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CHAPTER 11

After Engagement, What? Mapping 
Future Conceptual Frameworks for  
U.S. Relations with China
Stephen Wertheim

Moving Beyond Anti-Engagement

Over the past decade, Democratic and Republican leaders alike have rejected the conceptual 
framework known as “engagement” that had oriented the United States’ relations with 
China since the mid-1990s. As the National Security Strategy under Donald Trump put it 
in 2017, “For decades, U.S. policy was rooted in the belief that support for China’s rise and 
for its integration into the post-war international order would liberalize China. Contrary 
to our hopes, China expanded its power at the expense of the sovereignty of others.”228 #e 
Biden administration’s National Security Strategy of 2022 tells a similar story, lamenting 
that China now seeks to “reshape” the very international order that enabled its economic 
growth and geopolitical in!uence.229

In reaching this conclusion, the United States has done more than simply adopt more 
competitive, con!ictual, and sometimes confrontational policies toward China. It has 
also interpreted Beijing’s actions through Washington’s own matrix of requirements, 
expectations, and aspirations that previously guided U.S. strategy, concluded that the old 
approach has failed, and set out to chart a di"erent course. Whether policymakers have 
developed a new, positive China strategy—an approach that coheres on its own, rather than 
negating what came before—is debatable. #e Trump and Biden administrations have taken 
di"erent tacks on tari"s, alliances, and more. What is clear, however, is that Washington has 
resolved not to repeat the perceived failure of engagement. #ere is now a bipartisan anti-
engagement consensus, which opens space for a robust alternative to emerge but does not 
itself constitute one.



110   |   U.S.-China Relations for the 2030s: Toward a Realistic Scenario for Coexistence

Because narratives of national security play a conspicuous role in shaping the formulation 
of U.S. policy toward China, this dimension of bilateral relations deserves forthright and 
forward-looking analysis.230 Although some scholars have debated whether engagement 
succeeded or failed, this paper takes the anti-engagement consensus as its point of departure 
and asks what sort of conceptual framework for U.S. policy toward China could develop 
over the next decade or so.231

Why Conceptual Frameworks Matter

Conceptual frameworks for bilateral relations, such as the now-discredited engagement 
approach, consist of two elements besides speci$c policies themselves. First, they contain an 
overall strategic logic, or a set of unifying aims, to guide decisions within the U.S. gov-
ernment’s policymaking apparatus. Second, they provide a rhetorical account of the same, 
transmitted to a variety of audiences including the general public. Conceptual frameworks, 
then, have both substantive and presentational facets. #ey are consciously conceived and 
explicitly articulated. U.S.-China engagement is a case in point: in o%cial policy documents, 
Congressional testimony, and political statements alike, the Clinton administration put 
forward what it variously called “comprehensive engagement,” “constructive engagement,” or 
simply “engagement” to characterize what it sought to achieve vis-à-vis Beijing.232

#is paper considers several post-engagement frameworks that U.S. policymakers could 
choose to adopt. Such an exercise o"ers three main bene$ts for policymakers: it can help 
them sharpen their understanding of the strategic alternatives for bilateral relations, grasp 
and shape how America’s domestic political arena in!uences policy toward China, and 
in!uence Beijing’s perception and reception of U.S. policy.

First, when a conceptual framework is taken to have failed, policy actors will sometimes “do 
the opposite” without clearly weighing the ends and end states they seek to achieve. In the 
case of relations with China, some may seek to get tougher on Beijing through policies that 
seem directionally appropriate, moving the United States further away from the discredited 
engagement approach. But such reasoning could produce unintentionally extreme outcomes, 
such as a de facto containment policy that not all policymakers would re!ectively endorse. 

Directionally driven policymaking could also yield strategic incoherence. Even if engage-
ment is to be rejected as a paradigm, U.S. policymakers have many options for replacing it 
and bene$t from considering these holistically and conceptually rather than only in terms of 
discrete policies. #e engagement approach consisted of multiple and sometimes competing 
objectives, meaning that there is no single way to negate it. For example, while the United 
States facilitated China’s rise by trading extensively with it and championing its membership 
in the World Trade Organization, it also maintained and enhanced security alliances in the 
Indo-Paci$c, partly as a hedge against Chinese assertiveness. Did Washington err by em-
powering a country that was likely to become an adversary? Or did it do too much to breed 
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suspicion in a country that was likely to become powerful? Either or both could be true. 
How one answers the question produces di"erent implications for what form a post-engage-
ment policy should take.

Second, since the collapse of the engagement consensus, the U.S.-China relationship has 
gained in prominence in domestic American politics, and a wider range of actors, especially 
in Congress, participate in the determination of policy and the framing of debate.233 Due to 
the politicization of the relationship, policymakers are increasingly constrained by the narra-
tive and conceptual framework prevalent in the political arena. By better understanding that 
framework, they can better appreciate the political constraints it imposes and shape and steer 
it to foster desirable policy outcomes. As Evan Medeiros writes, $nding a domestic consensus 
that will allow for a U.S.-China modus vivendi is “now not just a useful condition—but also 
a critical one—for avoiding con!ict between these two geopolitical rivals.”234

#ird, the conceptual and narrative framework put forward by the United States for its rela-
tions with China matters to Beijing and a"ects its reception of U.S. positions (in addition to 
in!uencing U.S. allies and partners and third countries). Chinese diplomats and commenta-
tors frequently remark upon the overarching construct with which U.S. leaders characterize 
the relationship. For example, Foreign Minister Wang Yi has complained that the Biden 
administration’s “false narrative of ‘democracy versus authoritarianism’” belies its claim 
that it does not seek to change China’s political system.235 All other things being equal, U.S. 
framings perceived to threaten the legitimacy of China’s leadership or internal a"airs, or to 
demean China’s standing as a major world power, may generate friction in the relationship, 
whereas U.S. framings perceived to show respect and approbation for China, and to wel-
come its international in!uence, may produce heightened expectations and goodwill (or at 
least expressions of goodwill).

Four Post-Engagement Frameworks

#is paper outlines four frameworks that the United States could employ to de$ne its 
post-engagement policy toward China. #e typology o"ered here, ranging along a contin-
uum from cooperative to hostile bilateral relations, corresponds to the scenarios posited by 
Medeiros in this collection. For each scenario in U.S.-China relations, the paper explains the 
conceptual framework that could accompany and enable it, examines how the framework 
would di"er from that of engagement, outlines what would have to happen for the United 
States to adopt the framework, and brie!y suggests how China might receive it. Medeiros’s 
third and fourth scenarios are collapsed into a single category because the United States 
would probably use the same conceptual framework, that of competition, in both. 

Whereas the scenarios characterize the attributes of U.S.-China relations, the corresponding 
conceptual frameworks are intended to provide policymakers with options for guiding the 
formulation of policies and for presenting U.S. objectives to audiences beyond the executive 
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branch. Because the scenarios are ideal types, the actual state of bilateral relations at any 
one time will incorporate aspects of multiple scenarios, giving policymakers some latitude to 
adopt the conceptual framework that seems likely to produce desired e"ects.

#e discussion that follows assumes a close alignment between genuine policy objectives and 
public rhetoric, but it is worth noting that   policymakers could choose to put some degree 
of distance between them. To mute domestic political criticism, o%cials could opt to take a 
harder public line toward an adversary than actual policy re!ects. Alternatively, to lower the 
chances of retaliation from another state, they could profess an accommodating stance that 
is belied by harsh U.S. policies.

Scenario 1

Bilateral relationship: Condominium  
Conceptual framework: Solving global problems together

Although cooperation was a watchword of the engagement strategy, it would not be impossi-
ble for the United States to adopt a post-engagement approach toward China centered on co-
operation. #is time, however, cooperation would not be based on the pursuit or expectation 
of convergence in economic and political systems or even of convergence around common 
international norms and rules (such as a synthesis of the political and civic rights favored 
by the United States and the economic and social rights favored by China, as proposed by 
Rosemary Foot in this collection). To the contrary, the two countries would accept non-con-
vergence in normative areas and focus instead on their mutual interest in addressing “shared 
fate” challenges, especially climate change, pandemics, economic growth and stability, and 
nuclear weapons nonproliferation and nonuse. To some degree, this approach would build 
upon the arguments for “Chimerica” put forward prior to the Great Recession, although 
it would go beyond the largely economic basis of the Sino-American symbiosis envisioned 
then.236 Taking China as it is, the United States would seek to work pragmatically with 
Beijing to solve global problems together. 

It seems exceedingly unlikely, for the foreseeable future, that the United States would orient 
its China policy around cooperation on world-order issues. Washington would need to reach 
a modus vivendi with Beijing on all prominent security disputes, including Taiwan and 
technology, or to decide to prioritize matters of “shared fate” above long-standing security 
concerns. #e salience of the bilateral relationship in U.S. politics would probably have to 
diminish and be partially subsumed into a focus on transnational and global threats: not 
only would China be perceived as less threatening, but the China threat would be displaced 
by other threats, perhaps due to climate-related turmoil, the use of nuclear weapons by a 
third country, or a global economic recession.
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A framework of solving global problems together would require American policymakers to 
alter the general concepts with which they position their country in the world, especially 
when speaking to domestic political audiences. #e United States would have to discard or 
deemphasize its traditional concern with maintaining global primacy (unless China su"ered 
a debilitating economic downturn) and imagining an exceptional role for itself in interna-
tional politics. Washington would also have to accept a somewhat pared-down version of 
international order in place of its preference for a thicker, “liberal” order.237 

U.S. leaders would not have much modern precedent to draw upon if they positioned China, 
an authoritarian and non-Western great power, primarily as a global co-leader. #e United 
States never established such a robustly cooperative disposition toward the Soviet Union. 
Under such presidents as #eodore Roosevelt and George W. Bush, it sometimes valued 
Great Britain as a partner in global policing, but such cooperation was underpinned by a 
sense of shared liberal values or racial/cultural heritage, neither of which can be invoked in 
relation to China.

China is likely to welcome a framework of solving global problems together, which treats 
China as a great power on a par with the United States. Moreover, such a framework would 
resonate with Beijing’s slogans of seeking “win-win cooperation” and building a “global 
community of shared future.”238 China could claim to have pulled the United States toward 
its vision for global a"airs.

Scenario 2

Bilateral relationship: Détente 
Conceptual framework: Competitive coexistence

#e second scenario posits a framework of competitive coexistence, positioning China 
primarily as a competitor and a real but manageable challenge to the United States. #is 
framework would accompany and reinforce a bilateral relationship that had achieved or was 
at least moving toward détente, marked by stable, predictable patterns of interaction and 
mutual respect for vital interests. 

Competitive coexistence would be in every way less ambitious than the engagement ap-
proach, at once more accepting of China as it is and more pessimistic about the upper limits 
of the relationship. #e United States would not expect, much less promote, the liberaliza-
tion of China’s political system, and it would work to establish the terms by which the two 
countries could coexist as great powers with growing economies embedded in global trade 
and $nance. At the same time, Washington would accept an essentially competitive bilateral 
dynamic, and seek to manage but not transcend divisions on a host of issues. In this way, 
competitive coexistence di"ers not only from the old engagement framework but also from 
the $rst scenario of solving global problems together.
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Coexistence is already present in the Biden administration’s statements, albeit in a subor-
dinate position to strategic competition, and several scholars have proposed competitive 
coexistence as a guiding framework.239 In order to elevate competitive coexistence to central-
ity in U.S. discourse and policymaking, however, the United States would probably have to 
become more concerned about the risk of military con!ict with China than about the loss 
of its competitive position to its rival. It would also need to be reasonably con$dent that, 
through a mixture of deterrence and accommodation, it would get Beijing to exercise mutual 
restraint and utilize crisis communication channels. Unlike in the $rst scenario, China could 
remain highly salient in American politics, as the Soviet Union remained during détente, 
but U.S. political actors would need to decenter the Taiwan issue or to develop a stronger 
consensus that avoiding war requires the United States to maintain the One China policy 
and deter provocative actions from both Beijing and Taipei.

In particular, U.S. political actors would have to change their current discourse about China 
in two major ways. First, politicians and commentators would need to raise awareness of the 
political, military, and economic costs that Americans would bear in a war against China, 
making clear that such a con!ict would look nothing like the previous decades of U.S. wars 
against weaker adversaries.240 #e business community could be one driver of such an e"ort 
if it becomes alarmed by the risk of war or fears that economic decoupling will spiral out of 
control or negatively impact entire sectors of the economy. Policy experts could draw upon 
the United States’ history with the Soviet Union to “get to détente,” whether in reaction to a 
startling event akin to the Cuban Missile Crisis or in the anticipation of one.

Second, the United States would have to alter the political narrative, conveyed in the Trump 
and Biden national security strategies, that blames China for not ful$lling Washington’s 
expectations during the era of engagement, namely that Beijing would liberalize economical-
ly and politically, act as a junior partner to the United States in global a"airs, and choose not 
to develop military power that challenges U.S. positions in Asia. Instead of solely blaming 
China, the United States would have to accept that it harbored unrealistic expectations that 
exceeded the requirements of U.S. national security. Doing so would create the political 
space to accept coexistence with Beijing on terms that support U.S. interests but are less 
favorable than in prior decades.

Although competitive coexistence would primarily be a negative framework—centered on 
avoiding catastrophe—it could also connote a positive agenda for enabling humanity to co-
exist on a safe and habitable planet. Under this rubric, the United States could seek to work 
constructively with China to avert or mitigate existential risks caused by climate change, 
pandemics, nuclear weapons, and advanced technology such as arti$cial intelligence. 
Embracing this positive dimension of competitive coexistence would encounter many of the 
same challenges as adopting the $rst scenario’s frame of solving global problems together. 
But these challenges would be mitigated by nesting cooperation within a primarily compet-
itive framing. Moreover, if the United States were satis$ed with its position in relation to 
China and globally, then competitive coexistence could be consistent with U.S. preeminence 
in the international system, albeit not with unipolarity.
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Competitive coexistence would meet China halfway. Although Beijing objects to de$ning 
the bilateral relationship in competitive terms, it routinely holds up the Five Principles of 
Peaceful Coexistence, articulated by Zhou Enlai in 1953, as a basis for its orientation toward 
international a"airs, and it employs “peaceful coexistence” as one of its main frames for 
relations with the United States.241 An editorial in the Chinese Communist Party’s Global 
Times in November 2023, however, expressed concern that competition and coexistence 
were contradictory.242

Scenarios 3 and 4

Bilateral relationship: Strategic competition, from muddling through to outright rivalry 
Conceptual framework: Competition

In the third and fourth scenarios, the U.S.-China relationship would continue to deteriorate 
but stop short of an acknowledged cold war in which the United States seeks to contain, if 
not roll back, Chinese power. Although Washington would likely frame the relationship in 
terms of competition, “constrainment” might be the more precise concept. #e United States 
would work to constrain China’s options in the Indo-Paci$c and beyond without outwardly 
aiming to suppress China’s rise or prevent the expansion of China’s international in!uence. 
As Secretary of State Antony Blinken put it in 2022, “We cannot rely on Beijing to change 
its trajectory. So we will shape the strategic environment around Beijing to advance our 
vision for an open, inclusive international system.”243

Whether in the guise of great-power competition or strategic competition, competition 
has been the watchword for the United States’ approach toward China across the last two 
administrations. Yet competition has a nebulous character that is somewhat unstable and 
might not prove durable. Conceptually, U.S.-China competition is largely de$ned by what 
it is not. As the Biden administration repeats, competition is not containment or a new 
cold war. Washington hopes to cooperate with Beijing on discrete issues and seeks to keep 
competition from veering into con!ict. Competition also begs questions: Over what are the 
United States and China competing? Do the competitors accept a common set of rules, are 
they competing over who gets to de$ne the rules, or is the competition a zero-sum contest 
for power? To what end is the United States competing with China? Is it possible to “win” 
or transcend the competition or is competition e"ectively endless?244 Because competition 
has an indeterminate quality, it may give way over time to the more de$nitive concepts of 
coexistence or containment, which, unlike competition, are familiar to Americans from the 
Cold War. 

While Chinese observers have reacted to the emergence of the competition frame in a variety 
of ways, Chinese o%cials have often objected to “so-called strategic competition,” in Wang 
Yi’s phrase, for downplaying the need for cooperation and for pushing for “vicious competi-
tion that aims at each other’s demise.”245 
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Scenario 5

Bilateral relationship: Cold war (with hot elements) 
Conceptual framework: Containment (with elements of rollback and regime change)

#e $nal scenario posits a U.S.-China cold war, de$ned as a full-spectrum global rivalry 
marked by the pervasive risk of outright superpower con!ict and the bifurcation of the 
international economic and technological order. #e United States would seek the contain-
ment of Chinese power and might well openly declare that it is waging a new cold war, as 
some U.S. politicians and analysts already do.246 In this scenario, unlike under conditions of 
mere competition, Washington would regard a gain by Beijing as a loss for itself. It would 
eschew diplomatic accommodations with China, judging them impossible to achieve unless 
they advantaged the other side.

#e United States could o%cially adopt a frame of cold war-style containment if the bilateral 
relationship continues to deteriorate and reaches a new level of enmity. #at threshold could 
be crossed due to a military crisis in the Western Paci$c, another pandemic, or an escalation 
of the trade war, derisking measures, or sanctions. Internal factors could also incline the 
United States to adopt such a framework. If Democratic and Republican leaders outbid each 
other on getting tough with China—whether because they regard it as a threat, fear being 
labeled as weak, or believe that rallying the country against an external foe counteracts 
domestic divisions—they could generate higher threat perceptions of China, more confron-
tational policies, and spirals of recrimination and retaliation. To some extent, this dynamic 
is underway today, but it could go much further. As of April 2024, while eight in ten 
Americans expressed unfavorable views of China, half labeled it a competitor (50 percent) as 
opposed to an enemy (42 percent) of the United States.247 Forty-nine percent deemed “limit-
ing the power and in!uence of China” to be a top long-range priority in U.S. foreign policy. 
Dealing with China ranked seventh on the list, behind addressing such threats as terrorism, 
illegal drugs, and weapons of mass destruction, and just below “limiting the power and 
in!uence of Russia.”248 In addition to indicating that most of the U.S. public has yet to view 
China in highly adversarial, cold war-like terms, the polling data suggests that the rhetorical 
frame adopted by U.S. leaders matters in shaping public perceptions.

A containment frame has conceptual roots in the modern history of U.S. foreign policy. 
In the U.S. imagination, China could slot into the role of the Soviet Union during the 
Cold War. Like Moscow then, Beijing today can be interpreted as an illiberal, expansionist 
great power hostile to the United States and threatening to its way of life. A similar 
transposition occurred at the outset of the Cold War: the United States applied to the Soviet 
Union its previous objective of containing the Axis powers from the late 1930s and early 
1940s.249 Moreover, the prescription of containment arguably !ows from the original logic 
of engagement. Under engagement, containment was arguably meant to be available as a 
contingency plan: if China grew powerful but declined to liberalize, to become a responsible 
stakeholder, or to acquiesce in U.S. military dominance of the Indo-Paci$c, then the United 
States could use its regional security alliances and force posture to switch to a policy of 
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containment. Not for nothing have several analysts used the portmanteau “congagement” 
to characterize U.S. strategy prior to the Trump administration.250 Both the Cold War 
narrative and the “failure of engagement” narrative enhance the appeal of adopting a 
containment framework toward China.

Although a familiar concept, containment may be less stable than some assume, opening the 
door to the more radical aims of rollback and regime change. During the Cold War, advo-
cates of containment faced the persistent criticism that the strategy put the United States on 
the defensive, ceding the initiative to the adversary to de$ne where and when Washington 
would take action and condemning much of humanity to inde$nite captivity.251 #e more 
aggressive alternative of rollback in!uenced several administrations, appearing in President 
Dwight Eisenhower’s use of covert operations to overthrow governments suspected of 
communist sympathies and President Ronald Reagan’s provision of aid to anti-communist 
guerillas.252 Because China today is the world’s leading trading country and has an economy 
closer in size to that of the United States than the Soviet Union ever possessed, a strategy of 
containment may seem more dissatisfying and futile than the containment of Soviet-backed 
communism did. 

Containment does not rule out the objective of regime change either. In devising the origi-
nal doctrine of containment, diplomat George Kennan held out hope that the Soviet system 
would bear “within it the seeds of its own decay,” implying that containment could produce 
the eventual collapse or transformation of the regime.253 Likewise, the United States adopted 
a policy of containment with an objective of regime change toward Saddam Hussein’s Iraq 
in the 1990s. When containment did not seem to be making su%cient progress, whether by 
weakening Saddam’s grip on power or by eliminating Iraq’s threats to the region, policymak-
ers debated a strategy of rollback and ultimately, after 9/11, opted for direct invasion.254

China would therefore likely interpret an avowed U.S. containment framework as a sign of 
deep hostility. Some Chinese leaders would $nd con$rmation of their long-standing suspi-
cion that the United States seeks to “contain, encircle, and suppress” their country, to quote 
President Xi Jinping.255 In this scenario, China should be expected to redouble its e"orts to 
in!uence third countries by complaining that the United States is seeking to contain China, 
overthrow its government, and divide the world into blocs. 

Conclusion

#e frameworks of competitive coexistence, strategic competition, and cold war-style 
containment are the most probable successors to engagement. #e United States could 
potentially arrive at each framework in a decade’s time, and for each, one could construct a 
plausible narrative to explain why and how Washington would get there. Given the mutual 
interests and economic and ecological interdependence that bind the two powers, it might 
seem logical that Washington would alight upon competitive coexistence after a period 
of adjustment to a stronger and more assertive China. Or because strategic competition is 
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already in place and avoids the policy and political downsides of the alternatives, its con-
tinuation may be most likely. Or the deterioration in bilateral relations may be expected to 
continue until a cold war-style framework, not unappealing to Americans who recall defeat-
ing the Soviet Union, locks into place.

#ese are all credible trajectories that would produce very di"erent U.S. orientations toward 
China. #at each appears plausible should caution against fatalism in U.S.-China relations, 
empowering policymakers and stakeholders to make choices about which kind of post- 
engagement future they seek. For those who place a premium on reducing the chances of 
a hot or cold war and preserving space for cooperation—without going back to engage-
ment—a framework of competitive coexistence o"ers a way forward.
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