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1. Last January, as Donald Trump stormed back into the White House, spoiling for a
trade war and backed by an army of credentialed China hawks, it seemed a pretty safe
bet that his return would mean an escalation of America’s great power rivalry with
Beijing, what foreign-policy people had long since taken to calling, loosely, the New
Cold War.

2. In 2026, the country is in a remarkably different place geopolitically. A year of
hostility toward Canada has driven that country into China’s arms — our brotherly
neighbor and most loyal ally breaking formation with us and striking an electric vehicle
trade deal that looks like such a departure, it’s been described as “making China great
again.”

3. Is this détente? Time will tell, but for now at least it marks a cool-down. And the
story is bigger than our capricious president and his eternal desire to mesmerize us with
surprise shows of smash-and-grab power. Over the last year, among foreign policy
thinkers well outside of Trump’s orbit, there has been what the China commentators
Jeremy Goldkorn and Kaiser Kuo identified as a “vibe shift,” with an intuitive rivalry
with the world’s other great power giving way to a complicated tangle of attitudes held
together by simple awe. For a long time, American thinking about China was driven by
hawks who insisted that the rival must be defeated, however defeat was defined. But
what had been a broad consensus has fractured, with many more policy wonks
beginning to ask instead whether we might ever catch up, and contemplating the
possibility that, while the future is enormously uncertain, the answer may well be no.

4. You may already know the broad outlines on green tech: China is now installing
roughly two-thirds of the world’s new wind and solar capacity each year, manufacturing
inputs to the green transition at such scale and driving down the cost of such
components so quickly that the developing world is now rushing to buy them at
breathtaking speed. China manufactures 60 percent of the world’s wind turbines and in
2024 installed nearly 20 times as much wind power as the world’s second largest
installer; it commands more than 70 percent of global production for E.V.s; and, despite
relatively good news in the battery sector for the United States, China produces
approximately 90 percent of that global market, too. If you measure the progress of
civilization by its electricity production, then China is racing well ahead of the rest of
the world.
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5. A year ago you heard economic patriots emphasizing the American advantage in A.L,
but China seems to have effortlessly almost eliminated it: Last fall, Jensen Huang of the
American chip powerhouse Nvidia said that China was poised to win the A.I race,
before softening his official position. Chinese companies ran nearly one third of all
clinical trials in 2024, up from 5 percent just a decade ago, and the total value of drugs
licensed globally from China has grown 15-fold in just the last five years. There are
those who fret over China’s massive research and R&D spending, and its new appeal
for international researchers and its rapidly growing share of top scientific publications.

7. And then there is the country’s astonishing pace of urbanization, with the number of
people in Chinese cities more than doubling — from 450 million to over 900 million —
just since 2000. If you worry over our housing crisis, and especially if you blame the
slowdown in American construction for it, you may be startled to hear that more than
two-thirds of all Chinese housing has been built since the turn of the millennium — and
that more than 90 percent of Chinese own their own homes.

8. Two decades ago, many Americans assumed that the Beijing model! could not sustain
a challenge to American hegemony without collapsing under its internal contradictions
and shortcomings. One decade ago, China hawks began to fret that much more needed
to be done to box out the rising power. And though it still isn’t consensus and there is
still plenty of competitive hysteria, over the last year we’ve begun to hear many more
wondering whether the race has already been lost.

9. This shift is pretty disorienting for a cocky country such as  United States, as Kuo
wrote recently. “We have witnessed not merely the rise of another great power, but a
fundamental challenge to assumptions long embedded in Western thought — about
development, political systems, and civilizational achievement itself,” he wrote. “We
simply haven’t yet found the intellectual courage to face it.”

10. Or perhaps we are just now beginning to — some growing fatalistic, others

envisioning a world defined less by imperial rivalry than by balance, others by lashing
out against old allies and former adversaries in a desperate performance of strength
against those we remain confident we can intimidate and overwhelm.
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