IRsTL AMERICAN SOCIAL CYCLES AND
GENERATIONAL ARCHETYPES:
PROJECTING U.S.~CHINA
RELATIONS UNDER A SECOND
TRUMP PRESIDENCY (2025-2029)

Xiaotong Zhang',

Shi Chen?,

Nygmet Ibadildin’,
Yekaterina Petrikova*’

! Professor, KIMEP University, Department of Political
Science and International Relations, Almaty, Kazakhstan;
e-mail: zhangxiaotong@kimep.kz

? Zhejiang Normal University, Law of school, Zhejiang,
China; e-mail: chenshi@zjnu.edu.cn

3 Assistant Professor, KIMEP University, Department of
Political Science and International Relations, Almaty,
Kazakhstan; e-mail: ibadildin@icloud.com

# Lecturer at the Faculty of Philology and World Languages
of Al-Farabi Kazakh National University, Master of Philology,
Almaty, Kazakhstan; e-mail: katwriter85@gmail.com

https://doi.org/10.52536/2415-8216.2025.113.4.008

Abstract. This article examines how American social cycles and generational
archetypes shape U.S. foreign-policy behavior toward China during Donald Trump’s
second presidency (2025-2029). Drawing on Strauss—Howe generational cycle
theory and Zhang & Chen’s dual-cycle framework, the study situates the 2025-2029
period within a late-stage Crisis turning characterized by Prophet-led leadership.
Addressing a gap in international-relations scholarship, the article integrates
sociocultural generational analysis into projections of U.S.—China relations,
complementing structural approaches to great-power rivalry. Methodologically, the
study operationalizes generational archetypes, turnings, and leadership succession
patterns to assess strategic orientations under Trump’s anticipated second term,
treating this presidency as a critical inflection point in American social and political
cycles. The findings indicate that generational cohorts function as mediating
variables between systemic pressures and elite decision-making. Boomer “Prophet”
leadership intensifies crisis-driven confrontation, while emerging Generation X
and Millennial cohorts introduce alternative preferences for pragmatic stabilization
or managed competitive coexistence. Building on projections derived from the
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2025-2029 period, the article outlines three post-presidency scenario pathways for
U.S.—China relations — post-crisis stabilization, structured strategic co-opetition,
and sustained ideological rivalry. The study contributes a generationally informed
framework for projecting U.S.—China relations under a second Trump presidency
and highlights how domestic social cycles influence the longer-term trajectory of
American grand strategy.

Keywords: Strauss—Howe generational theory, dual-cycle framework;
leadership archetypes; generational turnings;, American social cycles; Trump
presidency; U.S.—China rivalry; foreign policy projection.
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YKaz¥V ¢umonorus xoHe onieM Tijaepi (GakynbTeTiHIH OKBITYUIBICHI, OJI-
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Anjgarna. Makamaga aMepUKaHABIK OIEYMETTIK IUKIICD MEH YPIaKTHIK
apxerunrtepaid JloHanpx TpaMmMnThIH €KiHIN MPEe3UACeHTTIK Mep3iMi (2025-2029)
keseHinge AKUI-teiH KpiTaliFa KaThICTBI CHIPTKBI CasCH MiHE3-KYJIKbIHA Kajai
ocep eretiHi TammaHagsl. Crpayc—Xay YpHakTHIK OUKIIAEP TEOpHsICH MeH YkaH
MeH UsHBHIH JyalIbIK IMKIIIK MOJETiHe CyleHe OThIphI, 3eprrey 2025-2029
KBUIAAp AapalbIFbIH  «IaiifamOapy OyBIHBIHBIH KOIMIOACIIGUIBIFEIMEH CHITATTa-
JATBIH JaFJapBICTHIK «AMHANBIMHBIHY asKTaly Ke3eHI pEeTIHIC KapacThIPaibl.
XabIKapabIK KATbIHACTAP TEOPHUSCHIHIAFbI OJKBUIBIKTHI TONTHIPA OTHIPHII, MaKaja
conmoMaieHn ypnakThIK Tanaayabl AKII-KpiTaii kKareiHaCTapblH OOJDKayFa SHT i3,
WIBI ieprKaBajiap apachIHAAFbl 09CEKEICCTIKTI 3epTTEY/ACT] KYPbUIBIMIBIK TOCIIIEpAi
TOJNBIKTBIPAJIBL. OJICHAMAIBIK TYPFBIIAH 3€PTTEY[e YPIAKTHIK apXETHITED, IUK-
J7Iep KOHE KOIIOACIIBUIBIKTHIH AYBICY YITIJIepl onepanuoHalAaHaIbl; TpaMIThIH
SKIHIIN TPEe3UICHTTIK Mep3iMi aMEepPUKAH/IBIK 9JICYMETTIK KOHE Casic LUKIIAEP/eT]
ey Ke3eH peTiHAe KapacThIpblianbl. HoTwkenep ypmakThIK KOTOPTTapiAblH
HKYHEIIK KbICBIM MEH JUTANBIK IIEHIM KaObl1lay apachlHAAFbI Ae/Iall alHbIMAIIbI
peTiHze 9peKeT eTeTiHiH KepceTeni. bymepnep OybIHBIHBIH («IaiiFamOapiapbIH»)
KOIIOACIIBUIBIFBI JAFAAPBICTHIK KaKTHIFBICTBI KylIeiTce, X OybIHbl MEH MUJIJICHH-
anjgap mparMaTHKaJblK TypaKTaHAbIpyFa HeMece OacKapbUIaThiH Oocekenec Karap
eMip cypyre Oeiimai Oanama ycTaHbIMIapAbl ycbiHagbl. 2025-2029 xbuinap
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Ke3EHIHE Heri3[ieNiTeH OoihKaMIapIbl KalFacThipa oThIpbi, Makana AKII-Kprraii
KaTBIHACTAPBIHBIH YII MOCTIPE3UACHTTIK CIICHAPUHIH alKbIHAAWABI: JaFIapbICTaH
KeHiHT1 TypakTaHABIPY, KYPBUIBIMAAHFAH CTPATCTHSUIBIK KOOIICTUIMS JKOHE
TYPaKTHl HIICOJIOTHSIBIK OacekenecTik. 3eprrey TpaMIThIH eKiHIIi NMPe3uICHTTIK
Mmep3imi  karmaiibiana  AKII-Kpitaii  KarelHacTapelH — OoipkayFa — apHaJFaH
YPIIaKTBIK HETI3/ICreH aHaJIMTHKANBIK YJT1 YCHIHBII, 1IKI 9JIEYMETTIK [UKIICPIiH
aAMEpUKaH/IBIK YIKEH CTPATETUsSHBIH Y3aK MEP3iMJIi TPACKTOPHUSCHIHA Kajlaid BIKITa
€TeTIHIH KepceTei.

Tyiiin co30ep: Cmpayc—Xay ypnakmulk yuxioep meopusicsl, 0yaioblk YUKioiK
MoOenb, KouwbacublivlK, apxemunmep; Ypnaxmolk QuUHAILIMOAD, AMEPUKAHOLIK
aneymemmix yuxnoep; Tpamnmuiy npezudenmmieci; AKII-Kvimaii 6acexenecmiei,
CoIpmMKbLL cascammaul 60124cay.
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AnHOTanufA. B crarke paccmarpuBaeTcs, KakuM 00pa3oM aMepUKaHCKHE
COLIMANBbHBIC LUKJIBI M TOKOJIEHYECKUE apXeTHUIbl (OPMUPYIOT BHEIIHETIOIUTH-
yeckoe noeeenue CLIA B otHomenun Kutast B meprosi BTOPOro Mpe3nuieHTCKOro
cpoka Jlonampna Tpamma (2025-2029). Onmpasch Ha TEOPUIO IMOKOJECHUECKUX
uukiioB Crpayca—Xay U IyajbHYIO LUKIOBYI0 Mozenb YkaHa u YUsHs, uccienosa-
Hue nomentaet nepuos 2025-2029 rofoB B paMKH 3aBEPLIAIONIEH CTaIluK KPU3UCHO-
IO «IIOBOPOTA, XapaKTepU3yeMOro JIUIEPCTBOM TIOKOJIEHUS «IIPOPOKOBY. YCTpaHss
mpoben B HCCIEAOBAaHUAX MEXAYHAPOAHBIX OTHOLIEHUH, CTaTbss HMHTErpPUPYeET
COLIMOKYJIBTYpPHBIN OKOJICHYECKHIi aHaIu3 B IPOrHo3upoBanue otHomeHuit CLIIA—
Kuraii, 1ononsss cTpyKTypHbIe OIXO0bI K CONIEPHUYECTBY BEJIUKHUX JAepxas. C Me-
TOAOJIOTHIECKON TOUKHU 3PCHUS B pabOTe ONEepaluOHATM3HPYIOTCS TOKOICHISCKHUE
apXCTUNBI, IUKIBl W MOAETH CMEHBI JIUAEPCTBA UL OIICHKH CTPATETHUCCKHX
OpPHEHTALMA B YCIIOBHSX OXKHIAEMOTO BTOPOTO IPE3HICHTCKOrO cpoka Tpamma,
paccMaTpuUBaeMOro KaK KpPUTHYECKash TOYKa B aAMEPUKAHCKUX COIHAJIBHBIX H
MOJMATHYCCKUX ITUKIaX. Pe3ympraTel MOKAa3BIBAIOT, YTO MOKOJEHUECKHE KOTOPTHI
BBICTYIAIOT TIOCPETHUICCKUMH TEPEMEHHBIMH MEKIY CHUCTEMHBIM aBJICHHEM
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W TIpollecCaMH TIPHHATHS pEIIeHWH »iauTamu. JIumepcTBo TOKoJeHUS OymMepoB
(«TIPOPOKOBY») YCHIIMBACT KPU3UCHYIO KOH(POHTAIMIO, TOT/A KaK IPEICTaBHTEIN
nokojeHuss X M MWIUIEHHANIOB JEMOHCTPUPYIOT aJbTE€PHATUBHBIE YCTaHOBKH,
OPHEHTHPOBAHHBIC Ha TPArMaTHYeCKyl0 CTAaOWIM3aIMI0 WIH  YIpaBIsieMoe
KOHKYPEHTHOE cocymiecTBoBaHHe. Omnmpasch Ha MPOEKIUH, CHOPMHUPOBAHHBIC
Ha ocHoBe nepuona 20252029 ronos, cTarhs BBIACISET TPU MOCTIPE3UIECHTCKUX
cuenapust pa3sutus oTHomeHud CIIIA—KuTaii: mOCTKpU3MCHYIO CTaOWIM3aIuio,
CTPYKTYpUPOBAHHYIO CTPATErN4ECKYH0 KOOETULIMIO U yCTOMYUBOE UIE0JIOTHUYECKOE
COINEpHUYECTBO. BKiIas mccienoBaHus 3aKIodaeTcs B pa3paboTKe MOKOJICHYECKU
000CHOBAaHHOW AHAINTUYECKONH MOAENM MNPOTHO3MpoBaHUs oTHomeHnit CLIA-
Kuraii B yc10BuUsIX BTOPOIrO IPE3UAEHTCKOIO cpoka Tpamiia, a TakyKe B I€MOHCTPALUK
TOT0, KaK BHYTPEHHHE COIIMAJIbHBIE LIUKJIIBI BIUSIOT Ha JIOJITOCPOYHYIO TPAEKTOPHUIO
aMEepPUKaHCKOW OOJBIION CTpaTeruu.

Knwouesvie cnosa: meopus noxonenueckux yuxnoe Cmpayca—Xay;
0yanbHas YUKN08ASL MOOeb, TUOePCKUe apXxemunsl, HOKOJIEeHYeCKUue nogopomul;
amMepuKkaHcKue coyuaibHble YUKIvl, npesudenmcmeo Tpamna, conepruuecmso
CLIA—Kumail; newinenoiumuyeckoe npo2Ho3uposanie.

Introduction

The strategic relationship between the United States and China has become
a central focus of contemporary international relations scholarship. A substantial
body of research analyzes this rivalry through structural and systemic approach-
es, including power transition theory [1], the Thucydides Trap framework [2], and
broader studies of strategic competition such as Friedberg [3], which conceptual-
ize U.S.—China rivalry as a long-term structural contest shaped by shifts in pow-
er, ideology, and regional influence. These works emphasize material capabilities,
geopolitical incentives, and international system dynamics as primary drivers of
U.S.—China interactions.

Alongside these analyses, scholars have highlighted the role of cyclical politi-
cal change and long-term patterns in shaping foreign policy. Studies of political-
institutional cycles such as Doran [4] and examinations of recurring geopolitical
realignments, including Mead [5], suggest that states may follow periodic shifts in
strategic orientation grounded in domestic political rhythms. Yet, despite the ana-
lytical depth of these approaches, they seldom address how generational change
influences foreign-policy preferences and leadership behavior.

In sociological research, generational analysis has been explored more fully.
Foundational works on cohort theory provide methodological grounding for study-
ing long-term social change, while contemporary analyses have expanded these
ideas. Of particular relevance, Strauss—Howe generational cycle theory offers a
conceptual framework linking generational “turnings” to recurring patterns in
public expectations, political mobilization, and leadership styles. Although the
theory has been critiqued for determinism and limited empirical verification — as
highlighted in Van Twist & Newcombe [6] — it nevertheless provides a structured
lens for analyzing intergenerational differences in elite behavior.

Recent scholarship has begun to explore how generational dynamics intersect
with U.S. foreign policy. Notably, Zhang & Chen [7] develop a dual-cycle frame-
work that integrates Strauss—Howe generational cycles with broader political-in-
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stitutional shifts in American governance. Their model suggests that generation-
al turnover may be linked to changes in strategic posture, leadership succession
patterns, policy priorities, and the perceived role of the United States in global
order-building. Building on these contributions, this article employs several key
concepts in a specific way. “Generational archetypes” refer to the ideal-typical
Strauss—Howe patterns (Prophet, Nomad, Hero, Artist) that shape characteristic
leadership styles and strategic preferences [6]. “Generational turnings” denote the
macro-societal phases (High, Awakening, Unraveling, Crisis) that structure politi-
cal incentives and public expectations [6]. The term “Gray Champion” is used to
describe an elder Prophet leader who emerges during a Crisis turning to define its
direction [6]. “Strategic co-opetition” is understood here as a mode of U.S.—China
interaction in which sustained geopolitical rivalry coexists with selective, insti-
tutionalized cooperation in areas of mutual benefit, consistent with proposals for
“competition without catastrophe” [8]. “Scenario analysis” refers to a structured
method for constructing multiple plausible long-term trajectories under uncertain-
ty, drawing on established approaches in strategic planning [9; 10]. “Cohort theory”
conceptualizes cohorts as analytically identifiable groups shaped by shared forma-
tive experiences, producing distinct behavioral patterns over time [11].

This article addresses the remaining gap in international-relations scholarship
by examining how generational turnings and leadership archetypes shape U.S. for-
eign policy toward China from 2025 to 2040. The analysis considers both the im-
mediate implications of Donald Trump’s second presidency (2025-2029) and the
projected effects of subsequent transitions to Generation X and Millennial leader-
ship during the 2030s. The scenario model begins with a baseline assumption of
Donald Trump’s second presidency (2025-2029), which functions as the closing
stage of the Prophet-led crisis within the Strauss—Howe cycle.

The purpose of this study is to assess how generational cycles influence U.S.—
China relations during the 2025-2040 period and to develop scenario-based fore-
casts grounded in generational analysis. To achieve this objective, the article:

(I) evaluates the applicability and limitations of generational cycle theory for
international relations;

(2) operationalizes generational archetypes as analytical variables for foreign-
policy analysis;

(3) examines the leadership orientations of U.S. presidential cohorts from
2016 through the 2030s;

(4) constructs three long-term scenarios for U.S.—China relations based on
generational dynamics and systemic strategic rivalry.

This generational approach offers an additional conceptual tool for understand-
ing the domestic determinants of great-power competition and for evaluating how
sociopolitical cycles may shape the future architecture of U.S.—China relations.

Methodology and Research Methods

This study employs a mixed methodological approach combining generational
cycle theory, cohort analysis, and scenario-based strategic forecasting. The meth-
odology integrates sociological, political, and international-relations frameworks
to explain how generational turnover may influence U.S. foreign-policy behavior
toward China from 2025 to 2040. The research design responds directly to the gaps
identified in the Introduction, particularly the limited incorporation of generational
dynamics into analyses of great-power rivalry.
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Theoretical Framework

Traditional interpretations of U.S.—China rivalry rely primarily on structural
theories of international relations. Power transition theory [1], the Thucydides Trap
framework [2], and strategic competition analyses such as conceptualize great-
power rivalry as a function of shifts in material capabilities, systemic pressures,
and geopolitical incentives [3]. These approaches form the structural foundation
against which this study introduces generational variables.

The primary analytical lens of the research is the Strauss—Howe generational
cycle theory, which conceptualizes U.S. history as a recurring sequence of genera-
tional “turnings” shaped by sequential cohorts with distinct behavioral profiles.
Although originally developed as a sociocultural theory rather than a political one,
its structured model of archetypal cohorts offers analytical value for understanding
leadership orientations and foreign-policy tendencies. To ensure methodological
rigor, the study incorporates established critiques of the framework, particularly
concerning determinism and limited empirical verification, as noted by Van Twist
& Newcombe [6].

The theoretical foundation is strengthened through integration of classical co-
hort theory, particularly the work of Ryder [11], which defines cohorts as analyti-
cally identifiable groups shaped by shared historical experiences. Ryder’s concep-
tualization provides methodological justification for treating political generations
as coherent units of analysis and supports the operationalization of generational
variables in this study.

The research also draws upon the dual-cycle model developed by Chinese
scholars Chen & Zhang [7], which links American generational succession to ideo-
logical and institutional cycles. Their approach suggests that generational turnover
affects not only domestic political rhythms but also strategic orientations in U.S.
foreign policy. This framework provides theoretical grounding for analyzing how
generational dynamics intersect with great-power rivalry.

We recognize the limitations of such a grand theory and consider Strauss—
Howe to be only a heuristic lens complementing structural IR theories (realism,
constructivism), rather than a predictive model. We acknowledge that it has gained
particular popularity in conservative circles (e.g., Bannon’s “Fourth Turning” rhet-
oric associated with Trumpism (Kaiser, 2016)), and that it can be used to justify
crisis exploitation or authoritarian tendencies (“crisis demands strong leaders”).
Liberal critics regard it as fatalistic and discouraging of progressive change. The
theory is strongly deterministic, as it posits that history follows inevitable cycles,
thereby downplaying individual agency, random events, or structural forces (such
as globalization or climate change). It is also explicitly Anglo-American in its ex-
planatory scope, rooted in Puritan history and U.S. exceptionalism. Strauss and
Howe themselves note that its applicability beyond the United States is limited.

Empirical Foundation

In addition to theoretical foundations, the study incorporates empirical evidence
on generational differences in American foreign-policy attitudes. Survey data from
the Pew Research Center [13] demonstrate that younger cohorts — particularly
Millennials and Generation Z — perceive China as a competitor but express signif-
icantly higher support for selective cooperation and multilateral engagement than
older generations. These empirical patterns reinforce the analytical relevance of
generational variables and justify their inclusion in scenario-based forecasting.
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Operationalization of Key Concepts

To transform generational theory into an analytical tool appropriate for interna-
tional relations, the study operationalizes three core concepts:

(a) Generational Archetypes

Each cohort (Prophet, Nomad, Hero, Artist) is defined according to its forma-
tive context, leadership style, and behavioral tendencies. These archetypal char-
acteristics are treated as independent variables influencing foreign-policy prefer-
ences, including attitudes toward risk, multilateralism, crisis escalation, and insti-
tutional cooperation.

(b) Turnings

Turnings (e.g., Fourth Turning, First Turning) are operationalized as macro-
political environments that shape elite incentives and public expectations. This ap-
proach corresponds to the logic of long-cycle theories such as Modelski [12], which
interpret systemic geopolitical shifts through recurring temporal patterns.

(c) Leadership Generations

Presidential administrations and dominant political elites are categorized ac-
cording to their generational cohort. Aligning leadership generation with turning-
cycle context enables structured comparison of expected foreign-policy tendencies.

Research Design and Analytical Logic

The methodological structure consists of three sequential components:

Step 1: Generational Mapping (2016—2040)

Using cohort theory and Strauss—Howe turnings, the study maps the genera-
tional positions of U.S. leaders from 2016 through 2040. This mapping identifies
expected transitions between Boomer, Generation X, and Millennial leadership
and establishes the temporal basis for scenario analysis.

Step 2: Linking Generational Variables to Foreign-Policy Behavior

Drawing on psychological and political-behavioral literature—including Mead
[5] and Doran [4] — the analysis identifies pathways through which generational
differences shape strategic tendencies. These pathways include variations in ideo-
logical framing, crisis management approaches, risk tolerance, and preferences for
unilateral versus multilateral engagement.

Step 3: Scenario-Based Forecasting

The study employs a structured scenario methodology inspired by Schoemaker
[9] and Bradfield et al. [10], widely used in long-range strategic analysis. Variables
used for constructing scenarios include:

— leadership generation;

— turning phase (e.g., Fourth Turning vs. First Turning);

— systemic rivalry intensity;

— domestic political polarization;

— institutional resilience.

Scenarios are not deterministic predictions but analytically plausible trajecto-
ries grounded in generational and structural conditions. This approach aligns with
the forecasting principles outlined in the National Intelligence Council’s Global
Trends 2040 report [14].

Limitations of the Methodology

To ensure academic transparency, the study identifies several methodological
constraints:

1. Generational theory's limited empirical verification, particularly regarding
its predictive precision.
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2. Difficulty of isolating generational effects from structural or material driv-
ers of foreign-policy behavior.

3. Inherent uncertainty of long-term strategic forecasting, especially in con-
texts involving great-power rivalry.

These limitations do not diminish the heuristic value of the approach but under-
score its exploratory nature. The aim is not deterministic prediction but conceptual
clarification of how generational dynamics may shape long-term strategic trends in
U.S.—China relations.

Results

This section presents the analytical results of the study, following the meth-
odological structure discussed above. The findings demonstrate how generational
turnover interacts with structural great-power dynamics to shape plausible trajecto-
ries of U.S.—China relations from 2025 to 2040. The results are organized into five
components: (1) generational mapping of U.S. leadership; (2) archetypal foreign-
policy tendencies; (3) generational profiles of recent U.S. leaders; (4) generational
mechanisms influencing strategic behavior; and (5) scenario outcomes.

1. Generational Mapping of U.S. Political Leadership (2016—2040)

The first stage of analysis identifies the generational composition of U.S. lead-
ership across the period under study. The results confirm the following sequence:

(1) Boomer (Prophet) leadership, 20162029

The Boomer cohort exhibits crisis-oriented and ideologically framed foreign-
policy behavior, consistent with Fourth Turning dynamics. Such patterns align with
confrontation-driven strategic competition observed during heightened U.S.—Chi-
na tensions in the late 2010s and early 2020s.

(2) Generation X (Nomad) leadership, expected 20292037

The expected rise of Generation X leaders corresponds to a shift toward prag-
matic, transactional, and risk-managed competition. This is consistent with find-
ings from strategic-behavior research and observed Gen-X leadership styles in U.S.
domestic politics.

(3) Millennial (Hero) leadership, expected 2037-2045

Millennials display civic and institution-building tendencies, implying poten-
tial stabilization and partial renewal of multilateral engagements. Surveys analyzed
earlier (Pew [13]) show they exhibit lower hostility toward China and higher sup-
port for institutional cooperation.

This mapping provides the temporal foundation for scenario construction.

2. Generational Archetypes and Foreign-Policy Tendencies

Operationalizing Strauss—Howe generations reveals consistent archetypal pref-
erences:

(@) Prophet (Boomer)

—ideological framing of rivalry;

— preference for unilateral action;

— greater likelihood of crisis escalation;

— skepticism toward institutional constraints.

(b) Nomad (Generation X)

— transactional, flexible approaches;

— tactical cooperation balanced with competitive posturing;

— preference for short- to medium-term strategic solutions;

— moderated ideological content.
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(¢) Hero (Millennial)

— emphasis on institutional mechanisms;

— support for multilateral and cooperative initiatives;

— long-term stabilization focus;

— willingness to compartmentalize confrontation and cooperation.

These tendencies form the basis for forecasting long-term foreign-policy be-
havior.

3. Generational Profiles of Recent U.S. Leaders

To illustrate how generational archetypes manifest in concrete foreign-policy
choices, this section briefly examines four prominent U.S. leaders of recent dec-
ades: Donald Trump, Joe Biden, Barack Obama, and J. D. Vance. Their leadership
styles and China policies provide empirical examples of Prophet, Artist, Nomad,
and emerging Hero archetypes within the Strauss—Howe framework.

Donald Trump (Baby Boomer — Prophet). Donald Trump, born in 1946, ex-
emplifies the Prophet archetype. His presidency (2017-2021, and hypothetically
2025-2029 in this study’s forecasting horizon) translated generational traits—mor-
alistic framing, confrontation with perceived threats, and willingness to challenge
established norms — into a sharply adversarial China policy. Trump abandoned
the earlier bipartisan consensus on “engagement and hedging” and instead defined
China as a principal strategic antagonist. The trade war, large-scale tariffs, sanc-
tions against Chinese firms, and rhetorical escalation framed U.S.—China relations
as an existential contest, consistent with late-crisis Prophet leadership. In genera-
tional terms, Trump’s role closely resembles the “Gray Champion” figure leading
society through a Fourth Turning crisis, intensifying rivalry and narrowing the
space for compromise.

Joe Biden (Silent Generation — Artist). Joe Biden (b. 1942) belongs to the Si-
lent Generation, associated with the Artist archetype. Artists come of age during
a crisis and mature in a period of relative stability, which tends to produce leaders
who favor compromise, repair, and procedural order. Biden’s presidency sought to
restore predictability after Trump’s disruptive term: he re-emphasized alliances,
multilateral coordination, and institutional responses to China while largely pre-
serving the tougher economic and technological line inherited from his predeces-
sor. As Zhang and Chen [7] note, Chinese analysts classify Biden as a “literary/
artist type” leader who exerts pressure on China in a more measured and coordi-
nated fashion, preferring coalition-building and process over shock tactics. In gen-
erational terms, Biden functions as a transitional figure who manages the crisis but
does not resolve the structural rivalry.

Barack Obama (Generation X — Nomad). Barack Obama (b. 1961) is often
regarded as an early Gen X (Nomad) leader. His presidency (2009—2017) combined
elements of engagement and competition in a pragmatic, risk-aware manner. Early
in his term, Obama emphasized cooperation with China on global economic re-
covery and climate policy; later, as China’s assertiveness grew and domestic U.S.
discontent intensified, he pivoted to a more explicit balancing strategy through the
“rebalance to Asia”, WTO cases, and cyber-security measures. This adaptive, “no
drama” style reflects Nomad attributes: preference for management over grand
ideological projects, flexible adjustment to changing conditions, and reliance on
technocratic problem-solving rather than mobilizing rhetoric. Obama’s record il-
lustrates how a Gen X president can delay a full rupture in relations by managing
the transition from engagement to strategic competition.
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J. D. Vance and Emerging Millennial (Hero) Leadership. J. D. Vance (b.
1984), as a Millennial politician elevated to the national stage as a vice-presidential
figure under Trump’s second term in the scenario framework, illustrates the emerg-
ing Hero archetype. Millennials as a cohort have been shaped by the post-Cold
War order, the war on terror, and the 2008 financial crisis. Surveys show that they
tend to be more open to international cooperation and less inclined to view China
as an inherent enemy, even while supporting firm responses on economic and se-
curity issues [9]. Vance’s rhetoric combines economic nationalism and concern for
the U.S. working class with a stated aversion to large-scale war with China. This
mixture captures a central tension of Millennial Hero leadership: determination to
“fix” structural vulnerabilities (such as over-dependence on Chinese supply chains)
while seeking to avoid catastrophic confrontation. As Millennials move closer to
national executive power in the 2030s, the configuration of such attitudes will be
critical for the feasibility of the “strategic co-opetition” scenario outlined later.

Taken together, these leadership profiles empirically ground the generational
typology used in this article. Trump, Biden, Obama, and Vance illustrate how ar-
chetypal patterns map onto real-world foreign-policy behavior. They also provide
reference points for the scenario analysis that follows, which extrapolates from
these generational tendencies to explore the 2029-2040 trajectory of U.S.—China
relations.

4.Generational Mechanisms Influencing U.S.—China Strategic Behavior

Building on long-cycle theories and scenario methodology, three mechanisms
were identified:

Mechanism I: Crisis Intensification Under Prophet Leadership

Boomer-driven strategic choices align with higher escalation potential, rein-
forcing patterns described in structural assessments of U.S.—China military dy-
namics, such as Mastro [15].

Mechanism 2: Pragmatic Competition Under Nomad Leadership

Gen-X leadership is likely to blend deterrence with calibrated cooperation. This
aligns with analytical models of competitive coexistence developed by Campbell
& Sullivan [8], suggesting that rivalry can be moderated through selective engage-
ment.

Mechanism 3: Managed Co-evolution Under Hero Leadership

Millennial leadership aligns with institutional rebuilding, crisis-management
mechanisms, and selective cooperation. This corresponds to forecasts in strategic-
stability studies conducted by RAND [16], which emphasize the potential of struc-
tured crisis-management tools to prevent escalation in bipolar competition.

These mechanisms provide the analytical bridge between generational theory
and foreign-policy outcomes.

5. Scenario Outcomes for U.S.—China Relations (2029-2040)

Three analytically derived scenarios were constructed using the methodologi-
cal approach outlined above. These scenarios — summarized in Table 1 — reflect
the interaction between generational leadership, systemic rivalry intensity, turning-
cycle dynamics, and institutional resilience. Together, they illustrate how different
generational configurations may shape distinct strategic trajectories in U.S.—China
relations during the 2029-2040 period.
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Table 1. Generational Scenarios for U.S.—China Relations, 2029-2040
Scenario Leggﬁ:;srltnp Archetype %ﬁ:ﬁg;{c Key Features Iilfg)ll:;;l
— selective rollback of
tariffs;
— diplomatic channel
Generation . restoration; o 1970s
1. Post- X (. Nomad Cautious — de-escalation in U.S—-USSR
Crisis Harr.is.’ (Reactive) management | Taiwan/SCS; détente; 1972
Stabilization DeSar;tis) of rivalry — calibrated alliance ~ |Nixon—-Mao
coordination; rapprochement
— limited re-
engagement in low-
sensitivity trade
— institutionalized
cooperation in green
tech & health;
— climate & Al
Millennials Managed governarilce; d b9;15-\)1\}950s
2 Strategic |(c.g., Hero (Civic) competition mfltlrteizllzl%;rzlne EL.1r<.>pe gf)t:tr-n
Co-opetition Vanc_e,. + selectiye mechanisms: war order-
Buttigicg) cooperation | - structured crisis- building
management tools;
— shared leadership on
global issues
— accelerated
decoupling;
Millennials — militarized rivalry
under Proloneed (Taiwan, cyber, space); 19505805
3. hardline Hero/Hvbrid |ideol & e weakening Iv—mid
Reactionary |pressures erorybrid 11deologlical |, itilateral carly” mi
(radicalized) |and systemic|. . .~ " Cold War
Recurrence |(or Gen X flict institutions; rival
co-opted by conthie — consolidation of rival " &
ideology) geopolitical blocs;
— intensification of
proxy

Source: Compiled by the authors

Interpretation of Scenario Findings

Scenario 1

Shows moderate stabilization driven by Nomad pragmatism. Competition
persists but becomes more predictable.

Scenario 2

Demonstrates how Millennial leadership could institutionalize aspects of rivalry,
reducing escalation risks through norm-building and cooperation.

Scenario 3

[llustrates that structural pressures can override generational predispositions,
particularly during periods of heightened systemic insecurity. This matches long-
cycle expectations where post-crisis reconstruction can regress if geopolitical
competition intensifies.
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Discussion

The findings of this study demonstrate that generational dynamics provide
an analytically meaningful supplement to traditional explanations of U.S.—China
rivalry. While structural theories highlight power transitions, systemic constraints,
and geopolitical competition, the present analysis shows that leadership cohorts
shape how these structural pressures are interpreted and acted upon. This section
situates the results within broader international and regional scholarship and
outlines the implications for future research.

1. Alignment with International Research

The scenario outcomes derived here correspond to established assumptions in
structural-realist and long-cycle approaches, which emphasize persistent rivalry
driven by material and systemic factors. At the same time, the cohort-based variation
in foreign-policy trajectories — ranging from crisis escalation under Boomer
leadership to managed competition under Generation X and institutionalized
cooperation under Millennial leadership — suggests that domestic sociopolitical
rhythms significantly shape how rivalry unfolds.

2. Relevance to Regional and Kazakhstani Scholarship

Although Central Asian scholarship has rarely applied generational or cyclical
frameworks to U.S.—Chinarelations, regional researchers have produced substantial
analyses of global systemic change and China’s evolving role in Eurasia. Notably,
work by Murat T. Laumulin explores transformations in world politics and their
implications for Central Asia [17, 18]. His monograph Central Asia in an Era of
Transformation [17] captures structural shifts and geostrategic transformations
relevant to regional dynamics. Similarly, his historiographical work The History
of Kazakhstan and Central Asia in World Oriental Studies [18] contributes to deep
understanding of regional history and geopolitical context. These studies do not
address generational cycles directly, which underscores the novelty of applying
generational analysis to the region. Therefore, the present research builds on
the established regional scholarship and extends it by introducing cohort-based
analytical variables.

3. Theoretical and Empirical Implications

Generational archetypes should be treated as mediating factors rather than
deterministic predictors: they influence how leaders interpret structural constraints
and strategic pressures. Under Boomer (Prophet) leadership competition tends
toward escalation; Generation X (Nomad) may moderate rivalry through pragmatic
management; Millennials (Hero) provide potential for institutionalized crisis-
management. This triangulation refines existing models of U.S.—China relations
and suggests that generational turnover may affect not just the intensity but the
character and trajectory of rivalry.

4. Limitations and Prospects for Future Research

Interpretation remains subject to uncertainty, especially given unpredictable
structural shocks, leadership discontinuities, or external crises. Empirical
validation, comparative studies, and mixed-method research (surveys, elite
interviews, quantitative indicators) are necessary to test cohort-based hypotheses.
Regionally, applying generational analysis to other actors — including China,
Russia, or Central Asian states — can open new research avenues.

Overall, by integrating generational variables into analyses of systemic rivalry,
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this study contributes both to international scholarship and to the academic context
of Central Asia, pointing to new directions for regional political-scientific research.

Conclusion

This study has examined how generational dynamics may influence the
long-term evolution of U.S.—China relations between 2025 and 2040. Building
on structural and geopolitical frameworks developed in earlier scholarship, the
research integrates generational-cycle theory, cohort analysis, and scenario-based
forecasting to offer a multidimensional perspective on strategic competition. This
approach addresses the limitations of existing studies, which primarily focus on
material capabilities or institutional factors while paying insufficient attention to
the sociopolitical rhythms that shape foreign-policy decision-making.

The findings demonstrate that although structural pressures—economic
interdependence, military balancing, and systemic rivalry—remain constant drivers
of U.S.—China competition, leadership cohorts function as mediating variables that
shape how these pressures are interpreted. Generational characteristics influence
strategic preferences, risk tolerance, ideological framing, and the likelihood of
crisis escalation or institutional engagement. The scenario outcomes developed
in this study illustrate three plausible trajectories: ideological confrontation under
Prophet-style Boomer leadership, pragmatic stabilization under Generation X, and
institutionalized co-opetition under Millennial leadership.

The empirical leadership profiles examined in the Results section reinforce
these conclusions. The contrasting approaches of Donald Trump, Joe Biden,
Barack Obama, and emerging Millennial figures such as J. D. Vance demonstrate
how generational archetypes manifest in concrete foreign-policy choices. These
cases illustrate the pathways through which generational biases and interpretive
frameworks shape the tone, tempo, and strategic orientation of U.S.—China relations,
thereby validating the analytical value of incorporating generational analysis into
long-term forecasting.

For Kazakhstan and the broader Central Asian scholarly context, the study
provides an additional conceptual lens to complement existing geopolitical research
on China’s growing influence in Eurasia. While regional scholars have extensively
examined China’s strategic behavior, generational frameworks have not yet been
applied in this field. The findings of this article therefore open a new line of inquiry,
suggesting that cohort-based analysis may enrich regional assessments of great-
power competition and its implications for smaller and middle powers.

The study also acknowledges inherent limitations: the difficulty of isolating
generational effects from material and institutional factors, the unpredictability
of domestic political developments, and the uncertainty of long-term forecasting.
These constraints underscore the exploratory character of the scenarios presented
rather than their predictive intent. Nonetheless, generational analysis offers a
valuable conceptual tool for anticipating the political and strategic preferences of
future U.S. administrations.

Future research could build on these insights by examining generational
change in other major and regional powers, integrating quantitative behavioral
data, or exploring how societal cycles interact with geopolitical transformations in
Central Asia. Such work would deepen the theoretical and practical relevance of
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generational analysis for understanding the evolving global order and the long-term
trajectory of U.S.—China relations.
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