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It’s  the  summer  of  2026,  five  years  after  the  Biden  administration  identified  the  People’s
Republic of China as the principal threat to U.S. security and Congress passed a raft of laws
mandating a society-wide mobilization to ensure permanent U.S. domination of the Asia-
Pacific region. Although major armed conflict between the United States and China has not
yet broken out, numerous crises have erupted in the western Pacific and the two countries
are constantly poised for war. International diplomacy has largely broken down, with talks
over climate change, pandemic relief, and nuclear nonproliferation at a standstill. For most
security analysts, it’s not a matter of if a U.S.-China war will erupt, but when.

Does this sound fanciful? Not if you read the statements coming out of the Department of
Defense (DoD) and the upper ranks of Congress these days.

“China poses the greatest long-term challenge to the United States and strengthening
deterrence against China will require DoD to work in concert with other instruments of
national power,” the Pentagon’s 2022 Defense Budget Overview asserts. “A combat-
credible Joint Force will underpin a whole-of-nation approach to competition and ensure
the Nation leads from a position of strength.”

On this basis, the Pentagon requested $715 billion in military expenditures for 2022, with a
significant chunk of those funds to be spent on the procurement of advanced ships, planes,
and missiles intended for a potential all-out, “high-intensity” war with China. An extra $38
billion was sought for the design and production of nuclear weapons, another key aspect of
the drive to overpower China.

Democrats and Republicans in Congress, contending that even such sums were insufficient
to ensure continued U.S. superiority vis-à-vis that country, are pressing for further increases
in the 2022 Pentagon budget. Many have also endorsed the EAGLE Act, short for Ensuring
American Global Leadership and Engagement — a measure intended to provide hundreds of
billions of dollars for increased military aid to America’s Asian allies and for research on
advanced technologies deemed essential for any future high-tech arms race with China.

Imagine, then, that such trends only gain momentum over the next five years. What will this
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country be like in 2026? What can we expect from an intensifying new Cold War with China
that, by then, could be on the verge of turning hot?

Taiwan 2026: Perpetually on the Brink

Crises over Taiwan have erupted on a periodic basis since the start of the decade, but now,
in 2026, they seem to be occurring every other week. With Chinese bombers and warships
constantly probing Taiwan’s outer defenses and U.S. naval vessels regularly maneuvering
close to their Chinese counterparts in waters near the island, the two sides never seem far
from a shooting incident that would have instantaneous escalatory implications. So far, no
lives have been lost, but planes and ships from both sides have narrowly missed colliding
again and again. On each occasion, forces on both sides have been placed on high alert,
causing jitters around the world.

The tensions over that island have largely stemmed from incremental efforts by Taiwanese
leaders,  mostly  officials  of  the  Democratic  Progressive  Party  (DPP),  to  move  their  country
from autonomous status as part of China to full independence. Such a move is bound to
provoke a harsh,  possibly  military response from Beijing,  which considers the island a
renegade province.

The island’s status has plagued U.S.-China relations for decades. When, on January 1, 1979,
Washington first recognized the People’s Republic of China, it agreed to withdraw diplomatic
recognition  from  the  Taiwanese  government  and  cease  formal  relations  with  its  officials.
Under  the Taiwan Relations Act  of  1979,  however,  U.S.  officials  were obligated to  conduct
informal relations with Taipei. The act stipulated as well that any move by Beijing to alter
Taiwan’s status by force would be considered “a threat to the peace and security of the
Western  Pacific  area  and  of  grave  concern  to  the  United  States”  —  a  stance  known  as
“strategic  ambiguity,”  as  it  neither  guaranteed  American  intervention,  nor  ruled  it  out.

In the ensuing decades, the U.S. sought to avoid conflict in the region by persuading Taipei
not to make any overt moves toward independence and by minimizing its ties to the island,
thereby discouraging aggressive moves by China. By 2021, however, the situation had been
remarkably transformed. Once under the exclusive control of the Nationalist Party that had
been defeated by communist forces on the Chinese mainland in 1949, Taiwan became a
multiparty democracy in 1987. It has since witnessed the steady rise of pro-independence
forces,  led  by  the  DPP.  At  first,  the  mainland  regime  sought  to  woo  the  Taiwanese  with
abundant  trade  and  tourism  opportunities,  but  the  excessive  authoritarianism  of  its
Communist Party alienated many island residents — especially younger ones — only adding
momentum to the drive for independence. This, in turn, has prompted Beijing to switch
tactics from courtship to coercion by constantly sending its combat planes and ships into
Taiwanese air and sea space.

Trump  administration  officials,  less  concerned  about  alienating  Beijing  than  their
predecessors, sought to bolster ties with the Taiwanese government in a series of gestures
that Beijing found threatening and that were only expanded in the early months of the Biden
administration. At that time, growing hostility to China led many in Washington to call for an
end to “strategic ambiguity” and the adoption of an unequivocal pledge to defend Taiwan if
it were to come under attack from the mainland.

“I think the time has come to be clear,” Senator Tom Cotton of Arkansas declared in
February  2021.  “Replace  strategic  ambiguity  with  strategic  clarity  that  the  United
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States will come to the aid of Taiwan if China was to forcefully invade Taiwan.”

The Biden administration was initially reluctant to adopt such an inflammatory stance, since
it  meant  that  any  conflict  between China  and Taiwan would  automatically  become a  U.S.-
China  war  with  nuclear  ramifications.  In  April  2022,  however,  under  intense  congressional
pressure, the Biden administration formally abandoned “strategic ambiguity” and vowed
that a Chinese invasion of Taiwan would prompt an immediate American military response.
“We will never allow Taiwan to be subjugated by military force,” President Biden declared at
that time, a striking change in a longstanding American strategic position.

The DoD would soon announce the deployment of a permanent naval squadron to the
waters surrounding Taiwan, including an aircraft carrier and a supporting flotilla of cruisers,
destroyers,  and  submarines.  Ely  Ratner,  President  Biden’s  top  envoy  for  the  Asia-Pacific
region, first outlined plans for such a force in June 2021 during testimony before the Senate
Armed Services Committee. A permanent U.S.  presence, he suggested, would serve to
“deter, and, if necessary, deny a fait accompli scenario” in which Chinese forces quickly
attempted to overwhelm Taiwan. Although described as tentative then, it would, in fact,
become formal policy following President Biden’s April 2022 declaration on Taiwan and a
brief exchange of warning shots between a Chinese destroyer and a U.S. cruiser just south
of the Taiwan Strait.

Today, in 2026, with a U.S. naval squadron constantly sailing in waters near Taiwan and
Chinese ships and planes constantly menacing the island’s outer defenses, a potential Sino-
American  military  clash  never  seems  far  off.  Should  that  occur,  what  would  happen  is
impossible to predict, but most analysts now assume that both sides would immediately fire
their advanced missiles — many of them hypersonic (that is, exceeding five times the speed
of sound) — at their opponent’s key bases and facilities. This, in turn, would provoke further
rounds of air and missile strikes, probably involving attacks on Chinese and Taiwanese cities
as well  as  U.S.  bases in  Japan,  Okinawa,  South Korea,  and Guam. Whether  such a conflict
could be contained at the non-nuclear level remains anyone’s guess.

The Incremental Draft

In  the  meantime,  planning  for  a  U.S.-China  war-to-come  has  dramatically  reshaped
American  society  and  institutions.   The  “Forever  Wars”  of  the  first  two  decades  of  the
twenty-first century had been fought entirely by an All-Volunteer Force (AVF) that typically
endured multiple tours of duty, in particular in Iraq and Afghanistan. The U.S. was able to
sustain such combat operations (while continuing to maintain a substantial troop presence
in Europe, Japan, and South Korea) with 1.4 million servicemembers because American
forces enjoyed uncontested control of the airspace over its war zones, while China and
Russia remained wary of engaging U.S. forces in their own neighborhoods.

Today, in 2026, however, the picture looks radically different: China, with an active combat
force of two million soldiers, and Russia, with another million — both militaries equipped
with advanced weaponry not widely available to them in the early years of the century —
pose a far more formidable threat to U.S. forces. An AVF no longer looks particularly viable,
so plans for its replacement with various forms of conscription are already being put into
place.

Bear in mind, however, that in a future war with China and/or Russia, the Pentagon doesn’t
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envision large-scale ground battles reminiscent of World War II or the Iraq invasion of 2003.
Instead, it expects a series of high-tech battles involving large numbers of ships, planes, and
missiles.  This,  in  turn,  limits  the  need  for  vast  conglomerations  of  ground  troops,  or
“grunts,” as they were once labeled,  but increases the need for sailors,  pilots,  missile
launchers, and the kinds of technicians who can keep so many high-tech systems at top
operational capacity.

As early as October 2020, during the final months of the Trump administration, Secretary of
Defense  Mark  Esper  was  already  calling  for  a  doubling  of  the  size  of  the  U.S.  naval  fleet,
from approximately 250 to 500 combat vessels,  to meet the rising threat from China.
Clearly, however, there would be no way for a force geared to a 250-ship navy to sustain
one double that size. Even if some of the additional ships were “uncrewed,” or robotic, the
Navy would still have to recruit several hundred thousand more sailors and technicians to
supplement the 330,000 then in the force. Much the same could be said of the U.S. Air
Force.

No surprise, then, that an incremental restoration of the draft, abandoned in 1973 as the
Vietnam War was drawing to a close, has taken place in these years. In 2022, Congress
passed the National Service Reconstitution Act (NSRA), which requires all men and women
aged 18 to 25 to register with newly reconstituted National Service Centers and to provide
them with information on their residence, employment status, and educational background
— information they are required to update on an annual basis. In 2023, the NSRA was
amended to require registrants to complete an additional questionnaire on their technical,
computer, and language skills. Since 2024, all men and women enrolled in computer science
and related programs at federally aided colleges and universities have been required to
enroll in the National Digital Reserve Corps (NDRC) and spend their summers working on
defense-related programs at selected military installations and headquarters. Members of
that Digital Corps must also be available on short notice for deployment to such facilities,
should a conflict of any sort threaten to break out.

The establishment of just such a corps, it should be noted, had been a recommendation of
the National  Security Commission on Artificial  Intelligence, a federal  agency established in
2019 to advise Congress and the White House on how to prepare the nation for a high-tech
arms race  with  China.  “We must  win  the  AI  competition  that  is  intensifying  strategic
competition with China,” the commission avowed in March 2021, given that “the human
talent  deficit  is  the  government’s  most  conspicuous  AI  deficit.”  To  overcome  it,  the
commission suggested then, “We should establish a… civilian National Reserve to grow tech
talent with the same seriousness of purpose that we grow military officers. The digital age
demands a digital corps.”

Indeed, only five years later, with the prospect of a U.S.-China conflict so obviously on the
agenda, Congress is considering a host of bills aimed at supplementing the Digital Corps
with other mandatory service requirements for men and women with technical skills, or
simply for the reinstatement of conscription altogether and the full-scale mobilization of the
nation.  Needless to  say,  protests  against  such measures have been erupting at  many
colleges and universities, but with the mood of the country becoming increasingly bellicose,
there has been little support for them among the general public. Clearly, the “volunteer”
military is about to become an artifact of a previous epoch.

A New Cold War Culture of Repression
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With the White House, Congress, and the Pentagon obsessively focused on preparations for
what’s increasingly seen as an inevitable war with China, it’s hardly surprising that civil
society in 2026 has similarly been swept up in an increasingly militaristic anti-China spirit.
Popular culture is now saturated with nationalistic and jingoistic memes, regularly portraying
China and the Chinese leadership in derogatory, often racist terms. Domestic manufacturers
hype “Made in America” labels (even if they’re often inaccurate) and firms that once traded
extensively  with  China  loudly  proclaim  their  withdrawal  from  that  market,  while  the
streaming superhero movie of the moment, The Beijing Conspiracy, on a foiled Chinese plot
to disable the entire U.S. electrical grid, is the leading candidate for the best film Oscar.

Domestically, by far the most conspicuous and pernicious result of all this has been a sharp
rise in  hate crimes against  Asian Americans,  especially  those assumed to be Chinese,
whatever their origin. This disturbing phenomenon, which began at the outset of the Covid
crisis, when President Trump, in a transparent effort to deflect blame for his mishandling of
the pandemic, started using terms like “Chinese Virus” and “Kung Flu” to describe the
disease. Attacks on Asian Americans rose precipitously then and continued to climb after Joe
Biden  took  office  and  began  vilifying  Beijing  for  its  human  rights  abuses  in  Xinjiang  and
Hong Kong.  According  to  the  watchdog group Stop  AAPI  Hate,  some 6,600 anti-Asian
incidents were reported in the U.S. between March 2020 and March 2021, with almost 40%
of those events occurring in February and March 2021.

For observers of such incidents back then, the connection between anti-China policymaking
at the national level and anti-Asian violence at the neighborhood level was incontrovertible.
“When  America  China-bashes,  then  Chinese  get  bashed,  and  so  do  those  who  ‘look
Chinese,’” said Russell Jeung, a professor of Asian American Studies at San Francisco State
University at that time. “American foreign policy in Asia is American domestic policy for
Asians.”

By 2026, most Chinatowns in America have been boarded up and those that remain open
are heavily guarded by armed police. Most stores owned by Asian Americans (of whatever
background) were long ago closed due to boycotts and vandalism, and Asian Americans
think twice before leaving their homes.

The hostility and distrust exhibited toward Asian Americans at the neighborhood level has
been replicated at the workplace and on university campuses, where Chinese Americans
and Chinese-born citizens are now prohibited from working at laboratories in any technical
field  with  military  applications.  Meanwhile,  scholars  of  any  background  working  on  China-
related  topics  are  subject  to  close  scrutiny  by  their  employers  and  government  officials.
Anyone expressing positive comments about China or its government is routinely subjected
to harassment, at best, or at worst, dismissal and FBI investigation.

As with the incremental draft, such increasingly restrictive measures were first adopted in a
series of laws in 2022. But the foundation for much of this was the United States Innovation
and Competition Act of 2021, passed by the Senate in June of that year. Among other
provisions, it barred federal funding to any college or university that hosted a Confucius
Institute, a Chinese government program to promote that country’s language and culture in
foreign countries. It also empowered federal agencies to coordinate with university officials
to “promote protection of controlled information as appropriate and strengthen defense
against foreign intelligence services,” especially Chinese ones.

Diverging From the Path of War
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Yes, in reality, we’re still in 2021, even if the Biden administration regularly cites China as
our greatest threat. Naval incidents with that country’s vessels in the South China Sea and
the  Taiwan  Strait  are  indeed  on  the  rise,  as  are  anti-Asian-American  sentiments
domestically. Meanwhile, as the planet’s two greatest greenhouse-gas emitters squabble,
our world is growing hotter by the year.

Without  question,  something  like  the  developments  described  above  (and  possibly  far
worse) will lie in our future unless action is taken to alter the path we’re now on. All of those
“2026” developments, after all, are rooted in trends and actions already under way that only
appear to be gathering momentum at this moment. Bills like the Innovation and Competition
Act  enjoy  near  unanimous  support  among  Democrats  and  Republicans,  while  strong
majorities in both parties favor increased funding of Pentagon spending on China-oriented
weaponry. With few exceptions — Senator Bernie Sanders among them — no one in the
upper ranks of government is saying: Slow down. Don’t launch another Cold War that could
easily go hot.

“It is distressing and dangerous,” as Sanders wrote recently in Foreign Affairs, “that a fast-
growing consensus is emerging in Washington that views the U.S.-Chinese relationship as a
zero-sum economic and military struggle.” At a time when this planet faces ever more
severe challenges from climate change, pandemics, and economic inequality, he added that
“the prevalence of this view will create a political environment in which the cooperation that
the world desperately needs will be increasingly difficult to achieve.”

In other words, we Americans face an existential choice: Do we stand aside and allow the
“fast-growing consensus” Sanders speaks of to shape national policy, while abandoning any
hope of genuine progress on climate change or those other perils? Alternately, do we begin
trying to exert pressure on Washington to adopt a more balanced relationship with China,
one that would place at least as much emphasis on cooperation as on confrontation. If we
fail at this, be prepared in 2026 or soon thereafter for the imminent onset of a catastrophic
(possibly even nuclear) U.S.-China war.

*
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