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Abstract: In 2023, relations between the United States and the People’s Republic 
of China are characterized by a climate of high drama and confrontation. Tensions 
have escalated across a range of military, economic, and technology issues to the 
point that each side portrays the other in stark adversarial terms. Indeed, the 
temperature of U.S.-China relations has plunged to its lowest point in decades 
and seems unlikely to improve any time soon. What explains the current dire 
condition of full-blown great-power rivalry? While this rivalry has been building 
for decades with many tensions submerged and simmering, it burst to the surface 
in recent years seemingly coming out of nowhere. Attention to cognitive factors 
and images helps account for the turbulent trajectory of U.S.-China relations.
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