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PREFACE

When it comes to China-US relations, nearly everyone has heard of
the concept of the Thucydides’s Trap. This historical reference is now
an inescapable part of the discussion and one of the most frequently
cited descriptions of China-US relations. Graham Allison, who coined
the term, is one of the world’s most renowned political scientists and an
influential voice on US strategy and national security. He has particular
focuses in nuclear arms, Russia, China, and decision making. Allison has
taught at Harvard University for five decades, where he was the founding
dean of the Kennedy School of Government and former director of the
Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs. He has also served
in a number of senior roles in the US government, including Special
Adpvisor to the Secretary of Defense under President Reagan and Assistant
Secretary of Defense under President Clinton.

I first met Professor Allison when I was a senior fellow from 2010-
2011 at the Harvard University Kennedy School of Government and since
then I have had a number of valuable opportunities to have multiple in-
depth conversations with him. We have met many times around the world
including at Harvard, the Munich Security Conference (MSC), and China
Development Forum. I have also invited him and Larry Summers to
speak at CCG’s headquarters in Beijing and he has also hosted me at the
Harvard Kennedy School. During the pandemic, face-to-face exchanges
were not possible, but this did not prevent us from continuing our
dialogue as we shifted to virtual formats. Professor Allison has taken
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the time to participate in several online public discussions under the
CCG Global Dialogue series, which were broadcast globally and attracted
hundreds of thousands of viewers. After China completely lifted restric-
tions on travel, Professor Allison visited China again and we both met
again at the China Development Forum and the Boao Forum for Asia.
On July 31, 2023, to mark the completion of this meaningful book, I
made a special trip to visit him in his office at the Kennedy School while I
was in the US and we exchanged many views on topics such as China-US
relations, great power rivalry, and the future of globalization.

Throughout the many meetings we’ve had, I continue to be inspired
by Professor Allison’s far reaching insights, historical perspectives, and
clear-eyed analysis of topics that have become increasingly heated as
geopolitical tensions have risen, and I never fail to learn new things
each time we talk. During MSC 2023, CCG hosted an official side
event on climate change cooperation between the US and China titled
“Qasis or Mirage: Analyzing China-US Relations on Climate Coopera-
tion.” The event welcomed over 40 thought leaders from the US, China,
Europe, and Global South countries to discuss US-China relations from
the perspectives of climate diplomacy and develop solutions for reducing
geopolitical tensions and explore areas for cooperation. Allison gave a
keynote speech at the event saying that China-US relations should not be
solely defined by competition, but also by cooperation. He emphasized
that competition between China and the United States is unavoidable
as China’s rise challenges the dominance of the United States, and that
there is potential for a collision of historical proportions, especially over
the Taiwan issue. However, he is confident that cooperation and competi-
tion can coexist and suggests that just as much emphasis should be put on
cooperation between China and the United States as there is on competi-
tion. Both countries need to cooperate to address climate change if they
want to survive and outright war between China and the US would be
catastrophic for mankind. Allison has often called on China and the US
to calm down and avoid conflict, engage in peaceful dialogue and fair
competition, and look for more opportunities for cooperation.

As I write these words, scholars and policymakers are growing increas-
ingly concerned about the dynamics and future of the China-US relation-
ship, arguably the most important bilateral relationship of this century.
Whether these two great powers can get along will affect not only their
own people, economy, and society, but will also have a major impact on
the security, peace, and prosperity of the entire world. China and the US
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are the two most influential and powerful countries in the world. They are
the world’s two largest economies and biggest carbon emitters, leading
representatives of the developing and developed world, respectively. The
world needs the US and China to work together to address global chal-
lenges and prevent another cold war. However, whether China and the
US can co-exist peacefully remains an open question.

Graham Allison’s book, Destined for War: Can America and China
Escape Thucydides’s Trap? has done a great service to the world by
exploring this question and warning us of the danger that a seemingly
stable world order can fall apart, even though maintaining it is in every-
one’s interest. Unfortunately, since it was published, Professor Allison’s
warning has only come to seem more prescient and relevant as tensions on
other side of the Pacific have increased. Today, the phrase “Thucydides’s
Trap” is known by virtually every student and practitioner of international
relations and every student and observer of the US-China relationship.
However, despite how often the trap is cited, there is still a great deal of
misunderstanding about its real argument and implications.

It has never been more important for people in China and the US
to engage in sober, objective analysis of geopolitics and the changes
reshaping our world and to develop a nuanced understanding of how
the other side sees the world. In this endeavor, there I can think of few
better guides than Professor Allison.

The American writer Mark Twain once said that “History never repeats
itself, but it does often rhyme.” This oft-cited insight chimes with the
message of Thucydides’s Trap. Allison does not argue, as some people
have incorrectly claimed, that historical patterns are set in stone and that
war between China and the US is inevitable. Rather, he wants to point
out that historical experience has shown us over and over that there is
a 7isk of war when a rising power threatens to displace a ruling power.
Far from encouraging a sense of fatalism, in fact, Thucydides’s Trap is
a call to action, urging us to take proactive steps that will avoid the
tragic outcomes that have occurred so many times in the past. The call
to action embodied in Thucydides’s Trap has inspired our think tank,
as well as many other organizations, scholars, think tank representatives,
policymakers, and business leaders on both sides of the Pacific to work
for harmonious relations between China and the US, recognizing that
competition does not have to mean conflict, and that ultimately, the fates
of China and the US are deeply entwined, like “inseparable conjoined
twins” as Allison has described it.
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I hope that, by making Allison’s views accessible to a wider audience
in China, this book can make some small contribution toward helping
people to recognize this reality, and how, in the age of transnational
threats like climate change, pandemics, and nuclear weapons, the rela-
tionship between our two countries has both competitive and cooperative
elements and is not always a zero-sum game.

The good news is that, thanks to the work of Graham Allison and
other scholars in this field, leaders on both sides are now well aware of
the Thucydidean dynamic and the dangers that it poses. However, we
have yet to come up with a feasible plan to escape “history as usual.”
This is now the next step of our mission. As Allison reminded us at the
end of his 2018 TED talk, what is needed now is a surge of imagination
and creativity, informed by history, because, in the end, only those who
refuse to study history are condemned to repeat it.

Beijing, China Henry Huiyao Wang, Ph.D.
October 2023



CONTENTS

1 Thucydides’s Trap Revisited

How Did Thucydides Understand the Causes

of the Peloponnesian War?

What Does Thucydides Teach Us About the Distinction
Between Proximate and Structural Causes?

What Is the “Thucydides’s Trap”?

What Does Historical Experience Tell Us About the Danger
of Thucydides’s Trap?

What Relevance Does Thucydides’s Trap Have to US-China
Relations in the Twenty-First Century?

Tectonic Shifts

Is China “Rising” or “Risen”?

What Is the Significance of China’s Success in Poverty
Alleviation? What Lessons Can Be Drawn from This Program?
How Do You Describe the Overall Structural Trend

of the US-China Relationship?

What Has Happened to the Relative Power of the United
States and China Since the US Victory in the Cold War?
How Is This Rising China Impacting the U.S.?

What Has Been the Reaction to Your Thesis in Washington?
Do You Get a Sense of Acceptance About China’s Rise, or Is
There an Unwillingness to Grasp the Extent of the Shift?

12

13

13
14

15

ix



X

CONTENTS

ON ECONOMIC COMPETITION

Why Should We Pay Attention to Economic Measures
Like GDP in Understanding the Rivalry Between the US
and China? What Is the Relationship Between Economic
Strength and Power?

How Has the Relative Balance Between the GDP of the US
and China Changed in Recent Decades?

Economically, When Will China Overtake the US?

What Is the Best Metric to Measure the Relative Economic
Strength of the US and China?

So, How Do the US and China Compare Economically
When Using PPP?

Who Holds the Upper Hand on Trade? What Is

the Significance of America’s Turn Away from Multilateral
FTAs and China’s Membership in New Trade Pacts Like
RCEP?

China May Trade More Than the US, but Doesn’t the US
Retain a Large Advantage in Terms of the Strength of Its
Multinational Corporations?

Which Country Attracts the Most Foreign Investment?

Is China’s Continued Economic Rise Inevitable? What
Could Derail China from Its Curvent Growth Trajectory?
Given These Challenges, Why Should We Expect China

to Remain on a Solid Growth Trajectory?

ON FINANCIAL COMPETITION

Is the Position of the US Dollar as the World’s Reserve
Curvency Unassailnble? How Much Progress Has Been Made
in the Internationalization of the RMB?

What Do China’s Advances in Digital Currency

and Fintech Mean for the Dominance of the US Dollar?
What Strength Does the US Derive from the Dominance

of the Dollar? Could It Be Used as Leverage Against China?
How Do the Two Countries Compare in Other Aspects

of Finance Such as Equity Markets, Banking, and Venture
Capital?

What Does China’s Economic Rise Mean for Asia

and the Rest of the World?

16

16

17
18

19

19

20

21

22

23

24

26

26

27

27

28

29



CONTENTS  xi

ON TECHNOLOGICAL COMPETITION 30
How Would You Compare the Overall Technological Strength
of the U.S. and China Today? 31

How Will Technology Competition Shape the Relationship
over the Next Decade and What Are the Ramifications

for the Economies of the U.S. and China? 32
Is Tech Competition Between the US and China Necessarily

a Bad Thing? 32
Why Is AI So Important? What Significance Does AI Have

for the Military Realm? 33
What Is the Current State of the AI Race Between the U.S.

and China? 34
What Ave America’s Advantages in the AI Race? 35
What Challenges Does the US Face in Al Development? 36
What Are China’s Advantages in the AI Race? 36
Who Holds the Edge in Al Talent? 39
How Is the AI Race Likely to Unfold over the Next Decade? 39
How Do the U.S. and China Currvently Compare

in the Rollout of 5G Infrastructure? 40
Why Has the U.S. Fallen Behind in 5G? 41
Are There Any Arveas Where the U.S. Holds the Edge in 5G? 42

Leading Chip Firms Like Intel, Nvidia, and Qualcomm
Are American. Doesn’t This Give the U.S. & Dominant

Lead in Semiconductors? 43
What Progress Has China Made in Semiconductors? Can

China Catch up to the U.S. in This Field? 44
What Is the Impact of Policies to Cut off China’s Access

to Semiconductors? 45
Can China Catch Up or Even Inke the Lead in the Field

of Semiconductors? 45
What Will Be the Impact of the 2022 Chips Act Which Will

Allocate over $50 Billion to Subsidize U.S. Chipmakers? 46
What Are the Relative Strengths of the U.S. and China

in the Field of Green Energy? 46
Which Areas of the Green Tech Supply Chain Does China

Hold the Advantage? 47

What Are America’s Advantages When It Comes to Green
Tech? 49



Xii  CONTENTS

How Do the Two Countries Compare in Terms of the Pipeline

for Talent? 50
Doesn’t China’s Huge Population of 1.4 Billion Give It

the Upper Hand When It Comes to Tnlent? 50
Is the U.S. Set to Maintain Its Place as o Magnet for Global

Talent? 51
How Do the U.S. and China Compare in Terms of R&D

Spending? 51
Which Country Leads in Terms of Patents, Publications,

and Innovative Companies? 52
ON MILITARY COMPETITION 52
Doesn’t the U.S. Spend Much More on Defense Than China? 53
How Does the Comparison of Defense Spending Change

if Measured in Terms of PPP? 54
How Might Frontier Technologies Like AI and Quantum

Computing Play into the Balance of Military Power? 55
What Do China’s Advances in Space Exploration

and Technology Mean for Its Military Capabilities? 56
ON DIPLOMATIC COMPETITION 56
How Do You Define Diplomacy? 57
What Ave the Key Components of Diplomacy? 57
How Do the Diplomatic Networks of the U.S. and China

Compare Today? 58
How Do the Two Countries Compare in Terms of Visits

by High-Level Officinls? 58

How Is the Balance Changing in Terms of the Presence
and Actions of China and the U.S. in International

Organizations? 58
How Do You Assess the Changes in the Balance of Diplomatic

Strength Between the U.S. and China? 59
What Are the Current Trends Regarvding Perceptions

of the Two Countries on Other Developed Countries? 59

How Do the U.S. and China Compare in Terms of Soft Power? 60



CONTENTS  Xxiii

ON THE FUTURE OF THE INTERNATIONAL

ORDER 60

If Unipolarity Is Over, What Replaces 1t? What Does This

Mean for America’s Role in the World? 61

What Is Meant by “Spheves of Influence”? 61

How Have Spheves of Influence Changed in the Twenty-First

Century? 62

What Is the Future of Globalization in Our New Multipolar

World? 62

Despite Their Intense Rivalry, Why Ave the U.S. and China

“Condemned to Co-exist”? 63
3 Are China and the U.S. Really “Destined for War”? 65

If We Look at the U.S.-China Relationship Today, How Does

1t Compare to the Model of Thucydides’s Trap That Predicts

Conflict Between a Rising and Incumbent Power? 66
Could China and the U.S. Be Sleepwalking Toward War

and Stumbling Down the Path Germany and the United

Kingdom Took at the Beginning of the Last Century? 67
Is War Between China and the U.S. Inevitable? 67
What Factors Can Drive a Thucydidean Dynamic

that Leads to War? 68

As Individuals, How Do the Current Leaders of the U.S.

and China Affect the Likelihood of Thucydides’s Trap

Playing Out and Leading to War? 69
Can Ideological Diffevences Between the U.S. and China

Possibly Be Managed? Or Will They Be Move Likely

to Intensify? 70
In What Ways Arve the U.S. and China Similar to Each

Other? In What Ways Arve They Fundamentally Incompatible? 71
What Does China Want? Does China Want to Displace

the U.S. in Asin? 74
Are the U.S. and China Really in a “Cold War’? 74
Avre China and the U.S. Going to Decouple? 75
Can the Thucydidian Dynamic Really Lead to War If Both

Sides Know That War Makes No Sense? 77
Can Shared Threats Reduce the Chance of War? 78

How Has the Pandemic Changed the Course of U.S.-China
Relations? 78



Xiv  CONTENTS

What Does the War in Ukraine Mean for U.S.-China

Relations? 80

ON PATHS TO WAR 81

What Does History Tell Us About How Wars Begin Once

the Conditions of Thucydides’s Trap Are in Place? 82

What Ave the Potential Sparks for a U.S.-China Conflict? 83

What Makes Taiwan a Dangerous Potentinl Flashpoint?

How Can This Risk Be Mitigated? 85

Could Third-Party Provocations Really See U.S. and China

Come to War? 86

Can Economic Conflict Lead to a Real War? 87
4 Avenues of Escape 89

RECOGNIZE AND ACCEPT STRUCTURAL

REALITIES 90

Wherve Should We Start If We Want to Avoid o War Between

the U.S. and China? 90

What Kind of Mindset Is Needed If We Ave to Escape

Thucydides’s Trap? 91

ON THE VALUE OF APPLIED HISTORY 92

What Is “Applied History” and How Can It Help Us Avoid

War? 92

How Could a U.S. President Use Applied History to Make

More Informed Decisions? 93

What Can We Learn from Henry Kissinger About How

to Use Applied History? 94

ON REDEFINING THE RELATIONSHIP 94

What Examples Can We Draw from Chinese History

for Ideas on How to Escape Thucydides’s Trap? 94

What Models or Inspiration Can We Draw from U.S. History? 96

What Did JEK Mean by a “World Safe for Diversity”? 96

JFK Was Originally n Hardened, Emotionally Committed
“Cold War Warrvior.” Why Did He Change His Mind
So Dramatically? 97



CONTENTS Xxv

What Relevance Does JFICs Insight Have for the US-China

Relationship Today? 97

Can China’s Concept of & “New Theory of Great Power

Relations” Offer & Way Out of Thucydides’s Trap? 98

How Can the U.S. and China Use Sharved Interests

to Redefine Their Relationship? 99

What Concrete Steps Could Be Tnken to Start Redefining

the Relationship? 100

Is It Really Possible for the U.S. and China to Compete

and Cooperate at the Same Time? 101

ON PRACTICAL LESSONS FROM THE COLD WAR 102
Afterword: Beyond Thucydides’s Trap 107
About the Center for China and Globalization 115
About the CCG Global Dialogues 117

Index 121



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Henry Huiyao Wang, Ph.D. is the Founder
and President of Center for China and Glob-
alization (CCQG), a think tank ranked among
top 100 think tanks in the world. He is also
Dean of the Institute of Development Studies
of Southwestern University of Finance and
Economics of China, Vice Chairman of China
Association for International Economic Coop-
eration, and a Director of Chinese People’s
Institute of Foreign Affairs. He is currently
a steering committee member of Paris Peace
Forum and an advisory board member of
Duke Kunshan University. He has served as an
expert for the World Bank, IOM, and ILO. He
pursued his Ph.D. studies at the University of
Western Ontario and the University of Manch-
ester. He is the Cheif Editor of the Springer
Nature book series China and Globalization
Series, Chinese Enterprise Globalization Series
and the International Talent Development in
China Series. He was Senior Fellow at Harvard
Kennedy School and Visiting Fellow at Brook-
ings Institute. His books in English include

xvii



