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Ian Bowers and Øystein Tunsjø

The Implications of
Contemporary US-China
“Hypercompetition”

Onhis September 2023 visit to East Asia, President Biden repeatedly

stated that he and the United States were not aiming to contain China.

However, this rhetoric stands in contrast to a series of US foreign, economic

and industrial policy initiatives that seek to challenge and limit China’s

pursuit of regional security dominance and leadership in key emerging technol-

ogies.1 Both the 2022 US National Security Strategy (NSS) and the US National

Defense Strategy (NDS) emphasize that strategic competition has returned, with

the former stating that “this decade will be decisive in setting the terms of our

competition with the PRC.”2 That said, ambiguity about those terms remains,

and there has been little success in defining US-China competition in both

the policy and academic worlds. By arguing that the world has now entered a

period of “hypercompetition,” in this article we seek to address the fundamental

ambiguity surrounding how contemporary and future competition with China

will manifest and offer strategies to manage it.

From the outset, it should be acknowledged that competition between the US

and China is something fundamentally new. It is not the rules-based economic

competition seen during the era of US unipolarity; it is not the superpower

competition of the Cold War; nor is it the great-power competition that

shaped the international system before World War II. The contemporary inten-

sifying US–China rivalry is occurring in an unprecedented era of economic
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interdependence, globalization, interconnectedness, and rapid technological

development. Traditional and novel arenas of competition are merging. No

longer can military strategy be separated from industrial policy, or technological

development isolated from geostrategic maneuvering.

This new reality challenges conventional understandings of interstate compe-

tition, and therefore requires new integrated strategies. The dynamism of this

challenge ensures that defining the exact

nature of this rivalry is proving enduringly dif-

ficult. We propose that “hypercompetition,” a

concept developed by American academic and

business consultant Richard D’Aveni in the

1990s to describe new forms of industrial com-

petition at the time, provides analytical gui-

dance that captures the multi-faceted, rapid

and escalatory competitive strategies that

have and continue to emerge in the US-China dynamic. Drawing on hypercom-

petition—defined by D’Aveni as “the process of continuously generating new

competitive advantages and destroying, obsoleting, or neutralizing the

opponent’s competitive advantage, thereby creating disequilibrium, destroying

perfect competition and disrupting the status quo of the marketplace”—brings

a novel conceptual frame through which to understand a new era of

US–China rivalry.3

The oft-cited case of the Chinese technology giant Huawei and its removal

from core telecommunications infrastructure in the Western world in 2019 illus-

trates the emergence of hypercompetition between the US and China and its

effects on US allies. Chinese state-owned or state-sponsored companies like

Huawei gained what Western states consider unfair competitive advantages

through government financing or subsidies, by screening Western companies

from competition in the Chinese market, by gaining access to big data in

China and through illegally obtained foreign intellectual property

and government-directed diplomatic support.

The United States—and to some extent its European and global allies—are

now pushing back, seeking to destroy, render obsolete, and/or neutralize these

competitive advantages. Counteractions, such as banning Huawei from building

fifth-generation (5G) communication networks, are tantamount to creating dis-

equilibrium both in the economic and international political order. They under-

mine the open competitive practices of the post-Cold War world and have

resulted in a peacetime environment where technology, security, economics,

and international politics mix in an unprecedented fashion. The Cold War

rivalry never witnessed anything similar to the contemporary competition for

5G and 6G infrastructure.

Defining the exact
nature of this rivalry
is proving
enduringly difficult
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In this article, we first analyze why traditional understandings of great power

and superpower competition fail to capture contemporary US-China competition

and why the US-China hypercompetitive relationship differs from Cold War era

dynamics. Second, we unpack the concept of hypercompetition. Third, we

explore the complexity of policymaking in a hypercompetitive environment.

Fourth, we identify four key areas of strategic policy that US policymakers will

need to address in this era of hypercompetition: 1) setting the terms of hypercom-

petition with China, including an explicit and realistic declaration of the desired

US outcome; 2) reassessing contemporary and future strategic stability; 3) a new

approach to allies; and 4) a new policy aimed at bringing private sector actors into

the US security policy apparatus. We conclude by arguing that success in hyper-

competition with China not only requires a holistic appreciation of the nature of

the rivalry between the two countries, but an unprecedented level of policy flexi-

bility, and that effective strategies may require the acceptance of significant pol-

itical and economic costs.

Why Contemporary US-China Competition is Different

The media, academics and practitioners assign the term “competition” to describe

the relationship between the US and China, but often do so with a lack of clarity

or insight into what the nature of the competition is, what it means, and how it

shapes the US-China rivalry.4 The 2022 NSS and NDS are the culmination of

years of discussions that have now put interstate competition back on the

agenda. Yet, neither document provides substantial insight into what such com-

petition entails. The NDS states that strategic competition with China is the

“most comprehensive and serious challenge to US national security.”5

However, more work is required to understand both

how this competition manifests in today’s world

and what states—in particular the United States

and China—are competing for, beyond a hazy goal

of maintaining or achieving an ill-defined sense of

military or economic dominance.

A growing group of academics and practitioners

acknowledge that a multi-faceted competitive

approach is now required.6 However, merely expand-

ing the breadth of competitive areas is not sufficient

to understanding contemporary US-China compe-

tition. Where these discourses fall short is by failing

to consider the structural interconnectedness of contemporary competition,

driven by globalization and the speed of technological change and proliferation.7

Globalization and
the speed of
technological
change drive
contemporary
competition
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Indeed, the “globalization” that was once a neoliberal ideal to enable peace

and prosperity has now become a battleground facilitating the “weaponization”

of interdependence.8 In other words, the interdependence that has characterized

global markets and supply chains not only likely makes complete decoupling

between China and the United States impossible, but can also be used as a

tool of coercion and—if necessary—punishment.9

This is fundamentally different from the blockade and embargo that shaped

the US–Soviet rivalry. While both the US and China now enforce export con-

trols on certain raw materials and products, this is not similar to the Cold War

Coordinating Committee for Multilateral Export Control (CoCom), which

prevented US and its allies’ investments in, and trade with, the Soviet Union,

contributing to a two-bloc system in which the Soviet Union mostly traded

with its communist bloc. Hence, there is now no Iron Curtain characterized by

distinct capitalist and communist blocs. Instead, contemporary international

politics is more of a marketplace where China is aggressively disrupting the

status quo and changing the world order, forcing disruptive countermoves by

the United States. Accordingly, what is emerging is a hypercompetition for dom-

inance with much broader implications than in the past.

Linked to the interdependence that characterizes the global international

economy and states’ use of their economic influence to gain competitive advan-

tages is the exponential nature of contemporary technological developments.

The Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) is creating previously unforeseen and

rapidly emerging areas of competition that go well beyond the field of technologi-

cal competition. The seemingly exponential and simultaneous development of

technologies in diverse fields—including manufacturing, artificial intelligence,

computing, bio-engineering and material science—are not only important in

their own right, but for their potential to alter societies and even transform the

power of states. The breadth and speed of these developments are what separates

the 4IR from previous industrial revolutions. In the words of Klaus Schwab, the

economist who coined the term, “in its scale, scope and complexity, what I con-

sider to be the fourth industrial revolution is unlike anything humankind has

experienced.”10

Hypercompetition between the United States and China captures the nature

of the 4IR and its impact on interstate competition. As during the Cold War, the

contemporary arms race between today’s great powers is both about conventional

military build-ups (albeit in more domains) and the development of nuclear

capabilities. However, unlike during that period, many military weapons

systems today—such as increasingly used AI and autonomous systems—are not

only shaped by the 4IR, but are also derived from, and in many cases used in,

the private sector. As an example, the cyber domain has allowed for new areas

of military competition in ways not seen during the Cold War. Cyber warfare
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is often below the threshold of open conflict, can target both state and private

sector actors, and obviates not only the traditional bounds of geography but

also blurs the divide between civilian and military targets.

This type of competition, which cuts across all domains and sectors, involves a

race for technological and military superiority and is increasingly about values,

information flows, trade, and global supply chains. Additionally, the rapidity of

technological development means that new areas of competition continuously

emerge and provide fresh avenues for disruptive behavior on both sides. The

speed of development and subsequent dispersal of these technologies continu-

ously opens new avenues of competitions and requires states to develop and oper-

ationalize an array of hypercompetitive strategies.

For example, the fundamental nature of the 4IR ensures that it is not one tech-

nology but rather the dynamic convergence of numerous dual-use technologies

that will determine technological dominance.11 This makes competition in a glo-

balized interdependent world much more complex as various states or private

sector companies may control specific technologies that are required for advances

in other fields. The position of chip manufacturers such as TSMC is an excellent

example of this.

Militarily, multiple powers are seeking to gain rapid asymmetric advantages in

different domains of warfare, including space and cyberspace.12 Traditional arms

racing has now been replaced by diverse, targeted, and potentially destabilizing

effects-based competitions in the realm of new and often exotic military technol-

ogies including advanced cyber weapons, semiconductors, AI, hypersonic capa-

bilities, and increasingly systemized and connected warfighting concepts. The

contemporary debate on the US-China rivalry is largely sustaining this focus

on the interaction between rapid technological advancement and military capa-

bilities. A significant amount of paper and airtime is dedicated to examining how

an increasingly powerful Chinese military has the growing capacity to counter the

US presence in East Asia, and providing technology-dependent strategies to

counter it.13

Domination in these new technological domains will not only provide a mili-

tary edge but also bring massive advantages in economics, communications, and

future research and development. Hence, control over system architectures, tech-

nological norms, and advanced manufacturing processes now characterize a vital

area of contemporary US-China competition.

Although each arena of competition is important in isolation, it is critical to

understand how each competitive domain, and the interdependent technology-

driven structures that support them, interact to influence competitive strategies.

This is what makes contemporary hypercompetition a novel phenomenon. Such

a holistic approach, while ambitious, is essential to capturing the nature and

quality of the intensifying rivalry we observe today.
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A Hypercompetitive World

Hypercompetition is a useful notion to conceptualize the interconnected nature

of the contemporary international strategic environment. A hypercompetitive

environment is one “characterized by intense and rapid competitive moves.”14

In such an environment, competing entities will seek to build advantages

while actively destroying or rendering obsolete the advantages of their

opponents. Unlike in traditional competitive markets, advantages rarely are con-

solidated, but instead are temporary as structural conditions shift. Hence, compe-

titors must continuously adjust their angles of attack by finding new areas of

competition to exploit.15

A prime example of hypercompetition was the computer sector of the 1990s.

In that market, the rapid introduction of new technologies such as the internet,

more powerful but cheaper chips, and other advances continuously disrupted the

value chain and provided multiple opportunities for competitive advantage.16 In

such an environment, it is not enough for a competitor to win in one area of con-

testation; instead, it must win “across an entire chain of contests” and take advan-

tage of any competitive window of opportunity.17

D’Aveni developed the concept of hypercompetition in the early 1990s in

response to an increasingly dynamic, adaptive and destabilizing level of compe-

tition found in world markets. There are four driving forces behind hypercompe-

tition in the global market. The first is an increasingly sophisticated consumer

base that demands better value for their money. The second is the game-changing

nature of technology, which leads to ever-changing products, distribution trends,

and manufacturing capabilities. The third is falling entry barriers which allow

foreign companies into previously firewalled domestic markets. Equally, technol-

ogy reduces industry barriers, allowing non-specialized companies to enter new

markets. Finally, the use of large financial reserves provides hypercompetitors

with the resources to maintain competitive behavior until the other side

withdraws.18

Comparable forces are observable in the contemporary strategic environment.

First, an era of post-Cold War globalization has created a global market that can

produce cheaper consumer-based products based on outsourcing and new value

chains. These developments and competitive advantages are now eroded under

hypercompetition. Second, the 4IR and the emergence of hypercompetition is

transforming traditional competition, which in the words of D’Aventi shifts

the focus “from [managing] advantages to effectively managing disruptions.”19

The arrival of China as a peer competitor of the US is forcing Washington to

shift its strategy from managing advantages in the post-ColdWar era to managing

hypercompetition that disrupts the status quo.
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Third, US-China interdependence and access to their respective markets, in

addition to China’s trade and investments with US allies, is not only distinct

from the Cold War era, but an example of falling entry barriers under a period

of globalization. These driving forces of hypercompetition have become a new

battleground in the US-China rivalry, leading to re-globalization, home or

friend shoring, decoupling and de-risking, and an emphasis on relative gains

and zero sum instead of absolute gains. Fourth and finally, the US and China

have large financial reserves that provide the resources to sustain hypercompeti-

tion in a new superpower rivalry.

The primary driving force behind US–China

hypercompetition is conflicting long-term grand stra-

tegic ambitions. It is characterized by a multi-faceted

Chinese challenge to US post-Cold War dominance;

hence competition is occurring on multiple intercon-

nected fronts simultaneously. The essence of US

grand strategy is to maintain its dominant position

in key geostrategic, technological, economic and pol-

itical spheres.20 US military superiority backed by the

world’s largest and most sophisticated economy—and bolstered by a network of

allies and security and economic partners—has ensured that Washington has sus-

tained its place as the world’s leading power since the end of World War II.

China’s rise challenges this grand strategy. By seeking to be the dominant

power in East Asia, Beijing is actively undermining key military, economic,

and rule-based pillars of US security. In the military sphere, Chinese forces are

now considered the pacing threat to US military superiority.21 The US Joint

Chiefs of Staff no longer guarantees supremacy across all warfighting domains

when China is the adversary.

China’s position as the central economic hub of East Asia also provides Beijing

with a set of coercive tools through which to influence regional actors. It should

be noted that the use of economic coercion to achieve strategic goals has often

failed for Beijing. Worsening ties between Beijing and Canberra in 2020 and

2021 saw China impose a set of trade restrictions on Australia that many

viewed as an attempt to both punish and coerce it for calling for an inquiry

into the origins of the COVID-19 pandemic.22 By 2023, the consensus was

that these measures had failed, as Australia found new markets for its raw

materials.23 Similarly, China’s coercive actions against the Philippines, South

Korea and Japan have only strengthened US alliances in East Asia by pushing

those countries closer to Washington.

Nevertheless, many states still fear the economic losses such sanctions may

cause.24 Vitally, this economic power underpins China’s increasing influence

in the Global South, where states in Africa, South America and the South

The primary
driving force is
conflicting
long-term grand
strategic ambitions
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Pacific now have much greater agency in selecting their preferred economic,

security and political partners. Although China’s economy is slowing, it

remains in a state of growth and will continue to provide Beijing with a powerful

tool of influence.

China has also invested and continues to invest massive resources in techno-

logical development. This has driven fears that autocratic Chinese policymakers

could have a determining effect on future regulative and usage norms, or even

control key technological enablers. China could leverage such influence both

by its presence in international fora and its dominant position in the Global

South, where it could influence the setting of standards and processes.

Equally important is the dominant role the private sector plays, at least in the

Western world, in developing much of this technology. As the 2018 US National

Defense Strategy states, “the security environment is also affected by rapid techno-

logical advancements and the changing character of war. The drive to develop new

technologies is relentless, expanding to more actors with lower barriers of entry,

and moving at an accelerating speed.”25 The challenge for governments and

private sector actors is to absorb and drive these technological advances. This

means that as technologies mature, no matter how rapidly, they must be applied

in societal, commercial or military contexts (or all three), while at the same

time the groundwork for new and transformative technologies must be laid.26

Linked to what could be described as the exponential nature of contemporary

technological development is the continued interdependence that characterizes

the globalized international economy. Technological development may be a

national security priority, but globalized manufacturing chains support such

development and bring them to the mass market. Therefore, even as

US-China rivalry fuels polarization, zero-sum behavior, and ultimately hyper-

competition, both sides must take into account the structural constraints that

globalization imposes.

Policy Complexity in a Hypercompetitive Environment

As outlined in this paper, the current hypercompetitive environment is funda-

mentally different from previous competitive dynamics which the United

States and China could draw upon for lessons and guidance. Hypercompetition

requires agility in policymaking; clarity in national security strategy development;

the ability to coordinate and implement agendas across agencies, departments,

and branches of government; and finally, the ability to foresee the consequences

of actions across multiple domains and areas of activity.

The difficulties policymakers face in a hypercompetitive environment are

evident in, for example, US efforts to slow China’s development of an indigenous
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and effective semiconductor industry. This endeavor entails economic, geopoli-

tical and security considerations. The US government is no longer in a position

to dictate and pursue a policy independently if it wants to ensure that such a

policy will be effective. Therefore, the White House must coordinate with and

take into consideration multiple internal and external actors including the

executive branch, Congress, allies, international organizations, and private

sector companies. Moreover, manipulating existing economic structures like

the global technological manufacturing supply chain could have long-term and

possibly detrimental strategic and economic consequences.

The new US semiconductor export controls introduced on October 7, 2022

represent a major shift in US competition with China. During the Cold War,

there were no such supply chains and production net-

works in the semiconductor or supercomputer indus-

try. Until 2017, Washington allowed China to

compete in the race to develop certain technologies

and move up the critical technology frontier. Now,

the US government seeks to block China’s ability

to advance its semiconductor sector and choke off

China’s access to future AI technologies by hindering

its access to the equipment, component designs, and

personnel necessary for the development of advanced

computer chips.27 This new approach is captured by

the Biden administration’s August 2023 executive

order, which restricts or bans US investment in

Chinese entities involved in semiconductors, quantum computing technologies,

and artificial intelligence for fear of them being used to advance Chinese military

and intelligence capabilities.28 Simultaneously, in 2023 the United States

invested substantial sums in improving its R&D through legislation like the Inno-

vation and Competition Act and the COMPETES Act.29

The new export controls policy, which builds on the CHIPS and Science Act

of August 9, 2022, demonstrates how US–China rivalry resembles hypercompeti-

tion. The US seeks to build advantages while actively destroying or rendering

obsolete the advantages of their opponents. As the headlines of the CHIPS

and Science Act Fact Sheet trumpet, “CHIPS and Science Act Will Lower

Costs, Create Jobs, strengthen Supply Chains, and Counter China.”30

Importantly, however, Washington seemingly enacted the 2022 export con-

trols without prior agreement from US allies and security partners. States with

a direct interest in doing business with China including Taiwan, the Netherlands

and Japan initially resisted joining the export controls, forcing US officials to

engage in negotiations with them.31 While the Netherlands, Japan and Taiwan

have acceded to US demands by imposing controls on the export of key

The 2022
semiconductor
export controls
represent a major
shift in US
competition with
China
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semiconductor technologies, it is unlikely that US allies and security partners will

continue to radically alter their trade policies due to unilateral decisions made in

Washington, particularly if the US continues to ignore or undermine inter-

national trade institutions like the WTO, complicating the hypercompetitive

policy environment.32

One solution the United States is pursuing is developing ad-hoc groups of

states based around the G-7 to counter Chinese technological advances. The

intention is for these quasi-alliances to be reactive and able to respond to

Chinese advances. One example is the Chip 4 alliance between South Korea,

Taiwan, Japan and the US, which held its first meeting in February 2023. The

US likely intends to use these groups to restrict Chinese efforts to build an indi-

genous semiconductor industry and to enhance supply chain resilience.33

However, restricting trade to China using any such forum is easier said than

done, as South Korean and Taiwanese companies are reliant on China as a mar-

ketplace and have significant manufacturing hubs in China.34 China is the most

important trading partner of many US allies, who cooperate closely with China

on issues related to climate, development, energy markets, proliferation, and

technological developments. This interconnectedness, not just between the

US and China but also their allies and partners, is unprecedented and also

extends across many different types of technologies, complicating the competi-

tive environment.

Moreover, China has the potential to respond not only with trade restrictions

targeted at the technology sector, but also to innovate its way around some of the

barriers imposed by the US. In May 2023, Beijing banned US chipmaker Micron

from supplying microchips to key infrastructure projects.35 Three months later,

China imposed export controls on Gallium and Germanium, two elements

used in microelectronics.36 In September 2023, Huawei launched its new smart-

phone with a 5G chipset enabled by a 7 nm processor made by China’s Semicon-

ductor Manufacturing International Corporation (SMIC), working around the

Micron microchip ban from just four months earlier.37

US-China trade is declining, but decoupling is not occurring because of globa-

lization. During the Trump administration, the US began applying tariffs to more

and more imports from China. These policies have largely remained in place

under the Biden administration and total US goods imported from China have

fallen from 22 percent of total US imports at the onset of the trade war to 18

percent.38 Many US allies have now also engaged in some similar activities,

seeking to ensure Chinese companies cannot invest in or provide services to criti-

cal infrastructure. The EU has still not approved a new comprehensive agreement

on investment (CAI) with China, and the UK government is revising its decision

to work with China on the construction and operation of new nuclear power

stations.39

Ian Bowers and Øystein Tunsjø

92 THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ▪ WINTER 2024



These developments reveal the problems which trying to enact hypercompe-

titive practices within a globalized economic environment can bring. Not only

must the leading competitor—in this case, the US—persuade allies to consist-

ently restrict their interactions with Chinese companies, but it must also con-

vince domestic actors and other foreign countries to do the same. This is often

difficult given the potential economic and political cost of isolating China in

different markets. Following China’s restrictions on Micron, the US urged

South Korean companies not to fill the gap left by the absence of the US man-

ufacturer, a plea that Seoul seemingly ignored.40

Even in the US alone, both the Trump and Biden administrations have sought

to decouple US domestic supply chains from China with only patchy success.41

US companies, including tech giants such as Intel and Tesla, have invested con-

siderable time and expense in building markets and manufacturing networks in

China, and hence are reluctant to give them up.42

These actions can be characterized as the opening shots of global hypercom-

petition. The post-Cold War era of globalization is gradually being reversed by

US-China rivalry in the military and technological spheres and through trade

wars, sanctions, export controls, protectionism, and an emphasis on self-reliance.

Although both sides are seeking to decouple—or at a minimum de-risk—key

supply chains, US–China economic and technological interdependence is still

strong, leaving both countries to continue to hypercompete for multiple national

and private sector audiences across multiple technological products.

Operating in a Hypercompetitive Environment

Hypercompetition is destructive by its very nature, and this will likely have sig-

nificant ramifications not only for the United States and China, but for other

states and actors around the world. It is a complex endeavor, requiring new

approaches to policy development and execution, a continuously evolving under-

standing of the international strategic environment, and a high level of clarity

from policymakers about the nature of the competition they are engaging in.

Below, we have identified four key areas that policymakers should prioritize as

hypercompetition becomes the default dynamic between the US and China.

The US End Goal
The first priority for US leaders is to articulate broadly what end goal the US

wants to achieve by engaging in hypercompetition. During the Cold War, con-

tainment of the Soviet Union was a well-described goal with substantial levels

of buy-in from allies around the world. This is no longer the case, thanks to

the interconnected presence of multiple Chinese instruments of power—military,
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economic and political—around the world. While allies may agree to enhance

their capabilities in the context of China’s military challenge, it will be more

challenging to persuade them to engage in full spectrum containment due to

the economic and political consequences.

Although current US security and defense

strategies highlight the competitive nature of

the US-China dynamic, they do not clearly

state the how or why of such competition.

By choosing to engage in hypercompetitive

practices, as the current Biden administration

seems to be doing now, the US is not simply

trying to contain and deter, but instead is

actively seeking to both undermine key areas

of current and future Chinese power, and to compel Beijing to take a different

path. This is fundamentally different from what came before, and thus requires

an honest reformulation for all stakeholders to fully understand and engage

with the US approach. While concepts such as integrated deterrence still have

value, their ambiguity does not fully capture the hypercompetitive path on

which the US is embarking, nor its consequences.

Defining what the strategic hypercompetitive environment is, what winning

looks like, and providing a clear description of how to achieve it is vital for

the development of national security and defense strategies that are aligned

with Washington’s policies. The importance of clarity in these matters should

not be understated. Under conditions of hypercompetition, more than traditional

coordination across the levers of government is required. Moreover, as will be

outlined later, in a domestic context hypercompetition will likely require hard

choices and sacrifices from the executive and legislative branches to support

and win over countries within China’s economic sphere of influence. Only

through an explicit description of hypercompetition’s ends, ways and means

can such hardship be accepted.

For example, the US goal of integrated deterrence is a central pillar of the 2022

NDS and arguably aims to achieve this by linking all instruments of national

power to alter any adversary’s perception of the net benefit of aggression. Proble-

matically, integrated deterrence was included in the NDS and not the NSS, indi-

cating that it remains firmly rooted in the arena of warfighting and is not being

used to address the core problems that hypercompetition against a peer competi-

tor presents. Moreover, as international relations scholar Van Jackson points out,

the policy, at least publicly, lacks the concrete tools one should associate with

deterrence. In reality, “the United States does not have a theory of coercion to

deal with great power revanchism and the ‘integrated deterrence’ neologism

papers over that absence.”43

The first priority is
to articulate what
end goal the US
wants to achieve in
hypercompetition
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What is required for the United States to design a clear pathway through

which to navigate hypercompetition with China? Beyond integrated deterrence,

this will require seizing the initiative to both compel and deter Beijing in multiple

areas simultaneously to gain advantage.

Hypercompetition and Strategic Stability
The second priority for any administration engaged in hypercompetition is an

understanding of the impact of its policies on strategic stability. During the

Cold War, relative stability was maintained between the two blocs through a

deterrence combination of strategic nuclear weapons and the massed deployment

of conventional forces in Europe. Direct conflict between NATO and the USSR

was avoided due to the fear of calamitous consequences. Instead, both sides com-

peted for influence through proxy wars, electoral and governmental interference,

and the advocacy of competing visions of inter-

national order. Under the conditions of contempor-

ary and future hypercompetition, traditional

conceptions of stability will need to be expanded.

Undoubtedly, nuclear weapons and conventional

forces will continue to influence levels of strategic

stability. However, under conditions of hypercompe-

tition, we must now consider the inextricable linkage

between security, public and private sector techno-

logical advancement and economic development as

adding extra levels to what countries determine to

be an existential threat. No longer are trade restric-

tions or peacetime economic warfare confined to the economic sphere.

Instead, particularly when linked to technology, states can and do view such

acts as long-term existential strategic threats. Just as the US views China’s tech-

nological development as a long-term threat in the areas of security and econ-

omics, Beijing likely views attempts to arrest such developments in the same

way: not just as an effort to change economic practices, but rather as a direct

effort to stymie military and economic development.

Hence, policymakers should be aware of the potential threat linking such

actions will have to broader strategic stability. For example, restrictions on tech-

nologies that would prevent China from developing advanced AI while the US

and its allies move forward, for example photolithography, which etches chip

designs on silicone wafers, may be viewed as an existential threat to national

security in Beijing. China consequently could take responsive actions in see-

mingly unrelated arenas, such as restricting the export of rare earths or even enga-

ging in forms of hybrid warfare in areas of US interest. More broadly, in the

Under
hypercompetition,
traditional concepts
of strategic stability
need to be
expanded
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emerging competition between democratic and authoritarian states, such econ-

omic actions may be used as a state justification for greater national security

spending or the pursuit of more aggressive policies. By attempting to hinder

China’s technological development, the US and its allies may provide the Com-

munist Party with extra ammunition to blame grievances on external forces.

Pertinently, many analysts now argue strategic stability will be increasingly

impacted by the influence of new technologies on warfighting concepts. The

increasing systematization of warfighting capabilities introduces a range of new

considerations for policymakers. There is an increasing blurring between

nuclear and conventional capabilities, particularly with the coming introduction

of very high-speed and long-range precision weapons. Such capabilities could

undermine long-standing assumptions of nuclear stability by calling into question

the survival of the nuclear deterrent.44

Similarly, while bolstering effectiveness, the increasing adoption of networked

warfighting systems introduces new vulnerabilities. These can be particularly

seen in the often-classified realms of electronic and cyber warfare. The interruption

of data links or the corruption of the data itself would significantly reduce warfight-

ing effectiveness and could even undermine the nuclear deterrent. Hence, there is

increasing emphasis on the development of both defensive and offensive systems

such as dual use missiles—and even increasingly capable missile defense systems

—that can work in both the conventional and nuclear realms.

Hypercompetition with China raises the risk of strategic stability being under-

mined. This now not only encompasses the traditional military domain, but also

extends into the civil-technological sphere. There are no easy policy solutions to

the conundrum, but mitigation may be possible. Hypercompetition requires the

intentional undermining of adversary capabili-

ties in multiple areas, but frequent dialogues,

institutionalized discussion, and conflict resol-

ution mechanisms may lessen the risk of stra-

tegic instability.

Alliances and Hypercompetition
The third priority area is alliance and security

partner management. During the Cold War

and the Global War on Terror, alliance man-

agement was a constant task for multiple

administrations. However, under these new

conditions of hypercompetition—where the economic, military and technologi-

cal spheres align—it is even more complicated.

As hypercompetitive interactions spread across the instruments of power, in a

manner similar to the push to ban Huawei 5G, the US will need to push allies to

Alliance and
security partner
management is
even more
complicated under
hypercompetition
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get behind its hypercompetitive strategies and sustain such support. Policymakers

should also realize that Beijing has powerful tools through which it can drive

wedges between alliance relationships and influence decision-making in capitals

across the world. Further, alliance management under conditions of hypercompe-

tition could influence US domestic politics. A prime example of this is the US

withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership during the Trump administration

and its failure under Biden’s tenure to replace it with anything substantial. In

doing so, the US lost the economic initiative in East Asia and therefore placed

itself at a disadvantage in hypercompetitive conditions.

To resolve this, the US should provide packages of support for allies impacted

by the consequences of hypercompetition. As existing markets and supply chains

are disrupted, US allies and their populations in Europe and Asia will likely be

affected. Washington will need to take this into account when pursuing hyper-

competition, both unilaterally and within alliance contexts. The US should

also expect that its allies and partners may take advantage of hypercompetition

between the US and China. One way this may happen is through another

state filling a market gap created by trade restrictions. This behavior, despite

its potential domestic political unpopularity, should be accepted as part of the

cost of hypercompetition with China.

US allies need to be aware that they too will need to make sacrifices to support

US hypercompetitive efforts. In Europe in particular, if states are going to remain

reliant on the US to provide security, they will need to follow Washington’s lead

when it makes rapid moves in the economic and technological arenas. Despite

the ongoing war in Ukraine, Washington should continue to prioritize greater

European defense spending so that the US military can focus on the Indo-

Pacific. No longer can allied free-riding be acceptable in a hypercompetitive

environment, and any hypercompetitive strategy emerging from Washington

should include concrete expectations from allies in terms of burden sharing.

Defense-Industrial Strategy and Dialogue
The fourth priority area is the need for a defense-industrial security strategy and

dialogue. This is more than a development of the current military-industrial

relationship centered on developing and procuring defense capabilities. It is a

strategy based on the recognition that the private sector is now the owner of a

wide range of capabilities such as satellites, communications, and even logistics

—all of which have utility both in interstate competition and in military

operations.

The US government neither owns nor controls many of said capabilities but

may need to restrict access to prevent China or another adversary from gaining

access to them. The US administration needs a strategy to provide support to
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such companies, as hypercompetition requires agility and may result in the need

for the sudden imposition of restrictions in unexpected areas of trade. However,

linked to the third priority area outlined above, such support should not result in

unfair competitive practices in relation to allies and partners. Further, a regular

national security dialogue between the administration of the day and large com-

panies would provide a better foundation for such an approach.

The role of industry in national security and

hypercompetition also extends beyond the

control of trade with China. As the war in

Ukraine has demonstrated, private companies

such as SpaceX can play a significant role in

conflict, particularly in the provision of key

enablers such as communication and internet

coverage in areas where traditional communi-

cation infrastructure has been destroyed.45

Moreover, the interconnection between

state, local government, and private sector-owned key national infrastructure

and industries makes cooperation and alignment critical. For example, hypercom-

petition is already manifesting in significant threats from Chinese cyber agencies

to both the US government and private sector.46

This is a fundamental difference between now and the Cold War, when state

actors controlled nearly all of the assets related to warfighting. In recognition of

this reality, NATO is developing, through its Multi-Domain Operations

concept, a structure that can accommodate the capabilities of member states’

service and industry sectors.47 US policymakers need to develop similar structures

which can prevail in hypercompetition by synchronizing assets across a state’s

instruments of power.

Conceptualizing a New Type of Competition

The intensifying competition between the US and China in an era of rapid tech-

nological development and geostrategic change requires new ways of thinking.

Hypercompetition is a way to capture contemporary US-China competition. It

entails rapid competitive moves, the search for new areas of advantage, and opti-

mally, a continuous streak of interconnected victories. It also involves actively

undermining the adversary’s advantages. These characteristics are present in

the contemporary US-China relationship. Across multiple areas of competition,

the US and China are both seeking numerous advantages while simultaneously

looking to hinder the progress of the other.

Nowhere is this clearer than in the field of technological development.

However, as this paper has argued, hypercompetition requires integrated thinking

Private sector
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significant role in
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across regions and areas of competition. While actively bolstering its efforts to

maintain dominance in the technology sector, the US has struggled to ensure

supremacy when it comes to geo-strategy and geo-economics, and is ceding

ground in East Asia and beyond. Washington is also struggling to bring allies

around to the idea of competing with China in multiple fields. During the

Cold War, while difficult, alliance management was made easier due to the pres-

ence of two blocs with distinct economic and political systems. This is not the

case anymore, and the US needs to appreciate that dealing with allies and secur-

ity partners that possess diverse appreciations of the threat and economic

environments will be an increasingly complex exercise.

A hypercompetitive environment is undoubtedly a tough one.48 Off-ramps

will be difficult to identify even in areas of mutual concern such as climate

change and strategic stability because the logic of hypercompetition forces com-

petitors to continuously seek to destroy the advantages of their rivals. Therefore,

a holistic and long-term appreciation of the rivalry with China is vital for the US

to design flexible and effective strategies, no matter how politically or even econ-

omically costly they may be, in order to operate successfully in a hypercompeti-

tive environment.
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