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SUMMARY 
A persistent theme of the Obama administration’s foreign policy has been an increased focus 

on the Asia-Pacific region. Labelled the “rebalance to Asia” in 2011, the stated intention 

has been to improve American ties with the region in diplomatic, economic and security 

terms. The initiative has been the subject of much discussion which can for the most part be 

condensed into two questions. First, has the rebalance actually materialized in any 

significant way? And second, is the rebalance best explained as a liberal project to support 

cooperation and international institutions or is it really America’s attempt to counter the rise 

of China through a power balancing strategy? 

The Master’s Thesis at hand explores the rebalance and engages the above 

questions. My first objective is to provide an empirical assessment of the Obama 

administration's rebalance to Asia, hence investigating the substantiality of the strategy. 

Finding that the rebalance has indeed been a significant change in US foreign policy, I move 

on to theoretically explain the strategy behind the rebalance by drawing on the theories of 

offensive neorealism and structural neoliberalism. 

Chapter I makes a number of introductory remarks on my object of study and 

methodology, highlighting both the explanatory purpose and case centrism of my study as 

well as how theory testing is used as a means to this end. Chapter II lays out the diplomatic, 

economic and security aspects of the rebalance, focusing particularly on US engagement in 

Asia-Pacific multilaterals, the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and the posture and activities 

of US forces in the region. The chapter concludes that significant developments have taken 

place. 

Chapter III lays out my neorealist and neoliberal theories and derives 

hypotheses from them. These form the basis for my analysis in chapter IV which revisits 

the empirical developments and investigate which theory provided the more accurate set of 

expectations. This chapter concludes that the hypotheses of both theories enjoy broad 

support and that the US seems to be pursuing a both neorealist and neoliberal strategy. 

To explain how the rebalance can be both a neorealist and neoliberal strategy 

chapter V engages in a theory synthesis. I argue that the US is indeed working to create a 

liberal international order built on multilateral institutions, cooperation and rule-based 

behavior but that in order to reach that liberal goal the US must follow a neorealist strategy 

of offshore balancing since China remains the largest threat to the liberal order. This means 
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that the US will in for foreseeable future seek to keep China contained until a point where 

the liberal order is so deeply rooted and internationally supported that China will have no 

interest in attempting to overturn it. In short, the US is pursuing liberal goals but must rely 

on realist means for the time being. The chapter is concluded with some possible objections 

to and critiques of my theory synthesis which are addressed in turn. 

Chapter VI concludes the thesis with a summary of my findings and 

arguments. I then present a list of both empirical and theoretical questions that deserve 

further research and could contribute to our understanding of the Asia-Pacific and the 

developments of the regional order there. 

 Some of the central themes of this thesis are the concept of international order, 

the strategies of hegemons facing a possible power transition, the similarities and 

differences between neorealist and neoliberal theories, and the effect of international 

institutions on the behavior of states. Furthermore, I engage some empirical phenomena 

which have received insufficient attention within international relations studies, such as the 

concept of asset-specificity in military capabilities, the role of regional free-trade 

agreements such as the TPP and the notion of capacity building assistance as a way of 

discouraging bandwagoning among smaller states. 

 The subject of this thesis is central in both empirical and theoretical terms. 

Empirically, it is the interaction between the US and China which will be the most important 

great power relationship in the foreseeable future. Analyzing the American rebalance tells 

us much about which strategy is guiding Washington’s approach to China and the region as 

a whole. Furthermore, the development of the US-China relationship will in all likelihood 

necessitate further theoretical studies of different forms of regional order, power transitions 

and great power relations. Bridging the gap between neorealist and neoliberal theories, as 

my synthesis does, could prove paramount for a holistic theoretical understanding of these 

great power dynamics. 
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Introduction 
One of the most central and contested issues within the field of international relations (IR) 

relates to the notions of international order. When engaging such topics scholars, politicians 

and journalists alike usually turn their attention to the great power states as they are 

considered the major players on the world stage with the most direct impact on global 

events. The most important of these remains the United States of America. 

 Media coverage of contemporary US foreign policy has focused mostly on the 

Middle East and the US handling or mishandling of Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya and Syria. 

Less attention has been devoted to the growing US engagement in the Asia-Pacific despite 

Obama’s proclaimed “rebalance to Asia”. Announced in 2011, the stated ambition of the 

rebalance was to increase US’ attention on the Asia-Pacific region and its key players such 

as the People’s Republic of China and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN). Yet, some disagreement has persisted regarding both the substantiality of and 

the underlying motives driving this strategic turn. As this study demonstrates, Obama’s 

rebalance to Asia is likely to play a central part in shaping the future of the Asia-Pacific 

region and consequently the global order. 

 The importance of the Asia-Pacific lies in a number of factors. These where 

summarized by American admiral Samuel L. Locklear III in a speech to the United States-

Indonesia Society in Jakarta on February 8, 2013. 

“The many nations who associate themselves here include five of our nation's 

seven treaty allies, the largest economies of the world…. The most populous 

nations of the world are also represented, which also include the first, second 

and third largest democracies…. Nine of the world's largest ports are in the Asia-

Pacific. The sea lanes here are the busiest in the world through which pass over 

half the entire world's container cargo every day and over 70 percent of ship-

based energy…. The Asia-Pacific is also the most militarized area in the world 

with seven of the world's largest standing militaries, the world's largest and most 

sophisticated navies, and five of the world's declared nuclear states” (cited in 

Simon 2015, 575) 
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Add to this list the rapid rise of China's economic and military power and it is no surprise 

that US foreign policy makers are paying close attention to the developments in the region 

and want to play a larger part in shaping them. As scholars already agree, it is the 

interactions between the US and China that will shape the international system and order 

for the remainder of the 21st century (Ikenberry 2011, 342; Acharya 2014; Mearsheimer 

2014, 361). 

Besides its practical implications, the rise of China vis-a-vis USA has also sparked 

a theoretical debate about how established superpowers react to emerging rivals. Two main 

camps have emerged in this discussion. One group usually follows the logic of the realist 

school of IR and/or theories of power transition and argue that the probability of conflict is 

high during periods wherein the global distribution of power is changing. Proponents of this 

theory tend to interpret the rebalance to Asia as the first step toward more open conflict as 

the US attempts to contain China. 

 The other common interpretation of the rebalance rests on a liberal foundation 

and proponents hereof see the rebalance as an attempt to embed China into a multilateral 

regional order. To this group, hegemonic conflict is in no way a given as it will be in China's 

own interest to maintain the current liberal international order. Thus, the argument goes, the 

balance of power may change in China's favor but a liberal institutional framework can 

remain to ensure stability. 

 

1.01 Research Aim 
The purpose of this study is twofold. My first objective is to provide an empirical 

assessment of the Obama administration's rebalance to Asia. I essentially ask the question: 

“Is anything new really happening?” in terms of diplomatic, economic and military shifts in 

US Asia-Pacific policy since 2009. On the diplomatic scene, I focus on the quantity of 

diplomatic visits and on US' engagement in a number of multilateral forums and initiatives 

in the region. The economic section focuses mostly on free-trade agreements (FTA) such as 

the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). Finally, the security section lays out the shifts of US 

military forces to and within the Asia-Pacific as well as developments of security initiatives 

such as military exercises.  

The second objective is to theoretically explain the strategy behind the rebalance. 

This is done by employing two main theories of international relations which will provide 

different frameworks for understanding the rebalance. I present a theory of offensive 
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neorealism and one institutional neoliberalism (henceforth referred to as simply 

“neorealism” and “neoliberalism”) and deduct hypotheses from each of the two theories. 

These hypotheses are expectations to my empirical findings based on the assumptions and 

ontology of the given theories. The hypotheses are then tested on the empirical 

developments presented in the preceding chapter in order to see which theory provides more 

accurate explanations of the different parts of US Asia-Pacific strategy. 

Following my analysis, I conduct a theory synthesis of neorealism and 

neoliberalism. My new synthesized theory is then used to explain the results of the preceding 

analysis by arguing that the US is currently pursuing a neoliberal regional order through 

neorealist security means. 

 Neorealism and neoliberalism have been chosen for my framework because 

they share most of their theoretical assumptions and ontology which provides fertile 

conditions for comparison and synthesis. A further reason for my choice of theory is the 

apparent lack of comprehensive neoliberal studies of the US' rebalance to Asia. The 

“liberal” aspects of US foreign policy have received far less attention than the “realist” and 

liberal analyses have generally lacked the theoretical stringency and clarity of their realist 

counterparts. This thesis seeks to remedy the shortage by presenting a theoretically informed 

neoliberal account of the US' rebalance explicating the theoretical assumptions and 

mechanisms relied on. 

My thesis is structured as follows: After this introduction, chapter II presents an 

empirical account of the US' rebalance to Asia divided into three parts: diplomatic, 

economic and military initiatives. Chapter III presents my two theories and the hypotheses 

deducted from them. Chapter IV, the main part of this thesis, compares the empirical 

findings with the theoretical hypotheses. Finally, chapter V presents my own theoretical 

synthesis and compares it with the previous analysis.  

 

1.02 Methodology 
The research design of this thesis is initially that of a qualitative case-study where I focus 

on the specific case of the US' rebalance and provide an account of its development since 

Obama took office in 2009. I then engage in theory testing of neorealism and neoliberalism 

through the congruence method (George & Bennett 2005, 182) by comparing hypotheses 

derived from the theories to the case. 
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Two theories are employed rather than one to reduce the risk of creating a too 

simplistic analysis. Sticking to just one theory increases the risk over-interpreting the 

empirical facts to fit the theoretical form. Providing different theoretical angles on the case 

opens up for different explanations to the same phenomenon which in turn creates a stronger 

basis for constructively evaluating the explanations presented. It also lowers the risk of a 

confirmation bias since it is not just one position that is being tested or defended (Beach 

2012, 223). The logic can be likened to the well-known toy for small kids where they are 

challenged to find the right geometric figure for its corresponding hole. It is easier to see 

how the cube does not fit the round hole when also presented with a ball. If faced only with 

a round hole and a cube, the toddler may just try to forcefully push the cube through the 

hole rather than realize that it simply does not fit. In the same way, having two theoretical 

models makes it easier to see which (if any) fit the empirical data and which do not. 

 While the study contains elements of both case explanation and theory testing, 

the former remains predominant. As my main goal is to understand and explain US’ strategy 

the theories employed are primarily heuristic tools. This approach also paves the way for 

synthesizing theories since my loyalty is to explaining the case more than maintaining the 

initial form of the theories.  

 

1.03 Literature 
A number of studies of the diplomatic, economic and military aspects of the rebalance have 

already been conducted. This enables me to rely on existing accounts for my empirical 

description and focus my attention on the theoretical analysis of said material. Nonetheless, 

the further I get chronologically the more I rely on political news media such as the 

Diplomat or East Asia Forum for information as recent developments have yet to be 

systematically studied. In this way, my thesis also contributes with a literature assessment 

of previous studies and a stock-taking of current empirical developments which may provide 

the basis for future research (van Evera 1997, 90).  

 In regards to theory, I draw on a multitude of authors to construct my own 

theoretical arguments with John J. Mearsheimer and G. John Ikenberry figuring 

prominently. While I draw on the notions of these and other scholars, I do not engage in a 

defense of their theories as such. I only utilize their theories to construct my own versions 

of neorealism and neoliberalism which are then tested on the case. 
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1.04 Scope and Limitations 
A number of preliminary notes must be made on the scope and limitations of this study. I 

take 2009 as the starting year of my analysis because it enables me to assess Obama’s 

presidency as a whole even if the rebalance was first officially announced in 2011. This 

point is further elaborated in chapter II.  

 The foreign policy of USA is my main concern, and while devoting significant 

time to other important players in the region, especially China, the developments there are 

only examined in their relation to the US. Thus, much more could be said about great power 

relations in the Asia-Pacific and about the “rise of China” in its own right than what is 

presented here. Furthermore, I only discuss general tendencies and the overall grand strategy 

of the US. I do not conduct in-depth studies of specific conflicts in the region.  

 At a geographical level my main concern is Southeast Asia because this is the 

area that has seen the most profound developments (Limaye 2013). The main emphasis is 

on US’ Asia-Pacific policies, China, and the ASEAN countries. This means that North and 

South Korea, Taiwan, and several otherwise important pieces to the Asian political puzzle 

lie beyond the scope of this study and will play a very limited role. Japan and India are still 

included to some extent due to their status as great powers.  

 As will be elaborated in chapter III, I only concern myself with the systemic 

level of international relations, what Waltz (1959) refers to as the 3rd image. Domestic 

arguments about American “liberal internationalist public philosophy” (Ikenberry 2011) or 

“Open-Door policy” (Layne 2006) may present additional 2nd image causes of US policy 

and have been used to explain the more liberal aspects of US policy. In my analysis I 

incorporate these into a systemic framework. For example, Layne argues that the US pursues 

an open and liberal economic world order due to their domestic preferences. While my 

neoliberal theory agrees that the US is pursuing such liberal goals, I identify systemic 

motives (economic advantages and international stability) rather than domestic ones for the 

policies. In this way I make for a solely systemic analysis that is nonetheless capable of 

explaining the liberal elements of US foreign policy. Adding to this point, the ongoing 

academic debate on the US' rebalance is not in serious disagreement at the 2nd or 1st images. 

Thus, for the parsimony of my analysis and in order to add to the current debate my study 

refrains from including sub-systemic factors.  

With the preliminary remarks in place I now move on to the empirical part of 

the thesis in which I investigate the substantiality of the US rebalance to the Asia-Pacific.  
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Assessing the Rebalance 
In this chapter I provide a comprehensive assessment of the rebalance to Asia during the 

presidency of Barack Obama. The purpose is twofold. First, I answer my initial research 

question by arguing that the rebalance has indeed been an important development in US 

foreign policy. Second, I provide the empirical foundation for my explanation of the 

rebalance in chapter IV. 

 The assessment is structured as follows. I first make some preliminary remarks 

about how the rebalance is a continuation of a longstanding tendency toward 

internationalism in US foreign policy. I then briefly present how the rebalance was 

announced by the US government and some of the criticisms it has faced, followed by some 

considerations on the following three-part analysis. My preliminary remarks are followed 

by the main part of my assessment which is divided into diplomatic, economic and security 

elements. Finally, the chapter is concluded with a summary and a few points on the future 

prospects of the rebalance.  

 

2.01 A Continuation of Internationalism 
Since the end of World War II and the beginning of the Cold War, US foreign policy has 

been dominated by an internationalist grand strategy1 (Brooks, Ikenberry & Wohlforth 

2012). This internationalism has been framed in many ways. Some of its supporters within 

academia have referred to the strategy as “deep engagement” (ibid) or “liberal order 

building” (Ikenberry 2011) and argue that US’ massive international engagement is well 

worth the price both in terms of the benefits it currently provides and because it will help 

maintain an international order favorable to American interests even after the US has 

declined relatively to its competitors (Hick, Green & Conley 2016). Critics on the other 

hand, have dubbed America's foreign policy “extraregional hegemony” (Layne 2006) or 

“liberal hegemony” (Posen 2014) and they argue that US security commitments are too 

expensive for the already strained US budgets and that they provide little benefit in return 

(Fettweis 2010, 164ff). 

                                                 
1 Grand Strategy is here taken to mean “the overarching plan [a state] adopts to utilize the various resources 

at its disposal to attain its goals in international politics” (Payne 2012, 608). This definition is broader than the 

solely military definitions employed by Posen (2014, 1) and Art (2003, 1f). 
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 While this discussion has been going on for decades, the general political 

reality is widely recognized to have remained the same (Posen 2014, 5f). The US is deeply 

internationally engaged and it is within this internationalist framework that the American 

rebalance to Asia should be understood. It is the shifting of some of the US' many externally 

invested resources mainly from the Atlantic theater to the Pacific. Hence, it is a continuation 

of America’s internationalist foreign policy but with a changed geographical focus. 

 

2.02 Announcement and Critique 
The Pivot to Asia was not launched as a coherent political initiative at one specific time. 

While the Obama administration revised its Asia Strategy shortly after taking office in 2009 

(Simon 2015, 573), the first clear articulation of the rebalance came in October 2011 in the 

Foreign Policy article “America's Pacific Century” by then-Secretary of State Hillary 

Clinton. Clinton called for a “smarter” use of US foreign policy resources and argued that 

investing in the Asia-Pacific is the best course of action. Addressing the retrenchment 

advocates, Clinton made the argument that US involvement in Asia serves US interests and 

makes the region more prosperous and peaceful as a whole. 

 President Barack Obama made his first clear statement of the Asia-Pacific 

strategy at a visit to Canberra (White House 2011). In his address to the Australian 

parliament, he announced that the US was making a “broad shift” in its foreign policy 

turning its attention to the Asia-Pacific region. He emphasized the US' identity as a Pacific 

nation and that he was determined to go “all in” in playing a larger role in the area. Like 

Clinton, Obama stressed the holistic approach of the rebalance (Saunders 2014, 23; Simon 

2015, 574) as it would use all the tools of US policy. He also vowed that reductions in 

defense spending would not come at the expense of US’ Asia-Pacific forces. 

A critique sometimes presented is that the rebalance is nothing new but 

actually a continuation of US efforts in Asia dating back long before the Obama 

administration. After all, the US has been militarily, economically and diplomatically 

present in the region for many years. Such critics argue that the rebalance is simply a new 

rhetorical and political slogan for a process that began long before Obama’s presidency (e.g. 

Chen 2013, 40; Jensen & Shibuya 2015; McDevitt 2015, 43ff). 

 While it is obviously true that the US has a long history of engagement with 

Asia, a number of other scholars still maintain that the rebalance “has the potential to be the 

most important U.S. strategic decision of the last two decades” (Stuart 2012, 203) and that 
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“relative to previous policies, the pivot to Asia is a more extensive and coordinated foreign 

policy effort” (Meijer 2015, 9). Scholars taking this position do however contend that the 

rebalance is a “cumulative evolution rather than as a radical departure in US foreign policy 

in the Asia Pacific” (ibid, 10). This shows that the disagreements over the rebalance are 

about nuances. The question is how much has changed? 

 

2.03 Terminology and Structure Analysis 
The strategy was first labelled a “pivot” by Secretary Clinton in 2011 which caused some 

nervousness among a number of allies and partners, who feared that the US was shifting its 

attention away from Europe and the Middle East (Harold 2014, 86; Meijer 2015, 2). 

Consequently, in a Defense Strategic Guidance paper from January 2012, the strategy was 

rebranded as a “rebalance” and the continuing importance of America’s old allies was 

underscored (Department of Defense (DoD) 2012a, 2; Berteau, Green & Cooper 2014, 5). 

While studies tend to use the terms interchangeably, I will stick to the term “rebalance” for 

consistency. I also analyze both terms of the Obama administration, including the years 

before 2011, since the Obama administration emphasized the Asia-Pacific even before the 

rebalance was officially announced (Bader 2012, 9). 

Following the terminology of Clinton, I have structured my analysis after the three 

pillars of diplomacy, economy and security, as has also been the norm among other studies 

of the rebalance (Emmerson 2013; Shambaugh 2013a; Harold 2014; Saunders 2014; Meijer 

2015). 

 

2.1 A Diplomatic Rebalance 
The diplomatic aspects of the rebalance to Asia has been both praised as perhaps its “clearest 

success” (Saunders 2014, 28) and criticized as an ambivalent continuation of half-hearted 

efforts (Tan 2015b, 56). My description will center on two elements of US diplomacy: 

diplomatic visits to the region and US engagement in Asia-Pacific multilateral institutions. 

I have based my assessment on a mainly quantitative measure of US diplomatic visits and 

participation in multilaterals but also on more qualitative aspects. 
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2.11 Diplomatic Visits 
National Security Advisor Tom Donilon has remarked that “the most valuable commodity 

in Washington [is] the Presidents time” (White House 2013) – to this could be added “and 

the time of his senior officials”. Diplomatic visits facilitate the exchange of information, 

intelligence gathering, negotiations and may help reduce friction between states (Bull 1977, 

163ff). Furthermore, visits enable state officials to participate in international summits 

(Jönsson 2002). We would expect increased US focus on the Asia-Pacific to mean more 

diplomatic visits involving the President and senior officials. 

Saunders & Fung (2013) have counted the travels of the first and second 

administrations of George W. Bush as well as the first Barack Obama administration. Their 

findings reveal a higher aggregate number of visits by the President, the Secretary of state 

and the Secretary of Defense during the Obama years than before. 

 

TABLE 1. Diplomatic Travels During Bush’s Two Terms and Obama’s First Term 

Name Number of visits Days traveled Total countries 

Bush Term 1 

Bush 3 16 8 

Powell 10 62 17 

Rumsfeld 1 5 3 

Total 14 83  

 

 

 

Bush Term 2 

Bush 6 33 11 

Rice 14 73 14 

Rumsfeld 3 11 6 

Gates 4 22 11 

Total 27 139  

 

Obama Term 1 

Obama 5 27 12 

Clinton 14 101 23 

Gates 9 31 12 

Panetta 4 27 12 

Total 32 186  

Source: Saunders & Fung (2013) 
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 The picture is not clear-cut. Though President Obama himself visited more 

countries than his predecessor, Bush made more travels to Asia during his second term than 

Obama did during his first. Yet, if the administrations are taken as a whole there is clear 

evidence that the Obama administration has spent more time in Asia in large parts due to 

Secretary of State Clinton’s long trips there. While President Obama's second term has yet 

to end at the time of writing, it is possible to count the number of travels of the President 

and of Secretary of State John Kerry from 2013 through 2015.  

 

TABLE 2. Diplomatic Travels During Obama’s Second Term 

Name Number of visits Days traveled Total countries 

Obama Term 2 (2013-15 only) 

Obama 4 23 8 

Kerry 12 63 15 

Total 17 86  

Source: Wikipedia (2016c); Department of State (DoS)(n.d.b)2 

 Taking into account that table 2 covers three years instead of four, Obama's 

travels to Asia during his second term amount to similar numbers as his first. Kerry has had 

fewer travel days than Clinton, but will in all likelihood have done more visits by the end 

of 2016. Obama traveled more during his second term than Bush did in his first but less than 

on his second. Kerry will clearly outdistance his predecessors in the Bush administrations 

if he maintains the same travel frequency in 2016. 

 A factor that is not reflected in tables 1 and 2 are lower-level diplomatic 

exchanges and engagements. These appear to have increased significantly in one particular 

area: US-China relations. When Obama took office in 2009, the Strategic Economic 

Dialogue and the Senior Dialogue were combined and upgraded into the Strategic and 

Economic Dialogue (S&ED) (Glaser 2013, 152). The S&ED meets annually and is attended 

by more than 150 officials on each side including between 15 and 30 heads of agencies and 

cabinet-level officials (ibid, 158). According to Glaser’s study (ibid, 175f), the US and 

China had a total of 64 dialogue mechanisms in place in 2013, a large number of which had 

been created after the establishment of the S&ED in 2009. In short, US diplomatic relations 

with China have intensified massively. 

                                                 
2 I have excluded trips to Russia and to Central Asia. Furthermore, no cohesive overview is available on the 

travels of Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter which is why data on him and his predecessor Chuck Hagel has 

been omitted. 
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Taken together, the two Obama administrations have traveled more in the Asia-

Pacific than the previous Bush administrations. However, it is primarily the Secretary of 

State and Secretary of Defense that have driven this increase. Hillary Clinton is the major 

factor, as she has traveled more than 100 days and visited more countries than any Secretary 

of State before her (Politico 17 July 2012). Furthermore, although President Obama did not 

travel to Asia much more than his predecessor, he was the first sitting US president to visit 

both Cambodia and Myanmar and he will be the first to visit Laos as of September 2016 

(Hiebert 2016). Moreover, it is the US-China bilateral relationship that has been the 

cornerstone of the increased Asian diplomacy since such bilateral exchanges have soared 

with the introduction of the S&ED. 

 

2.12 Engagement in Multilateral Institutions 
In a speech in 2010, Secretary of State Clinton underscored “the importance of strong 

institutions for Asia's future” and that the US will “seek a seat at the table” wherever 

consequential issues are being discussed. In Clinton's words, the US views “ASEAN as a 

fulcrum for the region's emerging regional architecture” (Clinton 2010). We would expect 

the rebalance to materialize in an increase in US participation in the Southeast Asian 

“Spaghetti bowl” 3 of multilateral institutions and summits as a concrete way of fostering 

negotiations (Berridge 2015, 189). Below I examine US engagement in central Asian 

institutions since 2009. Note that I do not engage the discussion on the usefulness or 

productivity of these institutions but merely examine America’s level of engagement. 

 

ASEAN and its Related Forums 
Under the preceding Bush administration, the US acquired a reputation for having little 

interest in Asian multilateralism (Goldstein 2013, 280). In 2009, the first year of the Obama 

presidency, the US took steps to alter this impression by acceding to the Treaty of Amity 

and Cooperation in Southeast Asia (TAC) which was a prerequisite for joining the East Asia 

Summit (EAS). The EAS is the widest leader-level meeting in the region (Limaye 2013, 45) 

and includes the ten ASEAN countries, plus Australia, China, India, Japan the Republic of 

Korea, New Zealand, and, as of 2011, USA and Russia. Joining the EAS enables the USA 

                                                 
3 An expression coined by Bhagwati (2008, 63) who was referring to the numerous overlapping free trade 

agreements. 
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to help shape discussions on the regional development and President Obama has attended 

all but one of the annual summits from 2011 to 2015. 

 The US has also strengthened its participation in and support for ASEAN in a 

number of other ways. In 2011, the US was the first non-ASEAN country to appoint an 

ambassador to ASEAN (Drysdale et al 2016). Furthermore, while the US has since 2013 

held US-ASEAN summits on the sidelines of the EAS annual summits this initiative was 

upgraded in February 2016 where Obama began hosting the ten ASEAN leaders at the 

Sunnyland Summit in California (ibid). These summits will especially focus on maritime 

security in the South China Sea and possibly on getting more countries into the Trans-

Pacific Partnership (discussed later). USA has also joined the ASEAN Defense Ministers' 

Meeting Plus (ADMM+) and pushed for more frequent meetings within this group than the 

initial plan of one meeting every three years (Cook 2014). Finally, in 2015 the US elevated 

their relationship with the ASEAN to a strategic partnership and the related joint statement 

listed a number of envisioned joint initiatives (White House 2015c). 

 The ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) is another summit which mainly focuses 

on security in both traditional and non-traditional terms (Ahn et al 2012, 59). Here US’ 

efforts have been rather consistent with the efforts of the Bush administration, since the US 

stepped up its involvement during the 2000s (Jho & Chae 2014, 246). Nevertheless, 

Clinton’s speech during the ARF summit in July 2010 is often cited as an important point 

in the rebalance, as she described freedom of navigation and access to the maritime 

commons in Asia as a matter of US national interest (Simon 2011), thus underscoring the 

importance attributed by the US to the region. 

 All in all, it seems fair to say that the US has been stepping up its diplomatic 

investments in ASEAN with Obama's absence during the 2013 EAS being the most 

noteworthy exception. 

 

Other Asian Multilaterals 
The US has also been engaged in other multilateral institutions besides those connected to 

the ASEAN. One example is the Lower Mekong Initiative (LMI), a project between the US, 

Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam to provide hydroelectric power from the Lower 

Mekong River (Chang 2013; DoS n.d.a). It began in 2009 and has since then been expanded 

to include Myanmar (in 2012) and to work with education, public health and gender equality 

in the area (DoS 2012). As of 2015, the US had invested more than US$ 100 million in this 
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initiative (DoS 2015) and the respective US Secretary of State has consistently participated 

in the annual meetings. 

 Another important institution of the Asia-Pacific is the Asia-Pacific Economic 

Corporation (APEC). The US has stated its support for this institution and supported it by 

hosting the 2011 APEC leaders Meeting in Hawaii (Chye 2012, 118). President Obama has 

himself participated in five out of seven APEC meetings during his two terms (Wikipedia 

2016a). In 2012 and 2013 the Secretaries of State were sent in his place due to the US 

presidential election the government shutdown respectively. Despite this double absence, 

APEC continues to play an important role in the US approach to Asia-Pacific 

multilateralism and it enables the US to push for increased economic collaboration across 

the Pacific (Hirsh 2015). 

 Finally, the US has persistently sent its Secretary of Defense to the annual 

IISS Asia Security Summit known as the Shangri-La Dialogue. These meetings have helped 

establish a foundation for security cooperation with new and old partners (Whitten & Jilani 

2014) and demonstrates US’ willingness to approach security diplomacy multilaterally 

rather than relying solely on a bilateral framework. 

 

2.13 Subset: Diplomacy 
Taken together my assessment of America’s diplomatic rebalance has made the following 

findings: Senior US officials have generally spent more time in the Asia-Pacific than their 

predecessors and President Obama has signaled the rebalance by being the first US president 

to visit multiple countries in the region. While many visits were bilateral exchanges, 

especially with China, the US has also stepped up its engagement in multilateral institutions 

in the region. Especially ASEAN and its related forums have received increased attention 

following the US’ signing of the TAC. The multilateral initiative cover security, economics 

and a host of other issues, and the summits have often, though not always, been attended by 

the President himself. 

 My findings support the assessments of Acharya (2012), Saunders (2014), 

Webster (2016) and others that the diplomatic aspect of the rebalance has been rather 

substantial and that the Obama administration has embraced multilateralism in Asia. These 

results conflict with the assertion of See Seng Tan (2015b) that the Obama administration 

has yet to demonstrate a diplomatic shift in anything but rhetoric. Tan bases his critique on 

two elements. The first is Obama’s absence at multiple APEC and EAS summits. The other 
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is the lack of concrete results produced by USA’s alleged regionalism (ibid, 64). However, 

discarding the entire diplomatic rebalance on the basis of three missed summits by the 

President seems overly drastic, especially taking into account the US government lockdown. 

Furthermore, Tan’s critique of the lacking practical consequences of the multilateral 

institutions misses the mark. Even if these institutions have performed poorly – a question 

I do not claim to answer here – the US has still invested considerable resources in them. 

 

2.2 An Economic Rebalance 
Asia has been a central trade partner of the US for many years. In 2008, US exports to the 

Asia-Pacific amounted to US$ 328 billion, a quarter of total US exports (Saunders 2014, 

31). Since Obama took office, one pillar of the rebalance has been to increase exports and 

boost America’s economic engagement with the region (Burns 2009). Between 2008 and 

2012, US exports to Asia-Pacific countries grew by US$ 54 billion (roughly 16 %) despite 

the global financial crisis (Saunders 2014, 31ff). We would expect the rebalance to 

materialize in support for concrete economic initiatives to bolster economic cooperation 

across the Pacific. In assessing the gravity of the economic dimension of the rebalance I 

focus primarily on free trade agreements (FTA) namely American efforts to establish a 

Trans-Pacific partnership (TPP) with central economies in the region. 

Since the economic and diplomatic aspects of the rebalance overlap greatly, this 

section is shorter than the previous to avoid unnecessary repetition. For example, the US 

has been using the APEC as a forum for coalition building in regards to both the TPP and 

the Free Trade Area of the Asia-Pacific (FTAAP) (Terada 2013). 

 

2.21 Free Trade Agreements and the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
One economic initiative was the Korea-US (KORUS) FTA which was ratified in 2011 and 

was the largest US FTA in decades (Saunders 2014, 30). At its outset, it was expected to 

add US$ 10-12 Billion to the annual US GDP (Office of the United States Trade 

Representative n.d.c). In fact, US exports to South Korea have grown nominally from US$ 

38,821 million in 2010 to US$ 43,499 million in 2015 (CEIC n.d.), a 12 % increase. 

Far more than the KORUS, the most important American economic project is the 

TPP. The creation of this deal was initiated by New Zealand, Singapore and Chile in 2003, 

but has been dominated by the US since it joined the negotiations in 2008 (Trush 2015, 36). 
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A final agreement was signed in October 2015, but has yet to be ratified by its signatories 

(BBC 6 October 2015). Should this deal be ratified, it will create a free trade zone covering 

roughly 40 % of the world’s economy, including four ASEAN countries, Australia, New 

Zeeland, Canada, Mexico, Peru, Chile and, most importantly, Japan. Furthermore, the 

Republic of Korea and Taiwan have affirmed their interest in joining the TPP while a host 

of other countries, including India, have also expressed some interest in membership (de 

Rougé 2015, 109; Trush 2015, 36). 

 The TPP has been characterized as a “next generation” FTA (de Rougé 2015, 

110). Not only does it aim at removing trade tariffs – the core purpose of any free trade 

initiative – it also sets ambitious standards and binding rules on a host of issues. While 

building on the framework set by the World Trade Organization (WTO), the TPP goes 

further and sets standards on intellectual property, investment, labor and environmental 

issues, government procurement and much more (ibid; Krist 2015). Furthermore, the TPP 

is also a case of “open regionalism” (Saunders 2014, 31) as the agreement is open to any 

Asia-Pacific country who meets the required standards. 

 The TPP can be seen as America’s response to the “gradual erosion of its share 

of trans-Pacific trade” (de Rougé 2015, 110) because it will provide a systemic advantage 

to the US by bringing the economies of member states into greater compatibility with the 

American market (Trush 2015, 38) – what Bergsten (1996) referred to as “competitive 

liberalization”. Besides having an expected substantial impact on economic growth in the 

US (Krist 2015, 334), the deal could greatly boost the economy of its other members, while 

improving the rights of laborers and heightening environmental standards across the Pacific. 

Though de Rougé (2015, 112) rightly argues that the TPP may have limited economic value 

for the US since America already has FTA’s with three of the major economic powers in 

the TPP (Canada, Australia, Mexico), the fact remains that the US has no such deal with 

Japan, the world’s third largest economy. Furthermore, the TPP may serve to update the 

trade conditions of USA’s previous FTA’s with the aforementioned countries (Krist 2015, 

333). Finally, the TPP may form the basis of an even larger future FTA, the FTAAP, which 

is an American idea that dates back to the 2006 APEC summit (Terada 2013, 61). 

 The US has actively been pushing the TPP forward in three important ways. 

First, in 2012 the US and the ASEAN launched the Expanded Economic Engagement (E3) 

which is a vehicle for opening new business and investment opportunities, and to “lay the 

groundwork” for ASEAN countries to prepare to join the TPP (Office of the United States 



- 16 - 

Trade Representative n.d.a). Second, in 2015, the US Senate granted Obama “Fast track 

negotiating powers” in order to speed up the TPP talks. This means that Congress is unable 

to amend the deal once agreed upon but may only accept or refuse it as a whole – an 

important element for Japan and Australia who otherwise feared a renewal of negotiations 

after the TPP had been discussed in the US Congress (Weisman 2015). Finally, Japan’s 

decision to join the TPP was largely a result of US efforts to push the agreement (Terada 

203, 63). While Japan has been very skeptical, especially due to its large tariffs on 

agriculture (Krist 2015, 332), getting it to commit to the TPP has greatly amplified the 

economic and political clout of the deal (Terada 2013, 63; Mulgan 2014; Trush 2015, 41). 

In short, TPP promotion has been a central piece in the economic rebalance and it has been 

pursued by the Obama administration in several ways. 

 

2.22 Subset: Economy 
It is hard to definitely assess the economic rebalance since it rests essentially on a single 

factor: the TPP. Should the TPP be ratified by its members it will be a sign of a clear 

rebalancing of the US economy towards the Asia-Pacific. The US has put significant efforts 

to this end both domestically by granting Obama expanded negotiation power and 

internationally by establishing the E3 and by persuading Japan to join the TPP. The most 

notable exception of to the commitment of the economic rebalance has been Obama’s 

double absence at APEC summits. Nonetheless, the signing of the TPP in October 2015 is 

a sign that the economic rebalance has been substantial and consequential.  

 

2.3 A Security Rebalance 
The security component of the rebalance has received the most political and scholarly 

attention of the three by far. Evaluations of its success and gravity have however varied 

greatly. One of the main reasons for this is the apparent difference in the object of study. 

Rebalance “optimists” such as Shambaugh (2013a) and Saunders (2014) tend to base their 

assessments on the ambitious statements and initial plans of US officials rather than the 

actual policies executed. But how does the empirical picture look? 

 I will in my assessment first draw on the stated military ambitions. These are 

then compared to the concrete developments in the Asia-Pacific during the presidency of 

Obama. As a part hereof I examine how the US is engaging in security cooperation with its 
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allies and partners in the region. The rebalance would be expected to result in greater 

numbers of US forces and more military collaboration with Asian states. 

 

2.31 US Force Posture in the Asia-Pacific 

Stated Objectives 
America already commands considerable forces in the Asia-Pacific. In 2012, US Pacific 

Command (PACOM) administered 180 ships, 1500 aircraft, six aircraft carrier battle groups 

and 100,000 troops (Stuart 2012, 211). At the Shangri-La Dialogue in June 2012, Secretary 

of Defense Panetta announced an increase in American forces in the region, as the US 

maritime forces would go from a 50/50 to a 60/40 division between the Pacific and the 

Atlantic oceans (Chen 2013, 41). By 2020, the increased numbers of troops are to be 

augmented by new technological platforms such as the “Virginia-class submarines, fifth-

generation combat aircraft […], the latest cruise missiles, a new strategic bomber, and a 

range of information, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) assets…” (Simon 2015, 577). 

Two months after Panetta’s announcement, Deputy Secretary of Defense Ash Carter 

announced before the Asia Society that the rebalance would include “a net increase of one 

aircraft carrier, four destroyers, three Zumwalt destroyers, ten Littoral Combat Ships, and 

two submarines in the Pacific” (DoD 2012b). Finally, while the US defense budgets are 

experiencing cuts President Obama vowed that these cuts would not come at the expense of 

US forces in Asia (White House 2011). Thus, at its outset, a central element of the rebalance 

was to increase the US military presence in the Asia-Pacific. 

 

Force Developments and Budgetary Constraints 
So how is the military rebalance actually coming along? Since the announced 

reinforcements and the 60/40 readjustment are set to be completed by 2020 (DoD 2012b) it 

is difficult to make definitive assessments with more than three years until deadline. 

However, it is possible to look at some of the current developments: 

 10 new Virginia-class submarines were ordered in 2014 (Farley 2014a) and the US Navy 

had 43 of its 71 submarines deployed in the Pacific in 2015 (Cloud 2015). 

 The US Air Force is already rotating fighters to PACOM Bases and has deployed F-22 

Raptors – by most accounts the world’s only fully operational fifth generation-fighter 

(Baker 2015) – to Japan in January 2016 (Cenciotti 2016) and to participate in a joint 

exercise with Malaysia in June 2014 (Gertz 2014). 
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 The US has been acquiring Joint Air-Surface Standoff Missiles –Extended Range which 

are being used by the US Air Force and adapted to serve as the Navy’s new type of Long 

Range Anti-Ship Missiles (Haddick 2014, 2). 

 The US base on Guam has periodically based B-2 strategic bombers since 2005 (Jensen 

& Shibuya 2015, 93) and more recently in March 2016 (Lendon 2016). A contract has 

been signed to develop America’s next generation of strategic bombers and these are 

expected to fill a role in the Asia-Pacific (Farley 2015; Szondy 2015). 

 In terms of ISR, the US has deployed RQ-4 Global Hawk unmanned aerial vehicles 

(UAV’s) to the Asia-Pacific for the first time in 2014 (Robson 2014) to augment the 

existing U-2 surveillance aircraft (Weeks & Meconis 1999, 96). The US Navy has also 

invested in Hawkeye aircraft, P-8A Poseidon maritime surveillance aircraft and MQ-4C 

Triton UAVs, the first of which will be deployed to the Pacific in FY 2017 (DoD 2015, 

21).  

 In October 2015, a US Rear Admiral reaffirmed the plan to have four Littoral Combat 

Ships operating out of Singapore by 2018 (Parameswaran 2015g). 

This all goes to show that the US is making efforts to fulfill the original objectives 

of the rebalance, though it remains to be seen if they reach their stated goals by 2020. The 

main obstacle the rebalance must overcome is the economic constrains resulting from the 

recent financial crisis (Simon 2015, 578). It has been argued that the financial pressure on 

US military budgets has caused “an imbalance between strategic desire and capability” 

(Cole 2013, 59) which threatens the realization of the rebalance. In 2011, the Budget Control 

Act required the US military to cut $487 billion over ten years and the Quadrennial Defense 

Review (QDR) of 2014 added options of saving an additional $150-500 billion over ten 

years (Jensen & Shibuya 2015, 94f). These cuts may make it impossible for the US to field 

an additional carrier strike group, the three Zumwalt destroyers and to fulfil 60/40 rebalance 

(ibid) which would make the military rebalance more “plan than reality” (ibid, 96). 

Nonetheless, the DoD has maintained its original security commitments in their August 

2015 Asia-Pacific Maritime Security Strategy. Hence the critiques resting on budgetary 

considerations are either overstated or else US policies have yet to catch up to the fiscal 

realities. 
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2.32 Security Activities, Operations and Exercises 
The next step is to assess is the level of activity of US forces in the Asia-Pacific. Here are 

some of the most significant examples: 

 Since 2013, the US has increased its “Freedom of Navigation” operations which 

seek to challenge excessive maritime claims. In 2014, the US Navy challenged 19 

of such claims under PACOM’s geographic area (DoD 2015) 

 The Navy conducts regular military exercises with allies in the area, such as South 

Korea, Japan, Thailand and the Philippines (Simon 2015, 579). The first strategic 

dialogue on maritime awareness and security was also held with the Philippines in 

2011 (Chen 2013, 41) 

 Additional Exercises are conducted with non-allies such as Indonesia and Vietnam. 

Since 2009 new joint exercise initiatives have been established with Malaysia and 

Vietnam (BBC 10 August 2010; Parameswaran 2015f) 

 RIMPAC, the US hosted, largest naval exercise in the world, was in 2016 larger than 

ever before with 26 nations participating, including China (Vien 2016).  

 In 2011, aircraft carrier USS Ronald Reagan and a number of UAVs were deployed 

to assist in Humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HA/DR) following the Great 

East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami. US forces have also been engaged in HA/DR 

in March 2014 when Malaysian Airlines flight MH370 disappeared and in 

December 2014 when AirAsia flight 8501 crashed in the Java Sea. The US has 

furthermore participated in ARF’s Disaster Relief Exercises (DiREx) since 2009 

alongside China, Japan and others (Shimodaira 2015). 

This list demonstrates that the US has stepped up its engagement in the Asia-Pacific both 

on its own and in collaboration with other states. America’s bilateral alliances in the Asia-

Pacific remain the focal points of the security rebalance since they reduce costs (Baker & 

Glosserman 2013, 87) and provide a framework for more consistent collaboration (Simon 

2015, 578). Exercises of various sorts also help strengthen the interoperability of the US 

and her partners increasing their capacities both on their own and in synergy.  

 

Capacity Building Assistance 
A 2015 US fact sheet stated that an important element of US security engagement in Asia 

is supporting “the maritime security capacity of [US’] allies and partners, to respond to 

threats in waters off their coasts and to provide maritime security more broadly across the 
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region” (White House 2015b). Such assistance comes in many forms. Since 2008, the US 

has helped the Philippines and Vietnam construct centers for their coast guards and they 

have bolstered the maritime surveillance capabilities of Indonesia and Malaysia (DoD 2015, 

27; Parameswaran 2016c). From 2012 to 2013 the Philippine Navy was also donated two 

ships from the US Coast Guard (Frécon & Meijer 2015, 179). Furthermore, the US has been 

coordinating its assistance with allies such as Japan, who has likewise invested significant 

resources in the Southeast Asian nations’ maritime security capacities (Andersen 2016, 12).  

The newest of such US initiatives is called the Southeast Asia Maritime Security 

Initiative (MSI) and was originally announced at the Shangri-La summit in June 2015. A 

central component of the MSI, which has already been funded with US$ 425 for its first five 

years (Parameswaran 2016d), is its focus on improving the capacity of Southeast Asian 

states to “detect, understand, react to, and share information about air and maritime activity 

in the South China Sea, eventually leading to a common and regularly updated picture so 

that the nations concerned are on the same page.” (Parameswaran 2016c). 

 

2.33 Subset: Security 
Many other aspects of the security rebalance could have been described at length, such as 

the increased use of bases on the Philippines (Parameswaran 2016b), US marine rotations 

to Australia (Schubert & Purtill 2015) or the growing US defense cooperation with India 

(Harold 2015, 87; Johnson & de Luce 2016). My above assessment goes to show that the 

security rebalance has been significant both in its original statement and in its execution so 

far. While there is still some way to go before the 60/40 goal is reached and while the fiscal 

challenges may yet prove unsurmountable the Obama administration and the DoD remains 

committed to the initial military goals. 

 The military rebalance has been substantial both in terms of increased US 

presence in the Asia-Pacific, in qualitative improvements of the equipment of PACOM 

forces, and in the different ways the US forces have been engaged in the region through 

exercises, HA/DR and “Freedom of Navigation” operations. Finally, the US has also been 

providing significant resources to their Southeast Asian partners in order to build up their 

capacity for enforcing maritime security.  
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2.4 A Real Rebalance 
Having assessed the diplomatic, economic and security aspects of the rebalance at some 

length I find it safe to conclude that the rebalance to Asia is indeed a reality. All three areas 

revealed an increased US attention to the Asia-Pacific and that the Obama administration 

has launched significant new initiatives to bolster relations across the region. The increased 

US engagement in Asian multilateral forums has especially been significant and the military 

rebalance remains on track for the 60/40 rebalance, which would be a highly significant 

development. The centerpiece of the economic rebalance, the TPP, has also been signed by 

its members  

 Two challenges remain for the full materialization of the rebalance. First, 

budgetary constraints still threaten the rebalance. The security dimension is by far the most 

expensive of the three and will require considerable funding to meet its stated goals. The 

risk of a down-prioritization of the Asia-Pacific has also become all the more salient with 

the resurgence of violence and instability in the Middle East (Wenfeng 2014). The second 

challenge is the risk that the TPP might not be ratified in all its member countries including 

the US. Should the deal fail it would take the US a long time to sign alternative FTA’s with 

the Asian states, especially Japan. The risk of a failing TPP is aggravated by the coming of 

the 2017 presidential election as several candidates have expressed concerns over the TPP 

(Boyle 2015; Carroll 2015).  

 Nonetheless, even if budgetary constraints could lead to a downsize of the 

rebalance in absolute terms we would still expect to see the Asia-Pacific taking up a larger 

relative share of US resources. Furthermore, even if the TPP was to fall short of ratification, 

it would not drag down the other aspects of the rebalance with it. It should also be noted 

that the rebalance has enjoyed quite extensive bipartisan support so far (Sutter et al 2013, 

27) and, as argued in chapter IV, there are strong structural incentives for the US to continue 

this rebalance regardless of who occupies the White House. This makes the rebalance less 

vulnerable to the outcome of the 2017 election. 

Finally, the risk of a future abandonment of the rebalance does not affect my 

argument that Obama’s rebalance has been a significant change in US foreign policy. I have 

only assessed the period since 2009 and within this temporal framework the rebalance has 

indeed materialized in significant ways. 
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Theory 
Theories are tools for describing and explaining reality in a structured manner. While the 

world is infinitely complex theories help us work systematically and constructively in two 

important ways. First, they provide us with an ontology. That is, they tell us what to look 

for and what to ignore thus limiting the scope of our analysis (Beach 2012, 6ff). Second, 

theories prescribe an epistemology that enables us to draw lines and make connections 

between various phenomena. This enables us to move beyond phenomenological 

descriptions of the world as its appears to us and instead make stringent analyses of cause 

and effect between relevant objects of study. 

 This chapter presents the theories which will inform my analysis of the 

rebalance to the Asia-Pacific and help explain the strategy of the US. I have chosen to 

employ the theories offensive neorealism and institutional neoliberalism because they share 

several assumptions about international relations while also diverging on important issues. 

Comparing “cousin” theories enables me to conduct a more detailed analysis of nuances 

rather than two parallel studies with little overlap. It both enables me to draw out the points 

of contention between neorealism and neoliberalism but it also makes it apparent how they 

are compatible to a large extent which is a point often missed in the all too classic “realism 

versus liberalism” debates. 

 Structural theories such as neorealism and neoliberalism have sometimes been 

characterized as theories of international politics distinct from those of foreign policy (Waltz 

1979, 121), meaning that they focus on describing broader tendencies rather than 

normatively advocating specific foreign policy actions. Yet, this does not have to be the 

case (Elman 1996). Both theories include assumptions about the interests of states and some 

idea of how best to promote these. It is thus not at all impossible to deduct policy 

expectations from them. After all, Mearsheimer openly declares his neorealist theory both 

a descriptive and normative theory (2014,11) and argues that it prescribes how states should 

behave in order to survive. Likewise, Ikenberry (2011, 353ff) presents a number of specific 

objectives the US should pursue to build an international liberal order. 

My analysis is at its core explanatory but it relies on normative theories. I 

deduct hypotheses from neorealist and neoliberal normative arguments about what the US 

should do. I then compare the hypotheses with empirical reality to describe what the US is 
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actually doing. In passages where I argue normatively, I am merely presenting the case of 

specific authors which will then later be submitted to empirical scrutiny. 

This chapter is structured as follows: I first lay out the common ground shared 

between neorealism and neoliberalism and demonstrate how they share most of their 

theoretical components. I then zoom in on neorealism and add additional qualifying 

assumptions whereby it diverts from neoliberalism. On this basis, I flesh out my neorealist 

theory and use it to draw out specific hypotheses for the foreign policy of the US in the 

Asia-Pacific. With the neorealist account in place, I move to the theory of neoliberalism and 

follow the preceding structure by describing the assumptions and components of my 

neoliberal theory and listing hypotheses to the case. Finally, I summarize the chapter before 

moving on to the analysis. 

 

3.1 Shared Theoretical Assumptions 
Theories within the schools of realism and liberalism come in many different variations 

some of which are far less compatible than the ones presented here. I employ a “weak 

liberalism” which is marked by an acceptance of several realist assumptions (Nye 1988; 

Baldwin 1993) because it paves the way for theoretical synthesis later on. Sticking to the 

structural level of “neo” theories also allows me to bypass the traditional disagreement 

between the two schools over the character of human nature and the notion of historical 

progress (Jørgensen 2010, 57, 78f, 187).  

 

Structural Analysis 
The first shared assumption relates to the ontology of my study. In the terminology of Waltz 

(1959), I stick to 3rd image analysis and work only with the structure of the international 

system focusing on factors such as wealth and the balance of power between states. This 

approach stands opposed to the 2nd, domestic image which focuses on the character of states 

or on various governmental institutions within the states. It is also distinct from the 1st image 

which focuses on the personalities and actions of individuals as the drivers of foreign policy. 

In my study, the state is maintained as an unopened, unitary “black box” and all states are 

treated as “like units” because they are assumed to perform the same basic functions even 

though they vary in size and capabilities (Waltz 1979, 93; Snyder 1997, 5). This does not 

entail absolute systemic determinism but rather that states usually act in accordance with 
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the dictates of the structural context and that they are more likely to survive and prosper 

when they do (Waltz 1979, 92; Keohane 1984, 25f; Mearsheimer 2014, 11). 

 Limiting a liberal analysis to the systemic level might seem an unorthodox 

approach due to the high premium set on democracy, a domestic factor, by republican 

liberalist4 or due to the importance attributed to the individual and human reasoning which 

is at the heart of the origins of liberalism such as the writings of Locke, Kant and Bentham 

(Jackson & Sørensen 2013, 100f). Nonetheless, neoliberal analysis focusing on notions of 

interdependence and institutions can well be conducted at the solely systemic level. The 

same goes for realist analyses which may also include both domestic and individual aspects 

in its classic or neoclassical variations (Lobell, Ripsman & Taliaferro 2009).  

 

Anarchy 
A central feature of the international system is the notion of anarchy (Waltz 1979, 79ff). 

Anarchy does not entail conflict and chaos without end, but it does mean that there is no 

world government analogue to that of a sovereign state to enforce agreements and maintain 

order (Ikenberry 2011, 48). The world is in essence a self-help system in which states must 

fend for themselves. While both neorealists and neoliberalists accept the existence of 

international organizations, none of these come close to having the legitimacy and capacity 

to rule the world (Mearsheimer 2014, 30). Note that I, following the argument of Stein 

(1993), employ the notion of “anarchy” in a limited sense by only taking it to mean the 

absence of a proper world government. I do this to maintain the possibility that international 

institutions and rules may play a role in shaping the behavior of states which will be the 

case in my neoliberal theory. 

 

State-Centrism 
The state is often described as being gradually weakened as a consequence of globalization 

(e.g. Strange 1995; Scholte 2004). Nonetheless, by most accounts states and especially the 

great powers remain the most influential units in the international system (Keohane & Nye 

1972, xxiv; Weiss 1997; Waltz 2000, 16f; Mearsheimer 2014, 5). For this reason, the central 

units of my analysis are states (primarily the United States of America) which may be 

defined as “unambiguous and bordered territory, with a permanent population, under the 

                                                 
4 See e.g. Doyle 1983; 1986; Sørensen 1993; Russett 1994. 
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jurisdiction of supreme government that is constitutionally separate from all foreign 

governments” (Jackson & Sørensen 2013, 4). While I also discuss the importance of non-

state units such as international institutions, these are only treated in their relation to states, 

e.g. as vehicles of state interests or as promoters of state cooperation. For both theories, the 

states remain the primary actors (Keohane & Nye 1972; Baldwin 1993, 9; Payne 2012, 

610ff). This also means that concepts such as security and wealth are treated in their relation 

to the state5.  

 

Rationality 
All actors in my theories are considered rational. They are guided by a number of ranked 

interests and make choices based on their intention to maximize these in the most cost-

effective way over the long run. This does not, however, mean that states always come to 

the best decisions or are successful in everything they do (Gilpin 1981, x). I employ a 

modified notion of rationality in which states are not expected to have perfect information 

nor be able to fully consider every possible option available to them. Instead they “seriously 

attempt to maximize utility under conditions of incomplete information” (Yetiv 2011, 32). 

Furthermore, rationality also means that states consider the preferences of other states and 

how the behavior of one might influence that of another (Keohane 1984, 29f; 1989; Grieco 

1993, 118; 40ff; Mearsheimer 2014, 31). 

 

State Interests 
Both theories assume that states have a strong interest in promoting their own national 

security and welfare (Baldwin 1993, 7). Survival is the highest priority of any state seeing 

as it is a prerequisite for everything else (Waltz 1979, 126; Gilpin 1986, 305; Mearsheimer 

2014, 31). Short of that, neorealists and neoliberalists tend to disagree on the exact balance 

between guns and butter (Gilpin 1981, 19). Security and welfare are also mutually enforcing 

since a strong state has the tools to secure its wealth and wealth underpins the military means 

to security (Keohane 1984, 22; Kennedy 1987, xvi; Ikenberry 2011, 350). 

 

                                                 
5 This more traditional approach stands opposed to some critical security studies which focus on the security 

and wellbeing of individuals rather than states (see e.g. Browning & McDonald 2011; Payne 2012) 
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Uncertainty of Intentions 
Statesmen are not mind readers and can never be completely sure of the intentions of one 

another. Thus, states can never know for certain whether to trust the possibly benign 

statements of their neighbors. The conclusions drawn from this assumption vary between 

neorealists and neoliberalists. Neorealists emphasize how this uncertainty breeds insecurity 

as states will tend to assume that their neighbors harbor offensive and expansionist 

intentions (Mearsheimer 2014, 31). For this reason, neorealists emphasize material 

capabilities (Grieco 1993, 127) since these are tangible factors even if their intended use 

may be uncertain. Neoliberalists on the other hand consider the uncertainty of intentions a 

challenge that can be mitigated through international institutions (Keohane 1984).  

 

Having presented the shared foundation of the two theories, I now move on to how they 

differ and develop hypotheses to US’ foreign Policy in the Asia-Pacific. It will become 

apparent how the two draw quite different conclusions from their shared assumptions. 

 

3.2 Neorealism 
According to offensive neorealism6, which is the strand of realism I employ, the world is 

inhabited by states who all possess the capabilities to hurt and possibly annihilate each other 

and who all have unknowable intentions. Under such conditions of permanent insecurity, 

the only reasonable choice for states is to attempt to maximize their own power in order to 

deter neighbors from attacking or defeat them if they do. The stronger you are the less 

vulnerable you are to the schemes of your neighbors (Mearsheimer 2014). 

 However, as one state increases its military power to become more secure, its 

neighbors immediately become less secure as the first state becomes better capable of 

defeating them. Hence efforts of the first state to maximize its security tend to be met be 

similar efforts by its neighbors which, as a consequence, reduces the security of the first 

state again. This relationship is usually referred to as the “security dilemma” (Jervis 1978) 

and it reflects the basic fact that security is competitive in offensive realism and that states 

pay constant attention to the relative capabilities of each other (Kennedy 1987, 536; Grieco 

1993, 127). 

                                                 
6 As I demonstrated later in this chapter, the conclusions drawn on the basis of offensive neorealism are largely 

identical to those of the defensive neorealists even if the pathway to those conclusions differ. 
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 According to Walt7 (1987, 21ff), the degree to which state B threatens state A 

is a function of the size of B’s aggregate power and offensive capabilities, its geographical 

proximity, and the perceived aggressiveness of B’s intentions. State A will have good reason 

to be concerned with state B, if B is A’s neighbor, has great wealth and a large population, 

coupled with a strong military, and a track record of provocations and attacks on A. 

When facing such a threat, state A will try to bolster its own military 

capabilities to “internally balance” B (Mearsheimer 2014, 157), as described in the security 

dilemma, by increasing its own capabilities. However, if this proves insufficient A may also 

try to band together with states C, D and E in order to form an “externally balancing” 

coalition against B. Finally, A may try to “buck-pass” which essentially means that it does 

nothing to counter B, and instead hopes that C, D and E will do the hard work. Yet, buck-

passing is unlikely if B is the neighbor of A, since B will pose too great a risk for A to make 

such a gamble (ibid, 271). In this scenario, it is far more likely that A will try to balance B. 

Alternatively, state A may decide to “bandwagon” with B by siding with it. 

However, such a decision is also unlikely since bandwagoning calls for conceding power to 

the rival which is unwise for anyone concerned with relative capabilities (ibid, 139). 

Furthermore, it does not solve the problem of the threatening neighbor, and B might still 

turn on A at a later point. For these reasons, bandwagoning is “a strategy for the weak” 

(ibid, 163) and only pursued by small states can do little to oppose a great power. 

 

3.21 Adaptation of Central Definitions 
Power is the central concept in realism. I employ the term interchangeably with the term 

“capabilities” which I, like Waltz, define as “size of population and territory, resource 

endowment, economic capability, military strength, political stability and competence” 

(Waltz 1979, 131). This definition holds power to be an aggregation of material resources 

which states may possess more or less of. The power of a given state is an objective factor 

even if its projection may be greatly influenced by external factors such as geography or the 

so-called offense-defense balance (Jervis 1978). It is also beneficial to distinguish between 

a state’s actual power, consisting of its military and nuclear forces, and its potential or latent 

power, consisting of the societal building blocks of a strong military, primarily a large 

population and a high level of wealth (Mearsheimer 2014, 43, 60). 

                                                 
7 Walt is generally not considered an offensive neorealist. Nonetheless, his balance of threat theory can well 

be incorporated into offensive neorealist thinking to explain the different parameters of threat.  
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While Mearsheimer’s centers his notion of military capabilities on the army 

(ibid, 83), I accentuate navy and air force. The reasoning behind this is a combination of 

Snyder’s (1997, 29) argument about “asset-specificity” – which states that different types 

of military capabilities vary in usefulness according to the intended opponent and context 

of use – and the overall maritime character of the Asia-Pacific region (Patalano 2014; 

Patalano & Manicom 2014) which makes naval and air power more useful than ground 

forces.  

 Great powers, which are my focus, are defined by Mearsheimer (2014, 5) as 

the states who have sufficient military power to “put up a serious fight in an all-out 

conventional war against the most powerful state in the world” and who possess a nuclear 

deterrent. In my analysis, I lower the bar for great power status somewhat and only require 

states to be able to put up a serious fight against the strongest state in their respective region. 

Mearsheimer’s definition is well suited for his own study of great power conduct from 1792 

to 1990 as there were consistently a minimum of two great powers during that period. 

However, the massive economic and military gap today between USA and its nearest rivals 

effectively excludes all other states from the rank of great power, thus rendering the term 

useless. By lowering the bar, I am able to count both India and Japan as Asian great powers 

along with China and Russia8.  

 Finally, I adopt Mearsheimer’s definition of a hegemon as “a state that is so 

powerful that it dominates all the other states in the system” (ibid, 40) making no other state 

able to put up a serious fight against it. I also use “hegemon” as shorthand for “regional 

hegemon”, following the argument that no global hegemon can exist due to the stopping 

power of water (ibid, 41). 

 

3.22 A Neorealist Rebalance 
Let us now zoom in on the US and the Asia-Pacific region. In the second edition of The 

Tragedy of Great Power Politics, Mearsheimer has included a chapter on the rise of China 

and America’s response. He argues that since the US is the regional hegemon in the Western 

Hemisphere and is far stronger economically and militarily than its neighbors, it is as safe 

as can be. All possible sources of threat are much weaker and geographically far away.  

                                                 
8 See Posen (2014, 91ff) for as assessment of the respective capabilities of the Asian great powers. 
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This leaves the US with a single overarching strategic goal: to prevent the 

ascension of a peer competitor in the form of another regional hegemon. For while the US 

may be fairly secure as it is, a future hegemonic China would surely attempt to undermine 

the US by limiting its ability to freely roam the world (Brzezinski & Mearsheimer 2009) 

and by allying with other states in the Western hemisphere who would be interested in 

support to balance against their powerful neighbor. To avoid this scenario, the US will 

proactively employ a similar strategy. Playing the role of an “offshore balancer”, America 

will step in to help balance China should it be beyond the capabilities of the local great 

powers. The offshore balancer prefers to pass the buck and let Japan, India and Russia do 

the hard work of external and internal balancing, but should this prove insufficient it will be 

ready to step in and assist the coalition. Again, the overall purpose of this strategy is to 

promote America’s own security and wealth, but since the US and China are divided by the 

stopping power of the Pacific, the US cannot simply dominate China as it does its neighbors.  

 Is the rise of China to regional hegemonic status then a possibility? Given 

time; yes. China already possesses significant potential power in the form of a vast 

geographic territory, the largest population in the world and a rapidly growing economy. 

Should its wealth continue to multiply, offensive realism would expect China to 

increasingly transform this latent power into actual, military power which it will then use to 

seek dominance over its region (Mearsheimer 2014, 361). Asia may already be 

characterized as in a state of unbalanced multipolarity due to the significant power 

discrepancy between China and the other great powers and this makes it more prone to large 

scale conflict (ibid, 335; Gilpin 1984, 15). In short, there is considerable evidence 

suggesting that China could become an Asian hegemon in the future. 

 

3.23 Offensive versus Defensive Neorealism 
The theoretical disagreement between offensive and defensive neorealism is about how 

much power states pursue (Snyder 2002; Layne 2006, 16f). Where defensive realists argue 

that states are essentially status-quo oriented and only strive for enough power to feel secure, 

offensive realists maintain that states can never know when “enough” is achieved and 

therefore always seek to maximize their share of power. 

I have employed the theory of offensive neorealism in my analysis but the 

conclusions drawn are almost identical to those drawn by defensive neorealists. For 

example, defensive realist Layne (2006, 182) advocates for an offshore balancing strategy 
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of buck-passing on Eurasian conflicts quite similar to the strategy of Mearsheimer. The main 

difference between the two is that where Mearsheimer clearly states that the US should 

balance other potential hegemons, Layne would allow the rise of a hegemon so long as it 

does not grow stronger than the US or becomes able to coerce the US diplomatically. 

Brzezinski (2012, 174) argues similarly that the US should only oppose China if it 

challenges “vital American interests”. However, such a situation seems rather likely should 

China continue to grow stronger. If China becomes strong enough to dominate Asia, it 

would also be quite capable of challenging US’ interests. Defensive realist Posen (2014, 96) 

reaches the same conclusion in his case for US retrenchment. He argues that the US should 

“pursue a balance-of-power policy in Asia” in the face of a growing China. 

In short, due to USA’s unique position as a hegemon safe in its own region, 

the prescriptions of offensive and defensive realism collapse into the same argument: The 

US should balance China if the Asian great powers are unable to do so themselves (Brooks, 

Ikenberry & Wohlforth 2012, 38f). 

 

3.24 Hypotheses 
As an offshore balancer we would expect the US to prepare to balance China and the alleged 

rebalance to the Asia-Pacific is nothing but a containment strategy devised to keep China 

from satisfying its hegemonic ambitions (Posen 2014, 6). From this framework I derive the 

following expectations to US behavior: 

 

In order to balance China, the US will…. 

1. establish closer relations with the other Asian great powers to form an anti-China 

coalition (external balancing) 

2. attempt to undermine China’s economy while bolstering its own (zero-sum logic) 

3. increase its number of military exercises with Asian states (external balancing) 

4. station US troops closer to China’s borders (internal balancing) 

5. develop asset-specific capabilities to counter those of China (internal balancing) 

6. Boost capabilities of weaker Asian states to prevent them from siding with China 

(counter-bandwagoning) 

My neorealist hypotheses have a strong focus on security which reflects the overall 

preoccupation with security and power inherent in the realist tradition. Economic factors 
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are also important as they provide the basis for actual power, but note that while I maintain 

a focus on relative gains I do not adopt a strictly mercantilist perspective in my realist 

economic analysis, though the two are often considered related (e.g. Beach 2012, 186f). In 

my analysis this means that I focus on relative gains and the connection between economic 

and military power but I do not analyze the importance of trade balance or strategic 

protectionism in specific industrial sectors which would have been central to a mercantilist 

study. Likewise, I refuse the mercantilist notion that downplays the usefulness of free trade 

(ibid, 191) and instead adopt a somewhat more liberal assumption that free trade is of benefit 

to the participating states. I do this in order to focus on how FTA’s may alter the distribution 

of relative economic power between those included in and those excluded from such 

agreements. 

Regarding diplomacy, I only study America’s relationship with the other 

Asian great powers. Generally speaking, neorealism does not say much about diplomacy in 

itself except as the initial steps towards the formation of alliances. International 

organizations are also seen primarily as tools of strong states which makes them less 

relevant as objects of analysis (Waltz 2000). 

 

3.3 Neoliberalism 
Neoliberals believe that it is possible for states to mitigate the insecurity caused by anarchy 

through cooperation and international institutions. Where neorealists emphasize the 

importance of relative gains in power and wealth, neoliberals focus on absolute gains 

(Keohane 1984, 27) which makes it much easier to envision cooperation since the benefits 

do not have to be shared completely equally. Neoliberals also argue that common economic 

interests can ease relations between states who might otherwise be marked by political 

tension. My neoliberal theory follows the main lines of the argument presented by Ikenberry 

(2001; 2011), that the US should seek to create and support a liberal international order 

which might promote stability and cooperation even after a relative decline of US’ power 

in the world. 
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3.31 A Liberal Hegemon 
My neoliberal argument draws on the notion that the leading world power, the hegemon9, 

will shape the international system to suit its interests (Organski 1969; Gilpin 1981). It may 

do so in two ways: through a coercive imperialist strategy or through a strategy of “liberal 

hegemony” based on shared international rules and cooperation – or some mix of the two 

(Nexon & Wright 2007; Ikenberry 2011, 66ff). My neoliberal theory focuses on the liberal 

hegemonic approach in which the US both provides a number of advantages to the 

international system and enjoys significant benefits in return (Brooks, Ikenberry Wohlforth 

2012). 

 First, we must reassess the central interests of the US. As assumed above, the 

most important interest is survival, yet the US faces no existential threats in the foreseeable 

future thanks to its massive military superiority. The US also has a central interest in 

maintaining its access to other markets through an open international economic system since 

it greatly improves the wealth of the US (ibid, 11, 42). Finally, the US has an interest in 

maintaining international stability as it ensures access to global economic commons such as 

maritime trade routes which is instrumental to the realization of its economic interests. A 

rise in overall levels of conflict in Eurasia would also be likely to promote military 

competition which would accelerate the diffusion of military power away from the US (ibid, 

37, 41). In short, international stability underpins both the security and economic interests 

of the US10. 

 There are three advantages for the US to pursuing these interests through 

liberal hegemony (Ikenberry 2011, 106ff). First, institutionalization reduces the costs of 

enforcing hegemonic rule by providing a framework which directs states toward a certain 

mode of behavior which is cheaper for the hegemon than having to coerce them every step 

of the road. This does not entail that all forms of competition among states disappear but it 

does reduce some of its negative consequences and promote more beneficial outcomes 

(Hardin 2013, 391). For example, states may still have conflicting economic interests but 

they will be far less likely to resort to the use of force to settle such disagreements. Second, 

rule-based systems enhance the legitimacy of the hegemon and of the system itself making 

                                                 
9 The power requirements for hegemony are not as great in the neoliberal terminology as in the neorealist. 

Thus, the US can be characterized as a world hegemon even if it may not be able to completely dominate all 

other states in the world. 
10 Classical liberals have generally counted peace as an intrinsic good, the dominant example being Immanuel 

Kant’s Perpetual Peace (1932). Yet, in order to avoid idealist arguments and moral normativity in my 

structural analysis I merely assert the instrumental value of stability for US interests. 
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it more attractive for other states to join in. Third, institutionalized systems may be quite 

durable, due to the fact that it is much cheaper to maintain institutions than to create new 

ones (Keohane 1984) especially as the current order becomes more and more entrenched 

(Ikenberry 2013, 67). Institutionalization thus works as a hegemonic insurance which pays 

off when the balance of power shifts away from the hegemon. Institutionalization allows 

the US to remain the center of the international order even after the international distribution 

of power has reverted from unipolarity to bi- or multipolarity (Ikenberry 2011, 152, 154ff).  

 

3.32 Interdependence and Institutions 
The belief in the beneficial effects of a liberal hegemonic strategy is grounded in the 

assumption of widespread interdependence and the existence of mutual interests between 

states (Keohane 1984, 6; Nye & Welch 2011, 245ff). States are today bound together by 

multiple layers of interdependence meaning that the actions of one affects the others, 

especially in economic and security terms. This interconnectedness enhances friction 

between states (Keohane 1984, 5f, 166) but it also increases the opportunity cost of not 

cooperating, thus making cooperation a more profitable policy option (Keohane 1990, 742; 

Drezner 2008, 59). The assumption of interdependence means that both the hegemon and 

the smaller states may benefit from cooperating as they have interests in common and much 

to win by coordinating their policies, e.g. through trade regulation, environment standards 

or joint security initiatives. Note that cooperation is not based on normative or ideological 

arguments about “a common good” but rather on the rational choice of egoistic states 

seeking to maximize their gains (Keohane 1984, 78).  

 International institutions are frameworks that enhance the ability of states to 

coordinate and sustain cooperation by creating environments that are more predictable and 

cost-effective for states to pursue their interests in (Ikenberry 2011, 91). In my analysis, I 

focus on concrete institutions, such as the ASEAN or APEC, rather than more abstract 

“regimes”, as understood by Keohane (1984, 59), although I draw on the same theoretical 

mechanisms. Also note that my use of institutions differs significantly from that of the 

“English School” of IR who approaches institutions in a far broader manner and include 

notions such as sovereignty and great power management as “primary institutions” (Buzan 

2004, 187; Jackson & Sørensen 2013, 136). 
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Institutions promote rule-based, stable and cooperative state behavior. In 

economic terms, institutions reduce costs of legitimate bargains and increase them for for 

illegitimate ones. This is done in the following ways: 

 Institutions help disperse unbiased information among their members as they often have 

professional secretariats. This reduces uncertainty in bargaining situations and provides 

a clearer framework of mutual expectations (Keohane 1984, 93ff). By mitigating the 

asymmetry of information inherent in anarchy and by creating mechanisms to monitor 

compliance states’ fear of being cheated is reduced which makes them more likely to 

cooperate. 

 Institutions makes for recurring interactions which makes states more likely to honor 

their agreements. When A knows he will be dealing with B repeatedly there is a greater 

chance that A will live up to his commitments (ibid, 75ff, 99). 

 Institutionalization increases the cost of reneging on commitments by providing a 

mechanism for coordinating sanctions against defectors. Thus, even in cases where a 

state’s short-term interest may be contrary to the behavior expected by the institution, 

the state may still choose to comply due to the long-term benefits of cooperation and the 

fear of sanctions (Keohane 1984, 88ff, 99f).  

 Institutionalization can tie a long range of issues together under one auspice making it 

cheaper for governments to negotiate multiple agreements through “economies of scale” 

(ibid; Brooks & Wohlforth 2008, 150f), hence making it more attractive to partake in 

institutionalized cooperation, 

Being designed by the hegemon, international institutions are created to promote its long-

term interest. For the US, this means shaping economic cooperation in a way that promotes 

a liberal market and stability. For the smaller states, participating in institutions is attractive 

because it binds the hegemon to certain rules and makes it behave in a more predictable 

way. Much like domestic legislation, international rules incarnated in institutions limit the 

autonomy of all states but reward them by creating a more predictable and orderly 

environment which enables new forms of constructive interaction (Brooks & Wohlforth 

2008, 153). 
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3.33 A Neoliberal Rebalance 
In a neoliberal logic, the US is stepping up its efforts in the Asia-Pacific to create a more 

rule-based and liberal international order. US foreign policy is actively trying to shape the 

political milieu in the region to promote cooperation and stability (Ikenberry 2011, 350). 

The purpose of this is twofold. First, it is beneficial to the American economy and long-

term security to have a more liberal and stable international order in the Asia-Pacific. 

Second, considering that China might someday become the most powerful state, the US is 

trying to build a sufficiently strong and elaborate system of international institutions capable 

of surviving such a transition in world power. The strategy is to entangle China in the liberal 

order and make it benefit more from supporting than from undermining the institutions. 

Furthermore, overturning the order also becomes increasingly difficult if not outright 

impossible as it grows ever more rooted (Buzan 2010; Ikenberry 2011, 344ff; Brzezinski 

2012; 79ff; Ikenberry 2013, 55, 67). Such a prospect would make the power transition 

transpire more peacefully11. 

 

3.34 Hypotheses 
Presenting clear-cut hypotheses for neoliberalism is difficult since the goal of the neoliberal 

strategy, a liberal hegemonic order, remains somewhat abstracts and can be pursued in 

several ways. A future study could test sets of differing neoliberal hypotheses against one 

another. These differences notwithstanding, five general hypotheses about US Asia-Pacific 

policy can be derived from the neoliberal theory presented. 

 

In order to promote a liberal international order, the US will …. 

1. Increase its support for Asian multilateral institutions and rule-based behavior 

2. increase its bilateral engagement with China to promote cooperation 

3. establish an inclusive international economic order 

4. seek mutual gains in economic relations with China (plus-sum logic) 

5. emphasize non-traditional security initiatives and security interdependence 

Neoliberalism places a greater emphasis on diplomacy than neorealism and holds 

multilateralism as a central parameter. Neoliberals also regard the economy as a central 

                                                 
11 My argument follows the classic power transition theory of Organski (1969) but departs from that of Gilpin 

(1981) and Modelski (1978), by emphasizing the possibility of a change in hegemonic power without 

necessitating a destructive hegemonic war (see also Ikenberry 2011, 59; Rauch & Wurm 2013, 63) 
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sphere wherein interdependence may facilitate mutually advantageous cooperation. In this 

regard, my neoliberal theory aligns with the liberal economic theories of Smith and Ricardo 

by assuming that free trade is of benefit to everyone involved (Beach 2012, 188; Jackson & 

Sørensen 2013, 55). The security aspect receives less attention here and is regarded similarly 

to the economy through the lens of interdependence and cooperation. A central factor in all 

the hypotheses is the expectation that the US seeks to include China in order to integrate it 

into the liberal order. 

 

3.4 Summary 
In my theoretical framework I have strived to maintain as many shared assumptions as 

possible between my neorealist and neoliberal theory. This enables a more detail-oriented 

comparison between the two and demonstrates how minor theoretical building blocks alter 

the overall predictions of a theory massively. 

 In the neorealist optic, the rebalance is essentially a strategy of offshore 

balancing whereby the US is preparing to contain China from rising to regional hegemony. 

The neoliberal approach assumes the same basic state interests as the neorealist – power and 

wealth – but argues that these are better ensured by creating a liberal international order 

which promotes cooperation. Both theories try to predict the reaction of the established 

hegemon to a rising power although their assessments vary considerably.  
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Explaining the Rebalance 
With the theories in place it is time to test the hypotheses of neorealism and neoliberalism 

against the empirical reality. Which hypotheses fit actual developments in US policy will 

reveal a great deal about the underlying logic and strategy of Washington. 

 Methodologically speaking, my analysis runs a considerable risk of a 

confirmation bias since I am looking for empirical data to positively support my hypotheses 

(Beach 2012, 223). Yet, this challenge is one of measurement. Even if I should find support 

for all hypotheses, there will be some who enjoy stronger degrees of support than others. I 

will evaluate this at the end of the chapter. Most of my hypotheses are not mutually 

exclusive meaning that I could end up confirming both theories. Yet, as the purpose of my 

analysis is to explain the case rather than test theories, such an outcome would only shed 

new light on the case and pave the way for my theoretical synthesis. 

This chapter follows the three-part structure of chapter II. While the emphasis 

is on analysis and discussion rather than description I do present some additional empirical 

components. 

 

TABLE 3. Overview of Hypotheses 

Neorealist hypotheses Neoliberal hypotheses 

In order to balance China, the US will… In order to promote a liberal international order, 

the US will… 

R1 establish closer relations with the other 

Asian great powers to form an anti-China 

coalition (external balancing) 

L1 increase its support for Asian multilateral 

institutions and rule-based behavior 

R2 attempt to undermine China’s economy 

while bolstering its own (zero-sum logic) 

L2 increase its bilateral engagement with 

China to promote cooperation 

R3 increase its number of military exercises 

with Asian states (external balancing) 

L3 seek mutual gains in economic relations 

with China (plus-sum logic) 

R4 station US troops closer to China’s borders 

(internal balancing) 

L4 establish an inclusive international 

economic order 

R5 develop asset-specific capabilities to counter 

those of China (internal balancing) 

L5 emphasize non-traditional security 

initiatives and security interdependence 

R6 boost capabilities of weaker Asian states to 

prevent them from siding with China 

(counter-bandwagoning) 
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4.1 Diplomacy –Multilateralism or Coalition? 
This section engages my first two neoliberal hypotheses which state that the US will (L1) 

increase its support for Asian multilateral institutions and rule-based behavior and (L2) 

increase its bilateral engagement with China. It also assesses my first neorealist hypothesis 

that the US will (R1) establish closer relations with the other Asian great powers to form 

an anti-China coalition. While realist analysis tends to blur the already thin line between 

diplomacy and security, I here deal with more general movements towards political 

alignment and save concrete military activities such as military exercises and troop 

deployments for the security section. 

 

4.11 Multilateralism 
A central feature of the liberal international order is multilateralism. It is an order built on 

rule-based behavior within and shaped by international institutions. In this order, the 

hegemon does not enforce its will through sheer power. Instead states are invited to 

participate in and influence the order – even if the hegemon does maintain a special 

privileged position (Ikenberry 2011). If the US is really pursuing a neoliberal strategy, we 

would expect it to participate in and try to develop the Asian international organizations 

while also committing itself to these even at certain costs to its own autonomy12. 

 

Participation and Initiatives 
The high degree of American participation in Asian multilateralism was demonstrated in 

chapter II. Not only have Clinton, Obama and other officials spoken highly of the ASEAN, 

the US has also, with a few exceptions, been a consistent participant at the EAS, ARF, 

ADMM+, APEC summits and Shangri-La Dialogue. Besides participating at these 

established initiatives, the US has been initiator of ASEAN-US summits, of the LMI and 

they have pushed for an increase in ADMM+ meetings. All of this points to a substantial 

participation in multilateralism in the Asia-Pacific. But do increased diplomatic efforts also 

mean a promotion of rule-based behavior, as expected by my neoliberal theory? Let us 

examine some of the initiatives in greater detail. 

The US initiated the first US-ASEAN stand-alone meeting, the Sunnyland 

Summit, in 2016 and this sent a strong message about the importance attributed to the 

                                                 
12 For an argument for the centrality of the ASEAN-based institutions and why the US should work through 

these see Acharya (2015). 
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ASEAN by the US (Parameswaran 2016a). While the following 17-paragraph “Sunnyland 

Declaration” was criticized for its vagueness, the summit was nonetheless a clear expression 

of US willingness to invest resources in the ASEAN. More importantly, it demonstrated 

Washington’s ambition to influence the ASEAN leadership toward rule-based behavior, as 

was mentioned repeatedly in the declaration (White House 2016b, §4, §6, §13). Thus, we 

see that the US is both increasing its engagement in and influence over the ASEAN and 

using this to promote a rule-based order. 

The US has also taken other concrete initiatives to supplement its ASEAN-

based efforts (White House 2016a). The LMI is one such initiative which will enable the 

US to providing participating states with education, improved public health and more. 

Activities like this strengthen America’s position as a “hub” of the regional order (Ikenberry 

2011, 132ff) and makes America a pole of attraction which lures other states in by providing 

goods. Such initiatives enable the US to better influence the participating states and their 

interactions in a more liberal and rule-based manner. 

 Finally, besides pushing for more meetings within the ADMM+, the US was 

the first country to assign a dedicated military advisor to the US mission to ASEAN in 2011, 

and in 2015 it was announced that the mission would be joined by a new technical advisor 

(White House 2016a). Having this kind of dedicated staff greatly enhances the US’ ability 

to influence ASEAN defense cooperation and makes them able to better provide services to 

the ASEAN states. 

When all these initiatives are added together, we see a picture of a US which 

is both heavily engaged in Southeast Asian multilateralism and which is increasingly finding 

ways to influence it. 

 

Legal Commitment 
My neoliberal theory expects the US to commit itself to international rules in order to 

enhance their legitimacy even at some cost to its own autonomy. But has the US really 

committed itself in any substantial way? 

 The signing of the TAC in 2009 is the strongest example of such commitment 

as the move could in principle have legal implications for the US. Yet, the importance of 

the TAC signing should not be overstated. Its significance is mostly in the “symbolic 

recognition of the value of a multilateral approach to regional security issues” (Lum et al 

2011) and, legally speaking, the content of the TAC is too vague to be enforced (Manyin, 
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Garcia & Morrison 2009). Thus, the signing of the TAC only provides a modest support for 

the neoliberal case. 

 Another ideal step for the US in support of rule-based interaction would be to 

ratify the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) which more than 

160 other nations including China have already done (Cole 2013, 29; Bellinger 2014). 

UNCLOS provides a number of definitions on territorial boundaries at sea and provides 

channels to help settle territorial disputes between states. Signing the UNCLOS would be a 

clear statement of support for rule-based behavior since the convention is highly relevant to 

the Asia-Pacific region. For example, the Philippines recently won an arbitration case 

against China on Beijing’s territorial claims in the South China Sea (Panda 2016b). 

Furthermore, supporting the UNCLOS would enhance the legal gravity of the UN which is 

in itself a “vehicle for global collective action” (Ikenberry 2011, 355) and a central part of 

the global liberal order. 

 In short, the signing of the TAC is a concrete step towards greater US 

commitment to Asian multilateralism, but only a small step. Ratifying UNCLOS would be 

a more significant move. 

 

Subset: Multilateralism 
My analysis has found that the US has increased its support for Asian multilateral 

institutions and rule-based behavior, thus providing moderate to strong support for L1. By 

finding new ways to provide goods and services the US embeds itself into the region as a 

hub which in turn gives it greater capacity to influence other countries. This influence is 

used to push the regional order in a more rule-based and liberal direction. Although the 

volume of legal commitments of the US has not been overwhelming so far, this also reflects 

the loose constitution of Asia-Pacific multilateralism in its current state. Even so, ratifying 

the UNCLOS would be an important step towards ensuring America’s role in the rule-based 

order. 

 

4.12 US-China Diplomatic Relations 
The second neoliberal hypothesis, L2, concerns the bilateral relationship between the US 

and China. For a future liberal order to be truly successful it must include and engage China. 

One step on this path would be intensifying the bilateral relationship between the US and 
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China. From a neoliberal perspective, the strong bonds of interdependence, especially 

economic, between the US and China mean that there is a significant risk of friction 

(Keohane 1984, 5f; Freeman 2013, 181; Shambaugh 2013b, 5). However, engaging in 

cooperation may mitigate some of the negative consequences of interdependence and 

instead make for mutual benefits. 

Besides working with China through multilateral institutions as described 

above, bilateralism is another way for the US to promote stability and cooperation. As noted 

in chapter II, US-China bilateral relations have greatly expanded during Obama’s 

presidency, notably with the establishment of the S&ED and a host of other dialogue 

mechanisms. The two now have innumerable cooperation agreements and dialogues in place 

on almost every topic, such as energy and climate change, development assistance, human 

rights and much more (Glaser 2013). In terms of security diplomacy, a study by Twomey 

(2013, 250f) finds that bilateral visits between both senior and junior defense officials take 

place several times a year at both the strategic and the working level. The S&ED was also 

in 2011 made to include a Strategic Security Dialogue to better integrate discussions 

between the civilian and military spheres on security topics.  

 This provides strong support for L2 as it is evident that the US is attempting 

to manage their interdependence with China in a cooperative, stable and constructive way. 

By engaging China bilaterally, the US strengthens the ties between them and this may also 

serve to embed China more strongly into a liberal order. 

 

4.13 The Other Great Powers 
My first neorealist hypothesis, R1, states that the US will pursue closer relations with the 

other great powers of the Asia-Pacific – Japan, India, Russia – in order to externally balance 

China and signal US’ commitment to preserve the balance of power in the region. This 

section provides a cursory glance of these diplomatic relations and present some of the 

central developments in the region. 

 

Japan 
The foreign policy of Japan has been closely aligned to that of the US since the end of World 

War II and Japan remains America’s most important ally in the Asia-Pacific. While 

President Obama has not visited Japan more often than his predecessor (Wikipedia 2016a; 
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2016b), he is the first US president to visit Hiroshima, a place of considerable symbolic 

importance for the two countries (Nakamura 2016). 

Other central diplomatic developments have also taken place. The so-called 

Guidelines for Japan-US Defense Cooperation have been revised for the first time since 

1997 (Japan’s Ministry of Defense (JMoD) 2015, 173f; Auslin 2016, 133), the central point 

of which was a tightening of the cooperation and coordination between the two, and to have 

Japan take on more responsibility in the alliance and in the region (DoS 2013). This ambition 

has been met by important developments in Japan which have been supported by the US13. 

First, Japan’s defense-related expenditures have been on the rise since 2012 (JMoD 2015, 

Part I). Second, the Abe administration has taken important steps to improve the legal space 

for using the Japanese armed forces abroad, most importantly in September 2015 when a 

set of laws were passes allowing Japanese forces to participate in collective self-defense – 

something previously prohibited by Japan’s pacifist constitution (Borah 2015). Finally, 

Japan has relaxed its arms sale regulations in order to bolster its defense industry and in 

October 2015 the JMoD completely restructured its own defense procurement system to 

increase efficiency (Tatsumi 2015). 

These initiatives serve to strengthen the Japanese forces and make them more 

usable internationally – but they are also pieces to the American grand strategy. In official 

defense papers, the two countries have been closely aligning their positions to the point of 

synchronizing the wording of their threat assessments to highlight China and North Korea 

(Kim 2015, 150). This synchronization is also evident in a number of Japanese defense 

initiatives which mirror their American counterparts. For example, the Japanese maritime 

forces have, like their American counterparts, been engaged in so-called capacity building 

assistance in Southeast Asia to bolster the forces of countries such as Indonesia and the 

Philippines (JMoD 2015, 277; Parameswaran 2015a; 2015i). 

 Finally, the US and Japan made a joint statement in April 2014 wherein the 

US for the first time clearly asserted that its security commitments “extend to all the 

territories under the administration of Japan, including the Senkaku Islands” (White House 

2014a). This means that the US is obliged under Article 5 of the US-Japan Treaty of Mutual 

Cooperation and Security to defend Japan in case of Chinese aggression on the islands (Kim 

                                                 
13 The points made on Japan’s defense strategy have been presented at greater length in my internship report 

(Andersen 2016). The legal aspects have also been discussed in a previous paper (Andersen 2015). 
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2015, 153). While the US remains formally neutral on the question of who actually owns 

the islands, the new position is important in clarifying US’ security guarantee to Japan. 

This account provides support for R1 since the US is actively engaging Japan 

diplomatically, pushing for changes in Japanese legislation and enhancing their framework 

of cooperation as Washington and Tokyo pursue parallel security goals. This is what we 

would expect external balancing diplomacy to look like. 

 

India 
America’s relationship with India is less close than with Japan. During Obama’s first term, 

the bilateral relationship was at a low due to a number of mostly trade-related conflicts but 

the two have been growing closer again (Burns 2014). The stated political ambitions of the 

partnership are today high and rising. In 2014, current Indian Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi’s visit to the US was concluded with a joint statement announcing that the two would 

renew their 2005 Framework for the US-India Defense Relationship and expand their 

defense cooperation “to bolster national, regional and global security” and “expand military-

to-military partnerships including expert exchanges, dialogues, and joint training and 

exercises” (White House 2014b). The statement was the first official document to feature 

both India and the US supporting freedom of navigation in the South China Sea (Panda 

2014). The US has already surpassed Russia as India’s main provider of defense equipment 

(ibid) and the renewal of the defense framework will help lay the groundwork for a host of 

new forms of cooperation. 

Although the relationship is improving, a formal US-India alliance seems 

unlikely to materialize in the near future due to differences in their perceptions of threat 

(Cole 2013, 145; Burgess 2015). While China does pose a strategic threat to India due to its 

strong capabilities and close geographic proximity, including overlapping territorial claims, 

India’s more immediate concern comes from Pakistan and Taliban in Afghanistan (Gokhale 

2012; Goldstein 2013, 279f; Singh 2013; Burgess 2015), because of their perceived hostile 

intentions. If the threat of China should continue to grow, New Delhi’s calculus could 

become more similar to Washington’s. 

In conclusion, we observe the same tendencies in the US-India relationship as 

in the US-Japan though on a much smaller scale. However, most of the reluctance stems 

from the Indian side of the table since the US is pushing for closer cooperation. Thus, R1 
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also finds support here since it is concerned with US efforts – not necessarily how these are 

met.  

 

Russia 
The US-Russian relationship has moved in the opposite direction of the above two. During 

his presidency, Obama has only made two trips to Russia (compared to Bush’s seven) 

(Wikipedia 2016a; 2016b) and the US partook in ousting Russia from the former G8, now 

G7, in 2014 (CNN 25 March 2014). The central themes in US-Russian relations have been 

Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, its involvement in Eastern Ukraine, together with 

clashing interests over the Syrian Civil War. These conflicts have made cooperation 

between the two all but impossible (Facon 2015, 267). 

 For Russia’s part, the US’ rebalance could hinder Moscow’s own efforts to 

“pivot East” which has been a priority for some years (ibid). Furthermore, Russia still tends 

to consider the US a greater threat than China (Lukin 2012) and would therefore be hesitant 

to partake actively in a US-led containment coalition. As Facon argues, it “is in fact more 

likely that Russia is inclined to try and convince China that it can be of some help in facing 

the growing US presence in Asia” (Facon 2015, 263). 

 Thus, US-Russia relationship defies R1 – but for neorealists reasons as both 

the US and Russia seek to balance each other. They are thus both adhering to structural 

developments even if these are taking place outside the Asia-Pacific. This point reminds us 

that regional political relations cannot be viewed in a vacuum as they are always affected 

by what happens in other places of the world, in this case Ukraine and Syria. 

 

Subset: Great Power Relations 
Japan, India and Russia would be the central powers for the US to form a coalition with 

against China. The first two cases demonstrated a growing US engagement fitting R1, even 

if more successful in Japan than in India. The case of Russia does not fit the hypothesis for 

reasons outside the geographic scope of this study. Taken together this means we find 

moderate to strong empirical support for R1 in terms of diplomatic efforts.  
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4.14 Subset Diplomacy 
When we compare US multilateral and bilateral initiatives we find substantial support for 

both L1 and L2. With the rebalance, the US has increased its support for Asian 

multilateralism and rule-based behavior as a participant and active contributor to several 

international forums and organizations, and this is combined with a significant increase in 

bilateral engagements with China touching on innumerable aspects of their relationship. The 

most notable exception from this pattern is the lacking US ratification of the UNCLOS 

which would be a clear sign of support for rule-based behavior. At the same time, the US 

has forged closer ties with Japan and India, especially within areas that concern security. 

Such actions would fit the pattern of external balancing as expected by neorealist R1 and 

this is especially evident in the joint US-Japan emphasis on China in their threat 

assessments. Taken together, we have a US that is investing in broad multilateralism as well 

as bilateralism with both Japan, India and, most predominantly, China. 

 

4.2 Economy – Plus or Zero-sum? 
This section engages the opposing neoliberal and neorealist expectations to US’ economic 

behavior. Neorealism expects the US to (R2) attempt to undermine China’s economy while 

bolstering its own following a zero-sum logic. Here, a gain for China is a loss for the US 

and vice versa since such developments alter the balance of relative power between the two. 

As a result of this logic, neorealism does not expect the two to engage in any significant 

trade cooperation since strategic rivals have no reason to pursue mutual gains. The logic 

also applies to multilateral trade agreements such as the TPP. Again, neorealists would 

expect this to be a tool for increasing America’s wealth relative to that of China. 

 Neoliberals perceive economic relations as plus-sum relations and would 

expect the US to (L3) seek mutual gains in economic relations with China emphasizing 

absolute gains over relative. Neoliberals would also expect the US to use the TPP to (L4) 

establish an inclusive international order by incorporating China. 

 In this section I first assess the bilateral relationship between the US and 

China. If this proves to be marked by cooperation it would provide support for L3 and 

against R2. Afterwards, I engage a discussion of the character of the TPP. Should it 

primarily prove a tool to undermine China’s share of the Asian market it will provide 

support for R2. If it appears to support an inclusive international order it will support L4.  
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4.21 US-China Economic Relations 
The economies of the US and China are intimately entangled. In 2015, China was the US’ 

largest supplier of imported goods and the third largest recipient of exported US goods. 

Rates of FDI going both ways are massive and the mutual trade supports several hundred 

thousands of jobs in the US alone (Office of the United States Trade Representative n.d.b). 

Even though both countries supplement their mutual trade with access to large regional 

markets which limits their mutual vulnerability, the gravity of economic interactions does 

make them highly sensitive to the economic policies of the other (Keohane & Nye 2001, 

10). The interdependence is also evident in the large share of US debt owned by China, as 

this makes the US economic stability dependent on Chinese policies at the same time as 

Chinese owned bonds are dependent on the current value of the dollar (de Rougé 2015, 115). 

Topics such as China’s currency undervaluation, intellectual property rights, preferential 

domestic policies and market access also remain sources of perpetual conflict (Foot 2013, 

356; Freeman 2013; Hardin 2013, 393f). At a more general level, the relationship is 

challenged by China’s efforts to move up the production value chain combined with 

America’s attempts to reindustrialize which together make the two economies more similar 

and hence prone to competition (Leonard 2013, 128). 

 Since the turn of the century, there has been substantial continuous exchange 

of official visits between the two countries to address the innumerable economic issues 

(Freeman 2013, 203). According to Glaser’s (2013, 175f) study, the two countries have 

thirteen strictly trade-related dialogue mechanisms, with a further four on intellectual 

property rights and seven on broader sectors, all under the Joint Commission on Commerce 

and Trade (JCCT), an annual dialogue summit first established in 1983. Several more 

dialogues are held under the auspices of the S&ED framework and these tend to deliver 

concrete output at the yearly summits (Chandran 2016). 

The development of tighter economic relations has stalled somewhat since the 

S&ED was established in 2009, with the Obama administration more focused on the TPP-

negotiations (Daojiong 2015, 8). Yet, in 2013 Chinese and US officials announced that they 

were entering substantive negotiations on a bilateral investment treaty (BIT) which was 

reported to be almost finished in Spring 2016 (Tiezzi 2016). The BIT will improve the 

political and legal framework for economic cooperation and investments e.g. by allowing 

disputes to be settled via arbitration by the World Bank (ibid). While the BIT may 

significantly influence and improve the economic relationship it is noteworthy that it has 

received very little political attention compared to the TPP. 
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In general terms, the US-China economic relationship has been “enormously 

successful and productive for both countries” (Freeman 2013, 203) and has contributed 

greatly to their wealth. This fact together with expansion of the S&ED and the efforts 

towards a BIT provide support for L3 over R2 as the US clearly pursues closer bilateral 

relations with China and follow an economic plus-sum logic. All the mentioned initiatives 

are ways of integrating the economies of the two countries more deeply which implies a 

belief that they can prosper together and manage their interdependence in a constructive 

manner. As Obama noted in his speech to the Australian Parliament, “all of our nations have 

a profound interest in the rise of a peaceful and prosperous China. That’s why the United 

States welcomes it” (White House 2011). Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that the US has put 

most of its economic efforts into the multilateral TPP over the bilateral relationship. This 

makes for a closer scrutiny of the TPP. 

 

4.22 The Inclusiveness of the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
The TPP has been the centerpiece of the economic rebalance and the US has been actively 

pushing the deal forwards since they joined the negotiations in 2008. Yet, the question 

remains whether they are promoting their own narrow economic interests and relative 

economic growth (R2) or a broader inclusive liberal order of rule-based, cooperative 

behavior (L4). 

 The TPP definitely qualifies as rule-based and cooperation-promoting due to 

the ambitious standards it sets. As a “next generation” FTA, the TPP will radically alter its 

internal market and make for a vast strengthening of internal trade ties while providing 

mechanisms for settling disputes. Though such features provide support for L4, the question 

remains: Can the TPP truly be considered “inclusive”? 

 Formally speaking, the TPP is a case of “open regionalism” and can be joined 

by anyone who meets the requirements. This openness is underscored by US-ASEAN trade 

workshops which have already been established to help the six non-TPP member ASEAN 

states move toward membership (Parameswaran 2016a). Practically speaking, the high, 

namely environmental, standards, will make it impossible for China to join in the 

foreseeable future (Duchâtel & Puig 2015, 131; de Rougé 2015, 115). 

This is of course no accident on the part of the US and it begs one of two 

interpretations. One interpretation proposed by Mark Leonard (2013, 133) is that the 

purpose of the TPP is “not to push China out of international trade but rather to set the rules 
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of the road without China and then force it to accept them”. In a neoliberal perspective, this 

would mean that China is kept out of the shaping of the TPP in order to ensure that it 

becomes a truly liberal and encompassing deal, and then included at a later point. The TPP 

remains inclusive and will in time help immerse China in a liberal international economic 

order. Keeping them out at first is but a necessary mean to ensure the liberal character of 

the treaty.  

The other interpretation which is especially proliferated in China is that the 

TPP is designed to “compress the geopolitical space for China’s economic rise” (Zhang Jiye 

cited in Duchâtel & Puig 2015, 131). In this view, the TPP is a form of economic 

containment to channel trade away from China and to counter Chinese-led economic 

groupings such as the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) or the 

Shanghai Free Trade Zone (ibid; Song & Yuan 2012, 107; Goldstein 2013, 282; Naughton 

et al 2015; de Rougé 2015, 112). In order to assess which of the two narratives better 

captures America’s strategic calculations I first examine the official US rhetoric 

surrounding the TPP and then look at the most likely consequences of the agreement. 

 

Official Framing of the TPP 
US officials have for the most part framed the TPP as an inclusive project serving to 

establish a liberal international economic order. Nonetheless, when presenting the deal to 

US audiences emphasis has also been laid on the economic benefits which the US expects 

to accrue. 

In a speech on trade in May 2015, President Obama argued that the US should 

engage in building international order because a US-led order would be more fair and rule-

based than a Chinese-led order. 

We have to make sure America writes the rules of the global 

economy. […] Because if we don’t write the rules for trade around the world -- 

guess what -- China will. […] [The TPP] reflects our values. […] And these are 

enforceable in the agreement (White House 2015a) 

While the liberal elements were emphasized, Obama also based his support for the TPP on 

the assumption that an international economic system designed by China would be unfair 

and disadvantageous to US interests. He claims that China will  
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…write those rules in a way that gives Chinese workers and Chinese businesses 

the upper hand, and locks American-made goods out. […] the question is, are 

we going to make sure that the rules are fair so that our businesses and our 

workers are on a level playing field. Because when they are, we win every time. 

When the rules are fair, we win every time (ibid) 

Obama assumes a correlation between a fair, liberal system and a system in which the US 

enjoys vast trade advantages. Even so, the US administration has been consistent in 

advocating the fairness and the high standards of the TPP as its most important feature. The 

expectation that the US will benefit more from such an order than China seems to be more 

of a perk than the goal in itself.  

 Secretary of State Kerry argued similarly in 2016 that the TPP is about 

ensuring a US-led rather than Chinese world economy. Again the argument is made that a 

US-led order is more fair and liberal than a Chinese. 

 we will rewrite the rules of the road governing the global economy in 

accordance with our values and the crucial standards of transparency, 

accountability, and rule of law […] Right now, China is working to finish its 

own version of TPP [the RCEP], binding its market with 16 countries, extending 

from India to Japan. And you can be sure their agreement doesn’t raise labor or 

climate standards or protect intellectual property or promote fair play or, 

needless to say, insist on a free and open internet (DoS 2016) 

Further supporting the neoliberal case, Kerry made a clear connection between the TPP and 

regional stability, and how this will be of benefit to all of its participants, not just the US. 

My colleague, Defense Secretary Ash Carter, said that TPP is worth more to 

him than another aircraft carrier. Our top military commander in the Pacific, 

Admiral Harry Harris, has said TPP will “enhance security and stability in a 

region that covers half the Earth.” Heads of government across Asia […] 

recognize, as we all do, that in our era, economic and security interests almost 

always overlap. 

Kerry’s underlying argument is one of interdependence. He claims that the region is tied 

together in terms of economy as well as security and that this calls for plus-sum relationships 

and cooperation.  
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 In sum, the political framings of Obama and Kerry provide stronger support 

for L4 than R2. Although liberal arguments remain entangled in notions of national 

economic interests and how the TPP will be of benefit to the US economy, these economic 

factors are not presented in a zero-sum logic of containing China as neorealists might expect. 

While the portrayal of China as promoting its own competing economic order may provide 

some apparent support for a zero-sum argument, US officials maintain that the TPP is not 

specifically targeting anyone but is a way of ensuring liberal rules which will be of benefit 

to the entire region. In the same way they do not criticize the Chinese model for providing 

benefits to China but for being unfair and illiberal. 

In Carr’s (1946, 44) words, the US asserts “the identity of its interests with 

those of the community as a whole”. From a realist point of view, which would hold such 

claims to be unlikely, Obama and Kerry could well be criticized as either manipulative (by 

hiding their true agenda) or as naïve idealists (who actually believe what they are saying) 

(ibid, 62). Nonetheless, the official statements do at face value provide support for the liberal 

argument. 

 

Future Prospects of the TPP 
Besides looking at the political statements accompanying the TPP, it is informative to look 

at the anticipated outcomes of the deal seeing as an American strategy would be guided by 

its expected consequences. On the short term the US will be gaining a larger share of the 

Asia-Pacific trade volumes while China will in all likelihood loose out. This speaks to a 

neorealist zero-sum logic as the US is designing a trade system through which it can 

accumulate relative gains over China. US allies such as Japan and Australia will also be 

sharing in these gains, strengthening their positions vis-à-vis China. Should India join the 

partnership, it would effectively mean an economic encirclement which might divert 

significant volumes of both trade and FDI away from China towards its competitors. 

 In the longer term, multiple different outcomes are possible. In its current state 

the TPP provides the US with no way of denying China access should Beijing wish to pursue 

membership. Though this option would require substantial reforms of the Chinese market, 

the prospect is gradually gaining ground among Chinese leaders and experts (Duchâtel & 

Puig 2015, 132; Burgess 2016, 117). If realized, the US-China competition for Asia-Pacific 

trade would revert to something similar to its current state although in a more liberalized 
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form and China would in all likelihood retake large shares of the market. Trade competition 

would thus persist between the two but under a range of new liberal standards and rules. 

 Another future outcome could be that China pursues and realizes its own 

parallel FTA such as the RCEP. Negotiations on the RCEP began in 2013 and included the 

ten ASEAN countries, Japan, South Korea, Australia, New Zealand and India (Sinha & 

Nataraj 2013). While the realization of both the TPP and the RCEP could result in two 

competing trade blocks, it seems more likely that “the two projects might end up as more 

complementary than exclusive, and the fusion of both agreements could even lead to the 

creation of a wider FTAAP” (de Rougé 2015, 113). Since there is significant overlap 

between the prospective members of the TTP and RCEP, a merger would seem more likely 

than a parallel existence, especially if the US-China BIT materializes (Naughton et al 2015). 

This would in turn be a future largely identical to one wherein China and India joins the 

TPP. Taken together, this means that the imminent trade imbalance between the US and 

China with the ratification of the TPP will over time even out either as a result of China 

joining the TPP, or through the merger of a future RCEP and TTP into something similar to 

the FTAAP which has already been supported by China (ibid). 

 

Short Term Gains and Long Term Order 
The above goes to show that the position of relative trade advantage which the US will enjoy 

with the launch of the TPP is only temporary. If the TPP is ratified by its members – which 

remains a sizeable “if” – the US and central US partners will enjoy substantial relative gains 

compared to China. However, in the longer run and as China either joins the TPP or a 

broader FTAAP, the playing field will even out in favor of a broader rule-based order 

including both countries. 

 If the expectations of the US government are similar to the scenarios described 

above, this would mean that they are expecting a future FTA, be it the TPP or the FTAAP, 

to ultimately include China. This entails that the international order promoted by the US can 

rightfully be characterized as “inclusive”. Even if there will be a period wherein America 

reaps relative economic benefits this period will in all likelihood be limited and will in time 

make way for an international economic order including both the US and China. Hence, the 

evidence favoring L4 is stronger than that of R2.  
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4.23 Subset: Economy 
My analysis of America’s economic rebalance has found stronger empirical evidence 

supporting the neoliberal hypotheses than for the neorealist case. The neoliberal theory 

expected the US to seek a plus-sum economic relationship with China (L3) and attempt to 

create an inclusive liberal international order (L4). L3 found strong support in the deep 

economic cooperation present in the US-China bilateral relationship and both L3 and L4 

found some support in the political statements surrounding the TPP as well as the 

expectation that China be included in the future regional economic order in the Asia-Pacific, 

be it in the form of the TPP or FTAAP. 

 R2 found some support in the current layout of the TPP, which will provide 

the US with relative gains over China. However, it is unlikely that these will last and USA’s 

massive economic engagement with China does not fit the neorealist expectations either. A 

clear-cut neorealist economic policy would entail far less economic diplomacy with Beijing 

and a TPP closed to China in order to ensure a preferential position for the US. Neither of 

these proved the case and hence R2 finds only weak support. 

 A further argument in favor of the neoliberal case is the general emphasis on 

the multilateral TPP over bilateral relations. Though the US has worked on the BIT and 

ratified the KORUS, the TPP remains the economic centerpiece of the rebalance. This 

reveals that the envisioned economic order of the US based on multilateralism as 

neoliberalism would suspect. 

 

4.3 Security – Cooperation or Containment? 
Where neoliberalism had more hypotheses regarding diplomacy and economy, security has 

traditionally been the focus of realist theories due to its emphasis on power and military 

capabilities. Besides sending signals of balancing, as touched upon in the diplomatic 

section, neorealism expects an offshore balancer to engage in external and internal 

balancing. By drawing on Snyder (1997) I nuance internal balancing to comprise 

quantitative measures, such as increasing the number of troops and ships in the area, and 

qualitative measures, such as developing military assets to counter a specific opponent. 

Finally, Mearsheimer hints at an alternative strategy that includes facilitating “the growth 

in power of the intended buck-catcher” (2014, 159) in order to reduce the likelihood that the 

intended buck-catcher will chose to bandwagon with a given threat. While Mearsheimer 
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does not develop this notion much further I investigate whether it is applicable to the 

rebalance. 

To externally balance China neorealism expects the US to (R3) increase its 

number of military exercises with Asian states. To internally balance China, it will (R4) 

station US troops closer to China’s borders and (R5) develop asset-specific capabilities to 

counter those of China. Furthermore, the US will (R6) boost capabilities of weaker Asian 

states to prevent them from siding with China. Several of these forms of balancing will 

overlap with the formerly discussed expectation that the US will (R1) establish closer 

relations with the other Asian great powers to form an anti-China coalition. 

 Neoliberalism has less to say about security, but does expect the US to 

promote international cooperation within the realm of security. It expect the US to (L5) 

emphasize non-traditional security initiatives and security interdependence as ways of 

making the Asia-Pacific states work together for mutual benefits. Furthermore, engagement 

in multilateral exercises does provide some additional support for the expectation that the 

US will (L1) increase its support for Asian multilateral institutions and rule-based 

behavior, as such exercises are also a form of institutions even if they do not produce new 

legal commitments. 

 

4.31 Military Exercises 
I first assess the US’ engagement in military exercises in the Asia-Pacific (R3) and how this 

is tightening relations between the US and other Asian great powers (R1). It will also be 

noted if the exercises primarily focus on combatting traditional or non-traditional threats 

(L5) and if they are support multilateralism (L1). Exercises serve a number of functions (Till 

2013, 245; Shimodaira 2014, 55; Roughead 2015), the main of which is to increase the 

capabilities of their participants through training and experience. Furthermore, exercises 

improve the interoperability between the forces of two or more countries which in turn 

mitigates some of the difficulties inherent in military cooperation and coordination 

(Lambert 1998, 116; Mearsheimer 2014, 156). 

 

Bilateral Exercises 
As presented in chapter II, the US has with the rebalance been increasingly exercising with 

allies and with non-allied ASEAN partners. Exercise relations with Japan have stepped up 
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significantly in recent years. Alone in FY2014, the US and Japan held 25 bilateral exercises 

which for the vast majority centered on traditional security (JMoD 2015, 361) enabling their 

forces to better fight a possible Chinese threat. For example, the annual Iron First exercise 

focused in 2016 on amphibious raids and assaults (Fuentes 2016), and in 2015 the two held 

their first bilateral exercise in the South China Sea (Panda 2015). 

The US-India relationship has also been described as an “exercise partnership” 

(Burgess 2015, 372). As a DoD report noted in 2011, “U.S.-India military exercises have 

grown dramatically in size, scope and sophistication. We now have regular exercises across 

all services […] In FY11, there were 56 cooperative events across all Services – more than 

India conducted with any other country” (DoD 2011, 3). These cover traditional security, 

such as in the Malabar exercise, but increasing attention is also being payed to HA/DR. 

Australia, though not technically a great power, has an “impressive defense 

capacity” (Cole 2013, 119) and has been a treaty ally of the US’ since 1951. The two have 

held the Talisman Sabre exercise every other year since 2005, and in 2015 it involved over 

33,000 personnel, 200 aircraft and 21 ships (Gady 2015). The exercise has traditionally 

emphasized non-traditional security but in 2015 the focus was changed to traditional, high-

end warfighting. Japan also partook in this exercise for the first time in 2015. According to 

the Australian Department of Defense (ADoD 2016, 123), Canberra expects to conduct 

more exercises with the US in the future. 

Among other noteworthy bilateral exercises is the US-Philippine Philbex 

exercise which was launched in 2014 (Burgess 2016, 122f) or the Cooperation Afloat 

Readiness and Training (CARAT) exercises, a series of bilateral naval exercises involving 

the US and different Southeast Asian countries in turn (Parameswaran 2015c). This massive 

engagement in bilateral exercises provides strong support for R3 but it also provides support 

for R1 since most of bilateral exercises continue to be conducted between the great powers. 

 

Multilateral Exercises 
On the multilateral front the US is engaged in exercises with almost every other Asia-Pacific 

country. Some exercises only include select US allies, such as joint US-Japan-South Korea 

exercises (Panda 2016a) or the growing ties between the former Quadrilateral Security 

Dialogue, or “Quad”, consisting of the US, Japan, India and Australia (Carafano 2015; 

Parameswaran 2015h). Others are massive initiatives and include delegations from most of 

the Asia-Pacific navies. Central among these are the Cobra Gold, the Pacific Partnership, 
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the Southeast Asia Cooperation and Training (SEACAT) and DiREx, all of which are 

mainly concerned with HA/DR (Parameswaran 2015b; 2015c; 2015e). The US-hosted 

RIMPAC exercise it the largest of its kind in the world and the drills conducted involved 

both traditional and non-traditional security measures (Sorensen 2014). 

 These exercises, several of which are hosted by the US, provide more support 

for the neorealist R3 as the US is indeed enhancing the interoperability of Asia-Pacific fleets. 

It also supports neoliberal L5 because vast US resources are poured into non-traditional 

security initiatives which underscore the security interdependence of the Asia-Pacific 

nations and it is such HA/DR initiatives that have made for the broadest and most inclusive 

military-to-military cooperation in the region (Tan 2015a, 309). Finally, the multilateral 

efforts provide additional support for L1, since the exercises are examples of 

multilateralism. 

On a side note, it also provides further support for neorealist expectations that 

the Asia-Pacific great powers are increasing their cooperation not only with the US but also 

with each other. For example, Japan was for the first time included in the US-India Malabar 

exercise in 2016 (Mandhana 216) and Australia had its first major bilateral maritime 

exercise with India in 2015 (ADoD 2016, 134; India’s Ministry of Defence 2016, 31). 2015 

also witnessed the first ever trilateral dialogue between India, Japan and Australia 

(Parameswaran 2015d). These initiatives all point towards the formation of a balancing 

coalition between the other Asian great powers – even if Russia may not be taking part as 

discussed previously. 

 

4.32 Internal Balancing 
The perhaps most central of the neorealist expectations is that as part of its offshore 

balancing strategy, the US will put forces in place to assist the region’s own great powers 

in balancing China. I have divided the notion of internal balancing into a quantitative and a 

qualitative dimension. On the quantitative side, neorealism would expect the US to (R4) 

station US troops closer to China’s borders which would make them able to better deter 

China from aggression and react more swiftly if needed. On the qualitative side, neorealism 

expects the US to (R5) develop asset-specific capabilities to counter those of China.  
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US’ Asia-Pacific Forces 
The rebalance has a significant quantitative dimension. While a more detailed account was 

given in chapter II, the broader lines bear repetition. The shift from a 50/50 to a 60/40 

division of naval forces between the Pacific and Atlantic and the promise to exclude the 

Asia-Pacific from cuts in defense expenditure provide the larger quantitative framework and 

these initiatives are highly significant. The US Air force has already allocated 60 percent of 

its overseas forces to the region and plans have been announced to align 70,000 more troops 

from the army to the region (Saunders 2014, 34). 

 The development of strategic basing facilities and infrastructure on Guam has 

been another important aspect of the military rebalance (Kan 2014). While most of the 

troops which will be deployed to Guam were already present in the Asia-Pacific, namely on 

Okinawa, the development of Guam will nonetheless provide the US with an important base 

of operations in the region under its own control. Besides Guam, the US will also soon be 

basing marines in Australia and naval forces in the Philippines and Singapore. 

 As I concluded in chapter II, the military rebalance has been substantial in its 

execution so far and this provides moderate support for R4, although the numbers of troops 

transferred to the Asia-Pacific could very well have been larger. 

 

Asset-Specific Capabilities 
On the qualitative side, the types of changes in US force postures may be informative as to 

what kind of adversary the US is preparing to fight. As Snyder (1997, 29) notes, “different 

types of military forces will have different kind of utility against different opponents, or 

different values in an alliance”. It is therefore significant what kinds of capabilities the US 

is investing in and deploying. 

Submarines are of no real value against non-state threats such as piracy, 

terrorism or in HA/DR operations. Their main use is for conventional warfare (Nagao 2015, 

17). Hence it is highly significant that the US is buying new, high-tech Virginia-class 

submarines and has the majority of its submarine force deployed in the Asia-Pacific. This 

tells us that the US is not only scaling up its military forces in general but also its 

conventional warfare capabilities more specifically. 

 Another qualitative development is the so-called “Air-Sea Battle” (ASB). 

Though officially “not aimed at any particular adversary” (Stuart 2012, 213) it is widely 

agreed that it is a military concept developed to counter Chinese capabilities (ibid; Tellis 
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2013, 87f; Twomey 2013, 240ff; Posen 2014, 32; McDevitt 2015, 41; Burgess 2016, 122). 

Over the past decade, Beijing has been pursuing “Anti-Access/Area Denial” (A2/AD) 

capabilities with the purpose of denying the US and other possible adversaries access to its 

surrounding waters. In terms of specific capabilities, A2/AD relies on submarines, land-

based aircraft and, most importantly, short range ballistic missiles which China have been 

procuring in growing quantities since the early 2000s (Twomey 2013, 237, 241). 

 As a countermeasure to Chinese A2/AD, the ASB emphasizes a “reliance on 

new weapon systems and a new deep strike doctrine” (Stuart 2012, 214). ASB will mitigate 

the threat posed A2/AD by aiming to disable the missile system or their command and 

control systems through long-range precision missile strikes or stealth bombings 

complimented by anti-submarine warfare. As the name suggests, the strategy implies close 

collaboration between navy and air forces underscored by a high-tech platform allowing US 

forces to out-compete those of the Chinese. 

  It should come as no surprise that the ASB is incredibly expensive. That the 

US has nonetheless pursued these means to counter China provides solid support for R5. In 

Harry Harding’s (2013, 397) words, the militaries of both the US and China have begun to 

perceive each other as “strategic competitors […] each deploying weapon systems and 

devising military tactics to counter the other”. While there have been some recent indicators 

that the ASB is gradually being abandoned as a military strategy, several of the 

technological innovations that were components of the ASB continue to be developed under 

different auspices (Raymond 2015) such as “the third offset” (DoD 2015, 22). Taken 

together, investments in ASB, new submarines and a host of other capabilities relating to 

space, cyber, ISR and more, all provide strong empirical support for R5 as the US is 

qualitatively preparing to balance China.  

 

4.33 Counter-Bandwagoning 
My final neorealist hypothesis stated that the US will (R6) boost capabilities of weaker 

Asian states to prevent them from siding with China. As briefly noted, this component of a 

balancing strategy relates to an area of realist theory that has received scant attention. It 

therefore requires some preliminary theoretical elaboration. 

In a neorealist worldview of zero-sum logic and power maximizing there is 

little room for charity. As a rule, states are expected to only engage in transactions from 

which they expect to benefit more than their counterpart. For this reason, it is hard for 
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neorealists to explain why a state would give something to another state seeing as such a 

move would alter the balance of power between the two in an unfavorable direction. 

I argue that this does not have to be the case. Mearsheimer (2014, 159) 

presents a strategy wherein an offshore balancer promotes the increase in power of a smaller 

state in order to reduce the likelihood that the smaller state will chose to bandwagon with a 

given threat. Although Mearsheimer does not develop this notion much further, it would 

seem applicable to the empirical case at hand. The argument would be that if an offshore 

balancing state A gives military assets to a weaker state B, the balance of power between 

the two will change in B’s favor. Now, introduce a third state C which is weaker than A but 

far stronger than B. As a consequence of A’s gift to B, the balance of power between B and 

C is altered in B’s favor also. This could in turn be advantageous to A since it reduces the 

risk that B will bandwagon with C in case of a conflict between the two. Remember, as an 

offshore balancer, A prefers to pass the buck and have B handle the balancing of C which it 

will now be more likely to do.  

Applied to our empirical case this entails that even if giving away military 

capabilities may be against the interests of the US (state A) when viewed in isolation, it is 

quite sensible for them to contribute to growing military capabilities of a smaller Asian state 

such as the Philippines (B), so long as these do not pose a serious threat to the US and so 

long as the US expects these capabilities to be used to balance China (C) and not the US 

itself. Finally, giving away military assets is a way for the US to demonstrate its benign 

intentions to states it wishes to align with since no one would hand a gun to a man whom 

he intends to fight. 

This theoretically inspired expectation fits my findings from chapter II since 

the US has been boosting the capabilities of at least the Philippines, Vietnam, Indonesia and 

Malaysia. Furthermore, this capacity building assistance is increasingly provided in 

collaboration with US allies such as Australia and Japan (ADoD 2016, 132). In FY2015 

alone, $119 million was committed to building Southeast Asian maritime capabilities and 

this figure was expected to grow in 2016 (White House 2015b). 

When evaluating whether this is a significant component of the US Asia-

Pacific strategy one must operate with some margin of significance. While $119 million is 

of course a lot of money it remains a rather humble contribution, compared to the other 

aspects of the rebalance. For example, CNN estimates than the new F-35 Lightning II 

fighters will cost US$ 159 million a plane and the US has ordered 2,457 of these (Cohen 
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2015). While this may be comparing pears and apples such figures should make us not 

overestimate the resources put into capacity building. 

This means that I find a moderate support for R6. The US is engaged in 

building the capabilities of China’s neighbors especially in maritime terms, yet the efforts 

remain financially moderate and could be scaled up. 

 

4.34 Non-traditional Security 
I have already addressed some aspects of non-traditional security in relation to military 

exercises and how these provided support for neoliberal L5 which stated that the US will 

emphasize non-traditional security initiatives and security interdependence. In order to 

provide a thorough evaluation of L5 I here look into HA/DR and anti-piracy operations. 

 Chapter II demonstrated that the US has been engaged in a number of HA/DR 

operations and have assisted in the wake of several crises over the last years including the 

2011 Great East Japan Earthquake and the two airplane crashes. These operations have been 

supplemented by a host of HA/DR exercises, as noted previously, and future US bases in 

the Philippines are planned to have more focus on HA/DR especially related to typhoons 

(Burgess 2016, 127). This all underscores that the US is using HA/DR as a way of promoting 

cooperation and stability in the Asia-Pacific through so-called “gunboat philanthropy” 

(Christopher Coker cited in Till 2013, 38, 280f). 

 The US has also been involved in anti-piracy operations in the Asia-Pacific, 

though it has taken a less prominent role in the broader US strategy. This is evident in the 

small amount of attention payed to piracy in the official DoD Asia Pacific Maritime Security 

Strategy from 2015. The paper only mentions piracy five times, two of which are as parts 

to a longer list of examples of non-traditional security. Part of the reason for this neglect 

could be the fact that piracy in Southeast Asia has been at a relative low during the years of 

the Obama presidency (JMoD 2015, 292). This is combined with a massive spike in piracy 

around Somalia from 2009-2011, which has made it more relevant for the US to invest 

resources in fighting piracy there than in South or Southeast Asia. Even though US forces 

have been doing some coordination with both China and India, there has been little actual 

counter-piracy operations taking place. 

 When the above is taken together with the assessment of US commitment to 

HA/DR exercises in chapter II I find that the US has put some efforts into non-traditional 
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security initiatives, primarily HA/DR, which provides moderate support for L5. These 

efforts are however not overwhelming and the emphasis of US political statements and 

documents remain on traditional security threats. 

 

4.35 Subset: Security 
My analysis of the security dimension of the rebalance has found strong empirical evidence 

in favor of the neorealist interpretation as well as some degree of support for the neoliberal. 

The US has indeed been increasing its number of military exercises (R3), moderately 

increasing its number of troops stationed near China (R4), developing assets specifically to 

counter China (R5) and has, though to a smaller extent, been boosting the capabilities of 

China’s smaller neighbors (R6). This all supports the neorealist explanation that the US is 

preparing to balance China internally and externally. On the neoliberal side, the US has been 

investing resources in non-traditional security initiatives (L5) mostly in terms of HA/DR 

where the US has hosted numerous exercises and partaken in operations several times. On 

the flip side, US’ engagement in Asia-Pacific anti-piracy has been very limited. Finally, 

engagement in multilateral exercises provides some additional support for the neoliberal 

case (L1). 

 Taken together, the security component of the rebalance has a stronger 

neorealist than neoliberal flavor even though the two do overlap e.g. in multilateral HA/DR 

exercises that emphasize security interdependence while also building maritime capabilities 

and interoperability. It is noteworthy that the US has actively been inviting China to 

participate in several of its multilateral security exercises and this might appear to contradict 

neorealist expectations. Nonetheless, this has only been the case for the broader multilateral 

exercises and primarily for non-traditional security initiatives (Twomey 2013, 252). The 

core of US security infrastructure in the Asia-Pacific remains its alliances and, increasingly, 

its partnership with India. It is within these contexts the US conducts most of its military 

exercises and they remain closed to China. 
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4.4 Summary 
The findings of this chapter are summarized in table 4. 

TABLE 4. Empirical Evidence for Hypotheses 

Hypothesis Evidence Note 

R1 establish closer relations with the other 

Asian great powers 

Moderate Except Russia 

R2 attempt to undermine China’s economy 

while bolstering its own 

Weak Only during first years of TPP 

R3 increase number of military exercises with 

Asian states 

Strong Though including China in 

several mostly non-traditional 

exercises 

R4 station US troops closer to China’s borders Moderate  

R5 develop asset-specific capabilities to counter 

those of China 

Strong Even if ASB may not live up to 

initial expectations 

R6 boost capabilities of weaker Asian states Moderate  

L1 support multilateralism and rule-based 

behavior 

Strong Though UNCLOS remains to be 

ratified 

L2 increase bilateral engagement with China Strong  

L3 seek mutual gains in economic relations with 

China  

Strong Assuming the BIT is concluded 

L4 establish an inclusive international 

economic order 

Moderate Though formally inclusive, the 

requirements of the TPP remain 

too high for many countries, 

including China 

L5 emphasize non-traditional security 

initiatives and security interdependence 

Moderate Primarily HA/DR 

 

On the diplomatic front, both neorealism and neoliberalism found moderate to strong 

empirical support for their hypotheses (R1, L1, L2). This underscores the general diplomatic 

engagement in the region, argued for in chapter II, since the US is strengthening its ties to 

most of the Asia-Pacific great powers, including China, as well as engaging more heavily 

in multilateralism. In terms of economy, the neoliberal expectations (L3, L4) found stronger 

support than the neorealist (R2) as the US has been bolstering its economic relationship with 

China and because the emerging international economic order appears to be more inclusive 

and rule-based than a tool of economic containment. Finally, the neorealist security 

hypotheses (R3-6) generally found either moderate or strong support, while the neoliberal 

hypothesis (L5) found only moderate support. This goes to show that the US is largely acting 

as an offshore balancer in the Asia-Pacific, while also putting some efforts into promoting 

non-traditional security cooperation. 

 It was to be expected that the economic evidence was far more supportive of 

one theory than the other since it was the area in which the expectations of the two differed 
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the most. The hypotheses relating to diplomacy and security were not mutually exclusive in 

theory and have proven not to be so in reality. The evident empirical support for both 

neorealist and neoliberal hypotheses challenges us to consider if the US could possibly be 

pursuing some mixture of offshore balancing and liberal order building. While the two 

theories may often be regarded in opposition, it appears there is fertile empirical ground for 

thinking them in conjunction in order to provide a holistic explanation of the rebalance. The 

next chapter pursues this possibility by presenting a synthesis of the two theories which is 

then tested against the empirical findings. 
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Theory Synthesis 
My analysis has demonstrated that the US is behaving according to most of the expectations 

of both neorealism and neoliberalism at the same time. This challenges us to reconsider 

whether the two are indeed in opposition. Could it be possible that the two could be 

subsumed into a single theory capable of explaining both the seemingly neorealist and 

neoliberal aspects of the rebalance? 

 In this chapter I engage in a theoretical synthesis. Drawing on components of 

both neorealism and neoliberalism I argue that the US is pursuing a strategy aimed at the 

construction of a liberal international order in the Asia-Pacific. To reach this goal, the US 

is dependent on the existence of a stable international environment and this is, for the time 

being, best ensured through offshore balancing due to the current mostly anarchic state of 

the regional order. Yet, even if currently relying on realist mechanisms of power balancing 

the goal is to shed these means in favor of a stable and cooperative regional order in time. 

 Theoretical synthesis has been criticized within academia for running the risk 

of forcing two or more theories with differing epistemologies into one which will always 

mean the effective subjugation of one epistemology under the other (Johnson 2002; Smith 

2003). This criticism is however not applicable to my synthesis since, as argued in chapter 

III, neorealism and neoliberalism shares the vast majority of their assumptions as well as 

their rationalist epistemology. It is this likeness between the two which has made for the so-

called “neo-neo” debate or convergence which was especially prominent in the 1990s (see 

e.g. Neorealism and Neoliberalism (1993) edited by David A. Baldwin). My goal is here to 

demonstrate how the two theories can well be synthesized and how this synthesis in turn 

does a good job at explaining the US rebalance. As this is in essence a case-specific and 

policy relevant endeavor it bears some resemblance to that which Sil & Katzenstein (2010, 

10, 17) have dubbed “analytical eclecticism”. Yet, my approach differs from theirs because 

I present a theoretical synthesis which could in principle be generalized as a theory of 

hegemonic behavior and international order even if based on a specific case. In other words, 

I do not just bring together two separate theories to explain a given problem (ibid, 2). Instead 

I actually fuse the two theories into one on the basis of a specific empirical problem but with 

a generalizable theory as its outcome. 
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 In terms of structure I take my point of departure in the concepts of strategy 

and order and how neorealism and neoliberalism expect the US to pursue different variants 

thereof. I then criticize some of the existing theories which have tried to bridge the gap 

between the two theories. On this basis I present my own synthesis and demonstrate how 

the findings of my previous analysis concerning diplomacy, economy and security fits this 

theory. Finally, I address some problems inherent in synthesizing neorealism and 

neoliberalism. 

 

5.1 Visions and Concepts of International Order 
I previously defined grand strategy as “the overarching plan [a state] adopts to utilize the 

various resources at its disposal to attain its goals in international politics” (Payne 2012, 

608). As strategies seek to realize certain goals they automatically include some form of 

implicit or explicit vision for international order. Order and strategy are not the same thing, 

but a given strategy will envision the realization of a certain order. Order can take many 

forms. Unlike Ikenberry (2011, 36), who defines international order as “a political formation 

in which settled rules and arrangements exist between states to guide their interaction”, I 

also consider the absence of such rules and arrangements as a form of international order if 

only a more anarchic one. In this way I use order to describe the way in which states interact 

in a given system. 

Going back to chapter III, my two theories presented two sets of expectations 

for US strategy in the Asia-Pacific and these strategies reflected two different visions for 

the regional order. My neorealist theory expected the US to pursue a strategy of offshore 

balancing which effectively ignored such factors as international institutions and laws in 

favor of a power-based international order structured around the dominance of the US. 

Mearsheimer notes (2014, 49) that international order is a by-product of the great power 

struggle for power preponderance spurred by their self-interest in power maximization. This 

means that the international order pursued by the US is above all else an order wherein 

America is on top of the power hierarchy. Going beyond security terms – and thus the main 

scope of Mearsheimer’s Tragedy – this unipolar order may or may not foster cooperation 

and international institutions just as it may be characterized by high or low levels of security 

competition. The main point is that the basis of the order remains the power of the hegemon. 

In other words, the hegemon designs the system as it sees fit and the system survives as long 

as the hegemon can impose it (Gilpin 1981, 8). Due to the emphasis on power within this 
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unipolar system, the main concern of the hegemon becomes managing the relative power 

gains across the international system in order to assure that no peer competitor arises. 

 My neoliberal theory expected the US to pursue a very different strategy in its 

efforts to establish what Ikenberry (2011, 66ff) refers to as a liberal hegemonic order. Rather 

than attempting to contain a specific foe, the US is expected to pursue a milieu oriented 

strategy (ibid, 349f; Wolfers 1962, 74) envisioning an order in which the US remains the 

hegemon but where the system is based on mutual consent rather than hegemonic coercion. 

Using a notion from Adam Watson (1992, 240), the liberal order is characterized by “Raison 

de système [which] does not exclude conflicts of interest [but] is the recognition that the 

advantage of all the parties is to resolve such conflicts within the framework of the system 

and […] according to the rules and codes of conduct”. Institutions take a prominent position 

herein and create a strong framework of rules by which states interact to the absolute benefit 

of all. When this system is in place the main security concern of the hegemon becomes 

defending the system as a whole since it will “identify its own individual interests with the 

interests of the larger world economy and security system” (Ikenberry 2011, 72), seeing as 

the system will be designed to favor the interests of the hegemon and provide it with 

disproportionate benefits. However, it can also rely on the cooperation of the other states in 

the system since the survival of the international order is in the common interest. 

 We therefore face two competing visions of international order14. On the one 

hand we have what I call “power-based order” envisioned by realist strategizing and on the 

other we have “liberal hegemony” which enjoys broad consent and support from its 

members. But where does this leave us when the empirical data provided support for both 

neorealist and neoliberal hypotheses? 

  

5.11 The Inadequacy of Current Theories 
The tension between the realist and the liberal elements in the Asia-Pacific has been 

interpreted and theorized about a number of times. Terms such as “coopetition” 

(Shambaugh 2013b, 4), “congagement” (Khalilzad et al 1999) and “co-operative balancing” 

                                                 
14 My dichotomy is similar to Ikenberry’s (2011, 66ff) comparison of “empire” and “liberal hegemony”. But 

though my liberal position is identical to Ikenberry’s, his notion of “empire” entails “the direct or indirect 

control by the dominant state over the external policies and orientations of the weaker and secondary policies” 

(ibid, 68). This concept does not fit my neorealist position because it requires too much meddling in the affairs 

of the smaller state on the part of the hegemon. In contrast, offshore balancing entails minimal meddling so 

long as the ascension of a peer competitor is prevented. 



- 66 - 

(Paul 2012) have been proliferating as ways to describe the seeming duality of the US-China 

relationship or to advocate a certain US strategy in regards to China. Yet, these neologisms 

have problems of their own and remain unsuitable for my analysis of the rebalance. 

Shambaugh’s notion of “coopetition” is too vague and merely describe a 

situation of extensive cooperation and rising competition. It is also primarily a descriptive 

and historical term which informs us of US-China relations today but says nothing about 

the strategies of the two or the international orders they envision. “Congagement” and “co-

operative balancing” are more nuanced and detailed concepts than “coopetition” yet they 

are limited to the realm of security and fail to incorporate economics and other important 

elements of the US strategy. All three of these terms are also specifically designed to 

describe the US-China which makes them less useful for describing the US strategy for the 

regional order as a whole. 

What I believe is needed is a broad and processual understanding of the US 

Asia-Pacific strategy; A perspective that recognizes both the empirical configuration of the 

current regional order but also the future order envisioned by the US, hence moving beyond 

merely historical descriptive concepts. Furthermore, a useful theory cannot only be 

concerned with security issues but must address both military, economic and diplomatic 

aspects of America’s engagement just as it must go beyond US-China relations and 

incorporate the entire region. 

 

5.2 Theoretical Synthesis - Creating Order in Anarchy 
I will now lay out my theoretical synthesis in its relation to the two theories portrayed in 

chapter III. I then demonstrate how my synthesized theory explains the empirical findings 

of chapter IV. 

 My synthesized theory subscribes to all the shared theoretical assumptions of 

neorealism and neoliberalism presented in chapter III. That is, it is a structural theory, it 

recognizes that the international system is fundamentally anarchic due to the absence of a 

world government, it considers states the central actors and expects them to rationally 

pursue their interests, primarily security and welfare, while never being able to know for 

certain the intentions of one another. 

 I follow the neoliberal argument of Ikenberry (2011) and assume that as a 

hegemon the US does indeed have a strong interest in promoting a liberal international 
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order. The reason for this is that a liberal order will best ensure basic US interests – security 

and wealth – because the system will be characterized by peaceful relations between states 

and because the rules of the order will be designed by the US to safeguard their own 

interests. This means that in the long run it is a greater priority of the US to successfully 

construct a liberal order than it is to contain the rise of a peer competitor since other states 

profit more from supporting and defending the order than from trying to overturn it. 

Furthermore, as the system provides the hegemon with a unique and advantageous position 

the increased wealth of one or more other regional great powers will automatically translate 

into greater gains for the hegemon as well. Applied to the Asia-Pacific this means that as 

China pursues its interests within the liberal order it actually provides benefits to itself and 

the US both. 

My theoretical synthesis is based on the assessment that the Asia-Pacific order 

of today is more power-based than it is liberal hegemonic, meaning that it is closer to having 

no institutions or rules at all than to a state of perfectly cooperative and institutionalized 

liberal order. The weak degree of institutionalization and regulation in the region means that 

states generally make decisions on the basis of their own interests and capabilities compared 

to those of their neighbors while paying little attention to international rules. The region is 

primarily though not entirely a Hobbesian anarchy. 

 The disparity between the actual power-based order in the Asia-Pacific and 

the envisioned liberal hegemonic order means that the US must employ a context sensitive 

strategy of regional transformation. Context sensitivity means that the US has to take the 

current state of regional affairs into account when pushing for the development of a liberal 

order. Even though the goal is liberal, the US must for the time being behave according to 

the logic of a realist, power-based system, since that is where the Asia-Pacific is at. This 

means that the US may not initially be able to devote all their resources to multilateralism 

and non-traditional security initiatives even if it might be the envisioned end goal. The 

transformation process is gradual and the US will have to develop its strategy as the 

transformation of the region unfolds. 

 

5.21 Ensuring Stability 
The order envisioned in my theory is similar to that of Ikenberry (2011). However, the 

means to get there divert on one vital point: security. A central argument often made within 

the school of realism and in international political economy, more specifically within 
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hegemonic stability theory, is that an international system must be provided with stability 

for large scale cooperation to be possible. Otherwise, states will be too distrustful of each 

other to cooperate, as is the case in a state of complete anarchy (Carr 1946; Gilpin 1975; 

Ikenberry 2011, 36). For the US, this means that they will have to provide security for the 

Asia-Pacific region to avoid security competition until a point where the liberal order which 

underscores the peaceful settlement of disputes is so strongly embedded that it will be in the 

interests of all of its members to defend it. 

 This is the main intersection between neorealism and neoliberalism in my 

synthesis. In order to obtain its neoliberal goals, the US must ensure stability and due to the 

current power-based order in the region this is best done through a neorealist security 

strategy – namely offshore balancing. The main threat to the liberal order would be the rise 

of an alternative regional order supported by a would-be hegemon such as China. An 

offshore balancing strategy directed at containing the rise of China will therefore also in 

effect protect the neoliberal project. Furthermore, a core element of offshore balancing is 

the involvement of the region’s other great powers in a balancing coalition. Close 

cooperation with such states enables the US to better involve them in the liberal order as 

well and make them stakeholders in it. Since the order is based on international 

participation, involving countries such as Japan and India early on is an important way of 

strengthening it. In this way, offshore balancing as a security strategy becomes an essential 

component of liberal order building at least until a point where the order is sufficiently 

robust and so encompassing that China would no longer benefit from trying to overthrow it. 

At that point China will no longer need to be contained. 

 Put sharply, the goal of US’ strategy is a liberal order. Stability is a 

prerequisite for this order as security competition will otherwise make comprehensive 

cooperation impossible. Thus the US must provide stability to the Asia-Pacific. Since China 

is currently the largest threat to regional stability and because the order remains 

predominantly power-based the US must contain China until the institutional framework is 

so rooted that Beijing benefits more from its existence than from attempting to overturn it. 

The US will have to promote a liberal order in terms of economics, multilateralism and 

security cooperation while, for the time being, maintaining a ready coalition to balance 

China. By analogy, just as the laborers carried materials in one hand and their sword in the 

other during Nehemiah’s reconstruction of the wall of Jerusalem, the US must put the liberal 

economic and institutional blocks in place while at the same time remaining prepared to 

defend the building site. Only when the liberal order is fully built will it, like a wall, provide 
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security and stability. The main divergence from the Old Testament analogy is that when 

the liberal “wall” is completed, the US can actually expect the former threat, China, to help 

defend it.  

 The main strengths of my theoretical synthesis as a model for explaining US 

Asia-Pacific strategy is its focus on the developing context within which it is situated rather 

than simply referring to two extremes (balancing vs cooperation) or a static strategy of 

“finding the right middle ground” (such as “coopetition”). As Kennedy (1987, 536) noted, 

“wealth and power […] balances can never be still”. The balance of power is always 

changing – currently in China’s favor – but a US strategy of offshore balancing allows it to 

gradually adjust to the developing threat level posed by China. At the same time, the liberal 

order is also a work-in-progress and as it develops the US will be able to gradually roll back 

its balancing initiatives in favor of more cooperative measures. 

 

5.3 A Preliminary Test 
I will now test the synthesized theory on my findings in chapter IV. Note that this is only 

preliminary. A structured and thorough scrutiny of the synthesis would require a more 

detailed account of the theory as well as the presentation of a new set of hypotheses derived 

from it. The purpose here is only to demonstrate how the new theory does a good job at 

explaining all the empirical findings at a glance. 

 

Diplomacy 
Strong evidence was found that the US is pursuing closer relations with the Asian great 

powers and that it is investing heavily in both multilateralism and in bilateral engagement 

with China. Such a pattern fits well into the expectations of my theory. Alignment with 

Japan and India is the fundamental component of offshore balancing and will furthermore 

help ingrain these in the emerging liberal order. Multilateralism reflects the long term efforts 

to strengthen the liberal order and the US is here providing an increasing number of goods 

to the Asian states to make the order more attractive to them, e.g. through the LMI and 

increased contributions to the ASEAN. Finally, bilateral relations with China serve to 

regulate the US-China relationship while managing and increasing their interdependence. 

This has the short term effect of mitigating the risk of conflict between the two, hence 

promoting stability, and the long term effect of imposing an increasing number of rules on 

China which will prepare it for participation in the emerging liberal order. 
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Economy 
As the long term strategy is to embed China in a liberal order, my synthesized theory would 

not expect the US to attempt to contain China’s long term economic growth but rather try 

to embed the Chinese economy in a broader, liberal order. This expectation fits the empirical 

analysis. I found strong support for the claim that the US is seeking plus-sum relations with 

China and little support for the hypothesis of zero-sum economic logic. This means that the 

US is not trying to hamper the economic growth of China as a whole. For the time being the 

US may seek to keep China out of the TPP but this is only to ensure the liberal characteristics 

of the deal. In time the US will want to include China in the deal and my analysis has 

demonstrated that this will indeed most likely be the case.  

 

Security 
I found moderate support for the notion that the US will emphasize non-traditional security 

and a generally strong degree of support for the argument that the US is offshore balancing. 

This is in accordance with the expectations of my synthesized theory. Cooperative security 

measures may in time become a more important aspect of the liberal order. However, in the 

current regional state, which I argued is more “realist” than “liberalist”, the main threat to 

the liberal vision stems from China. It is therefore to be expected that the US is focusing its 

security efforts on China rather than on non-traditional threats. One of my parameters was 

the volume of military exercises in the region. These both support the expectation of 

offshore balancing but they also fit well into the more cooperative pattern as such exercises 

will in time increase the capacity of the other Asia-Pacific states to defend the emerging 

liberal order. This is especially evident from the large numbers of exercises focusing on 

non-traditional security measures. The same argument applies to the US’ efforts to boost 

the capabilities of the weaker Asian states. Such efforts enable them to better fend off 

Chinese influence but they also improve their non-traditional capabilities and draws them 

closer into a US-led order. In short, the strong support for an offshore balancing strategy is 

consistent with my synthesized theory, especially since my analysis also found support for 

an increasing attention payed to non-traditional security initiatives – even if these remains 

less significant than the traditional efforts to contain China militarily.  
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5.31 Potential Objections 
Realist theories generally have more to say about security than do liberalist theories. It is 

therefore no surprise that the security hypotheses derived from realism found broader 

support than was the case for the neoliberal hypothesis. On the flip side, liberalism is a more 

holistic tradition and provides clearer and more well supported expectations to diplomatic 

and economic aspects. In this way, both theories performed better in their own respective 

“domains”. One of the strengths of my synthesized theory is that it utilizes the security 

concepts of neorealism with the broader neoliberal concept of order and its influence on 

diplomacy and international economy. It allows both traditions to do what they do best. 

Nonetheless, merging the two theories may not be as straight-forward as desired. The 

following are some points that could prove problematic for my synthesis. 

 

Plus-sum or Zero-sum? 
The first critique is of a primarily theoretical nature. One of the basic elements of realism is 

the notion of a zero-sum logic and the importance of relative gains. Can this so easily be 

reconciled with the plus-sum logic of the liberalist tradition? Even if pursing a liberal order, 

would the US not want to keep China contained and as week and poor as possible? 

Yes, and no. As the perfect liberal order would entail international security 

and stability, the US would not have to fear China even if its power grew vastly. On the 

contrary, increased Chinese power would be an asset in defending the system and increased 

Chinese wealth would also spill over into the region as a whole through free-trade. At the 

same time, the order is from its outset rigged in favor of the US and hence they will reap 

disproportionate benefits and should therefore remain relatively more powerful than China. 

In this way, the theory can be defended both by references to plus-sum (cooperation 

provides security and wealth for all) and zero-sum logic (the US stays ahead due to the 

design of the system). 

Yet, the initial half of this argument rests on the rather bold proposition that 

realism can be reconciled with the idea of an international system wherein security 

competition has been undermined by cooperation and Raison de système. Calling such an 

argument realist could well be considered heresy as it waters out most of the core dynamics 

of the tradition. The critique might therefore be rephrased to simply assert that my synthesis 

favors neoliberalism over neorealism. While this is true, theoretical syntheses are not 

obliged to incorporate equal shares of its substituent theories. The purpose is to craft a theory 
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that explains the empirical reality even if this may mean drawing more on one theory than 

on the other. 

 

Can Balancing and Cooperation co-exist? 
Another problem is whether the US can pursue both power balancing against and 

cooperation with China without having one distort the other. As Peter Chalk (2016) argues, 

“growing American involvement in [the Asia-Pacific] might severely serve to encourage an 

already paranoid Beijing to adopt increasingly aggressive policies for protecting its self-

defined national interests.” By offshore balancing China, the US runs the risk of increasing 

Chinese opposition to the liberal project which may in turn make it much harder to realize. 

In practical terms, it may seem overly simplistic to assume that both balancing 

and engagement can successfully be pursued in parallel. Yet, it would be equally simplistic 

to assume a dualist relationship wherein one always comes at the expense of the other. If 

the strategy is successfully executed, China will continuously be faced with a number of 

potential benefits as it is invited into various forms of cooperation while at the same time 

being deterred from undermining these through the power of the US and her regional allies. 

If it chooses not to participate in the liberal order in protest of US balancing behavior it will 

only mean an economic loss for China since the US-led coalition will be strong enough to 

prevent China from breaking the order apart. 

 

Will an Emerging China Really Play Along? 
Related to the above is the question of whether Beijing would actually want to support a 

US-based regional order should China’s economic and military ascension unfold quicker 

than the development of the liberal order. As one of the basic assumptions of the theory is 

that the US will rig the system in its own favor would China not want to revise the deal to 

suit the changing balance of power? Or would China not at least want a say in the regional 

order commensurate with its own power?  

 This is not so much a critique of the internal logic of my theory as it is a 

critique of its feasibility and it can be addressed in three possible ways. First, the strategy 

which my theory expects the US to follow may well be criticized as naïve in the long run, 

but that does not prevent the US form pursuing it. The purpose of this thesis is to explain 

the rebalance not evaluate it 
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 A second, liberal counterpoint would be that if the liberal order building is 

successful China would not only benefit from it but would also be socialized into a certain 

type of behavior. As Goh notes, the hope is that cooperation will persuade China’s leaders 

“of the greater utility of conduct that abides by international rules and norms” (Goh 2011, 

893). I have refrained from this argument so far because it trespasses into “domestic” 

territory of IR theory and hence beyond the scope of my structural theory. Yet there is plenty 

of liberal theories making similar arguments such as Rosenau’s (1980) study of 

transnational relations or Deutsch, Kann & Lichterman’s (1957) concept of security 

communities. Future research could explore these mechanisms in greater detail and build 

bridges to my structural theory. 

Thirdly, the neorealist point could also be made that one of the assumptions 

of the liberal order is that it provides disproportionate benefits to the hegemon. Hence, even 

if China should continue to grow stronger it will be unable catch up with the US who will 

enjoy vast advantages. Furthermore, as the liberal order materializes, the US will be required 

to invest less and less in ensuring the stability and security of the region. This in turn 

alleviates the all too well known hegemonic risk of “strategic overstretch” (Kennedy 1987, 

see also Gilpin 1981; Calleo 1982). In short, the US would enjoy the benefits of stability 

without having to pay for it and this will provide it with so great advantages that China 

could not possibly supplant it as hegemon. 

 

Liberal Sugar-Coating 
A predominantly realist critique of arguments such as mine is that the liberal language 

employed by US officials in speeches and papers are nothing but a way of legitimizing 

egoist policies by framing them as serving “the common good”. As previously noted in 

regards to the TPP, E. H. Carr (1964) makes a compelling argument that states tend to blur 

the distinction between their own interests and the interests of humanity as a whole. 

Likewise, Mearsheimer (2014, 25) notes that despite the predominance of liberal rhetoric in 

American policy and academia, “behind closed doors, however, the elites who make 

national security policy speak mostly the language of power, not that of principle, and the 

United States acts in the international system according to the dictates of realist logic”. 

According to this logic, all the talk of liberal order building is really sugar-coated US power 

dominance and unipolarity. 
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 This argument is methodologically problematic and does not find empirical 

support. The intentions of officials can never really be proved or falsified which is 

problematic for a scientific argument based on positivist underpinnings (Popper 1959). No 

matter what Obama may say one can always claim that he really meant something else. 

However, my analysis has provided strong empirical evidence for several elements of the 

neoliberal theory. Hence the US is not only talking about a building a liberal order – they 

are actually doing it. 

Furthermore, the criticism is based on the theoretical assumption that liberal 

values generally contradict the national interest as understood by realists. Yet, as I have 

argued, the neoliberal elements of the US rebalance may well be explained as beneficial to 

US power and wealth. It would therefore also make sense for US policy makers to 

acknowledge the benefits of a liberal international order behind closed doors just as they do 

in public. 

 

5.32 Subset 
This chapter has demonstrated how neorealism and neoliberalism can be synthesized into a 

single theory capable of explaining the US rebalance to Asia. By combining the security 

strategy of offshore balancing with more liberal notions of diplomatic and economic 

multilateralism I presented a broad theory which was context sensitive while anchored in 

the US vision for a different regional order. Although the theory may well be subject to a 

number of criticisms, such as favoring neoliberalism over neorealism, it does provide a 

coherent explanation of the findings of my analysis. Furthermore, the theory provides a 

useful tool for explaining the US Asia-Pacific strategy as a whole rather than just US-China 

relations as has often been the case within the literature. 
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Conclusion 
This thesis has engaged the US rebalance to Asia during the presidency of Barack Obama 

from 2009 to mid-2016 being the time of writing. I have asked two questions. First, has the 

rebalance really demonstrated a significant shift in US policies? And second, how can the 

rebalance be explained in theoretical terms? This conclusion reviews my findings and 

provides some suggestions for future research that could further the research agenda on US 

strategy and the Asia-Pacific regional order. 

 

6.1 Findings 
A Substantial Rebalance 
Chapter II engaged the discussion about whether the rebalance had actually materialized in 

any substantial way or whether it was just an empty political slogan. In diplomatic terms it 

was demonstrated that the senior officials of the Obama administration have travelled more 

often to the Asia-Pacific than their predecessors and Obama was the first US president to 

visit several countries in the region. The US has also stepped up its engagement in the 

multilateral forums of the region, e.g. by signing the TAC and partaking in a number of 

ASEAN-related initiatives. This all goes to show a significant diplomatic commitment to 

the region. 

 Within the realm of economy, the US has put great efforts into the TPP since 

they joined negotiations in 2008. If this agreement is ratified it could significantly change 

the dynamics of trade and investments in the region. The US has also ratified an FTA with 

South Korea. The main exception to US economic commitment was the fact that Obama 

has been absent at two APEC summits during his presidency for domestic reason. 

 The final aspect of the rebalance was security. I argued that the security 

dimension of the rebalance was ambitious from the outset and has made significant headway 

in fulfilling its stated objectives which have been maintained even in the face of budgetary 

cuts. The US has also stepped up its concrete engagement in terms of operations and 

exercises combined with a host of initiatives to boost the capabilities of several ASEAN 

countries. This all pointed to the conclusion that a foreign policy rebalance to the Asia-

Pacific has actually taken place in the US. 
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Both Neorealist and Neoliberal Explanations 
Having answered my first research question in the affirmative I inquired how the rebalance 

can best be explained. Chapter III outlined a neorealist and a neoliberal theory and from 

these were deduced a set of hypotheses. The neorealist theory expected the US to follow a 

strategy of offshore balancing intended to keep China contained and keep the US as the only 

hegemon in the world. The neoliberal theory in turn expected the US to try to construct a 

cooperative liberal order based on rules and institutions. 

 The analysis in chapter IV revealed that the US is following most of the 

expectations of both theories. The US has tightened its bonds with the other Asian great 

powers, provided support for the weaker Asian states and both qualitatively and 

quantitatively improved their forces in the region. These are all the kinds of actions one 

would expect from an offshore balancer. At the same time, many resources have been put 

into promoting cooperation and multilateralism in the area in both diplomatic, economic 

and security terms. This left us with the awkward conclusion that both neorealism and 

neoliberalism explains the rebalance. 

 

Synthesis: Liberal Goals by Realist Means 
Chapter V demonstrated how the theories of neorealism and neoliberalism can well be fused 

into one to explain the US rebalance. Due to the vast ground of shared theoretical 

assumptions the two structural theories are well suited for synthesis, even if they envisioned 

quite different international orders. 

As I demonstrated, a compelling argument can be made that the US is pursuing 

a liberal hegemonic order. However, since the current international order in the Asia-Pacific 

is more power-based than it is liberal hegemonic, the US is forced to rely on a neorealist 

logic and a security strategy of offshore balancing in order to achieve the stability which is 

required for cooperation to prosper. This is why we have witnessed the US increasing its 

capacity to keep China, the main strategic threat to the liberal order, in check. Meanwhile 

in the realm of economics and diplomacy, the US is continuously pushing for more and 

deeper cooperation across the region while also engaging China bilaterally. The ultimate 

goal is to have China and all the other states in the region partake in and support the liberal 

order because it is in their own interest while the US continuous to enjoy the economic and 

security benefits of hegemony without having to pay an excessive price to maintain its 

position. While not impervious to criticisms, my theory did prove compatible with the 
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empirical findings of my analysis and would therefore seem a stronger explanation of the 

rebalance than either neorealism or neoliberalism separately. 

 

6.2 Future Research 
The points made in this thesis could be developed and challenged in a number of ways. 

Especially my theoretical synthesis remains somewhat cursory and could benefit from more 

testing and theoretical elaboration. Broadly speaking, future research could fall into the 

category of empirical or theoretical studies. 

 In terms of empirical research, I focused on the US’ diplomatic, economic and 

security activities as my objects of analysis. This does not however cover all aspects of the 

rebalance and e.g. the human rights elements of the rebalance could well deserve closer 

scrutiny (Caryl 2012). A comprehensive study of the developing regional order would also 

have to take into account all the other states in the region that have their own specific 

interests as well as perceptions of threat and security. This would especially entail studies 

of Japan and India, as well as Russia who will inevitably play an important role one way or 

the other. Furthermore, the ASEAN nations would have to be studied more deeply both 

individually and in their capacity for collective action. Most importantly, much more effort 

must be put into understanding the strategy of Beijing and their perception of the liberal 

order (see e.g. Johnston 2003; Economy 2010). The future of the regional order depends to 

a large extent on the dynamics of the US-China relationship and how the Chinese perceive 

the rebalance. 

 Theoretically speaking, there are many aspects of my synthesis that would 

benefit from being developed. Here follow some relevant questions for future theoretical 

studies 

 How can various diplomatic efforts be explained through either neorealism or 

neoliberalism except as parts of larger strategic expectations such as “balancing” or 

“cooperation”? When do states employ which kinds of diplomatic means? 

 What is the relationship between regional and global order? Is one the extension of 

the other or can they be conflicting? Is regional order more likely to be undermined 

by security issues? 
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 Can realist international economic theory provide insights into FTA’s? Is it possible 

to move beyond the simple equation of realism with economic mercantilism and its 

large skepticism towards free-trade? 

 How do states undergo a transformation from zero-sum to plus-sum logic when the 

liberal order emerges? 

 The notion of capacity building assistance seems to be gaining empirical ground in 

the Asia-Pacific as both the US, Japan and Australia are engaging in these kinds of 

activities. But how far will great powers go to boost the capabilities of smaller states 

at their own expense? And, perhaps more empirically, do these assistance programs 

actually increase the tendency for smaller states to balance rather than bandwagon? 

 Finally, one might inquire as to whether my synthesis actually rests on important 

and contestable domestic assumptions. I have argued that the US will reap structural 

benefits from supporting a liberal international order, but will hegemons in general 

always follow a liberal strategy? Would a hegemonic Russia or China also pursue a 

liberal order? If not, it would mean that the liberal strategy presented is one of 

several which hegemons can chose but not necessarily the one they do pursue. This 

would in turn lead to a new question: What informs different hegemons’ choices of 

grand strategy? Should part of the answer to this question lie in the domestic realm 

e.g. in ideology, political system etc. it would be problematic for my theory synthesis 

which claims to be purely structural. 

 

6.3 The World of Tomorrow 
IR studies in the ivory tower aside, the study of the Asia-Pacific region and the strategy of 

the US is central since it gives us an indicator of how the world will look five, twenty or 

fifty years from now. If the US continues to pursue their liberal goals and succeed, we could 

witness a future in which the Asia-Pacific remains politically stable while continuing to 

display some of the most impressive economic growth rates in the world. Such as outcome 

would mean that large shares of the world’s population could be lifted out of poverty and 

enjoy a future without inter-state wars. It could mean that historical enmities are overcome 

in favor of cooperation and that the Asia-Pacific nations become better at fighting piracy, 

terrorism, human-trafficking – and perhaps capable of making significant on environmental 

and climate issues as well. 
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 The opposite scenario is however also possible. The US-China relationship 

could deteriorate from competition to outright conflict. While a full blown total war between 

the two nuclear powers would seem unlikely (though not impossible), this form of 

development could divide the entire region into two camps, hence proliferating the conflict 

and undermining multilateral initiatives such as the ASEAN. In this scenario, the economic 

growths of the region’s states will in all likelihood not last, previous prosperity is translated 

into military power which will in turn undermine constructive relations and possibly limit 

access to global commons such as the maritime trade routes. Such dark prospects could 

mean the undermining of the globalized economic system as it looks today and the 

development of a US-China bipolar power structure or a multipolar configuration including 

other prominent great powers.  

 We will in all likelihood witness some compromise between the two. No 

matter how history unfolds the US will continue to play a central part on the political stage 

of the 21st century and we have far from seen the fruition and consequences of the rebalance.  
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