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Internationally, and especially in the United States, scholars, public officials, and pundits
have escalated their discussions about change in the international system and challenges to
international order. This is particularly the case with respect to Asia. For middle and smaller
powers like the Philippines, this discourse is often simplified in such a way that it presents
options of either acquiescing to the inevitable unchecked hegemony of a rising China or being
presented with the dilemma of choosing (or attempting to evade or defer such a decision)
between a United States and a China destined for regional or even global hegemonic struggle.
It is far from certain that options will be so starkly limited, or that the only possibilities for a
future order involve across-the-board bipolar competition or a contest for unipolar dominance.
The options that middle and smaller powers will have as power shifts from West to East
depends on many factors. How one envisions the options presented to us by future modes of
order depends on how one envisions order in the first place. In fact, much of the current prognostication about the regional and international order skates over key conceptual disagreements. The international relations scholars whose ideas are explicitly or unwittingly drawn
upon when framing such assessments have significant differences regarding key premises.
These include different views of the relationship between underlying power realities and the
elements of order (such as institutions and alliances), and differences in describing the character of today’s order itself.
While current US-China relations have undeniably taken an increasingly negative turn, including in just the last few weeks, the broader significance of this growing competition may be
contextualized in different ways, suggest differing levels of anxiety, and ultimately recommend
different policy responses, depending on one’s theoretical bent. While this paper will not seek
to settle any of these theoretical disagreements, it hopes that identifying these differing premises can provide some clarity and help to determine some signposts with which to understand
future events. By doing so, it seeks to map out potential traps caused by theoretically-imposed
blinders and highlight alternative potential policy responses.
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Growing Anxiety About Order
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China’s remarkable and continued
economic rise has prompted years of
reconsideration of policy and political
ideas around the world. Policymakers
and scholars have long grappled with
the question of how such a considerable
political and economic force can be
peacefully incorporated as a “responsible
stakeholder” into the existing international
order. In the United States, this discussion
has evolved quite rapidly over the last few
years. While the issue at the background
of the “containment” versus “engagement”
debates within the US has always been
the character of the Asian economic and
security order, there is a clear recent
trend in which American (and many other)
scholars have overtly expressed anxiety,
alarm, or in some cases schadenfreude,
over the supposed impending demise of
the “liberal international order.”
This concept, known variously as the
“rules based” or “American-led,” order,
or—perhaps somewhat differently—the
Pax Americana, has been the subject of
countless scholarly and quasi-scholarly
opinion pieces in the last two years
which have reported on its collapse,
critical failings, or recent death. In 2017,
Foreign Affairs magazine, a key forum
for mainstream, bipartisan views on
US foreign policy, published a special
anthology entitled “What was the Liberal
Order? The World We May be Losing.”1
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A RAND Corporation study group which
convened recently to study challenges
to the liberal international order notes
apparent stability until around 2013, after
which a decline in trade integration, an
increase in global violence, Brexit, Russian
irredentism, and the election of Donald
Trump have all shown signs of destabilizing
the status quo.2 To this, one might add
Chinese activities in the South China Sea.
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liberal
order
While many of the factors contributing to this concern for stability are global in scale, the most
significant factors behind this anxiety over the liberal order or the United States’
global leadership all lie in the Asia-Pacific region. In the American context,
three factors contributing to this anxiety stand out among the rest.
The immediate catalyst for this liberal anxiety literature has undeniably been the election
in the United States of Donald Trump, a president who shows a clear willingness to reverse
longstanding strategic positions and challenge bipartisan norms on foreign policy. Clearly,
the Trump factor contributes to liberal anxiety throughout the globe, and his most overt
revisionist rhetoric has been applied to US-North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) relations.
Nonetheless, his withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), while apparently
popular among the electorate given its similar rejection by Hillary Clinton
and Bernie Sanders, pleased precious few foreign policy experts.
But as many scholars have pointed out, significant shifts in global and regional power surely
predate the Trump administration3 as does disaffection with the perceived downsides to US
global leadership among the American electorate.4 Short of very aggressive moves, nothing the
Trump administration can do will change the trajectory of China’s economic and military growth.
China is expected to achieve “rough parity” with the United States militarily (within the region)
and economically (globally) by 2040.5 China’s continued success has ensured that fewer and
fewer American analysts are willing to consider a “China collapse” scenario. More significantly,
fewer analysts are confident that the principle behind “engagement” will ever work. The
self-confidence and assertiveness of Beijing under Xi Jinping has convinced many
American China-watchers that engagement will never fully transform China into a
“responsible stakeholder” in the US’s preferred conception of international order.
According to this view, Washington has fundamentally misread Beijing.6
On the other side of the same coin, the United States, and the West more generally, has
experienced a crisis of confidence in key elements of the “liberal” order, particularly on the
trade front. One can add to this a sense of frustration and a growing sense of impotence
arising from extended conflicts in the Middle East and a damaged reputation for competence
in economic governance after the 2008 financial crisis. This problem combines with the
continuing success of the state-capitalism model to seriously shake American confidence
in the inevitability of a liberal democratic fate for the world. This once-influential idea that all
nations will eventually liberalize according to inexorable laws of human development7 was
once very popular in both policy circles and in academia but will find fewer supporters
now. Outside of trade, isolationist or pro-retrenchment sentiments have become
more prominent, both in the mainstream and among realist academics.8
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Not all of the alarm about a transitioning
international order has come from supporters
of the “rules-based liberal order.” The most
notable of these is Harvard scholar Graham
Allison’s persistent drumbeat about the
so-called “Thucydides Trap,” which has
purportedly compelled rising powers to
spar with established powers throughout
history with vicious consistency. This
concept has probably done the most to
crystallize a sense of gravity in the US and
elsewhere about the importance of power
transitions and questions of order.

Defining the “Liberal Order”
Among all of this anxiety about order, it
is helpful to establish some conceptual
clarity. What do we mean when we speak of

an international order? Stewart Patrick, channeling the theorist Hedley Bull,
argues that international order,
“implies accord on basic principles and standards of (and some
self-restraint in) state conduct. Indeed, the very concept suggests
the existence not just of a “system” but of a “society” of states whose
members share a sense of common interests in the elementary
goals of social life; rules prescribing behavior that sustains these
goals; and institutions that help to make these rules effective.”9
Most commentators adhere to various versions of this concept of order
which suggests something more than a mere distribution of capabilities and
interests (a “system”), but instead a “thin” society. Such a thin society includes
institutions capable of low-level dispute settlement and consensus-building
but are incapable of dealing authoritatively with critically contested issues.
Rules may be honored most, but not all of the time. The question of how “thick”
institutions may become—that is, the degree of difficulty of the problems they
seek to address, the degree of normative consensus they seek to build, or
the severity of the conflicts they seek to mediate—may depend on the extent

Image credit: theatlantic.com/international/archive/2015/09/united-states-china-war-thucydides-trap/406756/
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of cultural, ideological, or other affinities. In this regard the European Union
is by far the “thickest” artifact of international order, and a contrast to more
pluralistic (or value-indifferent) institutions in other geographies and domains
which are unable to marshal the same degree of normative consensus.
Agreement regarding how to define the “liberal order” or Pax Americana is
harder to find. While scholars may meticulously adhere to their own
precise definitions, a general imprecision has pervaded quasi-academic
writing and media punditry. Several different understandings can be
identified within American and international media, including:
Pax Americana: A preponderance of the material capabilities of liberal
democracies in the international system led by a hegemonic United States.
This is the view most commonly accepted by realist theorists. This conception
essentially defines order as one manifestation of a balance of power, and as
such is also most directly challenged by shifts in the material balance of power.
“The West:” An exclusive or non-universal order existing among democratic
states (or perhaps partners of the United States) grounded in common interests
and values. This understanding appears in the concept, very popular among
journalists, of “the West.” In Henry Kissinger’s account, the American-led
order may once have appeared to be a nascent global order, but
such a thing as “world order” has never truly existed.10
A Freestanding Universal Order: An inclusive, universal order built on liberal
ideas that have been accepted as either true or useful by most states. This, the
most coherent and widespread conception among liberal internationalists, can
further be divided into two variants, one thick and one thin. A thick version of
this includes agendas of humanitarian intervention (for example the principle
of “responsibility to protect” or “R2P”), assertively implemented human rights
standards, and legitimizing inducements and punishments related to the
promotion of democracy. The thick version clearly does not and has never
existed, although optimism regarding such an arrangement may have been
high in some quarters following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Liberal
internationalists in the West have shown a tendency to lean towards thicker
views. For example, John Ikenberry describes liberalism’s embrace of a “postWestphalian” worldview in which humanitarian and other concerns may trump
the sovereign right of non-intervention in domestic affairs, a development he
called “liberal internationalism 3.0.”11 A thin version focuses around relatively
free trade and inclusive multilateralism. The thin version arguably does exist
and may enjoy the support of illiberal China even though Chinese officials
and scholars may prefer to use different terminology to describe it.
The differences between these views might be much starker than they first
appear. They differ not only in terms of the scope and depth of the liberal
order, but also in terms of the relationship between the structure underlying
the order (e.g., US military preponderance) and the content of the order (e.g.,
4TH QUARTER 2018
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free trade). Adherents to the Pax Americana concept usually argue that liberalism
is simply a mode of American dominance as it shapes the order to promote its own
interests—a different hegemon will surely shift the character of the order to suit its
own interests. On the other hand, liberal internationalists often argue that the US has
been serendipitously positioned to advocate for a system that is based on universal values
that are inherently valuable—a system which will hopefully outlast its superpower status.
The differences between these conceptions also highlight how the question of
whether the US can sustain the current status quo “liberal order”—or the degree to
which China wishes to challenge it—hinges greatly upon how one defines this order.

Three Models of Power Transition in Asia
Just as different premises inform competing conceptions of the “liberal order,”
different views on the nature of order yield competing narratives about future
scenarios. Visions of power transition in Asia can be loosely fit into three main
categories. For purposes of this paper, they can be called “contested hegemony,”
“no-one’s world” and “liberal lock-in.”12 It is important to note that these
categories are loose, and different elements may apply to different
domains or issue-areas depending on one’s perspective.
A loose category of commonly-espoused transition theories focuses around the
idea of contested hegemony. Embedded in the concept of hegemony itself is the
idea that military and economic power are mutually reinforcing instruments of a
preponderant state, and that the international or regional order is nothing more
than the established pattern of the hegemon’s exercise of power. As such, the global
liberal order is only liberal because it is the order created by a hegemonic United
States, and as American power wanes, so too will any rationale for states to adhere
to the institutions that instantiate this order. These institutions, in the words of
realist scholars, are “epiphenomenal,” or simple representations of underlying power
relationships rather than freestanding entities which can independently influence
behavior or shape interests. In this sense, the notion of an order that exists separate
from American preponderance is a “myth.”13 According to this view, the United States
is increasingly challenged in its ability to persuade allies or compel adversaries to
suit its interests, and the strength and relevance of the institutions which support its
power—its alliances and the Bretton Woods financial institutions—will inevitably wane.
As it does so, Chinese regional hegemony will take its place, with China forwarding
its own institutions and initiatives like the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation
(SCO), the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), and the Belt and Road
Initiative to construct a new order while taking greater liberties in employing
economic coercion and interfering in the domestic politics of Asian states to
ensure their support. One account predicts a similar pattern of behavior to
that of the United States in Latin America throughout the 20th Century.14
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These ideas complement a
longstanding view among many
scholars that the existence of a
hegemon is required to undergird a
liberal economic order—the so-called
“hegemonic stability theory.” At the
same time, this view may imply an
inherent instability in international
orders. Because both economic and
security goods accrue so directly
to the hegemon, there are strong
incentives to contend for this status.
Theorists in this camp may also
believe that balances of power are
inherently unstable or will lead to
security dilemmas and arms-racing.
In the extreme case, this zero-sum
contestation is likely to produce
major war, as predicted by Graham
Allison’s notion of the “Thucydides
Trap,” although the idea predates his
work.15 Allison identifies 16 historical
cases of power transitions involving
regional hegemons supposedly akin
to the ongoing US-China transition.
Of these cases, he identifies 12 as
having resulted in major war.16 Allison’s
idea has become quite popular into
the foreign policy mainstream and
has become a dominant framework
for conceptualizing the challenges of
today’s Asia-Pacific region. While his
purpose is not to argue that war is
inevitable, the rhetorical emphasis of
the “Thucydides Trap” notion focuses
on extreme risks. Hegemonic war
theorists identify one or both of two
causes for war: either the rising power
identifies its opportunity to alter the
international order to suit its interests,
or the established power, fearing
this, seeks to preempt this
usurpation by attacking first.
Critics of hegemonic transition
theories, including the Thucydides
Trap, argue that these views overstate
the capacity for any state to unilaterally

Few countries, and only briefly, have ever had the ability to
determine the terms of international order solely on the
basis of preponderant power. While the United States may
have had such capability immediately following the
Second World War, its ability to unilaterally dictate
the rules of the road quickly waned.
influence others. Few countries,
and only briefly, have ever had the
ability to determine the terms of
international order solely on the basis
of preponderant power. While the
United States may have had such
capability immediately following
the Second World War, its ability to
unilaterally dictate the rules of the
road quickly waned. Moreover, many of
the most critical historical elements of
international order, while undeniably
resulting from war, have been the
result of a modus vivendi by significant
groupings of power. This includes the
Treaty of Westphalia and the United
Nations system. To Ned Lebow, a
frequent critic of transition theories,
allowing power transition theories to
influence policy would mean turning
a flawed theory into a self-fulfilling
prophecy:
“Should war come between the
United States and China in the
future it will not be a result of a
power transition. The greater risk
is that conflict will result from
the misperception that such
a transition is imminent, and
the miscalculation by decision
makers in the United States (or
China) that China will soon be in
a position to do what no state has
done before – unilaterally dictate
the rules of the international
system. Power transition theory
would be made self-fulfilling […].
Security discourses in China
and elsewhere in Asia – much
more than in Europe – tend to
take [realism’s] fundamental
propositions as verities. It would
be ironic if US–China relations
deteriorated because each

power based its expectations
on how the other will behave
on theories that lack empirical
validation.”17
At the other end of the spectrum is
a concept that might be called the
“lock-in” thesis, which contends that
the current system (most likely a
“thin” system that is limited to a World
Trade Organization (WTO) system of
universal mostly-free trade, a United
Nations (UN) system enshrining
respect for sovereignty, and an ad hoc
collection of issue-based multilateral
institutions) can and will stand on its
own in the absence of a hegemonic
patron. Sometimes this persistence
of institutions in the absence of a
hegemonic sponsor is referred to
as their “stickiness.” The liberal
internationalists who champion this
idea argue that stickiness can occur
not only because maintaining patterns
of predictable, rules-based interaction
reduce the transaction costs and
strategic difficulties of navigating a
more realpolitik-based system, but
the goods which issue from trade
overwhelmingly outweigh the costs of
limiting one’s foreign policy options
through adherence to a rules-based
system. This idea of a less hierarchical
and more freestanding type of order
aligns with Franklin Roosevelt’s
original vision for a postwar liberal
order—a vision that was soon deemed
impractical because of US-USSR
competition.18 Supporters of the idea
of a “sticky” order note that in addition
to the dynamics of economic
interdependence, China’s centrality to
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the current economic system and the continuing (and possibly increasing
on account of the growth or reemergence of non-US middle powers) ability
of its neighbors to join balancing coalitions can effectively
constrain Beijing’s choices to limited revisionism.19
Critics of the lock-in thesis point to the failure of Britain to maintain any
advantages to the order it created once its empire collapsed following the
Second World War.20 They also observe that its logic is most persuasive in
the economic realm, whereas the realm of security (let alone the realm of
nationalistic pride) is inherently prone to zero-sum competition. Indeed, much
of the logic of the Thucydides Trap is built around a security dilemma in which
the rising power’s simple accumulation of capabilities precipitates fear in the
established power. Moreover, even within the economic realm we have seen
that differing conceptions of a “liberal” international economic order—most
notably the tensions between the priorities of the developing and developed
countries—can themselves give rise to dispute, as is increasingly
the case between the United States and China.
The most compelling accounts of transition in international order, especially
in the Asia-Pacific region all focus on increasing complexity, acknowledging
the real effects of a shifting balance of power without treating the abstraction
of “hegemony” as a prize to be won. Michael Swaine concludes that the United
States will likely lose its predominant power in the short term and China will
approach regional military parity with the United States by 2040.21 Nonetheless,
regional parity obviously does not entail Chinese predominance either. In this
emerging power configuration, he doubts that either country “will have
the capacity or diplomatic adroitness to sustain a unipolar system in a
manner that would benefit themselves and the region.”22 This means that
both the US and China must accept the need for self-consciously
accommodationist strategies on key security flashpoints to close
the gap between declaratory policies and capabilities.
Arguing from different premises, the liberal internationalist theorist John
Ikenberry argues that a “dual hierarchy” is developing in Asia, in which the United
States can maintain its position at the top of the regional security order despite
China’s establishment as the most important economic partner of each of the
Asia-Pacific’s states. A similar argument has been made by the Chinese scholar
Quansheng Zhao.23 Such a state of affairs, of course, has already emerged over
the last few years. Ikenberry’s point is that this balance is stable and sustainable,
so far as China does overextend itself and the United States does not withdraw
from the region. Moreover, the sustainability of such an order depends on
the commitment of middle powers to maintaining this arrangement through a
careful balancing of the two superpowers. This includes working to preserve the
relevance of those institutions which include both the United States and
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China and continuing to promote an expanded
vision of Asia which includes a growing
diversity of actors such as India and Australia.
Swaine and Ikenberry’s visions complement
a growing body of literature suggesting
that in the 21st Century power will
become increasingly diffuse. Multilateral,
minilateral, and plurilateral institutions will
proliferate across geographies and issueareas, and the influence of any political
actor or ideological agenda will consistently
shrink. In the words of Charles Kupchan,
the world of the future will be “no-one’s
world.” Amitav Acharya describes the global
future as a “multiplex” cinema, in which
states, depending on their inclinations, can
pick and choose institutions, agendas, and
partners in a fragmented and pluralistic
future.24 In a challenge to the “US-China”
narrative, Chatham House recently
published a study on the future of Asian
order describing it as “flexinodal” in which,
“a variety of new or re-emerging
powers, such as Japan, South Korea,
India, and possibly Indonesia will
come to hold more prominent roles in
the region and have more influence.
[...] …given the diverse instruments of
power and changing trends in each
state, there will be many powers,
with the scope for them to set the
agenda on different issues and with
the leadership roles traditionally
associate with the United States being
spread among them or held jointly.”25
Do these reported tendencies towards
diffusion of power and decentralization
of authority bode well for an orderly
international future? They do suggest the
possibility of maintaining at least a thin
version of the freestanding order, though

with likely downward adjustments even in the area of trade. Many of course
would argue that in the domain of global free trade we are already there, given
the loss of any hope for forward momentum on the WTO process following the
collapse of the Doha round. Throughout the world, the way forward on trade
(aside from current US policy) has consisted in a focus on “coalition of the
willing” type plurilateral deals, a pattern, which thus far, has not significantly
called into question the general premises of universal commitment
to some sort of rules-based free trade order or the general
stability that attends the ensuing economic interdependence.

Chinese Attitudes toward Order and Global Governance
While to a great degree regional security tensions have their own logic regardless
of anyone’s normative ideas of order, competition between the US and China—
and the responses of middle powers—are affected by perceptions of China’s
revisionist inclinations. While increased agreement regarding the norms of global

governance cannot directly address the
numerous security-driven issues in East
Asia, it might dampen some of the mutual
suspicion that surrounds them. Conversely,
the perception that China seeks to actively
subvert key elements of the international
system will color interpretations of its
behavior in the security sphere.
The question of Chinese revisionism has
long been subject to debate. On the one
hand it is sometimes taken for granted
(often with reference to a “hegemonic”
conceptual framework) that China will
seek to create a hierarchical regional
order according to the tianxia or “all under
heaven” principle.26 On the other hand, it

Image credit: edition.cnn.com/2018/12/03/investing/premarket-stocks-trading/index.html
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is frequently observed that no country
in history has benefited more from its
status quo environment than China. It
is worth taking a brief look at common
Chinese views on global governance
with a view to understanding the
extent of China’s normative dispute
with the current order. Overall,
the picture is ambiguous.
While official Chinese views frequently
lambast American policy, this is
typically done from the perspective of
the United States’ purported violations
of the spirit of the UN system, and
its failure to adhere to principles of
“win-win” and “mutual respect.” In
this conception, the postwar order and
the UN system primarily represent the
sovereign equality of states and the
norm of non-intervention in domestic
affairs (internal sovereignty). For
example, the People’s Liberation

Army’s (PLA) 2015 white paper,
“China’s Military Strategy,” describes
new threats to international order
from “hegemonism, power politics,
and neo-interventionism.”27 The US
is relentlessly criticized for adopting
a “cold war mindset” or following
the “law of the jungle.” Ironically, the
popularity of American international
relations theories in China, particularly
those of the offensive neorealist bent,
has convinced many Chinese thinkers
that US policy is best interpreted in
light of “Mearshimer Theory.”28 Still
more ironic is the fact that perceptions
of US decline increase this inclination
to interpret American behavior in
light of hegemonic transition theory
and see it as seeking to thwart
China’s development.29

Image credit: scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/1886693/chinas-rapid-deadline-pla-reform-could-raise-political
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Official and quasi-official discussions
of global governance tend to present
the more legal and institutionalized
aspects of the current order as worth
preserving, though in need of reform
to render them more “democratic” or
egalitarian.30 Such reforms tend to be
oriented towards more inclusiveness
in multilateral institutions in order to
provide more voice for the interests
of developing countries. China has a
longstanding tradition of portraying
itself as a champion of the developing
world and providing leadership in
reforming institutions that purportedly
only serve Western interests or those
of developed states. Beijing has made
headway with this agenda in several
ways, from successfully pushing for
reforms at the IMF to establishing
the G20 as the central summit-level
gathering on economic governance.
Chinese official Fu Ying perfectly
sums up the two-fold nature of
Chinese official rhetoric on US
hegemony and international order.
Attempting to assuage an international
audience that it is only the former that
China objects to in its support
of a more “democratic” or “multipolar”
world, she argues:
“On the part of the US, the core
issue is how to maintain its world
dominance. Out of its natural
fear of the traditional model
of power transition, the US is
deeply concerned whether it can
remain strong and whether the
newly rising powers will compete
for world dominance with the
US […] In China, this debate
is more about how to improve
the international order and the
global governance.”31
In fact, Xi Jiniping has taken to
presenting China as something
more than just a gentle critic of the
current order’s injustices, but rather a

For the time-being, China continues to walk the line between
criticism of US policy and attempts to reassure regional
and global actors that its revisionism will only
consist of institutional reform.

champion of economic globalization
and interdependence. In his famous
speech at Davos in 2017, he seized
the opportunity presented by Donald
Trump’s eschewal of US trade
leadership to reassure the world that
China is in fact the conservator of the
global trading order. Among Chinese
theorists, we also see a reconciliation
of the idea of an internally illiberal
yet externally liberal China.32 In
this formulation the meaning of
“liberalism” is shrunk to mean little
more than broadly (but not fully)
market-determined economies and a
commitment to (mostly) free trade.

United States.34 The latter concept
(outside of the pabulum of “winwin” and “mutual respect”, again,
purportedly not demonstrated by the
United States) is largely thought of as
being a vehicle for cornering American
or other leaders into acknowledging
China as a peer and legitimating its
own unique type of global influence.
In either case, these preoccupations
with status exacerbate the fears of
those who interpret China’s longterm motives as being driven by a
longstanding desire to reestablish
its position atop a regional (or
perhaps global) hierarchy.35

At the same time, there are warning
signs that this thin adherence to the
current order may not last. Xi has also
dabbled with the idea of an “Asia for
Asians” security architecture and has
repeatedly invoked the ambiguous
notion of the “community of common
destiny.” This latter idea, despite
its apparently inclusive spirit, has
been used virtually exclusively to
describe China’s shared future with
developing states.33 His notion of the
“great rejuvenation of the Chinese
nation” and “new model of major
power relations” also indicate a direct
competition for status or national
honor between China and the US.
The former notion was borrowed from
Liu Mingfu’s book describing China’s
future as a “champion,” of the world—
essentially a benign hegemon which
has transcended the self-serving
aggression purportedly shown by the

For the time-being, China continues
to walk the line between criticism of
US policy and attempts to reassure
regional and global actors that
its revisionism will only consist
of institutional reform. Its 2017
white paper on regional security
cooperation, for example, still includes
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) and East
Asia Summit (EAS), as well as bilateral
US-China initiatives as parts of the
security cooperation architecture.36
RAND’s study group, while also
acknowledging unpredictability
in Chinese views on the subject,
nonetheless finds continued optimism
that incorporating and accommodating
Chinese agendas in international
institutions is likely the most
productive way forward.37
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Conclusions and
Future Considerations
A simplistic “hegemonic transition”
reading of international affairs may
push analysts and decision-makers
towards identifying a “choose sides”
imperative presented to countries
like the Philippines. This framework is
based on both conventional wisdom
about the nature of power politics
and academic theories which are far
from uncontested. Even within the
power transition literature, there is
little agreement on the relevant set of
test cases or which elements of power
should be assessed when looking
for transitions (Is it latent military
power, gross domestic product, or
current military capabilities?). Robert
Gilpin,38 the originator of the notion
of hegemonic war only examines
one case, that of 5th Century B.C.
Athens and Sparta as presented by
Thucydides. Graham Allison’s sixteen
cases include both World Wars, crises
which would be robbed of essential
meaning if viewed solely through
the lens of power transition. The
nationalism’s challenge to continental
empires, German irredentism,
economic catastrophe, unsettled
borders, rampant militarism, and
fascism surely play just as much a
role as differential rates of economic
growth. Outside of these, the 20th
century has witnessed only peaceful
“transitions” according to Allison,
including the (perhaps inauspicious
given the UK’s withdrawal from the
Western hemisphere) US-UK transition.
The East Asia and the South China
Sea region are undeniably presented
with several difficult security problems
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and incompatibilities between states’
perceived core interests. These issues
will not be resolved by reassessing
our views on the nature of order, but
their relationship with other issues—for
example, infrastructure investment
or trade—may change depending on
how one understands the linkages
between economic and military power,
and which theories one applies in
identifying the key compulsions of a
given state. In this sense, a little bit of
theory can be a bad thing insofar as
it narrows interpretations and limits
perceived options. Keeping the “liberal
lock-in” and “no-one’s Asia” concepts in
mind alongside more traditional views
of power politics will hopefully avoid the
imposition of cognitive blinders.
These theories also point to some
things to watch for as we seek to
make sense of what kind of order may
emerge, or what kind of order key
players believe they must pursue. The
first signpost to look out for is whether
both China and the United States will
view and make use of the proliferation
of institutions, including Chinese
initiatives, as supplements or reforms
to the status-quo that are reflective
of an acceptable de-centralization
of global governance processes or
whether they will view them as a hard
bifurcation of influence along lines of
hegemonic contestation. Productive
developments would include crossparticipation in favored initiatives as
well as the continued relevance of
more inclusive structures like EAS or
ARF. However, plenty of tendencies
to the contrary can be seen, from Xi
Jinping’s suggestion of an “Asia for
Asians” security architecture and

creation of the SCO, to Barack Obama’s unsuccessful attempt to prevent key
liberal allies from joining the AIIB. While the TPP has been taken off the table
by the US (some would argue only temporarily) this question of competition
versus complementarity became central to the relationship between Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) and TPP. While some envisioned
the two as mutually compatible, a narrative of competing trade regimes
emerged. President Obama suggested that a key virtue of TPP was to prevent
China from “writing the rules.” The Belt and Road Initiative will also be a test
case for the competition or complementarity issue, with many countries
still on the fence, although European and now possibly Japanese
inclinations are to tepidly support the idea of Chinese leadership
in infrastructure development despite persisting doubts.
A second signpost is the future salience of ideology in organizing international
relationships or influencing the agendas of global governance institutions.
In a world of hegemonic contention, we would expect contesting powers to
continue to assert their preferred value systems, whereas the recognition of an
impending “no-one’s world” might recommend more value-neutral approaches.
Here too, the signs are ambiguous for the time-being. It is widely recognized
that the “thickest” versions of liberalism, both domestic and international,
face significant challenges, possibly as a result of “liberal overreach.”39 The
“liberalism 3.0” represented by the Kosovo and Libya interventions, assertive
democracy promotion, strong anti-statist views on immigration, and laissezfaire economics has lost popularity within the United States among the
electorate and foreign policy elite. If the pendulum of US foreign policy swings
back towards more pragmatism, we would expect to see the divisive aspects
of ideology to diminish with respect to US-China relations in global governance.
While the Trump administration has certainly reversed course on much of
the United States’ more liberal agendas, it is notable that the development of
the Free and Open Indo-Pacific strategy and the related notion of the “Quad”
are organized around leveraging ideological affinities between the US, Japan,
Australia, and India. By the same token, some China-watchers have indicated
a nascent willingness for Chinese officials to depart from the longstanding
mantra that “China cannot be a model for others.”
In China, the common sentiment that the United States views the regime as
inherently illegitimate exacerbates mistrust.40 Many scholars have pointed to
the benefits of de-emphasizing the traditional liberal focus on regime types and
interventionism, whether economic or military. Indeed, some voices identify
this as a necessity, given that liberalism is no longer seen as the only path to
economic development and effective governance, and because the increasingly
multipolar character of the world is due in large part to the rise of quasi-liberal
and illiberal states. Charles Kupchan argues that not only are there other viable
paths to development beyond that which the West has followed, but that the
Western model, far from being the “universal” one, isn’t always suitable for
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export. Recognizing the fundamentally
pluralistic reality of future human
development, he notes,
“The West’s willingness to embrace
a more inclusive conception of
legitimacy—one based on responsible
governance rather than democracy—
would certainly help widen the circle
of nations ready to stand against
countries that are predatory to their
own citizens and threatening toward
the international community.” 41
The result of this, pluralism advocates
hope, is a foundation for a pragmatic
and thin international order with a
broader base for inclusion and a wider
consensus on some key elements of
order.42 One might think of this as the
world of the G20, rather than the G7.
An obvious example of cohesion via
pluralism is of course ASEAN, whose
value-neutrality and commitment to
pragmatic inclusion has provided it
with durability as an institution.
A third and final signpost to look for
is whether major states and middle
powers are able to maintain adequate
separations between economic and
security relationships. While this has
been identified as possible under the
“dual hierarchy” concept, it remains to
be seen whether the potential linkages
between economic and security relations
will be exploited by diplomats, or whether
intensifying security competition will
create trade blocs along the lines of
technology export restrictions.
At the end of the day, stable order in
the family of models including power
diffusion, “dual-hierarchy,” or “noone’s Asia” is reliant on deft diplomacy
and the ability for all states involved
maintain numerous separations:
diplomatically de-linking economic and

security agendas, keeping separations
between domestic ideological
principles and foreign policy principles,
and establishing viable separations
between illiberal domestic economic
practices and “liberal” trade policy,
as Chinese pundits purport to have
achieved. While some are confident
that the elements of the existing
order are not intrinsically inter-reliant,
and won’t tumble down like a house
of cards,43 serious challenges to
maintaining such separations remain.
For example, US-China relations today
are fraught with the inability to keep
China’s illiberal domestic policies from
negatively affecting the US. As Amitav
Acharya puts it,

are presented to them? Will liberal
states be able to make compromises
in a more pluralistic world without
degrading domestic moral support or
alienating business constituencies?
How can Chinese “mercantilism,”
already perceived to be exploitive of
the existing system, be curbed in a
potentially more diffuse international
order? These are all difficult questions,
but the growing complexity of the
regional and global order will
likely present them to us.

“but can one separate the domestic
and international prescriptions of
the international order this way?...
there would still be a significant
variance between the liberal order
and the domestic imperatives and
social purposes (including those that
sustain regime security) of these
powers, especially among the state-led
capitalism in the developmental states
of East Asia.” 44
One could conceive of the Belt and
Road Initiative as this problem writ
large. If the program is essentially
(as many argue) a way for China to
externalize the by-products of its own
domestic economic dysfunctions,
a barrier between objectionable
economic practices and a key foreign
policy initiative (and indeed model
for future economic integration)
is impossible to maintain.
Other questions are more vexing
still: can states coalesce sufficiently
around a meaningful agenda without
any ideological cohesion? Can more
consensus-based institutions deal
effectively with the challenges that
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