H-Ne|

in the Humanities & Socia

Hugh White. The China Choice: Why We Should Share Power. New York: Oxford
University Press, 2013. 191 pp. $24.95 (cloth), ISBN 978-0-19-968471-7.

Reviewed by Robert Farley (University of Kentucky)
Published on H-Diplo (February, 2014)

Commissioned by Seth Offenbach (Bronx Community College, The City University of New York)

In China Choice: Why We Should Share Power, Hugh
White argues that competition between the United States
and China is inevitable, but that the nature of that compe-
tition depends on choices made in Washington and Bei-
jing. Chinaas growth as a military and economic power
will inevitably create friction with the United States and
with other regional powers. This competition can play
out with more or less conflict, depending on whether the
United States acknowledges a Chinese sphere of exclu-
sive interest.

White writes primarily for Australian and American
audiences, and consequently focuses most of his atten-
tion on American choices. He argues that the current
strategic conversation in the United States is tilted to-
ward confrontation rather than managed competition,
and that this orientation is reflected in popular attitudes
toward China. However, the strategic community does
not fully appreciate the magnitude of long-term con-
frontation with China, a country that will someday pos-
sess economic resources well beyond those of the United
States. White contends that the United States can take
steps to avoid a destructive period of confrontation by
granting de facto recognition to Chinaas interests in its
near abroad.

The biggest problem with China Choice involves
Whiteas unwillingness to fairly describe the views of his
interlocutors. The reader gets a very good sense of what
White disagrees with, but very little sense of who he dis-
agrees with, or if he gives a fair account to the opposing
arguments. This goes beyond questions of engagement
with existing scholarship, although specific citations of
opposing arguments would have helped. Even within

the U.S. strategic community, opinions about the threat
posed by China differ significantly.

Moreover, it is not obvious that Whiteas description
of American attitudes toward China is sound. He argues
that most Americans view the growth of Chinese power
with alarm. This is probably true in an opinion poll sense,
but few Americans seem sufficiently concerned about the
growth of Chinese power to support even modest steps
to restrain China. Americans continue to buy goods pro-
duced in China, generally prefer lower defense spending,
and have no apparent appetite for or opinion on most of
the territorial disputes that China has with its neighbors.
At the elite level, the American business class remains
happy to build relationships with its Chinese counter-
parts, and with the Chinese government.

White also understates the management and coordi-
nation problems associated with the achoiceé of coexis-
tence over confrontation. Even to the extent that two
great powers choose to pursue congenial competition,
they run into a variety of day-to-day management prob-
lems that become sources of friction, misunderstanding,
and hostility. As the rule-set for congenial competition
must remain ambiguous and less than fully formed, con-
flict inevitably emerges over whether some particular ac-
tivity constitutes dfollowing the rules.4 White briefly dis-
cusses the nineteenth-century Concert of Europe as a
model for managed great power competition, but he does
not note the many critical differences between the two
cases, and the discussion is not particularly satisfying or
illuminating in this regard.

I also suspect that White overstates the certainty of
Chinads growth as a Pacific power. It is likely that Chi-
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naas GDP will exceed that of the United States within the
next two decades, but it is not certain. In addition, China
faces precarious security situations on its land borders
as well as its maritime space, problematic demograph-
ics, and a restive deep interior. Even granting the likely
increase in Chinese military and economic power, the
prospects of China eclipsing other regional powers, such
as Russia, Japan, and India, in political and diplomatic
terms appears uncertain. Washington might find it easier
to manage a coalition of states interested in containing
Chinese power than to manage a partnership with Bei-

jing. Indeed, there is some question as to whether these
other powers would accept a apartnershipé that privi-
leged Beijingas interests over their own.

The China Choice is well written and easy to read, but
will leave scholars of U.S.-China relations, and of East
Asian politics more generally, cold. It only glances at
the extensive literature on great power relations, secu-
rity communities, the U.S.-China relationship, and mili-
tary technology. This is an interesting book, but largely
a missed opportunity for engaging with extant commu-
nities of thought on U.S.-China relations.
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