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“Invest, align, compete” is now President Biden’s official China strategy, as announced by 
Antony Blinken on May 26, 2022. This three-pronged approach, especially its emphases on 
domestic renewal and international alliance, seems like a sensible strategy to cope with the 
China challenge and to revive or rescue “American exceptionalism”—an article of faith for 
Biden and his advisors like Jake Sullivan—from Trump’s abdication of global leadership and 
from the relative decline of the United States. What is missing, however, like in the Obama 
era, is a possibility of co-writing the rules with China instead of re-writing them by the U.S. 
alone. Blinken tones down the administration’s three-C catchphrase as “compete, cooperate, 
contest,” but to truly “cooperate wherever we can,” Washington should begin to contemplate 
the desirability and viability of sharing its rule-making power with Beijing, without which 
cooperation merely means Chinese compliance with American rules and is hardly conducive 
to constructive engagement. American exceptionalism may well be believed, as the U.S. will 
still enjoy primacy in the foreseeable future, but the hubris of and nostalgia for a liberal (or 
illiberal, à la Trumpian) hegemony can get in the way of clear-eyed calculation. China is not 
what the U.S. tends to depict it to be, and widespread misperceptions, however unavoidable, 
risk catastrophe because the White House’s incumbent managers of competition do not know 
when they will lose their jobs to those who might get things out of hand. Arguably, a better 
strategy is to grant China greater responsibilities as a co-leader rather than confining it to a 
norm-taker’s role. After all, international rules must be internationally made. Diagnosing the 
exceptionalist China policy in Biden’s presidency along with those under Obama and Trump, 
this paper traces how exceptionalism has affected U.S. grand strategy toward China over the 
past dozen years and proposes a collaborative approach that redefines exceptionalism in more 
inclusive and pragmatic terms. Despite Blinken’s reassuring disavowal of “a new Cold War,” 
to prevent escalation, it is imperative to rethink the blind spots in U.S.-China relations and to 
co-constitute a shared vision for, to borrow J. F. Kennedy’s words, “a world safe for diversity.” 
 
 
1. Why not co-write the rules? A problem of vision & identity 
 

To lead alone, or to lead together, that is the question for U.S. foreign policy. The question 
is not just about strategy, but also about vision and identity: Will the U.S. lead the “free world” 
alone, often against the rest, or will it lead the world along with others, including with China? 
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The former assumes a singular leadership or at best a plural one shared with certain allies, but 
the latter requires co-leadership with non-allies, even those seen as adversaries, and it entails 
setting and following rules together, in a post-hegemonic order. If the post-Cold War unipolar 
moment is coming to an end, or already passed, then the U.S. must redefine its leadership and 
co-construct its relations with other major states like China and Russia, but not fall back on 
the old game of geopolitical/ideological struggle. If American exceptionalism indeed involves 
defying “the laws of history” (McCrisken, 2003; Restard, 2015), instead of betting between 
“declinism” and “denialism” (Kristensen, 2017; Layne, 2020), policymakers need to consider 
how to go beyond “statecraft as usual,” because otherwise there would be “history as usual,” 
including a catastrophic war between the U.S. and China, over Taiwan (Allison, 2022) or any 
“core interest” that either side is afraid of losing. China and the U.S. both want to cooperate, 
for sure, on climate change, pandemics, etc., but a vision for collaborative leadership is not 
present, not even the political will to co-write international rules. “We will focus on ensuring 
that market democracies, not China or anyone else, write the 21st-century rules around trade 
and technology,” stated President Biden (2021). But why not co-write the rules with China? 

A simple answer can be great-power competition, but it is more an effect than a cause, 
when competition is not an inevitability but a choice, particularly a disagreeable one. Even if 
Democrats and Republicans alike imagine that a long-term rivalry with China can “bring out 
the best of the United States,” it will likely do the opposite and help with neither democratic 
renewal, nor global challenges (Brenes & Jackson, 2022). Competition “cannot provide the 
organizing principle for American foreign policy” (Haass, 2021), because it is merely about 
getting ahead, whatever the cost, while global leadership is about doing the right thing, taking 
into consideration the common interest of all humanity, not just national interest, nor that of a 
particular civilization or race. Realpolitik aside, Biden’s justification for excluding China is 
straightforwardly Manichean, that is, “democracy vs. autocracy,” but this is hardly accurate, 
let alone warranted. Liberals like Biden have long had the illusions that what the U.S. wants 
is what the world wants, and freedom and democracy as defined by Americans are universal 
values that all peoples must adhere to. With the hegemonic power that the U.S. enjoys, such 
delusions can be destructive, as realists rightly point out (Mearsheimer, 2018; Walt, 2018). 
Yet, not all liberals are enthusiastic about the U.S.-China rivalry or the democracy-autocracy 
binary, and some are commendably pragmatic about the most pressing issues of today. Indeed: 

What difference does it make whether the United States “beats China” if our cities are 
underwater …If we destroy the biodiversity on the planet? …If people the world over do 
not have the means to flourish and care for one another? 

…Bolder thinking is required …that shifts away from states …Instead of competing 
with China today on one issue and cooperating tomorrow on another, Mr. Biden must 
prioritize cooperation on global issues and challenge other nations, regardless of whether 
they are democracies, autocracies or something in between, to join in. (Slaughter, 2021) 



3 
 

Although competition has its use, more cooperation than conflict is needed to address 
transnational threats; a problem, however, is whether this cooperation means compliance with 
American rules, or co-leadership among and beyond states, regardless of regime types and 
country sizes. Anne-Marie Slaughter, quoted above, now CEO of a think tank and formerly 
Director of Policy Planning under Obama, calls her approach “people-centered” globalism. 
But while agreeing on the need for cooperation, realists may advise against such “globalism,” 
because it risks being a “postnational abstraction” and, for American foreign policy, it easily 
translates into “dominance,” especially military engagement. To facilitate cooperation instead 
of dominance and overstretch, they prefer speaking frankly of “America’s distinctive interests” 
and at the same time of the “need to collaborate with others in a diverse and connected world” 
(Wertheim, 2021). Liberals and realists thus might concur with the desirability of mobilizing 
“the United States, China, the European Union and India as co-leaders” on issues like climate 
change and collective security, and of preventing Biden’s “beating China” or more broadly 
“lining up the democracies to beat the autocracies” from getting in the way (Slaughter, 2021). 
Nevertheless, this is a minority position. Biden’s motives for “beating” China may be simple, 
but the belief system that underpins the bipartisan support for anti-China policies is complex, 
as it shows not only a Cold War mentality for ideological struggle, but also an identity crisis, 
in which at stake is American exceptionalism, an ideationally “distinctive interest” of the U.S. 

Having been the underlying rationale for U.S. foreign policy for decades, if not centuries, 
American exceptionalism is distinctive because it is the very definition of what makes the 
U.S. special, a self-perception at the heart of its national ideology or identity. Curiously, the 
phrase originated in the 1920-30s as a Stalinist pejorative for America’s capitalist aberration 
from the communist international movement, and until as late as 2007, it was not so much a 
self-congratulatory rhetoric in U.S. public discourse as an analytical lens for intellectuals and 
academics to explicate key features of American history and society, forming an empirical 
tradition that reputedly began with Tocqueville’s Democracy in America and culminated in 
the comparative “social science” of Seymour M. Lipset (McCoy, 2012; Tyrrell, 2021). While 
the latter tried to evaluate how the U.S. was “qualitatively different from all other countries” 
by facts (Lipset, 1996, p. 18), a more hermeneutic approach regards American exceptionalism 
as “a mythic belief system” rooted in European-American cultures and traces its genesis to 
the Puritan governor John Winthrop’s 1630 utterance of a “city upon a hill” (Tyrrell, 2021, pp. 
14-15). This mythology comprises a constellation of ideas and narratives that set America 
apart from and above the rest of the world, especially a Winthropian notion that it is different 
from and superior to the “Old World,” a Wilsonian aspiration for the U.S. to play a unique 
missionary role on the global stage, and an “end-of-history” conviction that it can deviate 
from the rules of historical dynamics and will never decline as the “vanguard of civilization” 
(Restad, 2017). Such exceptionalist narratives are “engines of national self-consciousness,” 
which help construct an “imagined nation” and distinguish “us” from “them” (Rodgers, 2004, 
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pp. 22-23). Simply put, American exceptionalism is what binds the U.S. together as a distinct 
nation and meanwhile self-justifies its exemption from certain rules, even those of its own. 

But as China economically catches up, politically resists liberal ideology, and culturally 
challenges the American standards of civilization, all causing fear about U.S. decline, it is no 
coincidence that American exceptionalism turned hot in U.S. media after 2008, the year that 
China celebrated the Beijing Olympics while the U.S. was shocked by financial crisis. A 
rhetorical tool in electoral politics over the 2010s, the term “American exceptionalism” was 
not explicitly used in presidential campaigns until 2008, even though the idea had long been 
extolled by candidates like Ronald Reagan who invoked the “shining city on a hill” in 1980 
(Restad, 2017). The usage of the term proliferated in national publications to well over 4,000 
times within 2010-12, while its total appearance was only half that through the 2000s and 
one-tenth for the whole of 1980-2000 (McCoy, 2012). The spark of contention came in April 
2009, when President Obama answered a question from journalist Edward Luce at a news 
conference in Strasbourg, France: “I believe in American exceptionalism,” said the president, 
“just as I suspect that the Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in 
Greek exceptionalism” (The White House, 2009). This comment seemingly relativized the 
uniqueness of the U.S. and consequently unleashed a torrent of criticisms from conservative 
pundits and Republican politicians like Newt Gingrich, Sarah Palin, and Mitt Romney. For 
detractors, relativizing exceptionalism is a sure sign that Obama is “un-American,” no matter 
how he affirmed and explained his commitment to American exceptionalism in Strasbourg 
and elsewhere and he is the first sitting president to publicly utter the term (Tyrrell, 2021). 
The concern over Obama’s Americanness is purely domestic, but the angst about American 
exceptionalism is evidently related to the contrasting images of China’s rise and U.S. decline. 

Given China’s ascendance that fueled the post-2008 debate over American exceptionalism 
in the first place, which this paper will elaborate on in the third section below, little wonder if 
Democrats and Republicans draw the same conclusion that, to “Make America Great Again” 
or to rescue its exceptionalist identity, the U.S. must beat China. Tracing the dispute to the 
Financial Times journalist who broached the subject in Strasbourg, it is detectable that his 
question was driven by anxieties about China’s rapid rise and America’s simultaneous descent: 
“It cannot be overstated how bewildering this change is becoming for American policy 
makers,” discerned Ed Luce in Time to Start Thinking (2012, “An Exceptional Challenge”). 
“[W]ith China challenging American economic hegemony, and many conventional standards 
of exceptionalism in material life eroded,” U.S. responses, apart from Obama’s relatively 
cooperative and pragmatic engagement, have mainly been either to retain American primacy 
by proving its “greatness” against all others, à la Trump, or to fortify liberal hegemony by 
rallying allies and stressing values like freedom and democracy, à la Biden, as if “something 
other than greatness would be needed to back the exceptionality of the United States” (Tyrrell, 
2021, p. 3). These two approaches’ different emphases (greatness vs. values) reflect and to a 
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large extent are determined by their divergent understandings of American exceptionalism, 
and the dramatic changes in U.S. strategy toward China over the past dozen years are closely 
tied in with a bipartisan struggle to own, define, and save the exceptionalist idea from within 
and without. Exceptionalism could be dangerous in the “wrong hands,” but “failure to own 
and define the idea,” cautioned Jake Sullivan, Biden’s national security advisor and formerly 
Slaughter’s successor under Obama, “is even more dangerous” (2019). Therefore, the Biden 
administration has tried to reclaim American exceptionalism on two fronts, both domestically 
from “wrong hands” like Trump, and internationally from “strategic competitors” like China. 
 
2. American exceptionalism reclaimed? Forking paths & strategies 
 

If it is true that the lack of a vision for collaborative leadership to co-write the rules is due 
in part to a desire to maintain or recuperate an exceptionalist—whether liberal internationalist 
or ethno-nationalist—identity, then it is perhaps unsurprising why the current administration’s 
China strategy is a peculiar mixture of Obama’s and Trump’s, striving for hegemonic renewal 
by domestic investment and international alliance on the one hand, and “strategic competition” 
with China on the other. The continuity with the Obama era is predictable, given the fact that 
Biden’s foreign policy team consists of mostly former aides to Obama, such as Sullivan and 
Blinken, both avowed believers of American exceptionalism (Blinken, 2021; Sullivan, 2019a). 
Although Biden barely uses the term exceptionalism, he speaks of American leadership along 
the same lines and his stance on China is notably consistent with Obama’s. It is Obama who 
first declared that “we can’t let countries like China write the rules of the global economy. We 
should write those rules, opening new markets to American products while setting high 
standards for protecting workers and preserving our environment” (The White House, 2015). 
Biden’s statement, as previously quoted, is a mere extension of Obama’s exceptionalist vision 
that precluded any possibility of collaborative rule-setting with China, but while Obama was 
promoting the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), which is off the table for Biden, the latter has 
sticked to the script, because he aspires to restore America’s exceptionalist leadership: “It 
falls to the United States to lead the way. No other nation has that capacity. No other nation is 
built on that idea,” wrote Biden on Foreign Affairs, so for the question “Who writes the rules 
that govern trade? Who will make sure they protect workers, the environment, transparency, 
and middle-class wages? The United States, not China, should be leading that effort” (2020). 
Biden thereby identifies exceptionalism with reclaiming America’s unique global leadership. 

While the idea of American exceptionalism does not necessarily entail singular leadership, 
the Biden team is flexible enough to include allies in rule-making efforts; excluding China, 
however, it has doubled down on Trump’s great-power rivalry and deepened a paradigm shift 
in U.S. strategy toward China from decades-long “engagement” to the intense competition of 
late. To be clear, the shift began well before Trump. For instance, foreshadowing the MAGA 



6 
 

slogan and even the recently passed CHIPS and Science Act, Obama proclaimed that “we’re 
going to make sure the next generation of manufacturing takes root not in China or Europe, 
but right here, in the United States …That’s how America can be number one again” (2011). 
Such a “nationalist approach” has shaped U.S. foreign policy since Obama (Haass, 2021), but 
Obama and Biden are also internationalists, and the strategic mutation concerning China has 
been under way with Obama’s “Pivot to Asia,” which is meant to advance “America’s Pacific 
Century” (Clinton, 2011), an echo to Henry Luce’s pronouncement of the “American Century” 
that urged U.S. entry into World War II with a missionary instead of isolationist role (1941). 
Yet, despite considering China an adversary, Obama saw it as a “potential partner” so long as 
“it’s following the rules” (2012), and he welcomed the rise of China at least for a while, until 
the mid-2010s when he took a stance against China’s Belt and Road Initiative and the Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank. Trump’s confrontational style was a departure from Obama’s, 
but Biden has not returned to the “strategic engagement” that the U.S. nurtured for decades 
from Nixon to Obama. Rather, the current administration has pursued “competition without 
catastrophe” (Campbell & Sullivan, 2019), kept the bulk of Trump’s hardline policies intact, 
and treated China as an unprecedented foe, not a likely friend (Haass, 2021; Nathan, 2022). 

For sure, differences abound between Trump and Biden, among them a crucial distinction 
being their opposite brands of American exceptionalism: one ethno-nationalist, and the other 
liberal internationalist. Some critics claim that Trump rejected exceptionalism (Restad 2019; 
Tyrrell, 2021), since he professed “I never liked the term” a year before elected president; but 
Trump also said on the same occasion that “I’d like to make us exceptional” (Corn, 2016), 
and MAGA is, for many, “Make America Exceptional Again” (Gilmore & Rowling, 2021). 
To contextualize Trump’s ostensible self-contradiction, it needs to mention that his dislike of 
the term must be understood in relation to a 2013 precedent, when he praised Vladimir Putin 
for cautioning in a New York Times op-ed against Obama’s exceptionalist justification for U.S. 
military intervention in Syria (O’Connor, 2020), and that the MAGA concept follows a quasi-
jeremiad logic by seeing the U.S. as having lost touch with its special covenant and yet still 
redeemable, not through a right idea of freedom as President Jimmy Carter hoped (1979), but 
through prevailing over competitors like China, that is, Trump considers America great only 
if it wins (Gilmore & Rowling, 2021). Defining America on ethno-nationalist terms, Trump’s 
“greatness” seems all about “economic wealth, military strength, and cultural identity,” not 
“exceptional ideals and values” (Restad, 2019, p. 83). This subverts the liberal internationalist 
(and neoconservative) tenets of American exceptionalism, which have been dominant since 
WWII and centered on Pax Americana through the export of U.S. power and values. Instead, 
“America First” forsakes U.S. leadership and reincarnates a pre-WWII line of exceptionalism, 
which used to embrace isolationism, protectionism, and racism (Kupchan, 2018; Sachs, 2018). 

Biden, by contrast, reinstates a liberal internationalist kind of American exceptionalism, 
while carrying on his two predecessors’ economic nationalism. His administration replaces 
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unilateralism with multilateralism, albeit sans China and non-democracies, and it brings back 
an ideological emphasis on American values, albeit sans deep critical reevaluation. To renew 
American exceptionalism and save it from “chest-thumping proponents” and “cynical critics,” 
Sullivan defines it as a belief in America’s “unique capacity and responsibility to help make 
the world a better place,” and to “protect and defend the American way of life,” advancing 
both national and common interests with constant self-correction and America’s “distinctive 
attributes” such as an enlightened attitude, a problem-solving habit, a power-wielding method, 
and a universalist creed for the “common good” (2019a). Much can be unpacked from this 
definition, but a salient feature is its liberal internationalism, which has dominated the U.S. 
foreign policy establishment since the 1940s and conceived America as a messianic “arsenal 
of democracy” in Rooseveltian fashion that is not meant to “rise and fall as other powers had, 
but rather to transform the world”; equally significant is a redirection of foreign policy to 
strengthen America’s “way of life,” particularly the middle class, a domestic purpose that 
implies a more exemplary than missionary global strategy. Jettisoning Trump’s nationalism vs. 
globalism, Sullivan argues instead that “Exceptionalism is how you reconcile patriotism with 
internationalism” (2019a). In effect, exceptionalism justifies the pursuits of both nationalism 
and internationalism in U.S. foreign policy, and a range of characteristics like exemplary and 
isolationist on the one hand, and missionary and interventionist on the other. It allows the U.S. 
to lead with both “the power of our example” and “the example of our power” (Biden, 2020). 
This malleability, in addition to its power to speak to “not just who we have been but who we 
can be” as an aspirational identity, is part of the reason why the idea of exceptionalism has 
“proved resilient, no matter how many experts declare it useless or wrong” (Sullivan, 2019a). 

Nevertheless, under the exceptionalist master narrative, there have been tensions between 
the exemplary and the missionary throughout U.S. history, the current presidency included. 
To some analysts, American exceptionalism is “largely fixed” at the macro level as a set of 
ideas rooted in European-American cultures; but being an overarching national ideology, it is 
“constantly evolving” and contested at the meso-micro levels by different schools of thought, 
such as liberalism and conservativism, and by people of various persuasions (O’Connor, 2020, 
p. 122). Competing exceptionalisms often boil down to identity dichotomies (Onuf, 2012), 
especially exemplary/exemplarist vs. missionary/crusader/expansionist/vindicationist (Brands, 
1998; Clarke & Ricketts, 2017; Deneen, 2012; Dueck, 2006; McCrisken, 2003; Restad, 2012), 
and exemptionalist vs. nonexemptionalist vis-à-vis international law (Nymalm & Plagemann, 
2019). While the missionary strand became mainstream after WWII, even “imperial” under 
neoconservative influence after the Cold War, American exceptionalism has metamorphosed 
from president to president, e.g., from G. W. Bush’s “imperialist exceptionalism” (missionary 
and exemptionalist) to Trump’s ethno-nationalism (exemptionalist but not exemplary as usual 
for isolationism, nor missionary despite some officials’ anti-communist rhetoric and the trade 
and tech wars) (Nymalm & Plagemann, 2019); as a result, U.S. national security narratives 
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have shifted from “primacy” in the 1990s to “war on terror” in the 2000s and then “strategic 
competition” in the 2010s, all operating within the exceptionalist parameters (Restad, 2019). 
Biden, like Obama, is far from imperialistic, but he is more missionary and exemplary than 
Trump, missionary by taking internationalist measures (the Summit for Democracy, the Indo-
Pacific Economic Framework, etc.) to shape China’s “strategic environment” (Blinken, 2022), 
and exemplary by endeavoring to “prove democracy works” (The White House, 2021a) while 
adopting nationalist policies to protect the U.S. economy and middle class. This dual position 
shows a compromise between Obama’s and Trump’s legacies, but it may not be the optimal. 

A better strategy needs not only bolder thinking to prioritize global cooperation, but also a 
deeper reevaluation of what it means for America to be exceptional: exemplary, or missionary? 
These two are not mutually exclusive, but ultimately the U.S. must decide which is the right 
choice: To prove itself worthy of emulation, or to convert others by force or coercion? Forty-
some years ago, President Carter endorsed the former in his inaugural address (1977), and he 
called for a spiritual renewal of the American people against “a mistaken idea of freedom,” to 
rein in “fragmentation and self-interest,” “self-indulgence and consumption” (1979). Carter’s 
jeremiad drew its standard of judgment from a religious exceptionalist discourse. But, utterly 
reversing its point, Ronald Reagan panegyrized “the people” against the government, which 
helped his 1980 presidential campaign and ushered in an era of self-assertive exceptionalism, 
epitomized by his extolment of the “shining city on a hill” (Tyrrell, 2021). Having bloomed 
in the early 20th century and solidified after WWII, such a strong sense of self-righteousness 
and superiority enjoyed a triumphalist moment and went unchecked after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, when Francis Fukuyama trumpeted the “end of history” and the U.S. espoused 
a “messianic, utopian exceptionalism” as “a blueprint for the future of the world based on a 
free market, liberal globality” (Tyrrell, 2021, p. 189). Yet, against this missionary tendency 
that culminated in the Afghanistan and Iraq wars, in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis 
and Trump’s populist revolt, the Obama and Biden administrations have swung the pendulum 
back toward the exemplary, by prioritizing domestic renewal (Sullivan, 2019a) and “ending 
an era of major military operations to remake other countries” (The White House, 2021b). 
These may be steps in the right direction, but Biden’s exemplarism is by no means complete. 

The incompleteness is most obvious in Biden’s ideologically driven attitude toward China, 
which is a residue of the missionary aspect of American exceptionalism; to reconceive U.S. 
relations with China, however, American leaders may have to seriously reevaluate the needs 
of the world and the way that the U.S. operates. Vis-à-vis China, Biden’s team has stated its 
goal to be “clear-eyed coexistence on terms favorable to U.S. interests and values” (Campbell 
& Sullivan, 2019) and its tactics to be “invest, align, compete” (Blinken, 2022), not regime 
change or “fundamental transformation of the Chinese system” (Sullivan, 2021). This is no 
doubt pragmatic, even reassuring to Beijing, but one may wonder whether the Biden team has 
relinquished its missionary hope entirely, as it carries on a competitive framework that is 
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meant to vindicate American greatness and exceptionality. Moreover, one may question the 
necessity and utility of this framework, since it might undermine rather than work in tandem 
with exemplarism, externalize domestic polarization and exacerbate frictions abroad rather 
than cure the American system itself. Domestic disarray has drawn Biden’s national security 
advisor to face problems of global capitalism like the “distributional effects of international 
economic policy” (Sullivan, 2019b) and the need for a “new economic philosophy” beyond 
neoliberalism (Harris & Sullivan, 2020). But few in the Biden administration would admit as 
Carter did that there is something fundamentally odd about the prevailing way of American 
life. In a sense, American exceptionalism is not just identity, but privilege. Although people 
might not care about what the right ideas of freedom and democracy are, they would fight to 
death for the privilege to own whatever they think they own, myths and pride and prejudice 
included. Being No. 1 is one such obsession, and yet it does not make one truly exceptional. 
True exceptionalism or exemplarism, this paper suggests, has nothing to do with great power 
status, and rather depends on doing the right things, judged not by one’s own standards, but 
by the ideals and expectations of the international community, if not all humanity. There are 
of course disagreements about the ideals, but that is where transnational deliberate democracy 
can come in handy. The trouble with American exceptionalism as it stands is it often conflates 
particularity with universality, even might with right. To reclaim the exceptionalist idea, the 
U.S. had better be more visionary, inclusive, and pragmatic, not excluding China or anyone 
else from rule-making due to distrust and disrespect that arise from dubious accounts about 
“us” and “them.” Such dubious accounts are plenty in U.S. debates on China over the 2010s, 
and the following section traces the links between these debates and the U.S. strategic shift. 
 
3. How have exceptionalisms affected U.S. strategy toward China? 
 

There were several waves of debates over China during and around the 2010s, notably on 
Chinese “assertiveness” ca. 2010, U.S. strategic revision ca. 2015, the “failure of engagement” 
ca. 2018, a “new cold war” ca. 2019, and the “Biden Doctrine” ca. 2021. A common thread in 
these is American exceptionalism, which surged in public discourse after 2008, as described 
above, but another variable is its Chinese counterpart, which emerged a few years earlier with 
arguments like “Chinese exceptionality” (Kang, 2003) and “Beijing Consensus” (Ramo, 2004) 
that animated discussions in China before gaining wider attention, not coincidentally, around 
2008, “the year of the ‘China Model’” (Buruma, 2008). To some extent, a clash of American 
and Chinese exceptionalisms is a root cause for the shift in U.S. grand strategy toward China 
over the 2010s, and a harbinger of change is Washington-based journalist James Mann, who 
warned at the time in Reaganite language that China was offering a “shining model of wealth 
without liberty” while the American model had rather been tarnished by the Iraq war, and that 
the U.S. approach to China had better take seriously not only “security and prosperity,” but 
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also “our interest in a world with open political systems and the freedom to dissent” (2007). 
Mann influentially argued that the so-called China model was a threat to America, that its 
success would mean a failure of American values and a weakening of U.S. global leadership 
(Liu, 2010). This view reflects a missionary attitude as it assumes China should conform to 
U.S. values and rules. But while China seemed to be pursuing “China First” and selectively 
engaging with the existing international order, the fissure between the two countries appeared 
to be not so much an ideological one as a “collision of national egos” (Samuelson, 2010). The 
U.S. and China each “assumes its national values to be both unique and of a kind to which 
other peoples naturally aspire,” observed Henry Kissinger: “Reconciling the two versions of 
exceptionalism is the deepest challenge of the Sino-American relationship” (2011a). Indeed, 
without the rise of China and of its own exceptionalism (Ho, 2021; Zhang, 2013), American 
exceptionalism might not have been in crisis, and the U.S. might not have altered its strategy. 

In retrospect, the U.S. strategic shift can be traced to the end of 2008, if not earlier, but 
despite alarmists like Mann, few at the time would call for a radical change to the U.S. China 
policy per se, and the focus was rather on “rebalancing to Asia,” as mentioned above, for the 
U.S. to lead the Pacific Century. Regarding the origin of the Pivot to Asia, Obama’s national 
security advisor Thomas Donilon recalls that it arose from “a set of assessments that we did 
at the end of 2008 and into 2009 at the beginning of the administration” (CSIS, 2012). Some 
critics contend that the bipartisan foundation for the reassessment is a “Cold War update” 
based on “an extensive review of U.S. foreign policy undertaken 2006-2008” that sought to 
“better contain the Eurasian landmass with China and Russia as the targets” (Kiracofe, 2021). 
But it is not sufficiently clear who wanted a new Cold War back then. A noteworthy piece of 
the bipartisan review referred to is the Princeton Project on National Security co-directed by 
G. J. Ikenberry and A.-M. Slaughter, and it concludes that “America’s goal should not be to 
block or contain China, but rather to help it achieve its legitimate ambitions within the current 
international order and to become a responsible stakeholder in Asian and international politics” 
(2006). Key to this is a willingness to accommodate China “within”—not exceptional from, 
beyond, or against—the global order that the U.S. helped build after WWII and dominated in 
the post-Cold War era. As this order began to crumble in the 2008 financial crisis, however, 
the U.S. would be increasingly anxious while China grew more confident in its own way of 
doing things and overtook Japan as the world’s second largest economy by GDP in 2010. 

China’s growing self-confidence was read not only as a new assertiveness that fed into the 
strategic distrust between the U.S. and China, but also as a cause for U.S. disillusionment 
with the prospect of China’s liberalization. Despite a hopeful start when Obama welcomed 
China’s rise, within the boundaries of international law and norms, as a regional stabilizer and 
potential partner on global issues, by early 2010, many observers had claimed that China had 
“showed its claws” (Shambaugh, 2010) and become “assertive” since 2008 (Swaine, 2010). 
Much was overdramatized in those descriptions of a newly assertive China, but the Obama 
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administration did feel “a changed quality” in China’s official and analytical discourses and 
in some respects of its actions (Bader, 2012, p. 80). This might have been more perception 
than reality, however, and it could have unwanted consequences: As scholars pointed out, 
Chinese rhetoric and behavior might be better understood as reactive rather than assertive 
(Christensen, 2011), and “new assertiveness” was an inaccurate and worrisome framing that 
could narrow policy options and create “faulty conventional wisdoms” (Johnston, 2013). In 
any case, while there were three main sources of mutual distrust between the two countries 
(Lieberthal & Wang, 2012), American disquiet about Chinese assertiveness contributed to all 
three: China’s pride in its fast-moving development, unscathed by the global financial crisis, 
highlighted the narrowing power gap worried by the U.S.; China’s attribution of its economic 
success in part to its political system, taking exception to Western-style liberal democracy, 
foregrounded the institutional differences and the lack of appreciation or comprehension of 
each other’s political-economic model and policymaking process; last but not least, China’s 
culturalist turn to its Confucian traditions, such as political meritocracy, accentuated a time-
honored civilizational identity often at odds with Western influences and American values. As 
a sense of “exceptionalism and paternalism towards China remained deeply ingrained in the 
American psyche,” the Chinese “resistance to ‘conform’ to American expectations” had led to 
“repeated disillusionment” (Shambaugh, 2013, p. 7), well before Xi Jinping became president. 

While China’s assertiveness or the brouhaha over it likely factored into Obama’s strategic 
appraisal at the onset of the last decade (Yeo, 2023), the mid-2010s saw a lively debate on 
China strategy between hawks and those on the other side of the spectrum. For sure, much 
transpired between Obama’s Pivot to Asia in 2011 and the TPP agreement in 2015, including 
Xi’s promotion of “Chinese Dream” upon his succession to power in 2012 and the launches 
of China-led global initiatives and multilateral institutions like the BRI and AIIB in 2013-14. 
Though the notion of Chinese Dream might be paying homage to the American Dream and 
even to a cosmopolitan vision, what got across the Pacific was the nationalistic overtones and, 
by extension, an intensification of the clash of exceptionalisms between China and the U.S. 
(Allison, 2017; Cha, 2018; Mendis, 2014). “Washington needs a new grand strategy toward 
China that centers on balancing the rise of Chinese power rather than continuing to assist its 
ascendancy,” wrote Ambassador Robert Blackwill and his co-author in an influential report, 
departing clearly from the Princeton Project and Obama’s cooperative-and-hedging approach, 
lest China further threaten “U.S. primacy” in Asia and the world. But why such balancing for 
primacy? —American exceptionalism: “Since its founding, the United States has consistently 
pursued a grand strategy focused on acquiring and maintaining preeminent power over 
various rivals, first on the North American continent, then in the Western hemisphere, and 
finally globally” (Blackwill & Tellis, 2015, pp. 3-4, emphasis mine). This mythic belief in the 
Manifest Destiny of American preeminence provided the two authors with the very reason to 
preserve U.S. primacy by a balancing strategy, arresting, not assisting China’s rise. Unlike 
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realists who endorsed “offshore balancing” (Layne, 2008; Mearsheimer & Walt, 2016), China 
hawks wanted “better balancing,” for the U.S. to reinvigorate its own economic growth and 
technological innovation, to strengthen allies and other strategically consequential states, and 
to enhance relative gains against China—by deepening selective globalization and excluding 
China from regional trading arrangements—without full-blown containment (Friedberg, 2015; 
Tellis, 2014). This would be the basis for the Biden administration’s three-pronged approach. 
Back then, however, voices for continued engagement and integration still had the upper hand. 

Those voices included power-sharing accommodationists and status-quo integrationists, 
though they would be marginalized or in some cases readjust their views under/after Trump. 
Accommodationists wished for a constructive, power-sharing relationship between China and 
the U.S., toward a “Pacific Community” through gradual “co-evolution” (Kissinger, 2011b, 
pp. 526-529), or toward a “Concert of Asia” by deliberately making “hard choices” (White, 
2012, pp. 149-151). They argued for “mutual accommodation” instead of U.S. predominance 
(Swaine, 2011, 2015), for “cooperation spirals” instead of rivalry escalation (Goldstein, 2015), 
and even for a “grand bargain,” e.g., over Taiwan and the South China and East China Seas, 
instead of arms race (Glaser, 2015). Integrationists, by contrast, preferred staying the course 
of engagement on American terms, to make China a responsible stakeholder in the status quo 
and “shape Beijing’s choices so as to channel China’s nationalist ambitions into cooperation 
rather than coercion” (Christensen, 2015, p. xxii). They recommended “strategic reassurance 
and resolve,” to avoid worst-case scenarios and provide space for cooperation (Steinberg & 
O’Hanlon, 2014), and they suggested “the rise of China need not lead to a volcanic struggle” 
with the U.S. “over global rules and leadership,” since “The Western order has the potential 
to turn the coming power shift into a peaceful change on terms favorable to the United States” 
(Ikenberry, 2008, p. 33). Although some would later turn pessimistic or hawkish and applaud 
the Biden administration’s grand strategy reoriented around “balance of power, hegemonic 
competition and a struggle to shape the organizing logic of the global system” (Ikenberry, 
2021, p. 15), optimism was not uncommon before the arrival of Trump, and many held that 
the engagement policy had not failed like Blackwill and Tellis asserted and that the hawks’ 
contention for treating China as a rival was deeply misguided (Harding, 2015; Hart, 2015). 
As Obama’s senior director for Asian affairs affirmed, the administration should not “discard 
the approach taken by eight presidents since Nixon in favor of an assumption of inevitable 
hostility and a strategy of across-the-board rivalry that may be compelling in international 
relations theory but which no president has found persuasive” (Bader, 2015). Alas, a “tipping 
point” had indeed arrived (Lampton, 2015), and U.S.-China relations would soon go south. 

Trump’s protectionist exceptionalism was an obvious cause of change, but the ascendency 
of China hawks was bipartisan in nature, and many prominent Democrats had abandoned the 
engagement approach for great-power competition by 2018. Shortly after Trump’s National 
Security Strategy named China and Russia as “revisionist powers” in the “political contests 
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between those who favor repressive systems and those who favor free societies” (The White 
House, 2017, p. 25), Kurt Campbell and Ely Ratner, both of whom would play key roles in 
the Biden administration’s Indo-Pacific strategy, applauded that the NSS “took a step in the 
right direction,” even though Trump’s policies were more confrontational than competitive. 
Typical of missionary exceptionalists, they bemoaned that “the liberal international order has 
failed to lure or bind China,” that “China has instead pursued its own course, belying a range 
of American expectations in the process.” But being realistic, they conceded that Washington 
needed “a new degree of humility about the United States’ ability to change China”—not 
about its good intentions, just to be clear, but its current abilities—and that it must focus on 
revamping the power and behavior of its own and its allies and partners rather than attacking 
or remolding its “most dynamic and formidable competitor in modern history” (Campbell & 
Ratner, 2018). A variety of moderates took issue with the “failure of engagement” narrative 
promulgated by the 2017 NSS and China hawks like Campbell, contending that the outcomes 
of engagement had been largely beneficial to both countries and other parties involved, that 
the policy goals had never been as expansive as to mold China itself to the U.S.’s liking, that 
the expectations about liberalizing and democratizing China into a singular U.S.-dominated 
“rules-based order” had been wishful thinking, and, in short, “engagement failed” was such a 
simplistic mischaracterization of the past and present states of Sino-American relations that it 
must be pushed back for a more benign framework (Bader, 2018; Johnston, 2019; Thurston, 
2021; Zoellick, 2019). Yet, when the U.S.-China trade and tech wars raged on in 2018, albeit 
bitterly divided on most other things, Washington had a “growing consensus” that “the era of 
engagement with China has come to an unceremonious close” (Campbell & Sullivan, 2019). 

The debate then moved on to what would come next. Unlike a decade ago, a considerable 
number of people at the end of the 2010s seemed to believe that a new Cold War, this time 
between China and the U.S., was well under way. The Trump administration tended to frame 
it through a racial/ethnic nationalist lens, as “the first time that we will have a great-power 
competitor that is not Caucasian” (New America, 2019, 9:35:40), or as a grand civilizational 
conflict, with “elements of Samuel Huntington’s clash of civilizations” (Bolton, 2019, 10:00). 
Stimulated “more by American anxieties than by Chinese actions,” this anti-China turn could 
be attributed to Trump, who introduced “a distinctive animosity toward China” and provoked 
U.S. elites to seek “a new purpose for America’s global leadership” (Wertheim, 2019). But 
even if Trump did not “speak the language of American exceptionalism” (Wertheim, 2017) in 
the same way that liberal internationalists would, Trump’s anti-China supporters urged him to 
stay on a collision course with China in utterly conventional exceptionalist language: “Over 
America’s exceptional history, successive generations have risen to the challenge…”—thus 
began their open letter to President Trump—“our generation is challenged to do the same by 
a virulent and increasingly dangerous threat to human freedoms—the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) through the nation it misrules: the People’s Republic of China” (Fanell, 2019). In 
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opposition, the moderates maintained that “China is not an enemy” and making it one would 
be counterproductive to U.S. interests (Fravel et al., 2019); instead, the U.S. had better “work 
on a basis of equality” with a China that had emerged stronger than the Soviet Union ever 
was (Lampton, 2021, p. 417). Nevertheless, by the turn of 2020 with the COVID-19 outbreak, 
Trump’s confrontational approach to China had been “effectively embraced by members of 
the policy elite on both sides of the partisan divide” (Ferguson, 2019). Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo’s July 23 speech in 2020 “basically declared a Cold War with China” even 
though it might not materialize in reality (Christensen, 2020), and policy recommendations 
reminiscent of the early Cold War like “The Longer Telegram” (Anonymous, 2021) surfaced. 
For American strategists, the world might not be entering a second “Cold War” in the 20th-
century sense, but certainly a new “cold war” without capitalization, i.e., a protracted rivalry 
as usual in history: According to some, it was China’s Xi who started this cold war, and the 
U.S. had merely accepted the challenge with bipartisan consensus (Brands & Gaddis, 2021). 
But if the two sides each saw itself to be the reasonable party and the other the provocateur, 
the gap in perceptions could ensure the emerging cold war continue indefinitely (Paul, 2021). 

The Biden administration does not favor the label of Cold War, but as related in this paper, 
it has carried on Trump’s cold war with China for an openly exceptionalist purpose: to revive 
America’s global leadership through liberal internationalism rather than ethno-nationalism. If 
a Biden Doctrine exists, however, the jury is still out on what it is. Realists and moderates 
may find Biden pragmatic, for example in withdrawing troops from Afghanistan, and in not 
seeking China’s regime change; that said, Biden’s mixed approach to China, which intensifies 
rivalry on the one hand and seeks cooperation on the other, may look less pragmatic in the 
long run, and “lest a new cold war take hold,” Biden should rather “prioritize diplomatic 
engagement” on common issues like trade and climate and “tamp down on the domestic 
demonization of China” (Shifrinson & Wertheim, 2021). Liberal internationalists and hawks, 
by contrast, may see in Biden a cold warrior who has adopted a grand strategy of fortifying 
democracy against autocracy, particularly against China, with a three-pronged response to the 
threats of political decay, transnational problems, and authoritarian powers; this ideologically 
Manichean but practically multifaceted doctrine is put into operation to rescue American 
exceptionalism from the “fact that the supremacy of democracy is more imperiled than at any 
time in generations” (Brands, 2021). “Returning to Washington’s World War II and Cold War 
playbook,” Biden has resumed a Rooseveltian program that links a massive mobilization for 
domestic reforms with a “progressive” international agenda, to advance the U.S.-led liberal 
project by “a free-world coalition” against the “autocratic challenge” of China (Deudney & 
Ikenberry, 2021a). Contrary to some realists who urge the U.S. to “abandon its universalistic 
ambitions, shed its sense of exceptionalism and become a normal country, capable of entering 
into peaceful and cooperative relations with other countries governed by different regime 
types and ideologies,” liberal internationalists insist on proving the supremacy of democracy 
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worldwide, for they believe in a narrative of world politics that “liberal democracy is in grand 
competition, sometimes lethal, with authoritarian and fascist adversaries on the right, and 
socialist and communist ones on the left,” and in a narrative of American exceptionalism that 
the U.S. plays an “indispensable role in world affairs,” as if the “special burden” of the great 
contest and the “geopolitical fate of the liberal effort” depend on American power (Deudney 
& Ikenberry, 2021b, pp. 78-79). Neither of these two narratives is empirically sound, and the 
burden liberal internationalists want the U.S. to carry is a remnant of the “civilizing mission” 
that embodies a tunnel vision rooted in the traditions of Western imperialism and colonialism. 
Still, they are part of the mythic article of faith that the Biden administration upholds. It may 
be too early to tell whether Biden is more moderate or hawkish as president, but the tendency 
toward the latter, especially the current strategy toward China, is myopically playing with fire. 

 
4. Why not co-write the rules? Toward a truly exceptional strategy 

 
Even if Biden is personally more moderate than hawkish, his foreign policy team is not, 

and if “competition without catastrophe” is the best that Democrats can do, catastrophe would 
be only a matter of time in the “wrong hands.” The administration’s China policy aims at a 
“steady state” of coexistence on terms favorable to the U.S. (Campbell & Sullivan, 2019), but 
its three-pronged approach is essentially a modified version of the strategy that exceptionalist 
hawks from both parties, such as Blackwill and Campbell discussed above, have put forth in 
the mid- and late 2010s, which is not only narrow-minded in reasoning, but also dangerously 
myopic in consequence. Two years before Blinken’s May 26 speech, Campbell already laid 
out the three-pronged strategy as investment (“Cold War-era public investments in science, 
infrastructure, and education”), alignment (“work with allies and partners across Asia and 
Europe to set new standards”), and “selective decoupling” (“Washington’s objective should 
not be a Cold War-style division of the world …but instead to sustain its leadership in critical 
technologies and to retain a nodal role”). In justifying his approach against both containment 
and accommodation, however, Campbell too quickly dismissed engagement as a failure and 
reduced the various possibilities of accommodation to a grand bargain that supposedly would 
“concede to China a sphere of influence in Asia” (2020). An assumption behind this is that 
China is vying for regional hegemony, even “global domination” (Brands & Sullivan, 2020). 
But what if China wants no hegemony/domination, nor wishes to cast out the U.S. from Asia? 
The premise that China is no different from the U.S. in pursuing exclusive dominance is a 
projected mirror-imaging that is flawed and misleading in the first place. Furthermore, even if 
the Biden administration is striving for a steady state with favorable terms of coexistence, its 
similarities with its predecessor outweigh any differences, and its emphasis on competition 
seriously curtails cooperation, as the bad blood between the U.S. and China continues to boil 
(Haass, 2021; Weiss, 2022). The combative approach has produced a “mirroring dynamic” in 
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a downward spiral, “with preparation for conflict taking precedence over tackling common 
challenges,” and hawkish groupthink not only reinforces geopolitical divisions and inhibits 
cooperation by excluding China from the U.S.-led system, but also has “pernicious effects on 
democracy and the quality of public debate” (Weiss, 2022). Whoever will win the presidential 
election in 2024, the current trajectory looks like paving ways for a great-power showdown. 

To be fair, the Biden administration’s overall focus is domestic and perhaps successfully 
so, and its foreign policy suitably leans toward exemplarism, to vindicate liberal democracy 
and American leadership. Biden “can now boast of a stronger legislative record in less than 
two years than either Obama or Bill Clinton achieved in eight,” remarked Edward Luce, the 
same journalist who triggered the public debate on American exceptionalism by questioning 
Obama in Strasbourg, 2009. Biden’s “unexpected triumph” includes, for instance, the CHIPS 
and Science Act anticipated by Obama’s nationalist/protectionist approach to make America 
No. 1 again, as previously mentioned, although some of such breakthroughs might be short-
lived if they can be scrapped by Biden’s successor, depending on who will win (Luce, 2022). 
Regardless of the durability of Biden’s victories, his team has used American exceptionalism 
as the ideational bridge that squares the circle of any contradictions between nationalism and 
internationalism (Sullivan, 2019a), and has to a great extent mobilized reforms domestically 
and exercised restraint internationally, so much so that the Rooseveltian program seems to be 
working and that “America is back” to business as usual. Except that it is too soon to say so. 

One thing for sure is that the U.S.-China relationship has further deteriorated, a casualty 
presumably inevitable, however unhealthy, in the American pursuit of exceptionalism, now 
again the liberal internationalist kind in remedy of Trump’s ethno-nationalist revolt. In the 
face of China’s rising status and “assertiveness,” liberal internationalist and ethno-nationalist 
strands of exceptionalism have both contributed to the U.S. perception of China as a “threat,” 
shifting U.S. grand strategy from engagement to competition over the 2010s, especially the 
second half, as detailed above. The competitive framework decisively put in place by Trump 
is hardly missionary in purpose, but the bipartisan support for it is both ideologically and 
economically driven, and the vindication of American exceptionalism serves as the ultimate 
rationale. From Obama’s Pivot to Asia to Biden’s “invest, align, compete,” from TPP to IPEF, 
the U.S. seeks to outplay and outcast China by hegemonic ordering, as if the latter had been 
economically a near-peer rival but politically and institutionally a despised “Other.” Although 
exceptionalism does not necessarily imply superiority, Washington’s exceptionalist hubris has 
been a crucial factor in its disrespect and distrust toward Beijing, and this is partly why the 
two sides, while both can be faulted, have frequently talked past each other since 2010. At the 
heart of the discrepancies between Chinese leaders’ call for a “new type of major-country 
relationship” (Dai, 2010; Hu, 2012; Xi, 2012) and Obama’s lukewarm acknowledgement of a 
“new model of cooperation” (The White House, 2013), between the contesting forms/norms 
of revisionism and multilateralism (Chan et al., 2021; He, 2020), and between Beijing’s “One 
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China principle” and Washington’s “One China policy,” spotlighted by House Speaker Nancy 
Pelosi’s official visit to Taiwan, lie a range of exceptionalist aims, from advancing America’s 
Pacific Century to reviving U.S. leadership by defending democracies against autocracies, the 
latter having given the House Speaker a noble excuse (Pelosi, 2022). Rhetoric aside, the two 
countries’ foreign policy goals clearly do not see eye to eye: While China wants a cooperative 
partnership based on mutual respect, the U.S. rather “wants to remain the leader in Asia and 
to avoid acknowledging China as an equal,” because of a deep-rooted, widespread belief in 
America’s “exceptional nature” (White, 2012, pp. 56-57). In short, American exceptionalism 
is an enduring determinant in the conundrum of U.S.-China relations, and the situation will 
not improve until America redefines its exceptionalism and reads China/the world differently. 

Such redefinition is neither impossible nor unprecedented, but rather necessitated by the 
changing circumstances of the world and/or the U.S. itself and permitted by the malleability 
of American exceptionalism as a constantly contested national identity discourse. The U.S. 
discarded isolationist exceptionalism upon entering WWII in 1941 for an American Century, 
but if the American Century has come to an unceremonious close in the 2008 financial crisis, 
then the U.S. ought to face the reality that the Pacific Century is not just America’s, but also 
Asia’s and everyone else’s. The Obama administration seemed to know this, when it admitted 
that “a thriving America is good for China and a thriving China is good for America,” that 
“We both have much more to gain from cooperation than from conflict,” even if “We also 
have to be honest about our differences” (Clinton, 2011). But the Biden administration rather 
believes that “Washington should avoid becoming an eager suitor on transnational challenges,” 
that counterintuitively, “competition is likely essential to effective cooperation with Beijing” 
(Campbell & Sullivan, 2019). This makes sense if competition is mild and benign, but if “red 
lines” are being crossed, or if selective decoupling is re-dividing the world into geoeconomic 
and geopolitical blocs, then it is not merely counterintuitive, but counterproductive, as further 
progress in cooperation between China and the U.S. looks increasingly like a pipe dream, not 
even a bargaining chip. An ideational culprit for this, as this paper has argued, is the hawkish 
liberal internationalist strand of exceptionalism resurrected under Biden, which deepens, not 
deescalates, the so-called strategic competition with China instead of cooperative engagement. 
On this point, realists and critical scholars are right to warn that American exceptionalism is a 
truculent species of nationalist ideology (Lieven, 2004; McKinney, 2022; O’Connor, 2020) 
and a dangerous myth (Hodgson, 2009; Pease, 2009; Walt, 2011). Yet, as this paper may have 
shown, it is also useful to look at American exceptionalism as a discourse of national identity 
that has underpinned U.S. foreign policy since at least WWII and has remained evolving and 
contested particularly after 2008 (O’Connor, 2020; Onuf, 2012; Restad, 2012), comprising “a 
blend of myth and social experience” or “a changing cluster of myths that reflect and refract 
historical experience” (Tyrrell, 2021, p. 17) in and for the constant self-renewal of America as 
a distinct nation with a special purpose and promise and a unique capacity and responsibility 
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(Rodgers, 2004; Sullivan, 2019a). While the exceptionalist idea proves resilient, it shall be by 
no means dogmatic, and to reverse the trend toward strategic competition, it is necessary to 
reimagine American exceptionalism as potentially more inclusive and collaborative than now. 

A more inclusive exceptionalism requires tolerance and patience with countries governed 
by different regime types and ideologies, and it is not a tall order that the U.S. has never filled. 
Regardless of the Cold War baggage, John F. Kennedy’s advice from six decades ago still 
applies: “if we cannot end now our differences, at least we can help make the world safe for 
diversity,” and in order to do so, “we must reexamine our own attitude—as individuals and as 
a Nation—for our attitude is as essential as theirs.” Indeed, it is imperative for Americans, at 
any pivotal moment in history, “not to see only a distorted and desperate view of the other 
side, not to see conflict as inevitable, accommodation as impossible, and communication as 
nothing more than an exchange of threats” (1963). Kennedy said this when the Soviet Union 
was not even part of the U.S.-led international system, but now China is already so integrated 
into the system that the U.S. and China are to a large extent mutually interdependent, it is 
only more vital to make the world safe for diversity, not just democracy, lest the system itself 
implode. Contrarily, the Biden administration has opted for democracy rather than diversity, 
excluding China from regional order-building efforts like the Quad and IPEF and neutralizing 
interdependence by techno-nationalism and selective decoupling. But if the U.S. calculated 
fifty or twenty years ago that “the world would be less dangerous with China inside rather 
than outside the system,” why would it be any different now, when the world needs the two 
countries to work together rather than against each other? As a critic recently observes, the 
reactive instinct to counterbalance China is crowding out alternative, positive-sum visions of 
an inclusive and reformed international system needed to tackle shared issues (Weiss, 2022). 
If Washington cannot even keep a rising power within the system it leads, due to a sense of 
insecurity about its superiority, what good is the system, and what good is U.S. leadership? 
To turn things upward, the steady state of coexistence that the Biden administration aims at 
shall not be one of ill feeling and segregation, but rather one of mutual learning and respect. 

The U.S. is admittedly learning from China (about infrastructure, industrial policy, etc.) 
and vice versa, but both must know and understand each other and themselves better; more 
importantly, only by giving China and others due respect as potential co-leaders in global 
governance can America become truly exceptional as an exemplary nation that shares its 
agenda-setting and rule-making power to build collaborative relations for collective action—
not because it has to, but because it chooses the right thing to do. Barring his obsessions with 
preserving America’s No. 1 status and rule-making prerogative, Obama came close to this 
ideal, according to Jake Sullivan, who told Joseph Nye that Obama thought the U.S. should 
take on “an agenda-setting, catalytic form of leadership, rather than a directive form,” so that 
it “would pull other countries (and nonstate actors) together to figure out solutions to the 
great shared problems of our time, without telling anyone what to do” (Nye, 2020, p. 161). 
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This fits the definition of “facilitative leadership,” which is described by Chinese scholars as 
collective, attractive, win-win, and empowering, rather than hegemonic, coercive, solipsistic, 
and patronizing (Chen et al., 2018). A leader guides and facilitates the realization of a group’s 
shared objectives, while a hegemon presents its self-interest as common (Destradi, 2010); and 
all states and nonstate actors can play leadership roles, so long as they have followers, thanks 
to the leaders’ prestige and capabilities or multilateral/institutional arrangements that bind the 
group together through a negotiation and consensus-building process (Yu, 2020). There exist 
other types of leadership, such as constructive and exemplary ones, which may accompany 
the facilitative style (Bo, 2021). Yet, when it comes to China, U.S. leadership has stuck with 
the hegemonic kind, from Obama to Biden, both of whom assert that America, not China, 
should write the rules of the road, as if the U.S. alone (or with its allies) could lead the way, 
while others had to obey, or “do as I say, not as I do.” But as commentators have pointed out, 
unless “given a place at the table and genuinely integrated into the structures of decision-
making,” China will unilaterally or multilaterally create its own structures and institutions, as 
what happened in the AIIB case despite Washington’s fruitless opposition (Zakaria, 2020). If 
Beijing necessarily has a role in shaping the future international order, Washington had better 
take a constructive and collaborative approach, to negotiate plausible terms of coexistence 
with Beijing (Weiss, 2022), and to “write the new rules together” for effective cooperation, 
not shutting out specific countries for its own gains (Zhang & Lebow, 2020, p. 50). This does 
not mean to establish a “G-2” as former Carter advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski once advocated 
(Wong, 2009), but rather calls for collaborative “G-Plus” leadership in lieu of hegemonic 
leadership (Acharya et al., 2019), for a “pluralistic form of global governance” that better 
suits an interdependent and post-unipolar world (Morton, 2017) in lieu of great-power rivalry. 
To judge by President Carter’s standard, Washington’s competitive-hegemonic mindset can 
never make America exemplary by reinforcing global fragmentation and self-interest; instead, 
it ought to recognize a collaborative-facilitative framework as the right path to exceptionality. 

 
To sum up, this paper tells a story of how American exceptionalism, especially its liberal 

internationalist and ethno-nationalist variants, under Obama/Biden and Trump, respectively, 
has swayed the shift of U.S. grand strategy toward China from engagement to competition, 
and it argues that, alternatively, Washington may reconceive its exceptionalist vision to value 
collaborative leadership and allow other actors like Beijing to co-write the rules of the road. It 
first asks why Biden, like Obama, refuses to grant China the right to write international rules, 
and its tentative answer is a deep-seated desire to vindicate American exceptionality, defined 
not as national “greatness” à la Trump, but as democratic “leadership” under Biden, who has 
doubled down on the rivalry with China for fear that autocracy might prevail. Biden’s China 
strategy is thus a mixture of his two predecessors’, or more, reviving liberal hegemony while 
abandoning the engagement policy, pursuing exemplarism by a Rooseveltian project while 
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using exceptionalism to reconcile internationalism with techno- and economic nationalism. 
This exacerbates U.S.-China relations and deepens the strategic shift, which traceably began 
in 2008 when American exceptionalism surged in public debate and clashed with its emerging 
Chinese counterpart. China’s “assertiveness” expedited Obama’s Pivot to Asia, and by 2015, 
hawks’ advocacy for revising U.S. grand strategy to counterbalance China’s rise had grown 
salient; while this revision escalated to confrontation in Trump’s trade and tech wars, it would 
be the basis for Biden’s three-pronged approach, as his foreign policy team surmised that the 
“failure” of engagement had left them no choice but a new cold war between “us” and “them.” 
Behind their disillusionment and self-righteousness is a missionary impulse characteristic of 
American exceptionalism, but the latter is contested and evolving as an identity discourse, 
malleable enough to make room for exemplary and collaborative leadership. This alternative 
may be a non-starter given the current administration’s liberal creed and the deterioration of 
U.S.-China relations, but it is normatively superior to hegemony and great-power rivalry, not 
only because pragmatically speaking the world needs more cooperation and co-leadership in 
global governance, but also because a more inclusive vision and strategy can help make the 
world safe for diversity and make America truly exceptional—not by managing competition 
without catastrophe, which is expedient for domestic mobilization but hardly adequate for 
global progress, but by taking the responsibility to seek the harder path of common purpose 
and reconciliation. Much is to be reconciled with the “Other,” but also with the American Self. 
To reach a common ground on rules, there is a long way to go for both China and America. 
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