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Xi Jinping Visit an Opportunity  
to Finally Establish China Priorities

By Dean Cheng and Derek Scissors, Ph.D.

The man designated as the next General Secre-
tary of the Chinese Communist Party, Xi Jinping, is 
due at the White House on February 14. Xi’s sched-
uled term of office is 10 years. The last 10 years saw 
the Chinese economy, according to official statis-
tics, more than quadruple in size. It also saw China 
catapult into becoming the principal geopolitical 
challenger to the U.S. in Asia. Xi will play a major 
part in what will happen over the next 10 years.

Xi is likely intent on re-familiarizing himself with 
the U.S. But his trip can also serve a larger purpose. 
Chinese officials often portray Sino–American rela-
tions as fundamentally positive and headed in the 
right direction. This may reflect a lack of infor-
mation in a system that remains mostly closed. It 
definitely reflects Chinese satisfaction with current 
trends, an attitude not shared by most American 
policymakers.

Potential misunderstandings stemming from 
these different views are far more dangerous than 
they were 10 years ago. The Obama Administration 
should use Xi’s visit to clarify American military, 
economic, and diplomatic priorities, highlight-
ing the true level of tension as well as areas where 
national interests align. It might make for a less 
pleasant visit, but it would ultimately help to stabi-
lize the relationship.

Establishing American Priorities. Previous 
meetings of top leaders have been unfocused and 
quickly revealed as unproductive.1 But even the 

most ardent “panda hunter” cannot place all the 
blame on China. The U.S. has failed to identify, 
communicate, and sustain clear priorities. Myriad 
interests insist on participating in China policy, 
including most Cabinet offices, Congress, the mili-
tary, business, and human rights groups. Such a 
cacophony demands that Presidents establish pri-
orities—something that has not been done. 

American policymakers seek Chinese coopera-
tion in further isolating North Korea, which bor-
ders the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and 
with whom China has a unique relationship. They 
seek the same with respect to Iran, a major sup-
plier of hydrocarbons to the PRC. The U.S. also 
wants to play a mediating role in the South China 
Sea, which the Chinese have termed a core interest, 
and expand ties with India. How countering Chi-
nese influence in South Asia and the Middle East 
compares as a priority with seeking Chinese coop-
eration in areas where it has very different starting 
perspectives and interests is not clear.

Similarly, American defense policymakers have 
simultaneously expressed concern about China’s 
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growing military capabilities while 
acknowledging that the PRC needs 
to be able to defend increasingly 
global economic interests.2 How the 
Chinese might reconcile legitimate 
defense expansion against acquiring 
capabilities that clearly threaten U.S. 
security interests in the Asia–Pacific 
has never been made explicit. Ameri-
can explication of “China’s true inter-
ests” is unlikely to gain any traction 
if it runs counter to how Chinese 
leaders see their own interests in 
their littoral waters, outer space, or 
cyberspace.

On the economy, the U.S. is 
obsessed with the exchange rate, 
though there is no evidence that it 
matters to American jobs. China’s 
predatory behavior with respect to 
intellectual property undermines 
American comparative advantage 
much more fundamentally than the 
value of the yuan does. Also far more 
important are anti-competitive prac-
tices within China, such as heavy sub-
sidization of state-owned enterprises. 
These practices reserve the majority 
of the economy for a relatively small 
number of firms, blocking American 
exports to the PRC and other oppor-
tunities for American firms there. 
Given China’s size, the subsidies now 
also warp markets globally.3 

The Administration has never 
explicitly supported punitive legisla-
tion concerning the yuan, but it has 
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A Weak Yuan Does Not Cause U.S. Unemployment

1991–2000: The 
yuan-to-dollar exchange 
rate falls and the yuan 
becomes undervalued. 
But U.S. unemployment 
declines.

2000–2010: The 
yuan-to-dollar exchange 
rate rises and the yuan 
becomes less 
undervalued. Yet U.S. 
unemployment rises.

Sources: X-Rates.com, Historic Exchange Rates, at http://www.x-rates.com/cgi-bin/hlookup.cgi 
(June 6, 2011) and U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Labor Force Statistics 
from the Current Population Survey, at http://www.bls.gov/cps/prev_yrs.htm (June 6, 2011).
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repeatedly attacked Chinese currency policies—
often incorrectly. More recently, senior officials 
have correctly noted the importance and harm of 
Chinese subsidies.4 It would be far better if the 
Administration explicitly stated that cutting sub-
sidies should take priority over yuan appreciation. 
But the first step is a simple willingness to decide 
that one is more pressing than the other. The tactic 
of bringing half-a-dozen or more “critical” issues to 
the table has led, in what should not be a surprise, 
to satisfactory progress on none.

If the Obama Administration is unwilling or 
incapable of setting the full range of priorities, 
almost any clarification would nonetheless be 
an improvement. The ongoing failure to set clear 
American priorities will become progressively more 
harmful. The change in Chinese leadership is an 
excellent time to put the relationship on a less risky 
path. 

Opening Doors. If the U.S. could finally offer 
concise, coherent positions, it would no doubt 
highlight many conflicts between American and 
Chinese interests. However, it would also promote 
truly helpful cooperation where it is possible. 

Xi will not be empowered to offer (or interested 
in offering) much of anything substantial from the 
Chinese side during this visit. Most likely, he will 
mark the visit with an announcement of an invest-
ment in California, a grain purchase agreement in 
Iowa, and yet another bilateral energy cooperation 
deal in Washington itself. The first two will have 
only a temporary benefit, and the latter has consis-
tently proven to be meaningless. 

The Administration, however, should be fully 
prepared to respond to constructive signals on 
subsidies and intellectual property. On the secu-
rity side, officials should keep an ear open for new 
initiatives in areas such as maritime security. This 

is a matter of critical national interest to the U.S. 
It has been an area of growing tension as China 
clashes not only with the U.S. but also with Japan, 
Vietnam, the Philippines, and India outside of its 
territorial waters—in some cases far closer to its 
neighbors’ shores than its own. Ideally, Xi could 
signal a Chinese reversion to a Deng Xiaoping–like 
policy regarding maritime claims—i.e., demonstra-
bly setting aside territorial disputes and engaging 
in joint development.

Beijing’s own power transition begins in October, 
and the Communist Party’s preference for stability 
will only grow stronger as 2012 wears on. It fol-
lows that the PRC might see Xi’s visit as an oppor-
tunity to minimize the potential for confrontation 
with its neighbors and/or with the U.S. 

Long-Overdue Start. The Administration 
should have established clear and simple priorities 
for China relations far sooner than the beginning of 
the fourth year of the Obama presidency. Xi’s visit 
can be the beginning of the process of sharpen-
ing American policy if the U.S. takes the following 
steps:

•	 The Administration should designate a single 
official to lead the U.S. side during Xi’s visit 
and future high-level meetings. He or she should 
have authority to arbitrate among various posi-
tions and enforce decisions. The Vice President 
is the best choice.5 The visit is an opportunity 
to create the correct precedent for the American 
approach during Xi’s term.

•	 Rather than yet another review of every issue 
under the sun, the U.S. should table at most 
three issues in order to clearly signal to Xi Ameri-
can priorities for at least the next year.

•	 The U.S. should ask for a single notable con-
cession. Given presidential prerogatives and 
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Beijing’s capacity to effect changes, a foreign 
policy concession—such as cancelling the sale 
of new nuclear reactors to Pakistan6—might be 
preferable to an economic one. 

•	 The U.S. should clearly indicate its top econom-
ic priority. Reducing subsidies to state-owned 
enterprises is the single best choice.

•	 The U.S. should similarly be prepared to respond 
to a viable Chinese proposal while avoiding trad-
ing current American action for future Chinese 
action. In the event of a worthwhile gesture from 

Xi, one possibility is a presidential statement 
strongly opposing trade sanctions.

An Opportunity. Chinese political transitions 
are once-in-a-decade affairs. Over the past decade, 
American policy was inadequate to deal with Chi-
na’s rise. Xi’s visit is the best time to start improving 
that record.
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