Chinese overconfidence causes miscalc, war – Narrative of “American decline” leads to greater confrontation between China and US
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But the consolidation of the "American decline" narrative in China, coupled with the increasingly restrictive public square and state-controlled media, means that space to challenge or refine this perspective is shrinking. The more this view becomes official dogma, the more likely Beijing is to overestimate U.S. decline.
The U.S. economy has already started to rebound, with some economists projecting 4.3 percent growth in 2021 following a contraction of 2.5 percent in 2020. As of June 24, 2021, more than 46 percent of the U.S. population has been fully vaccinated, whereas China is not expecting to reach that percentage for at least another month. In addition, the United States continues to outspend China on defense ($738 billion for the United States compared to $193 billion for China in 2020) and research and development (3.1 percent for the United States compared to 2.2 percent for China in 2019)—hardly signs of U.S. decline. A flurry of high-level U.S. meetings over the past several months, most recently at the G7 Summit in the United Kingdom, also indicate that the United States is strengthening its relations with partners in Europe and Asia, including through the Quad, which includes the United States, Japan, India, and Australia.
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In light of these realities, China's confidence—and likely overconfidence—may lead to an international posture that is more emboldened, confident, and confrontational. This has already been expressed with the proliferation of a "wolf warrior" attitude by Chinese officials and diplomats. A China that overestimates its own strength while underestimating the United States' strength is a worrying combination, for it may well lead Beijing to miscalculate in one of a number of geopolitically significant areas, most worryingly in the Taiwan Strait. The prospect of Xi Jinping continuing to cling to power after the 20th Party Congress in late 2022 further forestalls a needed course correction, as criticisms of China's current approach are seen as criticisms of Xi himself.
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