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ПОЛИТИЧЕСКИЙ АНАЛИЗ  
КИТАЙСКО-АМЕРИКАНСКОЙ ТОРГОВОЙ  

ВОЙНЫ И ЕЕ ПОСЛЕДСТВИЙ

В статье основное внимание уделяется торговой войне между Китаем 
и Соединенными Штатами, двумя экономическими гигантами современно-
го мира, ее влиянию и последствиям для политики Китая. Китайско-аме-
риканские двусторонние отношения, длившиеся четыре десятилетия, те-
перь сталкиваются с серьезной проблемой в эпоху президента Д. Трампа. 
Методология исследования базируется на сложном сочетании научных ме-
тодов, в основном аналитических, систематических и сравнительных. На-
учная новизна данной статьи состоит в том, что она дает общий обзор 
текущего состояния китайско-американских отношений при администра-
ции Трампа и факторе торговой войны, указывая на некоторые недавние 
последствия для Китая. Полученные выводы могут быть использованы для 
формирования более стабильных и позитивных двусторонних отношений 
в сложных условиях современных международных отношений и современ-
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ной глобальной политики на фоне непредсказуемого личного характера 
и стиля правления президента Трампа.

Ключевые слова: Китай, сдерживание, новая холодная война, китай-
ско-американские отношения, администрация Трампа, торговая война.
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THE POLITICAL ANALYSIS  
OF THE SINO-U.S. TRADE WAR AND IMPLICATIONS 

This article highlights its focus on the current trade war between China 
and the United States, the two economic giants in the modern world, its impact 
and implications for China’s policy-making, from the political perspective. The 
Sino-U.S. bilateral relations, which lasted for 4 decades, are now facing a major 
challenge under President D. Trump era. The research methodology is based 
on a complex combination of scientific methods, mainly analytical, systematic 
and comparative. The scientific novelty of this article is to provide the general 
survey of the current Sino-U.S. relations status under Trump administration and 
the trade war factor, indicating some fresh implications from China’s point of 
view. The obtained conclusions can be applied in managing more stable and 
positive bilateral relations in complexity of modern international relations and 
comtemporary global politics amid President Trump’s unpredictable personal 
character and governing style.

Key words: China, Containment, New Cold War, Sino-U.S. relations, The 
Trump administration, Trade War.
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Introduction. The China-U.S. trade war has became a new pattern in modern 
Sino-U.S. relations, the so called new pattern is that this trade war marked a 
major shift of the Trump administration’s policy towards China, which had a 
profound impact on the Sino-U.S. relations lasted for 4 decades. The bilateral 
trade war between the two largest economies, maybe also the biggest trade war in 
the history of the world so far, has been beyond the trade itself, became a major 
political factor that would not only shift the future of the bilateral relations, but 
also shift the future of the world. As the Sino-U.S. Trade war became a major 
issue that has attracted global attention, most of the scholars generally believe 
that China is rising rapidly, however their views differ greatly when analyzing the 
goals and motivations of China and the United States behind this trade war. The 
reason why there is such a big divergence is that the theories on which all parties 
judge Sino-U.S. relations are quite different, the prospective derivation is based 
on different theories, and diversified forward-looking conclusions are reached. 
As a matter of fact, as soon as Trump became the US president, some scholars 
pointed out that the existing theory of contemporary international relations would 
undergo a major test [18]. The former U.S. Treasury Secretary Henry Paulsen also 
stated on November 7, 2018 that if China and the United States could not reach a 
feasible consensus on trade disputes, an economic iron curtain could be formed. 
Chinese President Xi Jinping pointed out that “China and the United States must 
have accurate judgments on each other’s strategic intentions.” when he met with 
former US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger in Beijing. This statement is both 
the Chinese government’s response to the U.S. generalization of the reasons for 
China’s negative views, also shows that there are major differences between the 
parties in assessing the nature of Sino-U.S. relations.

For both China and the United States, it is necessary to assess whether the 
factors that cause each other’s interests to increase or decrease are objective, or 
whether one party has implemented a grand strategy aimed at reducing the other’s 
strength. Obviously, China ’s economic growth and its rise as a trading country 
have indeed occurred in the integration into the international economic system 
led by the United States. China’s significant economic growth is also part of the 
result of the overall force of United States’ foreign policy for many years. There 
is indeed the possibility of a strategy to slow China’s rise. However, China’s 
economic and trade growth are not entirely the gift of the United States, but 
mainly the result of the Chinese government’s implementation of the competetive 
development strategy, which is the product of fully adjusting the domestic system 
while absorbing international resources. China’s development is endogenous, 
and there is huge room for adjustment when facing changes in the external 
environment. At the same time, as a developing country, China’s primary goal is 
not to compete for power, but to pursue the improvement of the Chinese people’s 
living standards. Western international relations theory often ignores this, thus 
exaggerating the power effect of national development. As China’s per capita 
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GDP is still lower than the world average and less than one-fifth of the United 
States, the characterization of a trade war as a hegemony does indeed confuse the 
complex relationship between strength and intention.

Sources and the Methodology. Though the Sino-U.S. relations had been 
studied by many experts, the Sino-U.S. relations under President Trump since 
the trade war have created a fundamental new task force for all experts from both 
sides. As the Sino-U.S. relations are heading to a dramatic new direction today, 
which would reset the former Sino-U.S. relations that lasted for 4 decades, the 
uncertainty facts and risks are rapidly increasing [8; 2; 4; 14; 22].

The methodological basis consists of the general scientific methods of political 
analysis on international relations issues, in particular analytical, empirical, 
chronological, comparative, situational, narrative, and descriptive methods, 
which are based on the principles of consistency and historicity. Furthermore, 
research methods are based on the principles of systematic and structural-
functional analysis, which provides the comprehensive review of trade war factor 
in a changing Sino-U.S. relations.

Results. In the evolution of the nature of Sino-US relations, the definition 
and measurement of power is a key problem. Most scholars believe that power 
transfer mainly emphasis on material power, ignoring the fact that power itself is 
a social construct [17]. Some scholars from the perspective of the United States 
exerting Japan’s example show that the claims about the transfer of power in East 
Asia are exaggerated [16]. Some scholars have distinguished relational power 
and productive power from the perspective that power and capability do not 
necessarily match. They believe that although China’s capabilities are increasing, 
it cannot be said that a transfer of power has occurred.

In the theory of international relations, the analysis of capabilities has 
long occupied the mainstream, and there are a lot of expositions on whether it 
is realism or liberalism, the material power is used as the basis for changes in 
relations between major powers. However, most of the theories are based on 
assumptions rather than facts. For example, offensive realism assumes that the 
security dilemma always exists, the state must always expand its power to ensure 
its own security; while defensive realism assumes the possibility of cooperation 
between countries. The intention can be well-meaning, liberal and constructivist 
theories. There are also different classifications of pessimism and optimism [10]. 
However, more active liberal theories, such as the traditional liberalism believe 
that interdependence leads to peace, do not seem to be useful in analyzing the 
Sino-U.S. trade war. China-U.S. trade dependence has been rising, while frictions 
and disputes are also increasing. Some scholars predicted that the Sino-U.S. trade 
war marks both sides have entered a technological hegemony, some even believe 
that China and the United States have a significant risk of falling into the “new 
cold war” [11]. Recent theoretical studies suggest that it is important to hold 
future expectations when deriving the development prospects of trade. Some 
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scholars believe that interdependence can promote peace if countries expect 
mutually beneficial trade to continue, and if one party believes that continued 
trade will make the country more vulnerable, then it is likely to promote war [19]. 
In order to prevent Sino-U.S. relations from heading toward the “Thucydides 
trap”, scholars must not only analyze the change in China-U.S. power status, but 
also judge whether the United States has developed an irreversible fear of China. 
A recent analysis published by the U.S. conservative media “National Interests” 
found that there is no obvious reason that China is trying to replace the United 
States and dominate the world. The United States has a large conjecture of fear 
of China [9].

One of the major study between Chinese and American scholars in recent 
years is how to measure the strategic intent of each other side. Does the 
anticipattion of each other’s intentions among major powers work theoretically? 
The answer of NO for that behavior between major powers is based primarily on 
power calculations; another thinking of possible believes that competition and 
cooperation are unbalanced, competition has become a regular phenomenon, and 
cooperation is scarce. Leaderships of the major powers usually anticipate their 
intentions based on the ideology of the other party. The same ideology leads to 
peace while different ideology leads to dispute. However all of the methodology 
is based on assumptions rather than facts. Some Chinese scholars believe that 
China and the United States must face structural problems meanwhile prevent 
their over-emphasis from slipping into the “Thucydides trap”. Both sides can 
build on peace and interdependence, deepen communication at all levels and in 
various fields.

The quantitative analysis method of studying nature of international relations 
became more competetive in scientific research. For example, the frequency of 
exchanges between leaders of both sides is a common variable. More frequently 
exchanges are considered to be a symbol of close political relations between the 
two countries. In economic science, trade, investment, and quantitative changes 
in currency are often used to compare a set of economic relations between 
different countries. This method was useful during the Cold War. The realism 
theory makes a good explanation for this theory, which believes that the amount 
of economic relations between countries is determined by political relations, and 
the level of trade and investment follows political relations [3]. In this case, along 
the lines of traditional realism, some theorists believe that there is more trade 
between allies than non-allies [12]. Thus the nature of inter-state relations will 
significantly affect their economic exchanges. The decline in economic relations 
will also be used to infer of deterioration of political relations, such as economic 
sanctions, trade frictions and restrictions, which would lead to deterioration of 
relations between countries.

Since April 2018, the Sino-U.S. trade war has gradually intensified, the main 
manifestation is the increase of tariffs against export Chinese products imposed 
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by the Trump administration from 50 billion to 200 billion dollars. Many 
Chinese scholars believe that the nature of Sino-US relations has undergone a 
major change. President D. Trump listed China together with Russia and Iran as 
“revisionist countries” in his first National Security Strategy report by naming 
China 33 times, then defined China as “strategic competitors”. US public opinion 
even believes that China and the United States are entering the “new cold 
war” period, which has two basic means. The first is that politics and security 
competition will transcend economic relations and lead the development of Sino-
U.S. relations; the second is this political security relationship is mainly negative. 
On January 19, 2018, U.S. Defense Secretary J. Mattis highlighted the “National 
Defense Strategy” report at Johns Hopkins University, stressed that “competition 
between major powers beyond terrorism, is now the primary concern of US 
national security” [13].

During 4 decades, the US policy towards China can be referred as a combination 
of containment with engagement (Congagement), which means the United States 
could accept the rise of a stable, peaceful and prosperous China. In February 2015, 
the Obama administration issued the second National Security Strategy, reiterating 
“we seek to develop a constructive relationship with China that delivers benefits 
for our two peoples and promotes security and prosperity in Asia and around the 
world”. During the Trump era, such expressions have been greatly reduced, which 
has led the anticipation of some scholars that the tone of the United States has 
changed, thus we can conclude that if there is a coming “new cold war”, then it is 
not entirely provoked by the deterioration of current Sino-U.S. relations. A more 
reasonable inference is that the United States is significantly adjusting its previous 
strategy both domestically and globally, President D. Trump, as himself, from his 
own point of view, provided this dramatic change. 

The Facts of the Trump Administration’s Trade War against China. 
Many of the researchers on trade frictions believe that the political standards 
instead of economic interests is the main basis for judging the success of a trade 
war. In some Russian researchers’ point of view, the main reason for the increase 
in tariffs is the intention of the U.S. to reduce the deficit in trade with China. 
Claims to Chinese Intellectual Property Law and Policy play an important but the 
secondary role [21]. The current differences among scholars are mainly judgement 
of Trump himself and the Trump administration’s intentions. As an influential 
point of view among Chinese scholars is that the Trump administration consists 
a lot of businessmen and military members, thus they bring the nature of smart 
negotiating skills and tough stance [5]. However, contrary to this view, Trump 
himself frequently spared with his high-ranking military officers. His Defense 
Secretary J. Mattis’s resignation reveals the military’s conflict with the President 
on variety of security issues.

A dilemma that puzzled almost everyone from scholars to public is that, 
how to distinguish between the views of President Trump himself and the 
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Trump administration and their policies. Generally, the priority of elected U.S. 
President’s policy is to serve for the maximization of U.S. overall national 
interests, however, President Trump’s signals are often mixed and different from 
previous presidents, which typically represent U.S. interests. On one hand, Trump 
frequently uses  Twitter  and other  social media  platforms to make comments, 
which especially has a certain impact on financial market. On the other hand, 
in the long run, Trump has indeed fulfilled his campaign promises since he took 
office. The uncertainty is when he will launch corresponding measures and how 
long he will persist.

Is the Trump administration’s change a revolutionary or continuous change 
compared to previous administrations? This issue is an important prerequisite 
for understanding the trade war. If the United States is launching a new cold war 
against China, the best strategy is to unite allies as they did before. However, 
on the contrary, the Trump administration is retreating significantly from the 
liberal internationalism. Henry Nau named Trump’s policy “conservative 
internationalism”: to achieve the goal of reforming the international system by 
using realistic and nationalist methods [15]. 

Such policy can help us analyzing the feature of the trade war from more 
diversified comparative perspective. Firstly, despite the large scale of the trade war 
in terms of value, the focus of the US economy and trade is still in developed 
economies. The statistics indicate the main trading partners of the United States 
are North America and Europe.The proportion of the western Pacific side and 
the Asia-Pacific is slightly closer to 20%, in which China is 10%. According to 
US Department of Commerce statistics, Europe accounted for 26.9% of total US 
exports in 2017, and imports from Europe accounted for 25.5% [6]. From the 
perspective of direct investment, US companies currently have US $6.5 trillion in 
overseas stocks, about 800 billion in the western and south Pacific sides of the Asia-
Pacific region, which more than 400 billion are actually in Singapore and Australia. 
If Trump really wants to adjust the U.S. economic structure from the aspects of 
trade and investment, the focus should not be on the side of the Western Pacific.

Secondly, the objectives of the Trump administration’s protectionist policies 
are conflicting and cannot maximize the overall benefits. The Brookings Institution 
reports in April and June of 2018 warned that Trump’s trade war involves too 
extensively that would seriously affect the relationship between the United States 
and its allies, which might finally weaken the US’s dominant position. Trump’s 
policies also contradict each other on more microscopic goals. An analysis brief 
released by the Peterson Institute for International Economics in August, 2018 argues 
that Trump’s accusation to China being lack of protection of intellectual property 
rights might force China push the reform that would improve China’s business 
environment, which would promote US companies’ investment back to China [1]. 

Therefore, the observation of Trump’s trade policy requires some new changes 
of the current preconditions and assumptions that we are familiar with before. 
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First, all the former US president had always considered the United States 
is destined to lead the world and were therefore very sensitive to changes in 
international forces. However, Trump believes that domestic politics are beyond 
the diplomacy. The interests of the domestic middle class, rather than the 
transnational class, should be given priority. the previous US president never 
took the trade deficit as the core of his foreign economic policy, however Trump 
himself took this seriously. The Trump administration realized the influence of 
the lower and middle class on domestic politics, economy, and foreign policy had 
been ignored for a long time, as previous administrations major focused on the 
dominance of transnational strata. 

Second, the previous US presidents never took the trade deficit as the core of 
the foreign economic policy, however Trump himself took this issue as priority.

Third, the former US presidents are lack of creditibility because of inconsistent 
policies before and after the election. When Trump keeps his promise to American 
people during the campaign, almostly, despite the opposition by the Congress 
and Senate due to the U.S. checks and balances political system. That means, 
the “populist” forces represented by Trump have led American politicians whose 
main goal for elections to strive to fulfill their promises. 

Fourth, when the former U.S. Presidents introduced foreign policies, he 
basically smoothed out internal disagreements. However, Trump is often unfair, 
and he does not seem to care about such disagreements. An example is the 
vacancies of key positions within the government and frequently cabinet positions 
resignation. 

Fifth, the former US president basically supported free trade, but now Trump 
is vague. For example, although he continued to negotiate free trade agreements 
with the EU, he focused on non-tariff barriers. Trump proposed to reduce tariffs 
and barriers between G7 members to zero at the G7 meeting in Canada in June 
2018, but then imposed tariffs on steel and aluminum products to allies.

In General, the main reason that Trump’s policies are mixed is that the basis 
of the interests of the American people has been differentiated, in particular the 
perception of the interests of the American people has changed greatly.

Implications from China’s point of view. The analysis shows that Sino-U.S. 
relations and the complex interdependence between China and the United States 
in the era of globalization. This new pattern of bilateral relations require new 
theoretical perspectives and fact-based strategic thinking. 

Firstly, there are inherent contradictions between the U.S. ban on China’s 
high-tech industries and restoring American employment. Statistics indicate that 
the main reason for US job loss is technological progress, and international trade 
accounts for less than 20% [20]. As the United States continues to maintain its 
technological hegemony, which means the greater the technological gap between 
the United States and China, the more US and other multinational corporations 
will be motivated to transfer their industries to China and other manufacturing 
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countries, employment for the lower and middle classes of the United States 
would still hard to be restored. For China, there are inherent contradictions 
between increasing domestic employment and maintaining the technological 
advantages of American companies. If the technological gap between China and 
the US widens, and China has no incentive to transfer technology to developing 
countries. For many developing countries, the narrowing of the technological gap 
between China and the United States is conducive to their development.

Secondly, it will not be very effective for serving for domestic job creation 
through trade wars. On one hand, it is difficult for Wall street financial giants to 
fully obey Trump’s intention. The international competitiveness of the US industry 
comes from the US global strategy. If global resource allocation is pulled back 
to the United States, it will take time to adjust costs. For many labor-intensive 
industries, the return of the industry does not equal to return of employment, such 
as replacement of workers by robots; on the other hand, if the United States wants 
to re-manage the interests of multinational corporations, it means that its relations 
with traditional North American and European countries will need to be adjusted 
significantly.

Thirdly, it will take more time for the Trump administration to completely 
reverse the trend towards neoliberal globalization than China. Unlike the 
United States, China ’s accumulated experience in this area is more effective. 
China launched the “Belt and Road” Initiative long before Trump took office, 
advocating diversified and inclusiveness globalization. According to China 
’s discourse, China’s reform and opening up has never been promoted in 
accordance with the “Washington Consensus.” China ’s system also guarantees 
ideological requirements such as public ownership and common prosperity, and 
it is impossible for capital to develop unchecked. Today, China already has the 
world’s largest middle-income group. Measured by per capita income, the overall 
living standard of Chinese people has increased 8 times compared with the early 
1980s. China has achieved the greatest achievements so far in raising lower and 
middle income levels, including poverty reduction, surpassing the United States.

Conclusion. Trade friction was a normal state in international economic 
relations, but now it has become an important part of relations among big powers, 
which has led to the inducement of power struggle. In Sino-U.S. relations, 
economic and trade relations have long been regarded as “ballast stones” and 
“stabilizers” for the development of Sino-US relations. However, with the 
escalation of the Sino-US trade war, people are worried that the nature of trade 
frictions will change curve of the generally stable Sino-U.S. relations in the past 4 
decades. As the two largest economies in the world, the two giants’ trade war will 
significantly worsen global economic growth once a comprehensive trade conflict 
erupts. From the perspective of future development trends, both globalization and 
economic regionalization will face a deep adjustment.
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Though the current status of Sino-U.S. relations is in uncertainty, it is not 
yet time for the U.S. hegemony. The Trump administration’s policy goals have 
significantly increased the weight of domestic issues, while significantly reducing 
the weight of global goals. Trump himself also displayed how foreign policy has 
become a means of serving domestic politics. Although the Chinese government 
has increased the weight of international goals, it still regards domestic 
development as a core task. The development of Sino-U.S. trade is neither the 
main source of China’s power increase nor the reason for the relative decline of 
US power. The Trump administration sees trade as the primary means of domestic 
change, and it is difficult to achieve its goals. As the year of 2020 comes, President 
Trump will facing his re-election challenge when the neoliberalism is also facing 
unprecedented challenges. China and the United States, the current existing two 
major powers, both are facing strategic re-selections.
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