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Can the U.S. and China Build a Stable Great-Power Relationship?

From “Great-Power Competition” to “Constructive Strategic Stability”

In welcoming President Trump to Beijing 12 weeks ago, President Xi Jinping posed a cosmic question: “Can
China and the U.S. overcome Thucydides's Trap?” Concluding two days of intense discussion that included five
hours of face-to-face conversation, the two leaders offered a hopeful yes. They announced a joint effort to
reframe or redefine the U.S.-China relationship. What has until this point been understood primarily as a “great
power competition” should in the future become a new era that they called a “constructive strategic stability."

For their clarity in identifying the cardinal challenge in relations between the two most powerful nations in the
world, | applaud Presidents Trump and Xi. They recognize that the relationship between these two great nations
is indeed a classic Thucydidean rivalry. In pointing towards a positive answer while leaving lots of white space
to be filled in, they invited all of us—including in particular members of the analytic community like those the UC
San Diego China Forum has gathered for this meeting—to offer our ideas. After two days of lively debate among
those of us who participated in the China Forum, | can report to the members of the audience that the grand
ambition Susan and Kurt began with is bearing fruit. Let me express my gratitude to the Forum for inviting me
to give this year's Shirk Lecture and let me express my admiration for Susan'’s contributions in scholarship, pub-
lic service, and entrepreneurial institution-building including creating the UCSD China Center and this Forum.
Please join me in giving a hearty round of applause to Susan and Kurt for their dream, Steve and Charlene for
their stewardship of the effort, and Lei Guang and his team for making all this come together.

To return to the two Presidents’ question about Thucydides's Trap. First analytically: is it conceivable that
nations as structurally determined as the U.S. and China are to be fierce rivals could simultaneously find ways
to coordinate and cooperate? Could they build a relationship that is strategically stable enough to avoid the
confrontations that have so often led previous Thucydidean rivals to war? Second operationally: is it possible
not only to develop a coherent strategic concept, but to create an operating system that shapes the day-to-day
behavior of two massive governments and societies to realize that aspiration?

In the 25 minutes allotted, | will try to explain first why | believe the answers are yes and yes: the aspiration is
both conceivable and operationally plausible. But | will also try to explain why | suspect Thucydides would be
pessimistic about the likelihood of the U.S. and China escaping his Trap. So he's expecting war: a big, bloody,
catastrophic war. I'll also say why if forced to bet, I'd | agree with Thucydides. And finally, as a faith-based opti-
mist, I'll offer a thought about what we could be doing to make him lose that bet.

Since | was reminded by Lei Guang that the audience for this lecture consists primarily of members of the edu-
cated public, but not foreign policy mavens, let me start by summarizing three big ideas: (1) Thucydides's Trap;
(2) a MAD world; and (3) the Kissinger Challenge.

To telegraph where I'm going in one-liners: Thucydides's Trap is the dangerous dynamic that occurs when a
rapidly rising power seriously threatens to displace a major ruling power. MAD is an acronym coined during the
Cold War to describe objective conditions in which two nations each have such robust nuclear arsenals that
neither can attack the other without triggering a retaliatory response that destroys itself. MAD stands for Mu-
tual Assured Destruction. That concept captures the brute reality of the world in which the U.S. and China exist
today—not only in the nuclear arena but in other entanglements including their economies. For an image, think
of inseparable, conjoined Siamese twins. And third, the “Kissinger Challenge:" my mentor’s urgent call in the
last years before he died in 2023 for what he called a “strategic concept:" a concept comprehensive enough to
embrace the simultaneous contradictory imperatives for the U.S. and China to be fierce rivals, on the one hand,



and cooperative partners, on the other.

To help us in thinking about the issue Presidents Xi and Trump discussed in Beijing and will be wrestling with
further next month when Xi comes to Washington on September 24, fasten your seatbelts for a fast march
through 14 key questions—to each of which I'll offer my best short answer. These begin with Thucydides's Trap
and why Thucydidean rivalries typically end in war and conclude by asking whether the U.S. and China could
create a geostrategic analogue of the Olympics—or if you're a soccer fan, World Cup. Could a long-term geostra-
tegic rivalry in which each competitor does everything it can to win as many gold medals as possible serve as a
foundation to extend the unprecedented 80 years of great power peace since the end of the Second World War
in which all of us have lived all our lives?

What is Thucydides's Trap? Why do most Thucydidean rivalries end in war?

My 2017 book Destined for War reviews the past 500 years and identifies 16 cases in which a rapidly rising
power threatens to displace a major ruling power. 12 of the 16 cases end in war. Each of the 16 cases has its own
fascinating wrinkles. But the common feature is a shifting balance of power that threatens to displace the ruling
power from its accustomed position at the top of every pecking order. As the seesaw of power shifts, this dis-
combobulates the rivals along dimensions that can be summarized in 4 P's: perceptions, psychology, power, and
politics. For the ruling power, the shift means that whereas it previously looked down on its competitor, it now
faces it eye-to-eye or even has to look up. Psychologically, this is expressed in the question: who the hell do you
think you are? You should be thankful for the order | created that's allowed you to rise in the way you have. But-
tons that could previously be pushed, or orders given to produce predictable compliance now no longer achieve
the desired results. And within domestic politics, would-be leaders compete to ensure that no one gets to their
right on this vital issue of national security. Discombobulation feeds suspicion and hostility in both parties—
magnifying misperceptions, multiplying miscalculations, and exaggerating the impact of incidents or accidents.
Remember 1914. How could the assassination of an archduke in Sarajevo that did not make the front pages of
newspapers in the U.S. have been the spark that ignited a fire that within 5 weeks had become a conflagration
that essentially burned down the whole of Europe? When pressed to answer that question after the war, the
best that the German Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg could offer was: "Ah, if we only knew."

Are the governments in Beijing and Washington correct in identifying the current relationship between the
U.S.-China as a classic Thucydidean rivalry?

Yes.
Is China a meteoric rising power?
Look at the numbers.

At the beginning of this century, China's economy was one-tenth the size of the U.S. (measured by market
exchange rates) and one-third the size (measured by purchasing power parity). Today it is 85% by market ex-
change rates and 135% by the yardstick of purchasing power parity. (Note that both the CIA and IMF regard PPP
as the single best metric for comparing national economies). Never before has a nation risen so far, so fast, on so
many dimensions.

Is the U.S. a colossal ruling power?

Not since Rome has a nation been so predominant on so many dimensions of power as the U.S. has been since
the end of WWILI.



What does President Xi want?

Are he and his colleagues serious about displacing the U.S. as the predominant power in East Asia in their life-
times? | posed that question to the world's most insightful Xi watcher, Lee Kuan Yew, the founder and builder of
Singapore. He looked at me skeptically—as if to see whether | was serious—and then answered: “Of course. Why
not? How could they not aspire to be No 1in Asia and in time the world?"

Long before President Trump declared his campaign to “Make America Great Again,” Xi had issued his call for the
“Great Rejuvenation of the Great Chinese People.”

Does Xi mean for China to be all it can be?

Can you imagine how you would persuade him to aspire to less? If China were to reach half the per capita in-
come of the U.S., how large would its GDP be compared to ours? Do the arithmetic: China has four times the
population. Chinese people are smart and hardworking. Why should they be satisfied with half the per capita
GDP of Americans?

Is the U.S. determined to sustain its position as the leading country in the world?

Do Americans, including me and most of the rest of us at this conference, believe—correctly | would assert—that
U.S. leadership has given us the longest peace—the longest period without great power war—since Rome?"

We do. In this international order, not only Americans, but the rest of the citizens of planet Earth have seen the
greatest increases in their wellbeing in any equivalent period in history. So don't expect Americans to relinquish
leadership gracefully.

Could Xi and his colleagues reasonably aspire to China's becoming the predominant power in the 21st century?

Yes. Who is the leading trading partner of most nations in the world? Who is the manufacturing workshop of
the world? Who is the No 1 producer, consumer, and exporter of everything green: from solar panels and wind
to batteries and EVs? Who has been the principal engine of economic growth in the decade and a half since the
Great Recession of 2008? Who has the largest economy in the world? The answers: China, China, China, China,
and China.

As | study Xi Jinping, who am | repeatedly reminded of? One of my heroes, Teddy Roosevelt, in the first decades
of the last century, as he led the U.S. into what he was confident would be an American century.?

Where will this end?

Most likely, in war: a real, hot, bloody war that would be catastrophic for both the U.S. and China and possibly
for much of the rest of the world.? To say it again: if forced to bet, | believe war between the U.S. and China is
more likely than not in the next generation. And as he explained at length in a long interview with the Economist
in 2023, Henry Kissinger was more pessimistic than | am.*

Is war inevitable?

No. Let me say it again: NO. War between China and the U.S. is NOT inevitable. In four of the 16 cases in which
a rapidly rising power seriously threatened to displace a major ruling power, there was no war. Nonetheless: if
the best that the two governments can do is business as usual, diplomacy as usual, we should expect history as
usual. History as usual would be a catastrophic war that could literally kill us all. Destined for War was not writ-
ten to offer a fatalistic prediction but as a call for us to exercise our agency and strategic imagination to escape
Thucydides Trap.



How could exceptional strategic imagination and statecraft help us escape?

Again, in four of the 16 Thucydidean rivalries in the past 500 years, extra-ordinary strategic imagination pro-
duced extraordinary results. In the 1950s, 60s, and 70s, most of the strategic analytic community expected
that the Cold War between the U.S. and the Soviet Union would eventually become a devastating hot war. But
that war never occurred. Why? First and foremost credit grace and good fortune. In the most dangerous crisis
in recorded history—the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962-JFK estimated the risks of nuclear war as “between Tin 3
and even." Nothing historians have found in the decades since have lengthened those odds. But wise statecraft
resolved the confrontation without war. That experience led policymakers to recognize that they faced a threat
that was genuinely “existential:" that is, a threat to their nation’s very existence. As this sunk in, they found their
way to a new conception of their relationship and a new strategy that allowed them to constrain the competi-
tion to prevent confrontations and crises that could escalate to real war.

So: how can we hope to escape Thucydides' trap?

That is the problem the participants in the San Diego China Forum have been debating for the past 2 days. To
repeat: the U.S. and China are and will continue to be the fiercest Thucydidean rivals history has ever seen. They
are competing for predominance in Asia. They are competing to be the global leader in Al, quantum computing,
biotechnology, and all other frontier technologies. They are competing to be the most “indispensable” econo-
my: controlling supplies of critical items so that when others take actions they oppose, they can squeeze choke
points, as China did when it cut off its supply of rare earth metals to the U.S. in response to President Trump's
announcement of 145% tariffs—or as the U.S. has done in prohibiting exports of advanced semiconductors to
China. In sum: their incentives to compete are natural, visceral, and compelling.

But imperatives to cooperate are also compelling. Both the U.S. and China have to survive in a MAD world. Each
has a nuclear arsenal that if used against the other would lead to retaliation that destroys itself. Thus as certain-
ly as it did during the most dangerous days of the Cold War, President Reagan's insistence that “a nuclear war
cannot be won and therefore must never be fought” remains a foundational truth. Both nations live on a small
planet surrounded by an enclosed biosphere into which every nation's greenhouse gases are emitted. On current
trajectories, either superpower’s emissions could make the planet uninhabitable for all of us. The two nations’
economies have become so inextricably entangled that as we saw in 2008 when excessive risk taking on Wall
Street led to a Great Recession in the U.S., this presented the other with the specter of another global depres-
sion that was only avoided by a joint stimulus.

To meet the China challenge, should the U.S. thus focus primarily on competing—or alternatively, cooperating?

My answer is: both. As the Harvard Avoiding Great Power War Project’s Great Rivalry Reports explain, China has
gotten the message about competition more clearly than Americans have—and that's a problem for Team U.S.A.
But as Kissinger put it: both nations require a strategic concept comprehensive enough to embrace the contra-
dictory imperatives to compete in the greatest rivalry of all times and simultaneously to cooperate to ensure our
survival. The Great Gatsby's author, F. Scott Fitzgerald, identified the test of a first-class mind as the ability to
hold two contradictory ideas in one's head at the same time and still function. We must hope that institutions as
complex as governments can meet this test—and do so for decades ahead.

In my search for clues about how this might be done | have been exploring historical precedents and analogues,
for example, the Chanyuan Treaty between the Song Dynasty and the Liao in 1005 that has been described by
some Chinese historians as a “rivalry partnership.” I've examined analogues in other areas of life such as busi-
ness where companies engage in what they call “coopetition”"—for example Apple and Samsung. While intense



competitors in the race to sell smart phones, who is the major supplier of parts for Apple's smart phones? An-
swer: Samsung. Nature also offers a fascinating array of species that are symbiotic, for example, cleaner shrimp
and client fish: the shrimp depending on the fish for nutrition, and the fish relying on the shrimp to remove
deadly parasites. And I'm still actively searching. So if you have suggestions, please send them along.

If “constructive strategic stability” is Presidents Trump and Xi first step in attempting to reframe or redefine
the relationship between their two great nations, could they stretch even further to a reconceptualization that
might be called a “Geostrategic Olympics?”

If they attempt to do so, their efforts can be informed by previous cases in which relationships with others were
radically reconceptualized. Remember the Cold War. (Since we live in what has been called the United States

of Amnesia, for those whose memories may be hazy, let me remind you. The last half of the 20th century was
dominated by a struggle between the U.S.-led Free World and the Soviet-led Communist empire. That struggle
was called the “Cold War"— since it was fought by all means short of bombs and bullets.)

In the first chapter of this Cold War, the U.S. and Soviet Union saw each other as implacable enemies. As Ken-
nan warned in his Long Telegram, expansionist Soviet Communism was a “political force committed fanatically
to the belief that with the U.S. there could be no permanent modus vivendi." Soviet leaders believed that it was
necessary that American “society be disrupted, our traditional way of life be destroyed, the international author-
ity of our state be broken, if Soviet power is to be secure.” Confronting such an adversary, the U.S. could survive
only by destroying the U.S.S.R. or transforming it.

As successive American leaders internalized the fact that they were confronting this enemy in a MAD world,
they found it necessary to develop new concepts and ways to protect and advance American national interests.
Consider:

How could a young president in his 40's who pledged in his inaugural address in 1961 to “pay any price and
bear any burden” to bury an irreconcilable enemy find himself just three years later asserting that the U.S. and
Soviets' primary responsibility was to “avert confrontations that could force the adversary to choose between
humiliating retreat and nuclear war?"

How could he come to the even more surprising conviction that in relations with its deadliest adversary, the
U.S!'s goal should now be to “build a world safe for diversity." JFK never wavered in his condemnation of Com-
munism. He never wobbled on America's core commitment to the strategy of containment that sought to
prevent Soviet Communism from expanding by the use of military force. But he nonetheless concluded that the
United States should live and let live— in a world of diverse political systems with diametrically opposed values
and ideologies. In that world, the Free World and the Evil Empire could compete vigorously—but only peaceful-
ly—to demonstrate whose values and system of governance could best meet the demands of its citizens.

How could a conservative Republican—for whom | had the honor to work— who came to the White House prom-
ising to destroy the Evil Empire become the leading advocate of the proposition that “a nuclear war cannot be
won?" How could he come to the conviction that the U.S. had to do whatever was necessary to ensure that it
would “therefore never be fought?”

Note: this included his embracing the leaders of the Evil Empire, negotiating with them, reaching agreements
with them to limit our own nuclear arms, and finally, declaring the Cold War over—before the Soviet Union col-
lapsed. Remember: in the summer of 1988 at the Moscow summit, he was asked by ABC news: “Do you still be-
lieve you're in an Evil Empire, Mr. President?” Reagan replied: “No. | was talking about another time and another
era.” Or as he put it in his Farewell Address: “nothing is less free than pure communism—and yet we have, in the



last few years, forged a satisfying new closeness with the Soviet Union."

How could Cold Warriors as ardent as Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger conclude that the U.S. shared with its
deadly Soviet enemy an overriding interest in avoiding a nuclear war of which their nations would be the first
victims? As Kissinger wrote at the beginning of that administration in 1969: “there could be no higher duty than
to prevent the catastrophe of nuclear war.”

Could Presidents Trump and Xi be on the road to a Geostrategic Olympics in which a freedom-centered democ-
racy and a Party-led autocracy each do everything in their power to demonstrate that its system of governance
can deliver more of what citizens want in the 21st century—but within a framework that avoids confrontations
that could lead to war? As we see in the Olympics, competitors do everything they can to win as many gold
medals as they can. But they compete in events on a level playing field, with negotiated rules, enforced by ref-
erees chosen according to an agreed process, with defined penalties for infractions or cheating to which all the
parties to the Games have agreed. Of course, members fight about where to hold the Games, who is eligible to
play for which country (remember the skier, Eileen Gu!), which sports to include in the games, what constitutes
cheating, and how punishment will be imposed. In that rule-making process, more powerful members have
greater say. Nonetheless, that process has produced enough dynamic stability for the games to continue to the
benefit of them all.

Both nations recognize competition as a major driver of progress. Both know that their athletes run faster when
competing with someone than when running alone. Both know that in well-structured economic markets, rival-
ry among firms spurs production of better goods at lower prices. As Adam Smith taught us all, the combination
of specialization according to comparative advantage and fair trade produces a larger pie than individual states
could make by themselves. Rivalry within markets—national and international—drives innovation, invention, and
increased prosperity. But as history also shows clearly, it offers opportunities for predatory behavior that must
be contained by accepted, enforced rules of the game.

Could the two Presidents be moving towards such a concept in geopolitics? As Xi said at their Beijing summit,
“The people of China and the United States are both great peoples, and realizing the great rejuvenation of the
Chinese nation and making America great again can be done in parallel, mutually beneficial, and for the benefit
of the world."

Stretching further, as Trump said when asked about China: “Look, this is a very competitive world, especially
when it comes to China and the U.S. But | think we get along very well, and we can be bigger, better, and stron-
ger by working with them as opposed to just trying to knock them out.”

The Olympic motto declares: Citius, Altius, Fortius—Communiter.
In English: Faster, Higher, Stronger—Together.

In conclusion: as we continue to try to get our heads around the defining international challenge for Americans
today and as far beyond as any eye can see, remember: Thucydides Trap, a MAD world, Kissinger's challenge,
and a geostrategic Olympics.
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