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Since the turn of the century, the change of presidents can often
result in a “sharp turn” of America’s foreign policy. The election of
George W Bush in 2001 and Obama in 2009 both led to substantial
shifts in America’s foreign policy. However, those two shifts still
fall into the category of strategy oscillation within the bipartisan
mainstream. The observers are concerned that the election of
Trump, an anti-establishment candidate, to the White House in
January 2017 would bring toppling changes to America’s foreign
policy, because during Donald Trump’s campaign for presidency,
he not only denied the eight-year foreign strategy implemented by
the Obama administration, but also questioned internationalism,
the strategic premise accepted by the bipartisan mainstream
after the Second World War. Judging from the foreign policy
implementation of his administration since January 2017, President
Trump had been checked and he has made compromises. However,
in terms of strategic structure, ideology and core issues, Trump has
still not been “tamed” by the Establishment.

+ Da Wei is the Director and Researcher at the Institute of American Studies, China Insti-
tutes of Contemporary International Relations.
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1. DEBATES ON AMERICA’S FOREIGN STRATEGY

The 2016 U.S. general election has witnessed several
“unconventional candidates”, such as Trump and Sanders. Under
their influence, many domestic and foreign policies outlined by the
bipartisan Establishment were questioned and challenged. Behind
the debates on specific policies, the in-depth discussion on the basic
situation of the U.S., and the ultimate strategic direction of America
brought by the election is worthy of greater attention. In the field of
foreign policy and national security, the major differences lie in the
following three important issues among different candidates.

First, what is the status and condition of the U.S.? Is the U.S.
in decline? The U.S. has been a nation with strong sense of crisis.
Since the end of the Second World War, concerns on “American
decline” came up every 20 to 30 years. In the late 1950s, when the
Soviet Union launched the first man-made satellite, a debate on
whether the Soviet Union would surpass the U.S. emerged. In the
early 1970s, when the U.S. was deeply stuck in the Vietnam War
and economic stagnation, the Soviet Union showed momentum
of surpassing the U.S. in terms of national strength and foreign
strategy, giving rise to another discussion on “American decline”. In
the 1980s, the American decision-makers questioned if Japan would
surpass the U.S. In the late period of the Bush administration, the
Iragi War, the Afghanistan War and the 2008 financial crisis set off
new upsurges of such discussion. Such situation led to the rise of
Obama, who was elected as President with his campaign slogan
featuring “change”. However, different from previous debates on
“American decline”, this time it lasted longer. Though the U.S.
was freed from “War on Terror” and the American economy at
least showed great performance statistically, under the two terms
of Obama’s presidency, “American decline” not only did not
disappear, but once again became the spotlight in the 2016 general
election. From Trump’s campaign slogan of “Make America Great
Again”, it was clear that Trump no longer thought of America
as “great”. Basically, the other unconventional candidates also
formulated their foreign strategies on the premise of “America
decline in the world” and that “the strategic direction of the U.S.
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is wrong”. For conventional candidates like Hillary Clinton, their
campaign arguments were preconditioned on generally recognizing
America’s current status, international standing and development
direction.

Second, how should the U.S. respond to globalization? Is
the U.S. a beneficiary or victim of globalization? As the biggest
developed country, the U.S. has always been playing a leading role
in globalization. However, in the 2016 campaign, it seemed that
“anti-free trade” was the new “political correctness”. Especially
on the issue of the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), not only did
“unconventional candidates” such as Trump and Sanders frown on
it, but conventional candidates like Hillary Clinton was “forced”
to show opposition. What’s more, Trump once claimed that the
North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was “the worst
trade deal in history” and America would renegotiate NAFTA.' He
even threatened to withdraw from the World Trade Organization
(WTO).” Historically speaking, after the capitalist economy
first emerged in Europe, it has been expanding in the mode of
production, social organization and ideology. Fundamentally,
globalization is the continuation of the expansion. During the
process, relying on colonization, technical advancement and
institutional innovation, western countries have at the top of the
production chain as well as high standard of living. However, since
the end of the Cold War, the phenomenon of “hollowing out”
of the manufacturing sector has emerged in western countries
during globalization. The benefits of globalization have been more
and more concentrated in the high-income class. The financial
capital in developed countries has benefited the most from
globalization. The wealth gap in western countries is widening,
with confrontation between different classes hard to resolve. As
a result, “de-globalization” and the reiteration of nation’s control
over transnational flows of economic factors became the new trend
in 2016. The increasing control over free trade and the building of a
physical wall along the America-Mexico border are both a reversion
to and a reflection on globalization within the U.S.

Last, should the U.S. keep supporting the “liberal international
order”? The “liberal international order” under the western
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context refers to a complete set of US-led international institutions,
rules and arrangements after the Second World War. It includes
the United Nations, GATT (the predecessor of WTO), the
International Monetary Fund, the World Bank and other
international organizations in which most countries participate. It
also covers regional organizations that the European Union and
other western countries initiated, a complete set of international
laws and regulations that are generally accepted, and the military
alliance system the U.S. established. Unlike other hegemons in
history, American hegemony is characterized by “institutional
hegemony”. On one hand, this world order is a tool for the U.S.
to “dominate the world”. The U.S. realized its hegemony with the
so-called “liberal international order”. Just as the American scholar
John Ikenberry said, the “liberal international order” is actually
a “liberal hegemonic order”.” On the other hand, the “liberal
international order” is a step forward compared with the “realistic
international order” in history, providing certain legitimacy for the
U.S. hegemony. However, in the 2016 general election, that order
was challenged by Trump and other “unconventional candidates”.
Trump explicitly said on multiple occasions that “NATO is
obsolete”,* and asked allies like Japan and South Korea to cover
more expenses for American troops there. He even remarked
that Japan and South Korea might need nuclear weapons.” As for
international institutions, besides the shocking speeches Trump
delivered in WTO regarding international economic institutions,
he was also skeptical of the EU, the Paris Agreement on climate
change, and even the UN.’

II. Logic BEHIND “AMERICA FIRST”

Trump holds an

unconventional point . C ] ]
of view on all of the “America First” contains two main

above three questions,  changes of America’s foreign policy:
which shows that . . .

2t least he himself ;s Trom liberalism to realism, and from
intended to rectify the internationalism to nativism.
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traditional American foreign policy. Despite the seemingly chaotic
and capricious campaign speeches, Trump’s foreign policy actually
follows a clear and consistent logic, which is “America First”.
“America First” contains two alteration in U.S. foreign policy.

The first change is from liberalism to realism. Trump’s view
of the world is a relatively simple and crude view of realism. First,
he thinks that the nature of international relations is competition
and confrontation. He tends to regard international relations,
especially economic relations among countries, from a “zero-sum”
perspective. Trump regards the Sino-U.S. economic relation as a
“battle” which China is “hovering up” American chances, and
America is “losing the battlefield”.” Second, Trump believes that
power is the essential guarantee of national security and interests.
He keeps reiterating that expense is necessary to rebuild American
army and create the formidable military power in history. During
his campaign, Trump quoted Reagan’s “peace through strength” on
multiple occasions. Peter Navarro, Trump’s assistant, even titled it
the “Trump Doctrine”.® Third, Trump thinks that great powers are
the most important actors in international relations, and friendly
relations can be achieved based on rationality. He regards the U.S.
relations with China, Russia and other great powers as the key of
his foreign strategy, and dealing with China and Russia continues to
be America’s greatest challenge in the long run. He advocates might
and power, and believes that hardline policies based on a country’s
power help establishing friendly relations with China and Russia.
“Improved relations with Russia, from a position of strength only,
is possible.” “the U.S. should first show a tough attitude to China”
and “deprive Chinese people of their advantages”, while “a strong
and smart America will find a better friend in China, better than
we have right now”.” Last, Trump does not have too much of an
ideological sense. It is true that Trump stresses that the U.S. should
rebuild and spread western values, but he repeatedly mentions
that he “won’t try to spread universal values that not everybody
shares or wants”. “Whether the U.S. should get involved in foreign
conflicts should depend on whether the national interests of
America is under threat”,”® rather than ideological reasons.

The second change is from internationalism to nativism. The
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nature of “America First” is using American power resource in a
careful way domestically. Trump is extremely cautious on sending
troops overseas. He claimed that “I will never send our finest into
battle unless necessary, and I mean absolutely necessary, and will
only do so if we have a plan for victory with a capital V>."" He
asked allies to share America’s burdens, and said that “the U.S. has
spent trillions of dollars in protecting the safety of European and
Asian allies, and they have to pay for their expenses”, or “America
will let them survive on their own”. Trump once said that Japan and
South Korea could not rely on the U.S. forever; the two countries
could develop nuclear weapons. He also said that NATO has been
“cajoling” America. Meanwhile, “America First” shows a strong
sense of “Jacksonian Democracy”, since it stresses that the U.S.
would firmly take action to defeat the other side if American interests
are in jeopardy. For example, Trump holds a highly hostile attitude
toward Islamic extremism. Trump put terrorism at the top of the
list of threats to America’s national security, claiming that “our goal
has to be defeating terrorism”. He compared Islamic extremism to
the Cold War, and argued that “we need long-term plans to prevent
Islamic extremism from spreading... This may mean military
actions, but it is also a fight on philosophical principles, which is
similar to the Cold War”.”? “The Islamic State” is the only enemy
that Trump agrees to take military actions against.

The “America First” Foreign Policy that the Trump
administration introduced after Trump took office can be seen
as the most authoritative document that directly showcases the
intention and direction of the Trump administration’s foreign
policy. The document also reflects the logic of “America
First” mentioned above. In this brief document, the Trump
administration simply outlined two foreign policy goals: one is
to “defeat ‘the Islamic State” and other Islamic extremist terrorist
groups”; the other is to “negotiate trade deals that can be in service
of all Americans”. To achieve the two goals, America’s foreign
strategies would be centered on “peace through strength”. From
the perspective of achieving goals, protecting national security by

targeting terrorist threats and addressing domestic employment by
adjusting trade policies are typical “America First” strategies. The
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Trump administration holds a relatively narrow understanding
of national interests, with the focus on domestic situations--a
signal of the change to nativism. The stress on strength is another
signal of the change to realism. In the first several months of
Trump’s presidency, remarks from some senior officials showed
traces of “America First”. For instance, after Trump’s first official
visit, Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs
McMaster and the National Economic Council Director Gary
Cohn jointly published the article of “America First Doesn’t
Mean America Alone” on The Wall Street Journal. In the article,
the two officials, regarded as relatively pro-internationalism
within the Trump administration, explicitly wrote that “the
world is an economic market instead of a common entity”, a
realist hypothesis. The Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, when
first described “America First” foreign policy to the employees
of the Department of State, specifically differentiated “American
values” from “American policies”. He also mentioned that
unilaterally insisting on American values overseas would impact
the realization of America’s national interests, ’signaling that the
Trump administration does not care that much about ideology.

II1. IMPLEMENTATION AND COMPROMISE OF TRUMP’S FOREIGN
Poricy

After Trump took office, observers keep wondering whether
Trump would push forward his “America First” policy, or be tamed
by Establishment Republicans. With the immediate withdrawal
from TPP and the release of the “Muslim Ban”, public opinions
at home and abroad believed that Trump had been overturning
the conventional U.S. foreign policy. By April 2017, Trump
met with the Chinese President Xi Jinping at the Mar-a-Lago
Summit, launched missile attacks against the Syrian government,
and softened his attitude toward allies, all of which suggested that
Trump had started to become “conventional”, and U.S. foreign
policy was likely to be back on track. However, in June, Trump
withdrew from the Paris Agreement, resulting in deterioration of
U.S.-Europe relations again. People began to feel that Trump “the
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rebel” was back. Within four months after Trump took office, the
assessment on Trump’s foreign policy swung twice. “Fulfilling
campaign promises” and “compromising to reality” both seemingly
fail to summarize his actions. Till early June of 2017, Trump’s
foreign policy can be categorized in the following six types or
circumstances:

1. Policies that are in line with his campaign promises and
have been implemented. This contains two major decisions: (a)
Withdrawal from TPP. Trump signed an executive order on January
24, 2017, immediately after he took office. The order dictates that
the U.S. would opt out of TPP, thus fulfilling what he had promised
during his campaign. (b) Withdrawal from the Paris Agreement
on Climate Change. On June 1, 2017, Trump announced that
the U.S. would withdraw from the Paris Agreement. Despite the
fact that Trump had shown contradictory stances on whether the
U.S. would quit the Agreement during his campaign, his skeptical
attitude towards the Agreement, and his doubt on the relation
between climate change and human activities have been consistent
all the way.

2. Policies that are in line with his campaign promises to a
large extent while the outcome remains unclear. The U.S.-Mexico
border wall construction plan is the best example. On January 25,
2017, Trump signed an executive order, demanding to “construct a
physical wall along the southern border immediately”. The U.S.-
Mexico relation was severely impaired because of the decision, with
the Mexican government canceling the planned meeting between
the two leaders. In the 2018 budget draft that the White House
handed in to the Congress in May 2017, 2.6 billion dollars was
earmarked for building the wall, though the Trump administration
affirmed that it could find a way to force Mexico to pay for the
border wall. It is hard to predict if the relevant budget draft would
be approved, but it is evident that the Trump administration is
headstrong in pushing the plan.

3. Policies that reflect campaign promises but the extent of
implementation has been eased. (a) In terms of foreign trade
policy, the Trump administration set out a series of arrangements.
For instance, the National Trade Council was founded and
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Navarro, a hard-line representative, was appointed as Director. Two
executive orders were signed to decrease trade deficit on March
31, 2017. An executive order on establishing an office for trade and
manufacturing policy was signed on April 29. An agreement on “A
Hundred Day Plan” was reached with China. However, the trade
wars that every country worried about during Trump’s campaign
have not emerged. Trump informed the Congress to renegotiate
NAFTA with Canada and Mexico on May 18, a stance different
from his campaign promise of dropping out of NAFTA. (b) Trans-
Atlantic relations. Trump has changed his rhetoric of calling NATO
“obsolete” after taking office. Yet Trump still insists that NATO
members’ defense expense should account for 2% of each country’s
GDP. He chose not to adhere to the collective defense obligation
under the Fifth Article of the NATO Charter in the NATO
Summit in late May 2017. These remarks have annoyed European
countries. The German Chancellor Merkel said “the times in which
we can fully count on others are somewhat over” on May 28 in
Munich,* indicating a subtle yet important change of U.S.-Europe
relations, with the possibility of influencing the world order.

4. Policies that Trump himself changed or softened. (a) On
America’s policy towards China, Trump ditched his campaign
promise of designating China as an “exchange rate manipulator”
after taking office. (b) On the U.S. relations with Japan and South
Korea, Trump is now backing the conventional structure, reiterating
America’s promise regarding Japan and South Korea’s national
security, as well as the stance regarding Diaoyu Islands in the
Japan-U.S. Security Treaty. (c) Border adjustment tax. During his
election campaign, Trump mentioned that he would impose “border
adjustment tax on Chinese and Mexican imports, and impose
tax on the products which will be exported to America by the
American companies that invest in countries like China. Currently,
the Trump administration has significantly adjusted its position
on the issue. The Secretary of Treasury Mnuchin said that Trump
himself opposes border adjustment tax,” and it is not included in
the tax reform draft that the Trump administration handed to the
Congress. Although Republicans in the House of Representatives
are trying to push forward the tax, they meet strong objections in
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both the Senate and the House of Representatives, making the tax
bill less likely to be passed.

5. Policies that met with defeat. (a) The two “Muslim Bans”. On
January 27, 2017, Trump signed an executive order on Protecting
the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United States,
commonly known as the “Muslim Ban”. The order triggered great
indignation and was repealed by the Federal Appeals Court. On
February 28, Trump signed a relatively mild “Muslim Ban”, which
was repealed again by the court. By June 26, the Federal Supreme
Court has allowed the practice of parts of the “Muslim Ban”, while
a clearer resolution would only come out in the fall of 2017. To
be frank, the Establishment destroyed Trump’s core agenda by
checks and balance. (b) Improved relations with Russia. Trump
has encountered severe challenges in trying to improve the relation
with Russia due to the entrenched mistrust, or even hostility the
American society holds against Russia. Furthermore, it has led to
the biggest crisis ever since he took office. Michael Flynn, U.S.
National Security Advisor, resigned as the shortest-lived holder
of the office, and Trump himself and his team are deeply stuck in
the “Russiagate”. Regardless of the outcome, Russia and the U.S.-
Russia relation have become something that the American society
frowns on. The U.S.-Russian relation is not expected to improve in
the short and medium term.

6. Policies that are more intense than campaign rhetoric.
Priority has been given to whether the extent of Trump’s policies
would be less intense after he took office. In fact, Trump’s policies
on several issues are more intense than his campaign promises. The
most obvious examples are the nuclear issues of
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (the DPRK) and Iran.
The two issues were not top priorities during Trump’s election
campaign, and the “‘America First’ foreign policy” did not mention
the two issues. However, Trump positioned the DPRK’s nuclear
issue as the most critical national security challenge after taking
office, and tried to find breakthroughs by intensive military and
diplomatic actions. On Iran’s nuclear issue, the Trump
administration has not unilaterally withdrawn from the Iran
Nuclear Agreement, but it has reprimanded the Agreement as
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“terrible” on multiple occasions, and claimed that Iran never
complied with the Agreement. During Trump’s visit to the Middle
East in May 2017, he expressed the intention to set up a “Middle
Eastern NATO?” to restrain Iran.

From analysis above, it is obvious that
Trump’s foreign policy is in accordance with
his intention to a large extent. Especially

Trump’s foreign

POhCY has been in the two core issues of security and
generaﬂy n employment, Trump has either realized his

d ith promise (quitting the TPP), or has stuck
a(.:C(.)r ance wi to his promise while using a less adamant
his intended approach (Sino-U.S. trade relation). It is
development worth noting that in order to address the two

main concerns, Trump may have adopted
a less severe approach in other issues. For
example, the return to conventional stance
on Japan and South Korea may have something to do with the
DPRK’s nuclear issue, otherwise it would be difficult to explain
the change of attitude towards East Asian allies but not towards
NATO. Similarly, Trump changed his severe stance on Sino-U.S.
economy and trade, which may result from Trump’s expectation of
Sino-U.S. cooperation to tackle the DPRK’s nuclear issue. Trump’s
attitude has become more intense regarding the nuclear issues in the
DPRK and Iran, possibly because those are of direct relevance to
U.S. security.

Currently, the constraints to the Trump administration mainly
come from the Establishment. They set obstacles for Trump’s
domestic and international policies using the American political
system and the power of discourse, and effective results had been
achieved. However, these changes are not coming from Trump’s
own decisions. Based on current situation, the basic idea of
Trump’s “America First” foreign policy remains the same. The
compromising signs that the world notices are either strategic
retreat to achieve more important goals, changes on non-core issues,
or setbacks rather than voluntary compromises.

In the medium-to-long term, the Trump administration’s
foreign policy is shaped and contained by three confrontations.

direction so far.
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The first one is the confrontation between “America First” and
“internationalism” advocates within the Trump administration,
with the former made up of Trump’s campaign team members,
such as the chief White House strategist Bannon and National
Trade Council Director Navarro, and the latter comprised of the
Secretary of the Treasury Mnuchin, Assistant to the President
for National Security Affairs McMaster and National Economic
Council Director Gary Cohn. The American society is wondering
which group Trump’s son-in-law Kushner belongs to.'® The
second confrontation is between the White House and other
government bureaucracies. After Trump took office, his decisions
are made by an “inner circle” with high reliance on the White
House team, and the trait of “White House over conventional
bureaucracies” is showcased. The U.S. bureaucratic organizations,
with the Department of State as their representative, are gradually
being marginalized. So far, many senior positions in government
departments have been vacuumed, which in turn debilitates the
influence those bureaucracies could impose. Of course, such
situation will not last forever. As conventional bureaucracies resume
their rightful power back, the possibility that those departments
might “perform their responsibilities actively” to expand their
influence cannot be excluded. The third confrontation is the
one between the government Trump leads and the bipartisan
Establishment outside the administration. Just as shown during the
first few months after Trump took office, the third confrontation
would be the most uncertain factor the Trump administration faces.
How it developed would determine Trump’s government actions to
a large extent.

IV. DirecTION OF AMERICA’S POLICY TOWARDS CHINA

America’s policy towards China has become capricious and
unpredictable after Trump was elected. He first talked with the
Taiwanese leader over telephone and questioned the “One China”
policy, and then things changed as Trump met with Xi Jinping
in Mar-a-Lago: four mechanisms were set up, and practical
cooperation has been going on regarding DPRK’s nuclear issue
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and trade. However, the current Sino-U.S. situation is fickle and
iffy. Generally speaking, Trump’s policy towards China has the
following characteristics:

First, it is transforming from strategy-driven to issue-driven.
Before Trump, Obama had a very clear Asia-Pacific strategy.
With the region’s future importance in mind, Obama brought
forward strategies like “Return to the Asia-Pacific” and “Asia-
Pacific Rebalance”, so as to pump American strategic resources of
other regions into the Asia-Pacific. In foreign affairs, the Obama
administration was close to allies and partners, and approaching
the southeastern Asian countries using the South China Sea. In
economy, the Obama administration strongly pushed forward TPP.
In military, he increased military deployment in the Asia-Pacific.
The Obama administration had a relatively clear strategic plan for
the Asia-Pacific region. Meanwhile, he regarded Sino-U.S. relations
from a regional perspective, and treated the China policy under the
backdrop of the Asia-Pacific strategy. Regardless of the effects, his
policy on China and on the Asia-Pacific was clear. However, since
the Trump administration took office, no clear or complete strategy
on China or the Asia-Pacific has been proposed. No senior officials
with good knowledge of Asia or China have been appointed. On
the contrary, the Trump administration started from the general
strategy of “America First”. His policy towards China is focused on
addressing the two core concerns of security and employment, and
he has given priority to the DPRK’s nuclear issue and to economy
and trade, both of which are related to the two core concerns. He
strives for a relation that is “result-oriented”."” The advantage of
the strategy is that the Trump administration may have stronger
enforcement performance regarding core issues compared to the
Obama administration. On the other hand, the disadvantage lies in
the fact that his strategy is fragmented and substantially casual.

Second, “reciprocity” may become the main goal of the
Trump administration’s strategy towards China. Since the
big debate on China policy among American strategists in 2015,
“reciprocity” has increasingly become the “keyword” when
describing Sino-U.S. relations among strategists and businessmen.
More and more Americans are complaining that the openness of
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the Chinese market and society to America is far less from the
openness of American market and society to China, which has led
to a disadvantageous position of the U.S. in Sino-U.S. exchanges."
It is worth pointing out that Americans consider the so-called
“reciprocity” from a U.S. perspective, but it is not of this paper’s
intention to discuss the justification of this complaint. What is
worth noting is the logic behind the “reciprocity” discussion:
when America saw itself as the leading side and China as the weak
counterpart that could be manipulated and influenced, the U.S. was
comfortable with “unequal” and “non-reciprocity” circumstances.
However, as the gap is narrowing between China and the U.S,,
“shaping” China was becoming impossible. As a result, the
U.S. was no longer comfortable with “unequal” circumstances.
Obviously, this change mirrors a drop of confidence in the U.S.
when facing China. The discussion on Sino-U.S. “reciprocity”
among the American policymakers is in perfect keeping with
Trump’s focus on relative returns in foreign relations. Trump has
expressed multiple times during his campaign that China “has
taken advantage of America” in economy. “China and the U.S.
are competing in economy and America is losing.” “It’s easy for
Chinese companies to do business with America, but not as easy
for American companies to do business with China. We have to
pay enormous tax for doing business in China, but no tax for China
when it’s selling products to us.”"” The policy announcement by
officials has also indicated Trump’s principles of “not being taken
advantage of” and the pursuit of “reciprocity”. When explaining
Trump’s China policy, officials from the Department of State and
the Department of Defense have explicitly said “the rise of China
is causing a rapid loss of balance between China and the U.S. in
terms of economy, military and regional influence. The Trump
administration is seeking to strike a balance with a constructive and
result-oriented approach”.” In the briefing session before President
Xi Jinping’s visit to the U.S., when introducing the premise of
Trump’s economic policy, a White House official said that “bilateral
trade and investment have to be reciprocal. China and the U.S. need
to establish an economic relation that is just, balanced and based on
the principle of reciprocity”. “The principle of reciprocity means

93



Da Wei

that we want to work with the Chinese in a constructive manner
to reduce the systemic trade and investment barriers that they’ve
created that lead to an uneven playing field for U.S. companies. We
want the playing field to be level so that bilateral trade investment
can be mutually beneficial. ™

Third, the Trump administration showed apparent
“transaction” attribute in actions. Trump has always claimed
himself as the “master of trade”. He once published a book titled
The Art of the Deal. During his business career, Trump is good
at playing tricks. He sometimes forces business rivals to reach
agreements using approaches that cannot be put on the table. During
his election campaign, Trump claimed “we have power over China

and people don’t realize it”.” He believed that China relied more

on American market than the U.S. did on Chinese market. The U.S.
has huge economic sway over China, which it just has not turned
into advantages. After Trump’s election, he has shown apparent
trait of “issues inter-linked” in his China policy. After causing big
controversy when talking with the Taiwanese leader over telephone,
Trump said in his interview with Fox News on December 11, 2016:
“I fully understand the ‘One China’ policy, but I don’t know why
we have to be bound by a ‘one China’ policy unless we make a deal
with China having to do with other things, including trade”.” His
comment directly linked Sino-U.S. economic relation with “One
China” policy. After the Mar-a-Lago summit, Trump tweeted on
April 11,2017: “a trade deal with the U.S. will be far better for them
if they solve the North Korean problem”. He once again linked
Sino-U.S. economic relation with the DPRK’s nuclear issue. It is
worth noting that as the U.S. is “trading” with China, it has not
made any practical compromise that could be used as bargaining
chips so far. What Trump mainly does is to impose psychological
pressure on China using America’s formidable power, which is
explained as follows: he claimed not to be bound by the “One China”
policy, listed China as an exchange rate manipulator, imposed
high tax on Chinese products, and tensed the situation around the
Korean Peninsula, then he promised “not to change the status quo”
(such as backing the “One China” policy, not listing China as a
“exchange rate manipulator”, and not taking military action against
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the DPRK) and took it as a bargaining chip in exchange for meeting
American demands. Of course, not every action is a bluff. It is of
direct relevance to the mentioned “reciprocity” that Trump uses
economy and trade as bargaining chips. American strategists ask
for pressure against China in economy and trade. The position on
“One China” policy that Trump is swinging back and forth owned
its credit to the increasing popularity of the “debt to Taiwan” in
recent years. Though the mainstream opposes Trump to change
the stance regarding the “One China” policy, the remark of giving
“One China” policy a second thought and giving preferential
terms to Taiwan within the “One China” political structure is quite
prevalent. In a way, the U.S. is threatening China with economy
and trade: either the U.S. would change its current policy, or China
should make compromise in other issues in exchange for to the
U.S.’s unchanged policy structure.

Fourth, the Trump administration’s “unconventional”
attribute makes it possible for Sino-U.S. relation to break
conventional structure and realize strategic stability. Despite the
fact that the Trump administration does not show very strong
strategic thinking in short- and medium-term strategy and specific
policies, during its dealings with China, the necessity of reviewing
Sino-U.S. relations from a historical perspective has always been
stressed. Seen from this aspect, the Trump administration appears to
have the “big strategy” in mind. For instance, the Secretary of State
Rex Tillerson has remarked on multiple occasions that the U.S. is
discussing with China about “mutual relations in the next 50 years”
which include the “One China” policy, the Korean Peninsula and
the South China Sea.” These remarks have indicated that the Trump
administration is willing to explore the possibility of a medium- and
long-term strategically stable relationship with China. Because of its
“anti-establishment” and “unconventional” attributes, the Trump
administration is able to break through the structure the
Establishment set regarding the China policy. However, it is worthy
of attention that the U.S. political system of checks and balance and
the tense relations between the Establishment and the Trump
administration may cause great obstacles in the establishment of
medium- and long-term strategic stability. History has shown that
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Every time the U.S.
government tried to
make a breakthrough
in Sino-U.S. relations,
the Congress and other
political forces would
try to “neutralize” the
efforts.

to “neutralize” those efforts. Backed
by domestic laws and regulations,
the Congress have a bigger chance in
blocking the attempts. This design
makes it difficult for the U.S.
government to shake off strategic
elites in formulating policy towards
China, and this is an issue that both
governments of China and the U.S.
should pay close attention to when
pushing forward the development of
bilateral relations.
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