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Means vs Ends: 
The Relevance of Ideology 
in US-China Relations

Bunthorn Sok

In 2018, US President Donald Trump declared that the US had erred 

in backing China’s accession into the World Trade Organization in 

20011. He felt the political establishment was lulled by China’s still 

juvenile economic situation in the late 1980s, and that they failed to 

grasp that, supporting China’s candidacy would create a political and 

economic risk to the US’ global hegemony and that China’s “keeping a 

low profile” (KLP) approach from 1990s to early 2000s, had enabled it 

to accumulate power unchallenged. 

Soon China’s surprising annual economic growth rate, from 8.3% in 

2001 to 14.2% in 20072, started raising doubts among politicians and 

observers about the US’ ability to maintain its power over the world 

order. Although an official letter from then Chinese State Councilor 

Dai Bingguo in 2010 emphasized that China would not abandon 

its KLP strategy3, the country’s economic ambitions and recurring 

maritime disputes with Japan, the Philippines, and Vietnam in 2009 

disrupted US comfort. In 2010 the US responded by swiftly crafting a 

“rebalancing strategy,” expressly against China’s assertiveness in the 

East and South China Seas. Studies on China’s rise4 proliferated, as did 

questions regarding the two countries’ approaches to development. 

One result, based on Deng Xiaoping’s “black cat, white cat” style of 

diplomacy5, rooted in China’s political philosophy, was an increasing 

number of Asian “strongman” leaders in Asia and beyond, using it 

to shape their leadership models. This instigated debates on China-

centric and US-centric models of leadership, especially on the means 

and ends of statehood. 

Thailand, for instance, while trying to resolve domestic turmoil 

following the junta’s coup d’état in 2014, stated that the “American 

one-size shirt does not fit all,” despite being one of the closest US allies 

Lesley Wroughton, “Trump Administration 

Says U.S. Mistakenly Backed China WTO 

Accession in 2001,” Reuters, last modified 

January 20, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/

article/us-usa-trade-china-idUSKBN1F82U1.

See World Bank, ‘GDP Growth (Annual %) – 

China’ (2021). The growth rates from 2008 to 

2010 were not cited for arguments since 2008 

was the spiking year of global economic crisis 

which sparked recessions everywhere till 

2010.

The notable statement in that letter interpret-

ed the KLP as “being moderate and cautious, 

undertaking no leadership, raising no banner, 

searching for no expansion, not running after 

hegemony and being consistent with the idea 

of peaceful development.” See Yan Xuetong, 

“From Keeping a Low Profile to Striving for 

Achievement,” The Chinese Journal of Inter-

national Politics, 2014, 155.

For instance, see John J. Mearsheimer, “Can 

China Rise Peacefully?” The National Interest, 

late modified October 25, 2014, https://

nationalinterest.org/commentary/can-chi-

na-rise-peacefully-10204.

The “black cat, white cat” diplomacy of Deng 

Xiapong—“it doesn’t matter if a cat is black or 

white so long as it catches mice”—developed 

long before 1980s, but it gained attention 

only after the phenomenal success of China’s 

economic reform in the late 1980s. See Wen 

Liao, “China’s Black Cat, White Cat Diplo-

macy,” Foreign Policy, last modified July 10, 

2009, https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/07/10/

chinas-black-cat-white-cat-diplomacy/.
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4

5

Chief of Bureau of General Department of 

International Trade, 

Ministry of Commerce and Lecturer of 

Economic Diplomacy at the Royal School of 

Administration of Cambodia
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in Asia6. Similarly, during its dramatic drug-war campaign in 2016, the 

Philippines’ government of Rodrigo Duterte dismissed US concerns 

about its rights abuses, suggesting that the Philippines would take a 

different approach to social order7. Lauding the Chinese model too 

highly at the expense of US democratic and human rights roles – or 

vice versa – is a huge mistake when contexts are not taken precisely 

into account. That is how the narratives on the “means and ends” 

in governance evolved into debates between the oriental and the 

occidental.

German philosopher G.W.F Hegel (1770–1831) famously saw the 

rights and values embedded in liberal democracy as an end, because 

they satisfy human beings’ desire for recognition of their status and 

dignity8. The 19th-century German political philosopher Karl Marx, 

while borrowing Hegel’s human historical narrative, challenged that 

belief by claiming that liberal democracies often failed to solve social 

contradictions, that is—class conflict9. Simply put, for Marx socialism—

whereby a society shall accord benefits to human beings of all classes, 

not just a few—is an effective means of governance to promote the 

end of a just and stable nation for all. This traditional theoretical 

contradiction reflects the lack of political cohesion between Beijing’s 

more centralize socialism and Washington’s capitalist democracy. 

While the US defends liberal democracy as an end for all humankind, 

China views democracy and socialism as a means toward an inclusive 

prosperity. To understand the gap between these two doctrines I have 

examined them in terms of their pragmatism and acceptance. 

In terms of pragmatism, it can be said that democracy, like 

communism, consists not of guidelines, but values. Positioning 

democracy as an end for governance cannot be justified simply by 

Patsara Jikkham, “Prayut: America’s ‘One-

size Shirt’ Does Not Fit All,” Bangkok Post, 

last modified March 13, 2015, https://www.

bangkokpost.com/thailand/politics/496525/

prayut-america-one-size-shirt-does-not-fit-

all.

Trixia Enriquez Carungcong and Raul Dancel, 

“Duterte Defends War on Drugs, Slams US in 

Singapore Speech,” The Straits Times, last 

modified December 17, 2016, https://www.

straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/duterte-de-

fends-war-on-drugs-slams-us-in-singapore-

speech.

Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and 

The Last Man (New York: The Free Press, 1992) 

XVIII.

Ibid 65.

6

7

8

9

Source: https://unsplash.com/
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referencing the value of respect for human rights, and free and fair 

elections, at the expense of basic economic rights. For example, 

non-Westerners have often alleged that while Western military 

interventions may halt certain human rights violations, other 

catastrophes, such as famine, are not addressed.10 The US withdrawal 

from Afghanistan in 2021 is an obvious example.11 This utopian dream 

of a free world though, is at odds with the standard human demands 

as put forward in US psychologist Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of 

needs, where physiological desire for foods, water, oxygen, and other 

bodily substances comes first.12 

Similar implications are relevant for centralized Communism. Though 

deemed justifiable for the social order, rights suppression in any 

form, extreme or moderate, cannot be an end in itself, since it denies 

the self-esteem and self-actualization needs that are at the top of 

Maslow’s pyramid.13 China manages to advance positivism in its 

regime by leveraging its hybrid economic system, which values global 

integration and multilateralism.14 

Hence, both US-style Democracy and Chinese-style Socialism can not 

be ends in themselves, as they can’t, by themselves, satisfy our needs 

as humans. 

Second, we must consider the dimension of recognition (acceptance). 

The “declarative theory”15 of the state was crafted through Europe’s 

Westphalian Peace Treaty in 1648 and then further advanced by the 

Americas’ Montevideo Convention in 1933.16 Later in the 20th century, 

however, the “constitutive theory” brought debates on statehood to 

another level, by adding recognition by other states as a prerequisite 

for a state to have legal personality.17 

Catharin E. Dalpino, “Promoting Democracy 

and Human Rights: Lessons of the 1990s,” 

Brookings, September 2000.

As the US military is withdrawn from Afghani-

stan, the extremist Taliban officially took con-

trol of the capital of Kabul on 16 August 2021. 

Netizens have compared this tragedy to those 

happened in Cambodia’s Phnom Penh in 1970 

and Vietnam’s Saigon in 1975. US President 

Joe Biden said that the US mission in Afghan-

istan was to get those who attacked the US 

on September 11, 2001. See VoA News, “Biden 

Stands ‘Squarely’ Behind Decision to With-

drawal Troops from Afghanistan,” VoA News, 

last modified August 16, 2021, https://www.

voanews.com/usa/biden-stands-square-

ly-behind-decision-withdrawal-troops-af-

ghanistan.

Nyameh Jerome, “Application of the Maslow’s 

Hierarchy of Need Theory; Impacts and Im-

plications on Organizational Culture, Human 

Resource and Employee’s Performance,” 

International Journal of Business and Man-

agement Invention 2, no. 3 (2013): 42-43.

Ibid. This strict reference to the Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs does not mean that this 

pyramid need is an absolute threshold for this 

analysis. Yet, the majority of states signed 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

- UDHR (1948) which incorporated both 

bodily (right to foods….etc) and psycholog-

ical (rights to freedom of expression…etc) 

needs, similar to what Maslow put forward. 

Therefore, no other thresholds appear more 

realistic than Maslow’s for now.

For instance, China’s accession in WTO in 

2001, China’s Belt and Road Initiative, and 

China’s leading role in the Regional Com-

prehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) 

Agreement. China-EU investment deal, which 

almost reached conclusion, also signaled its 

intended integration with the West despite 

political divergence. 

The declarative theory implies that if a nation 

had four elements—sovereignty, effective 

government, territory, and population—it 

could declare itself as a state. This theory 

formed the integral part of the Westpha-

lian system.and psychological (rights to 

freedom of expression…etc) needs, similar 

to what Maslow put forward. Therefore, no 

other thresholds appear more realistic than 

Maslow’s for now.

See Montevideo Convention on the Rights 

and Duties of States, 1933. Art. 1 of the Con-

vention states that, “The state as a person of 

international law should possess the follow-

ing qualifications: a permanent population, 

a defined territory; a government; and the 

capacity to enter into relations with the other 

states.”

There is no consensus on how a recognition 

by other states is officiated, but in the present 

day, for a state to engage with others under 

the protection of international law, it must be 

a member of the United Nations. Accep-

tance of membership by the UN through the 

decision by its General Assembly signals 

that a state is officially recognized by other 

members and has thus earned full legal 

personality to engage with others. See Art. 4 

of the United Nations Charter, 1945.

10

11

12

13

Source: https://inews.co.uk/news/

14

15

16

17
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There is no clear definition of developing 

countries, despite the Least Developed Coun-

tries list constructed by the UN. Developing 

countries lists are constructed with reference 

to the IMF’s interpretation based on income 

per capita, export diversifications, and 

participations in financial system. See World 

Data. ‘Developing Countries,’ (n.d), https://

www.worlddata.info/developing-countries.

php.

Zaure Chulanova, “Poverty Reduction in 

Developing Countries via Infrastructure 

Development and Economic Growth: Mutual 

Impact in Kazakhstan” ADB Institute Discus-

sion Paper (March 2007) 62.

See, for instance, BBC, “Covid: Dutch Crisis 

as Court Orders End to Covid Curfew,” last 

modified February 16, 2021, https://www.

bbc.com/news/world-europe-56084466.

18

19

20

The same applies to the justification of centralized Communism and 

Liberal Democracy . The US might declare its style of democracy as 

the most flawless system for modern humankind and China might 

declare that its style of socialism is the best means, in the context of 

developing itself, and responding to periods of global disorder, but, 

under modern “constitutive theory”, their relevance depends on how 

many other countries recognize the relevance of their systems. 

The respect for human rights embedded in liberal democracy might 

be ideal for advanced economies like the US and the EU. But, needs 

are not static, they are dynamic and respond to the realities of local 

conditions. The perceptions and desires of developed economies 

are based on values and choice. The perceptions and desires of 

developing countries are about safety and necessity. 

Over 150 countries currently are in the “developing” category, with a 

total population of 6.6 billion.18 Attempting to make these countries 

embrace liberal democracy or centralized communism is not realistic. 

Every state has different local conditions, cultures and histories, what 

they share are their struggles to reduce poverty through developing 

the infrastructure necessary for economic growth.19 

Liberal democracy is often questioned during hard times in developed 

countries. The COVID-19 pandemic, for instance, has forced the 

governments almost everywhere to impose strict social measures that 

restrict liberal rights. Such rights-restrictive measures have had to be 

imposed by liberal states in the West, including Norway, the UK, the 

Netherlands, and Italy.20 This is not to say that the leadership model of 

centralized communism is being applauded, but that a conviction that 

one ideology is better than another in all contexts is not logical. 

Source: https://www.vecteezy.com/
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Judging the merits of a type of political regime becomes less urgent 

than executing plans for human survival and economic recovery. This 

clearly shows that neither political value is an end, but merely means 

to achieve ends that change over time according to local conditions 

and levels if development.  

In conclusion, the gap between the means and the ends of US-

led democracy and China-led socialism rests not on their ability to 

propagandize or indoctrinate. It depends on how pragmatic and well-

recognized they are in a world of unchanged changes. 

Source: https://unsplash.com
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Behind the differences-

Cui Liru Einar Tangen

Former President, 

China Institutes of Contemporary International Relations

TIO Content Advisor

Independent Political and Economic Affairs Commentator

In this dialogue, Mr. Cui Liru and Mr. Einar Tangen, delves into the China-U.S. ideological difference and 

unravels the way one approaches “democracy” as opposed to the other. It examines the reasons behind 

such divergence on perception, and it comments on the key elements that have been obstructing mutual 

understanding between the two sides. In light of the current state of China-U.S. relations, this dialogue 

offers a limited outlook on what to expect if the gulf between the two countries remains unaddressed 

and what should be done to facilitate effective communication.

Tangen

Cui

A dialogue between Mr. Cui Liru and Mr. Einar Tangen

One of the things that seems very prevalent in the China-US relationship is a difference in 

outlook on what democracy means and what governments are supposed to deliver. One way 

to approach these questions is by looking at the expectations of what liberal, democratic 

capitalism consists of and what it represents to the U.S., and what the government’s values 

are in China. In the U.S., democratic capitalism is understood as an end. In 1992 this was 

reflected quite clearly in U.S. political scientist Francis Fukuyama’s idea of the “last man 

standing”—the goal was to institute liberal, democratic capitalism because thereafter all 

issues and problems would be solved. Yet in China the same concept is approached in a 

different way. China has adopted capitalism. It has a representative democracy. But China 

has a very different political system, and the metrics by which it interprets democracy 

are completely different from those of the U.S. Rather than an end, China believes that 

democracy is a vehicle or the means by which governments are able to deliver on what they 

believe are the country’s goals, which in the Chinese context refers to socialism. How would 

you comment on that?

Cui: Let me start by sharing my personal understanding of democracy. In theory, democracy 

is an ideal that entails freedom and equality. It is what you suggest that the U.S. sees as 

the “end.” In practice it is a mixture of ends and means, because there is no such thing as 
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Tangen

Cui

Source: https://www.pexels.com

absolute equality and freedom in the world. During the revolutionary period, when the 

Chinese Communist Party was still a revolutionary party, you could argue that democracy 

was an end for China. But when the Communist Party came to power, after it transformed 

into a ruling party, the immediate goal shifted to defending China’s national sovereignty, 

independence, and economic development. Within this context, especially during China’s 

political struggle with the imperialist powers, democracy became the means. Democracy 

is not a rigid concept. It can take on different roles and functions in the face of different 

national priorities. Now, democracy is still an ideal goal for China. Improving China’s practice 

of political democracy is still something that Chinese political reforms are trying to achieve. 

But for China to accomplish its national rejuvenation and realize the Chinese dream, 

democracy may at times become a vehicle so that existing issues can be efficiently solved. 

Let’s break down liberal democratic capitalism, which is the espoused view of the U.S. It 

is essentially what the U.S. believes every country should attain by roughly following the 

U.S., though, as you pointed out, the U.S. system is unique. Let's talk about liberalism first. I 

propose two definitions of liberalism. The first is a willingness to respect or accept behavior 

or opinions different from one's own. The second one is a political and social philosophy 

that promotes individual rights, civil liberties, democracy, and free enterprise. I would say 

that the U.S. sees its liberalism as adhering to the second definition, whereas China is more 

interested in liberalism as in the first sense. China's advancement appears to have been a 

process of incorporating very diverse ideas. China seems to want people to accept not only 

those ideas themselves but the success of these ideas, whereas the U.S. is holding on to a 

liberal liberalism in an illiberal way, where it is unwilling to accept different ideas. How would 

you understand these two definitions?

I think you can explain liberalism and the U.S.-China divergence on how to approach it in 

many ways. I would say that one key factors that distinguishes the Chinese view from its 

U.S. counterpart concerns the fact that the latter is based on the concept of individualism. 

In other words, U-S.-Americans often prioritize personal freedom over many other things. 

This is deeply rooted in their country’s history. China, however, is a socialist country that 

emphasizes the value of collectivism. This was evident when the Communist Party was 

leading the revolution for the founding of the People’s Republic. It has also been evident in 

China’s management of the COVID-19 pandemic. Over time, collectivism as a social value has 
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Tangen

Tangen

Cui

Cui

gradually taken on a political color and become a political culture, which is socialism with 

Chinese characteristics. You could even argue that collectivism is a fundamental component 

of the Chinese dream, because many people believe that their personal dreams depend on 

the realization of the collective Chinese dream.

The way I see it, the expression “with Chinese characteristics” doesn't have a lot of meaning 

in the West. Would you say that there is a semantic issue, a language issue, that arises 

because China tries to explain itself in English terms without necessarily developing a 

new vocabulary that explains the idea of collectivism versus individualism, or which takes 

precedence over the other?

I think you can understand the phrase “socialism with Chinese characteristics” as part 

of the rhetoric that helps China, Chinese theories and ideas, and our socialist principles 

adapt to the new reality. But what is the new reality? It is China building up the market 

economy. Before China decided to open its doors to the outside world and engage with 

the international community, it was marginalized because the post-World War II order 

was designed by the U.S. and dominated by the West. It was a capitalist system. But 

Deng Xiaoping realized that if we wanted to modernize our country, we had to open our 

doors and connect because we needed capital and technology, which we could only learn 

from Western countries. And if we want to engage with this world, we have to accept this 

capitalist world regime. Those reforms and the opening up thus marked the primary stage 

of socialism with Chinese characteristics. 

Do you find it ironic that in terms of growth rates over the last forty years, China seems to 

have been better at capitalism than the West? How do you explain that?

Many people make the assertion that China is not a socialist country with Chinese 

characteristics. It is a capitalist country with Chinese characteristics. You can say it either 

way, it doesn't matter, but in China we insist that China is a socialist because upholding the 

socialist path is still the first among our four cardinal principles. This is not up for debate. 

But it should be noted that socialism in China differs from that in the Soviet Union. It is 
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Tangen

Tangen

Tangen

Cui

Cui

unique and it is appropriate to China’s own national situation.   

Along those lines, how would you comment on the U.S.? What are its goals? What shapes its 

desires? If China has socialism firmly in mind, what does the U.S. have?

As we discussed, liberalism is the fundamental idea and principle that defines U.S. political 

culture. This does not mean that equality is not important in the U.S. But compared with the 

Chinese, U.S.-Americans tend to prioritize freedom and liberty over equality when the two 

values are in conflict. Again, the two countries’ management of the pandemic offers a case 

in point. It has shown us that in the U.S. many people perceive their personal freedom as the 

most important thing, whereas in China, particularly in face of national emergencies, public 

safety and an orderly society always precede individual freedom. Another thing that I want 

to re-emphasize here is that for me the essence of democracy is equality. This holds true for 

both China and the U.S. While absolute equality would be a false ideal, equality is possible 

politically. This is where democracy comes in and plays a role in the U.S. It functions as a 

conduit through which people may achieve the goal of political equality, whereby everyone 

is granted the same political rights. 

But how is that working for the U.S.? From the post-election chaos there, we see that one 

party was accusing the other party of trying to do away with the voting rights of individuals. 

That suggests that political equality is not being accomplished. Is “equality in politics” 

actually happening in the U.S.? Or is it going in the other direction?

I think it's currently going in the other direction. Indeed, U.S. citizens can exercise their right 

to vote during elections. But in the post-election period, or in between elections, although 

they can still voice their opinions, their concerns are rarely taken into consideration in real 

policy-making processes.

For forty years the U.S. has been moving sideways. The middle class is shrinking. The 

poor are growing larger in number. Inequality in terms of the ultra-wealthy is increasing. 

People have not been able to elect governments able to move on very serious societal and 
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economic issues. While the U.S. is still saying that everybody should follow its example, from 

a Chinese perspective how is democracy working out for the U.S.?

I think the U.S. is having a political crisis, and this crisis will last for a while because politics 

is highly polarized there right now. The middle ground has disappeared, rendering 

bipartisanship a near impossibility. The two parties are caught up in a life-and-death 

political struggle and officials of one party often pass the buck to the opposing party 

when something comes up, creating a situation of “vetocracy” that in turn leads to political 

divisions and deadlocks. So U.S.-American politics is currently swinging like a pendulum, 

and the arcs are demarcated by presidential elections. With Joe Biden’s election, the political 

pendulum has swung from the extreme right to the center-left. If the Republicans come 

back in the next election, the pendulum will rebound wildly to the right again. 

Recent census data suggests that Caucasians are now make up 57% of the U.S. population. 

At the state level, a party that has control of the legislature has the ability to gerrymander 

legislative districts for their own political power. Given the existing concentration of 

Caucasians in less populated states, the apportionment of two senators per state, and the 

overall decline of Caucasians as a percentage of the total population, is the U.S. in danger 

becoming a state where the largest minority controls the majority through the Senate? 

I think it is a danger but not inevitable. The situation has been developing for more than a 

decade, and opposite forces have tried hard to fix the political system but failed. The larger 

picture shows that a new round of party realignment has been underway for years, but 

cannot be fulfilled because so many difficult and fundamental issues are involved. Since 

the 2020 election, the process seems to have entered a deadlock—what I call the political 

crisis. The U.S. system is still resilient. It has experienced political crises like civil war before, 

and I think it may still have the capacity to address the situation. But the current crisis is 

unprecedented in its complexity. I think part of the reason for the situation is that the U.S. 

is no longer young. The Civil War was part of the learning process, the problems of growing 

up, and much less about historical burdens. Now the U.S. is in a very different historical 

stage. As the global hegemon, after reaching its highest point of development and world 

Cui

Cui

Tangen
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dominance, it is now undergoing a process of relative decline with huge historical burdens 

internally and externally. It is natural that many people, especially young people, are easily 

losing confidence in its democratic system. 

A lot of the standing of the U.S. over the years has been due to its economic hegemony, but 

that is under threat in today's environment. Washington seems to have responded to that 

threat in a way that is specifically directed towards China. Should the U.S. feel threatened? Is 

the U.S. playing king of the hill, or is there a fundamental existential threat to the very fabric 

of what it thinks the world should be?

Again, I think its problem is in essence that of a great power in decline, more internal than 

external. And part of the problem is that the U.S. economy has become too financialized, 

leading to negative developmental impacts—although it gives the U.S. huge international 

advantages and powerful tools to intimidate others. If people in Washington felt threatened, 

it is because the U.S. is becoming much less capable of managing increasingly difficult 

situations. In that context alone, a stronger China is regarded as a major challenge.

I’ve been struck by the fact that almost every U.S. president defines themselves in terms of 

the stock market, whereas Chinese leaders have been defining things in terms of people. An 

example is how the Chinese government recently took very proactive moves against what it 

saw as evils in society—the big players, in the tech field especially, who were monopolizing 

areas and killing competition. The Chinese 

government has also taken a very active 

stance on education recently, stating that 

it doesn’t want Chinese kids to be addicted 

to video games, and it doesn’t want 

them to study 18 hours a day and not get 

enough exercise. It has created regulations 

accordingly. This looks like a very stark 

difference. Is it irreconcilable? 

Regarding the recent regulatory changes 

around education, I think the reform on 

cram schools was a needed one. Over the 

past few decades, the private education 

sector in China has become heavily 

manipulated by big capital. It was very 

easy for cram schools to raise funds in 

global capital markets and the resulting 

excessive after-school tuition was causing 

too much distress to parents, students, 

and the formal school system. The off-

campus training sector has some serious Source: https://unsplash.com

Cui

Cui

Tangen

Tangen
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Source: https://baltimore.cbslocal.com

societal implications as well. It could lead to more no-child families as young people can no 

longer afford a child’s education. The U.S. has a different system with a different political 

culture, so policy-makers may take different factors into consideration. But it is possible that 

Washington will make some adjustments to its market regulations because as big capital 

has become increasingly powerful, and has ample reason and more resources to sway 

government policy in favor of its own interests. The 2011 Occupy Wall Street protest would 

be a good illustration of people demanding such adjustments.

Previously, the Chinese government has been fairly reactive in its dealings with the U.S. But 

during the recent US-China dialogues in Anchorage and Tianjin, China was proactive about 

putting forward its own agenda, not accepting criticism in silence. Is this an indication that 

China has found its own voice and will no longer be responding to the agenda that the US 

has created in a tit-for-tat fashion?

Many analysts in China used to believe that Biden’s China policy would be somewhat 

different from the one that Trump promoted because Biden was thought to represent the 

conventional democratic establishment. Things have changed, however. Facing a rapidly 

rising China, a consensus seems to have been reached within Washington that China 

is a major rival, or even an adversary, to the U.S. China understands that the changing 

dynamic in U.S.-China relations is inevitable and that a certain level of US containment 

towards a more capable and competent China is unavoidable. Yet China does not want 

this relationship to be confrontational because that would create a lose-lose situation. It 

really hopes that the two can carefully manage their relationship so that it does not further 

deteriorate. During the Anchorage dialogue it was ready to do so, but the U.S. took an 

aggressive posture, issuing a warning that it is still the world’s greatest power; it has its 

allies and the West behind its back, and China should compromise and follow its footsteps. 

China’s strong attitude during the dialogue was a reaction to this. Those in Beijing who 

had argued that the Biden administration would have the capacity to manage US-China 

tensions were disappointed. Now the general impression is that while Biden’s approach to 

China may not be as irrational as Trump’s, the goal is essentially the same, and that is to 

Cui

Tangen

Source: https://unsplash.com
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Source: https://www.city-journal.org

weaken China. Another element that has fueled Chinese disappointment is U.S. interference 

in China’s internal affairs. Over the past decade the U.S. has become increasingly vocal in 

the international arena when it comes to criticizing China for what we see as our internal 

affairs, including defending our core national interests and our domestic politics. This can 

be seen in U.S. officials’ remarks on various occasions that China’s reform process has gone 

into reverse. I want to stress that China’s development has now reached a historical point. 

To press forward with reforms and chew the hard bones, so to speak, China has to take 

bold steps to ensure efficacy. We needed a strong and powerful government to address 

the challenges that had stymied reforms, and the Xi Jinping leadership has been mandated 

to do so. There may indeed be certain cases in which things are overdone. Yet when the 

U.S. has criticized China on these things, particularly China’s human rights practice, they 

often apply a double standard. The U.S. response towards the riots in Hong Kong and the 

January Capitol riots in Washington provides a case in point. When protesters attacked the 

legislative council in Hong Kong, Washington said that it was an act of democracy and the 

protesters had full U.S. support. But when the same thing happened to the U.S. Congress, 

the rioters were labeled domestic terrorists. This led to a momentous shift in Chinese public 

attitudes towards the U.S. Many people now believe that the U.S. simply does not want 

China to be better. It wants to weaken China. 

China has weathered the pandemic very well. Do you expect China to do better or worse 

than the U.S. in terms of economic growth over the next two years?

It is possible that China will perform better than the U.S. economically in two years’ time. But 

the U.S. will have a strong impact on China’s economy because the two are interdependent, 

and China is deeply embedded in an international system in which US and other West 

countries still play a dominant role. U.S. policies that target Chinese tech companies, like 

Huawei, will also affect our economic growth in a negative way. We have to be prepared to 

confront such challenges and difficulties as the U.S. has set in place a long-term strategy 

targeting China as a major rival and adversary.

Cui

Tangen
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Democracy in the world 
and its evolution in China

Einar Tangen

TIO Content Advisor

Independent Political and Economic Affairs 

Commentator

Western modern democracy traces its roots back to 

ancient Greece, but later evolved under Westphalian 

notions of the state and Judeo-Christian precepts. 

The main impetus behind democracy is to balance 

the power of the state by giving individuals the right 

to vote. 

This was never a concern in feudal society. But as 

modern states, a growing middle-class and denser 

urban populations became more common, everyday 

public issues such as sanitation, water, health, 

policing, roads, vital records and the courts, also 

became more complex. 

The growing middle classes in particular wanted a 

predictable and stable rule of law to protect their 

wealth and well-being. 

Democracy was initially a mechanism to create a 

balance between the needs of the middle classes 

and the power of the state. Later it was expanded 

to include all members of society, as the Industrial 

Revolution reshaped the demographics and needs 

of an increasingly complex society. 

The mundane but essential issues that had created 

middle class enfranchisement, described above, 

intensified, as urban populations grew under the 

control of rapacious and often ruthless industrialists. 

Marx and Engels responded to the inequalities by 

developing Socialism and thereafter Communism 

as a means of bringing about an equitable and 

just society in which political and economic 

enfranchisement was extended to all. 

But, I digress. The Enlightenment was an implicit 

recognition of the need for enfranchisement of 

the growing and useful middle class, advocated 

by philosophers and sovereigns, in the hope that 

they would use their absolute powers to curb their 

own powers. As this failed to gain much traction, 

various and less peaceful means were employed to 

bring about democracy. For example, the French 

Revolution brought about limited enfranchisement, 

by allowing men over the age of 25 who had worked, 

or paid the equivalent of, three days of labor, to the 

state. The idea of a democratic republic, in place of a 

hereditary aristocracy, was seen as the best means 

of protecting the middle classes. But the lower 

classes were once again ignored. 

In the U.S., democracy was instituted by the middle 

class through revolution. Thereafter, the question 

of how to enfranchise people became a matter of 

debate framed by concerns about the excesses of 

the “mob”. The checks and balances instituted by 

America’s Founding Fathers was as much about 

limiting the power of the “bipeds of the forest”, as 

Interviewed by Kang Yingyue
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they were referred to in the Federalist Papers, as 

it was about the Legislative, Executive and Judicial 

branches of government. This is why senators are 

elected for six-year terms, to blunt popular feelings 

and movements. 

The Founding Fathers who signed the Declaration of 

Independence and the subsequent U.S. Constitution 

were themselves middle-class landowners or 

businessmen. Their concerns centered more 

around deciding, for the purposes of apportioning 

representation, that Blacks would be counted as 

three-fifths of a person. Women, Native Americans 

and minorities were not enfranchised, as time 

passed, after bitter struggles enfranchisement was 

extended to all. But, anachronisms, like the Electoral 

College, are reminders that the Founding Fathers 

believed in a representative democracy, not a direct 

one. 

China, on the other hand, was ruled by hereditary 

emperors until 1912, eight years prior to women 

getting the right to vote in the U.S., and hundreds 

of years after the Enlightenment. China became 

a Republic at a time of intellectual upheaval, in 

which Socialism and Communism demanded 

that economic and political enfranchisement be 

extended to all people right away, but the Republic 

was not sufficiently strong or cohesive to bring 

about these changes. 

That became the work of the Communist Party. 

By 1949 and the founding of new China, few 

democracies were direct democracies. The larger the 

country, the population, and the density of its urban 

areas and the complexity of its economy, the more 

likely that the country employed mechanisms such 

as political parties and constitutional limitations. 

Given the size and scale of China, the historical 

divisions between people and their geographic 

identities and local languages, massive illiteracy, 

Source: https://unsplash.com
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and the historical and culturally etched need for a 

strong centralized government, the idea of direct 

enfranchisement was not a viable option. There 

was a pragmatic realization that a mechanism was 

needed in order to transform China into a socialist 

society and realize the idea of Marx and Engels. And 

that was Communism. 

The Chinese Communist Party had a difficult 

period for a number of years as it transitioned to 

a governing body from a revolutionary party. But 

after periodic mistakes and pragmatic adjustments, 

political and economic reforms were initiated, which 

led to an unmatched economic and social period 

of prosperity. Under the Party system, China relies 

on the Party’s 95 million members, who come from 

all walks of life, but not  necessarily serve in the 

government, to carry out the Party policies and 

help in various ways through the party’s grassroots 

branches to determine and review the needs and 

the ways to identify what is needed. 

Meanwhile, the National People’s Congress (NPC) 

is the national legislature and the highest organ of 

state power of the People’s Republic. With 2,980 

elected members from all over the country in 2018, 

it is the largest parliamentary body in the world.

Unfortunately, every solution gives rise to a new 

set of problems. China’s success and the rise of an 

increasingly urban middle class, is changing the 

expectations and complexities of everyday life. 

Seventy years ago, having a job, food, shelter and 

other basic necessities were the primary goals. They 

have been replaced today by concerns about more 

disposable income, travel, vacations, cars, home 

ownership, the cost of children’s education, how to 

care for elderly parents, and commute times. 

As times and expectations change, so must the 

Party. It seems the only thing that remains static in 

China is the belief that a strong central government 

is necessary, and that government has to be 

representative of people’s needs. 

Source: http://www.xinhuanet.com
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Key differences between the China and U.S.
approach to democracy

One of the key distinguishing aspects between the 

two countries is that the United States believes that 

it cannot be a democracy unless there are one or 

more parties opposing each other. This goes back to 

the biblical idea of trial by combat, or the necessity 

of impassioned debate between opposing views as 

the best way to find the right path or idea. 

In China, there is one ruling party. But within the 

Party itself, there are very different views — and they 

are spread across a wide spectrum. In addition, as 

part of the decision-making process, other political 

parties, namely the democratic parties in China 

such as the Jiusan Society, the China Association 

for Promoting Democracy, and China Democratic 

League, are included in the consultative process for 

advisory assistance. Ideas are shared, points argued, 

negotiations and compromises reached until they 

reach a consensus — the same process in the U.S., 

from its local town councils to the nation’s capital. 

The difference is, once a consensus is arrived at, 

everyone must support it. No one is allowed to put 

their own feelings and thoughts above the collective. 

The U.S., on the other hand, takes a corporate 

approach. That is, the rule of the majority. It does 

not matter what the minority thinks. They, by 

definition, are the losers. The difference on the U.S. 

side is often political. That is, even if someone loses, 

they can still be very vocal about their opinions, 

whether with their fellow party members or the 

other party. 

Thus, the difference between the U.S. and China 

is more about their respective approaches to 

democracy. Essentially the difference is between 

how each regards the balance between the 

collective and the individual. In China, the collective 

— the needs of the family and community — is 

more important than the interests or the opinions 

of an individual. In the U.S., individual views and 

individual rights are put slightly above the needs 

of the collective. This is aptly demonstrated in the 

reactions to COVID-19 and the vaccines. In China, it 

is a matter of course that you obey health directives 

because it’s part of your responsibility to your family 

and community. In the U.S., many people believe 

it is their right to refuse to take basic precautions, 

like wearing a mask, isolating, social distancing 

and getting vaccinated. For them, their own rights 

are more important than government directives to 

protect the community. 

According to a 13-year Harvard study, 95% of the 

Chinese people trust their government. In the U.S., 

public trust in the government is at 25%, according 

to Pew Research.

Take the gun issue in the U.S. as an example. Despite 

having one of the worst gun death statistics in the 

world, people in U.S. insist it is their right to carry 

firearms, which is something that wouldn’t even 

make sense to people in China. 

In short, China and the U.S. share a deep regard 

for democracy, but neither is pure. Each has 

developed a form of democracy based on its history 

Source: https://news.cgtn.com
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Chinese-style democracy vs. American-style
democracy: Which is better? 

and culture. Unfortunately, because each has a 

different culture and history the differences are very 

apparent, in the end the best way to judge them is 

on the performance of their processes against the 

expectations of the people. 

To quote Deng Xiaoping, “who cares if the cat is 

white or black, as long as it catches mice?” the 

true test of government isn't about theory, it's 

about practice. The key is what a system does, and 

fundamental to that is legitimacy by performance. 

The United States believes that a ballot box, 

liberalism and capitalism are the answer to all 

problems. If only every country would just embrace 

these three, every problem would be solved. To 

accomplish this, the U.S. is not only ready to help, 

but believes it has a duty to impose this system on 

all parts of the world. 

China also believes in liberalism, but not the sense 

or definition adopted by the U.S.. 

The Oxford Dictionary has two meanings for 

liberalism:

willingness to respect or accept behavior or 

opinions different from one's own; openness 

to new ideas.

a political and social philosophy that 

promotes individual rights, civil liberties, 

democracy, and free enterprise.

noun

1

2

China also differs from the U.S. because it doesn’t 

see democracy as an end, but as a means, or a 

vehicle that helps China get to a point, which is a 

more equitable, balanced and sustainable society 

that enfranchises all people economically and 

politically. 

As the world has witnessed, from alleviating 

extreme poverty, expanding social services, taking 

action against monopolies, excessive studying and 

addictive video games, to income inequality, Beijing 

has focused on, and continues to pursue, its Socialist 

vision. 

To Americans this is government overreach, even 

though the same issues are actively debated within 

the U.S. 

For China, Capitalism is also a vehicle. It has been 

key to unlocking the energy and creativity of its 

people and economy. But Capitalism is a force that 

needs to be controlled, as excesses have caused 

massive damage to the world economy, notably the 

Great Depression and the more recent Financial 

Meltdown. 

China believes in definition 1, the U.S. in definition 2.

Source: https://unsplash.com
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For China, a society cannot move forward 

economically without bringing those at the bottom 

with them. This is evident in the way China addresses 

poverty, the way it delivers social services, from 

health care and elder care to education and training.  

The fact is, Democracy, Liberalism and Capitalism 

as a system are not working very well for the U.S. It 

has not produced leaders or governments capable 

of steering it away from conflicts across the world, 

including that in Iraq and Afghanistan. The system 

remains unable to address the social ills of racism 

and inequality. 

China sees this as anathema. And looking back at 

the last 40 years, things have gone sideways for the 

West, while China has pushed forward. The Chinese 

people look at the 2008 financial crisis, the COVID-19 

pandemic, the January 6 Capitol riots, the pointless 

and tragic wars, deaths, injuries and displacement, 

and compare their government’s policies and actions 

to those of the U.S. 

The Chinese don’t understand the shouting and 

screaming and fighting that is part of our nation’s 

political process, they don’t understand the cyclical 

policy shifts between Administrations. But they 

understand that a democracy that is not delivering 

is not a “good” democracy. 

In the context of the tense Sino-U.S. relations, it 
seems they are no longer able to transcend this 
ideological/structural difference, why?

When China entered the World Trade Organization 

(WTO), they got the worst deal any country got 

up to that point. There was a lot of extra baggage 

loaded on top and that caused a certain amount 

of bitterness on the Chinese side. But when China 

flourished even under these very difficult conditions, 

the disappointment shifted to Washington. Many 

in DC believed that by joining the WTO, China was 

embracing capitalism and would, in a matter of time, 

embrace democracy and cast aside Communism. It 

didn’t happen. Instead, China became stronger and 

Washington became bitter, as Beijing had somehow 

cheated fate and the U.S. More importantly, China’s 

success was an existential threat to America’s 

certainty — that only by adopting Liberal Democratic 

Capitalism can a state be successful. China’s success, 

in essence, undermined the U.S.’s faith in a system 

it has unsuccessfully been pushing on others, since 

the end of World War II. It is very difficult to see how 

the U.S. is going to overcome this mindset until, or 

unless, it accepts that there are different ways to 

achieve the same goal.

Source: https://howmuch.net
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Is there a way to facilitate mutual understanding?

There's a huge gulf of misunderstanding between 

Beijing and Washington, between the people and 

their cultures. While this divergence is not new — 

it has always been there — it was not critical until 

China’s economic and political footprint started to 

match America’s. 

Until there's a realization in the U.S. that there is a 

need to understand China and vice versa, there will 

continue to be massive gaps and misunderstandings. 

What I refer to in terms of “understanding” goes 

beyond language and extends to the culture, 

literature, art, government, faiths, legal systems, 

philosophy and economic assumptions of the 

two sides. You cannot negotiate and make a 

comprehensive deal with somebody until you are 

willing to stand in their shoes and understand their 

perspective. 

Right now, the U.S. is no longer interested in trying 

to understand China. Instead, in its fever to uphold 

its faith in a faltering system, it has retreated to its 

old Cold War tactics of vilifying those it does not 

understand. Unfortunately, until a great crisis, or 

leader, appears, it is doubtful this will change.
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Reconcilable Sino-U.S. 
differences in political and 
economic system

John Gong

Professor at the University of International 

Business and Economics and 

Research fellow at the Academy of China 

Open Economy Studies at UIBE

Over the past few years, tensions between China 

and the United States flared over many issues. While 

due attention has been paid to the battle for trade, 

which the Trump administration launched in early 

2018, technological might, and military superiority, 

one underexplored area is the possibility for a U.S.-

China clash on ideology. 

For many in Washington, the contest with China 

should be framed in terms of the two systems’ 

ideological difference. In other words, it is a zero-

sum rivalry where China and the United States both 

seek to export their political systems throughout 

the world and topple the values of the other. In this 

sense, Washington portrays its unilaterally declared 

competition with China as a competition of values, 

ideology and a fundamental political system that will 

ultimately prevail throughout the world. Washington 

appears to suggest that not only America’s 

technological, economic and political dominance 

and supremacy on the world stage are facing 

an existential challenge, but even its reputation 

and stature as “a city upon a hill” is at stake. In 

short, America needs to defend its purported 

exceptionalism. 

Obviously, Beijing doesn’t buy into this argument, 

not even the concept of the grand competition 

itself, even though it says that it is not afraid of 

competition but prepared for it. Beijing’s preferred 

relationship is what is called “a new type of major-

power relationship” to manage differences and 

conflicts between the two countries. The core 

premises of such a relationship are that major 

conflict between the U.S. and China is not inevitable 

but manageable, that it would be catastrophic for 

each country and the world should it occur, and that 

the consequences of noncooperation on key issues 

IIlustrated by Pei Pei
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are simply too enormous to shrug off.

But it looks like the Sino-U.S. relationship is indeed 

heading the way Washington envisions it, with the 

Biden Administration inheriting and continuing 

so far all of the various decoupling strategies 

left behind by the Trump Administration, from 

technology to education and other areas. Beijing 

is therefore forced to rise to the challenge of this 

grand competition. It is abundantly clear that policy 

adjustments are happening in China along many 

fronts, especially domestically. 

 But one thing Beijing has said is that it is not 

interested in a competition on ideology with the 

U.S. As the largest trading nation in the world and 

despite the many goods it exports all over the 

world, it is not interested in exporting ideology 

and values. China’s official position is that there is 

no universally triumphant political system that is 

applicable to all, certainly not the American-style 

liberal democracy. Each country is different with its 

distinct culture and historical heritage, and it is up to 

its own people to decide which development path to 

take. Nevertheless, China is willing to share its own 

development model and past experiences with the 

rest of the world. 

Even in the absence of competition on ideology, it 

still begs the question as to whether the differences 

in the political and economic system between the 

two countries are fundamentally irreconcilable in 

their relations, or at least with respect to economic 

relations. I attempt to address this important 

question from an economic perspective; that is, 

to ask whether such structural differences would 

undermine, to the extent of making it irreconcilable, 

China and America’s interactions at the trade and 

investment levels between themselves and with the 

rest of the world.  

This is an important question because both 

countries carry enormous weights in today’s global 

trade. China is the world’s largest trader, followed by 

the U.S., number one in exports, again followed by 

the U.S., but behind the U.S. in imports. China has 

made great strides over the years, which some claim 

is largely due to accession to the WTO, and certainly 

in combination with other reasons, from a negligible, 

minuscule player in global trade, even less than 

Hong Kong, something like less than 1% of global 

trade before 1990, to an astounding point of 15% of 

total global trade last year. In contemporary history, 

the highest percentage of global trade of a single 

country was achieved by the British Empire, at 23% 

in 1880, which then dropped to 17% in 1910.

China’s trade figures in the last few quarters suggest 

that its share in global trade will continue to rise. And 

it is going to continue to rise because of boisterous 

Source: https://www.globaltimes.cn China’s total trade reached $4.97 trillion in 2020, a nearly 2% rise over 2019.
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economic activities domestically, because of the 

expanding global trading networks that Corporate 

China continues to knit, and because of China’s Belt 

& Road initiative that is still going strong. During a 

very difficult Covid-19 pandemic, China’s total trade 

still grew nearly 2%, while exports increased by 

4% last year. If this trend continues, even if China’s 

trade increases at a moderate 3% a year compared 

to the world average, its share in total global trade 

will expand to 20% by 2030. This achievement would 

be very close to the historical feat once achieved 

by the British Empire at the turn of the twentieth 

century. A simple fact that one out of five containers 

traveling on the high seas is loaded with goods from 

China would impart enormous implications to world 

politics.

Today Washington claims that China’s economic 

system is “state-steered capitalism”, and some 

politicians in the U.S. accuse China of being engaged 

in “distortionary” and “mercantilist” trade practices 

fundamentally due to that political and economic 

system. These practices are the driving forces 

behind China’s success in trade. The “state-steered 

capitalism” accusation that Washington levels 

against China basically falls into three categories. 

One is related to industrial policy, such as state 

subsidies and the preferential treatment of state-

owned enterprises (SOEs). The second is related 

to macroeconomic policies, such as currency 

manipulation and market access. The third category 

is related to the protection of intellectual property 

rights, such as alleged IPR theft, forced technology 

transfer, and lax IPR protection. 

But no country, or company for that matter, can rise 

to commercial and technological prominence just 

because of government policies. Just like American 

companies, Chinese companies have excelled 

because of entirely different reasons. Every success 

story is unique. China’s market conditions also play 

an important role. For example, larger production 

volumes facilitate repeated production cycles 

that encourage standardization and automation, 

prevent waste, and enhance productivity. Dense 

industry clusters provide direct access to networks 

of specialized suppliers, labor and demand, as 

well as extensive knowledge spillovers across 

firms, and between firms and local academic or 

research institutions. High-quality infrastructure 

and proximity to population centers facilitate 

hiring, procurement, and logistics activities. Factor 

input prices and labor costs are also relatively low 

compared to other countries.  

Of the three categories of accusations against China, 

IPR-related issues are nearing resolution, and the 

situation is indeed improving. The new foreign direct 

investment (FDI) law prohibits forced technology 

transfer outright. China has also recently passed a 

Source: https://www.ccpit-patent.com.cn China is Strengthening its IPR Protection
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new piece of intellectual property legislation that 

strengthens IPR protection. The government is 

also conducting an antitrust campaign against big-

tech and e-commerce companies, and going after 

IPR violations is part of that. With regard to online 

hacking, there is some agreement between China 

and the U.S. governments to reduce and crack down 

on those types of activities.   

With respect to macro policies, the currency 

manipulation issue is a total hoax that Washington 

is not even talking about these days. China is also 

making progress on market access, as its opening-

up drive is deepening. More pilot free trade zones 

have been unveiled in recent years, and the Ministry 

of Commerce’s negative list for FDI keeps shrinking. 

The more thorny structural difference between the 

two countries concerns industrial policy, state aid, 

and the SOE issue. The question is whether these 

areas constitute an irreconcilable hurdle between 

China’s unique political and economic systems with 

the U.S. and with the WTO, both in substance and in 

spirit. But if one delves into these issues, it is clear 

they have nothing to do ideology, values, or a unique 

political and economic system. It is also evident 

that all of these things can be addressed through 

bilateral and multilateral negotiations. 

China’s industrial policy, a subject of intense 

scrutiny by Washington, is actually being imitated 

by Joe Biden’s $2-trillion infrastructure+ plan which 

smacks of every bit of a whole-of-nation industrial 

policy. Other examples include the U.S. federal 

government’s initiative on artificial intelligence, the 

Quantum Economic Development Consortium led 

by the Department of Energy, upcoming legislations 

calling for the greater participation of federal 

agencies in technology standard-setting bodies. All 

these belong to the industrial policy category. 

State aid is provided by most of the major powers’ 

central government and regional governments. 

The decade-long litigations between the U.S. 

and the European Union over Boeing and Airbus 

airplanes immediately come to mind. Perhaps it is 

true that China is more prominent in terms of the 

scale and scope of state aid. Many of these forms 

of government assistance are actually investment 

incentive measures provided by the provincial or 

municipal governments as opposed to a central 

government heralded national policy. And this is not 

a unique phenomenon in China, as many advanced 

economies, including the U.S., have seen local 

governments providing such incentives. One good 

example concerns Intel’s $20-billion investment 

in the state of Arizona, which reportedly provided 

10-digit subsidies, potentially worth billions of 

dollars. But regardless of the way it is implemented, 

Source: https://www.pexels.com
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state aid has nothing to do with ideology or political 

system. WTO does have a treaty, albeit a weak 

treaty in my view, to regulate subsidies. Therefore, 

this issue can be resolved in future WTO reforms or 

through bilateral negotiations between China and 

the U.S.

The SOE phenomenon is probably more directly 

relevant to China’s unique political and economic 

system. But this is not a unique phenomenon 

in China either. Europe has more SOEs than the 

U.S., but the latter has at least one large SOE: 

the U.S. Postal Service. Again, the world has a 

framework to regulate the SOE issue via free trade 

agreements. The Organization for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) has spent 

many years developing a regulatory framework 

called competitive neutrality to deal with SOEs. 

The Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement 

for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) has largely 

incorporated this framework to deal with SOEs in 

the signed version. This author has participated in 

studies of gap analysis for the Chinese government 

to understand how the country can meet 

competitive neutrality principles embedded in the 

CPTPP. More importantly, the Chinese government 

has openly committed to joining the CPTPP, and as a 

corollary, to competitive neutrality principles as well. 

In summary, this brief note intends to convey 

the message that there is nothing inherently 

contradictory, nor irreconcilable, between China’s 

political and economic system and the U.S., the 

WTO, and the rest of the world. All the issues 

raised by Washington so far, pertaining to so-called 

distortionary trade practices, true or otherwise, 

can be potentially addressed through bilateral and 

multilateral negotiations. From that perspective, the 

world’s largest trading nation is no different from 

other WTO members, and therefore should not be 

treated differently from other WTO members.

What this means is that the grand competition 

initiated by Washington is grounded on a premise 

that bodes well for a healthy, constructive and 

mutually beneficial competition. From Beijing’s 

perspective, it certainly hopes for a relationship that 

is better than such a grandiose competition. But 

even when push comes to shove, this competition 

is still manageable, and hopefully could become a 

positive influence on the national interests of both 

countries.
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