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1.  Reading Passage

When Donald Trump boarded Air Force One to leave Beijing, he carried home a diplomatic parting
gift  from  Xi  Jinping:  a  promise  of  rose  seeds  to  be  planted  at  the  White  House.  It  was  a  fitting
souvenir for a summit long on ceremony and short on substance. Over two days of talks — staged
across the Temple of Heaven, the Great Hall  of the People,  and Zhongnanhai,  the tightly guarded
compound  where  China's  top  leaders  live  —  Xi  appeared  to  concede  little  else  to  the  American
president.

The two governments produced no breakthroughs on the issues that actually divide them: tariffs,
technology restrictions, Taiwan, and the war the United States and Israel are waging against Iran.
The White House had hoped for the kind of headline business contracts that justify a trans-Pacific
flight.  None materialized.  Trump pressed Xi  to lean on Tehran to reopen the Strait  of  Hormuz to
commercial shipping; while both leaders publicly agreed the Iran war should end, Beijing offered no
commitment  to  actually  help.  Trump  even  floated  lifting  US  sanctions  on  Chinese  purchasers  of
Iranian oil — a concession that, if granted, would have been welcomed in Beijing.

The talks did cement something
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2.  Explanation

Xi Jinping gave Donald Trump rose seeds to plant at the White House — and almost nothing else.
After  two  days  in  Beijing's  grandest  halls,  the  world's  two  biggest  powers  walked  away  with
pageantry, no breakthroughs, and a fresh warning about Taiwan.

What's Going On?
Trump just  wrapped a  two-day summit  in  Beijing  with  Chinese  President  Xi  Jinping,  moving  between

the Temple of Heaven, the Great Hall of the People, and Zhongnanhai — the tightly guarded compound

where  China's  top  leaders  live  and  work.  The  visuals  were  lavish,  but  the  deliverables  were  thin:  no

major business contracts for US companies, no regulatory wins, and no public Chinese commitment to

help pressure Iran over the Strait of Hormuz.

What the summit did produce was a vibe shift — a fragile sense that the two governments want to avoid

a  blow-up  while  the  US-Israel  war  against  Iran  roils  global  energy  markets.  Xi  also  delivered  a  sharp

warning:  any  US  'mishandling'  of  Taiwan,  the  self-governing  democratic  island  Beijing  claims,  could

push the two powers toward conflict.

How To Think About It
This wasn't a negotiation so much as a carefully choreographed standoff.  Both sides came in knowing

the cameras mattered as much as the contracts.  To read who actually  'won',  look past the smiles and

ask who walked away with leverage.

• Think  of  a  heavyweight  title  weigh-in:  both  fighters  smile  and  pose,  but  the  staredown  —  who

flinches,  who looms — telegraphs  the  actual  fight  to  come.  Xi  loomed;  Trump kept  reaching  for  a

handshake.

• Or  think  of  two  CEOs  of  rival  firms  doing  a  joint  press  event.  They  agree  to  'maintain  stability'

precisely  because  neither  has  the  cards  to  force  a  real  merger  or  a  real  breakup  —  so  they  sign

nothing, smile a lot, and let analysts argue over who looked more comfortable on stage.

Key Things To Know
• Trump arrived hoping for Chinese pressure on Iran to reopen the Strait of Hormuz to commercial

shipping; Xi made no public commitment, even though both leaders said they wanted the Iran war

to end.

• Xi  opened  the  talks  by  invoking  the  'Thucydides  Trap'  —  Harvard  scholar  Graham  Allison's

framework arguing that rising powers and incumbent ones tend to end up at war, drawn from the

Peloponnesian conflict between Athens and Sparta.

• A planned $14bn US arms sale to Taiwan is  on Trump's desk;  China sees Taiwanese independence

and cross-Strait peace as 'irreconcilable as fire and water,' per Beijing's foreign ministry.

• Xi pitched a vague new framework called 'constructive strategic stability,' which analysts read as an

attempt  to  set  'guardrails'  that  constrain  Washington  while  letting  Beijing  call  out  US  behavior  it

dislikes.

• The  thing  most  observers  miss:  a  summit  producing  'nothing'  can  still  be  a  win  for  the  side  that
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wanted  to  slow  things  down.  Xi  wanted  optics  and  stability;  he  got  both,  without  conceding

anything concrete.

Why It Matters
US-China  relations  shape  almost  everything  in  your  near  future  —  what  an  iPhone  costs,  whether

TikTok survives  in  the  US,  what  jobs  exist  in  semiconductors  and AI,  whether  college-grad engineers

get  hired  into  a  defense-tech  boom  or  a  globalized  supply  chain.  A  summit  that  produces  'stability'

without progress means the underlying tensions — Taiwan, tariffs, tech export bans, rare earths — are

frozen, not solved. They'll thaw, loudly, sometime during your college years.

The Bigger Picture
This  is  the  first  sitting  US  president  to  visit  China  in  nearly  a  decade,  and  Beijing  came in  noticeably

more confident than during Trump's first term — its tech, manufacturing, and military have all leveled

up. Watch three things next:  whether the $14bn Taiwan arms package actually goes through, whether

China quietly leans on Iran behind the scenes,  and whether either side starts probing the other's  'red

lines' to see how stable this stability really is. The Thucydides Trap may be a 2,400-year-old idea, but Xi

raised it for a reason — and history's track record on rising-versus-ruling-power standoffs is not exactly

comforting.
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3.  Key Terms Glossary

Thucydides Trap
A theory popularized by Harvard political scientist Graham Allison arguing that when a rising power
threatens to displace an established one, war is highly likely. Named for the ancient Greek historian
Thucydides, who described Sparta's fear of a rising Athens.

Strait of Hormuz
A narrow shipping channel between Iran and Oman through which roughly a fifth of the world's oil
passes. If it's blocked or threatened, global energy prices spike.

Guardrails (diplomatic)
Informal limits two rival governments agree to so that competition doesn't accidentally escalate into
war  —  for  example,  hotlines,  predictable  rules  around  military  patrols,  or  vague  pledges  to  keep
rivalry 'within proper limits.'

Sovereignty
A  government's  exclusive  right  to  rule  its  own  territory.  China  claims  sovereignty  over  Taiwan;
Taiwan's elected government and most Taiwanese people reject that claim.

Hegemon
The dominant power in a system — historically Britain in the 19th century, the US since 1945. In the
'rising vs. ruling power' framing, the hegemon is the incumbent being challenged.

Détente
A deliberate easing of tension between rival powers, often through summits, trade deals, or symbolic
gestures,  without  resolving  the  underlying  disputes.  The  term  was  famously  used  in  US-Soviet
relations during the Cold War.

Strategic stability
A Cold  War-era  concept  describing  a  relationship  between rival  powers  stable  enough that  neither
expects the other to launch a surprise attack. Xi's 'constructive strategic stability' borrows the phrase
but applies it more broadly to trade and tech.
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4.  Reading Comprehension Quiz

Circle the best answer for each question.

Q1. The passage most directly argues that the Beijing summit:
A) Produced a sweeping new US-China trade agreement
B) Lowered tensions in optics but yielded few concrete results
C) Ended in an open diplomatic break between the two leaders
D) Was dominated entirely by negotiations over Iran sanctions

Q2. According to the passage, which choice best states the central idea?
A) Xi Jinping conceded major ground on Taiwan to preserve trade ties
B) Trump's domestic problems forced him to cancel the summit early
C) Stability and symbolism outweighed substantive deals at the summit
D) China and the US signed a binding new security framework in Beijing

Q3. According to the passage, Trump did not secure Chinese help pressuring Iran because:
A) Xi publicly refused to discuss Iran during the talks
B) Beijing offered no public commitment despite shared views on the war
C) The Strait of Hormuz had already been reopened to shipping
D) China imposed new sanctions on Iranian oil before the summit

Q4. As used in the passage, the word 'concede' most nearly means:
A) Apologize
B) Lose a competition
C) Grant or give up
D) Acknowledge defeat

Q5. As used in the passage, the word 'fragile' most nearly means:
A) Physically delicate
B) Easily breakable in mood
C) Emotionally sensitive
D) Newly created

Q6. Which  statement  about  Xi's  invocation  of  the  'Thucydides  Trap'  can  most  reasonably  be  inferred

from the passage?
A) Xi believes war between the US and China is unavoidable
B) Xi used the concept to warn against US strategic miscalculation
C) Xi was endorsing Graham Allison's predictions about inevitable conflict
D) Xi was formally declaring the start of a new cold war with America

Q7. The passage suggests that Xi's proposed 'constructive strategic stability' framework is:
A) An attempt to constrain US behavior while preserving Chinese flexibility
B) A detailed treaty specifying military limits in the Taiwan Strait
C) A revival of Cold War US-Soviet arms-control agreements
D) A formal economic union between Washington and Beijing
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Q8. The author's tone in describing the summit's outcomes is best characterized as:
A) Openly celebratory of Trump's diplomatic success
B) Outraged at Chinese behavior toward the US president
C) Skeptical and measured, leaning toward unimpressed
D) Confused about what actually occurred in Beijing

Q9. Which of the following can most reasonably be inferred about Trump's negotiating position at the

summit?
A) He arrived with more leverage than Xi and dictated the agenda
B) He appeared to want more from the meeting than Xi was willing to give
C) He successfully extracted concessions on both Taiwan and Iran
D) He refused to praise China in order to maintain pressure on Xi

Q10.Which choice provides the BEST evidence for the answer to the previous question?
A) 'Xi appeared to concede little else to the US president'
B) 'Trump looked like he was pleading, needing something from Xi'
C) 'The talks did, however, cement a fragile sense of stability'
D) 'China backs its claim to sovereignty over Taiwan with threats of force'

My Score:  _______ / 10
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5.  Answer Key with Explanations

Q1. The passage most directly argues that the Beijing summit:

Answer: B

The passage repeatedly emphasizes pageantry without breakthroughs — rose seeds, grand halls, but no major deals
or commitments. A is wrong (Trap C: a real-world hope unsupported by the text; no sweeping deal was signed). SAT
Tip: When a 'main idea' question offers one option that captures the article's central tension (here, warm vibes +
thin substance), pick the one that holds both halves — not the option that captures only one side.

Q2. According to the passage, which choice best states the central idea?

Answer: C

The passage frames the summit as heavy on stability and symbolism (rose seeds, lavish settings) but light on actual
agreements.  D  is  wrong  because  Xi's  'constructive  strategic  stability'  is  described  as  vague,  not  binding  (Trap  B:
passage vocabulary recombined incorrectly).  SAT Tip:  'Central idea'  answers should echo the article's  overall  arc,
not a single sentence — if an option contradicts the article's tone of caution or skepticism, eliminate it.

Q3. According to the passage, Trump did not secure Chinese help pressuring Iran because:

Answer: B

The passage states that while Trump and Xi expressed 'similar'  views on ending the Iran war,  Beijing offered no
public commitment to act. D is wrong (Trap C: it's the opposite of what the passage describes — Trump was hoping
China might consider lifting sanctions, not adding them). SAT Tip: Watch for answer choices that flip the direction
of cause-and-effect described in the passage — they're a classic trap on cause-effect questions.

Q4. As used in the passage, the word 'concede' most nearly means:

Answer: C

In  context  — 'Xi  appeared  to  concede  little  else  to  the  US president'  —  the  word  means  'grant'  or  'give  up'  (as  in
policy concessions). D is the common sports/election meaning ('concede the race') and is the most tempting wrong
answer  (Trap  B:  vocabulary  recombined  into  the  wrong  sense).  SAT  Tip:  On  vocab-in-context,  substitute  each
option back into the sentence — the right answer keeps the original  meaning intact,  while the common meaning
often breaks the sentence.

Q5. As used in the passage, the word 'fragile' most nearly means:

Answer: B

The passage describes a 'fragile sense of stability' between Washington and Beijing — meaning a stability that could
easily  fall  apart,  not  one  that's  literally  breakable.  A  is  the  literal/common meaning  (Trap  B).  SAT  Tip:  Abstract
nouns (stability, peace, trust) take metaphorical adjectives — pick the figurative meaning over the literal one when
the noun itself is abstract.

Q6. Which  statement  about  Xi's  invocation  of  the  'Thucydides  Trap'  can  most  reasonably  be  inferred

from the passage?

Answer: B

The passage notes Xi has previously framed the Trap as a problem only if major powers make 'repeated strategic
miscalculations'  —  a  warning,  not  a  prophecy.  A  is  the  tempting  wrong  answer  because  the  Trap  is  often
summarized as  'war is  inevitable,'  but  the passage explicitly  shows Xi  rejecting that  framing (Trap C:  true about
Allison's  original  framework,  not  about  Xi's  use  of  it).  SAT  Tip:  Inference  questions  punish  prior  knowledge  —
answer only from what the passage actually says about this speaker's use of the idea.
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Q7. The passage suggests that Xi's proposed 'constructive strategic stability' framework is:

Answer: A

Analysts  in the passage describe  the concept  as  a  way to  impose 'guardrails'  on the US and give Beijing room to
criticize Washington for unreliable behavior — flexible for China, constraining for America. C is tempting because
the passage mentions the Cold War US-Soviet 'strategic stability' origin (Trap B: borrowed vocabulary but wrong
meaning — Xi's version is broader, not a revival). SAT Tip: When a passage explicitly distinguishes a new concept
from an older one, the right answer reflects the distinction, not the similarity.

Q8. The author's tone in describing the summit's outcomes is best characterized as:

Answer: C

Word choices like 'little to show,' 'pleading,' 'unrequited praise,' and 'fragile sense' signal an unimpressed, skeptical
stance toward Trump's haul. A is the obvious flip (Trap A: right scope, wrong direction). SAT Tip: Tone questions
hinge on the author's adjectives and adverbs, not the topic — a serious geopolitical subject can still be covered in a
wry or skeptical voice.

Q9. Which of the following can most reasonably be inferred about Trump's negotiating position at the

summit?

Answer: B

An expert quoted in the passage says Trump 'looked like he was pleading, needing something from Xi, with all of the
unrequited praise.' C is wrong because the passage explicitly says he secured no formal announcements (Trap C: a
real-world  hope  that  isn't  in  the  text).  SAT  Tip:  When  an  analyst  is  quoted  using  vivid  language  ('pleading,'
'unrequited'), expect a question that hinges on that exact framing — read quoted experts carefully.

Q10.Which choice provides the BEST evidence for the answer to the previous question?

Answer: B

The quote  in  B directly  supports  the  inference that  Trump wanted more than Xi  gave — it  names the  imbalance
explicitly.  A  is  true  and  related  but  describes  Xi's  side,  not  Trump's  posture  (Trap  B:  passage  vocabulary,  wrong
focus). SAT Tip: On evidence-pairing questions, find the line that names the exact actor in your previous answer —
if the previous answer was about Trump, the evidence must explicitly describe Trump.
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