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Should the United States
Fear China’s Rise?

Whether pundits and policymakers admit it or not, the United States

is a great power in relative decline. It is not like the former Soviet Union and soon
to fall into the dustbin of history; nor is it akin to ancient Rome with the Goths at
the gates. Nevertheless, with policymakers and analysts alike embracing the idea
that a new era of great power competition is at hand, they simultaneously acknowledge that the United States’ “unipolar era” is over. Relative to rising great powers
such as India or (more dramatically) China, the United States is declining.
Shaping American grand strategy to suit this new environment will require a
host of diplomatic, economic, and military adjustments that strategists are only
slowly coming to recognize. Indeed, the fact that proponents of “restraint” and
“offshore balancing” are pitted against advocates of “deep engagement” and
“liberal hegemony” in a vibrant debate highlights that the course corrections to
manage the U.S. transition away from unipolar dominance remain up in the
air.1 Any number of domestic and international factors will affect the precise
nature of the strategy chosen. However, because the changing distribution of
power and rise of new great powers largely drive the U.S. grand strategy debate,
addressing U.S. strategic needs requires anticipating the likely future behavior of
other great powers and the role of U.S. policy therein. We therefore need to
know: what strategies are rising states themselves likely to adopt in response to
U.S. decline and, relatedly, how might the different strategic options under discussion for the United States reinforce or reduce problematic aspects of rising state
behavior?2
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Given its rapid economic and military development, China is central to this
discussion. Of course, China’s rise has not occurred in a vacuum. For most of
the last three decades, the United States attempted to “engage” China in a bid
to shape its preferences so that it became—in former Deputy Secretary of State
Robert Zoellick’s famous words—a “responsible stakeholder.”3 In light of
China’s recent assertiveness in its near abroad and growing military portfolio,
however, this policy is generally seen as a failure.4 Instead, analysts across the political and scholarly spectrum increasingly see a rising China as part of a long line of
rising states that, with newfound wealth and power, tend to challenge both existing great powers and the international order those powers created. Even if hegemonic war between a rising China and declining United States is avoided—so
this logic goes—the United States needs to mobilize its remaining resources to
deal with a potentially dangerous PRC apt to throw its growing weight around
the international arena.
This article refines and challenges this emerging policy consensus by placing
China’s rise and U.S. decline in the context of other power shifts.5 Not only is
it wrong to assume that rising states such as China tend to invariably challenge
existing great powers but, relative to what
China might be doing, China’s recent assertivehe key is to
ness is far from a clear-cut challenge to the
United States. In fact, rising great powers
manipulate security
across time and space often (1) support declinthreats rising states
ing great powers to a greater or lesser degree in a
face in their own
bid to obtain their assistance against other
threats, and/or (2) limit the scope of their strageopolitical
tegic challenge until declining states have
environment.
fallen far down the great power ranks. Along
the way, declining states can affect whether
and to what degree rising states pursue a cooperative or competitive course. The key to doing so is not—as policymakers sometimes suggest—simply engaging or deterring rising states directly, but rather
manipulating security threats and opportunities rising states face in their own geopolitical environment.
Applied to the rise of China and resulting U.S. strategy debate, this framework
implies that concerns with a predatory rising China are overblown. Though currently problematic, China is far from issuing an outright challenge to the
United States and is likely to continue avoiding such a course for some time.
As importantly, current and future developments in China’s strategic environment
may help push the PRC toward greater cooperation with the United States. To
catalyze and capitalize on such possibilities, however, U.S. strategists themselves
need to recognize that an overly assertive response to China’s rise—one that
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foregrounds U.S. threats, asserts U.S. power in and around East Asia, and forecloses the possibility of U.S.-China cooperation—is counterproductive. Under
certain conditions, a less activist American foreign policy may do more than
most pundits expect to encourage Chinese cooperation.
The remainder of this piece proceeds in four sections. First, I briefly crystallize
the notion that a power shift is ongoing and link this to debates over American
grand strategy. Second, drawing on recent work on how rising states manage
power shifts, I discuss the strategies rising great powers may adopt toward declining
states and the drivers of these behaviors. I then apply this framework to the rise of
China, before discussing the resulting implications for U.S. strategy.

China’s Rise and the American Response
Although starting from a low base, China’s rise has indeed been meteoric. A
quarter century ago, the U.S. economy was 800 percent that of the People’s
Republic; now, it is barely 170 percent and falling. Whereas Chinese per capita
GDP was barely $1,000 annually at the start of the 1990s, it is now nearly
$7,500 per year and significantly higher still in China’s coastal provinces—
ahead of actors such as Russia and nearly half that in some U.S. states. In relative
terms, household income is now 1/7th that of the United States, whereas in 1993
it was barely 1/34th.6 Nor is it just crude measures of economic strength that reflect
the trajectory as, judging from its efforts to patent its technologies, it is becoming a
more innovative economy as well: where, for example, China filed in 2005 for
barely 500 “triadic” patents—those registered in different countries to preserve
the copyright—compared to 17,000 in the United States, the PRC last year
filed nearly 2,800 patents against the United States’ 15,000.7
Chinese military strength, meanwhile, is also expanding rapidly. With a
growing surface and subsurface force and experience in expeditionary missions,
its navy is now capable of conducting some out-of-area operations. China’s air
force is fielding new generations of advanced fighters and attack aircrafts, and
increasingly deploying them to assert Chinese claims over the South and East
China seas. Similarly, China’s land forces are focusing on conducting high-intensity combat operations using smaller and more dispersed units. And, where China
was previously highly dependent on foreign suppliers for its high-end military kit, a
surge in domestic investment has helped reduce (though not eliminate) its
reliance on foreign sources. To top it off, political reforms have strengthened
ties between political and military strategists, decreasing the likelihood that
Chinese grand and military strategy will run at cross purposes.8 In short, although
China is not yet a full peer economic and military competitor to the United States,
it is well on its way. Even if it stopped growing tomorrow, China would present the
THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ▪ WINTER 2019

67

Joshua Shifrinson

United States a challenger on par with, and on some metrics ahead of, the Soviet
Union during the Cold War.9
To be clear, the United States retains strengths of its own, benefitting from a
large and diverse economy, educated population, vibrant military-industrial
base, and inherent geographic security. Still, China’s rise means that the U.S. unipolar era—the preeminent feature of post-Cold
War world politics—is over. For the first time
hina’s rise means
in a quarter century, the United States is
that the U.S. uniseriously concerned with another state’s
ability to offer sustained opposition to Ameripolar era is over.
can interests using a wide range of policy
tools and with the potential to rally other
actors to its cause. Not only is this the seminal strategic development of the last
several decades, but policymakers accustomed to asserting U.S. power in world
politics with comparatively little thought of the consequences have had to
update their playbook.
Facing a China taking on the trappings of a great power, American policymakers
have reached two interrelated conclusions. First, a growing consensus concludes that
a rising China is likely to be a threatening China out to challenge both a relatively
declining United States and the ostensible “liberal order” backed by the United
States since World War II. This has not always been the conclusion drawn from
China’s rise, as mentioned earlier with the “responsible stakeholder” integration strategy. In fact, even into the 2010s, President Barack Obama emphasized that the
United States welcomed “the rise of a China that is peaceful, stable, prosperous,
and a responsible player in global affairs.”10 As China’s rise continues, however,
and as the PRC asserts itself abroad, the U.S. position is changing. Analysts across
an array of policy and academic perspectives now argue that Chinese strategy will
become increasingly expansive and bellicose as the distribution of power shifts in
China’s favor.11 A former Obama administration official, for example, warns that
“China is emerging with confidence and ambition, setting its sights on global leadership, undergirded by greater economic, military, and ideological power.”12 A former
member of the George W. Bush administration cautions that the “intensifying competition between the United States and China is thus driven not only by the traditional dynamics of power politics—that is, by the narrowing gap between a
preponderant hegemon and a fast-rising challenger—but also by a wide and deep
divergence in values.”13 Mainstream think tank reports, meanwhile, allege that
China’s rise “pose[s] challenges” to the United States, that China is focused on
“establishing regional military hegemony in the Asia-Pacific” in ways inimical to
the United States, and that the PRC holds “ambitions to undermine U.S. primacy.”14
Not to be outdone, the Trump administration has also embraced this narrative.
As the 2017 National Security Strategy puts it, China is now considered a
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“revisionist” power that “seeks to displace the United States in the Indo-Pacific
region,” with the 2018 National Defense Strategy elaborating that China “seeks
Indo-Pacific regional hegemony in the near-term and displacement of the
United States to achieve global preeminence in the future.”15 For their part,
senior officials have picked up on this thread, arguing—in Vice President Mike
Pence’s words—that China “wants nothing less than to push the United States
of America from the Western Pacific and attempt to prevent us from coming to
the aid of our allies.”16 In short, a rising China is assumed to be a predatory,
highly revisionist power intent on challenging American economic and security
interests and threatening the U.S. position as a great power itself.
Building off this dawning consensus, U.S. policy is now focused on containing
China’s rise.17 Of course, as other analysts note, U.S. strategy vis-à-vis China was
never devoid of competitive elements: even while engaging the PRC in the 1990s
and early 2000s, for instance, the United States cobbled together a nascent counterbalancing coalition and redeployed military assets toward East Asia in a bid to hedge
against a hostile PRC.18 At present, however, engagement is out and hard-balancing
is in. The U.S. Department of Defense itself declared in its most recent National
Defense Strategy that “long-term strategic competitions with China and Russia” constitute the “principal priorities” for the U.S. military.19 Political leaders have
reinforced this trend, advocating policies designed to actively confront China.20
Nor is this just rhetoric. The U.S. Navy, for instance, is moving forces into East
Asia—including its newest and most technologically-advanced assets—in a bid to
deter and contain the PRC. If current plans hold, 60 percent of the fleet will be
homeported in the Pacific by 2020, with upwards of 20 percent of the force stationed or forward deployed on any given day.21 So-called “freedom of navigation
operations” (FONOPS) by U.S. warships designed to contest Chinese territorial
claims in the South China Sea are a regular occurrence. Furthermore, the effort
to organize a counterbalancing coalition has moved into public view as the
United States has looked to strengthen ties with states such as Vietnam and Thailand and promote defense cooperation between the United States, Japan, India,
South Korea, Australia, and others. Put simply, the United States is taking the
lead in trying to suppress China’s continued growth, forestall Chinese revisionism,
and by extension, preserve its own position at the top of the great power ranks.

Power Shifts: Theoretically and Historically
Why, however, should the United States assume that a rising China will be a predatory state? To be sure, great powers confronted with their relative decline have
regularly worried that other, relatively rising states are apt to adopt increasingly
predatory strategies that push decliners down or from the great power ranks.22
THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ▪ WINTER 2019
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Thucydides, for instance, famously attributed the Peloponnesian War to the rise of
Athens “and the fear which this caused in Sparta,” just as Wilhelmine Germany’s
leaders saw Russia’s rise before 1914 as “an ever increasing nightmare.”23 In practice, however, rising state strategy can differ profoundly across time and space.
While some rising states indeed try to push decliners into the dustbin of history
—think of American efforts to exploit the Soviet decline in the late Cold War24—
others are apt to limit the scope of their competition for lengthy periods of time.
And still more dramatically, some rising states attempt to cooperate with and
support declining states, seeking to prevent their continued slide. U.S. efforts to
back Great Britain in the first half of the twentieth century is one prominent
example of this type of policy, but lesser known cases are also striking. Wilhelmine
Germany, for instance, tethered its cart to Austria-Hungary’s increasingly decrepit
horse in the years before World War I; likewise, the Soviet Union—as archival
documents show—tried to reach a quid pro quo with a rapidly declining Great
Britain after World War II, going so far as to offer the United Kingdom a security
alliance over one year before the United States did the same.25 Rising states, in
short, sometimes go for the jugular with declining states, but this is far from always the case.
ising states
Rising states can be thought of as pursuing
one of four typical strategies toward relatively
pursue one of four
declining states.26 First, rising states may end
typical strategies
up pursuing what I term relegation strategies:
toward declining
efforts designed to push declining states down
or from the great power ranks using any and
states.
all means at a rising state’s expense. This strategy—designed to catalyze a rapid and fundamental shift in the distribution of power at a decliner’s expense—parallels what
many U.S. analysts seem to fear from China today, and what policymakers in
declining states across time and space regularly worry about vis-à-vis their relatively rising peers.
Conversely, rising states may also pursue strengthening strategies—that is, efforts
to support a decliner and to keep it as a member of the great powers even at significant cost and risk to rising states themselves. The canonical case is that of
American policy toward Britain after 1947: having been ambivalent about committing itself to Britain’s defense before and immediately after World War II, or
assisting in Britain’s postwar economic recovery, the United States quickly
moved after 1947 to offer Britain an alliance via NATO while extending
economic aid via the Marshall Plan.27 Moreover, between these two extremes
are two middle-of-road options: weakening and bolstering strategies. The former
involves ad hoc and cautious gambits to whittle away at a declining state’s strength
over time while trying to avoid an overt competition with the decliner that the
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riser may not win (and may lose badly); the latter involves similarly ad hoc and
low-cost efforts to keep a decliner a great power.
What causes rising states to adopt one strategy or another? Although many analyses suggest that some combination of economic interdependence, common
ideologies, and international institutions may help encourage rising states to
embrace declining states and avoid a predatory policy, these arguments are increasingly suspect.28 U.S. concerns with Chinese behavior, for one, have grown despite
unprecedented levels of economic interdependence and institutional cohabitation.29 Likewise, that the United States preyed upon the waning USSR in the
late Cold War—at a time when the Soviet Union was embracing liberal
reforms and “Western values”—suggests that sharing a common ideology may
not be a panacea; that the USSR under as devoted a Communist as Joseph
Stalin tried to support the postwar United Kingdom is further evidence that a
common ideology is secondary to other factors.30
Instead, rising states tend to prey upon or support declining states depending on
their own need for partners against other great power threats, and a declining
state’s ability to militarily threaten a riser along the way.31 All things being
equal, the more a rising state sees other great power threats besides the decliner
on the horizon, and the more a declining state is poised to help a rising state
against those challengers, the more likely a rising state is to pursue a supportive
strategy. Backing a decliner in this fashion in not altruism, but a strategic move
to keep a potential partner around that may help a rising state overcome major
threats at lower cost and risk to itself than if the riser were forced to go it alone.
Counterintuitively, the weaker a declining state is militarily under these conditions, the greater a rising state’s incentive to strongly back the decliner. After
all, even if a rising state wants to back a decliner, a declining state that can
defend itself is also a state that may entrap the riser in foreign conflicts or itself
decide to threaten the rising state; it’s reasonable at such times for a rising state
to proceed cautiously. Instead, the militarily weaker such a decliner becomes,
the more likely it is that rising states will offer more extensive support to the decliner which can be a partner against other challengers. Here, if a rising state fails to
intensely back a militarily dissolute decliner, a riser may reasonably worry that the
decliner will fall victim to—or be courted by—rivals eager to deny the riser a
potential ally.
Case in point, there was a reason the United States significantly expanded the
scope of its economic and military assistance to Britain in 1947-1948: facing the
unexpected collapse of British military strength as British leaders prioritized
butter over guns in the postwar period, and seeking Britain’s assistance against
the USSR in the nascent Cold War, U.S. leaders concluded that failing to up
the scope of U.S. assistance might lead Britain “to the conclusion that it has no
other course open to it than to seek a breathing spell by coming to terms with
THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ▪ WINTER 2019
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the Soviet Union.” Such an arrangement, in turn, “would greatly strengthen the
Soviet Union, would weaken the United Kingdom, and would tend to isolate the
United States.”32 In short order, prior U.S. reticence to protect the United
Kingdom and help Britain reconstruct its economy gave way to full-throated
U.S. efforts to make Britain great again.33
An analogous dynamic played out in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries between a surging Germany and declining Austria-Hungary. Despite
having aligned with Austria soon after the Wars of German Unification in a
bid to help check Russia and France—calculating, as George Kennan later
described, that it was a “basic requirement of Germany’s security” that “Austria
retain its status as one of the Great Powers of Europe”—Wilhelmine Germany
was initially reluctant to partner too closely with the Hapsburg Empire. To this
end, German leaders kept Austro-German military relations distant and limited
the scope of Austro-German diplomatic ties into the late 1800s amid the
various European diplomatic crises of that era. Instead, it took the progressive collapse of Austrian military strength after the turn of the century to catalyze growing
German support for its Austrian ally. Indeed, on the eve of World War I, Germany
regularly backed Austria in its disputes with Russia (and Russia’s allies) throughout
Southeastern Europe and was prepared to render wartime military assistance for
fear of leaving Austria vulnerable to others’ machinations.34
When, however, a declining state is unwilling to assist a rising state against
other challengers—or if the riser lacks other challengers—then predation is
likely. In such circumstances, predation helps the riser eliminate a potential roadblock to its continued emergence. Still, this does not mean all is lost. Instead,
declining states can limit the degree of predation—disincentivizing relegation—
by sustaining a military that can punish a rising state’s ambitions and ensure any
intensive predation carries meaningful costs. In such situations, relatively rising
states are apt to hang back even if the overall distribution of power is weighted
in their favor, and limit their challenge to decliners, calculating that they may
enjoy more propitious opportunities to push decliners from the great power
ranks in the future.
Tellingly, for instance, U.S. policymakers in the late Cold War—a time when
the United States was undergoing a massive rise relative to the Soviet Union and
converging on becoming the world’s unipolar power35—were highly reluctant to
attempt to drive the USSR out of the great powers for fear of provoking a
Soviet military response. This behavior was all the more striking given that the
USSR was significantly weaker than the United States overall (and had been
throughout the Cold War) and was downsizing the Soviet military by the late
1980s.36 Nevertheless, the United States only pursued a relegation strategy visà-vis the Soviets after the East European Revolutions of 1989 eviscerated Soviet
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military strength in Europe, creating a window of opportunity to quickly push the
Soviets out of Central and Eastern Europe.37

Placing China’s Rise in Perspective
This framework helps us better understand China’s current strategy vis-à-vis the
United States and the conditions under which it may change (for better or for
worse). First, despite concerns that China has embarked upon a revisionist
effort to challenge the United States, Chinese behavior is far more limited and circumscribed than often appreciated. On balance, it seems akin to a weakening
strategy designed to slowly undermine U.S. advanhinese behavior
tages and perhaps create future conditions for the
PRC to significantly gain at the U.S. expense.
is far more limited
Indeed, when pointing to signs that a rising China is
and circumscribed
turning into an aggressive China, analysts often
argue that China has (1) asserted territorial claims
than often
against its neighbors; (2) rapidly improved its military
appreciated.
capabilities in ways that scare other countries; (3)
expanded its influence in parts of the world (e.g.,
Africa) where it has not normally been present; and/
or (4) pushed international organizations and fora (e.g., the Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank) as rivals to the United States’ own.38 Given China’s mounting
ability to back and sustain these initiatives with meaningful capabilities, these are
all important developments that merit attention.
Nevertheless, considered in light of what a true relegation strategy would entail
and the steps China might but has not taken, the comparatively limited nature of
Chinese predation becomes clear. For one, China has not increased the rate of its
military spending over the last decade even as its economy has grown; in fact,
Chinese military expenditures remain below the rates witnessed in both the late
Cold War period and in the early 2000s.39 Likewise, Chinese land reclamation
and military deployments in the East and South China Seas have only involved
territories previously claimed by the Chinese government; China has not
expanded its maritime claims so much as taken a unilateral approach toward resolving existing disputes.40 It has also done little to strengthen its nuclear arsenal
even though this force remains vulnerable to American disruption.41 Above all,
it has made no moves to try to evict the United States from East Asia by either
declaring a sphere of influence in the region42 or undercutting the U.S. alliance
network.43 In fact, facing suggestions by the Trump administration that the
United States might retrench, Chinese leaders have signaled they want the
United States to remain active in the area.44 Ultimately, and as other analysts
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note, Chinese efforts contain some competitive elements, but these are also
notably constrained in their scope and degree.45
This strategy makes sense. On one level, China’s rise has moved it near the top
of the East Asian pecking order. A quarter century ago, China lagged behind states
such as Russia and Japan economically and militarily, but now its economy outstrips all states involved in the region except for the United States.46 The military
balance tells a similar story: China is far from a military hegemon, but given Japan’s
limited investment in its military, Russia’s focus on Europe (and friendly relationship with China), the still-nascent emergence of India as a regional player, and the
relative weakness of other countries around China’s periphery, the United States is
the principal external security impediment to China’s continued rise.47 Under
these conditions—absent another great power competitor—China faces incentives to try to shift the distribution of power
further against the United States.
hina faces strong
By the same measure, however, China’s relative rise from a position of marked inferiority
incentives to avoid
vis-à-vis the United States means it also faces
provoking the U.S.
strong incentives to avoid provoking the
too much or too
United States too much or too soon.48 Not
only might overly aggressive Chinese activities
soon.
court a war with the United States that the
PRC might well lose, but—even short of war
—it might prompt further U.S. efforts to stymie China’s continued growth.
Given these conditions, Chinese leaders have good reason to embark on a slow
and cautious predatory campaign—a weakening strategy—that tries to shift the
distribution of power against the United States while operating below a threshold
that might catalyze a hostile response.
In short, limited predation—not an overt and outright push to overtake and
challenge the United States—is the name of China’s current and highly rational
game. As significantly, it appears Chinese leaders are aware of the structural logic
of the situation. Despite ongoing debate over the extent to which China has
departed from its long-standing “hide strength, bide time” strategy first formulated
by Deng Xiaoping in favor a more assertive course seeking to increase Chinese
influence in world affairs, Chinese leaders and China watchers have been at
pains to point out that Chinese strategy still seeks to avoid provoking conflict
with the United States.49 As one analyst notes, China’s decision to carve out a
more prominent role for itself in world politics has been coupled with an effort
to reassure and engage the United States so as to avoid unneeded competition
while facilitating stability.50 Chinese leaders echo these themes, with one senior
official noting in 2014 that Chinese policy focused on “properly address[ing] conflicts and differences through dialogue and cooperation instead of confrontational
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approaches.”51 Xi Jinping himself has underlined these currents, arguing even
before taking office that U.S.-Chinese relations should be premised on “preventing conflict and confrontation,” and more recently vowing that “China will
promote coordination and cooperation with other major countries.”52 Ultimately,
as one scholar observes, there is “hardly evidence that [… China has] begun to
focus on hegemonic competition.”53 Put another way, China’s leaders appear
aware of the risks of taking an overly confrontational stance toward a stillpotent United States and have scoped Chinese ambitions accordingly.
As importantly, the above framework also highlights the conditions under
which Chinese strategy may change in the future. Two different circumstances
stand out. First, if China continues to rise economically and militarily, it may
eventually reach the point where it so far outstrips potential challengers that
even sustained U.S. opposition would no longer be able to suppress Chinese ambitions. A Chinese relegation campaign—focused on ensuring the United States
could never again challenge China—is then likely to emerge. This campaign
might involve Chinese efforts to overturn the U.S. alliance system in East Asia
(or beyond), bankrupt the U.S. economy, and reshape regional and/or global diplomatic conditions to best suit Chinese interests. Such a policy would entail the
type of extreme Chinese revisionism that analysts fear may be in the offing.
Still, it is important to recognize that China would not be able to embark on
this strategy until well into the future. If nothing else, the United States retains
real military strengths that should continue to give China pause. American military spending, for one, continues to outpace China’s by a wide margin.54 Likewise,
the U.S. military is adept at fielding cutting-edge military forces while China is still
catching up technologically.55 By the same token, U.S. forces can draw upon over
70 years of experience in deploying advanced military forces far from American
shores at a time when China is still revising its doctrine to accommodate
modern military conditions.56 Moreover, even if China eventually succeeds in
overtaking the United States as the preeminent military power, it is worth
noting that military preeminence is not required to make other states run
scared: if the U.S. military feels pressure from China at a time when China lags
behind the United States, there is no reason to suspect the United States could
not apply similar pressure vis-à-vis China if it were (at some point) in the
PRC’s shoes.
Second, it is also possible that future changes in the distribution of power might
push Chinese strategy in a different direction. Today, Asia is largely a bipolar
environment divided between the United States and China. Russia is not a
major player in the area, Japan is a half-formed great power owing to its decision
to remain militarily denuded, and India—though rising—is not yet in the same
league as the United States or China. Still, as the U.S. National Intelligence
Council itself suggests, this may change in the future if and when Japan
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remilitarizes, India rises, Russia recovers ground, and/or other states come to play a
major role in the area.57
In such circumstances, China might face good reasons to avoid predation
entirely and adopt some kind of supportive strategy: doing so would help the
PRC “bid” for U.S. cooperation in managing other actors that might threaten
Chinese security. Indeed, the fact that the United States is comparatively
distant from China and thus relatively less threatening than other prospective
great power challengers means that the United States might be an especially
attractive partner, giving China reasons to keep the United States around as a
great power partner. To borrow from Henry Kissinger, the rise of other states
besides China might therefore help restore “fluidity” to international security,
creating new constraints and opportunities that may push China into reevaluating
the attractiveness of a predatory course.58

Implications for U.S. Strategy
In short, despite concerns a rising China is apt to be a highly predatory, revisionist
state likely to challenge the United States for dominance in East Asia and beyond,
there are good reasons to believe this concern is overstated. If current trends hold,
China may have reasons to try to prey upon the
f and when other
United States, but the real risk of antagonizing
great powers rise,
the United States during a period when the
United States will retain significant capabilities
China may face
to make China pay dearly for aggrandizement
reasons to support
means Chinese predation should remain
limited in scope. Moreover, if and when still
the United States.
other great powers rise—a possibility that
cannot be excluded out of hand—China may
then face reasons to support the United
States and seek U.S. backing against other challengers. In either case, the
United States is playing a strong hand.
More precisely, the different scenarios point to distinct options for the United
States as U.S. policymakers grapple with the strategic changes needed to adjust to
China’s rise. In the first scenario—China as cautious predator—U.S. policymakers
face an obvious incentive to try to deter additional Chinese predation by acquiring
military capabilities to contain Chinese aggrandizement. Prima facie, this might
seem to call for an assertive U.S. strategy to actively contain China. In reality,
however, retaining the ability to impose military costs on China need not mean
an expansive and open-ended arms buildup or coalition-building exercise.
Instead, retaining the ability to impose costs on China could just as well mean
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retaining the ability to “surge” forces into Asia in the event of a crisis, moving offshore and imposing costs on the PRC from afar (e.g., by a blockade), or even positioning tripwire forces around a security perimeter while preparing to mobilize
should China cross that hypothetical line. In fact, the seemingly greater lethality
of modern military technologies compared to previous periods may allow the
United States to retain potent military forces to dissuade Chinese aggrandizement
with reasonably limited investment of blood and treasure. Meanwhile, such costimposing military options carry a further benefit in that they may help the United
States husband its resources for what may be a long-term effort. Although U.S.
policymakers understandably wish to pursue an assertive, forward-leaning strategy
that would maximize U.S. control over events while hemming in China, U.S. ends
may be attainable through other means. More limited forms of engagement may
satisfy American goals.
Conversely, the second scenario—China as self-interested supporter of the
United States—would argue strongly for something akin to restraint or offshore
balancing. In this circumstance, the United States could maximize the likelihood
and scope of Chinese cooperation by taking steps that (1) signal the United States
might well work with the PRC against China’s other competitors and (2) that the
United States is itself not a military threat. Hence, U.S. strategies that reduce the
U.S. role and presence in East Asia would seem to have much to commend them.
Retracting U.S. security commitments and reducing any lingering U.S. military
challenge to China would increase the likelihood that Chinese leaders would conclude the United States is relatively less threatening to China than other great
powers. Fearing the United States might be enticed by another actor, China
may then bid for U.S. cooperation. In short, the U.S. mission in this second scenario is choosing a path that reinforces the incentives a rising China would have to
support the United States—offshore balancing and/or restraint may accomplish
this.
Ultimately, China’s rise is among the most important geopolitical developments in modern world politics. While the shift in the distribution of power portends significant global changes, the implications for the United States loom just
as large. For the first time in a quarter century, the United States is operating in an
environment where another great power’s concerns matter—American relative
power is waning. Facing an adverse power shift, U.S. policymakers and analysts
alike are voicing understandable concerns that a rising China will prove an
inherent and increasingly assertive challenger as its relative strength grows.
Viewed in theoretical and historical context, however, there are actually good
reasons for cautious optimism that a rising China will not prove an all-out predator
eager to push the United States from the great power ranks. In the final analysis,
not only should the United States retain the military capacity to keep Chinese
aggrandizement in check for the foreseeable future, but there may well be future
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shifts in the distribution of power that the United States can exploit to encourage
Chinese support and cooperation. Although U.S. policymakers must be prepared
to adjust the United States’ own strategy to reinforce and exploit these developments, cool calculation rather than undue worry is the solution. China’s rise is problematic, but history and theory both indicate the United States is in a
manageable—and potentially advantageous—position.
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