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Digital key 
China and the US should use cyberspace as a medium 

for increasing trust and promoting cooperation 

F ifty years ago, the United States 
and Chinese leaders established 
the basic principles of “mutual 
respect, seeking common ground 

while reserving differences” for the nor-
malization of China-US relations. Today, 
while revisiting the difficult journey of nor-
malizing bilateral relations, the US and 
China should remember this guiding spirit 
and learn from the wisdom that enabled 
the establishment of diplomatic relations 
to overcome the “security dilemma” in 
cyberspace.

The current competition between China 
and the US in cyberspace is mainly focused 
on the following three aspects.

The US intends to maintain its absolute 
dominance in cyberspace, incorporate 
cybersecurity into its national security 
strategy, and strengthen its strategic com-
petitiveness in cyberspace. In response to 
the US’ effort at containment and suppres-
sion, China, on the one hand, is striving to 
maintain and fight for its own rights for 
development in cyberspace, and is imple-
menting a national cyber strategy to that 
effect; on the other hand, it is committed to 
promoting the establishment of a fair, just 
and reasonable global cyberspace govern-
ance system.

In order to pursue “absolute superiority” 
in information and communication tech-
nology, the US is pursuing technology 
decoupling as a policy to suppress the 
development of China’s technology enter-
prises. The US has not only adopted unilat-
eral sanctions against Chinese ICT 
companies, such as cutting off supplies and 
services, but also continuously pressured 
allied countries to take joint measures 
against Chinese ICT products and services 
through diplomatic and national security 
means. In addition, the US, guided by its 
aggressive techno-nationalism, is portray-
ing China as a “digital authoritarian” to 
hide its true purpose of capturing huge 
monopoly benefits by virtue of its techno-
logical first-mover advantage. The competi-
tion between the US and China in 
cyberspace will gradually intensify division 
in the global technological ecology.

During the Barack Obama administra-
tion, the US used “internet freedom” as a 
pretext for its efforts to strengthen the US’ 
dominant position in information technol-
ogy and manipulate global public opinion. 
It sought to control the global information 
flow and thus shape public opinion to 
reflect US ideology and values, and so influ-
ence the political values, national identity 
and behavior patterns of people in other 

countries, especially elites and youth. China 
firmly upholds the autonomy and security 
of cyberspace and actively promotes cyber 
sovereignty as the basis and prerequisite 
for international governance practices and 
cooperation in cyberspace. The debate 
between China and the US over “order” and 
“freedom” has become an important part of 
the political tug-of-war over cyberspace.

Despite the intensification of the Sino-US 
competition in cyberspace, the key to 

mutual respect, peaceful coexistence and 
win-win cooperation between the two 
cyber powers can be found in the ice-break-
ing journey 50 years ago and the subse-
quent promotion of the stable development 
of bilateral relations.

First, the consensus between China and 
the US should be promoted based on the 
overall dynamics of the international land-
scape. Both countries should fully recog-
nize the benefits and opportunities for 

cooperation between them in cyberspace. 
In the development of the bilateral rela-
tionship from confrontation to detente 
and even cooperation 50 years ago, the 
international pressure faced by both sides 
played a very big role. Now, the power gap 
between the US and China has fundamen-
tally changed, but both sides still face com-
mon international pressures: the 
challenges of global governance issues 
such as the COVID-19 pandemic and cli-

mate change; and the new challenges 
posed by the economic recovery and cyber-
security that are tests of their domestic 
governance capabilities.

A secure, stable and unified cyberspace 
is important for the long-term develop-
ment of both countries. The US and China 
have complementary advantages in the 
digital economy, with the US having 
strong innovation capabilities and clear 
advantages in key technology areas, while 
China has a huge consumer market and 
strong manufacturing capabilities. Cyber-
security issues are prominent in the digi-
tal era, and cooperation between the US 
and China is indispensable in many areas 
such as facilitating cross-border data 
flows and strengthening internet platform 
governance, as well as the fight against 
cyber-terrorism and other digital develop-
ment issues.

Second, the US and China need to fully 
learn from the lessons of the Cold War and 
actively engage in exchanges. When diplo-
matic relations were established, the lead-
ers of both countries realized that peaceful 
coexistence between capitalism and com-
munism is essential for both. Today, the 
academic and political circles are filled 
with the argument of a zero-sum game 
between the US and China. The US and 
China should get rid of the influence of geo-
political games and ideological confronta-
tion, and strive for more consensus and 
cooperation to avoid the international 
landscape from falling into ideological 
blocs and polarization again.

Finally, China and the US should seize 
the historical opportunity to take a diver-
sified approach to increase trust and 
explain doubts, so as to lay a good founda-
tion for Sino-US cooperation. Because 
cyberspace is inseparable from the politi-
cal, economic and cultural life of human 
beings today, the US and China can set up 
multilevel and multidisciplinary dialogue 
and exchange mechanisms, especially in 
the areas of civil diplomacy, think tank 
diplomacy and cultural and sports diplo-
macy. The two countries should fully 
explore the opportunities for cooperation 
and use cyberspace as a medium to pro-
mote the bilateral process of increasing 
trust and easing doubts. 

The author is a professor of the Center for 
American Studies at Fudan University. The 
author contributed this article to China 
Watch, a think tank powered by China Dai-
ly. The views do not necessarily reflect those 
of China Daily.
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Coordination venue
Improvement of Sino-US relations would 
ensure a better overall strategic environment 
in Southeast Asia

F ormer US president Richard Nix-
on’s visit to China in 1972 funda-
mentally reshaped Sino-US-Soviet 
Union relations and profoundly 

influenced Southeast Asia. Fifty years later, 
the China-US rivalry in Southeast Asia has 
intensified, but no direct or indirect mili-
tary confrontation has occurred. Southeast 
Asia has the experience and wisdom to 
navigate between China and the United 
States, and the two powers have the poten-
tial to build an inclusive order in Southeast 
Asia.

With the China-US detente and the with-
drawal of US forces from Vietnam, the 
security pressure in Southeast Asia was 
reduced, and the strategic relationship 
between China and the US in Southeast 
Asia eased. Subsequently, Malaysia, the 
Philippines and Thailand followed the US’ 
change of attitude toward China and estab-
lished diplomatic relations with China. 
Then, with the end of the Cold War in 1991 
and the completion of negotiations on 
Cambodia, Southeast Asia ushered in a 
30-year period of peaceful development. In 
general, without the Sino-US detente after 
Nixon’s visit, there would have been no sub-
sequent step-by-step development of 
Southeast Asia. 

Fifty years after that momentous visit, 
changes have emerged in China-US-South-
east Asia relations. The general context 
remains the strategic change in China-US 
relations. The Donald Trump and Joe Biden 
administrations have made China the US’ 
main adversary and strategic confrontation 
between the two sides has intensified. The 
US think tank community frequently 
presents gloomy scenarios such as the Thu-
cydides Trap and a new Cold War to charac-
terize the relationship between the two 
countries. Southeast Asia, meanwhile, has 
become the core venue for the competition 
between China and the US. The US is pro-
moting the Indo-Pacific strategy in South-
east Asia, trying to hedge against the Belt 
and Road Initiative advocated by China 
and suppress China’s influence in the 
region.

Currently, there are three prominent 
aspects to the competition between China 

and the US in Southeast Asia. First, despite 
the intensity of their strategic competition, 
no direct military confrontation or proxy 
war has occurred. Second, the role of the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations has 
been strengthened, but it is being pres-
sured to choose sides. ASEAN is becoming 
more and more autonomous through its 
internal solidarity and friendly relations 
with other parties, gradually assuming a 
key role in East Asia cooperation. But due 
to the growing sense of insecurity of the 
US, more and more areas may be seen as 
security issues and become a zero-sum 
game, and the increasing competition may 
prompt China and the US to strive for the 
support of countries in the region, and 
ASEAN’s unity may be at risk. Third, China 
and the US still have the possibility of 
establishing an inclusive regional order in 
Southeast Asia. Since the end of World War 
II, especially after former US president 
Richard Nixon’s visit to China in 1972, the 
two countries have always managed to 
reach a consensus on issues of war and 
peace in Southeast Asia, despite all the 
trials and tribulations. In the process, 
Southeast Asia has also accumulated a 
great deal of wisdom from the lessons 
learned and can navigate between China 
and the US. It means there is still a possi-
bility for China and the US to reach a new 
state of equilibrium.

In a video conversation with President 
Biden in November 2021, President Xi Jin-
ping emphasized that “China and the US 
are two giant ships sailing in the sea, and 
we have to steer the rudder so that the two 
giant ships of China and the US can move 
forward together against the wind and 
waves without yawing or losing speed, let 
alone colliding”. With these words, Presi-
dent Xi vividly expressed China’s attitude 
toward China-US relations, namely advo-
cating cooperation and moving in the same 
direction, and opposing the waging of a 
new Cold War. The idea of “giant ships sail-
ing together” is of great significance to the 
harmonious coexistence of China and the 
US in Southeast Asia.

On the one hand, maintaining peace and 
stability in the region is the bottom line. 

The caution that China and the US “can-
not collide” applies first and foremost to 
Southeast Asia. The US should respect the 
efforts made by China and ASEAN coun-
tries to promote and maintain regional 
peace and stability, and should not contin-
ue to relentlessly provoke China under the 
banner of “freedom of navigation”. China 
should enhance its dual-track communica-
tion and exchanges with Southeast Asian 
countries at both the government and 
civilian level, increase trust and clear 
doubts, clarify China’s desire for peace and 
friendship, promote the implementation 
of the Declaration on the Conduct of Par-
ties in the South China Sea as soon as pos-
sible, and jointly promote a high-quality 
21st Century Maritime Silk Road. ASEAN 
and China need to continue to increase 

bilateral trade and investment, promote 
scientific and cultural cooperation and 
exchanges, and deepen people-to-people 
exchanges.

At the same time, China and the US 
should try to coordinate their strategic 
interests in Southeast Asia in a more direct 
way. The two countries have common inter-
ests in Southeast Asia and should strive to 
cooperate on improving regional govern-
ance to jointly ensure the liberalization and 
unification of trade rules, respecting and 
protecting international law to help safe-
guard regional security. To this end, China 
and the US could actively work together to 
establish a coordination mechanism for cri-
sis management and ensure that exclusive 
economic systems are not formed. 

China and the US should make good use 

of the ASEAN-led multilateral regional 
cooperation mechanism, continue to 
respect ASEAN’s centrality, let ASEAN 
make full use of its home advantage, and 
help ASEAN promote China-US consulta-
tion and cooperation through regional mul-
tilateral mechanisms such as the East Asia 
Summit and the ASEAN outlook on the 
Indo-Pacific.
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