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1.  Introduction 
  

Myriad questions have resulted from the emergence of China as a clear twenty-first 

century political and economic power.  With the increase of China’s military might and 

economic influence, how will the U.S. – China relationship be defined?  Will conflict result as 

China challenges the United States to become the largest global economy or will 

interconnectedness between the nations stymie conflict?  Is there an international relations theory 

which best explains our current rhetoric and policy towards China and will help predict future 

relations?  This research builds off of vast academic literature to explore these questions and 

elucidate the U.S. – China relationship 

Following the fall of the Soviet Union, international relations scholars frequently 

attempted to predict the emergence of the next great power.  The European Union, China, 

Russia, and Japan were commonly identified as potential great powers to balance the United 

States’ hegemony.1  China’s meteoric economic rise has unquestionably clarified previous 

debate and has solidified its status as the predominant twenty-first century emerging power.  

China’s GDP growth rates have vacillated between 7.6% - 14.2% over the last 20 years despite 

weathering both regional and global economic recessions.2

                                                 
1 Jonathan Kirshner, “Political Economy in Security Studies after the Cold War," Review of International Political 
Economy.  Vol. 5, No. 1 (Spring 1998), pp. 64-91; Kenneth N. Waltz, “Structural Realism after the Cold War,” 
International Security. Vol. 25, No. 1 (Summer 2000), pp. 5-41; Gerald Segal. "Does China Matter?" Foreign 
Affairs. Vol. 78, No. 5 (September/October 1999), pp. 24 – 36. 

  Claims previously belonging to the 

United States of being the world’s leading exporter and the world’s leading manufacturer now 

belong to China.  Inexorable economic growth is expected to continue as the nation cements its 

position as a worldwide economic power.  Gradually China’s economy is expected to decelerate, 

but by 2030 several economic GDP measures project China’s economy will be larger than the 

2 The World Bank, “China GDP growth rate,” Public Data, 2012 <http://data.worldbank.org/country/china >; 
Salvatore Babones. "The Middling Kingdom," Foreign Affairs. Vol. 90., No. 5 (September/October 2011) 
<http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/68207/salvatore-babones/the-middling-kingdom>. 
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United States’.3  Hence, by current economic measures and projections, the rise of China is 

inevitable.4

Generally, realists view the rise of China as an emergence of a great power threat.  

Realists view the international relations system in terms of power politics driven by militaristic 

might, and China possesses the necessary input variables of natural resources, economic 

capacity, and population to produce military power.  This perspective has been reaffirmed by 

China’s rapid expansion of military resources and annually setting new records on military 

spending.

  Increasing economic power of China will subsequently lead to elevated levels of 

international political influence and clout rivaling the United States.  International relations 

scholars have thus been rigorously examining and predicting the possible outcomes vis-à-vis the 

United States.  Contending traditional realist and liberal international relations theories present 

varying policy outcomes. 

5

Contrary to this perspective, liberalism views the United States-China relationship in a 

broader context, focusing on integrated national economies, participation of China and the 

United States in international organizations, and the movement of China towards a democratized 

state.  Liberal scholars argue that as China and the United States become increasingly 

  As realists argue that nations are concerned primarily with relative power 

relationships, they view the power increase of China as a direct threat to the United States.  Thus, 

an inevitable war between the United States and China becomes a foregone conclusion. 

                                                 
3 The World Bank, “China 2030: Building a Modern, Harmonious, and Creative High-Income Society,” Conference 
Edition, 2012 <http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/China-2030-complete.pdf>. 
4 Arvind Subramanian, “The Inveitable Superpower: Why China’s Dominance is a Sure Thing,” Foreign Affairs. 
Vol. 90., No. 5 (September/October 2011) <http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/68205/arvind-subramanian/the-
inevitable-superpower>. 
5 Jane Perlez, “Continuing Buildup, China Boosts Military More Than 11 Percent,” The New York Times. March 4, 
2012, <http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/05/world/asia/china-boosts-military-spending-more-than-11-
percent.html?_r=1#>  
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economically interdependent upon one another, conflict would be mutually detrimental.6  

Furthermore, as China trends towards democracy the nations will adhere to the democratic 

peace.  Liberals assert the globalized twenty-first century has ushered in intricate economic and 

bureaucratic relationships between nation states which cannot be overlooked by simplistic power 

models.7

While theories offer predictive models as to what may or what should occur in 

international relations, an examination of empirical evidence to determine the actual policy 

actions of nations is important to determine underlying theory behind rhetoric and policy actions.  

This paper aims to examine the policy approaches undertaken by the United States through 

examination of both political rhetoric and policy.  This methodological approach addresses 

several questions.  First, it helps to determine whether there is one predominant theoretical 

paradigm underpinning United States policymakers’ decision-making.  Second, assessing both 

rhetoric and policy helps to determine whether a nation’s policy and rhetoric are consistent or 

inconsistent, as some scholars have suggested that inconsistencies occur in order to appease 

democratic publics.

 

8  Finally, analyzing both policy and rhetoric helps confirm or refute the 

debate in international relations theory regarding the importance of leaders.  Realism purports 

leaders do not matter and that rational states will adhere to policies based upon a logical calculus 

regardless of the leader.9  Liberalism suggests the critical importance of leaders in determining 

policy outcomes.10

                                                 
6 James L. Richardson, “Asia-Pacific: The Case for Geopolitical Optimism,” National Interest. No. 38 (Winter 
1994/95), pp. 28 – 39. 

  By sampling political rhetoric and policy across two recent administrations, 

7 Richard N. Lebow, “The Long Peace, the End of the Cold War, and the Failure of Realism,” International 
Organization. Vol. 48, No. 2 (Spring 1994), pp. 249 – 277. 
8 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2001). 
9 Kenneth N. Waltz, Man, the State and War (New York: Columbia University Press, 1954). 
10 Margaret G. Hermann and Joe D. Hagan, “International Decision Making: Leadership Matters,” Foreign Policy. 
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the data will show whether a change in administration led to significant changes in U.S. – China 

rhetoric or policy.  

 This research will address the preceding issues and questions in three sections.  Section 

two will explicate pessimistic and optimistic international relations perspectives of U.S. – China 

relations within the paradigms of realism and liberalism.  In section three, a sample of White 

House Daily Press Briefings across former President Bush’s and President Obama’s 

administrations will be used to determine trends in political rhetoric.  This sample will span from 

2001 to 2012.  Finally, U.S. policy vis-à-vis China will be explored in section four for major 

shifts in strategic framework and policy implementation.  Outcomes of the empirical analysis, 

predominant paradigms guiding U.S. policy toward China, and prospects of future relations in 

light of the leading paradigm will be explored in the conclusion.  

 

2.  International Relations Theories on China 

International relations theory is comprised of three prevalent theories: realism, liberalism, 

and constructivism.  Each projects a unique perspective on the U.S. – China relationship and 

offers varying outcomes should China continue to challenge the United States economically and 

militarily.  Here, the two predominant theories which comprise the majority of United States-

China literature are reviewed.   

 
Realism 
 

Realism is an international relations theory expounding power as the primary motivation 

for state behavior.  Building upon foundations set forth by Morganthau and Waltz, 

                                                                                                                                                             
No. 110, Special Edition: Frontiers of Knowledge (Spring 1998), pp. 124 – 137; Daniel L. Byman and Kenneth M. 
Pollack, “Let Us Now Praise Great Men: Bringing the Statesman Back In,” International Security. Vol. 25, No. 4 
(Spring 2001), pp. 107 – 146.  
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Mearsheimer’s The Tragedy of Great Power Politics articulates the rationale behind realist 

worldviews.11  Realism contends that the international system is comprised of states which make 

rational, calculated decisions based upon their external environments.  The perspective is based 

on several basic tenets.  First, nation states operate in an anarchic international system where 

there exists no higher ruling institution.  Secondly, states possess military capabilities which 

could possibly be used offensively to incapacitate another nation.  Third, the international system 

operates in a state of uncertainty, meaning that no state can be completely certain of another 

states’ intentions.  Fourth, the primary objective of any state is survival.  Finally, states are 

rational actors which operate in a system where power is a zero-sum game.12

 Realists contend that nations aspire to regional hegemony, meaning a power situation in 

which no other nation in the geographic region can reasonably contest the hegemon militarily.  

Such great power status is rare, and nations who achieve regional hegemony seek to remain the 

only regional hegemon due to the unwillingness of ceding any relative power to the upsurge of 

another regional hegemon.  This situation currently describes the United States – China 

relationship.  The United States sustains the only regional hegemony in the current unipolar 

world.  Unlike the bipolar world during the Cold War, no nation currently possesses the military 

capacity to balance the United States’ interests and military might.  Stephen Waltz argues that 

unipolar international systems invariably lead other nations with the sufficient capabilities to 

  Hence, given a 

certain set of parameters and options, a nation will pursue a particular policy options regardless 

of internal politics or leaders because the chosen option is rationally determined to best improves 

a nation’s relative power and continued survival. 

                                                 
11 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. 
12 Ibid., p. 17 – 18.  
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pursue regional hegemony.13

 However, realist predictions regarding U.S. – China relations can considerably vary in 

their pessimism or optimism. Friedberg examines how pessimistic and optimistic opinions can 

exist within a particular international relations theory perspective.

  Much like internal national politics, many realists believe 

international power vacuums lead to nation states trying to occupy the vacant power void.  The 

ensuing ascension to power typically leads to conflict with the current regional hegemon.  Thus, 

many realists are forecast a U.S. – China future embroiled with conflict. 

14  Friedberg identifies the 

majority of realists as pessimists who perceive China as a nation aspiring to increase its 

economic and military power.  As nations expand their economic and military capabilities, the 

natural tendency is to “define their interests more expansively and to seek a greater degree of 

influence over what is going on around them.”15

Conversely, Friedberg articulates the position of optimistic realists.  Such realists 

perceive the power aspirations of China as limited and the bastion of the United States’ regional 

hegemony impregnable.  Optimistic realists see the economic growth of China in the greater 

context of the overwhelming economic superiority of the United States.  Beckley articulates how 

China lags behind the United States in research and development investment, value added high-

  As a rising power, realists believe China will 

seek to expand its economic footprint, protect trade routes and exert a greater sphere of 

influence.  These actions will force an increasingly tense relationship between the United States 

and China, which will ultimately lead to conflict as the United States refuses to cede influence 

and relative power to a competing regional hegemon. 

                                                 
13 Kenneth N. Waltz, “Structural Realism after the Cold War,” International Security. Vol. 25, No. 1 (Summer 
2000), pp. 5-41. 
 
14 Aaron L. Friedberg, “The Future of U.S – China Relations: Is Conflict Inevitable?” International Security. Vol. 
30, No. 2 ( Fall 2005), pp. 7 – 45. 
15 Ibid., p. 19. 
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technology manufacturing, new product marketing and patents, and military investment.16  This 

lag will only grow as the United States recovers from an economic recession.  Assuming 

rationality of China’s leaders, realist optimists believe China will avoid conflict in order to 

sustain economic growth and maintain the prosperity of the region.  Furthermore, China lacks the 

military capacity to pose an aggressive military threat towards the United States.  Although 

China has consistently increased military spending, the United States spends nearly seven times 

more in military investment and possesses the economic capacity to “maintain, modernize, and 

integrate individual technologies into cohesive military systems” whereas China fails in these 

capacities and will face increasingly difficult economic and domestic problems which will limit 

Chinese power.17  Finally, optimistic realists contend that geographic limitations restrict any 

military conflict between the United States and China, as the United States is primarily a 

maritime power whereas China is a traditional land power.18

   

 

Liberalism 
 

Although both liberalism and realism use the state as the fundamental unit of analysis in 

international relations, liberalism portrays an international system far different than that of 

realism.  While realism asserts an anarchic international system with states vying for power and 

survival, liberalism elicits a theory based upon cooperation and harmony.  Liberal thinkers 

assume peace is the normal world state.  Such peace is achieved through economic 

interdependence, cooperation, and the underlying notion of the democratic peace.19

                                                 
16 Michael Beckley, “China’s Century? Why America’s Edge Will Endure,” International Security. Vol. 36, No. 3 
(Winter 2011), pp. 41 – 78.  

  The 

democratic peace dictum asserts that democracies do not fight democracies; therefore, as an 

 
17 Beckley, “China’s Century? Why America’s Edge Will Endure.”; The World Bank, “China 2030.” 
18 Robert S. Ross, “The Geography of the Peace,” International Security. Vol. 23, No. 4 (Spring 1999), pp. 81 – 118. 
19 Scott Burchill, Theories of International Relations: Chapter 3 - Liberalism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2005). 
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increasing number of nations democratize civilization will trend towards lasting peace.  Hence, 

war can be eliminated through democratization and economic interdependence.20  Furthermore, 

liberal place value on opening the “black box” of realist theory and analyzing internal political 

components in international policy decision-making.  Bureaucracies, democratic institutions, and 

political leaders are all important in determining the actions of states.  Participation in 

international institutions such as the United Nations, the World Trade Organization, or NATO 

also aid in the pacification of democratic states.  Obligations to international institutions 

constitute a commitment to the rule of law, principles liberals view as necessary in eliminating 

war.21

The optimistic worldview of liberal thinkers projects stark alternative U.S. – China 

outcomes compared to traditional realist thinking.

 

22  Based upon the basic tenets, liberals believe 

that relations between the United States and China do not necessarily lead to conflict.  Increased 

economic interdependence effectively nullifies the probability of war due to tremendous 

economic costs associated with such conflict.  Mutual participation in international institutions 

such as the Asian-Pacific Economic Cooperation, the World Trade Organization, and the United 

Nations draws the United States and China into a “thickening web of ties that liberal optimists 

believe will promote contact, communication, and, over time, greater mutual understanding and 

even trust, or at the very least, a reduced likelihood of gross misperception.”23

                                                 
20 Bruce Russet, Grasping the Democratic Peace (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994). 

  Diplomatic 

cooperation in confronting worldwide or regional issues, such as North Korean nuclear 

proliferation and aggression, only further develop communication and trust between the nations.   

A combination of economic forces, a democratizing China, involvement in international 

21 Burchill, Theories of International Relations, pp. 58 – 62. 
22 Friedberg, “The Future of U.S – China Relations: Is Conflict Inevitable?” 
23 Ibid, p. 14 
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institutions, and increased diplomacy would therefore firmly dissuade China and the United 

States from entering into military conflict. 

Contrary to this belief, Friedberg offers the pessimistic liberal viewpoint wherein liberal 

thinkers recognize that transitional democracies are more prone to conflict.  Mansfield and 

Snyder show empirically that nations which are transitioning from authoritarian regimes to 

democracy are more likely to engage in conflict.24  As China is in this transitional phase, liberal 

pessimists worry that this transition to democratic institutions could be associated with increased 

nationalism, repressive policies toward destabilizing political forces, instable institutions, and 

resulting military conflicts.  Liberal pessimists also recognize that China may not be sole 

aggressor in the relationship, as the United States may also act as a “crusading liberal 

democracy” which does not trust Chinese nondemocratic institutions.  Lack of mutual trust 

between the nations could lead to conflict as the nations view each other as fundamentally 

different in terms of civil and human rights.  As China and the United States would then fail to 

establish a stable relationship because of differences in governmental structure and philosophy, 

the United States may then become more inclined to more favorably support Taiwan and its 

democratic institutions.  Liberal pessimists worry that these potential developments and mistrust 

could lead to conflict between the United States and China.25

Thus, describing the U.S. – China relationship in generic international relations terms is 

not sufficient to predict possible long-run policy outcomes.  Friedberg’s analysis of international 

relations theories demonstrates that both realism and liberalism can lead to pessimistic and 

optimistic outcomes contingent upon how the relationship is framed and how future events and 

developments occur.  Although potential policy outcomes cannot be predicted by simple liberal 

 

                                                 
24 Edward D. Mansfield and Jack Snyder, “Democratization and War,” Foreign Affairs. Vol. 74, No. 3 (Summer 
1995), pp. 79 – 97. 
25 Friedberg, “The Future of U.S – China Relations: Is Conflict Inevitable?” 
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or realist labels, there is clear value in a detailed assessment of the current relationship.  

Determining the nature of current rhetorical content and the policy direction between the nations 

can aid in specifying which international relations paradigm best describes the nations’ 

interactions and guides U.S. policymakers.  Additionally, empirical inquiry will assist in 

determining whether liberalism or realism, and more importantly the pessimistic or optimistic 

perspective within the theory, best applies to U.S. – China relations.  By understanding the 

prevalent paradigm guiding U.S. policy decisions, researchers can more accurately project future 

relations and potential conflicts depending on whether the United States is operating under realist 

or liberal assumptions.     

 
3.  Political Rhetoric 
 

Policies of individual states are communicated to its citizenry through internet, television, 

and press media.  Rhetoric used to communicate policy is nearly as important as the policy itself 

as political rhetoric shapes and describes the relationships between two nations and can be a 

leading indicator of future policy.  Political rhetoric also occurs on an ongoing daily basis while 

significant policy decisions occur less frequently; thus, rhetoric provides insight into the 

relationship between two nations.  However, it has been demonstrated that political rhetoric can 

be manipulated and framed in an overly-simplistic or complex manner depending upon 

context.26

                                                 
26 S. Mark Pancer; Bruce Hunsberger; Michael W. Pratt; Sylvie Boisvert; Don Roth, “Political Roles and the 
Complexity of Political Rhetoric,” Political Psychology. Vol. 13, No. 1 (Mar., 1992), pp. 31 – 43. 

  Accurate insights based upon foreign relations dialogue can also be difficult to 

ascertain due to the executive authority over foreign relations information.  Public citizens are far 

removed from international relations and must place more trust in political elites to convey 

accurate information.  From this, rhetoric can be used to disguise or mislead publics based upon 
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the privilege of information.27  Moreover, political rhetoric in democratic nations may 

intentionally be camouflaged in liberal language in order to appease the democratic citizenry.  

Democratic publics are more prone to accept foreign relations policy that is focused on 

democratization, expanding human rights, and turning “bad” nations “good” rather than the 

competitive realpolitik emphasized by realism.  Mearsheimer suggests that realist-based United 

States policy may frequently be disguised as liberal in order to gain popular backing by citizens 

and public elites.28

 

 As a result, political description and explanation of policies may be 

inconsistent with the actual effects or intention of the policies themselves.  Similarly, the 

corollary may also be true as liberal foreign policy may be discussed in a more realist sense.  

However, the underlying or null hypothesis is that rhetoric and policy are consistent until 

evidence suggest otherwise.  The importance of rhetoric cannot be understated as it shapes 

relationships between nations and can inflame or defuse international relations.  Thus, this 

research aims to identify how political rhetoric in the United States vis-à-vis China is 

communicated to the American public and subsequently to examine whether the rhetoric is 

consistent with the policies it is framed around. 

Measuring Political Rhetoric   
 

Speeches, statements, briefings, and press releases are part of the ongoing news cycle of 

American politics.  With thousands of political actors and bureaucratic administrators 

communicating daily to the press, no issue is left uncovered.  From this deluge of information, 

systematically measuring political rhetoric without over generalizing policy statements and 

                                                 
27 Chaim Kaufmann, “Threat Inflation and the Failure of the Marketplace of Ideas: The Selling of the Iraq War,” 
International Security. Vol. 29, No. 1 (Summer 2004), pp. 5 – 48. 
28 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 23 – 25. 
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without duplicative counting becomes challenging.  Hence, political rhetoric was measured using 

two primary methods.   

First, White House Daily Press Briefings were examined for references to U.S. – China 

relations between January 2001 and April 2012.  A systematic sampling method was used in 

which data from March, June, September, and December of every year was surveyed for 

references to the U.S. – China relationship.  Using a summative content analysis methodology, 

“China” and “Chinese” were searched in each press briefing release.29

After reviewing the relevant data, these references were summated over the population 

and coded as positive, negative, or neutral.  A reference coded as positive contained attributes 

which supported the U.S. – China relationship such as speaking positively of diplomacy between 

the nations, cooperative developments between the nations, mutual interests, economic 

cooperation, or joint cooperation on regional security.  Specific words and phrases such as “the 

Chinese have been helpful”, “positive”, “very pleased”, or “very productive” were consistently 

coded as positive.  An example of a positively coded comment from Dec. 12, 2003 follows: 

  If a press briefing 

contained a substantive reference to China, it counted as a reference.  In this case, substantive 

refers to a reference that conveyed a value statement regarding China or described a relationship.  

Simple uses of “China” or “Chinese” by reporters without a response from the Press Secretary 

were not included in the sample.  Similarly, use of China as an example (i.e. energy prices are 

increasing because of increased global demand from nations like China and India.) were not 

included in the sample if there was no additional implied value or relationship between the 

nations.   

“Q:About the six-way talks, is there any proposal from the Chinse side?  And are you still – that 
the six-way talk will happen somewhere in the next week? 

                                                 
29 Hsiu-Fang Hsieh and Sarah E. Shannon, “Three Approaches to Qualitative Content Analysis,” Qualitative Health 
Research. Vol. 15, No. 9 (November 2005), pp. 1277 – 1288. 
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Mr. McClellan: Well, we’re continuing to have discussions.  We remain committed to seeking a 
peaceful resolution to the situation in North Korea with regards to its nuclear weapons program.  
And we continue to have discussions with the other parties.  
 
This is a multilateral approach that we are taking.  We had the initial talks.  We are hopeful for a 
new round of talks soon.  It’s important that there be a nuclear-free Korean Peninsula.  All parties, 
or at least five of those parties, agree that that is an important priority and are committed to a 
nuclear-free peninsula.  So we’re continuing to have those discussions.  There’s no update in terms 
of the timing of the next round of talks, but the Chinese have been helpful in those efforts.  And 
we are continuing to visit with them about that.” 

 

References were coded as negative if the President voiced a policy or an opinion that was in 

direct contrast to the Chinese policy, the statement implied increased hostile competition 

between the nations, the statement exuded clear disagreement in policy between the nations, the 

statement voiced concern over Chinese policy, the reference contained accusations of currency 

manipulation, or there was expressed disappointment in decisions made by the Chinese 

government.  Specific words and phrases within these statements which would cause a statement 

to be coded as negative included “concerned”, “reconsider”, “[a certain policy] cannot be 

allowed to stand”, or “we will speak out against them” among others.  An example of a negative 

comment from March 17, 2008: 

“Ms. Perino: The administration has certainly been in touch with the Chinese, and we’ve called 
them, as Secretary Rice did on Saturday, to exercise restraint in dealing with the protests, and 
we’ve urged an immediate end to the violence so that the people can get back to living a better 
life.  But we’re also very – we’re just very concerned of the overall long-term prospects of it.  So 
we’ve been in touch with them, and I’ll refer you to the Secretary of State’s office for more.”  

 

A response was coded as neutral if there was no clear positive or negative indication or if both 

positive and negative indications in the statement balanced one another.  Neutral coding occurred 

if a press briefing did not have a discernible positive or negative tone.  An example of a 

statement coded as neutral from Sept. 15, 2004: 

“Q: Okay.  The other one is, The U.N. today is discussing about Taiwan membership in the U.N. 
and it’s likely to be turned down.  Do you have a position on Taiwan’s participation? 
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Mr. McClellan: You know our position when it comes to the one China policy and everything 
else.  That remains our position.” 

 

Frequently, multiple references or questions regarding China occurred in a single day’s press 

briefing.  Multiple references were coded as a single observation because days are the unit of 

observation.  However, coding within each observation was also conducted based upon subject 

matter.  If three questions were asked in a press briefing relating to the Chinese economy, the 

Chinese military, and religious freedom in China, the event would be coded as a single 

observation with three subject matter references coded by the economy, military, and religious 

freedom. 

The advantage of using Daily Press Briefings is that members of the media are asking 

questions about relevant policies and current events.  International relations agreements and 

disagreements along with notable statements are brought to the forefront – including remarks by 

the President, Vice President, press briefings by cabinet members, bilateral diplomatic meetings, 

and policy issues, among others.  Systematically searching these databases captures major world 

events between China and the United States.  Speeches, meetings, and policy issues are all raised 

during the press briefings which are then spoken about by the Press Secretary who reflects the 

administration’s position or remarks on the dialogue or event which took place.  Although the 

data used is secondary in that the direct quotations of the President, cabinet member, or diplomat 

are not used, the press briefing statement is the administration’s rhetoric about policies and 

events that took place and projects an appropriate tone relating to the event. 

In addition to daily press briefings, major policy speeches were also used to determine 

the acting political theory.  State of the Union Addresses are a primary speech addressed to the 

United States public which outlines the President’s vision for the country and highlights 

domestic and foreign issues.  These speeches were examined for policy references to China and 
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coded as positive or negative based upon rhetorical implications.  Major foreign policy speeches 

by the President or Cabinet members as well as U.S. – China diplomatic meetings will also be 

reviewed by sampling full transcripts or press briefings of major speeches which are captured in 

the sample.   

 

White House Daily Press Briefings 

 The sample elicited 162 total references to China throughout the sampling period of 2001 

to 2012 with the selected months of March, June, September, and December. Summary statistics 

can be seen in Table 1.    

 

Table 1: Summary Statistics of Daily Press Briefings: 2001 – 2012  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overall, 37.3% of statements were coded as positive, 30.4% negative, and 32.5% neutral.  These 

figures do not overwhelmingly suggest rhetoric based upon mutuality and cooperation or 

mistrust and disagreements.  Instead, they suggest a more nuanced relationship with balanced 

rhetoric.  This is reflected by both administrations characterizing U.S. – China as “complex”.30

                                                 
30 Daily Press Briefing: June 6, 2007 

   

Positive Negative Neutral

Compiled 37.3 30.4 32.5

Disaggregated

Bush Administration 38.5 26.6 34.9

Obama Administration 34 37.7 28.3
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 Although the data do not suggest a clear realist or liberal bias in political rhetoric, it is 

interesting to note the trend switch between President Bush and President Obama’s 

administrations.  Overall mean statistics show the Bush administration had positive comments 

exceed negative comments by 11.9%.  Neutral comments exceed the frequency of negative 

references.  Transition to the Obama administration shows a clear shift in the aggregate data, 

with negative rhetorical references exceeding positive references by 3.7% and representing the 

highest plurality of the data.  However, data analysis around the transition years of 2008 and 

2009 reveals an opposite trend.  In 2008, 39% of statements from the Bush administration 

concerning China were negative while only 33% were positive.  The immediate transition to the 

Obama administration saw 44% positive statements and 22% negative statements.  Several 

plausible justifications may explain this occurrence.  First, this result may be an effect of the 

Bush administration leaving office.  True opinions of the Chinese administration may be more 

accurately portrayed as the administration is leaving office and does not feel the pressure to 

maintain the status quo relationship.  Alternatively, the incoming Obama administration may be 

attempting to initiate positive relationships during the first year in office, making rhetoric 

positively skewed.  Finally, these results which differ from the aggregate summary statistics may 

be a result of small sample sizes. 

The results of the aggregate data present a stark contrast which suggests an evolving 

relationship between the United States and China.  Increasing realist rhetoric may be a result of 

growing tensions as China continues to increase economic and political clout.  Additionally, 

political rhetoric is not simply one-sided; it is part of a feedback loop.  Escalating economic 

tensions or provocations from Chinese international policies can result in more competitive 

rhetoric and that may not simply be attributed to changing administrations.  Differences between 
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the administrations can be further explored through subject matter references and identifying 

whether certain policies catalyze shifting dialogue.   

As previously stated, each daily reference was coded as a single event, but within the 

particular daily press briefing, multiple references to China and Chinese policy may have been 

made.  These were coded by the specific issue or subject matter which was referenced in the 

daily press briefing.  Table 2 displays the percentage breakdown of positive and negative 

references across administrations.  A total of 86 subject matter references were coded within 60 

positive observations.  A total 60 subject matter references were coded within 49 daily 

observations.  Percentages were calculated by dividing the number of subject matter references 

by the total number of positive or negative references for each administration.  The total number 

of references for each categorical classification are listed in parenthesis below the percentage.   

Unmistakably, for the Bush administration one aspect of positive cooperation and 

agreement was regional security.  This category related to regional security issues around China, 

specifically North Korean nuclear proliferation.  Statements surrounding Iraq, diplomatic 

relations, and trade and currency issues were also frequently cited in positively coded 

observations.  The Obama administration has much more variance in the results, with trade and 

currency, the overall economy, Iran relations, and diplomatic relations all receiving over ten 

percent of the positive subject matter references.  References regarding human rights, 

democracy, freedom and religion, and international trade and currency were the most prevalent 

in negative observations.  Two notable shifts in trade and currency and human rights rhetoric can 

be observed.  The Obama administration increased negative trade and currency rhetoric while 

decreasing human rights negative rhetoric relative to the Bush administration.   
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Several primary conclusions can be deduced from these data.  First, concerns about 

Chinese military expansion were not expressed at the frequency a realist might predict.  

Economic trade and human rights concerns were far more prevalent than negative comments  

 

Table 2: Subject Matter Reference Comparison: Percentages Across Administrations (number of 
references in parenthesis) 

 

Issue

Bush Administration 
Positive References:

2001 - 2008

Obama Administration 
Positive References:

2009 - 2012

Bush Administration 
Negative References: 

2001 - 2008

Obama Administration 
Negative References:

 2009 - 2012

Regional Security 36
(20)

10
(3)

6
(2)

4
(1)

Diplomatic Relations 13
(7)

10
(3)

3
(1)

4
(1)

Iraq 11
(6)

0
(0)

0
(0)

0
(0)

Trade and Currency 9
(5)

23
(7)

22
(8)

36
(9)

Iran 7
(4)

20
(6)

0
(0)

4
(1)

Environmental 7
(4)

10
(3)

0
(0)

0
(0)

Economy 5
(3)

20
(6)

0
(0)

8
(2)

Human Rights/Democ 5
(3)

0
(0)

33
(12)

20
(5)

Military 4
(2)

7
(2)

14
(5)

8
(2)

Missile Defense 4
(2)

0
(0)

3
(1) 0

Libya 0
(0)

0
(0)

0
(0)

0
(0)

Syria 0
(0)

0
(0)

0
(0)

8
(2)

Taiwan 0
(0)

0
(0)

11
(4)

4
(1)

Religious Freedom 0
(0)

0
(0)

8
(3)

4
(1)
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regarding Chinese military expansion.  Concordantly, several positive references were made to 

U.S. – China military relations and proposed increased cooperation between the militaries.      

Second, the abundance of negative concerns revolving around human rights, religious 

freedom, and democracy finding largely supports liberal theory. A central tenet of realism is that 

nations do not see beyond the “black box” of another nation.  The data show that this is not the 

case, and especially under the Bush administration, differing ideas of human rights, democracy, 

and freedom were fundamental tensions in the United States- China dialogue.  These issues still 

were still predominant in the Obama’s administration’s rhetoric, but occurred at almost half the 

rate compared to the Bush administration. 

Third, the political rhetoric data are filled with complexities that appear to define the U.S. 

– China relationship.  For example, 43% of the Obama administration’s positive subject matter 

references surrounded the economy, trade, and currency.  Ideas of cooperation and increased 

interdependence were fundamental to these positive statements.  Yet 44% of the negative subject 

matter references were also comprised of general economy and trade related issues.  This 

seeming incongruity embodies the complex relationship between the nations.  The United States 

and China are inextricably linked economically and recognition of this important relationship 

and continued cooperation is voiced in political rhetoric.  However, as much as the United States 

is able to express the positive progressions in economic and diplomatic ties, conflicts and 

dissentions are equally as easily voiced.  The importance of the U.S. – China relationship and the 

necessity of cooperation receive distinct recognition in rhetoric, but differences between the 

nations will continue to be voiced, exemplifying the complexity of this international relationship.   
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Overall, political rhetoric has become increasingly more competitive and realist based in 

the past three years.  While this may be a response to increasingly aggressive Chinese policy and 

rhetoric, U.S. leaders are willing assume competitive or adversarial rhetorical approaches 

without fear of reprisal from the United States’ democratic public.  Additionally, the results of 

the data support the idea of a complex issue-by-issue rhetorical relationship between the United 

States and China rather than a simple “liberal” or “realist” policy tone.  

 

State of the Union Addresses 

 State of the Union Addresses from 2001-2012 used to analyze whether the data trends 

expressed in the daily press briefings were consistent with policies articulated in the annual 

address.  Transcripts of the addresses were examined with the same methodological process as 

the daily press briefings.31

 Throughout the Bush Administration State of the Union Addresses, China was referred to 

only five times in the eight speeches.  In 2002, President Bush emphasized that America was 

working with China in new ways never before seen to usher in peace and prosperity.  Speeches 

from 2003 and 2007 described mutual cooperation between China and the United States to 

address North Korean nuclear concerns.  In response to the environmental movement, President 

Bush advocated for an international green energy fund to aid in the transition of the Chinese 

  References to “China” or “Chinese” were searched for and coded by 

frequency and content.  The overall nature of the statement was then determined to be positive, 

negative, or neutral depending upon rhetorical emphasis.  Table 3 displays summary statistics of 

the findings. 

                                                 
31 Transcripts obtained from NY Times, Washington Post, and whitehouse.gov – Addresses to Joint Session of 
Congress were used for 2001 and 2009 because they substitute as a State of the Union Address for the newly 
inaugurated administration.  The American President Project uses the same methodology: 
<http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/sou.php#axzz1uDbw29cW>. 
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economy to be increasingly environmentally friendly.  The only negative reference occurred in 

2006 when President Bush stated China was a new competitor in a dynamic global economy.  

This however could be viewed as a neutral comment in context, as he was arguing against 

protectionist trade policies. 

 
Table 3: Summary Statistics of State of the Union China References 

Bush Administration
2001 - 2008

Obama Administration
2009 - 2012

Total China References 5 12

Positive 80% 8%
Negative 20% 50%
Neutral 0% 42%

 

 In the four years of State of the Union Addresses from President Obama, China has been 

referenced twelve times in far more competitive, economic terms.  President Obama typically 

uses China as a metric to which he compares the United States economy.  In 2009 he states, “We 

know the country that harnesses the power of clean, renewable energy will lead the 21st century.  

And yet, it is China that has launched the largest effort in history to make their economy energy 

efficient.”  Similarly in 2010, the statement “China is not waiting to revamp its economy… 

These nations are not playing for second place” reinforces the economic competition between the 

United States and China.  Yet 2012 brought the strongest negative language towards China, with 

President Obama championing the number of trade cases brought against China, indirect 

statements towards China regarding the unfairness of piracy, and creation of a Trade 

Enforcement Unit to investigate unfair trade practices from countries like China. 



   

22 

 While the sample of State of the Union addresses is small, there is a clear rhetorical trend 

in the addresses regarding China.  Increasingly competitive and hostile language has been used 

in the speeches to characterize the relationship between the nations.  This shift in State of the 

Union rhetoric reaffirms the data trends observed in the daily press briefing data where more 

positive, liberal language from President Bush was replaced with increasingly competitive, 

realist language from President Obama.  

 

Complex Message 

 An analysis of political rhetoric has shown the United States’ language vis-à-vis China to 

be complex.  Overall, general rhetoric has become increasingly jaundiced following the election 

of Barack Obama.  Yet the data show rhetoric to be complex and not directed by one 

international relations perspective.  Identifiable trends in dialogue show liberal ideas of human 

rights and democracy promotion to continually be contentious in rhetoric.  These points of 

disagreement are one of the few consistent components of political rhetoric.  While economic 

factors are often a point of negative, competitive rhetoric, they are frequently positive factors as 

well.  Realists would predict military rhetoric to be a primary component of competitive 

language, but transition from the Bush administration to the Obama administration shows a 

decrease in negative rhetoric and increasing positive rhetoric regarding U.S.-China military 

relations.  Clearly, the rhetorical posture of the United States is an amalgam of liberal and realist 

tenets.  No perspective is shown to be predominant within the data.  However, an assessment of 

United States policy throughout the sampled time period, while focusing on the switch of 

administrations, must be conducted to determine whether U.S. policy has matched or differed 

from its rhetorical posture.   
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4.  Policy Approach 

  Evaluation of United States foreign policy in relation to China is necessary to confirm 

whether complex U.S. political rhetoric is a true reflection of foreign policy or whether there is 

an incongruent relationship between rhetoric and policy.  Additionally, analyzing policy can 

confirm or refute assertions of liberalism and realism regarding the importance of leaders in 

making policy decisions.  However, several problems arise in attempting to systematically 

analyze foreign policy.  First, U.S. foreign policy exists in a multifarious international system.  

Geopolitical forces in Southeast Asia other than China may cause policy action by the United 

States, but the policy may mistakenly be misinterpreted as directed toward Chinese interests.  

Secondly, policies indirectly affecting China can be argued as Chinese policy, depending on the 

international perspective one takes.  For example, free-trade bills with South Korea could be 

viewed as U.S. policy serving U.S. interests of cheaper imports, job creation, or improving 

foreign relations; yet, the same policy could be interpreted as indirectly attempting to limit 

Chinese imports to the United States and restrict China’s export growth.  Third, policy can be 

interpreted and viewed from a variety of perspectives.  Whether a scholar tends to view the U.S. 

– China relationship as a zero-sum or positive-sum perspective can radically affect the policy 

analysis and the recommendation for future policy action.32

                                                 
32 Thomas J. Christensen, “Fostering Stability or Creating a Monster? The Rise of China U.S. Policy Towards East 
Asia,” International Security. Vol. 31, No.1 (Summer 2006), pp. 81 – 126. 

  Finally, the temporality of policy 

can be misleading.  Policy formulation and implementation is an arduous process that can be 

delayed due to numerous factors.  This lagged effect can then occasionally limit the extent to 

which a policy which is enacted can be compared to current prevailing policy issues.  
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 Additionally, limited variance in U.S. – Chinese policy has occurred within the time 

restrictions of this sample.  Sutter emphasizes that President Obama was “unusual in recent U.S. 

presidential politics in not making an issue of his predecessor’s China policy.”33  In essence, 

President Obama continued the constructive engagement processes set forth by former President 

Bush while also maintaining contingency planning and military hedging.  This two-pronged 

strategy of positive engagement and containment has been labeled “congagement” and can be 

described as “each government used engagement to build positive and cooperative ties while at 

the same time seeking to use these ties to build interdependencies and webs of relationships that 

constrained the other power from taking actions that opposed its interests.”34  Policymakers 

within the Bush administration advocated that the dualistic strategy be sustained into the Obama 

administration due to the strategy’s relative success.35

 Yet diplomatic and policy measures used to implement this strategy are dependent upon 

the receptivity of the Chinese.  The Obama administration has faced an increasingly obstinate 

Chinese administration which has renewed the policy focus on the Asia-Pacific region.  Deemed 

the “Pacific Century,” American policy in the Pacific will be aimed to maintain U.S. strength and 

posture throughout the region.

  Congagement has helped navigate the 

complex relationship with the Chinese while inhibiting the development of a completely 

adversarial relationship. 

36

                                                 
33 Robert G. Sutter, Chinese Foreign Relations: Power and Policy Since the Cold War (Lanham: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2012). 

  Secretary of State Hilary Clinton outlined a policy of “forward-

deployed” diplomacy which engages foreign governments in Southeast Asia, renews our 

34 Daniel Blumenthal, “Bull in the China Shop,” Foreign Policy. February 10, 2012, 
<http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/02/10/bull_in_the_china_shop?page=0,1>; Sutter, Chinese Foreign 
Relations: Power and Policy Since the Cold War, pp. 131 – 132. 
35 Thomas J. Christensen, “Shaping the Choices of a Rising China: Recent Lessons for the Obama Administration,” 
Washington Quarterly. Vol. 32, No. 3 (Summer 2009), pp. 89 – 104. 
36 Hillary Clinton, “America’s Pacific Century,” Foreign Policy. November 2011, 
<http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/10/11/americas_pacific_century>. 
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economic commitment to the region, advocates for democratization and human rights, and forges 

a strong military presence in the region.37

 Because the Obama administration maintained the Bush administration’s strategic 

posture in Southeast Asia, this research will examine policy trends and shifts within the context 

of the dualistic congagement strategy.  The objective is to maintain consistency between areas of 

rhetoric and policy comparison throughout the analysis.  Significant policy development and 

shifts will be identified based upon the categorization of topics within the previous rhetoric 

section.  Specifically, policy developments in Taiwan and military relations, economic trade, 

diplomatic relations, regional security, and human rights will be analyzed for whether such 

developments or shifts have occurred since the changing of administrations and whether these 

policies conform to the rhetorical paradigms previously outlined.  

  Policies necessary to institute the long-run goals in the 

Pacific follow the general congagement framework and will be both proactive and reactive to 

foreign government actions. 

 
Military Policy 

 Policy surrounding military operations in the Asian-Pacific region has been significantly 

changing since the introduction of the Obama administration.  Military policy in the Pacific 

under the Bush regime remained largely status quo while engaging in wars in Afghanistan and 

Iraq.  Despite significant increases in Chinese military capability, the Bush administration 

remained focused on military objectives in the Middle East and instead centered its Chinese 

policy on influencing choices Chinese leaders made with their increased regional power.38

 Following the completion of the Iraq war and the impending conclusion of the war in 

Afghanistan, renewed emphasis on military policy in the Pacific has been undertaken.  President 

 

                                                 
37 Ibid 
38 Christensen, “Shaping the Choices of a Rising China: Recent Lessons for the Obama Administration” 
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Obama stated in an address to the Australian parliament, “The United States is a Pacific power, 

and we are here to stay.”39  This comment has been reinforced by announcing a new military 

base in northern Australian and the issuing of new strategic guidance on military policy in the 

Pacific.  Furthermore, talks regarding an increased military presence in the Philippines began in 

February 2012.40  These policy actions have been reinforced by the January 2012 statement by 

the President declaring a rebalancing of military resources to the Asia-Pacific region with the 

intent to ‘credibly deter potential adversaries and to prevent them from achieving their 

objectives, the United States must maintain its ability to project power in areas in which our 

access and freedom to operate are challenged.’41  Access and freedom to operate are the critical 

phrases in this statement.  China has become increasingly assertive and confrontational in the 

South China Sea where Chinese vessels have confronted U.S. surveillance ships.42  Such 

confrontations have entailed Chinese vessels shadowing U.S. ships and aggressively 

maneuvering in close proximity.43   Challenges toward U.S. and South Korean joint military 

exercises in the Yellow Sea have also occurred.44  Such actions have created tenuous military 

relations which reaffirm realist’s belief that rising powers can create conflict by projecting their 

power.45

 Further complicating the U.S. military policy stance toward China is Taiwan.  Currently, 

the “One China” policy held by President Bush has been assumed by President Obama.  This 

policy recognizes China’s views of Taiwan as part of their territory, but does not formally 

   

                                                 
39 President Barack Obama, “Remarks By President Obama to the Australian Parliament,” November 17, 2011, 
<http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2011/11/17/remarks-president-obama-australian-parliament>. 
40 The Economist, “The dragon’s new teeth,” April 7, 2012, <http://www.economist.com/node/21552193>. 
41 Ibid 
42 Sutter, Chinese Foreign Relations: Power and Policy Since the Cold War, pp. 149. 
43 CNN, “Pentagon Says Chinese Vessels Harassed U.S. Ship,” March 9, 2009, <http://articles.cnn.com/2009-03-
09/politics/us.navy.china_1_chinese-ships-chinese-vessels-chinese-media?_s=PM:POLITICS>. 
44 Sutter, Chinese Foreign Relations: Power and Policy Since the Cold War, pp. 149. 
45 Waltz, “Structural Realism After the Cold War.” 
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recognize China as the sovereign power over Taiwan, nor does the policy recognize Taiwan as 

an independent sovereign state.46  Many believe that China’s military ascent is largely designed 

for engaging an American military force attempting to protect Taiwan in the case of secession.  

Such ‘asymmetric capabilities’ are designed specifically to counter the strengths of the U.S. 

military in the event of military conflict.47

 

  Examples of these asymmetric weapons include land-

based ballistic missiles with the power to incapacitate United States Navy vessels, long range 

radar detection system, and submarine fleets.  Thus, refocusing the U.S. military to the Asia-

Pacific region can largely be seen as a realist policy approach aimed to counteract the increasing 

power projections of the Chinese military.  These policy changes have been implemented in 

response to Chinese action and can be evaluated as realist policy action taken by the Obama 

administration.  Occurrences such as these were not manifest under the Bush administration due 

to American military resources being focused in the Middle East and the lack of Chinese military 

power projection necessitating reallocation of U.S. military resources.   

Diplomacy 

 Diplomatic efforts concerning China have remained consistent between the Bush and 

Obama administrations.  Contact and dialogue between the leaders of the nations remains regular 

while formal structures encouraging cooperation between ambassadors, secretaries, and political 

and business leaders facilitate constructive conversation between the nations.  One primary 

means for bilateral discussions is the U.S. – China Strategic and Economic dialogue which was 

originally formulated under the Bush administration as Strategic Economic Dialogue.48

                                                 
46 The Washington Times, “Obama affirms ‘one-China’ policy,” November 17, 2009 
<http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2009/nov/17/obama-affirms-one-china-policy/>. 

  

47 The Economist, “China’s military rise,” April 7, 2012, <http://www.economist.com/node/21552212>. 
48 U.S. Department of the Treasury, “U.S. – China Strategic and Economic Dialogue,” May 4, 2012, 
<http://www.treasury.gov/initiatives/Pages/china.aspx>. 

http://www.treasury.gov/initiatives/Pages/china.aspx�
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Conversations involving cabinet members, ambassadors, and special representatives occur 

annually, alternating between the capitals of the nations.  These meetings are essential in 

communicating policy positions, articulating policy disagreements, and generating positive 

dialogue and cooperation.  In addition, diplomatic visits and regular communication remains a 

staple of the U.S. – China relationship, with more than sixty bilateral government-to-government 

meetings happening each year.49

Although policy in diplomatic relations has remained relatively constant, increased 

military confrontations, disagreements over Tibet and Taiwan, and trade accusations early in the 

Obama administration caused tenuous diplomatic relations.  However, the Chinese reversed 

policy decisions and mollified aggressive rhetoric prior to the visit of President Hu Jintao to the 

United States in January 2011.

 

50  Notable diplomatic progress such as Defense Secretary Robert 

Gates re-establishing dialogue with Chinese military leaders and creation of the U.S. – China 

Governors Forum resulted.  This forum focuses on sub-national cooperation and facilitates trade, 

investment, and positive relationships between United States governors and Chinese sub-national 

leaders.51

                                                 
49 Kenneth Lieberthal and Wang Jisi, “Addressing U.S. – China Strategic Distrust,” The Brookings Institution. 2012, 
<http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/Files/rc/papers/2012/0330_china_lieberthal/0330_china_lieberthal.pdf>. 

  Thus, little variance in diplomatic policy between the Bush and Obama administration 

has occurred.  Both administrations use the congagement strategy effectively and succeed in 

maintaining a cooperative, assertive relationship with China.  Significant diplomatic 

developments with China during the Obama administration have taken place largely to 

ameliorate deteriorating relations and return to the status quo.  These developments have 

manifest on the caprice of Chinese policy and do not appear to reflect a significant policy shift 

between the Bush and Obama administrations. 

50 Sutter, Chinese Foreign Relations: Power and Policy Since the Cold War, pp. 150. 
51 Embassy of the United States, “U.S. – China Sub-National Cooperation,” January 19, 2011, 
<http://beijing.usembassy-china.org.cn/subnational.html> 
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Economy and Trade 

 Economic policies between 2001 and 2012 reveal consistent trading trends. Overall, the 

bilateral trade value in 2010 was $457 billion, with the United States importing $365 billion in 

goods and exporting a total of $92 billion to China.52  These statistics rank China as the largest 

supplier of imported goods to the United States and the third largest export market.  The 

economic relationship with China has been growing at a rapid rate despite the global financial 

crisis and economic recession in the United States.  According to the Correlates of War bilateral 

trade data, the United States has increased its imported value of good from China by 183% 

between 2001 and 2009.53  While both administrations have invoked accusations of currency 

manipulation on behalf of the Chinese, both administrations partook in higher levels of trade 

with China.54

 With the growing integration of the trade relationship, both U.S. and Chinese leaders 

recognize the necessity of maintaining a positive trade relationship.  As Hilary Clinton succinctly 

stated while arguing for a refocused policy on the Asia-Pacific region, “The fact is that a thriving 

America is good for China and a thriving China is good for America.”

  

55

                                                 
52 Office of the United States Trade Representative: Office of China Affairs, “U.S. – China Trade Facts,” 2012 
<http://www.ustr.gov/countries-regions/china>; Merle David Kellerhals Jr., “U.S., Chinese Economies Bound by 
Ties of Commerce, Investment,” August 16, 2011, 
<http://iipdigital.usembassy.gov/st/english/article/2011/08/20110816132551elrem0.7114527.html?#axzz1tU5RH6R
S>. 

  However, trade 

relationships are not without dispute.  A major policy difference between the Bush and Obama 

administrations has been the rate of WTO disputes brought before the organization and the 

establishment of the Trade Enforcement Agency.  President Obama has emphasized doubling the 

53 Barbieri, Katherine and Omar Keshk, Correlates of War Project Trade Data Set Codebook, Version 3.0. 2012.  
Online: <http://correlatesofwar.org>. 
54 White House Daily Press Briefings 
55 Hillary Clinton, “America’s Pacific Century.” 
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rate of WTO dispute cases to end unfair trading practices.56  However, this metric must be 

viewed in the global context of international trade and the competitive structures of 

globalization.  Market capitalism is the driving paradigm of foreign trade and is overseen by the 

WTO.  Competition is a driving force that establishes equilibriums and trading patterns that are 

mutually beneficial, but must occur in situations of equality.  Unfair trading practices jeopardize 

established equilibriums and can lead to asymmetric trading relationships in which prices and 

quantities are observed to favor a certain nation of status or power.57

Furthermore, despite an increase in WTO disputes between the United States and China, 

the raw data suggest that trade disputes do not equate to negative relationships.  The United 

States has brought 19 trade cases against the European Union compared to the 13 cases brought 

against China; conversely, the European Union has issued 32 cases against the United States 

while China has only initiated six complaints towards the United States.

  Thus, trade disputes can be 

viewed as necessary means to maintain the stability and equality of the international trading 

system. 

58

                                                 
56 President Barack Obama, “Remarks by the President in State of the Union Address,” January 24, 2012, 
<http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2012/01/24/remarks-president-state-union-address>. 

  Certainly the absolute 

quantity of trade disputes does not strictly translate into defining relations between nations or 

groups of nations as friendly or unfriendly.  Despite having more trade disputes with the 

European Union, the U.S. – EU relationship is far more established and congenial than that 

between the U.S. and China.  Moreover, the United States has had 115 trade disputes raised 

against its trading practices.  South Korea, Japan, Canada, Mexico, and India all have issued 

more disputes against the United States than China.  Although the United States has issued 

57 Michelle Garfinkel, Stergios Skaperdas, and Constantinos Syropoulos, "Trade in the Shadow of Power," Oxford 
Handbook of the Economics of Peace and Conflict. (November 2010). 
58 World Trade Organization, “Disputes by country/territory,” 2012, 
<http://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/dispu_e/dispu_by_country_e.htm>. 
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double the amount of disputes with China than China has reciprocated, trade disputes do not 

necessarily demonstrate a stark change in policy or accurately reflect the affability of relations 

between states.  With increasing trade disputes, it is in China’s interest to continue to trade and 

resolve disputes diplomatically without adverse effects in order to sustain its economic growth.59

The major economic trade policy implemented by the Obama administrations which was 

not instituted during the Bush administration is the establishment of the Interagency Trade 

Enforcement Center (ITEC).  Signed into law in late February 2012, the ITEC’s policy mission 

is to monitor and enforce U.S. rights under international trade agreements and ensure that 

domestic U.S. workers and citizens receive maximum benefit under international trade law.

 

60  

This policy shift was announced during the State of the Union address and has been largely 

considered to be directed at China, although the intention of the IETC is to monitor global 

trading relationships.  China has not been receptive to the establishment of the new unit, though 

there are no current indications that this policy change will decelerate the overall trade 

relationship between the United States and China.61

Trade agreements can also be analyzed as policy tools which administration leaders use 

to expand cooperation with specific countries.  Specifically, the United States has negotiated free 

trade agreements with 18 nations and is currently in the process of fully implementing two 

additional agreements.  The Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), a proposed multinational free trade 

bloc of nine Pacific countries, is also in the negotiating phase and could be implemented in the 

 

                                                 
59 Charles Kenny, “Red Dawn: Why the United States should embrace, not fear, China’s economic rise,” Foreign 
Policy. September 6, 2011, <http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/09/06/red_dawn?page=0,1>; The 
Economist, “Settling trade disputes: When partners attack,” February 11, 2010, 
<http://www.economist.com/node/15502811?story_id=15502811>. 
60 The White House: Office of the Press Secretary, “Executive Order – Establishment of the Interagency Trade 
Enforcement Center,” February 28, 2012, <http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2012/02/28/executive-
order-establishment-interagency-trade-enforcement-center>.  
61 Kenneth Rapoza, “China Getting Concerned Over Trade War,” Fobes. March 1, 2012, 
<http://www.forbes.com/sites/kenrapoza/2012/03/01/china-getting-concerned-over-trade-war/>. 
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upcoming years.  Examination of free trade agreements yields little result of effective policy 

actions directed towards China.   

First, trade agreements lack expediency in negotiation and implementation, making them 

weak instruments to curb another nation’s actions or have immediate economic impact. The 

negotiation and initiation timeline of free trade agreements can span from several years to nearly 

a decade, as the TPP is currently in its seventh year of negotiation (including four years of U.S. 

negotiation beginning in 2008 the Bush administration).62  Extended timespans of negotiation 

and implementation also complicate the association of a specific free trade policy with a specific 

President.  Secondly, free trade agreements are focused not only on improving the trade 

conditions for U.S. workers, but also in improving the international relationship with the nation 

in which the agreement was entered.  Finally, free trade agreements cannot compete or 

significantly impact the aggregate U.S. – China trade.  Most of the eighteen free trade 

agreements were implemented throughout the 2000s with little impact of slowing the exponential 

rate of trade with China.  The net value of trade agreements also do not measure to the immense 

proportion of U.S. – China trade.  For example, if the TPP were implemented, the trading bloc 

created by the eight economies would be the United States’ fifth-largest trading partner.63

 

  While 

trade within the bloc would increase, the likely impact on the U.S. – China trade relationship 

appears to be minimal.  As China’s economy continues to grow, the trade relationship between 

the United States and China will not be threatened by free trade policy measures by the 

respective nations. 

Human Rights 

                                                 
62 The Trans-Pacific Partnership Digest, “Timeline,” 2012. <http://www.tppdigest.org/>. 
63 Office of the United States Trade Representative, “Remarks by President Barack Obama in Meeting with Trans-
Pacific Partnership,” November 12, 2011, <http://www.ustr.gov/about-us/press-
office/speeches/transcripts/2010/november/remarks-president-barack-obama-meeting-tran>. 
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 The United States remains committed to promoting human rights and religious freedom 

within China.  Policy actions have remained unchanged during the transition between the Bush 

and Obama administration.  Annual reports on the advancement of freedom and democracy have 

continued to label China as a violator of human rights and outline policy actions undertaken by 

the United States to address human rights abuses.64  The United States has repeatedly stated that 

it is committed to human rights promotion, religious freedom, and democratization within China.  

Primary policy means for achieving these goals have been public and private dialogue, support 

of the rule of law in China, and legal and judicial reform.65  Policies supporting non-

governmental organizations that work for human rights, legal, and judicial reform in China are 

continually supported by the United States.  Both administrations have issued statements 

encouraging the Chinese to recognize and engage in conversation with the Dalai Lama in order 

to pursue an improved humanitarian state of affairs in Tibet.66

Yet pursuing humanitarian goals within China is difficult due to the delicate relationship 

between the nations and the tradeoffs which must be made in order to sustain amicable relations.  

United States policymakers must balance an aggressive posture on human rights promotion with 

maintaining positive economic, military, and diplomatic relationships.  An over-zealous 

approach to human rights promotion could lead to worsening relations between the United States 

and China, which in turn could lead to negative economic repercussions.  The United States has 

maintained a policy of openly stating its objections to human rights activities within China, but 

   

                                                 
64 U.S. Department of States, “Advancing Freedom and Democracy,” 2012, 
<http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/afdr/index.htm>. 
65 Ibid 
66 Ibid; U.S. Department of State, “State’s Baer at House Hearing on Tibetan Policy Act,” June 2, 2011, 
<http://iipdigital.usembassy.gov/st/english/texttrans/2011/06/20110606102642su0.627647.html?distid=ucs#axzz1O
UfiqpKU>. 
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continues to focus on military, economic, and diplomatic issues before pressing human rights 

disputes. 

 
Regional Security/North Korea 

 United States policy on regional security in East Asia, specifically stability on the Korean 

Peninsula, relies heavily on the cooperation of the Chinese.  Rhetorical analysis of regional 

stability observed vast cooperative statements issued by the Bush administration and to a lesser 

extent the Obama administration.  Reliance upon the Chinese remains a primary policy option to 

deter bellicose actions from North Korea.  The recent attempt of North Korea to launch a long-

range ballistic missile has reinforced the regional security policy relationships between the 

United States and China.  After a failed test North Korean long-range missile test, concerns have 

grown over the possibility of the regime testing a nuclear device.  The United States has called 

upon China to further assist “reining in” North Korea.67  China has responded with calls for 

cooperative dialogue and for North Korea to avoid taking actions which would destabilize the 

region.68  Recognizing the significance of a stable Korean Peninsula, the United States and China 

will continue to coordinate and work together to ensure peaceful relations on the peninsula.  

While disagreements may transpire between the United States and China regarding the specific 

responsibilities of each respective nation in pursuing the peace process, a mutual interest exists 

in avoiding conflict.69

                                                 
67 Ben Blanchard, “China makes veiled warning to North Korea not to carry out nuclear test,” Reuters. April 25, 
2012, <http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/04/25/us-korea-north-china-idUSBRE83O09220120425>. 

  Hence, as the Bush administration pursued policies of multinational talks 

with China and surrounding nations to subdue North Korean nuclear pursuits, the Obama 

administration has continued the policy trend.  Although differences between the administrations 

68 Ibid 
69 Ibid 
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are exhibited in policies and sanctions directly related to North Korea, consistent policy is 

demonstrated in regards to China’s involvement in stabilizing the Korean peninsula.70

 

 

Consistent Policy 

 Examination of U.S. - China policy evidence yields relatively consistent policy 

approaches between the Bush and Obama administrations.  As noted by Sutter, President Obama 

was unusual in his candidacy for President in that he did not disagree with the policies 

implemented by President Bush.71

                                                 
70 The White House: Office of the Press Secretary, “Press Gaggle by Press Secretary Jay Carney and Deputy 
National Security Advisor for Strategic Communications Ben Rhodes Aboard Air Force One,” April 13, 2012, 
<http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2012/04/13/press-gaggle-press-secretary-jay-carney-and-deputy-
national-security-adv>. 

  Extending China policies has created a firm and consistent 

message of positive engagement combined with military containment and hedging strategies.  

Reallocation of military resources to the Pacific region has demonstrated the conviction of U.S. 

policymakers to remain a strong central presence in the region throughout the century.  

Expanding military bases to Australia is likely the first of several steps in establishing a stronger 

military influence in the region.  President Obama’s military emphasis in the Pacific region 

represents a distinct policy shift from President Bush, but policy in other policy arenas remains 

similar.  Economic policy with China continues to sustain rapid growth and interdependence 

between the U.S. and Chinese economies.  Creation of the IETC represents a shift in policy 

under the Obama Administration, but commitment to equitable economic trade does not equate 

to inimical relationships.  Trade between the United States and China continues to grow while 

diplomatic and sub-national cooperation mechanisms are created and implemented.  United 

States policy towards China remains demonstrably wedded to congagement with little evidence 

of policy variance throughout the sample period. 

71 Sutter, Chinese Foreign Relations: Power and Policy Since the Cold War, pp. 149. 
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5.  Results 

 Evaluation of the rhetorical and policy empirical evidence reveals several interesting 

trends of U.S. – China relations.  First, on an aggregate level the composition of the United 

States’ cooperative, adversarial, and neutral rhetorical statements align with its dualistic strategy 

of congagement.  The policy combines ideas of cooperation and power containment, thus 

refuting the claim that U.S. – China relations can be explained solely by liberalism or realism.  

Rather, congagement combines both paradigms and the respective ideas of cooperation and 

power constraint.  There is not one underlying political theory driving American policy towards 

China.  Subsequently, an amalgamated policy comprised of tenets from both liberalism and 

realism should be expected to have a matching combination of realist and liberal rhetoric 

supporting the policy.  The rhetorical evidence supports the conclusion that rhetoric does not 

have an overwhelming realist or liberal slant and that, on average, overall rhetoric is consistent 

with the policy approach of the United States. 

 Disaggregating policy data helps to determine the importance of leaders in policy 

implementation.  As previously stated, realism contends that due to a limited set of policy 

options and given the rationality of a nation state, leaders do not matter in policy decision-

making.  Calculated rationality will always lead to a certain option being chosen.  Contrarily, 

liberalism advocates for the importance of leaders and how choices by a nations’ leaders can 

radically alter international events.  This research concludes an ambiguous result on the 

importance of leaders.  Although many of President Obama’s policies are continuations of the 

previous administration’s policies, significant foreign policy shifts have occurred.  The pivot to 

the Pacific is a major military policy shift that varies radically from President Bush’s military 

strategy in the Pacific.  Creation of the Interagency Trade Enforcement Center represents a clear 
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commitment to fair trade which was not emphasized with policy action under the Bush 

administration.  However, the Obama administration maintained policy consistency with many 

of the Bush administration’s policies, such as in improving diplomatic ties, advocating for 

human rights and religious freedom, expanding the economic relationship, maintaining the One 

China policy, and establishing free trade agreements in the Pacific region.  Continuity of the 

majority of policies and significant policy shifts in several political arenas leads to ambiguous 

results regarding the importance of leaders.  The fact that President Obama is the first President 

to not take issue with the previous President’s China policy is perhaps a testament that these data 

are unique and that typically international policy shifts with the inauguration of a new President.  

It could be the case that President Obama believed the previously established policy approach 

was correct but as developments with China have occurred necessary adjustments to military and 

trade policy have been enacted. 

Nuanced policy and rhetoric trends can also be seen in the data.  Policy switches to more 

unfriendly stances should coincide with increasing competitive, negative rhetoric.  The creation 

of the International Trade Enforcement Center was clearly a policy shift aimed to limit unfair 

trade by the Chinese.  This policy action has come amongst a stark increase in negative 

economic trade rhetoric by the Obama administration compared to the Bush administration.  

However, the Obama administration has also increased its positive trade related rhetoric.  

Refocusing military assets to the Pacific has also coincided with an unexpected increase in 

positive rhetoric and decrease in negative rhetoric of the Obama administration.  These 

contradictory instances may be the result of small sample sizes or recognition from the United 

States’ perspective of the importance of the Chinese relationship and the necessity to balance 
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rhetoric and policy that could be perceived by the Chinese as aggressive with positive, 

cooperative rhetoric.  

Yet overall the aggregate rhetoric data and State of the Union speeches demonstrate 

increased confrontational and adversarial rhetoric during the Obama administration.  This could 

have several explanations.  First, the rhetoric under the Obama administration may have become 

more confrontational in response to the Chinese.  Actions taken by Chinese vessels in the South 

China Sea, negative reactions to U.S. weapons sales to Taiwan, disagreement over international 

interventions, and trade disagreements may have prompted the Obama administration to become 

more stridently antagonistic in public statements.  Alternatively, increased negative rhetoric may 

be the result of domestic political pressure to be “tough on China.”  For example, President 

Obama has been criticized by his upcoming Republican challenger Mitt Romney for being “soft” 

on China.72

 

  Hence, the administration may attempt to project an assertive and tough stance 

against China in order to appease domestic voters.  Finally, the negative rhetoric could be a 

reflection of a fracturing relationship between the nations and a prelude to implementation of 

power projecting policies.  However, it is likely that the switch is rhetoric is a combination of 

these factors, as both domestic and international variables influence the rhetoric and policy of an 

administration. 

6.  Conclusion 

 This research has analyzed the policy and rhetorical relationship between the United 

States and China.  White House Daily Press Briefings and State of the Union speeches were 

utilized to determine trends in dialogue.  Multiple policy arenas were examined for consistencies 

                                                 
72 Merrill Goozner, “Romeny Pushes Obama to Take Hard Line on China,” The Fiscal Times. May 1, 2012, 
<http://www.thefiscaltimes.com/Articles/2012/05/01/Romney-Pushes-Obama-to-Take-Hard-Line-on-
China.aspx#page1>. 
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or policy switches between President Bush’s and President Obama’s administrations.  The results 

have shown that a distinct shift towards increasingly hostile and confrontational rhetoric has 

occurred.  While policy has been far more consistent, policy shifts in the previous seven months 

have favored the containment aspect of the congagement strategy, with military realignments and 

increased trade policy enforcement.  These shifts cannot be extrapolated as concrete trends in the 

data, but could potentially indicate a paradigm shift in the U.S. – China relationship. 

Relations between the United States and China are determined by more factors than 

simple rhetoric and policy.  Exogenous shocks can also disrupt the delicate relationship between 

the nations.  The recent incident involving the Chinese dissident Chen Guangcheng is a pertinent 

example.73

Trust in international relations is also a critical unobserved variable.  The complex U.S. – 

China relationship does little to build a stable relationship.  Diplomatic gestures and cooperation 

are small gains, but constant policy hedging and varied regional interests limit the gains from 

diplomatic agreements and purvey a palpable sense of distrust.  This so-called “strategic distrust” 

is a result of ideological differences within the government institutions, U.S. promotion of 

human rights within China, mutual distrust regarding the strategic intentions of Taiwan, and 

currency disagreements.

  Unforeseen instances such as these can radically affect the U.S. – China relationship 

and challenge the United States’ policy resolve to address policy differences with China, 

specifically in areas of human rights, religious freedom, and Taiwan. 

74

                                                 
73 Christophre K. Johnson, “Dissident’s flight could strain U.S. – China ties,” CNN. April 28, 2012, 
<http://www.cnn.com/2012/04/28/opinion/johnson-china-dissident/index.html?iref=allsearch>. 

 

74 Kenneth Lieberthal and Wang Jisi, “Addressing U.S. – China Strategic Distrust,” The Brookings Institution. 2012, 
<http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/Files/rc/papers/2012/0330_china_lieberthal/0330_china_lieberthal.pdf>. 
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Yet policy relations between the United States and China continue to move forward.  

Despite policy shocks such as the Chen Guangcheng incident, a policy solution was found.75  

Economic relations continue to advance and solutions to improve the trust deficit have been 

proposed.76  The leaders of the United States and China recognize their symbiotic relationship 

and will avoid policy action which jeopardizes their regional and international economic 

standing.  China’s shift away from confrontational policy in the South China Sea is an example 

of recognizing when a policy stance is causing increased harm than good.77

The current rhetorical and policy relationship between the United States and China is 

observably complex and nuanced.  Despite fears of an inevitable war between the nations, this 

research has shown that the current congagement strategy has produced relatively consistent 

policy which embodies both liberal and realist tendencies.  Rhetoric follows this combined trend, 

with no category of adversarial-based rhetoric or cooperative-based rhetoric garnering more than 

50% of the data in either the Bush or Obama administration.  General policy observations lead 

this research to determine that the overall relationship between the United States and China can 

be categorized by liberalism than realism.  However, as previously stated, both pessimistic and 

optimistic outcomes can occur for either the liberal or realist paradigms.  The current U.S. – 

China relationship appears to center between the pessimistic and optimistic liberal camps.  Clear 

disagreements over human rights, religious freedom, and democratization along with strategic 

distrust cloud a strong economic relationship.  Therefore, it is incumbent upon U.S. and Chinese 

  Such actions set a 

precedent for maintaining positive relations between the nation states and reversing policies 

which may lead to negative outcomes. 

                                                 
75 CNN, “NYU invites Chen to be visiting scholar,” CNN. May 5, 2012, 
<http://www.cnn.com/2012/05/04/world/asia/china-activist-us/index.html?hpt=hp_t3>. 
76 Kenneth Liebertahl and Wang Jisi, “Addressing U.S. – China Strategic Distrust.” 
77 M. Taylor Fravel, “All Quiet in the South China Sea,” Foreign Affairs. March 22, 2012, 
<http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/137346/m-taylor-fravel/all-quiet-in-the-south-china-sea?page=show>. 
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leaders to continue to strengthen economic interdependence and address strategic distrust 

through intentional diplomatic processes and military dialogue in order to ensure the progression 

of a positive and cooperative U.S. – Chinese relationship devoid of conflict. 


