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The strategic rivalry between China and the United States over
global hegemony is expected to intensify over time. Even if the
trade war between the two powers were to end, similar forms of
conflict are likely to reoccur as long as their hegemonic
competition persists.This article, employing a qualitative
methodology and a descriptive—analytical approach, examines
the competition between the United States and China through the
frameworks of hegemonic stability theory and power transition
theory. The central question addressed is: what happens when an
established power and a rising power confront each other in
global politics?The study advances the hypothesis that the
outcome largely depends on the choices made by the established
power toward the emerging one, as well as the responses of the
rising power. The findings indicate that the primary driver of
competition, trade conflict, and even occasional compromise
between the world’s two largest economies is fundamentally
political in nature—namely, the struggle for global hegemony.
Accordingly, the imposition of tariffs by the United States on
Chinese goods is not merely intended to correct trade imbalances;
rather, it reflects a broader strategy to contain and manage China
in order to preserve American hegemonic dominance in the
international system.
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Introduction

The rise of China and the gradual decline of the United States, along with the shift
of power toward the East, have led some scholars to argue that China may replace
the United States as global hegemon. According to John Mearsheimer, regional
hegemony is a prerequisite for global hegemony; thus, China must first dominate its
region.Although China has expanded its influence, the United States and its allies
seek to constrain it, and China has not removed US influence in Asia. Historically a
major regional power, China has become the world’s second-largest economy after
three decades of growth and now competes with the United States in most
domains.The rapid rise of Asia and China signals two major shifts: Asia’s growing
centrality in global power and China’s challenge to US hegemony. This evolving
geopolitical landscape has generated extensive scholarly debate on US—China rivalry
from multiple perspectives.

Theoretical Framework

According to Hegemonic Stability Theory, a dominant power—the hegemon—with
superior military and economic resources establishes and sustains the global
economic order. By exercising leadership, the hegemon encourages other states to
accept and follow the rules it creates and provides international public goods, such
as relatively open markets. However, such goods are unlikely to persist unless the
hegemon bears their costs. The stable order it creates benefits all participants in the
international system, though smaller states often gain disproportionately. This theory
is commonly used to explain the so-called Pax Americana after World War II, when
the United States emerged as the leading global power.Power Transition Theory,
first developed by A. F. K. Organski, holds that war becomes more likely when the
dominant state’s power declines and a dissatisfied rising rival significantly narrows
the gap. Conflict is most probable when near parity emerges between an established
hegemon and a dissatisfied challenger.

Methodology

This study analyzes rivalry between the United States and China from 2016 to 2026,
focusing on the two presidential terms of Donald Trump, using a qualitative
descriptive—analytical method. This approach is suitable for examining structural
and agency factors in US—China competition.Data were collected through document
analysis of official reports, academic articles, statistics, and government publications
from both states. Emphasis on primary sources increased reliability. The analysis
identified themes, trends, and causal links between the independent variable (the two
states’ pursuit of hegemony) and the dependent variable (their strategic rivalry).
Discussion

There are several possible US approaches toward China, including war, compromise,
or managed competition. Because both states are nuclear powers, even a limited
conflict could risk mutual destruction. To confront China’s rise as the world’s second
major power and a challenger to its hegemony, the United States must adopt
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strategies that prolong its leadership in line with Hegemonic Stability
Theory.Research shows that neither international nor domestic structural factors are
fixed; political actors can shape them. Effective leaders are therefore not merely
those who react to structural conditions, but those who reshape perceptions and
institutions to sustain preferred foreign policies. As the United States faces the
growing power of states such as China in the twenty-first century, its leaders must
recognize that responses to rising powers depend on specific structural contexts and
require deliberate political action.Thus, established great powers sometimes pursue
compromise with potential peers when shared interests exist, and at other times seek
to slow their rise through continued competition. Both strategies are consistent with
Hegemonic Stability Theory. From this perspective, the international order is not
exogenous but a political construction shaped by the foreign policies of major
powers.

Conclusion

Debate over hegemonic rivalry between China and the United States has a long
history, and the global shift of power toward the East appears persistent, with China
playing a central role in East Asia’s rise. Some scholars therefore expect China to
replace the United States as the dominant world power. This study shows that
China’s rise has helped balance US influence but has not produced regional
hegemony. Qualitative analysis identifies several constraints. First, the United
States—together with regional powers such as Japan and India—remains committed
to limiting China’s influence, while China lacks the capacity to neutralize US power.
Second, Asia’s enduring multipolar order complicates China’s path to regional
dominance. Finally, economic strength is necessary but does not automatically
confer hegemonic status. Nevertheless, the rise of the East, including China, and the
relative decline of the West are likely to reduce US global predominance.
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