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This workshop is focused upon Contemporary China, and upon the question recently posed by numerous 

scholars and lay commentators – “Will the 21st Century belong to China?” 

It is based on a growing consensus that the era of American hegemony, the period from the 1991 

collapse of the Soviet Union when America became the "essential" country, is today lurching slowly and 

unevenly to an end. Political scientists tell us that American leadership of the world was based on three 

major perceptions - belief in American wealth, fear of American military power, and admiration of 

American cultural and liberal values. And it depended on the absence of viable opponents. 

Since 9/11, under the last three presidents, the three pillars of U.S.A. power seem to be crumbling. 

Budgetary deficits have swollen immensely, the military is bogged down in Afghanistan and the morass 

of the Middle East, and above all, an incompetent president is systematically destroying the network of 

alliances, agreements, and partnerships which gave the U.S. such an outsize voice in world affairs. His so-

called diplomacy, epitomized by withdrawal from the TPP and the Paris Climate Accords, his denigration 

of NATO, the UN, and NAFTA, his immigration and tariff policies, his scuttling of the Iran Nuclear Treaty 

etc., have alienated allies both in Europe and Asia, and day by day, seems to diminish America's standing 

in the world. 

In a full-page ad in the New York Times, April 6, 2017, a star-studded roster of academics and former and 

current diplomatic and government officials urged Presidents Trump and Xi  "(pronounced SHEE) Jinping 

to steer away from the so-called "Thucydides Trap" in their upcoming negotiations. This phrase, coined 

by the Harvard political scientist, Graham T. Allison, refers to a historical phenomenon whereby fear and 

apprehension arises in a dominant power (Sparta) in the face of challenges by a rising power (Athens). 

As a result, minor conflicts in such areas as economic and military competition as well as diplomacy 

often escalates into war. The sub-title of Allison's book on the subject is "Are the U.S. and China Headed 

for War?" 

If we return to the three pillars or perceptions of power mentioned above, there is little doubt that China 

is rising. With the most successful economy of the last two decades, China is rich. No budgetary deficits, 

and trillions in foreign (mostly U.S.) currency reserves. The People's Liberation Army is the world's 

largest, and in the past few years, has undertaken an ambitious programme of modernization in cyber 

and naval warfare, bases in the South China Sea, and the development of satellites and hypersonic 

aircraft. And above all, China is filling the diplomatic vacuum created by Trump's "America First" policy.  

The multi-billion dollar "One Belt, One Road" initiative is creating new infrastructure, new networks, new 

obligations, (and certainly some resistance and suspicion) in Europe, the Middle East, Africa and South 

America. Xi Jinping has emerged as the champion of globalization, and the leader of the fight against 

climate change. We will address these issues in the workshop. 

We will also address the disturbing trend of growing authoritarianism in China. As Xi Jinping 

concentrates more and more power into his own hands, control of the populace by censorship, 

surveillance, and denial of human rights seems to be becoming the hallmark of "Socialism with Chinese 

Characteristics." 
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Each workshop participant is required to make a presentation of 20-30 minutes, though some "doubling-

up" with shorter presentations will probably be necessary since we have more participants than 

available slots. Since topics are awarded on a "first come, first served" basis, we suggest you reserve your 

topic as soon as possible. SHORT background readings will be provided to all participants prior to each 

meeting of the workshop, and a bibliography will be available on the course website in early summer. 

We suggest, also, that you season your research and presentations with the proverbial "grain of salt." 

Chinese writing on China (e.g. the free China Daily website), are fuelled by nationalism and pride, while 

American writing on China shows a distinct bias of "fear and apprehension." The Thucydides Trap?" 

 

The workshop is divided into two sections. The first term will look at China "inside the wall" - its 

successes and failures, its priorities and problems. The second term will explore China's long arm in 

world affairs.  


