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The joint adoption of the term ‘constructive strategic stability’ after the May 
2026 US–China summit revealed a shared recognition in Beijing and Washing-
ton that competition must be managed within a framework of limited stabili-
ty, to allow both powers to pursue their domestic priorities while avoiding the 
costs of uncontrolled confrontation. [1]

The summit did not alter the legal or institutional foundations of US policy to-
wards Taiwan, but Trump’s rhetoric and diplomatic priorities in other parts of 
the world may have encouraged China’s strategic community to reassess Wash-
ington’s willingness to shoulder the costs of direct military intervention.

The domestic priorities of both countries will ultimately determine the sustain-
ability of constructive strategic stability. For the US, these are centred on the 
cost of living and Washington’s military adventures in the Middle East. For Chi-
na, the focus is on buying time to build technological self-reliance and to deliver 
the core elements of the 15th Five-Year Plan.
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Introduction

On 14 May 2026, when Chinese President Xi Jinping met his American counterpart, Pres-
ident Donald Trump, he introduced the concept of ‘constructive strategic stability’ to de-
scribe the current state of the world’s most consequential bilateral relationship.[2] Since 
then, policymakers, analysts and commentators have debated both the meaning of the 
term and the sustainability of the framework it represents. With more than two years re-
maining for the current US administration, Beijing and Washington appear to have reached 
a tentative truce, with both sides seeking limited stability in a relationship that remains 
fundamentally competitive.

Many international observers have closely scrutinized the details of the May summit in 
search of concrete agreements or broader bargains concerning trade, Taiwan and crisis 
management. However, in the view of some Chinese observers, the summit produced a 
form of constructive ambiguity while signalling that Washington has finally begun to treat 
Beijing as a strategic peer and equal. [3]

Even so, few would argue that Sino-American relations have returned to the earlier era of 
‘engagement’ pursued by successive American administrations before the end of the Obama 
presidency.[4] Instead, the summit appears to have established a new middle ground, de-
fined by managed competition and an implicit recognition that neither side can afford the 
costs of unrestrained confrontation.

Global pundits, policy practitioners and investors have devoted considerable attention to 
the May Trump–Xi summit, analysing its implications for trade, security competition and 
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the broader trajectory of US–China relations. Yet relatively little has been written about 
how China’s strategic community has interpreted the concept of ‘constructive strategic sta-
bility’ and assessed the near-term direction of the bilateral relationship. 

This policy paper presents the author’s own assessment of the current state of bilateral 
relations, with references to the views, public statements and speeches of selected Chinese 
officials and influential experts following the summit. In doing so, it aims to complement 
the debate among western scholars over the current trajectory of China-US relations and 
provide an inside-out understanding of Beijing’s expectations to Washington in the months 
ahead. The evolving dynamics of this bilaterial tie and potential recalibration of the trans-
atlantic alliance will have long-lasting implications for the rest of the world, including the 
EU and the UK.

The emergence of ‘constructive strategic stability’

One of the most significant yet underappreciated outcomes of the May 2026 Trump–Xi 
summit was the joint adoption of the phrase ‘constructive strategic stability’ to describe the 
future direction of US–China relations. Yet, international pundits have queried how ‘con-
structive’ it will be and for how long the ‘stability’ will hold, given President Trump’s erratic 
approach to diplomacy. It will take two to tango in maintaining these very consequential 
bilateral ties.

While President Xi introduced the concept during the summit, its significance lies in the 
fact that the White House subsequently echoed almost identical language in its official fact 
sheet, stating that both leaders had agreed to ‘build a constructive relationship of strategic 
stability on the basis of fairness and reciprocity.’[5] This represents the first time in years 
that Washington and Beijing have publicly converged on a common description of their 
bilateral relationship, even if they continue to interpret that description differently. Without 
over-emphasizing this term, such a convergence in diplomatic vocabulary is rare.

From Beijing’s perspective, strategic stability extends far beyond the traditional nuclear 
realm as a Chinese arms control specialist referred.[6] Chinese analysts generally define 
stability in comprehensive terms, encompassing military competition, economic interde-
pendence, technological rivalry, crisis management and mutual political recognition.[7] The 
addition of the adjective ‘constructive’ further implies that competition should be bounded 
by agreed rules and directed towards coexistence, rather than outright confrontation.[8]

Seen in this light, the phrase itself is not entirely new. Chinese officials and scholars have 
long advocated concepts such as a ‘new type of major-country relationship’, ‘mutual re-
spect’, and ‘peaceful coexistence’, all of which emphasize the need to manage strategic 
competition while avoiding direct confrontation.[9] Constructive strategic stability should 
therefore be understood less as a completely new doctrine and more as an evolution of Bei-
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jing’s longstanding diplomatic narrative, adapted to a geopolitical environment in which 
protracted rivalry with the United States has become the defining feature of the relation-
ship.

What is genuinely new is Washington’s willingness to publicly employ terminology that 
closely resembles Beijing’s preferred framing. This should not be interpreted as a straight-
forward US endorsement of China’s broader vision for the international order. The White 
House’s formulation deliberately qualifies the concept by stressing that strategic stability 
should rest on ‘fairness and reciprocity’, language that reflects enduring American con-
cerns over market access, trade practices and the balance of obligations between the two 
countries.[10]

In other words, both governments have utilized the same diplomatic vocabulary, but they 
continue to attach different strategic meanings to it.[11] For Beijing, the concept is primarily 
about securing mutual recognition of China’s status as an equal great power and estab-
lishing redlines against confrontation. For Washington, it is a pragmatic framework for 
managing competition while preserving American leverage and advancing US interests.

The importance of this rare convergence in wording should therefore not be overstated, but 
neither should it be dismissed. Rather than signalling a return to the era of engagement, the 
joint adoption of constructive strategic stability reflects a shared recognition that neither 
side can afford an uncontrolled deterioration in bilateral relations. The phrase establishes 
a consensual vocabulary through which both governments can pursue selective coopera-
tion, manage crises and contain strategic competition without resolving their fundamental 
differences.

Neither ‘Chi-merica’ nor intense confrontation – for now

Putting the optics and diplomatic rhetoric aside, the clearest conclusion arising from the 
summit is that the US–China relationship is moving into an entirely different phase.

Over the past decade, US–China relations have gone through a dramatic cycle of ups and 
downs. The first Trump administration decisively abandoned the long-standing policy of 
engagement, replacing it with bipartisan consensus on strategic competition, tariffs and 
an ultra-confrontational approach towards Beijing. The Biden administration largely pre-
served this competitive framework, expanding technology controls, strengthening alliance 
coordination in the Indo-Pacific and framing China as America’s principal long-term stra-
tegic and ideological nemesis. It also sought to establish so-called ‘guardrails’ to prevent 
the relationship from descending into open conflict, but these were largely dismissed by 
Beijing.[12]

Against this backdrop, the May 2026 Trump–Xi summit suggests that both governments 
are moving beyond the extremes of either engagement or unrestrained confrontation to-
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wards a more pragmatic, if fragile, mode of co-existence.

Neither Washington nor Beijing appears willing to restore the dense forms of interdepen-
dence that once defined the relationship. American concerns regarding supply chains, 
technological leadership and national security remain deeply entrenched. Likewise, Chi-
nese leaders remain committed to technological self-reliance, industrial manufacturing 
superpower and greater insulation from external pressures.

At the same time, however, the summit demonstrated that neither side wishes to sustain 
the exceptionally high levels of confrontation that became the recurring theme during re-
cent years. Tariff disputes, technological restrictions, military signalling and ever-hostile 
rhetoric imposed substantial costs upon both countries.

The result is a paradoxical arrangement. Both countries continue to regard each other as 
strategic competitors, yet they increasingly behave as competitors who recognize that un-
restricted confrontation is ultimately self-defeating.

Such a model differs fundamentally from both Cold War bipolarity and the earlier period of 
engagement. It is driven instead by selective cooperation, managed competition and limit-
ed mutual accommodation. A leading Chinese scholar suggested that ‘the May summit has 
led the world order into some kind of dual-cores multipolarity’.[13]

This development also reflects President Trump’s distinctive approach to diplomacy. Un-
like Washington political establishments that frame competition primarily in ideological 
terms, Trump has consistently demonstrated a preference for transactional bargaining, 
highly personalized negotiations and visible political outcomes. President Xi, meanwhile, 
appears equally interested in establishing a predictable point of contact and face-to-face 
meetings that reduce the likelihood of uncontrolled escalation.

The May summit therefore represents not a reconciliation, but a nascent recalibration be-
tween the two capitals – at least under the current Trump administration.

Beijing’s strategic assessment of American political commitment to Tai-
wan

In the aftermath of the May summit, the US strategic community intensely debated wheth-
er President Trump has changed the long-standing US commitment to Taiwan. Influential 
scholars in China had a similar debate among themselves.[14]

No single topic illustrates the complexities of the latest recalibration of the US–China rela-
tionship more clearly than Taiwan. The summit readout from Beijing dedicated a signifi-
cant number of words to laying out the critical nature of the Taiwan question in the overall 
bilateral relationship.[15]
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Although the summit produced no fundamental deviation in the official US policy, discus-
sions nevertheless highlighted subtle, but potentially consequential, shifts in the Ameri-
can position. President Trump reaffirmed the importance of peace and stability across the 
Taiwan Strait, while simultaneously emphasizing broader priorities, including economic 
recovery, market stability and great-power diplomacy.[16]

Such statements have reinforced the perception that Trump views Taiwan not as an ideo-
logical commitment but as one element within overall great-power relationship manage-
ment.

This perception is not entirely new. Throughout both of his presidencies, Trump has fre-
quently demonstrated scepticism regarding long-term security commitments that, in his 
view, impose disproportionate costs upon the United States.[17] 

Beijing may therefore conclude that opportunities for diplomatic accommodation have ex-
panded. Chinese leaders are likely to interpret the summit as a clear signal that President 
Trump places greater emphasis on avoiding direct military confrontation than on demon-
strating American resolve over Taiwan. Such an assessment would be consistent with 
Trump’s broader preference for reducing overseas security commitments that he considers 
expensive, while prioritizing economic bargaining and great-power diplomacy.

Several Chinese commentators have interpreted Trump’s remarks in precisely these terms. 
In their view, Taiwan is no longer treated primarily as a litmus test of American credibility 
in the Indo-Pacific, but increasingly as one issue within the broader management of US–
China relations.[18] From this perspective, Trump appears to view Taiwan through a trans-
actional lens: direct military involvement across the Taiwan Strait would not only impose 
significant strategic and financial costs on the United States, but could also jeopardize his 
broader objectives of stabilizing relations with Beijing and reducing America’s long-term 
alliance burdens.

This interpretation does not necessarily imply that the US has fundamentally abandoned 
its long-standing Taiwan policy.[19] Existing legislation, Congress and the wider US nation-
al security establishment continue to shape presidential decision-making and preserve el-
ements of strategic continuity. 

Nevertheless, Beijing’s assessment of American intentions is unlikely to be driven solely 
by formal policy statements. Chinese analysts generally place considerable emphasis on 
the political preferences and negotiating style of individual US presidents. Consequently, if 
influential Chinese observers increasingly conclude that Trump is less inclined than pre-
vious administrations to employ military force in defence of Taiwan, this perception alone 
could reshape Beijing’s assessment of American political resolve.

The significance of the May summit therefore lies less in any formal policy adjustment 
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than in the signals it conveyed. Even without altering the legal or institutional foundations 
of US policy towards Taiwan, Trump’s rhetoric and diplomatic priorities in other parts of 
the world may have encouraged a reassessment within China’s strategic community of 
Washington’s willingness to burden the costs of direct military intervention. Such changes 
in perceived political will can be as consequential for deterrence as closing gaps in the two 
militaries’ capabilities.

Domestic imperatives and political incentives

The timing of the summit was equally illuminating. Both leaders face powerful domestic 
incentives to pursue a more stable relationship, even as strategic competition continues. In 
Washington, concerns over war in the Gulf, the cost of living and financial market stabil-
ity have reinforced the grassroots political appeal of temporarily reducing tensions with 
China. At the same time, President Trump has consistently preferred high-octane leaders’ 
meetings that can be presented as evidence of powerful leadership and successful bargain-
ing.

China’s calculations appear to be shaped by a different set of considerations. Rather than 
responding solely to cyclical economic pressures, Beijing is increasingly focused on the 
long-term objectives outlined in its latest Five-Year Plan.[20] Chinese policymakers appear 
prepared to accept a slower pace of growth in exchange for deeper structural transforma-
tion, including technological supremacy and greater self-reliance in strategically import-
ant sectors. Achieving these objectives will require not only substantial financial resources 
and sustained state investment, but also a relatively predictable external environment.[21]

For Beijing, prolonged strategic confrontation with the United States would complicate this 
transition. Intensified geopolitical competition would divert resources towards short-term 
crisis management, increase uncertainty for domestic industries and expose China to ad-
ditional external pressure.[22] A more stable relationship with Washington, even if only 
temporary, would therefore provide the leadership with greater strategic space to pursue its 
long-term economic objectives.

One of the most esteemed Chinese strategists consequently argued that Xi is seeking to 
take advantage of what may be a limited political window while Trump remains in of-
fice.[23] Their assessment is not that Beijing expects a fundamental reconciliation with 
Washington, but rather that it hopes to establish sufficient stability to facilitate China’s own 
economic and technological transformation. Constructive strategic stability is therefore 
not an end in itself, but a means of creating more favourable conditions for the next stage 
of China’s development.

Political considerations are equally important. Trump has long emphasized the value of 
personal diplomacy and has consistently portrayed himself as a leader capable of reach-
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ing agreements that others could not. He views Chinese policies as serving the purpose of 
the summit, not vice versa. Xi, meanwhile, has sought to project an image of confidence 
and stewardship. In this sense, both leaders have incentives to portray stability not as a 
concession to the other side, but as a demonstration of their own leadership and political 
authority.

Wider policy implications

There are several wider implications emerging from the May summit. To start with, in-
ternational policymakers should avoid interpreting the language of constructive strategic 
stability as evidence of a fundamental strategic transformation. Competition remains the 
defining feature of the relationship.

As with all of President Trump’s comments, observers should distinguish carefully between 
symbolic rhetoric and substantive policy adjustments from Washington. Public language 
could change rapidly after the May summit, while strategic interests tend to evolve much 
more gradually.

As always, Taiwan will remain a critical source of instability. Even relatively modest 
changes in perceptions of American commitment could produce disproportionate strategic 
responses from Beijing and other powers in the region.

The central conclusion of the summit is that both Washington and Beijing increasingly 
recognize the necessity of coexistence. Neither side appears willing to surrender its fun-
damental objectives, yet neither appears prepared to bear the costs of unlimited confronta-
tion. The world is therefore witnessing the emergence of a new equilibrium: a relationship 
that is neither cooperative enough to resemble the age of engagement, nor hostile enough to 
constitute a new Cold War. The concept of constructive strategic stability reflects precisely 
this ambiguous reality.

Whether such a balance can endure will depend not only on warm words from both Pres-
idents, but also on the ability of both leaders to reconcile domestic political pressures with 
the incentives of great-power management. The three meetings scheduled for the rest of 
2026 will provide an early indication of whether this delicate equilibrium can be main-
tained. They will serve as signposts on whether constructive strategic stability can evolve 
from a rhetorical formula into a durable framework.

Conclusion

The scheduled state visit by President Xi to the US in late September will be expected to 
implement understandings reached during the May summit. Both sides will focus on the 
concrete delivery of two boards of trade and investments respectively, export controls, mil-
itary communication and mechanisms designed to prevent crises from escalating unex-
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pectedly.

The May 2026 Trump–Xi summit did not mark the return of engagement, nor did it signal 
the end of strategic competition. Instead, it revealed a shared recognition in Beijing and in 
Washington that competition must be managed within a framework of limited stability, 
one that allows both powers to pursue their domestic priorities while avoiding the costs 
of uncontrolled confrontation. To borrow a phrase from a report written by one of China’s 
most influential think tanks, ‘strategic stalemate defines the current state of China–US re-
lations’ – but the question without a clear answer is, for how long?[24]
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