Biden foreign policy in the age of
strategic competition
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U.S. President Joe Eiden delivers a speech on stage during the World Leaders' Summit of the COP26 UN Climate Change Conference in
Glasgow, Scotland, on November 2, 2021. (BRENDAN SMIALOWSKI/AFP/GETTY IMAGES)
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he Biden administration confronts a world in turmoil.
The system of rules and institutions built in the de
cades after 1945 and expanded after the Cold War
is in disarray. Cooperation among the advanced industrial
democracies-the so-called G-7 countries-has ebbed, even
in the face of a global pandemic and economic recession.
Western democracies have struggled to cope with rising
inequality, political polarization, and ethnic and anti-immi
grant populism. Meanwhile, China is quickly emerging as a
global superpower, poised to overtake the United States as
the world's largest economy. Under the leadership of Presi
dent Xi Jinping, China has begun to challenge American
leadership and the liberal-oriented global order. American
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er. Amidst these upheavals, the world
looks starkly ill-equipped to cope with
the global-scale problems of climate
change, pandemic disease, nuclear
weapons proliferation, and emerg
ing 21st century challenges of cyber
warfare, bioengineering, and artificial
intelligence. The demand for leader
ship that can solve global problems is
growing, but its supply-including in
the United States-is deeply uncertain.
The Biden administration's foreign
policy seeks to respond to these dete
riorating circumstances at home and
abroad. Its message to the world is:
"America is back." But is the United
States back-and what precisely is the
Biden administration's strategic vi' sion and grand strategy for reasserting
American leadership?
At the outset, President Biden has
defined his foreign policy as a coun
terpoint to the Trump administration.
It seeks to repair the damage of the
Trump era. For four years, Trump took
the United States down a dangerous
path, attacking and undermining the
architecture of the postwar American
led liberal international order. Trade,
alliances, arms control, environment,
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human rights, public health, demo
cratic solidarity, multilateral problem
solving-across the full spectrum of
policies and commitments, the Trump
administration acted as a wrecking
ball. The Biden administration has
seen as its first mission to reverse
gears and return to the postwar U.S.
tradition of liberal internationalism
and foreign policy leadership. On its
first day of office, it announced Ameri
ca's return to the Paris Climate Agree
ment and it moved to reaffirm security
commitments to allies in Europe and
East Asia. More generally, the Biden
administration promised a return to a
cooperative style of American leader
ship, with its emphasis on diplomacy,
multilateralism, security cooperation,
and support for the liberal democratic
world. fn effect, the new adminis
tration announced its return to the
seventy-five-year-old "playbook" of
American foreign policy-tying the
country's power to institutions, part
nerships, and cooperation with like
minded states.
Thus, in its first year in office, the
Biden administration has sought to
rebuild American leadership by reaf
firming old allies and forging new ones.
The goal is to rebuild liberal democra
cy at home and abroad, and by so doing
show that democracies and open soci
eties can in fact solve problems.Biden
seeks to draw a direct contrast with
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illiberal and autocratic states, starting
with China. The world will see that the
United States and its democratic allies
are capable of providing a better life
for their people than their autocratic
and authoritarian rivals. In this sense,
the Biden administration sees domes
tic and foreign policy challenges as
deeply linked. The American society
and economy need to be rebuilt, and
this will strengthen the country's global
position and reputation. If the U.S. sys
tem is "broken" and allies and partners
do not think it can be trusted, the en
tire American edifice of leadership is
jeopardized. Biden's focus in on the
decaying foundations-both physical
and political-of the American system
at home and abroad, seeking to rebuild
them to deal with the central emerging
problems of the 21st century.
The Eiden administration seeks to
refurbish the modern liberal state and
the liberal international coalition.But it
faces powerful headwinds in pursuing
this foreign policy of renewal. In this
essay, I will do three things. First, I will
look at what I argue are the three cri
ses of international order that shape the
challenges ofBiden-era foreign policy.
These are the crises of geopolitics, mo
dernity, and liberal democracy. Second,
I offer a portrait ofBiden's emerging
foreign policy vision, which is focused
on strategic competition with China.
The Biden administration-and the
American foreign policy establishment
more generally-increasingly sees
China as a "systemic rival." China is
not just a growing geopolitical rival;
it is also competing with the United
States as a model for navigating the
21st century challenges of modernity.
The China challenge provides a sort
of unifying frame of reference for the
Biden administration's larger domestic
and foreign policy agenda. Finally, I
will draw parallels between Biden's
vision of American renewal and the
defense of liberal democracy with
Roosevelt-era thinking of the l 930s
and 40s. As in FDR's day, liberal de
mocracy is in peril. The question is: can
the United States once again rise to the
occasion and make the world safe for
democracy?
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T

he Biden administration is seeking
to rebuild America's global posi
tion, but it is doing so in the middle
of tlu·ee world political storms-crises
of geopolitical, complex interdepen
dence, and liberal democracy.
For the first time since the early
years of the Cold War, the United
States finds itself confronted by a pow
erful-and increasingly powerful-su
perpower rival. The American-led or
der was built in an era when the United
States and the other postwar industrial
democracies were the most powerful
states in the system. The Soviet Union
was dominant within its sphere of in
fluence. But the United States and its
allies and partners were the most pow
erful and dynamic states in the system,
preponderant in economic, political,
technological, and military capabili
ties. The postwar world economy was
organized around the rapidly-expand
ing American economy, creating op
portunities for the United States to
use its market to invite other states
into its geopolitical orbit. The postwar
system of alliances was also anchored
in outsized American military power
and technological capabilities to proj
ect force across oceanic distances. In
the first decades after the end of the
Cold War, the United States emerged
as a "unipolar power," overshadowing
other major states. It was a world order
in which one powerful state held sway,
underwriting a system that was safe for
democracy.
The rise of China to peer competitor
status with the United States has upend
ed a century of American global domi
nance. It is a once-in-a-century world
historical power shift-what scholars
call a global "power transitions." A
leading state that has dominated world
order and shaped its rules and institu
tions is under challenge from a rising
state. China is rising up and seeking to
replace the United States as the world's
leading state-and to reshape or reori
ent the rules and institutions of global
order. This has happened before. Great
Britain rose up in the 18th and early
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19th century to challenge and replace
France and other European states as
the leading power in the Western im
perial world. In the early 20th century,
the United States similarly grew pow
erful and challenged Great Britain for
leadership of the postwar world. The
Chinese-led global power transition
may be even more far-reaching and
consequential. It may be a "triple"
power transition -- a transition from a
world dominated by the United States,
the West, and liberal democracy to a
world dominated by China, the East,
and state socialism.
Power transitions are dangerous
moments for world order. The lead
ing state that has upheld the interna
tional order is in decline, while a newly
powerful rising state seeks to establish
its leadership. A struggle ensues, and
conflict-and the risks of war-in
creases. This dynamic can be seen
in the escalation of competition and
conflict in U.S.-Chinese relations. As
China's trade and investment relations
have spread ouh:vard through East Asia,
Africa, and Latin America, its strate
gic interests in shaping global and re
gional rules and institutions grow. In
the meantime, the United States seeks
to maintain its hegemonic position in
East Asia as well as its overall global
influence and leadership. The clash
between China and the United States
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is made worse because the two coun
tries are also ideological rivals. China
has risen up outside the old Western
world, bring with it a "century of hu
miliation." It offers the world its own
civilizational values and orientations.
Its communist ideology and state so
cialist regime also clash with American
and Western liberal democratic values
and institutions. The United States has
also established itself over the postwar
decades and the leading alliance part
ner and security provider in East Asia.
As China's military buildup continues,
the two countries are increasingly in
a contest for hegemony in the region.
Together, these aspects of the global
power transition are destabilizing old
rules and institutions-of regional and
global order.

T

The crisis of
modernity

he world is also entering into a
new era of cascading interdepen
dence, and this is the second crisis of
international order. This is the ongoing
global transition that over the last two
centuries has defined the modern era.
Beginning in the early 19th century,
the industrial revolution and waves
of scientific and technological change
on an increasingly global scale have
globalized human life on this planet.

Members of the Communist Party of China (CPC) review the oath ofjoining the party
in front of the party flag on April l 3, 202 l in Luoyang, Henan Province of China. (JIA
FANGWENNCG/GETTY IMAGES)
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!n this Sept. 8, 1945, file photo, only a handfitl of buildings remain standing amid the
wasteland of Hiroshima, the Japanese city reduced to rubble following thefi.rst atomic
bomb to be dropped in wa,fare. On Aug. 6, 1945, a U.S. plane dropped an atomic bomb
on Hiroshima.Japan surrendered on Aug. 15, ending World War Il. (AP IMAGES)

Some states and societies have been at
the vanguard of modernity's pathway,
while other societies and peoples have
lagged behind. The scientific and tech
nological revolutions of the modem era
are markers of this global transforma
tion-steam power, the railroad, the
telegraph, airplanes and automobiles,
satellites and computers, ballistic mis
siles and the internet. Across two cen
turies, all peoples across the world have
seen their lives transformed-both for
better and worse-by these staggering
upheavals of modernity.
At each stage of this industrial revo
lution, new and complex forms of eco
nomic, military, and environmental in
terdependence have posed challenges
to global governance. Revolutions in
military technology, creating increas
ingly lethal and global-scale violence
capacity, have triggered repeated efforts
at arms control and dismmament diplo
macy. The nuclear revolution, which
began during World War II with the
horrific atomic bombing of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, has been one of the most
dangerous manifestations of modern in
terdependence. Technological advances
in nuclear energy and ballistic missiles
and near-catastrophes such as the Cuban
missile crisis galvanized efforts by the
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United States and the Soviet Union to
negotiate arms control agreements. The
unfolding industrial revolution and the
rise of global capitalism in the 20th cen
tury have created similar challenges for
the management of the world economy.
After World War II, the United States
and other industrial cow1tries found new
ways to stabilize trade and investment
flows. Starting in the l 960s, environ
ment degradation and pollution rose in
significance, and various international
agreements were negotiated-such as
in the area of ozone depletion-that ad
dressed global ecological dangers. In
all these ways, modernity has generated
complex linkages, dangers, and exter
nalities that in each era has set the stage
for struggles over global governance.
In recent decades, the world has
seen an intensification of security, eco
nomic, and environmental interdepen
dence. Nuclear proliferation has taken
a new turn as North Korea has built
its arsenal and Iran has threatened to
cross the nuclear weapons threshold.
In the meantime, Russia and the Unit
ed States have continued to modernize
their nuclear capabilities and China has
engaged in a rapid military buildup. As
The New York Times recently rep01ted,
"There is little arms control; modern
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technologies are unrestrained; and the
players are more numerous and rap
idly building up nuclear stockpiles."
Economic interdependence is also tak
ing a new and unstable turn. The old
multilateral system of rules and dispute
settlement mechanisms has largely
broken down, while conflicts within
and between regions have intensified
over technology standards, production
platforms, intellectual property rights,
trade preferences, and industrial policy.
The 2008 financial crisis was the worst
economic crisis to shake the world
economy since the Great Depression,
but rules and cooperative agreements
to manage the next financial crisis have
not been put in place.
More recently, the Covid-19 pan
demic has shaken the world, leav
ing millions of people dead and little
global cooperation to manage the after
math. The World Health Organization
(WHO) has shown itself to be a weak
instrnment for monitoring and respond
ing to the outbreak and spread of the
virus. Covid nationalism-not inter
nationalism-has been the dominant
response to the crisis. Scientists make
it clear that the Covid-19 pandemic is
not a once-in-a-century phenomenon,
but something that will inevitably reap
pear more regularly in the future. The
international community has an over
whelming shared interest in strength
ening global public health institu
tions. Indeed, there are proposals for
a "pandemic treaty" to strengthen the
WHO and global disease monitoring
and containment protocols. But there
is little momentum for such a grand
pivot towards building standby capaci
ties for future outbreaks. The political
incentives for leaders in most countries
are overwhelmingly short-term and
national in orientation. The European
Union has stumbled in its response to
the pandemic, while China has pursued
vaccine diplomacy within its spheres
of influence.
An even more ominous global-scale
crisis is climate change and global
warming. Only a few y ears ago the
problem of climate change appeared to
be a problem for future generations, but
the multiple and complex effects of a
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warming earth are already manifesting.
Draughts, floods, fires, extreme weath
er, ocean acidification, rising sea lev
els-these are many of the early signs.
Unless greenhouse gas emissions are
massively reduced, this degradation
of global ecosystems-already locked
in to some degree-will spiral out
of control, producing a global-scope
civilizational catastrophe. The grow
ing endangerment of life on earth is at
the heart of the crisis of modernity. It
is industrial modernity itself-the so
called Anthropocene age-that imper
ils humanity. The relentless release of
carbon emissions into the atmosphere
is the ultimate externality of industrial
society and world economic develop
ment. Global movements for clean
energy and environmental protection
have grown larger and louder in recent
years. The Biden administration has led
the United States back into the Paris
agreement on climate change. China
and other countries are also seeking to
establish their leadership in this area,
but governments are mostly offering
promises of future actions.

The crisis of
liberal democracy

T

he third crisis of international or
der is the weakening of the estab
lished Western liberal democracies, in
cluding in particular the United States.
The countries that did the most to build
the postwar liberal international order
are now divided and less willing and
capable of providing global leadership.
The United States and the major states
of Europe were the great beneficiaries
of the postwar Western system. This
system provided the rules and institu
tions for these countries to simultane
ously build modern social democra
cies at home and cooperative relations
abroad. Growing middle classes in the
advanced democracies were the core
constituencies for the American-led
postwar liberal order. It is all the more
perilous for the global system that it is
precisely these countries that are now
faltering. To many observers, 2016
was the dramatic moment that revealed
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the depth of the problems facing the
Western liberal democracies, the year
when Great Britain voted to leave
the European Union and the United
States elected Donald Trump. These
two countries-the oldest and most re
spected liberal democracies-had led
the way in building the postwar liberal
order, but in 2016 they were seemingly
in full-scale retreat.
Inside the United States and other
Western societies, the postwar politics
and institutions of liberal democracy
are under stress. For the middle classes
in these societies, the postwar era of
steadily rising incomes and social ad
vancement has stalled. For decades, the
advanced democracies enjoyed the se
curity and gains that came from social
democracy. Postwar liberal democracy
was built around growth coalitions,
class compromise, and political plural
ism embraced by both the left and the
right. Postwar governments enlarged
their roles in managing the economy
and directing public investments in ed
ucation, social security, and economic
safety nets. These postwar decades of
rising economic opportunity and social
consensus have largely come to an end.
In its place, Western industrial societ
ies have experienced rising economic
inequality, political polarization, and
an erosion of trust in basic institutions.
These problems have been long in
the making. Beginning in the 1980s, a
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neo-liberal counter-movement in West
ern democracies began to attack the
postwar foundations of social democ
racy. With the coming to power of Mar
garet Thatcher in Britain and Ronald
Reagan in the United States, these ef
forts intensified. Conservative govern
ments rapidly began undennining labor
unions, diminishing the progressivity
of taxes, deregulating market activity,
and cutting social welfare services.
With rising concern over environmen
tal degradation, conservative and neo
liberal paities were in the forefront in
resisting environmental regulation as
infringements on private property and
individual liberty. The last two decades
have seen growing struggles within
these countries to rebuild political ma
jorities around modern social democ
racy, but economic stagnation and divi
sive "backlash" politics have undercut
these efforts. Under these depressed
conditions, Western democracies have
seen an outbreak of nationalism, xeno
phobia, and anti-immigrant sentiment.
These societies have hirned inward and
become increasingly divided.
This crisis of liberal democracy has
had the effect of weakening the rules
and institutions of global order. The
United States and other liberal states
have been less inclined to underwrite
an open, rules-based system. The po
litical incentives of national leaders
in these countries make it difficult for

U.S. President Ronald Reagan sits with British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher at 10
Downing Street, London, on June 5, 1984. (ROGERS/EXPRESS/GETTY IMAGES)
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them to champion global cooperation.
The middle classes in these countries
have come to see the liberal interna
tional order-and the"globalization" it
has produced-as a threat more than an
opportunity. For many people the open,
rules-based system primarily benefits
capitalists, bankers, and other interna
tionalist elites. In these various ways,
the old postwar consensus within West
ern liberal democracies on the virtues
of liberal internationalism has eroded.
The challenges of modernity and inter
dependence are growing, but the politi
cal impulse within liberal democracies
to step forward to organize and lead a
cooperative global order have waned.

Biden's strategy
of strategic
competition

F

aced with these crises, the Biden
administration is giving shape to a
grand strategy of strategic competition
with China. It begins with a conviction
that China is increasingly a full-spec
trum challenger to the U.S. global posi
tion and the U.S.-led liberal democratic
world. "China and other countries are
closing fast," President Biden said in an
April 2021 joint session of Congress.
Chinese President Xi Jinping is "dead
ly earnest about becoming the most
significant, consequential nation in the
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world." Earlier, in February, Biden said
that the world is "at an inflection point
between those who argue that. . .. au
tocracy is the best way to go forward,
and those who understand that democ
racy is essential." To be sure, China is
deeply embedded in the global system
and world economy, and U.S.-Chinese
cooperation will be essential to man
age problems of security, economic,
and environmental interdependence.
But the United States and China are
also hegemonic rivals with very dif
ferent visions of world order, rooted in
increasingly divergent developmental
and order-building interests and values.
The United States wants to make the
world safe for democracy and China
wants to make the world safe for the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and
political autocracy. The United States
believes-as it has for over two centu
ries-that it is safer in a world where
the liberal democracies hold sway.
China contests such a world. Therein
lies the grand strategic rub.
The Biden administration has thus
moved to place long-term strategic
competition with China at the center of
its foreign policy. The abrupt and cha
otic ending of the American war in Af
ghanistan was seen by many as a deci
sion by Biden to step back from global
security leadership. But it is better seen
as a strategic rebalancing of resources

An aerial photo taken on Sept. I/, 2021, shows large container ships loading and unload
ing cargo at Yangshan Deep-water Port in Shanghai, China. In August 2021, the container
throughput of Shanghai Seaport reached 4.318 million TEUs (20-foot equivalent units),
setting a new monthly production record since the establishment of the port. (COSTFOTOI
BARCROFT MEDINGETTY IMAGES)
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and commitments, repositioning the
United States to focus on East Asia and
competition with China. The post-911 grand strategy of fighting a global
war on terror has ended, giving way to
a China-centered grand strategy orga
nized around the balance of power, he
gemonic competition, and a struggle to
shape the organizing logic of the global
system. The Biden administration's ef
forts to build counter-weights to China
in the Indo-Pacific-the Quad and the
AUKUS agreement-are harbingers
of this strategic reorientation. As Ju
lian Borger of The Guardian writes:"
AUKUS and an invigorated Quad are
the two central pillars of the U.S. presi
dent's signature foreign policy, which
some are calling the Biden doctrine:
bolstering the world's democracies
against the spread of authoritarianism
by building a web of alliances."
Several convictions inform this new
grand strategy. First, as China grows
in wealth, power, and global influ
ence, it is increasingly turning into
a "systemic rival" of the United
States, offering alternative leader
ship and order- building agendas.
As Gideon Rachman notes,"the Biden
team believes that China is determined
to displace the United States as the
world's preeminent economic and mil
itary power, and they are determined
to push back." Fundamentally, China
seeks to contest, weaken, and shrink
America's liberal hegemonic presence
in the world, paving the way for the
elevation of its hegemonic leadership
that champions an international order
more congenial with its own illiberal
regime principles and interests. Presi
dent Xi seems to share this view, telling
legislative officials in Beijing in April
2021 that "China can already look at
the world on an equal level," suggest
ing that China no longer sees the Unit
ed States as a superior force. China is a
"systemic rival" because it challenges
the full spectrum of American power,
interests, and values. This competition
will play out over many decades and
across a wide array of areas-mili
tary power, alliances and alignments,
markets and trade, money and finance,
next-generation technology, science
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and research, and democratic versus
autocratic ideology and values.
Second, the engagement strategy
of the 1990s that sought to integrate
China into the liberal international or
der mostly failed. Welcoming China
into the U.S.-led system-capped by
its membership in the World Trade
Organization (WTO) in 2000-did
not lead to the hoped-for liberal out
comes. China became more integrated
into the world economy, and mutu
ally beneficial trade and growth fol
lowed, but Beijing did not continue
on its path of reform, opening, and
liberalization. 2018 was a turning
point, when the Deng-era term lim
its on the Chinese presidency were
dropped, making President Xi Jin
ping, in effect, "ruler for life." The
attack on democracy in Hong Kong,
the oppression of the Uyghurs, the
intimidation of Taiwan, the territorial
aggrandizement in the South China
Sea, the internal crackdown on West
ern influences, the cult-like eleva
tion of "Xi Jinping thought"-these
are markers of the pathway China is
traveling. Under President Xi, China
has become more autocratic, anti
liberal, anti-democratic, and inter
nationally aggressive. Glimmerings
of openness, reform, the rule of law,
and civil society outside the reach of
the communist state have essentially
disappeared.
Third, the United States is not capa
ble of balancing against China's illib
eral hegemonic ambitions on its own.
It will need to work with a coalition of
like-minded states and associated part
ners to create alignments that strength
en the underpinnings of the liberal
international order. In his recent UN
General Assembly speech, Biden men
tioned "allies" eight times and "part
ners" sixteen times. After all, the China
challenge is not just aimed at America's
global position. It is a challenge to the
wider world of liberal democracies and
their long-standing military, economic,
and ideological dominance in the glob
al system. By working together, liberal
democracies can leverage their power
to shape global rules and institutions.
This strategy of fostering cooperation
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U.S. President Joe Eiden meets with China's President Xi Jinping during a virtual sum
mit from the Roosevelt Room ofthe White House in Washington, DC, November 15,
2021. (MANDELNGANIAFP/GETTY IMAGES)

among the democracies is not a project
to build a unified Cold War-era "free
world" bloc-this is not possible or
even desirable. The goal is to build a
wide variety of ad hoc groupings to
aggregate military, economic, and dip
lomatic capabilities in various zones
of competition. Within East Asia, as
Kurt Campbell and Rush Doshi have
argued, the "purpose of these different
coalitions-and this broad strategy-is
to create balance in some cases, bol
ster consensus on important facets of
the regional order in others, and send a
message that there are risks to China's
present course."
Fourth, the most important step
in countering Chinese ambitions is
to make liberal democracy work at
home. Demonstrating that liberal soci
eties can function effectively and solve
problems-this is the goal upon which
everything else depends. American
internationalism is only sustainable if
it advances the life opportunities of
the middle-class. This means a New
Deal-type effort to renew and rebuild
American society and institutions, in
vesting in a modernized economy, in
frastructure, research and technology,
and clean energy. The competition be
tween China and the United States is
really a competition over "modernity
projects," alternative models and ideol
ogies of global development and socio
economic advancement. America sue-

ceeded as a global power in earlier eras
because its capitalist democratic model
seemed to outperform its rivals. We are
entering an era where this competition
will again play out.
Fifth, the struggle between China
and the United States will also cen
ter on competition to shape global
rules, regulations, technological plat
forms, and the values and principles
enshrined in global institutions and
regimes. Multilateral institutions and
regimes are not value neutral. They
can be more or less friendly to liberal
democracy and human rights and more
or less friendly to authoritarianism and
autocracy. Technology platforms and
their network externalities also can
give one side or the other advantages.
This struggle favors first movers and
countries that work together with oth
er countries to create "critical mass"
coalitions. The United States will seek
to build coalitions with liberal democ
racies to strengthen their position in
these diverse, technology-driven areas
of global rule and regime-making.
The Biden administration has made
clear that the United States will need
to build working relations with China,
even as it competes. There are critical
and growing "problems of interdepen
dence" that can only be tackled through
superpower cooperation. After all, even
during the Cold War, the United States
and the Soviet Union worked together
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A woman holds a protest placard during an election rally for Taiwan's current president
and Democratic Progressive Party presidential candidate, Tsai Ing-wen, ahead ofthe presi
dential election on Janua,y 10, 2020, in Taipei, Taiwan. Tsai Ing-wen, who campaigned on
defending Taiwanfrom China, did win the election. (CARL COURT/GETTY IMAGES)

through the WHO on finding a cure for
small pox, and the two countries en
gaged in sustained efforts at arms con
trol. The United States should not need
to "buy" cooperation from China on
solving problems such as global warm
ing by pulling its punches on issues
such as human rights and Taiwan. The
two superpowers will need to identity
red lines and establish crisis diplomacy
mechanisms to keep competition from
spiraling out of control. Both sides
will have incentives to build restraints
and guard rails into their regional and
global rivalry.

Grand strategy
begins at home

W

ith the Biden administration, the
United States has continued this
pivot to Asia, while largely abandon
ing its earlier efforts at engagement in
favor of expanded efforts to build geo
political counterweights. It has kept the
Trump administration's heavy tariffs
on Chinese imports, and sought to limit
Chinese economic penetration, espe
cially in high-technology areas. It is a
strategy that combines active counter
balancing across military, economic,
and ideological fronts, with contin
ued and renewed efforts to find areas
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of common agreement with China in
solving problems of interdependence,
especially climate change. The Biden
strategy borrows from the classic real
ist playbook that emphasizes the im
portance of active maintaining a mili
tary balance of power in East Asia and
strengthening alliances with countries
potentially in the shadow of Chinese
domination. Deterrence, forward bas
ing, and security cooperation are the
essential tools. So too are regional se
curity pacts such as the Quad and the
AUKUS security agreement. These are
classic realist-inspired strategic moves,
creating counter-weights to grow
ing Chinese power. "These were big
moves on the chessboard in Asia," ar
gues Michael Green, an Asia specialist
at Georgetown University. "What they
show you is that the effort to engage
China isn't working the way everyone
expected, and a recognition there has
to be a lot more muscle in how we deal
with China."
In the meantime, the Biden efforts to
strengthen bonds of solidarity among
democratic states across the region
and the promotion of human rights-is
meant to push back against the spread
of autocratic states with affinities to the
Beijing model. Beyond this, the strat
egy seeks to build trade relations that
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bias the rules in favor of human rights
and liberal values. Here the Trans
Pacific Partnership (TPP), negotiated
by President Obama, and rejected by
Trump, is a model. It restricts state
owned enterprises from subsidized
dumping, protects intellectual property
rights, outlaws human trafficking, and
requires the legalization of independent
trade unions and collective bargaining.
The world trade system will have rules,
and the question is whether they will or
will not incorporate human rights and
liberal democratic protections. This
piece of the Biden strategy still hangs
in the balance, endangered by anti-TPP
factions on both the left and the right.
The emerging "systemic rivalry"
between the United States and China
will shape world politics for decades.
But there are restraints that will limit its
intensity and dangerous consequences.
One is on the Chinese side: the growth
of Chinese power and its aggressive
"wolf warrior" actions have triggered
a regional and global backlash. If
China's foreign policy continues to be
come more aggressive and belligerent,
it will generate even more pushback.
In effect, China faces the problem that
post-Bismarck Germany faced, and
what historians call the problem of
"self-encirclement." Germany under
Bismarck undertook elaborate efforts
to reassure and diplomatically engage
its neighbors. But by the turn of the
century, post-Bismarck Germany be
gan to destabilize and threaten Europe
through its economic growth and mili
tary mobilization. For the same rea
sons, China should worry about how it
exercises power and look for ways to
avoid backlash and self-encirclement.
At some point, China will want to mod
erate its ambitions and signal restraint.
For the United States, restraint
comes from the fact that most of its
alliance partners are deeply tied eco
nomically to China. Across both Nmth
east and Southeast Asia, countries are
simultaneously dependent on China for
trade and investment and the United
States for security protection and the
maintenance of the military balance.
Remarkably, one hundred countries
in the world have twice as much trade
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with China as they do with the Unit
ed States. The United States needs to
worry that if its pushes too hard on its
allies to confront or contain China, they
will jump off the American bandwag
on. The United States will have incen
tives to pursue a "not too hot, and not
too cold" strategy in East Asia. It will
need to reassure allies that America "is
back," and that it intends to remain a
provider of regional security and the
military balance. But it will also need
to convey reassurance in the other di
rection, that it will not push frontline
states into a war with China-or even
force these states to make existential
choices about which side they are on.
Stepping back, a revitalized Amer
ican-led liberal international order
will only happen if it reestablishes the
connections between domestic, social,
and economic well-being and inter
national cooperation. Fundamentally,
this means resisting the idea that liberal
internationalism is simply an agenda
for "globalization." Globalization is
about reducing barriers and integrat
ing economies and societies. Liberal
internationalism is different-it offers
a vision of how to manage interdepen
dence. Trade does generate efficiency
and welfare gains for countries, but it
also is a disruptive threat to workers
and communities. Liberal internation
alism must be defended as a project to
manage the trade-offs between open
ness and social stability. This was a
seminal innovation of the postwar
Western system. In giving national
governments space and policy tools to
pursue economic stabilization and de
velopment, the architects of this order
tried to reconcile open trade and free
market capitalism with social protec
tions and economic security.
In the same way, the success of the
Biden grand strategy ultimately hinges
on developments at home. Can the
United States get its own house in or
der? Inside the United States and other
Western societies, the postwar politics
and institutions of liberal democracy
are under stress. For the middle classes
in these societies, the postwar era of
steadily rising incomes and social ad
vancement has stalled. For decades, the
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Rust is visible on the Theodore Roosevelt Bridge, which connects Washington, DC, to
Virginia across the Potomac Rive,; on April 7, 2021. in April 2020, the American Road
and Transportation Builders Association listed the heavily trafficked bridge as structurally
deficient, the worst rating. (DREW ANGERER/GETTY IMAGES))

advanced democracies enjoyed the se
curity and gains that came from social
democracy. Postwar liberal democracy
was built around growth coalitions,
class compromise, and political plural
ism embraced by both the left and the
right. Postwar governments enlarged
their roles in managing the economy
and directing public investments in ed
ucation, social security, and economic
safety nets. These postwar decades of
rising economic opportunity and social
consensus have largely come to an end.
In its place, Western industrial societ
ies have experienced rising economic
inequality, political polarization, and
an erosion of trust in basic institutions.
The ambitious proposals of the
Biden administration-with massive
funding proposals for infrastructure,
research and development, education,
the social safety net, and the transition
to a low-carbon economy-are driven
by th.is deep worry about the future of
liberal democracy in the United States
and abroad. In particular, the Biden
administration's elevation of a com
prehensive national crisis-response to
climate change is driven by the linkage
it sees in the three crises of geopoli
tics, interdependence, and liberal de
mocracy. In this sense, Biden's grand
strategy is an echo of Roosevelt's New

Deal-era agenda for domestic renewal
and the rebuilding of international or
der. "The achievement of basic national
interests requires making difficult do
mestic reforms in response to shifting
global challenges," as Daniel Deudney
and I argue. "Just as the United States
in World War II quickly and dramati
cally ramped up production, the Biden
program recognizes that responding to
climate change requires far-reaching
domestic innovations. The mobilization
to defeat the Axis powers and then the
Soviet Union left no aspect ofAmerican
life untouched and unchanged. So too,
effectively responding to the climate
crisis will remake America. If this re
construction serves liberal democratic
values, the United States will be made
stronger and more capable-and more
liberal and democratic."Today, as in the
1930s, the future of liberal open soci
eties is uncertain. The emerging hege
monic rivalry between the United States
and China is really a competition to see
which superpower can lead in solving
the great problems of the 21st century.
The viability for American and Chinese
hegemony depends, in the final analy
sis, on the solutions and public goods
that each generates for the world. It is a
contest to see who can offer the world a
better hegemonic deal.
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discussion questions
1. Should the United States return to the postwar tradition of liberal
internationalism and global leadership?

3. What has theCovid-19 pandemic exposed about the faults of
the international community?

2. What effect has the Trump years had on the standing of the United
States in the international community? Has it been beneficial or
detrimental?

4. Both the United States and China are competing to offer the

world a better selection of solutions and public goods. Which
country will be able to provide the more attractive offer and thus
obtain hegemony?
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