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Time to Reassess 

and Reframe the 

U.S. Government's 

"China Initiative" 

Changing the name is the first step 

A version of this essay first appeared in the 

China Story blogpub/ished by the Australian 

Centre on Chino in the World at Australian 

Notional University. 

By Margaret K. Lewis 

The U.S. government's China Initiative to 

counter national security threats from the 

People's Republic of China recently entered 

its third year with the Department of Justice 

(DOJ) reporting that it has made substantial 

progress. The transition to a Biden 

administration in a few weeks is a fitting time 

to reassess and reframe the Initiative. Greater 

attention should be given to the message 

that the China Initiative conveys about the 

U.S. government's view of people of Chinese 

ethnicity and PRC nationality. The Biden 

administration can and should do a better 

job of grappling with two phenomena: actual 

threats from the PRC party-state that go 

beyond traditional spying, and the threat by 

association attaching to people who are 

viewed as connected to the "China" of the 

China Initiative. Changing the program's 

name would be a good first step, followed by 

a comprehensive review and reformulation 

of how criminal law can best be used to 

address illegal activity connected to the PRC 

party-state. 

A few weeks after the program's two-year 

anniversary on November 1, the DOJ issued 

a "Year-in-Review" press release that 

celebrated, in then-Attorney General Bill 

Barr's words, the DOJ's "incredible strides in 

countering the systemic efforts by the PRC to 

enhance its economic and military strength 

at America's expense." FBI Director 

Christopher Wray added that CCP-linked 

theft "isn't a rumor or baseless accusation . . .. 

The FBI opens a new China-related 

counterintelligence case nearly every 10 

hours and we'll continue our aggressive 

efforts to counter China's criminal activity." 

Indeed, at least some accusations of illegal 

activity linked to the PRC party-state have an 

evidentiary basis: to that extent I agree with 

Director Wray that the U.S. government's 

concerns are not driven by mere "rumor." 

Yet the Year-in-Review fails to address other 

problems with the China Initiative. I have 

argued elsewhere that the name of the 

"China Initiative" lumps together people with 

ties to "China" based on nationality, ethnicity, 

or other connections as all part of a "China 

threat." The narrative of a vast China threat 

combined with an expansive view of national 

security-related assets that must be 

protected has encouraged overreliance on 

criminal law in the U.S. policy response. 

Subtle shifts in language suggest the China 

Initiative's leadership might be dialing back 
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