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The geopolitical landscape of the 21st century is increasingly defined by what scholars and policymakers describe

as the most significant structural rivalry in modern history: the competition between the United States and the

People’s Republic of China (PRC). This struggle, centered primarily in the Indo-Pacific region but spanning global

dimensions, is often characterized as a "contest for supremacy." Unlike the Cold War, which was defined by

ideological bifurcation and economic isolation, the current Sino-American rivalry operates within a framework of

deep economic interdependence and rapid technological convergence. However, as highlighted in the seminal work

by Aaron L. Friedberg, the underlying drivers of this competition are rooted in diverging strategic goals, institutional

differences, and the fundamental struggle for mastery in Asia.

The Theoretical Framework of Strategic Rivalry

To understand the mechanics of the US-China contest, one must look through the lens of international relations 

(IR) theory. The competition is not merely a series of diplomatic disagreements but a structural outcome of a 

shifting global order. Two primary schools of thought provide the framework for this analysis: Structural Realism 

and Liberal Institutionalism.

Structural Realism and Power Transition

From a realist perspective, the rise of a new power (China) within a system dominated by an established hegemon 

(the United States) creates inherent instability. This is often referred to as Power Transition Theory . As China’s

relative power—measured by GDP, military expenditure, and technological capability—approaches that of the

United States, the risk of systemic conflict increases. The struggle for "mastery" in Asia is seen as a zero-sum

game where the gain of one party is perceived as the loss of the other’s security and influence.

The Failure of the Engagement Paradigm

For several decades, US policy was guided by the Liberal Internationalisthope that integrating China into the

global economy (specifically through WTO accession in 2001) would lead to internal political liberalization and the

adoption of "responsible stakeholder" status. However, as technical data on China's domestic governance and

state-led economic model suggests, this transition did not occur. Instead, China leveraged the global trade system

to build a robust authoritarian-capitalist model, leading to the current "wake-up call" for Western policymakers.

The Economic Dimension: Decoupling, De-risking, and Geo-economics

Economic power is the bedrock of the contest for supremacy. The technical complexity of the US-China economic 

relationship is unprecedented. While the two nations are major trading partners, the nature of their economic 

interaction has shifted from mutual benefit to geo-economic competition.

The Mechanics of State Capitalism vs. Market Liberalism

The PRC’s use of Industrial Policy (e.g., "Made in China 2025") represents a technical challenge to the market-

based order. By providing massive state subsidies to strategic sectors such as semiconductors, electric vehicles, 

and telecommunications, China aims to dominate the upper tiers of the global value chain. The US response has 



involved a combination of Export Controls(specifically via the Entity List) and domestic industrial incentives (such

as the CHIPS and Science Act).



Metric/Feature United States Approach China (PRC) Approach

Economic Model Market-driven, private sector 
leadership.

State-led, strategic sector intervention.

Primary Strategic Goal Preserving the rules-based trade 
order.

Achieving technological self-reliance.

Trade Instrument Sanctions, tariffs, and de-risking. Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), market 
access leverage.

Tech Focus Innovation through R&amp;D and 
talent.

Assimilation, indigenous innovation, 
and IP acquisition.

Supply Chain Resilience and Technical Decoupling

Technical analysis of modern manufacturing reveals that high-tech sectors are reliant on incredibly niche 

components. The struggle for supremacy now involves the weaponization of interdependence. For example, the

US dominates the software and equipment design for semiconductors (EDA tools), while China controls significant

portions of the raw material supply chain (Rare Earth Elements). The process of "de-coupling" or "de-risking"

involves a technical reconfiguration of these supply chains to reduce vulnerability to political coercion.

Military Dynamics and Maritime Security in Asia

The "mastery in Asia" mentioned in the JSON data is primarily a maritime and aerospace challenge. The 

geography of the Indo-Pacific—characterized by the First and Second Island Chains—dictates the military

strategy of both contenders.

The Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) Technical Workflow

The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has developed a sophisticated A2/AD network designed to prevent US forces

from intervening in the Western Pacific. This system utilizes a multi-layered approach:

•  Long-Range Precision Strikes: Deployment of DF-21D and DF-26 "carrier killer" missiles.

•  Integrated Air Defense Systems (IADS): High-density sensor networks and surface-to-air missiles (SAMs).

•  Cyber and Electronic Warfare: Capabilities intended to disrupt the command, control, and communications 

(C4ISR) of US carrier strike groups.

US Naval Strategy and the "Pacific Deterrence Initiative"

In response, the US military is shifting from a concentrated force posture to a Distributed Maritime Operations 

(DMO) model. This involves spreading assets across a wider geography to complicate the PLA's targeting 

solutions. The technical focus here is on JADC2 (Joint All-Domain Command and Control), an algorithmic

framework intended to link every sensor to every shooter across sea, air, land, space, and cyber domains.

The Technological Race: AI, Quantum, and Space

A central tenet of the contest for supremacy is the race for Emerging and Disruptive Technologies (EDTs) . The

nation that achieves a technical lead in these areas will likely dictate the standards of the 21st-century global

economy and military doctrine.

Artificial Intelligence and Algorithmic Warfare



AI is the "electricity" of the new era. In the context of the US-China rivalry, AI is applied in:1. Autonomous 

Systems: The development of loitering munitions and unmanned underwater vehicles (UUVs).2. Intelligence 

Synthesis: Using machine learning to process satellite imagery and signals intelligence faster than human 

analysts.3. Cognitive Electronic Warfare: Using AI to adapt to enemy radar frequencies in real-time.

Quantum Computing and Cryptography

The technical struggle also extends to Quantum Information Science. If China or the US achieves a functional 

quantum computer capable of breaking current RSA encryption, the security of the other’s financial and military 

data would be instantly compromised. This has led to an urgent push for Post-Quantum Cryptography (PQC)

standards.

Diplomatic Alignments and the Struggle for Regional Influence

Superiority is not maintained through force alone but through the strength of alliances and partnerships. The Indo-

Pacific is currently a theater of minilateralism.

The Hub-and-Spoke Model vs. The New Minilaterals

Historically, the US relied on bilateral treaties (the "Hub-and-Spoke" system with Japan, South Korea, etc.). To

counter China’s rising influence, the US has engineered new technical and security frameworks:

1.  The Quad (Australia, India, Japan, US): Focused on maritime domain awareness and vaccine diplomacy.

2.  AUKUS (Australia, UK, US): A high-end technology pact specifically designed to provide Australia with 

nuclear-powered submarines and collaborate on AI/quantum.

3.  CHIP 4 Alliance: A strategic alignment of semiconductor powerhouses (US, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan).

China’s Alternative Governance Model

The PRC offers an alternative to the Western model through the Global Security Initiative (GSI) and the Global 

Development Initiative (GDI). By providing infrastructure through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), China builds

dependency and secures logistics nodes (ports and airfields) that have dual-use potential. This creates a technical

challenge for the US in maintaining open access to the "Global Commons."

Case Study: The Semiconductor Bottleneck

An excellent example of the struggle for mastery is the semiconductor industry. Analyzing the supply chain reveals 

a critical vulnerability for both sides. Taiwan’s TSMC (Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company) produces 

over 90% of the world's most advanced logic chips. For the US, losing access to these chips would result in a total 

cessation of high-tech military production. For China, the inability to import the EUV (Extreme Ultraviolet 

Lithography)machines produced by ASML in the Netherlands prevents them from manufacturing sub-7nm chips

domestically. This "choke point" is the focal point of current strategic maneuvers.

Strategic Implications and Future Trajectories

The contest described by Friedberg and other analysts suggests a long-term, systemic competition that will last for 

decades. The primary risk is the Thucydides Trap , where the fear of a rising power leads the established power to

initiate conflict. However, the technical nature of modern weaponry and the integration of global finance act as

counter-pressures against hot war.

Mitigation of Operational Risks



To navigate this contest, practitioners recommend several technical and diplomatic safeguards:Red-Line 

Clarification: Establishing clear communication channels to prevent accidental escalation in the Taiwan Strait or 

South China Sea.Standards Setting: Engaging in international bodies to ensure technical standards for 6G, AI, 

and biotechnology are not bifurcated into two incompatible systems.Resilience Engineering:Investing in domestic

industrial bases to ensure that even in the event of a conflict, critical infrastructure can function independently.

Ultimately, the struggle for mastery in Asia is not a problem to be solved but a condition to be managed. The

"supremacy" sought by either side is no longer absolute; it is a relative advantage in a world of complex, multi-

domain competition. The success of US policy will depend on its ability to innovate faster than the PRC can

assimilate, while maintaining the cohesion of its democratic alliances. Conversely, China’s success hinges on its

ability to overcome its demographic decline and economic structural headwinds while successfully presenting itself

as a viable alternative to the Western-led order.

As the technological and military gaps narrow, the contest for supremacy will increasingly be won or lost in the

laboratories, the boardrooms, and the digital clouds as much as on the high seas. This rivalry is the defining feature

of our age, requiring a sober, well-informed, and technically rigorous approach to both strategy and execution.
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