. 

The Biden administration assessed from its early consultations that allies and partners wel-
comed U.S. diplomatic reengagement in the region. China’s lack of transparency and co-
operation on the origins of the pandemic, as well as its wolf warrior diplomats’ destructive 
approach to many bilateral relationships, opened the door to a reassertion of U.S. alliance 
ties.225 Individual allied concerns about Beijing ranged from China’s maritime aggressions in 
the South and East China seas, border conflicts between China and India, and Beijing’s pu-
nitive, and ultimately self-defeating, economic coercion of Australia during the pandemic.226 
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Outside the region, European allies were starting to grow more concerned about their vul-
nerabilities to Chinese economic pressure, especially after China imposed a trade boycott 
against Lithuania in 2021.227 In this context, the Biden administration saw an opportunity 
for American support and coordination to foster a common alignment. 

To articulate its approach to allies and partners, the NSC built on its transition planning 
memos to write an Indo-Pacific Strategy.228 In contrast to the classified China strategy, this 
was public-facing and intended to detail U.S. intentions to allies and partners. Some of 
these partners were wary of aligning closely with the United States, both because they want-

ed to continue beneficial economic relations 
with China and because they feared Chinese 
retaliation. The strategy therefore needed to 
de-emphasize competition with China in 
favor of a positive, “affirmative” vision for 
the region. According to an official familiar 
with its drafting, the aim was to help “per-
suade the rest of the region and in particular 
countries in Southeast Asia that the U.S. had 
something to offer to which they could also 
sign up to.”229 Hence, although the strategy 

noted “the PRC’s aggression and coercion” in the introduction, the main thrust was broad 
goals such as advancing a free and open Indo-Pacific—a concept first outlined by Japanese 
prime minister Shinzo Abe in 2016—and the importance of traditionally nonaligned coun-
tries.230 Accompanied by classified implementation guidance to agencies, the Indo-Pacific 
Strategy complemented the more narrowly focused China strategy as part of the broader 
Invest, Align, Compete agenda.231 Over the Biden administration’s four years in office, many 
U.S. allies, including Australia, Japan, Korea, and the European Union, each produced their 
own versions of an Indo-Pacific strategy with similar goals.232 

A challenge to this approach was that despite the emphasis on an affirmative vision, the ad-
ministration considered market access off the table, but this was the one thing regional part-
ners—from Vietnam to Indonesia—most wanted. The administration’s primary economic 
vehicle, the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework, explicitly avoided the traditional trade deal 
components of tariff reduction or market opening. The decision was grounded in the im-
perative of ensuring that foreign policy, including foreign economic policy, directly served 
Americans—along the lines of the Foreign Policy for the Middle Class concept that key 
players in the administration had laid out before coming into office. Although sound from 
a domestic perspective, putting market access off limits meant asking allies to take security 
risks against China without providing the economic gravitational pull necessary to decouple 
their commercial interests from Beijing.

Despite the emphasis on an  
affirmative vision, the administration 

considered market access off the 
table, but this was the one thing 

regional partners—from Vietnam to 
Indonesia—most wanted.
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The Quad and AUKUS

A first step in implementing the Biden administration’s vision for the Indo-Pacific was to 
reengage and strengthen the Quad. The Trump administration had revived this forum in 
2017, but Biden elevated it to the leaders’ level for the first time, convening a virtual summit 
on March 12, 2021.233 The meeting aimed to signal early “the administration’s commitment 
to the region and thinking about China in a newly strategic way alongside allies and part-
ners.”234 The leaders issued a joint statement to “strive for a region that is free, open, [and] 
inclusive unconstrained by coercion,” as well as, without mentioning China by name, to 
seek “a free, open, rules-based order, rooted in international law” and to defend “democratic 
values, and territorial integrity.”235 

The United States already had treaty alliances with Japan and Australia, but what made the 
Quad unique was India’s participation, which created the optic of a major power concert 
concerned with China’s rise. The price of that participation, however, was a more limited 
purview for this minilateral. Even though India has long-standing security concerns about 
China, its equally long-standing tradition of nonalignment ruled out a Quad discussion of 
regional security. The Quad’s main focus thus became global health, infrastructure develop-
ment, cyber security, and technology—also important regional issues.236 

Credit: Official White House photo by Adam Schultz

The first Quad virtual leaders’ summit between U.S. president Joe Biden, Japanese prime min-

ister Yoshihide Suga, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, and Australian prime minister Scott 

Morrison on March 12, 2021.
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Beijing was not happy. Xi denounced the revival of the Quad as “multilateralism as a pretext 
to form small cliques or stir up ideological confrontation,” predicting (incorrectly) that it 
would be short lived.237 Over the course of the administration, there were regular annual 
Quad leader-level summits, including in-person meetings in Washington and Hiroshima, 
Japan, along with extensive foreign minister convenings.238

Meanwhile, the process of exploring a trilateral defense agreement between the United States, 
United Kingdom, and Australia—which had origins in the later part of the Trump era—was 

gathering steam. The impetus came from the 
Australians, whose relations with China had 
been deteriorating severely, leading to calls 
for a revival of Australia’s “forward defence” 
policy from the Cold War, which aimed to 
keep the “threat” from Asia as far away from 
Australia’s shores as possible.239 Australian 
military circles were meanwhile also con-
cerned that the new diesel-electric successors 
for their aging Collins-class submarines—un-
der construction by the French firm DCNS 
(now called Naval Group)—were no longer 

sufficient.240 Delays, cost overruns, and as one U.S. official termed it, “concerns over the 
technical viability and usefulness” of the French submarines, led Australian defense officials 
to conclude that nuclear-powered, conventionally armed submarines with long-range strike 
capabilities were a better solution for regional subsea power.241 Australia does not have a 
civil-nuclear industry that could produce or service its own nuclear reactors, however, which 
meant that the acquisition of this weapon required the development of a complex working 
relationship with the United States and the United Kingdom.242

Washington and Canberra’s discussions about potential nuclear cooperation dated from the 
first Trump administration, but moved more quickly when Biden came into office. In April 
2021, Andrew Shearer, Australia’s director-general of national intelligence, traveled to Wash-
ington and convinced Sullivan to launch an intensive study into the feasibility of nuclear 
submarine cooperation.243 A two-week-long “group negotiating session” between roughly 
200 Australian, British, and American officials worked through the basic conditions for an 
unprecedented trilateral nuclear collaboration and laid the foundation for Biden, Austra-
lian prime minister Scott Morrison, and British prime minister Boris Johnson to announce 
the Australia-UK-U.S.(AUKUS) trilateral security partnership on September 21.244 For the 
Biden administration, the willingness to share nuclear submarine technology—which one 
official interviewed called the “crown-jewel” of American defense capabilities—for only the 
second time in U.S. history was a visible demonstration of the value that the United States 
placed on allies and partners in the Indo-Pacific.245 

For the Biden administration,  
the willingness to share nuclear 

submarine technology for only the 
second time in U.S. history was  

a visible demonstration of the value  
it placed on allies and partners  

in the Indo-Pacific.
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The creation of AUKUS was a bold step. The partnership aimed to strengthen allies in the 
region so that they could better manage their own defense, thereby offering strategic upsides 
to all parties. For example, the United States gained a new base for visiting American nuclear 
submarines at the Royal Australian Navy base HMAS Stirling, just south of Perth in Western 
Australia, providing new power projection capabilities in the Indian Ocean and in Northeast 
Asia.246 In revealing comments that caused some consternation in Australia, Campbell was 
quoted as saying, “When submarines are provided from the United States to Australia, it’s 
not like they’re lost.”247

Unfortunately, AUKUS’ implementation was plagued with challenges. To begin with, the 
French government, which had not been informed of the change in Australia’s plans until the 
eleventh hour, was understandably furious. The failure to inform the French was primarily 
Australia’s own responsibility according to U.S. officials, but French ire was also directed at 
Washington.248 French President Emmanuel Macron felt so betrayed and humiliated that he 
recalled the French ambassador to Washington for the first time in history, while French-Aus-
tralian relations also broke down completely at the leaders’ level.249 According to one U.S. 
official interviewed, Macron’s and French officials’ public complaints that Biden had “acted 
like Trump” to sink the deal hurt Biden deeply and personally.250 Key U.S. officials involved 

Credit: Official White House Photo by Hannah Foslien

Australian prime minister Anthony Albanese, U.S. president Joe Biden, and British prime minis-

ter Rishi Sunak hold a press conference after a trilateral meeting during the AUKUS summit on 

March 13, 2023, in San Diego, California. 
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in negotiating AUKUS proffered their resignations to the president (but he refused to accept 
them). Biden later reconciled with Macron, saying that the United States had been “clumsy” 
in its approach.251 Australia too had alienated a key European ally in the Indo-Pacific.

Subsequent progress in the partnership was also rocky; as the realities of shortfalls in U.S. 
shipbuilding capacity became clear, the program ran into challenges with technology sharing 
and export restrictions and was criticized for its proliferation effects. It took another year and 
a half for the three countries to develop a clear technical plan for delivering the submarines, 
and the plan did not have the SSN-AUKUS going to sea until at least the 2040s. There were 
also increasing concerns about the British element of the partnership given challenges with 
its own submarine force.252 As a result of the likely delay in producing the submarines, a 
stopgap agreement was arranged to provide Australia with U.S.-built Virginia-class nuclear 
submarines for the interim, but this remains in question even today.253 Thus, despite the 
billions Australia has invested in upgrading U.S. shipyards, Australia risks being left without 
any submarine capability for an extended period in the 2030s—although the United States 
will still get access to HMAS Stirling.254

Meanwhile, by the end of the Biden administration, AUKUS had been broadened to include 
more than submarines, with the addition of “Pillar 2,” an initiative to codevelop advanced 
defense capabilities such as quantum technologies, artificial intelligence, and hypersonics.255 
The Biden administration also ramped up defense collaboration with Australia beyond 
AUKUS, adding Australia to Title III of the U.S. Defense Production Act and launching ef-
forts to coproduce weapons, including artillery shells, long-range strike missiles, and missile 
defense systems in Australia.256 

India, Japan, South Korea, and the Philippines

In addition to its work with the Quad, the Biden administration also invested considerable 
energy in deepening its partnership with India, which aspires to be a global power and has 
an active diaspora community in the United States. India also has its own competition and 
tensions with China; their relationship soured significantly after violence between the two 
sides in the disputed Galwan river valley in June 2020 resulted in the deaths of Chinese and 
at least twenty Indian soldiers.257 As a former senior White House official described, the 
Biden administration recognized that these ongoing tensions meant India “trusted us more 
on the China file,” which opened the conversation to expanding its partnership with the 
United States.258 

Thus, strengthening defense ties took center stage, and the United States took the import-
ant step of allowing sensitive fighter jet technology to be transferred to India in order to 
coproduce General Electric F414 fighter jet engines.259 Getting to yes on this deal required 
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overcoming deep reservations from the nonproliferation community across the interagency, 
as well as concerns about India’s long-standing defense ties to Russia, who for decades had 
been India’s main source of high-end weapons systems. As one White House official who 
worked on the deal put it, “You had to dig so deep into different bureaucracies to overcome 
long-standing resistance” to giving away such sensitive technology.260 But in the end, it was 
a sign of deepening trust and Washington’s readiness to support other nations in their own 
efforts to balance against China. 

In keeping with its focus on technology as a core area of strategic competition, the admin-
istration put technology cooperation at the center of its effort to deepen ties to New Delhi. 
One significant outcome was the U.S.-India initiative on Critical and Emerging Technology 
in January 2023.261 The initiative helped create new partnerships in biotechnology, semicon-
ductors, space, radio access networks, and 6G technologies.262 India also contributed to the 
Biden administration’s global climate policy through the U.S.-India Strategic Clean Energy 
Partnership, which aimed to mobilize finance to scale climate technologies and deploy clean 
energy technologies in India.263

Biden welcomed Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi to the White House on September 
24, 2021, and hosted him for a State visit on June 23, 2023.264 To be sure, keeping the rela-
tionship with India from going off the rails was sometimes a feat in itself, and U.S. officials 
struggled to avoid a collapse after Indian operatives assassinated a Sikh dissident on Cana-
dian soil in June 2024.265 But in the end, the Biden administration left the relationship in a 
strong position—one that would be tested in 2025 under Trump.

Japan is America’s most crucial ally when it comes to strategic competition with China, yet 
its role in regional security has historically been hemmed in by the legal limits of its consti-
tution. As Japan expanded its definition of collective self-defense, the Biden administration 
put great effort into strengthening the U.S.-Japan Alliance. 

When the administration entered office, China’s aggressive military buildup was already 
making Tokyo reconsider its traditionally low defense spending and limited military role. 
And after Russia invaded Ukraine in February 2022, domestic momentum began for build-
ing an entirely new strategic concept. A few months later when China fired missiles over 
Japanese-controlled territories in response to Pelosi’s visit, Japan’s Fumio Kishida govern-
ment pledged to increase defense spending from 1 percent of GDP to 2 percent by 2027 
and announced plans to acquire a powerful offensive missile capability based on the U.S. 
Tomahawk system.266 

The United States meanwhile upgraded its command-and-control frameworks in Japan, in-
cluding the development of a joint forces headquarters to “enable seamless integration of 
operations and capabilities.”267 Weapons codevelopment initiatives were also strengthened 
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through a new bilateral Forum on Defense Industrial Cooperation, Acquisition, and Sus-
tainment, as the United States agreed to support Japan’s January 2024 purchase of 400 Tom-
ahawks and conduct joint research on hypersonic weapons.268 The launch of a joint science-
and-tech partnership on AI, quantum computing, semiconductors, and biotechnology was 
among over seventy initiatives announced as part of the Japanese prime minister’s state visit 
to Washington in what the White House described as an effort to “transform [the] bilateral 
relationship into a truly global partnership.”269 The Biden administration also sought to bet-
ter integrate Japan with other U.S. regional partners, especially Australia and South Korea, 
but also the Philippines.270 For example, a new U.S.-Japan-Australia trilateral engagement 
led to the deployment of Japanese F-35s to Australia in August 2023.271 

One wrinkle in the U.S.-Japan alliance was Biden’s decision to block Nippon Steel’s acqui-
sition of U.S. Steel in the final days of the administration. The Japanese government called 
the decision “incomprehensible,” and the second Trump administration would later approve 
the deal.272 Nevertheless, by the end of the Biden administration, the U.S.-Japan alliance had 
strengthened overall. 

The Biden administration also sought to break new ground with other groupings and mini-
lateral partnerships in the region. One of the most difficult problems for the United States 
has long been the tense relationship between Japan and South Korea, which still suffers 
effects from Japan’s brutal occupation of South Korea from 1910 to 1945. Biden adminis-
tration officials, however, wanted to see closer coordination between these two important 
allies, especially on military issues, and therefore tried to narrow their differences by pushing 
a trilateral arrangement.273 

Biden took a personal interest in this relationship. In his first two meetings with world lead-
ers in Washington, Biden hosted Suga on April 15, 2021, and South Korean president Moon 
Jae-in shortly after on May 21, underscoring for Asian audiences that the administration was 
focused on working with them on common regional issues.274 

Yet, it was not until the election of South Korean president Yoon Suk Yeol in May 2022 that 
conditions ripened for an entente between Tokyo and Seoul.275 Following the G7 Hiroshima 
summit in May 2023, where Kishida met Yoon in person for the first time, Biden invited 
both leaders to a trilateral summit at Camp David.276 On August 23, 2023, the Camp Da-
vid Principles security pact was signed, and the three countries committed to “expand our 
cooperation trilaterally and raise our shared ambition to a new horizon, across domains and 
across the Indo-Pacific.”277 

The diplomatic breakthrough between the Japanese and Koreans also built on other Biden 
administration investments into the U.S.-Philippines alliance.278 Since 2016, the Philip-
pines had leaned heavily toward China under president Rodrigo Duterte, but the election of 
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Bongbong Marcos in 2022 opened a window for change. Marcos hoped reviving relations 
with the United States would help the Philippines push back against Chinese efforts to 
dominate the South China Sea.279 Deepening the alliance with the Philippines was especially 
appealing to the Pentagon, which saw the opportunity to deploy ground-based missile sys-
tems closer to China and Taiwan, thus increasing the resilience of the U.S. force posture in 
the region. The process was slow, but by 2024, the United States was investing $500 million 
to support badly needed reforms in the Filipino military and deploying U.S. missile systems 
that could strike across the Luzon Strait and into mainland China.280 

This rapid expansion of the U.S. footprint in the Philippines was hailed by the Pentagon, but 
even as the number of Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement sites grew and missile sys-
tems were deployed, the administration avoided defining the strategic ceiling of this buildup. 
How far should it go? By focusing on the lethality and resilience of the posture in response 
to PLA actions, the administration omitted a clear metric for sufficiency—how much was 
enough? This left open the question of whether deterrence was being strengthened through 
such moves or whether the United States was simply entering an open-ended arms race in 
the South China Sea.

Credit: Official White House Photo by Erin Scott 

President Joe Biden greets South Korean president Yoon Suk Yeol (left) and Japanese prime  

minister Fumio Kishida (right) during the Camp David Trilateral Summit on August 23, 2023.
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The Pacific Island Countries also received attention, especially after China conducted a 
charm offensive aimed at deepening its relations with these remote islands; the approach 
resulted in a 2022 Solomon Islands security agreement with Beijing.281 This development 
caught Washington’s eye, as well as Australia’s, given that China’s presence so close by was 
especially unwelcome. To challenge China’s inroads, Biden hosted the first-ever U.S.-Pacific 
Island Country Summit on September 28, 2022. 

The Biden administration’s allies and partners approach also extended to traditionally non-
aligned nations such as Vietnam, which upgraded its relationship with the United States to 
the level of “comprehensive strategic partnership” after Biden visited the capital Hanoi on 
September 10, 2023.282 The upgrade did not stop Vietnam from continuing to hedge be-
tween the United States and China, however.283 Nevertheless, to Biden officials, even modest 
success with a traditionally nonaligned nation such as Vietnam (also a one-time adversary) 
was proof that its Indo-Pacific Strategy was yielding valuable results.284 

A final major element of the Indo-Pacific Strategy was the additional push on multilateral 
diplomacy with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the Asia-Pacific Eco-
nomic Cooperation (APEC) forum, and the G7. The White House organized a U.S.-ASE-
AN Special Summit for May 12, 2022, and hosted APEC throughout 2023.285 Both of these 
endeavors helped reinforce the align dimension of the strategy. So did cooperation with the 
G7, to which the administration looked to help coordinate sanctions and export controls.286 
In an important signal of the G7’s growing alignment on China, leaders met in Hiroshima 
in May 2023 and opposed changes to the territorial status-quo in the region, raised human 
rights concerns, and called on China to press Russia to end its war in Ukraine.287 The Hi-
roshima meeting built on Biden’s earlier efforts to focus European leaders on how China’s 
actions could threaten their collective interests; the communique of the 2021 North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) Summit included unprecedented language, stating that “Chi-
na’s stated ambitions and assertive behavior present systemic challenges to the rules-based 
international order and to areas relevant to Alliance security.”288 

Europe and Intel Diplomacy

In Europe, most allies had been reluctant to give the first Trump administration’s tough 
approach to China their full endorsement—a tendency that continued in the first year of 
Biden’s term. Europe has almost no military capabilities relevant to Indo-Pacific warfighting. 
Instead, Europe’s potential, when it comes to strategic competition with China, is in its 
economic strength, advanced technologies, and diplomatic power in the Global South and 
in multilateral institutions. Biden thus built on a Trump-era initiative in 2021 to establish a 
forum for coordinating industrial policy, especially as it related to supply chain diversifica-
tion. The new U.S.-EU Trade and Technology Council produced modest results at best but 



59

was a step toward much-needed economic cooperation in an era when industrial policy was 
deepening in the United States.289

When Russia attacked Ukraine in February 2022, European views began to shift away from 
China, whose “no-limits” partnership with Russia and subsequent support for its war effort 
handed U.S. diplomats in Europe a key talking point. Within NATO, U.S. officials stressed 
the threat from China, and it became possible to negotiate language reflecting this in the 
2022 NATO Strategic Concept.290 NATO also established a mechanism for Australia, Japan, 
New Zealand, and South Korea—called the 
Indo-Pacific Four, or IP4—to participate 
regularly in NATO summits. This mecha-
nism linked the lattice of the Indo-Pacific 
to the European continent—a logical move, 
although perhaps a less consequential one 
given limited European military capabilities 
in the region.291 

To support its engagements with allies and partners, particularly as it became clear Rus-
sia intended to invade Ukraine, the Biden administration accelerated the pace of U.S. in-
telligence diplomacy. According to a former senior intelligence official, Biden thought the 
key institutions to lead an international pushback against Russia were NATO and the EU. 
Moving these institutions to act required bringing on board the other four members of the 
Quint coalition, including France, Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom.292 This started 
a coordinated process at the foreign minister and intelligence chief levels to engage officials 
from these countries. 

What emerged were new mechanisms of sharing intelligence with allies and partners. Haines 
focused on multilateral spaces, while Burns engaged in bilateral efforts.293 Analysts from 
across the intelligence community—including from the CIA, ODNI, Defense Intelligence 
Agency, and Treasury Department’s Office of Intelligence and Analysis—met every fortnight 
with Quint counterparts. According to a former senior intelligence official, these new chan-
nels created a “virtuous cycle,” where intelligence was shared to reinforce American diplo-
matic efforts at other levels of the Quint.294

As Chinese collaboration with Russia deepened, Biden directed the intelligence communi-
ty to set up a similar system for Indo-Pacific allies and partners with influence in regional 
institutions like ASEAN. The intention was to complement existing intelligence channels 
supporting other elements of Indo-Pacific policy, including an “intel quad” with India, Aus-
tralia, and Japan; an “intel trilateral” with South Korea and Japan; and the Five Eyes alliance 
with the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand—particularly with AUKUS 
partners the United Kingdom and Australia. “If we have a crisis in Taiwan,” one former 

Europe’s potential, when it comes to 
strategic competition with China, is 
in its economic strength, advanced 
technologies, and diplomatic power.
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senior intelligence official explained, “we’re going to need to have different partners and allies 
understand what’s happening and have as good information as possible.”295

According to the former official, products shared through these channels included analysis of 
topics such as the People’s Liberation Navy, Chinese coast guard and militia boats, median 
line crossings, incursions into Taiwanese territorial waters, and changes in Chinese domestic 
law expanding coast guard authorities.296 Because some partners had shallower relationships 
and less-developed intelligence capabilities compared with European allies, American intel-
ligence officials were judicious in sharing intelligence with those “who would have access to 
the leader who could set the table” in supporting diplomatic and policy objectives.297

Was This Just Containment Redux?

Through intensive diplomacy across all levels of the latticework of allies and partners, the 
Biden administration made real progress to strengthen its partnerships throughout the In-
do-Pacific by the end of its term. But was this intensification of regional ties a return to the 
Cold War strategy of containment? That strategy involved a worldwide effort to deter Soviet 
military advances in Europe and Asia while pushing back against Soviet efforts to strengthen 
communist forces globally.

Beijing complained loudly that it was the same strategy, while administration officials were 
keen to show that it was not. As one former senior White House official put it: 

I don’t know how it’s possible that anyone can see this [as containment]. China 
is the dominant trading partner with all the countries involved. It is, you know, 
playing a dominant role in technology and trade globally. So, the idea that 
somehow we’re fencing in China is inaccurate. What I think is a better way 
to see this is the United States working in partnership with other countries to 
secure certain areas of common purpose from, frankly, quite carnivorous actions 
on the part of China that are in trade or technology or investments that are 
really designed not for positive sum outcomes, but to put competitors out of 
business to basically dominate both economic and strategic arenas.298

Biden administration officials were correct in the sense that they were not trying to cut off 
China’s economic, diplomatic, or even security ties with other countries in the Indo-Pacif-
ic—an effort that would have been futile anyway. Building up the U.S. network of region-
al alliances, however, was clearly intended to confront Beijing in a broad-based pushback, 
with the obvious aim of containing Beijing’s power and preventing the continued erosion of 
America’s own. In this sense, the Indo-Pacific strategy was a containment strategy and did 
intensify tension with China. Some administration officials were more forthright about this 
later—pointing out that if the strategy irritated Beijing, this was the point.299 And they were 
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not wrong; soft containment through allies 
makes sense, provided there is a degree of 
flexibility and a realistic level of ambition 
that does not commit the United States to 
defending nations that are ultimately pe-
ripheral to its core interests. 

Even if the latticework fell short of classic 
containment, it sharpened the competitive character of U.S. regional diplomacy—most vis-
ibly among countries already inclined to work closely with Washington. The harder test was 
whether the United States could compete for influence beyond that, in countries keen not to 
choose sides. That challenge was most apparent in the Global South.

The Global South 

During the first Trump administration, China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which of-
fered countries massive capital infrastructure financing and development, was recognized 
as a central tool of China’s foreign policy and a challenge to U.S. relations with developing 
countries around the world.300 The Biden administration understood that it therefore needed 
to revitalize the U.S. approach to these nations if it was going to truly “compete” with China. 
As in the case of the Indo-Pacific Strategy, it judged that the key to competing with China 
would be an “affirmative vision and offer” that focused on “priorities that they care about, 
not just our list of interests in those countries.”301

Competing with the BRI, however, was a challenge that Washington was not well equipped 
to meet, given the slowness of its existing development assistance process, the limited fund-
ing available compared with China, and the fact that U.S. development assistance was run 
by a hodgepodge of agencies across the government that had never been oriented toward 
geopolitical objectives, only development objectives.  As one senior official put it, the United 
States’ approach to development had been all about “ideals and telling countries what to do 
with their societies” rather than geopolitics.302 The advent of the BRI made clear that China 
had tools that the United States did not, and this was a disadvantage that left America at risk 
of being outcompeted not just for influence but for physical, financial, and political control 
over important critical minerals and other supply chains. 

Biden officials assessed that as a command-and-control economy, China also had the ability 
to structure investments to undercut competitors and absorb financial losses, all while re-
maining unbound by Western rules preventing foreign corruption. This meant China was 
offering large upfront investments in the Global South at a speed unmatched by Western 
competitors. BRI’s efforts to support the Made in China 2025 industrial policy were grow-
ing China’s dominance in the upstream supply chains of strategic sectors such as batteries, 

Building up the U.S. network of  
regional alliances, however, was clearly 
intended to confront Beijing in a  
broad-based pushback.
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electric vehicles, and solar panels. Repeatedly, around the world, Washington watched as 
BRI funds flowed into these strategic investments, and the United States had no tool to make 
a counteroffer.

The Biden administration’s main response to this challenge was the Partnership for Global 
Infrastructure and Investment (PGII). In 2021, PGII was originally conceived as Build Back 
Better World, but the Build Back Better theme was closely linked to Biden’s political plat-
form, and this proved confusing for international partners and an impediment to getting 
funding out of Congress.303 The name was thus changed to PGII, and Biden launched the 
initiative at the G7 meeting in June 2022.304 A special coordinator position for PGII was 
established to support international coordination of development assistance through the 
G7 and drive the U.S. domestic development assistance toward strategic objectives. PGII 
essentially marked the beginning of an effort to compete with the BRI, although it could not 
match it in terms of sheer scope or scale. As Amos Hochstein, who served as the special coor-
dinator for most of the Biden administration, explained in an interview with the authors, the 
purpose was not to match the BRI dollar for dollar, but the United States needed something 
to work with: “My zero dollars are not worth more than [China’s] money, but if I come in 
with a billion dollars, it’s worth more than 10 or 15 billion because I can get private sector 
and allies onboard also.”305 He found it easier to get buy-in from the intelligence committees 
on the Hill than other relevant committees, who he described as “stuck in the weeds.”306

As conceived within the Biden administration, the domestic side of PGII had “two prongs”: 
development and strategic competition.307 The development work focused on clean energy 
and climate, digital connectivity, health issues, and gender (which was “more of a lens than 
a particular investment category”308), as well as transportation and other connective infra-
structure. According to one official who helped build the project from the ground up, “These 
were areas where we thought there was legitimate development need as well as areas where 
we could see strategic benefit vis-à-vis strategic competition with China.”309 The broader aim 
was to support U.S. industrial policy by ensuring that the green tech objectives of Biden’s 
policy could be sustained without dependence on China. Former officials interviewed were 
keen, however, to stress that this was “not an extractive play,” and they emphasized that 
unlike BRI, Biden’s PGII focused on the broader economic well-being of partner nations.

PGII effectively operated as a development finance agency, using U.S. government capital to 
de-risk and “crowd in” private finance for development projects PGII deemed strategically 
desirable. U.S. government investment reduced the risk for the private sector and showed 
that the United States “had skin in the game.”310 Advocates believed the latter was an im-
portant signal to encourage private sector investment—for example, because it signaled that 
the United States would pay extra attention to pushing back against bribes, handouts, and 
other corrupt practices that can make it hard for private sector firms to compete with China 
in Global South contexts.  
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To coordinate the initiative’s development agenda, the NSC set up a dedicated PGII 
Interagency Process Committee to bring together diplomacy and financing tools from 
across myriad U.S. development agencies, including the State Department, U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID), U.S. International Development Finance Corporation 
(DFC), Millennium Challenge Corporation, United States Trade and Development Agency, 
and Export-Import Bank of the United States.311 In an effort led by Amos Hochstein, first 
as senior adviser to Blinken for energy security and later as special presidential coordinator 
for global infrastructure and energy security, information was collated from across the 
development interagency to identify the most promising locations for potential investments. 
According to members of his team, Hochstein’s close relationship with Biden meant 
PGII received his personal investment and elevation on the U.S. agenda for G7 and G20 
meetings.312

Ultimately, projects were selected organically as opportunities presented themselves, rath-
er than through a comprehensive strategic needs analysis, which the administration feared 
would be too time consuming and lead to dithering as important opportunities to compete 
with China in the here and now were left on the table. It was important to be able to “jump 
quickly.” As one official described it, the question of project selection was “the question . . . 
[because] you want to have a consistent approach with tons of strategic analysis . . . but you 
also want to be able to move quickly when something pops up—especially where there are 
tenders out and Chinese companies are the only ones that have bid.”313  

This preference for agility over exhaustive planning manifested in May 2023 with the Lobito 
Corridor initiative in Africa. State Department officials recognized the opportunity fortu-
itously during vice president Kamala Harris’s trip to meet with Zambian President Hakainde 
Hichilema. That meeting led the PGII team to the conclusion that China, which had bought 
the rights to the port of Lobito, was aiming to purchase the associated regional rail infra-
structure to create a closed system that would offer Beijing a tight grip on the region’s critical 
minerals. Hochstein convinced the Zambian side to keep the tender open while he worked 
on European allies to place a competitive bid on the project.314 In the end, he succeeded and 
the rail project was awarded to a European consortium.315 

The resulting Lobito Corridor aimed to build a new greenfield 800-kilometer rail line link-
ing Angola and Zambia for the first time. By the end of 2024, U.S. investment in the project 
had reached more than $4 billion, and with contributions from G7 partners and regional de-
velopment banks, total international investment had exceeded $6 billion.316 The investment 
covered not just the rail line itself, but also projects to support access to high-speed internet 
and clean electricity and to connect farmers to global markets. 

Strengthening this rail infrastructure offered the chance to push back against China’s choke-
hold on global cobalt production by developing the DRC’s cobalt resources and bringing 
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this critical mineral to the western side of Africa, rather than to Dar es Salaam on the eastern 
coast. It also aimed to exemplify the benefits of working with the United States rather than 
China by creating value for the countries involved, moving them up the value chain and 
strengthening their energy production and connectivity.317 

A conjuncture of favorable political factors made the project possible. Angolan President 
João Lourenço was in the midst of an aggressive push to develop closer ties with the United 
States after describing past Chinese debt-based infrastructure investments as “disadvanta-
geous” to Angola.318 Meanwhile, Zambia was also courting U.S. support while it negotiated 
a debt-restructuring program with China. When Harris visited Zambia on March 31, 2023, 
Hichilema indicated being open to the idea of American investment in regional rail corri-
dors. The DFC was meanwhile already evaluating a project to support a Western consortium 
on the Benguela rail line in Angola.319 These opportunities combined to enable PGII to 
commit to a large-scale development effort that became its marquee project.320 Biden’s only 
trip to Africa was to Angola in December 2024 to visit the Lobito Corridor construction 
project, an effort publicly seen as specifically related to China and the race to secure critical 
mineral exports.321

PGII later expanded to support the Luzon Economic Corridor in the Philippines, the part-
nership’s first corridor in the Indo-Pacific. Announced late in the Biden administration’s 
term in April 2024, the Luzon Corridor was intended to support connectivity between the 
Port of Subic, Clark International Airport, the Port of Manila, and the Port of Batangas in 
the Philippines through modernizing rail and port infrastructure and building clean energy 
and semiconductor supply chains.322 This effort dovetailed with the Pentagon’s focus, led 
by Ratner, on building up the Philippines into a more capable ally through force posture 
enhancements and investments.323

The Biden administration’s approach to PGII was operational in the sense that it prioritized 
speed and near-term execution. Given the extent of China’s inroads across the Global South, 
this urgency was understandable, and in the case of the Lobito Corridor, it produced a gen-
uine proof of concept—demonstrating that the United States could mount infrastructure 
initiatives intended to compete with the BRI. Yet this operational success obscured deeper 
strategic ambiguities. The impact of the corridor, and of PGII more broadly, on competition 
with China can be overstated. As one official observed, the BRI “is China’s foreign policy in 
the Global South.”324 PGII, by contrast, never fully confronted the scale of what meaningful 
pushback would entail, nor the trade-offs involved in attempting it. PGII officials recognized 
that the aim was not to compete everywhere with China, but the question of where, how, 
and to what end the United States should compete was never really answered. The Lobito 
Corridor demonstrated that Washington could leverage its development tools for specific 
geoeconomic ends, namely, securing critical mineral routes outside of Chinese control. Yet 
Lobito remained a tactical success.
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Insofar as it was successful, Joe Biden’s 
own involvement was key. These proj-
ects appealed to his political sensibilities. 
“Biden’s the Amtrak guy. He loved infra-
structure. These things connect for him,” 
Hochstein told us. This was a president 
who understood that building U.S. politi-
cal influence meant providing concrete value for citizens, and was thus drawn to the idea of 
building critical infrastructure for citizens overseas—especially when the geopolitical stakes 
were high.

The Biden administration also eventually attempted to link its international development ef-
forts to U.S. national security interests at home. For example, at a speech late in the adminis-
tration’s term, USAID administrator Samantha Power framed her agency’s role as advancing 
U.S. economic statecraft to guard against China’s economic influence. One tool available 
was the Economic Resiliency Initiative, which Congress appropriated for USAID to deploy 
nearly $100 million on projects across three core pillars: stabilizing economies, supporting 
partner job and wage creation efforts, and connecting U.S. partners to critical supply chains 
for in-demand goods along the Lobito Corridor.325 Similarly, a Countering PRC Malign 
Influence Fund (CPIF) was strategically allocated by the State Department and USAID. 
Among the many USAID projects were efforts to support building resilient undersea cables 
around the island nation of Palau, outcompeting Chinese bids on ports in the Dominican 
Republic, and combatting Chinese disinformation campaigns in Southeast Asia.326

The Biden administration also employed the DFC to counter China. The DFC was origi-
nally created in October 2018, largely to respond to the BRI and to modernize U.S. foreign 
economic assistance. DFC’s chief executive officer at the time, Scott Nathan, said in a 2024 
testimony to Congress that the goal was for its funding to “successfully differentiate itself 
from the predatory practices of the PRC and other competitors.”327 By the end of 2024, 
DFC had made $12 billion in commitments across 181 projects, providing an alternative to 
Chinese investment in the areas of infrastructure, critical minerals, and clean energy manu-
facturing.328 DFC also invested in the Indo-Pacific, tripling its portfolio in the region during 
the Biden administration to over $4 billion in commitments in India, Indonesia, Nepal, and 
Sri Lanka, among others.329 It also developed partnerships with the development finance in-
stitutions of other U.S. allies, including those of Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan.330 DFC’s 
coordination with USAID tried to amplify the effects of these efforts, with the two agencies 
collaborating on 116 transactions in over forty countries in order to help support the crowd-
ing in of private capital and the opening of markets for American businesses.331

Joe Biden’s involvement in infra-
structure projects was key. “Biden’s the 
Amtrak guy. He loved infrastructure. 
These things connect for him.” 
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Turbulent Waters in 2022
 
 
 
Going into 2022, U.S.-China relations were on a rocky footing. Biden and Xi had only 
spoken twice on the telephone and met once virtually (in November 2021).332 Both sides’ 
readouts of the November virtual meeting referenced an agreed need to strengthen commu-
nication, but a former White House official described the meeting as having been “largely 
unproductive.”333

Economic developments were meanwhile trending in Washington’s favor and would con-
tinue to do so throughout 2022. Xi’s Zero COVID policy had insulated China from the 
pandemic in 2021, but it was becoming more and more costly as the virus mutated, forcing 
more lockdowns of greater severity and scale.334 In March 2022, for example, the effort 
to uphold the Zero COVID policy in Shanghai led to a two-month lockdown of 25 mil-
lion residents, with widespread public frustration amid reports of food shortages.335 Chinese 
GDP growth in 2022 slowed to 3 percent, far below the government’s 5.5 percent target and 
among the lowest in decades.336 In response to the lockdowns, in late 2022, “White Paper 
Protests” erupted across China in a rare display of widespread public dissent against Xi and 
the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) leadership.337 

Recognizing that the Zero COVID policy 
had become untenable, the government lift-
ed most restrictions in early December 2022 
and ended mass testing and tracking in the 
months that followed.338 According to one 
estimate, China experienced an almost 4 
percent loss in GDP in 2022 because of the 

CHAPTER 5

Xi’s Zero COVID policy had insulated 
China from the pandemic in 2021, 
but it was becoming more and more 
costly as the virus mutated.
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Zero COVID policy.339 China’s post-pandemic economic recovery remained fragile, howev-
er, due to a sector-wide real estate crisis, reduced consumer spending, rising public debt, and 
high youth unemployment.340 In contrast to the confident rhetoric espoused by wolf warrior 
diplomats in 2020, surveys showed increasing pessimism among ordinary citizens on the 
state of the Chinese economy.341 

This changing economic context eventually encouraged a somewhat more cooperative 
approach from Beijing, but 2022 was a turbulent year—starting with Russia’s attack on 
Ukraine—and, ultimately, the U.S.-China relationship further deteriorated.

China’s Response to the Russian Invasion of Ukraine in  
February 2022

By late 2021, ominous clouds were gathering in Eastern Europe. Russia had built up mas-
sive forces along Ukraine’s border, and by early 2022, the CIA was warning publicly of an 
imminent invasion.342 China was hosting the Winter Olympics in February, and the admin-
istration hoped to convince Xi to use its influence with Russian President Vladimir Putin to 
help avert the invasion. Between late 2021 and February 2022, White House officials thus 
held a half dozen meetings beseeching Chinese officials to urge Russia not to invade.343 These 
meetings included long discussions in Washington with Chinese ambassador Qin Gang, 
while Blinken raised the issue with Wang. Unfortunately, Chinese officials were skeptical 
about the U.S. intelligence and repeatedly rejected the NSC’s claims that it was in China’s 
own interest to stop Russia from attacking. Qin, for example, cited Russia’s “legitimate secu-
rity concerns” in Europe—a position that implicitly supported Russia’s long-standing claim 
that it was being backed into the use of force by Ukraine, the United States, and its allies.344 

The real blow to these efforts came on February 4, 2022, when Xi welcomed Putin to the 
opening ceremony of the Beijing Winter Olympics with open arms.345 Standing side by 
side, Xi and Putin issued a 5,000-word joint statement declaring a “no-limits” partnership. 
For the first time, China explicitly opposed NATO enlargement (a core Russian grievance 
against the West). Both countries also denounced AUKUS and the “negative impact of the 
United States’ Indo-Pacific Strategy.”346 In retrospect, this was a watershed moment in Rus-
sia’s relations with China, an important shift that set the stage for China’s crucial support to 
Russia’s war effort.347 

But the material deepening of the relationship was still to come. Xi actually may have been 
caught off guard by the immediacy of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 
2022. Chinese intelligence services perhaps underestimated the magnitude of the Russian 
assault, putting Xi in an awkward position.348 On the one hand, Chinese leadership saw a 
strategic upside to Russia’s attack on Ukraine.349 A major war in Europe would inevitably 
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distract the Biden administration from its objectives in Asia, forcing Washington to expend 
precious resources to overcome a “test of American influence and resolve.”350 At the same 
time, however, Russia was in deep trouble on the battlefield and would only become needier 
as the war went on—Putin would have no choice but to look to Beijing for support against 
Western economic sanctions and diplomatic isolation.351 

Despite these strategic upsides, backing Russia presented challenges for Beijing. For example, 
it complicated Chinese efforts to divide Europe from the United States. The Chinese leader-
ship appeared surprised by the degree to which the democracies of the world in Europe and 
Asia rallied behind Ukraine to coordinate on sanctions and to isolate Russia diplomatical-
ly.352 Amid a global outcry against the war, backing Russia also threatened to tarnish China’s 
reputation, just as it sought to project itself as a responsible great power.

Shortly after the invasion when Washington started to recognize that Russia’s military failures 
were leading to a protracted conflict, U.S. intelligence learned that Russia had asked Beijing 
for military assistance, including armed drones.353 This was an ominous sign for the future. 
Sullivan and Yang met in Rome on March 14 for a previously scheduled meeting that turned 
into a “substantial discussion of Russia’s war against Ukraine,” according to one of the U.S. 
officials present.354 In Rome, on a follow-up phone call on March 18, and during an almost 
five-hour discussion with Yang in Luxembourg in June, Sullivan pressed his Chinese interloc-
utor hard not to provide lethal assistance to Russia, making clear that doing so would result 
in “very direct and severe” consequences for China.355 Biden also spoke with Xi by phone on 
March 18 to reinforce this message from the top.356 The exact content was not specified, but 
presumably it included the threat of major sanctions on Beijing—something that by 2022, 
Beijing was less inclined to risk, given the difficulties emerging in its economic outlook.

President Vladimir Putin 

standing alongside President 

Xi Jinping on February 4, 

2022, ahead of the Beijing 

Winter Olympics.

Credit: Alamy / Pictorial Press, Ltd.
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China’s assistance to Russia became a central point of friction in the U.S.-China bilateral 
relationship, and the war was one of the main exogenous blows to the administration’s efforts 
to stabilize bilateral ties. The potential for Chinese lethal arms assistance to Russia was of 
particular concern to U.S. allies and partners in Europe, who saw the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine as the greatest threat to their security in three decades.357 

Yet for several Biden administration officials, there was a silver lining to this unfortunate 
turn of events in relations with China. Beijing’s growing support for the Kremlin gave U.S. 
diplomats a valuable talking point in European capitals and alienated European leaders from 
Beijing, thus helping to encourage a much more skeptical and realistic approach to China 
overall.358 On April 1, 2022, at the Twenty-Third EU-China summit, senior EU leaders—
including the European Council’s president, Charles Michel, the European Commission’s 
president, Ursula von der Leyen, and the EU’s top diplomat, Josep Borrell—warned Xi and 
premier Li Keqiang directly that “any circumvention of the effects of the sanctions or any aid 
provided to Russia” would be of deep concern to the EU.359 

U.S. and European objections to China’s support for Russia’s war would become a constant 
in the relationship. For example, a year into the war at the February 2023 Munich Security 
Conference, China’s newly appointed top diplomat Wang got a frosty welcome from the 
Europeans, many of whom publicly called China out for supporting Russia.360 Europe’s neg-
ative view of China’s support for Russia also helped to dispel Beijing’s misconception that 
Europe was only supporting Ukraine because the United States was forcing it to do so.361 
U.S. officials described Beijing’s fear that “the bottom would drop out” of its relationship 
with Europe as something “quite alarming and meaningful” that played an important role in 
China’s decision not to provide Russia with lethal weapons.362 

Overall, however, U.S. efforts to slow China’s support to Russia had mixed results at best. 
Although China did not provide lethal support to Russia, it did eventually provide valu-
able dual-use technologies, such as semiconductors, optics, and nitrocellulose—all of which 
were key to Russia’s war effort.363 One former White House official expressed regret that the 
Biden administration had not managed to curtail Chinese support for reconstituting Russia’s 
military, which “arguably may be even more significant than lethal [assistance] in the long 
term.”364 U.S. officials did, however, credit China for its efforts alongside other nations to 
dissuade Russia from using tactical nuclear weapons in Ukraine, which had also been dis-
cussed between U.S. and Chinese officials.365

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine provoked a debate over whether China would view an alleged 
Western lack of support for Ukraine as a green light to invade Taiwan.366 But this argument 
was always far-fetched. One former U.S. defense official, for example, said that the way Rus-
sia’s military “got smashed” by Ukrainian resistance in a land war meant that China became 
even more cautious about invading Taiwan—a much riskier and more ambitious seaborne 
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operation than Russia’s costly Ukraine invasion.367 The same U.S. defense official noted that 
the Russian military’s initial defeats in Ukraine had likely reinforced Xi’s lack of trust in his 
own military, pointing to how the war had led to “many see[ing] Russia’s military as the sec-
ond-strongest in Ukraine” despite years of investments and an extensive operational history 
in Syria and Georgia.368 

The Pentagon and U.S. government more widely believed that the combined diplomatic, 
economic, informational, and intelligence capabilities used by the United States and its allies 
in warning and responding to the Russian invasion had unnerved the Chinese leadership, 
who were left blindsided by their own intelligence agencies. While former Biden officials 
conceded that it was less clear whether these lessons would hold over the long term since 
China could have advantages in a protracted war over Taiwan, they believed that the allied 
response to Ukraine had made China more likely to weigh the costs of aggressive action. 
Just as the shadow of nuclear war hanging over the Ukraine war compelled both the United 
States and Russia toward caution, China “should think twice about putting an American 
ship at the bottom of the ocean” in response to indirect support for Taiwan, as Colin Kahl 
explained in an interview.369

U.S.-Taiwan Relations and Pelosi’s Visit: August 2022

When the Biden administration entered office, relations across the Taiwan Strait were as 
tense and problematic as ever. Long the most difficult problem in the region for Washington 
to manage, the difficulty had increased substantially by 2021 due to China’s military mod-
ernization, which drew into question the U.S. military’s capacity to defeat a Chinese attack 
on Taiwan. Xi’s repression of the 2019–2020 Hong Kong protests, generalized American 
hostility toward China over COVID-19, and the Biden administration’s framing of the 
world historical moment as a contest between authoritarianism and democracy were en-
couraging many parts of the Washington establishment to move toward a warmer embrace 
of Taiwan.370 To complicate matters, the administration took some early risks, such as invit-
ing Taiwan’s representative to the United States, Hsiao Bi-Khim, to Biden’s inauguration. 
Actions such as these were symbolic—they gave Taiwan symbols of sovereignty and thus 
inflamed Beijing—but did nothing to improve Taiwan’s military or diplomatic position to 
defend itself.371

Against this backdrop, NSC officials had a highly restricted meeting in early 2022 in which 
they concluded that Washington should do more to reassure China about U.S. intentions 
toward Taiwan. According to some former White House officials, there were signs that Bei-
jing had serious misconceptions about U.S. policy toward Taiwan and clearing these up 
might lead to greater cross-strait stability.372 Top administration officials recognized the need 
to reassure Beijing that U.S. policy on Taiwan was not shifting away from the long-standing 
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“One China” approach. In practice, this meant communicating to Beijing that the United 
States was not actively seeking Taiwan’s independence. Doing this convincingly in 2022, 
however, proved difficult. 

The first challenge was Biden’s repeated statements to the press that departed from 
Washington’s long-standing One China policy. Biden explicitly and repeatedly committed 
to using military force to defend Taiwan—commitments that came without qualification. 
Traditionally, Washington has sought “strategic ambiguity” as to whether it would intervene 
in the event of a war. This policy has helped prevent Taiwan from declaring independence, 
while also making it clear to Beijing that U.S. intervention needs to be part of their 
war planning if they were to carry out an unprovoked attack on the island. At least four 
times during his presidency, Biden made statements that appeared to strengthen the U.S. 
commitment into something resembling a firm security guarantee to Taipei.373 On each 
occasion, the White House would hastily issue a walk-back, clarifying that “our policy has 
not changed” on Taiwan.374 

Many analysts in Washington, however, observed that Beijing could easily interpret these 
repeated statements by the commander-in-chief as signaling major changes in U.S. poli-
cy—regardless of what the White House said afterward.375 That Beijing would be so willing 
to dismiss the repeated words of a U.S. president seems questionable, given Beijing’s top-
heavy presidential system and tendency to mirror-image. Chinese officials reacted angrily, 
saying, for example, that Biden’s remarks “severely violate the important commitment the 
U.S. made not to support Taiwan independence.”376 

Biden’s administration, however, maintained that Beijing was posturing and in fact was un-
perturbed by Biden’s statements.377 Most also claimed that the president’s gaffes did not 
disrupt the working relationship with Beijing,378 with one noting that president George 
W. Bush had made similar statements,379 and another judging the impact minimal because 
“Beijing already assumes we’re coming” to Taiwan’s defense.380 Others noted that Biden him-
self was quick to clarify that he remained committed to the One China policy and did not 
support Taiwanese independence.381 These statements were “idiosyncratic to Joe Biden” and 
the president’s communication style, which eschewed diplomatic niceties.382 

Whatever the impact of the president’s statements about Taiwan, the most dangerous crisis 
in the U.S.-China relationship during the whole administration was caused by the visit of 
Pelosi to Taiwan on August 2, 2022. Pelosi was a longtime defender of Taiwan and a fervent 
critic of the CCP’s human rights record.383 When she was invited in early 2022 to visit the 
island as part of a tour of U.S. allies in Asia, Pelosi was determined to go. This came as an 
unwelcome surprise for the White House, which by then was starting to look for ways to 
stabilize the relationship. 
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White House officials leaked Pelosi’s preparations 
to the Financial Times in July, perhaps hoping to 
forestall the trip.384 Chinese officials issued stark 
warnings in public and in private to alarmed 
NSC officials.385 According to multiple U.S. of-
ficials, the U.S. intelligence community assessed 
that Beijing would react furiously to the visit, 
likely with military force.386 The planned timing 
of Pelosi’s visit was especially provocative from Beijing’s perspective because it would occur 
just a day after the anniversary of the PLA’s founding and a few months before the CCP’s 
Twentieth Party Congress where Xi was expected to secure an unprecedented third term.387 

Given the risks, the Biden administration went to great lengths to avert the visit. Sullivan, 
Bill Burns, Campbell, and several top U.S. military officials paraded up to Capitol Hill to 
brief Pelosi and her staff to try to dissuade them from making the trip.388 Pelosi was briefed 
on the intelligence assessments that anticipated a dangerous Chinese reaction. Administra-
tion officials explained why her visit would only serve to weaken Taiwan’s security and enable 
the PRC to establish a new more aggressive baseline on its military threats around the strait. 
The White House grew so concerned about losing control of the delicate situation that they 
even tried to persuade the Taiwanese to withdraw Pelosi’s invitation.389 

But these warnings fell on deaf ears. Pelosi was determined to go. She viewed the White 
House as unacceptably tolerant of the CCP’s human rights record and wanted to make a 
statement.390 And she would later express irritation at White House pushback against “the 
first branch of government.”391 She also said it was unacceptable that “President Xi Jinping 
decide where I, a Speaker of the House, could go.”392

Ultimately, whether Pelosi visited Taiwan was up to Biden. In theory, the White House 
could have withdrawn her transportation aircraft and refused to sanction the military sup-
port covering her travel.393 Pelosi made clear that she would hear the senior White House 
officials on the case, but otherwise dismissed them as just staff, making clear that unless 
Biden himself called her, she would not budge. But Biden refused to go this far.394 As a long-
time senator, he was deeply committed to the separation of executive and legislative powers 
but also fearful of opening himself up to personal criticism of being weak on China.395 
For Pelosi, Biden’s deference and his past statements committing to defend Taiwan were an  
effective green light for the trip.396 

When it became clear that Pelosi was not persuadable, the Pentagon launched a massive ef-
fort to minimize the risk of a disaster. One major concern was internal assessments that the 
PLA might attempt to intercept and challenge her plane as it approached Taiwan.397 Since 
the most direct routing to Taipei was over disputed airspace in the South China Sea, the 

The most dangerous crisis in the 
U.S.-China relationship during  
the whole Biden administration 
was caused by Nancy Pelosi’s  
visit to Taiwan.
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Pentagon feared that U.S. aircraft might be forced to respond to a PLA Air Force intercep-
tion.398 To avoid this, they rerouted Pelosi’s plane on an extended three-hour detour around 
the Philippines, which made use of the Philippines’ geography as a barrier to maximize the 
distance to mainland China.399 U.S. military aircraft also did “large loops” 50 to 100 miles 
away from her plane so that Beijing could not as easily claim that the U.S. military was 
“escorting” her to Taiwan. The hope was that this performance would at least reduce the 
symbolism of the event and with it the chances of a PLA response.400 The Pentagon went to a 
24/7 operational footing with around-the-clock interagency coordination with Indo-Pacific 
Command, the NSC, and the State Department to synchronize messaging to Beijing, Taipei, 
and allies and partners.401 In the process, the Taiwan team in the Office of the Undersecretary 
of Defense for Policy was moved from the East Asia office to the China office in what would 
become a permanent reorganization that mirrored other federal agencies and the NSC.402

Nancy Pelosi’s Flight Path from Malaysia to Taiwan in 2022
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Pelosi landed in Taipei on the evening of August 2, 2022. She met with president Tsai Ing-
wen the next day, saying that her visit made it “unequivocally clear we will not abandon our 
commitment to Taiwan.”403 As expected, the reaction from Beijing was immediate and harsh. 
As Pelosi touched down, twenty Chinese military aircraft entered Taiwan’s air defense zone, 
and within an hour of her arrival, the PLA announced live-fire drills around Taiwan.404 The 
PLA then began a weeklong series of exercises around the island in what more than one U.S. 
official described as a “temper tantrum.”405 They conducted elaborate maneuvers encircling 
Taiwan and for the first time fired ballistic missiles over Taiwan’s main island and around its 
northeast and southwest coasts—some of which landed in Japanese territorial waters.406 Chi-
na then froze the diplomatic relationship with Washington—severing military-to-military 
communications; suspending talks on climate, counternarcotics, and illegal trafficking; and 
subjecting U.S. ambassador to China Nicholas Burns to multiple hours-long lectures from 
vice foreign minister Xie Feng.407 Following Pelosi’s visit, Chinese military incursions around 
Taiwan continued at a greater frequency and scale—the baseline threat the island faced had 
been raised.408 

Multiple former Biden administration officials thought Pelosi’s visit was nothing short of a 
“fiasco.”409 Chinese officials viewed Pelosi, of the same political party as Biden, as seeking to 
maximize Beijing’s embarrassment during a sensitive period for the Chinese leadership.410 
Meanwhile, officials regretted that her visit gave Beijing the opportunity to further erode the 
status quo norms by establishing a new baseline of activity around Taiwan that was higher in 
intensity than before.411 Over the long term, Washington feared that greater Chinese intim-
idation focused on “grinding down” Taiwan’s military readiness—for example, by forcing it 
to constantly scramble aircraft—could undermine cross-strait deterrence.412 

There were, however, a few silver linings in the episode from the administration’s perspec-
tive. For one, Beijing’s military outburst helped push Japan to double its defense budget and 
move forward with its “so-called counter-strike” capability.413 Taiwan meanwhile invested 
more heavily in some of the asymmetric capabilities that the United States had long pressed 
it to acquire, such as mobile coastal defense missiles and domestic civil defense and resilience 
programs.414 The following year, U.S. officials convinced Speaker Kevin McCarthy not to 
make a similar trip to Taiwan and instead meet Tsai on U.S. soil—a development that they 
could later argue demonstrated that the White House was ready to exercise restraint on this 
inflammatory issue.415 

After the Pelosi visit, the administration increased its efforts to reassure Beijing that it was 
not seeking to change the status quo with Taiwan. Most of this “reassurance play” to Bei-
jing was conducted through the “strategic channel” established between Sullivan and Wang 
in 2023.416 Even before that, however, officials were concerned that rising tensions might 
unleash a war, especially if Beijing felt that its hand was being forced by moves toward 
independence by Taiwan’s political leadership.417 White House officials repeatedly claimed 
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Credit: Official Photo by Chien Chih-Hung / Office of the President of Taiwan

Speaker of the House of Representatives Nancy Pelosi meets with Taiwanese president Tsai Ing-

wen on August 3, 2022.

that they were quick to pressure Taiwan not to move in this direction—especially later in 
the administration when Tsai was replaced by the more pro-independence Lai Ching-te. As 
Campbell said in an interview with the authors, “Taiwan’s status is very much like the movie 
A Beautiful Mind, in which [John] Nash understands that sometimes the best equilibrium is 
when two complex actors agree to take their second-best option.”418

These Biden officials were very reluctant, however, to disclose specifics about what they were 
actually saying behind closed doors to Taipei.419 Most claimed that they used the “special 
channel” with Taipei to have “direct and often hard conversations” to support long-term 
peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait.420 As a top U.S. official put it, “Our main effort 
was basically to say we will come down hard on China for their efforts to unilaterally change 
the status quo, but equally Taiwan should not be taking steps to do so.”421

U.S. officials also warned Taipei to be careful about statements that could undermine Tai-
wan’s long-term security.422 The White House was keen not to give the appearance of polic-
ing the public language of the Taiwanese leadership, but did emphasize the importance of 
keeping “formulations around sovereignty, peace, and stability” consistent, especially during 
the Taiwanese presidential transition from Tsai to Lai in May 2024.423 
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But the United States was obviously not neglecting its relationship with Taipei. Far from 
it, reassurance to Beijing took place alongside efforts to increase U.S. trade and economic 
investment in Taiwan, as well as major arms sales to Taipei.424 Despite delays caused by the 
war in Ukraine, which created bottlenecks in America’s ability to supply certain weapons 
to Taiwan, the administration pursued an arms sales policy that was broadly similar to the 
first Trump administration’s policy. Foreign military sales to Taiwan totaled over $5 billion 
during Biden’s term and included anti-aircraft missiles, advanced missile defense systems, 
ammunition, and other weapons.425 Washington also regularly expressed strong concern to 
Beijing that it was eroding norms around Taiwan with incursions into Taiwan’s contiguous 
zone, across the Taiwan Strait’s median line, by harassing Taiwanese maritime vessels, and 
with its disinformation campaigns. These, the administration said repeatedly, were the pri-
mary factors contributing to increased instability in the region.426 

The third objective of the Biden administration’s Taiwan strategy was to raise awareness 
with allies and partners about why the island mattered to global security and prosperity. 
This included extensive conversations with European and Indo-Pacific allies to show that 
they too had a stake in maintaining cross-strait peace and stability. Due to international 
dependence on semiconductors produced by TSMC and the magnitude of regional trade 
flowing through the Taiwan Strait, a potential conflict around Taiwan would cost the global 
economy trillions of dollars.427 After Russia invaded Ukraine, European and Asian allies were 
described by former officials as becoming increasingly receptive to the idea that “today it’s 
Ukraine, tomorrow it could be Taiwan.”428 Creating a common understanding of Taiwan’s 
importance and vulnerability contributed to bringing allies and partners into alignment on 
the administration’s China and Indo-Pacific strategies. The United States also worked to 
shore up the support of Taiwan’s few remaining official diplomatic relationships, including 
dispatching the State Department’s China Coordinator Mark Baxter Lambert to Saint Kitts 
and Nevis and Saint Lucia to push against PRC pressure in the Caribbean.429 The Biden 
administration’s outreach to European and Asian regional partners demonstrated how insta-
bility across the Taiwan Strait “was not just a China problem, but important to everyone.”430

The Building of a “Floor” at Bali: November 2022

When asked about whether her visit made Taiwan more secure, Pelosi unapologetically said, 
“We don’t know how much more secure somebody is or not. It depends on the attitude of 
President Xi.”431 But in the aftermath of the visit, U.S.-China relations sunk to even deeper 
depths than after the showdown at the Anchorage meeting the year before. Virtually all 
communication between American and Chinese officials ceased. NSC officials had started 
envisaging proposals for an in-person meeting between presidents Biden and Xi in early 
2022, but a “trifecta of serious disagreements”—including Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the 
Taiwan-Pelosi “fiasco,” and October U.S. export controls on semiconductors—had created 
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a deepening crisis in the bilateral relationship.432 This accelerated the impetus for the White 
House to push for an in-person Biden-Xi meeting at the G20 summit in Bali, Indonesia, in 
November 2022.

For NSC officials, the purpose of the Bali meeting was to “put a floor under the relationship” 
that was verging on a free fall.433 Some in the NSC and interagency predictably thought 
the president would “look soft” if he met with Xi, but Biden was open to the idea.434 The 
theory, former deputy senior director Rush Doshi said in an interview, was that “if you have 
instability because of a difference in interests, then the place you need to go is to manage the 
difference in perceptions.”435 An in-person meeting, executed well, would help Biden explain 
the rationale of U.S. actions to Xi and assure him personally that the United States was not 
out to destroy the Chinese Communist Party. Putting a floor under the relationship also 
might create political space for cooperation in the narrow areas where it remained possible, 
for example on military crisis management.

Blinken and Wang met on the sidelines of the UN General Assembly on September 24, 
2022, and explored the possibility of a summit at the G20.436 China was reluctant to com-
mit, likely because they believed not doing so would give them leverage.437 Having learned 
from the missteps of Anchorage the year before, White House officials held extensive virtual 
meetings and discussions with their counterparts to establish trust and set the agenda for the 
presidents’ meeting.438 NSC staff thought an extra effort to “exercise strategic empathy” was 
needed in order to set the conditions for a meeting that delivered “actual outcomes.”439 Sarah 
Beran, who would succeed Laura Rosenberger as NSC senior director for China and Taiwan 
in March 2023, later described the White House’s aim as establishing “predictability in the 
engagements at senior levels, but also at working levels.”440 

U.S. officials also understood that Beijing mainly saw the meeting as a way to bolster Xi’s im-
age on the international stage for a domestic audience now suffering from the Zero COVID 
policy and the economic downturn it had caused. Summit outcomes and atmosphere would 
also shape perceptions about the direction of the relationship for domestic and foreign 
audiences.441 U.S. officials also understood Beijing’s need for the optics of the meeting to 
demonstrate that the United States and China were meeting as equals who could sustain a 
productive relationship.442 This resulted in detailed arrangements for photo-ops and many 
hours of careful choreography.443 In October in Beijing, Burns met with Wang, who later 
called Blinken to set the final conditions for the meeting.444 

Biden and Xi met in Bali on November 14, 2022. Although Biden and Xi had met several 
times, this was their first meeting as leaders of their nations. Biden described his aim as find-
ing out “what each of our red lines are” and “how to resolve it and how to work it out” if 
they conflicted.445 The White House approached the meeting in two parts: The first half was 
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dedicated to “managing perception, giving face, showing respect and clearing up mispercep-
tion,” and the second half discussed a “cooperative agenda.”446 

The meeting lasted over three hours, and readouts on both sides emphasized a “candid” and 
“constructive” exchange of views.447 They agreed that Blinken would visit China; established 
working groups on global macroeconomic stability; agreed to new talks on climate, public 
health, agriculture, and food security; and planned to expand people-to-people exchanges.448 
The most important development, however, was the birth of a high-level channel between 
Sullivan and Wang. This channel proved critical to stabilizing the relationship, as turbulence 
continued over the next two years.449

Chinese officials later termed the cooperative atmosphere of the summit as the “Bali spir-
it.”450 Whereas Yang had told Sullivan in Luxembourg in June that China “firmly opposes 
the definition of China-U.S. relations by competition,”451 the Chinese readout from Bali 
noted that “there is always competition in the world, but competition should be about learn-
ing from each other.”452 Significant differences remained between the two sides, but Biden 
officials saw Bali as a “mini-inflection point” and a positive one. 453 Going into 2023, there 
was hope the relationship might evolve into the managed strategic competition the Biden 
administration had envisaged. Unfortunately, exogenous events in the first months of the 
new year again shook and nearly erased the momentum that Bali had put in place.

Presidents Joe Biden and Xi Jinping meet in Bali on November 14, 2022.

Credit: Official White House Photo by Cameron Smith
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The “floor” established in Bali was a diplomatic achievement, but it was also a fragile one. 
Beneath the diplomatic stability, structural drivers of the relationship remained fundamen-
tally antagonistic. While the presidents discussed stabilization in Indonesia, the administra-
tive and legislative gears in Washington had been grinding toward a far more confrontational 
reality in the realms of high technology and industrial policy. To understand why the “Bali 
floor” was so quickly tested, one must look past the summits and into the “small yard” of 
export controls and halls of a restive Congress, where the tools of a new economic statecraft 
were being forged.
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Technology Competition  
and Congress 
 
 
 
Even as Washington was grappling with the diplomatic crises of 2022, the administration 
was pursuing a second track of competition aimed at preserving U.S. technological advan-
tages and strengthening the domestic foundations of the long-term rivalry. These efforts were 
central to the strategy. They spread across all four years of the administration, but their center 
of gravity was 2022–2023. This section begins by explaining how technology export controls 
and related restrictions became the administration’s most consequential tool of technology 
competition, despite interagency tension, industry pressure, and the accelerating AI race. 
The section then turns to the administration’s “build” agenda in Congress, especially CHIPS 
and related legislation that aimed to strengthen the United States for sustained technological 
and economic competition with China. 

“Small Yard, High Fence”: Export Controls, Commerce,  
and the AI Race

One assessment underpinning Biden’s China strategy was that the U.S.-China relationship 
had entered a “decisive decade.” This belief arose in large part from the conclusion that 
certain advanced technologies—above all AI, quantum computing, and advanced biotech—
were on the cusp of revolutions that would be transformational for societies and offer dis-
proportionate gains to nations that acquired them first.454 Being a first-mover in one, let 
alone all of these technologies, promised far-reaching economic and military advantages. The 
Biden administration saw America’s long-standing leadership in technology as a key strength 
in strategic competition. While there was no guarantee that the United States would win 
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the race, losing would be disastrous, and the sooner the United States leveraged advances in 
emerging technologies, the easier it would be for America to retain its global leadership in 
power projection, military capabilities, and economic competitiveness.455 

At the center of the technology competition were semiconductor microchips that were vastly 
increasing the computational power used in training AI models. According to Biden officials, 
restrictions on technology would be an essential tool for the United States to win the race to 
artificial general intelligence and its profound power to reshape global economics, politics, 
warfare, and society.456 Many of Biden’s top technology advisers had developed their think-
ing on this prior to entering office at institutes such as Georgetown’s Center for Security and 
Emerging Technology (CSET).457 Since the Trump era, institutes such as CSET had been 
working up proposals for export controls to staunch the flow of U.S. and allied semicon-
ductors and chip-making equipment to China’s military.458 Several CSET alumni joined the 
Biden administration from the start. Jason Matheny, who was the director of CSET, became 
deputy assistant to the president on technology and national security—a role dual-hatted 
between the NSC and the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy to oversee 
all aspects of technology policy development across foreign and domestic issue areas. Tarun 
Chhabra—whose role as NSC senior director for technology and national security made him 
a key player on export controls and the technology dimension of the strategy in general—
was also from CSET. Chris McGuire also joined the NSC technology team after serving on 
detail from the State Department as director of research for the National Security Commis-
sion on Artificial Intelligence, an independent commission reporting to Congress on how 
AI would impact U.S. national security. McGuire, with Chhabra and the NSC international 
economics team, led assessments to identify the effective chokepoints in the semiconductor 
supply chain and legal mechanisms to implement export controls.459 

Once in government, the NSC Technology Directorate became a central driver of the push 
to place limits on exports of U.S. chips and semiconductor fabrication equipment to China. 
Working with the Pentagon and the Office of Science and Technology Policy, and leveraging 
informal channels to leading frontier AI labs, the NSC assessed the risks and came down 
in favor of a fairly aggressive set of restrictions.460 The team was driven by the assumption 
that there was an exponential correlation between computing power and AI capabilities over 
time.461 This meant small policy actions impacting “the start of the scaling curve” would 
have large, long-run impacts.462 In other words, moving fast was crucial—and this included 
restricting China’s access to high-end U.S. chips. Moreover, the Pentagon was concerned that 
the PLA’s capabilities were catching up, making it even more urgent to deny China the most 
advanced microprocessors.463 

There was no doubting that cutting off exports of these chips to China would be another 
blow to the bilateral relationship, but for NSC officials, the urgent national security need 
to slow China’s technological progress outweighed likely diplomatic costs.464 By the summer 
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of 2021, the NSC Technology Directorate therefore settled on their approach in an internal 
technology strategy paper approved by the NSC Principals Committee.465 

Even though a core group of officials entered the White House with a strong sense that 
restrictions would be necessary, implementation took over a year and a half. Much of the de-
velopment of these export controls was conducted in relative secrecy to keep “the magnitude 
of what [U.S. officials] were doing” under wraps from China.466 Within the administration, 
there was interagency agreement on the need for controls, but much disagreement on how 
far to go in practice and on how effective the controls would be in achieving the identified 
objectives.467 

An initial plan for the first round of controls was ready by late 2021, but high-level delibera-
tion delayed the implementation until October 2022.468 This internal debate pitched nation-
al security-oriented agencies, including the NSC, Pentagon, State Department, and the De-
partment of Energy, against more economically oriented agencies, including the Department 
of Commerce, U.S. Trade Representative, and most vocally, the Treasury Department.469 

According to a senior Treasury official, the disagreement over “where to draw the line” on 
export controls stemmed from fundamental differences in worldviews.470 The Treasury’s per-
spective, supported by Yellen and deputy secretary Wally Adeyemo, was that it would be 
better to keep China dependent on U.S. technology infrastructure for longer.471 In general, 
Treasury officials were more skeptical of the feasibility of slowing down China’s technological 
development, because they thought China would catch up regardless and that having Ameri-
can technology embedded in Chinese capabilities would increase U.S. leverage when it came 
to negotiations over AI and other emerging technologies.472 In contrast, cutting off China’s 
access to high-end chips would encourage Beijing to develop their domestic chip manu-
facturing ecosystem, and this might end with China being less dependent on the United 
States and yet equally capable—or close to it—in this all-important area. Treasury distrusted 
China, given its record of intellectual property theft and the number of times Beijing “had 
said one thing and done something different,” but Treasury officials placed more value on 
maintaining economic interdependence between the United States and China.473 Raimondo 
also shared this more liberal view on export controls.474

Outside the government, NSC proponents of export controls faced a “withering” push-
back from industry, which wanted to maximize sales to China.475 Microchip equipment 
manufacturers and automakers were generally more supportive of the restrictions because 
they had less exposure to the Chinese market, but chipmakers were especially concerned 
about the impact the restrictions would have on their profits. One NSC official depicted 
corporate lobbying by firms such as Nvidia as a “scorched-earth campaign,” in which they 
painted a dire picture of the damage these restrictions would do to the U.S. industry.476 These 
warnings were dubious, however, given burgeoning global and allied demand for advanced 



I
m
p
l
e
m
e
n
t
i
n
g
 
t
h
e
 
B
i
d
e
n

A
d
m
i
n
i
s
t
r
a
t
i
o
n
’
s
 
C
h
i
n
a
 
S
t
r
a
t
e
g
y

84

semiconductors and limited global chip-making capacity. Furthermore, Biden’s team argued 
that Xi’s efforts to indigenously develop China’s chip-making capabilities and replace U.S. 
software undermined the case for dependency and merely helped the PLA and PRC cyber 
actors develop AI models more quickly.477 McGuire later described the strategy of engage-
ment in an op-ed as “handing [China] global industrial dominance and helping to build up 
Chinese firms that proceeded to toss the foreign competitors out on their rears.”478 

Biden ultimately supported the view of the NSC hard-liners, concluding that it was com-
mon sense that the United States should not be giving technology to China that could pose 
a danger to American lives.479 Nevertheless, the intense interagency debate and industry lob-
bying slowed a final decision on export controls and led to a more cautious rollout overall. 
Rather than set static restrictions, Biden officials decided to update controls gradually and 
annually to reflect advances in semiconductor capabilities.480 

The timing was also shaped by China’s outburst at Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan, which one official 
said “enabled us to pull the trigger” on the controls on October 7, 2022.481 These con-
trols targeted China’s ability to purchase and manufacture advanced chips as well as develop 
and maintain its supercomputers.482 (Prior to this announcement, on August 26, 2022, the 
Biden administration had privately informed Nvidia that it had imposed export controls on 

its flagship A100 and H100 chips to China 
and Russia.483) The following year, on Octo-
ber 17, 2023, the Commerce Department’s 
Bureau of Industry and Security (BIS) tight-
ened these controls to limit China’s ability 
to use large-scale AI systems and to develop 
weapons of mass destruction and advanced 
conventional weapons.484 Under these new 
controls, BIS restricted chips based on their 
total performance, performance density, and 
whether the chip was “designed or market-

ed” for use in a data center. This vastly expanded the number of chip types under export 
restrictions to include high-performing gaming chips and lower-performing data center 
chips.485 These controls were further tightened and extended in subsequent moves in Sep-
tember and December.486 

Across three speeches in September and October 2022 and April 2023, Sullivan detailed 
the administration’s strategy for technological and economic competition.487 Using the met-
aphor of building a “small yard and high fence,” the United States sought to keep choke-
points for critical technologies within U.S. control, with high barriers to prevent strategic 
competitors (in other words, China) from “exploit[ing] American and allied technologies to 
undermine American and allied security.”488 

One of the most controversial 
 innovations of the administration’s  
export control strategy was replac-

ing the goal of maintaining a sufficient 
technological lead with a goal of maxi-

mizing the absolute U.S. advantage.
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One of the most controversial innovations of the administration’s export control strategy 
was that it replaced the goal of maintaining a sufficient lead in the technology with a goal 
of maximizing the absolute U.S. advantage. Instead of merely staying “n-2” generations 
ahead, the administration decided that the United States had to create as large of a lead as 
possible.489 This was because aggregations of past generations of semiconductors would soon 
be able to produce the equivalent computational power of advanced chips for training AI 
models—especially if they were produced without the energy and cost constraints that most 
assumed China would manage to circumvent.490  

The strategy also required the United States to prevent the “diffusion” of semiconductors 
and large data centers outside U.S. or allied control. Described by a former official as akin 
to building “a nonproliferation regime for supercomputers,” restricting large clusters of ad-
vanced semiconductors to operate only in trusted countries by U.S. companies would pre-
vent China circumventing the restrictions.491 

In practice, the new standards were challenging to implement because of the tension between 
avoiding giving China an unacceptable military advantage, and at the same time, allowing 
for the potential for continued robust trade. As another former senior official described, the 
small yard, high fence concept remained ambiguous, meaning “too many things to too many 
people, even within the administration. It was hard to define it in a very clear way.”492 With 
the rapid pace of technological advancements requiring new restrictions, the approach on 
global export controls was not an easy sell to industry, allies, and partners. 

The use of export controls for military technology was not new. The United States has always 
sought to protect its most sensitive technologies from falling into foreign hands. Cutting 
off access to chips, however, appeared to broaden the scope of such restrictions because ad-
vanced chips could also have civilian uses. Some critics thus viewed the policy as excessively 
sweeping.493 Other critics viewed it as a stopgap measure that would be ineffective in the 
longer term.494 For these critics, China would simply adjust to the controls and manufacture 
its own chips—as the Treasury Department believed. But CSET and the National Secu-
rity Commission on Artificial Intelligence’s research showed that this would be very hard 
for China to do, first and foremost because it lacked the expertise to build the necessary 
equipment, which itself relied on American-made technologies.495 This meant that cutting 
off access to both chips and essential manufacturing inputs would seriously set back China’s 
ability to develop technology comparable to America’s. 

A complementary outbound investment screening regime was put in place later in the ad-
ministration that aimed to restrict U.S. investments in China’s AI ecosystem, quantum tech-
nologies, and the supply chain for the PLA’s military-industrial complex.496 According to a 
former Treasury official, these “narrow but deep restrictions” on the ability of U.S. persons 
to invest in certain sectors in China had less to do with reducing China’s access to capital, 
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which was already plentiful.497 Instead, the restrictions targeted China’s access to technology 
expertise, particularly the scientific and engineering support that often accompanies foreign 
investments.498 The restrictions aimed to send a clear message to industry about the costs of 
excessive cooperation with Chinese firms on advanced technologies, while minimizing the 
negative impacts for U.S. firms.499  

On August 9, 2023, Biden issued an executive order directing the Treasury Department to 
prohibit certain outbound investments by U.S. persons into China (including Hong Kong 
and Macau) in semiconductors, quantum technologies, and AI capabilities.500 These out-
bound investments covered acquisition of equity stakes, debt financing, greenfield invest-
ments, and joint ventures.501 A year later, on October 28, 2024, the Treasury Department 
issued its final ruling on these investment restrictions, creating the Outbound Security In-
vestment Program.502

The administration’s strategy for technology competition with China meanwhile elevated 
the role of the Department of Commerce in U.S. national security. In contrast to previous 
eras where Commerce had taken a back seat on major foreign policy decisions, Raimondo 
recognized from early on that she would need to “build up her department’s muscles” so 
that it could play a leading role in U.S. economic statecraft.503 Commerce’s wide-ranging 
responsibilities and statutory authorities across its thirteen bureaus were ultimately used to 
great effect to implement the Biden administration’s China policy. 

The department’s importance to the Invest, Align, Compete pillars fell mainly in two areas. 
First, Commerce played a central role in crafting the CHIPS and Science Act, which gave the 
department $52 billion for projects increasing the domestic manufacturing of advanced semi-
conductors to shift their production away from China and Taiwan.504 Second, as described 
earlier in the report, the Bureau of Industry and Security’s extensive authorities through the 
Entity List and Foreign Direct Product Rule export control enforcement put Commerce on 
the front line of stemming the export of advanced technologies to China—above all, chips 
for AI. Alan Estevez, handpicked by Raimondo to head BIS as undersecretary of commerce 
for industry and security, described the department and BIS’s role as “its impediment over 
here and run faster over there. And the CHIPS Act . . . is the oil and machinery to make us 
run faster.”505 Commerce’s International Trade Administration also had a role in crafting the 
administration’s tariff policies and outbound investment rules.

Across two speeches in November 2022 and February 2023, Raimondo described her ap-
proach to using the levers of the Commerce Department to implement a “long-term vision 
for America’s technological leadership” as part of the administration’s China strategy and 
domestic policy.506 China’s leadership, she said, was increasing the role of the state in its 
economy and society and thus “forcing us to defend our businesses and workers.” This called 
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for a strategy to ensure the United States “builds the talent, technologies, and manufac-
turing capabilities necessary to lead the global economy in the 21st century.”507 China was 
convinced that the West was in terminal decline, she said, and to counter this, the United 
States needed a strategy that focused first 
and foremost on strengthening the U.S. 
domestic economy.508 Winning the global 
competition with China required a strong 
partnership with the private sector, which 
she urged to leverage the $50 billion of pub-
lic investment the administration was offer-
ing to boost overall U.S. investment in manufacturing and research and development by ten 
times that amount.509 The approach also emphasized the value of allies and partners to cre-
ate diverse and resilient supply chains and shared technology standards. Finally, Commerce 
played a key role in direct diplomacy between Washington and Beijing in the later years of 
the administration.510 

Overall, these restrictions amounted to a major change in the nature of the U.S.-China re-
lationship, reversing what had been a very open-ended exchange of technology for decades 
and replacing it with a more protective approach underpinned by core national security 
concerns. In an interview summing up the legacy of the Biden administration’s work on 
technology competition, Chhabra offered his take: “For the first time, we were pushing back 
in the tech war that China had been waging against us for decades.”511 

Taken together, these measures marked an important qualitative shift in U.S. policy. The 
aim was no longer simply to prevent China from acquiring military technologies, but to 
preserve an outsized U.S. advantage in general-purpose technological capabilities—especial-
ly advanced computing—on the theory that superiority would compound over time. That 
premise was strategically coherent, but not the whole picture. Restrictions would buy time, 
but not strengthen the U.S. economy itself. The administration therefore paired its denial 
strategy with a domestic “build” agenda, centered in Congress, that sought to restore Amer-
ican industrial capacity and anchor emerging technologies within the United States and 
trusted allies.

CHIPS, Industrial Policy, and Congressional Diplomacy

One of the most important parts of the Biden administration’s competitive strategy was the 
belief that economic power was at the very core of the competition with China. As of 2021, 
the United States was suffering from a pandemic-induced recession, and Beijing assessed 
that the country was in terminal decline. The Biden administration wanted to take dramatic 
steps to reinvigorate the American economy and set it on a trajectory for future economic 

“For the first time, we were pushing 
back in the tech war that China had 
been waging against us for decades.”
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dynamism. It therefore invested heavily in a series of major legislative acts that passed Con-
gress in 2021 and 2022. This legislation was far-reaching in ambition and a good deal of it 
was focused on domestic and social initiatives that lie beyond the scope of this account of 
Biden’s China strategy. But the effort was central to the strategy implementation—one the 
administration invested heavily in seeing through.   

With the Biden administration’s support, Congress passed four major legislative packages 
in 2021 and 2022 that were germane to industrial competitiveness and economic recovery 
from the pandemic: the American Rescue Plan and the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law in 
2021 and the Inflation Reduction Act and the CHIPS and Science Act in 2022. All of these 
were justified in whole or part by the need to compete with China, and they all supported 
the Biden strategy’s aim of strengthening America at home. CHIPS, however, was the most 
directly related to strategic competition because of its technology focus. 

CHIPS actually began in 2021 as the Endless Frontier Act, introduced by senators Chuck 
Schumer (D) and Todd Young (R) as a proposal to strengthen basic science and research 
on emerging technologies.512 Biden officials then sought to combine Endless Frontier with 
funding already authorized for semiconductor manufacturing in the 2021 National Defense 
Authorization Act.513 Over time, the combined bill grew to encompass not only $52.7 bil-
lion in mandatory appropriations for semiconductor manufacturing in the United States 
but also provisions for funding related workforce training and regional technology hubs and 
$500 million to strengthen global semiconductor and telecommunications supply chains.514

Knitting together the final legislative package—and getting the sixty votes required to pass 
the bill in the Senate through regular order, while also negotiating the bill’s mandatory ap-
propriations with the relevant committees and “four corners”—required a major investment 
of time from senior White House staff, and Raimondo, who became the administration’s 
lead for the bill.515 

In the prevailing partisan environment, it is notable that the China framing of the legislation 
allowed the White House to bring some mainstream Republicans along, such as senators 
Todd Young, Bill Hagerty, and Lindsey Graham and representative Jim Banks.516 Focusing 
on China was not enough to overcome all Republican objections, however. Republican Sen-
ator Tom Cotton attacked the legislation on the grounds that it was a distraction from the 
urgent need for more military spending.517 Ultimately, though, several Republicans, includ-
ing even Mitch McConnell, voted for the bill after a last-minute briefing by Biden adminis-
tration officials, Raimondo, and a few former Trump administration officials.518 Biden signed 
the final version of the CHIPS and Science Act into law on August 9, 2022. 

The administration also had unusually strong congressional support for AUKUS and other 
aspects of the align pillar of its strategy. The 2024 National Defense Authorization Act, which 



89

passed in December 2023, authorized the transfer of three Virginia-class submarines under 
AUKUS, notably exempting Australia from most U.S. export licensing requirements.519 In 
March 2024, the Compacts of Free Association with the freely associated states of the Fed-
erated States of Micronesia, the Republic of the Marshall Islands, and the Republic of Palau 
was also renewed in an effort to compete with Chinese influence in the subregion.520 White 
House officials also saw the House Select Committee on Strategic Competition between the 
United States and the CCP as largely helpful, because it helped drive congressional support 
for the administration’s competitive actions.521 

Beyond its role in passing the administration’s landmark legislation, Congress also supported 
the administration’s direct diplomacy with China in at least one important moment. Schum-
er led a bipartisan congressional delegation to meet with Xi in Beijing on October 9, 2023. 
The delegation was able to reinforce the administration’s messaging on key U.S. priorities 
such as fentanyl, thus underscoring that it was a bipartisan concern and China needed to 
take action.522 This in turn helped set the stage for Xi and Biden’s agreement on fentanyl a 
few weeks later at their summit at Woodside.523 

Even if winds in both political parties were blowing in favor of a tougher line on China, 
“playing the China card” ultimately did not overcome ideological polarization to most of 
the Biden administration’s domestic or economic initiatives.524 A senior Biden official stated 
that a part of the challenge lay in managing elected officials and public figures “who wanted 

Credit: Official White House Photo by Erin Scott

President Joe Biden signs the CHIPS and Science Act into law on August 9, 2022.
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to outdo each other on how much they hated China.”525 Some in the administration and 
Congress were tempted to inflate the China threat to justify higher budgets, even as others 
wanted to tone down the rhetoric to advance diplomatic or economic goals. 

Meanwhile, senior congressional staffers criticized the administration for paying insufficient 
attention to their views and some charged the White House with excessive secrecy, for ex-
ample, in the development of the NSC China strategy.526 More importantly, Republican 
support for the Development Finance Corporation and other international economic initia-
tives to compete with China’s BRI was less than the administration had hoped it would be. 
An effort to secure supply chains through a sovereign wealth fund was also shelved due to 
a lack of bipartisan support from Congress.527 Moreover, in 2025, under the second Trump 
administration, key provisions of the Inflation Reduction Act and the CHIPS and Science 
Act—large parts of which were penned by congressional Republicans—were slashed, while 
Commerce’s CHIPS Program Office was beset by layoffs.528 In the end, therefore, as one 
high-level White House official noted, aside from the CHIPS and Science Act, “the argu-
ment about China competition didn’t tend to move people that much.”529 
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The Struggle for Guardrails 
 
 
 
The Biden administration’s effort to manage strategic competition also included a pursuit 
of guardrails—formal and informal mechanisms aiming to prevent the relationship from 
descending into accidental conflict or global catastrophe. Two key efforts focused on mili-
tary-to-military communication and climate change. AI safety was also important, but only 
entered the discussion late in the administration. Whereas the invest and compete pillars of 
the China strategy required either unilateral American action or alliance management, the 
guardrails required a degree of Chinese cooperation that Beijing was often reluctant to pro-
vide. To China, these channels were often viewed as rewards for American good behavior; to 
Washington, they were the baseline requirements for responsible statecraft.

Military Relations with Beijing

Strengthening the United States and its allies and partners for war with China was the central 
focus of the Pentagon’s work under Biden, but there were also efforts to build a more stable 
bilateral relationship with China. One long-standing concern of security policy experts in 
Washington is the possibility that an accidental clash between U.S. and PLA forces might 
spark an all-out war. During the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union developed 
crisis-management channels and procedures to minimize this possibility. China, however, 
has traditionally resisted such measures. To make matters worse, most of the military-to-mil-
itary communication channels had broken down during the COVID-19 pandemic and were 
never repaired, making it unlikely that messages could be usefully passed and heard in the 
event of an accident.530 The Pentagon thus also worked to restart military-to-military dia-
logues with counterparts in the PLA and Chinese defense officials. 

CHAPTER 7
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It was not easy going. As a senior defense official 
recalled, “We struggled pretty hard” to “restore 
something resembling a normal defense rela-
tionship” after inheriting frozen communication 
channels.531 Like at the NSC, pandemic condi-
tions made any face-to-face interaction with their 
Chinese counterparts impossible. This made early 

video conferences with the Chinese side “just an exchange of talking points” in which it seemed 
to U.S. officials as though their PLA counterparts became “even more focused on performing 
for a domestic audience” because “it was on screen and being taped.”532 The stilted format also 
left little flexibility for off-camera and spontaneous exchanges that would normally present 
themselves during an in-person meeting.

The challenge of engaging with Chinese defense counterparts also extended to arranging 
higher-level exchanges. The issue of negotiating the appropriate “parallelism” between offi-
cials resurfaced as a source of friction, with the PRC and PLA “just unwilling to accept” the 
American position that the secretary of defense should be able to meet with both the PRC 
minister of national defense and the senior (first-ranked) vice chair of the Central Military 
Commission (CMC).533 For U.S. officials, the rationale was that the secretary of defense’s 
set of responsibilities more closely matched those of the senior vice chair of the CMC rather 
than just the PRC minister for national defense, who sits outside the PLA military chain of 
command and leads a ministry with little independent institutional influence.534

Meanwhile, it appeared to U.S. officials that the PRC “saw little upside in talking” and saw 
opportunities for any communication “as essentially gifts” or “rewards for good behavior.”535 
One U.S. official described how the closest the two sides got to achieving a breakthrough at 
the secretary level was a proposal to meet with senior CMC vice chair General Zhang Youxia, 
but only in the unlikely event that secretary Austin would go to Beijing.536 

Further complicating negotiations was the very short tenure of PRC defense ministers—
with the position changing hands three times in 2023—including Chinese minister General 
Li Shangfu, who was under U.S. sanctions and thus refused to meet with Austin.537 Frustra-
tion that “the Chinese just wouldn’t answer the phone” continued, including during periods 
of escalated military tension.538 Given these challenges at the top, the main communications 
took place at the working-group level through the Office of the U.S. Defense Attaché at Em-
bassy Beijing with the CMC’s Office of International Military Cooperation, and between the 
Pentagon and the PRC defense attaché at the Chinese Embassy in Washington.539

What explains the apparent lack of interest on the Chinese side to engage in military diplo-
macy? From China’s perspective, these efforts at military diplomacy were occurring just as 
the Pentagon was intensifying its presence along China’s shores, including with a capacity 

The Biden administration 
“struggled pretty hard” to “restore 

something resembling a normal 
defense relationship.”
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to strike into China from the Philippines. It is easy to imagine how this military pressure 
discouraged PLA engagement with the Pentagon. This is not the only explanation, however. 

According to those involved in the talks, the official line from the PRC was to reject measures 
to lower risk on the grounds that better communication and crisis management channels 
would embolden the United States to take more aggressive actions against China.540 Accord-
ing to Beijing, the best way for the United States to reduce the risk of a crisis was to withdraw 
its forces from the region.541 Another theory about China’s reluctance to engage, which is 
not mutually exclusive of risk tolerance, was that Chinese officers feared that engaging with 
the United States might risk making senior leaders look weak or ineffective if their efforts 
at diplomacy fell on deaf ears in Washington.542 In other words, should the United States 
continue to take actions unfavorable to China regardless, the relevant Chinese officials could 
be perceived as having failed to deliver their message strongly enough.543 

Whatever the reasons for the difficulties in military-to-military communication, some dia-
logue was possible later in the Biden administration after Biden and Xi’s summit at Wood-
side in November 2023. Austin met with PRC Minister of National Defense Dong Jun in 
May 2024 on the margins of the Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore, and the commander 
of Indo-Pacific Command met virtually with his counterpart at the PLA’s Southern Theater 
Command in September 2024.544 According to U.S. officials, meetings with Chinese mili-
tary counterparts were meaningful opportunities to raise concerns about a variety of issues, 
including confronting problematic operational behavior by Chinese forces, unsafe intercepts 
of U.S. military aircraft where inexperienced PLA Air Force pilots had raised the risk of 
accidents, and aggressive maritime actions viewed as unprofessional and dangerous in the 
South China Sea against the Philippines.545 Meetings also included efforts to dispel Chinese 
misconceptions about U.S. intentions, including a belief that the United States was seeking 
to provoke China into a conflict over Taiwan rather than action seeking to deter China from 
using coercion or force.546 These meetings also helped to restart pre-pandemic efforts to re-
patriate the remains of U.S. service members from China to the United States.547

Despite the often episodic and difficult nature of military-to-military communication, offi-
cials described it as serving a “tactical” utility, particularly at the working level to have some 
channel of communication open during times of crisis and heightened tension.548 However, 
it was clear that efforts to communicate with China stood far from the “strategic stability” 
envisaged by the Biden administration.549

Faltering Cooperation on Climate: SPEC and Sunnylands

China is the world’s largest emitter of greenhouse gases, and its cooperation is thus crucial to 
any global action on reducing emissions. In 2015, China signed the Paris Agreement, which 
included the promise to limit global temperature increases to well below 2 degrees Celsius 
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above pre-industrial levels.550 The first Trump administration, however, withdrew from the 
agreement and ended climate diplomacy with China and other countries.551 Entering office, 
therefore, the Biden administration hoped to restart the Obama-era initiatives, and it made 
negotiating new climate agreements with China a high priority.552 This proved a challenge.

To manage the diplomacy of climate change, the 
administration established the Office of the Special 
Presidential Envoy for Climate (SPEC) at the State 
Department. Former secretary of state John Kerry 
was appointed to head the office and given cabi-
net-level status in what was intended to be a sign of 

major commitment to the challenge.553 Kerry became the first high-level Biden administra-
tion official to visit China in April 2021.554 Progress was slow, however, given the pandemic 
and other frictions in the bilateral relationship.

SPEC’s work with China finally came to a head in a four-day negotiation at the Sunnylands es-
tate in California from November 4 to 7, 2023, about a week before Biden and Xi would meet 
at Woodside. The resulting Sunnylands statement issued by Kerry and China’s special envoy 
for climate change Xie Zhenhua promised to further reduce coal, oil, and gas generation.555 In 
addition to reopening working-group climate dialogues, for the first time, China agreed to in-
clude all sectors of the economy and all greenhouse gases in its next Paris targets and to consider 
“post-peaking” absolute emission reductions for its power sector in the 2020s.556 

The impact of the administration’s efforts to pursue climate change initiatives with China 
was ultimately quite modest, however. The Sunnylands meeting signaled a willingness to 
continue climate diplomacy between the world’s two most important players but did little 
concretely to move China closer to acting on its 2015 Paris pledge. The following year, China 
in fact moved in the opposite direction.557 Meanwhile, Trump’s return to the White House in 
2025 cut off any possibility of further diplomatic action on emissions reductions. 

AI Safety: An Emerging Frontier

A final guardrail of the Biden term was established in the final weeks of the administration. 
During their final meeting at the APEC summit in Lima, Peru, in November 2024, Biden 
and Xi reached a milestone agreement that neither country would ever allow artificial intelli-
gence to seize control of nuclear weapons launch decisions; by affirming that human beings 
must remain “in the loop” for nuclear employment, both leaders acknowledged, implicitly 
at least, that while they were locked in a persistent quest to outdo each other’s military ca-
pabilities, certain risks were too high.558 It was a modest victory for strategic stability, but it 
underscored the administration’s belief that competition required guardrails—in this case to 
ensure that human judgment remained the ultimate arbiter of great power war.

The Biden administration hoped  
to restart Obama-era initiatives.  

This proved a challenge.
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Moves in the Right Direction: 
2023–2024
 
 
 
By 2023, the landscape of economic competition between the United States and China was 
shifting as the world emerged from the pandemic. Contrary to the bold pronouncements by 
Chinese elites, the American economy rebounded strongly from the pandemic-induced re-
cession, posting growth that outpaced other G7 economies.559 By June 2023, real U.S. GDP 
rose 5.4 percent from the level at the end of 2019, and the unemployment rate fell from a 
pandemic peak of over 14 percent to under 4 percent.560 Meanwhile, the Chinese economy 
was weakening. This likely reduced some of the confidence Beijing had conveyed in the early 
months of the Biden term. 

Yet, if the economic indicators suggested a moment of U.S. strength, the structural drivers 
of the relationship remained fundamentally fraught. As detailed in the previous section, the 
small yard, high fence was now being built, creating a new baseline of friction. Bilateral ten-
sions were also still strong for other reasons. China’s support for Russia’s war on Ukraine had 
not ended and, in some ways, had deepened over the course of the year since the war’s start. 
The Pelosi visit and China’s military reaction were not far in the rearview mirror. Washington 
remained deeply concerned about the risks of a Chinese attack on Taiwan. In testimony to 
Congress on February 3, Burns warned that “our assessment at the CIA is that I wouldn’t 
underestimate President Xi’s ambitions with regard to Taiwan.”561 

The Biden administration thus found itself in the difficult position of simultaneously at-
tempting to build a technological “fence” around China’s military-industrial complex while 
seeking a strategic channel to manage the diplomatic fallout of doing so. As the year began, 
both parties still seemed ready to continue the diplomatic efforts to stabilize the relationship, 

CHAPTER 8
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beginning with a visit by Blinken to Beijing in early February 2023. Unfortunately, exog-
enous events again knocked the diplomatic effort off course. This time, the culprit was an 
errant Chinese balloon that drifted into U.S. territory, creating a weeklong, slow motion, 
mini-crisis that came to be known in Washington as “balloon-gate.”   

Balloon-Gate: February 2023

The U.S. military first detected the Chinese balloon on Saturday, January 28, when it drifted 
into U.S. airspace over Alaska. For a time, the balloon floated over Canada, but it reentered 
U.S. airspace over northern Idaho on Tuesday, January 31. On February 1, it was spotted by 
civilians in a commercial airliner over Montana and the press furor began.562 The next day, 
the Pentagon issued a statement that it had been tracking the balloon for several days and it 
was confident that it was a Chinese high-altitude surveillance balloon intended to gather in-
telligence while flying over sensitive U.S. national security sites.563 Amid increasing national 
attention, the American public became transfixed with alarm and intrigue over the so-called 
spy balloon. A media frenzy ensued, as an outpouring of debate, memes, and conspiracy the-
ories flooded social media and as members of the American public gathered outside to catch 
glimpses of the balloon as it slowly journeyed across the country.564 

When the Chinese Foreign Ministry professed this was a “civilian meteorological airship” 
that had accidently wandered off course, interest only deepened.565 Politics soon followed 
the brouhaha; Trump emailed and posted to his followers to “SHOOT DOWN THE BAL-
LOON,” as Republicans pressured the White House for a swift and decisive military re-
sponse and accused Biden of weakness in the face of an obvious and visible violation of 
American sovereignty.566

Image of the Chinese 

intelligence balloon taken by 

a U.S. U-2 pilot.

Credit: Photo courtesy of the 
Department of Defense
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Behind the scenes, Biden administration officials had long known about the Chinese intel-
ligence balloon program.567 For several years, similar balloons had been observed on intel-
ligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance missions over U.S. Indo-Pacific bases, including 
at Guam and the Indo-Pacific Command headquarters in Hawaii.568 According to former 
defense officials, these balloons were not very sophisticated but could be difficult to detect 
while operating above commercial air traffic 
at near-space altitudes in a “dead zone” away 
from where most air-defense radars were  
directed.569 

Launched from Hainan Island, this particular 
balloon had likely been directed to fly over 
Guam but was taken by an unseasonable northerly jet stream into Alaskan airspace, where strong 
winds then pushed it south into the continental United States.570 Having tracked its departure 
from China, it quickly became apparent to Pentagon officials that the balloon’s erratic course 
was accidental.571 Notwithstanding, PLA operators elected to continue the mission and were 
ready to take advantage of the opportunity to gather intelligence from nuclear missile sites  
in Montana.572 

At working-level channels, Chinese officials insisted to U.S. counterparts that the balloon 
had no relationship to the PLA or any kind of intelligence purpose.573 The balloon’s course 
had been accidental, Beijing said, imploring U.S. officials to “not overreact” by shooting it 
down.574 Repeated requests from chairman of the joint chief of staff General Mark Milley 
and Austin to speak with their Chinese counterparts were declined on the grounds that “the 
atmosphere wasn’t conducive,” according to a former official familiar with the outreach.575 
Here was a good example of the inability of China’s military leaders to speak on issues of 
high political sensitivity—and a prime example of the problems that this hesitancy creates in 
military-to-military communication.576 

Concerned about the unprecedented nature of the flight path and intrusion into the con-
tinental United States, Biden was informed of the balloon’s presence by Milley on January 
31.577 Biden’s team faced a dilemma: Should they give in to pressure to shoot it down and 
risk harming not only the relationship with Beijing, but also civilians on the ground, or 
should they let it float across the continental United States and risk looking cavalier about 
American sovereignty? 

Biden and Austin were inclined to act immediately over Montana amid undisputed consen-
sus that the balloon needed to be shot down.578 In addition to the optics, officials were con-
cerned that someone might try to take matters into their own hands and down the balloon 
themselves. Nevertheless, while it was obvious the balloon posed some level of intelligence 
threat from its signals-gathering and imaging equipment, it presented no physical threat to 

It quickly became apparent to 
Pentagon officials that the balloon’s 
erratic course was accidental.
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American lives as long as it remained in the air.579 There was a narrow window of opportunity 
to down the balloon over Montana, but Milley and U.S. Northern Command warned that 
a “school bus worth of metal” falling from the sky could potentially injure someone on the 
ground.580 

The president thus agreed to let the balloon continue its course until it could be shot down 
over water, where its capabilities would be more likely to survive in an intact-enough con-
dition to be collected and analyzed.581 Meanwhile, appropriate measures were taken on the 
ground to lock down overflown military sites to mitigate the balloon’s intelligence collection 
capabilities.582 This was a safe choice, but it meant another three days of news coverage while 
the balloon drifted slowly above U.S. territory creating an eerie sense of haplessness.

Flight Path of Supposed Spy Balloon, 2023

��������
����������

���������
�����������

������
�����������


�������
�����������

��������

�����������

���������
���������


������
�����

���������

��

��

�� ��

��

��

��

��

��

��

��

��

��

��

�� 
�

��

��

�� �


	�

��

��

��

��

�


��

��

��

�� ��

��

��

��

��

��

��

��


�

��
��

��

��

��

��

��

��

�

��
��

�
	�

�
	�

�
	�

�
	�

�
	��
	�

�
	�
�
	�

�
	���
	�

�
	�

��
	���
	�

��

	�

��

	�

��

	�

��
	���
	�

�
	�
�
	�

�
	�

�
	�

�
	�

�
	�

�������
�����

� � � � � � � � � � � �

��������
�����

������

��


�
	�

��


�������
���

� � � � � �

������

���������

�� � � � � 
 � ��� � �

������

��������

�����������

���������
���������


������
�����

���������

��

��

��

��

��

��

��

��

��

�


�� ��

��

�


��

��

��

��

��

��

��

��

��

�� 
�

��

��

�� �


	�

��

��

��

��

�


��

��

��

�� ��

��

��

��

��

��

��

��


�

��
��

��

��

��

��

��

��
��

�

��
�� ��

��

�	����	���� 
�
	����
���������

�����	�����������

��������
����������

���������
�����������

������
�����������


�������
�����������


�����
����������


0 500 1000 Miles

0 500 1000 Kilometers


�	����������������������

������������	�����������


��������������������������

�	���������



99

Inside the government, the incident was meanwhile becoming a big political headache for 
the White House. From “an informational perspective, it was a nightmare,” said one senior 
official, “since it made it look like we were spending a week not defending our airspace.”583 
According to another official, the event “threw the whole top off in terms of the public atten-
tion and anxiety in the media,” which treated the incident like a Hollywood movie script.584 
The Pentagon had to spend the weeks after chasing other alleged spy balloons across North 
America—and on three occasions, had to shoot them down with Sidewinder missiles.585 
Haines later said that the situation was “so crazy,” it was “like an episode of Veep on some 
level.”586

Finally, on February 4, the balloon reached a safe distance off the coast of Myrtle Beach, 
South Carolina, and the U.S. Air Force deployed an F-22 to shoot it down. Whether it was 
truly necessary to use the world’s most advanced aircraft to down a slow-flying balloon or 
whether it was simply a muscle-flexing exercise after a week of painful waiting is uncertain, 
but according to a former official, this was one of the few aircraft able to “reliably produce 
kinetic effects” at altitudes over 60,000 feet.587 

As the former official recalled, the military dimension of the episode “was not a physical 
threat or a huge intelligence threat because we saw it coming and could get out of the 
way.”588 The diplomatic damage was real, however, at least in the near term. The bilateral 
relationship was yet again “thrown into a tailspin” as China’s leadership suspended bilateral 
communication channels and froze out Burns in Beijing.589 Throughout the week, Beijing 
had maintained that it was just a weather balloon that had gone off course. The U.S. govern-
ment insisted Beijing was dissimulating, even though some outside experts pointed out that 
Beijing’s claim was plausible and the Pentagon told the public that they did not believe that 
the balloon had actually collected any intelligence.590 

Recovery of the balloon off 

the coast of Myrtle Beach, 

South Carolina, February 5, 

2023.

Credit: U.S. Navy Photo by Mass 
Communication Specialist 1st Class Tyler 
Thompson



I
m
p
l
e
m
e
n
t
i
n
g
 
t
h
e
 
B
i
d
e
n

A
d
m
i
n
i
s
t
r
a
t
i
o
n
’
s
 
C
h
i
n
a
 
S
t
r
a
t
e
g
y

100

Obviously, it was impossible for Beijing to acknowledge that it was an intelligence collec-
tion platform—especially in light of its own history of complaints about U.S. intelligence 
collection along its borders. The Chinese government thus attempted to shift the narrative 
by accusing the United States of hysterically “smearing” China and using the incident to 
distract from a train derailment of toxic materials in Ohio.591 

Despite strenuous “attempts on [the American] side to make clear that this was a problem,” 
through messages of concern delivered through the embassy channels in Beijing and Wash-
ington, U.S. officials described their Chinese counterparts as “pretty perturbed” when the 
balloon was shot down.592 The Chinese Foreign Ministry said the United States “obviously 
overreacted,” and Feng lodged a formal complaint to the U.S. Embassy in Beijing, accusing 
the United States of violating international law and “dealing a serious blow” to stabilizing 
bilateral relations.593 As then U.S. ambassador to China Nicholas Burns said about China’s 
reaction, “After the balloon, they isolated us again. Three months later, Qin Gang called me 
and said, ‘Let’s have lunch.’ This is a pattern: China turns access on and off as punishment 
or reward. All my predecessors had this, too.”594

Blinken was supposed to be heading to China to 
follow up on the Bali meeting just days after the 
balloon drifted into U.S. territory, but this now 
carried greater political risks. Blinken wanted to 
continue with the trip,595 but when it came to light 
that he could end up landing in Beijing to toast 
Wang at the very moment the balloon floated over 
Washington—potentially the day of Biden’s much 

anticipated State of the Union—it was clear the trip needed to be called off.596 On February 
3, Blinken therefore announced that he was postponing his trip, charging that China had 
committed “an irresponsible act” that was “detrimental to the substantive discussions that 
we were prepared to have.”597 Since plans for the trip had previously been announced, the 
Chinese side took affront, and the Foreign Ministry attempted to save face, retorting that “in 
actuality, the U.S. and China have never announced any visit.”598 

Two weeks later, Wang spoke from the main stage of the Munich Security Conference and 
portrayed the U.S. decision to shoot down the balloon as “absurd and hysterical,” again 
reiterating that it was a “civilian” airship that had unalterably “veered off course.”599 A diplo-
matic cliff-hanger ensued when it was left unclear whether Blinken and Wang would meet, 
or whether the conference would end with the relationship in even worse shape. At the elev-
enth hour, however, the world’s two top diplomats sat down for a brief meeting, resolving 
the impasse and leaving space for the relationship to return to a steadier course in the months 
that followed.600

The foundation established  
when Biden met with Xi in Bali 

had been badly shaken—but the  
crisis had some silver linings.
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The foundation established when Biden met with Xi in Bali had been badly shaken—but the 
crisis had some silver linings. According to multiple U.S. officials, the incident and panicked 
response had caused considerable embarrassment to Beijing.601 Xi himself was likely caught 
unaware.602 According to a former senior intelligence official, the incident “forced [the Chi-
nese side] to look into their own system and figure out what was going on.”603 Furthermore, 
the extent to which China perceived the American response as an overreaction could help 
deterrence against “a very effective system that [was] relatively cheap.”604

That an “unpredictable and fundamentally non-kinetically threatening” slow-moving bal-
loon could metastasize into an international crisis so severe as to “ground relations between 
the two most powerful countries to a halt” served as a wake-up call.605 It brought home how 
quickly the relationship could deteriorate and showed how hawkish pressures on both sides 
could cause even small disagreements to spiral out of control. This helped to clarify that there 
were upsides in exchanging information, even if severe disagreements remained.606 

The aftermath of the balloon incident also presented the United States with leverage to 
pressure China on its support for Russia. White House officials warned Beijing that lethal 
military assistance to Russia to aid in its invasion of Ukraine would be especially detrimental 
to the relationship in the aftermath of the balloon incident.607 Saying later on CNN in Feb-
ruary that China could face “real costs,” Sullivan made clear that the American public and 
Congress would demand the Biden administration be more aggressive against China if they 
did not pull back from providing Russia with lethal aid.608 

The Sullivan-Wang Strategic Channel: May 2023

From the start of its term, the Biden administration had sought a trustworthy, high-level 
communication channel with Beijing.609 Since national security adviser Henry Kissinger’s 
secret trip in 1971 to meet with Zhou Enlai in Beijing before president Richard Nixon’s 
groundbreaking trip to China that normalized bilateral relations, the channel between the 
U.S. national security advisers and their Chinese counterparts has often been an important 
component in managing U.S.-China relations.610 

The dialogue between senior officials who each reported directly to their presidents—and 
thus commanded visibility and influence across each country’s national security establish-
ments—enabled a holistic discussion of strategic issues and perceptions. The channel’s quiet 
and low-profile nature allowed for candor and discretion when discussing the most sensitive 
friction points and the sharing of perspectives on global issues. It also served its traditional 
role in the relationship as an agenda-setting mechanism for leader-level engagements and 
a forum to negotiate presidential-level deliverables.611 The Biden administration sought a 
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return to using this channel, a practice that was already well grooved in the George H. 
W. Bush, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Obama administrations but had fallen apart 
during Trump’s first administration. 

Amid the tensions of Trump’s first term, with a higher turnover in national security advisers, 
the strategic channel atrophied. The Biden administration therefore needed to reestablish 
the channel and do so in an atmosphere of deepening mutual distrust. As Beran described 
in an interview, “The Biden administration spent the first two years focused on partners 
and allies and investing in U.S. sources of strength. With those efforts well established, we 
turned to reestablishing a strategic channel of communication. As we did so, we were clear 
publicly that the U.S.-China bilateral relationship was a difficult, tough relationship, but 
that didn’t mean that meetings should be off the table.  In fact, these challenges made it even 
more important to meet and be honest about the sources of frictions and the potential for 
escalation.”612

After Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan, U.S. allies started warning the administration behind the scenes 
that they feared the United States and China were on a collision course over Taiwan.613 This 
provided the impetus for Biden to push to announce a strategic channel at the Bali sum-
mit.614 Xi agreed provisionally, but progress stalled due to the balloon incident and lingering 
friction over U.S. arms sales to Taiwan and technology export controls.615 By the spring of 
2023, however, U.S. officials were able to get some traction with Beijing on a “serious, quiet, 
and no profile channel.”616 Because a national security adviser can travel more discreetly and 
flexibly than a secretary of state, Sullivan was chosen as the U.S. lead.617 

On the Chinese side, Sullivan’s closest analogue was Wang, then director of the Office of the 
Foreign Affairs Commission.618 Wang was not a member of the CCP’s Politburo Standing 
Committee—a clique of Xi’s closest confidants—but was far more than a mere messenger.619 
His deep foreign policy experience, including a decade-long stint as foreign minister 
and five years leading the Taiwan Affairs Office, had helped earn Xi’s trust.620 Unlike his 
predecessor Yang, whose style tended toward performative point-scoring, Wang was viewed 
by Washington as a “critical interlocutor” who could speak on a range of issues beyond 
foreign affairs.621 Crucially, with Yang and eventually Qin out of the picture, Wang was 
seen as “unusually influential for someone in his job” —an “outstanding interlocutor” and 
a “really critical interlocutor for [White House officials] who could speak on more than just 
foreign affairs issues.”622

The White House started by employing a back channel with former Chinese ambassador 
to the United States Cui Tiankai, who was sent by Beijing on a fact-finding mission to 
Washington and New York after official bilateral communications were cut off.623 As these 
careful conversations developed, subsequent discussions were held between White House 
and Chinese officials at the Chinese Embassy in Washington and during Burns’s meeting 
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with Qin.624 Given the sensitivities, this work was known to only a very small circle in the 
administration.625 

Former U.S. officials familiar with the negotiations described intense coordination on what 
issues the channel could discuss, agenda items, protocols to keep the meetings under wraps, 
and arrangements on public statements following the meetings.626 After months of sweating 
the details, a meeting was fixed for May 10 to 11, 2023, between Sullivan and Wang in Vi-
enna, Austria, a location out of the spotlight and equidistant for both parties.627 This meeting 
would be a stark contrast to 2021’s collapse at Anchorage—a sign of how far both Beijing 
and Washington had evolved.

The core purpose of this iteration of the strategic channel from the NSC’s perspective was 
to operationalize the administration’s theory of how to sustainably manage a competitive re-
lationship with China.628 Beran later described the administration’s meticulous approach to 
setting up the channel as “creating predictability . . . to help build in something to stand in 
for trust.”629 As a top White House official put it, the channel was aimed at those issues where 
“deep diplomacy is going to be necessary to clarify misperceptions and misconceptions, to 
try to generate some degree of transparency and predictability, and where we can to manage 
what could become crises and head them off before they get there.”630 

In this vein, the channel allowed senior U.S. officials to guide Beijing toward a common 
framing of the U.S.-China relationship as a managed competition. Beijing had been reluc-
tant to accept the reality that the United States and China were competing, but according to 
Sullivan, Washington thought China’s leaders needed to accept “that we were each going to 
do things the other didn’t like and that, nonetheless, we had to have space for intensive diplo-
macy.”631 Likewise, Beran stated that “of course, there would be no long list of deliverables, or 

National security adviser 

Jake Sullivan and director 

Wang Yi meet in Vienna, 

Austria, on May 10, 2023. 

Also pictured on the U.S. 

side are NSC coordinator 

Kurt Campbell, NSC senior 

director Sarah Beran, and 

assistant secretary of state 

Daniel Kritenbrink.

Credit: Alamy / Xinhua News Agency 



I
m
p
l
e
m
e
n
t
i
n
g
 
t
h
e
 
B
i
d
e
n

A
d
m
i
n
i
s
t
r
a
t
i
o
n
’
s
 
C
h
i
n
a
 
S
t
r
a
t
e
g
y

104

even positive, cooperative joint statements 
after meetings—that’s the wrong metric for 
success in meetings between the U.S. and 
China. The often adversarial nature of the 
relationship made diplomacy even more 
important, not less.”632

The channel also aimed to attend to the 
“huge amount of gardening” that need-
ed to be done on three thorny issue areas: 
Taiwan and cross-strait relations, technol-
ogy competition, and the Russia-Ukraine 
War.633 Biden officials were clear-eyed 

that China would never fully accept the U.S. position on these issues, but hoped to reduce 
misperceptions by clarifying questions such as, “What are we trying to do? What are you try-
ing to do?”634 For them, the “very fact of a meeting and a press statement afterward indicates 
that at least the two sides are talking and . . . steadies everything on both sides.”635

The channel operated through quiet rendezvous across the world. The protocol on both 
sides was “you fly in, you drive to the hotel, you go into the room, you sit there for hours 
and hours.”636 Substantial U.S. interagency coordination before each meeting prioritized and 
sequenced messages—determining what should go through the strategic channel with Wang 
and what could be handled through other Cabinet or lower-level channels.637

The approach was first tested in Vienna at an intimate dinner where Sullivan, Campbell, and 
Beran joined Wang and two Chinese counterparts for an unstructured conversation aimed at 
building rapport. One former official estimated that the conversations in Vienna with Wang 
lasted over fifteen hours across two days.638 

Each meeting typically had three sessions: one dedicated to bilateral issues, another on global 
issues, and a third on cross-strait issues.639 In Vienna, Wang emphasized that Beijing viewed 
U.S. policy on Taiwan as the biggest risk in the relationship.640 Sullivan sought to refute 
Chinese misconceptions that the United States was trying to provoke China into a war 
over the island. While Wang still refused to accept the U.S. framing of the relationship as a 
“competition,” the Vienna meeting did unlock a series of important visits from U.S. Cabinet 
officials to Beijing.641 

Four meetings followed. From September 17 to 19, 2023, Sullivan and Wang met in Malta, 
in a key meeting that paved the way for the Woodside summit two months later.642 Malta 
also marked the first time Wang met U.S. officials in a dual capacity as director of the Office 
of the Foreign Affairs Commission and as minister for foreign affairs—a position he had 

“There would be no long list of 
deliverables, or even positive, 

cooperative joint statements after 
meetings—that’s the wrong metric for 
success in meetings between the U.S. 

and China. The often adversarial nature 
of the relationship made diplomacy 

even more important, not less.”
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re-acquired in June 2023 when Qin suddenly and inexplicably disappeared from public view 
(potentially due to having been compromised by British intelligence).643 The third meeting 
was on October 27, 2023, when Wang traveled to Washington to meet with Biden and 
separately with Sullivan at Blair House to finalize preparations for Woodside.644 The fourth 
meeting was in Bangkok, Thailand, January 26–27, 2024. This discussion lasted over twelve 
hours across two days and focused on Taiwan and North Korea.645 The final meeting was 
August 27–29, when Sullivan traveled to Beijing—his only such trip as national security 
adviser.646 In Beijing, Sullivan also met with Xi and Zhang.647 Sullivan’s meeting with Zhang, 
which included discussions on Taiwan and Chinese actions in the South China Sea and assis-
tance to Russia, was notable because it was the only meeting between the senior CMC vice 
chairman and a senior U.S. official during the Biden administration.648

Because Beijing treated these engagements seriously, U.S. officials believed the channel 
helped China’s leadership to “energize their entire system.”649 As one official noted, putting 
an “empowered and authoritative” top-level U.S. diplomat face-to-face with a Chinese coun-
terpart was an effective way to “convey our resolve and make clear” which actions the United 
States would and would not brook.650 The centralization of authority under Xi made it hard-
er for the Chinese interagency to “leverage centralized power to get the other ministries to 
take action,” so the escalating of tailored U.S. asks to the presidential level had the “power to 
get things done outside the normal foreign ministry channels.”651 Counternarcotics and law 

Credit: Alamy / Xinhua News Agency 

National security adviser Jake Sullivan and Minister for Foreign Affairs Wang Yi’s fifth and final 

strategic channel meeting on August 28, 2024, in Beijing.



I
m
p
l
e
m
e
n
t
i
n
g
 
t
h
e
 
B
i
d
e
n

A
d
m
i
n
i
s
t
r
a
t
i
o
n
’
s
 
C
h
i
n
a
 
S
t
r
a
t
e
g
y

106

enforcement issues, for example, fell outside the Chinese Foreign Ministry’s portfolio and re-
quired cooperation from the Ministry of Public Security under Minister Wang Xiaohong.652 
By coordinating presidential-level deliverables, the strategic channel helped advance U.S. 
objectives throughout an otherwise resistant PRC bureaucracy.

Several former U.S. officials said a key reason for progress was the productive rapport 
between Sullivan and Wang. On the Chinese side, Sullivan was seen as tough but less 
dramatic than Blinken, whose exchanges with Wang in Anchorage and Munich had been  
particularly heated.653 

Through the philosophical discussions the channel facilitated, U.S. officials learned how 
China’s leadership had interpreted the concept of a managed competition in zero-sum terms, 
where “I win, you lose and that is a harsh kind of formula.”654 As Sullivan stated, the chan-
nel offered the opportunity for him to explain to Wang that in American society the idea of 
competition was “an admirable kind of concept. Our whole system is built on competition. 
We have political competition, economic competition. That is what our democracy is built 

on.”655 From this perspective, the framing 
left space for U.S. restraint and even col-
laboration with China. 

Pushing beyond a binary of the two coun-
tries as partners or adversaries was never-
theless “a really hard jump for the Chinese” 
side, according to one participant.656 Bei-
jing would not publicly deviate from its 

formula that the relationship should be rooted in “mutual respect, peaceful coexistence and 
win-win cooperation.”657 But while it stuck largely to these talking points, Beijing had most-
ly accepted that more communication was needed to manage key issues across a fundamen-
tally competitive relationship.658 

The channel was also successful at reducing the temperature over Taiwan, which remained 
the most sensitive friction point in the relationship—especially after the Pelosi visit, U.S. 
military buildup in the region, and open debate in Washington about stepping away from 
the long-standing policy of strategic ambiguity into a posture of clear-cut support for Tai-
wan. Sullivan was able to speak candidly with Wang and dispel misconceptions about U.S. 
intentions, including by describing what Washington was doing behind the scenes to restrain 
Taipei and forestall any moves toward independence.659 

The need for candid diplomacy about Taiwan only increased when Lai was elected president 
on January 13, 2024. In contrast to Tsai, who was described by multiple former U.S. officials 
as having a pragmatic and firm grounding in cross-strait issues, Lai lacked foreign policy 

China’s leadership had interpreted the 
concept of a managed competition in 

zero-sum terms, where “I win, you lose 
and that is a harsh kind of formula.”
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experience and had no history of dealing with Beijing.660 He was mainly a domestically ori-
ented politician—a former physician—who did not speak English well and lacked connec-
tions in Washington.661 While Lai’s selection of former representative to the U.S. Hsiao as his 
running mate helped improve the working relationship with Washington, he had a history of 
statements about Taiwanese independence that particularly infuriated Beijing.

The White House sought to use the channel to provide Wang with reason to believe that the 
United States was genuinely seeking to moderate Taipei’s position and steer clear of a crisis.662 
They tried to demonstrate their seriousness of intent by prepping the Taiwan portion of 
the meeting in great detail, while also restricting that conversation to the bare minimum of 
participants.663 One White House official involved described how the room would “shrink 
down to just Jake [Sullivan] plus one or two people” for these sessions.664 

Many of those in the White House would later credit Beijing’s restrained reaction to Lai’s 
election as being informed by the strategic channel’s discussions on Taiwan.665 The Kuomint-
ang political party’s success in gaining the largest number of seats in Taiwan’s legislature in 
January 2024 clearly also played a role in moderating Beijing’s reaction.666 But while these 
officials may exaggerate the impact of their efforts to some degree, Taiwan-related diplomacy 
probably helped to dissuade Beijing from its more aggressive options. 

Beyond Taiwan, the strategic channel helped the Biden administration clear up some of Bei-
jing’s most misguided misconceptions about what the United States was trying to do in the 
Indo-Pacific in general. The first of these misconceptions was Beijing’s belief that the United 
States wanted to provoke China into a conflict. Beijing had convinced itself that the ad-
ministration was adopting an all-out campaign to undercut China’s economic development 
through its technology export controls and economic sanctions, while also containing it 
militarily.667 Sullivan used his meetings with Wang to explain that from the U.S. perspective, 
these actions were a response to China’s aggressive behavior around Taiwan and the South 
China Sea—and emphasized the extent to which these cases were a root cause of the broad-
based turn against China in the United States.668 To underscore Washington’s concerns 
about Russia in particular, U.S. officials showed Wang downgraded intelligence analysis that 
demonstrated how closely they were tracking Beijing’s support to the Kremlin.669  Washing-
ton’s aim was to deter China from actions that could undermine the cross-strait status quo 
or the security of allies, not to contain its rise or goad it into conflict.670 

It is impossible for anyone outside the innermost corridors of the CCP’s compound at 
Zhongnanhai to know with confidence the extent to which the channel led Beijing toward 
a more constructive approach to its relations with Washington, but once the channel was in 
place, the relationship did move into calmer waters. 
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For example, when the United States put additional investment and technology restrictions 
in place in 2023 and 2024, Beijing’s response was comparatively subdued.671 Beijing also 
seemed less concerned about deepening U.S.-South Korea nuclear cooperation in April 
2023—cooperation they rightly viewed as aimed at deterring North Korea and dampen-
ing Seoul’s own discussions under Yoon about acquiring nuclear weapons.672 The strategic 
channel offered the chance to give China’s top officials forewarning of what Washington was 
planning, to clarify Washington’s strategic rationale for deepening its nuclear cooperation 
with Seoul, and to illuminate the areas where the United States had purposefully not gone 
further.673 

The strategic channel offered the chance for senior leaders to speak calmly and candidly 
behind closed doors and without the risk of the public grandstanding that had poisoned the 
Anchorage meeting. This opened the door to deeper conversations about the fundamentals 
of the relationship and how each side’s intentions were shaped by the other’s actions. U.S. 
officials, for example, found it helpful to hear how China’s leadership defined their own 
interests in the Indo-Pacific and how they were interpreting U.S. policies.674 Neither Beijing 
nor Washington were going to abandon core assumptions, of course, but the restoration of 
the strategic channel nonetheless became one of the Biden administration’s most important 
achievements in advancing its China strategy.

Communication, Stabilization, and the Woodside Summit:  
November 2023

After Anchorage, the Russia-Ukraine war, the Pelosi visit, and the balloon incident conspired 
to send U.S.-China relations into a historic nadir, the strategic channel began the slow pro-
cess of restoring some basis for mutual trust and respect on both sides. It also helped pave 
the way for other high-level visits. 

As of 2023, no U.S. state governor, member of Congress, or Cabinet official had visited Chi-
na in five years.675 While the pandemic raged in 2021 and 2022, very few Americans visited 
China and many American citizens returned home rather than face China’s strict lockdowns. 
Connectivity between the United States and China had not been lower since “reform and 
opening up” under PRC leader Deng Xiaoping in the late 1970s.676 Amid rising tensions and 
serious policy disagreements, senior U.S. officials and diplomats in Embassy Beijing worried 
the lack of connectivity would make it harder to defuse a potential crisis between the two 
countries.677

After agreeing to restart high-level communication in Bali, the first meeting of the strategic 
channel in Vienna in May 2023 unlocked a series of regular ministerial-level dialogues and 
a goal of working toward a second in-person meeting between Biden and Xi on the sidelines 
of the APEC Economic Leaders’ Meeting in San Francisco in November 2023. 
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The administration wanted to be sure that its top diplomat visited Beijing before other 
Cabinet officials, and Blinken thus became the first U.S. Cabinet official to visit Beijing in 
several years when he finally made his postponed trip, from June 18–19, 2023. Blinken met 
Xi, Wang, and Qin. The optics left something to be desired—Xi appeared to talk down to 
Blinken from the head of a boardroom table in a public appearance clearly staged for do-
mestic Chinese audiences. Washington took this as a reminder that deep disagreements re-
mained in the relationship, notwithstanding the recent Sullivan-Wang meeting in Vienna.678 
Blinken’s trip did, however, help reestablish broad Cabinet-level dialogues. He was followed 
soon after by a parade of Cabinet colleagues.

From July 6 to 9, 2023, Yellen visited Beijing and met Chinese Premier Li Qiang and officials 
from the Ministry of Finance. This was less than a year after the first round of technology 
export controls had been put in place and just a few months before a second round would be 
announced. It was important to the administration to reinforce to Beijing that these controls 
were not intended to destroy China’s economic growth or put an end to the mutually bene-
ficial economic relationship. The aim was instead to avoid a negative spiral of recrimination 
and economic retaliation—in Yellen’s own words, to prevent “unintended escalatory actions 
that will be harmful to our overall economic relationship.”679 Chinese officials welcomed 

Credit: Alamy / Xinhua News Agency 

President Xi Jinping meets with secretary of state Antony Blinken in Beijing on June 19, 2023. In 

previous meetings with U.S. secretaries of state, including John Kerry and Mike Pompeo, Xi sat 

alongside the diplomats.
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Credit: Alamy / ZUMA Press, Inc. 

Secretary of commerce Gina Raimondo meets with Shanghai Party Secretary Chen Jining on 

August 30, 2023.

Yellen’s visit since they viewed her as more closely aligned with the financial sector’s view of 
China and therefore among the less hawkish senior members of the Biden administration. 
Beijing hoped the visit would help revive business confidence in China’s slowing economy 
and that Yellen, who had been a proponent of “responsible economic relations” with Chi-
na,680 might help pare back U.S. investment restrictions and tariffs.681  

Kerry also visited Beijing in July, meeting with Li and Wang and conducting extensive cli-
mate negotiations with his counterpart Xie.682 Kerry was followed by Raimondo, who visited 
Beijing and Shanghai from August 27 to 30, meeting with Li and her counterpart, Min-
ister of Commerce Wang Wentao. Raimondo’s trip importantly established a dialogue on 
commercial issues at the vice-ministerial level, also adding a lower-level dialogue on export 
controls, which were by then a major irritant in the relationship.683 Raimondo characterized 
her visit as about increasing transparency and stability in the economic relationship between 
the two countries.684 

Amid these Cabinet-level visits, Kissinger also made a special trip to China on July 20, 2023. 
Then 100 years old, Kissinger held special significance to both sides. Xi described Kissinger as 
“an old friend of China” who had made “historic contributions to promoting the growth of 
China-U.S. relations and enhancing the friendship between the Chinese and American  peo-
ple.”685 Xi warmly received Kissinger with Wang.686 Kissinger also met with Chinese defense 
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minister Li Shangfu, who had been under U.S. sanctions since 2018 and was therefore un-
willing to meet his U.S. counterparts.687 By rolling out the red carpet for Kissinger, Beijing 
was clearly trying to appeal to nostalgia for 
a warmer period in U.S.-China relations.688 

Some critics charged that the Cabinet-level 
visits were largely unidirectional (U.S. offi-
cials visiting Beijing) and that it was good 
optics for Xi’s domestic audience to have the 
Americans playing a role of a suitor seeking 
his audience. Nevertheless, along with the 
Sullivan-Wang channel, these high-level visits helped stabilize relations after four years of 
repeated crisis. Lower-level diplomacy was energized by them, as Chinese officials visited 
Washington and more regular phone calls were held between senior leaders.689 Narrowly 
tailored working groups were established as regular formal channels for dialogue, including 
a vice minister–level Economic Working Group and a Financial Working Group for finan-
cial policy matters between the U.S. Department of the Treasury and China’s Ministry of 
Finance and the People’s Bank of China, respectively.690 

The diplomacy did not, of course, solve the fundamental structural problems of competition 
between the United States and China. U.S. Cabinet officials continued to stress that their ex-
port restrictions were narrowly targeted and to emphasize the small yard, high fence concept. 
But this was not how Beijing saw the issue. From China’s perspective, the export controls re-
quired China to develop “technological deterrence” with which it could make countervailing 
threats to the United States and its allies in order to prevent such restrictions.691 Nevertheless, 
stabilizing the relationship—not creating a new one—was the aim of the diplomatic offen-
sive, and in this, it was successful.

The steady flow of Cabinet officials and the strategic channel dialogues also paved the way 
for a second in-person summit between Biden and Xi. Using Xi’s planned visit to San Fran-
cisco for the APEC Economic Leaders’ Meeting in November 2023 as a springboard, U.S. 
and Chinese officials began an intense series of negotiations over the meeting in the late 
summer. At the top of the American agenda was persuading China to help shut down the 
fentanyl supply chain, starting with the chemical precursors flowing out of Chinese labs. 
Former U.S. officials described the fentanyl challenge as an “ever-evolving problem” that 
required constant engagement and attention, since chemical manufacturers in China and 
drug dealers around the world steadily adapted their recipes and supply routes in response to 
Chinese and U.S. government crackdowns.692 

The key compromise teed up for the summit was for Chinese law enforcement cooperation 
on fentanyl in exchange for the United States quietly removing sanctions on the Chinese 

The diplomacy did not, of course, 
solve the fundamental structural 
problems of competition between  
the United States and China.
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Ministry of Public Security’s Institute of Forensic Science, which the United States had 
placed on the Entity List in June 2020 over its role in surveillance and repression in Xinji-
ang.693 The U.S. team thought their Chinese counterparts needed a trade like this to show 
“up their chain that China had received something in return” for agreeing to take action on 
what was seen in China as a U.S. drug problem.694 Lifting the sanctions also made sense 
given the institute’s role in law enforcement, which might require the United States to coop-
erate with it in the counter-drug effort. Before agreeing, however, the Biden team requested 
an intelligence assessment on whether taking it off the Entity List would have any concrete 
impact on Chinese human rights abuses, and the analysts came back with the conclusion 
that the effect was purely symbolic. Giving up a symbolic designation for “actual action to 
save American lives” seemed like a good trade.695 

Biden thus warmly welcomed Xi outside the Filoli Estate’s historic Georgian mansion in 
Woodside on November 15, 2023. The seriousness of the stakes and wide-ranging nature 
of the talks were underscored by the heavy entourage that trailed behind Biden, including 
Blinken, Yellen, Raimondo, Kerry, Nick Burns, Sullivan, and various other senior NSC 
officials.696 Biden and Xi then spoke for over four hours, covering challenges ranging 
from fentanyl, military-to-military communication, AI safety, climate negotiations, Iran,  
and Taiwan.697 

Credit: Official White House Photo by Carlos Fyfe

President Joe Biden greets President Xi Jinping, November 15, 2023, at the Filoli Estate in 

Woodside, California.
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This was a more candid and substantive conversation than had occurred in Bali.698 Biden was 
direct about U.S. views on China’s support for Russia. For his part, Xi made clear that he 
found U.S. attitudes toward the CCP and fears that China would move imminently on Tai-
wan to be overwrought and unfair.699 Xi acknowledged that discussions on cross-strait issues 
had brought stability and de-escalation to a key flashpoint.700 Following the meeting, the 
presidents lunched over roast chicken with a small group and took a stroll together around 
Filoli’s grounds before the summit ended.701

Woodside turned out to be the first Biden-Xi summit that produced tangible deliverables. 
Bilateral cooperation on counternarcotics resumed, and a working group was established to 
coordinate law enforcement actions.702 China agreed to ramp up law enforcement and issued 
a notice to industry, warning Chinese companies against engaging in this illicit trade.703 A 
noticeable decrease in the volume of precursors followed, and American fentanyl deaths 
slowed.704 China also finally agreed to reinstate military-to-military communication. Austin 
met with the next Chinese defense minister, and theater commanders later met with their 
counterparts.705 No less important was an agreement to start early-stage bilateral dialogues 
on the risks of advanced AI systems and need for improved AI safety.706 

One reason for the positive outcome—especially compared to the standoff at Anchorage in 
the early months of the administration—was careful preparation of the diplomatic details. 
For example, the NSC researched Xi’s first visit to the United States in 1985 and found a 
picture of a young Xi in front of the Golden Gate Bridge.707 During the summit at Woodside, 
Biden showed the photo to Xi on his phone, saying “Do you know this young man?” Xi’s 
smile and reply, “Yes, that was me thirty-eight years ago,” helped make the moment go viral 
on Chinese media.708 Biden also referenced Xi’s previous quotations of Lao Tzu and other 
classical Chinese philosophers, reminded Xi that his wife shared a birthday with the U.S. 
president,709 and invited Xi’s “old friends” from Iowa, who hosted him on his 1985 visit to 
join him for dinner at APEC.710 In an unscripted moment at the close of the summit, Biden 
shared his love of cars by complimenting 
Xi’s “beautiful” vehicle, which made the 
Chinese president chuckle and give Biden a 
brief look inside.711

These niceties served a diplomatic purpose 
at little cost to the United States. First, 
“giving face” by exercising cultural empathy 
was important for Xi’s Chinese audience. 
Second, the niceties recognized what a former U.S. official familiar with the preparations 
described as Xi’s position “as an autocrat in an unstable Leninist system.”712 These gestures 
aimed to make Xi feel respected as an equal on the world stage. As one member of Biden’s 
team put it, “Respect is as useful a commodity in bilateral diplomacy as the negotiation 

 One reason for the positive outcome 
at Woodside—compared to the 
standoff at Anchorage earlier in 
the administration—was careful 
preparation of the diplomatic details.



I
m
p
l
e
m
e
n
t
i
n
g
 
t
h
e
 
B
i
d
e
n

A
d
m
i
n
i
s
t
r
a
t
i
o
n
’
s
 
C
h
i
n
a
 
S
t
r
a
t
e
g
y

114

At the November 15, 2023, Woodside summit, president Joe Biden shares a photo of a younger 

Xi Jinping on his first visit to the United States. Xi’s chief of staff Cai Qi and Foreign Minister 

Wang Yi, visibly smiling, look on. 
Credit: Alamy / ZUMA Press, Inc. 

Credit: Official White House Photo by Adam Schultz

President Joe Biden bids farewell to President Xi Jinping, after Xi shows Biden the interior of 

his car on November 15, 2023.
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over the deliverable itself.”713 After the meeting, some may have criticized Biden’s approach 
as excessively warm, given Xi’s autocratic nature, but it reflected basic respect for the 
negotiation’s human element. 

After the summit, both sides released statements that signaled that the relationship was on 
firmer footing. For the White House, it was “a candid and constructive discussion . . . in-
cluding areas of potential cooperation.”714 For the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, it 
was “positive, comprehensive, and constructive” and “a new starting point for stabilizing 
China-U.S. relations.”715 

For the first time during the Biden administration, the American and Chinese meeting read-
outs included very similar language on key issues such as climate change, people-to-people 
exchanges, and shared goals on “preventing conflict, maintaining open lines of communica-
tion, cooperating on areas of shared interest, upholding the UN Charter, and all countries 
treating each other with respect and finding a way to live alongside each other peacefully.”716 

These were important demonstrations that both parties wanted to move beyond the acrimo-
ny of the last few years—signals to the world as well as to their own bureaucracies. At last, 
the relationship had turned a corner. 

The one wrinkle was Biden’s gaffe doubling down at a press conference on calling Xi a “dic-
tator,” which made Blinken visibly wince.717 As expected, the Chinese Foreign Ministry later 
denounced Biden’s remark as “extremely wrong” and “irresponsible political manipulation,” 
but U.S. officials were not overly concerned given the progress the meeting had secured.718 

Post-Woodside to Lima: 2024

The last year of Biden’s term was more stable, thanks to the diplomatic efforts of 2023. The 
flow of U.S. Cabinet officials to Beijing continued. Blinken made a second trip to Beijing 
and Shanghai from April 24 to 26, 2024, meeting with Xi, Wang, and Wang Xiaohong. 
Fentanyl remained a top priority.719 Sullivan again met Wang in Bangkok from January 26 to 
27, 2024, to lay the groundwork for a dialogue on AI and, in August, made his first trip to 
Beijing as national security adviser.720 John 
Podesta, who succeeded Kerry as Biden’s se-
nior climate adviser, visited Beijing in early 
September.721

Sustained diplomacy was key to managing 
what continued to be a contentious relation-
ship overall. Throughout 2024, Washington rolled out further tech and economic restric-
tions. New tariffs were introduced on Chinese steel, aluminum, solar panels, and electric 

Sustained diplomacy was key to 
managing what continued to be a 
contentious relationship overall.
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vehicles.722 Sanctions on Chinese companies supplying Russia’s military-industrial base were 
expanded.723 New restrictions on outbound investment, quantum computing, and AI were 
also introduced.724 Despite these competitive actions, some Republicans such as future Sec-
retary of State Marco Rubio called for further measures, including a blanket ban on all Chi-
nese cars entering the U.S. market.725

Even after Kamala Harris lost the November 2024 presidential election, the Biden admin-
istration continued to press ahead. In fact, some officials described feeling somewhat more 
liberated, now that the chances of retaliation by Beijing were more limited as it readied 
itself for a potential trade war with the incoming Trump administration. It was a little “like 
a child pushing buttons in the elevator,” one official said.726 Meanwhile, China retaliated 
with restrictions on critical mineral exports—likely intended as a warning to the incoming 
administration.727 

Other areas of friction in the bilateral relationship also did not go away. In the South China 
Sea, Chinese coast guard forces armed with knives and an axe boarded a Philippines boat 
near the Second Thomas Shoal on June 17, 2024.728 Nuclear arms talks restarted briefly, but 
the Chinese Foreign Ministry suspended them in July in protest of continued U.S. arms sales 
to Taiwan.729 Austin was able to meet his new counterpart Chinese Admiral Dong Jun in 
April and May 2024, but the Pentagon still thought this fell short of Xi’s promise to restart 
military-to-military ties.730 

Credit: Official White House Photo by Oliver Contreras

Presidents Joe Biden and Xi Jinping’s final meeting in Lima, Peru, on November 16, 2024.
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Biden and Xi met for a final time on November 16, 2024, on the sidelines of the APEC sum-
mit in Lima. For U.S. officials, the most important deliverable from this final meeting was 
securing Chinese agreement to affirm the crucial importance of keeping human control over 
the decision to use nuclear weapons and addressing the military risks of AI systems.731 This 
was the first time China agreed to shared 
language on AI and bilateral nuclear arms 
control.732 A final bright spot appeared on 
November 27, 2024, when Beijing released 
three U.S. citizens in a prisoner swap.733

While the Lima meeting was a somewhat 
anticlimactic culmination of the Biden 
administration’s four years of effort, it 
built upon work at Bali and Woodside to 
stabilize a relationship that had experienced significant crises since 2021. By the end of 
the administration, achieving some modest progress on counternarcotics cooperation, AI, 
and military-to-military communication, while engaging in significant competitive actions, 
was evidence for Biden officials that using intensive diplomacy to manage China’s threat 
perception had paid off. As a former White House official put it, “The overall insight is that 
you can compete intensely, manage competition, and stabilize [the U.S.-China relationship] 
at a higher competitive equilibrium.”734

“The overall insight is that you 
can compete intensely, manage 
competition, and stabilize [the 
U.S.-China relationship] at a higher 
competitive equilibrium.”
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Biden’s Record and Lessons  
for the Future

What the Biden Administration Accomplished

What did the Biden administration’s China strategy ultimately achieve, and what does this 
mean for the future? When they walked into their offices at noon on January 20, 2021, the 
administration faced a U.S.-China relationship that was in free fall. China’s rise as a major 
power had surprised a foreign policy community focused on counterterrorism for almost 
twenty years. They were convinced that the convergence theory, according to which China 
was going to liberalize and become a natural partner of America, was dead.735 The central 
uncertainty was whether the relationship would settle into a managed rivalry or escalate into 
open hostility. The first Trump administration had rightly raised concern about China but 
the strategy they handed the Biden administration was rudimentary, and the capacity to 
implement it was limited. 

Managing the rise of a major power such as China imposes conflicting moral imperatives on 
U.S. leaders, who must avoid a slide toward great power war while also protecting the vital 
interests of the American people. The Biden administration met this challenge with a long-
term, whole-of-government strategy that institutionalized a stable strategic competition 
within rational bounds. Biden officials stressed the need for America to sustain a competitive 
edge over China but also recognized that China is a major power and, as such, a nation that 
cannot be defeated in any meaningful sense and with whom war would be catastrophic. They 
thus accepted that China and the CCP were permanent features of the geopolitical land-
scape and sought coexistence in a competitive framework. Their approach, which combined 

CHAPTER 9
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domestic renewal, technological protection, alliance coordination, and sustained diplomacy, 
now shapes the terrain on which subsequent administrations will likely operate. Even where 
the second Trump administration has modified specific policies on China, it has not funda-
mentally rejected the competitive framing that Biden consolidated. If anything, it has leaned 
even more into coexistence, avoiding the escalating rhetoric of Trump’s first term. Judged 
a year on, the shift that Biden accomplished thus represents a durable change in American 
statecraft.

The technological dimension of their competitive strategy was the newest. In his first term, 
Trump was right to focus on the technology challenge, but he approached the challenge 
inconsistently, damaging relations with key allies. In contrast, Biden introduced a developed 
framework for technology competition and used technology controls more aggressively than 
at any time in recent memory. 

The Biden administration’s consistent diplomacy dampened the blowback from such controls 
and from the inevitable crises that occurred. Quiet diplomacy, well prepared and focused on 
communicating intentions as opposed to major deals, was effective and pursued in parallel 
with competitive measures. Biden did not fall into the trap of viewing diplomacy as a “give” 
that Beijing had to earn, but instead demonstrated the value of talking to adversaries.736 

And this was not diplomacy for appearances 
only. The logic of the strategic channel was 
to communicate U.S. intentions and there-
by reduce misperceptions that have histori-
cally been a source of damaging escalation 
in world politics.737 Without this diplomatic 
effort, the competitive strategy would have 
been riskier. The diplomacy also paid con-
crete benefits in improving military crisis 
management (post-Woodside) and inducing 

more serious Chinese efforts to reduce fentanyl flows to the United States—as reflected in 
dropping fentanyl deaths the following year.738 These are important indicators that Beijing 
is responsive to diplomacy, even though it is engaged in a multilevel, multiplayer game in 
which structural and domestic considerations also shape its foreign policy.

Another hallmark of the Biden approach to China was the emphasis on developing Amer-
ica’s network of allies and partners. Allies and partners can bring economic, technological, 
diplomatic, and military benefits. The administration made more progress, however, on the 
military dimension of alliances than it did on the economic and technological fronts. Market 
opening that many allies and partners desired was difficult for domestic political reasons, 
but even so, cooperation on supply chains, AI, and technology in general could have been 
pushed more aggressively. At a minimum, future administrations should focus intensely on 

The logic of the strategic channel was 
to communicate U.S. intentions and 
thereby reduce misperceptions that 

have historically been a source of 
damaging escalation in world politics.
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these crucial areas of strategic competition—and avoid military overcommitment to allies 
who are unable to bring real benefits to the table.  

One of the loftiest objectives of Biden’s White House team was to convince Beijing to accept 
strategic competition as a framework for the bilateral relationship. Essentially, this meant 
accepting the reality that neither the United States nor China would dominate the oth-
er—in other words, accepting coexistence 
with equality. Beijing was initially reluctant 
to accept the framing, but the calmer diplo-
macy of the final two years of Biden’s term 
suggests that Beijing almost certainly did ac-
cept this framing, at least while Biden was 
president. 

The administration also began in earnest the 
reorientation of U.S. power instruments to-
ward competition with China. Its bureaucratic reforms within the State Department, DOD, 
and intelligence community should help improve Washington’s capacity to implement sound 
China policy. Further improvements could be made, and some of the officials interviewed 
for this report think that the reforms did not go far enough. Nevertheless, the administration 
succeeded in taking the initial steps toward building a bureaucracy that is more efficiently 
and effectively focused on strategic competition. Notably, several key Biden-era bureaucratic 
reforms have so far survived the second Trump administration, despite its enthusiasm for 
bureaucratic dismantlement in general. 

At times Biden’s strategic goals were threatened by circumstance and at times aided by it. 
External events repeatedly threatened to undermine the administration’s effort to implement 
its strategy. In the early part of the term, a combination of economic, pandemic, and po-
litical forces led Beijing to conclude it was surpassing the United States and could take an 
aggressive posture. In the later years, however, as China faced economic headwinds and glob-
al and regional pushback, Beijing moderated its diplomatic posture. Structural factors like 
this always matter in statecraft, but their existence should not disprove the salutary effects 
of Biden’s diplomacy, which leveraged these conditions to further stabilize the relationship.

Some critics objected in principle to framing the relationship in terms of strategic competi-
tion.739 They rightly stipulated that avoiding inadvertent escalation and maintaining a flexi-
ble diplomatic posture are important parts of statecraft in the face of a rising power such as 
China and that, as of 2022, the bilateral relationship appeared to be locked into an escalating 
rhetoric.740 It can indeed be argued that “competitive coexistence” may be a better frame for 
the relationship than strategic competition.741 And for a Chinese audience, it will remain 
important to emphasize coexistence as a centerpiece of the U.S. approach. But an approach 

One of the loftiest objectives of 
Biden’s White House team was to 
convince Beijing to accept strategic 
competition as a framework for the 
bilateral relationship.
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framed specifically in terms of coexistence would likely not have differed significantly in 
practice—especially during the second half of the administration. And it might have lacked 
domestic support. 

This was calibrated realism—neither warlike nor naive. It was also realism grounded in an 
apt assessment of the nature of American power, which springs from the political and eco-
nomic health of America itself as a nation. The stronger the American democratic institu-
tions, the U.S. economy, its technology, and its polity, the more competitive the United 
States’ geopolitical position becomes. The strategy rightly focused on domestic economic re-
vitalization and the technological foundations of U.S. power over the long term. This placed 
the military dimension in a broader strategic context, without downplaying its importance 
to near-term U.S. goals in the Indo-Pacific or allowing global military primacy to become a 
strategic end in itself.

Military Sufficiency Versus Military Predominance  
in the Indo-Pacific

The administration did not neglect military realities and continued to enlarge the U.S. 
military footprint in the Indo-Pacific, respond to PLA actions, and pursue innovative new 
strategies—for example, the Pentagon’s Replicator initiative—to maintain the U.S. military 
edge. Biden’s Pentagon leaders were thus able to continue the gradual reorientation of U.S. 
military power toward the region, but the change was not as dramatic as they hoped and the 
United States remained embroiled in conflicts in the Middle East and Europe. The adminis-
tration’s efforts to strengthen Japan, Australia, India, and other nations’ military capabilities 
should be commended, but it did not complete the process of building a self-sustaining 
balance of military power in a dynamic Indo-Pacific. 

At the strategic level, the Biden administration never fully tackled the question of what 
amount of U.S. military power was sufficient to achieve U.S. goals under the strategy of 
competition in the first place, instead viewing their military moves as necessary responses to 
the growing power of the PLA. In this mindset, more is always better. Rather than asking 
how much security is gained from additional military investments, they sought to maximize 
defense capabilities subject to legal, bureaucratic, and budgetary constraints. However logi-
cal from a bureaucratic perspective, this risks an arms race, waste, and a defense posture that 
is difficult to adapt as U.S. interests evolve—which they are certain to do. The United States 
needs sufficient military power in the region, not the maximal capabilities that bureaucratic 
actors inside the national security system tend to push for—and did under Biden. 

Of course, China must be forced to factor credible U.S. and allied defense capabilities into 
its regional military calculus. The United States has important interests in Taiwan, whose 
semiconductor manufacturing capacity is strategically consequential as the world launches 
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into the AI era. The United States also has a major stake in ensuring Japan’s ability to resist 
coercion or attack; Japan is the best positioned nation to further U.S. aims in strategic com-
petition with China.742 The question that needs to be answered, however, is how much de-
fensive denial capability is enough to reduce 
the risk of a Chinese attack on Taiwan and 
Japan to a tolerable level, given America’s 
many other national and international pri-
orities—not how to maximize absolute U.S. 
military power in Asia.

A strategy aimed at sufficient deterrence 
would focus on ensuring that the United 
States and key allies were confident they 
could inflict major damage on China were it to attack Taiwan without provocation. It would 
also need to ensure Japan’s capacity for self-defense under coercion or attack. This means 
being able to impose serious costs on an invasion fleet, to keep key allied bases and com-
mand-and-control systems functioning under PLA attack, and to deny Beijing confidence 
that it might achieve a short, decisive victory. This would be a substantial military capability, 
but it is different from maximizing capability to ensure regional primacy.

Such a posture must also be flexible, precisely because U.S. interests—including regarding 
Taiwan—are likely to shift over time. For example, Taiwan’s semiconductor monopoly will 
diminish as U.S. supply chain diversification matures, Taiwan’s domestic politics may evolve, 
and China’s trajectory may also turn. The United States should not get locked into a rigid 
posture. The Biden administration’s bet on its military relationship with the Philippines—a 
country that has a recent history of swaying back and forth between the United States and 
China—is one such case. A posture built around sufficiency, in contrast, would be more scal-
able and allow U.S. leaders to adjust commitments and risk exposure as conditions change.

A morally serious strategy must not shy away from the reality that a U.S.-China war 
would impose extraordinary costs on America, Asia, and the world. A posture built around 
seeking maximum capabilities and trying to reduce risk to near zero contributes to such 
a risk. A deterrence posture based on sufficiency accepts some degree of risk to minimize 
the probability of war, but also avoids the pathologies of primacy: arms racing, escalation 
pressure, rigid commitments, and the diversion of national resources and focus from other 
areas of strategic competition that could better benefit the American people. The Biden 
administration was therefore right to continue adapting and strengthening U.S. military 
posture in the Indo-Pacific, but more serious thinking about options short of primacy in 
the Indo-Pacific is needed. 

At the strategic level, the Biden 
administration never fully tackled  
the question of what amount of  
U.S. military power was sufficient  
to achieve U.S. goals.
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Other Shortcomings and Lessons for the Future

The significant military component of Biden’s strategy was understandable, but future ad-
ministrations should consider moving toward a sufficiency model. There were also other 
areas where the Biden record fell short. The first was on Taiwan. The team deserves credit for 
avoiding a violent conflict—a minimum standard—but it was not a perfect performance. 
White House officials’ claims that Biden’s multiple pronouncements on Taiwan did not ex-
acerbate relations with Beijing are dubious. The military baseline of tension was increased 
permanently due to the Pelosi visit, and the president could have averted this but refused to 
do so—according to multiple interviews. An administration with less of an ideological-based 
approach and more of an interests-based approach to allies and partners would have found 
it somewhat easier to manage this difficult issue.

The economic plank of the administration’s strategy has also been the target of two criti-
cisms, one softer than the other. The softer criticism is that more could have been done to 
build out the cooperative international initiatives of its economic statecraft, for example, by 
providing more financing for networks to develop critical minerals and other supply chains. 
The administration did this in the Lobito Corridor, but that project was more a proof of 
concept. It is certainly possible that with a second term, however, the administration might 
have done more.

The more controversial criticism that has been made is that the administration was behold-
en to labor unions to the detriment of its ability to strengthen relations with key partners 
around the world by offering them market access. Those responsible for strengthening U.S. 
relations with partners and allies  to compete with China naturally wanted the maximum 
flexibility to offer market access alongside military and technological incentives. They would 
have preferred that the United States return to the Trans-Pacific Partnership (now the Com-
prehensive and Progressive Agreement for the Trans-Pacific Partnership). It is true that the 
administration faced real constraints from organized labor that it was unwilling to leap over 
for the sake of marginal gain in stronger relations with its partners in the context of China. 
But it is far from certain that it would have been better for the administration to ignore the 
interests of these domestic groups for the sake of a marginal gain in strengthening relations 
with, for example, Vietnam or the Philippines. As one former senior State Department of-
ficial put it, “Is your main priority competing with China or domestic renewal?”743 The 
administration was in this sense right to be skeptical about the unbridled use of free trade 
to achieve noneconomic foreign policy objectives.744 Aggressive market opening is one rea-
son for the domestic political strain that the United States had experienced in the last de-
cade745—albeit not the only one.746 
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The Biden administration also did not get far enough in reducing dependencies on China, 
particularly for rare earth minerals. Such changes cannot be realized overnight, but even 
former senior members of the administration recognized this, for example saying that “we 
just did not move fast enough on critical minerals and on creating enough resilience in 
that space so that we would not be in the situation we are today.”747 Future geoeconomic 
strategy should make better use of tools such as the Development Finance Corporation to 
leverage the power of the U.S. market and deepen supply chain cooperation with allies and 
partners.748

Perhaps a trend away from economic liberalism is inevitable in a competition with a com-
munist country in a mercantilist era, but Biden’s (and Trump’s) approach to the economic 
dimension may also have encouraged a heavier hand for the state than intended. While 
the Biden administration was right to place the economic foundations of American power 
at the core of their strategy, it remains to be seen how well Biden-era industrial policy will 
work, compared with a more traditional free market approach. Some Democrats wanted 
to leverage competition with China to harness the power of the state for social, economic, 
and climate goals only tangentially related to China. This turn away from traditional eco-
nomic liberalism is mirrored in parts of modern Republican policy, for example, in Trump’s 
industrial subsidies and his radical tariff policy. But free markets were undeniably part of 
what allowed the United States to win the Cold War, and Washington must be careful not 
to inadvertently import China’s more statist economic model and end up with inefficient in-
vestment patterns or an unwarranted consolidation of power in specific firms.749 It would be 
ironic if maladroit industrial policy only served to undermine the foundations of long-term 
American economic competitiveness.

In theory, the Biden administration retained some hope for continued cooperation with 
China on climate, global health, AI norms, and other shared problems. In practice, there was 
limited progress in these areas. This might be blamed on the sharper aspects of the competi-
tive strategy, but it probably had more to do with China’s own reticence combined with the 
lack of bipartisan support for such measures in the United States, which undermines U.S. 
negotiating power. 

The White House could also have done more to communicate the logic of its strategy to 
the broader American public. When it did speak to the public about its strategy, the main 
audience was the Washington commentariat—Sullivan’s key speeches were at the Brookings 
Institution and the Council on Foreign Relations, and Blinken’s speech was at George Wash-
ington University. These are obviously the right places to lay out policy details, but given the 
importance of the issues, Biden should also have been more vocal with the broader public. 
A more focused communication strategy would have downplayed the democracy versus au-
tocracy framing, which failed to find much purchase at home or abroad. Similarly, Biden’s 
early focus on human rights elevated an issue that the administration subsequently orphaned 
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and abandoned. Some in the human rights community remain very critical of Biden and his 
team for, in their eyes, raising expectations and failing to deliver.750 This meant the rhetoric 
on human rights ended up serving little strategic benefit. 

Cooperating while also competing thus proved difficult. Former Biden administration of-
ficials were aware of the tension underlying their approach, with one remarking that it was 
“like we’re here to peacefully coexist with [China] and we want to chart a path forward for 
that, while at the same time pushing hard back against their efforts.”751 Future American 
leaders will have to accept that China does not see cooperation on issues that the United 
States cares about as vitally important and therefore must avoid spending too much time 
and energy trying to convince them otherwise. Realism—but not despair—will be needed. 

For all its complexities, future adminis-
trations should continue the dual-tracked 
diplomatic-competitive approach. On the 
diplomatic side, in addition to dispelling 
misperceptions and managing economic and 
military conflicts, the United States should 
press for strategic arms control, norms on 
AI use, and regularizing military-to-military 
communication. Leaders will have to do this 

while remaining cautious in their criticisms of China’s human rights abuses, not because 
these do not exist, but because the fundamental responsibility of public leadership is to 
the interests of America and this requires a moderated approach. Caution does not require 
silence on human rights, but there will be more room for productive discussion in a context 
where diplomatic relations are strong and the relationship is stable.

At the same time, U.S. leaders will need to strive to ensure the United States maintains its 
economic, technological, military, and political edge over the long term. This should include 
continued investment in cutting-edge military technology, consistent attention to Ameri-
ca’s domestic economic ruptures, investment in research and development, management of 
mounting federal debt, and appreciation for the role allies and partners can play.752 Polar-
ization and political dysfunction in the United States weakens the country in the face of its 
adversaries, and responsible leaders who care about competing with China will find ways to 
reduce rather than exacerbate the strains on American democracy. 

Biden Versus Trump: Dueling Strategies?

The scholar David Shambaugh claimed in a recent book that the Biden administration sig-
naled the emergence of a new consensus around policy toward China.753 To what extent has 
Trump’s second term borne this out in key areas? 

Caution does not require silence on 
human rights, but there will be more 
room for productive discussion in a 

context where diplomatic relations are 
strong and the relationship is stable.
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Part of the challenge in analyzing continuity and change in the second Trump administra-
tion is the uncertainty about its approach to China itself. During the first Trump adminis-
tration, the White House started out with a warm and open approach to Beijing, but after 
the first year in office turned sharply toward warring over trade. This time around, Trump 
could be toying with the idea of a bargain perhaps involving Chinese trade concessions in 
exchange for U.S. reassurance on Taiwan or a loosening of U.S. export controls on advanced 
microchips. On the other hand, he might just be buying time to confront China harshly lat-
er in his term. As in other policy areas, there appear to be competing impulses on how allies 
fit into strategic competition with China, with some high-level officials such as Rubio and 
Pentagon Chief Pete Hegseth more inclined to leverage allies and partners for a tough line 
against China. Nevertheless, so far, the Trump approach has not diverged from the funda-
mental framing of the relationship as competitive, according to which the rivalry is structural 
and China will not be defeated, only held at bay. 

Allies. In contrast with Biden, Trump has shifted the strategic emphasis away from allies. 
On the one hand, the Trump administration has continued to discuss cooperation on China 
in meetings with key allies such as Japan, NATO, and the G7. The Quad has also contin-
ued to meet at the foreign minister level, although strained ties with Modi make its future 
unclear. The Pentagon raised questions about AUKUS in June 2025 but now appears likely 
to press ahead with the program.754 On the other hand, Trump has damaged pieces of the 
alliance network that the Biden administration built. His tariff war and the general unpre-
dictability of his foreign policy are making some allies—especially Europeans such as British 
Prime Minister Keir Starmer—hesitant to make strong commitments to the United States to 
counter China.755 The best example of the capriciousness of Trump’s foreign policy may be 
his approach to India, which he once lauded as a partner but then broke with for superficial 
reasons.

Competition. One of the Trump administration’s first actions on export controls was to 
toss the Biden administration’s three-tiered approach to AI, claiming that it was too oner-
ous and that it would put a more streamlined policy in place. The Trump administration’s 
AI Action Plan made public in July emphasized the need to sell AI technology to allies and 
partners but also stressed the importance of enforcing existing AI controls better to keep 
advanced products out of China. Yet when it comes to introducing new export controls 
for the newest chips, the administration adopted a more open approach that includes the 
sale of advanced Nvidia chips, such as the H20 and more recently the advanced H200, to 
China—despite strong criticism from Congress and the expert community.756 Trump at the 
same time promised not to export the most advanced Blackwell chips (unless “altered”). He 
also threatened sanctions on the export of U.S. software and products made with advanced 
U.S. software, but these threats are intended to strengthen the U.S. bargaining position with 
China for trade negotiations, not as national security measures.757 It seems safe to conclude 
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therefore that restrictions are likely to continue in some form, but they will be negotiable 
under Trump and not adhere to the Biden-era standard of staying as far ahead as possible in 
this vital technology.

It remains unclear how much the Pentagon will emphasize competing militarily with China. 
Although Trump placed China hawks in key administration roles, months of military focus 
on other areas, including Iran and Venezuela, have drawn the depth of that commitment 
into doubt. The 2026 National Defense Strategy, for example, stated that the second Trump 
administration would work to “ensure that neither China nor anyone else can dominate us 
or our allies” but that its primary focus would be protecting the U.S. homeland in the West-
ern Hemisphere.758 It seems likely, however, that the trend toward more military spending 
directed at building up capability in the Indo-Pacific will continue, even if not at the level 
initially anticipated in early 2025. 

Diplomacy. Even though it was not one of the named pillars of the Biden approach, diplo-
macy was at the core of the China strategy, especially in the second half of his term. When it 
comes to the diplomatic track, Trump’s record is so far trending in the same direction. Trump 
has had three calls with Xi, one immediately before his inauguration. The two leaders also 
met in South Korea from October 29 to 30, 2025. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent and U.S. 
Trade Representative Jamieson Greer have met multiple times with their counterparts, and 
Hegseth has had at least one call and one in-person meeting with his nominal counterpart 
Dong.759

The status of the strategic channel, however, remains uncertain. Initially the Trump admin-
istration was interested in continuing it, but that became impossible when national security 
adviser Mike Waltz got off to a rough start and was reassigned to be the U.S. ambassador 
to the United Nations.760 Rubio replaced him, thus assuming a dual-hatted role, and subse-
quently met with Wang once and called him at least twice. Whether this channel will con-
tinue to play the role that it did in the latter two years of the Biden administration remains 
to be seen. The dominance of Trump himself on foreign policy reduces even Rubio’s leeway 
to make the channel a substantive give-and-take.761

National rejuvenation. A core belief of the Biden approach was that the United States 
needed economic and social rejuvenation to compete effectively with China. The Biden ad-
ministration conceived of rejuvenation as a recovery from what they saw as the deficiencies 
of the low taxes, cheap energy, and deregulation of the first Trump term. Trump’s approach 
to national rejuvenation—making America “great again”—is obviously very different from 
Biden’s on nearly every front and it is too soon to see whether it will provide the kind of 
boost that America needs to remain competitive with China over time.
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Areas for Further Debate

If the intellectual framework of strategic competition largely survives the Trump administra-
tion, areas of disagreement within that framework will persist. One of the most important 
is the extent to which the United States needs to lift regulation and controls on its own AI 
development to stay competitive. Most of Biden’s restrictions on AI aimed to keep the United 
States in a leading position on the frontier of the new technology. Maximizing competitiveness, 
however, also requires effective integration of AI into industry and government on the one 
hand and the successful export of AI to partners and allies on the other.762 Integrating AI into 
industry and government is what will ultimately allow the technology to have real-world effects 
in other areas such as the ability to produce efficiently or make and implement sound govern-
ment decisions. The more countries around the world come to rely on U.S. AI, the more U.S. 
influence will grow. There are thus major pressures to accelerate not only AI development but 
also its domestic and foreign adoption. But these pressures could also create major risks if lax 
regulation permits the dangerous use of AI, the inadvertent diffusion of frontier technology to 
China, or the emergence of malicious AI itself. Even within the competitive framework, there 
is a major dilemma over how to handle this revolution at the strategic level.

The degree of economic integration the United States should seek with China is another im-
portant area for continued debate. For American consumers, there is still value in economic 
exchange with China, especially if the exchange includes Chinese-controlled production in 
third countries and the U.S. services industry benefits from exports to China. Integration of 
the U.S. and Chinese economies also remains a damper on rapid crisis escalation, even if it is 
no guarantee against war. Pressure to protect American industrial jobs and national security 
concerns will augur for a gradual reduction in China’s share of overall U.S. global trade and 
investment, but reduction will start from a high level. Even a reduced scope for trade thus 
leaves ample room for substantial economic integration. Beijing’s preferences will also affect 
this, of course—for example, its desire to limit exposure to U.S. sanctions and tariffs through 
“dual circulation” and export diversification—but the United States should have a clearer 
picture of whether it aims for comprehensive decoupling or something more moderate that 
protects comparative advantages.  

America’s military footprint in East Asia is a final area where the United States has important 
options within a strategic competition framework. The current orthodoxy is that America 
must not only maintain its deep forward presence along China’s coastline, but that it must 
also increase the number and types of weapons that it deploys in the region to deter China 
from attacks on allies and partners, above all Taiwan. But because strategic competition with 
China is primarily about sustaining a technological and economic edge and maintaining 
a healthy domestic polity, insisting on military primacy is not prescribed under a strategic 
competition framing. Cost, escalation, entanglement, and arms-racing risks might together 
encourage a more modest regional military strategy within strategic competition. 
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Conclusion
 
 
 
Biden’s foreign policy was not at all perfect. On many issues, he was held back by an ap-
proach that hewed too closely to tradition.763 This was most clear in his embrace of Israeli 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and subsequent support for Israel’s war in Gaza, but it 
also extended in some ways to his unconditional embrace of Ukraine and some U.S. allies. 
When it came to the most important long-term relationship that the United States has, 
however, the Biden administration deserves credit for what it accomplished. The U.S.-China 
relationship could have gone far off the rails and descended deeper into conflict or left the 
United States in a weaker position. Instead, the administration managed a difficult balance 
that combined tenacious work to stay ahead of China in the areas that mattered while re-
pairing the diplomatic relationship that had collapsed into disarray. This was important and 
impressive statecraft that charts a way forward and sets a baseline for assessing how future 
U.S. administrations will handle the challenge.
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Appendix

Timeline of U.S.-China Relations Under the Biden Administration, 
2020–2024
(Selected excerpts from China Briefing’s timeline)

Date Event

2021–2022

November 5, 2020–
January 2021 Joe Biden–Kamala Harris transition

January 20, 2021 Biden administration begins

February 5, 2021  Antony Blinken and Yang Jiechi phone call; first high-level 
administration engagement

February 10, 2021 First Biden–Xi Jinping phone call

March 18–20, 2021 Anchorage, Alaska, meeting

March 22, 2021 EU, U.S., UK, and Canada Xinjiang sanctions

April 16, 2021 John Kerry visits China; joint statement on climate

April 16, 2021  U.S. and Japan pledge to strengthen alliance to counter 
China’s rise

June 3, 2021  U.S. expands Trump-era ban on American investment in
Chinese firms

June 8, 2021 Senate passes the Innovation and Competition Act of 2021

June 9, 2021 Biden drops Trump’s earlier attempt to ban TikTok and WeChat

June 13–14, 2021 G7 and NATO statements focusing on China and Xinjiang

July 9, 2021  U.S. Bureau of Industry and Security (BIS) adds twenty-three
Chinese companies to economic blacklist

July 25, 2021 Wendy Sherman visits China

September 9, 2021 Second Biden-Xi phone call

September 15, 2021 AUKUS announced

October 6, 2021 Jake Sullivan–Yang Jiechi meeting in Zurich, Switzerland

November 15, 2021 Biden-Xi virtual summit

November 24, 2021 BIS blacklists Chinese quantum computing companies
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Date Event

2021–2022 continued

December 6, 2021 U.S. diplomats and officials boycott Beijing Olympics

December 23, 2021 Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act signed into law

February 5, 2022 House passes America COMPETES Act

2022–2023

February 22, 2022 Russia invades Ukraine

February 24, 2022 Wang Yi speech to Munich Security Conference

March 14, 2022 Sullivan-Yang meeting in Rome, Italy

March 18, 2022 Biden and Xi hold first call since Russia-Ukraine war outbreak

April 21, 2022 Lloyd Austin’s first meeting with Chinese defense minister

May 11, 2022 DOD removes key language on Taiwan from fact sheet

May 18, 2022 Sullivan-Yang Rome follow-up call

May 24, 2022 Biden indicates willingness to defend Taiwan militarily

June 13, 2022  Sullivan-Yang meeting in Luxembourg

July 20, 2022  Biden and Xi arrange meeting amid tensions; Qin Gang criticizes
lapses in One China Policy

July 28, 2022  Biden and Xi hold two-hour call; Xi warns Biden “not to play
with fire” on Taiwan

August 2, 2022 Nancy Pelosi arrives in Taiwan, prompting Chinese military drills

August 5, 2022 China suspends U.S.-China talks and sanctions Pelosi

September 23, 2022  Blinken meets Yang at United Nations General Assembly
sidelines

October 7–13, 2022  BIS implements new export controls on semiconductors to
China

November 15, 2022 Biden-Xi Bali summit

January 11, 2023 House votes to create CCP Select Committee

January 28– 
February 4, 2023 Chinese spy balloon incident

February 3, 2023 Blinken postpones trip to China

February 18, 2023 Blinken meets Wang Yi at Munich Security Conference

April 20, 2023  Janet Yellen calls for “constructive and fair” relationship 
with China
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Date Event

2023–2024

May 8, 2023 Nicholas Burns meets Qin in Beijing

May 10–11, 2023 Sullivan meets Wang Yi in Vienna, Austria

May 25, 2023 Wang Wentao meets Gina Raimondo in Washington

May 30, 2023 U.S. sanctions thirteen Chinese entities tied to fentanyl

June 5, 2023  Daniel Kritenbrink and Sarah Beran meet Chinese officials in
Beijing

June 13, 2023 Blinken calls Qin ahead of visit

June 19, 2023 Blinken meets Xi and Qin in Beijing

June 25, 2023 Qin’s last public appearance

July 3, 2023 China restricts gallium and germanium exports

July 6–9, 2023 Yellen visits Beijing

July 16–19, 2023 Kerry visits Beijing for climate talks

July 20, 2023  Henry Kissinger meets Xi

August 9, 2023  Biden issues executive order restricting U.S. investment in
Chinese tech

August 21, 2023 BIS lifts export restrictions on twenty-seven Chinese companies

August 27–29, 2023 Raimondo meets Wang Wentao in Beijing

September 10, 2023 Biden meets Li Qiang at G20 in India

September 16–17, 2023 Sullivan meets Wang Yi in Malta

September 22, 2023  U.S. and China establish joint financial and economic working
groups

October 6, 2023 BIS adds forty-two Chinese entities to export control list

October 7–9, 2023 U.S. congressional delegation meets Xi and Wang Yi in Beijing

October 17, 2023 BIS tightens export controls on advanced chips

October 25, 2023 Gavin Newsom meets Xi in Beijing

October 27–29, 2023 Biden, Blinken, and Sullivan meet Wang Yi in Washington

November 4–7, 2023 Kerry meets Xie Zhenhua in California

November 6, 2023 U.S. and China hold nuclear arms talks in Washington

November 10, 2023  Yellen meets He Lifeng at Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation
(APEC) forum

November 14, 2023 U.S. and China reach climate cooperation agreements

November 15, 2023 Biden-Xi Woodside summit
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Date Event
December 21, 2023 )U.S. and China resume military talks (first since August 2022

December 21, 2023 China increases high-tech export restrictions

January 8–9, 2024 DOD and Chinese officials meet for defense talks

January 26–27, 2024 Sullivan and Wang Yi hold talks in Bangkok, Thailand

February 16, 2024 Blinken and Wang Yi meet at Munich Security Conference

March 13, 2024 House passes bill to ban TikTok

April 2, 2024 Biden and Xi hold phone call

April 17, 2024  Biden administration calls for tripling tariffs on Chinese steel
and aluminum

April 24, 2024 Biden signs bill requiring ByteDance to divest from TikTok

April 24–26, 2024 Blinken meets Xi, Wang Yi, and Wang Xiaohong in Beijing

May 14, 2024  United States Trade Representative (USTR) increases tariffs on
Chinese electric vehicles, solar panels, and semiconductors

May 31, 2024 Lloyd Austin meets Dong Jun in Singapore

June 21, 2024  Treasury issues draft rules restricting U.S. investment in Chinese
tech sectors

July 15, 2024  China requests World Trade Organization dispute negotiations
on U.S. electric vehicle subsidies

July 27, 2024 Blinken meets Wang Yi in Vientiane, Laos

August 19, 2024  U.S. and China agree to strengthen cooperation on financial
stability

August 27–29, 2024 Sullivan meets Xi and Wang Yi in Beijing

September 4–6, 2024 John Podesta visits Beijing for climate talks

September 5, 2024  BIS implements export controls for quantum computing and
advanced technologies

September 9–11, 2024 ”U.S. House passes anti-China legislation during “China Week“

September 13, 2024 USTR finalizes China tariff actions following review

October 28, 2024  Treasury issues final rules on investment restrictions targeting
AI, semiconductors, and quantum computing

November 7, 2024 Trump wins 2024 presidential election

November 16, 2024 Biden and Xi meet for final time at APEC in Lima, Peru

December 3, 2024  BIS expands chip export control; China retaliates with export
restrictions on critical minerals

 
Source: “US-China Relations in the Biden Era: A Timeline,” China Briefing, December 9, 2024, https://www.china-briefing.com/
news/us-china-relations-in-the-biden-era-a-timeline/.

https://www.china-briefing.com/news/us-china-relations-in-the-biden-era-a-timeline/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.china-briefing.com/news/us-china-relations-in-the-biden-era-a-timeline/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/04/us/china-spy-balloon-time.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/04/us/china-spy-balloon-time.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/04/us/politics/chinese-spy-balloon-obsession.html
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-64515033
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-64515033
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/trump-chinese-spy-balloon-montana-pentagon-b2275262.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/trump-chinese-spy-balloon-montana-pentagon-b2275262.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/feb/08/downed-balloon-one-of-a-fleet-of-chinese-surveillance-devices-us-alleges
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/feb/08/downed-balloon-one-of-a-fleet-of-chinese-surveillance-devices-us-alleges
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/02/14/china-spy-balloon-path-tracking-weather/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/02/14/china-spy-balloon-path-tracking-weather/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/satellites-images-chinese-spy-balloon-site-hainan-rcna70951
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/satellites-images-chinese-spy-balloon-site-hainan-rcna70951
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﻿571 Interview with former senior Pentagon official, August 26, 2025, virtual; interview with former senior 
Pentagon official, September 23, 2025, virtual.

﻿572 Interview with former senior Pentagon official, August 26, 2025, virtual; Eric Schmitt and Zach Montague, 
“Balloon Crisis Highlighted a Split in China’s Leadership, Pentagon Official Say,” New York Times, February 
17, 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/17/us/politics/chinese-spy-balloon-debris.html﻿

﻿573 Interview with former senior Pentagon official, September 23, 2025, virtual.

﻿574 Interview with former senior Pentagon official, September 23, 2025, virtual.

﻿575 Interview with former senior Pentagon official, August 26, 2025, virtual; interview with former senior 
Pentagon official, September 10, 2025, Washington, DC; interview with former senior Pentagon official, 
September 23, 2025, virtual; interview with former senior White House official, September 18, 2025, 
virtual; Nancy A. Youssef, “China refused U.S. call after downing of suspected spy balloon, Pentagon says,” 
Wall Street Journal, February 7, 2023, https://www.wsj.com/amp/articles/china-refused-u-s-call-after-
downing-of-suspected-spy-balloon-pentagon-says-11675811844. 

﻿576 Interview with former senior White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual.

﻿577 Kevin Liptak et al. “Inside Biden’s decision to ‘take care of ’ the Chinese spy balloon that triggered a 
diplomatic crisis,” CNN, February 5, 2023, https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/04/politics/china-spy-balloon-
tick-tock/index.html. 

﻿578 Ibid.; interview with former senior Pentagon official, August 26, 2025, virtual.

﻿579 Interview with former senior Pentagon official, August 26, 2025, virtual; interview with former senior 
Pentagon official, September 23, 2025, virtual. Oren Liebermann, Haley Britzky, Michael Conte, and Nectar 
Gan, “Pentagon tracking suspected Chinese spy balloon over the US,” CNN, February 2, 2023, https://
edition.cnn.com/2023/02/02/politics/us-tracking-china-spy-balloon. 

﻿580 Interview with former senior Pentagon official, August 26, 2025, virtual.

﻿581 Interview with former senior Pentagon official, August 26, 2025, virtual. Zachary Cohen et al., “US 
fighter jets shoot down Chinese spy balloon off East Coast,” CNN, February 4, 2023, https://edition.cnn.
com/2023/02/04/politics/china-spy-balloon-us-latest. 

﻿582 Interview with former senior Pentagon official, August 26, 2025, virtual. Kevin Liptak et al. “Inside Biden’s 
decision to ‘take care of ’ the Chinese spy balloon that triggered a diplomatic crisis,” CNN, February 5, 
2023, https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/04/politics/china-spy-balloon-tick-tock/index.html.

﻿583 Interview with former senior Pentagon official, August 26, 2025, virtual; interview with former senior 
Pentagon official, September 23, 2025, virtual.

﻿584 Interview with former senior White House official, August 27, 2025, virtual.

﻿585 Alex Woodward and Io Dodds, “Everything we know about the mysterious ‘objects’ shot down by US 
warplanes,” The Independent, February 16, 2023, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-
politics/spy-balloon-shot-down-lake-huron-b2281048.html.

﻿586 Eric Schmitt and Zach Montague, “Balloon Crisis Highlighted a Split in China’s Leadership, Pentagon 
Official Say,” New York Times, February 17, 2023 https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/17/us/politics/chinese-
spy-balloon-debris.html 

﻿587 Interview with former senior Pentagon official, August 26, 2025, virtual.

﻿588 Interview with former senior Pentagon official, August 26, 2025, virtual.

﻿589 Interview with former senior White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual; interview with former 
senior State Department official, September 19, 2025, by phone; interview with former senior Pentagon 

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/17/us/politics/chinese-spy-balloon-debris.html
https://www.wsj.com/amp/articles/china-refused-u-s-call-after-downing-of-suspected-spy-balloon-pentagon-says-11675811844
https://www.wsj.com/amp/articles/china-refused-u-s-call-after-downing-of-suspected-spy-balloon-pentagon-says-11675811844
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/04/politics/china-spy-balloon-tick-tock/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/04/politics/china-spy-balloon-tick-tock/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/02/politics/us-tracking-china-spy-balloon
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/02/politics/us-tracking-china-spy-balloon
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/04/politics/china-spy-balloon-us-latest
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/04/politics/china-spy-balloon-us-latest
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/04/politics/china-spy-balloon-tick-tock/index.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/spy-balloon-shot-down-lake-huron-b2281048.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/spy-balloon-shot-down-lake-huron-b2281048.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/17/us/politics/chinese-spy-balloon-debris.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/17/us/politics/chinese-spy-balloon-debris.html
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official, September 10, 2025, Washington, DC; interview with former senior Pentagon official, September 
23, 2025, virtual.

﻿590 James Andrew Lewis, “Chinese Spy Balloons: The Sky’s the Limit,” Center for Strategic and International 
Studies (CSIS), February 3, 2023, https://www.csis.org/analysis/chinese-spy-balloons-skys-limit. Matthew 
Lee, “Chinese balloon soars across US; Blinken scraps Beijing trip,” AP News, February 3, 2023, https://
apnews.com/article/politics-antony-blinken-china-314302278a5f05bdc2df146ed5b35ec6; Rebecca Falconer, 
“Pentagon: Chinese balloon shot down over U.S. did not gather intelligence,” Axios, June 29, 2023, https://
www.axios.com/2023/06/29/us-chinese-balloon-intelligence.

﻿591 Tessa Wong and Fan Wang, “How has China reacted to the balloon saga?,” BBC, February 16, 2023, 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-china-64633990; David Pierson, “China Tries to Depict Furor 
Over Spy Balloon as Sign of U.S. Decline,” New York Times, February 14, 2023, https://www.nytimes.
com/2023/02/14/world/asia/us-china-spy-balloon-ufo.html. 

﻿592 Interview with former senior White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual; interview with former 
senior Pentagon official, September 23, 2025, virtual.

﻿593 Verna Yu and Julian Borger, “War of words over downed Chinese spy balloon continues as US recovers 
debris,” The Guardian, February 6, 2023, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/feb/06/china-accuses-
us-of-overreaction-after-it-shot-down-high-altitude-balloon.

﻿594 Interview with Nicholas Burns, September 19, 2025, by phone..

﻿595 Interview with former senior White House official, August 27, 2025, virtual; interview with former senior 
White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual. 

﻿596 Interview with former senior White House official, August 27, 2025, virtual; interview with former senior 
White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual; interview with former senior Pentagon official, August 
26, 2025, virtual. 

﻿597 “Secretary Blinken and ROK Foreign Minister Park Jin at a Joint Press Availability,” U.S. Embassy & 
Consulate in the Republic of Korea, February 3, 2023, https://kr.usembassy.gov/020323-secretary-blinken-
and-rok-foreign-minister-park-jin-at-a-joint-press-availability/. 

﻿598 Associated Press, “China plays down Blinken’s canceled visit over balloon,” POLITICO, February 4, 2023, 
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/02/04/china-response-blinken-canceled-trip-00081201.

﻿599 Michael Crowley, “A top Chinese official calls the U.S. balloon response ‘hysterical’ and says the war in 
Ukraine must not continue,” New York Times, February 18, 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/18/
world/europe/china-wang-blinken-munich-security-conference.html. 

﻿600 “Secretary Blinken’s Meeting with People’s Republic of China (PRC) Director of the CCP Central Foreign 
Affairs Office Wang Yi,” U.S. Department of State Office of the Spokesperson, February 18, 2023, 
https://2021-2025.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-peoples-republic-of-china-prc-director-of-the-
ccp-central-foreign-affairs-office-wang-yi/.

﻿601 Interview with former senior State Department official, September 19, 2025, by phone; interview with 
former senior White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual; interview with former White House 
official, August 15, 2025, virtual. 

﻿602 Interview with former senior State Department official, September 19, 2025, by phone; interview with 
former senior intelligence official, December 15, 2025, virtual; Eric Schmitt and Zach Montague, “Balloon 
Crisis Highlighted a Split in China’s Leadership, Pentagon Official Say,” New York Times, February 17, 2023. 

﻿603 Interview with former senior intelligence official, December 15, 2025, virtual.

﻿604 Interview with former senior intelligence official, December 15, 2025, virtual.

https://www.csis.org/analysis/chinese-spy-balloons-skys-limit
https://apnews.com/article/politics-antony-blinken-china-314302278a5f05bdc2df146ed5b35ec6
https://apnews.com/article/politics-antony-blinken-china-314302278a5f05bdc2df146ed5b35ec6
https://www.axios.com/2023/06/29/us-chinese-balloon-intelligence
https://www.axios.com/2023/06/29/us-chinese-balloon-intelligence
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-china-64633990
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/14/world/asia/us-china-spy-balloon-ufo.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/14/world/asia/us-china-spy-balloon-ufo.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/feb/06/china-accuses-us-of-overreaction-after-it-shot-down-high-altitude-balloon
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/feb/06/china-accuses-us-of-overreaction-after-it-shot-down-high-altitude-balloon
https://kr.usembassy.gov/020323-secretary-blinken-and-rok-foreign-minister-park-jin-at-a-joint-press-availability/
https://kr.usembassy.gov/020323-secretary-blinken-and-rok-foreign-minister-park-jin-at-a-joint-press-availability/
https://www.politico.com/news/2023/02/04/china-response-blinken-canceled-trip-00081201
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/18/world/europe/china-wang-blinken-munich-security-conference.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/18/world/europe/china-wang-blinken-munich-security-conference.html
http://state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-peoples-republic-of-china-prc-director-of-the-ccp-central-foreign-affairs-office-wang-yi/
http://state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-peoples-republic-of-china-prc-director-of-the-ccp-central-foreign-affairs-office-wang-yi/
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﻿605 Interview with former senior White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual; interview with former 
White House official, August 15, 2025, virtual. 

﻿606 Interview with former senior White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual; interview with former 
senior State Department official, September 19, 2025, by phone. 

﻿607 Interview with former senior White House official, August 27, 2025, virtual.

﻿608 Jasmine Wright and Paul LeBlanc, “US says China will face ‘real costs’ if it provides lethal aid to Russia for 
war in Ukraine,” CNN, February 26, 2023, https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/26/politics/jake-sullivan-
ukraine-russia-china-cnntv; interview with former senior White House official, August 27, 2025, virtual.

﻿609 Interview with former senior White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual; interview with former 
White House official, August 15, 2025, virtual; interview with former senior White House official, August 
28, 2025, virtual.

﻿610 “The Beijing-Washington Back-Channel and Henry Kissinger’s Secret Trip to China,” National Security 
Archive, February 27, 2002, https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB66/. 

﻿611 X post on the Sullivan-Wang Yi Channel: Ryan Hass, @ryanl_hass, 2024, “1/ Recommended reading 
for insight by @dimi into how the channel between Jake Sullivan and Wang Yi is used to manage US-
China relationship. This is the most consequential channel below presidential level for managing the 
relationship. Here’s a bit of extra context (short 🧵),” X, August 25, 2024, https://x.com/ryanl_hass/
status/1827776756800987216. 

﻿612 Interview with Sarah Beran, September 2025, virtual.

﻿613 “The American Presidency Project: Remarks by National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan in a Fireside Chat 
with Demetri Sevastopulo of the Financial Times at the Aspen Security Forum in Aspen, Colorado,” UC 
Santa Barbara, July 19, 2024, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/remarks-national-security-
advisor-jake-sullivan-fireside-chat-with-demetri-sevastopulo-the. 

﻿614 Interview with former White House official, August 15, 2025, virtual.

﻿615 Demetri Sevastopulo, “The inside story of the secret backchannel between the US and China,” Financial 
Times, August 25, 2024, https://www.ft.com/content/c62ca855-c70b-4814-aa47-96d2a0020c16.

﻿616 Interview with former senior White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual.

﻿617 Interview with former State Department official, August 28, 2025, virtual; interview with former senior 
White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual.

﻿618 Interview with former State Department official, August 28, 2025, virtual. 

﻿619 Interview with former State Department official, August 28, 2025, virtual; interview with former senior 
White House official, August 27, 2025, virtual; interview with former White House official, August 15, 
2025, virtual; interview with former senior White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual.

﻿620 “Decoding Chinese Politics,” Asia Society Policy Institute, April 17, 2025, https://asiasociety.org/policy-
institute/decoding-chinese-politics?policy=top-leadership&group=organizations&size=rank&connection=p
ersonal; Peter Martin, “The Man Behind Xi Jinping’s Foreign Policy,” ChinaFile, October 6, 2021, https://
www.chinafile.com/library/excerpts/man-behind-xi-jinpings-foreign-policy.

﻿621 Peter Martin, “The Man Behind Xi Jinping’s Foreign Policy,” ChinaFile, October 6, 2021, https://www.
chinafile.com/library/excerpts/man-behind-xi-jinpings-foreign-policy; Demetri Sevastopulo and Edward 
White, “The Inside Story of the Secret Backchannel Between the US and China,” Financial Times, August 
25, 2024, https://www.ft.com/content/c62ca855-c70b-4814-aa47-96d2a0020c16.

﻿622 Interview with former State Department official, August 28, 2025, virtual; interview with former White 
House official, August 15, 2025, virtual; interview with former senior White House official, September 18, 
2025, virtual.

https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/26/politics/jake-sullivan-ukraine-russia-china-cnntv
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/26/politics/jake-sullivan-ukraine-russia-china-cnntv
https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB66/
https://x.com/ryanl_hass/status/1827776756800987216
https://x.com/ryanl_hass/status/1827776756800987216
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/remarks-national-security-advisor-jake-sullivan-fireside-chat-with-demetri-sevastopulo-the
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/remarks-national-security-advisor-jake-sullivan-fireside-chat-with-demetri-sevastopulo-the
https://www.ft.com/content/c62ca855-c70b-4814-aa47-96d2a0020c16
https://asiasociety.org/policy-institute/decoding-chinese-politics?policy=top-leadership&group=organizations&size=rank&connection=personal
https://asiasociety.org/policy-institute/decoding-chinese-politics?policy=top-leadership&group=organizations&size=rank&connection=personal
https://asiasociety.org/policy-institute/decoding-chinese-politics?policy=top-leadership&group=organizations&size=rank&connection=personal
https://www.chinafile.com/library/excerpts/man-behind-xi-jinpings-foreign-policy
https://www.chinafile.com/library/excerpts/man-behind-xi-jinpings-foreign-policy
https://www.chinafile.com/library/excerpts/man-behind-xi-jinpings-foreign-policy
https://www.chinafile.com/library/excerpts/man-behind-xi-jinpings-foreign-policy
https://www.ft.com/content/c62ca855-c70b-4814-aa47-96d2a0020c16
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﻿623 “Advisor to the CPIFA Council Cui Tiankai Visited the United States,” Chinese People’s Institute of Foreign 
Affairs, April 4, 2023, https://www.cpifa.org/en/article/2423. 

﻿624 “Qin Gang Meets with US Ambassador to China Nicholas Burns,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
the People’s Republic of China, May 8, 2023, https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjbzhd/202305/
t20230509_11073827.html. 

﻿625 Interview with former senior White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual.

﻿626 Interview with former senior White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual; interview with former 
White House official, August 15, 2025, virtual.

﻿627 Demetri Sevastopulo, “The inside story of the secret backchannel between the US and China,” Financial 
Times, August 25, 2024, https://www.ft.com/content/c62ca855-c70b-4814-aa47-96d2a0020c16.

﻿628 Interview with former senior White House official, September 19, 2025, virtual. 

﻿629 Sarah Beran on Pekingology at 4:12 to 4:37, Henrietta Levin, “Behind the Scenes of U.S.-China 
Summitry,” YouTube video, in Pekingology, CSIS, October 16, 2025, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=keQl9GFVq70&list=PLnArnDQHeUqesfLGYaADi8Ya81z3BmuQ_&index=1 

﻿630 Interview with former senior White House official, September 19, 2025, virtual.

﻿631 Interview with Jake Sullivan, September 2025, virtual.

﻿632 Interview with Sarah Beran, September 2025, virtual.

﻿633 Interview with former senior White House official, September 19, 2025, virtual.

﻿634 Interview with former senior White House official, September 19, 2025, virtual.

﻿635 Sarah Beran on Pekingology at 4:54, Henrietta Levin, “Behind the Scenes of U.S.-China 
Summitry,” YouTube video, in Pekingology, CSIS, October 16, 2025, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=keQl9GFVq70&list=PLnArnDQHeUqesfLGYaADi8Ya81z3BmuQ_&index=1. 

﻿636 Demetri Sevastopulo, “The inside story of the secret backchannel between the US and China,” Financial 
Times, August 25, 2024, https://www.ft.com/content/c62ca855-c70b-4814-aa47-96d2a0020c16.

﻿637 Noah Berman, “Julian Gewirtz on Getting China Strategy Right,” The Wire China, June 29, 2025, https://
www.thewirechina.com/2025/06/29/julian-gewirtz-on-getting-china-strategy-right/. 

﻿638 Interview with former White House official, August 15, 2025, virtual.

﻿639 Interview with former senior White House official, September 18, 2025, virtual.

﻿640 Demetri Sevastopulo, “The inside story of the secret backchannel between the US and China,” Financial 
Times, August 25, 2024, https://www.ft.com/content/c62ca855-c70b-4814-aa47-96d2a0020c16. 

﻿641 Interview with former White House official, August 15, 2025, virtual; Demetri Sevastopulo, “The inside 
story of the secret backchannel between the US and China,” Financial Times, August 25, 2024, https://www.
ft.com/content/c62ca855-c70b-4814-aa47-96d2a0020c16.

﻿642 U.S. Embassy Malta, “National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan’s Visit to Malta,” U.S. Embassy in Malta, 
September 19, 2023, https://mt.usembassy.gov/national-security-advisor-jake-sullivans-visit-to-malta/. 

﻿643 Qin Gang’s sudden and unexplained disappearance captured the imagination of many China watchers, given 
his rapid rise and close association with President Xi. A prominent rumor is that Russian officials informed 
Xi that Qin’s mistress, TV presenter Fu Xiaotian, was a British intelligence agent who had compromised 
Qin. Qin’s official removal in party documents referred to him as a “comrade,” suggesting that despite his 
rapid fall from grace, he remains alive and retains his CCP membership; David Ignatius, “China airbrushed 
away its foreign minister. Why?,” Washington Post, February 12, 2024, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
opinions/2024/02/12/china-foreign-minister-qin-gang-why/; Ellen Nakashima and Christian Shepherd, 
“China’s ‘disappeared’ foreign minister demoted to low-level publishing job, say former U.S. officials,” 

https://www.cpifa.org/en/article/2423
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjbzhd/202305/t20230509_11073827.html
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjbzhd/202305/t20230509_11073827.html
https://www.ft.com/content/c62ca855-c70b-4814-aa47-96d2a0020c16
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=keQl9GFVq70&list=PLnArnDQHeUqesfLGYaADi8Ya81z3BmuQ_&index=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=keQl9GFVq70&list=PLnArnDQHeUqesfLGYaADi8Ya81z3BmuQ_&index=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=keQl9GFVq70&list=PLnArnDQHeUqesfLGYaADi8Ya81z3BmuQ_&index=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=keQl9GFVq70&list=PLnArnDQHeUqesfLGYaADi8Ya81z3BmuQ_&index=1
https://www.ft.com/content/c62ca855-c70b-4814-aa47-96d2a0020c16
https://www.thewirechina.com/2025/06/29/julian-gewirtz-on-getting-china-strategy-right/
https://www.thewirechina.com/2025/06/29/julian-gewirtz-on-getting-china-strategy-right/
https://www.ft.com/content/c62ca855-c70b-4814-aa47-96d2a0020c16
https://www.ft.com/content/c62ca855-c70b-4814-aa47-96d2a0020c16
https://www.ft.com/content/c62ca855-c70b-4814-aa47-96d2a0020c16
https://mt.usembassy.gov/national-security-advisor-jake-sullivans-visit-to-malta/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2024/02/12/china-foreign-minister-qin-gang-why/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2024/02/12/china-foreign-minister-qin-gang-why/
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Washington Post, September 8, 2024,  https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2024/09/08/qin-
gang-whereabouts-foreign-minister/. 

﻿644 “Readout of National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan’s Meeting with People’s Republic of China Director 
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