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This policy outlook explores the main dynamics of great power competition between the US 
and China and aims at outlining how this situation might affect global security architecture. The 
competition might become dangerous, with the possibility of conflict if China continues to grow, 

and the US acts to undermine its position. Additionally, the difficulty of distinguishing the true 
intentions of another country can produce erroneous reactions. The intense security competition 

requires both countries to be prudent in their actions and adopt precise rules that mutually 
constrain their behaviour.  
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Introduction  
Alongside the far-reaching implications of infectious dis-
ease and domestic unrest in several countries, great power 
competition between the US and China on several issues 
and regions has unsettled global politics. Foreign policy 
and security circles in the West, including decision-mak-
ers, scholars and journalists, have started discussing the 
causes and consequences of the emerging tensions be-
tween the US and China. According to an Atlantic article, 
the term “Great Power Competition” has dominated the de-
bate recently. As a result, the number of articles that exam-
ine great power competition has dramatically increased, 
particularly after the revelation of the Trump administra-
tion’s 2017 National Security Strategy (NSS) document. 
Likewise, this worldview has started to dominate foreign 
policy understanding in the US and shape the foreign pol-
icy preferences, as there has been an emerging bipartisan 
consensus regarding the threats to the US global interests. 
However, despite the growing importance of great power 
competition among the defence community and foreign 
policy establishments in the US, there is still no consensus 
on the definition of the concept. In the absence of a clear-
cut definition, differing views emerge among the relevant 
actors regarding the implementation of directives outlined 
in the strategy documents. 

Additionally, there has been an on-going scholarly de-
bate regarding the appropriate overall grand strategy for 
the US to adopt in the new security environment. Some 
scholars contend that the US should maintain its primacy 
and continue to lead the world. For them, the US should 
pay particular attention to the protection of the balance of 
power in Asia-Pacific through its military superiority and 
alliance systems. Others suggest that the US should with-
draw its troops deployed overseas and pursue restraint by 
abandoning ceaseless military interventions abroad and 
embracing diplomatic solutions instead. From a different 
perspective, Graham Allison contends that the US should 
admit that the unipolar moment is finished, and should ac-
cept the spheres of influences of other great powers. 

Trump’s strategy document has fundamentally shifted the 
country’s national security priorities by depicting a world 
marked by increasing geopolitical rivalry and competition. 
The document explicitly points to Russia and China char-
acterising them as revisionist powers aiming to undermine 
US security and prosperity and challenging American 
power, influence, and interests. It is also noted in the doc-
ument that Russia and China are determined to increase 
their military capabilities and their control on the informa-
tion space, to enhance their global influences. The docu-
ment also takes issue with previous administrations’ China 
strategy that was based on the assumption that increased 
engagement with rivals would make them incorporated 
into the international system, and claims that this strategy 
was a failure. In response to an increasingly competitive 
environment, the document suggests maintaining US mil-

itary superiority and prioritises the prevention of any state 
to dominate any region of the world. 

Reflecting these concerns, the central theme of the Penta-
gon’s 2018 National Defense Strategy is “the re-emergence 
of long-term strategic competition”. Accordingly, as former 
Secretary of Defense James Mattis noted, terrorism would 
no longer be the number one priority for the US but the 
great power competition. This statement suggests that 
the US will shift its focus from the Middle East and count-
er-terror operations to Asia-Pacific and Europe in order 
to counter China and Russia. Countering China’s military 
capabilities appears to be the number one priority for the 
Department of Defense. 

Released in 2019, China’s Defense White Paper presents 
similar views about the state of world politics. The report 
notes that international strategic competition, particularly 
military competition, is on the rise as the US significantly 
increased its military expenditures, and pushed for more 
superiority in nuclear, outer space, cyber and missile de-
fence. In such a global security landscape, the paper ex-
plains that “China will pursue a national defence policy 
that is defensive in nature”, by ensuring China’s sovereign-
ty, security and development interests. The paper outlines 
several concrete steps that will be taken in order to make 
China’s national defence and armed forces capable. As 
both countries set out to compete in many fields as diverse 
as cyberspace, outer space, global economy and gover-
nance, military and technology, artificial intelligence and 
big data, this will have profound impacts on the future of 
world politics. 

History of Great Power 
Competition in World 
Politics   
During the Cold War, the US pursued a strategy of con-
tainment against the Soviet Union in order to prevent the 
spread of communism and curb expansion of its influ-
ence in other regions. The aftermath of World War Two 
witnessed an increased great power rivalry between the 
US and the Soviet Union. With the demise of the Soviet 
Union, however, this strategy came to an end as the world 
entered into a new period marked by US primacy, which 
was called unipolar moment by Charles Krauthammer in 
1990. According to William Wohlforth, the world witnessed 
an unprecedented period in the history of modern interna-
tional politics, where one state became able and willing to 
expand its global reach extensively. Writing in 1991, Cold 
War historian John Lewis Gaddis contended that the end 
of the Cold War made the US the sole superpower without 
having an apparent major challenger. Hence, the idea of 
great power competition received less attention in world 
politics, particularly during the 1990s. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ryC-Zl6DdZw
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2019/08/what-genesis-great-power-competition/595405/
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/americas-blind-ambition-could-make-it-victim-global-competition-44227
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/americas-blind-ambition-could-make-it-victim-global-competition-44227
https://www.heritage.org/technology/commentary/technology-and-great-power-competition-5-top-challenges-the-next-decade
https://www.heritage.org/technology/commentary/technology-and-great-power-competition-5-top-challenges-the-next-decade
https://www.defenseone.com/news/2019/05/whats-great-power-competition-no-one-really-knows/156969/
https://www.defenseone.com/news/2019/05/whats-great-power-competition-no-one-really-knows/156969/
https://mwi.usma.edu/great-power-competition-anyway/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2020-02-10/folly-retrenchment
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2020-02-10/folly-retrenchment
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/afghanistan/2020-02-10/price-primacy
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-02-10/new-spheres-influence
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-Strategy-Summary.pdf
https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-Strategy-Summary.pdf
https://www.defenseone.com/politics/2018/01/mattis-declares-pentagon-will-shift-focus-great-power-competition-not-terrorism/145305/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/01/21/how-to-read-the-2018-national-defense-strategy/
http://www.andrewerickson.com/2019/07/full-text-of-defense-white-paper-chinas-national-defense-in-the-new-era-english-chinese-versions/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/1990-01-01/unipolar-moment
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/1991-03-01/toward-post-cold-war-world
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In the aftermath of the Cold War, the US transformed its 
grand strategy and adopted a strategy of engagement with 
old rivals, particularly Russia. This strategy was based on 
the idea that if former rivals were integrated into the lib-
eral world system by joining international institutions and 
multilateral forums, they were expected to become less of 
a threat for the US-led order. To this end, the NATO-Russia 
Permanent Joint Council was established in 1997 that con-
stituted the formal basis of the relationship between Russia 
and the US. This step was followed by the formation of the 
NATO-Russia Council in 2002, which aimed at increasing 
cooperation and consultation between Russia and individ-
ual member countries regarding common security issues 
on equal standings. However, these attempts of rapproche-
ment remained unsatisfactory to bring Russia and the US 
closer. This situation was due to the Cold War legacy, com-
bined with the US-led Kosovo intervention in 1999, and the 
US foreign policy moves in Eastern Europe. 

Following the 9/11 attacks, US security strategy became 
primarily concerned with countering terrorism. The new 
strategy resulted in long-lasting military interventions in 
the Middle East as in the cases of Iraq and Afghanistan and 
increased overseas military deployments. As counterterror-
ism dominated the security agenda, great power compe-
tition once again took a backseat. President Obama noted 
in 2006 that great power competition no longer exists. 
Instead, transnational issues including terrorism, climate 
change and pandemics that pose global challenges, re-
quire the cooperation of great powers. With the emergence 
of Daesh in Iraq and Syria in 2014, and its subsequent im-
plications across the globe, terrorism continued to be the 
main focus of the US security priorities. 

Regarding the US-China strategy after the Cold War, the 
US continued to pursue responsible stakeholder approach 
with increased dialogue and engagement in order to co-opt 
China and bring Beijing into the global system. During the 
presidency of Obama, China received special attention as 
President Obama viewed the bilateral relations between 
the US and China as one of the most important in the 21st 
century. By calling himself as the “America’s first Pacific 
president” in 2009, President Obama aimed to recalibrate 
US priorities from Europe to Asia-Pacific and promised 
to engage with the Asia-Pacific based on mutual respect 
and interests. However, with China’s continuing econom-
ic ascendance (becoming the second-largest economy 
in 2010), the Obama administration adopted the ‘Pivot to 
Asia’ strategy in order to counter China’s growing influence, 
while maintaining bilateral diplomatic relations in order to 
manage expectations. The strategy was originally named 
as “returning to the Asia-Pacific.” It was later re-branded 
‘strategic pivot’ and ‘rebalancing’. In delineating the details 
of the US Asia strategy, the then-Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton wrote in Foreign Policy in 2011 that “The future of 
politics will be decided in Asia, not Afghanistan or Iraq, and 
the United States will be right at the centre of the action.” 
Obama’s 2010 and 2015 NSS documents adopted a cau-

tious embrace of China’s economic ascendance seeking to 
become a strategic partner that would not pose a challenge 
to the US-led Asian economic and security order while en-
hancing the US leadership role in the region. In practice, 
the Obama administration’s rebalancing strategy ground-
ed upon four premises: 

(a) Increasing the number of navy and air force de-
ployments in the region, 

(b) Launching the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) 
trade initiative that would exclude China, 

(c) Using smart power in diplomacy in order to 
drive a wedge between regional countries and 
China, and

(d) Maintaining a dialogue with China. 

However, as China continued to grow economically and 
militarily and become more repressive internally and asser-
tive externally, the foreign policy establishment in Wash-
ington, as well as the Trump administration, has now con-
cluded that rebalancing strategy just failed.

Regarding the failure of this strategy, the 2017 NSS docu-
ment asserted that: 

“These competitions require the United States to rethink 
the policies of the past two decades—policies based on 
the assumption that engagement with rivals and their in-
clusion in international institutions and global commerce 
would turn them into benign actors and trustworthy part-
ners. For the most part, this premise turned out to be false”.

Hence, for Washington, China’s growing economic, military 
and diplomatic clout across the world have been cited as 
evidence for the failure of previous administrations’ China 
strategy, as it failed to contain China’s rise. As such, with 
the Trump administration, competition with China has be-
come the central theme of the US-China strategy. On the 
other hand, from the Chinese perspective, Obama’s piv-
ot strategy was considered another  form of containment 
policy. This negative perception is partly informed by the 
increased US military deployment in the region and exclu-
sion of China from the regional economic deals such as 
TPP. Such developments pushed China to become more 
proactive and assertive, both economically and militarily. 

Chinese President Xi Jinping speaks with President Barack Obama 
during an official State Arrival Ceremony at the White House in 

Washington, USA on September 25, 2015. 
(Samuel Corum - Anadolu Agency)

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00396330902860835
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_25453.htm?selectedLocale=en
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_25453.htm?selectedLocale=en
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/topics_50091.htm
https://apjjf.org/-Herbert-P.-Bix/2919/article.html
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russia-fsu/2014-08-18/why-ukraine-crisis-west-s-fault
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russia-fsu/2014-08-18/why-ukraine-crisis-west-s-fault
https://www.amazon.com/Audacity-Hope-Thoughts-Reclaiming-American/dp/0307237699
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/timeline-the-rise-spread-and-fall-the-islamic-state
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/timeline-the-rise-spread-and-fall-the-islamic-state
https://tnsr.org/2019/02/after-the-responsible-stakeholder-what-debating-americas-china-strategy-2/
https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/assessing-u-s-china-relations-under-the-obama-administration/
https://www.politico.com/story/2009/11/americas-first-pacific-president-029511
https://www.politico.com/story/2009/11/americas-first-pacific-president-029511
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/economics/8322550/China-is-the-worlds-second-largest-economy.html
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-american-pivot-to-asia/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2011/10/11/americas-pacific-century/
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/rss_viewer/national_security_strategy.pdf
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/2015_national_security_strategy_2.pdf
https://isdp.eu/publication/breaking-mould-trumps-china-policy/
https://isdp.eu/publication/breaking-mould-trumps-china-policy/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/12/america-china-relationship/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/12/america-china-relationship/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2017/01/the-pivot-to-asia-was-obamas-biggest-mistake/
https://thediplomat.com/2017/01/the-pivot-to-asia-was-obamas-biggest-mistake/
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Rise of China and the 
Thucydides Trap
Writing in the fifth century BC, high-ranking Athenian mil-
itary commander and historian Thucydides explained the 
Peloponnesian war between Sparta and Athens happened 
because of the structural stress stemming from changes in 
the balance of power. Thucydides contended that: “It was 
the rise of Athens, and the fear that this inspired in Sparta, 
that made war inevitable”, as rising powers growing in con-
fidence demand to have more voice and influence while 
causing fear and insecurity in the ruling power. Graham 
Allison, a political scientist at Harvard University, labelled 
this situation as Thucydides trap. Allison noted that when 
a rising power challenges the dominant power to overtake 
its position, war is almost always the result. After analysing 
16 past cases where a rising power challenged the ruling 
power, Allison and his team found that 12 of them ended 
up in war. He warned that the war between the US and Chi-
na is not only a possibility in the decades to come but also 
more likely than recognised at the moment. He said that: 
“judging by the historical record, war is more likely than 
not”. However, he also noted that war is not inevitable, as 
four out of sixteen cases in their analysis did not result in 
bloodshed. This environment requires both the challeng-
er and the challenged to be prudent in their actions, take 
lessons from the history and increased efforts to diminish 
misperceptions. 

Starting with Deng Xiaoping era in the 1980s, China has 
successfully transformed its economy and managed to 
grow 10 per cent a year since. China has become the 
second-largest economy in terms of nominal GDP, which 
stood at $13.37 trillion while being the largest in terms of 
GDP PPP surpassing the US. China also became the num-
ber one energy consumer and got ahead of the US in man-
ufacturing goods. Additionally, China stood in the number 
two position in terms of investments in research and devel-
opment after the US with its $444.8 billion expenditure in 
2017, which was ten times higher than that of 2010 making 
Chinese companies more competitive in the global mar-
kets. 

Chinese Annual Real GDP Growth: 1979-2018

(percent change)

Source: IMF, and Chinese National Bureau of Statistics
Graphic: Congressional Research Service
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http://classics.mit.edu/Thucydides/pelopwar.1.first.html
https://foreignpolicy.com/2017/06/09/the-thucydides-trap/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2015/09/united-states-china-war-thucydides-trap/406756/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2015/09/united-states-china-war-thucydides-trap/406756/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/henrychesbrough/2019/11/17/how-to-respond-to-the-rise-of-china/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/economics/8322550/China-is-the-worlds-second-largest-economy.html
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.PP.KD?end=2018&locations=US-CN&name_desc=false&start=2000&view=chart
https://www.brookings.edu/research/china-and-the-return-of-great-power-strategic-competition/
https://chinapower.csis.org/chinese-companies-global-500/
https://chinapower.csis.org/chinese-companies-global-500/
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?end=2018&locations=US-CN&name_desc=false&start=1990&view=chart
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In line with its economic ascendance, China has also 
grown in foreign policy ambitions with the inauguration 
of Xi Jinping in 2012, who announced these ambitions as 
the Chinese dream. The Chinese leader stated: “the great-
est Chinese dream is the great rejuvenation of the Chinese 
nation.” Hence, China has embarked upon a journey to 
establish itself as a global economic and political power. 
China traditionally pursued a low-profile foreign policy ap-
proach by focusing its energy on internal economic devel-
opment. This strategy is called ‘hide and bide’ and is rooted 
in Deng Xiaoping’s dictum: “Hide your strength, bide your 
time”. Under the leadership of Xi Jinping, China has start-
ed to express its global ambitions more audaciously. After 
consolidating power at home, President Xi Jinping set out 
to increase China’s influence across the world through its 
economic prowess, coercive actions backed by China’s 
modernised military and also diplomacy. China’s launch 
of giant infrastructure project Belt and Road initiative is 
considered as a strategic project to change the global 
economic landscape and bind countries in other regions. 
China’s claims on the disputed islands in the East and the 
South China Sea and the enhancement of surveillance 
measures of the islands combined with coercive measures 
are regarded as signs of China’s aggressive stance in the 
region. Additionally, China has actively used aid diploma-
cy during the Covid-19 pandemic, particularly in its early 
stages by taking advantage of the lack of global cooper-
ation and leadership to contain the virus and assistance 
to countries in need. Hence, China’s increasing assertive-
ness in global politics has been considered as a challenge 
to the existing world order by the US inciting competition 
between the two. 

Security Dimension of 
Competition 
The fierce competition between the US and China in sev-
eral domains ranged from technology to the global econo-
my, and artificial intelligence. However, the military dimen-
sion appears to have far-reaching implications for global 
politics. The US Department of Defence released its 2019 
Annual Report to Congress. The latter evaluated military 
and security developments in China. The report noted 
that “over the coming decades, they [China’s leaders] are 
focused on realising a powerful and prosperous China that 
is equipped with a ‘world-class’ military, securing China’s 
status as a great power with the aim of emerging as the 
preeminent power in the Indo-Pacific region”. Subsequent-
ly, former Secretary of Defense James Mattis stated in 2018 
that:  “Our competitive edge has eroded in every domain 
of warfare, air, land, sea, space and cyberspace, and it is 
continuing to erode”. A recent report revealed by Congres-
sional Research Service also wrote that emergence of re-
newed great power competition would require the US to 
take several concrete measures to adopt the new securi-
ty environment by suggesting a comprehensive defence 

planning, budget and strategy. The report underlined key 
defence issues, such as the organisational structure of the 
Department of Defence, nuclear deterrence, global alloca-
tions of the US overseas military deployments, technologi-
cal development and supply chain security.

According to SIPRI report, the US spent a total of $732 
billion in 2019 for its military and defence expenditure 
accounting for the 38 per cent of global military spend-
ing and making it by far the largest while China’s military 
expenditure reached $261 billion making it the distant 
second. Although there seems to be a considerable gap 
between the two countries’ military expenditure, the over-
all trend shows that China has persistently increased its 
military spending since 1994 and its current level is 5.1 per 
cent higher than the previous year and 85 per cent higher 
compared to that of 2010. 

With the allocation of increased resources, China has al-
ready commenced the process of military modernisation 
in order to have more sophisticated and capable offensive 
and defensive prowess. As part of the military modernisa-
tion, China has increased its investment in the indigenous 
defence industry, thereby decreasing its dependence on 
foreign countries for major weapons, particularly on Rus-
sia. As such, China has started to develop its warships, air-
craft and missiles while upgrading existing equipment at 
its hand. As part of military modernisation, China has also 
transformed the structure of its army by decreasing the 
number of ground troops while increasing air, sea and new 
strategic forces. 

On the nuclear side, China has also pursued an ambitious 
strategy by investing in new enrichment and recycling ca-
pacities. These are in addition to the development of new 
nuclear-capable missiles of various ranges and interconti-
nental ballistic missiles. China’s nuclear strategy has long 
insisted on avoiding the use of nuclear weapons first at 
any time and under any conditions as it is put by China’s 
2019 Defense White Paper. However, China’s continuing 
improvement of nuclear capabilities casts doubt on the US 
side about its ‘no first use’ policy and ultimate intentions 
with these capabilities. Reflecting these concerns, Presi-
dent Trump’s arms control negotiator Marshall Billingslea 
stated that “the U.S. prepared to spend Russia, China ‘into 
oblivion’ to win nuclear arms race”. 

Additionally, US officials contended that the US has with-
drawn from the INF Treaty in 2019 which was signed be-
tween the US and the Soviet Union during the Cold War to 
ban intermediate-range nuclear weapons, because of the 
advantages it provides to China thanks to not being part 
of the deal. Accordingly, the primary rationale behind the 
US decision was to become able to counter China’s military 
power and assertiveness by deploying intermediate-range 
missiles against China. Demonstrating this factor, Presi-

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/app5.115
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/app5.115
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/05/what-china-wants/528561/
https://yaleglobal.yale.edu/content/will-china-ever-be-no-1
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-04-03/chinas-coming-upheaval
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/chinas-challenge-america%E2%80%99s-political-and-economic-liberal-order-111361
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2500/RR2574/RAND_RR2574.pdf
https://researchcentre.trtworld.com/publications/policy-outlook/deepening-the-divide-global-politics-and-the-covid-19-pandemic
https://researchcentre.trtworld.com/publications/policy-outlook/deepening-the-divide-global-politics-and-the-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.brookings.edu/research/rethinking-us-china-competition-next-generation-perspectives/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/rethinking-us-china-competition-next-generation-perspectives/
https://media.defense.gov/2019/May/02/2002127082/-1/-1/1/2019_CHINA_MILITARY_POWER_REPORT.pdf
https://www.defense.gov/Newsroom/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/1420042/remarks-by-secretary-mattis-on-the-national-defense-strategy/
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R43838.pdf
https://www.sipri.org/media/press-release/2020/global-military-expenditure-sees-largest-annual-increase-decade-says-sipri-reaching-1917-billion
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/Panel%20II%20Mastro_Written%20Testimony.pdf
https://researchcentre.trtworld.com/publications/discussion-papers/the-russia-china-partnership-de-facto-alliance-or-marriage-of-convenience
https://researchcentre.trtworld.com/publications/discussion-papers/the-russia-china-partnership-de-facto-alliance-or-marriage-of-convenience
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dent Trump stated that China should also be included in 
the new pact. 

Given the increasing competition between the US and Chi-
na in applying cutting-edge technologies and artificial in-
telligence to the military field, the global security environ-
ment becomes blurrier and more dangerous. As the two 
countries continue to retain their military superiority, the 
world might face another dangerous as well as expensive 
arms race leading to increased military spending for both 
countries, decreased trust between Washington and Bei-
jing and more risks of unwanted conflicts. 

Implications for the 
World
The world has now entered into an era of great power com-
petition. However, this does not necessarily mean that con-
flicts are inevitable. As history shows, in case of power tran-
sition between the ruling power and rising powers, there 
are instances where it was handled smoothly, such as the 
devolution of power from Britain to the US a century ago. 
Hence, the US and China can escape from the Thucydides 
trap by putting great efforts. President Xi Jinping’s state-
ment in 2015 during his visit to the US reflects this possibil-
ity as he said: “there is no such thing as the so-called ‘Thu-
cydides trap’ in the world. But should major countries time 
and again make strategic miscalculations, they might cre-
ate such traps for themselves”. However, it should be also 
noted that preventing miscalculations and mispercep-
tions between two great powers might be easier said than 
done as the majority of power transition cases in the past 
demonstrate. The difficulty of detecting true intentions of 
another country can become the key in producing misper-
ceptions. Even if the Chinese leaders do not intend to over-
take the US position in the future, their increasing material 
capabilities might be interpreted as a sign of malign in-
tentions by the US. At this point, Chicago Professor John 
Mearsheimer’s analysis of China’s rise provides important 
insights. Having a pessimistic view of China’s peaceful rise, 
Mearsheimer contends that if China manages to keep its 
economy growing, it will ultimately seek to dominate Asia. 
This quest for domination will take place regardless of its 
present intentions, and, in turn, will be met by the resolve 
of the US at huge costs. Ultimately, this will result in intense 
security escalation with the possibility of war. The way this 
security competition will be managed prudently is difficult 
but not impossible as it happened during the Cold War. 

As detailed by Chicago University professor Paul Post in 
a thread, despite the early studies, recent research has 
demonstrated that arms race in itself is not associated 
with wars, particularly since 1945. Hence, the eruption of 
an arms race between the US and China might not cause 
concern about another great war. However, it still carries 
other risks and costs as it might exacerbate the security di-

lemma even if they do not have the intention to go to war. 
Additionally, an arms race might have decisive impacts on 
the security architecture of the world and certain regions 
including Asia-Pacific, Europe and the Middle East. This 
arms build-up might create instability and insecurity and 
stress the global economy.  Furthermore, an arms race 
with its expansion to artificial intelligence, cyberspace and 
outer space consequently leads to increasing budget for 
military purposes, while cutting from other crucial areas 
that are closely associated with the well being of the peo-
ple. Although the arms race might not end up an all-out 
war, it will have adverse effects on world politics. 

As the world has been facing a panoply of global challeng-
es in the form of infectious diseases, climate change, finan-
cial crises and terrorism, putting too much effort on great 
power competition will only exacerbate these problems in 
the near future and will delay collaborative solutions. De-
spite the ongoing debate as to whether the renewed great 
power competition resembles that of the Cold War period, 
there are specific lessons worth to take as the US and the 
Soviet Union managed to compete without direct military 
confrontation by putting mutual constraints. Likewise, the 
risk of the emerging competitive period can be managed 
through arms control arrangements and precious rules on 
contentious issues which might allow both parties to col-
laborate on transnational challenges.  
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