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How do foreign rivals perceive and respond to heightened domestic polarization in the United States? The conventional

thinking is that polarization weakens and distracts the United States, emboldening its adversaries. However, untested

assumptions underlie this claim. We use two strategies to explore mechanisms linking domestic polarization and in-

ternational rivalry. First, we field a survey experiment in China to examine how heightening perceptions of US polari-

zation affects public attitudes toward Chinese foreign policy. Second, we investigate how US rival governments responded

to an episode of extreme partisanship: the US Capitol attacks on January 6, 2021. Drawing on Integrated Crisis Early

Warning System event data, we explore whether foreign rivals increased hostility toward the United States following the

Capitol riots. Both studies fail to show robust evidence for the Emboldening Hypothesis. Extreme polarization has other

negative consequences for American foreign policy, but we find no evidence that it makes adversaries materially more

assertive toward the United States.

In January 2018, in a guest column in the New York Times,
former US National Security Advisor Susan Rice wrote:
“The most significant, long-term threat to our security may

be our domestic political polarization. America’s adversaries
exploit the vulnerability created by our dysfunctional democ-
racy” (Rice 2018). This sentiment reflects a pressing concern
shared by US policy makers from both parties: domestic po-
larization weakens the United States and emboldens its rivals
to be more aggressive in international politics.1 The argument
is often applied to US-China relations, where analysts warn
that extreme polarization will “diminish the U.S. claim of
global leadership,” giving China an “opportunity to show the
world an alternative” (Wertime 2020).2

This logic, which we term the Emboldening Hypothesis, is
closely connected to debates in international relations. The rise
and fall of great powers—states that exert major influence in
global politics—is a central preoccupation of political scientists
and historians. Many contemporary discussions of power
transition focus on the US-China rivalry, debating the speed of
China’s rise and the prospect of American decline (e.g., Beckley
2018; Brooks and Wohlforth 2015; Goddard 2018; Kroenig
2020), as well as the probability of conflict between the two
(e.g., Allison 2017; Brands and Beckley 2022; Mearsheimer
2021; Rosato 2021; Shifrinson 2018). In American politics, one
potential source of decline comes from within (Cooley and
Nexon 2020; Kupchan and Trubowitz 2007; Musgrave 2019):
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1. A rival is a pair of states (a dyad) that “create and sustain a relationship of atypical hostility for some period of time” (Thompson 2001, 557–58). We
use the terms “rival” and “adversary” interchangeably. The former is more commonly used by academics in international relations (e.g., Colaresi, Rasler, and
Thompson 2008; Diehl and Goertz 2000), while the latter is common among foreign policy practitioners (Poast 2020).

2. By extreme polarization, we refer to the increase in the perceived ideological and social distance between the Republican and Democratic parties in the
United States. Ideological polarization means that partisans have increasingly different policy preferences. Social or affective polarization means that
partisans increasingly like their in-party and dislike their out-party (Iyengar et al. 2019; Mason 2016). As polarization becomes more extreme, the stakes of
winning become heightened, posing dangers for democratic governance (McCoy and Somer 2019).
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deepening polarization could increase perceptions that the
United States is weak or retrenching from international poli-
tics, creating opportunities for its rivals to exploit.

Despite persistent warnings that America’s partisan politics
empowers its adversaries, we know little about how polariza-
tion in the United States affects their perceptions and behav-
iors. This is partly because many US rival governments lack
transparent political institutions through which to observe
foreign policy-making processes. Government officials in coun-
tries like Russia, China, and Iran emphasize polarization and
instability in the United States, but it is unclear whether this
rhetoric has substantive impacts. For instance, an article from
the Chinese state-run news agency Xinhua News describes the
United States as “plagued by growing domestic chaos. . . .
Politicians from two parties are locked in an ‘against for against’
style veto politics, which is fundamentally weakening the United
States” (Liu 2021).3 Perhaps, as many US officials fear, such
narratives embolden foreign rivals and their publics. Alterna-
tively, rival governments could use this rhetoric to serve their
domestic political ends—for example, to emphasize the sta-
bility of autocratic institutions relative to American-style de-
mocracy—but it may not reflect or affect their foreign policy.

We argue that three alternatives to the Emboldening Hy-
pothesis are plausible. One is that extreme polarization makes
adversaries more cautious in challenging the United States,
especially if they expect leaders of a polarized America to seek
an external scapegoat (Dampening Hypothesis). A second
possibility is that emboldening and dampening effects coexist:
adversaries may be assertive on issues core to their national
interests but avoid provoking the United States on peripheral
issues (Selective Assertiveness Hypothesis). A final possibility
is that extreme polarization has little effect on the response of
rival states (Status Quo Hypothesis). The status quo could be
maintained either if foreign powers adopt a “wait and see”
approach in response to a volatile, polarized United States or if
they believe domestic polarization will not affect American
capabilities or its foreign policy.

Examining the effects of America’s partisan politics on the
attitudes and behavior of foreign adversaries is challenging
because polarization is a complex, structural phenomenon.
Both ideological polarization in Congress and affective po-
larization among the American public have increased in recent
decades. Simultaneously, hostility between the United States
and its foreign adversaries like Russia and China has grown,
reflecting a change in the relative power of the United States in
the international system. Research strategies that analyze long-
term patterns of America’s domestic polarization and the as-
sertiveness of rival powers toward the United States may

mistakenly conclude that these two trends are causally related,
when in fact they could just be co-occurring.

To remedy this problem, we propose two research strate-
gies. We first analyze the effects of polarization as a multidi-
mensional phenomenon by priming many types of polariza-
tion in a preregistered survey experiment of 2,046 Chinese
adults.4 Half of survey respondents are randomly assigned to
read vignettes adapted from Chinese media about extreme
polarization in American politics. We find no evidence that
heightening perceptions of polarization in the United States
makes the Chinese public favor a more assertive foreign policy,
nor does it affect the Chinese public’s assessment of American
strength or the future of US foreign policy.

Our second approach analyzes the response of foreign rivals
to a single, hyperpartisan event in American politics: the
attacks on the US Capitol on January 6, 2021, following the
2020 US presidential election. We focus on January 6 because
the dominant narrative in US rival countries was that the
Capitol insurrection exemplified extreme partisanship in
American politics and society. Moreover, US policy makers
explicitly linked the event to the Emboldening Hypothesis. This
observational analysis complements our survey experiment by
focusing on elite behavior and expanding our study beyond
China. We look at the behavior of eight US rival countries
identified by Peace Data V2.01 (Diehl, Goertz, and Gallegos
2021): Cuba, China, Iran, North Korea, Pakistan, Russia, Syria,
and Venezuela. Using a difference-in-differences (DID) de-
sign, we measure how America’s rivals behaved toward the
United States and other countries before and after January 6,
2021, with daily political event data from the Integrated Crisis
Early Warning System (ICEWS) database (Boschee et al.
2018). We find that rival powers slightly increased their hos-
tility toward the United States relative to other countries di-
rectly after the US Capitol riots, but this effect does not persist
beyond two weeks. We show this effect was driven by low
intensity events, such as statements that mocked and criticized
American democracy. Many of these statements likely cater to
domestic audiences within rival countries. However, we do not
find evidence that January 6 fundamentally changed how rival
countries behaved toward the United States.

Employing these two different concepts of polarization—as
a multidimensional phenomenon and as a phenomenon en-
capsulated in a single event—allows us to explore the same
research question in multiple ways. Both approaches find
limited evidence for substantive or persistent emboldening
effects. We argue that if heightening perceptions of US

3. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are our own.

4. This experiment is preregistered with Evidence in Governance and
Politics hosted by the Center for Open Science’s OSF Registry at https://
doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/N8X5B.
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polarization does not negatively affect the attitudes of foreign
publics or only influences low-intensity actions taken by rival
governments, it is difficult to believe polarization is shaping
rival behavior in more extreme ways, at least in the short term.
Our findings come with two important caveats. First, we do
not interpret our results to mean that extreme polarization in
the United States does not or cannot have serious national se-
curity consequences. We discuss other negative consequences
of extreme polarization for US foreign policy, including det-
rimental impacts of polarization on maintaining international
commitments and cooperating with allies and adversaries. Our
observational analysis also finds that US polarization invites
mocking and criticism from foreign adversaries, which may
negatively affect global perceptions of the United States and
American-style democracy. Second, we do not wish to imply
that US rivals like China are not becoming more assertive in
international politics. By contrast, our survey results show that
many respondents in China support a more assertive posture
toward the United States in the future. However, we caution
against attributing assertive attitudes or behaviors of foreign
rivals in recent years primarily to domestic politics in the
United States.

THE EMBOLDENING HYPOTHESIS
AND ITS ALTERNATIVES
A dominant narrative in Washington is that extreme polari-
zation emboldens foreign adversaries. By emboldening, we
mean an increasing assertiveness toward the United States,
which could take many forms, from outspoken criticism to
overt militarization. Activities most concerning to US policy
makers are those that could escalate into militarized crises,
such as coercive threats, military buildups, or—in extreme
cases—invasion or occupation of a territory. There are two
assumptions underlying this Emboldening Hypothesis. The
first is that foreign adversaries perceive polarization as either
weakening or distracting the state. In the United States, ex-
treme polarization is associated with processes that could
diminish state capabilities and undermine aspects of demo-
cratic governance. Congressional polarization, for example,
contributes to legislative dysfunction and partisan gridlock
(Binder 2014; Lee 2015). Ideologically polarized legislators are
unlikely to work across the aisle, reducing Washington’s ability
to take substantive, timely actions in foreign affairs.

America’s adversaries could also view polarization as con-
tributing to societal dysfunction. Researchers have shown that
affective polarization in the American public—the tendency to
like one’s in-party and dislike one’s out-party (Iyengar et al.
2019; Mason 2018)—is correlated with negative trends like
declining support for democratic norms (Kingzette et al. 2021),
rising anger within the populace (Webster 2020), and in-

creased potential for intergroup hostility and political violence
(Kalmoe and Mason 2022). It is therefore reasonable for for-
eign rivals to view an internally divided United States as a
hegemon in decline. Rivals may also expect polarization to
distract the state, diverting attention away from foreign to
domestic affairs. With finite resources and attention, a polar-
ized America would be less engaged in global politics. These
observations could lead adversaries to anticipate that the
United States will increasingly “retrench” from the world.

The second assumption of the Emboldening Hypothesis is
that in response to perceived decline, rival states will be more
assertive. Similar arguments about domestic crisis and op-
portunistic adversaries are made in other areas of international
relations. Walt (1996) describes how domestic revolutions
weaken the state, prompting foreign adversaries to invade or
extract concessions. Likewise, states weakened by internal
conflict are more likely to be targeted in militarized disputes
(Fanlo 2022; Gleditsch, Salehyan, and Schultz 2008). This as-
sumption also reflects a traditional realist argument in inter-
national relations: states seek opportunities to expand their
power and influence to guarantee their survival (Mearsheimer
2001). Variations of this argument applied to the US-China
rivalry suggest that a rising China will challenge a US-led
global order.5 A weakened, polarized America could accelerate
what some characterize as “inevitable” conflict between the
two rivals (Mearsheimer 2021; Rosato 2021).

The concern that polarization in the United States em-
boldens rival powers is a prominent theme in the Biden ad-
ministration. In April 2021, President Biden warned that
deepening polarization leads America’s adversaries to believe
that “the sun is setting on American democracy” (Biden 2021).
Analysts are especially wary about how polarization will affect
US-China relations as China becomes a peer competitor with
different interests and values relative to the United States. After
the 2020 US presidential election, one expert summarized:
“China will benefit from America’s culture wars and deep
societal divisions, and perhaps do what it can to fuel them.”
Another warned of “possible security implications, including
China moving against [the Taiwanese islands of] Quemoy or
Matsu, or even Taiwan” (Wertime 2020). In sum, an em-
boldening logic implies that America’s growing partisan divide
will contribute to perceptions of its decline and retrenchment,
creating a window of opportunity for adversaries to exploit.

Emboldening Hypothesis. Heightened polarization
in the United States will make rival powers more
assertive in international politics.

5. See Weiss and Wallace (2021) for a review of how the US-China
rivalry affects the liberal international order.
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We argue that the Emboldening Hypothesis is plausible but
not inevitable. To understand why, consider two questions, the
answers to which rely on assumptions about how states behave
in international politics. First, (how) does polarization shape
American adversaries’ expectations about US behavior in in-
ternational politics? The Emboldening Hypothesis predicts
that adversaries believe polarization weakens or distracts the
United States, causing retrenchment. However, there are many
alternatives that are theoretically possible. Rivals could expect
America’s domestic polarization to permeate its foreign policy,
creating more uncertainty. Or, rivals may expect the United
States to be more assertive because it seeks a foreign scapegoat
for its own domestic problems. Or, rivals could see polarization
as a domestic issue that will not affect American foreign policy
at all. Second, how might adversaries respond to anticipated
changes in US behavior? The Emboldening Hypothesis ex-
pects US adversaries to respond opportunistically to decline
and retrenchment. However, adversaries could instead want
to be more cautious, trying to preserve the status quo. By
disentangling these questions, we identify three more ways that
polarization in the United States could influence its relations
with foreign rivals.

Alternative 1: Dampening
A first alternative is that polarization in the United States will
make its foreign rivals less assertive in international politics,
which we term the Dampening Hypothesis. There are two
logics that could lead to a dampening effect. The first considers
a different response that rivals could have to US retrenchment.
If polarization distracts the United States and makes it less
active in international affairs, an alternative response is that
foreign rivals may see less need to counter American influence
abroad. The likelihood of this response depends on the
objectives of the adversary. If one assumes the adversary is a
rational security seeker that is somewhat satisfied with the
status quo—rather than a revisionist state that is dissatisfied
with the status quo—a dampening effect is more likely.

The second logic follows from diversionary theories of
conflict (Levy 1988). Leaders facing domestic instability have
incentives to stoke an adversarial relationship with a foreign
country in order to generate national unity. In this instance,
domestic polarization could cause US leaders to seek a
scapegoat abroad to distract from its own dysfunction and
reduce partisan division. China is a likely case for this logic.
Some argue that rallying the American public in response to a
rising China will reduce polarization (Brooks 2019; Ganesh
2021), although evidence for this claim is disputed (Myrick
2021). Chinese leaders are concerned that US politicians will
scapegoat China to divert attention from America’s domestic
problems. Analysts in Beijing view the “vilification of China”

as “rooted in extreme ideological polarization” (Jun 2021).
Rational Chinese decision makers may anticipate that ag-
gressive foreign policy would provide US leaders an oppor-
tunity to boost their popularity by generating a “rally ‘round
the flag effect” (Mueller 1970). Since states have incentives to
avoid provoking leaders with diversionary incentives (Chiozza
and Goemans 2004), perceptions of heightened polarization in
American politics could actually make foreign adversaries less
assertive.

Dampening Hypothesis. Heightened polarization in
the United States will make rival powers less assertive
in international politics.

Alternative 2: Selective assertiveness
A second alternative to the Emboldening Hypothesis blends
logics of the emboldening and dampening hypotheses. Polar-
ization could weaken the United States and embolden its ad-
versaries, but this effect may be limited to certain foreign policy
issues. Specifically, adversaries may be more assertive on issues
closest to their core national interests that are peripheral to
the United States. We term this the Selective Assertiveness
Hypothesis. It stems from the fact that adversaries’ decision-
making could be shaped by the coexistence of two counter-
vailing forces. On one hand, wariness of being scapegoated
restrains a US rival from taking aggressive actions on unim-
portant issues. On the other hand, a perceived window of
opportunity to take advantage of a polarized, weakened United
States encourages a rival to be more assertive about core na-
tional interests.

In the context of US-China relations, some strategists and
officials believe that “China should clarify the priority of its
national interests and avoid ‘strategic rash advance’” (Yan
Xuetong quoted in Pu and Wang 2018). For example, China’s
broadening of its core interests—which initially included only
Taiwan, Xinjiang, and Tibet but now also encompass claims in
the South and East China Sea (Swaine 2011)—led Zhu Feng, a
Chinese foreign policy scholar, to argue that “Chinese officials
are now using the terms ‘important interests’ and ‘core inter-
ests’ interchangeably, which diminishes the weight of the lat-
ter” (quoted in Swaine 2015). More recently, the former Chi-
nese ambassador to the United States warned that China must
“not fight a war of anger” and “must not allow it [Chinese
people’s interests] to be plundered by anyone or lose it through
our own carelessness, negligence and incompetence” (quoted
in Nakazawa 2022). His words attracted extensive discussions
in Chinese political and diplomatic circles as they were inter-
preted as implicit criticism of China’s “unbounded” tough line
on the United States. As American politics further polarizes,
China may see a chance to advance its national interests
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through assertive foreign policy. Simultaneously, Chinese lead-
ers could be concerned that polarization gives US leaders in-
centives to scapegoat foreign adversaries, prompting Beijing to
tread carefully. The combination of these conflicting incentives
implies that heightened polarization in the United States could
make China selectively assertive, focusing on foreign policy
issues closest to its core national interests.

Selective Assertiveness Hypothesis. Heightened po-
larization in the United States will make rival powers
more selectively assertive on policy issues they perceive
as core to their national interests and peripheral to the
United States.

Alternative 3: Status quo
A final possibility is that heightened polarization in the United
States will lead to no change in the responses of its foreign
adversaries, instead preserving the status quo (Status Quo
Hypothesis). There are two reasons why this could occur, and
they depend on assumptions made about the relationship
between domestic politics and foreign policy. First, one could
assume domestic polarization will eventually permeate US
foreign policy, making it more volatile and unpredictable in
the future. If policies rapidly swing depending on who occupies
the White House, adversaries will struggle to anticipate US
behavior. In democracies, foreign policy stays fairly consistent
over time despite alternation of political power (Leeds and
Mattes 2022). However, party turnover in highly polarized
democracies—particularly those that become polarized on
foreign policy issues—could lead to bigger changes in foreign
affairs. If US polarization makes adversaries’ leaders unsure
about the future of American foreign policy, they may adopt a
“wait and see” approach when determining how to orient their
policies vis-à-vis the United States.6

Alternatively, one could assume that adversaries perceive
polarization in the United States to be a domestic phenomenon
disconnected from foreign policy. This logic is linked to
traditions in international relations that focus on variation in
the structure of the international system, with states only dif-
ferentiated by their capabilities (Waltz 1979). In this vein, rival
governments could believe US foreign policy is shaped by re-
alpolitik factors but insulated from the partisan divide. Indeed,
there is far more bipartisanship in foreign policy relative to
domestic policy (Bryan and Tama 2022; Kertzer, Brooks, and
Brooks 2021). And core aspects of America’s foreign policy—
including its security commitments and promotion of liberal

norms and an open world economy—persist despite major
domestic changes (Chaudoin, Milner, and Tingley 2010).

Some Chinese scholars hold similar perspectives. For ex-
ample, a Tsinghua University political scientist argues that “in
general, the current extreme political polarization should not
be read as a sign of a destined U.S. decline. . . . It is still a pe-
riodic phenomenon” (Ren 2022). Along similar lines, a Peking
University scholar warns that “China should avoid under-
estimating the U.S. capability to unify and pool resources after
a full mobilization” (Jie 2020). In short, both of these logics—
that polarization will be insulated from American foreign
policy or that polarization will permeate American foreign pol-
icy, making it less predictable—could result in preservation of
the status quo:

Status Quo Hypothesis. Heightened polarization in
the United States will lead to no change in the attitudes
or behaviors of rival powers.

EXPERIMENTAL EVIDENCE FROM THE
CHINESE PUBLIC
We first evaluate these four hypotheses in a survey experiment
that primes members of the Chinese public to think about
polarization in the United States and captures their attitudes
toward American and Chinese foreign policy. The experiment
tests the causal logic of the Emboldening Hypothesis and its
alternatives. Our experimental findings are most consistent
with the Status Quo Hypothesis: we do not find evidence that
priming polarization in the United States significantly affects
respondent attitudes about how assertive China should be
toward the United States. We show that this is largely because
the Chinese public does not view polarization as likely to
change US foreign policy or erode American capabilities.

Public opinion in authoritarian regimes
We build on literature that uses experimental public opinion
research in authoritarian contexts to assess the microfoun-
dations of theories of international relations (e.g., Bell and
Quek 2018; Li and Chen 2021; Quek and Johnston 2017/18;
Weiss and Dafoe 2019).7 It is more common to study demo-
cratic rather than autocratic public opinion,8 but scholars

6. Chinese leaders adopted similar responses to uncertainty around
the preferences of new leaders in the United States, Japan, and Taiwan
(Miura and Weiss 2016).

7. We follow Kertzer’s (2017) use of microfoundations as “an analytic
strategy where one explains outcomes at the aggregate level via dynamics
at the lower level” (86). Experimental public opinion research can help us
understand whether the attitudes and behaviors of foreign publics are
consistent with expectations of the Emboldening Hypothesis.

8. This is because many theories of international relations rely on
assumptions about democratic publics (Kertzer 2021), and mechanisms by
which democratic publics influence their leaders are clear (Chu and
Recchia 2022; Tomz, Weeks, and Yarhi-Milo 2020).
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recognize that public opinion can matter in institutionalized
autocracies that manage political processes through parties or
legislatures (Geddes, Wright, and Frantz 2014). The quasi-
democratic features of institutionalized autocracies are far
from truly representative or competitive.9 But relative to other
types of autocracies, like personalist or monarchist regimes,
citizens are better positioned to extract concessions from their
governments (e.g., Malesky and Schuler 2010). Autocrats who
face domestic publics with varying policy preferences and
could be punished for poor decisions may be as attuned to the
public as their democratic counterparts (Weeks 2014).10

Studying public opinion in China is especially important.
Historically, economic growth and nationalistic sentiment
were key sources of domestic legitimacy for the Chinese
government (Holbig and Gilley 2010). In recent years,
however, economic slowdown led the regime to rely more on
nationalism and populism for legitimacy (Dai and Shao
2016; Potter and Wang 2022; Weiss and Dafoe 2019).11 Elite
interviews (Manion 2014), observational studies (Jiang and
Zeng 2020), and experiments (Chen, Pan, and Xu 2016;
Meng, Pan, and Yang 2017) show that there are conditions
under which Chinese officials are responsive to public
opinion. Weiss (2014) also finds that the Chinese govern-
ment can strategically leverage their vulnerability to public
pressure in order to demonstrate resolve. Of course, we
cannot directly extrapolate from public opinion surveys to
Chinese elites. As in many countries, there is a sizable elite-
public gap in China on various policy issues.12 However,
studying public opinion on foreign policy in China is a use-
ful way to test microfoundations of international relations
theories when elite decision makers are hard to access. And
the opinions of foreign publics are themselves an important
subject of study. Numerous studies, for example, highlight
how foreign public opinion can shape international status
and global influence (Chu 2021; Goldsmith and Horiuchi
2009; Goldsmith, Horiuchi, and Matush 2021).

Survey design
We design and field an online survey experiment in March
2022 to 2,046 Chinese adults living in mainland China via the
survey firm Qualtrics.13 We recruit a quota sample based on
two target demographic characteristics—age and sex—matched
to the 2020 Chinese census. This sample is not fully nationally
representative: on average, respondents in online surveys in
China are more educated, more affluent, more politically en-
gaged, and more likely to live in urban areas relative to the
general population. However, our sample is an informative
subset of Chinese adults when studying foreign policy atti-
tudes. As Wang and Huang (2021) explain, Chinese adult
internet users, now over half of the Chinese population, are
“more politically active, and therefore worth particular atten-
tion” (761). Increasingly, the internet is the primary way that
most average Chinese citizens consume media and participate
in politics (Yang 2009). The perspectives of this politically
engaged sample are valuable when understanding opinions
about foreign policy.

Our survey first asks respondents about their demographic
characteristics and political attitudes.14 Then, each respondent
is randomly assigned to either a treatment or control condi-
tion. Respondents in the treatment group read a prime (see full
text in the appendix) about extreme polarization in American
politics and society, while respondents in the control group
move to the outcome questions without reading a prime.15 We
aim to create the strongest possible prime while still being re-
alistic. To do so, we emphasize multiple dimensions of polari-
zation across four screens, embedding powerful images on each
screen. The prime discusses both ideological and affective po-
larization among both politicians and the public using text
adapted from real articles published in the People’s Daily, the
authoritative voice of the regime. It also discusses polarization as
a dynamic phenomenon that has increased over time in the

9. And, indeed, in recent years, political power in China has become
increasingly concentrated under President Xi.

10. Recent scholarship shows that the Chinese public holds coherent
ideological preferences (Pan and Xu 2018).

11. This concept is known as “mass line” in China. For example, in
2016, President Xi (re)emphasized that officials “must learn to follow the
mass line through the internet . . . understand what the masses think and
hope, collect good ideas and good suggestions, and actively respond to
netizens’ concerns” (Thomas 2019).

12. For example, despite the common view that the Chinese govern-
ment enjoys high support (Cunningham, Saich, and Turiel 2020), research
shows a quiet majority in China holds more politically liberal views (Pan
and Xu 2018).

13. The project was reviewed by Duke University’s campus institutional
review board, protocol no. 2022-0343. The appendix discusses ethical con-
siderations for conducting research in this context. In studying topics related
to politics and policy in China, an online survey is preferable to a face-to-face
survey because respondents can maintain anonymity and are more likely to
respond with true policy preferences (Huang and Yeh 2017). Consistent with
best practices on survey research in China (e.g., Gruffydd-Jones 2019; Jee and
Zhang 2021; Weiss and Dafoe 2019), we do not disclose our university af-
filiation before the survey, as respondents may not be truthful if they are
aware that survey is being conducted by researchers based in the United
States.

14. The variables we collect are sex, age, geographic region, urban/
rural location, education, household income, household size, ethnicity,
Communist Party membership, interest in foreign affairs, main source of
news, previous travel to the United States, general political attitudes, and
general hawkishness (attitudes toward the use of military force).

15. We find no evidence of differential attrition between treatment
and control groups.
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United States and highlights an episode of extreme polarization
at one moment in time: the US Capitol attacks on January 6,
2021.

The prime focuses on the general phenomenon of domestic
polarization in the United States rather than on partisan dif-
ferences in US-China policy. For example, respondents are
told: “There has been an increasingly stark disagreement be-
tween Democrats and Republicans on economy, racial justice,
climate change, law enforcement, international engagement
and a long list of other issues,” and “This disagreement be-
tween Democrats and Republicans has gradually changed
from policy differences to identity battles.”16 Respondents who
read the prime (treatment) and those who did not (control)
then answer questions about US foreign policy:

In the next few years, do you think the United States
is likely to be: Much weaker/Somewhat weaker/Nei-
ther weaker nor stronger/Somewhat stronger/Much
stronger.

In the next few years, do you think the United States
is likely to be: Much less active in global affairs/Some-
what less active in global affairs/About the same/
Somewhat more active in global affairs/Much more
active in global affairs.

In the next few years, do you think US foreign policy
towards China is likely to be: Much less assertive/
Somewhat less assertive/About the same/Somewhat
more assertive/Much more assertive.

To measure uncertainty over US foreign policy, we ask
respondents to quantify how certain they are about their
predictions using a slider bar from 0 (not at all confident) to
100 (completely confident). Next, respondents are asked what
China should do in foreign policy in the next few years, which
is the primary outcome of interest:

In the next few years, do you think Chinese foreign
policy towards the United States should be: Much less
assertive/Somewhat less assertive/About the same/
Somewhat more assertive/Much more assertive.

We then ask respondents how assertive Chinese foreign
policy toward the United States should be on six salient issues:
Taiwan, South China Sea, cybersecurity, trade and global
supply chain, global leadership, and outer space.17 These issues

are presented to respondents in a matrix format with the
options: Much less assertive, Somewhat less assertive, About
the same, Somewhat more assertive, Much more assertive. On
a new screen, respondents rate the importance of each issue
separately for China and for the United States on a one (“not
important at all”) to five (“very important”) scale. Finally, to
gauge respondent’s understanding of the prime, we ask:

The United States has two major political parties: the
Republican Party and the Democratic Party. How often
would you say these parties agree? Almost Always/
Sometimes/Rarely/Almost Never/I don’t know.

As anticipated, relative to the control group, we find that
respondents in the treatment group are on average less likely to
report that the two parties in the United States sometimes or
almost always agree and that this difference is statistically
significant (p ! :05).18

Results of the survey experiment
Our core analyses compare differences in mean outcomes in
the control and treatment groups. To evaluate the Embold-
ening, Dampening, and Status Quo Hypotheses, the outcome
is how assertive respondents think Chinese foreign policy
should be toward the United States. We code responses as
much more assertive (2), somewhat more assertive (1), about
the same (0), somewhat less assertive (21), and much less
assertive (22) and calculate the mean response within the
treatment and control samples. If average attitudes toward
China’s assertiveness in the treatment group are not signifi-
cantly different from the control group, this is evidence for the
Status Quo Hypothesis. If the average response to this out-
come variable is lower in the treatment relative to control
group, this is evidence for the Dampening Hypothesis. The
inverse (higher average response in treatment relative to
control group) is evidence for the Emboldening Hypothesis.
Figure 1 shows the distribution of responses in the treatment
and control groups, with the mean response indicated by a
triangle. The majority of respondents in our sample prefer
that China be “about the same” or “somewhat more asser-
tive” toward the United States in the future. However, the

18. In our preanalysis plan, we describe this question as being
somewhat of a “hard test” of the polarization prime because the wording
of the question itself may make the control group think about polarization
in the United States.

16. These statements are directly adapted from an article in the
People’s Daily (Sheng 2021).

17. There is debate over the meaning and the Chinese translation of
“assertiveness” (Chen, Pu, and Johnston 2013). At the end of the survey,

we ask how respondents interpret “assertive Chinese foreign policy.” The
vast majority of respondents interpret this to mean “defend[ing] China’s
interests more resolutely” (see the appendix).
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results of a two-sample t-test show that there is not a statisti-
cally significant difference between the average response in the
treatment and control groups, suggesting that heightened
awareness of US polarization does not change the status quo
(Status Quo Hypothesis).

The Selective Assertiveness Hypothesis anticipates that
respondents will want China to be more assertive toward the
United States on issues they perceive as core to Chinese na-
tional interests and peripheral to the United States. To identify
core issues, respondents separately rated the importance of six
foreign policy issues to both China and the United States on a
scale from one (“not important at all”) to five (“very impor-
tant”). “Core issues” are those perceived as significantly more
important to China relative to the United States. As figure 2A
shows, the two core issues identified by survey respondents are
Taiwan and the South China Sea.19 To test the Selective As-
sertiveness Hypothesis, we ask respondents whether they think
China should be more or less assertive toward the United
States in the six issue areas. This hypothesis anticipates that the
average mean response for the two core issues (Taiwan and the
South China Sea) would be higher in the treatment relative to
the control group. Figure 2B shows, however, that respondents
in the treatment group are not systematically more assertive on

issues core to China than respondents in the control group,
giving us no evidence for this hypothesis.

Both results are most consistent with the Status Quo Hy-
pothesis: heightening perceptions of polarization in the United
States does not appear to have a significant impact on how
assertive respondents believe China should be toward the
United States.20 Our theory proposed two mechanisms that
explained why increasing polarization in the United States
may simply preserve the status quo. The first mechanism was
that rivals see polarization as increasing volatility in US foreign
policy, leading them to adopt a “wait and see” approach. If
respondents who read the polarization prime were signifi-
cantly less confident about their expectations for US partici-
pation in global affairs or US foreign policy toward China, this
would be consistent with the first mechanism. However, the
average confidence level for these outcome questions is fairly
high (a mean confidence level of 75–80 out of 100) in the
sample. This confidence level does not significantly differ in
the treatment group relative to the control group, giving us no
evidence for this mechanism.21

The second mechanism is that foreign rivals see US polar-
ization as disconnected from its capabilities and foreign policy.
Figure 3 shows that, on average, survey respondents in the

19. Figure 2A plots the average difference in relative importance
(importance to China 2 importance to the United States) of each issue
among respondents in the control group. Positive (negative) values indi-
cate greater perceived importance to China (the United States). These
results are consistent if we instead define core issues using only the control
group, only the treatment group, or the full sample (see the appendix).

20. The appendix shows that the null findings presented in this article
are robust to alternative modeling choices and the inclusion of pre-
registered demographic covariates.

21. We also conduct a two-sample F-test, which shows that the var-
iance in the attitudes toward China’s assertiveness are not significantly
different from each other between the treatment and control group (see
the appendix).

Figure 1. Attitudes toward China’s assertiveness in foreign policy: t(2,034.42) p 0.13, p p .9, n p 2,037
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treatment and control groups did not have different expecta-
tions about whether the United States would become stronger
or weaker in the future (fig. 3A), how active the United States
would be in international affairs in the next few years (fig. 3B),
and how assertive the United States would be toward China
(fig. 3C). The median respondent in both groups anticipated
that American foreign policy would remain “about the same.”
This evidence supports the second variant of the Status Quo
Hypothesis: respondents in the treatment group understood
that polarization decreases the likelihood of agreement be-
tween the Republican and Democratic parties, but they did not
view polarization as likely to affect US foreign policy in the
future. We see no significant evidence, for example, that
priming polarization made respondents expect that the United
States would be less active in foreign affairs because it was
hampered by congressional gridlock or distracted by societal
divisions. In turn, heightening perceptions of polarization in
the United States did not embolden the Chinese public.

A common objection to null results in survey experiments
is that they arise from a “low quality” sample of inattentive
survey respondents. In the appendix, we use many strategies to
show that this is extremely unlikely. We screen for bots and
inattentive respondents pretreatment (Newman et al. 2021),
include a manipulation check posttreatment, and demonstrate
that “treated” respondents spent considerable time (median:
64.6 seconds) reading the prime. We also perform consistency
checks on demographic questions unrelated to the treatment
to demonstrate that the sample is high quality. This suggests
that null findings are not due to inattentiveness.

A second objection is that even if we do not find overall
evidence for an emboldening effect, certain subsets of our
sample could be emboldened by the polarization prime. In our
preanalysis plan, we proposed exploratory analysis to probe
heterogeneous treatment effects using five moderating var-
iables: interest in foreign affairs, previous experience in the
United States, membership in the Communist Party, political

Figure 2. Selective assertiveness: (A) relative importance of foreign policy issues to China versus the United States and (B) attitudes toward China’s as-

sertiveness in different foreign policy issues.

Figure 3. Expectations for US power and foreign policy. A, Perception of US strength; t(2,014.84) p 1.2, p p .23, n p 2,019. B, Perception of US activeness in

global affairs; t(2,035.24) p 0.16, p p .87, n p 2,040. C, Perception of US assertiveness toward China; t(2,036.69) p 0.43, p p .67, n p 2,040.
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attitudes, and general hawkishness. The only substantive het-
erogeneous effect we observe is for hawkishness.22 Among
hawkish respondents, those primed to think about US polar-
ization believed that China should be less assertive toward the
United States. This logic was more consistent with a damp-
ening rather than an emboldening effect. However, we caution
against overinterpreting this effect, as it becomes insignificant
when demographic controls are included in the model. Our
primary takeaway is that we find no evidence for the Em-
boldening Hypothesis within relevant subsets of our sample
(see the appendix) or in our full sample.

An additional objection to null effects in a survey experi-
ment is that respondents are “pretreated” (i.e., already widely
aware of polarization in the United States). We emphasize,
however, that our survey is a priming experiment: the idea is
for polarization in the United States to be “top of mind” when
respondents answer questions about US and Chinese foreign
policy.23 The treatment is not intended to deliver new infor-
mation but rather to ensure that respondents think about US
polarization when answering outcome questions. Even still,
our manipulation check (see the appendix) shows that re-
spondents who read the polarization prime are less likely to
believe that the Republican and Democratic parties agree, in-
dicating that the treatment group updated its assessment of
American politics. Moreover, if the Chinese public had already
deeply internalized the emboldening logic, then we would
expect respondents in both control and treatment conditions
to believe that the United States would be “much weaker” in
the future. However, as figure 3A shows, the views of the av-
erage respondent in the sample are not so extreme. On average,
respondents believe that the United States will only be slightly
weaker in the next few years. These findings make us skeptical
that our null results are explained by pretreatment bias.

Of course, our survey results are specific to the US-China
relationship. China differs from other US rivals in terms of its
size, technological advancement, degree of development, and
the complex strategic environment it faces. These features
caution us against generalizing these results to other US ad-
versaries. Our survey is also limited by its focus on public
opinion rather than on actions taken by government officials.
In addition, the outcomes we observe in the survey are atti-
tudinal rather than behavioral. To address these limitations,
we complement the experimental design with an observa-
tional study.

OBSERVATIONAL EVIDENCE FROM RIVAL
GOVERNMENTS
Our second study analyzes the change in behavior of rival
governments toward the United States following a single epi-
sode of extreme polarization: the January 6 attacks on the US
Capitol. On January 6, 2021, supporters of the incumbent
president Donald Trump stormed the US Capitol, attempting
to overturn Joe Biden’s recent victory in the 2020 US presi-
dential election. As one analyst described, the Capitol insur-
rection was a “culmination of decades of increasing polariza-
tion in the United States, seen in a deeply divided Congress,
extremism in the media, and political violence in the streets”
(Hicklin-Coorey 2021). We focus on January 6 because US
policy makers directly linked this episode of partisan violence
to the Emboldening Hypothesis. As National Security Advisor
Jake Sullivan summarized, “January 6 has had a material im-
pact on the view of the United States. . . . Adversaries look at
it, you know, more sort of rubbing their hands together and
thinking, ‘How do we take advantage of this in one way or
another?’ ” (Widakuswara 2022). We also argue that January 6
is a real-world test of the emboldening logic because stories
and images from the insurrection dominated international
news in the days that followed, heightening the salience of US
polarization for foreign observers. In the appendix, we show
that state-run media outlets in US rival countries over-
whelmingly emphasized the partisan, divisive aspects of Jan-
uary 6 and its aftermath.24 Of course, no one event embodies
US polarization, and January 6 does not embody polarization
alone. Therefore, in our analysis, we consider January 6 to be a
“bundle treatment,” increasing global awareness of US polar-
ization but also drawing attention to related issues of political
violence and democratic decline.

Our analysis examines whether foreign rivals of the United
States changed their behavior toward the United States after
the January 6 attacks. We focus on actions taken by eight rival
governments identified by Peace Data V2.01: Cuba, China, Iran,
North Korea, Pakistan, Russia, Syria, and Venezuela (Diehl et al.
2021).25 We construct a sample of directed dyads in which these
eight US rivals are the “initiators” and other countries in the
international system are the “targets.” We include only target
countries coded by Peace Data as maintaining “significant and

22. Following Weiss and Dafoe (2019), we ask whether China relies on
military strength “too much, too little, or about the right amount to achieve its
foreign policy goals” and create an indicator for hawkishness (1 p “too little”).

23. Myrick (2022) takes a similar approach in a priming experiment
about perceptions of US polarization in the United Kingdom.

24. We acknowledge that some US commentators emphasized that
January 6 did not reflect US polarization but rather demonstrated the
resilience of American democracy and generated bipartisan congressional
proposals to prevent similar events from occurring in the future (Levine
2022). We show in the appendix, however, that the narrative in most US
rival countries was that January 6 exemplified extreme polarization and
democratic dysfunction.

25. Since the Peace Data only cover 1990–2015, we rely on rivalry
codings from 2015.
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ongoing interactions” with each of these eight initiators.26 This
results in a sample of 188 directed dyads.

Our approach uses a DID framework to compare how US
rivals behave toward the United States relative to how they
behave toward other states before and after the US Capitol
attacks. We conduct this analysis for 12 time windows around
January 6, ranging from a five-day window to a 60-day window
in five-day increments.27 The outcome of interest is the fre-
quency and the degree of cooperative and hostile interactions
between states, drawn from the ICEWS database (Boschee
et al. 2018). ICEWS identifies events by relying on machine-
coded news reports. The advantage of using these data is that
they provide information on fine-grained, daily interactions
between countries. However, because the data are machine
coded, they include politically irrelevant events. To ensure that
our results are not an artifact of noisy data, we remove du-
plicate entries and keep only events initiated by the “foreign
ministry” or “military” of the initiator countries, as coded by
ICEWS.28 This leaves us with 1,553 events among 188 directed
dyads within the 60-day window before and after January 6,
2021.

Our unit of analysis is the directed-dyad day. For each unit,
we construct a measure of the dependent variable, US Rival
Behavior, by averaging the daily intensity score of events that
occurred within the directed dyad.29 In the ICEWS data, the
intensity score measures the degree of hostility or cooperation
of each event on a scale from 210 (most conflictual) to 10
(most cooperative).30 Averaging the intensity score by day
mitigates reporting biases, as events in some dyads may be
reported on at a systematically higher rate.31 In our 60-day
window, the resulting measure ranges from 210 to 8.3, with a
mean of 0.68 and standard deviation of 3.12.

Another challenge is how to handle days when there are no
events within a dyad. In our sample, within the 560-day

window, about 48% of the total 188 directed dyads do not
experience any event at all.32 The conventional approach in this
literature is to treat “no event” observations as zeros (Leeds
1999; Mattes and Rodríguez 2014). Relying solely on this ap-
proach, however, may not be suited to our analysis. It assumes
that events or actions that have an intensity score equal to 0 are
either (1) unlikely to meaningfully affect interstate relations
or (2) unlikely to reveal any intentions of the initiator and
thus can be approximated as no event or action occurring.33

However, the imputed zeros might arise from different data-
generating processes. For example, some dyads might be in-
herently less likely to experience any event than others, and
including these observations in the analysis could bias our
results.

To address this problem, we use two strategies. First, we use
ordinary least squares (OLS) models with a restricted sample
of directed dyads that experienced at least one event in the
previous month.34 Second, we use Heckman correction—a
statistical technique that addresses biases that can occur when
the data we observe are a nonrandom sample—with the full
sample of directed dyads. The Heckman models first model the
probability of experiencing any event between a directed dyad
in a probit model (first stage) and then model the intensity of
the event using OLS (second stage). In both sets of models, we
adopt a DID approach that compares changes in the average
level of hostility (Yit) of two groups of directed dyads before
and after January 6. The two groups are (a) US rivals targeting
the United States (“treated”) and (b) US rivals targeting any
other country they regularly interact with (“control”).35 Be-
cause both approaches give us similar results and there are
debates about identifying DID effects with nonlinear models
(Puhani 2012), we present OLS models in the article and
Heckman models in the appendix. The main model specifi-
cation is

Yit p a bDit  gTimet  tDi # Timet  X 0
itw εit; ð1Þ

26. Diehl et al. (2021) argue that this approach results in “a more valid
and useful population than the politically relevant dyad approach” (607).
In the appendix, we replicate the analysis on a different sample of polit-
ically relevant dyads and find similar results.

27. A 60-day window means 60 days before and after January 6, 2021
(a total of 120 days). We select this length of time so that our largest
window of time still begins after Joe Biden was declared the winner of the
2020 election.

28. The relevant variable in ICEWS is Source.Sectors. We do not
specify the target (Target.Sectors) because official condemnations or
sanctions against individuals in another country could be hostile gov-
ernment behavior.

29. For more details on this approach, see Gerner et al. (2002) and
Goldstein (1992).

30. Examples include fight (210), threaten (26), criticize or disap-
prove (22), provide aid (7), and military retreat (10).

31. Leeds (1999) and Mattes and Rodríguez (2014) adopt a similar
strategy.

32. This high censoring rate (the proportion of no event observations)
happens even though we only include dyads that maintain significant and
ongoing interactions.

33. Examples of actions that have an intensity score equal to 0 include
consider policy option, engage in symbolic act, and acknowledge or claim
responsibility.

34. We use the lower bound of the 60-day window as the cutoff point,
meaning the directed dyad must experience at least one event during
October 8–November 7, 2020, to be included in the sample.

35. An alternative design would compare the behavior of rivals toward
the United States (“treated”) with the behavior of nonrivals toward the
United States (“control”). However, this would require us to assume that
January 6 only affected how rival governments responded to the United
States. That said, this analysis shows similar results (see the appendix).
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where Yit is the daily average intensity score of all events in
directed dyad i at time t.36 Dummy variable Di is equal to 1 if
the target state in directed dyad i is the United States and zero
otherwise. Dummy variable Timet is equal to 1 if a day is in
the treated period (post-January 6) and zero otherwise. And
Xit is a list of control variables commonly used in analysis of
dyadic events that could affect both the probability and type
of interactions between two countries (e.g., Mattes and
Rodríguez 2014). These variables include the contiguity be-
tween the initiator and the target (Contiguity), log value of
the total trade between the initiator and the target (Trade),
and the level of democracy of the initiator (Initiator Polity 2)
and the target (Target Polity 2).37 The coefficient (t) of the
interaction term between Di and Timet is the DID estimate,
which is the quantity of interest.

RESULTS OF OBSERVATIONAL ANALYSIS
We present our findings graphically, leaving regression tables
and robustness checks to the appendix. In figure 4, we plot the
DID estimate from 12 OLS models that use different time
windows, from 5 to 60 days before and after January 6, 2021.38

The estimates show that directly after January 6, the actions
that US rivals took toward the United States became more
hostile relative to their actions toward other countries they
regularly interacted with. This effect is short-lived, only

reaching statistical significance at conventional levels in the
five-day and 10-day windows.39 In the 50-day time window,
the estimated effect of January 6 on the intensity score becomes
positive (albeit small in magnitude), indicating that rivals’
actions toward the United States became more cooperative.
One explanation of this positive effect is that rivals may have
incentives to not provoke a newly elected President Biden, who
was inaugurated by the 50-day time window.

Figure 5 plots the predicted level of intensity scores of
the US rival 2 US dyads in the post-January 6 periods. The
absolute value of these predicted values are smaller than 1,
suggesting that the DID effects are driven by low-intensity
actions. For instance, in the ICEWS data set, the intensity score
that corresponds to “make pessimistic comment” is 20.4, to
“appeal for policy change” is 20.3, and to “decline comment”
is 20.1. The intensity score associated with “criticizing,” “de-
nouncing,” or launching an “official complaint” is 22.0. For
example, on January 7, 2021, ICEWS records 13 events initi-
ated by China toward the United States, five of which are coded
as “accuse,” “criticize,” or “denounce.” One of these negative
events likely refers to Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesperson
Hua Chunying’s comment during the regular press confer-
ence: “If you still remember how some U.S. officials, law-
makers and media described what’s happened in Hong Kong,
you can compare that with the words they’ve used to describe
the scenes in Capitol Hill. . . . What’s the reason for such a stark
difference in the choice of words? Everyone needs to seriously
think about it and do some soul searching on the reason” (PRC
Foreign Ministry 2021). Such comments are used by Chinese

36. In the Heckman Model, Yit in the selection equation represents
whether there is an event between directed dyad i at time t.

37. In the Heckman Model, we only include these controls in the
selection equation as exclusion restrictions.

38. Error bars in figures represent 95% confidence intervals. Models
contain robust standard errors, although results look similar if standard
errors are clustered instead by directed dyad (see the appendix).

Figure 4. DID estimates of changes in intensity scores

39. Results look similar in the Heckman models, with a slightly longer
period of initial hostility after January 6.
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officials to accuse the United States of being hypocritical in
foreign affairs.40 In brief, the DID effects appear to be driven by
harsh words from rivals targeted at the United States rather
than material actions.

A few assumptions are needed to estimate DID effects. For
one, the “treatment” must not be determined by the outcome.
This strikes us as plausible, given that the US Capitol attacks on
January 6 were instigated by domestic supporters of then-
president Donald Trump rather than by foreign actors. An-
other assumption is that in the absence of the treatment, the
difference between the treated and comparison groups must
remain constant over time (i.e., follow parallel trends). The
parallel trends assumption is more difficult to validate. In the
appendix, we provide visual checks of this assumption and
show that it likely holds for most time windows.41 Finally, the
treatment must not “spillover” in a way that affects the com-
parison group. A concern would be if the January 6 riots affect
not only US rivals’ actions toward the United States but also
their actions toward protégés of the United States (e.g., Russia
vs. Ukraine, China vs. Taiwan). To analyze potential spillovers,
we examine whether January 6 also affects US rivals’ action
against US protégés.42 This analysis drops the United States

from our sample and codes a directed dyad as a 1 (indicating
“treated”) if the target state is a US protégé and a 0 otherwise.
The DID effects using this new sample (see the appendix) are
statistically insignificant across the time window, suggesting
January 6 did not affect the hostility of US rivals toward US
protégés. Therefore, it is unlikely that there were substantial
spillover effects in our original analyses.

Taken together, our findings indicate that US rivals criti-
cized and mocked US politics shortly after the January 6 attacks
on the US Capitol. However, these effects did not persist and
were not matched by substantive behavioral changes. Our
appendix shows these findings are robust to other modeling
and measurement strategies, including different comparison
groups and alternative measures of the dependent variable.
There are still limitations to this analysis. We cannot capture
long-term effects of January 6 that extend beyond our 60-day
window. This is because actions taken by rival governments
that occur months or years after our period of observation are
difficult to attribute to the US Capitol attacks. We emphasize
that we also do not interpret our findings to mean that Janu-
ary 6 had no impact on the behavior of rival governments.
Many reports note that US rivals instrumentalized January 6
to serve their domestic political ends by drawing misleading
parallels between US Capitol rioters and their internal politi-
cal opponents (Brookings Institute 2021). In this vein, hostile
actions observed in the ICEWS data could be directed toward
domestic audiences. We also do not discount the negative
repercussions January 6 could have had on intangible out-
comes, such as foreign perceptions of American democracy and
US global leadership.43 However, with respect to Washington’s

40. Russian officials made similar comments criticizing the United
States after January 6 (see, e.g., Harned 2021).

41. Three time windows (five-day, 20-day, and 25-day) show signs of
potential violations of the assumption, indicating we should exercise
caution in interpreting the results as causal estimates.

42. We define US protégés as countries that hold formal defense
agreements with the United States, including North Atlantic Treaty Or-
ganization members, Trio Treaty members, ANZUS (Australia, New
Zealand and United States Security Treaty) members, and bilateral treaty
members (Philippines, Japan, South Korea, and the United Kingdom). We
also code Taiwan and Israel as US protégés, as it is believed that the
Taiwan Relations Act and American pledges to support Israel serve as de
facto pledges of support (Beckley 2015).

43. For example, Monde Muyangwa (2021), director of the Africa
Program at the Wilson Center, remarked: “As the events of January 6

Figure 5. Predicted level of intensity scores of US rival 2 US dyads in the post-January 6 periods
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chief foreign policy concern about the Capitol attacks—that
they prompted substantially more aggressive actions toward
the United States or its protégés—we fail to find evidence for
large or persistent emboldening effects.

CONCLUSION
A common refrain in Washington is that extreme polarization
weakens and distracts the United States, emboldening foreign
rivals like China to become more assertive in international
politics (Emboldening Hypothesis). Increased assertiveness
could take many forms, from hostile rhetoric to provocative
forms of militarization. We argued that there were untested
assumptions underlying this conventional wisdom. In this
article, we theorized about mechanisms linking domestic po-
larization and international rivalry. We preregistered our hy-
potheses and used a results-blind approach to evaluate how
US rivals perceive and respond to America’s partisan politics.

We used two empirical strategies to test our hypotheses. In
a survey experiment fielded to 2,046 Chinese adults, we
heightened perceptions of polarization in the United States
using text and images from Chinese news sources. We then
measured how priming polarization affected expectations
about what the United States would do in foreign policy and
how China should respond. We found that the polarization
prime did not have a significant impact on respondents’ as-
sessments of US foreign policy. In turn, we find no evidence
that heightening polarization changes beliefs about how as-
sertive China should be in international politics.

Our second approach used event data to analyze how a
larger group of American rivals responded to an episode of
extreme polarization: the US Capitol attacks on January 6,
2021. We compared actions taken by rival governments to-
ward the United States and other states before and after Jan-
uary 6. We found that US rivals increased their hostility toward
the United States relative to other countries directly after the
US Capitol riots, but this effect was short-lived. While foreign
rivals became more likely to criticize the US government after
January 6, we note that such criticism could have primarily
been geared toward a domestic audience. We fail to find evi-
dence for more intense or persistent hostile actions from US
rival governments.

Overall, we found limited evidence to support the Em-
boldening Hypothesis using these strategies. Our strategies
cannot assess longer-term effects of US polarization. However,
finding no evidence of an emboldening effect, at least in the

short term, does suggest a sense of prudence from foreign
rivals. It further cautions against assuming that US polariza-
tion has the drastic, far-reaching impacts on foreign adver-
saries that American policy makers express concern about. Of
course, there are circumstances under which these findings
may change. For example, despite an increase in domestic
polarization, there is still a fair degree of bipartisanship in
Washington around foreign policy (Bryan and Tama 2022)
and the China threat in particular (Nerkar 2021). But if China
policy becomes more partisan, Chinese leaders might have
different expectations about US foreign policy in the future,
depending on which party occupies the White House. More
generally, if the parties in the United States become strongly
polarized on key foreign policy issues—for example, if one
party became far more hawkish toward certain adversaries—
increasing awareness of partisan differences could affect
attitudes and behaviors of US rivals.

We do not interpret our findings to suggest that foreign
rivals will not become more assertive toward the United States.
Our survey results showed the opposite: on average, Chinese
respondents thought that China should take a somewhat more
assertive posture toward the United States. However, our
results do suggest desires for more assertive Chinese foreign
policy are not causally linked to perceptions of growing po-
larization in the United States. A deeply divided America may
be a convenient subject of mockery or an opportunity for
authoritarian regimes to enhance their legitimacy, but we do
not find evidence that partisan divisions inherently invite ex-
ternal aggression. We also do not interpret our largely null
findings in this article to mean that extreme polarization in the
United States does not have severe consequences for US for-
eign policy. Existing research, for example, has shown that
polarization in the United States can jeopardize its commit-
ments to allies (Myrick 2022; Schultz 2017). Polarization can
also make it difficult to tackle risky or complex global prob-
lems, such as pursuing cooperative agreements with foreign
adversaries. Our findings do, however, emphasize that we lack
strong evidence that polarization in America is emboldening
its adversaries or making them more assertive toward the
United States.

Our results suggest many directions for future research.
Since our survey experiment was fielded in China, the results
can only speak to that political context. Extensions of our
experiment could look beyond China to perceptions of US
polarization held by other rival publics. Other survey ex-
periments might consider alternative sources of domestic
instability and strife, like democratic erosion, structural rac-
ism, and economic inequality. Following Kertzer, Brutger,
and Quek’s (2021) innovative dyadic survey experiment on
the US-China security dilemma, a reciprocal survey in the

unfolded, many Africans noted that the United States’ credibility, stand-
ing, and moral authority to speak on democratic governance globally . . .
have been gravely injured and diminished.”
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United States could explore whether heightening percep-
tions of domestic weakness in China emboldens the Amer-
ican public. Extensions of our observational analyses might
investigate how US adversaries responded to other episodes
of polarization, including contested Supreme Court nomi-
nations, government shutdowns, and polarizing electoral
cycles. Such strategies would contribute to our understand-
ing of the conditions under which domestic partisan politics
can shape interactions between rival states in international
relations.
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