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From 13 to 15 May 2026, US President Donald Trump
paid a state visit to China. It was his second state visit to
the country after his 2017 trip, and the first of his second
presidency. Trump received a notably warmer welcome
than nine years earlier: Chinese Vice-President Han Zheng
personally greeted him on arrival, a clear upgrade from
2017, when he was met by ‘mere’ State Councilor Yang
Jiechi. Following an elaborate state banquet on 14 May,
complete with a rendition of Trump’s beloved YMCA, he
was granted the rare privilege of visiting Zhongnanhai,
the political heart of both the Chinese government and the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Yet beneath the cordial
atmosphere and seemingly unprecedented US concessions
concerning Taiwan, a new reality of ‘managed rivalry’ in
Sino-American relations was evident. After all the good
vibes, this ‘new normal’ was perhaps best illustrated by
Russian President Viadimir Putin’s arrival in Beijing less
than a week later.

Trump’s 2026 visit to China also carried important lessons
for Europe. Beijing has evidently accepted that Sino-US
relations cannot return to the optimism of the pre-Trump
era and is instead seeking a more predictable form of
managed rivalry built around red lines. This policy brief
argues that Europe should draw similar conclusions. Rather
than attempting to revive a relationship that no longer exists,
Brussels and Beijing should focus on establishing clearer
rules of engagement, including on difficult issues such as
Taiwan without allowing them to dominate the broader
relationship (i.e., preventing another ‘Xinjiang 2021°);
developing a new compartmentalized agenda beyond the
now-defunct Comprehensive Agreement on Investment
(CAI); and preserving crucial societal ties that can prevent
rivalry from stifling pragmatic modes of cooperation.
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MANAGED RIVALRY: THE NEW SINO-AMERICAN
NORMAL

The fact that Trump received ‘higher honors’ in 2026 than
during his 2017 visit has been widely reported, but the
fact that his reception still fell short of the one accorded
to Barack Obama in 2009 has attracted far less attention.
In 2009, shortly after the Beijing Olympics had boosted
the image of China’s ‘peaceful development’ (by this time
reframed from ‘peaceful rise’),! it was Xi Jinping himself
who welcomed the US president at the airport. Xi was
not only vice-president, like Han Zheng today, but also a
member of the CCP Politburo Standing Committee and
by then the widely recognized heir apparent to Hu Jintao.
The atmosphere was one of careful optimism. China was
not yet the economic juggernaut it would become, but it
was already helping stabilize the global economy during
the financial crisis. The Taiwan issue had receded into
the background after the Chinese Nationalist Party (KMT)
returned to power in 2008, ushering in a period of relative
cross-Strait calm. Even political developments in Mainland
China were viewed with some hope: local democratic
experiments were still ongoing (emblematically, Obama
was even permitted to hold a town hall-style event with
Chinese students), and Hong Kong’s promised path toward
universal suffrage did not yet seem entirely unrealistic.

Today, the world looks very different. The shift was already
underway by the end of Obama’s first term, most notably
with his 2011 Pivot to Asia, which Beijing interpreted
as a signal that Washington increasingly viewed China
as its principal strategic competitor. The optimism of
the late 2000s gradually gave way to suspicion, a trend
that accelerated dramatically under Trump. Within a
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year of his 2017 state visit, the US had launched a trade
war against China, followed by technology restrictions,
investment screening measures, and broader moves
toward economic decoupling. Meanwhile, hopes for
political liberalization have largely faded, Hong Kong’s
democratic trajectory came to an abrupt halt after the
2019-2020 protests and the 2020 National Security Law,
and cross-Strait relations have deteriorated sharply since
the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) returned to power
in 2016. Above all, Beijing and Washington now view one
another through a lens of strategic rivalry.

In this light, it is interesting to note that Beijing has
recently recognized that the question is no longer
whether China and the US can return to the optimism
of 2009, but whether they can establish and safeguard
a stable modus vivendi as competitors and rivals. This
was visible through a commentary published under the
pseudonym ‘Guo Jiping, a homophone of ‘important
international commentary’ generally used to disseminate
state-approved standpoints, in the People’s Daily on
the eve of Trump’s state visit to China, aptly titled Sino-
American Relations Cannot Return to the Past, But
Can Have a Better Future.? While acknowledging that
relations cannot return to the optimism of the past, the
commentary argued that both sides have learned from
the trade war since 2018 and are developing more mature
mechanisms for managing competition. However, while
reiterating Beijing’s preferred framework of ‘mutual
respect, peaceful coexistence, and win-win cooperation,’”®
it also showcased strong(er) determination to defend its
‘bottom lines’ (dixian),* particularly on Taiwan.® On the eve
of Trump’s 2026 visit, a Taiwan-headed ‘Four Red Lines’ (si
tiao hongxian)® of Sino-US relations that should never be
challenged would also be stressed in a statement widely
spread through state-affiliated social media channels:
‘1) The Taiwan issue (Taiwan wenti); 2) Democracy and
human rights (minzhu renquan); 3) [Political] paths and
systems (daolu zhidu); 4) [China’s] right to development
(fazhan quanli).”

Both the abandonment of any belief in a return to the

golden age of Sino-US relations and the emergence of
the ‘Four Red Lines,” showcasing that Beijing had reached
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a conceptual turning point in its assessment of the US,
can be traced back to 2024. ‘Cannot return to the past’ —
arguably an admission of the ultimate demise of the old
relations free of containment-rhetoric, trade wars, and
technological restrictions — was first invoked by Xi Jinping
during a meeting with a US delegation representing both
business and academic circles at the Great Hall of the
People in Beijing in March 2024;® ‘Four Red Lines’ saw
its first prominent invocation by Xi during a meeting with
Joe Biden, who had just been defeated by Trump, during
a meeting on the sidelines of the APEC summit in Lima
in November 2024.°

Clearly, whereas Beijing initially had expressed hopes
that Sino-US relations could ‘get back on the right track’
(chonghui zhenggui) following Biden’s election in 2020,
four years of the Biden administration had awakened
Chinese policymakers to a harsher reality: a return to
the pre-Trump trajectory of the relationship had now
truly become a bipartisan impossibility in Washington.
XiJinping’s remarks on 14 May 2026 also showcased this
‘realization’: Opening with one of his favorite references,
i.e., the need to avoid the so-called Thucydides Trap, and
referring to his first and foremost ‘Red Line’ — Taiwan
— as the ‘most important issue in Sino-US relations,” he

w

argued that ‘““constructive strategic stability” [...] should
be understood as a state of enduring stability in which

differences remain under control./*

THE TAIWAN ISSUE UNDER TRUMP: BREAK OR
CONTINUITY?

One Sino-American issue that has been handled with a
remarkable degree of bipartisan continuity on the US
side is Xi Jinping’s foremost ‘Red Line’: Taiwan. In 1979,
the Taiwan Relations Act (TRA) which — among others —
sought to safeguard Taiwanese self-defense capabilities
was adopted,*? largely at the insistence of a US Congress
that believed the Carter administration had struck a
poor bargain for Taiwan. This was followed by the Six
Assurances of 1982, issued at the request of the then-
ruling KMT government in Taiwan, which were intended
to reassure Taipei that its future and security would
remain protected despite the Sino-US rapprochement
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of the 1970s and early 1980s. These ‘assurances’ were
particularly important in light of US President Ronald
Reagan’s commitment in the 1982 ‘Third Communiqué’
with Beijing that US arms sales to Taiwan would not
exceed previous levels and would gradually be reduced
over time, provided that China continued its then-budding
peaceful approach toward the island.*® After assuring that
said arms sales did not have an ending date in the first
point, the second of the Six Assurances notably held that
the US ‘has not agreed to consult with the PRC on arms
sales to Taiwan.**

This assurance, having endured for more than four
decades, now appears effectively broken. Trump openly
brushed aside its historical significance, remarking on Air
Force One that ‘1982 is a long way away ... that’s a very
long distance away,” after confirming that he had discussed
Taiwan with Xi. Nor does Acting Navy Secretary Hung Cao’s
confirmation on 22 May that the latest US$14 billion arms
package for Taiwan has been delayed — albeit officially
due to demands arising from the war with Iran —do much
to reassure Taipei. Taiwan also remained conspicuously
absent from ‘Secretary of War’ Pete Hegseth’s speech
at the Shangri-La Dialogue on May 30, which appeared
far more concerned with slighting traditional US allies —
especially Europe — than with containing China.?®

Trump’s maneuvering on Taiwan —which has been evident
ever since he accepted a congratulatory phone call
from Tsai Ing-wen after his 2016 election, breaking with
decades of diplomatic convention — should nevertheless
not be overstated. Just as US Congress stepped in with
the TRA in 1979 when many felt the Carter administration
had conceded too much to Beijing, it is entirely plausible
that Congress would again assert itself should the current
delay in arms sales become long-term. Indeed, a 2025 bill
seeking to codify the Six Assurances into federal law has
attracted multiple Republican co-sponsors (although it
has yet to move forward),'® several senators urged Trump
in a bipartisan letter ahead of his meeting with Xi not to
use Taiwan as a bargaining chip,'” while Secretary of State
Marco Rubio — who was referred to with an alternative
Chinese name during the May visit to sidestep sanctions
imposed on him'® — repeatedly reassured both Taipei
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and US Congress in the weeks after the meeting that
longstanding US policy remains unchanged and that the
arms package is merely ‘under review.*°

More broadly, support for Taiwan, a mirror image of the
anti-China sentiment that has increasingly taken hold in
Congress over the last decade, now enjoys a degree of
bipartisan consensus in Washington that is impossible
to ignore — even for Trump. If Trump were genuinely
perceived as trading away Taiwan in exchange for
concessions from Beijing, he would face desertion from
influential lawmakers within his own party, with Rubio
likely among the first to object. While hazier than ever,
US strategic ambiguity toward Taiwan still stands strong.

WHAT ABOUT EUROPE?

If there is one point that should be stressed in light of
Trump’s visit to China, it is that EU-China relations are
also not going back to the past. The era of optimism
(‘business first’) of the 2000s and early 2010s is long
gone. The question for Brussels and Beijing is therefore
not how to restore a relationship that no longer exists,
but how to make the current one workable. In that regard,
Europe should have the confidence to be clearer about
its expectations, and sometimes dare to ‘escalate to
negotiate’ — despite Ursula von der Leyen’s de-risking
approach, credible deterrence remains a distant prospect
in Brussels.?

The EU’s ‘compartmentalized’ characterization of China
as simultaneously a partner, competitor, and systemic
rival is often dismissed as contradictory — not least in
Beijing. Yet, in many ways, it closely resembles the
approach embraced by Xi during Trump’s visit: cooperate
where possible, compete where necessary, and manage
disagreements — make sure they are ‘under control’ —
where they cannot be resolved. As for Brussels, it should
make clear that the strategic autonomy it so often
champions, and which is frequently invoked in Beijing as
well, cannot be achieved by replacing one dependency
with another. Europe’s objective should be diversification
rather than bloc alignment.??
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The same applies to Taiwan. Europe should continue to
uphold ‘its “One China” policy’ while making clear(er)
that any unilateral attempt to change the status quo,
particularly through force or coercion, would carry severe
economic and diplomatic consequences for EU-China
relations. Mutual clarity does not mean making Taiwan
the defining issue in the relationship. Beijing has gradually
learned to operate within a relationship with Washington
defined by red lines and managed rivalry. There is no
reason why it could not do the same with Brussels.

Furthermore, debates over whether CAl can be revived
should cease. It cannot. The political conditions that existed
in 2020 have disappeared, and pretending otherwise only
wastes diplomatic force. At the same time, declaring the
CAl dead should not mean abandoning the search for a
novel positive EU-China agenda. After all, embracing the
current status quo means accepting a steady downward
drift in relations.?? On the contrary, Brussels and Beijing
should begin exploring new avenues, whether focused on
investment, green technology, market access or regulatory
cooperation. Such negotiations would be valuable not
only for their potential outcomes but also for the process
itself. During the 2000s and — especially — early 2010s,
structured dialogues provided a framework within which
difficult issues could be discussed before they escalated
into crises. Any new negotiating track — albeit in a much
more limited form than in the past — could serve a similar
purpose today. The need for such channels has been
painfully clear since the wholly unnecessary tit-for-tat
escalation over Xinjiang in March 2021.

Finally, both sides should be careful not to let geopolitical
tensions, most prominently those over Taiwan, sever
the human ties that still connect both sides. Academic
and think tank exchanges, tourism, local-government
partnerships (i.e., paradiplomacy), research cooperation
(albeit with a much clearer identification of risk areas)
are the ‘final lines’ in preserving any degree of stability.
Ultimately, the goal should not be to recreate the past trust.
That ship has long sailed. The goal should be reaching a
new form of predictability that is evidently also desired
by Beijing in Sino-US relations. In a period of growing
geopolitical rivalry, a relationship with clear rules, open
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channels of communication, and a limited, but concrete,
agenda for cooperation that allows for difficult talks may
be the most realistic (and most valuable) outcome Europe
and China can hope for in the short and medium term. To
play on Beijing’s own words: EU—China Relations Cannot
Return to the Past, But Can Still Have a Future.
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