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the leader, appears in the system of international 
relations. In doing so, it is not important 
whether the internal political structures of the 
leaders and challengers are similar or different, 
whether they are ideologically close or 
completely disparate. Only relations of power 
are important. The very fact that a country 
manages to accumulate power comparable to 
the amount of power accumulated by the leader 
creates a situation of rivalry and tension.

In the past, such tensions were resolved by a 

Introduction

It seems that US-China relations can be fully 
described in terms of the classical realism theory 
of international relations. In such a view, the USA 
is a status quo force, and China is a revisionist 
force that strives to change the distribution of 
power in the system of international relations 
and, ultimately, wants to oust the current leader 
from the position of global hegemon and take 
his place. According to the realism theory, such 
rivalry is inevitable whenever a state whose 
power has become comparable to the power of 
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hegemonic war, the outcome of which either 
confirmed the status of the previous hegemon 
or brought about a change at the top. But the 
Second World War produced two victorious 
powers: the USA and the USSR. Each of them 
was a hegemon within its half of the world. 
When the Soviet Union successfully detonated 
its bomb in 1949, four years after the American 
nuclear bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, a more permanent framework for the 
relationship between the two superpowers was 
established. The status quo implied a bipolar 
distribution of power within the system of 
international relations. In relation to all other 
countries, the USA and the USSR were advocates 
of the status quo. They considered each other 
a revisionist force because each aspired to 
dominate the other and to be the center of 
the desirable unipolar system of international 
relations.

Since the middle of the 20th century, the 
existence of nuclear weapons has deterred 
major players in the system of international 
relations from direct armed conflicts, because 
the mass use of these weapons would not lead 
to anyone’s victory, but would only guarantee 
mutual destruction. It seems that the Cold War 
- in which the leading antagonists continued to 
accumulate weapons, but increasingly resorted 
to the use of soft power - never turned into a 
total global armed confrontation precisely 

because of the consensus that there would be no 
winners in a nuclear war. Thus, the competition 
between the superpowers took place either 
through proxy wars, wars of limited scale in 
which they faced each other through their 
local allies, or through intense ideological and 
propaganda competition. The Cold War ended 
with the undoubted economic, informational, 
ideological, propaganda and political victory of 
the American West over the Soviet East.

Although achieved without a hegemonic war, 
the victory of the West in the Cold War brought 
about a change in the distribution of power 
in the system of international relations. The 
bipolar system was replaced by the unipolar 
one. The USSR as the main Cold War rival of the 
West ceased to exist. Today’s Russia, which is 
the international legal successor of the USSR, is 
most often perceived as a country that would like 
to be a relevant revisionist power. This Russian 
revisionism is reduced to futile attempts to 
establish the status quo ante NATO enlargement. 
Russian political elites do not seem to consider 
the victory of the West in the Cold War as a real 
victory. Russia considers the American empire 
by invitation, which without the use of military 
force expanded to the borders of Russia thanks 
to the Eastern European countries which 
wanted to be part of the democratic world, to 
be some kind of abnormality. Although it is 
militarily, economically and technologically 
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inferior to the global West, Russia under the 
current government insists that a true empire 
can only be the result of the use of armed force. 

China in the Cold War

China played a certain role in shaping the 
Cold War landscape in the Far East when, at 
the end of 1950, it prevented the collapse of 
North Korea through its military intervention, 
that forced the American forces to withdraw. 
It thus acquired the status of an American 
enemy. America and China found themselves on 
the brink of war in 1954 when China attacked 
Taiwan after Taiwan took over some islands that 
had belonged to China. America then signed a 
defense cooperation agreement with Taiwan. 
A year later, the United States threatened the 
possibility of using nuclear weapons against 
China. The US, with the support of the United 
Nations, became engaged again with China 
in 1959, when the Chinese army violently 
suppressed mass protests by Tibetans against 
the establishment of Chinese rule in Tibet. 
With the Ping Pong diplomacy in 1971, a visible 
American-Chinese rapprochement began. After 
the World Table Tennis Championships in 
Japan, the Chinese authorities invited the US 
table tennis team to make a tour in China. An 
invitation to the American president to visit 
China soon followed. President Richard Nixon 

responded to the invitation in February 1972.

With the Ping Pong diplomacy in 
1971 a visible American-Chinese 
rapprochement began.

The US wanted to neutralize the consequences 
of its diplomatic defeat at the session of the 
UN General Assembly on October 25th 1971, 
when the majority of members voted to admit 
the People’s Republic of China to the UN as 
the sole representative of the Chinese people, 
while the American delegation voted against. 
Acceptance of the resolution of the UN General 
Assembly 2758 meant that Taiwan ceased to 
be a member of the UN and that China took 
over as a permanent member of the Security 
Council. Addressing the American public before 
leaving for Beijing, President Nixon highlighted 
the political differences that separate America 
and China, but emphasized that the existence of 
these differences does not mean that China and 
America must be enemies. This point of view 
was confirmed by the content of the Shanghai 
Communiqué signed on February 27th 1972. 
The US which, as part of the implementation 
of the containment strategy, had so far waged 
war against North Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia 
- did not hesitate to sign a statement in which it 
stands for the right of all the peoples of South 
Asia to have their own right to shape their 
future in peace and without external military 
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threat. The two sides agreed that, regardless of 
the differences between their political systems 
and concepts of foreign policy, they will respect 
the sovereignty and territorial integrity of all 
states, non-interference in the internal affairs 
of individual states, and that they will advocate 
for peaceful coexistence and for equality and 
mutual benefit in mutual relationships. The 
American interest that this region should cease 
being the object of competition between the 
two superpowers was also emphasized. In the 
joint statement, it was emphasized that neither 
China nor the US will seek to establish their 
hegemony in the Asia-Pacific region, as well as 
that they will oppose an attempt of any third 
party - and it could then only be the USSR - to 
establish their hegemony there.

With that visit and the new policy towards 
China, America wanted to avoid the formation 
of a solid communist bloc within the Security 
Council and drive a wedge between China and the 
USSR. Namely, China and the USSR confronted 
militarily in 1969 over a border dispute. As from 
that moment, from the Chinese perspective, 
Moscow became a greater threat to Beijing than 
Washington did and China was ready to accept 
the American hand of cooperation. And the 
fact that China successfully tested its nuclear 
bomb in 1964 encouraged the Americans to 
think that it would be good for them to have an 
influence on the new nuclear power. Although 

they perceived it as an enemy - both because 
of the victory over the Americans in 1950 and 
because of the one-party communist regime 
- the Americans wanted to win China over to 
their side in an effort to prevent the spread of 
Soviet influence, primarily in Indochina, where 
an imminent American defeat in the Vietnam 
War was looming. 

Moscow became a greater threat 
to Beijing and China was ready to 
accept American cooperation.

For the Chinese, rapprochement with America 
enabled them to become more independent in 
relation to the USSR. In addition, the Americans 
agreed to the most important Chinese demand, 
which conditioned all further negotiations: 
the principle of one China. Since the American 
ally Taiwan, which had the seat of a permanent 
member at the UN Security Council, stood 
up for a unified Chinese state as well, the 
Americans did not make a problem about that 
either. For the Chinese, accepting the one-
China principle meant that Taiwan would 
eventually become a subject to communist rule 
in Beijing. The Americans probably expected 
that the intensification of relations with China 
and its further distancing from the orbit of 
the Soviet Union would eventually lead to the 
democratization of that country. Following this 
logic, in the ten-year period from the signing 
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of the Shanghai Communiqué in 1972 to the 
signing of the joint statement in 1982, they 
repeatedly confirmed their commitment to the 
principle of one China. Already the exclusion 
of Taiwan from the UN and the installation of 
China as a permanent member of the Security 
Council meant a significant change to the status 
quo. Although the prospects for a Sino-Soviet 
rapprochement were very small, the US made 
serious concessions to Beijing to ensure that 
changes in the global distribution of power 
would not be unfavorable to the American 
interests.

From the Communiqué to Chimerica

From the very beginning of the intensification 
of US-China relations, it was clear that the 
parties interpreted certain provisions of the 
three most important joint statements in 
different ways. For the Chinese, American 
acceptance of China’s demand that Taiwan be 
considered a part of China was crucial, and for 
the Americans, it was crucial to emphasize the 
need to resolve the Taiwan issue peacefully, 
without the use of military force. Since 
American political elites did not trust the 
Chinese that they would not use force against 
Taiwan, American cooperation with the island 
went beyond cultural and scientific cooperation 
and extended to deliveries of weapons. In a joint 

US-Chinese statement signed on August 17th 
1982, it was pointed out that President Ronald 
Reagan and Chinese Premier Zhao Ziyang had 
seriously considered that problem. They agreed 
that during the negotiations that preceded the 
declaration on the establishment of diplomatic 
relations between the two countries on January 
1st 1979, this problem had not been resolved. 
The Americans have pledged to gradually 
reduce arms sales to Taiwan. However, despite 
the more than visible fact that the commitments 
made in the two previous declarations signed 
in 1972 and 1979 had not been respected, in 
this third declaration the adherence to the 
previously agreed principles of Sino-American 
relations was emphasized and it was solemnly 
confirmed “that the two sides cordially assert 
that the principles continue to guide all aspects 
of their relationship”. 

Chimerica was established 
as an ironic description of 
interdependence between China 
and America.

The Tiananmen Square massacre in June 1989, 
when the Chinese army used force to prevent 
democratic demonstrations, represented the 
greatest challenge to the further favorable 
development of American-Chinese relations. 
The US introduced economic sanctions against 
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China, and its European allies and Japan joined. 
But despite everything, China continued its 
path towards membership in the World Trade 
Organization (WTO).

The undisputed victory in the Cold War 
against the USSR was seen by the US as an 
announcement of the establishment of its global 
dominance, in the way in which no serious 
rival would stand out against it. The American 
establishment did not see the importance of the 
fact that the Cold War was not over in the Far 
East. Unlike a unified Germany, the Cold War 
border at the 38th parallel still divides the two 
Korean states. The landmark year of 1989 in 
Europe meant the collapse of the USSR and the 
victory of democracy, but in China it brought an 
additional confirmation of autocracy. Despite 
the facts that indicated the prematurity of claim 
of its triumph, the West declared the end of 
history. As if the favorable outcome of the Cold 
War in Europe meant undisputed American 
dominance in Asia, the US confidently continued 
its cooperation with China. Thus, Chimerica 
was established, as an ironic description of the 
period of ever-increasing economic, financial 
and technological interdependence between 
China and America.

Xi Jinping announced a plan for 
China to become a leading power 
by 2049.

China, playing by the rules that the West 
brought with the aim of constantly renewing 
its economic, technological and political 
supremacy, managed to reach and in some areas 
surpass the Western competition. Americans 
were worried when the ambitious Chinese 
leader Xi Jinping launched the global Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013 and strengthened 
the Asian Investment Infrastructure Bank 
with the aim of establishing an alternative 
to international institutions dominated by 
the West, primarily the World Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF). By 
adopting the industrial development strategy 
document in 2015, called Made in China 2025, 
the Chinese leadership clearly defined the areas 
in which it will overtake Western competition, 
achieve economic and technological self-
sufficiency and increase domestic consumption 
within a ten-year period. This is just one of the 
steps that should enable China to move from 
the category of countries with a middle level of 
income to the category of countries with a high 
level of income. When experience showed that 
this strategy began to be realized and when Xi 
Jinping announced a plan for China to become 
a leading economic, technological and military 
power by 2049, America began to think more 
seriously about ways to maintain its leadership 
position in the world.



IRMO BRIEF

7

10/2022

From Chimerica to decoupling

President Trump imposed economic 
sanctions against Chinese companies that are 
more competitive than American ones and 
unsuccessfully tried to force China to made 
equal the value of its imports from America 
with the value of its exports to America. By 
taking on Trump’s sanctions and imposing new 
ones, President Biden’s administration has 
defined its China policy in Cold War terms of 
the conflict between democracy and autocracy. 
Irreconcilable ideological differences are the 
pretext for a new Cold War division of the world. 
Loyalty to democracy and American leadership 
implies the application of protectionist, 
discriminatory economic policies towards China 
as a leading authoritarian state. The basis for 
such a point of view is the belief that China will 
impose its political order on the whole world by 
violent means if it becomes the leading economic, 
technological and military power of the world. 
Such an American position is in complete 
contradiction to the principles of peaceful 
coexistence and cooperation between countries 
with different political systems, which the two 
countries adopted in 1972. At that time, the 
economically backward and ideologically rigid 
agrarian China was much further away from the 
market economy and consumer society than it is 
today’s China with about seven hundred million 
people in the middle class. China’s ambitious 

industrial strategy envisages an increase in 
domestic consumption and an even greater role 
for the market. American policy towards China 
is contrary to the declarative commitment to a 
free market whose functioning is regulated by 
the rules of the WTO. Aware that they violated 
the rules of the WTO with arbitrary sanctions 
and administrative bans, the US authorities 
blocked the work of the arbitration bodies of 
that organization in order to make it impossible 
to pass rulings on these protectionist actions. 
In terms of relations with the WTO, China is a 
proponent of the status quo while the US and 
other G7 members are creating ways to change 
the rules in order to, as originally intended, 
ensure their continued economic dominance at 
the global level. The USA appears in the role of a 
revisionist power in relation to free trade issues.

American policy towards China 
is contrary to the declarative 
commitment to a free market.

The fact that China and Russia have veto power 
in the Security Council as permanent members 
of that body motivates America to build alliances 
within the Summit of Democracies to secure 
support for its version of a rules-based world 
order. Those rules should apply to everyone, but 
only the chosen ones could take part in making 
of them. In terms of relations with the UN, the US, 
together with its Western allies, is a revisionist 



IRMO BRIEF

8

10/2022

power, while China, as an advocate of the 
equality of all UN member states, appears as a 
status quo power. In the Shanghai Communiqué 
of 1972, the US and China asserted that they 
would not aspire to hegemony in the Asia-
Pacific region. With regard to the construction 
of artificial islands in the South China Sea, by 
which it expanded the borders of its territorial 
sea to the detriment of neighboring countries, it 
is clear that China did not adhere to those vows. 
Likewise, by refusing to implement the ruling 
of the International Tribunal for the Law of the 
Sea on the inadmissibility of such acquisitions, 
China has shown that, when it suits it, it will 
not act in accordance with international law, 
as the US constantly does. Such behavior of 
China, of course, reduces the persuasiveness of 
both China’s declarative insisting on respecting 
international law, as well as Chinese criticism of 
American foreign policy.

A new cold war

America has drastically deviated from the 
positions expressed in 1972. By working 
tirelessly to define the QUAD strategic security 
dialogue as an anti-Chinese security alliance and 
with the openly anti-Chinese AUKUS pact, the 
US has clearly shown that it wants to establish 
its hegemony in the Indo-Pacific region. 
Confirmation of such intentions is also provided 

by the decision of the NATO alliance, made under 
pressure from the USA, to extend its scope to the 
Pacific. The NATO alliance, which was founded 
with the main purpose of dissuading the Soviet 
Union from attempting to conquer Western 
Europe by military means, has fully achieved 
its original task. However, the significantly 
expanded and nominally strengthened NATO 
failed to deter Russia from a military campaign 
against Ukraine in 2014 and 2022. In Europe, 
insisting on enlarging the NATO alliance after 
its Warsaw Pact counterpart was dissolved 
seems to have provided an excuse for Russian 
assertive policies that contributed to increased 
tensions. Based on this, could it be concluded 
that the expansion of the scope of interest of 
the NATO alliance to the Pacific, instead of 
increasing the plausibility of deterrence, could 
result in an increase in China’s determination 
to achieve its interests through military means? 
The policy of expanding existing and creating 
new anti-Chinese security alliances can only 
be understood by China as a threat. And the 
incessant American provocations regarding 
Taiwan look very much like a preparation for 
a direct military conflict with China. In this 
context, the new cold war appears as a salutary 
alternative.

The policy of expanding anti-
Chinese security alliances can be 
understood by China as a threat.
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American insistence on a new cold war is 
based on the expectation that this time the 
outcome for America will be as favorable as 
in 1991, when the USSR collapsed. However, 
American strategists ignore that the first Cold 
War was not preceded by Sovmerica. There 
was no economic and financial entanglement 
and interdependence between the US and the 
USSR. Politically, the decision to start the Cold 
War was simple and almost self-evident for 
America, especially after the Soviets carried 
out a test explosion of a nuclear bomb. The 
consequences of Cold War containment could 
only be negative for the USSR. Today, however, 
the severing of economic ties with China has 
adverse ramifications that the Cold War against 
the Soviet Union did not yield. Since Chimerica 
lasted a long time, if the coupling with China 
was long-lasting and mutually profitable, 
decoupling involves risks for the party that 
decided to split. Both America and China played 
the role of revisionist states because, with the 

1972 agreement, they influenced the change 
in the distribution of power in the system of 
international relations. In the context of today’s 
collapsing system of international relations, 
both states, in different ways, appear in the role 
of the status quo force. As hopeless as China’s 
insisting on the status quo regarding Taiwan as 
part of the PRC is, so hopeless is the American 
insisting on maintaining the status quo 
regarding American hegemony in the Pacific.
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