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Abstract 

This thesis examines the model of Thucydides' Trap and its effect on current international 

relations. Answering the question that why China and the United States, two supposed 

parties in Thucydides' Trap model, react differently to this model, this thesis argues that 

China is more vocal on their recognition of this theory not because they are more 

concerned about potential conflict, but because of two alternative reasons: Thucydides' 

Trap model is fundamentally biased against the rising power due to issues related to the 

source materials, and that China’s political system requires its leaders to organize their 

own political philosophy. It is noticeable how China’s academic community assists the 

process of integrating Thucydides’ Trap into the official narratives of Xi. 
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Introduction 

It is an old saying that “nothing is new under the sun,” and that history repeats itself 

regularly. Based on this assumption, many scholars believe that by summarizing and 

analyzing historical events, they can extract a sensible model to predict the future. Power 

struggle and dynamics between a rising challenger and a stagnant status-quo defender is 

considered to be one of the recurring themes. In the words of Graham Allison, this model 

transcends international relations and can manifest in the smallest human social unit 

possible, such as the struggle between a son and a father. The purpose of this thesis, 

therefore, is to examine how scholars have understood past events and arrange them 

under their narratives, and how consequential their narratives could be on new political 

entities. 

 

Scholars of international relations theories are no strangers to adopting ancient historical 

sources and case studies for inspiration and model construction. Among them, the 

Peloponnesian War between ancient Athens and Sparta was one of the most studied 

cases. This long, brutal, and massive war between the Delian League, led by Athens, and 

the Peloponnesian League, led by Sparta, was documented by the famous Greek 

Historian Thucydides in his work History of the Peloponnesian War, which became a 

treasured piece of literature for scholars in the international relations field, especially for 

those that identify with the realist arguments. Thucydides writes “What made war 

inevitable was the growth of Athenian power and the fear which this caused in Sparta.”1 

 
1 Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, Chapter 1, Paragraph 23. 
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One of the latest attempts of model construction was the “Thucydides’ Trap” theory done 

by Professor Graham T. Allison.  In his latest book Destined for War: Can America and 

China Escape Thucydides’ Trap?, Allison systematically advances the theory and 

employs historical examples that span history to illustrate his point that a rising power 

would frighten the status quo power, thus, in the end, increasing the chances of military 

conflict between the two nations. Of the sixteen examples that he cites where a rising 

power challenges a traditional power, only four of them ended with a peaceful switch of 

position and without any military conflicts.2  

 

Allison thus concludes that while war is not inevitable between a rising power and a 

ruling power, it is indeed not unthinkable and are more likely than most people and 

policymakers might expect.3 Allison then dedicates the rest of the book to the U.S.-China 

relations and attempts to offer policy options to ameliorate the tensions between the two 

countries to prevent a major war from erupting. While not discrediting Allison’s intention 

and recommendations to ease the tensions of the U.S.-China relations, the main argument 

of this thesis is that appropriating ancient historical events, such as the Peloponnesian 

War, for models without careful examination of the source material would lead to biased 

and inaccurate models being created. At the same time, a biased model can be exploited 

by a party that may benefit from such biases. 

 

 
2 “Case File," Belfer Center. 
3 Allison, Destined for War, p. 19-20. 
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Review of Literatures 

An increasing number of scholars are arguing that the current trajectory would lead to an 

inevitable war between the two countries. Realist scholars like John Mearsheimer have 

long argued very bluntly that “China cannot rise peacefully,” and advised countries like 

Australia and other countries neighboring China to be cautious of likely regional conflicts 

in the Asia Pacific caused by Chinese and American aggression.4 His is a generally 

similar argument compared to Allison’s, claiming that the shift in the balance of power 

between China and the United States would fundamentally increase the likelihood of 

conflict. Scholars like Philip Saunders, on the other hand, argues that China is actively 

balancing between restrained policies to preserve regional stability and its own need for 

legitimacy by pursuing full territorial integrities and resolving border disputes. This 

balancing means that the likelihood of China pursuing an aggressive path depended on a 

variety of factors, including China’s economic power, the balance of power between 

China and the United States, China’s desire to pursue legitimacy, Chinese capability to 

impose balanced policies, and unexpected regional events.5 Power dynamics alone cannot 

predict the likelihood of conflict between the U.S. and China in the long run. 

 

Extending that argument further would lead to the area of criticism of realism and 

neoliberalism in general. Randall Schweller, for instance, argues that the neorealism 

arguments overlook the importance of revisionist goals, also known as non-security 

expansion factors, as the driving force of a nation’s diplomatic policies. To de-emphasize 

 
4 Mearsheimer, “The Gathering Storm," p. 2. 
5 Saunders, “China’s Role in Asia," p. 166. 
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state interests, structural realists have adopted a status quo bias in their international 

politics. As a result, neorealist arguments are misleading and cannot be logically deduced 

from the theory’s assumption of security-seeking units.6 It is notable that while Allison’s 

argument leans toward realism heavily, he would agree with Schweller that non-security 

factors cannot be overlooked. In his book, Allison discusses extensively and gives credit 

to China and Xi’s non-security motivations for promoting China’s international prestige 

and position.  

 

While Allison argues that wars are not inevitable, he is still one of the leading scholars 

claiming that the current trajectory increases the chances of a violent confrontation 

between the two superpowers. Built to caution the likeliness of U.S.-China warfare and 

grip the attention of policymakers and strategists in both the United States and China, it is 

not difficult to say that this book has mostly achieved its desired effect. Scholars of both 

countries focusing on this area are all widely familiar with this work and concept and 

have begun incessantly debating its validity and applicability to the U.S.-China 

conundrum. Cardinal names in this academic field, such as Henry Kissinger, Niall 

Ferguson, and Ezra Vogel, as well as former politicians, military officials, and diplomats 

like Joe Biden, Retired General David Petraeus, Samantha Powers, and Ban Ki-Moon all 

granted their vocal support to the book. To this day, the phrase “Thucydides’ Trap” is 

practically known by every student and practitioner of international relations academic 

field and known by every student and observer of the U.S.-China relationship. 

 

 
6 Schweller, “Neorealism’s Status-Quo Bias," p. 92. 
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The prominence of his theory regarding state dynamics in the current international 

academia, especially among experts studying U.S.-China relations, is what prompted this 

thesis to examine its level of influence and the rationale behind the level of support it 

received in the first place. Therefore, it would be better to clarify again that the purpose 

of this thesis is not on the accuracy and predictability of Thucydides' Trap model. 

Instead, the question that is being answered here is on the model’s real-life impact on 

politics and bilateral relations, and how that impact came to be. On that field, opinions on 

the dynamics between the U.S. and China, on how should scholars frame the dynamics, 

and the validity of Thucydides' Trap theory itself are also not unified. One common 

argument is that theories like Thucydides’ Trap are “self-fulfilling prophecies,” meaning 

that the more models and theories like this are being publicly discussed and spoken, the 

more likely the phenomenon the model tries to warn against would happen. Scholars like 

Amitav Acharya, an international relations scholar famous for his criticism of Eurocentric 

and Mediterranean-centric IR models, made this exact point during an interview with 

Xinhua.7  

 

Acharya further argues that projecting modern concepts backward to classical wisdom is 

a “methodological sin” that western scholars have frequently embraced.8 Numerous 

scholars have also looked at The Peloponnesian War itself and stated that Allison has 

incorrectly oversimplified the entire historical event into a single quote, which is 

arguably not even the main argument of the historical work. Daniel Garst, for instance, 

 
7 “Interview: ‘Thucydides' trap’ dangerous theory concerning China-U.S. relations: scholar," 

Xinhua 
8 Acharya, “Dialogue and Discovery," p. 636. 
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argues as early as 1987, neorealism has misunderstood and misappropriated classical 

texts like The Peloponnesian War. Garst argues that the actual contribution of The 

Peloponnesian War lies in its analysis of hegemony and power through its record of 

speeches by influential figures, instead of what neorealist interpret as “scientific” 

methodologies.9 Attempts of realists and neorealist to form models based on Thucydides’ 

work are fundamentally wrong, according to Garst. Scholars like Donald Kagan and 

Ernst Badian go a step further in arguing that Thucydides' Trap indeed did not exist in the 

mind of Thucydides.10 The reason of recognizing this argument is not to say that 

Thucydides’ Trap is not a reliable model because he misrepresented the classics, but 

rather to recognize the real-life impact this theory can have by misrepresenting a 

historical event. We will discuss this in greater detail later on. 

 

Research Question 

There is no doubt that both the American and Chinese scholars widely recognize the 

notion of Thucydides’ Trap. On the official level, however, the two most crucial players 

in this bilateral relation did not exhibit the same level of direct attention to the theory. On 

the one hand, all of the experts related to the U.S. government or military that provided 

supportive book reviews when the book was published were former members of those 

institutions that currently reside in academia, such as Henry Kissinger. Although they 

remain profoundly influential towards American diplomacy, they were at this moment 

not directly shaping it. None of the U.S. officials from either the Obama Administration 

 
9 Garst, “Thucydides and Neorealism," p. 3. 
10 Waldron, “There is No Thucydides Trap.” 
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or the Trump Administration commented publicly about Thucydides’ Trap model and 

their opinions on it. The closest example to an official attitude and statement from a U.S. 

government official was when a Chinese press reported that during an informal 

discussion, President Barack Obama responded to a statement from Chinese President Xi 

Jinping, saying that he personally does not believe in Thucydides' Trap.11 Although the 

current Trump administration seems to be more interested in this theory by summoning 

Allison to the White House on multiple occasions,12 it has yet to mention publicly or 

acknowledge the theory in any shape or form.  

 

Of course, this is not to say that the United States government is not paying sufficient 

attention to this theory. The reality is almost the exact opposite, as the United States 

government, especially after the advent of the Trump administration, became increasingly 

wary of China’s rise in technological prowess, regional aggression and attempts to spread 

its overall influence. Compared to earlier administrations such as the Obama 

administration who describes relations with China as a “strategic partnership,” this one is 

not afraid of using terms like “great power competition” and “strategic rivalry” to 

describe the relationship between the U.S. and China. These descriptions are near-

verbatim summaries of Thucydides’ Trap model in spirit, as well as the long lineage of 

realist arguments behind Thucydides’ Trap theory itself. However, never once did the 

White House, the Pentagon, or any other governmental institutions used the term itself to 

describe and define the bilateral relationship between the U.S. and China. 

 

 
11 Renmin, “Xi Jinping met with U.S. President Obama." 
12 Crowley, “Why the White House is Reading Greek History." 
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On the other hand, there has been a significant level of focus and attention to this theory 

itself by not just Chinese academia, but also senior Chinese political leaders and officials. 

Among them, the most prominent analyst of Thucydides’ Trap theory is none other than 

Chinese President Xi Jinping. During his administration and foreign visits, he referenced 

and mentioned this concept and his understanding of the theory during a meeting to a 

group of U.S. representatives during his visit to the U.S., and even went as far to include 

the notion of Thucydides’ Trap into his “Great Challenge” narrative. In this narrative, the 

theory was combined with the Middle Income Trap and the “Tacitus Trap,” the argument 

that once the public credibility of a government fells below a certain point, the damage of 

its image would be irreversible, into the “Three Great Trap” concept, which entails three 

significant hurdles that the Communist Party of China has to overcome in order to sustain 

its control over China. Chinese state media has documented two public and official 

statements from Xi on Thucydides’ Trap and many more accounts during interviews and 

meetings.13 Chinese state media itself have also referenced this notion multiple times, and 

Xinhua even went as far as to publish a whole-page advertisement on New York Times 

on April 6, 2017, claiming that “Both major players in the region share a moral obligation 

to steer away from Thucydides’ Trap.”14 This special attention to Thucydides’ Trap, 

driven by Xi and supported by his institutions, has come to the point that Allison himself 

publicly states during a summit that “One person who clearly gets it (Thucydides’ Trap) 

is President Xi Jinping.” 15 

 

 
13 “Graphic Explanation," Renmin. 
14 Zhu, “Advertisement," New York Times. 
15 Allison, “Escaping the Thucydides' Trap." 
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This phenomenon is an anomaly even in Chinese politics, as previous Communist leaders 

have never mentioned a political theory by a foreign scholar with such a frequency. 

While it is understandable why Allison would be delighted to see this public recognition 

from one of the most powerful politicians in the world, claiming that this powerful 

politician must be very talented by recognizing his model, it still gives no clue as to why 

would Xi provides this recognition. The frequent mentioning of this theory, with the help 

of state media and Chinese scholars eager to discuss this topic, made Thucydides’ Trap 

theory widely acknowledged throughout many different academic fields in China, 

stretching throughout almost the entire political science discipline and extends to the 

economic and sociological disciplines as well. In this thesis, I would propose the research 

question of why are the Chinese government and its senior politicians, particularly the Xi 

administration, more interested in recognizing and discussing the “Thucydides’ Trap” 

model of bilateral relations directly and unequivocally than their American counterparts. 

 

Argument and Counter-Argument 

I would argue that the Chinese government, as well as scholars associated with it, 

actively promoted Thucydides’ Trap model for two primary and connected reasons: The 

first reason is that the way Thucydides’ Trap model was organized left spaces for the 

rising power to indirectly discredits the “status-quo” power by arguing that the fear of the 

status-quo power is one of the leading factors. The reasons can be explained mostly by 

the fact that the original source itself, The Peloponnesian War, is an anecdote favoring 

Athens, the rising power. By promoting this theory, China is subtly promoting and 

encouraging the narrative that the U.S. should bear more responsibility to maintain this 
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bilateral relationship and be seen as the main perpetrator to blame should tension between 

China and the U.S. rise.  

 

The second reason is that the model is being appropriated by Chinese President Xi 

Jinping to establish and complete his own governing philosophy. Following the traditions 

of Communist leaders, Xi would need to develop his political philosophy and have it 

integrated into the Constitution. Given that his administration has the primary goal of 

restoring China to its historical prestige, it makes sense for Xi to incorporate Thucydides’ 

Trap narrative that provides moral justification for this endeavor. By recognizing 

Thucydides’ Trap as an existing problem, Xi combined it into his political legacy, the “Xi 

Jinping Thought.” Furthermore, Chinese scholars are helping this process by linking Xi’s 

other works and thoughts to this question and are branding them as “solutions” to 

Thucydides’ Trap problem. In particular, the notion of “Community of shared future for 

mankind,” a concept coined by Hu Jintao and promoted widely by Xi, was frequently 

sold as the solution to international dilemmas like Thucydides’ Trap. 

 

What appears to be the most obvious alternative argument would be that the Chinese 

government is more concerned about the prospect of the two countries heading towards 

an inevitable war than their American counterparts, and thus is more active in discussing 

and raising awareness for this model in particular via official media. This argument 

would portrait China as more or less a responsible power concerned about peace and 

stability and is more willing to address it publicly than the United States. This concern 

can manifest in the aspect of military and economy. Xi indeed listed Thucydides’ Trap as 
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a critical obstacle that CPC needs to overcome and that in terms of overall military 

capabilities, China is still relatively weaker than the United States as of this moment. 

Scholars like Bates Gill, Michael O’Hanlon, and James H. Nolt used to make the 

argument back in the late 1990s and early 2000s that China’s military power is not 

sufficient to challenge the U.S. in any meaningful ways. This kind of opinion, however, 

died out around the mid-2000s when China’s military power began experiencing 

substantial growth and development. Economically speaking, both countries are 

incredibly dependent on one another to maintain their economic vitality. However, the 

fact that the Chinese government relies heavily on its economic performances as the 

primary source of legitimacy could mean that the regime would be more vulnerable in the 

face of an economic collapse compared to the Americans. 

 

The reason that this argument is not accurate is that there is no evidence suggesting that 

China is more concerned about conflicts than the United States. To be clear, both the U.S. 

and China are aware of the risks of being dragged into military conflict and are concerned 

about it, but the physical conditions of the two countries would predict that both countries 

would be concerned about the risk at a similar level. Given that the two countries all hold 

nuclear weapons, an all-out nuclear war would be extremely damaging for both countries, 

and the differences between each country’s losses would be insignificant under this scale 

of damage. If concerns over consequences are the main factor influencing the level of 

attention given by the two governments, then the levels of attention given by China and 

by the United States should be more or less equal. Therefore, either both countries would 

reference the theory, or none of the countries would. Even if we recognize that military 
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conflict does not automatically equates to nuclear war, the latest report on China’s overall 

military power by the Defense Intelligence Agency still reveals that China’s relative 

military power is rapidly rising in comparison to the United States,16 which should further 

disprove the notion that China is more concerned about losing a potential conflict than 

the United States.  

 

Economically speaking, this argument that China is more concerned than the United 

States is also not entirely valid. While it is true that China’s economy would be 

devastated if a conflict occurs with the United States, the same will also happen to the 

United States. Globalization has tied the economy of most countries in the world together 

to the extent that a single incident in one country could influence the market of a different 

country far away. If an economic catastrophe happens when a conflict is triggered, then 

both countries would suffer immensely in terms of political stability. Whichever 

administration that governs the U.S. during this hypothetical crisis would almost certainly 

fail the next round of election for ruining the American economy, and the successive 

administrations would struggle to rebuild the American economy. In China’s case, a 

failed economy would fundamentally destroy the legitimacy of the Communist Party and 

may cause riots and even internal power struggle that can topple the entire regime. On the 

surface, it appears that a potential conflict would damage the Communist Party more than 

any American government. However, given that the Communist Party has centralized 

control of the military and other crucial resources, it is safe to assume that the Party 

would try to shift sources of legitimacy to quell internal conflicts. This could be achieved 

 
16 Defense Intelligence Agency, “China Military Power” 
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in forms such as mobilizing the military to further its quest for territorial integrity. The 

Communist Party of China has a long history of surviving crises caused by their policies 

that have the potential of ending its control over China. Therefore, I would argue that 

there is no sufficient evidence to support the argument that China pays more attention to 

Thucydides’ Trap model because they are more concerned about the negative 

consequences. 

 

Methodology 

The thesis looks into both primary sources and secondary sources for evidence to support 

the two arguments. For primary sources, I am doing discourse research on Chinese 

sources by looking into both government-issued materials, state-media issued materials, 

and scholarly articles from authors associated with the Chinese government. These 

include speeches and statements made by Chinese government officials, including the 

ones made by President Xi Jinping, as well as coverages and materials issued by Chinese 

state media like Xinhua. A crucial part of my sources is essays and journals available on 

the Chinese National Knowledge Initiative (CNKI). The reason for choosing this source 

for material is that CNKI remains the most significant source for foreign researchers to 

gain access to academic work done by Chinese scholars. Another crucial reason for this 

choice is that I am utilizing those essays in a way that can bypass the most significant 

issue of CNKI—its academic neutrality. There is no doubt that academic works on CNKI 

were from sources approved by the Chinese government, which will undermine their 

credibility in any other circumstances. For this thesis, however, I am using those 

academic work as first-hand materials. By treating those articles as reflections of how the 
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Chinese academia is allowed or encouraged to discuss specific topics such as 

Thucydides’ Trap model, there is no requirement for this thesis to treat them as unbiased 

materials. To analyze these materials, some rudimentary quantitative methodologies are 

required, including keyword searches and counting. These primary sources help me to 

produce the evidence to support the argument that Thucydides’ Trap model works well 

with China’s narrative and that the Chinese narrative is now incorporating the model into 

itself. Furthermore, this essay also references the original work by Thucydides and 

compare it to the Allison model, since the model is mostly built upon the historical 

materials that first appeared in that book. 

 

Secondary resources are from the academic analysis of U.S.-China relations itself, as well 

as critiques of Thucydides’ Trap model from various scholars. Among those academic 

resources, I am paying special attention to the school of literature that discusses the 

“Security Dilemma” theory, which Thucydides’ Trap model can be seen as being part of, 

and compare the differences between them. Critiques of the security dilemma argument 

would also be carefully studied and referenced. These secondary sources help us to 

understand the nature of the model itself and to support the argument that Thucydides’ 

Trap model is intrinsically vulnerable to exploitation by rising powers due to the way it is 

organized. Furthermore, this thesis also looks into different scholarly interpretations of 

the original Peloponnesian War by Thucydides in relation to different international 

relations school of thoughts. To clarify, this thesis is not a literature review and not a 

critique of how Allison’s model is not reliable simply because he misrepresented the 

original materials. It is still essential, however, for us to understand in what ways did 
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Allison’s model differs from the original message that Thucydides attempts to present to 

his audiences. This would help us to understand the ways that China could construct 

narratives that are beneficial for them based on Allison’s Thucydides’ Trap model, 

instead of on the historical realities documented by Thucydides. 

 

Findings and Evidence 

1. An Exploitable Theory 

While not focusing on the debate of whether the model itself is an accurate reflection of 

realities both historically and in a modern context, it is crucial to understand its 

implications to real-life politics and narrative formation. Even though Graham argues that 

the spiraling of conflict requires both players to share responsibilities to be halted, the 

reality of narrative formation is that a rising power can easily emphasize and shift 

responsibilities to the “status quo” power without losing a significant amount of moral 

high ground when constructing this new narrative. The traditional Chinese narrative 

regarding its development is the “Peaceful Development Argument,” which entails that 

China will develop without pursuing hegemony of any sort. On a technical level, 

Thucydides’ Trap differs from the traditional school of thought dubbed in China as the 

“China Threat Theory” in that it does not question the moral consequences of China’s 

rise and does not squarely blame China alone for any escalation of tension. This 

difference, combined with the lately emphasized Chinese narrative that China will 

achieve “Great Revitalization,” allows China to advance the narrative that China’s rise 

should not be concerning at all.  
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Even in his book, Allison spends a considerable amount of content to discuss the validity 

of Xi’s ambition and the “demand of the Chinese people.” In the book, several chapters 

are dedicated to describing how Xi’s experience has led to his current determination to 

achieve “China’s Rejuvenation.” This is especially obvious in Chapter Six, where 

Allison, through his interview with Lee Kuan Yew, attempts to restructure Xi’s political 

ambition and ultimate goal from information provided by Lee.17 Many scholars have 

questioned the validity of this attempt of elite portrayal, especially when the information 

comes from a potentially biased source. In this case, Allison is relying on Lee, who is 

also a known authoritarian and believer of Confucianist understandings, for information 

regarding Xi. Some also question the level of validity the information can have when it is 

given by a Singaporean political leader that may not fully understand Chinese politics,18 

although I do feel that Lee’s experience of dealing and meeting with Chinese leaders 

provided him the necessary credentials. Allison then goes on to describe how it is every 

Chinese citizen’s dream to see China revitalized, and would support Xi’s cause. While 

not arguing that it is innately wrong for a country’s citizens to desire the development of 

their countries, and that a country’s leader should not seek benefits for their own 

countries, Allison’s description provides too much credit for the Chinese narrative, while 

not contributing significantly to the original dialogue he is trying to propagate. 

Understanding why China wants to develop as a regional power should not provide 

legitimacy to the disrupting tactics the Chinese government might deploy to achieve this 

goal. In addition, Allison seems to be taking Xi’s words for granted, without questioning 

the potential ulterior motives at all in his book.  

 
17 Allison, ibid, p. 129-131. 
18 Wang, “Graham Allison and Thucydides' Trap," p. 146. 
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The only “rebuttal” Allison provides with regards to that potential Chinese outlook is 

from a quote by Hillary Clinton: “I don’t want my grandchildren to live in a world 

dominated by the Chinese.”19 This is not a helpful way to frame this issue from an 

American perspective because, on the one hand, it does not point to the methodologies 

and tactics of China utilizing existing international structures to advance their agendas, 

which is essential for the U.S. to understand where to pressure China to contain its 

actions. On the other hand, rhetoric like this fit nicely into the category of the “China 

threat” theory. It is not difficult for Chinese scholars to then divide Thucydides’ Trap 

theory into parts that can be adopted and parts that can be used as targets. One of the key 

criticisms that Chinese scholars have about Thucydides’ Trap is that while the 

phenomenon itself is provable, the Americans, in this case, are acting aggressively by 

introducing this model in the first place and then to imply that China is the rising 

aggressor. We will talk more about this argument later. For now, we must understand that 

a half-hearted critique and warning can be detrimental to one’s overall arguments, such as 

this case has shown, as well as providing unintentional advantages to a narrative one is 

trying to combat. 

 

Perhaps we can trace the problem of neutrality back to Thucydides instead of blaming it 

all on Allison. Thucydides was regarded as one of the earliest neutral historians in the 

western world, but in recent years some scholars in the field of history are starting to 

raise concerns over his perceived neutrality, arguing that his position and past 

experiences make him biased towards his homeland Athens. Ernst Badian, for instance, 

 
19 Allison, ibid, p. 162. 
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argues that in his organization of materials and framing of narratives, a strong pro-

Athenian bias was revealed. The first chapter of The Peloponnesian War, the chapter that 

describes the escalating tensions and the rationale for war between the two superpowers, 

was overall an elaborate and subtle apologia by Thucydides and the scholars who 

compiled his work to defend Athens after the war has ended.20 In a similar vein, Kagan 

also argues during his review of The Peloponnesian War that this historical work was not 

written by a historian far away from the scene, but rather written by an Athenian general 

that actually participated in the early phase of the war for a duration of time before him 

being exiled due to a military defeat.21 Although not pointing out directly what would be 

his bias, Kagan’s comment also casts shadows onto the image of Thucydides being a 

neutral recorder of history. 

 

To understand where the bias did come to play, we need to first have a brief 

understanding of the war, according to Thucydides. According to his documentation, 

after fending off the Persian forces from the Greek islands, the wartime alliance between 

the City-State of Athens and Sparta gradually eroded. Through integrating the resources, 

defenses, and navies of her allies, Athens and the Delian League she leads rapidly 

ascended to the position of being a regional hegemon. This change of status did not go 

unnoticed by Sparta, the power that is being challenged. Suspicious of Athenian 

intentions and culture, the Spartans began first by trying to persuade Athens to halt her 

reconstruction process for the sake of regional peace, then tried to deny Athens from 

participating in regional collective actions. Irritated and offended by the Spartans, the 

 
20 Badian, “Thucydides and the Outbreak of the Peloponnesian War," p. 47. 
21 Kagan, “Thucydides," p. 257. 
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Athenians marched onward towards further solidifying her position as the naval power of 

Greece. The situation escalated into alliance disputes and proxy wars over colonies and 

territories, and diplomatic communications only solidified each of their positions.22 The 

eventual result is the Peloponnesian War, a 21-year long and devastating military conflict 

between Athens and Sparta that crippled the two regional superpowers. Not long after the 

war, Macedonia, the state that was traditionally treated as an outsider, rose to prominence 

and took over the entirety of the Greek world.  

 

On one hand, while not denying Athens’ role of exacerbating the tension to the point of 

military conflict, Thucydides describes Athenian actions and reactions as purely justified. 

On the other hand, while also saying that Spartan reactions were justified, it is framed in 

a way that the Spartans are seen as suspicious and over-reacting to just Athenian claims. 

Sparta was even depicted in the book as suspicious and fearful of Athenian culture in 

general. The King of Sparta was depicted as one of the only calm politicians in Sparta 

that could not properly control his allies and subordinates and failed to de-escalate the 

situation. Thucydides also chooses not to explain or describe certain actions by Athens 

that would be considered provocative. One example of such negligence that scholars 

criticize how Thucydides failed to provide sufficient and equal attention to the fact that 

Athens would often deliberately incite slave revolts in Spartan territories, which 

constitutes as Sparta’s number one security concern. 

 

 
22 Thucydides, ibid, Chapter 1. 
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In his critique of Thucydides’ Trap, Dawei Wang argues that Allison blindly accepts the 

premise of Thucydides’ argument and design of narratives without questioning its 

neutrality.23 As we have mentioned earlier, this is a common critique of Allison’s model. 

Indeed, Allison himself and his supporters would frequently defend his argument by 

saying that it does not matter whether he interpreted Thucydides’ work with perfect 

accuracy, what matters is that his model fits historical observations reasonably well and 

cannot be easily disproved with historical evidence.24 While that is not wrong, what we 

are focusing on here is the fact that Allison’s lack of attention to the neutrality of his 

model due to not correctly managing the source material leads to the model becoming 

easily exploitable by any rising power, in this case, China. To summarize, a rising power 

can cite its advancements in a macroscopic narrative that disproportionately grants its 

moral authorities. The reality of “there is nothing morally wrong for the Athenians or the 

Chinese to advance their national interests” becomes “the Athenians and the Chinese 

should advance their national interests at all manageable costs.” 

 

2. Formation of Legacies 

Observers of Chinese politics have long noticed the tendency of Chinese political leaders 

to develop their political philosophy and have it enshrined into the Chinese Legal and 

Constitutional framework. Throughout his ongoing administration, Xi had proposed 

many political ideas that have been branded part of the expanding “Xi Jinping Thought.” 

Within the Xi Jinping Thought, the notion of “Community of shared future for mankind” 

 
23 Wang, ibid. 
24 “Seven Straw Men Thucydides," Belfer Center 
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was one of the most stellar ideas that are widely propagated by the Chinese academia. 

Essentially, the Community of a shared future for mankind is a call for the establishment 

of a new framework of international relations and promote and improve global 

governance. Under this context, a part of the Chinese scholars began combining the 

discussion of the Community of a shared future for mankind with the discussion of 

Thucydides’ Trap. In addition, we have mentioned earlier that China has the prospect of 

“Great Revitalization” as part of its agenda, which is the fundamental cornerstone of Xi’s 

political legacy. Having a generally supportive model from an international scholar into 

Xi’s political philosophy would not serve a distinct purpose domestically, as the official 

statements would not make that connection, but would be beneficial when that 

philosophy is being promoted worldwide, which coincides with China’s recent tendency 

to spread their governing ideologies to the world. 

 

In order to organize Thucydides’ Trap model into the narrative that can be utilized by the 

government and by the senior leadership, the Chinese government would need assistance 

from the Chinese academia to lay out the theoretical frameworks. According to keyword 

searching on CNKI, we can see that more than 300 articles on Thucydides’ Trap were 

published in different Chinese academic journals from 2014 to 2018, and it is predicted 

that about 88 articles on Thucydides’ Trap would be published by 2019. Most of the 

journals are from influential policy institutes such as the China Institute of International 

Studies or China Institute of Contemporary International Relations. These policy 

institutes usually are initiated or supported by government officials or party members and 

have always produced research materials primarily for the government. Another major 
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group of journals and articles are produced by university magazines and newspapers and 

are usually related to that university’s Political Science department. These sources are 

mainly targeting students and faculties, in other words, the future academic generations. 

The rest of the journals come from magazines published by private companies.  

 

Among those journals, the journal that was referenced by other journals the most has 

been referenced 31 times in total since its publication. This article is from the university 

newspaper of Central China Normal University, discussing the implications of 

developing cultural industries under the context of U.S.-China conflict. The journal that 

was downloaded the most has been downloaded 4,029 times in total, on CNKI alone, 

since its publication. This article is from the university newspaper of Hubei University, 

giving a general introduction of U.S.-China relations and Thucydides’ Trap. What is 

interesting is that the article was written by Jin Canrong, one of the leading scholars of 

China’s international relations field. 

 

Categorizing the journals’ perspectives on the model, two main connecting arguments 

proposed by the Chinese academia can be extracted and summarized. The first argument 

is that Thucydides’ Trap theory exists, but as a western invention, as a theory based on 

observations of western civilizations alone. Chinese scholars argue that while 

Thucydides’ Trap is not wrong as a model depicting a historical problem, it does not fit 

into the U.S.-China relationship by default. Scholars like Haibo Li, Dawei Zhang, Xiao 

Ren, Shengli Ling, and many others hold this argument. This argument is not unique 

among Chinese scholars, as many international scholars have also criticized Thucydides’ 
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Trap based on this ground. What is interesting, however, is that not all of the scholars 

holding this argument believe that the theory is, or should be, non-existent. For instance, 

while Ren criticizes Thucydides’ Trap as a misuse of historical material and is the result 

of the “de-historicization” of the IR field of study25, Li argues that Thucydides’ Trap 

exists for specific reasons, but China should avoid being trapped into this narrative.26 

Frequent employment of a Cultural argument would also appear, such as arguments that 

China is a historically peaceful power that did not actively pursuit warfare with its 

neighbors and have its methodologies when it comes to conflict resolution. Authors like 

Kangling Chen, Gang An, and many others have all made similar arguments. The implicit 

message behind these arguments then becomes that since China is peaceful from the 

beginning, it can only be that it is the Americans who introduced this model to describe 

the U.S.-China relations in the first place that are the aggressive ones. Based on that 

argument, it is the Americans that implemented this bilateral model to the U.S.-China 

relationship and expected China to fit into the position as the rising aggressor. In other 

words, the argument can be easily construed as a compliment to the Chinese disdain of 

“China threat theory”: The Americans are trying to formulate a model to frame China as 

an aggressor when the Americans are the warmongering one. 

 

The second argument, then, would seek to address the problem introduced by the first 

argument. The argument goes that Thucydides’ Trap model is a question that cannot 

provide an answer to itself, and immediately turns to the Community of shared future for 

mankind notion as the ultimate solution to this international conundrum. The notion that 

 
25 Ren, “‘De-historicization’ and ‘Re-historicization’ in IR Studies," p. 154. 
26 Li, “Thucydides’ Trap," p. 15. 
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the international community would come together, appreciate the diversity of their 

cultures, and collectively develop and improve their governance would serve as the 

answer to a bilateral power dynamic. Authors like Haigui Zou & Lin Jiang, Xuanmin 

Wang, Zongbi Liu, Baoquan Tang, and many others have made similar claims. These 

articles are very similar to one another in nature and structure, starting with a general 

introduction of the superiority of the Party’s policies and general directions, then develop 

into the main content of the “Three/Four Great Traps” (the number differs depending on 

the author), one of which would be Thucydides’ Trap, and conclude that the current 

policies of President Xi would be capable of leading China to overcome those traps. The 

authors of these articles are also surprisingly similar in backgrounds. Almost all of the 

authors that I have mentioned here are either from the Party School or from the Marxist 

Departments in Chinese universities, and almost every single one of these works is 

sponsored by a university foundation dedicated to research of Xi Jinping Thought. This 

argument is one of the centerpieces that give legitimacy to Xi’s notion of the international 

community and cooperation. By arguing that the encouragement of an international 

system where all kinds of governments and culture communicate on an equal platform 

can prevent a global conflict of two major powers, China’s governing philosophy 

elevates to a higher position than where it currently resides.  

 

Perhaps what is more interesting in this case is what the Chinese scholars are not saying. 

While almost all of the articles from Chinese scholars I have found are somewhat critical 

of Allison’s theory, from its design to its intentions, almost none of the articles mention 

Allison’s description of the ambition of Xi and the Chinese people to return to a position 
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of greatness. The only exception I have found is from Dawei Wang, who seems to be 

somewhat bothered by Allison’s description of Xi’s personal ambitions and criticizes it as 

inaccurate since Allison obtained that information from Lee Kuan Yew.27 This kind of 

argument could very well be framed into the narrative that western scholars are 

fabricating a “China threat” theory by exaggerating China’s geopolitical ambitions and 

threat levels. However, in their narrative, the China threat theories created by western 

scholars is only wrong because it puts China in the position of a potential aggressor, but 

not the part that claims justification of China’s demand for international respect and 

prestige. In retrospect, this makes sense; this almost direct appraisal of China’s 

motivation wrapped in a layer of criticism did not go unnoticed by Chinese scholars. 

 

What do these all mean to Xi himself then? To him, the elevation of China’s international 

standing as a powerful nation that can demand respect from its fellow nations would be 

the fundamental legacy of his administration. Allison is correct in identifying this aspect 

of China’s desire to rise but failed to understand the other aspect. Xi’s rise to power was 

not smooth, and he took extensive efforts to silence his potential political opponents and 

to promote his political allies. His policies are also fundamentally shifting away from the 

traditional “biding your time” diplomatic philosophy that was introduced by Deng 

Xiaoping. To maintain his legacy and to prove the correctness of his diplomatic decisions 

beyond the point where he inevitably leaves his current position due to procedural 

changes or due to old age, Xi would need to do what every other Chinese leader had 

 
27 Wang, ibid. 
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done, which is to develop his decision to a philosophical level, one that can be enshrined 

into the Chinese Constitution just like Mao Zedong Thought and Deng Xiaoping Theory. 

 

Perhaps this reason can help to partly explain why did Thucydides’ Trap theory extended 

to other academic fields that are less related to international relations. While some of the 

articles discussing Thucydides’ Trap are still within the boundaries of new battleground 

of U.S.-China relations, such as the trade wars and cybersecurity conflicts, several 

Chinese articles analyze Thucydides’ Trap in a domestic political angle that suggests that 

the model reflects the brilliance of the current governing philosophies and thoughts of the 

Xi administration. One article analyzes how Thucydides’ Trap model influence China’s 

development of cultural industries and innovation. Many other articles combined the 

model with Xi’s “Four Greatness” thought and went to the direction of appraisal of the 

official ideas. This is, of course, not including the ubiquitous historical analysis of 

Thucydides’ Trap model, which is commonplace in American academia as well. This 

wide range of academic fields talking about Thucydides’ Trap could be an indication that 

it is turning into a buzzword in Chinese academia in general. Articles on this topic can 

get widespread recognition, citations, and boost a scholar’s relevance. In the end, it is 

hard to distinguish the causal relations between the Chinese government and the 

academia, but what can be proven with relative ease is that the viewpoints of the 

academia, in general, are consistent with the government’s arguments, and the two would 

reinforce one another. Meanwhile, we should not view the Chinese academia as a 

cohesive entity that has a unified opinion, as many different scholarly works that are 

irrelevant to not completely in coherence with the official narrative also get published. 
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Conclusion 

To conclude, I argue that China pays more attention to Thucydides’ Trap model than 

their American counterparts is not because of genuine concern, but for two connected 

reasons: the model’s exploitability, and the senior leader’s desire to do so. A naturally 

appropriable theory would undoubtedly draw the attention of a leader that is building a 

narrative that partly coincides with the theory. The similar parts of the theory would be 

appropriated, and the potentially damaging parts would be designated as targets of 

criticisms. The resulting narrative is that “this narrative is correct in pointing out this 

accurate subjective dynamic model that requires attention, but it comes from an 

American scholar who is limited in his worldview and biased against China. To solve 

this, China would adopt its own methods to address the problem this scholar introduced 

but could not solve.”  

 

The reason why this question is significant is that that it would provide insights for the 

international community on the level of devotion China has on maintaining its 

commitment to peaceful development and eschewing the notion of regional hegemony. 

Instead, what we have learned is that China is still mostly creating branding for its 

international reputations, rather than caring about regional stability. Besides, by 

analyzing this phenomenon, it would provide greater insight into how governments can 

utilize existing theories and models from academia in ways that produce unforeseen 

consequences and their motivations for doing so. This is a good case study of how a 

model created out of biased sources can have real-life implications and effects. 

Furthermore, researching this topic can create crucial insight into the mechanism of 
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Chinese academia, specifically on their relations with the Chinese government, and how 

do they operate in response to that relation. It is not a hidden secret that the government 

heavily regulates Chinese academia, but what this thesis shows is that academia as a 

whole is willing to assist the government in creating a narrative.  
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