
 

HEADWINDS CHINA IS FACING.  A DAOIST TAKE ON THE THUCYDIDES’ TRAP.  WILL 

CHINA AND USA FALL INTO IT?  

BY HENRY KWOK 

Thucydides was an Athenian historian and general 2400 years ago. He posited the reality of 

political tragedy in his text History of the Peloponnesian War.  He believed that human 

behaviour is shaped by one's society and by one’s driving desires.  To be prepared for what lies 

ahead, one must be guided by human foresight, not by false hope.  The foresight is to 

acknowledge the inevitability of conflict when a hegemonic power fears an emerging power.   

Harvard scholar Graham Allison in his book “Destined for War”
1 
weaved his narrative on current 

events with history to explain the timelessness Thucydides's observation. He coined the term 

“Thucydides's Trap” to describe the inevitable tension when US – the dominant power 

exemplified by Sparta – fear that its dominance is being threatened by China – the rising power 

exemplified by Athens.  The resulting tension can create the trap for China and US fall into a 

collision course.  The tension between China and US will be the rule, not the exception, as US 

tries to reduce or neutralise the challenges from China.   

Should two powers clashes, their conflict can inflict economical and political damages globally.  

Obviously their respective allies and trading partners are concern.   

Both Thucydides and Allison were on the tracks with their observations on human tendency to 

protect their own turf and status.  However, they told half of the story.   

The Daoist concept of yin-yang will complete the other half the story.  The root causes of the 

existing tension between China and US are systemic in nature.  

The yin-yang concept captures the underlying issues creating the tension.  . US are in the yin 

phase represented by the dark swirl in the yin-yang symbol whereas China is the yang 

represented by the light swirl.  The Yin phase is one of disintegration to formlessness whereas 

the Yang phase is one of integration to taking form. The dynamic tension between yin and yang 

is natural.  When the dynamic tension is in balance and congruous, the relationship between yin 

and yang will be harmonious.  However, the tension between US and China is in disharmony 

because the yin and the yang are in a state of imbalanced or incongruity.   

Allow me to digress and highlight developments in 4 time frames - 50 years, 15 years ago, the 

present and moving forward.  The historical developments will explain the underlying causes of 

the tension.  
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50 YEARS AGO  

Beijing was at odds with Moscow over security, ideology, and development models.  They ended 

up with border skirmishes in March 1969.  Beijing decided to reproach Washington as Moscow 

was perceived as a bigger threat.   

Washington started a benign relationship with Beijing on two premises.  China was so far behind 

economically and they could not imagine the Chinese phenomenal growth.  Washington 

assumed that China will be westernised as it modernises. China developed and modernise in its 

own way. US were wrong on both counts. 

15 YEARS AGO 

I was then a fledging consultant.  I shared my thoughts on two emerging trends that would have 

profound impact on the China with a top business school alumnus in China.  Some members in 

the audience did chuckle at my outrageous comments.   

USA:  I warned that the key trends were indicating that US would behave more and more like a 

third world country. It was in a social decline driven by several factors.  Racialism, crime rates 

and violence were increasing.  The income gap between the haves and have-nots were 

widening.  Populism would be polarising the population with activists championing Individual 

rights over the community.  Its infrastructures were falling apart.  ASCE gave US a poor grade of 

D  in their 2005 Report
2
 over a broad spectrum covering bridges, dams, drinking water, energy, 

hazardous waste, navigable waterways, public parks and recreation, rail, roads, schools, 

security, solid waste, transit, and waste water.  

CHINA: The merchandises on display in the upmarket shopping malls of Shanghai convinced me 

that, as Chinese become more affluence and, they follow the natural progression in progressive 

economies.  They will demand branded goods with better quality to reinforce their social identity 

and standing.  It thus would make sense for Chinese factories to lessen their dependence on cut 

throat overseas orders and focus on the captive domestic market. Factories will make better 

margin by improving the quality of their products and market their own brands both domestically 

and overseas.   

I noticed shortly that Chinese companies were buying overseas fashion houses and brand 

names.  Lenovo brought IBM computer business.  Lenovo is now the biggest PC vendor with 

25% share of the global market. The Chinese companies had gone on to buy companies like 

Volvo and Cerruti, just to name a few.  Huawei and Xiaomi are now major players in global smart 

phone market.   

TODAY 

USA: In his Presidential campaigning, Joe Biden’s rhetoric on the state of USA being in the 

shadow of darkness might be politically motivated but it succinctly described the reality.  His rally 

calls for the country to address the widening social, political and economic divisions.  What is 

terrible about Trump is terrible about US
3
.  Trump simply demonstrated how much American 
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ideals and aspiration had fallen from the white man’s democracy of Andrew Jackson to the 

populist racism of George Wallace, from native expropriation to Chinese exclusion.  The rise of 

nativism, racism, corruption, wanton exploitation of the weak and unconcealed contempt for the 

vulnerable in the last four years hampered American search to be great again.  Much of what 

Donald Trump had done and his policies have precedence in the American history. For example, 

Trump’s take on racism can be traced back to the early 20th century when political elites, 

including presidents like Woodrow Wilson, were preoccupied with white supremacy, segregation 

and exclusion to preserve an “Anglo-Saxon” nation.   

Several years ago, an American visitor to Singapore was so impressed by his ride on the Mass 

Rapid Transport in Singapore that he lamented – “I realized my own nation, the United States, 

had lost the secret sauce we once had.  Today, our crumbling bridges and infrastructure are 

much more like any 3rd world country. Homeless are run over by our old trains as are drunks 

stuck on railroad tracks in their cars smashed to bits and the trains halted for hours.”   

Apple’s launch of 5G phones is another case in point.  It reveals just how much USA has lost in 

its technological edge.  Buying a 5G phone is like buying a 4G phone a decade ago.  It is ahead 

of its time as 5G services in USA are limited.  

Biden was spot on when he called for leadership in USA to deescalate tensions, to open lines of 

communication, and to unify the country.  He was calling US to reverse their decades of decline.   

CHINA.  China introduced major market-oriented economic reforms in 1978.  It de-controlled 

state controlled enterprises.  It promoted rural enterprises and private businesses, liberalised 

foreign trade and investment, relaxed state control over pricings, and invested in industrial 

production and the education of its workforce
4
.  These reforms laid the foundations for China's 

unprecedented economic growth.  

Based on nominal GDP, IMF
5
 last year ranked U.S. as the largest economy with $21.44 trillion 

with China as second with $14.14 trillion.  China was ranked as the biggest economy based on 

Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) GDP with $27.31 trillion with USA ranked second with $21.44 

trillion.  The Centre for Economics and Business Research predicts that China’s economy will 

surpass the USA by all measures before 2030.    

MOVING FORWARD WITH YIN-YANG CONCEPT  

US and China are a tale of two countries.   

US and China are on different trajectories and at different phase of development.  US are in the 

disintegrating phase and declining.  China is in the integrating phase and re-inventing.  

Thanks to IMF, Asia did not bail out any economies during 1997/98 Asian financial crisis.  IMF 

insisted Asia to carry out the draconian measures on economic re-structuring. Asia was re-

inventing their economies.  This worked to be a blessing during the 2007 global financial crisis.  

Asian with China weathered the GFC much better than the Western world.    

During the GFC, US did not re-structure their economy but provided bailouts in the form of 

unprecedented fiscal and monetary measures to prevent further collapse in the financial system, 

to boost the economy and to avoid the deflationary spiral.  The US economy went on life support.  
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Covid19 pandemic exposed its Achilles’ heel.  The relief measures to support the unemployed 

and to stimulate the economy pushed US national debt to exceed their national GDP!  Such huge 

debt is setting the stage for a market seizure. 

Moral relativism
6
 closed the open American mindset that helped build the greatness of America.  

Many Americans no longer ask the right questions to seek knowledge and truth.  Empty, 

polarised instinct replaced logic and critical thinking.  Polarised politics is undermining 

Washington’s authority, reputation and reliability.  In the process, US lost its geopolitical weight in 

global affairs.  William Burns, an ex-senior American diplomat with Carnegie Endowment, thinks 

the damage done is permanent
7
.   

This closed mindset will continue to weigh on China, regardless of who wins the coming US 

Presidential election. Trump will continue what he had done.  His unconventional attempts to 

make America great again can make things worse for both China and US. The polarization is too 

well entrenched to disappear with Joe Biden.  He may prefer detente and be “friendly” to Beijing.  

It will be prudent for China to assume that the hostility will endure in different forms. 

 British scholar Martin Jacques articulated his beliefs in his book When China Rules the World: 

The End of the Western World and the Birth of a New Global Order
8
.  With China accounting 

for one fifth of humanity, the China will not be a nation-state but a ‘civilization-state.’  China will 

introduce new normals to the global political and cultural landscape.  China will restore their rich 

historical culture with imperatives, priorities and values very different from western-style society.   

The West will have to abandon its outdated notion that modernity has to be westernised.  

Western modernity will no longer be dominant.  China will be playing the key role in moving the 

world to the new normal of multiple modernities.    

The West dominance has its run.  In failing to re-invent, US has eroded its global dominance.  

This is the reason why Trump needs to make US Great again.  In the meantime, the re-invented 

China is regaining its former glory as the Middle Kingdom.  This is where China may have to be 

careful as it re-defines the economic and geopolitical order in the New World.  Tension can rise 

as China tries to reassert its old sense of superiority.  It will be better to practice patience and let 

time take its course.  Pushing their superiority too soon will make the others feel threatened.  

THE WAY FORWARD FOR CHINA 

Pew Research Centre’s survey on 14 advanced economic nations
9
 has two surprises.  The big 

surprise is not that negative views of China have reached historic highs.  The bigger surprise 

is that US scored more unfavourably than China by a wide margin. 

China will face more challenges as it rises to be the world’s leading economy and trading nation. 

While China’s exposure to the world in trade, technology, and capital may have fallen in relative 

terms, the world is more expose to China.  Inevitably China will face rising protectionism and 

conflicts as it navigates the uncertain times ahead.  To integrate with the world, China will have 

to re-balance its trade surpluses and open its financial market.   
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Disinformation in the media will remain a wicked problem.  China will need new strategies to 

counter online disinformation and related issues.  Perhaps it could consider multi-stakeholder 

platforms to regulate jointly with more transparency.  

China will need to soften its assertiveness to manage the growing concern even among nations 

considered being its friends and partners. If China wants them to be sensitive to its needs to 

preserve its economic independence and foreign policy goals, then China must reciprocate and 

be sensitive to their needs.  Otherwise such relationships can become very fragile.   

The idea is to follow the Daoist principle of going with the qi or the flow of energy to achieve 

harmony.  Going against that flow will create imbalance and create unwanted results.  It will be 

less tiring to push when someone pulls, and pull when someone pushes. This approach will be 

more effective in throwing adversary off their balance.  Patience is the name of the game! 

The point in case is to reflect on why Asia perceives China’s increasing assertiveness
10

 as a 

possible threat.   

Asia lives on the edge of geopolitical tension.  Thus Asia is naturally concerned over the 

assertive in China’s approach to the world.  This assertiveness is significant in that it can be 

signalling the potential end to the region’s long post-Cold-War period of relative peace and 

stability.  China’s passage of new national security legislation for Hong Kong can be signalling 

Xi’s forcefulness in removing perceived threats to China’s territorial integrity.    

Hopefully, Xi will realise that this assertiveness will give opportunities for US’ efforts to drive a 

wedge in the relationships between China and Asian countries.   Mike Pompeo, in his recent five-

day tour of Asia in the shadow of the President’s election, tried to harangue partners and would-

be partners to push back China’s increasing political and military inroads in the region.  Though 

Pompeo struggled to sell his Washington’s anti-China policy, he did make progress in some 

areas, 

Looking at a list of long lived organisation, the key on their longevity is the emphasis not on 

maintenance but renewal
11

.  

As the sun rises again tomorrow over Asia, I pray that it will be over a peaceful and stable 

continent.  Let us harkens to the teachings of Laozi in his classic Dao De Jing!  If the sky there 

falls, let there be no surprises.  We should be prepared as there are warning signs everywhere!  
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