
  

US-China relations or China-US relations? 
Which nation will dominate the trade war? 

 

 

 
 

Lisa Weekers 

MA Thesis 

North American Studies 

 

Supervisor: Dr. M.G. Valenta 

Second reader: Dr. J.H.H. van den Berk 

 



Weekers | US-China relations or China-US relations? 

 | ii 

ENGELSE TAAL EN CULTUUR  

 

Teacher who will receive this document: Markha Valenta 

Title of document: US-China relations or China-US relations: Which nation will 

dominate the trade war? 

Name of course: MA Thesis  

Date of submission: July 25, 2019  

Words: 23.065 

The work submitted here is the sole responsibility of the undersigned, who has 

neither committed plagiarism nor colluded in its production.  

Signed  

 

 

 

Name of student: Lisa Weekers  

Student number: 4496493  

 

 

 

 

 



Weekers | US-China relations or China-US relations? 

 | iii 

Abstract 
 
This thesis is focused on the recently emerged trade conflict between the United States and 

the People’s Republic of China. The emergence of the conflict is examined on the basis of a 

chronological framework and possible aftermaths of the conflict are explored looking at the 

reasoning of scholars from different schools of thought within the field of international 

relations. In order to get a grasp of the history of the relationship between the two nations, a 

historical overview is composed in the first chapter. The chronological framework continues 

onto the next chapter, where the conflict itself is outlined. Through this outline, one particular 

event is zoomed in on, namely the Huawei ban which president Donald Trump implemented. 

Furthermore, some of the causes are to why the trade war between these influential nations 

emerged are deconstructed. Additionally, the final chapter illustrates three possible scenarios 

based on distinct ideas from realists, liberalists, and constructivists.  

 

Keywords: trade war, United States, China, Donald Trump, Xi Jinping, Huawei ban, 

international relations, economics, realism, liberalism, constructivism 
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Introduction 

In recent years, quite some big noise has been made in the media about the rise of China and 

the consequences this might entail for the position the United States currently embodies in the 

world. What is interesting is to picture how China has managed to grow from a developing 

country where large parts of their population had to live below the poverty line, to one of the 

most powerful nations in the world, challenging the position of the United States. Many facets 

have contributed to their enormous growth, some of which will briefly be mentioned in the 

upcoming paragraphs to sketch a picture of the growth of this nation. 

Various methods are used by scholars to determine which nation is the most powerful. 

One of the methods that are most commonly used by major international organizations is 

measuring a countries’ gross domestic product (GDP) using purchasing power parity (PPP). 

This method is regarded as the “best available starting point for comparisons of economic 

strength and wellbeing between countries” by the CIA (Allison, 10). The International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) has measured China’s PPP and compared this to the United States, 

after which they found that the nation had already surpassed the United States in this regard. 

The nation currently accounts for about 18 percent of the entire world’s GDP, which is in 

stark contrast with the 2 percent China accounted for in 1980 ("World Economic Outlook 

Database"). These numbers in itself are already quite shocking, but there is more to be said 

about China’s economic growth.  

Evan Osnos illustrates in his book Age of Ambition the fact that by the year 2005, 

China was able to build the equivalent of the Rome we know now every two weeks (25). 

Furthermore, Ana Swanson illustrates in her article for the Washington Post that China has 

used more cement in three years, from 2011 up to and including 2013, than the United States 

have used in the entire twentieth century (par. 1). This is primarily caused by the massive 

relocation of more than 20 million Chinese people from the countryside into the cities every 

single year (par. 9), which leads to the growing demand for housing in and roads to the cities, 

and thus to an increasing request for cement (par. 18). These cases are not the only proof of 

China’s capabilities to build substantial constructions in an extremely short period, there are 

many more. A noteworthy example is that of a Chinese firm which managed to build a 

skyscraper comprised of 57 stories in a matter of 19 days (Macguire, par. 1-2). These numbers 

are impressing in itself, but when compared to numbers of US projects, they are even more 

impressing. Allison sheds a light on the contrast between the pace of reconstruction of both 
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nations through the example of bridges. Beijing was namely able to replace the Sanyuan 

Bridge in just 43 hours, whereas the bridge over the Charles River near Harvard – which is 

substantially smaller - has been under construction for four years (14).  

Not only with regard to construction are the Chinese people striving toward becoming 

very influential and powerful, but the government is also enhancing the lives of many 

Chinese. Data from the World Bank on poverty around the world illustrates that the Chinese 

government has managed to curb the number of Chinese who have to live on less than 2 

dollars a day from 66 percent of the population in 1990 to only 0.7 percent in 2015 ("The 

World Bank Data On Poverty"). The Chinese are improving remarkably on virtually every 

aspect they can, and the numbers illustrated above are just a fraction of what this nation has 

accomplished in the past decades.  

Given these figures, it is, therefore, not surprising that a nation that until now has been 

considered the world’s hegemon by many, is fearful of its position. Arguments have been 

made by various scholars in the field of international relations that the United States is 

gradually being surpassed or on the verge of being surpassed by China on several fronts. John 

Ikenberry, for instance, acknowledges the possible fear the United States experiences and 

states that “power transitions are a recurring problem in international relations”, furthermore, 

“declining states [...] fear their loss of control and worry about the security implications of 

their weakened position” (26). The United States fill in the position of the declining states in 

his example.  

The United States is characterized by a concept Robert Kagan refers to as “ideology of 

civilization”, which he describes as a peculiar American tendency to look at the world 

through the lens of civilization (313). In other words, they liked nations that were similar to 

them and they did not like the ones that are different in terms of progress. China has for a long 

time not made quite as much progress as they could, almost three centuries ago and was thus 

disliked by the United States. Despite the fact that this theory stems from after the American 

Civil War had come to an end in 1865, this theory could still be applicable today. China under 

the communist government of Xi Jinping currently still adheres to a completely different 

model when it comes to attaining prosperity and power. However, since a few decades, the 

nation has managed to grow out to be roughly as prosperous and powerful as the United 

States, which has not led to the predicted outcome when taking this theory by Kagan into 

regard. On the contrary, the United States did not start to like China and tensions between the 
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nations even evolved further. The theory presented by Kagan is thus not trustworthy in every 

scenario because it is amiss in this instance as well.  

However, parts of the theory can be applied to the current situation. The structural 

ideological difference between the United States and China is one of the reasons why tensions 

keep rising between the nations. What is important is to keep in mind past events when 

examining incidents in the present. This is what the first chapter of this thesis will provide, an 

overview of the historic relationship between the United States and China. This overview will 

function as a frame of reference to determine where the vagaries are in the relationship 

between the two nations and to determine how the nations have developed over the past seven 

decades. In order to establish a better understanding of the current relationship between the 

two nations and examine what the future has in store for them, it is crucial to visualize their 

past encounters with and policies toward one another. Both explicit and implicit events are 

analyzed and highlighted from the Chinese as well as the American perspective.  

 The second chapter will be dedicated to the course of the trade conflict which has 

emerged between the two nations since last year. Specific measures and consequences thereof 

will be examined, which will offer an idea of how the tensions concerning the trade war 

developed over this short timeframe. Furthermore, a close-up of one specific event of the 

trade war between the United States and China will shed a light on the implications this war 

has, not only the businesses but also on consumers from both nations. Lastly, additional 

economic theories will be provided to understand some of the accusations the United States 

has made toward China, which are claimed to be the reason for the emergence of the trade 

war by the American government.  

 The last chapter will be devoted to examining a set of theories by different scholars to 

determine how this conflict will culminate. Here, schools of thought will be analyzed and 

their implications on this particular relationship will be deconstructed. A variety of scenarios 

with regard to the future relationship between superpowers China and the United States have 

been put into words by diverse scholars of different disciplines. The findings of key 

individuals in the field of US-China relations will be examined and compared in order to form 

a comprehensive picture of what the future might have in store for the two nations. It is 

crucial to keep in mind that every perspective has its limitations and shortcomings, therefore, 

each of the scenarios should be considered and none of them should be excluded.  
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The rise of China has caused some serious tensions between the two nations and since 

last year, these tensions eventually rose to a level in which a trade conflict emerged. This 

thesis will address the question of what the causes of this trade war are, what the course of 

this trade war looks like, and what the possible outcomes of it are. Because the conflict is 

persisting at the time of writing, there is no certainty about how the conflict will terminate. 

Nonetheless, it is crucial to be informed about what transpires between two of the most 

powerful nations the world knows. 
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Chapter 1 : Historical Overview of US-China Relations since 1949 

As is widely reported in the media and in academia, the United States and China have a rich 

history and embody a complex and rocky relationship. These two nations represent 

completely different ideologies and perspectives, which is one of the causes of their rocky 

relationship. The United States can be characterized by adhering to an open and competitive 

market economy, whereas China is known for its support of a more communist approach, 

even though they currently prefer to refer to their economic structure as “socialism with 

Chinese characteristics (for the new era)”. The latter structure is their self-proclaimed 

distinctive economic system in which state-owned enterprises and private businesses are 

coexisting (Garnaut et al., 64). Despite this slight move towards the more western idea of an 

open or free market economy, the distinctions and discrepancies between the nations are still 

substantial.  

In order to understand the relationship between the United States and China as it is 

now, a basic understanding of their mutual allegiance or lack thereof is essential. The 

emergence and the course of their relationship will be displayed in this chapter through a 

historical overview. This historical overview does not stand alone, in order to draw a 

complete picture, an interdisciplinary approach is necessary. This is why scholars from 

diverging backgrounds, as is summed up in the upcoming section, are crucial to determine 

which events play a pivotal role in shaping the relationship and the current dispute between 

the United States and China. Various significant events are discussed with respect to their 

economic ties, political perspectives towards one another, and military conflicts that were of 

influence on their relationship. Furthermore, key political figures and economic or social 

institutions on behalf of both nations will be evaluated. The question that needs to be 

answered throughout the paper is concerned with the trade war between these two nations that 

is – during the process of writing - still taking shape. A trade war does not arise out of the 

blue and the events preceding it are thus significant when analyzing a conflict like this. 

However, due to the length of the paper, this historical overview covers seven decades, from 

1949 until now – 2019. Through these seven decades, the most essential years are 

incorporated with regard to the changing nature of the relationship and the fluctuating 

tensions between the United States and China.  

 



Weekers | US-China relations or China-US relations? 

 | 6 

1.1 Short Literary Overview  

Scholars from different academic backgrounds have offered their opinions on topics relating 

to the reformation of China, the hegemonic position of the United States, and the evolution 

and developments in the relationship between these two very influential nations. Reports are 

taken into account in this overview in order to draw a timeline representative of valuable 

events that have taken place. Examples of such reports is one by the US-China Policy 

Foundation, written by Erin Monroe, this report serves as a source of relevant information on 

historical events which ought to be zoomed in on. Another timeline that is used for generating 

a thorough outline of US-Sino relations since 1949 is composed by Zissis et al.  

Scholars with an economic background provide distinctive views toward the topics 

presented. Dutch economics professor for the University of Amsterdam Michael Ellman 

provides insights on economic reforms that have shaped China to the nation it has become in 

his article Economic reform in China. The same can be concluded about Malcolm Warner, in 

his paper Economic reforms, industrial relations and human resources in the People’s 

Republic of China: an overview. Both of these economics’ professors analyze the 

development of China’s economic growth by looking at the reformations that were 

implemented by amongst others Deng Xiaoping. Furthermore, Peter Ferdinand administers 

some compelling observations of the way China’s tremendous growth has taken shape, 

particularly arguing that this was the case because of two major policies, the China dream and 

the ‘one belt, one road’ initiative. These insights are crucial to take into account because the 

role China has obtained in the world nowadays is to a large degree thanks to their economic 

progression over the past decades. The economic position and growth of China can, therefore, 

not be excluded from a complete historical overview of the relations between the United 

States and China. The perspectives of for instance influential realist scholar Graham Allison 

are offered, his insights are fueled by realism and he compares patterns from the past and 

applies them to the situation which has occurred now between the United States and China. 

He bases his arguments primarily on ancient Greek historian Thucydides, however, some 

consider his ideas too narrow. This thought is shared by political science scholar Naná de 

Graaff and global political economics’ scholar Bastiaan van Apeldoorn, who argue that there 

are considerably more alternatives than those presented by Allison.   

International relations experts are key within this historical overview as well, because 

they deliver an excellent understanding of how the political climate between different nations 

and the rest of the world is established at a particular moment in time. Nicolas R. Lardy is one 
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of the key individuals who is able to distinguish the different interests of the United States and 

China. Furthermore, International relations scholar Amitai Etzioni questions the decision to 

make China a responsible stakeholder, and thus offers a critical perspective toward this nation 

on the rise. Works from experts in the field of US-China relations have been examined for 

this chapter, both with Chinese backgrounds and American backgrounds. Jia Qingguo is an 

example of such an expert, he has degrees and experiences from universities all around the 

globe and he is specialized in the relationship between the two nations at stake. He takes into 

account economic, historical, and political aspects and is able to draw on those aspects to 

form an opinion on the past and make statements about possible future scenarios. He 

addresses fundamental changes to the relationship between the two nations in his article 

Closer and more balanced: China-US relations in transition. Fundamental changes in the 

relationship between the United States and China are also addressed by Richard C. Bush in 

his article for the Brookings Institute called The future of US-China relations in the light of 

domestic developments, where he analyzes and compares both world leaders Trump and Xi 

and shapes an opinion on how the future will play out after considering the recent 

developments.  

 

1.2 The Chinese Revolution 

1949 was a pivotal year in the relationship between the United States and China. It was the 

year when the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was established by the leader of the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) Mao Zedong on October 1 (Bottelier, xviii). This day, the Nationalist 

government of Chiang Kai-shek, that was in power at the time, was defeated and Chiang and 

his adherents fled to Taiwan, which was then declared the Republic of China (ROC) (Nacht, 

41). Because the United States had already build bonds with the Nationalist government 

during the Second World War when Japan tried to invade China, they were supportive of 

Chiang and the displacement of his government to Taipei as well, which is a reason for the 

troubled relationship between the United States and mainland China (Zissis et al., par. 1). The 

United States did not even recognize the People’s Republic of China. 

Nevertheless, the defeat of the Nationalists and the victory of the Communist Party 

was widely celebrated by large part of the Chinese people. The general consensus was that the 

so-called ‘century of humiliation’ (bainian guochi) had come to an end. For more than a 

hundred years, from the first Opium War in 1839 until the end of the Chinese Civil War in 
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1949, the Chinese people faced foreign invasion, shrinking of their territorial control, civil 

war, and economic despair (Kaufman, 2). The latter was partly due to the incompetent and 

corrupt government that used to be in charge. People were, therefore, in desperate need for 

change, which was provided to them by the new government who promised to do the opposite 

and bring about unity, peace, pride, and prosperity. They ensured vindication, starting with 

their first major legislation which made women formally equal to men (Li, 31-32). This was 

already a crucial break-through and their loyalty towards their people was demonstrated. 

Furthermore, the communists organized people into work-units, which provided healthcare, 

housing, employment, and education (Williams, 1997). This not only ensured growing 

prosperity for the Chinese population, but it also enabled the government to monitor the exact 

moves of these people.  

Despite the fact that the ‘century of humiliation’ is never forgotten, one specific idea 

has stuck with most Chinese people throughout their history, which is the very name of their 

nation. The Chinese word for China is Zhong Guo, which can be translated as “Middle 

Kingdom”, whereas the general consensus among ‘us westerners’ might be that this would 

refer to their geographical location, the actual meaning of the translation is “all that lies 

between heaven and earth” (Allison, 109), referring to the superior position they place 

themselves in. Because of their retention to this particular phrase, the Chinese people have 

recovered from their century of humiliation and grew stronger and more persistent to become 

powerful as a nation again after these shameful hundred years had come to an end (Kaufman, 

4-5).  

 

1.3 The First Armed Conflict 

A little less than a year after the communists took over China’s governance, the Korean War 

broke out when South Korea was invaded by the North Korean People’s Army on June 25, 

1950 (Zissis et al., par. 2). Yet another encounter between the People’s Republic of China and 

the United States occurred where they were on opposite sides. However, this was the first 

armed conflict between both nations (Nacht, 42). China was supportive of the North, which 

was led by communists and the United States, along with the United Nations backed South 

Korean troops. On behalf of the United Nations, several nations sent their troops to the 

battlegrounds on the Korean peninsula, led by US army general Douglas MacArthur. The 

original division of the 38th parallel was crossed after three months of fighting and MacArthur 
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strived further up north, heading towards the Yalu River, which is indicative of the border 

between China and North Korea. Despite frequent warnings from amongst others Chinese 

propaganda, MacArthur would not stop his mission to unify Korea, mostly because he did not 

expect the nation to be able to pose a real threat. This stream of thought backfired and in a 

surprise attack on the beginning of November, they found out that the Chinese army was 

fighting back and was actually victorious in beating the UN forces back to the 38th parallel 

(Allison, 156-157).  

Only after three years and four million casualties, China, North Korea, and the United 

Nations reached an agreement and signed a corresponding armistice, without a real victor. 

This conflict again shows the opposing political systems which the two nations adhere to and 

which they fully endorse. On the one hand, there is China, a nation which would back 

virtually any nation that embraces communism and, on the other hand, is the United States, 

which tries to suppress these nations and spread democracy instead.  

The Korean War had not even come to an end when yet another struggle between the 

two nations surfaced involving the communist PRC and the ‘democratic’, US-backed ROC in 

the Taiwan Strait, which is the water between mainland China and Taiwan. This water 

channel encompasses a significant number of islands, most of which were of considerable 

value for both the PRC and the ROC, because of their strategic geographical proximity to 

both nations. Despite their support for the ROC, “American officials were prepared to let PRC 

forces cross the Strait and defeat Chiang” (United States Department of State, par. 3) in late 

1949 and early 1950. However, after the Korean War had emerged in June that year, the 

United States knew it had to prevent the conflict from spreading south and thus sent its 

Seventh Fleet to the Taiwan Strait to offer protection (par. 3). This, of course, aroused a lot of 

criticism and anger among Chinese communists, who, in turn, relocated units of their troops 

who were prepared for invading Taiwan. It was not until after the United States withdrew its 

Seventh Fleet from the Strait, that a crisis further developed and some of the most prominent 

islands – Jinmen, Mazu, and Dachen - were bombarded (par. 4). In order to assure US 

protection of Jinmen and Mazu, Chiang withdrew his troops from Dachen, because this was 

more or less a lost cause in terms of ability to defend. The PRC continued to bomb the 

remaining two islands in 1958 and US President Eisenhower decided to re-supply ROC 

garrisons on these islands, which ensured the end of the bombardments. Eventually, after 

years of on and off bombing, the ROC and PRC reached an agreement to let the issue rest for 

the time being and fight about it another time (United States Department of State, par. 8).  
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1.4 A Mutual Enemy Can Lead to an Unexpected Alliance 

More than a decade later, the Chinese government under Mao faced another, unexpected 

enemy, the Soviet Union. Even though the two nations adhere to similar principles of 

communism, they fell over their dissenting views with regard to their ideology, security 

methods, and their industrialization policies (Zissis et al., par. 6). Tensions in the Sino-Soviet 

conflict peaked in the late 1960s over a set of minor incidents along the Ussuri River which is 

located in Siberia and marks their contested border. Mao felt threatened by the increasing 

Soviet troops, because according to him, they were on the move along the border area 

(Kuisong, 23). Both nations were responding to one another by expanding their military 

power, which fed the idea of an emerging war. Even though the Soviet Union was 

significantly stronger in terms of nuclear power – China had only started building its nuclear 

arsenal in 1964 – they were too scared to use them because of warnings from the United 

States (Allison, 157-158). More than a hundred casualties later, the People’s Republic of 

China and the Soviet Union decided to preserve the status quo. Nevertheless, the ties that 

these nations had previously built, came crashing down, which led to a peculiar, unforeseen 

consequence. The Soviet Union had namely replaced the United States as China’s most 

prominent enemy and biggest threat. It also generated the opportunity for former enemies 

Washington and Beijing to start interfering with one another in a more positive setting, which 

laid a foundation for an eventual Sino-American rapprochement (Kuisong, 41).  

Feeding into this growing rapprochement between the two nations is something called 

the Ping-Pong Diplomacy. On April 6, 1971, the first Americans were permitted access to 

China since Mao had implemented the communist regime, among these, were members of the 

US national ping-pong team and journalists accompanying them (MacMillan, 179). In July of 

that same year, Henry Kissinger – who was Secretary of State at that time – secretly visited 

China, which ultimately led to the recognition of the People’s Republic of China by the 

United Nations. This meant that the seat in the permanent Security Council which was 

previously filled in by Chiang’s Republic of China was from then on being granted to the 

Mao’s People’s Republic of China (Zissis et al., par. 7). When President Richard Nixon 

visited China, he arranged meetings with Mao after which the Shanghai Communiqué was 

signed with China’s first premier Zhou Enlai in February 1972. This communiqué enabled 

and allowed the two nations to discuss challenging issues like Taiwan (Nacht, 42). Nixon 

desired to improve ties with China in order to diminish the aggression that was rooted in their 
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behavior. However, he “does not place the blame for China’s threatening behavior on its 

communist regime. Instead, aggression is the result of isolation” (Bush, par. 19). Furthermore, 

he aimed to make the nation move away from its imperial ambitions and rather have them 

focus on the domestic problems which they were facing like their economy. One important 

aspect in improving their economic status, according to Nixon, was opening up their economy 

to the rest of the world. He was quoted saying “If you, China, stop threatening your 

neighbors, we, the United States, will help grow your economy” (Bush, par. 19). Apart from 

China, the United States would benefit from opening up the nation immensely. Prior to this 

important visit from Nixon to Beijing, the two nations were almost completely independent 

from one another amongst others because of their lack of conversations and isolationist 

policies (Qingguo, 21). Nevertheless, Nixon did not succeed to establish a deal with Mao in 

opening up his nation, rather it was Jimmy Carter who settled this deal in January 1979 with 

Chinese Vice Premier Deng Xiaoping, the successor of Mao after he dies in 1976 (Carter, par. 

1).  

After their initial conversations regarding the establishment of the deal to open up 

China to the rest of the world instead of adhering to isolationist policies, the two nations 

started to grow closer together. Primarily their interdependence on an economical level has 

grown throughout the years, especially since China adopted its policy of openness and reform 

during the beginning of 1979 under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping. At this time, leaders 

like Deng regarded Singapore as their example in terms of both economic and political 

development (Allison, 5). Deng organized a new political structure in which leaders of the 

CCP started to introduce several methods of economic reform from these years onward. The 

first changes with regard to their policies concerned primarily the opening up of China as 

mentioned at the beginning of this paragraph, but they also included moving away from the 

agricultural collectivization (Ellman, 423) and allowing businesses to develop in the nation 

(Garnaut et al., 32).  

Even though this might seem like a rosy picture, the CCP was still actively involved in 

almost all of the businesses and a vast majority of the industries continued to be completely 

state-owned. These state-owned enterprises (SOEs) are also referred to as ‘owned by the 

whole people’ (Warner, 200), which is illustrative of the principles of portraying their entire 

nation as one collective. But the cooperation expanded further than just on an economical 

level after China opened up, the relationship namely also started to comprise for instance 

education and cultural exchanges (Qingguo, 23). In the years that followed, the economic and 
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social reforms continued to take shape. These major reforms, however, also led to the need for 

reforms with regard to the Chinese ideology and adjustments were necessary for the Chinese 

people to be able to thrive in this new environment (Baijia, 66-67). Garnaut et al clearly 

illustrate this in their statement that “it required the accumulation of new knowledge and 

wisdom in a billion Chinese minds, as people learned to do new things in an economic and 

social world that was fundamentally changed” (33).  

 

1.5 Darker Times for US-China relations 

However, this period of the national flourishing was abruptly disrupted by what we now know 

as the Tiananmen Square massacre. After more than a decade of friendly relations with China, 

the government of the United States and a great deal of the US population was shocked by the 

cruel incidents that occurred on June 3, 1989, on the Tiananmen Square (Vogel, 5). When 

thousands of students protested against the corruption they experienced from the communist 

regime and urged the government to make democratic reforms, they are faced with the CCP’s 

People’s Liberation Army (PLA) attacking them and clearing the square. Hundreds of these 

students are left dead after this horrifying massacre. The US government immediately 

imposes economic sanctions on Beijing and freezes military sales to the nation (Zissis et al., 

par. 11). In the aftermath of these events, the Chinese, under Deng adhere to the principles of 

the tao guang yang hui doctrine. Through this doctrine China is expected to “coldly observe, 

secure our positions, cope calmly, conceal our capabilities and bide our time, keep a low 

profile, never take the lead and make a contribution” (Ferdinand, 941) in terms of foreign 

policy. Deng aimed to refrain from taking on international burdens or accountabilities and 

quietly continue to develop as a nation (De Graaff, and Van Apeldoorn, 117). China, at the 

time, did not want to be perceived as prominent and develop quietly in order to achieve the 

best growth possible and without the interference of other nations. After the Tiananmen 

Square incident of 1989, China’s international reputation was thus considerably damaged, 

“and with the daunting task of sustaining a population of more than 1.1 billion with an annual 

GDP per capita of about US$300, [which the nation had established until that period in time,] 

the focus was on domestic economic development and reform aimed at establishing a socialist 

market economy” (De Graaff, and Van Apeldoorn, 117).  

The years that followed were characterized by the already familiar pattern in Sino-

American relations, that of a rocky path. One of the controversial issues between these nations 
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that made their relationship rougher was the deportation and imprisonment of prominent 

dissidents by the Chinese government. An example of such a dissident who was imprisoned 

for his political conviction was Wei Jingsheng. From 1979 until September 1993, he was 

locked up and only released as a means to win over the world for supporting Beijing in their 

bid to host the Olympic Games in 2000 (Tyler, par. 1-3). After this release of Wei, President 

Bill Clinton initiated a policy of so-called ‘constructive engagement’ with China, with which 

he aimed to promote economic as well as political ties, while simultaneously insisting on 

working towards democracy, open markets, and human rights (Blitzer, par. 4). However, after 

they lost the ability to host the Olympic Games, Wei was imprisoned again (Chen, and 

Huang, par. 4). Angered by the constant change in the treatment of Wei and another dissident 

who was arrested after participating in the Tiananmen Square protest called Wang Dan, 

Clinton arranges the release of them, after which Beijing deports them to the United States 

(Knowlton, par. 3-4).  

The strict policing that the Communist Party enforces clearly illustrates the path that 

they are striving for, they do not tolerate dissenting opinions toward their regime. The people 

who do this, like Wei and Wang are exiled either to another nation, a prison, or suppressed 

through violence – like the protesters on Tiananmen Square. The United States officials find 

themselves in a challenging position at this point: on the one hand, they strongly oppose the 

politics that are executed by the Communist Party and their government (Knowlton, par. 8), 

and on the other hand, they want to befriend this nation in order to ensure the flourishing of 

their own nation. Therefore, in the meantime, official visits are arranged between the leaders 

of the two nations (par. 4), in which they are also able to discuss controversial topics again 

like Taiwan.  

 In May 1999, the Sino-American relations are brought to a precarious state again when 

NATO – the North Atlantic Treaty Organization – droped several bombs on the Chinese 

embassy in Belgrade in “its campaign against Serbian forces occupying Kosovo” (Zissis et 

al., par. 14). NATO declared that they intended to put a stop to the atrocities against ethnic 

Albanians in this region that were committed by President Slobodan Milosevic’s forces. 

Speculations and serious debates have been ongoing about whether or not this event was 

deliberate on behalf of NATO and the United States. The vast majority of Chinese population 

supporting the communist government strongly believe that the strikes were designed and 

meant to convey a message, whereas American government officials deny these accusations 

vigorously (Tanaka, 27). US officials claimed that the CIA had used an old map to locate their 
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original target, the FDSP, which was the Yugoslav Federal Directorate for Supply and 

Procurement. Due to the fact that this map was outdated and the use of imprecise navigation 

techniques, they missed their initial target and hit the Chinese embassy instead (Ponniah, and 

Marinkovic, par. 27-31). This explanation, however, was not perceived by China as very 

convincing and suspicions thus prevailed. Chinese officials have not been completely honest 

with regard to this issue either, given the fact that they withheld the formal apology by 

President Clinton from their people to cause even more outrage among them toward the 

United States (Qingguo 2004, 180). The real answer to this question will never be presented 

and speculations will remain, however, we can be certain about one thing with regard to this 

unfortunate event. The site now symbolizes China’s “national humiliation and tragedy at the 

hands of the West” (Ponniah, and Marinkovic, par. 85), which they have altered and will 

become Europe’s biggest Chinese cultural center, the latter is illustrative of the rebirth of 

China, a nation that is now able to compete with the United States as a superpower (Ponniah, 

and Marinkovic, par. 86). This statement will be discussed more thoroughly in the upcoming 

chapters.  

 

1.6 Some Positive Developments 

After the Chinese embassy bombing in 1999, the United States was able to turn around its 

relationship status with China again, by shedding a more positive light on their bonds. 

President Clinton namely signed the US-China Relations Act of 2000 on October 10 that year 

(Zissis et al., par. 15), which allocated permanent normal trade relations to China (CBS News, 

par. 1). This was not only beneficial for China, who was admitted to the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) in 2001 after signing the bill, rather, it was also a positive influx for US 

companies (Qingguo 2004, 180). Of course, China had to comply with particular standards of 

the WTO in order to be admitted, meaning they had to make particular adjustments to meet 

the prescribed trade standards (Monroe, par. 40). From this point onward, China was not 

ought to undergo an annual review of its trade status by and with the United States anymore. 

Because of the removal of this review, trade between the nations was more smoothened and 

straightforward. Furthermore, the Act stimulated to “place a floor on the broader bilateral 

relationship, which continues to face critical challenges on security issues, stemming largely 

from tensions between China and Taiwan, and on human rights issues” (Lardy, par. 2). 
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 The relationship between the two nations, however fragile, needed a proper 

foundation and the improvement of trade relations is a good start in order to (re)build each 

other’s trust. Acts like these improve the economic position of both nations because their 

range of trade partners widens. This Act was a significant step in the stimulation of trade 

between the two nations, as can be illustrated through the following numbers. From 1980 to 

2004, the trade between the United States and China increases from $5 billion to $231 billion, 

which amounts to an expansion of more than forty-six times as much in 2004. The trade 

between the nations continued to grow and China managed to surpass Mexico in 2006 as the 

second-biggest trade partner of the United States, right behind Canada (Zissis et al., par. 15). 

Their favorable position in terms of economic growth kept on developing.  

 In his speech in September 2005 initiates Deputy Secretary of State Robert B. Zoellick 

a dialogue with Beijing and acknowledges that they should be addressed as an emerging 

power. He appoints the nation to function as a so-called ‘responsible stakeholder’, in which it 

can use its authority to attract nations who are perceived as deviating from the international 

standards – according to the western world - such as North Korea, Sudan, and Iran, into the 

international system. Amitai Etzioni, in his work for the Royal Institute of International 

Affairs, describes the concept of ‘stakeholder’ in this sense as members of a particular 

community who are entitled to a variety of rights, that at the same time carry responsibilities 

for the common good (540). Throughout his speech, Zoellick prescribes a significant number 

of changes China would have to adhere to with regard to its domestic and foreign policies in 

order to function properly in its role as ‘responsible stakeholder’. This way, the United States 

would be able to enact influence over these nations and keep an eye out on them (Zissis et al., 

par. 17). Some critics might even argue that Zoellick essentially asked China to fill in 

America’s role in this context as the ‘peacekeeper’ of the world (Etzioni, 540). This is the 

same year, 2005, when Pyongyang bolted during the Six-Party Talks (SPT), an event which 

was designed to constrain North Korea’s nuclear ambitions. The talks commenced in August 

2003 and terminated (permanently) in December 2008 (Buszynski, 1-2). The six nations 

which were participating in this attempt to terminate Pyongyang’s nuclear program were 

China, the United States, Russia, Japan, South Korea, and of course, North Korea. China was 

able to fulfill its role as ‘responsible stakeholder’ in 2006 after North Korea conducted its first 

nuclear tests after all. Beijing ensured that Pyongyang was willing to come back to the 

negotiating table. This did not last too long, however, because North Korea walked away 

from the negotiations again, after which Kim Jong-Un resumed testing their missiles late 2012 
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and early 2013. Ever since the talks have ended, Beijing has tried to relaunch mediation with 

the nation, without any success yet (Bajoria, and Xu, par. 1-2).  

 

 

1.7 ‘Peaceful Rise’ 
Developments with regard to China’s military spending are announced in March 2007, When 

Xi declared that their budget was going to be expanded by 18 percent for that year, which 

amounts to a total of more than $45 billion. This is an average of three percent more than the 

preceding years, which were faced with a 15 percent increase from 1990 to 2005 each year 

(Zissis et al., par. 18). From this point onward, the budget for the military kept on expanding 

exponentially. The United States is concerned with these numbers, keeping in mind that the 

country’s goal was actually that of a ‘peaceful rise’. Liao Xilong, who is China’s head of the 

military’s General Logistics Department, tries to dispute the US way of reasoning by stating 

that this increase in its spending is used to implement improved training and boost the salaries 

for soldiers, all to “protect national security and territorial integrity” (Cody, par. 12). 

Furthermore, Jian Enzhu, who is the spokesman for the Chinese Parliament, supported Liao’s 

statement by declaring that “China’s limited armed forces are totally for the purpose of 

safeguarding independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity, […] China will not pose a 

threat to any country” (Lague, par. 11).  

It is not odd for Liao to claim that they should not be perceived as a threat, because 

this perfectly ties in with the previously mentioned tao guang yang hui doctrine, which is 

intended to keep a low profile. Nevertheless, serious increases in military spending like China 

has enforced during these years ask for raised eyebrows among other nations. American 

foreign security experts even claim that Beijing lacks transparency and that its defense 

spending is not accurate, rather it is two or even three times the figure that was officially 

announced. The accusations made by the United States are refuted by China who insists that 

this nation is aiming to denigrate Beijing and that it was distorting the facts (Lague, par. 6, 14-

15). 

 Not only the military benefits from Chinese spending, the United States itself 

experiences amelioration in terms of their economic ties with China. This can be visualized 

through the fact that China surpasses Japan in terms of becoming the largest keeper of US 

treasuries, amounting to approximately $600 billion in September 2008. The interdependency 
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on the two nations grew to become more and more in undeniable with regard to their 

economies (Zissis et al., par. 19). Their mutual dependence is even more apparent when the 

financial crisis emerges in the United States, after which it hits China as well. In one of his 

conversations with Liu He - who is Xi Jinping’s economic advisor - realist Graham Allison 

recalls conversing about this global financial crisis that arose on Wall Street. Liu declares that 

instead of losing confidence in its nation, China’s confidence grew because of this crisis. 

They were, namely, the only economy out of the world’s largest economies who managed to 

deal with the crisis and the subsequent Great Recession and were able to continue to grow 

during and after, meaning that they did not fall into negative growth like the other major 

economies (Allison, 118).  

Two years later, right after the summer in August 2010, Beijing manages to become 

the second largest economy in the world, right behind the United States (Zissis et al., par. 20). 

Again, they surpass Japan in this context. Undoubtedly, this is a consequence of China’s 

persistent growth throughout the global financial crisis. Companies there did not have to 

recover from major depressions with regard to their economic status, which a large number of 

companies in other countries around the world did experience. Speculations have been 

circling ever since as to whether – and if so, when – the Chinese economy will even outgrow 

the economy of the United States, which might come sooner rather than later.  

This will be discussed more thoroughly in the upcoming chapters, most crucial 

objective to take from the preceding paragraph, for now, is that China’s economy is boosting 

at this point in time in 2010, even surpassing nations like Japan. Beijing is slowly creeping 

towards the United States as well, the latter feel uncomfortable knowing that there are 

chances of being swapped from their ‘thrown’. A large part of the American society has said 

to be insecure about the implications that are brought about by China’s rise, which can result 

in major changes to the world as well as its current liberal order (Qingguo, 29).  

 An additional major influence on US-China relations is the renewed leadership in 

China in November 2012. This was filled in by Xi Jinping as the nations’ chairman of the 

Central Military Commission, the Communist Party general secretary, and in March 2013 he 

became state president (Ferdinand, 944). With the change in president, came the change in 

foreign policy strategies and China moved away from tao guang yang hui, the keeping of a 

low profile, towards fen fa you wei, which is something along the lines of ‘striving for 

achievement’. Furthermore, one of his most predominant aims for the country is the creation 
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of a supportive environment for the national ‘rejuvenation’ of China (De Graaff, and Van 

Apeldoorn, 117-118). Despite the claim that they want to strive for achievement, Xi has also 

been clear in his emphasis on peaceful development with regard to other nations, and he has 

made claims in for instance his Governance of China from 2014, that he is in favor of 

promoting cooperative patterns between nations, in which each can profit from mutual 

benefits (119-120).  

Since Xi’s presidency, the nation has adopted a significantly more proactive role in the 

world, and they have participated in and established an extensive range of economic and 

institutional initiatives, with two in particular that ought to be mentioned. Additionally, they 

have endorsed a forceful and assertive military posture. The first of those – for China – 

fundamental initiatives is the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ or ‘One Belt One Road’ (OBOR), 

which is focused on establishing a dense infrastructure network which entails over sixty 

countries in various continents (Ferdinand, 950). This network does not only encompass 

classic infrastructure like airports, highways, ports, and fast railroads, it also comprises power 

transmission lines, pipelines, and fiber-optic cables throughout Eurasia (Allison, 23). The 

underlying premise of this initiative was for China to be able to project its power in the 

nations which were covered through this network. This enabled a shift in geostrategic power 

towards Asia, and more specifically China (Allison, 125). And the second initiative is the 

Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) was founded in 2015 as a complementation to 

the World Bank, which, according to Xi, was unbalanced and outdated in terms of the 

distribution of voting power (De Graaff, and Van Apeldoorn, 118-119). China no longer 

wanted to adhere to the western principles that were ruling the already established Bretton 

Woods institutions like the World Bank, because China disagreed with the unfair veto right at 

the hands of the United States. After word came out about the creation of this Chinese 

equivalent, fifty-seven nations signed up to join the institution before it was even launched, 

including a significant number of US allies like Great Britain (Allison, 22). This large number 

of nations is illustrative of the magnitude of the AIIB, however, it should be noted that the 

World Bank is still the leading player between the two.  

Another interesting concept that emerged throughout the last decades of Chinese 

history is that of the ‘Chinese Dream’. This concept was initiated by Li Junru, the then deputy 

head of the CCP Central Party School and this particular concept can be seen as the basis for 

the two preceding initiatives that were discussed. In his strive towards a ‘rich and powerful’ 

nation, he explicitly mentioned the influence of the CCP on the collective growth of the 
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nation. Peter Ferdinand expresses that Li was implicitly concerned with building up China’s 

role in the world, but his priority was on the desire for economic development and boosting 

the living standards of the Chinese people (942-943). Xi can be quoted stating that “the China 

dream is the inner meaning of upholding and developing socialism with Chinese 

characteristics” (Ferdinand, 946). This notion of socialism with Chinese characteristics as 

mentioned in the introduction of this chapter refers to the SOEs and private businesses being 

able to develop in China by each other’s side in a peaceful manner. This ties in with China’s 

slowly shifting tendency towards a more liberal or western economy as will be discussed in 

the upcoming chapters.  

The dream is primarily meant to support the vision of the Communist Party and is thus 

not the dream of the Chinese people, but rather a dream adhering to what the CCP wants 

(Ferdinand, 943). Contrary to this preceding view provided by Peter Ferdinand, Graham 

Allison suggests in his 2017 book Destined for War that “the deepest aspiration of over a 

billion Chinese citizens is to make their nation not only rich, but also powerful” (xviii-xix). 

By comparison, he claims that the Chinese people themselves aspire the “China Dream” as 

well, rather than the CCP only. Later in the book, he complements his claim that these vast 

amounts of Chinese yearn for China to be a rich, powerful, and respected nation (109). But he 

also paints the picture of ‘Xi’s China Dream’, which is illustrative of the notion that it is truly 

his incentives that are at the core of this prospect (108). Regardless of who is supportive of 

the China Dream apart from president Xi, his actions aimed at achieving this dream are what 

matter most in considering changes and patterns in US-China relations. This dream has 

reactivated US officials to not lose sight of China’s developments in various respects which 

the dream means to improve. Various influential scholars like Graham Allison, Robert Kagan, 

and Amitav Acharya even warn for the potential change in the world order in their works, 

where China might outgrow the United States and become the world’s hegemon.  

 The preceding paragraphs serve as a historical chronological framework based on 

insights of scholars from various disciplines who illustrate the rocky relationship between the 

two nations that are opposite sides of the specter in many respects, but especially in terms of 

politics, economics, and military objectives. What must have become clear from this passage 

which offered a historical overview of Sino-American relations over the past seven decades, 

is that over the course of the years, there were several points in time which have made the 

relationship between the two nations challenging and doubts about the other’s intentions were 

raised. Nevertheless, these doubts were always swayed away or assuaged, and their bargains 
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were restored and reaffirmed (Bush, par. 21). A question can be posed in this regard on 

whether or not this will prevail in the future. Historian Richard C. Bush describes the 

relationship between the two nations in accordance with a pattern of interaction that he has 

identified over the years as ‘mutual strategic hedging’, in which neither side has completely 

trusted the other and its intentions, however the mutual benefits of cooperation weighed more 

than the trust and the hope for positive outcomes prevailed (par. 22). Numerous scholars – 

who are mentioned in the introduction of this chapter - besides Bush have also dedicated their 

research to what the future of the relationship between these two nations has in store for us. A 

large variety of perspectives are established by these scholars and different methods have 

been used to analyze events. When looking at patterns that are present in both of their ways of 

governance and policy-making, a clear picture can be drawn as to what might happen next. As 

we have seen throughout this chapter, tensions between the two nations have risen numerous 

times. However, they have never reached the point which is reached now; serious conflicts 

with regard to their trade relations. The clashes between two of the most influential 

individuals that are currently alive with regard to their economic ties will be further examined 

in the upcoming chapters.  
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Chapter 2 : The Current US-China Trade Conflict 

As has been widely reported on by the media, the United States and China currently find 

themselves engaged in a trade war since mid-2018. This trade conflict is characterized by a lot 

of tariffs and retaliatory measures back and forth. One of the recent developments of the trade 

war which these two nations are waging is Trump’s Huawei ban, which is a ban on one of the 

world’s biggest company in telecommunications devices that has been established in one of 

China’s fastest growing areas, Shenzhen, in 1987. Throughout this chapter, this ban will be 

explored and explained in order to get a better grip on and understanding of what the trade 

war entails. However, before this specific consequence of the trade war can be examined, the 

occurrence of the conflict itself should be clarified as well as some major causes and results of 

the trade barriers from both nations. In order to understand this so-called trade war, some key 

principles should be addressed as well.  

The chapter will start off by exploring the reason why the city of Shenzhen has turned 

out to be as powerful. The expansion of areas like Shenzhen have allowed the rest of the 

nation to develop and cultivate as well. The rapid growth of China, as mentioned in the 

introduction of this thesis, can be seen as a dagger in the economic heart of the United States. 

Fearful as they were that another nation like China would surpass their economic hegemony 

and their powerful position in the world, the United States, under President Donald Trump, 

had to do something about China’s rise and prevent this nation from taking over their superior 

position. Shenzhen could thus be regarded as a smaller example of how the entire nation 

managed to grow as rapid and prosperous as they did. After this city is briefly examined, the 

events which shape the trade war are chronologically listed in order to get a clear overview of 

what has happened from the beginning of the trade war until now, June 2019. After laying out 

all of the measures both sides have taken during this conflict until now, one of these measures 

on the side of the United States, an executive order issued by President Trump to ban US 

companies from doing business with Huawei on May 15 this year, will be zoomed in on as a 

case study. Afterward, an explanation as to why the United States initiated the trade war in the 

first place will be offered using several economic scholars as references. And lastly, some 

concluding words of this chapter will be displayed, and this trade war will be briefly 

compared to a previous case where the United States imposed sanctions on another Asian 

nation out of fear of them outgrowing the United States as well in terms of economic 

prosperity and power.  



Weekers | US-China relations or China-US relations? 

 | 22 

 

2.1 Short Literary Overview 

Various scholars have dedicated their work to analyzing the current economic tensions 

between the United States and the People’s Republic of China. These scholars have found 

particular events to have caused the tensions to come to a boiling point, where both nations 

started to target the other’s export products, leading up to a full-blown trade war. The facts 

with regard to the dates and the way how these events took shape are schematically portrayed 

by Dorcas Wong and Alexander Chipman Koty, who both studied political science at 

different universities and with different backgrounds with which they complement one 

another in their joint analyses. Their chronological overview of the events that have occurred 

during the trade conflict between the two nations will function as the basis of this chapter. 

Besides these two scholars, multiple different scholars have shaped this chapter in analyzing 

the different events that have transpired. Key scholars in this respect are David Autor, David 

Horn, and Gordon Hanson, who provide an economical study on China’s emergence as a 

significant economic power and the implications this has on the rest of the world, especially 

the United States. Furthermore, specific articles like Understanding the US-China Trade War 

by Tao Liu and Thye Woo illustrate the reasons for the United States to initiate the trade war. 

Additionally, findings by professor Ralph Huenemann, who is specialized in the economy of 

China and its relations with the United States, with regard to the trade deficit between the two 

nations are used in a theoretical manner to undermine some of the reasons for the United 

States to have initiated the trade war.  

Apart from adhering to the traditional scholarly sources, the topic asks for 

supplementary sources to sustain arguments made by for instance the US government to 

illustrate why particular decisions were made. Thus, government publications from the US 

department of commerce, the White House, and President Trump are looked at. Because the 

issue is still a hot topic, various well-respected newspapers from both nations like The New 

York Times, BBC, and South China Morning Post are used as sources to elaborate on the 

current developments in the trade war as well, like the Huawei ban and newly imposed 

sanctions.  

However, due to the fact that much of what is written – regardless of the facts 

concerning the sanctions that are imposed by both nations on export products of the other – is 

taking place during the process of writing, and changes occur constantly, not every aspect of 

the trade war can be captured in the most precise manner possible. Therefore, when looking 
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back at these events in a few years, it is plausible that some aspects have shifted over the 

years. This chapter is meant to capture those aspects of the trade conflict between the United 

States and China that are known at the time of writing. These economical facets combined 

with the historical overview of the preceding chapter will contribute to a more nuanced 

picture of the conflict at stake.  

 

2.2 Special Economic Zones 

The years 1979 and 1980 marked the beginning of the modern electronic industry when China 

created a few ‘special export zones’, later referred to as ‘special economic zones’ (SEZs) as 

part of Deng Xiaoping’s reform initiatives (Garnaut et al., 6). These SEZs permitted foreign 

businesses to establish their factories here, with relatively none governmental interference. 

While the amount of special economic zones was only 4 when they established them in 1980 

(76), they have expanded to 150 in 2010 (Autor et al., 209). Over the years, these zones have 

played a crucial role in the opening up of China to the rest of the world, particularly to foreign 

investors. One of the most influential zones was the Shenzhen economic zone, which has 

currently evolved to become a space where especially Chinese companies can trade in a free 

market and were backed up by the power of communist central planning. Within these zones, 

the government could regulate trade in the most beneficial manner (Warner, 206). What was 

new about these zones was that if the government required the exports to be cheaper, they 

could simply lower the exchange rate by force, or if they needed a particular area for a 

factory, they would just tear down the houses at that place (Garnaut et al., 124).  

Both of these examples are illustrative of the ease at which the government was able to 

push through whatever they deemed necessary to achieve their goals – one of them was 

becoming more powerful on the world scale in terms of economic power. The Shenzhen area 

grew out to be one of the world’s largest and greatest manufacturing hub. Simultaneously 

with the development of the Shenzhen area, the tech industry developed immensely (Yeh, 

156). It might come as no surprise that this area was a key player in tech development. 

However, the fact that the Chinese government was able to regulate their currency and 

exchange rate, is still something that is perceived as severely immoral by other nations. 

Especially the United States is a fierce opponent of this kind of policy by Xi’s nation, which 

is one of the reasons why the US is suspicious of the honesty of China. Some claim China’s 

currency manipulation one of the reasons why the trade war emerged. In the upcoming 

paragraph, the events that have shaped this war are examined.  
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2.3 A Timeline of the US-China Trade Conflict 

While (trade) tensions between Washington and Beijing have been going on for a few years 

now, an actual trade war between the nations did not emerge until 2018. July 6 of that year 

can be regarded as the first day in the current trade war between the United States and the 

PRC, this is the day when Trump implemented his first tariffs that were specifically focused 

on China and Chinese products after these tariffs were announced for the first time on June 

15, 2018. At the time, the US Customs and Border Protection started to obtain a twenty-five 

percent tariff on a list of 818 particularly imported Chinese goods, which were valued at 

around 34 billion US Dollars (Wong, and Koty, par. 63). Furthermore, they started working 

on and discussing a second list of such products which was targeted to add a similar tariff of 

twenty-five percent on another 284 Chinese products, especially in the steel and electrical 

machinery industries, which would amount to another 16 billion US Dollars (par. 64).  

These measures, of course, led to protests on the Chinese side, and thus Xi took some 

retaliatory measures by enforcing a similar tariff on 545 US products that are being imported 

to China. These products were also valued at a total of 34 billion US Dollars and particularly 

included aquatic products, automobiles, and agricultural products (par. 65). Among these 

agricultural products, soybeans were one of the particular products which were hit hard and 

suffered immensely from this point onward. Only four days later, the US Trade 

Representative announces yet another, third, list of tariffs which comprises more than 6000 

Chinese merchandise with a total value of approximately 200 billion US Dollars, which will 

face another tariff of ten percent (par. 63).  

After several more announcements of their potential implementations for tariffs 

affecting one another’s nations, the United States and China finally decide to get around the 

table on August 22 and 23 of 2018 to have a proper dialogue where mid-level representatives 

of both nations have their first formal encounter since the trade war had emerged in July that 

year (par. 54). However, their conversations did not result in any resolving of the issues at 

stake, on the contrary even, the last day of their conversations, the US implemented their 

announced second list, including electric scooters, motorbikes, plastics, and chemicals 

amongst a total of 279 Chinese goods (par. 51). These American measures were met with 

Chinese countermeasures again, and they too implemented their second list of tariffs at a rate 

of twenty-five percent. The American goods that are particularly affected by these measures 

are buses, fuel, coal, and medical equipment (par. 52). A month later, on September 24, the 

United States imposed yet another round of tariffs – list three - as they had previously 
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announced, for a lower rate of ten percent, which they claimed would be increased to twenty-

five percent as well on January 1, 2019. After these new tariffs on the 24th of September, 

China immediately responded by also implementing their own third round of tariffs on 60 

billion US Dollars’ worth of goods originating from the US at tariff rates of either five or ten 

percent (par. 43-44).  

During the G20 Summit in Buenos Aires at the end of November and the beginning of 

December Xi and Trump spoke again and clearly not without success. December 2, 2018 was 

a day that offered some release of the ongoing tensions between the two nations when a 

temporary truce is established (Borger, par. 1-2). They reached an arrangement which 

concluded that neither nation would increase tariffs or implement new ones for at least ninety 

days, until March 1, 2019, while working on attempts to generate a larger trade deal (Wong, 

and Koty, par. 35). This agreement also meant that the United States would not be able to 

fulfill its earlier statements which declared that they would increase their third round of tariffs 

to twenty-five percent starting January 1.  

After another twelve days, the Chinese Ministry of Finance reported on December 14 

that China will eliminate additional tariffs of twenty-five percent on US autos and tariffs of 

five percent on particular US auto parts for at least three months, starting on January 1, 2019, 

and lasting until March 1 that same year. Rather than adhering to their initial twenty-five 

percent tariff, the US auto imports will during that period face the regular fifteen percent tariff 

to which all foreign nations are subjected. Furthermore, the Chinese announced that they 

would restart to import soybeans from the US – with which they stopped at the beginning of 

the trade war, hitting US farmers hard (par. 30-33). These two initiatives on the Chinese side 

mark the first compromises after the 90-day agreement that was reached after the G20 

Summit earlier that month. Another round of talks between the two superpowers was held 

from January 7 until January 9 in Beijing, after which China reported that these talks were 

extensive and that they had set a foundation that would help resolve the existing concerns for 

both nations (Rosenfeld, par. 4). The United States, on the other hand, was not as laudatory, 

noting that there were still a significant number of outstanding issues, however, they did 

acknowledge that China had promised to purchase “a substantial amount of agricultural, 

energy, manufactured goods, and other products and services from the United States” (Office 

of the United States Trade Representative, par 1).  
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In the weeks that followed, talks between the nations have occurred in different 

locations and at various points in time, namely on 30 and 31 January and on 11 until 15 

February. These ended without any real success whatsoever (Walker). The talks were 

continued in Washington DC from February 21 until February 24, which were initiated with 

more optimism than before, and ended on a positive note when President Trump announced 

that he would prolong the previously set date – March 1 - for the truce regarding their 

ongoing trade war (David, par 1-2).  

The President deemed the talks to be booking “substantial progress” and compromises 

have been agreed on by both sides, although not laid out in an official agreement (Swanson, 

and Rappeport, par. 1-4). One of the issues that was discussed during this week of talks was 

that of China’s habit to artificially downgrade or weaken the value of their currency, which 

makes Chinese goods cheaper in foreign nations and denigrates the impact US tariffs have on 

Chinese products. The outcome of discussing this issue was that the Chinese now have to 

notify the US whenever they are going to intervene in their currency and explain why they are 

doing so at that moment (Swanson, and Rappeport, par. 15). China agreed to this and 

therefore, President Trump regarded the talks a success. He illustrated his positive attitude 

towards the talks by the following Tweet: “As a result of these very productive talks, I will be 

delaying the U.S increase in tariffs now scheduled for March 1. Assuming both sides make 

additional progress, we will be planning a Summit for President Xi and myself, at Mar-a-

Lago, to conclude an agreement. A very good weekend for the U.S. and China!” 

(@realDonaldTrump).  

After these productive trade talks by the end of February, they were resumed 

throughout March, April and at the beginning of May in both Beijing and Washington, where 

both world leaders met with influential individuals in the field from both nations. Word got 

out about the agreement on establishing “enforcement offices” which were aimed to monitor 

whether agreements that are reached in these trade talks are properly executed and enforced 

(Wong, and Koty, par 24). However, even though the talks seemed to be heading in the right 

direction, the following measures prove quite the opposite.  

During the eleventh round of trade conversations on May 5, 2019, Trump announced a 

raise of his ten percent tariffs to twenty-five percent which would be effective only five days 

later, on Friday 10 May (Swanson, and Bradsher, par. 1-5). This raise of tariffs would be 

applicable for his third list, which until then only faced a ten percent tariff, furthermore, he 
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threatens to impose possible additional tariffs which would comprise the remainder of 

Chinese products. President Trump claims to have done so because of the attempts of the 

Chinese side to “renegotiate” the deals that have come out of the trade talks and that they are 

relapsing on their previous commitments (par. 29-30). He, therefore, intends to bring across a 

strong message that this is not the way to go about with the United States and that China 

should stick to their commitments in order to resolve the trade war. China’s Ministry of 

Commerce claims in a reactionary statement to these newly imposed measures by president 

Donald Trump that they deeply regret his decision to increase the tariffs and that they will 

“have no choice but to take the necessary countermeasures” (Bermingham, and Jeong-ho, par. 

3). Furthermore, they added that they hoped to resolve the remaining issues between the two 

nations through negotiation, cooperation, and mutual effort (par. 5). The retaliatory measures 

on the Chinese side are comprised of another tariff increase of 60 billion dollars’ worth of US 

products that will take effect on June 1, 2019. The goods that are primarily affected by these 

newly imposed tariffs are meat like pork, lamb, and beef. Furthermore, coffee, tea, juice, and 

vegetables are affected, as well as furniture and refrigerators (Wong, and Koty, par 15).  

 

2.4 The Huawei Ban 

Around the same time, on May 15, 2019, the United States Department of Commerce issued a 

statement which announced that one of the world’s largest telecommunications equipment 

producer and Chinese owned company, Huawei, was added to the Bureau of Industry and 

Security (BIS) Entity List, which restricts the transfer or sale of American technology to 

Huawei or their affiliates, because they are deemed to be involved in activities which are 

contrary to either US national security or their foreign policy interest (United States 

Department of Commerce, par. 1-2). In the case of Huawei, they were particularly placed on 

the list because of activities that seemed suspicious with respect to US national security. They 

are presumed to have been spying – with permission or even support from the Chinese 

government - on US technological developments (Zhong, par. 7). However, due to this ban 

that was imposed by the Department of Commerce, US companies are effectively banned 

from doing business with Huawei without the government’s approval. This means that US 

businesses cannot buy or sell any products built by Huawei, but neither can they sell US parts 

– like microchips – to Huawei. This might sound considerably ambiguous, but in the 

upcoming paragraph an analyzation of this ban will be provided, and explanations will be 

offered of what it precisely means and what the consequences are for the parties involved.  
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Take the company Google, for instance, they sold their Android software to Huawei. 

The latter is thus using this software on their smartphones, meaning that every Huawei phone 

has access to the services which Google offers under their Android software like Google 

Playstore and apps like Whatsapp, Google Maps, and Youtube. In order to comply with the 

executive order of the Huawei ban, Google had to stop selling its software to Huawei, 

affecting the users of this telecommunications brand severely. To make the impact of this ban 

a little more gradual for Huawei’s users across the world, Google was allowed to give Huawei 

a 90-day exemption in which they are able to continue to send software and security updates 

to existing Huawei phones, which gave them the opportunity to comply with existing 

contracts. The exemption is restricted to existing phones only and does not count for newly 

produced Huawei phones (NOS, par. 1-4).  

However, Google is not the only US company which had to comply with the newly 

installed rules set by the government, Huawei is namely also a major purchaser of US 

hardware like microchips, for instance. A total list of their core suppliers was published by the 

company and included 33 US companies (Lee, par. 11). Suppliers like Intel and Qualcomm 

had to pull back from doing business with the telecommunications giant from China, which 

results in the loss of half their microchips. About half the microchips the company utilizes for 

their products are made in China and the other half is produced in the United States. The 

company claims that they do have a buffer in this regard in the sense that they have been 

storing microchips which are a total worth of production of between three months and a year 

(Faulkner, par. 2). Furthermore, they have been increasingly developing their own chips, 

which makes them less dependent on US companies as well. Another option for them would 

be to gather components from other parts of the world; however, this would not be the most 

desirable situation for Huawei in terms of costs. This illustrates that the executive order is still 

hitting the company rather hard.  

All of this given would thus mean that Huawei needs to design a phone without any 

US components if the executive order remains in full force and effect. Questions could be 

raised as to which nation would be more affected by the order. The United States is namely 

not the only nation who are capable of producing these particular components – even if these 

other nations are more expensive or less developed in this field. Bershidsky claims that in 

theory, Huawei could build a cellphone without any parts from the United States whatsoever 

(Bershidsky, par. 4). Contrary to China, we could wonder whether companies from the United 

States, like Apple, would be able to create a phone without any Chinese components or if they 
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even would have to stop selling their products in China. This would ultimately have a 

disastrous outcome for the company. According to Lee, analysts have predicted that decisions 

like these by the US government could potentially encourage China to continue to develop 

more and more technology within their own country, excluding other nations and potentially 

growing more powerful and independent from other developed nations in this field of 

technology (par. 14). So perhaps Chinese companies would not by definition be the greatest 

losers in this regard, they would only start to grow more independent from American 

companies and move their production sites back to their own or neighboring countries.  

The ban has until now, of course, been harmful for the company and the people using 

Huawei phones, amongst others because of the disturbance and worries they experience. What 

this ban illustrates is that the trade war does not only affect the people living in the nations 

involved, but it also affects the people using products that are targeted during the trade war 

from either of these nations.  

 

2.5 Why Did the Trade War Emerge? 

But why would all of these previously mentioned sanctions be imposed? The trade war is said 

– by a government publication of the White House under the Trump administration - to be 

rooted in the necessity to protect the intellectual property of businesses in the United States, 

as well as the need to reduce United States’ trade deficit with China (The White House 2018). 

However, according to Tao Liu and Wing Thye Woo, two Chinese scholars in the field of 

economics, three major concerns can be identified to have driven the United States to start the 

trade war with China.  

The first concern they describe is “the concern that China’s chronically large trade 

surplus was depressing job creation in the U.S” (Liu, and Woo, 320), which is an issue that 

president Trump has addressed widely throughout his presidential campaign in 2016 as well. 

Throughout this campaign he promised to reclaim American jobs from other nations like 

China. However, the point he missed in this promise was that most jobs were not lost because 

of the shift of production to other countries and importing products instead of producing 

them, rather they were lost simply due to factory automation (Huenemann, 150-151). The 

second concern they determine is that “China was using illegal and unfair methods to acquire 

U.S. technology at an effectively discounted price” (Liu, and Woo, 320), and lastly, they 
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identify the concern that “China seeks to weaken U.S. national security and its international 

standing” (320).  

The concerns examined by Liu and Woo are closely linked to the roots of the trade 

war as determined by the White House. Over the years, China has been in a position where 

they are being accused of intellectual property theft of other nations – including the United 

States, - which led to those nations maintaining closer monitoring of China and has made 

them more aware of the potential threats this nation can cause. The United States is one of the 

nations who takes the lead in this monitoring and therefore, the Trump administration is 

imposing sanctions in order to keep their own economy running. The American government 

claims that “the cost of China’s intellectual property theft costs United States innovators 

billions of dollars a year, and China accounts for 87 percent of counterfeit goods seized 

coming into the United States” (The White House 2018, par. 14). These imitated goods which 

are inspired by what American businesses have created are obviously hurtful for those 

companies and thus for the American economy. Additionally, American technological 

innovations are often stolen by four distinguished techniques, which were investigated and 

identified by the office of the United States Trade Representative (USTR), who have found 

that the following Chinese policies have put forty-four million American jobs within the field 

of technology at risk. The first technique used by the PRC was that of forced technology 

transfer, a second was comprised of the requiring of licenses for less than their economic 

value, the third way of stealing US intellectual property was the acquisition of sensitive US 

technology directed by the Chinese state for strategic purposes, and lastly they conducted 

direct cybertheft (The White House 2018, par. 15-19).  

Apart from stepping up against Chinese theft of US intellectual property, the Trump 

administration is keen to uphold and recreate fair deals with other nations and Trump has 

promised to ‘give jobs back to Americans’, in order to stick to this promise of his, the tariffs 

on Chinese goods is a way to make this happen according to him. Because in theory, goods 

made in the United States would be cheaper than imported ones after the tariffs are 

implemented, and thus, consumers would be encouraged to purchase American products 

rather than Chinese ones. In one of Trump’s statements in his State of the Union Address of 

2018, he can be quoted declaring that “America has also finally turned the page on decades of 

unfair deals that sacrificed our prosperity and shipped away our companies, our jobs, and our 

Nation’s wealth. The era of economic surrender is over. From now on, we expect trading 

relationships to be fair and to be reciprocal. We will work to fix bad trade deals and negotiate 
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new ones. And we will protect American workers and American intellectual property, through 

strong enforcement of our trade rules” (Trump 2018, par. 57-61). He has pushed this attempt 

to negotiate new trade deals by shifting their use of soft power techniques to somewhat harder 

power in economic terms. The United States was not intentionally after a trade war with 

China, because they knew well that it would not only hurt the Chinese. However, they did 

want to get across their message that China had to halt their unfair trade practices and follow 

through with fair competition. This ties in strongly with holding on to the promises which 

Donald Trump made during his presidential election campaign.  

As mentioned earlier in the paragraph, Ralph H. Huenemann examines some of the 

election promises which Trump has made which relate to the trade relationship between the 

United States and China. He labels them ‘Big Promise’, in which two interrelated pledges can 

be distinguished. The first of the two being the promise where he vows to reclaim American 

jobs which have been lost due to their shift toward Chinese production. This statement is 

contradicted in a study by David H. Autor, David Dorn, and Gordon H. Hanson from 2016, 

where they find that two-sixth of the jobs lost in the United States between 1999 and 2011 can 

be attributed to imports from countries other than China, and three-sixth of the jobs lost in the 

United States in this same time-period are due to the technological improvements in 

American factories (Autor et al., 216-221). In his promise to take the American jobs back 

from China, Trump thus tends to forget to mention that there are also other causes to the loss 

of American jobs, which – as we can see from the preceding numbers - contribute 

significantly greater to the loss of these jobs.  

And the second part of this Big Promise was that Trump would “eliminate America’s 

foreign trade deficit, through ‘muscular negotiations’ if possible but through 45% tariffs if 

necessary” (Huenemann, 150). In order to understand the foreign trade deficit, it ought to be 

explained in the light of a (simple) equation which is provided by Huenemann. It might look 

complex at first, however when continuing reading it will all become much clearer. The 

equation can either look like this: C + I + G + X = C + S + T + M or look like this: (X – M) = 

(S – I) + (T – G). In the latter equation, the C, which is short for ‘consumer goods and 

services’ is left out because it appears on both sides where it embodies the same number. In 

both of the equations, the letter I illustrates ‘capital goods’, which are machinery and 

equipment, the G expresses ‘government activities’ like tax revenues, and the X stands for 

‘exports’, all of these together comprise the income of a nation. In the first equation, they are 

on the left-hand side and they should equal the right-hand side, which embodies the expenses 
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of the nation. These expenses are comprised of the following activities: The S portrays the 

saving a nation does, the T illustrates the paying of taxes, and the M embodies the costs for 

importing goods. To put this into more concrete terms, the second equation illustrates that if a 

deficit occurs on the right-hand side, so for instance when domestic savings (S) cannot 

completely finance the investment of capital goods (I), or the taxes which are raised (T) 

cannot cover government activities (G), then there will be an identical deficit on the left-hand 

side illustrating export (X) minus import (M), which embodies the balance of the international 

trade (Hueneman, 152). From explaining these equations, we can take that the statement 

Trump has made about simply reducing the foreign trade deficits of the United States through 

negotiations with China is somewhat blunt because the deficit cannot just be resolved by new 

agreements with regard to international trade with one nation. Rather, he should start by 

properly addressing his domestic budget statements and come up with decent solutions 

instead of making up empty promises.  

As Alexander Lukin rightfully notices in his article on ‘The US-China Trade War and 

China’s Strategic Future’ is that the geopolitical struggle between the United States and China 

was heating up after Trump was elected and the overall relationship between the two nations 

worsened (38). Despite several warnings and threats from Trump’s side in amongst others in 

the form of Tweets, Beijing deemed it unlikely that Washington would put these threats into 

practice, especially considering their rather significant interdependence. Beijing figured that 

Trump would not risk the amount of suffering that would come along for the United States 

when they actually acted upon their threats to prevent China’s economic rise. However, 

Chinese analysts were proven wrong and Trump started the trade war with China under the 

premise that this nation was to blame for a large portion of the problems the US was 

experiencing. Particularly the growing trade deficit, the copyright infringement, and the 

devaluation of their currency to cheapen their exports were being attributed as China causing 

trouble to the United States. All of these to China ascribed negative impacts for the economy 

of the United States are laid out in more detail the preceding paragraph. The point Lukin 

intends to make here is that if these Chinese experts, leaders, and analysts are to blame for 

anything, it would be that they completely miscalculated Washington’s intentions. 

Washington would do anything to save face and to prevent another nation like China from 

becoming as powerful or even more powerful than they are and possibly return to their old 

policy of protectionism. “China placed too much faith in the idea that globalization was 

irreversible, and interdependence would force Washington’s hand” (39). We are still awaiting 
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of how the trade war will terminate and what the eventual consequences will be, but what is 

certain is that China had underestimated the determination of Trump to put an end to China’s 

economic rise.  

 

2.6 A Familiar Pattern 

This is not the first time that the United States initiates a trade war in order to stop another 

nation from going against its point of view. According to Allison, Americans responded in the 

mid-twentieth century in a similar manner to the emerging threat of Japan’s rise after they 

proclaimed an “Asia for the Asians” and a “Japanese Monroe Doctrine” in 1933, where Japan 

would be the one responsible for preserving order and peace in their Asian neighboring 

nations (Allison, 45). The Japanese were willing to fight in order to keep their promises of 

preserving ‘their Asia’, especially China. Yet the United States obviously deemed this not 

acceptable, since they were a major advocate of the ‘Open Door Policy’ – which allowed 

China to be open for trade with the rest of the world – and this policy was at jeopardy because 

of the Japanese Monroe Doctrine of Asia. This doctrine was met by economic measures from 

the United States. Allison illustrates that “Washington had attempted to use economic 

instruments, such as financial and trade sanctions, to coerce Japan to stop regional aggression, 

including against China” (44). Japan, in turn, did not respond the way the United States had 

planned, instead of bowing for the pressure and power of the United States, the Asian nation 

rather fought than yielded. They made this profoundly clear in their warning when the 

Japanese ambassador at the time stated that Japan was “being placed under severe pressure by 

the United States to yield to the American position; and that it is preferable to fight rather than 

to yield to pressure” (44-45). Apparently, the warning was not strong enough for the United 

States and they continued to pursue economic sanctions under the Roosevelt administration 

like restricting the export of products like scrap iron and aviation fuel to Japan, the freezing of 

their assets, and imposing the requirement of licenses when businesses meant to trade with 

Japan (Taylor, par. 41). The trade embargos expanded, and essential raw materials like 

copper, brass, and oil were added to Washington’s list. The latter is identified by Allison as 

the nail in the coffin to the US-Japan relations at the time because it was used as a diplomatic 

weapon (46). It is no secret how this affair ended, namely with the direct cause for the United 

States to get involved in the Second World War after their marine base in Hawaii, Pearl 

Harbor was attacked by Japan.  



Weekers | US-China relations or China-US relations? 

 | 34 

Even though this briefly explained major conflict started out with economic sanctions 

and embargos on the side of the United States to curb the rising power of Japan and pressure 

the nation to loosen its grip on Asian nations like China, it developed into one of the most 

devastating wars the world has seen. This may be a prelude of what is to come for the trade 

conflict that is currently transpiring between the United States and China. Or perhaps they 

have learned from the past and they stop before it is too late. A vast number of scholars have 

analyzed such conflicts and have formed diverging opinions about possible outcomes. These 

possible future scenarios in US-China relations will be presented and examined in the 

upcoming chapter.  
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Chapter 3 : Possible Future Scenarios for US-China Relations 

As can be noted from the preceding chapters, the manner in which the relationship between 

the United States and China has evolved over the years plays an important role in the way 

these two nations perceive one another. The rocky relationship which is presented the first 

chapter, characterized by enmity which is followed by alliance and vise versa can be found in 

the several rounds of trade talks as well. This pattern is thus not uncommon in the liaison 

between Beijing and Washington. Through patterns, predictions can be made about what 

might transpire in the future. When thinking about what the future might have in store for the 

relationship of two nations which are finding themselves in a state of conflict, it is essential to 

consider various options. Some of these options are presented in this chapter.  

 

3.1 Short Literary Overview 

For this last chapter on possible future scenarios with regard to US-China relations based on 

the information that is acquired through the preceding chapters and some new insights, 

diverse scholars will be looked at again to form an underpinning of various possible 

scenarios. Some principles that are key in the field of International Relations (IR) should be 

addressed in this chapter in order to understand where scholars of particular schools of 

thought get their ideas from. The meanings of these principles are amongst others discussed 

by influential IR scholars such as John Herz, Robert Jervis, and Stephen Walt. Furthermore, 

the prominent work by Charles William Kegley and Shannon Lindsey Blanton called World 

Politics Trend and Transformation will be used as a framework for understanding world 

politics as a whole, and the various schools of thought. Scholars who adhere to different 

theories will be introduced and limitations to each of these theories will be addressed in order 

to be able to draw a complete and utter picture of the way of thinking of these scholars. 

Distinctive perspectives of realist thinkers like Graham Allison and John Herz will be 

contrasted with ideas from, for instance, liberalist thinkers like John Ikenberry. Lastly, some 

aspects of constructivism will be discussed using a hybrid scenario that is introduced by Naná 

de Graaff and Bastiaan van Apeldoorn. In this last chapter, the current and future affairs 

between the United States and China will become clear while applying various ways of 

thinking from an international relations perspective. It is crucial to discuss all three of these 

scenarios and schools of thought in order not to be blinded by one possible scenario. When 
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talking about the future, multiple scenarios should be looked upon because of the degree of 

uncertainty that is involved in it.  

 

3.2 Security Dilemma 

As can be taken away from the preceding chapters, the history between the United States and 

the People’s Republic of China is characterized by a long and rich engagement with one 

another in which they have known both rivalry and cooperation. Since last year, these nations 

have found themselves in a trade war which is also characterized by both of these concepts. 

The government officials of these superpowers have been conversating with each other, 

however, they have also fiercely imposed new sanctions to harm the other nation. This 

controversy can be derived from a complex concept that is known as the ‘security dilemma’ 

as introduced by the late realist and international relations scholar John H. Herz in his work 

Political Realism and Political Idealism. He wrote this article after the Second World War 

had come to an end and the world had already faced a lot of distress. Being a German Jew has 

influenced his writing undoubtedly. His religious background had forced him to flee to the 

United States at the time. He describes in this famous work of his that whenever “groups or 

individuals living in such a constellation [an anarchic society – thus a society which is known 

for their lack of hierarchy] must be, and usually are, concerned about their security from 

being attacked, subjected, dominated, or annihilated by other groups and individuals. Striving 

to attain security from such attack, they are driven to acquire more and more power in order to 

escape the impact of the power of others” (Herz, 157). This, in turn, leads to a spiral of 

insecurity and the need to expand their power in order to be able to handle the power of the 

other. Herz emphasizes that “since none can ever feel entirely secure in such a world of 

competing units, power competition ensues, and the vicious circle of security and power 

accumulation is on” (157). 

When applying Herz’ theory to the United States and China, we can see that both 

nations are willing to go to certain lengths in order to ensure that their own power is growing, 

or that the power of the other nation will be declining, which would result in a similar 

outcome in the end. This would namely mean that they are in a constant battle to secure their 

position compared to the other. This battle is in fact illustrated by their trade war which was 

initiated by the United States. According to Herz’ concept of the security dilemma, the United 

States felt threatened by the emerging (economic) power of China and felt the urge to protect 
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their own power. Another (neo)realist scholar of international relations who supports the 

theory of the security dilemma is Robert Jervis.  

Both of these scholars embody the idea that the international system is an anarchic 

society and thus rejects the idea of hierarchy within this society. In his article Cooperation 

under the Security Dilemma, Jervis illustrates the security dilemma clearly in the following 

example: “unless each person [or nation, or government, or government officials] thinks that 

the others will cooperate, he himself will not. And why might he fear that any other person 

would do something that would sacrifice his own first choice? The other might not understand 

the situation, or might not be able to control his impulses if he saw a rabbit [he uses rabbit as 

a reference for a person or nation which invokes an impulse by another nation], or might fear 

that some other member of the group is unreliable. If the person voices any of these 

suspicions, others are more likely to fear that he will defect, thus making them more likely to 

defect, thus making it more rational for him to defect” (168). What can be concluded from 

these lines by Jervis is that even though the various actors – in this case, the United States and 

China – acknowledge that they seek a common goal, they may not be able to achieve it. This 

is due to the fact that they are both too fearful of the other nation not complying to the 

arrangements that have been made, which would ultimately lead to a vulnerable position for 

the one that has too much confidence in the other.  

The fear that the other will not fulfill its promises is especially clear with regard to the 

United States in this case. After rounds of trade talks they lost their confidence in China’s 

promises by the end of the eleventh round, which ended with the note that Trump would 

impose tariffs on more Chinese products due to the fact that China was not adhering to their 

previous commitments, according to him (Wong, and Koty, par 21-22). This, in turn, 

obviously led to countermeasures from the Chinese side and thus the security dilemma 

continues. Even if a solution was to be reached which would satisfy both nations, the fear that 

one of them does not keep their promise prevails and the nations would thus remain on edge 

in this regard. Prove of this fear are the eleven round of trade talks that have taken place until 

now, without reaching any consensus in the end. The will to solve the problems these two 

nations have is undoubtedly there, however, the dilemma continues to dominate the process.  

Another realist scholar who is vocal about this particular concept is Graham Allison, 

who states that the security dilemma can also be derived from the way we view ourselves 

versus the way we view our enemies or others around us. The same goes for the way 
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governments think of their own nations versus how they think of hostile nations. He illustrates 

this through the following lines: “we typically see ourselves as more benign than we are, and 

are quicker to attribute malign motives to potential adversaries. Because states can never be 

certain about each other’s intent, they focus instead on capabilities” (54). What can be taken 

away from this quotation by Allison is that it is more likely that a person regards him- or 

herself in a more positive manner and taking actions with good intentions, whereas when 

someone’s opponent or foe would take similar actions, they are more easily regarded as 

malign or pernicious because we already view this person or nation that distinct way. In other 

words, people have not only assigned particular stereotypes for other people, but also for 

other nations. These stereotypes are hard to get away from because they are imprinted in our 

society. Even though a rising nation – like China – claims that they do not mean to hurt the 

other, ‘ruling’ nation – like the United States, - or intents to take their place, it would not be 

the first time that these claims and good intentions are misjudged for quite the opposite. The 

creation of these stereotypes ties in with the notion that people, in general, tend to see their 

opponent as their mirror image, their complete opposite, which creates a sense of hostility. 

Consequently, the actions of the adversary are interpreted as evil and these social 

constructions are perceived as the truth (Kegley, and Blanton, 81). In the case study 

presented, the United States can be perceived as fearful of the PRC becoming more powerful 

and threatening their position, despite China’s claims of goodwill.  

 

3.3 Three Possible Future Scenarios 

Now that the security dilemma is laid out as a plausible cause for the ongoing unstable 

(economic) relationship between the United States and China, it is interesting to take a closer 

look at three possible future scenarios on the course of the relationship between these two 

nations. Because of the fact that large parts of the world are affected by the trade relationship 

of these two nations, a significant number of scholars have offered their perspectives of what 

the future has in store for the exchange between them. Some of these perspectives have 

already been addressed throughout this paper, however, some deserve some more attention. 

The three perspectives that caught my attention most are rather distinct from one another, 

which makes them more interesting as a comparison since they offer completely different 

views. Each future scenario will have proponents and opponents, and there is something to 

say for every one of them, therefore, it is useful to lay them all out. The possible future 
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scenarios laid out in this paragraph are inspired by an article by Naná de Graaff and Bastiaan 

van Apeldoorn, whose arguments will be enriched by other scholars and theories.  

The following will be examined in the upcoming paragraphs: first, a scenario of 

inevitable conflict, which is something that suits the conviction of realist scholar Graham 

Allison. Secondly, a scenario where the United States and China establish a sphere of co-

optation will be addressed in accordance with liberal theory. And lastly, a coexistence-hybrid 

scenario will be displayed, which is viewed by de Graaff and van Apeldoorn as the most 

probable outcome. All three scenarios are based on principles from different schools of 

thought. Even though these perspectives differ fundamentally from one another, it is crucial to 

have a clear understanding of what each of these schools of thought stands for, in order to 

draw an opinion on matters in the world, because each of them captures different but 

important aspects of world politics. Therefore, some additional theory behind the schools of 

thought will be provided.  

 

3.3.1 Realism and the Scenario of Inevitable Conflict 

The first scenario which will be presented is that of (inevitable) conflict, as widely supported 

by realist scholars and thinkers. Realists generally imply that there is no higher political 

authority than states and that they are, therefore, the most prominent player on the world 

stage. Because they ascribe as much influence and status to the states, they are adamant of the 

fact that the world is characterized by the constant struggle for power between the states. 

They incline that the powerful states dominate the weaker states and that these weaker states 

are constantly seeking more power, which ultimately leads to the ceaseless threat of conflict 

between states (Kegley, and Blanton, 32). Because of this continuous threat of conflict, the 

security dilemma as discussed in the introduction of this chapter is a principle that is 

frequently considered for this school of thought.  

Another concept that is focused on by scholars adhering to realism is the principle of 

the balance-of-power. This theory is based on the idea that stability and peace between states 

have the best chance at being maintained when the distribution of power is rather equal, 

meaning that the world does not know a single hegemon or bloc which controls the world 

(33). However, this balance of power is more often than not, not in equilibrium. In other 

words, the world is most of the times ruled by a nation who has considerably more power than 

other nations, and thus stability and peace are not assured. Because of this, there is a never-
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ending threat that a nation on the rise could potentially take over the position of the hegemon, 

and thus an eternal possibility of war, according to realists. China’s emergence onto the world 

stage as a rising power is posing the new threat to the current world order, which is primarily 

ruled by the United States. While most realists present arguments for the United States to try 

and maintain their position, even though this might lead to a (military) conflict, some realists 

claim that American decline is imminent and that they should accommodate China to take 

over their position (De Graaf, and Van Apeldoorn, 114).  

This scenario of the eternal possibility of war is embodied by Graham Allison 

throughout his book Destined for War. Allison is a realist scholar, as mentioned in one of the 

preceding paragraphs about the security dilemma. He illustrates the rising power syndrome 

and the ruling power syndrome using examples of two nations who have clashed and ended 

up in war after one nation who can be considered the world’s most powerful nation – the 

ruling power - felt threatened by another rising nation which creeping up to the ruling power 

and potentially becoming the ruling power itself. Rising power syndrome refers to a state who 

at a certain period in time considers itself to be entitled to respect and recognition from other 

nations because of the enhancement of their power. In comparison, the ruling power 

syndrome actually embodies a similar sense of itself, however, at the same time, it is rather 

fearful or insecure about the rising power taking over their position, which would ultimately 

lead to its own decline (Allison, 44).  

In the case presented, the United States has been the ruling power for quite some time 

now – most realist scholars argue that this nation has been in the world’s hegemon since the 

Second World War – and China embodies the role of the rising power in various respects as 

has hopefully become clear from the introduction of this thesis. Allison points out that among 

the sixteen instances where a ruling power was threatened to be displaced by a rising power 

over the past five hundred years, twelve ended up in a serious war with the other nation (41). 

And in the other four situations, the two nations were only able to avoid this result because 

both of them made enormous and painful adjustments in their way of governance (xvii). One 

side note that should be kept in mind, however, is that even though the concept Allison is 

often related to is ‘inevitable conflict’, he declares that “none of the conflicts were inevitable. 

But the weight of factors favoring war sometimes makes it difficult to see how the outcome 

would have been otherwise” (43). The four cases in which war never happened are his way of 

illustrating that war is in fact not inevitable, for which he presents ‘twelve clues for peace’ in 

the last part of his book.  
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Despite this comment of his, he is widely known for his support of the theory of 

inevitable conflict between the rising and ruling power, and he bases his ideas on the ancient 

Greek historian Thucydides. This ancient historian claimed that despite the intentions of a 

rising power, the fear that this power would displace the ruling power would result in such 

stress, that in most cases, war is inevitable. He based his theory on an example that he himself 

saw during the Peloponnesian War in the fifth century BCE, after which he wrote: “it was the 

rise of Athens and the fear that this instilled in Sparta that made war inevitable” (Allison, xiv). 

Allison takes this concept, which is known as ‘Thucydides’s Trap’ and applies it to several 

conflicts that occurred before the current trade war. The rising tensions between the United 

States and China are acknowledged by many people around the world, however, many 

disagree with Allison on his claim that there is a significant chance that these two 

superpowers end up in a serious conflict.  

According to Allison, there are two truths the United States and China have to accept 

in order to avoid war. The first one of these is that the possibility of war is much larger than is 

currently admitted. When underestimating the likelihood of war, it becomes more dangerous 

and likely that war will eventually take place. And the second truth which the two nations 

need to embody according to Allison is that war is not inevitable (xvii). Even though the latter 

truth seems contrasting with the previous statements that are in line with Allison’s 

perspective, it illustrates that war is inevitable if nations turn a blind eye, but if they are 

willing to work with one another and adjust their policies and perspectives considerably, 

conflict can be avoided.  

Allison’s perspective is widely known in the scholarly society and, as with all theories, 

is disagreed with as well as supported by many. First, scholars who support his point of view 

will be presented, after which also some contrasting ideas will be offered. South Korean 

political science professor Sung Chul Jung, who has written several articles on either the 

United States, China, or their relationship, has ideas which are in line with Allison’s. In his 

article Power Transition and Alliance Politics in Asia, he writes “One of the major factors in 

international politics is the rise and fall of great powers. […] Power transition scholars 

emphasize that when a major state rises, it often becomes a revisionist power dissatisfied with 

the status quo, resulting in conflict with a hegemonic state. A declining state confronted by 

the problem of a rising state sometimes undertakes military action in order to prevent an 

unfavorable change in the balance of power” (Jung, 265). The theory which is illustrated here 

through this quote is similar to that of Allison with regard to the rising power syndrome and 
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the ruling power syndrome, the clash of nations when one of them threatens to take over the 

position of the other.  

Throughout his article, Jung distinguishes two types of major power as an addition to 

the theory presented by Allison in his book, namely the popular and the lonely. These 

different types of powers can be described as in the following manner: “the popular major 

power is one that emerges along with its international coalition, whereas the lonely major 

power rises militarily and economically without attracting allies” (Jung, 266). He illustrates 

using a graph that both nations, China and the United States, started off without allies during 

their path toward becoming superpowers. The United States was accompanied by allies only 

from the Second World War onward, as was China. The former has grown out to become a 

truly popular power in terms of their soft power in especially the western world. Soft power is 

described by political scientist and neoliberalist Joseph Nye as resting on three basic 

resources, namely a nation’s culture, its political values, and its foreign policies (Nye, 84). In 

other words, nations are able to enact soft power when their culture is appealing or similar to 

others, so for instance, American music and brands are appealing to European nations because 

we have a similar style. Furthermore, a nation can enact soft power when they have a similar 

political system, which can be concluded for most western nations which in large parts adhere 

to a democratic political system. And lastly, it is important for a nation to be perceived as 

having moral authority and being regarded as legitimate by its allies. For most of the time, 

this can be said too about how western nations observe the United States.  

Even though China is not characterized as a popular power by Jung, who states that “I 

anticipate that a popular China is unlikely in the near future” (270), because of three main 

reasons, arguments can be made that the nation is enacting soft power to a certain extent. The 

first reason which is illustrative of Jung’s perspective that China will not be a popular power 

in the near future is that China can be considered as a land power, meaning that they 

potentially pose a territorial as well as a military threat to their neighboring countries. The 

second reason is that China represents an authoritarian regime with a strong national 

government and a limited number of reliable partners. And lastly, China has proven to be an 

extremely fast-growing economy, which has led to the development of an asymmetric 

relationship and interdependence with their potential allies and neighboring countries (270-

272). These three reasons are a way for Jung to showcase that China will not be attractive to 

their neighbors and allies in terms of becoming or remaining a popular power. Nye 

contradicts this statement in his book chapter Soft Power where he states that “observers see 
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China’s soft power increasing in Asia and other parts of the developing world, particularly 

after the 2008 global financial crisis that started in the United States” (86). But a few lines 

down that same paragraph he nuances this statement claiming that China would probably only 

be able to enact soft power in similar countries in terms of culture and political values because 

it would probably not be as attractive for, for instance, France.  

Nevertheless, the soft power that China is enforcing throughout Asia can be seen in 

the previously discussed OBOR initiative and the AIIB. Even though Jung acknowledges that 

China is growing stronger as a nation within the world, he concludes that “China is emerging 

as a great power, but not a popular one. Due to its characteristics – a land-based, authoritarian, 

and fast-growing power – China will have difficulty in building a network to match that of the 

United States and will be engaged alone in its competition with the United States, a popular 

great power. In this regard, US primacy will likely continue in the near future” (278). This 

form of power, popular power versus lonely power is one way of looking at the future of both 

of these nations as described by Jung, however, it is not by definition the right way to look at 

it. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the richness of the world is constituted of a great 

diversity of people, who all have their distinct way of approaching complex topics in 

international relations. The preceding paragraphs are illustrative of one method that is used by 

scholars on the realist end of the spectrum.   

In contrast to Allison’s perspective, there are several scholars who disagree with his 

ideas and who possibly adhere to the other theories that will be presented in the upcoming 

chapters. First of all, realists are often criticized because of their lack of precision when using 

words like ‘power’ and ‘hegemon’, because it can have diverging meanings in different 

contexts and how do we measure these particular concepts (Kegley, and Blanton, 36). Allison 

is no stranger to using these terms, which can sometimes create a degree of ambiguity.  

 

3.3.2 Liberalism and the Scenario of Co-optation 

The second scenario which is outlined by De Graaff and Van Apeldoorn is that of co-optation. 

With this term, they propose the possibility that China will allow itself to be incorporated or 

integrated into the existing system which dominates nowadays, called the liberal order (114). 

Gilford John Ikenberry, a famous American theorist of international relations and US foreign 

policy, wrote an article for Foreign Affairs called the rise of China and the future of the West: 
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can the liberal system survive? Where he posed questions which are central to this particular 

scenario of co-optation.  

First of all, he wondered how the rise of China would play out in terms of world order, 

will they adapt to the existing order or will they overthrow the liberal order completely? And 

not unimportantly, what would the United States do in either of the situations (23)? He claims 

that even though China’s rise is immense and inevitable, it will be extremely complex for this 

nation to overthrow the entire system which has been established primarily by the United 

States. The difficulty for China to take over the position of the United States lies in the fact 

that “China does not just face the United States; it faces a Western-centered system that is 

open, integrated, and rule-based, with wide and deep political foundations. The nuclear 

revolution, meanwhile, has made war among great powers unlikely – eliminating the major 

tool that rising powers have used to overturn international systems defended by declining 

hegemonic states” (24). In short, the claim he makes supports the second scenario as pointed 

out by De Graaff and Van Apeldoorn that China might have itself absorbed in the extensive 

liberal order, thereby renouncing some of their principles like its ‘statist’ models of 

governance both in terms of politics and economics. If China were to do this, and enter the 

liberal order, it would provide great benefits for this nation with regard to legitimacy and 

prosperity (114). Ikenberry points out in his article that even though Allison’s rising power 

syndrome and ruling power syndrome are crucial factors in the development of a conflict 

between two nations, there are various other factors which contribute to determining the 

manner in which the power transitions develop. Considerably more decisive for the 

emergence of the power transitions is the type of the international order itself since this is the 

factor that is determining whether a rising state will either challenge the existing order or 

merge into it (27). 

The liberal order is associated primarily with the liberal theorists, who adhere to the 

principles of liberalism. The liberalist school of thought can be described as “a paradigm 

predicated on the hope that the application of reason and universal ethics to international 

relations can lead to a more orderly, just, and cooperative world; liberalism assumes that 

anarchy and war can be policed by institutional reforms that empower international 

organization and law” (Kegley, and Blanton, 37). Rather than the notion that states are the 

most powerful bodies in the world which realists adhere to, liberals thus claim that 

international institutions and organizations fulfill this spot in order to maintain peace between 

different nations. Robert Jervis claims that at the time that these various schools of thought 
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were publicly known, liberal statesmen were concerned that big armies would result in 

despotism or tyranny (177).  

Famous philosophers of this school of thought are Immanuel Kant and John Locke, for 

instance, and arguments have been made that liberalism is currently the strongest counterpart 

of realism. Stephen Walt claims that “the principal challenge to realism came from a broad 

family of liberal theories” (32). The first one he identifies is based on the principle that when 

states are economically interdependent, they are discouraged to use force against one another 

because this would threaten both of their prosperity. In the case of the United States and 

China, who have been economically interdependent for some decades now, this would mean 

that they would be discouraged to use force. Yuan Peng introduces an argument which is in 

line with this stream of thought in his book chapter Potential Strategic Risks in China-US 

relations, where he illustrates that the relationship between these nations is characterized by 

comprehensiveness, strategy, and globality. These features, in turn, form the basis for his 

claim that it is unlikely that these nations would wage war against one another, considering 

the numerous and compelling interests on both sides (Peng, 101).  

What we see now in the current trade conflict is that these states indeed do not use 

actual military force against one another, however, they do not back away from using 

economic measures specifically ‘attacking’ the other nation as a way to enact force. Because 

of the fact that the economic relationship between these two nations is so remarkably 

interdependent, Allison states that an analog has been created to label these two nations, 

namely MAED, which is short for ‘mutual assured economic destruction’ (210). In other 

words, Allison states that whenever war were to break out between Beijing and Washington, 

both of the nations would suffer tremendously in economic terms, because they are highly 

interdependent. However, they are generating this MAED already due to the sanctions they 

are imposing on one another.  

A second string within the family of liberal theories that Walt discerns is one that is 

commonly associated with President Woodrow Wilson. This man envisioned that the spread 

of democracy was crucial in order to establish world peace because he stated that democratic 

states are intrinsically less violent and more peaceful than authoritarian states (32). This 

spread of democracy can also be applied to the case of the United States and China. The 

former is still attempting to impose their principles of democracy on the authoritarian 

government of China. This ties in with the ideas which De Graaff and Van Apeldoorn raise in 
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their article under the second scenario where they illustrate the possibility that China can be 

co-opted into the existing liberal order by using techniques such as soft power to lure China 

into this order (114).  

The last strand of liberal thought which Walt suggests is a more recent theory which is 

focused on a similar idea as the first strand, namely economic interdependence, however, this 

one is more specified towards interdependence within international institutions like the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF). He states that institutions like these can aid in 

overcoming selfish behaviors among the several states by “encouraging states to forego 

immediate gains for the greater benefits of enduring cooperation” (32). The overarching 

factor in all these different stances of liberalism is that cooperation between states or actors 

can achieve significantly more than coercion, and thus this is the only solution to peaceful 

coexistence.  

The second scenario is thus focused around the liberal idea that China will eventually 

adjust in a way that they can co-opt in the current liberal order, which is led by the West as a 

whole, for which the United States should be considered the captain. Whether or not China 

will eventually do so will be a question that, for now, remains unanswered. But predictions 

can be made whether it is likely that they do so. Despite the fact that China is still an 

authoritarian and communist nation, it has shifted slightly towards more open market 

strategies in some respects, as we have seen in the first chapter of this work. Arguments could 

thus be made that they are slowly moving towards principles which are adhered to by the 

western world. Nevertheless, these adjustments to their economic market do not mean that 

their entire government will turn around their way of (communist) governance because there 

have been various occasions where they were pressured to do so. An example of such 

pressure was the previously discussed Tiananman Square protests, where they decided to shut 

the protesters up rather than conforming to their demands. Speculations as to whether or not 

China will adapt their policies to fit in the liberal order will remain. The last possible future 

scenario which De Graaff and Van Apeldoorn distinguish is that of coexistence and will be 

discussed in the following paragraphs.  

 

3.3.3 Constructivism and the Scenario of Coexistence 

Besides measures of force and adapting to the existing order, another scenario remains for 

instances where a ‘hegemon’ is threatened to be displaced by a rising power. This is the 
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scenario of coexistence which is supported by the following line of argumentation of De 

Graaf and Van Apeldoorn. These scholars depict a system of coexistence where both the 

United States and China would be able to hold on to their own specific economic and political 

system, but where both systems are also part of a larger, compatible capitalist world economy 

which is globally interlinked. They state that in this scenario, “China retains a relatively 

autonomous trajectory, partially adapting to the rules of the game of the liberal order, but at 

the same time holding on to distinctive aspects of its state-society model and foreign policy 

orientation” (115).  

This scenario thus has some connections to the ideas of liberal theorists, who mean to 

establish a world which is focused around the ideals of democracy, in which all other nations 

who are not adhering to these principles yet will move towards as well. However, this 

scenario also clearly intends for China to preserve some of its key principles as well. Not only 

China has to adapt towards a more liberal order, but also the United States would have to 

adapt to be more similar to the Chinese regime. The latter might be harder to imagine as the 

United States does not present itself as a nation who is willing to trend toward Chinese 

principles, especially considering the obstinacy of the current president of that nation. What is 

striking about this scenario is that when these two nations were to adapt to a society in which 

they were to coexist, it would mean that the power relations between the nations would alter 

as well. Xi Jinping had already referred to such an occasion in 2012 as a ‘new type of Great 

Power relations’ in which the United States and China would be on a more equal level 

presenting two great powers rather than one great power and one developing nation (Zeng, 

and Breslin, 774). This expression by Xi is illustrative of China’s aspiration to become a 

bigger player in the international society and showcases the fact that they do not consider 

themselves a developing nation anymore – even though they still sometimes play this card 

when the situation asks for it.  

This scenario also ties in partly with constructivist theories or the constructivist school 

of thought. Scholars adhering to the principles of constructivism tend to focus more on the 

impact of ideas rather than material factors like trade or power (Walt, 40). Within the 

discourse of this scenario, De Graaff and Van Apeldoorn zoom in on how the societies of 

both nations are governed and look at ‘state-society complexes’ of the United States and 

China. They regard states as “structurally related to society and to the predominant social and 

economic structures within that society”  and that they are “not so much actors in their own 

right as entities that always act through people – policy-making, governing elites; and these 
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elites, in turn, are embedded in wider social networks, relating them to broader social 

structures that shape their ideas and world-views, and hence their policy-making” (116). Even 

though both nations are governed in a completely different manner, similarities are also 

definitely present, as can be found in the preceding quotations. In this sense, the ideas that 

arise in the nation with regard to the way the state is governed are considered to a larger 

extent than material matters like trade or power in this context. The impact these particular 

ideas have on the relationship between Washington and Beijing is weighed by De Graaff and 

Van Apeldoorn and therefore, arguments can be made that they adhere to a constructivist way 

of thinking to a certain length. In this school of thought, attention is paid to the predominant 

discourse within a society and is thus reflective of the ideas, interest, beliefs, and norms of 

behavior of that particular society (Walt, 41), which can be concluded about their approach as 

well.  

De Graaff and Van Apeldoorn argue that even though Xi’s China is currently 

embracing a kind of open-door policy for foreign trade and investment, which is embodied by 

for instance the new type of great power relations as presented by Zeng and Breslin, China’s 

economy is still very much state-regulated, as illustrated in the preceding chapters. China is 

thus adapting partly to the liberal principles as set by the United States, however, the Chinese 

government does not step away from some of their core values which are sometimes 

contradicting the liberal order. When looking to a future scenario between the two nations, it 

is thus not unlikely that they would be able to coexist in a G2-like system in which both 

nations move closer toward one another (De Graaff, and Van Apeldoorn, 128). However, this 

scenario would take several decades rather than years, and would certainly not occur during 

the current administration.  

The scholars emphasize the fact that even though they regard this scenario as most 

likely out of the three which have been discussed, they acknowledge that there are a 

significant number of instabilities and internal contradictions involved. It would be necessary 

for China to not move away from their promises to refrain from the ambition to challenge the 

position of the world’s hegemon from the United States. Furthermore, it would require the 

United States to move closer to China’s way of governing their nation. And lastly, they state 

that “this scenario is also conditional upon the outcome of the domestic political contestation 

and balance of social forces within the state-societies of both the United States and China” 

(129). In other words, the question whether this scenario will occur does not only hang on the 

goodwill of each nation to move closer toward one another with regard to their foreign 
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policies and their position as superpowers in the world, but also on the development of both 

their domestic political spheres and the way in which the society of either nation advances.  

 

In short, there is insecurity about all three scenarios discussed, because we are talking about 

proceedings in the future. The only possibility we now have is to make predictions of what is 

likely to happen based on what we know about the relationship between the nations and based 

on how the past has been shaped through particular events. Each of the scenarios is embodied 

by a group of scholars and each of them is opposed by a group as well, but what is important 

is to consider all of them in order to envision a complete picture of prospective scenarios and 

possibilities. Every scenario and school of thought which has been discussed in this chapter 

has its limitations and it is crucial to keep these limitations in mind when adhering to certain 

principles in order not to be blinded.  

Walt illustrates some of the main limitations to each of these schools of thought, 

which can be summarized by the following. Realism is limited because of the fact that often, 

it forgets to account for changes in an international context. Liberalists, on the other hand, 

sometimes lack in allocating importance to the role power plays in an international relations 

context. And lastly, constructivists can improve on anticipating on future events (Walt, 38). 

So, what can be concluded from this chapter on the possible scenarios to the current 

US-China relations is that there are three main diverging conceivable options as to how the 

conflict will turn out. Each of these options should be paid close attention to and none of them 

can be eliminated when thinking about the future in this context. Insecurities will remain as 

long as no definitive action and commitments are made from both sides, trade talks were the 

starting point to reach an agreement between the two nations, however, these will need 

structural follow-up and promises need to be kept in order for suspicions on either side to be 

pushed down.  
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Conclusion 

What can be concluded about the matters of the ongoing trade conflict that has been discussed 

throughout this thesis are a number of aspects. The questions that were addressed in this thesis 

with regard to what the causes of the trade war between the United States and the People’s 

Republic of China are, what the course of this trade war looks like, and what the possible 

outcomes of it are. These questions were tackled through a number of steps.  

First, an evaluation of US-China relations over the course of the last seven decades 

was provided using a historical, chronological overview that was backed by scholars from 

various disciplines in order to get a thorough understanding of the events that have shaped 

this relationship. As became clear from the beginning, the United States and China have not 

had the most stable relationship over the years. Rather, their relationship was characterized by 

various complexities and instances where they disagreed with one another and found 

themselves on opposite ends of the specter.  

Ever since the Chinese ‘century of humiliation’ had come to an end and the Chinese 

Revolution had begun, the communist government started to grow more and more confident 

of their own capabilities. The initial principle they adhere to was that of ‘peaceful rise’ and 

‘keeping a low profile’, however, the changes that they underwent slowly started to reveal the 

immense progress that they were making. This enormous progression was met with jealousy 

and fear by other nations that China would grow more powerful than they were. Nevertheless, 

China and the United States always managed to set aside their differences to an extend where 

they could cooperate again. They have alternated the stages of alliance with and hatred toward 

one another. 

This brief historical overview which was provided in the first chapter enabled for a 

better understanding of the tensions that have always been rooted in the relationship between 

the two nations. The developments, especially of China, have contributed immensely to what 

has now grown out to be a full-blown trade war. Not just the historical implications of the 

overview are essential for forming a comprehensive picture of the trade war. The multi-

disciplinary angle which the scholars from various academic backgrounds offer is crucial to 

keep in mind when examining a current topic like this one. The multi-disciplinary approach is 

necessary because in this trade conflict, various disciplines are involved, such as economics, 

international relations, politics, and history.  
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The second chapter of this thesis was focused on what the course of the trade war 

looked like until the time of writing – the issues at stake are currently still not resolved – and 

what the causes for initiating this particular trade conflict were. The first of these questions 

was again answered using a chronological and descriptive framework of the events that 

occurred during the trade war. This was considered the best method to portray a complex 

issue like this because of the many facets the conflict had to it. 

Not only the continuous tariffs that each nation imposed on the other, which were all 

met with retaliatory measures, were important facets to take away from the chapter, the 

Huawei ban which was initiated by President Donald Trump is a crucial facet in shaping this 

conflict as well. The ban is illustrative of the fact that not just governments are affected by the 

sanctions which each nation imposes on the other, but also people from alternative nations. It 

thus caused outrage by many people from these nations other than the ones already involved 

because of the affect it might have on them as well.  

The question with regard to the causes for the trade war are answered in this chapter as 

well. Throughout the second part of this chapter, the causes for the war are illustrated by 

governmental institutions, as well as scholars who make claims about the causes. We know 

that the United States was the nation which started imposing economic sanctions which 

specifically targeted China. As can be concluded from our findings, the American government 

and President Donald Trump have made declarations on various occasions about where the 

roots of the first economic sanctions of the trade war lie.  

Three specific causes can be highlighted in this respect. The first cause, which can be 

identified, is the necessity for the United States’ government to protect their businesses from 

having intellectual property stolen. There have namely been various claims and reports on the 

accusation that Chinese companies have stolen intellectual property from foreign businesses. 

Given the protectionist policies the United States adheres to it is no surprise that they would 

impose sanctions on nations who threaten security within any aspect of the nation. Despite 

denial on the side of China, the Washington was convinced of their accusations and persisted 

their stand point.  

The second cause, that was expressed by the US government, was the need to reduce 

the trade deficit the United States has with China. They were hooked on the idea that when 

new and better trade arrangements would be made with Beijing, the trade deficit would be 

resolved. However, scholars like Huenemann showed, using a simple equation, that that is not 
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how it works. When resolving the trade deficit with China, other aspects of the equation need 

to be solved as well, matters that are primarily internal affairs. Furthermore, the trade 

negotiations which have occurred on various occasions during the conflict, have not led to a 

resolution, partially due to suspicions on the side of the United States toward China.  

The last cause for imposing sanctions on Chinese export products was to give jobs 

back to Americans, according to President Trump. He had the idea that when the prices of 

export products were higher than those of the same products made in the United States, 

consumers would start to buy American products again, which would ultimately lead to more 

jobs for Americans. In this reasoning, however, he forgot to take into account the entire 

picture of why the American job market in particular sectors had been in decline, namely 

because of automation and because of the moving of factories to nations other than China. 

According to figures by David H. Autor et al., five in every six jobs lost was due to causes 

which had nothing to do with China.  

Some scholars, however, claim that the United States under the Trump Administration 

have initiated the trade war because they had become fearful of the economic rise of China 

and the possibility that this nation would take over the ‘hegemonic’ position they are currently 

in. These scholars are primarily realists like Allison Graham and their point of view is 

presented in the third chapter. This chapter answers the third question raised in the 

introduction, namely that of what the possible outcomes of the conflict are.  

Three distinct views are displayed here, all according to specific schools of thought. 

Realism is the first school of thought that is examined, and a possible scenario of how the 

conflict would turn out according to realists is presented. Their ideas in general capture the 

important position that states have within international relations. They embody a scenario of 

(inevitable) conflict, where, if one state rises, the one already in power, feels threatened. This 

phase is usually followed by a state of conflict according to realists. Predictions about the 

future of US-China relations made by realists are therefore not very rosy ones. The rise of 

China and the fear this instilled on the United States has already led to a trade war, and thus 

might as well lead to an even more serious conflict. However, scholars like Graham offer a 

way out of this possibility by stating two seemingly opposing truths which the United States 

should face. First of all, they should acknowledge the fact that a real war is possible. And 

secondly, they should acknowledge that the conflict is not inevitable, and that they can, 
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therefore, still do something about it to make amends. Realists recognize that if the United 

States were not to take these truths serious, serious conflict is luring.  

The second scenario that is pointed out in the last chapter is the scenario of co-

optation, where China would adjust to certain lengths and grow to be included in the current 

world order led by the United States. In this scenario Beijing would have to conform to 

western ideas of a liberal world order, which is characterized by democracy and an open 

market economy. Liberal scholars like John Ikenberry namely claim that despite the fact that 

China’s rise is immense and inevitable, it would be too hard for this nation to overthrow the 

entire liberal world order. The nation would not only face the United States in this regard, but 

a Western-centered system backed by a large number of influential nations. This scenario is 

widely supported by academics from the liberal school of thought, who adhere to the 

principles of liberalism. The general ideas of this school of thought with regard the issue 

presented is that international institutions and organizations are the ones that hold the power, 

because they can ensure peace between different states.  

The last scenario presented, which is strongly supported by international politics and 

economics scholars Naná de Graaff and Bastiaan van Apeldoorn, is one focused around the 

idea that these two nations would establish a society of coexistence. In this scenario, both the 

United States and China would have to make adjustments, rather than just the latter. Their 

idea is that the importance and influence of China can no longer be denied and that the United 

States, therefore, would have to give in and move slightly toward China in order to safeguard 

a peaceful coexistence within the world. The perception in this last scenario are mostly 

influenced by the constructivist school of thought, who adhere to the principle that the impact 

of ideas should be focused on, rather than material factors like trade or power. The scenario of 

coexistence as presented by De Graaff and Van Apeldoorn focusses on the way these nations 

are governed according to specific ideas in both nations. If these nations were to pay closer 

attention to each other, they could learn from one another and potentially grow closer 

together. Ideas within each nation are thus key in this scenario and school of thought.  

Despite the fact that all the scenarios presented are quite probable, they all have their 

limitations as well. These limitations are illustrated by international relations scholar Stephen 

Walt. He states that realists often forget to take changes in an international context into 

account, liberalists sometimes tend to leave out the importance of the position of power 

within international relations, and constructivists could improve on foreseeing what the future 
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might have in store for a particular event. It is, therefore, crucial for the governments of both 

nations not to turn a blind eye to any of the schools of thought, and to consider all of them 

equally in order to envision a complete picture of what might happen next and what measures 

to take to prevent incidents. 
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