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Abstract

In the last few years, Graham Allison’s “Thucydides’ Trap” has stimulated much
discussion within International Relations (IR). Most IR scholars understand Thu-
cydides’ Trap as a shorthand for power transition theory, and view it as highly
inadequate for analyzing China-US relations. This article seeks to offer an alter-
native, tragic, understanding of Thucydides’ Trap that may have more purchase on
the analysis of the dynamic of China-US relations. It first argues that while
Thucydides’ Trap shares power transition theory’s focus on the shifting balance
of power, it is also different from the latter in its emphasis on the emotional
implications of changes in the balance of power. This article then explores a tragic
understanding of Thucydides’ Trap. Economic success often encourages a rising
power to display ambition, confidence and enhanced sense of self (what Allison
calls “rising power syndrome”), which leads to loosened restraint, overextension,
and strategic blunder; meanwhile, its assertive and ambitious moves spark a ruling
power’s fear, insecurity and even paranoia (what Allison calls “ruling power
syndrome”), which prompts it to take “preventive” actions in response to the rising
power’s assertiveness. This article finally looks at China-US relations through this
tragic lens. It suggests that this tragic understanding of Thucydides’ Trap can
illuminate the emotional aspect of China-US relations, and also argues that the
Thucydides Trap Research Project should henceforth develop an emotional line of
inquiry into interaction between the great powers.
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Introduction

In the last few years, the notion of “Thucydides’ Trap” (TT) has stimulated much
discussion among scholars of International Relations (IR). IR scholars’ receptions of
TT have mainly been critical,’ and a substantial part of their criticism has focused on
the idea of power transition. First, many IR scholars view TT as synonymous with
Power Transition Theory (PTT). They suggest that TT is a shorthand for what IR
theorists call PTT, and thus TT establishes nothing more than wars are likely when a
rapidly rising power catches up or surpasses a ruling power in material capability.”
Jonathan DiCicco writes that TT “echoes key elements” of PTT and asserts that
Allison’s position “more closely resembles Organski’s than it does Thucydides” [18].
David Welch argues that Allison” TT “pithily captures the core idea of A.F.K.
Organski’s power transition theory” [80]. T.J. Pempel considers that power transition
theory is “popularized as the ‘Thucydides Trap’” [57]. Peter Harris, meanwhile,
contends that “states involved in a power shift seem destined for conflict — locked into
what Graham Allison calls ‘“Thucydides’ Trap’” ([34], 241).

Furthermore, many IR scholars argue that applying TT to China-US relations is
unhelpful and politically dangerous, because it leads scholars to focus exclusively on
change in “the material balance” between a rising challenger (China) and a ruling state
(the US). Pempel states that Allison understands China-US relations primarily in terms
of “the material balance between two pivotal nation-states” [57]. Alan Alexandroff and
Arthur Stein argue that TT is not a good lens for illuminating China-US relations
because it leads scholars to understand bilateral relations only in terms of material
capability. Applying TT to China-US relations will ignore the importance of immate-
rial, agential factors such as human creativity and imagination [1]. In this respect, TT
constricts analysis of China-US relations to material power.

In this article, I seek to challenge this power-transition understanding and
evaluation of TT. While I agree that TT does share with PTT a common focus on
the importance of the material balance, TT is considerably different in many other
important respects. Unlike PTT, TT highlights the emotional changes induced by
the shifting balance of material capability: feelings, sentiments and emotional
effects are more dangerous than the very change in the balance of material capa-
bility itself. I suggest that looking at China-US relations through the lens of this
emotionally-understood TT enables IR scholars (and policy-makers alike) to rec-
ognize the “emotional stress” emerging between rising and ruling powers. TT is

! Neville Morley provides probably the best review of the current state of the discussion in his online essay
[52]. It is unnecessary to deal with all the criticism here but understanding the main criticism will help IR
scholars grasp the main topics of debate. These criticisms relate to two main issues. (a) Allison claims that
historical experience since 1500 confirms that the transference of power from ruling powers to rising powers
often leads to competition and conflict between the two parties ([4], 244-86). Twelve out of sixteen TT cases
ended in war. But Allison’s historical cases are very selective and Eurocentric, and exclude important cases
such as 1970s Japan [27, 39, 42]; in addition, Allison’s use of historical analogy also appears to be incoherent
in many cases [67]. (b) His claim that the central idea was first formulated more than two thousand years ago
by Thucydides in History relies too much on a single sentence (“the growth of Athenian power” and “Spartan
fear”), and does not consider Thucydides’ own nuanced account of how various factors (including domestic
structure national character, personality of leaders, language and rhetoric) contributed to the outbreak of war
[80]. This suggests Thucydides’ Trap is essentially “Allison’s Trap” [42].

% In fact, long before Allison coined the term “Thucydides’ Trap”, IR scholars had already come to view
Thucydides as a power transition theorist [41, 45].

@ Springer



The Perils of Hubris? A Tragic Reading of “Thucydides’ Trap” and... 131

ultimately a warning against the feelings and attitudes that rising and ruling powers
tend to display.

My arguments proceed through four stages. In the next section, I argue that TT
differs from PTT in its emphasis on the emotional basis of action. Allison repeatedly
argues in his book that TT means not only the “structural stress” caused by the
transference of power from a ruling power to a rising power, but also the emotions
and feelings — such as hubris, ambition, resentment, frustration, fear, and paranoia —
that rising and ruling powers tend to display when confronting each other. TT, in short,
warns of the danger of power transition and the danger of emotion.

In the following section, I develop the theme that Allison opens up for discussion in
his “Thucydides’ Trap” but which remains largely underexplored — “rising power
syndrome” and “ruling power syndrome”. I then use the work of tragic authors —
mainly the tragic reading of Thucydides by Richard Ned Lebow et al. and the tragic
reading of human condition by Herbert Butterfield — to elaborate them [6, 8, 46]. The
tragic understanding describes how, as the capabilities of rising powers rapidly grow,
they tend to develop ambition, confidence, and an enhanced sense of themselves that
encourages them to pursue audaciously expansionist policies and embrace risky
courses of action; this provokes the fear on the part of the ruling power, which results
in reprisals and the two are then driven towards conflict.

In the fourth section, I apply this tragic lens to China-US relations.” I suggest that a
tragically-understood TT can help IR scholars understand the evolution of China-US
relations since the end of the Cold War, especially the growing confrontations in recent
years. China’s rising power syndrome has contributed to the recent upsurge in con-
frontation between China and the US. There are signs that China has developed an
enhanced opinion of itself, and that its ambition and confidence are growing. These
feelings have emboldened it to launch the One Belt One Road Initiative (BRI), push for
change both within and outside existing international institutions, and take a confron-
tational policy towards the US in the trade dispute. Accordingly, the US has also
exhibited ruling power syndrome. The fear that it will be matched and surpassed also
raises suspicion of China and generates hostility towards it.

In the fifth section, I conclude that a tragic reading of TT, which focuses on how
rising power syndrome and ruling power syndrome lead to tension and conflict, is most
useful for illuminating contemporary China-US relations. I suggest that a focus on
emotion can be a more productive line of inquiry for the Thucydides Trap Project to
explore in the future.

Allison’s “Thucydides’ Trap”: The Problems with the Power-Transition
Understanding

IR scholars often understand TT as a mini-PTT. To be sure, TT and PTT do share a
common focus on “the material balance”. Allison describes TT as the tension caused by

3 Although I speak of “China” and “US” in this article, they are not always unified entities. They can, for
example, be disaggregated into various elements. Yet, I still make use of “China” and “US” because the
analysis of their relations requires a focus on their authoritative foreign policy decisions. Furthermore, when
applying the tragic lens to China-US relations, my discussion is also informed by Fettweis’ Pathologies of
Power: Fear, Honor, Glory and Hubris in US Foreign Policy [24].
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the shifting balance of power between a rising power and a ruling state: the change in
balance of material capability results in the “structural stress” between a rising and
ruling power ([4], iv, xv, xvi, 29). The rapidly shifting balance of material capability
does not make war inevitable, but it does create considerable tension — or what Allison
calls “discombobulation” — between the two ([4], xvi). In this sense, Allison’s TT
resembles PTT in that both assume that war is most likely when the material capabil-
ities of the two sides approach parity.

Despite this common focus on material balance, TT is also different from PTT in
several aspects. Among these differences,’ the most relevant to our discussion here is
TT’s emphasis on emotion and the irrationality of behavior. PTT assumes that states
make rational calculation of power and interest. It assumes that a rising power will
become dissatisfied with the status quo when calculating that the existing order cannot
offer them “the best chance of obtaining the goals they have in mind” ([55], 362-7). It
assumes that a dissatisfied rising power will challenge a ruling power when it
estimates that the expected benefits of a war are larger than the benefits of keeping
the status quo, or has reason to believe that they can rival or surpass in power the
dominant nations ([55], 362-7). This assumption of rationality is not only evident in
PTT, but is also evidenced in other similar theories espoused by Robert Gilpin and
John Mearsheimer [19, 29, 47, 48].

TT, however, highlights the role of emotions. It does not attribute the cause of
war to a rising and ruling power’s rational calculation, but to their emotions
produced by the shifting balance of material capability. First, Allison discusses
“rising power syndrome” and “ruling power syndrome” ([4], 43). With the growth
of power, a rising power tends to display a wide range of feelings. These feelings

LT3

include “ambition”, “enhanced sense of itself, its interests, and its entitlement to
recognition and respect”, “hubris”, “resentment”, “[a] sense of urgency, anxiety”,
and “self-confidence” ([4], 39-40, 43-4, 49-52, 68, 161, 211, 269, 304). These
feelings generally fall into two patterns. One is the positive emotions that cause
them to accentuate their own positive attributes. An inflated sense of itself, i.e.
exaggerated feelings of self-importance, leads actors to pursue policies that are
arrogant and unilateral; self-confidence, i.e. the belief in their own ability to control
events, predisposes them to overestimate their capability and take risky actions. The
other is the negative emotions that cause rising powers to focus on the bad aspects
of others. Resentment, the feeling that their way to status has been blocked by
others and they have been cheated out of a rightful due, drives a rising power to take
provocative actions against a ruling power. Allison’s rising power syndrome is a
mixture of “good feelings” and “bad feelings”.

A ruling power, when confronted by a rising power that threatens to displace it,
usually displays an “enlarged sense of fear and insecurity” or “exaggerated fears,
insecurities, and dread of changes in the status quo” that “fester into paranoia” ([4],
40, 44, 50). A ruling power tends to worry about its deteriorating position, and be afraid
of the consequence of a relative decline. This feeling of insecurity “fuel[s]

* For instance, PTT assumes that a rising power can either be satisfied or dissatistied with the status quo. TT,
by contrast, seems to assume that a rising power will necessarily be dissatisfied with the status quo.
Furthermore, PTT applies only to the post-industrial era. TT, in contrast, claims almost trans-historical and
universal validity. Finally, PTT has been examined by a large number of samples. TT, however, only relates to
a handful of cases.
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misperceptions and exaggerate[s] dangers”, which prompt the ruling power to over-
stress threat and overreact to a certain situation ([4], 39).

Second, Allison briefly discusses the importance of the three motivations — interest,
fear and honor — and argues that these emotions (especially fear and honor) are crucial
for understanding how TT can “trap” actors into bloody conflict.” He stresses that “the
lenses through which we see them [shifting balance of power] are influenced by
emotions”. Ruling power’s fears often fuel exaggerate dangers; furthermore, honor,
defined as “sense of itself, its convictions about the recognition and respect it is due,
and its pride”, encourages risk-taking and assertive behavior ([4], 39).

Third, while the rapid growth of a state may create “the dynamic of rise challenging
rule”, it is mainly the emotions “fueling this dynamic” that leads to war ([4], 39, 211).
For Allison, it is the rising power’s hubris, resentment, ambition and the ruling power’s
fear and insecurity that drive the dynamic of rising and ruling powers towards war.
Indeed, in Allison’s earlier versions of TT, he insists that the emotions are no less
important than changes in balance of power [2]. In his essay published in The Atlantic
(the most widely-cited version before the book), Allison writes that “Thucydides
identified two key drivers of this dynamic: the rising power’s growing entitlement,
sense of its importance, and demand for greater say and sway, on the one hand, and the
fear, insecurity, and determination to defend the status quo this engenders in the
established power, on the other” ([3], emphasis added).

Thus, while both TT and PTT share a common focus on “the material balance”, TT
provides a very emotional account of how this dynamic is played out. Allison’s TT is
something different from PTT. It focuses on the emotional implications of differentiated
rate of growth and highlights the limits of rationality by emphasizing the importance of
emotion and feeling along with their impacts on the actor when they experience a
shifting balance of power [40]. The shifting balance of power induces certain emotional
changes that are more important than the change in balance of power per se. It is these
feelings rather than the material conditions that “trap” a rising and ruling power into
military conflict. Realizing this crucial difference enables IR scholars shift their focus
away from “the material balance” to the emotions generated by the material balance.

Allison’s “Thucydides’ Trap”: What is the Tragic Understanding?

In this section I explore a different, tragic, understanding of TT that can elaborate the
emotional issues identified by Allison. By tragic understanding, I mean an understand-
ing of TT as a warning against the danger that a rising and ruling power will tend to
display certain feelings such as pride, ambition or confidence (the rising power) or fear,
insecurity or paranoia (the ruling power) when they experience a rapidly shifting
balance of material power, feelings that can easily “trap” two sides into conflict. Patrick
Porter’s understanding of TT, for instance, embodies this tragic sense when he suggests
that the real lesson Thucydides teaches (for the US and China) is how the growth of

5 Allison’s discussion rests on a conventional (some critics would say superficial) understanding that equates
the three motivations articulated by the Athenians in one of their speeches (at Sparta) with Thucydides” own
view of human nature. But Thucydides scholars argue that this is not the case: the three universal motivations
articulated by the Athenians are considered to justify their imperial expansion, a justification that Thucydides
himself criticizes throughout History [26, 79].

@ Springer



134 B. Zhang

Athenian power generates “a lust for power” and a “loosening restraint” [64]. Jonathan
Kirshner shows a similar understanding when he observes that “the Athenians did
indeed fall victim into a terrible trap...[but] it was the trap of hubris” ([42], 15). This
tragic understanding elaborates Allison’s discussion of “rising power syndrome” and
“ruling power syndrome” by bringing the emotional issues into sharper focus.

First, a tragic understanding of TT relies on the tragic reading of History of the
Peloponnesian War (hereafter History) that originates in Thucydides scholarship. F.M.
Cornford’s Thucydides Mythistoricus and John Finley’s Essays on Thucydides argue
that Thucydides follows Aeschylus or Euripides in writing Hisfory as an Ancient
Greek tragedy [16, 25]. An Ancient Greek tragedy depicts how a protagonist (i.c.
“tragic hero”) acting at the climax of power and prestige is led by a character flaw
(e.g. arrogance, pride or ambition) to act with folly, ultimately resulting in retribution
and his downfall. By analogy, those who regard Thucydides as a tragedian read his
History as an account of how Athens, emerging as one of the most powerful countries
in the aftermath of the Persian War, is led by arrogance of power and overreaching
ambition to pursue an expansionist policy that provokes the Athens-Sparta war and
culminates in its own defeat. IR scholars have imported this reading to the discipline.
David Bedford and Thom Workman argue that Thucydides’ historiography of the
Peloponnesian War shows how the growth of Athenian power leads it to pursue
increasing imperial expansion, and to lose reasoned moderation in the conduct of its
foreign policy and actions towards other city states [6]. Richard Lebow views
Thucydides as the “last of the great tragedians” rather than the first power transition
theorist: History is intended as a tragedy that warns against the danger that power and
success will seduce actors and lead them to overestimate their capabilities and
overstretch themselves ([45], 20; [46]).

Furthermore, a tragic understanding of TT would also pay attention to a key emotion
that the tragic reading of History by Cornford et al. overlooks: fear.® Thucydides’
narrative provides abundant evidence of how actors tend to respond to others out of the
worst expectation, because they can only experience their own feelings and cannot see
inside of the other party’s mind or be assured of their intentions. These examples
include, for instance, that the Spartans noticed that the Athenians started to encroach on
their allies [40, 54]. The more aggressive the other party appears to be, the more fear
and insecurity will resonate. Herbert Butterfield, who considers tragedy to be central to
understanding great-power conflict as Thucydides does ([20], 10), once called this the
“tragedy of the absolute human predicament” ([8], 20).

Second, a tragic reading of TT shows how feelings generated by the changing balance
of power can lead to conflict. Growing power and success often lead actors to exhibit
certain feelings. These include an enhanced sense of self (Allison’s “exaggerated self-
importance” or “enhanced sense of self, importance, entitlement to recognition and
respect”), ambition (Allison’s “ambition”), and confidence (Allison’s “self-confidence”
that encourages “risking taking” and “unrealistic expectations about what is possible”).
These prompt actors to pursue expansionist and adventurous policies that lead to
overextension and loosening restraint. When the actors overstretch themselves, their

© When scholars such as Cornford and Lebow undertake a tragic reading of History, they focus exclusively on
the feelings of the Athenians, without giving much attention to what the Spartans feel. My tragic understand-
ing of Thucydides Trap is somehow larger because it focuses on the feelings of both the Athenians and
Spartans.
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policies also spark fear in the other party (Allison’s “fear and insecurity” and even
“paranoia”). Fear sparks increasing suspicion of and hostility towards the rising power.
Concerned that the assertive actors’ aims are unlimited, ruling powers will take
“preventive” measures to ensure that their position will not be threatened.

Thus, the tragic understanding of TT would suggest that both parties are going to be
“trapped” into conflict through several steps. In the first step, tragic actors acquire power
and success. Fueled by both, they display an enhanced sense of self, i.e. a feeling of self-
importance or the entitlement of doing something special ([46], 131). Ambition also
follows. They become obsessed with status and the projection of power [64]. They also
tend to overestimate their capacity and the prospect of achieving an outcome, believing in
their ability to control events, and evidencing excessive optimism when projecting into the
future.” In the second step, an enhanced sense of self, ambition and confidence has several
effects on foreign policy. These feelings lead the actors to pursue ambitious, assertive, and
bold policies. They are led to embrace risky courses of action. They are unable to identify
the point where they should end ([6], 65). In the third step, the ambitious and assertive
action provokes reprisals from the ruling power and brings the two parties into conflict,
culminating in the rising power’s self-defeat. What is crucial here is that the ruling power
is often motivated by fear, a feeling induced by the perceived threat.

Third, the tragic understanding of TT would suggest that there is a pattern of conduct
that is rooted in the human condition that will repeat itself wherever and whenever a
rapid change in balance of material power occurs. Power and success cause an actor to
develop greater ambition and confidence, and these emotions drive the actor to pursue
ambitious and audacious policies that result in overextension, and the other actor’s fear
and insecurity in turn create reprisals ([46], 128).%

This tragic reading of TT elaborates why and how emotions produced by changes
within the relative balance of power are important to the interaction between rising and
ruling powers. First, the differentiated rate of growth does not only bring about changes
in the distribution of material capability, it also induces actors to display certain
emotions. Second, the tragic reading suggests that the cycle of success-ambition-
overextension-fear-reprisal is trans-historical. Success gives rise to ambition and con-
fidence, which encourages the actor to pursue audacious and assertive policies; these
policies, in turn, invite counteraction driven by fear and insecurity. In contrast to the
power-transition understanding of TT, which leads scholars to focus on “the material
balance”, the tragic understanding of TT views emotions that have been induced by the
rapidly shifting balance of power (for both rising and ruling powers) as very important
to their (inter)action. The tragic understanding of TT can illuminate the emotional
aspect of the interaction between a rising and ruling power.

A Tragic Reading of China-US Relations

In this section, I apply this tragic understanding of TT to China-US relations. In
contrast to the power-transition understanding and evaluation of TT, which claims that

7 In the Athenian case, the Athenians display all these qualities after Athens emerges from the Persian War as
one of the most powerful countries in Ancient Greece.
8 This is the cycle of hubris, ate, hamartia, and nemesis.

@ Springer



136 B. Zhang

TT leads analysts to focus on the balance of material power, I suggest that ap-
proaching China-US relations through the lens of the tragic reading of TT instead
enables scholars to capture the problem of “emotional stress” between a rising and
ruling power. The power shift induces certain emotions in the rising (China) and
ruling (US) power that may intensify their tensions. Are China and the US falling into
this tragic Thucydides’ Trap?

The Growth of Chinese Power

Since the end of the Cold War, China’s power has grown at an astonishing rate. This is
partly due to the Chinese strategy of “hiding your capacities” and “keeping a low-profile”,
and partly due to the US policy of engaging China and encouraging the country to
integrate into the US-led international order, including institutions such as the World
Trade Organization.” As a result, China’s GDP annual growth rate averaged more than 9%
between 1989 and 2018. By 2018, it had developed into the second largest economy in the
world, with the largest foreign currency reserves and global economic presence.

There are, furthermore, signs that China is on course to overtake the US. For instance,
contributions from banks such as Goldman Sachs, think tanks such as the Economic
Intelligence Unit/Peterson Institute for International Economics and media such as The
Economist, have all suggested that China will become the largest economy in the world
between 2010 and 2030 ([44], 206). Indeed, in 2014, China surpassed the United States as
the world’s largest trading nation [13]. In the same year, a World Bank research program
announced that China has overtaken the US to become the world’s largest economy, when
calculated on a purchasing power parity basis [72]. In 2017, a widely-cited report by a
prominent Chinese government adviser suggested that China’s “economic power”
surpassed the US in 2013; he also calculated that China’s “comprehensive national
power” was 1.75 times that of the US in 2017 [36]. Foreign scholars see the “end of
unipolarity” and the “return of bipolarity” [44, 70]. Rapid economic growth not only
makes China wealthy, but has also enabled it to expand its military build-up, access many
cutting-edge technologies and incorporate economic instruments into its political armory.

China’s Sense of Self, Ambition and Confidence

The growth of China’s power has caused many changes in Chinese sentiments. While
China may still need to take years to surpass the US in its “comprehensive” power (e.g.
measured in terms of GDP per capita and technological innovation), growing Chinese
power has given it the feeling that it has become different from the China of twenty
years ago. This feeling first became apparent in 2008, when China’s increasing
“assertiveness” attested to a significant change in its understanding of itself [69]."

® There have been heated debates within the US over whether China should be contained or engaged [15, 68].
The predominant view holds that China should be integrated into the US-led international order. Aron affirms:
“For most of the past quarter century, the skeptics struggled to gain traction against their more numerous,
influential, and optimistic opponents” ([23], 188).

19 The “assertiveness™ discussed here is driven by emotion rather than by rational calculation. In the literature
on China’s “assertiveness”, some scholars argue that assertive behavior is driven by a cool-headed assessment
of the state’s relative power, along with the opportunities and threats that it currently confronts ([22], 142-6).

9 ¢

Cf. Johnson’s skepticism towards China’s “new assertiveness” [38].

@ Springer



The Perils of Hubris? A Tragic Reading of “Thucydides’ Trap” and... 137

This assertiveness not only “stays” for a considerable time [9], but also swells into
some feelings that are somehow different and intense. The once low-profile, hidden-
capacity and responsibility-shirking China of the past displays a growing sense of
power and confidence.

The first is China’s enhanced sense of self. Chinese leaders state that China has
“stood up, grown rich, and is becoming strong”, and note that China has transformed
itself from a poor country to “stabilizer of world economy” or “anchor for world
stability” (as opposed to the warmongering US) [14, 76, 82]. State media advocate that
China has become another “economic superpower” alongside the US [10]. Prominent
government advisers assert that “[When] China is stable, the world is stable; [when]
China is moving, the world is moving; [when] China is good, the world is good” [37].
China scholars see that the country displays “autism”, the self-perceived possession of
more centrality and influence entitles it to disregard “foreign sensitivities” about
China’s increasingly assertive behavior ([22], 136).

Second, fueled by power and success, China also displays the ambition to overtake
the US in strategic, economic and technological fields. Chinese leaders urge China to
“take center stage in the world” [82]. State media have published a “manifesto” that
claims that China is facing “a historic opportunity” that has “opened up a vast strategic
space” for China “to gain superiority” [59]."" After Xi’s 2017 Davos Speech, a Chinese
diplomat famously declared that “if it is necessary for China to play the role of leader”
when “the front runner suddenly fell back”, “then China must take on this
responsibility” [73, 81]. Made in 2025, an industrial and technological policy, aims
to expand China’s high-tech sectors and enables it to win over the US leadership in
technology. China’s strategic, economic and technological ambition becomes evident.

Third, China has increasingly shown confidence in its power and future. Prominent
advisers to the government state that even with an economic slowdown, “the Chinese
century is not at the beginning of the end”, but is “at the end of the beginning [just
commenced]” [35]. Chinese officials declare that the trade war will not affect the
growth of China’s economy, and “China [...] commands much leeway in foreign trade
[compared to the US]” [12].!* Officials and state media also believe that the US
economic dependence on China has steadily increased since 2000, and China’s eco-
nomic dependence on the US has in turn declined during the same period: this growing
dependence on China will make the trade war “backfire on the US economy without
hurting China” [30, 33]. If the US “needs a lesson to learn [from a trade war]”, the
Global Times observes, then “this lesson can only be given by China” [31]. Further-
more, China experts also identify a “strident turn” in Chinese nationalism [84]. China’s
state nationalism is reflected, for instance, in the rhetoric that China has the ability to
win the trade war and punish the US with some “lessons” [59, 61, 62].13 Phrases such
as “China solution”, “Chinese approach” and “Chinese wisdom” reflects a growing
confidence among leaders that China can not only provide better solutions to problems
in global governance (ranging from economic issues to environmental ones), but also
succeed in managing the problems [71].

' To gain superiority over whom? The answer is “over the US” [74].

12 Before the trade war, Xinhua News even listed “ten reasons” why China and the US would not fight a trade
war. The fifth asserts that the US needs to “rely on China’s huge market to emerge from the economic crisis”
[83].

13 Documentaries by the government such as Amazing China illustrate the official nationalism.
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China’s Ambitious and Assertive Policies

As a result of China’s enhanced sense of self, ambition and confidence, it began to
adopt more demanding, unilateral, and audacious policies. These policies include,
among others, the launch of the One Belt One Road Initiative (OBOR, or BRI),
pushing for change both within and outside existing international institutions, and a
confrontational policy towards the US in the trade dispute. Although Chinese leaders
often state that they do not intend to openly challenge the US,' these policies are
widely seen as underpinning China’s assertive bid for international leadership.

First, China launched the OBOR in 2013. The BRI, which pledges one trillion
dollars of investment, aims to achieve three strategic objectives. First, it aims to offload
its own overcapacity and enhance access to foreign energy resources, maintaining
China’s domestic economic growth [21]. Second, it aims to expand new markets for
Chinese firms, serving as what Hoslag has termed “offensive mercantilism” ([43], see
also [78]). Third, the BRI connects China to key parts of Asia, the south Pacific, East
Africa and Europe through trade, infrastructure and people-to-people dialogue [53, 77].
Taken together, these objectives reflect China’s attempt to boost its own economic
development and bind ties with other economies to itself.

Second, China promotes many institutional changes both within and outside the
existing international order. In the first respect, China pushes for the reform of the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), with the intention of ensuring that its growing
power is reflected within the institution. In the second respect, China has created
many “parallel” international institutions, which include the Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB) and Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). By creating
these parallel institutions, China clearly evidences a belief that it should exert stronger
influence over the international political economy. These China-led institutions serve
its interests better, and enable it to play a more active part in shaping regional and
global political economy [56].

Third, China has also stood up against US pressure during the trade dispute. In
contrast to other international actors, such as the EU and Canada, who have made trade
concessions to the US, China has directly defied the US by refusing to accept and
retaliating against the American tariff. Its Finance Minister has made it clear that China
will retaliate “resolutely” [65]. Meanwhile, a spokesman from the Ministry of Com-
merce has declared that China’s retaliation is not only to “safeguard and defend the
interests of the country and the people”, but also is intended to serve “the common
interests of mankind” [49]. More radical voices within China call for an escalation of
the trade war. A government-affiliated think tank researcher has urged the government
to fight an “epic trade war”; he counsels the adoption of “bolder measure[s]” such as
“considering a legal move to possibly remove the US from WTO for violating WTO
rules” and even envisages actions that “extend beyond the economic field, to political
and other areas” [50]. State media like People’s Daily and Global Times openly argue
that trade war “will only speed up China’s replacement of the US as [the] world’s
largest economy”, and depict the US trade war with China as a “desperate struggle of
US hegemony in the age of globalization” [60, 63, 32].

' For instance, Chinese leaders have indicated their preference to build a “New Type of Great Power
Relations” that can help them to avoid China-US confrontation.
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Fear and Reprisal

China’s ambitious and audacious policies bring two kinds of consequence. One is
overextension and risky conduct that undermine China’s growing power. Chinese
scholars, for instance, have referred to China’s “strategic overstretch” [58]. First,
the OBOR is seen as a “strategic blunder” [28]. China’s pledge to invest one trillion
US dollars in countries that participate in BRI has not only failed to achieve many
intended results, but has also generated considerable backlash embodied in the
allegation that China is conducting “debt diplomacy”. Second, the Chinese attempt
to build a series of alternative security, trade and financial bodies to rival the US-led
order have somehow backfired, as SCO increases China-Russian competition over
the rest of the members within the institution and AIIB leads to suspicion of
Chinese investment. Third, the confrontation with the US and a later softening
approach has led many (within and outside China) to doubt if China has become as
“amazing” as government depicts [5].

What is more serious, however, is that China’s ambitious and bold policies
sparked US fear and insecurity. Chinese policies lead the US to feel that China’s
challenge is visible everywhere, extending from the Eurasia landmass to Asia
Pacific, and from economics to technology and onto international institutions
[75]. China is therefore seen as a “strategic competitor” that presents a vital threat
to US national security ([17], 1). China appears to have designed a “grand strategy”
that seeks to compete against the US for supremacy. Its BRI, for instance, is seen to
be an attempt to connect the Eurasian landmass to itself and turn the Eurasian
landmass into an economic and strategic region that will rival and surpass the Euro-
Atlantic region. Its push for institutional innovations appears to have been achieved
at the expense of international institutions and American influence. Its position in
the trade war also increases this fear, as Christopher Wary, the FBI director, states
that “China is trying to position itself as the sole dominant superpower, sole
dominant economic power,” and “replace the United States in that role” [7].

The US feeling of fear and insecurity leads it to take a wide range of measure to
“defeat” the strategic competitor. Fearing that the BRI will expand China’s power and
influence, the US and its regional allies (Australia, India and Japan) have sought to
establish a joint enterprise that will compete against BRI, offsetting expanding Chinese
influence and counteracting the BRI’s threat. Mike Pompeo, the Secretary of State,
announced $113 million in infrastructure and energy in emerging Asian countries as a
first-step counteract against China's BRI [66]. Fearing that institutions such as the SCO
have become an “anti-NATO alliance”, the US has strengthened relations with its
Asian allies and intensified its activities in places like the South China Sea. Fearing that
the trade war might not be able to undermine China’s economic and technological
strength, the US threatens to escalate the trade war, and intends to organize an EU-
Japan-US free-trade zone to counter China.

While there has not been a conflict between China and the US comparable to the
war between Athens and Sparta, the US has come to increasingly fear China. The
US feels that its engagement policy towards China has created a “monster” rather
than fostered stability [15]. This feeling of losing control and worrying about its
debilitated position drives the dynamic of US and China interaction towards more
intensified conflict in many fields [51].
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Conclusion

In this article I began with a critique of the power-transition understanding of TT. I
suggested that while IR scholars are right in viewing TT as echoing some key elements
of PTT (their common focus on the change in balance of power, for instance), TT is
different from PTT because it emphasizes the emotional basis of action rather than the
instrumental-rational basis. For TT, what is crucial is the emotional implications of the
differentiated growth of material capability and the change of feelings induced by the
shifting balance of material capability. I seek to show that for Allison, it is the rising and
ruling powers syndrome, exhibited as hubris, ambition, confidence, resentment, humil-
iation, fear, paranoid, and not the very material condition per se, that drives events
towards war. I have also tried to expand this insight by offering a more theoretically
informed account, an account that draws on the work of those who study international
politics through the lens of tragedy to elaborate rising and ruling power syndrome.
Finally, I have sought to demonstrate how this tragically understood TT can make an
empirical contribution by applying it to analyze the dynamic of China-US relations.

Two points here deserve a more sustained engagement. First, it seems to me that
Allison’s “Thucydides’ Trap” can be seen as implying two different kinds of traps that
are grounded within the two understandings. The power-transition understanding
presents a “material Trap” that is the risk of war or structural stress when the disparity
between a rising and ruling power vanishes. The alternative tragic understanding would
suggest that Thucydides’ Trap is an “emotional Trap”. With growing power, a rising
power tends to fall victim to the trap of hubris, ambition and confidence; a ruling
power, meanwhile, is trapped by fear and insecurity.

Second, the two understandings of Thucydides’ Trap lead scholars to ask very
different questions. The first line leads them to examine questions such as whether
China’s material capability is surpassing that possessed by the US ([11], 11-25). This
line of enquiry, I suggest, cannot make the idea of Thucydides’ Trap very useful and
will not shed much light on China-US relations. However, it seems unfortunate that
when Allison presents the idea of TT — especially in his later book version — this is
precisely what he offers (for instance, Allison places heavy emphasis on TT as the
“structural stress” or the “gravitational force”). Yet, a tragic interpretation of TT will
lead to the following questions: Can rising and ruling states (i.e. political entities)
exhibit emotions? Why does the changing balance of power bring about a drastic
change of emotions? How do emotions affect behavior and interaction? If the tragic
reading enables scholars to focus on a rising power’s positive emotions, such as
confidence and ambition, then what about the “negative rising power syndromes”,
such as resentment and victimhood? For instance, if China wants to achieve “national
rejuvenation” after “the century of humiliation”, then how will this sentiment shape
China’s behavior when its power grows? Should IR scholars take the negative emotions
in the rising power syndrome seriously when they try to understand the dynamic of
great power relations?

All these questions give an emotional twist to TT, bringing the Thucydides Trap
Project into a broader project that promotes an “emotive turn” in IR. I suggest that the
inquiry into “rising power syndrome” and “ruling power syndrome” is a more pro-
ductive angle from which the Thucydides Trap Project can be approached and ex-
plored. And the Thucydides Trap project can have a bright prospect if scholars shift the
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focus away from material balance — or rational calculation of power and interest — and
instead come to focus on the emotions exhibited in response to the changes in balance.
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