Chinese Views on the
U.S. National Security and National Defense Strategies

Michael D. Swaine’

The Trump administration’s recent U.S. National Security and National
Defense Strategies have drawn strong criticisms from the Chinese and
increased tensions in the U.S.-China relationship. Both authoritative and
non-authoritative sources repeatedly, and often bluntly, argue that the two
documents’ negative statements toward China reflect the United States’
hostile “Cold War mentality” and ignore Beijing’s supposedly cooperative,
win-win approach and peaceful intentions. Often propagandistic, Chinese
sources also point out the inconsistent, contradictory, and hypocritical
contents of the documents. Despite such criticisms, many Chinese sources
express hope for U.S.-China cooperation to avoid future conflict and
address common global challenges.

In December 2017 and January 2018, the executive branch of the United States
Government published two important documents that purport to describe the main
features and rationale for America’s overall security stance toward the world: the
National Security Strategy (NSS) and the Summary of the National Defense Strategy
(NDS), respectively.' The former is designed to provide the basis for developing a
common view across the government of the United States’ strategic environment and key
global interests, goals, and objectives essential to its security. The latter, derived from the
NSS, is intended to focus on: defining and prioritizing the specific threats confronting the
United States; delineating a national military strategy intended to meet those threats; and
providing a description of the specific goals, concepts, and resources necessary for the
successful implementation of that strategy.”

These two documents deal extensively with China. Indeed, in the NSS, “China is
mentioned 23 times, nearly twice as many times as it was in the Obama administration’s
last report.”™

In both documents, Beijing is apparently seen as a near-existential threat to the United
States and the West in general, engaged in a concerted effort to realize a “repressive
vision of world order” by overthrowing the long-standing “free” vision of world order led
by Washington. Unlike their predecessors, the strategies entirely “neglect to portray
China as a potential contributor to regional or global stability and prosperity, or as a
possible collaborator on common global and regional security (and other) problems.’
Instead, they “seek to pit the United States and other democracies against China in a zero-
sum competition” for dominance.’
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These documents thus represent a fundamental shift in U.S. national security and defense
priorities away from the post—9/11 focus on terrorism and other transnational threats that
require cooperation with China—such as climate change, pandemics, and WMD
proliferation—and toward a traditional emphasis on great power rivalry and the threat of
a rising China.

Many observers point out that neither the NSS nor the NDS actually serves as an
authoritative guide for concrete policies and behavior across the U.S. government. For
many, they have become largely rhetorical exercises, marked, at least in the case of the
NSS, by “grandiose ambitions and laundry lists of priorities.”

Nonetheless, both documents unquestionably serve to set a tone and orientation for the
executive and legislative branches in dealing with key foreign and defense policy
concerns. As a consequence, they can reinforce existing biases or preferences within the
U.S. government and policy community, thereby narrowing the range of options
considered while squelching or ignoring criticisms of existing policies. In addition, there
is little doubt that the NDS provides considerable impetus behind efforts to focus and
reorient national resources in particular directions, in this instance investing less in
capabilities intended to deal with non-state threats and more in conventional components
of military force, such as warships and aircraft.

As one might expect, these documents have generated considerable, and almost
uniformly critical, reactions from Chinese sources, with some interesting variations. As in
past issues of the Monitor, this essay will describe and assess these Chinese views as
comprehensively as possible using open sources. As usual, such views are divided into
authoritative and non-authoritative categories to distinguish between official and
unofficial perceptions, and to identify possible differences and lines of debate within both
official and unofficial leadership and elite circles.” The essay ends with a summary and
assessment of the Chinese perspective and its implications for future U.S.-China
relations.

Chinese Assessments and Observations
Authoritative Sources

As previous CLM essays have indicated, authoritative Chinese sources are often very
cautious in directly criticizing U.S. foreign policy statements and actions. On occasion,
however, they can be very blunt and unambiguous in expressing official opposition. This
appears to be the case with the NSS and NDS. Both civilian and military sources, in
addition to senior foreign policy figures, have largely condemned both documents using a
variety of sometimes colorful language.

For example, they clearly imply that in depicting China as a predatory proponent of a
repressive world order striving for regional and global dominance, the documents engage
in “malicious slander” CEZilK5), deliberately distorting the facts regarding Beijing’s
strategic i181tentions and generally playing up strategic competition between the two
countries.
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Echoing past Chinese descriptions of negative U.S. assessments of China and the Asia
security environment, authoritative sources describe the views contained in the NSS and
NDS as further examples of a U.S. “Cold War mentality” in pursuit of a “zero-sum
game.” Such views are characterized as being “fundamentally wrong.””

Going further, in addressing the NDS, the spokesperson for the Ministry of National
Defense (MND) implies that its view of China as a military threat is an example of a
“sick mentality” (i .00 2). He adds: “It does not matter whether people speculate on,
sabotage, or contain [China]. All are a waste of time.”""

Rather naively, the spokesperson for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs states:

I cannot help but wonder that as the world’s top military power with a
military budget exceeding the total of the other top seven, how could the
US still allege that it is threatened by others?'!

In a somewhat more analytical manner, several authoritative sources point out the
apparent contradiction in U.S. policy toward China implied by the two U.S. strategy
documents. For example, in reference to the NSS, the Chinese embassy in Washington
states:

The U.S. effort to regard China as a rival contradict[s] its previous claim
to develop a partnership with China, [and] goes against the interdependent
nature of China-U.S. ties as well as the two countries’ efforts to cooperate
in bilateral and international affairs."?

In unambiguously pushing back against the generally hostile viewpoint toward China
contained in the NSS and NDS, several authoritative sources offer the standard defense of
Chinese policies and intentions as peaceful, win-win—oriented, non-confrontational, and
therefore highly beneficial to regional and global stability and growth. Perhaps the most
representative example of this viewpoint is again provided in the rejoinder to the NSS
contained in the above statement issued by the Chinese embassy in Washington:

China has always been committed and constructive in the pursuit of world
peace, global development, and maintenance of the international order.
We see a win-win strategy of “opening-up” in our relations with all
nations. What China seeks in the world is global partnership, not global
dominance. We pursue a vision of global governance featuring extensive
consultation, joint contribution and shared benefits. China further stands
for democracy in international relations, with the aim of building a new
model of global affairs defined as a community with a shared future for
mankind. In this spirit, China’s economic and diplomatic activities around
the globe are broadly welcomed."
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Foreign Minister Wang Y1 adds to this standard description of China’s peaceful strategic
intent by asserting that Beijing’s commitment to peaceful development and win-win
cooperation “is completely different from that of traditional powers and, as such, is
commended and welcomed by a growing number of countries.”"

The MND spokesperson was a little more pointed in his defense of Chinese views and
policies, stating:

Facts will tell and justice will prevail. Unlike some countries with a
hegemonic thinking, China has no intention of claiming hegemony or
seeking hegemony—‘‘seeking hegemony” is not a hat that you can put on
China’s head."

Finally, in addition to such direct criticism of the outlook and views contained in the NSS
and NDS, authoritative Chinese sources nonetheless also contain numerous conciliatory
exhortations for the United States to abandon its hostile, confrontational stance toward
China, acknowledge the common interests and challenges facing both countries, and
work with Beijing to enhance Sino-American cooperation. Again, the PRC embassy in
Washington provides the best example of this sentiment, stating:

China and the United States shoulder important responsibilities and have
extensive common interests in upholding world peace and stability and
promoting global development and prosperity. We hope that the United
States can align itself with the trend of the world and the will of the people,
and put the world and China-US relations into the perspective of
cooperation. We hope the United States will join hands with China to
uphold the sound and steady growth of China-US relations. This is the
right choice that serves the interests of our two peoples, and the people of
the world."

Similar statements have been made by the Foreign Ministry spokesperson and the
Chinese ambassador to the United States, Cui Tiankai.'’

In response to the NDS, even the oft-contentious PLA expressed the need for continued,
mutually beneficial relations between the U.S. and Chinese militaries:

We hope that the U.S. side can meet China halfway, [author’s italics]
grasp the momentum of the development of the relations between the
countries and militaries, and make the military relations a stable factor in
China-U.S. relations."®

Non-Authoritative Sources

It is no surprise that many non-authoritative sources echo most of the critical themes and
arguments leveled by Chinese agencies and senior officials, including references to

Washington’s “Cold War” mentality and zero-sum game plan.'’ It is also no surprise that
such sources use similar or even more provocatively colorful language than authoritative
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sources to characterize the U.S. views contained in the documents. For example, Zhong
Sheng asserts:

The U.S. is suffering from a zero-sum game paranoia and is unable to
extricate itself—the body has entered the 21st century, but its mind is still
in the past.*’

And, in commenting on the NSS, the reliably critical Global Times opines that the U.S.
administration is “blinded by arrogance” and “false beliefs.”*!

Non-authoritative sources also offer explanations, albeit in much greater detail, of the
supposed motivations behind Washington’s efforts in the NSS and NDS to treat China as
an adversary and to engage in zero-sum thinking. In an oft-heard view, many attribute
such views to the anxious U.S. desire to retain global dominance in an increasingly
challenging environment where its relative power is declining. For example, Zhong
Sheng states:

The sharp rise in the sense of a threat is not due to a fundamental change
in the environment that the U.S. is facing, but because the U.S. itself has
become anxious and lost confidence.*”

According to a Global Times editorial, such anxiety “reflects Washington’s reluctance to
accept the rise of China . . . But it cannot keep China in check given its large size and
colossal economic volume.” In criticizing “Washington’s indisputable insistence on its
global hegemony” via threats to “dampen China-US trade and intensify military
confrontation,” the editorial also challenges Trump to “just try it,” adding “We believe
East Asian nations will not follow the US, nor are they ready to serve as its tool.””

In a less confrontational, and decidedly naive and propagandistic manner, Zhong Sheng
makes a likely indirect criticism of the NSS and NDS by asserting the failure of those
who hype the “China threat” to “understand the essentials of mutual respect, fairness and
justice, and win-win cooperation . . . [they] don’t want to see that people live in a world
of lasting peace, common security, common prosperity, openness and inclusiveness, and
cleanliness and beauty. They deliberately regard China’s measures to help other
countries’ development and achieve win-win results as their own threats.””*

Again echoing authoritative sources, some observers point to the supposedly hypocritical
and contradictory stance of the Trump administration in presenting the adversarial views
contained in the NSS and NDS. For example, Ma Shikun, a senior journalist at People’s
Daily, writes that while the NSS claims that China (and Russia) are “revisionist states,” in
fact, “given his reckless rewriting and ‘re-evaluation’ of the international status quo in his
first year in office, Trump himself could more rightly be called a ‘revisionist.””*

Similarly, a Global Times editorial states, “It is the US that has recently become the
biggest saboteur of international rules and challenger of free trade™”
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A Xinhua commentary also highlights the contradictory U.S. stance, stating that the NSS

Goes against [the] consensus reached by leaders of the two countries to
develop bilateral relations and the reality in which both countries share
common interests in many areas.”’

Several non-authoritative sources also present the supposed dangers that the NSS and
NDS present to China. For example, Ding Gang, a senior editor at People’s Daily and
senior fellow with the Chongyang Institute for Financial Studies at Renmin University of
China, asserts that the NSS signifies an unprecedented U.S. stress on competition with
China that “will also cause more developed countries to pay attention to competition with
China and [this] will lead to difficulties in China’s rise.”

Similarly, another source states that because rivalry and competition will now dominate
U.S. China policy, “China will likely fall victim to vehement US political strife. No one
wants to be perceived as being weak on China.”’

And in perhaps the most ominous assessment of the U.S. strategy documents, Zhang
Baohui, a professor of political science at Lingnan University in Hong Kong, states that
the NSS signifies that the supposed Xi-Trump partnership is now “dead” and that “the
two countries are on a long-term collision course.”’

As with authoritative sources, some non-authoritative observers predictably seek to rebut
the depiction of China in the NSS and NDS as a predatory threat to the U.S.-led global
order by extolling Beijing’s peaceful and beneficial nature and intentions. For example, a
professor at the PLA Navy’s Dalian War College asserts:

China has upheld and will always uphold the principle of non-
confrontation. Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Y1i elaborated on the
concept of ‘new type of major-country relationship’, that is, non-conflict,
non-confrontation, mutual respect and win-win cooperation in a speech at
Washington-based think tank Brookings Institution in 2013. . . . China has
no intention of becoming a strategic competitor to any country, let alone
the US. Nor has it taken any actions to do so.”!

A few sources assert the unprecedented nature of this U.S. stance, at least since the
advent of the Chinese reform era in the early *80s. For example, Senior Colonel Liang
Fang, a professor at the National Defense University of the People’s Liberation Army,
said that “For the first time in history, the US is acknowledging the fact that China’s
rapid rise is challenging its status as the world’s sole superpower.”

And one of the above-mentioned Global Times editorials states:
The White House has now adopted a different view toward US-China

relations. For instance, previous administrations concentrated more on
developing Sino-US collaboration, through which they expected to mollify
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bilateral contradictions. The Trump government, on the contrary, may
input more resources to rival and pressure China, in the hope that Beijing
will seek cooperation with Washington on Washington’s terms.™

Yet, in contrast to the above views, the editorial also inexplicably states:

China doesn’t need to fear a change of heart by the Trump administration
toward China since it’s no big deal. If US society can live with strained
ties with China, so can China.>*

Fan Gaoyue, a well-known military scholar at the PLA Academy of Military Sciences,
more precisely captures the apparent essence of the unprecedented U.S. shift. He writes:

Trump’s NSS admits that the engagement strategy the U.S. has followed
for 20 years has failed to integrate adversaries into the Western system but
instead has helped them develop rapidly and challenge the Western system.
Therefore the U.S. must discard its ‘engagement strategy’ for a
‘competition strategy’ and compete with and prevail over them in politics,
economics, military affairs, and diplomacy. . . . With this guideline . . .
[f]riction and confrontation will increase between the two countries and
their relations will become more complicated and volatile.*

As suggested above, many observers place this U.S. shift within the larger context of the
overall power and policy dynamics influencing Sino-U.S. relations and reflected in the
larger global order. For many observers, the U.S. shift marks its “return to traditional
great power politics,” which stands in contrast to China’s support for “a new type of great
power relations” marked by “no conflict, no confrontation, mutual respect, and win-win
cooperation.”®

Moreover, in this power rivalry, the U.S. is viewed as increasingly anxious, as noted
above, and China as more confident. For example, for many observers, such as former
Foreign Ministry Vice Minister He Yafei, this U.S. stance results from the perceived
threat that a rising China poses to “[ Washington’s] absolute military advantage, its
dominating currency system and its status as an economic and trading power.” Among
these features, He stresses in particular the supposed challenge felt by many Americans
that China’s “new development model” poses to the “core principles of the Washington
Consensus,” characterized by “privatization, superiority of the market and
liberalization.”’

Despite such apparently contrasting approaches, however, He also asserts that “Beijing
has no strategic intention to challenge or even replace Washington.” He stresses instead
that “cooperation is the only way ahead for [Beijing’s] relations with the US,” especially
given the dominant trend of the times toward globalization and multipolarization.®®
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Thus, despite the two documents’ more pronounced tilt toward strategic competition with
China, He believes that Washington has not yet fully adopted an adversarial stance. In his
view, the U.S. has two options:

One is to maintain the existing global governing system and make
appropriate adjustments via peaceful coexistence and competition. The
other is to continue with its clichéd policies toward the rise of other major
countries by means of repression and containment.”’

Other non-authoritative observers seem to place less stress on the U.S. driving the
emerging security competition with China, focusing instead on the overall dynamics of
the “realist” great power rivalry. For example, Shi Yinhong, director of American Studies
at Renmin University in Beijing, states in response to the NDS, “It is clear that conflicts
between China and the US are heading in the direction of becoming more strategic, more
serious . . . and more comprehensive . . . While the US sees China and Russia as
becoming increasingly assertive, China and Russia have much the same view of the US . .
. S0 we’re seeing action, reaction and rising tension that is similar to [what happened]
during the Cold War.”*

Guo Xiaobing, deputy director and a research professor at the China Institutes of
Contemporary International Relations Institute of Arms Control and Security Studies,
similarly concludes that an emphasis on competition

Will lead to a vicious circle of an arms race, escalate tensions among big
powers and result in traditional geopolitical conflicts . . . in this way, the
US National Defense Strategy will become a self-fulfilling prophesy.*'

Dingding Chen, a professor of international relations at Jinan University and non-resident
fellow at the Global Public Policy Institute in Berlin, also argues that the NDS signifies a
new era of geopolitical competition. However, in marked contrast to most other Chinese
observers, Professor Chen optimistically states:

Even geopolitical competition, if conducted in a peaceful and healthy way,
can lead to a greater provision of regional public goods and stabilize the
regional order. There are many positive structural and agential reasons to
believe that even an intense U.S.-China competition will not lead to
unstable outcomes in Asia. Nuclear balance between the two, economic
interdependence, self-restraint on both sides, and rational leadership, can
all play a role in ensuring competition does not lead to negative
outcomes.*

Teng Jianqun, the director of the Department for American Studies and a senior research
fellow at CIIS, the Foreign Ministry’s think tank, similarly asserts:

Strategic competition is not necessarily a bad thing for China. It can force
China to deepen reforms in various fields and accelerate China’s pace of
indigenous innovation.*
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Finally, a particularly even-handed approach to the relationship is offered by Sun Zhe,
the founding director of the Center for U.S.-China Relations at Tsinghua University in
Beijing. He states:

Beijing and Washington should not make mistakes on fundamental issues
when dealing with confrontational and sensitive subjects. Instead of brute
force or simple national strength, the two countries should focus on how to
win with wisdom and implement dialogue and cooperation mechanisms
that can eliminate confrontation.**

Conclusion

It is no surprise that both authoritative and non-authoritative Chinese views of the NSS
and NDS are highly critical, given the adversarial nature of both documents. Much of this
criticism simply repeats past characterizations of negative U.S. statements toward China
as being reflective of a hostile “Cold War mentality” or a “zero-sum game plan.” As
often occurs, a sharp contrast is drawn between this viewpoint and China’s cooperative,
“win-win” approach, reflected in the Chinese interpretation of the so-called “new type of
great power relations.” In this sense, the Chinese response to these new documents is
unremarkable and to a large extent merely propagandistic, seeking to use any critical U.S.
stance toward China’s rise as a means of extolling the preposterous notion that China, as
an opponent of “great power politics,” is entirely unlike any other great power of the past.

That said, great powers certainly do not behave simply as power maximizing and
contentious hegemons in an anarchic world, as the theory of offensive realism would
suggest. Culture, history, and leadership personalities can at the very least temper such
impulses, often encouraging a level of policy pragmatism that seeks balance over
dominance, and reassurance alongside deterrence. For China in the modern era, these
factors, reinforced by the recent trend of globalization and the emergence of multiple
power centers, have arguably contributed to a genuine belief among some Chinese that
“win-win” outcomes and efforts to avoid hard power dominance are both necessary and
possible, as long as nations respect one another’s “core interests.” This view does not
make China unique in any way, but it does suggest a possible level of moderation and
optimism that stands in sharp contrast to the decidedly pessimistic and one-sided thrust of
the NSS and NDS. And in that sense, the Chinese critique of these documents is
welcome, indeed necessary.

The Chinese are generally also correct in pointing out the internally contradictory and
unprecedented nature of the NSS and NDS in proposing an invariably adversarial
approach to China that clashes not only with the balanced views of previous U.S.
administrations, but also with the occasionally more cooperative and moderate views
toward China expressed by President Trump and some other U.S. government officials.
This perhaps reflects the apparent chaos and inconsistency of the current administration’s
China policy.

Some Chinese observers also, again correctly, note the somewhat hypocritical nature of
the charge in both documents that China is a “revisionist” power seeking to overturn the
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U.S.-led “free” world order. This categorical statement seems strange when one considers
the Trump administration’s threat to undertake punitive economic measures against
Beijing in the form of massive trade tariffs that would likely violate the rules of the
World Trade Organization (WTO), a major pillar of the global free trade order. It has also
given scant attention to promoting human rights, regarded by many as the core liberal
aspect of the existing world order, and withdrawn from the Paris climate change
agreement and the negotiations on the Trans-Pacific Partnership, both arguably
components of the global order.* Indeed, President Trump routinely casts doubt on the
entire concept of multilateral agreements and hence the notion that states benefit through
collective action, another key feature of the global order.

While both types of Chinese sources adopt a decidedly critical stance toward the NSS and
NDS, and point to the dangers both documents present for China, it is notable that many
Chinese nonetheless express the continued hope that Washington will align itself more
closely with the supposed global trend toward interdependence and cooperation, and thus
work with Beijing to address common challenges. This conciliatory stance, evident in
both civilian and military sources, most likely reflects the need for Chinese commentators
to remain loyal to the basic guiding judgment of the Chinese Communist Party that the
current era is one of peace and development, not great power contention and conflict. It
also likely stems from the need for a still weak-but-rising China to avoid serious conflict
with the “global hegemon.” Yet in some cases, it could also reflect a sincere recognition
of the fact that many common global challenges require a significant level of Sino-
U.S./Western cooperation.

As is often the case with other foreign policy issues, non-authoritative Chinese sources
present a more detailed, nuanced, and somewhat heretical take on the origins, nature, and
implications of the NSS and NDS. While many such sources predictably see the zero-
sum, adversarial nature of the two documents as reflective of America’s anxiety over its
declining relative power, others see them as a response to the supposed failure of the
West to integrate China into the Western system, or as a reaction to the challenge that
China’s supposed “new development model” poses to the so-called Washington
Consensus. Most interestingly, in a decidedly unorthodox manner, some non-
authoritative sources (and most often academic scholars of international relations) view
the documents as indicative of a sharpening strategic competition between two great
powers, thus implying that both sides are in fact at fault in creating the current situation.
Equally notable, some non-authoritative sources even suggest that strategic competition
could be beneficial to China in various ways, as long as it does not become too excessive.

So, despite the obvious propagandistic and at times sharp and predictably critical thrust of
much of the Chinese commentary on the NSS and NDS, there is, in some instances, a
level of balance and indeed moderation that some Western observers might find
surprising. That said, there is little doubt that most authoritative and non-authoritative
Chinese sources generally recognize and condemn the unprecedentedly hostile and
adversarial stance basic to both documents.

10
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