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Introduction

Background

The Cold War was a historic period of geopolitical tensions between the United States
(US) and the Soviet Union (USSR) from 1947 until the fall of the USSR in 1991. The major
differences between the two nations that characterized the tensions were political ideology and
governance, as well as their respective economic systems. The US, operating under a capitalist,
democratic system, idealized an economy free of state control, a government of elected officials,
and principles of foreign policy aimed at protecting human rights and fundamental individual
freedoms for all." The USSR, on the other hand, exalted a centralized government heavily
ingrained in all aspects of societal and economic functions.” Due to these deeply rooted
differences, the US and the USSR were incompatible ideologically. Though the two nations—
which had both risen to the status of major global powers after World War II- never fought
directly, they used other means to compete for influence and power around the world, including
proxy conflicts, an arms race, space race, economic sway, espionage, and propaganda
campaigns— an era of tensions between the capitalist and communist worlds, known as the Cold
War.

By 1950, the Cold War was already in full-force. It was apparent in the realm of
international relations that the world was being split in half ideologically, between the East and
the West— the “Communists” and the “Free World.” During this ideological conflict, tensions
mounted as each side and each super power sought to assert their global dominance. The Cold

War produced not only an ideological battle, but a struggle to preserve the old or promote a new

' Weber, Michael A. 2025. “Democracy and Human Rights in U.S. Foreign Policy: Evolution, Tools, and
Considerations for Congress.” Congress.Gov. https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R47890.

2 Campbell, Robert. "The Soviet economic model." In Gorbachev's Russia and American Foreign Policy, pp. 65-95.
Routledge, 2019.
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world order in one way or another. This divide was evident not only in foreign affairs, but also
permeated the everyday lives of citizens and politicians alike. The arms race produced fears of
nuclear conflict, and the increasing influence of the USSR around the world challenged the
perceived security advantage of the US’s hegemony. These thoughts consumed the psyche of the
West, particularly in America, resulting in what scholars today refer to as “Cold War Hysteria,”
where a waning security advantage caused citizens and officials to fear for their lives in the case
of nuclear conflict, connecting to the zero-sum ideology of the Cold War arms-race.? In large, the
Cold War was more than just a race for technological and military supremacy, but a battle of
ideological dominance at its core, pitting capitalist democracies of the US-led West against the
communist regimes of the Soviet-led East. This global struggle, with each side seeking
world-wide political, economic and cultural influence, shaped the policies, foreign relations, and
lived experiences of citizens on both sides for decades to come.

The rise of Communist China further intensified these global ideological tensions as well.
Before and after World War II, China was engaged in a civil war between the Chinese Nationalist
Party, also known as the Kuomintang (KMT), and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).* The
USSR provided some support to the CCP and the United States backed the KMT, fueling the
belief in the US that the new country emerging in China after the war could be won by them, the
free world, or by the communists. Nonetheless, the CCP prevailed 1949, resulting in the
establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). CCP Chairman Mao Zedong also went

to Moscow to sign a military-alliance treaty with USSR leader Joseph Stalin, further aligning the

3 Kuzmarov, Jeremy and John Marciano. “Truman, McCarthyism, and Domestic Repression.” In The Russians
Are Coming, Again: The First Cold War as Tragedy, the Second as Farce, NYU Press (2018): 109-36.

# Initially paused during World War II, the CCP and the KMT united to fight against invasion by Japan. The Chinese
Civil War resumed shortly before the end of World War II.
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new— and now the most populous communist country in the world— deeply alarming American
policymakers.’

Later realized due to ideological and political rifts between Chinese and Soviet leaders
like Mao Zedong, Joseph Stalin and Nikita Khrushchev, the PRC was not simply a Soviet proxy
during the Cold War. However, many American officials perceived it as such, and many in the
West viewed China’s turn to communism as a major blow to the global balance of power.®
American officials failed to recognize the extent to which Chinese communism was shaped by its
own domestic concerns rather than imply its ideological alignment with Moscow, shaping their
perspective of the Cold War through a binary lens. This misperception, highlighted by scholar
Chen Jian, contributed to the US’s hard-lined approach to communist containment strategy in
Asia, which included imposing a complete a trade embargo on China after the PRC supported
North Korea’s invasion of the South in 1950.”

The US went about solving their “communist problem” in two ways: the first was
military intervention, and the second being economic measures.® American troops fought foreign
wars in the name of “freedom,” entangling the US military in a series of conflicts unrelated to
their home country because of fears of ideological differences amidst the surge of communist
expansion. The implementation of economic warfare took different forms. The US implemented
the Marshall Plan at the end of World War II, a post-war recovery plan that America

implemented to help rebuild the politically volatile and war-ravaged Europe in 1948. In addition

5 Zhang, Shu Guang. Economic Cold War: America’s Embargo against China and the Sino-Soviet Alliance,
1949-1963. Washington, D.C: Woodrow Wilson Center Press ; Stanford, Calif. : Stanford University Press, 2001, ch.
2,17.

¢ Jian, Chen. Mao 5 China and the Cold War, University of North Carolina Press, 2001, ch. 1, 17-37.

7 Jian. Maos China and the Cold War, ch. 2, 38-48.

8 Zhang, Yongjin.“China Review International 9.” no. 1 (2002): 303-5. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23729586.


http://www.jstor.org/stable/23729586
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to aiding the recovering continent monetarily, the Marshall Plan also sought to combat the
influence and expansion of communism by promoting democracy. George C. Marshall, the
Secretary of State at the time, accomplished this by promising aid only to those European states
that opted to adopt a democratic style of government rather than a communist one.” Due to this
caveat, the efforts of the Marshall plan can be considered a front of economic warfare against the
communist expansion through “buying” developing or redeveloping states’ allegiance to the US
and democracy.

The second form of economic warfare exercised by the US as a mechanism of
containment towards communism was the embargo. The US’s total trade embargo against the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) from 1950-1972, commonly known as the China embargo,
served as both a strategic and ideological tool to thwart the development of the new, large
communist state in the East militarily and diplomatically.'® Following the PRC’s entry into the
Korean War in 1950, the US (along with some key allies) imposed a comprehensive embargo in
efforts to mitigate their military capabilities amidst the conflict, as well as to delegitimize them
on the global stage. The embargo, taking a more punitive and isolating approach, further
highlighted the role of economic warfare in the US’s struggle against communism, and emerged
as a key component of US containment policy in the East. The China embargo remained in place
for over two decades, ending after President Richard Nixon’s and National Security Advisor

Henry Kissinger’s historic visit to the PRC in 1972 and the signing of the Shanghai

? “Marshall Plan, 1948.” Office of the Historian, Foreign Service Institute.
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/marshall-plan.

10 Zhang. Economic Cold War, ch.1, 11.
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Communiqué." This visit marked a turning point, both ending the embargo and beginning
rapprochement between the US and the PRC. '

Now in the twenty-first century, the PRC has rapidly developed, becoming a peer or
near-peer competitor with the US.'> Moving from a mostly agrarian society under Chairman Mao
Zedong, the PRC’s leap toward industrialization and population size catapulted the country into
its journey to become a hegemonic power in the 21st century.'* In 2010, the PRC became the
world’s largest exporter, making it a key player in the realm of global trade."” Cold War-era
hostilities have morphed into economic engagement and strategic competition, leading to
increasing friction between the two powers at the turn of the century after the post-embargo
rapprochement. Tensions escalated due to American concerns over human right’s abuses
perpetrated by the CCP— stemming from ideological differences influencing their respective
styles of governance— as well as increasing parity economically and militarily that intensified the
feelings of competition between the two nations. These tensions came to a head in 2018 when

the Trump Administration initiated a “trade war” with the PRC. This Trade War had causes

" The Shanghai Commuiqué was a joint statement between the US and the PRC that acknowledged key
disagreements between the two nationals while affirming mutual interest in normalizing diplomatic and trade
relations. Though the communiqué itself did not immediately end the embargo, it laid the groundwork for the
relaxation of trade restrictions and full recognition by the end of the decade.; “The Shanghai Communiqué.” 2010.
Richard Nixon Foundation. https://www.nixonfoundation.org/2010/04/ shanghai-communique/.

12 Jian. Mao s China and the Cold War, ch. 9, 238-276.

13 Eaglen, Mackenzie. “It’s Time to Retire the Term ‘near-Peer’ Competitor When It Comes to China.” American
Enterprise Institute, (June 6, 2023).
https://www.aei.org/foreign-and-defense-policy/its-time-to-retire-the-term-near-peer-competitor-when-it-comes-to-c
hina/.

!4 Noor, Nafisa.“China’s rise as a threat to the US hegemony,” (Scholarworks, 2022).
https://scholarworks.calstate.edu/downloads/9593v230f.

'® Nicita, Alessandro and Carlos Razo. “China: The Rise of a Trade Titan,” UN Trade and Development
(UNCTAD), (April 27, 2021). https://unctad.org/news/china-rise-trade-titan#:~:text=China’s%20accession%2
0t0%20the%20WTO,the%20world’s%20undisputed%20export%20champion.


https://unctad.org/news/china-rise-trade-titan#:~:text=China%E2%80%99s%20accession%2
https://www.aei.org/foreign-and-defense-policy/its-time-to-retire-the-term-near-peer-competitor-when-it-comes-to-china/
https://www.aei.org/foreign-and-defense-policy/its-time-to-retire-the-term-near-peer-competitor-when-it-comes-to-china/
https://www.nixonfoundation.org/2010/04/
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related to both competition, strategic and security concerns, policy shifts, trade imbalances, as
well as ideology.

This thesis examines the ideological foundations and strategic goals behind two key US
economic policies towards the PRC from different periods in history. What do these policies
reveal about the worldviews of the administrations that enacted them, and how are those views
connected across time? Despite significant changes in the PRC’s global status over the past 75
years, there is a notable continuity in how American policymakers ideologically frame the
Sino-American relationship? The China embargo and trade war give life to the phrase
“perception is reality”: as twentieth century American policymakers interpreted the “loss of
China” through a rigid, binary lens—where any gain for communism was seen as a loss or
nullification of American exceptionalism— current administrations view PRC’s economic and
technological rise as direct threat to American dominance, reinforcing the same zero-sum
mentality. These perceptions, although not the catalyst for each respective policy, have deeply
shaped both the rationale and implementation of the embargo and the trade war, showing how
each policy functioned not only as a strategic tool but also as an ideological instrument. While
the historical context of each policy differs, continuity of the US’s ideological perspectives
informing their economic policy toward the PRC is uncovered by the re-souring of tensions in
the Sino-American relationship. Both the China embargo and the trade war reflect the use of
economic power to counter the PRC influence, address security concerns, and assert an
American strategic advantage centered around supremacy and exceptionalism— albeit through an

often flawed zero-sum lens.
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Personal Interest

Throughout my time both in highschool and college studying twentieth-century history
and politics, I had never heard of the China embargo. I took a great interest in the International
Baccalaureate Diploma Programme’s modern history class’s unit on Communist China, and
distinctly remember learning a lot about other forms of US Cold War policy. However, I had
never heard much regarding the economic strategies outside of the more eurocentric Marshall
Plan. This gap in my knowledge has compelled me to take a deeper dive into the Cold War’s past
to make sense of the tensions I witness today in the twenty-first century.

This topic is also particularly important to me, as a member of the US Navy Reserves
preparing to commission as an Active Duty Submarine Officer. As the divide between the PRC
and the US continues to evolve, seemingly so does the probability of military involvement.
Studying Political Science, Asian Studies with a Concentration in Chinese Language and
Culture, and participating as a midshipman in the Naval Reserves Officer Training Corps
throughout the past four years at Vanderbilt University has instilled in me a great appreciation of
the complexities and importance on the relationship between the US and the PRC. I am pursuing
this thesis in efforts to better understand the past, present and future of the Sino-American
dynamic, and contribute to a nuanced understanding of the challenges and opportunities that lie
ahead. The embargo is not simply a relic of Cold War policy making, but a precursor for
strategies that continue to shape Sino-American relations. As modern tensions escalate over
trade, technology, and military between the two countries, understanding the historical roots of
their complex dynamic becomes increasingly important— especially working in a military role

specifically related to operational strategic deterrence. By understanding this policy, we can
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understand how the far-reaching impacts and legacy of the Cold War shape one of the most

consequential and complex bilateral relationships we see in the world today.

Argument & Methodology

Economic warfare has long been a pillar of US foreign policy, particularly in its efforts to
contain ideological and political adversaries, as well as to condemn the actions of foreign actors
deemed antithetical to American values. From the Cold War up until today, the US has utilized
these economic measures against the PRC, including total embargos, sanctions, tariffs, and
export controls. These measures, for the most part, have been in line with containment policies
aimed at limiting the rise, capabilities, and extent of influence the PRC can exert around the
world. This thesis argues that both the China embargo (1950-1972) and the trade war (2018-
present) are both strategic and ideological tools of containment centered on a zero-sum political
ideology that the US has used against the PRC, and in efforts to maintain American
exceptionalism and supremacy on economic, military and ideological fronts. While the Cold
War aimed to stop the spread of communism and the Trade War aimed to protect US markets,
they both present challenges to US leadership and ideals, and carry underlying ideological
sentiments that share strategic logic in order to do so.

Both of these policies, despite being implemented in periods in history with vastly
different international structure, share the fundamental logic of using economic restrictions as a
means of geopolitical and global ideological control. The Cold War China embargo was justified
by the Truman Doctrine as a necessary esure to defend democracy and freedom against

communist expansion— the number one threat to liberal democratic world order supported by the
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US,' and the Trump Administration justified tariffs and export controls through the trade war as
a means of defending the nation and its values, characterizing the modern-day PRC as a
“revisionist power” seeking to provide and evangelize an alternative set of international
structures to ones the US played an instrumental part in forming.'” Through analyzing both of
these policies together, this thesis demonstrates how ideological and strategic economic
containment and competition are consistent themes of US foreign policy related to the PRC,
evolving in form but consistent in their intended functionality.

The methods implemented throughout this thesis to demonstrate the claim will use
primary sources from each respective time period as well as secondary sources related to both.
These will include the Truman Doctrine and the China White Paper for the Trade Embargo, and
the 2017 Trump administration’s National Security Policy and National Security Advisor to
Trump Robert C. O'Brien's remarks on the CCP’s global ambitions and ideology for the trade
war. The secondary sources, as listed in the literature review, will assist in laying the contextual
groundwork for each policy. Combining these sources along with my own analysis, this thesis
will frame how economic restrictions have been used for national security imperatives influenced
by ideology. This combined approach allows for a direct comparison between historical and
modern policies, from which we can understand how the far-reaching impacts and legacy of the

Cold War shape the Sino-American Relationship today.

6 “The Truman Doctrine, 1947.” Office of the Historian.
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/truman-doctrine#:~:text=With%20the%20Truman%20Doctrine%2C
%20President,external%200r%?20internal%20authoritarian%20forces.

17 O'Brien, Robert C. “The Chinese Communist Party’s Ideology and Global Ambitions,” Trump Whitehouse
Archives (June 26, 2020).
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/chinese-communist-partys-ideology-global-ambitions/.;
Schindler, Seth, Ilias Alami, Jessica DiCarlo, Nicholas Jepson, Steve Rolf, Mustafa Kemal Bayirbag, Louis
Cyuzuzo, et al. 2023. “The Second Cold War: US-China Competition for Centrality in Infrastructure, Digital,
Production, and Finance Networks.” Geopolitics 29 (4): 1083—-1120. doi:10.1080/14650045.2023.2253432.


https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/chinese-communist-partys-ideology-global-ambitions/
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Overall, this thesis will dive into the policies through a comparative historical analysis to
evaluate the relationship between the strategic and ideological objectives of the China embargo
and the Trade War. It makes a unique contribution to scholarship by bridging the historical and
modern dimensions of American economic containment policies towards the PRC in addition to
their ideological and strategic elements. Existing literature mainly surrounds the policies
individually, or debates if the trade war is a “New Cold War” or not. This thesis will provide an
integrated analysis of both, centered around the themes of ideology and strategy, with themes of

American exceptionalism and zero-sum mindsets to highlight their interconnected nature.

Literature review

Scholars have previously examined the role of economic containment in shaping the
Sino-American relations. During the Cold War period, the China embargo has been analyzed as
both an economic and ideological tool. Shu Guang Zhang’s 2002 book entitled Economic Cold
War: America's Embargo Against China and the Sino-Soviet Alliance, 1949-1963; Rosemary
Foot’s 1995 book entitled The Practice of Power: US Relations with China Since 1949,

specifically in her third chapter entitled “Trading with the Enemy: The USA and the China Trade
Embargo”; as well as Xin-Zhu J. Chen’s 2006 article, “China and the US Trade Embargo,
1950-1972.” provide an in depth analysis and historical context for the US's economic embargo
against the PRC and its broader implications for Sino-Soviet relations. Zhang and Foot’s books
highlight the frustrations in Washington concerning the “loss of China” to communism, which
exacerbated Cold War tensions. Though Foot and Zhang agree that the embargo was also
strategically intended to drive a wedge between the Sino-Soviet alliance by pushing the PRC into

an economic overdependence on the USSR, Chen analyzes it as an important— but unintended—
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consequence of the embargo. Furthermore, these scholars highlight the political developments in
the PRC partially resulting from the embargo— arguing that the external economic pressure
contributed to their ideological radicalization and economic centralization, as well as Zhang and
Foot’s discussions of the merits of political pragmatism and strategy versus its ideological and
emotional dimensions. Finally, Chen’s study challenges the efficacy of the embargo, and
elaborates on how economic policies often fail to achieve their desired outcomes, instead
fostering adaptations and resilience in the target country. These findings can be applied to the
modern trade war, where tariffs had limited efficacy in the PRC, and may have even fostered a
deepening divide between the American and Chinese rivalry.'®

For the Trade War’s section of this thesis, Chad P. Bown’s report, The US—China Trade
War and Phase One Agreement, provides a detailed account of the events leading up to the trade
war in 2018. Paired with Keith Johnson and Robbie Gramer’s 2020 article, “The Great
Decoupling,” we can better understand the goals, implementation, and effects of the trade war’s
tariffs, sanctions and export controls. Bown’s report connects national security concerns— which
are often a result of ideological perspectives through “economic nationalism”— to the shaping of
the Sino-American trade relationship. Johnson and Gramer’s article, while focusing on the merits
and implementation of “selective decoupling” within the greater trade war context, mirrors these
previous points, discussing how political ideologies have influenced trade controls, especially

since the onset of the coronavirus pandemic. These works both provide context and details about

18 Zhang. Economic Cold War-.;

Foot, Rosemary. The Practice of Power: US Relations with China since 1949. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995.;
Chen, Xin-Zhu J. “China and the US Trade Embargo, 1950-1972.” American Journal of Chinese Studies 13, no. 2
(2006): 169-86. http://www.jstor.org/stable/44288827.


http://www.jstor.org/stable/44288827
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the trade war, and allow me to highlight how economic warfare remains deeply intertwined with
ideological and geopolitical conflicts from the Cold War to the twenty-first century."

For the comparative analysis portion of this thesis, Seth Schindler et al.'s paper
entitled, “The Second Cold War: US-China Competition for Centrality in Infrastructure, Digital,
Production, and Finance Networks,” explores the geopolitical implications of modern
Sino-American relations and their contest for global dominance. The authors here argue that this
competition is inclusive of military, economic and ideological battles that manifest themselves
today in the trade war, both presenting as enduring challenges to the US-led world order with the
battle centered around “network centrality” rather than economic and political frameworks of the
respective blocs.?® This report is partially contradicted by Ryan Hass et al.'s article,“The Cold
War Is a Poor Analogy for Today’s US-China Tensions,” and Chen-Chih Liu of the Harvard
Political Review’s 2022 work, “The Trade War is not the New Cold War,” which challenges the
idea that the trade war is a “new Cold War” by presenting key differences in the geopolitical
context today when compared to those of the Cold War era, emphasizing how the Cold War
analogy distorts present realities.?!

Altogether, this thesis builds upon and advances these debates by emphasizing how

economic containment operates as a persistent yet evolving geopolitical tool. These works reveal

' Bown, Chad P. “The US—China Trade War and Phase One Agreement,” Peterson Institute of International
Economics, 2021. https://www.piie.com/publications/working-papers/us-china-trade-war-and-phase-one-agreement.;
Johnson, Keith and Robbie Gramer. “The Great Decoupling.” Foreign Policy, July 21, 2023.
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/14/china-us-pandemic-economy-tensions-trump-coronavirus-covid-new-cold-war
-economics-the-great-decoupling/.

20 Schindler et al. “The Second Cold War: US-China Competition for Centrality in Infrastructure, Digital,
Production, and Finance Networks.”

2! Hass, Ryan, and Jessica Chen-Weiss. “The Cold War Is a Poor Analogy for Today’s US-China Tensions.”
Brookings Institute, March 9, 2022.
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-cold-war-is-a-poor-analogy-for-todays-us-china-tensions/.; Liu, Chen-Chih.
“The Trade War Is Not the New Cold War.” Harvard Political Review, December 10, 2022.
https://harvardpolitics.com/the-trade-war/.
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both continuities and transformations in the ideological underpinnings of American economic
policy toward the PRC across time, showing how the Cold War-era emphasis on ideology and
containment persist despite the evolution of the global arena for the Sino-American competition.
While scholars like Zhang, Foot, and Chen have thoroughly examined the Cold War China
embargo and others like Bown, Johnson and Gramer have explored the trade war— this research
uniquely connects the two, identifying patterns of ideological justification rooted in both a
zero-sum mindset and American exceptionalism across historical periods. By doing so, it
provides a more comprehensive framework for understanding how American economic policy is
influenced by beliefs, and also how it has shaped the evolution of the Sino-American relationship

today
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Part I: Cold War Containment- The China Embargo (1950-1972)

Ideological Perspectives During the Cold War

To contextualize the China embargo within its time period, The Cold War shaped the
global geopolitical landscape, positioning the US, along with capitalism and democracy, in a
binary ideological struggle with communism. This framed its foreign policy decisions, including
the embargo on China. Both diplomatic, military, and economic policies were aimed at stopping
the spread of communism, and mitigating its influence in areas already under communist
regimes. The emergence of the PRC added a new dimension to the Cold War too, one deeply
unsettling to the West. The fall of another nation to communism was viewed as a loss to the
universal intentions of American exceptionalism, positioning the political and ideological battle
of the Cold War as a zero-sum game. The Truman Doctrine, which came from a speech President
Truman made to congress following Greece’s plea for assistance amidst their civil war against
the Greek Communist Party in 1947, laid the groundwork for economic warfare as a Cold War
strategy, aiming to contain communism primarily through economic means. It captured the
ideological stakes of the emerging Cold War from the perspective of American policymakers in
order to set the tone for future foreign policy moves, positioning economic policy measures like
the China embargo as critical tools in defending democracy and halting the spread of

communism.

At the present moment in world history nearly every nation must choose between
alternative ways of life. The choice is too often not a free one. One way of life is based

upon the will of the majority, and is distinguished by free institutions, representative

22 “The Truman Doctrine, 1947.” Office of the Historian.
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government, free elections, guarantees of individual liberty, freedom of speech and
religion, and freedom from political oppression. The second way of life is based upon the
will of a minority forcibly imposed upon the majority. It relies upon terror and
oppression, a controlled press and radio; fixed elections, and the suppression of personal

freedoms.?

This portion of Truman’s speech indicates the ideological differences between the
political East and West, the gravity of the battle between democratic versus authoritarian rule, as
well as the assertion of competition between the two disparate ideologies. Truman explains the
ideals of American democracy by listing the concepts of “will of the majority,” “free

29 ¢c

institutions,” “representative government, free elections, guarantees of individual liberty,
freedom of speech and religion, and freedom from political oppression.” He contrasts this to the
Soviet model of governance by describing their regime as “based upon the will of a minority
forcibly imposed upon the majority,” which “relies upon terror, oppression, a controlled press
and radio; fixed elections, and the suppression of personal freedoms.” Lastly, he indicates the
aspect of global competition asserting that “every nation must choose between alternative ways
of life,” as well as the gravity of this to the US Congress by explaining that the choice for many

nations around the world to follow the democratic example of the capitalist US versus the

authoritarian example of the communist USSR is, “too often not a free one.”

Next, President Truman outlines the concept of the Domino Effect:

Moreover, the disappearance of Greece as an independent state would have a profound

effect upon those countries in Europe whose peoples are struggling against great

2 Truman, Harry. “President Harry S. Truman’s Address Before a Joint Session of Congress.” (March 12, 1947).
https://loveman.sdsu.edu/docs/1947 TrumanDoctrine.pdf.
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difficulties to maintain their freedoms and their independence while they repair the
damages of war. It would be an unspeakable tragedy if these countries, which have
struggled so long against overwhelming odds, should lose that victory for which they
sacrificed so much... Collapse of free institutions and loss of independence would be
disastrous not only for them but for the world. Discouragement and possibly failure
would quickly be the lot of neighboring peoples striving to maintain their freedom and
independence. Should we fail to aid Greece and Turkey in this fateful hour, the effect will
be far reaching to the West as well as to the East.**

In this section, we can see the Truman Administration’s concerns about the fall of
democratic governments to the communists, as well as the collapse of free institutions. When he
says, “the disappearance of Greece as an independent state would have a profound effect upon
those countries in Europe whose peoples are struggling against great difficulties to maintain their
freedoms and their independence while they repair the damages of war,” we can relate this to the
context of China, since China was simultaneously in the middle of a civil war between a
democratically backed side and a communist one. Truman was concerned here that the fall of
Greece would lead to the fall of Turkey (and others in Eastern Europe), which mirrors similar
fears the administration had about the Domino Effect, or the rapid fall of neighboring countries
after one succumbed to communism,” in the Far East. This is also emphasized by the last point,
when he explains that “Should we fail to aid Greece and Turkey in this fateful hour, the effect

will be far reaching to the West as well as to the East.”?

 Truman. “President Harry S. Truman’s Address Before a Joint Session of Congress.”

5 Robertson, Thomas. "Domino theory," In Postwar America : An Encyclopedia of Social, Political, Cultural, and
Economic History. Routledge (2007), 400.

% The US curtailed military and economic aid to the Kuomintang in the end, however I feel as though there were
similar sentiments regarding fears of the expanding communist empire.
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Finally, we can understand the Truman Administration’s perspective on the role of the US
in protecting freedom and democracy around the world, as well as their views on the morality of
communist and authoritarian ideology:

The seeds of totalitarian regimes are nurtured by misery and want. They spread and grow

in the evil soil of poverty and strife. They reach their full growth when the hope of a

people for a better life has died. We must keep that hope alive. The free peoples of the

world look to us for support in maintaining their freedoms... If we falter in our
leadership, we may endanger the peace of the world -- and we shall surely endanger the
welfare of our own nation. Great responsibilities have been placed upon us by the swift
movement of events.”’

Truman describes totalitarian regimes, such as the ones in the USSR and the one
attempting to take over Greece and China, as “nurtured by misery and want,” which other
Western Leaders echoed and would also describe as immoral (for example, Winston Churchill
has described socialism as “the Philosophy of Failure™). His perspective on the immoral nature
of authoritarian regimes is furthered by his notion that “they reach their full growth when the
hope of a people for a better life has died.” To elaborate on Truman’s view of America’s role in
promoting and protecting freedom and democracy against authoritarian communism, he responds
to this claim by saying that “We must keep that hope alive.” He goes on to elaborate that people
around the world look up to the US in their support of such freedoms, and that if the US falters
its global leadership, that world peace is endangered along with the US. He concludes this point
by saying, “ Great responsibilities have been placed upon us by the swift movement of events,”

emphasizing the role the US believes it has in protecting the liberal democratic world order. This

2" Truman. “President Harry S. Truman’s Address Before a Joint Session of Congress.”
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proves Truman’s resolve to counter the spread of communism from an ideological standpoint,
and the foundation of the influence of economic resolve to this case.

Two years after Truman’s plea to congress, setting the foundations for the Truman
Doctrine and Containment Policy, CCP rose to power following the Chinese Civil War in 1949,
establishing the communist PRC. This event signaled a new challenge for the US, as China had
now aligned itself with the USSR ideologically, exacerbating American fears of communist
expansion in line with the Domino Effect. The PRC, now the most populous communist country
in the world, alarmed policymakers around the world, especially in the US.?® The “loss of China”
was viewed as a loss of power and prestige in the US, causing Washington to harbor bitter
feelings about the CCP’s victory.” To counteract criticism for the “Loss of China,” something
the Truman administration considered both devastating and avoidable,*® The US Department of
State published a document— just as CCP Chairman Mao Zedong and his administration were
about to enter Beijing— that encapsulated beliefs about both China as well as America’s place in
the world, known as the China White Paper.*!

The China White Paper asserted that Chinese communism was not actually a Chinese

movement, but that the communist leaders had had "publicly announced their subservience to a

2 Chen. “China and the US China Embargo, 1950-1972.”
2 Zhang. Economic Cold War, ch. 2, 17.
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foreign power, Russia,” and that CCP leadership essentially consisted of Russian puppets. and
that the genuine will of the Chinese people was not to have a communist government. In order to
escape blame for the CCP’s victory in the war, too, the paper instead blamed the KMT’s loss of
confidence in their troops as well as the Chinese people, and through this reasoning, the US
could not have prevented their loss in the Chinese Civil War. *

This public-affairs paper ended up being extremely controversial. According to David
Mclean, it perpetuated three myths concerning the destiny of America, the nature of the
relationship between the PRC and the US, as well as the “menace of communism” that not only
influenced public perception of China in the US, but also American policy-maker’s decisions.
American policymakers assumed that their values and ideals had universal applicability, and
believed that all nations under authoritarian regimes wished to be liberated in favor of a Western
democratic-style of government. Through this perspective, Americans saw it as their duty to
guide the Chinese towards a liberal democracy and protect them from predatory powers like the
USSR, giving the US and China a “special relationship.”** Lastly, Mclean explains that the
American view of communism as a “menace,” just as the Truman Doctrine explained in 19473

Mclean’s analysis of the China White Paper provides another lens to view the role of
ideology in US Cold War Policy, particularly in relation to the PRC. For example, the US wanted
to evangelize its ideals, including special freedoms allowed in liberal democracies, to the rest of
the world, save China from the predatory USSR and their communism, as well as to prevent the

spread of such influence elsewhere in the world. Through this explanation, the US and their

32 The China White Paper, August, 1949. Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 1967.

33 Hunt, Michael H. The Making of a Special Relationship: The United States and China to 1914. New York:
Columbia University Press, 1983.

3 McLean. “American Nationalism, the China Myth, and the Truman Doctrine: The Question of Accommodation
with Peking, 1949-50.”
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policy-makers saw the global struggle between democracy and authoritarianism— a win or lose
scenario— as depicted in the Truman Doctrine, as extensions and proxies of the Cold War all over
the world. If “free countries” were in jeopardy, the US felt the need to step in and save them
from the “evil communists.” This shows how American reactions to the “loss of China” were
grounded in the broader ideological struggle between democracy and communism, the free
versus those wanting to be freed, viewing it through a zero-sum lens.** US nationalism, framed
by its perspective of their role in the global order and a belief in universal American
exceptionalism, contributed to his strong interventionist stance toward China, viewing the PRC

as part of a wider threat posed by the spread of communism to the US-led world order.*®

Origins & Justifications of the Embargo

In the fall of 1949, US policy-makers had been deliberating courses of action for
economic strategy regarding the new communist nation. Two main theories emerged inside
Washington: The first thought that maintaining trade relations with the China represented a “foot
in the door” to be used as a means for the CCP to loosen its ties with the USSR, as it would be
beneficial as well as potentially influential to trade with Western, democratic nations that had
more to offer than the Soviets.*” This theoretical policy was more closely aligned with the China
White Paper’s assertion that the Chinese people actually wanted a free government, giving the

CCP a chance to loosen their ties with the predatory USSR and align more closely with the US if

% The China White Paper;, August, 1949.

3¢ Paparella, Giuseppe. “Losing China? Truman’s Nationalist Beliefs and the American Strategic Approach to China,
1948-1949.” International History Review 44, no. 6 (2022): 1306-26.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07075332.2021.2018344.
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they wished. According to Policy Planning Staff (PPS) officials, American influence in the PRC
would have to be exerted by political, cultural, and economic measures in order to “secure the
mind of China” after their fall to communism, stating that economic measures would be the
“most effective weapon” in this case.* The second theory was that the PRC should be
economically punished for siding with the USSR (a means of declaring hostility to the West, and
in turn, the US), and that the US should deprive Beijing of the good that contributed to the rise of
a regime that participated in domestic censorship and aggression towards the US’s ideals.
Domestic sentiment over the “loss of China” made it unthinkable that Washington would
continue to trade with a communist nation aligned with the USSR.** By March of 1950, the
actual adopted trade policy concerning the PRC combined these two theories, and limited
strategic items while allowing other items to be freely traded.

Shortly after the establishment of the PRC, the communist-backed North Korea invaded
the US-backed South Korea in June of 1950, heightening anxieties in the West concerning the
Domino Effect of communist expansion. The Korean War directly led to the implementation of a
total China embargo on China, as the PRC’s intervention on the side of North Korea prompted
American policy-makers to take drastic economic measures against the PRC. The West, and the
US in particular, was sent into a frenzy to support the South Koreans by any means possible in
order to stop the next domino from falling at the start of the Korean conflict.* In July of 1950,
the US sponsored a “police action” under the endorsement of the UN, putting American troops

on the ground in order to defend the UN’s support of democracy in South Korea as well as in

38 Zhang. Economic Cold War, ch. 2, 20.
3 Zhang. Economic Cold War, ch. 2, 24.

40 Foot. The Practice of Power, ch. 3, 54.
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efforts to stop the spread of communism later that fall.*! Between then and November of 1950,
the US closely monitored aggression in Korea to determine how they should handle their trade
policy with the PRC. They did not want to completely abandon their “foot in the door” strategy,
but ultimately felt that increased conflict in November (following the arrival of PRC troops in
October) deserved a more consequential approach. In December of 1950, the US had taken
measures to impose a complete embargo on the PRC, licensing no goods for export to China,
prohibiting ships and planes from calling into ports or carrying any goods there, as well as
requiring the offloading of US Positive List items in transit, and freezing all Chinese assets in the
US.* In addition to the troops on the ground in Korea, the US was now waging what could be

considered as economic warfare against the PRC.

Implementation of the Embargo

The embargo was implemented through a series of escalating trade restrictions, with the
US leading efforts to isolate China from the international economic community, despite
challenges in enforcement from both allies and international markets. The US, though the only
nation to place a total embargo on the PRC, was not the only entity imposing sanctions on them
during the Korean War. The (UN) also had multilateral trade constraints aimed at punishing the

PRC’s intervention with Chinese troops aiding North Korea from May 1951 until 1957.

41 “NSC-68 and the Korean War.” Office of the Historian.
https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/short-history/koreanwar#:~:text=When%20North%20K orea%?20invaded
%20South,in%20Korea%20would%20be%20accurate.

42 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1951, Korea and China, Volume VII, Part 2, Memorandum by the Acting
Deputy Director of the Office of United Nations Political and Security Affairs (Popper), 12 Apr. 1951,
320.2-AC/4-1251, Document 280.



Mercer 24

The US sought multilateral enforcement of the embargo through their Western-European
and Asian allies. As the CCP gains in the Chinese Civil War increased, the United States and
their allies created a “Coordinating Committee for Multilateral Export Controls,” otherwise
known as COCOM, to work on a set of trade restrictions for the Soviet Bloc in 1949. Members
of this committee included the United Kingdom, France, Japan, Canada and the United States.*
These restrictions were divided into three control lists, which categorized goods by their capacity
to aid in military or economic development of the trading partner. These lists of export controls
sought to limit or surveil the amount of such items exchanged with the communists— being just
the Soviet Bloc prior to the establishment of the PRC. These controls rapidly tightened and
advanced with the onset of the Korean War, and were applied to the PRC in the form of the
embargo by the United States along with many of its Western allies after a United Nations (UN)
General Assembly resolution was passed (in great part due to American efforts) in 1951.* The
embargo, now applied by the “Free West,” was used to strategically hinder the PRC’s military
and economic development, and aimed to prevent the PRC from advancing the communist

movement globally as a containment measure.

From 1949 up until the Korean War, trade was allowed on a cash basis— with exceptions
for all 1A control list items (which included military equipment sources and materials) and
limited quantitative controls for 1B control list items (which included raw materials, tools, and
industrial equipment that had indirect military potential).*> COCOM created a sub-committee
specifically to deal with the PRC, known as the “China Committee” or CHINCOM, which was

established in 1952. By the middle of that year, most of the countries outside of the Soviet Bloc

43 Zhang. Economic Cold War, ch. 1, 1.
4 Foot. The Practice of Power, ch. 3, 53.

4 Zhang. Economic Cold War, ch. 2, 24-28.; Foot. The Practice of Power, ch. 3, 52.
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had applied some form of export controls against the PRC, with the US maintaining its complete
embargo since December of 1950 to include Class 3 controlled exports (items with no military

significance, such as textiles, shoe and office machinery) and Class 4 items (commodities of no

particular significance).** Canada and Japan both had comprehensive export restrictions similar

to those of the US, with the United Kingdom (UK) also blocking shipments of strategic items.
Other Western European countries that were members of the COCOM applied the UN-regulated
controls against the PRC at this point in time as well.*’ The control lists expanded, and a more
comprehensive embargo ceased trade between the PRC and the Western World. COCOM and
CHINCOM both played crucial roles in managing and enforcing the embargo as multilateral
sanction mechanisms and ways to enforce a comprehensive economic embargo against the PRC
with the aim of weakening its military and economic potential. These committees were tasked
with coordinating multilateral export controls designed to cut off trade with communist nations
like China. By this point in time, the trade restrictions and control lists were much stricter on the
PRC than they were on the Soviet Bloc which created what is known as the “China

differential.”*®

The China Differential exemplified America's more aggressive stance toward China

compared to other communist nations, emphasizing the unique threat China posed due to its

48 Cain, Frank. “America’s Trade Embargo against China and the East in the Cold War Years.” Journal of
Transatlantic Studies 18, no. 1 (2020): 19-35. https://doi.org/10.1057/s42738-019-00037-7.

47 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1952-1954, China and Japan, Volume XIV, Part 1, INR-NIE files, Special
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48 Zhang. Economic Cold War, ch. 1, 1.; Foot. The Practice of Power, ch. 3, 52-53.
Export controls on the USSR amounted to 200 items, whereas the export controls on the PRC’s control lists
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ideological and geopolitical positioning. The China differential reveals specific strategic thinking
within American foreign policy during the Cold War. Though the United States viewed the
Soviet Union as the “main enemy” and the central force of communism, they increasingly
viewed China as a distinct and unpredictable challenge. This differential, or difference in
approach to different communist powerhouses, was partially due to the belief that containing
China specifically would prevent a powerful alignment of Asian communist forces of other
counties in the region started to fall.*’ The trade restrictions against the PRC had been

“considerably more comprehensive” compared to the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe as well.*

America was a key player in maintaining the China Differential, and pushing for the UN
sanctions on the PRC to last four years after the end of the Korean War. The United States had
advocated for much harsher restrictions against the PRC than agreed upon by the UN or
COCOM. For example, they wanted to go beyond just military goods to include industrial
equipment and other technologies, arguing that they could also help the PRC bolster their
military-industrial base. In a memorandum from the Joint Chiefs of Staff to the Secretary of
Defense, the United States Military described the China Differential as “serving to retard [the
PRC’s] industrial growth and the ability to translate this growth into military action.”' The

United States government lobbied to include items such as machine tools, specialized chemicals,

4 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1952-1954, National Security Affairs, Volume II, Part 1, Eisenhower
papers, Whitman file, Memorandum by the Joint Chiefs of Staff to the Secretary of Defense (Wilson), 23 Jun. 1954,
DDEL, Document 119.
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and precision instruments, which they believed could be used towards weapons production and

military infrastructure and development, to be included in the embargo.™

Enforcement of the embargo proved difficult as key US allies, such as the United
Kingdom and France, were reluctant to fully adhere to the restrictions, preferring to resume trade
relations with China after the Korean War. Tensions arose as many other countries, including
some of the US's key allies such as the United Kingdom, France, and Japan, were reluctant to
enforce the embargo fully, preferring to resume trade with China after the Korean War.* Many
other countries and allies of the United States— namely but not limited to the United Kingdom,
France, and Japan— worked to overturn the China Differential,’* and wanted to resume economic
trade and work towards a peaceful coexistence with the PRC, despite ideological differences.
They thought that peace could be promoted through trade after the war, and both the East and the

West could benefit from the resumption of normalized economic relations.

America’s ideological rigidity during the early times of the Cold War is evident through
their refusal to engage economically with the PRC, even though the rest of the West sought to
take advantage of trade opportunities with China after the Korean War ended. Additionally, many
of America’s allies believed isolating the PRC was not strategically sound or sustainable in the
long-run. However, America’s stance, rooted in fear of communist expansion, contributed to a
widening rift between the two countries, further entrenching the adversarial relationship for

decades to come. America worked specifically to target the PRC with these sanctions through

52 Foot. The Practice of Power, ch. 3, 52-53.

%3 Huang, Kailai. “American Business and the China embargo in the 1950s.” Essays in Economic and Business
History 19, no. 1 (2001).
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CHINCOM- even when their allies were hesitant to go beyond the UN’s more narrow focus with
the embargo— illustrates how American policymakers viewed the CCP’s rise to power as a direct

threat to the capitalist world order.

The standards of the China Differential became a matter of dispute between the United
States and its allies like the UK, France, and Japan who wanted to resume trade with the Chinese
market after the Korean Armistice a year later, applying pressure for sanctions to be lifted.”
After several years of deliberation, the UN overturned the requirement for sanctions against the
PRC, much to the dismay of the United States, leaving America as the sole implementer and
enforcer of the embargo. This being said, acquiescence to allow their allies to trade with the PRC
was a much better option than diplomatic recognition and a seat at the UN, which some
countries— including the US allies the UK and France among other members from the communist
bloc—were additionally pushing for.>® Even though the embargo was essentially rendered
ineffective at this point with only one country still restricting trade, this was the lesser of the two
evils to Washington, who wanted to maintain the pariah-status of the CCP on the global stage.”’
This approach reveals how the implementation of foreign policy took on an ideological edge,
with strategic decisions shaping Sino-American relations firmly rooted in Cold War containment
policies. This embargo demonstrates the struggle of Americans to balance ideological agendas

with economic interests and international relationships.

% Chen. “China and the US China Embargo, 1950-1972.”
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The Embargo as an Ideological Tool

The US utilized economic warfare through the China embargo in this case as a strategic
tool to contain the spread of communism by severing the PRC's access to critical resources and
isolating it from the global market. As described in the Truman Doctrine, the administration at
this time saw the expansion of communism as a threat to US National Security.”® As China
Scholar Zhang Shu Guang explains, “national security is measured by the absence of fear of
external threats.”” Thus, eliminating the threat and containing the spread of communism through
the means of economic warfare was a necessary step strategically for the US in efforts to protect
national security interests and promote their ideological preferences around the world. The US
was all-in, using complete economic warfare to achieve their goals and exemplifying
Washington’s containment policy’s zero-sum framework through the use of such a
comprehensive embargo.

Through this total embargo, which was justified by the Trading with the Enemy Act of
1917 (TWEA) during the time of war in addition to the jurisdiction of policy-makers in regard to
the China and Cold War Policies at the time, the US hoped to not only cut off the use of strategic
goods acquired through trade that the PRC could use to bolster their military amidst the ongoing
Korean War, but also to isolate Chinese markets in order to weaken their economy and
diplomatic developments, and thus weaken the nation and their capacity to spread communist
ideology.®® According to a Memorandum by the Acting Deputy Director of the Office of UN
Political and Security Affairs in 1951, which urged international participation in the China

embargo, “The United States Government, in view of the Chinese Communist aggression in

%8 Truman. “President Harry S. Truman’s Address Before a Joint Session of Congress.”
% Zhang. Economic Cold War, ch.1, 12.

80 Zhang. Economic Cold War, ch.1, 11.
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Korea, should press for the application of such international control measures as will be effective
in diminishing the Chinese Communist potential for military aggression and as will carry the
maximum weight of moral condemnation.”®" This document not only outlines the what the US
had already done up to this point as well as what they hope to accomplish in joint effort with the
democratic international community through their allies in the UN, but it also highlights their
desire for a combined effort of “moral condemnation” to the PRC for siding with the USSR as an
emerging communist power. This highlights America’s desire to use the tool not only as a means
of economic mitigation for the effects of the Korean War, but also their desire to condemn and
fight the spread of communism, with the added caveat of getting their allies to side with them on
this issue. This positions the embargo to serve not only as an economic tool, but as an ideological
tool as well.

The methods of economic warfare used here served multiple purposes. In the United
States, domestic supporters of the Chinese Nationalists were soothed, since they felt like
something was still being done to counter the communist regime in China after the American
government waned their support of Chiang-Kai Shek’s forces.> The China Lobby, a group of
politicians loosely organized on behalf of Chiang Kai-Shek, to gain support of Americans for the
US’s China policy. They shaped much of American domestic discourse on the PRC, and even
perpetuated myths to justify American aid to Chiang’s Nationalists during the Chinese Civil War,

and later intervention (economically through control lists, and militarily through UN military

% Foreign Relations of the United States, 1951, Korea and China, Volume VII, Part 2, Memorandum by the Acting
Deputy Director of the Office of United Nations Political and Security Affairs (Popper), 12 Apr. 1951,
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efforts in the Korean War) to thwart the spread of communism.®® The other purpose, which was
enforced by the multilateral implementation of the embargo by the UN and American allies, was
to show the rest of the world that they did not afford Beijing legitimacy. On the global stage,
America wanted the CCP to be regarded as a “special pariah.”® The embargo reflected the US’s
broader Cold War strategy of ideological containment, serving as both a symbol of resistance to
communism and a practical attempt to isolate China economically, strategically aiming to widen

the line between the “free world” and the “communist bloc.”

The embargo’s symbolic nature often outweighed its practical efficacy, as the US aimed
to maintain its ideological commitment to defeating communism, even at the cost of economic
opportunities. The US could have greatly benefited from trade with the new nation. Not only was
America pushing to maintain harsher policies against the PRC on a global scale, but they
continued to pursue the differential through their own foreign policy stances- even when it may
not have been in their favor in terms of their relationships with the rest of the democratic world.
When the UN changed their policies towards the PRC against America’s wishes and got rid of
the China Differential, the United States made it clear they would maintain their hard-lined
China Policy unilaterally.®® This resolve highlights America’s win-or lose perspective through the
economic battle against communism, even when their allies chose another path. Considering the
Korean War had ended years before, and other nations and allies wanted to move on, America’s
stubbornness to adhere to their harsh China Policy demonstrates that they still viewed the

People’s Republic of China as an enemy, refusing to resume normal trade relations. This shows

8 Zhang. Economic Cold War, ch. 2, 24-25.
8 Foot. The Practice of Power, ch. 3, 54.
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that the embargo was more than just a tool at the time of war, but rather a manifestation of

zero-sum American Cold War ideology.

The embargo reveals the tension between America’s economic and political goals, since
they potentially sacrificed a mutually beneficial economic relationship for the sake of ideological
containment and the promotion of American exceptionalism. The continued trade restrictions
likely cost the American economy as it served to signal the West’s stance on communism.
Despite concerns over its practicality, the embargo remained a central aspect of American Cold
War policy due to its symbolic nature, demonstrating America’s resolve against communist
expansion which it viewed through a zero-sum mindset, where a gain for the communist bloc
was a loss for American Exceptionalist beliefs. Overall, it demonstrates how American
policymakers specifically targeted the PRC within the broader anti-communist agenda, and how
the embargo served as a sort of microcosm of Cold War ideology. Throughout history, tensions
between the United States and the PRC have manifested through policies that often prioritize
ideological containment over mutual understanding, with the embargo symbolizing a period in

which Cold War divisions heightened antagonistic stances.

Economic Impact & Geopolitical Consequences

Despite the embargo, China demonstrated remarkable resilience, maintaining steady trade
growth and fostering its own economic development, often with the support of the USSR. The
PRC managed to keep its economy growing, particularly in technology and industrial
development. Chen suggests that the strategies taken by both the PRC and the US seemed to

work to a certain extent. In his work, “China and the US China embargo 1950-1972,” the
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embargo was essentially ineffective due to the fact that China was able to obtain everything
America was trying to deny during the embargo, except for the fact that it helped foster the

Sino-Soviet split.®

Since the US could not foster enough international cooperation in
maintaining their hard-lined stances and preventing improved trade relations with the rest of the
UN throughout an extended period of time, the PRC was able to obtain goods from outside of the
Soviet Bloc. The embargo ultimately proved ineffective in fully isolating China, as Beijing was

able to secure critical resources from the USSR and trade with other international partners,

minimizing the impact of American sanctions.®’

Chen also explains that it did contribute to the Sino-Soviet rift, showing that the
strategies of both nations somewhat failed, but also were somewhat successful. The embargo
accelerated the Sino-Soviet split, as China’s forced dependence on the USSR led to growing
tensions, ultimately causing a fracture between the two communist powers. As the PRC was
forced into an over-reliance on the USSR for economic and technological support, tensions
between the two communist giants began to rise, eventually leading to the Sino-Soviet split. The
US’ strategic aim to weaken the Sino-Soviet alliance thus had a profound and unintended

SucCcCess.

The embargo forced the PRC into the hands of the Soviet Union during the Korean War,
which Professor of military and naval history at Yale University, John Lewis Gaddis, explains as
a policy of "calculated effort to split a hostile alliance by exhaling its junior partner, forcing it to

make demands of its senior ally.”®® This subsequently forced the Soviet Union to carry the heavy
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burden of supporting China, to which the Eisenhower administration saw an opportunity for the
PRC to disengage with the USSR when they could no longer provide what the PRC expected and
needed.® This ultimately was the US’s strategy in preserving their influence in the PRC by using
the extreme measures of the embargo. During the embargo, China grew increasingly frustrated
with its dependence on Soviet aid, particularly as it began to feel the strain of over-relying on the
USSR for industrial support. This resentment laid the groundwork for the PRC’s shift toward
self-sufficiency in the 1960s, where they sought to reduce dependency on Soviet resources,
contributing to the eventual fracture of their alliance.”® As the Sino-Soviet split unfolded, it was
revealed that the Eisenhower administration’s wedge strategy worked. Partially as a byproduct of
China's increasing economic and political isolation, the PRC was forced to heavily rely on the
USSR, which quickened the pace of tensions building between the two communist powers. This
set of developments were favorable outcomes strategically for the US, dividing the communist

bloc as it led to China's eventual pursuit of self-reliance and economic independence.”!

Though the PRC learned a valuable lesson that simply sharing the same ideology did not
guarantee unconditional and unlimited support, Chairman Mao Zedong had said that he never
expected the PRC to receive any assistance from the Western “Imperialists,” namely the United
States. Premier Zhou Enlai elaborated to say that America had never traded with China on an
“equal or fair” basis in the past, either, alluding to the unequal treaties during China’s Century of

Humiliation.”® Noting this attitude towards the embargo and the rift between themselves and their

8 Zhang. Economic Cold War, ch.2, 28.; Foot. The Practice of Power, ch. 3, 64.
70 Chen. “China and the US China Embargo, 1950-1972.”

I Riskin, Carl. China s Political Economy: The Quest for Development since 1949. Oxford University Press, 1987.;
Foot. The Practice of Power; ch. 3, 66.

72 Chen. “China and the US China Embargo, 1950-1972.”
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former Soviet partners, the CCP took efforts to operate in a more self-reliant manner towards
development and modernization due to their complicated economic and political relationships
with the rest of the world. The PRC’s adoption of self-reliance in the early 1960s as a central
economic strategy helped it weather the embargo, promoting internal industrialization and
reducing the need for foreign trade, served as a cornerstone response, a move that later
positioned them as an independent global economic force. Ultimately, this strategy helped launch
them forward and become a major contender in the Great Power Competition in the later

twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

By the mid-1960s, the hardline stance of the US was increasingly difficult to maintain.
Pressures from American businesses and international allies, who saw the growing economic
value of trade with the PRC, began to influence US policy, making the idea of trade
normalization more appealing despite ideological concerns surrounding the PRC’s communist
regime.” President Nixon's administration embraced pragmatism in its approach to the PRC,
aiming to bring a “realist revolution” on American foreign policy designed for the “maximum
domestic political effect.” In addition to deals with the USSR and Vietnam, Nixon and Kissinger
embarked on a journey to the PRC in 1972, completing the “trifecta” of international
peace-seeking ventures that led to an overall shift in Cold War dynamics and the eventual
de-escalation of trade tensions between the US and the PRC. During their historic visit, Kissinger
engaged in a long series of negotiations with Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai that eventually led to
the singing of a joint communiqué.” The Nixon administration's pragmatic shift toward the PRC

and the signing of the Shanghai Communiqué at the end of their visit marked a turning point that

3 Foot. The Practice of Power, ch.3, 54.

™ Schwartz, Thomas A. Henry Kissinger and American Power: A Political Biography. First edition. New York: Hill
and Wang, a division of Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2020: 162-165.
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led to the end of the China embargo in 1972, as well as a plan for full diplomatic recognition of

the PRC by 1979.7

The legacy of the embargo is still felt in Sino-American relations today, as it laid the
groundwork for a competitive and often adversarial relationship between the two nations. The
embargo’s focus on ideological and economic containment during the Cold War helped establish
the persistent tension that has continued into the 21st century, reflected in ongoing trade disputes
and strategic rivalries.”® The ideological foundations of containment policies continue to shape
economic interactions and political confrontations between the US and the PRC, underscoring
the enduring legacy of Cold War dynamics in the current geopolitical landscape, which will be

further explored in the following section.

75 This period of time is known as Sino-American Rapprochement.; “Rapprochement with China, 1972.” Office of
the Historian. https://history.state.gov/milestones/1969-1976/rapprochement-china.; Chen. “China and the US China
Embargo, 1950-1972.”

6 Wang, Jiarui. “Impact Of the Economic Embargo Imposed by The United States on China on The Chinese
Economy.” Highlights in Business, Economics and Management 23 (2023): 345-51.
https://doi.org/10.54097/msq4a469.
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Part II: The Sino-American Trade War (2018- Present)

Origins & Justifications of the Trade War

In 1978, just six years after the signing of the Shanghai Communiqué that ended the US’s
22-year-long total embargo against China, the PRC began a gradual period of “reform and
opening-up” to the rest of the world, following its strict policy of self-sufficiency.”” This period
not only dramatically transformed the PRC, but deeply influenced the entire world.” Throughout
this process, PRC leader Deng Xiaoping gradually transitioned the Chinese economy from a
centrally planned system to a more market oriented one by introducing private enterprises,
Special Economic Zones (SEZs) to attract foreign investment, as well as reducing import tariffs
on other countries to grow their trade. As prerequisite agreements for joining the World Trade
Organization (WTO), Beijing also committed to a sweeping set of reforms including steep cuts to
their tariffs, intellectual property protections, as well as increasing transparency around their
laws and regulations.” As a result of the reform policies— which left their economy more closely
aligned to the free-flow-of-goods model emphasized by the US— the PRC became the largest
country in goods trade and the second largest in services trade.*

The 1990s marked the true “take-off” of the Chinese Economy in conjunction with its
significant trade liberalization, opening up to foreign direct investment. By this point, American

and Chinese economic interests were compatible— even complementary— as the coupling of their

" Bown. “The US—China Trade War and Phase One Agreement.”

78 Yu, Miaojie and Tenglong Zhong. “China’s Opening-Up Policies: Achievements and Prospects.” In China 2049:
Economic Challenges of a Rising Global Power, edited by David Dollar, Yiping Huang, and Yang Yao, 283-304.
Brookings Institution Press (2020). http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7864/.ctvktrz58.15.

7 Siripurapu, Anshu, and Noah Berman. “The Contentious U.S.-China Trade Relationship.” Council on Foreign
Relations, May 14, 2024. https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/contentious-us-china-trade-relationship.

8 Yu and Zhong. “China’s Opening-Up Policies: Achievements and Prospects.”
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economies progressed, and American economists even lobbied for Chinese membership into the
WTO. Only a quarter of a century later, the geopolitical tensions between the US and the PRC
have deteriorated to their worst state since the beginning of rapprochement in the 1970s. During
the global financial crisis of 2008— which struck the US particularly hard— PRC President Xi
Jinping began touting the “rise of the East and the fall of the West” narrative. This was followed
by Chinese political and military expansions that had thus far taken a back seat to the PRC’s
efforts to grow their economy, adopting an increasingly authoritarian regime under Xi.*
Ultimately this turn of events led to similar ideological rivalries and rhetoric surrounding the
Sino-American relationship to those during the Cold War era, which this and the following
section will endeavor to connect by dissecting ideological perspective and circumstances
throughout the two periods and policies.

After the PRC joined the WTO, Chad Bown— the Reginald Jones Senior Fellow at the
Peterson Institute for International Economics who has previously served as the Senior
Economist at the White House, Senior Economist at the World Bank, and the Chief Economist at
the State Department— states that it would be a “gross mischaracterization” to suggest that trade
relations between the US and the PRC were “normal” before the trade war by any means, as the
US continued to treat the PRC differently than other WTO member nations. For example, the US
managed their trade relationship via a multitude of WTO-sanctioned policies, specifically trade
remedies- actions taken to protect domestic businesses from unfair trading practices- like

tariffs.®’

8 Schindler et al., “The Second Cold War: US-China Competition for Centrality in Infrastructure, Digital,
Production, and Finance Networks.”

82 Liu. “The Trade War Is Not the New Cold War.”
83 Tariffs have historically been an important source of income for the US up until the Underwood Simmons Act of

1931 instituted the federal income tax. The average US tariff rate fell from approximately 30% in 1900 to less than
3% before the first Trump administration took office in 2017. This allowed for trade to become increasingly “free”
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Between the PRC’s ascension into the WTO and Donald Trump’s first Presidency in
2017, the Chinese economy had its ups and downs. For example, despite more liberal economic
reforms, the PRC was never on a true path towards a Western-Style market like many of the
other nations in the WTO have or have adopted.®* The PRC then (and now) operated under a
system of state-led capitalism, or what is commonly referred to as “socialism with Chinese
characteristics” in the PRC, where the CCP maintained significant control over key sectors. This
occurred through the use of state-owned enterprises, however they also encouraged private sector
growth, especially for manufacturing and exports. Unlike Western economies that prioritize a
market-driven capitalist approach and private sector dominance, the current Chinese economic
model combines elements of centralized planning and state intervention within their market
reforms. This fostered rapid industrialization and global trade integration, while also allowing for

strong government control.®®

Overall, they did become more market-oriented between 2001 and
2013, when President Xi Jinping came to power, which marked a return to a significantly

expanded role of the state in the Chinese economy.® These changes in the Chinese economy, and

in turn their trade relationship with the US, provided a multitude of benefits for the US including

throughout the 20th century, leading to today’s globalized economy. The economic and political arguments for a
more globalized economy featuring free trade stems from the idea of increased material prosperity for all sides, as
well as the argument that economic interdependence creates less likelihood for military conflict between trading
partners.

“Tariffs and Trade Remedies.” WITA, September 27, 2024.
https://www.wita.org/ustrade/us-trade-policy-tools/tariffs-and-trade-remedies/#:~:text=By%202012%2C%20global
%20tariffs%20had,threat%20thereof%20t0%20U.S.%20industries.; Boudreaux, Donald J. “Free Trade and
Globalization: More than ‘Just Stuff.””” Econlib, June 7, 2018.
https://www.econlib.org/library/Columns/y2010/Boudreauxglobalization.html.

8 Wu, Mark. “The ‘China, Inc.” Challenge to Global Trade Governance.” Harvard International Law Journal 57,
no. 2 (2016): 261-324.

8 Mavroidis, Petros C, and André Sapir. “China in the WTO Twenty Years On: How to Mend a Broken
Relationship?” German Law Journal 24, no. 1 (2023): 227-42. https://doi.org/10.1017/glj.2023.1.

% Lardy, Nicholas R. The State Strikes Back : The End of Economic Reform in China? / Nicholas R. Lardy. 1st ed.
Washington, DC: Peterson Institute for International Economics, 2019.
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higher profits for domestic corporations in addition to lower consumer prices for the everyday
American, however these benefits have also come at quite the cost in the form of geopolitical
tensions.

Prior to President Donald Trump’s first inauguration in January of 2017, Sino-American
trade relations were still complex, however the barriers for Chinese exporters to America were
relatively low. The US also adopted a two-pronged negotiation approach to negotiations in
efforts to prod the PRC into liberalizing their market and reforming towards a more
Western-style economy. They did this through bilateral investment treaty negotiations in addition
to bringing trade concerns directly to Beijing, as well as indirect pressure exerted by the
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), where the US negotiated with 11 other countries with
preferential market access and tighter disciplines that the PRC wouldn't have access too unless
they became more market oriented.®’

Throughout Trump’s campaign journey in 2016, he made a variety of statements
outlining the justifications for what would later become the Sino-American trade war. One such
statment includes his perspective that the PRC was taking advantage of the US through trade,
stating that “[ Americans] can’t continue to allow China to rape our country and that’s what
they’re doing. It’s the greatest theft in the history of the world.”®® Trump also denounced the
previous trade relationship with the PRC during one of his campaign speeches in Pennsylvania.
In this speech, he stated that, “If China does not stop its illegal activities, including its theft of
American trade secrets, [ will use every lawful presidential power to remedy trade disputes,

including the application of tariffs.” When Trump took office, Sino-American trade relations

7 Bown. “The US—China Trade War and Phase One Agreement.”

8 Ni, Vincent. “Trump Accuses China of ‘raping’ Us with Unfair Trade Policy.” BBC News, May 2, 2016,
https://www.bbc.com/news/election-us-2016-36185012.



Mercer 41

took a sharp turn, and he put an end to this old strategy with the exception of the use of trade
remedies such as tariffs. He kept his word from his campaign promises concerning the PRC, and
his administration imposed tariffs on Chinese imports as soon as he took office.®

Throughout his time in office, his administration continued to allege unfair trade practices
conducted by the PRC, which later justified an investigation and a trove of tariffs, including
forced technology transfers. These included intellectual property theft, and discriminatory
technology licensing, which were believed to undermine US domestic industry's competitiveness
on the global market.”® Additionally, his administration was concerned about the negative
economic effects stemming from the PRC’s increased involvement in global trade since 2001,
including manufacturing job losses in the US, concerns regarding national security and the
potential for increased espionage, subsidization of state-owned enterprises in the PRC leading to
less market-driven decision making, and currency manipulation.”’ Additionally, multiple US
administrations had raised concerns about human right’s abuses perpetrated by the CCP (which
the Clinton administration had de-linked from criteria for the PRC’s Most Favored Nation
(MFN) trade status renewal in 1994, promoted by American business lobbies in order to decrease
trade barriers with the PRC),’? including waning autonomy in Hong Kong, issues of forced or

unfair labor, cultural erasure of Chinese minorities in Xinjiang and Tibet, censorship, amongst

% Kolb, Melina and Chad P. Bown. “Trump’s Trade War Timeline: An up-to-Date Guide.” Trade and Investment
Watch, January 20, 2025.
https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/2018/trumps-trade-war-timeline-date-guide.

% «“President Donald J. Trump Is Confronting China’s Unfair Trade Policies.” Trump Whitehouse Archives, May 18,
2018.https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/president-donald-j-trump-confronting
-chinas-unfair-trade-policies/

9 Siripurapu and Berman. “The Contentious U.S.-China Trade Relationship.”
%2 Bolton, Edward L. 2000. “Complex Interactions: Why President Clinton De-Linked Human Rights Conditions

from the Criteria for China's Most Favored Nation Status.” National Defense University, National War College.
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other issues.” These issues led to increased geopolitical tensions between the US and the PRC
especially throughout the last decade and before Trump took office leading up to the Trade War.

On Trump’s first Monday in office, he pulled the US out of the TPP agreement and
negotiations, and refused to appoint new members to the WTO’s Appellate Body which
disrupted the typical process for how all WTO members can resolve trade disputes.®® Trump also
developed his own approach to bilateral engagement with China. In 2017, Trump and Xi held a
summit in Trump’s personal estate, Mar-a-Lago, where they denounced the formation of the
US-China Comprehensive Economic Dialogue (CED) as well as a 100-day plan to negotiate,
which was later abandoned. In April of 2017, the process of increasing US trade protections
began, initiating five trade policy investigations that set the stage for Trump to use executive
actions to conduct trade policy towards the PRC with little to no constraint. These investigations
looked into the unfair trade practices of the PRC, and whether specific imports posed a threat to
national security or harmed domestic industries. Using these laws, the president could decide
when and how to impose any trade protections.”

The final three years of Trump’s first presidency’s economic policy toward the PRC can
be characterized by periods of tariff escalation with occasional periods for negotiations, to which
“the unprecedented nature of these events cannot be understate,” according to Bown. “Nothing
comparable on trade had happened before.”*® Tariff escalation gradually began in 2018, and

initially was inline with the WTO’s norms. The PRC’s response also generally followed its

% Bown. “The US—China Trade War and Phase One Agreement.”

% Keynes, Soumaya. “The Trump Administration Starts to Turn up the Heat on Trade.” The
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precedents in terms of their typical courses of action as well.”” In January, Trump announced
“safeguard tariffs” on certain imports following the findings from the investigations determined
by the US International Trade Commission (ITC) that the domestic industries were, in fact, hurt
in addition to confirmed threats to national security.”® Beijing retaliated by temporarily imposing
their own set of tariffs on US exports, too.”” Because of this, Secretary of Commerce Wilbur
Ross recommended to Trump that import restrictions be imposed.'® Under this statute, Trump
could unilaterally determine how these protections should and would be applied, which set a new

precedent for Sino-American trade.'!

Implementation of the Trade War

In March of 2022, the US Trade Representative (USTR) issued a report on the
investigations related to Chinese unfair trading practices. This investigation looked into the
mandating of joint ventures with local firms like state-owned enterprises, state-sponsored
industrial espionage, cyber-hacking, as well as the predatory acquisition of foreign technologies,

which were all confirmed by its results. As a response, the Trump administration finally followed

7 Kolb and Bown. “Trump’s Trade War Timeline: An up-to-Date Guide.”

% Bown, Chad P. “Donald Trump’s Solar and Washer Tariffs May Have Now Opened the

Floodgates of Protectionism.” The Washington Post, January 23, 2018. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news
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through with their months of threats to impose sweeping tariffs on the PRC.'" In July 2018, the
US imposed a 25% tariff on nearly $35 billion of Chinese imports, to which Beijing immediately
responded with the same counter measures, effectively kickstarted the Sino-American Trade War
in July of 2018.

The tariff escalation continued through the summer of 2018, and for a long time, neither
Trump nor Xi showed signs of wanting to back down.'” Iin December 2018, though, Xi and
Trump announced a 90-day truce at the Group of 20 (G20) meeting in Buenos Aires. There, they
began their first serious negotiations. However, there was a dramatic turn of events after
negotiations blew up when the lead American negotiator and the Treasury Secretary took a trip to
Beijing in May 2019. ' Upon their return, Trump announced that the tariffs would shoot back
up to their original 25%, now including on all other Chinese imports that had not yet been
covered.'” At this point, the trade war was right back to where it was in September of 2018
before the G20 meeting. Tensions continued to escalate, and the tariffs were even threatened to
increase, which were later called off due to a “very substantial” deal proposal with the PRC.!%
Even through the cooling of tensions through the idea of this deal, US tariffs still covered

two-thirds of Chinese imports by the end of the year.

122 Wang, Dorcas and Alexander Chipman Koty. “The US-China Trade War: A Timeline.” China Briefing News,
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Finally, the US and the PRC signed a Phase I agreement in Washington in January of
2020. According to a statement from the Ministry of Commerce in China, “The two [countries]
agreed to create conditions and atmosphere to continue pushing forward the implementation of
the US-China phase one trade agreement.”'’’ This agreement included that China would
purchase additional US goods and services throughout the next two years, and although not
legally a part of the agreement, that each side should cut the last round of bilateral tariffs from
September of 2019 in half. The USTR released an announcement regarding this agreement,
speaking positively on the trade deal by saying:

The parties addressed steps that China has taken to effectuate structural changes called
for by the Agreement that will ensure greater protection for intellectual property rights,
remove impediments to American companies in the areas of financial services and
agriculture, and eliminate forced technology transfer. The parties also discussed the
significant increases in purchases of US products by China as well as future actions
needed to implement the agreement.'®

Nevertheless, by the time Trump left office in January of 2021, the trade war had raised the
average US tariff on China to over 19%, and the PRC’s average tariff on the US to more than

20%.'”
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In addition to investigations and tariffs, other policies such as export controls and
economic pressure played a crucial part in the trade war. These are some of the main policies
used towards what is known as the process of “selective decoupling” between the US and
Chinese economies. “Decoupling” refers to the deliberate dismantling of international supply
chains, which have defined economic globalization for the past 40 years. Since Trump took
office, partial decoupling from the Chinese economy has been a major priority, which has been
addressed by the trade war through tariffs, its restrictive export controls, and screening of
Chinese investment in critical sectors.'!’ These export controls, requiring licenses for particular
export items related to national security, limit the amount of critical items that can be exported to
the PRC from the US. One such example of a controlled product is the semiconductor, which is
considered to be a threat to national security due to their instrumental role in many new
technologies— including weapons systems.''! Such measures and policy objectives aim towards
untangling the Chinese and American economies, a relationship which is widely believed to have
been linked to Sino-American peace since rapprochement in the 1970s.

The coronavirus pandemic in 2020 sling-shotted the selective decoupling strategic
objectives for Washington, aimed at steeply reduce their perceived over-reliance on the PRC.
The pandemic, in addition to stopping much of the world in its tracks, caused many around the
world mto rethink the virtues and wisdom of the globalized economy and international supply
chains in the twenty-first century— especially come disaster or conflict. This mindset shift was
jarring considering the efforts of the past eight decades to increase globalization, particularly in

regard to economies and trade. These selective decoupling policies resulted in bans on critical

"0 Johnson and Gramer. “The Great Decoupling.”

" Bown, Chad P. and Hexuan Li. “How Trump’s Export Curbs on Semiconductors and Equipment Hurt the US
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exports, more tariffs, efforts to reshore American production, and even proposals to pull out of
the WTO altogether. 2

Throughout the trade war, each new tariff and export control instilled a demand for
maintenance, and even sometimes expansion. Past the end of Trump’s first presidency, the Biden
administration carried forward these tariffs and policies, and even instituted new ones over the
following four years. Biden’s administration has taken the most serious course of action in
efforts to weaken the Chinese economy and slow the PRC’s play to dominate global economics.
For example, he signed legislation to ban TikTok, which is a Chinese-owned social media
platform, quadrupled tariffs targeting Chinese electric vehicles, electric vehicle batteries and
solar panels.'"” In 2024, during Trump’s third presidential campaign (for his second presidency),
he proposed a 60% tariff on all Chinese goods."* In 2025 when he took office again, he
increased tariffs by 10%.'"* Trump’s second presidency, which has just begun at the time of
writing this thesis, leaves a lot to be anticipated for the course of how the Sino-American trade

war will proceed.

Ideological Perspectives During the Trade War

Though the trade war tariffs had many economic intricacies and a strong level of

economic interconnectivity, the perspective of the PRC (more specifically, the CCP) as an
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ideological adversary persisted throughout much of the rhetoric surrounding the trade war
policies as an additional driving factor. The trade war was framed not just as an economic
dispute, but also marketed as an ideological struggle between liberal democracy and
authoritarian communism, with underpinnings denoting a threat to American exceptionalism and
the US-led world order— similarly to the containment policies of the Cold War era. The push to
decouple the Chinese and American economies is also in part due to the past 20 years of
economic growth in the PRC powered by government subsidies, which to some— including
Trump— hold responsible for unfairly competing with and even the diminishing of certain
American industries such as manufacturing.''® These sentiments are evident throughout many
press releases from the Trump administration, which this section will dissect. Taking a deeper
look into Trump’s 2017 National Security Strategy announcement and a speech from Trump’s
National Security Advisor, Robert C. O'Brien, on the “Chinese Communist Party’s Ideology and
Global Ambitions” from 2020 will reveal what the Trump-era policymakers might have been
thinking and trying to achieve through the trade war policies outside of the hardships endured by
domestic industries through Chinese market competition.

The first evident ideological perspectives influencing the Trump administration’s trade
war drive are the concept of “American exceptionalism” and the American ideals of the liberal
democratic order. American exceptionalism is the idea that the US is a morally superior country
for historical and ideological reasons, which is paired with the belief that, because of these
reasons, the US is obligated to play a leading role in the global political order.'"” For example,

the US sees itself as a champion of democracy, free markets, and individual rights. In Trump’s
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2017 National Security Strategy (NSS), he categorizes the strategy within “four pillars,” which
include:

I. Protect the homeland, the American people, and American way of life: President

Trump’s fundamental responsibility is to protect the American people, the homeland, and

the American way of life.

II. Promote American prosperity: A strong economy protects the American people,

supports our way of life, and sustains American power.

III. Preserve peace through strength: An America strengthened, renewed, and rejuvenated

will ensure peace and deter hostility.

IV. Advance American influence: As a force for good throughout its history, America will

use its influence to advance our interests and benefit humanity.'®

Taking the fourth pillar, to “Advance American influence,” it denotes this concept of
American exceptionalism. National Security Advisor to Trump, Robert C. O'brien, said in his
remarks on the ambitions and ideology of the CCP that “[ Americans] will stay true to our
principles—especially freedom of speech—which stand in stark contrast to the Marxist-Leninist
ideology embraced by the CCP.” This quote first emphasizes the belief of moral superiority of
the US when it states that their values “stand in stark contrast” to the Chinese Government's.
Secondly, it frames the PRC as a “revisionist power” that seeks to shape the world in ways
"antithetical to [American] interests and values."'"” By nature of strategically seeking to

“Advance American influence,” this implies that this ideal ought to be adopted elsewhere in the

world, fighting the spread of the Chinese Communist ideology elsewhere, additionally justifying

18 <“president Donald J. Trump Announces a National Security Strategy to Advance America’s Interests.” National
Archives and Records Administration, December 18, 2017.
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Trump’s aggressive economic policies both as a means of addressing trade imbalances as well as
for the purposes of geopolitical confrontation.

On the topic of the American ideal of a liberal democracy- which is characterized by a
representative democracy with free elections, the separation of powers in different governmental
branches, a market based economy, and protections for human rights, civil rights and liberties, as
well as political freedoms for all-'?° this aligns with the US government's attempts to liberalize
the Chinese economy through the WTO entry requisites, as well as the idea of American
exceptionalism, since efforts have been made to increase the degree to which the PRC and the
CCP align with the liberal democratic order, especially in terms of their economy. At the time of
the PRC’s ascension into the WTO, many Western analysts assumed that the Chinese political
system would follow their economic liberalization as they becam more ingrained in global
economic and international institutions.'?! Trump’s administration, however, ultimately decided
that attempts to liberalize the Chinese economy had failed. This can also be seen O'Brien’s
speech:

For decades, conventional wisdom in both U.S. political parties, the business community,

academia, and media, has held that it was only a matter of time before China would

become more liberal, first economically and, then, politically... Unfortunately, it turned
out to be very naive... It was under this premise that we welcomed China into the World

Trade Organization in 2001 with vast concessions and trade privileges... We could not

have been more wrong.'*
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Not only does this section of O'Brien’s speech reveal the Trump administration’s
perspective that past attempts to liberalize the PRC failed, but it also reveals a core American
ideological assumption that democracy and capitalism are intertwined. As the PRC’s market
opened up (although still heavily controlled by the PRC), their governance remained politically
authoritarian. Due to this perspective, his administration took on a policy more geared towards
decoupling the American and Chinese economies rather than trying to instill the liberal
democracy ideals by force.'*

Furthermore, another ideological cornerstone of the Trump administration lies in his
campaign slogan, “Make America Great Again,” or MAGA for short. This slogan denotes the
shortcomings he believes previous administrations have perpetrated, leaving the US in a
disadvantaged position on the global playing field. Evidence of this ideology in regard to the
PRC can be observed in O'brien's remarks as well:

As Americans, | am certain that we will rise to successfully meet the challenge presented

by the Chinese Communist Party, just as we have responded to all the great crises over

our history. President Trump is leading the way. And like President Trump, I firmly
believe that our best days as a country remain ahead of us.'**
The assumption that America’s “best days as a country remain ahead of us,” fueled by the
MAGA ideological perspective, is particularly relevant to the justifications for the trade war, and
is informative of the mindset the Trump administration entered the Executive Branch with.
Sensing a disadvantaged and undermined disposition globally compared to the past, in addition

to the underlying ideals of American exceptionalism, this belief system likely promoted Trump’s

12 Johnson and Gramer. “The Great Decoupling.”
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hard-lined economic policies toward the PRC during his first presidency, and likely in his second

as well.

The Trade War as an Ideological Tool

The trade war was not only strategically used to help lessen the effects of China’s alleged
unfair trading practices on US domestic industries, but also to secure American interests both
economically, militarily, diplomatically and ideologically through influence. The steadfast belief
of exceptionalism is deeply rooted in both the US and Chinese societies, to which their leaders
invoked as they launched restorative policies such as the trade war.'”® Framing and examining the
economic conflict this way reveals how the trade war’s policies were also a strategic geopolitical
tool that justified aggressive economic actions against the PRC in the name of defending
American exceptionalism across multiple domains.

Firstly, the trade war was instituted to mitigate the perceived economic and ideological
imbalance, as indicated by the ideological perspectives of the MAGA movement in the previous
section, which was perpetuated by the US’s over-reliance on the PRC for manufacturing and
investment. In order to strategically combat this imbalance, the trade war was implemented to
augment American manufacturing capabilities and advance American economic leverage— a
cornerstone of the PRC’s growth over the past few decades. In the 2017 NSS, the pillar to
“Promote American Prosperity” emphasizes trade as an issue of national security, linking
economic strength to geopolitical influence. Preceding the coronavirus pandemic in 2020, the
Trump administration had drafted America’s first “Economic National Security Strategy.” This

demonstrates the administration's viewpoints connecting economics to national security, to which

125 Schindler et al. “The Second Cold War: US-China Competition for Centrality in Infrastructure, Digital,
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the pandemic added urgency to decouple from its geopolitical rival— particularly for critical
technologies and medical equipment. Trump’s undersecretary of state for economic growth,
energy and the environment, Keith Kratch, explained that “Safeguarding America’s assets is one
of the core pillars [of US national security policy], [and] supply chains are a big part of that.”'?
Key trade war policies like the tariffs, export controls on sensitive technologies, and restrictions
on Chinese investments were justified as necessary strategic counter measures to the PRC’s
centrally planned and state driven economy in addition to their unfair trading practices, such as
the alleged intellectual property theft.

Furthermore, the trade war’s emphasis on decoupling the US and Chinese economies is
arguably the most pertinent aspect to the ideological and strategic factors of the trade war.
Security concerns regarding shared technologies with the PRC further entrenched the PRC as an
ideological adversary, particularly in the sense that the CCP is accessing and “stealing” personal
data, which was the basis of the “TikTok Ban” under the Biden administration. In regard to
common technologies like cellphones and applications such as Huawei and TikTok, the main
concern for the US government is that these can be used as tools for espionage through the
access of personal data.'”” Another aspect of technological competition that feeds into
geopolitical strategy is military-related technologies, which semiconductors fall into, as they can
be used in weapons systems as well.

In the case of military technologies, the Trump administration views this scenario as a

zero-sum game, where the PRC’s gain (or advancement) is equivalent to America’s loss. As the

PRC’s military and economic capabilities advance, the US hard-power advantage wanes on both
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fronts in addition to their diplomatic and global influential capacities. This connects to all four
pillars of the 2017 NSS, as military advantage is a quintessential belief, priority and strategy of
the US in order to protect the homeland, American way of life, American prosperity, and to
advance American influence and interests internationally. Using tariffs and export controls
through the trade war’s decoupling initiatives, the US sought to limit the PRC’s capacity to
access technologies America relies on to maintain its military advantage. This impacts security,
strategy, as well as ideological capabilities. Demonstrating the trade war’s approach to economic
warfare as a strategic and ideological tool, placing tariffs on hundreds of billions of dollars of
Chinese goods sought to both pressure the PRC into economic concessions in addition to
attempting to decouple US supply chains from the PRC’s.'*® This promotes a strategic vision,
where instead of promoting mutual economic benefit, the Trump administration chose to
decouple in order to slow the rise of the PRC’s economy, the rate at which they could
technologically and militarily advance, and thus their global influence in return.

The decoupling measures instituted through the trade war policies are particularly in line
with NSS pillars one and two, “Protect the homeland, the American people, and American way
of life” and “Promote American prosperity.” Due to the lack of success by previous
administrations to “Advance American influence,” or in this case, liberalize the Chinese
economy and governing structures, the new administration recalculated the Sino-American trade
relationship at the time to be a strategic vulnerability. Trump then decided to use the trade war
tariffs to protect domestic industries against the PRC’s “unfair trading practices,” thus promoting
American prosperity in turn. Outside of the tariffs, economic sanctions imposed by the Trump

administration, particularly in relation to the human and civil rights abuses alleged in Xinjiang

128 Mcfaul, Cole. “U.S.-China Decoupling: A Zero-Sum Game?” Initiative for U.S.-China Dialogue on Global
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and Hong Kong, sought to promote the American and liberal-democratic ideals of human rights
and civil rights, simultaneously asserting that the American way of life and governance is
morally superior to the CCP’s.

Here, the trade war is framed as a moral struggle between democratic capitalism and
authoritarian state-controlled markets. The human rights narratives framing economic sanctions
placed on the PRC during the trade war were woven into the trade policies. This is mentioned in

O’brien’s speech here:

President Trump imposed export restrictions on 21 Chinese government entities and 16
Chinese companies complicit in China’s campaign of repression, mass arbitrary
detention, forced labor and high-technology surveillance against Uyghurs and other

minorities.’?’

These export restrictions in the name of shaming the PRC’s involvement in human and civil
rights abuses also demonstrates how the trade war was used as an ideological tool and a strategic
tool. Through this strategy, the US government was attempting to influence Chinese officials
through the lens of American exceptionalism and the liberal democratic order, as they
condemned the PRC’s involvement in Uyghur repression, unfair labor practices, overstepping the

autonomous status of Hong Kong, and more.

Finally, the trade war posed as a strategic tool to compel the PRC to make concessions
amidst the heated economic conflict, evidenced by the Phase 1 agreement.'* This agreement
reinforced the belief that O’brein previously referred to as “naive” and “wrong” (as in incorrect)

that the US could force political reform through economic reform. O’brien remarked:
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To the Chinese Communist Party, I say, as the recent Phase One trade deal has shown, it
is possible for our governments to have a productive relationship... We want good
relationships with China, but we do not want relations on the terms currently on offer

from Beijing.”

This “productive relationship” would only be possible through reform, as democratic, capitalist
economies and authoritarian states with centrally planned economies are hardly compatible on a
practical, moral and ideological basis. The concessions in Phase I highlight the belief that the US
believes the trade war could force ideological change and advance American influence through
economic pressure and policy, even if they saw if they failed in the past. Overall, the
Sino-American trade war was more than an economic conflict. It was a battle for ideological and
geopolitical supremacy, serving as a strategic tool to accomplish both ends. The Trump
administration reframed economic policy as a tool of national security as well as ideological and
geopolitical competition, seeking to contain the rise of the PRC and simultaneously asserting
American global dominance, while also revealing cornerstone’s of American ideology which

served as driving forces for the aggressive stance and trade policies against the PRC.

Economic Impact & Geopolitical Consequences

The Sino-American trade war has had far-reaching economic and geopolitical
consequences thus far. While the US sought to weaken the PRC’s economic leverage in the
global market and push back against their authoritarian regime, the events of the trade war have

revealed the limitations of economic coercion in influencing global power dynamics. Instead of

31 O'Brien, “The Chinese Communist Party’s Ideology and Global Ambitions.”
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isolating and weakening Chinese markets, the trade war contributed to global instability,
economic fragmentation, as well as an intensified rivalry between global powers. The approach
of the trade war’s decoupling objectives, according to Harvard economist Dani Rodrik, has made
Sino-American trade more of a zero-sum game rather than a positive-sum venture like the

globalizing the international economy was intended to be.'*

Firstly, the steep tariffs implemented by the US on the PRC created quite the domestic
burden. The Tax Foundation’s economists found that the burden of these tariffs fell
disproportionately on American consumers, who bore almost the entire cost of the tariffs, and
estimated an approximate $16 billion net loss to the US economy from 2018-2019. Additionally,
the PRC retaliated with tariffs on US goods and services, which also hurt American businesses
(since manufacturers had no less costly alternative to Chinese imports) and farmers, in addition
to consumers.'* Secretary of the Treasury Janet Yellen stated that the trade war tariffs have “hurt
US consumers” due to price increases since domestic products are typically less expensive than
Chinese-manufactured ones, and have contributed to at least 1 percent of inflation.'**

Secondly, the PRC did not capitulate under the economic pressures imposed by the
Trump or Biden administrations. In fact, they actually pursued more self-sufficient methods and
even strengthened their state-led economic model under President Xi."** The PRC responded to

US tariffs by further expanding domestic industries and industrial policies, including heavily
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investing in semiconductor manufacturing, renewable energy, and 5G infrastructures.'*® The
trade war actually accelerated the PRC’s economic independence in addition to some growth,
which could be seen as backsliding against the economic reforms that launched them into global
powerhouse status, but could also hold the potential to reduce American leverage in future
conflicts economically and militarily due to their developing technologies in addition to their
self-sufficient economy.

Furthermore, the trade war failed to influence the PRC away from their authoritarian and
state-controlled ways, actually strengthening Beijing’s central influence and control over both the
economy and their citizens.'*” The Trump administration assumed that economic hardships
ensued from the pressures applied via the tariffs would weaken the CCP’s control and create
internal pressure to reform politically. This, for various reasons including censorship of content
and speech in the PRC in addition to the failed outcome of the trade war, did not occur.'*® Other
reasons include the CCP using the trade war to reinforce nationalist sentiments in the PRC,
rallying domestic support against “foreign economic bullies,” thus expanding state control over
key industries.'* Much like Trump’s MAGA movement, Xi’s national rejuvenation policies are
aimed at domestic audiences to identify the other as a chief threat to power and prosperity. This
subsequently entrenched antagonistic foreign policy campaigns, such as the trade war.'*

Similarly to the failure to influence the CCP politically with economic pressures prior to the

136 Petri, Peter A.“Technological Rivalry,.” In China 2049 Economic Challenges of a Rising Global Power, edited
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trade war, the trade war had no such desired effect to loosen their reigns and become more
market-oriented. It was a gross miscalculation of economic coercion in this case as well, and
resulted in worsening tensions between the US and the PRC.

The effects of the trade war also lead to strategic economic realignments around the
world. For example, one way that the PRC countered US economic pressure was by
strengthening economic ties elsewhere, particularly through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).
The BRI is a Chinese foreign policy project aimed at enhancing and improving trade relations
and connectivity with the PRC by establishing land and sea routes that connect the PRC to
Europe, Asia and Africa.'*! This effectively reduced reliance on the US market, sparking even
more competition between the two countries.'* Additionally, the Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP) was signed in 2020, and is aimed at strengthening the PRC’s
economic ties in Asia in addition to undermining US attempts to contain CCP influence.'®
Rather than conceding to US demands during the trade war, the PRC reinforced its commitment
to state-driven capitalism, which in turn underscores limits to economic policy as an influential
tool of political change.

Moreover, the effects of the trade war led to increased global instability and geopolitical
fragmentation. As the US pursued a policy of decoupling, the reduction of economic
interdependence led to the rise of a bipolar economic order. Decoupling resulted in the

fragmentation of global supply chains, as well as a shift towards regional trade blocs, such as the
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development of the BRICS group, which stands for Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South
Africa, and now consists of 10 different nation members. This group seeks to increase economic
development, reduce reliance on the US dollar, reform global institutions, promote
multi-polarity, and challenge Western hegemony.'* These developments could lead to
inefficiencies in global innovation due to having a multipolar approach with incompatible
leaders, as well as the potential for Western markets to have decreased access to the PRC’s
consumer market as they expand their influence further into other parts of the world. One thing is
clear, however, and that is that the trade war has undone decades of progress towards
globalization.

Strategic and military tensions and competition are also a concern. The trade war acts not
just as an economic conflict, but in this case could also be a precursor to increased strategic and
military competition. These tensions are already being reflected in the Indo-Pacific region,
specifically in relation to the South China Sea and Taiwan conflicts.'*® As both sides strengthen
not only their economic alliances but also their military alliances, the competition perpetuates
and even creates new systems. Some are scared that the risk of accidental conflict is increased as
both countries expand their military presence in the Indo-Pacific, with trade tensions fueling the
fire towards heightened nationalism for both the US and the PRC respectively.

Historian Graham Allison warns that “Unless China is willing to scale back its ambitions
or Washington can accept becoming number two in the Pacific, a trade conflict, cyberattack, or
accident at sea could soon escalate into all-out war.” His concept of the “Thucydides Trap”

outlines the risk of conflict escalation as one emerging power seeks to overtake an existing
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power, which seems to be the case between the PRC rising above the US on the global playing
field economically, with military and diplomatic capabilities trailing behind. Allison states that
“China and the United States are heading towards a war neither wants.”'* If the tensions from
the trade war and beyond between the US and the PRC go unresolved, they are likely to spiral
into a larger geopolitical conflict with the potential for military confrontation in the future.
Overall, reversing the effects of the trade war would prove to be difficult with the return
of economic nationalism on both sides. As the Tax Foundation explains, “It took nearly 80 years
for free trade to become the status quo and less than six years for protectionism to re-emerge.”
This new status quo makes US industries protected by tariffs resistant to lifting them, and
politicians have gained domestic support by maintaining a harsh stance against the other side. 'V’
“Reversing the course now would be very painful politically. Too many powerful actors—from
the foreign and American politicians who can win votes by claiming the tariffs saved jobs to
industry interests thriving in this new normal—have too much to lose.”'*® Furthermore, the trade
war has reinstated the idea of the PRC being an enduring challenge for the US, subsequently

hurting tensions and leading to global divisions.
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Part III: Comparing Eras of Ideological Economic Warfare

The United States has, throughout history up until today, used economic warfare as a tool
to curb the influence of the PRC, and more specifically, the CCP. The Cold War-era China
embargo (1950-1972) and the Trump-era trade war (2018-present) both serve as ideological and
strategic containment policies, aiming to restrict the PRC’s economic power, limit their military
and industrial capabilities, as well as prevent their global ideological expansion through a
zero-sum lens in order to preserve American exceptionalism. Deeply rooted in both nation’s
psyche is a strong belief in their society’s respective exceptionalism, to which both the US and
PRC have launched “restorative projects,” such as Trump’s MAGA and Xi’s Chinese Dream'#’
movements, linking policy to their ideological imagined pasts— evident throughout both the Cold
War and modern eras.™® While the methods and global context have evolved surrounding these
two policies, the underlying rationales behind them remain largely unchanged: both policies
reflect an attempt to defend American exceptionalism through the lens of a zero-sum ideology
fueled by the PRC’s challenges to the US-led world order. Whether the embargo’s purpose as a
cold war containment policy seeking to uplift the American ideals of the liberal democratic
capitalist system during the Cold War, or the US- augmented supranational governing and

economic organizations demonstrating American exceptionalism in modern times are at stake,
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economic warfare— through the examples of the China embargo and the trade war— shows

continuity in the ideological implications of the Sino-American relationship and competition.

During the Cold War, the US identified the PRC as an expansionist threat aligned with
the USSR's communist bloc."”! The PRC’s support of North Korea in the Korean War confirmed
these fears for American policymakers, as they proved willing to assist in the spread of
communist ideology, which reinforced America’s need for isolating and excluding Beijing,
leading to economic containment measures, and ultimately the institution of the China embargo
in the 1950s."*> The China White Paper additionally positioned the PRC as a Soviet proxy
(though scholars have disproved this to be the case)'>* suggesting that the CCP could assist in
strengthening Moscow’s, and thus communism’s, influence throughout Asia."** As a result, and
partially on behalf of these skewed beliefs, the embargo was implemented and used as a defense
mechanism against the spread of communism and authoritarianism by limiting the PRC’s ability
to engage in global commerce and develop their military capabilities. The Truman Doctrine
justified this economic warfare as a moral obligation essential to “defending free countries”
against the onset of communist aggression, suggesting a threat to American exceptionalism and

the drive to defend it.

Fast-forwarding to the 21st Century, seven decades after the initial implementation of the
China embargo, the Trump-era trade war emerged in a dramatically different geopolitical

context, however its strategic and ideological objectives are still similar. Now, the PRC is no
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longer a new, developing communist state, but has transformed into a global superpower that
rivals the US on multiple fronts, including economically, technologically and militarily. Instead
of thinking of the PRC as a “soviet puppet”'> like previous administrations had during the Cold
War, the Trump administration classified the PRC as a “revisionist power”'*® that seeks to
undermine the liberal democratic order globally, participating in economic coercion, intellectual
and technology theft, as well as military expansionism. Past Trump’s first presidency, Biden left
many of Trump’s trade war policies in place, even strengthening some, and expanded the
perceived rivalry between the US and the PRC by reframing their competition as a battle
between democracy and authoritarianism."’ This reactivated many Cold War narratives, and just
as Cold War policymakers were afraid that engaging economically with the PRC would help to
strengthen the communist movement world wide, modern day administrations worry that the
PRC’s economic and technological rise will bolster their authoritarian regime and influence other

countries to find alternatives to US global leadership.

Unlike the Cold War’s complete embargo against the PRC, the trade war’s policies
instituted measures of selective decoupling to target Chinese technological advancements that
could pose a threat to the US’s in addition to certain economic sectors.'*® The most well-known

aspect of the trade war are the tariffs of 25% that were imposed on over $300 billion of Chinese

195 McLean. “American Nationalism, the China Myth, and the Truman Doctrine.”
1% O'Brien. “The Chinese Communist Party’s Ideology and Global Ambitions.”

%7 Schindler et al. “The Second Cold War: US-China Competition for Centrality in Infrastructure, Digital,
Production, and Finance Networks.”

158 “Commerce Strengthens Export Controls to Restrict China’s Capability to Produce Advanced Semiconductors for
Military Applications: Bureau of Industry and Security.” Bureau of Industry & Security, December 2, 2024,
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goods, and were specifically aimed to curb the PRC’s manufacturing dominance.'* Almost more
importantly, though, in terms of the geopolitical effects, are the trade war’s export controls,
investment bans and technology restrictions. These were put into play in order to restrict Chinese

military and technological advancements,'®

which was a serious strategic action on the US’s
behalf, and simultaneously entrenched the adversarial notion of the PRC. Connecting this to the
Cold War-era, technology was a major consideration for the US’s embargo lists against the PRC
then. Demonstrations from past wars showed that technology would help win future wars, thus
prompting the US to target technology in the COCOM’s control lists as a means of stopping
communist countries “from stealing the West’s technology.”'¢' Both eras used export controls to

mitigate their losses by aiming to prevent Chinese technological advancements, underscoring a

zero-sum view on promoting American hegemony through a strategic advantage.

Furthermore, the rhetoric surrounding the modern trade war has highlighted the
ideological implications of these policies, seeking to counter CCP influence that acts as

“antithetical to American values,”'®?

challenging American Exceptionalist values and standards
in Asia. Additionally, viewing the PRC’s rise as a threat to the US insinuates a zero-sum mindset
where any gain for the PRC is a “loss” for America. Still today, the US has alliances and shares
technologies with foreign militaries that have similar ideals related to the liberal democratic

order, but makes concerted efforts to curb technological military advancements for its

adversaries who maintain more authoritarian stances. Ultimately, these export controls are a

1% Bown. “The US—China Trade War and Phase One Agreement.”
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clear example of ideological implications of the trade war that aligns with those from the Cold
War, especially in terms of protecting American exceptionalism through the lens of a zero-sum

ideology towards adversarial actors.

In terms of the effects of both policies, both the China embargo and the trade war
unintentionally pushed the PRC towards domestic policies of self-reliance, strengthening their
long term global positioning— despite the US’s best efforts. Under the embargo, the PRC initially
relied heavily on the USSR for both industrial and military support, which led to the Sino-Soviet
split in the 1960s. After this point, the PRC instituted more policies geared towards
self-sufficiency so they would not have to have such heavy reliance on foreign powers again in
the future.'® This shift towards economic independence laid the foundations for the PRC’s
industrial and economic boom throughout the reform and opening up period later on.'** During
the trade war, now in a more globalized and interdependent world economy, the PRC responded
more aggressively back to the US through retaliatory tariffs. They also instituted their “dual
circulation” strategy in 2020, which prioritizes domestic production, mirroring their response to

the embargo.'®

In the early 1950s, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles described the PRC’s aggression

in the Korean war as antithetical to the “peace loving” obligations of the UN Charter as well.'*

The UN Charter was fundamentally based on principles advocated on behalf of the United

163 Chen. “China and the US China Embargo, 1950-1972.”
'8 Yu and Zhong. “China’s Opening-Up Policies: Achievements and Prospects.”
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States, since the Roosevelt administration felt a “disposition to lead” the creation of this
supranational organization following World War I1.'*” Seeing as the UN Charter— based on
principles endorsed by the US— is considered to promote “universal” ideals related to human
rights, security and sovereignty, the aspect of promoting American exceptionalism is evident. As
the US aimed to prevent the PRC from gaining political legitimacy around the world by virtue of
joining the UN, the US simultaneously defended the notion of American exceptionalism as these
ideologically disparate powers challenged the notions of universality to American ideology.
Furthermore, when the US could no longer prevent the PRC’s ascension into the UN in 1971,
some saw it as a sign of American hegemonic decline since communist ideology— against
American principles— was permitted to join the institution that was considered the pinnacle of the
global system.'®® This further instilled a sense of rivalry in competition, which later intensified in

the twenty-first century.

Similarly, the US also played a key role in the formation of the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1948, the predecessor organization to the WTO, and was an original
member to both of the organizations.'”” In order for the PRC to enter the WTO in, they had to
institute a wide variety of reforms in order to meet the criteria for membership. Membership

criteria was also largely influenced by the US as well.'”® Through this notion, the US also sought

17 Claude, Inis L. Swords into Plowshares; the Problems and Progress of International Organization. 3d ed., rev.
New York: Random House, 1964: ch. 4, 62.

18 Grasso, June M. Truman s Two-China Policy : 1948-1950. Armonk, N.Y: M.E. Sharpe, 1987: 151.
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to preserve the concept of universal American exceptionalism here by having members reform to
their standards in order to participate. Just as the China embargo put measures in place to limit
the development of Chinese capabilities and push back against their adoption of ideological and
economic concepts influenced by the American rival (USSR) in Cold War, the trade war’s
reactionary policies demonstrate the US’s efforts to limit the PRC’s influence, growth, and

freedom within US-led global institutions, as well as all over the world.

Now, as the PRC’s economy rivals the US economy in size and power, American
hegemonic decline is signaled to actors in the US and around the world. This competition
indicates the transition of the international order from the globalized world system to a
multipolar system where great powers compete for influence, similar to that of the Cold War
rivalry— though with distinct nuances. This brings into question what will happen to the values,
ideals, and role of the US will be in the world if a politically and ideologically disparate power
like the PRC replaces it in terms of being the most economically, and thus the most influentially,
powerful nation in the globalized world. Will the concept of universal American exceptionalism
stand if they no longer remain a central pole in the globalized world system, or will this concept
be nullified by their decline in economic rank? This fuels the zero-sum ideology that worsens
Sino-American tensions, as any gain or rise for the PRC is subsequently seen as the closing of a

gap and eventual surpassing of power by the US in the global order.

More realistically, it will signal the transition from the globalized order to a multi-polar
system similar to that of the Cold War, which has already begun to some effect. This can be seen
through the example of the PRC’s development of new infrastructure and economic
organizations such as BRICS and the BRI. Having an alternative to institutions heavily

influenced and supported by the US from another great power competing for what Schindler et
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al. refers to as “network centrality,”'”!

or the anchoring of people, resources and places towards
the US-led or the PRC-led network in this case, also exacerbates this zero-sum ideology and
view of competition with the PRC in the US. To further underscore this mindset, one of the
Trump administration's responses to newly emerging PRC-led networks is a concept called the
“Economic Prosperity Network.” This is a US-led initiative to gather and convince

“like-minded” countries, organizations and businesses to distance themselves from the PRC, and

reduce overall economic dependence on (and influence from, I might add) Beijing.'”

Moreover, this phenomenon has increasingly been described as a "New Cold War" given
the competitive nature and worsening of tensions of the current Sino-American rivalry. However,
scholars are still divided on if this analogy is appropriate or not for the given scenario. Some
counter this interpretation by stating that the Cold War framework is misrepresentative of
modern Sino-American tensions,'”® while others suggest that the competition for global
influence, particularly in trade, infrastructure, and digital technology, mirrors the US-Soviet
rivalry during the Cold War. Proponents of this comparison cite the recent weapons and military
development in the PRC in addition to the Sino-American ideological rivalry. Two-thirds of
European leaders believe that a new Cold War is looming between the US and the PRC, and
domestic rhetoric inside the US and the PRC has become so intense that President Biden at the

UN General Assembly and President Xi at the BRICS Summit both released statements that both

7" Schindler et al. “The Second Cold War: US-China Competition for Centrality in Infrastructure, Digital,
Production, and Finance Networks.”
172 Johnson and Gramer. “The Great Decoupling.”

173 Kaplan, Fred. “The US Is Not in a New Cold War.” American Politics and Policy, May 29, 2024,
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countries are not, in fact, seeking a new Cold War, and that these statements are worsening

tensions between the two nations.!”

Seth Schindler, Senior Lecturer in Urban Development and Transformation in the Global
Development Institute at the University of Manchester, et al.’s work comparing the current
geopolitical tensions to those of the Cold War identifies the unifying principle of the two periods
in history as an enduring challenge to the US-led international order. Now, instead of vying for
their political and economic system structure ideals (democratic capitalism versus communism),
they are competing for “network centrality.” These “networks” are referring to people, resources
and places, which would fall into the American or Chinese spheres of influence.'” They also
highlight this by citing the concept of the new “geopolitics of connectivity,” where the
state-centric competition of the Cold War and pre-Cold War eras have been mostly replaced by
economic globalization, which is a set of international structures and global networks that
generate new forms of power— and conflict— for the states leading them.'”® The Sino-American
rivalry is increasingly structured around competing economic blocs, similarly to the Cold War.
This is evident through the creation of BRICS and the BRI, as the PRC is seeking to provide a
foundation for their alternative to the US-supported networks that directly challenge the liberal
democratic economic institutions, also aligning with Cold War dynamics. Both the politics of
network centrality and the trade policies of the China embargo and the trade war demonstrate the
link between economic advantage and ideology, as a lot of ideological influence and power stem

from monetary influence and power.

174 Liu. “The Trade War Is Not the New Cold War.”
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Many agree that the strength of the twenty-first century global order makes it so that the
Cold War is not a seamless analogy for the great power competition today. According to Analyst
Ryan Hass— the director of the John L. Thornton China Center at the Brookings institute who
previously served as the director for China, Taiwan and Mongolia at the National Security
Council (NSC) staff and as a Foreign Service Officer in Beijing— the Cold War analogy is not
well suited for modern trade conflicts like the trade war. The contemporary competition differs
from the Cold War because of the deep economic interdependence the US and the PRC
experience today. Unlike the US and the USSR, which had very limited direct trade during the
Cold War. In the 21st Century, the US and the PRC remain major trading partners for each other
despite escalating tensions. Additionally, the China embargo featured complete economic
isolation for the US and the PRC, while the trade war only instituted selective decoupling from

certain industries, which is quite different.

The globalized environment of trade in the 21st century would make efforts to isolate the
PRC quite complicated, especially considering much of the world’s reliance on their exports.
While the US recognizes (and seeks to counteract in many ways) the growing threat the PRC
poses, their economic dependency on the Chinese market subsequently limits their efforts to
mitigate the effects of the PRC’s economic growth today.'”” Continuing to trade with adversaries
to this degree would have seemed unfathomable in the Cold War era, whereas it is more
common, and even necessary to a degree, today.'”® These arguments highlight the potential
limitations of this analogy. However, when considering the divisive nature of ideology and fear

coupled with the use of economic warfare there are distinct comparisons that can be made to the

77 Liu. “The Trade War Is Not the New Cold War.”
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legacy of ideological containment in the Cold War era through the China embargo and the trade
war’s selective decoupling measures. Whether the current Sino-American tensions constitute a
new version of the Cold War or not, there are direct parallels between power dynamics,
economic globalization, and political ideology. The US’s drive to preserve and defend American
exceptionalism through the use of economic warfare and a zero-sum mentality is evident in both

the China embargo and trade war.
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Conclusions: A Legacy of Ideological Economic Containment

The US China embargo against the PRC and the Trump-era trade war reveal consistent
patterns within American foreign policy towards the PRC, including the use of economic warfare
to contain their rise and ideological influence globally. The embargo sought to cripple the PRC’s
economy to both restrict their military capabilities during the Korean War, as well as to limit the
spread of communism and authoritarian ideology amidst the Cold War by isolating their markets
from the Western world. Similarly, the trade war aims to both protect American markets and
restrict the PRC’s access to critical technologies that would enable them to gain a strategic edge,
to ensure challenges to American military and economic dominance are mitigated.'” In both
cases, economic warfare is wielded not only as a strategic tool, but as an ideological instrument,
reinforcing American supremacy and exceptionalism. Despite significant geopolitical and
economic shifts since the 1950s, the strategic and ideological foundations of the China embargo
and the trade war policies, and their view of the Sino-American relationship as a zero-sum game,
remain largely unchanged.

Upon a closer analysis of these policies, it is revealed that these policies often fail to
achieve their intended goals— and even result in unintended consequences. The embargo, rather
than isolating and stunting the economic growth of the PRC, contributed to their pursuit of
self-sufficient economic policies.'® This ultimately laid the foundations for their industrial,
economic and then military rise, leading to their current positioning as a near-peer competitor,

rivaling American hegemony. Likewise, the trade war has not meaningfully weakened the PRC

7% Schindler et al. “The Second Cold War: US-China Competition for Centrality in Infrastructure, Digital,
Production, and Finance Networks.”

180 Chen. “China and the US China Embargo, 1950-1972.”
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economy or military development. Instead, it has accelerated China’s efforts to develop
indigenous critical technologies and foster economic alliances independent of Western
influence.'®! Moreover, economic coercion often risks hardening the attitudes of the targeted
state, reinforcing nationalist sentiment and accelerating the very developments that the U.S. aims
to curb.'®? The zero-sum mentality underlying these policies—viewing any PRC gain as a direct
loss for America—has led to economic strategies that have sometimes inflicted more harm on the
US than on its intended target. US punitive tariffs in the trade war, for example, have increased
costs for domestic manufacturers, reduced American export competitiveness, contributed to
inflation,'® in addition to heightening international tensions— illustrating the self-inflicted
consequences of a confrontational economic stance.

Looking forward, the trade war’s efforts to decouple the American and Chinese
economies seems very unlikely to happen in totality.'®* Unlike the Cold War-era economic
relationship with the USSR— which was largely isolated from Western markets— the PRC is
deeply embedded in global trade networks today. This economic entanglement complicates
efforts to "contain" the PRC in the same manner as the USSR, making policy perspectives rooted
in a Cold War mindset both impractical and counterproductive. At the same time, though,
viewing the Cold War as a related component to a longer historical trajectory allows us to

understand more about the roots of the contemporary Sino-American geopolitical rivalry. Since
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the Cold War, the PRC has been labeled as a “daring enemy,”'*® reinforcing the notion that the
PRC has long been viewed as a distinct and formidable challenger in American strategic thought.
However, American pursuits of blocking the PRC’s development of critical
technologies— at least due to assistance of the US or American allies— will likely remain a key
feature of US policy towards the PRC. At the same time, China’s pursuit of global alternatives to
Western leadership will continue to challenge American influence. As tensions rise and rivals
develop, the efficacy of American policies and American global dominance remain uncertain—
but will certainly reinforce the zero-sum battle to preserve American exceptionalism on the
global stage. West Point’s Modern War Institute warns us that a zero-sum mindset fosters rigidity
in strategic thinking, escalating tensions— and thus the likelihood for conflict— rather than
fostering a positive and effective form of competition.'®® The persistence of this zero-sum
framing raises concerns about whether America is steering itself into a “Thucydides Trap,” in
which an established power’s fear of a rising competitor makes conflict much more likely to
ensue. As Harvard political scientist and former US Assistant Secretary of Defense for Policy
and Plans Graham Allison argues, historical rivalries between a dominant power (in this case, the
US) and a rising challenger (the PRC) often lead to conflict when rigid strategic thinking
prevents alternative approaches'®’— as has been the case both during the Cold War and today. If
Washington continues to view the PRC’s rise through the lens of strategic and ideological

competition, it risks accelerating the existing geopolitical tensions to the point of confrontation.

185 Jian. Mao's China and the Cold War, ch. 1, 3.
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Instead, a more nuanced and adaptive strategy is required—one that recognizes competition, but
also the benefits of collaboration and the relaxing of a national ego.

This thesis ultimately highlights that economic containment through the lens of a
zero-sum mindset has been a central and recurring theme within US foreign policy toward the
PRC for over 75 years. However, as history has shown, these containment efforts have often
failed to achieve their objectives and have sometimes backfired. Given the complexity of modern
geopolitics, America must reassess whether its current trajectory is sustainable, or if alternative
strategies are necessary to avoid the strategic and ideological pitfalls of the past. Whether it is the
Cold War era’s issue of "losing China" or today’s concerns of "losing to China," this mentality
has been embedded in American National Security policy for decades, and has overlooked the
potential for cooperative economic engagement in areas of mutual benefit when those

engagements pose a threat to American exceptionalism.
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