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Introduction

n the first hundred days of his tenure in the

White House, President Donald Trump has

had to devote considerable attention to the
United States’ single most consequential
bilateral partner: China.

The longstanding issue of North Korea's
pursuit of nuclear weapons and the means to
deliver them—and China’s role in Korean pen-
insula diplomacy around this issue—is back
on the front burner of the White House, the
U.S. foreign affairs community and the world.
Longstanding tensions in the South China
Sea persist. U.S.-China trade—a major issue
for then-candidate Trump on the campaign
trail—is now undergoing a 100-day review at
the behest of the U.S. and Chinese presidents,
who recently met in an important first summit
at Mar-a-Lago in Florida.

The issues currently on the U.S.-China agenda
share several commonalities. They are top-tier
issues that garner presidential attention in
both the United States and China. They are
contentious, in the U.S.-China context, to the
point of raising the prospect of direct conflict
(e.g.,ahot war or a “trade war") between the
United States and China. And, they represent
enduring, and seemingly intractable, challeng-
es that have seen relatively little movement
forward—and in some cases, some movement
backward—in recent years.

These issues also share another less obvi-

ous commonality: they are issues where the
U.S.-China perceptual divide is as much a

part of the problem as the actual interests or
policies in question. On almost every major
issue relating to security within the Northeast
Asian theater—the arena in which U.S. and
Chinese interests tend to intersect, and collide,

most prolifically—sharply diverging strategic
perceptions are a key element, perhaps the
defining element, of the divergence in policy
postures between the United States and
China. The broad construct of “alternative
facts” (and narratives and realities), frequently
discussed in the U.S. domestic political context
in recent months, is also at work in U.S.-China
relations. The United States and China apply
starkly different perceptual lenses to virtually
most of the contentious issues on their docket,
often leading to very different understandings
of what even the facts themselves are. These
distinct lenses and the opposing perceptions
they generate, in turn, contribute to bilateral
misunderstanding, mistrust and broad mutual
strategic suspicion.

In the tables in this report, the EastWest Insti-
tute's Asia-Pacific team lays out the differing
strategic perceptions of the United States and
China with respect to some of the most topi-
cal and challenging issues on the U.S.-China
agenda today (with a focus mostly on North-
east Asian security issues!) including: the U.S.
rebalance to the Asia-Pacific?; the stability

of the Korean peninsula and, specifically, the
deployment of the Terminal High Altitude
Area Defense system to South Korea; U.S.
reconnaissance operations in the Asia-Pacific
region; territorial disputes in the East and
South China Seas; and cross-Strait relations.
We also address the more cross-cutting issue
of cybersecurity.

By surfacing and addressing head-on the
relevant diverging strategic perceptions, we
seek to foster U.S.-China dialogue that is more
open, constructive, fruitful and conducive to

a bilateral relationship of greater “strategic
honesty” and mutual trust.




U.S. Asia-Pacific Rebalance

U.S. Perceptions

Chinese Perceptions

Strategic Intention

Strategic Intention

The rebalance is a redistribution of the
United States' resources for the purpose
of enhancing U.S. engagement and leader-
ship in the Asia-Pacific region; the rebal-
ance focuses on upholding U.S. principles
and not on “countering China."?

The rebalance is a reassurance to U.S.
allies and other Asian countries that felt
uncertain about the strength of the United
States’ commitment to engagement in the
Asia-Pacific region.*

The rebalance is an attempt by the United
States to contain China.’

The rebalance is a strategy to build a pro-
United States, “anti-China alliance” in the
Asia-Pacific region.®

Strengthened U.S. Military
Presence in the Asia-Pacific

Strengthened U.S. Military
Presence in the Asia-Pacific

The strengthened U.S. military presence in
the Asia-Pacific is intended to deter provo-
cations and ensure peace and stability in
the region.”

The strengthened U.S. military presence
in the Asia-Pacific is a provocation in and
of itself and a move to contain China, thus
decreasing stability in the region.®



Korean Peninsula Issues

U.S. Perceptions

Chinese Perceptions

U.S. Objectives

U.S. Objectives

The primary objective of the United States
is a denuclearized and stable Korean Pen-
insula, not the collapse of the Kim regime.
The United States seeks to change North
Korean behavior, not necessarily to change
the North Korean regime.®

The primary objective of the United States
is the overthrow of the Kim regime. The
United States actively pursues policies
designed to hasten the collapse of North
Korea.!°

Fault and Responsibility
for the Instability

Fault and Responsibility
for the Instability

Between the United States and China,
China bears more responsibility for the
current instability on the Korean Penin-
sula, as China has not yet exercised its
significant influence and leverage over
North Korea, which would benefit its own
interests as well as those of the interna-
tional community.12

Between the United States and China, the
U.S. bears more responsibility for the cur-
rent instability on the Korean Peninsula,
as itis U.S. behavior towards North Korea
that perpetuates a cycle of provocation,
obstructing the path to a peaceful, diplo-
matic resolution.®

Effectiveness of Sanctions'*

Effectiveness of Sanctions”

Relative to other options, sanctions are the
most effective response to North Korean
provocations and are having at least some
impact on its behavior.’® However, the
international community will only be able
to rein in North Korea with China'’s full
cooperation on sanctions.t®

Sanctions are not the most effective
response to North Korean provocations, as
they only serve to further isolate and em-
bolden North Korea. China cannot imple-
ment sanctions to the extent the United
States would like, especially as certain
sanctions might nullify any existing influ-
ence that it holds over North Korea.!®:*®

The “Carrot and Stick” Approach

The “Carrot and Stick” Approach

Dialogue with North Korea has been
shown to be an ineffective path to resolv-
ing the issue. The United States must take
a resolute, hardline approach—with all
options on the table—in response to North
Korea's provocations.?%-2!

Itis incumbent on North Korea to take the
first steps towards a resolution by aban-
doning its nuclear ambitions. North Korea
must be made to recognize its interna-
tional obligations and the importance of
denuclearization.??

Dialogue via the Six Party Talks is the most
effective option for resolving the issue. The
hardline posturing of the United States
only further provokes North Korea, leading
to an endless cycle of action and reac-
tion.23,24

Itis incumbent on the United States to
take the first steps towards a resolution by
extending the olive branch to North Korea,
opening dialogue and easing North Korean
insecurities caused by the U.S.%



Deployment of the Terminal High-Altitude
Area Defense System to South Korea

U.S. Perceptions

Chinese Perceptions

Rationale for Deployment

Rationale for Deployment

The deployment of the Terminal High-
Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system

to South Korea is not intended to contain
China.?* THAAD is a defensive instrument
that has been deployed with the sole pur-
pose of protecting the region from North
Korean missiles, not those originating from
any other state.?7.28.2°

THAAD is necessary to defend South
Korean territory and U.S. military forces
stationed there from North Korean missile
attacks. If North Korea continues its ag-
gressive provocations and development

of nuclear weapons, the United States

and South Korea will need to continue
strengthening their security capabilities by
deploying new missile defense systems,
such as THAAD.3°

The deployment of THAAD to South Korea
is a component of the U.S. grand strategy
to contain China.®! Although the United
States claims THAAD has been deployed
only to defend against North Korean ag-
gression, the real purpose of its deploy-
ment is to contain China.32 3334

The deployment of THAAD is unnecessary,
since U.S. and South Korean missile de-
fense systems in place prior to the instal-
lation of THAAD already had the capability
to intercept North Korean missiles.?>As
such, the deployment of THAAD goes far
beyond the defense needs of the Korean
Peninsula.3®

Effect on Chinese Security Interests

Effect on Chinese Security Interests

The deployment of THAAD to South
Korea neither impairs nor intends to harm
China's strategic security interests.338

THAAD is not and will not be used to spy
on China. The system'’s extensive radar
range is necessary for tracking North
Korean missiles that may have a range as
far as Alaska.®® Although the system has
the capability to partially cover Chinese
territory, it is configured only to “terminal”
mode, ready to intercept missiles fired,
that limits it to a shorter, more pointed
range. The United States would not set
THAAD even momentarily to “look™ mode
and point it at China, as this configuration
would make the system unable to inter-
cept North Korean missiles and thereby
defeat the purpose of its deployment.

The deployment of THAAD to South Korea
undermines Chinese core interests and
poses a “strategic security threat” to
China_4l,42,43,44

THAAD will be used to spy on China. Based
on its extensive radar range, encompass-
ing much of northern and eastern Chinese
airspace, the United States can—and likely
will—utilize THAAD's extended “look”
mode radar range of 1,200 miles to spy on
China and collect sensitive radar data on
its military and nuclear installations.*5



U.S. Perceptions

Chinese Perceptions

Effect on Nuclear Proliferation

Effect on Nuclear Proliferation

The deployment of THAAD to South Korea
promotes stability on the Korean Penin-
sula by providing an extended defensive
deterrent against North Korean aggres-
sion. Additionally, in bringing South Korea
under the U.S. nuclear and missile defense
umbrella, the United States prevents
South Korea from needing to develop its
own nuclear deterrent capabilities.*®

The deployment of THAAD to South Korea
will not contribute to stability on the Ko-
rean Peninsula and will not help further the
resolution of the nuclear issue.* THAAD
only enhances North Korea's drive to
strengthen its own military capabilities—
including nuclear—to defend itself against
the United States.*



10

U.S. Reconnaissance Operations
in the Asia-Pacific Region

U.S. Perceptions

Chinese Perceptions

Legality

Legality

U.S. reconnaissance operations in the
Asia-Pacific region are carried out in ac-
cordance with international law. These re-
connaissance and surveillance operations
constitute normal freedom of navigation
operations, which are allowed in exclusive
economic zones (EEZs) under the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS).#

U.S. reconnaissance operations in the
Asia-Pacific region are not carried out in
accordance with international law. The
United States frequently conducts “close-
in” reconnaissance operations in Chinese
coastal waters and airspace.?*% As such,
these operations infringe on China's secu-
rity interests and, thus, cannot fall under
the protections of “freedom of naviga-
tion."s?

Frequency>?

Frequency>s

China greatly overestimates the frequency
of U.S. reconnaissance operations near
Chinese territory. The number of flights
China claims the United States undertakes
in a year is not feasible.>*

The United States conducts as many as
500 reconnaissance flights near Chinese
territory each year, which is excessive.*®

Transparency

Transparency

U.S. reconnaissance operations are under-
taken in a transparent manner. The United
States provides advanced notifications

to the requisite Chinese authorities when
necessary.”’

During encounters with U.S. reconnais-
sance aircrafts, Chinese fighter jets have
repeatedly operated in an unsafe and reck-
less manner.%8.%°

U.S. reconnaissance operations are not
undertaken in a transparent manner.
The United States does not provide the
Chinese with advance notification of its
operations.®°

During encounters with U.S. reconnais-
sance aircrafts, Chinese fighter jets always
operate in a professional and safe man-
ner.®! China provides adequate warning
prior to tracking and monitoring U.S.
reconnaissance planes and naval vessels.



East China Sea Disputes

U.S. Perceptions

Chinese Perceptions

Role of the United States

Role of the United States

U.S. actions regarding the dispute over the
ultimate sovereignty of the Diaoyu Dao/
Senkaku Islands are neutral.®?

The United States is within its rights to
include the Diaoyu Dao/Senkaku Islands
under Article V of the U.S.-Japan Security
Treaty.

The United States is not acting as a neu-
tral party in the dispute over sovereignty
of the Diaoyu Dao/Senkaku Islands. U.S.
actions, historically and presently, very
clearly demonstrate its favor for Japan's
claims.®*

The United States does not have the right
to include the Diaoyu Dao/Senkaku Is-

lands under the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty.

The United States’ transfer of administra-

tion of the islands to Japan was illegal,

and as such, Japan's claims of sovereignty
over the Diaoyu Dao/Senkaku Islands are

invalid.%®

Provocations

Provocations

China changed the status quo and desta-
bilized the situation in the East China Sea
through its aggressive military posturing,
its air and naval incursions into Japan-
administered territory and its unilateral
development of natural resources in the
East China Sea.®®

China's establishment of the “East China
Sea Air Defense |dentification Zone”
(ADIZ) in November 2013 was a provoca-
tive, unilateral move to change the status
quo.

China's ADIZ does not follow international
standards. It seeks to apply ADIZ proce-
dures to foreign aircraft in the East China
Sea even though such aircraft do not in-
tend to enter Chinese national airspace.®®

The United States’ ongoing military sup-
port for Japan is necessary to deter Chi-
nese provocations and to safeguard peace
and stability in the East China Sea.®®

Japan changed the status quo in the East
China Sea through its unilateral national-
ization of the islands, causing the situation
to deteriorate.”

China’s establishment of an ADIZ over the
East China Sea was a necessary reac-
tion and defensive measure to protect
China’s national security from aggressive
Japanese actions that changed the status
quo.”t

China's ADIZ in the East China Sea follows
the same international practices applied
by the United States, Japan and Canada in
establishing their own ADIZs.7273

The United States’ ongoing military sup-
port for Japan enables Japan's provoca-
tive behavior, which endangers peace and
stability in the East China Sea.”

1
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South China Sea Disputes™

U.S. Perceptions

Chinese Perceptions

China’s Nine-Dash Line

China’s Nine-Dash Line

China’s territorial claims in the South
China Sea, delineated by the nine-dash
line, are ill-defined and ambiguous.

China’s territorial claims in the South
China Sea have historical backing and are
indisputably clear.

History versus Law

History versus Law

On sovereignty issues, ratified internation-
al law outweighs any historical consid-
erations. All South China Sea territorial
disputes are within the jurisdiction of the
United Nations Convention on the Law of
the Sea (UNCLOS).

History trumps contemporary internation-
al law. Any territorial disputes in the South
China Sea are exempt from UNCLOS
jurisdiction.

Instigator

Instigator

China instigated tension in the South
China Sea region with its assertive and
aggressive actions to project its growing
military power; bolster and strengthen

its claims and access to resources in the
South China Sea; create “strategic depth;”
intimidate its smaller neighbors; and
check the United States’ efforts to operate
militarily in the area.

The United States’ statements and actions
in this dispute have been wholly reaction-
ary—and in direct response and propor-
tionate—to China's provocations.

The United States upset the balance in the
South China Sea with its escalatory state-
ments and actions, including freedom of
navigation operations (FONOPs), intended
to contain China; limit China's abilities to
project power; bolster the United States’
hegemony; and tilt U.S. allies and partners
in the region against China.

China has been merely reacting to the
United States’ provocative and destabiliz-
ing pronouncements and actions.

Role of the Philippines and Vietham

Role of the Philippines and Vietham

The Philippines and Vietnam are victims
that have been bullied by their fellow
claimant, China, which is the principal
destabilizing force in the South China Sea.

The United States has not unduly priori-
tized its relationships with the Philippines
and Vietnam. It is possible for the U.S. to
foster relationships with both countries
while engaging bilaterally with China.

The Philippines and Vietnam are aggres-
sors that upset the status quo in the South
China Sea and manipulated the choices
and behavior of the United States to their
advantage.

The United States has placed greater im-
portance on its relationships with the Phil-
ippines and Vietnam, minor stakeholders
in the Asia-Pacific region, at the expense of
the U.S. relationship with China, which is a
major regional and global actor.



U.S. Perceptions

Chinese Perceptions

Permanent Court of Arbitration July 12
Ruling

Permanent Court of Arbitration July 12
Ruling

The Philippines was entirely within its
rights to bring a case before the Perma-
nent Court of Arbitration (PCA), and the
PCA had jurisdiction over the matters
raised in the case. Additionally, the PCA
award is valid and legitimate and is a “le-
gally binding tribunal decision.”

The Philippines was not within its rights to
bring a case before the PCA, and the PCA

had no proper jurisdiction to hear the case.

Additionally, the PCA decision is “null and
void and [of] no binding force.”

13
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Cross-Strait Relations

U.S. Perceptions

Chinese Perceptions

August 17,1982 Joint Communiqué

August 17,1982 Joint Communiqué

The United States is not in violation of the
August 17,1982 Joint Communiqué of the
United States of America and the People’s
Republic of China.”®

The United States is in violation of the
August 17,1982 Joint Communiqué.”’

U.S. Arms Sales to Taiwan

U.S. Arms Sales to Taiwan

U.S. arms sales to Taiwan contribute to
maintaining cross-Strait and regional
peace and stability.”®

U.S. arms sales to Taiwan undermine
cross-Strait and regional peace and stabil-
ity.”

“One Country, Two Systems” Model

“One Country, Two Systems” Model

The “one country, two systems™ model is
not a viable solution to the Taiwan issue,
given the differences in the political and
social systems of mainland China and
Taiwan.&0

Additionally, China's implementation of
“one country, two systems” in Hong Kong
has led the people of Taiwan to doubt that
China will respect Taiwan's existing demo-
cratic institutions.88

China’s “one country, two systems” pro-
posal is an ideal solution for Taiwan that
meets China's goal of reunification as well
as addresses the reality of the situation in
Taiwan.8

The successful implementation of “one
country, two systems” in Hong Kong dem-
onstrates its viability as an ideal model for
Taiwan'’s future.®

Winning Taiwan’s “Hearts and Minds”

Winning Taiwan’s “Hearts and Minds”

As more time passes and political and so-
cial differences between people on the two
sides of the Strait widen, it will become
more and more difficult for China to win
the “hearts and minds” of the people in
Taiwan, who are increasingly finding reuni-
fication with the mainland to be undesir-
able.®s

As more time passes and the gap in
economic development between the two
sides of the Strait narrows, it will become
easier for China to win the “hearts and
minds” of the people in Taiwan, who will
then naturally desire reunification with the
mainland.8¢



Cybersecurity

U.S. Perceptions

Chinese Perceptions

Cyberspace Governance

Cyberspace Governance

States are merely one of many actors,
working alongside companies and civil
society, that govern cyberspace as a global
commons.®’

China plays an obstructionist role in
international cyberspace policy develop-
ment, as it pushes its vision of a more
state-centric and restrictive cyberspace.
For instance, Chinese censorship policy is
a barrier to international trade.%®

The ultimate authority to govern cyber-
space and set rules lies with each state.®

The United States plays an obstruction-

ist role in international cyberspace policy
development, as it restricts access to
resources and the rights of developing
countries—especially China—in order to
preserve U.S. hegemony in cyberspace.®® %

Cyber Espionage

Cyber Espionage

The Chinese state was behind or tacitly
supported attacks against the United
States to exploit commercial and security
secrets benefitting Chinese firms.%

Chinese actors are the world's most
relentless culprits of economic cyber
espionage.®®

The Chinese state was not involved in and
will never knowingly support economic
espionage. As such, it should not be held
accountable for the actions of criminals
who “happened to be in China."**

China is the world's biggest victim of cyber
attacks—most of which originate in the
United States.®

15



“Alternative”
Strategic Perceptions
in U.S.-China Relations

Conclusion

The United States and China view many of the issues on the
current bilateral agenda in starkly different terms. These differing
perceptions inform and exacerbate actual policy differences

on a host of issues between the two countries, including those
referenced in this report, and fuel mistrust. This mistrust, in turn,
further bears on the two nations’ perceptual lenses, resulting in a
self-perpetuating cycle of mutual strategic suspicion. The only way
to alter this dynamic is to cast light on the diverging perceptions
of the two countries and bring those perceptions into the fabric
of bilateral discourse more explicitly and honestly. Understanding
each other’s perceptions will not by itself solve the problems in
U.S.-China relations, but doing so can create the basis for a more
honest, substantive, constructive, fruitful and mutually beneficial
dialogue. That is a good place to start.
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