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World Health Organization Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus looks on during a press conference following 
emergency talks over the new SARS-like virus spreading in China and other nations in Geneva. PIERRE ALBOUY. AFP. Getty 
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World Food Program and the Food and Agricultural Organization (given uncertainty around the global 
food supply), the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (given the as yet unknown impact on population 
movements), and the WTO.

�is e�ort should be led by Germany, France, the European Union, Japan, Canada, and possibly 
Britain (assuming Boris Johnson genuinely believes in a “global Britain”). Others, such as Singapore, 
can commit to maintaining an e�ective multilateral order as a global public good in its own right, rather 

than as a vehicle for the realization of narrow national 
interests. �ey could start by issuing an immediate joint 
statement that together they will now �ll the funding 
gap left by the lunatic decision by Mr. Trump to axe 
America’s �nancial contributions to the WHO. �ey 
should also stipulate that this funding is contingent on 
the implementation of a post-crisis reform program to 
enhance the WHO’s regulatory powers and statutory 



3. The Coming Post-COVID 
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public domain during April. Xi’s draconian lockdown of half the country for months to suppress the virus 
has been widely hailed, but he has not emerged unscathed. Internal debate rages on the precise number of 
the dead and the infected, on the risks of second-wave e�ects as the country slowly reopens, and on the 
future direction of economic and foreign policy.

�e economic damage has been massive. Despite China’s published return-to-work rates, no amount 
of domestic stimulus in the second half of 2020 will make up for the loss in economic activity in the �rst 
and second quarters. Drastic economic retrenchment among China’s principal trading partners will further 
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6WUDWHJLF�ULYDOU\�ZLOO�QRZ�GHÀQH�
the entire spectrum of the U.S.-
China relationship—military, 
HFRQRPLF��ÀQDQFLDO��WHFKQRORJLFDO��
ideological—and increasingly 
shape Beijing’s and Washington’s 
relationships with third countries.

post–trade war, post-pandemic world. Xi could seek to ameliorate tensions with the United States until 
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its interests. �is tendency has accelerated under Xi, who since coming to power in 2013 has shifted the 
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nearly all major campaign issues, including the origins of COVIA6lesry -19.  coET
EMwous U.S. r(H)ng sponse,Y
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�en, on July 13, Washington announced a major change in its position on the legal status of China’s 
long-standing nine-dash–line claim to sovereignty in the South China Sea. In the past, Washington—
not having rati�ed the UN Convention for the Law of the Sea—had remained neutral on the legality 
of individual claims. Now, for the �rst time, Washington was formally rejecting the international legal 
validity of all Chinese maritime claims. (Australia followed suit 10 days later, with a formal statement 
to the United Nations.) �is change aligns the United States with the Southeast Asian states that have 
challenged China’s extensive maritime claims; previously, the United States had acted only in defense of 
freedom of navigation in the South China Sea, not on the legitimacy of individual claims.

�is set of U.S. moves has further raised the temperature between the U.S. and Chinese militaries. 
China retaliated in late July: an administrative amendment to long-standing shipping regulations 

changed the designation of an extensive area of the 
South China Sea from “o�shore” to “coastal,” and 
the Chinese air force began deploying long-range 
bombers for aerial surveillance �ights over these 
disputed areas.

�e existing memorandum of understanding 
on agreed protocols for avoiding and managing 
collisions in the air and at sea was negotiated 
during the Obama administration, before the nearly 
complete collapse in trust between Beijing and 

Washington. It is far from certain that these protocols will be e�ective with the rapid increase in air, naval, 
and other military assets in the area, where there is already a history of near misses between U.S. and 
Chinese military ships and p 0 other militaS
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CHINA IS THE ONLY MAJOR WORLD ECONOMY TODAY reporting any economic growth. It went 
�rst into COVID-19 and was �rst out, grinding out 3.2 percent growth in the most recent quarter while 
the U.S. economy shrank 9.5 percent and other advanced economies endured double-digit declines. High-
tech monitoring, comprehensive testing, and aggressive top-down containment measures enabled China 
to get the virus under control while others struggled. �e Middle Kingdom may even deliver a modest 
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�e pandemic has forced every country to put short-term stability above future concerns, but no 
other country has looming burdens like China’s. In June, the State Council ordered banks to “give up” 
1.5 trillion yuan (around $220 billion) in pro�t, the only lever of control authorities have to reduce debt 
costs and support growth. In August, China’s economic planning agency ordered six banks to set aside a 
quota to fund infrastructure construction with long-term loans at below-market rates. �ese temporary 
solutions threaten the �nancial stability of a system that is already overleveraged, pointing to more bank 
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AS TWO OF THE REGION’S LEADERS around the G20 decision-making table during the height of 
the last global recession in 2008 and 2009, we understand the power of the institution in a crisis.

But after four years of the not-so-subtle degradation of the multilateral order under U.S. President 
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And all of the above are deeply in�uenced by the worldview of one man: Xi Jinping.

2020: THE YEAR THAT WAS

Xi Jinping, like China itself, has had a tumultuous year.

For Xi, the year began appallingly with the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in Wuhan and its 
rapid spread to other parts of the country and then the world. Xi’s domestic political position came under 
increasing challenge. He was criticized internally for the failure of the initial e�orts to contain the virus 
on the grounds that local o�cials were too hesitant to report the truth to central party o�cials under 

Xi for fear that they would be punished for being the 
deliverers of bad news. �is was despite the fact that a 
supposedly “failsafe” system had been established after 
the SARS pandemic of 2003. �is system was meant to 
immediately report any future coronavirus outbreaks to 
the center—just like the center had supposedly directed 
the closure of all Chinese wet markets following the 
SARS outbreak 17 years ago.

Xi Jinping was also under pressure for a slowingt markets following the 



ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE 



42 





44 



ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE







48 | 



ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE 



50 



ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE THE AVOIDABLE WAR: THE DECADE OF LIVING DANGEROUSLY | 51



52 | ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE THE AVOIDABLE WAR: THE DECADE OF LIVING DANGEROUSLY

�erefore, whatever hopes U.S. trade negotiators had for some sort of “Phase Two” deal with China on 
the impact of state subsidies on Chinese corporations in both the national and international marketplaces, 
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IMPACT ON THE CHINESE PRIVATE SECTOR
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�e conclusion I have reached to date, based on the evidence that has emerged during the course of 
2020, is that Xi Jinping’s China continues to move toward the left on politics, partially to the left on the 
economy, while also becoming progressively more nationalistic.

�at does not mean that it will therefore be impossible for the rest of the world to have a productive 
relationship with such a China in the future. What it does mean, however, is that the China of the future 
is increasingly di�erent from the China of the pre–Xi Jinping past.

On the core question of whether Xi Jinping’s core domestic political and economic strategy will 
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overseas clean energy investments also has the potential to result in a sophisticated diplomatic squeeze on 
China. If China does not want to be seen to be moving only at the behest of U.S. pressure, it would be 
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OFFICIALS IN WASHINGTON AND BEIJING DON’T AGREE ON MUCH THESE DAYS, BUT 
THERE IS ONE THING ON WHICH THEY SEE EYE TO EYE: the contest between their two countries 
will enter a decisive phase in the 2020s. �is will be the decade of living dangerously. No matter what 
strategies the two sides pursue or what events unfold, the tension between the United States and China 
will grow, and competition will intensify; it is inevitable. War, however, is not. It remains possible for the 
two countries to put in place guardrails that would prevent a catastrophe: a joint framework for what I 
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BEIJING’S LONG VIEW

In the United States, few have paid much attention to the domestic political and economic drivers of 
Chinese grand strategy, the content of that strategy, or the ways in which China has been operationalizing 
it in recent decades. �e conversation in Washington has been all about what the United States ought 
to do, without much re�ection on whether any given course of action might result in real changes to 
China’s strategic course. A prime example of this type of foreign policy myopia was an address that then 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo delivered last July, in which he e�ectively called for the overthrow of the 
CCP. “We, the freedom-loving nations of the world, 
must induce China to change,” he declared, including 
by “empower[ing] the Chinese people.”
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to �ght a battle that Washington itself judged it would probably lose. Without U.S. backing, Xi believes, 
Taiwan would either capitulate or �ght on its own and lose. �is approach, however, radically underestimates 
three factors: the di�culty of occupying an island that is the size of the Netherlands, has the terrain of 
Norway, and boasts a well-armed population of 25 million; the irreparable damage to China’s international 
political legitimacy that would arise from such a brutal use of military force; and the deep unpredictability 
of U.S. domestic politics, which would determine the 
nature of the U.S. response if and when such a crisis 
arose. Beijing, in projecting its own deep strategic realism 
onto Washington, has concluded that the United States 
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CHINA’S NATIONAL INTERESTS



78 | ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE THE AVOIDABLE WAR: THE DECADE OF LIVING DANGEROUSLY



ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE 



80 | ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE 



ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE THE AVOIDABLE WAR: THE DECADE OF LIVING DANGEROUSLY | 81

the Cold War. He also challenged our decision on Huawei and proposed to the company that there would 
be a review of our ban if the Liberals were elected to government. �e Liberals’ accommodating approach 
to Huawei was enhanced by the extraordinary decision by Downer to take a paid .5 49.9219219he euawei w
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for the Quad, Abbott’s recent rewriting of history on this ignores the fact that when we were elected in late 
2007, neither India nor Japan wanted to proceed with it. �e Bush administration at the time was also at 




