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Abstract: Twenty-four hours a day, 365 days a year, the
governments of the United States and the People’s Re-
public of China are a few poor decisions away from start-
ing a war that could escalate rapidly and end in a nuclear
exchange. Mismatched perceptions increase both the pos-
sibility of war and the likelihood it will result in the use of
nuclear weapons. Miscommunication or misunderstanding
could spark a conflict that both governments may find diffi-
cult to stop.

U.S. and PRC leaders try to avoid conflict, but their dis-
cussions of contentious issues are inadequate. Mutual
mistrust sustains an entrenched and deepening antago-
nism despite sincere and occasionally successful efforts to
cooperate on shared concerns such as climate change
and nuclear terrorism. Diplomacy has not slowed steadily
accelerating preparations for war, nor has it resolved U.S.-
PRC disputes over the status of Taiwan, North Korean
threats, or the freedom of military navigation in East Asian
waters.

War between the United States and the People’s Republic
of China is not inevitable, but failing to acknowledge the
risks is certain to make it more likely.
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