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When Donald Trump 
became US president 
on Jan. 20, 2017, the 

world could and should have 
seen a downturn in Sino-Ameri-
can relations. During his election 
campaign, Trump had criticized 
China fiercely: “We can’t con-
tinue to allow China to rape our 
country, and that’s what they 
are doing.” He also declared he 
would “label China a currency 
manipulator.”

A year later, in January 2018, it 
is remarkable how stable the US-
China relationship has become. 
What happened? Did Trump 
change? Or did China adapt? 
Did events intervene? Did North 
Korea help or hurt?

The real story is a complex one. 
Just as the ancient Chinese emper-
ors perfected the art of “barbar-
ian” management, the current Chi-
nese leaders have learned the art 
of “America” management. They 
know that American presidential 
candidates must criticize China in 
election campaigns. President Bill 
Clinton threatened in 1992 that 
he would never “mollycoddle the 
butchers of Beijing.” But just a 
year later, at the APEC Economic 
Leaders’ Meeting in November 
1993, I personally saw Bill Clin-
ton “mollycoddle” President Jiang 
Zemin. It was an amazing sight.

This is why despite Trump’s 
election campaign and his subse-
quent provocations – e.g. accept-
ing a congratulatory call from 
Taiwan – China decided to take 
the initiative to stabilize the US-
China relationship by sending 
President Xi Jinping to call on 
Donald Trump at Mar-a-Lago 
in April 2017. Given Trump’s 
mercurial personality, the meeting 
could have gone badly. Instead, it 
went well.

Curiously, the issue of North 
Korea may have helped. North 
Korea carried out provocative 
nuclear tests and missile launches 

throughout 2016 and 2017. In 
theory, as China is seen as an ally 
of North Korea, these tests should 
have driven a wedge between 
China and the US. Instead, it 
managed to highlight the coun-
tries’ common interest in pre-
venting nuclear proliferation and 
maintaining stability in Northeast 
Asia. In an interview with the 
Wall Street Journal, Trump made 
a candid admission: “After listen-
ing for ten minutes [to Xi who 

explained the history of China 
and Korea], I realized it’s not so 
easy. I felt pretty strongly that 
they had a tremendous power 
over North Korea. But it’s not 
what you would think.” This is 
why both Trump and Xi Jinping 
announced in Florida that they 
would cooperate on North Korea.

Nevertheless, North Korea’s 
provocations continued, and each 
time America promised retalia-
tion. Trump tweeted: “Military 
solutions are now fully in place, 
locked and loaded, should North 
Korea act unwisely.” US Ambas-
sador to the UN Nikki Haley 
was equally threatening: “If 
war comes, make no mistake, 
the North Korean regime will be 
utterly destroyed.” By the end of 
2017, we should have seen con-
flict break out in North Korea, 
but peace held. Both the US and 

China had done their calcula-
tions and decided that the cost 
of war would be too high; it has 
been estimated that one million 
residents of Seoul could die from 
a North Korean artillery barrage 
on day one of the conflict.

Such is the ultimate paradox of 
East Asian security: The differ-
ences between China and Japan 
over the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands 
continue unabated; the differ-
ences between China and the four 

ASEAN claimant states (Brunei, 
Malaysia, Philippines and Viet-
nam) in the South China Sea 
remain unresolved; new tensions 
have emerged between China and 
South Korea over the deployment 
of the American THAAD Radar 
System in South Korea; China has 
frozen its relations with South 
Korea and encouraged massive 
boycotts; the number of Chinese 
tourists visiting South Korea 
plummeted nearly 50 percent 
from January to August 2017.

An even more dangerous stand-
off emerged between China and 
India when China sent in con-
struction teams to extend an exist-
ing road in Doklam, a disputed 
border area between China and 
Bhutan. India’s immediate reac-
tion was to send in military rein-
forcements. For several weeks, 
Chinese and Indian soldiers were 

locked in a perilous eyeball-to-
eyeball standoff. This, too, could 
have erupted in conflict. Ulti-
mately, China blinked. Both sides 
agreed to return to status quo 
ante. India wisely decided not to 
crow about its victory. 

A clear pattern has thus emerged 
in the way China manages the 
challenges and problems on its 
borders. It will stand firm where 
its fundamental interests are 
involved. However, it is also ready 
to make pragmatic adjustments 
to dial down the temperature on 
any potential bilateral dispute. 
For example, while the level of 
trust between China and Japan 
– two key regional rivals – has 
not improved, the relationship 
has assumed a certain calm and 
stability.

And why is China being prag-
matic in the short term? The 
answer is simple. Chinese leaders, 
unlike Western leaders, think in 
the long term. They know time 

is on their side. China’s economy 
will become much bigger within a 
decade, and it is shrewd enough 
to know that both its neighbors 
and the world will make careful, 
pragmatic alterations to adjust 
to a world where China becomes 
number one. 

The only country that could 
potentially derail China’s emer-
gence is still the US, which is 
another key reason why China is 
so careful and pragmatic with its 
neighbors. Each regional dispute 
presents the US with an opportu-
nity to step in and stir the waters. 
This was on full display in the 

South China Sea. Despite its own 
reluctance to submit to interna-
tional arbitration, the US strongly 
supported the judgment of the 
international tribunal at the Perma-
nent Court of Arbitration (PCA) in 
The Hague when it opined on the 
China-Philippines dispute. In July 
2016, State Department Spokes-
man John Kirby offered: “It is 
both our hope and our expecta-
tion that China will abide by its 
legally binding obligations under 
this decision. The world is watch-
ing to see if China is really the 
global power it professes itself 
to be, and the responsible power 
that it professes itself to be.” In 
September 2016, President Barack 
Obama told the ASEAN leaders in 
Laos that “the landmark arbitra-
tion ruling in July, which is bind-
ing, helped to clarify maritime 
rights in the region.” By defusing 
tensions with its neighbors, China 
is denying the US opportunities to 
intervene in the region.

China’s long-term strategy of 
managing its rise to becoming 
the number one power can be 
described with just a few key 
brushstrokes. 

First: Be patient; time is on our 
side. 

Second: Maintain stability in 
the US-China relationship, where 
– paradoxically – Trump’s unpre-
dictability has helped China. By 
walking away from the Iran deal 
and TPP, recognizing Jerusalem as 
the capital of Israel and courting 
public squabbles with the prime 
ministers of key allies like the 
UK and Australia, Trump repeat-

edly makes clear that China is a 
more predictable partner. Con-
sequently, the election of Trump 
may prove a useful trump card 
for China. Nevertheless, China 
remains acutely aware that it must 
maintain a calm and stable rela-
tionship between Trump and Xi 
Jinping, and so far it has played 
a winning hand.

Third: On the positive side of 
the ledger, China is significantly 
increasing the interdependence 
between China and its neighbors 
through the Belt and Road Initia-
tive (BRI). China is already the 
number one trading partner of 
most of its neighbors, including 
Mongolia, North Korea, Paki-
stan, Laos and Vietnam. It could 
also emerge as the biggest investor 
in the BRI partner countries. Over 
time, the links between China 
and its “near abroad” will only 
become stronger. Already, 85 per-
cent of inward and 33 percent 
of outward BRI investment goes 
through Singapore.

It will not all be a smooth sail-
ing. Growing interdependence 
can create challenges. After the 
Chinese built the Hambantota 
port in Sri Lanka, debt payments 
became too onerous for the Sri 
Lankan government, which 
wisely decided to hand over the 
port to Chinese firms on a 99-year 
lease. Other big infrastructure 
projects could create similar bilat-
eral issues. However, if Chinese 
leaders continue their pragmatic 
approach, all these issues and 
challenges should also be man-
aged with deftness.

Over time, China’s emergence 
as the world’s leading economy 
and power will become an unde-
niable reality. The big question 
is whether the rest of the world 
will prove as pragmatic as China. 
Most of China’s neighbors have 
already adapted to its pragma-
tism. As a result, East Asia is 
likely to remain calm, even as 
several bilateral issues and ten-
sions simmer away under the 
surface.  

Commander-in-Xi
China’s long-term strategy for becoming the world’s number one power

… CHINA DECIDED TO 
TAKE THE INITIATIVE 
TO STABILIZE THE US-
CHINA RELATIONSHIP

DESPITE TRUMP’S  
ELECTION CAMPAIGN 
AND SUBSEQUENT 
PROVOCATIONS  …

BY KISHORE MAHBUBANI

KISHORE MAHBUBANI  
is professor in the Practice of Public Policy at the National 
University of Singapore. He is the author of Has the West  
Lost it? A Provocation (Penguin, 2018).

PICTURE ALLIANCE / AP PHOTO

S E C U R I T Y  C H A L L E N G E S

From president to president: Donald Trump met with Xi Jingping in Beijing on Nov. 9, 2017


