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THE RETURN OF BIPOLARITY IN WORLD POLITICS

Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION: A NEW BIPOLAR SYSTEM
Whether the post–Cold War unipolar international system is sustainable or will morph into multipolarity is currently under debate. In that context, this book sees the United States as a state in relative decline but contends against conventional wisdom and the mainstream view that the international system has returned to bipolarity, not multipolarity, nonpolarity, or sustained unipolarity. An era of unprecedented unipolarity has come to an end as China’s rise has changed the underlying distribution of power in the international system. While China is not equal to the United Sates in power aggregate, it has narrowed the power gap significantly and vaulted into top ranking. Equally important, no other state is strong enough to serve as a competitor to these two. Since the top two states are now much more powerful than any third state, the structure of the international system has changed from unipolarity to bipolarity.
The shift in the contemporary distribution of capabilities in the international system is important because a system of two top-ranking powers (bipolarity) shapes and shoves international politics differently than a system of one (unipolarity) or a system of three or more (multipolarity). Kenneth N. Waltz argued that a bipolar system is more stable than a multipolar system. He further maintained that the international system tends toward balancing and that states’ balancing behavior is different in bipolar and multipolar systems.1 However, no studies have compared states’ balancing behavior or examined the relative stability between two bipolar systems. This book refines Waltz’s structural-realist theory and develops a new geostructural-realist theory. Geostructural realism contends that although it is important whether the international system is bipolar or has some other structure, stability and balancing are heavily affected by geopolitics and by how geography affects the two superpowers and their relationship. These core arguments, that the distribution of capabilities in the international system is now bipolar and that such a polarity shift matters to a few important issues in international politics, namely, balancing and stability, are developed in two steps in the pages that follow.
The first part of the book draws on structural-realist work to define power and uses three criteria to establish that the distribution of capabilities in the international system is indeed bipolar. First, I examine the power gap between the number-one power (the United States) and the number-two power (China) and demonstrate that it has narrowed considerably. While China has not obtained power parity with the United States, the relative increase in China’s combined capabilities places it in the top ranking with the United States, even if only “barely.”2
Second, I scrutinize the power gap between the two top-ranking powers and the third and lower powers and find both that no other states are within reach of the United States and China and that within the foreseeable future no third state will be capable of developing a combined capability comparable to either.3 The power gap between China and the nation next in rank has become so large as to warrant the notion of a new bipolar system.
Third, I compare the distribution of capabilities in the current bipolar system with the distribution at the start of the previous bipolar system. I find that the distribution is roughly similar, which strongly suggests that the contemporary international system is bipolar. Accordingly, the combined effect of the narrowing power gap between China and the United States, the widening power gap between China and the third-ranking power, and the roughly similar bipolar distribution of capabilities between the current international system and the bipolar system in the twentieth century all indicate the return of bipolarity.
The second part of the book builds on structural realism and Waltz’s assumptions that the international system tends toward balance, that top-ranking states’ balancing is different in bipolar and multipolar systems, and that a bipolar system is more stable than a multipolar system. However, this only provides a starting point for analysis. I refine Waltz’s theory by pointing out that contemporary balancing in a new bipolar system is not as strong as structural-realist theory expects. Moreover, neorealist theory says nothing about whether one bipolar system is relatively more stable than another.
I show that the new bipolar system is different in three fundamental ways from the previous bipolar period and the Cold War. First, geopolitics and the importance of the “stopping power of water”4 postpone contemporary strong balancing5 in the new bipolar system concentrated on maritime East Asia. The United States and China are unlikely in the near future to pursue an arms race and the strong balancing characteristic of the U.S.-Soviet pattern of behavior during the early Cold War.
Second, in some respects there will likely be more instability at the new power center in East Asia than there was in Europe during the previous bipolar era.6 While the risk of superpower conflict in the new bipolar era remains low, there is a higher risk of a limited war between the superpowers in the twenty-first century than there was in the twentieth century. Water barriers may prevent a third world war, but the rivalry between the United States and China is mainly at sea, which makes a limited naval war between the superpowers in the first half of this century more likely. Geopolitical factors make superpower rivalry in a bipolar system concentrated on maritime East Asia more prone to conflict than in a bipolar system concentrated on continental Europe, despite contemporary strong economic interdependence, the existence of an international institutional order, limited ideological confrontation, and nuclear second-strike capability.
Third, I argue that China and the United States will be preoccupied with instability, rivalries, and conflict in maritime East Asia, all of which will help subdue global-security confrontations and involvement in proxy wars by the superpowers in other regions. This is different from the relative stability that emerged in Europe and the global rivalry and conflict that developed between the superpowers during the previous bipolar period.
In sum, the new bipolar system in the twenty-first century is unlikely to evolve into another cold war. This book develops a new geostructural-realist theory in order for the first time to compare states’ patterns of behavior in two bipolar systems. I contend that “geography trumps structure.”7 Although polarity is important, the way in which the new bipolar system shapes international politics is heavily affected by geopolitical factors.
THE BIPOLARITY THESIS AND ITS CRITICS
Most books and current polarity debates in IR journals do not address the issue of bipolarity. There is a debate between “unipolarists” and “multipolarists,” but the polarity debate is relatively limited to academic conferences and the existing literature.8 No other studies in the fields of IR and security have examined in detail U.S.-China relations, the most important bilateral relationship of our time, on the basis of a bipolarity perspective.9 This book argues against the scholarly community.
Critics of arguments for bipolarity emphasize that China does not possess the attributes of a superpower. Much of the critique of the bipolarity thesis points out that China lacks enough power to compete on a quasi-equal basis with the United States. It lacks global power-projection capabilities, has few allies, and has not obtained regional hegemony. Others scholars question whether China even has a reliable nuclear second-strike capability and argue that China’s innovative and technological skills remain inadequate for superpower status. In short, many observers still contend that the international system remains unipolar and that it is too early to tell if it will transition to bipolarity.
I deal with such criticism throughout the book, especially in chapter 2. It is sufficient to note here that a response to such counterarguments requires definitional clarification and a comparative historical perspective. Drawing on structural-realist theory, I define polarity—unipolarity (one superpower), bipolarity (two superpowers), or multipolarity (three or more great powers)—according to the distribution of capabilities in the international system. We can examine states’ possession of various capabilities, whether nuclear weapons, aircraft-carrier battle groups, technological sophistication, soft power, economic strength, diplomatic skills, and so on, when considering states’ aggregated power. These are the attributes of states in the international system. However, the distribution of capabilities across states is not an attribute of states. The distribution of capabilities is rather “a system-wide concept.”10
From a structural-realist theoretical perspective it is not the characteristics of the states that define a superpower or determine the polarity of the international system. What matters in determining whether a state is a pole (a superpower) in a bipolar international structure is its relative standing compared to other states and how power is distributed in the international system. Whether a state is a regional hegemon, has global power-projection capabilities, possesses nuclear second-strike capability, or has formed a number of alliances does not define or determine superpower status or polarity. That is, international political structure is defined by counting the number of top-ranking states, not by examining the qualities and the nature of the interaction among states.11
The concept of superpower has been and continues to be a controversial issue. William T. R. Fox coined the term, but his usage is different from that of Hans J. Morgenthau.12 This book draws on Morgenthau in order to distinguish superpowers in a bipolar system from great powers in a multipolar system. The Soviet Union and the United States were much more powerful relative to any other state in the international system in the post–World War II period and much more powerful relative to the great powers of the past. Thus, Morgenthau labeled these two great powers as superpowers. Similarly, the United States and China are superpowers today because they are much more powerful relative to any other states in the international system and relatively much more powerful than the great powers of past multipolar systems. They are not more powerful than the great powers of the past because they have more advanced weapons but because they are the only two top-ranking powers according to the contemporary distribution of capabilities.
A bipolar system, as Waltz pointed out, is “a system in which no third power is able to challenge the top two.”13 As Barry R. Posen writes, the “Soviet Union was only barely in the US league for most of the Cold War in terms of economic capacity but we think of the era as a bipolar order, in part because the gap between the Soviet Union and the third ranking power in the immediate aftermath of World War Two and for much of the Cold War was so great.”14 Since no other countries are able to match China’s aggregate power, two states, the United States and China, are now much more powerful than the rest. The contemporary power distribution in the international system has become bipolar.
Simultaneously, China is not as powerful as the United States, and it is far from dominating or ruling the world. But China does not need to overtake the United States before the international system can be considered bipolar. The Soviet Union was never as powerful as the United States during the previous bipolar period, but it was still regarded as a superpower and a pole in a new bipolar system. The United States was a regional hegemon in the Western Hemisphere; the Soviet Union never dominated Europe in a similar way. The United States possessed global power-projection capability throughout the previous bipolar era; the Soviet Union had not acquired global power-projection capability at the start of the previous bipolar era—for example, it deployed its first aircraft carrier only in the late 1970s. The Soviet Union lacked nuclear capability at the origins of the previous bipolar system; the United States had already acquired such capability. Despite the asymmetric power relation between the United States and the Soviet Union, most scholars and policy makers considered the Soviet Union a superpower and a pole in the previous bipolar system because the United States and the Soviet Union were much more powerful relative to all other states. The distribution of capabilities in the post–World War II period had become bipolar. Similarly, despite the fact that China has not obtained power parity with the United States, the contemporary distribution of capabilities in the international system has now returned to bipolarity.
I now proceed with a more thorough exposition of how this book challenges conventional views on polarity and U.S.-China rivalry in the twenty-first century, how it refines Waltz’s structural-realist theory, and how it develops a new geostructural-realist theory of international politics.

THE POLARITY DEBATE
There is broad consensus in the field of international relations that whether the international system is multipolar, bipolar, or unipolar, the international system affects state behavior and conditions the possibility of peace and stability. Determining polarity is important because it allows for predictions and enhances explanations and understanding. While most IR scholars acknowledge that polarity matters, there has been no consensus among academics or within policy-making circles about the polarity of the post–Cold War era.15 Basing their assumptions on balance-of-power theory, some realists argued in the 1990s that “multipolarity is developing before our eyes.”16 Several scholars have sought to demonstrate the firmly unipolar state of the international system in the more than two decades since the end of the Cold War.17 Nonetheless, since the 2007 financial crisis (the “Great Recession”), certain studies argued that U.S. unipolarity is on the wane.18 Many academics and policy makers believe the current international system is becoming multipolar,19 and others seek to develop empirical data in addition to theoretical assumptions to sustain the argument that the end of unipolarity is real and that the unipolar moment is over.20 One observer even finds “the evidence that the international system is rapidly becoming multipolar” is now so clear that it is “impossible to deny.”21 However, “unipolarists” do not agree with the claim that unipolarity is ending.22
Nonetheless, “unipolarists” recognize a contemporary shift in the distribution of capabilities. Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth have modified Barry Buzan’s “1+X” terminology for describing the post–Cold War unipolar system. They now see the need for distinguishing between great powers that are not in a position to bid for superpower status and those that are by examining a “1+Y+X” system, “in which one or more Y powers have the potential to rise to superpower status or are moving in this direction and thus need to be differentiated from the other great powers.” Their conclusion is that we have moved from a “1+X” to “1+1+X” system, “with the United States set to long remain the sole superpower, followed by China as the only emerging potential superpower.”23
Strikingly, in 2011, Wohlforth, John G. Ikenberry, and Michael Mastanduno contended that the “bottom line” is that the “current international system is as unambiguously unipolar as past systems were multi- and bipolar.”24 This book contends that in explaining the current power shift it is unnecessary to refine Buzan’s terminology for the unipolar system and stretch the definition of unipolarity. The new “1+1+X” terminology for describing the current distribution of capabilities in the international system is roughly similar to the asymmetric U.S.-Soviet relations and the distribution of capabilities during the previous bipolar system. The system has returned to bipolarity and moved from a “1+X” to a “2+X” system, not a “1+1+X” system.
Unipolarists and multipolarists correctly ask whether China has reached top ranking. However, this debate neglects or underemphasizes that the growing power gap between the second- and the third-ranking power is as important, if not more important, as that between the leading and the second-ranked power when it comes to determining the polarity of the international system. It was not the asymmetric power relationship between the United States and the Soviet Union at the start of the previous bipolar system that preoccupied observers when defining the international system of the post–World War II period. Instead, scholars such as Morgenthau maintained that the international system had shifted from multipolarity to bipolarity in the aftermath of the Second World War because the United States and the Soviet Union, “in view of their enormous superiority over the power next in rank [Great Britain], deserved to be called superpowers.”25 Insofar as it was the growing power gap between the Soviet Union (#2) and Great Britain (#3) that had a greater effect on the restructuring of the international system from multipolarity to bipolarity between 1945 and 1950 than changes in the gap between the United States (#1) and the Soviet Union, it will be contended here that a similar power gap is developing today between China and the third-ranking power.
In addition, as highlighted in chapter 4, if we compare the distribution of capabilities at the origins of the previous bipolar system with today, we find that the distribution is roughly similar. This strongly suggests that the international system has returned to bipolarity.

CHALLENGING EXISTING SCHOLARSHIP
In the current debate about the characteristics of U.S.-China relations, scholars and policy makers are grappling with two overarching questions: Will China’s rise be peaceful? What will U.S.-China relations in the twenty-first century look like? Henry A. Kissinger writes that the “presidents of the major twenty-first-century competitors—the United States and China—have vowed to avoid repeating Europe’s tragedy through a ‘new type of great power relations.’ The concept awaits joint elaboration.”26 As a start, we need to establish whether China and the United States will be peer competitors within a bipolar or a multipolar system. This will affect the risk of war, stability, their pattern of behavior, and how a new world order will be constructed.
Basing their assumptions on a contemporary transition to multipolarity, some scholars contend that U.S.-China relations are ripe for conflict and tragedy.27 Analogies to rivalry and the likelihood of war are drawn from former multipolar systems.28 However, with the return of bipolarity we might expect another period of the “long peace” that characterized the previous bipolar system.29 From a structural-realist account,30 U.S.-China relations are likely to be more stable with the return of bipolarity than if the international system had returned to multipolarity.31
While leading scholars do approach the U.S.-China rivalry from a multipolar perspective, it provides a misleading starting point for an examination of this vital bilateral relationship. Kissinger, for example, sees Germany’s emergence as posing a challenge to the system in twentieth-century Europe, and the “emergence of China poses a comparable structural challenge in the twenty-first century,” he argues.32 However, Germany rose within a multipolar system that allowed for instability and a balancing behavior that contributed to war: the dynamics of chain-ganging prior to World War I and buck-passing prior to World War II.33 Chain-ganging and buck-passing behavior are much less likely within a bipolar system.
Joseph S. Nye Jr. and Graham Allison pose the analogy of the Thucydides trap, the rivalry between the rising power of Athens and the established power of Sparta, in ancient Greece.34 Although Raymond Aron has pointed out that rivalry in ancient Greece is not directly comparable with the modern state system,35 as the top-ranking powers at the time, Sparta and Athens’s rivalry might resemble that of the United States and China under bipolarity. However, Allison compares this power struggle with Germany challenging Britain in the early twentieth century. Thirteen of Allison’s sixteen cases reflect multipolar systems and “in 12 of 16 cases over the past 500 years, the result was war.” So “based on the current trajectory,” Allison concludes, “war between the United States and China in the decades ahead is not just possible, but much more likely than recognized at the moment,” even if it is not inevitable.36 Allison does not take into account the bipolar-stability thesis and does not address what type of great-power war is likely to erupt.
The U.S.-Soviet case during the previous bipolar system in Allison’s dataset did not result in war. To follow Allison’s argument we have to assume U.S.-China rivalry under multipolarity. But Allison provides no evidence that the current international system is multipolar or will remain multipolar in the decades ahead. Instead, both Allison and Nye’s analysis emphasize the unprecedented rise of China and how only China can rival the United States. Their analysis implies it is more likely that the current system is already or is becoming bipolar even though China has not obtained power parity with the United States.37 Allison argues that structural factors lay the foundations for the outbreak of war and conditions how crises are managed. The argument is exemplified by pointing to the outbreak of the First World War and the management of the Cuban missile crisis during the Cold War, but there is no discussion of how rivalry under multipolar and bipolar systems shaped the different outcomes of these two cases.38 Neither does Allison examine whether the United States and China are destined for war or another “long peace” under a new bipolar system.
The United States and China are on a path to tragedy in the form of increased competition, confrontation, and conflict, which both states might seek to avoid. Nonetheless, the tragedy of great-power politics is significantly different under multipolar and bipolar systems. This is acknowledged by John J. Mearsheimer in his historical analysis of the causes of great-power war,39 although he has neglected it in his contemporary assessment of U.S.-China rivalry. Britain and Germany’s rivalry and balancing in a multipolar system led to two world wars, while the United States and Soviet Union’s intense confrontation sustained a cold war. U.S.-China rivalry will be shaped by a new bipolar system with its own unique characteristics. While predicting and urging the avoidance of “a repetition of previous tragedies,”40 participants in the current debate about U.S.-China relations need to address bipolarity.
According to Thomas J. Christensen, the United States can manage and shape the choices posed by a rising China through a balanced strategy of deterrence and reassurance and adjustments in its diplomacy. His comprehensive analysis draws a distinction between the current interdependent and globalized world and the great-power politics of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. As with most other IR and U.S.-China-relations studies, analogies are based on the previous multipolar system, not the relative superpower stability that persisted through the previous bipolar era.41 A similar argument to Christensen’s analysis is found in James Steinberg and Michael O’Hanlon’s emphasis on strategic reassurance and resolve, and Lyle Goldstein has emphasized how the United States and China can ease bilateral tension through compromise.42 These studies provide some of the best guidelines for avoiding unnecessary U.S.-China competition; however, the effects of a return to bipolarity are not developments that can be remedied simply with improved policy making. We need to examine how a new bipolar system will shape U.S.-China relations and other states’ strategic adjustments in new and unprecedented ways.
The reasons for the outbreak of war are multiple. The argument here is not that perceptions or misperceptions, perceived advantages of offense and defense, incentives for a preventive war, miscalculations, wishful thinking, complacency, greed, idiosyncrasies, ideology, domestic politics, nationalism, the quest for natural resources, technological progress, and other factors are insignificant. They undoubtedly all play a part in the outbreak of war. It is that polarity conditions the risk of war and shapes and molds how these unit-level and idiosyncratic factors influence policy making and the course of great-power politics.
By establishing that the international system has returned to bipolarity and by examining U.S.-China relations from a bipolar perspective, this book challenges the polarity debate between advocates of continued unipolarity and those predicting a transition to multipolarity, reconsiders current multipolar-tragedy analogies, and proposes using the bipolar-stability thesis and the analogy of the “long peace” as a new starting point for analyzing U.S.-China relations in the twenty-first century. No comprehensive studies have examined contemporary U.S.-China relations from a bipolar perspective or compared bipolar systems.

REFINING WALTZ’S STRUCTURAL-REALIST THEORY
The book tests neorealist propositions about the stability, balancing, and “sameness” of a bipolar system. Waltz’s thesis that a bipolar system is more stable than a multipolar system provides an important starting point for my analysis. Nonetheless, Waltz’s theory remains unfinished because he did not compare bipolar systems. Structural realism seeks to explain “changes across systems, not within them.” It describes “the range of likely outcomes of actions and interactions of states within a given system and shows how the range of expectations varies as systems change.”43 However, neorealism cannot account for how and why actions and interactions change between roughly similar structures and systems. It cannot predict whether a new bipolar system in the twenty-first century will be more or less stable than the bipolar system of the twentieth, especially not when the two bipolar systems are concentrated on two different geographic regions. A geostructural-realist theory is needed to enable informed analysis of likely political trends based on comparative research that better explains current developments and better predicts future state behavior. Because the future is unknown, we must use theories to predict what is likely to transpire in international politics. The objective is not to try to foretell the future but to outline assumptions that are useful. Geostructural realism can supplement existing approaches and theories. It can identify a more plausible range of possible futures, thereby contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of contemporary and future U.S.-China relations.
The rise of China has validated Waltz’s long-held assumption that the international system tends toward balance.44 The international system is no longer as unbalanced as it was in the unipolar era.45 As expected by neorealist theory, balances form recurrently.46 In addition, the prediction “that states will engage in balancing behavior” captures the increased balancing in contemporary U.S.-China relations, which corresponds to a systemic shift from unipolarity to bipolarity.47 At the same time, U.S. and China moderate balancing at the onset of a new bipolar system does not fit the strong balancing pursued by the United States and the Soviet Union at the beginning of the previous bipolar system, in the late 1940s and early 1950s. This questions neorealism’s emphasis on the endurance of predictable patterns of balancing and international politics as long as the structure remains the same.48
Christensen and Jack Snyder have demonstrated how and why European powers chain-ganged as a response to the German threat before World War I but buck-passed when faced with a similar threat prior to World War II, despite the similar multipolar configuration of power.49 Just as multipolar systems of the past encompassed various balancing behaviors by the great powers and have been both stable and war prone, patterns of behavior and structural effects are likely to display differences across bipolar systems.50 Waltz stated that his theory does not aim to explain foreign policy, and he evinced no interest in predicting the type of state behavior that will appear in particular circumstances.51 Nonetheless, neorealist theory predicts that states will tend toward “sameness” and balancing behavior.52
Superpowers and great powers seeking to survive in an anarchic and competitive self-help system are compelled to emulate the successes of others, which will manifest itself in a tendency of states to engage in balancing behavior. From the structure of the international system, “we can infer some things about the expected behavior and fate of the units: namely, how they will have to compete with and adjust to one another if they are to survive and flourish.”53 Since the two superpowers cannot rely on buck-passing in a bipolar system but have to compensate for external balancing by intensifying their internal efforts,54 and since chain-ganging is not a likely outcome of systemic effects under bipolarity, the incentives for the two competitors to “imitate each other and become socialized to their system”55 should be stronger in a bipolar than a multipolar system. Against Waltz’s theoretical assumptions emphasizing continuity within systems and differences between systems, it is argued that structural effects on balancing and stability are different, mainly as a result of distinct geopolitics, despite a roughly similar distribution of power between the bipolar systems of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

COMBINING GEOPOLITICS AND NEOREALIST THEORY
A reexamination and modification of Waltz’s unfinished neorealist theory and the development of a new geostructural-realist theory allow us to give a better explanation and predict a few “big and important things.”56 The book does not examine domestic politics or seek to penetrate the black box of states’ policy making to explain states’ foreign policy. Following Waltz, its main objective is to deal “with the forces that are in play at the international level, and not at the national level,”57 and to add geopolitics to the parsimonious structural realism he developed. Neorealism gives us an important first look at the relative stability of a bipolar system, at balancing behavior, and at the role of alliances under different polarities. However, this theory doesn’t take us far enough.
The new U.S.-China bipolar system has unique features, ones unlike those of the previous bipolar system. These distinct features can be explained and understood by combining geopolitics and structural realism. Geopolitics operates to influence state behavior from forces outside the state.58 Geopolitics or a geostrategic approach is distinct from geopolitik or a more organic approach.59 This book draws on geopolitics. Another distinction is between classical geopolitics and critical geopolitics. I rely on the former tradition and follow Kelly in emphasizing that “classical geopolitics focuses upon the structural, international, or strategic level, and within this broader aspect it involves the study of the impacts of certain geographical features, such as states’ and regions’ positions and locations, resources, distances, topography, shapes and sizes, and the like, upon states’ foreign policies and behaviors as an aid to statecraft and as a sources for theory.”60
During the previous bipolar system centered on Europe, the United States preserved the balance of power in Europe through its military presence on the European continent. In the contemporary bipolar system centered on East Asia, the United States relies on its naval power and dominance in the maritime theater to maintain the balance of power in East Asia and to resist Chinese regional hegemony. During the Cold War, the sea was secondary for strategic competition when compared with the U.S.-Soviet divide that dominated continental Europe. Today, maritime East Asia is the primary area of the superpowers’ strategic competition and interaction. The relative importance of land and sea power in the two bipolar systems and the differences between rivalry and balancing on land and at sea illustrate how geopolitics shapes the effects of bipolarity.
In the confrontation on the land mass of Western Europe, the strategic space was physically close to the Soviet Union, geographically impossible to defend from Soviet attack because of a lack of natural barriers, and susceptible to occupation and control by ground forces. The contemporary confrontation in maritime East Asia is, by contrast, in a wide expanse of water, so that neither power can occupy the contested space; the arena of strategic competition is the nonmainland areas of Northeast and Southeast Asia, where the stopping power of water makes it difficult for China to attack American allies and for the United States to invade China; the rivalry at sea is largely in an ungoverned space and a global common used by all;61 and the wide sea expanse exacts a cost on U.S. power because it has to project power all the way across the Pacific Ocean before it can begin to contain Chinese power.62
The geopolitical factors informing the following analysis include (1) comparing the relatively flat, barrier-free geography of the European continent with the desert, mountains, jungles, and permafrost of the East Asian mainland; (2) contrasting superpower rivalry on land in Europe with rivalry at sea in East Asia and distinguishing between continental powers and sea powers in general;63 (3) comparing a fragile status quo and contested spheres of influence in maritime East Asia with recognized spheres of influences, status quo–oriented superpowers, and clearly marked red lines or “trip wires”64 between the East and the West in the European continent during the previous bipolar era; (4) contrasting between distinct power vacuums and examining their role in shaping patterns of behavior between bipolar systems; (5) comparing the importance of the stopping power of water and contrasting the vastness of the Pacific Ocean65 and the limited geographical space available to the United States for a forward military presence in East Asia, in contrast to the shorter route across the Atlantic and abundance of space for forward U.S. military bases and facilities in Western Europe (in contrast to Europe, there are few places on the East Asian mainland where the United States can establish a military foothold to counterbalance China); and (6) pointing out that China is geographically as large as the European continent and that there are fewer states on the East Asian mainland than in Europe. As the distribution of capabilities between the two bipolar systems is roughly similar, these geopolitical factors are combined with neorealism and highlighted in order to account for similar and different patterns of stability and behavior.
Waltz only noted anarchy and the distribution of capabilities as systemic factors, but geopolitics has important regional and systemic effects. Geopolitics is a longstanding school of thought, and many realists and historians have drawn extensively on insights derived from geography and geographical conditions.66 Since Waltz’s theory disregarded the importance of geopolitics, the explanatory power of his theory proved too limited. Moreover, since Waltz could not compare and contrast bipolar systems, his neorealist theory was too Eurocentric. Insofar as the role of geopolitics was undertheorized in Waltz’s neorealist theory, this book seeks to incorporate geopolitics into a structural-realist analysis and works toward a refinement of neorealism by developing a new geostructural-realist theory. It builds on the emphasis on geography in the work of other structural realists67 and draws on the scholarship of other realists on the importance of geography in understanding U.S.-China relations and balance-of-power politics.68
This does not mean that neorealism is rejected. While I build on the work of scholars such as Christopher Layne, Jack S. Levy, and Robert S. Ross, who contend that great-power politics takes place predominantly at a regional level and stress the importance of “specifying the geographical scope of the system,”69 Waltz’s emphasis on the systemic distribution of capabilities is my starting point.70 I seek to demonstrate that shifts in the systemic distribution of capabilities, such as a narrowing power gap between the United States and China and a widening power gap between China and any third-ranking power, have important regional effects. Indeed, the return of bipolarity is the most important factor explaining increased balancing, assertiveness, and strategic adjustments in East Asia. If the distribution of capabilities had remained unipolar or shifted to multipolarity, then balancing and stability in East Asia would have looked very different. It is not just China’s rise and its growing capabilities that have allowed China to assert its interest and challenge the United States in its sphere of influence in maritime East Asia since 2009. Equally important is the shifting distribution of capabilities and the fact that China has become relatively so much more powerful than all other states.
China and Russia had about the same nominal GDP in 1993. In 2016, China’s GDP was more than ten times larger than Russia’s. If Russia, for example, had been able to maintain a GDP half the size of China’s in the post–Cold War era, it would have had the world’s third-largest GDP today. Furthermore, with such a hypothetical GDP, and if Russia’s defense spending as a share of GDP had been the same as it is today (5.4 percent in 2015), then its defense expenditure would have rivaled the United States and been two to three times larger than China’s. But the distribution of capabilities is not multipolar; it is bipolar. The dramatic and enduring relative decline of Russia over the last two decades suggests that Russia will not be able to challenge Chinese security on the East Asian mainland. Instead, it allows China to challenge the United States in maritime East Asia. As a result of shifts in the systemic distribution of capabilities, China now enjoys both the necessary economic strength and geopolitical conditions to dominate the Asian mainland and to focus its efforts in the near and medium term on developing naval capabilities to challenge the United States in East Asian waters in a bid for regional hegemony, potentially fulfilling this ambition in the long term. The ambitious Belt and Road initiative is also an effect of China’s rising power and the shifting distributions of capabilities.
Russia’s decline also compels the United States to prioritize between its flanking regions and adjust its presence in Europe. Since the enormous rise in China’s relative power has shifted the distribution of capabilities to bipolarity, the United States is seeking to concentrate more and more of its forces in East Asia. Had the international system transitioned to multipolarity, there would have been strong systemic incentives for the United States to pull back its forces from its two flanking regions and let regional great powers sustain a power equilibrium. Instead, the United States is most likely to balance China, its only peer competitor, and become more drawn into East Asia in a bipolar system.
Waltz’s neorealism remains important when comparing the stability of bipolar and multipolar systems, but when we can compare and contrast bipolar systems, an endeavor Waltz could not undertake, we find variations from structural-realist theory, primarily because of the geopolitical differences between a bipolar system concentrated on East Asia rather than Europe and with superpower rivalry and balancing concentrated more on the maritime domain than on land. We therefore need to understand the new bipolar system, distinguish its stabilizing from its destabilizing characteristics, and examine its effects on behavior and outcomes. Geopolitics must be added to structural-realist theory not only to account for “the different expected effects of different international systems”71 but to identify variation in the prospects for stability in roughly similar international systems, enhancing in the process structural realism’s explanatory and predictive power.

PLAN OF THE BOOK
The book is divided into eight chapters. Following this introductory chapter, chapter 2 first discusses how states’ power and rankings are measured before examining how polarity can be established according to the distribution of capabilities in the international system. Three criteria are suggested for determining whether polarity changes and for studying shifts in the distribution of capabilities among the top-ranking powers. The meaning of bipolarity is then explored by answering the question “what was bipolarity?”72 The theoretical underpinnings of the book are emphasized by explaining why polarity matters in international politics.
Chapter 3 examines the current distribution of capabilities in the international system. Drawing on the discussion of method and theory in chapter 2, it is contended that China’s current combined capabilities place it in the top echelon alongside the United States, despite their lack of symmetry and power parity.
No other great powers can compete with China’s combined score, it is suggested in chapter 4. China is catching up with the United States faster than any other great power is catching up with China. The power gap between China and the third-ranking power is now so great that we can start thinking of the international system as bipolar. This argument is reinforced by an examination of the distribution of capabilities in the early stages of the previous bipolar system, which shows a roughly similar distribution to that of the current bipolar system. After challenging the conventional and mainstream polarity debate in the first part of the book and establishing the bipolar nature of the contemporary international system, three main arguments follow in the second part.
The first argument (chapter 5) is that strong balancing will be postponed at the start of the new bipolar system. Balancing on land in Europe was more intense during the previous bipolar system than balancing at sea in East Asia today. The European continent had few geographical barriers that could prevent invasion. The stopping power of water in East Asia and the natural geographical barriers on the East Asian mainland make invasion and expansion more difficult and increase security in contemporary East Asia. The United States and NATO were inferior to the Soviet Union in conventional military power in the European theater. The West feared Soviet expansion across the European continent. At the same time, the Soviet Union sought to secure its western borders from another attack from the West. Arms racing, including a nuclear arms race, ensued, and alliances were formed. But this scenario is different from that of the current situation in East Asia, where the United States has military superiority in the maritime domain and China dominates the East Asian mainland. The stopping power of water also serves to protect U.S. allies from potential Chinese military expansion while simultaneously protecting China from any invasion from the sea and allowing it to secure its continental borders. Geopolitical factors mitigate threat perceptions and provide fewer incentives to pursue strong balancing behaviors at the origins of a new bipolar system concentrated on maritime East Asia.
Nevertheless, in contrast to the previous bipolar system, which saw stability and peace in the relationship between the United States and the Soviet Union, the second argument (chapter 6) hypothesizes a higher likelihood of limited war between the superpowers in the new bipolar era than during the previous bipolar period. A new bipolar system with superpower rivalry concentrated in maritime East Asia will be more unstable73 and more prone to war and conflict than the bipolar system concentrated on continental Europe during the Cold War.74 Since large bodies of water create significant power-projection problems for attacking forces, decision makers might risk a limited war or a battle at sea in maritime East Asia, calculating that escalation to a full-scale invasion or major war is less likely when the superpowers are not located on the same landmass, which of course was the case in Europe under the last bipolar system.75
If the Soviet Union had invaded West Germany or Western Europe, it could easily have escalated into a major, even nuclear, war, especially since the United States was inferior to Soviet conventional forces on the ground in Europe. If China were to invade Taiwan or sink U.S. naval ships in a confrontation in the South or East China Sea, the risk of such aggression escalating into a major or nuclear war would still be lower than it was in Europe because the armed forces of China and the United States are separated by a sea, not a land, border. Geographical factors with a potential for provoking war in East Asian waters foster instability and make war at sea more likely than war on the European continent during the previous bipolar system.76
In contrast to that system, with stability at the center in Europe and instability at the periphery or “third world,” I argue in chapter 7 that U.S.-China relations are set to be more unstable at the center in East Asia and more stable at the periphery. The two superpowers are unlikely to engage in the type of proxy war that characterized the Cold War. A status quo, with spheres of influence and clearly marked red lines or “trip wires,” as Schelling succinctly described them, effectively stabilized Europe during the previous bipolar era. The stakes in crossing the East-West divide and challenging the status quo were so high that Europe remained stable. Superpower rivalry and conflict instead migrated to other regions.
The contested waters in East Asia where the two superpowers will mainly interact in the new bipolar system comprise a geographical space where trip wires and red lines are less clear, the status quo is contested, spheres of influence are challenged, and security buffers are lacking. Rivalry and confrontation will therefore more likely be concentrated in maritime East Asia, not the peripheries. Instability in the new power center in East Asia will deter the United States and China from pursuing the type of global confrontation that characterized U.S.-Soviet behavior during the previous bipolar era. Nonetheless, the return of bipolarity will have important implications globally, and the second part of chapter 7 examines how a U.S.-China bipolar system affects international politics by focusing on U.S. grand strategy, transatlantic relations, European security policy, Sino-Russian relations, institutions, and nontraditional security challenges.
The concluding chapter rehearses the book’s core arguments. The polarity debate is revisited, and the chapter elaborates on how this book refines structural-realist theory and develops a new geostructural-realist theory. It points to new research areas opened by the bipolarity argument and shows how geostructural realism can predict future balancing and stability under a potential new polarity. It discusses how a bipolarity perspective can enhance our understanding of how global power shifts shape states’ interaction. It is essential that we improve our understanding of how superpowers behave in a new bipolar system and how systemic constraints will shape state behavior. When the risk of war is higher at the center in East Asia in the new bipolar U.S.-China system than it was in the previous bipolar system concentrated in Europe, then we obviously need to know more about the risk factors before we can mitigate them. It is important to know why the patterns of behavior in the new bipolar system of the twenty-first century are different from the strong balancing and confrontational behaviors that characterized the previous bipolar system of the Cold War in the twentieth century.



Part I
PAST AND PRESENT
POLARITY

Chapter 2
EXPLAINING AND UNDERSTANDING POLARITY
What can we do to determine the relative power of states and establish which states count among the top ranking? What criteria can be used to conclude whether the polarity of the international system changes? In addition to methodological clarification, there is also a need for theoretical guidance. Contending that the current international system is bipolar is more useful after examining how systemic effects on states are different under unipolar, bipolar, and multipolar systems. That is the task of this chapter, which is divided into four parts. The first part defines power and discusses how polarity can be measured. The second part focuses on the conditions for establishing polarity shifts. The third part seeks to explain the meaning of the term bipolarity.1 The final part examines why polarity matters and how shifts in the distribution of capabilities shape state behavior.
DEFINING POWER AND MEASURING POLARITY
Structural realists define power in terms of material resources and consider power as a means to an end. Mearsheimer provides the most straightforward definition: “Power, as I define it, represents nothing more than specific assets or material resources that are available to a state.”2 Material capabilities are things states use to pursue their goals. “Power is a means, and the outcome of its use is necessarily uncertain,” wrote Waltz.3 He emphasized material capabilities when counting the top-ranking states but also included factors such as “political stability and competence,” which are more difficult to measure than military, economic, or other material resources.4 Mearsheimer distinguishes carefully between power as material capability and as outcome.5 Waltz was more ambiguous, defining power in his early work “as the capacity to produce an intended effect”6 while later stating that “an agent is powerful to the extent that he affects others more than they affect him.” Nevertheless, Waltz stressed that how power is distributed and what its effects are need to be kept distinct: “The extent of one’s power cannot be inferred from the results one may or may not get.”7
Other scholars have also warned against equating power with outcomes. The first of Wohlforth’s “rules of power analysis” concerns the “problem with conflating power-as-resources with power-as-influence.”8 Although U.S. power could not solve all international problems under unipolarity, and there were limits to what the United States and the Soviet Union could accomplish during the previous bipolar system, they did not cease to be superpowers. The world remained unipolar even though the United States could not defeat the Taliban in Afghanistan or stabilize Iraq after Saddam Hussein was removed from power in 2003. The world did not become multipolar because the communists in North Vietnam and the Afghanistan Mujahedeen could contend in war with the United States and the Soviet Union during the previous bipolar system. As Wohlforth argues, defining power as the ability to solve a particular global problem “does not have bearing on the polarity of the international system.”9 Most contributions to an edited volume examining contemporary international relations, polarity, and IR theory define “power in terms of material capabilities rather than in terms of influence or outcomes.” As such, these scholars “are interested in how a unipolar distribution of power affects the grand strategies of the unipolar state, the responses of weaker and secondary states, and the overall patterns of the global system.”10 Similar attentiveness to the distribution of power is adopted here.
According to Waltz, we can measure state power and how power is distributed in the international system according to how the top-ranking powers “score on all of the following items: size of the population and territory, resource endowment, economic capability, military strength, political stability and competence.”11 Similar methods of measuring polarity and the distribution of capabilities have been used in seminal IR works.12 Most of Morgenthau’s “elements of national power” are incorporated in Waltz’s definition, including geography, natural resources, industrial capacity, military preparedness, and population. However, Morgenthau also included national character and morals and the quality of diplomacy and government in his assessment.13 Since the former elements are relatively easier to measure than the latter, this study focuses primarily on Waltz’s definition.
According to structural realists, states in the system are defined according to how they stand in relation to one another and are placed differently based on their relative power, not against an absolute scale.14 By examining their combined capability score, we can separate states into superpowers, great powers, major powers, and minor powers.15 The number of superpowers or great powers that exist within the international system can be defined according to the distribution of capabilities across units or states in the system. As Waltz explains, states’ individual capabilities are measured according to their combined score on the aforementioned six factors, but their ranking relative to other states or the distribution of capabilities “is not a unit attribute, but rather a system-wide concept.”16
More recent studies have used Waltz’s method as a starting point, and the metrics of national power used in his definition have not been abandoned by alternative approaches.17 While this study draws mainly on Waltz’s method for measuring capability distribution in the international system, it agrees with Posen’s observation that even though “political scientists strive for objective measures of relative power, they are elusive,”18 and it recognizes that other scholars propose alternative ways to assess power.19
Leading Chinese scholars such as Hu Angang and Yan Xuetong have written extensively on the metrics used to assess comprehensive national power and have provided various estimates and conclusions on China’s power status.20 Their measurements yield results very similar to those produced using Waltz’s combined six factors. Yan notes that there remains disagreement over the measurements, causing differences in the estimation of China’s combined capabilities. The large number of factors used in the various measuring methods, he determines, have not led to an “improvement in the accuracy of measuring China’s current power status.”21 Resembling Morgenthau’s and Waltz’s methods of gauging national power and the distribution of capabilities, Yan stresses that China’s power status is relative and must be compared to that of other states. He further notes that even if the term “comprehensive national power” was coined in the post–Cold War era, the method of measuring national power by assessing a combination of factors has been around for ages.22
Power relations between two or more nations should not be measured simply at a particular moment in history but must “be projected into the future,” as Morgenthau noted.23 Capabilities may be imminent or latent, and patterns of behavior can deviate from structural constraints and distribution of capabilities.24 This book provides a “picture of the moment” as a baseline for conducting a structural analysis of the current distribution of capabilities, but at times it also considers future distributions in order to seek a more dynamic analysis of trends.25 This is especially so inasmuch as certain factors, such as natural resources, demography, and geography, do not change much; technology may even improve resource-extraction and food-production rates. It is more difficult to project long-term future trends in terms of economic development, military capability, political stability, and competence, not to mention factors such as national morale and character and quality of government and diplomacy.
Measuring Distribution of Capabilities and Polarity
T. R. Fox introduced the term superpower in 1944. He considered the international system at the time to be multipolar.26 In the aftermath of the Second World War, it became clear to most observers that Britain lacked the combined capabilities of a superpower. This book uses the term “superpower” only when referring to unipolar or bipolar systems and describes the most powerful states in a multipolar system as great powers. The bipolar power distribution in the aftermath of the Second World War marked something new. The United States and the Soviet Union were distinctly superior to all other states and much more powerful than the great powers of the preceding multipolar period. Accordingly, the unprecedented bipolar systemic distribution of capabilities defined these two poles as superpowers. This shift had a radical effect upon, and transformed, the operation of the balance of power. As Morgenthau argued, this led to the disappearance of a balancer or holder of the balance, and Waltz contended that a system of two is more stable than a system of three or more.27
How capabilities are distributed tells us what type of international system exists at a given time. In a multipolar system, there are three or more great powers whose capabilities are roughly equal. Each great power is substantially more powerful than any other state in the system. In a bipolar system, there are two superpowers whose capabilities dwarf those of any other state in the system.28 In a unipolar system, one superpower is unambiguously more powerful than any other state.29 The global international system, at least since the developments of nation-states in the aftermath of the French Revolution or even since the 1648 Peace of Westphalia, was multipolar until the Second World War, bipolar during the second half of the twentieth century,30 and unipolar after the Soviet Union’s collapse in 1991.
Fox argued in 1944 that the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union would be the Big Three, or powers of first ranks, “in war as they will be in peace.”31 Morgenthau recognized Great Britain as a great power at the end of World War II but argued in 1948 that in the aftermath of the Second World War, “British power has declined to such an extent as to be distinctly inferior to the power of the United States and the Soviet Union, the only two great powers left at present.”32 In Morgenthau’s revised and enlarged second edition of Politics Among Nations, published in 1954, he added, concerning the decline of the relative power of Great Britain, that the United States and the Soviet Union, “in view of their enormous superiority over the power next in rank, deserved to be called superpowers.”33 In considering how we can establish whether polarity has changed and how we can define superpowers, there are lessons to be drawn from comparing Morgenthau’s first and second editions of Politics Among Nations.
First, Morgenthau did not use the term “superpower” in his first edition. This suggests that measuring and establishing top-ranking status is difficult but necessary for determining polarity. When he used the term “superpower” to describe the combined capabilities of the United States and the Soviet Union in the 1954 second edition, Morgenthau had clearly come to the conclusion that these two powers had acquired capabilities superior to those traditionally attributed to great-power status in the past. The usage of the term “superpower” helped distinguish a bipolar system from a multipolar one.
Second, while Morgenthau pointed to the importance of measuring the combined capabilities required for top ranking, in his second edition he also highlighted the gap between the top- and next-ranking states. The United States and the Soviet Union were not only top-tier powers because of their preponderant capabilities but also because of their relative superiority over Great Britain, the third-ranking power. The asymmetric power balance between the United States and the Soviet Union did not change in any significant way in the aftermath of the Second World War, but while the Soviet Union remained inferior to the United States in combined capabilities, they were sufficient to give it top ranking. It was the decline in Great Britain’s relative power and the shifts in the distribution of capabilities between the second-ranking superpower and third-ranking great power that transformed the international system from multipolar to bipolar between 1945 and 1950. This shift urged Morgenthau to define the United States and the Soviet Union as superpowers in his second edition of Politics Among Nations. This is an important but often underemphasized point in the current polarity debate, which correctly focuses on whether China’s combined capabilities are sufficient for top-ranking status but neglects the equal importance of measuring the power gap between China and the power next in rank for determining the polarity of the contemporary international system.
Third, Morgenthau stressed that Britain had lost its ability to affect decisively the balance of power. It had disappeared as the balancer.34 Similarly, it can, for example, be argued today that whether India bandwagons with China or the United States will not fundamentally change the bipolar balance of power and that no third power can take China’s place in the top ranking. Should China collapse in the near future, then the international system will return to unipolarity.

Distribution of Power Versus Power Attributes of States
As pointed to in the introduction, many would argue that China has not become a superpower, because China’s overall economic, military, and political clout is not on parity with the United States and because it falls short of being a global superpower or even a regional hegemon.35 Such views do not emphasize the importance of defining a superpower and polarity in terms of distribution of capabilities; do not compare the distribution of capabilities when the superpower concept was introduced in the 1940s and 1950s with the current distribution of capabilities; do not assess the power gap between the second- and the third-ranking power; and neglect that, similar to the Soviet Union, China does not need to obtain power parity with the United States to become a superpower or pole in a new bipolar system.
From a structural-realist perspective, if we want to find out if the international system is unipolar, bipolar, or multipolar, and if it is composed of superpowers(s) or great powers, we should examine the distribution of capabilities within the international system, not the attributes of states. That is, polarity and top ranking do not depend on whether states are regional hegemons, have global power-projection capability, have recent experience with successfully fighting wars, possess nuclear weapons and have nuclear second-strike capability, and have allies.
The United States was a regional hegemon in the Western Hemisphere as early as before World War I, but it was not defined as a pole or superpower in a bipolar or unipolar system. Instead, it was a great power in a multipolar system. The distribution of capabilities in the international system up until the Second World War was such that there were more than three great powers with roughly equal combined capabilities, irrespective of the fact that the United States was a regional hegemon. The Soviet Union never obtained regional hegemony during the previous bipolar system. It only controlled Eastern Europe, while the United States was the dominating power in Western Europe, and they both competed over influence in a divided Germany at the center of Europe. However, the Soviet Union was still defined as a superpower because the distribution of capabilities in the post–World War II period was bipolar. Contemporary China is not a regional hegemon like the United States, and it has not obtained power parity with the latter, but it can be defined as a superpower in a new bipolar system because of today’s distribution of capabilities.
Despite that the United States, Japan, and Great Britain had global power-projection capability prior to World War II, they were not superpowers, because other states, such as Germany, France, and the Soviet Union, were considered as powerful, although they lacked global power projection. Britain had global power-projection capabilities throughout most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but it was not a superpower. The Soviet Union did not have global power-projection capabilities at the start of the previous bipolar era. It had limited naval capabilities in the 1950s and only developed an aircraft carrier in the late 1970s. The Afghan-Soviet war did not give the Soviet Union any superpower credentials, and it only fought a few proxy wars overseas throughout the Cold War. Still, the Soviet Union was defined as a pole and a superpower because the distribution of capabilities in the post–World War II era was such that there were only two top-ranking powers.
China has a relatively stronger navy compared to the United States than the Soviet Union did at the start of the previous bipolar system, and the PLAN operates globally. China is not fighting wars overseas, but we cannot rule out that China might participate in proxy wars in the decades to come, similar to how the Soviets gradually became involved in conflicts globally during the previous bipolar system. China has sustained the escort mission in the Gulf of Aden for a decade, participated in the Syrian chemical weapons disposal in 2014, and conducted and participated in military exercises and carried out port visits globally. It is a permanent member of the UN Security Council and contributes the most to UN peacekeeping operations. China is clearly more of an economic superpower on a global scale than the Soviet Union ever was. It is a leading foreign investor and an important market to countries all over the world. China sells arms globally and has contributed to states’ nuclear-weapons programs (Pakistan’s in particular, but also Iran’s and North Korea’s). It has advanced global cyber capabilities and a strong space-based program. But even if China is more involved in global affairs than the Soviet Union in the 1950s, none of these factors defines China as a superpower. Structural realism does not define polarity and superpower(s) according to the particular capabilities a state may or may not have. It is China’s combined and relative score on Waltz’s six factors for measuring distribution of capabilities that defines polarity and superpower status.
Although it remains unlikely, if the distribution of capabilities is such that China is the only pole or superpower by the mid-twenty-first century, it does not have to acquire global power-projection capabilities similar to those of the United States during the previous unipolar era to be defined as the only superpower. It is the distribution of capabilities in 2050 that will determine the polarity of the international system, not whether the top-ranking powers have developed, for example, certain revolutionary military capabilities. It is by examining this distribution that we will know whether we have one or two superpowers or three or more great powers in a unipolar, bipolar, or multipolar system at that time.
One might think that China’s lack of war-fighting experience and the fact that China has not waged war since 1979 means that it cannot be defined as a superpower. However, willingness to use military force, and even being victorious in war, does not define a superpower. Based on Russia’s use of force in Ukraine in 2014 and its involvement in the war in Syria, some suggest that Russia must be considered a pole in a contemporary multipolar system. Conversely, Russia’s use of force might be perceived as a sign of weakness: a response to NATO’s eastward expansion and a calculation to use force before Russia’s relative power evaporates further. Given China’s formidable land power, it does not need to use force to prevent anything similar to NATO’s expansion on the East Asian mainland. The United States would find it very difficult to challenge Chinese security by, for example, expanding its alliances to countries such as Vietnam, Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia, or Nepal.
More importantly, if we only consider some examples of the use of military force during the first years of the previous bipolar system, we can conclude that this cannot be a defining characteristic of a superpower or a factor determining polarity. The newly founded PRC fought the leading superpower, the United States, to a standstill in the Korean War in 1950–1953. Few, however, suggested afterward that China was a superpower or that the international system had shifted to multipolarity because the PLA had pushed back the United States militarily on the Korean Peninsula. During the same period, France was fighting the First Indochina War halfway around the world, but even with such a display of global power-projection capability it was not considered a superpower or a pole in the international system. Last but not least, in 1956 France and Great Britain colluded with Israel in the Suez War against Nasser’s Egypt, defeating the Egyptian army, but their military adventure only showed to the world that they were clearly no longer top-ranking powers.
Neither can the possession of nuclear weapons and second-strike capability be the defining characteristic of a superpower. The United States had a nuclear capability for some years while the Soviet Union did not, during the period 1945–1949, but the Soviet Union could still be considered a superpower. When other states obtained nuclear weapons during the Cold War, they did not become superpowers; nor did it bring about a polarity shift. Moreover, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia was no longer a superpower and is still not a superpower, and the distribution of capabilities shifted from bipolarity to unipolarity, even though Russia maintained a strong global second-strike nuclear capability.
It is often pointed out that the United States has many allies and China nearly none.36 From a structural-realist point of view, however, it is the distribution of capabilities that matters. The entire point of being a superpower is that you do not need to depend on your allies. In addition, as Morgenthau and Waltz pointed out, the European countries did not significantly add to U.S. power in the bipolar balance; they provided access to Europe.37 Similarly, Japan does not significantly augment U.S. power but instead allows for forward presence. It can also be argued that U.S. global commitments and alliances, such as in Europe and the Middle East, are a liability rather than strength when the United States is confronted with a peer competitor in East Asia.
Polarity and the definition of a superpower are relative. As this book emphasizes, we can only know the structure of the international system and whether it is composed of superpowers or great powers by examining the distribution of capabilities in the international system, not by examining the attributes and characteristics of states alone. The United States remains a superpower today, and despite their asymmetric power relationship, China’s relative power rise in terms of the shifting distribution of capabilities suggests it can be elevated from great-power to superpower ranking.
How many top-ranking powers there are within the international system shapes balancing behavior and stability, but when there are one or two superpowers, there are also other great powers and major powers in the world.38 The United States and the Soviet Union were superpowers during the Cold War era, and Britain, France, and China could be considered great powers. The United States was the only superpower in the post–Cold War unipolar system; China and Russia could be considered great powers; and Germany, France, Britain, Japan, and India could be considered major powers during that period.39 The United States and China are the superpowers of the new bipolar system; Russia and India can now be considered great powers; and France, Britain, Germany and Japan major powers.

Weighing the Components of Power
Unlike Morgenthau,40 Waltz did not single out one particular component of national power, and there is no consensus regarding how the six items in Waltz’s definition should be weighted. At times, ranking “involves difficulties of comparison and uncertainties about where to draw lines.” Capabilities can only be measured “roughly”: conclusions about polarity are ultimately a judgment call.41
It has been argued that preponderance in military power will be the defining factor in determining the durability of the post–Cold War unipolar system and not “whether, how, and when other economies—namely China’s—will surpass the U.S. economy.”42 Monteiro argues that “a unipolar world will endure for as long as one state has preeminent military capabilities, [and] it is impossible to understand the dynamics that may lead to the end of unipolarity by looking at economic power.” But how long a superpower can endure as a preeminent military power depends on its economic strength. The previous bipolar era taught us that it was not the Soviet Union’s lack of military power that ended the bipolar system but the Soviet Union’s economic weakness. Despite the gap between latent power and military power, there is compelling evidence that economic strength underpins military power and that wealth constitutes an important factor of latent power.43
Monteiro not only accentuates the United States’ preponderant military power but predicts that unipolarity will continue as long as the unipole sustains its superior global power-projection capability.44 If IR scholars had followed such a definition at the origins of the previous bipolar system, then Morgenthau and others could never have considered the international system in the aftermath of the Second World War as bipolar, since the Soviet Union was far from having global power-projection capability comparable to the United States.45 Britain, the third-ranking power, had more global power-projection capability at the starting point and even throughout most of the Cold War period compared to the Soviet Union,46 but its economic power was not sufficient to sustain its military power or superpower position. Because Britain lacked the combined capabilities to match the United States and the Soviet Union, the international system shifted from multipolarity to bipolarity in the aftermath of the Second World War.
All of Waltz’s six factors are important, but the most important item in the combined capability score is the economic base of a state’s power.47 The Soviet Union’s inability to stay in the race during the Cold War because of its relatively weaker economy and Great Britain’s loss of top-ranking-power status because of its much weaker economy (despite retaining global power-projection capability) support this argument. The Soviet Union had to spend twice as much on defense in terms of percentage of GDP to compete with the United States. This was a heavy burden, and it led Waltz to question the durability of the U.S.-Soviet bipolar system.48 Waltz could not foresee the rise of the PRC in 1979 but insisted that China “may mobilize the nation in order to increase production rapidly while simultaneously acquiring a large and modern military capability. . . . It is doubtful that she can do either, and surely not both, and surely not the second without the first.”49 China cannot obtain top-ranking status, and the United States cannot sustain its top-ranking position, without a strong economic base. All six factors matter, but economic capability matters the most.

Evaluating Economic Strength
Determining economic power is far from straightforward. Much of the debate comes down to whether there should be an emphasis on qualitative over quantitative factors, and the current debate regarding U.S. qualitative superiority over China’s quantitative advantages is reminiscent of the comparison between the qualitative and quantitative capabilities of the United States and the Soviet Union.50 Unipolarists tend to argue that traditional power measures exaggerate the importance of gross size and volume while underplaying per capita wealth and technological superiority.51 Beckley, in his critique of multipolarists and proponents of U.S. decline, warns us that national power is not synonymous with GDP. He stresses the importance of “surplus wealth” and points out that since 1991, “the average Chinese citizen is more than $17,000 poorer relative to the average American.”52 This is an important observation, but unipolarists should be careful not to move the goalposts and undermine the “rules of power analysis.” Wohlforth criticized multipolarists for exaggerating China’s economic rise by drawing on purchasing power parity estimates (PPP). Instead, he maintained, gross domestic product (GDP) figures in 2005 clearly showed continued U.S. primacy.53 In the following decade, as China’s remarkable economic growth continued, China’s nominal GDP surpassed 60 percent of U.S. GDP,54 and PPP estimates of China’s economy showed it had become the world’s largest, unipolarists point more and more to China’s low per capita GDP level to support their claims.55
There is not only disagreement about whether nominal GDP, per capita GDP, or GDP measured in PPPs best reflect a country’s economic strength.56 Trade (measured as the sum of goods exported and imported) and creditor status are frequently used indications of economic strength. China has become the world’s largest trading nation. This status can be used by China to trade its way to power by leveraging countries by offering or denying them access to its market and by investing overseas.57 Hirschman described how large and growing trade relations influence states’ attitude toward the state upon which their economic interests depend.58 Arguing that economic power in the absence of military power cannot determine small-state alignment, Ross, on the other hand, finds that secondary-state economic dependence on a great economic power is an insufficient force to compel small-state realignment.59 Others point out that the U.S.-China trade balance is smaller when measured in value-added terms and that China’s trading power and real productive capacity are overstated. China is often where the final assembly of manufactured goods takes place, but much of the value added in manufactured goods comes from earlier stages of production in other countries.60
Assessments of China’s role as a major creditor show similar divergence. In the eyes of many, China’s almost $3 trillion in foreign reserves61 and its role as a leading financier enhances its economic power, which it can use to launch the Belt and Road initiative and establish institutions such as AIIB, which challenge the Bretton Woods system and the current U.S.-led international economic and political order.62 It can decide to fund states in need, and according to former secretary of state Hillary Clinton, the United States is pondering “how do you deal toughly with your banker?”63 Currently, China is the largest foreign creditor, with about $1.4 trillion of U.S. government debt, and the yuan has been included in the International Monetary Fund’s reserve-currency basket. Conversely, the trend according to some reports is that the demand for U.S. Treasuries is now so robust that even if China sells most of its holdings of U.S. Treasuries, it would matter little.64 China also faces the challenge of increasing capital flight,65 which affects its capacity to influence developing countries through overseas investments and its ambitions to develop alternative institutions that might challenge the U.S.-led international institutional order.
Irrespective of perceptions of economic strength, the United States is still the most central actor in the network of global finance and capital markets, the status of the dollar continues to be strong and remains the official dominant currency reserve for most states, and the dollar has the largest share in international banking and foreign-exchange markets.66 While it is acknowledged that the United States has accumulated great wealth in part by borrowing from abroad, China’s level of public debt, especially at the local and provincial level, and corporate debt has increased dramatically since the financial crisis, when the Chinese government introduced economic-stimulus programs.67 Conversely, according to some analysts, China’s total debt, including local government debt, shadow banking debt, and property market downturn, are manageable.68 China’s leaders have sufficient resources to tackle economic problems, the challenges have been identified,69 and Xi’s reform agenda, although still in its initial stages, is making some progress in rebalancing China’s economy toward a “new normal.”70
Economists are unlikely to arrive at any consensus as to how China’s economy and economic power should be measured, not to mention China’s future economic development. Taken together, a mixed picture emerges when it comes to measuring economic power. Moreover, economic strength is only one of the six factors in Waltz’s method of measuring the distribution of capabilities. Caveats and nuances apply to all of the items. The main task of the next chapter is to demonstrate that the underlying distribution of capabilities has shifted to bipolarity while simultaneously providing a balanced approach that shows awareness of counterarguments when measuring China’s resources, geography, competence, political stability, and military and economic strength. The remaining parts of this chapter will consider the difficulties in establishing how much more powerful the top-ranking powers need to be before polarity changes and will discuss the various meanings of bipolarity and why polarity matters.


ESTABLISHING POLARITY SHIFTS
It is not clear, Wagner has pointed out, “how much more powerful they [the two superpowers] have to be.”71 Polarity is transformed only by changes in organizing principle (anarchy) and consequential changes in the number of top-ranking states.72 But when the theory of neorealism was being developed, the structure of the international system had only changed once.73 There were only two systems to consider; no one had foreseen a unipolar system. The shifts in the distribution of capabilities following the Second World War74 and the collapse of the Soviet Union made it easier to make judgments about polarity shifts, but certainly not without difficulties. Today it is more difficult to establish exactly if and when a polarity has changed and if and when the international system has moved from unipolarity to bipolarity. There are no hegemonic or great-power wars to reconfigure the international distribution of capabilities, and the United States is not likely to collapse like the Soviet Union. The transition to bipolarity is therefore more gradual than the previous polarity shift from multipolarity to bipolarity and from bipolarity to unipolarity.
As Posen writes, “polarity is not synonymous with equality.”75 While China does not need to obtain power parity with the United States for the international system to become bipolar again, there is no formula or definition to say whether China’s combined score needs to be, in metaphorical terms, 60, 70, 80, or 90 percent of combined U.S. capabilities or how large the power gap between China and the power next in rank needs to be. In a bipolar system, the gap between the second- and the third-ranking power should be larger than that between the first- and second-ranked power.76 For example, if China’s combined capabilities are 60 to 70 percent of the United States’, then the respective combined capabilities of Russia, India, Japan, Germany, or any other state China is measured against should not be more than 60 percent of China’s.
It has been suggested that one should focus on the conditions under which polarity is more or less likely to change rather than predicting the timing of the shift.77 This is sound advice. The criteria this book applies in order to determine whether polarity has shifted from unipolarity to bipolarity are:
	1. Rank based on the combined capability score on Waltz’s six items. That is, I assess whether China is now a top-ranking nation based on an estimate of the narrowing power gap between China and the United States, keeping in mind that power parity is not a requirement for top ranking.

	2. The gap between the second- and third-ranking power—Russia, India, Japan, Germany or any other state one might conceivably argue could contend for top ranking on the combined six factors. If this gap is larger than that between the first- and the second-ranked power, then the system is probably bipolar.

	3. A historical comparison based on the previous bipolar system. If the current distribution of capabilities resembles that at the start of the previous bipolar system, then the current international system is very likely bipolar.


The bipolar system of the twenty-first century is likely to be as durable as the last bipolar system. The danger of one superpower toppling the other through war is low. Both superpowers are on different continents and protected by the stopping power of water; invasion is therefore unlikely.78 The rises and falls of the great powers have historically been slow, and even if economic and technological bases of power may change more rapidly, it is unlikely to alter the standing of the United States and China as top-ranking powers. It was easier to become a top-ranking power when there were more great powers and they were smaller in size. With the superpower club now populated by a few and bigger states, gaining membership has become more challenging.79 While China’s remarkable economic growth and rise in power over the last decades have not given it power parity with the United States, it has shifted the distribution of power and made it more likely that China will avoid collapse and remain at the top than that any other major power will catch up with either of the two superpowers in the coming decades.
Fox’s and Morgenthau’s writings, in addition to observations made during the Second World War and soon afterward, show that it takes some time before a polarity shift is acknowledged.80 John Herz argued that most postwar plans had “been based on the expected emergence (or rather, continuance) of a multipolar world. . . . Concentration of overwhelming strength in only two of the victorious nations was something which, at least in the case of one of them [the United States], occurred quite unexpectedly and almost against the inclinations and policies of that country.”81
It did not become clear that the international system had shifted to bipolarity until the late 1940s, although the Second World War showed that the combined capabilities of the United States and the Soviet Union had outmatched those of Great Britain. It may take five to ten years before the return to a state of bipolarity is generally acknowledged. And even if it is generally agreed that the international system has returned to bipolarity, there are likely to be voices calling for the emergence of a multipolar system, as was the case during the previous bipolar system.82

THE MEANING OF BIPOLARITY
The meaning of bipolarity has never been clearly specified. In Wagner’s survey of the literature on post–World War II international politics, he found that the word “bipolarity” has at least four distinct meanings: (1) a condition in which states are polarized into hostile coalitions, (2) a condition in which there are only two states capable of a strategy of global deterrence, (3) a system of only two states, and (4) a system in which power is distributed in such a way that two states are so powerful that they can each defend themselves against any combination of other states. However, as Wagner recognized, some of these are not appropriate definitions of bipolarity,83 and such different usages of the term “bipolarity” have been rejected.
First, a bipolar distribution of capabilities is different from the formation of two blocs in a multipolar system.84 If a multipolar system with three or more great powers polarizes and splits into two blocs or alliances, it will still be different from a bipolar system. The configuration of alliances or blocs in a multipolar system can change, while it will remain the same in a bipolar system.85
Second, Waltz consistently distinguishes in his work between structural forces and unit-level factors.86 Nuclear weapons are not included in Waltz’s definition of structure (anarchy and distribution of capabilities among like units/states), and nuclear weapons do not equalize states’ combined capabilities.87 Nuclear weapons cannot by themselves be used to explain polarity.
Third, according to Wagner, one interpretation of the distinction between bipolarity and multipolarity is that “a bipolar system is one containing only two states.”88 This is also a misguided view. It is rather that the superpowers are less dependent on other states under bipolarity than multipolarity.89 To describe the world as bipolar does not mean that either superpower can exert positive control everywhere in the world. The powers of the United States and the Soviet Union were predominant but not absolute.90
Fourth, as discussed above, this meaning comes closest to establishing what bipolarity means. What was distinctive about the post–World War II international system was the bipolar distribution of capabilities. Bipolarity is a structure in which two states’ capabilities are so great that they determine the balance of power solely between them. By the late 1940s it was clear there were two superpowers substantially more powerful than all the others measured according to the combined distribution of capabilities. This bipolar system was distinct from previous multipolar systems with three or more great powers.
Bipolarity Is Not Cold War or Geography
Wagner’s emphasis on geography is important.91 Lacking any “stopping power of water”92 and given Europe’s geographical terrain, it was the Soviet Union’s land power and its threat to overrun Western Europe that fueled strong balancing and created the distinctive Cold War characteristics of the previous bipolar era. However, it is essential not to conflate bipolarity with the Cold War or Soviet land power. The new bipolar system in the twenty-first century has so far not produced anything similar, and there may not be a Cold War, despite a bipolar distribution of capabilities in the international system. Indeed, as this book maintains, there are more differences than similarities between the two bipolar systems.
Whether unipolarity, bipolarity, or multipolarity becomes the dominant international system of the twenty-first century cannot be settled according to whether a state occupies most of the Eurasian continent. Polarity and ranking are determined by how capabilities are distributed within the international system, not geography. Russia has been a leading land power on the Eurasian continent for centuries. The Russian empire of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, spanning 22 million square kilometers at its geographical zenith, was as large as the Soviet Union. The Russian army went further west when it entered Paris in 1814 than the Soviet Red Army did when it defeated Nazi Germany in Eastern and Central Europe during the Second World War. However, because of the distribution of capabilities within the international system, Russia did not become a superpower, even though the Russian army pushed back the French army and became the dominant land power in Europe. Conversely, the Soviet Union was considered a superpower after advancing to Berlin in 1945 even though it did not go as far west as the Russian army earlier had and even though it was confronted by American, British, and French armies on the European continent.
Resembling the contemporary spheres of influences in East Asia, after 1814, Russia became the dominant power on the European continent and much of Eurasia, and Britain was preeminent on the seas, dominated global finance, and became the master of the Industrial Revolution.93 Why, then, did the international system not become bipolar during the nineteenth century? Primarily because the power gap between the two empires and the next-lower-ranked state was “perilously close.” As Wohlforth writes, France’s “power and status were close enough to those of the two top dogs that either could rationally view Paris as a revisionist bent on hegemony for itself.”94 The Second World War, however, fundamentally changed the distribution of capabilities. The power gap between the top-ranking states and Britain was enormous and led to a new bipolar system. Similarly, China’s unprecedented rise has now changed the distribution of capabilities and returned the international system to bipolarity.
Fox was attentive to how geopolitics shapes great-power politics. He noted that until the twentieth century the great powers were all European powers. In the post–World War II era, the majority of powers of first rank were no longer located within continental Western Europe.95 Not only was the distribution of power different from how it was in the past, but the superpowers were also geographically more separate. This geopolitical fact improves somewhat the prospect for stability and peace, argued Fox,96 and affects systemic constraints differently than in the past. The Cold War confirmed Fox’s propositions.
The number of superpowers and great powers that exist in the international system at any one time depends on the distribution of capabilities across units, not their geographical position. Waltz’s method is still the most suitable and sufficiently comprehensive definition against which to measure the distribution of capabilities in the international system, defining polarity and establishing whether the top-ranking powers are superpower(s) or great powers.


WHY POLARITY MATTERS
An international system with one or two superpowers has properties that distinguish it from an international system with three or more great powers. Determining polarity is important because it allows one to make predictions about stability and patterns of state behavior.
Polarity and Stability
Noting that “there are no objectively correct answers,” Jervis considered various definitions of stability in the international system: from peacefulness to the speed and consequences of change, from the outcomes and causes of war to the standpoint of individual actors, the relative ease with which one system could be transformed into another, and “the system’s ability to ward off or cope with radical change.”97 Waltz defined stability exclusively in terms of durability in his later work, arguing that international systems have been remarkably stable while maintaining that a system of two is more stable than a system of three or more.98 Stability does not equate with peace or durability, but a system is relatively more stable when there are no wars among the top-ranking powers. The analysis here follows Wohlforth’s interpretation: peace and durability are separate but core elements of a stable system.99
In a bipolar world, the superpowers mainly rely on their own military capabilities, not the capabilities of allies. They largely balance each other by internal means instead of by combining external and internal balancing. In a multipolar system with more than two powers, changing alliances and shifts in alignment provide an additional means of balancing. This added flexibility is a crucial difference between bi- and multipolar systems because the balance of power operates on a very different basis.100 When the superpowers are less dependent on allies, it reduces the fear of abandonment and makes defections more tolerable. Uncertainty regarding who will help whom in the event of war and who will oppose an aggressor is reduced in a bipolar system.
External balancing is less precise than internal balancing. When the superpowers predominantly rely on their own capabilities, their balancing efforts become more reliable, since they can more easily calculate their own strength and are less likely to misjudge the strength and reliability of the other superpower.101 Greater clarity about potential threats and a lower risk of miscalculation in a bipolar system makes war among the top-ranking powers less likely. Stability increases as the number of poles decreases,102 and the problem of chain-ganging is avoided. Buck-passing dilemmas are also much less likely to arise in bipolarity. Balancing under bipolarity is therefore more efficient.103

Multipolar Systems
Other scholars have argued that multipolar systems have lasted and preserved peace for as long as the Cold War bipolar system existed. There were lengthy periods in the nineteenth century—from 1815 to 1852 and 1871 to 1913—when there were no wars between any European great powers. The durability of these two periods of relative multipolar stability compare favorably with the “long peace” of the Cold War.104 Kissinger writes how equilibrium and legitimacy provided stability and order at various periods during the European balance of power since the Peace of Westphalia, but he recognizes that the multipolar system lost its flexibility in the two decades leading up to the First World War.105 Proponents of multipolar stability contend that in multipolar systems there are more great powers to deter and offset any great power with regional hegemonic ambitions. They also believe that intense rivalry and conflict develop between the two superpowers under bipolarity but that multipolar systems can spread tension across more great powers. As Deutsch and Singer predicted, under multipolarity, “the frequency and intensity of war should be expected to diminish.”106
While Aron noted that a “system which covers the planet differs, by nature, from a system of Greek city-states or European states,”107 such an interpretation suggests that the multipolar international system during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries included several wars between the great powers and between great powers and major powers, including the Greek War of Independence (1821–1832), the two Opium Wars (1839–1842, 1856–1860), the Sino-French War (1884–1885), the Sino-Japanese War (1884–1885), the Spanish-American War (1898), the intervention in China by the Eight-Nation Alliance during the Boxer Rebellion in the summer of 1900, and the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905). Power imbalances are more likely, and there will be more opportunities for great powers to fight one another if they gang up against a third power in a multipolar system.

The Peacefulness of Unipolarity
The post–Cold War global distribution of capabilities has been unambiguously unipolar in the 1990s and the early years of the new century. The system has been prone to peace, and any counterbalancing against the United States has been limited. Wohlforth contended that “unipolarity is the least war prone of all structures” and that the United States’ unprecedented preponderance of power suggests that unipolarity will last for many decades more.108 The unipolar system has been the most peaceful international system.109 There has not been a war between the United States and any other great power or major power or a war between the great powers and major powers during unipolarity. There was no war between the two superpowers during the twentieth-century bipolar system, but the superpowers fought another great power, China, and China fought India, another major power. Multipolar systems have seen wars between all the great powers and major powers. The new configuration of power suggests that the unipolar system will be sustained for less than three decades. Accordingly, unipolarity remains the least durable of the systems. The lack of durability undermines the stability of a unipolar system, since systemic stability encompasses both peacefulness and durability.
By focusing their analyses on the relative stability of bipolar and multipolar systems, structural realists fall short of accounting for unipolarity. Despite that Waltz questioned whether the Soviet Union would be able to stay in the race during the Cold War,110 anticipated the emergence of unipolarity, and accepted that both bipolarity and unipolarity represented a better system than multipolarity for managing problems in international affairs, he remained reluctant to use his ideas to explore what a new unipolar system would look like and what consequences it would have for international politics—and for his theory.111 Instead, he refused to amend, modify, or adopt his theory and insisted that one could “take-it-or-leave-it.”112 Waltz consistently argued against unipolarity by maintaining that balances will form over time and that the international system tends toward balancing. “Multipolarity is developing before our eyes,” and it is emerging in accordance with the balancing imperative,” he maintained in the 1990s.113
Mearsheimer shares this view and argues that the post–Cold War system has been multipolar, not unipolar, since Russia and China have been great powers. Mearsheimer characterizes contemporary East Asia as an unbalanced multipolarity, arguing that Russia qualifies as a great power in the region.114 This is a questionable conclusion. Mearsheimer does not update his examination of polarity in the 2014 revised second edition of his The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. He stops in 1990.115 This is unfortunate, as he provides no evidence to substantiate his argument regarding multipolarity in the post–Cold War era. The fact that East Asia has been the most peaceful region in the world during the post–Cold War era does not square well with Mearsheimer’s argument that “unbalanced multipolarity is by far the most war-prone and deadly distribution of power.”116 East Asian stability over the last thirty-five years is more convincingly explained by Ross’s emphasis on regional bipolarity and “the geography of peace” argument or by Wohlforth’s unipolar-stability thesis.117
When comparing Russian and Chinese demography, economic development, military modernization, and cross-border migration in the Far East, Russia has few of the attributes of a great power in East Asia. Indeed, Ross concludes that “the Russian Far East is Russian because of Chinese forbearance.”118 The consequence of the decline of Russia, he argues, is that “Russia increasingly affects Chinese security the way that Canada affects U.S. security. For China, Russia is an underpopulated northern neighbor that requires minimal strategic attention to maintain Chinese border security.”119 Russia can rely on nuclear deterrence to safeguard its sovereignty in the Far East, but nuclear capability is not enough to define Russia as a pole in the international system. If this were the case, then the previous bipolar system could not have ended when the Soviet Union collapsed, since Russia maintained a strong nuclear second-strike capability. If U.S.-China rivalry were to unfold within an unbalanced multipolar system, then it would be even more likely to culminate in war and tragedy.120 But the contemporary distribution of capabilities in the international system is bipolar, which from a structural-realist perspective is the set of systemic conditions most conducive to stability.

Nuclear Peace and Stability
Some critics of the bipolar-stability thesis have pointed out that the long peace during the Cold War is better explained by the role of nuclear weapons than by the systemic distribution of capabilities.121 When great powers possess nuclear weapons with second-strike capabilities, it could undermine the logic of balance-of-power theory.122 Conversely, some contend, if nuclear weapons have such a devastating effect, the probability of their deployment will be very low, allowing security competition, conventional military balancing, and balance-of-power politics to persist.123
The emphasis on the nuclear revolution has been advanced by many.124 Some of the most sophisticated analyses of the implications of nuclear weapons for conventional war have been conducted by scholars who recognize that bipolarity fosters stability.125 Waltz acknowledged that nuclear weapons strongly affect international politics, maintaining that nuclear states become more cautious in their interaction, which has contributed to international peace and stability.126 Nonetheless, as Waltz has stated repeatedly, causes at both the structural and unit levels make the world more or less peaceful and stable.127 Given Waltz’s preoccupation with third-image factors, it is not surprising that he concluded that the effects of bipolarity mattered in the late 1940s when the Soviet Union had not developed nuclear weapons and the United States had few atomic bombs. “Nuclear weapons cannot by themselves be used to explain the stability—or the instability—of international systems.”128 While this is still a very short period of time to test the bipolar-stability thesis against the role of nuclear weapons, it can be argued that polarity matters for stability even in a nuclear world.
As we have seen, the bipolar-stability thesis rests on the assumption that two superpowers can deal better than three or more great powers with security dilemmas, miscalculations, arms racing, internal and external balancing, and the fear of abandonment and defection. A smaller number at the top favors stability.129 A bipolar system is likely to be more stable than a multipolar system even when the top-tier powers possess nuclear weapons. If a new multipolar system emerges with three or more great powers possessing nuclear weapons, then such a multipolar system is likely to be more unstable and war prone than a bipolar system with only two superpowers with a nuclear capability.
At the same time, chapter 6 will argue that geopolitics could trump both the bipolar-stability argument and the assumption that nuclear weapons have radical transformative effects on the risk of war between states. The rivalry and contest for hegemony in East Asia are in the maritime domain, where a battle at sea could largely be confined to East Asian waters and not pose a direct existential threat in the form of a land invasion, possibly warranting the use of nuclear weapons. This might increase the risk of a limited war or sea battle between the two superpowers in the twenty-first century.130

Polarity and Patterns of Behavior
Establishing whether a new bipolar or multipolar system emerges is not only important in order to make predictions about the stability of the international system and great-power politics. Defining polarity also matters because the superpower(s), great powers, and other states behave differently within different international structures. Behavior follows from the changed position of the top-ranking powers and the new structure of the international system. The United States and the Soviet Union acted differently from Britain and France following the emergence of a bipolar system in the post–World War II era because the latter two were not superpowers. As Waltz writes, “the most telling illustration of the difference is seen in the mutual dependence of allies before and during World War II and in the relative independence of the two alliance leaders since, along with the dependence of their associates on them.”131

The 1956 Suez Case
President Eisenhower could refuse to support France and Britain during the Suez crisis in 1956 because the shift from multipolarity to bipolarity meant that alliances were no longer, in Kissinger’s words, the rigid alliance system that before the First World War was a “matter of life and death.” In his explanation of how the multipolar system had lost its flexibility before the First World War, Kissinger said it was since “a switch in alliances might spell national disaster for the abandoned side, each ally was able to extort support from its partner regardless of its best convictions, thereby escalating all crises and linking them to each other.”132 It was precisely such an outcome Eisenhower could avoid during the Suez crisis.
The blockade of the Suez Canal and sabotage of pipelines delivering oil to the Mediterranean led to oil shortages and pressures on Western Europe in 1956. Anticipating that this could happen again in the event of war, American and British officials worked out plans to ship oil from the United States. Eisenhower, however, retained the right to decide when to activate those plans: “Those [Britain, France and Israel] who began this operation,” he said, “should be left to work out their own problems—to boil in their own oil so to speak.”133 The president, who felt “double-crossed”134 and presented with a fait accompli by British and French collusion in and support of Israel’s invasion of Egypt, could also put more pressure on its closest allies by financial means. There is no strong evidence that the United States sponsored a run against the pound sterling by threatening devaluation. Nonetheless, the United States did not have to sabotage the pound to influence Britain; the United States merely had to refuse to support it.135 After being refused assistance by U.S. Treasury Secretary George Humphrey on November 6, 1956, the British chancellor of the exchequer Harold Macmillan warned the Cabinet that “in view of the financial and economic pressures, we must stop [or he could] not anymore be responsible for Her Majesty’s Exchequer.”136
Comparing the situation in which the United States could dissociate itself from the British and French military adventure in the Suez in a bipolar system with the situation in which Germany felt compelled to support Austria-Hungary in a multipolar system of rigid blocs during the 1914 July Crisis that led to the First World War, the United States, according to Waltz’s analysis, could continue to focus its attention on its major adversary—the Soviet Union—while disciplining its allies. The ability of the United States and the inability of Germany to pay a price measured in intra-alliance terms was striking, in Waltz’s opinion.137 This illustrates one important characteristic of bipolarity: power is distributed in such a way that two states are so powerful that they can defend themselves against any combination of other states and make calculations based mostly on their own national interests and independent of their allies.138 As Christensen points out, the analogy is relevant to the alliance system in contemporary East Asia: “The United States does not rely on, say, the Philippines for survival, as Germany did with Austria-Hungary or France with Russia prior to World War I.”139
Polarity continues to matter in international politics and shapes state behavior. The United States and China, the two superpowers in the current bipolar system, are similarly less constrained by intra-alliance considerations; “through their own preponderant weight they determine the balance of power between them,”140 to quote Morgenthau again. The return of bipolarity is the single most important factor that will shape the superpowers’, great powers’, and the major powers’ behavior in the first half of the twenty-first century.




Chapter 3
CONTEMPORARY U.S.-CHINA BIPOLARITY
By drawing on the method of measuring and counting poles in the international system elaborated on in the previous chapter, this chapter contends that China has increased its combined score across all dimensions of power sufficiently to have reached top ranking, even though China has not obtained power parity with the United States. This chapter’s analysis examines the power gap between the United States and China on the different combinations of capabilities to establish that China can be elevated from great-power to superpower status, if only barely. I show, according to one of the three criteria used to determine the distribution of capabilities in the international system, that is, the power gap between the first- and second-ranked power, how China has become a pole in a new bipolar international system. The next step, undertaken in chapter 4, will be to examine the last two criteria and demonstrate both that no third power is able to challenge the top two and that the distribution of capabilities at the start of the contemporary bipolar system is roughly similar to the distribution at the origins of the previous bipolar system.
China’s rise has been phenomenal. “Never before in the history has a state risen so far, so fast, on so many dimensions of power.”1 China’s economy was smaller than that of the Netherlands in 1980, but in 2014, China’s GDP growth was roughly equal to that of the entire Dutch economy.2 The following analysis is not based on using China’s current rates of economic growth to project China’s future growth. Instead, it is assumed that China will manage about half of the 2016 official economic growth rate of 6.5 percent over the next two decades.
It is further assumed that this economic growth, which is not a best-case scenario for China’s economy but instead represents a considerable slowdown in economic growth, will allow China to keep its position in the top ranking, generate enough funding to continue to expand and modernize its military, maintain high levels of R&D spending and promote innovation, and sustain the CCP’s monopoly of power and ability to contain challenges to social stability. To assess top-ranking status, we will look at China’s economy, military, population, geography, resource endowment, political stability, and competence rates. Each aspect will be examined separately in the following seven sections.
ECONOMIC POWER
Historically, forecasts and projections have tended to underestimate China’s extraordinary economic growth over the last three decades, surprising even the most bullish analysts. The U.S. economy is still larger than China’s if we measure GDP at market exchange rates (MER), but China is narrowing that gap at a remarkable rate. China’s nominal GDP currently accounts for more than 60 percent of that of the United States.3 This contrasts sharply with the early 1990s, when U.S. nominal GDP was about fifteen times larger than China’s, or in 2000, when it was approximately eight times larger.4
Based on World Bank and IMF datasets, China now accounts for roughly 15 percent of global GDP in MER, up from about 4 percent in 2000, whereas the United States accounted for 31 percent in 2001 and about 23 percent in 2017. Datasets developed by other economists, such as Arvind Subramanian at the Peterson Institute for International Economics and Angus Maddison, show that U.S. and Chinese shares of global GDP are roughly the same, at about 18 percent.5
It has been argued that economic power is better measured in terms of per capita income and that the United States has increased its lead across most indicators by amounts that exceed China’s total capabilities.6 In 2015, according to the World Bank, China’s per capita GDP (in PPP current international $) was US$13,572, and the comparable figure for the United States was approximately US$52,704. The gap in GDP per capita between the United States and the Soviet Union in 1950 was almost 1:4, roughly similar to the contemporary gap between the United States and China. Moreover, the Soviet Union’s GDP in MER was never more than about 50 percent of the U.S. GDP.7 China’s GDP in MER has surpassed 60 percent of the U.S. GDP in MER.
There is a proviso, however, noted by the U.S. National Intelligence Council in Global Trends 2030. While MER-based measures are important for trade and financial analysis, purchasing power parity (PPP)–based measures are also an indicator of economic strength.8 Economists disagree on how to measure PPP in a way that accommodates the fact that prices in China are low. PPP-converted GDPs measure what one can buy in each country to compare the relative size of the economies. However, PPP measurements are tied to domestic consumption and do not measure either the U.S. or Chinese ability to buy things from global markets. Most analysts now believe China’s GDP has surpassed that of the United States and become the world’s largest economy based on PPP-based measures.9 Nonetheless, here the argument that China is a top-ranking economic power is based on nominal GDP figures.10
The debate is often about whether absolute differences or relative distribution and capability ratios are most important. Is it more important that China, over the course of 1991 to 2011, narrowed the ratio of U.S. to Chinese GDP from 15:1 to 2:1 or that the U.S. economy is still roughly US$7 trillion larger than China’s? Is it more important that the ratio of American per capita GDP to Chinese per capita GDP fell from 67:1 in 1991 to 5:1 in 2013 or that the gap in per capita incomes in real terms widened by US$19,000 during the same period?
Beckley answers this by comparing a Ph.D. student living on US$20,000 per year who lands a job as a professor earning US$80,000 a year with a banker earning US1$ million per year and receiving a US$200,000 bonus, raising her annual income to $1.2 million. “The ratio of the banker’s income to the scholar’s dropped from 50:1 to 15:1,” he writes, “yet the scholar is now US$140,000 poorer compared to the banker than he was as a graduate student.”11 But if this ratio continued to drop for only another three years, then the professor would be earning more than the banker.12 This is the trend in the contemporary economic balance between the United States and China, and it has shifted the distribution of economic capabilities.
Joffe, building on Beckley’s analysis, acknowledges that “higher growth will eventually beat lower growth,” but whichever way one plays the numbers, “the upshot is that it will take many, many years for China to best the United States.” Remember, however, that the argument positing the return of bipolarity does not depend on China achieving power parity with the United States. China has already surpassed the Soviet Union’s relative economic strength during the previous bipolar era and is now closing the economic gap with the United States even in absolute terms. According to Joffe, in the mid-1990s, when China was growing at roughly 10 percent, it added $200 billion to its GDP in one year. The American economy, growing at a mere 3 percent, added $360 billion per annum to its GDP. Similarly, according to Joffe, in 2012 China added $450 billion to its $7 trillion economy by growing at 7 percent, while the United States added $480 billion to its $16 billion economy growing at 3 percent.13
Following Joffe’s method, if we assume China’s economic growth was 5 percent in 2015, toward the low end of reasonable estimates (the official growth rate was 6.9 percent), it adds $550 billion to an $11 trillion economy. The U.S. GDP growth in 2015 was 2.4 percent, which added $432 billion to an $18 trillion economy. China is now narrowing the economic gap in both absolute and relative terms, even if it is likely to take another decade or two before the Chinese economy surpasses the U.S. economy based on MER. When considering the various measurements of economic power, the absolute size of the economy, regardless of per capita GDP, provides for large government revenues that can be allocated to defense and innovation. In this respect, assuming domestic stability, absolute GDP is the critical factor in measuring the bases of power.
China reportedly surpassed the United States in 2012 to become the world’s largest trading nation.14 In terms of output, China is now the world’s top manufacturing country, taking the title from the United States, which held it for more than a century.15 However, despite the redistribution of trade and that the large part of the production and manufacturing of goods are being transferred to China, it is mostly the assembly of the final products or the last stage of the supply chain that has relocated to China. As the WTO writes, the production of the core components often remains within the original country. Thus, most of the content of the products, and their economic value, are still being developed and produced outside China, in the United States, Europe, and developed countries in East Asia. Caveats that acknowledge the issue of “value added,” question the concept of “country of origin,” and provide new measurements of international trade should therefore be taken into account.16
Equally important, if not more significant than trade data, is China’s market power in trade relations. Export to the Chinese market is critical to many countries and companies today, and this enhances China’s economic power. China is the world’s largest holder of foreign reserves, a major investor in the world, and a major recipient of foreign direct investments (FDI).17 As Allison puts it regarding the relative rankings of China and the United States, in 1980, China had 10 percent of America’s GDP as measured by PPP, 7 percent of its GDP at current US$ exchange rates, and 6 percent of its exports, and the foreign currency held by China was just one-sixth the size of America’s reserves. By 2014, those figures were 101 percent of GDP, 60 percent at US$ exchange rates, and 106 percent of exports, and China’s reserves were twenty-eight times larger than America’s.18 Economically, China is obviously more powerful than in the past: its share of the world economy has increased considerably, and it can now be ranked in the top tier in terms of economic capability.

CHINA’S ECONOMIC CHALLENGES
China’s leaders have recognized that the economic model that has provided double-digit growth in the past is becoming unsustainable. Since Hu Jintao’s report to the Eighteenth Party Congress in 2012, Chinese leaders have argued that China must recalibrate its economy. Reforms seek to rebalance economic growth from one based on exports and investments in infrastructure, real estate, and heavy industry to a more service-oriented economy where domestic consumption and innovation increase their share of the economy, state-owned enterprises are transformed, and more entrepreneurship can flourish. The fundamental imbalance in China’s economy is the low GDP share of consumption. China’s economic growth has for too long relied on repressing household consumption to make modernizing investments. In consequence, China’s growth has been driven mainly by the need to keep investment rates at an extraordinarily high level.19 This dependence on investments has further snowballed into a significant increase in debt. To rebalance the economy, China needs to increase consumption’s share of GDP. Rising domestic consumption is linked to the challenge of building a welfare system that allows households to spend more rather than save their money for child care, education, healthcare, and pensions. Challenging reforms are also needed to tackle corruption, restructure state-owned companies, adopt new financial and monetary policies, and prevent further environmental degradation.
President Xi Jinping continues to push ahead with economic reforms and has sought to implement the economic-reform agenda announced at the Third Plenum of the CPC’s Eighteenth Party Congress in 2013.20 The Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social Development adopted by the Fifth Plenary Session of the Eighteenth Communist Party of China (CPC) Central Committee on October 29, 2015, resolved to maintain medium to high growth and prioritized the reform of the economic system.21
These high rates of economic growth cannot be sustained. The main question posed by economists today is whether China will be able to slow its growth to a more sustainable pace. At the same time, even some of the bearish estimates and projections of China’s future economic growth suggest that China will retain its top-ranking position and continue to narrow the economic power gap with the United States, albeit at a slower pace.
With the growth rate expected to edge lower in the years ahead, recent projections of China’s economic growth seem to have been too optimistic. The IMF, World Bank, and the majority of private analysts are now, in contrast to only a few years ago, much more bearish and are busy lowering their estimates of China’s growth potential. One study that considered various revised forecasts developed a multiscenario working model of Chinese growth to 2020. China, the authors write, can hope to deliver 6 percent annual growth by 2020—if it does it right. But if the reforms fall short, “the story is more dire and China can only look forward to 1–3% GDP growth six years from now.”22
Larry Summers and Lant Pritchett have suggested, in what has been referred to as a bearish or more cautious economic forecast (the World Bank and the IMF’s forecasts are less pessimistic), that China’s economy will grow at an average rate of “only” 3.9 percent annually for the next two decades.23 If we assume a hard landing (average growth of 5.2 percent from 2014–2020) and a crisis scenario (average growth of 4.2 percent from 2014–2020), using the multiscenario working model devised by the Rhodium Group, and combine it with Summers and Pritchett’s cautious estimates, then China’s annual economic growth is projected to be about 4–5 percent in the period 2014–2020, 4 percent in 2020–2025, 3.5 percent in 2025–2030, and 3 percent in 2030–2035.24 These projections are lower than the targets proposed by the Chinese government and the IMF and World Bank forecasts. Nevertheless, even when we rely on such bearish projections, China can catch up economically with the United States, assuming the U.S. economy will grow at roughly 2 percent over the same period, which is a high estimate, since the U.S. economy is likely to be affected negatively by a crisis or hard landing in China.
Despite the economic slowdown and crisis in the Chinese stock market in the summer of 2015, which led to headlines about “the great fall of China,” China’s economy is now so large that even a 5 percent growth rate in 2015—a low estimate—would add more to world output than the 14 percent expansion China posted in 2007, according to the Economist.25 China’s economy is not collapsing, and its economic growth is likely to remain strong in absolute and relative terms over the coming years.
Nonetheless, China’s extraordinary economic growth presents Chinese leaders with more challenges than declining GDP growth.26 China’s rising debt is causing alarm in many circles. The Chinese economy, they say, is addicted to stimulus and investment. The debt-to-GDP ratio has changed from 100 percent of GDP in 2007 to about 280 in 2015, inflating the risk in the real estate and credit sectors.27 At the same time, economists point out that state debt in China has only reached 55 percent of GDP, substantially lower than in much of the West; China’s government therefore has plenty of financial elbow room to weather a crisis.28
China needs to rebalance its model of economic growth and manage its economy so that its growth doesn’t slow too rapidly, and decision makers cannot delay making certain adjustments for too much longer. Chinese leaders will be forced to make difficult decisions that will entail some cost to near-term growth and require measures that entail some vulnerabilities and risks. In raising household income, the cost of production is likely to rise, and China will lose competiveness abroad. In exchange, domestic consumption is likely to increase as households benefit from the rebalancing project. The benefits are likely to be healthier economic growth and a lowered risk of a debt crisis.29 If China rebalances successfully, it can sustain medium to high growth, providing higher incomes and growth in the longer term.
We have learned over the last two decades that it is difficult to estimate and project China’s future economic growth. But despite uncertainty in this respect, we do not need to extrapolate from China’s growth to determine its future economic power. As of today, China has vaulted into the top rank in terms of economic strength even though it has not obtained power parity with the United States. Relatively, the United States is less economically powerful in comparison than it was in the 1990s and 2000s, and China has outpaced all other contenders for top-ranking status in terms of economic strength.

MILITARY STRENGTH
China’s military budget has grown by about 10 percent annually for about two decades, while military expenditure has remained fairly steady at 2 to 2.2 percent of GDP. As the Pentagon and other observers have noted, the official Chinese budget does not include several major categories of expenditures, such as the procurement of foreign weapons and equipment.30 SIPRI estimated China’s defense spending in 2014 at US$216 billion, 64 percent higher than the official Chinese figure. In 2016 and 2017, China announced that it would keep its defense spending to a single-digit-percentage increase, respectively 7.6 and 7.0 percent, amounting to US$147 billion and US$151 billion. According to SIPRI’s estimate of a 64 percent higher budget than official figures, China’s defense spending in 2016 was about US$225 billion. China’s share of world military spending rose to 13 percent in 2016, up from 9.5 percent in 2012, 6.6 percent in 2010, and 4 percent in 2005, according to SIPRI.
Comparative numbers by SIPRI show that U.S. military expenditure declined from a high in 2010 of US$749 billion to a low in 2015 of US$598 billion. In 2016, U.S. military spending saw its first increase since 2010, amounting to US$606 billion, and the new Trump administration has called for a further increase in defense spending.31 According to SIPRI, the U.S. share of world military expenditures has decreased from 48 percent in 2005 to 43 percent in 2010, 39 percent in 2012, and 36 percent in 2016.
Currently, U.S. military spending is about two to three times that of China. This contrasts sharply with 2000, when the U.S. defense budget was more than ten times that of China (US$311 billion versus US$30 billion), not to mention the early 1990s, when the U.S. defense expenditure was more than twenty times higher.
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FIGURE 3.1 U.S. and Chinese defense spending, 2007–2016.

Source: SIPRI Military Expenditure Database.

China’s large absolute GDP and low defense spending as a percentage of GDP provide opportunities for increasing defense spending in the future and suggest that China will be able to continue narrowing the gap in military power. And when comparing military spending, it is useful to take PPP measurements into consideration: the cost of producing military equipment and of training soldiers in China is much lower than the comparable cost in the United States. For example, “a U.S. soldier costs approximately US$18,000 a year to put in the field, while his Chinese counterpart probably costs no more than US$2,000.” Whatever the actual figures may be, the key point is that “the Chinese military has much more money to spend on fewer troops than it did 15 years ago.”32 A roughly 10 percent annual increase in defense expenditures over the last two decades has contributed to a cumulative effect on China’s defense budget and spending.33
Conversely, it is argued that the United States has accumulated stocks of military equipment, technological sophistication, and organizational and management skills that suggest that it will sustain its military advantage over China even after China, sometimes toward the mid-twenty-first century, arrives at a larger economy and higher annual defense expenditure than the United States.34 Brooks and Wohlforth remind us that military capability is generated over years and decades and that defense spending understates the extent of the global military gap between the United States and its nearest rivals.35 Another scholar has emphasized that modernization matters and that “raw numbers do not mean as much in measuring military power as technological sophistication.”36
China still faces challenges in modernizing its armed forces, and it remains uncertain whether the PLA would be able to fight and win a war against a modern opponent in the twenty-first century.37 Currently, China and the PLA do not possess global power-projection capabilities that can contend with U.S. capabilities around the world. However, in the post–Cold War era, China has not prioritized developing “the capabilities necessary to wage high- or even medium-intensity warfare beyond China’s immediate vicinity”38 or sought to match U.S. defense spending. China’s military expenditure as a percentage of GDP has remained about half of the United States’ for the last two decades. Instead, China has sought to learn from the mistakes of the Soviet Union and emphasized domestic economic development and reforms, while at the same time sustaining a robust military buildup.
Recent trends, most significantly stated in the 2015 white paper China’s Military Strategy, suggest that China seeks to develop capabilities to defend national security interests globally and operate as a world-class maritime power.39 Discussing recent developments in China’s maritime forces and strategy, one leading observer of the PLAN points to a shift whereby China has developed new strategies, doctrines, and capabilities and conducted several operations, missions, and training exercises to enhance China’s readiness to carry out overseas contingency operations. “The emphasis on far-seas training is a strong indicator of the PLAN’s desire to better prepare for and routinely conduct the long-distance deployments currently conducted by the small task group assigned to the Gulf of Aden counterpiracy patrols.”40 This has led some to emphasize that the United States should take seriously the maritime challenges from a “risen China” rather than a “rising China.” With the rapid emergence of an increasingly global PLAN, the Center for a New American Security (CNAS) argues that the era whereby the United States has enjoyed largely uncontested blue-water naval supremacy will soon end.41
The United States is still ahead of China in military capabilities, but as the findings of a recent comprehensive RAND report show, China is closing several military gaps. In fact, the net change in capabilities is still moving in China’s favor.42 If another Taiwan Strait crisis erupts today, the PLA will be much more able to contest the sea, subsea, air, land, and space around Taiwan than it was during the 1995/1996 crisis.43 China’s military modernization has improved the quality of its armed forces. The PLA and its four branches, the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Second Artillery, are more advanced technologically and in terms of combat capability. The PLA is also conducting more realistic training exercises.
The RAND and CNAS reports concur with the findings of the 2015 U.S. Office of Naval Intelligence in confirming the “significant strides” taken by the PLA(N) since 2009 in operationalizing and modernizing its forces.44 Similar views on China’s military modernization are expressed in the U.S. Department of Defense 2015 Asia-Pacific Maritime Security Strategy report.45 Leading experts on the PLAN see the development and deployment of a strong Chinese navy,46 one that is increasingly modern, regionally powerful, and able to pose a significant “challenge in the Western Pacific to the U.S. Navy’s ability to achieve and maintain control of blue-water ocean areas in wartime—the first such challenge the U.S. Navy has faced since the end of the Cold War.”47 Figure 3.2 shows the current trend.48
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FIGURE 3.2 U.S. and Chinese navies, 2000–2030.
Note: Attack submarines include nuclear- and diesel-powered vessels; small surface ships include frigates, littoral combat ships, and mine ships; large surface ships include cruisers and destroyers.

Source: Center for a New American Security, International Institute for Strategic Studies, Bloomberg.

With increased capabilities, the PLA Navy now operates in closer proximity to U.S. carrier battle groups, harassing U.S. Navy ships and planes. It has increasingly resisted U.S. surveillance activities within its exclusive economic zone. China has also channeled increased resources into coast guard and maritime surveillance agencies that can better safeguard its interests and enforce its interpretation of the international law of the sea. These capabilities go far beyond what the Soviet navy had in the maritime domain at the origins of the previous bipolar era in the late 1940s and early 1950s.
American allies provide bases and support, facilitating a forward U.S. military presence and contributing to its global power-projection capability, but these allies cannot simply be added to the United States’ combined military capabilities. It remains uncertain whether most of Washington’s allies would support the United States militarily in an armed conflict with China. And as long as so many states rely on the United States for their own security, and as long as U.S. forces are still needed globally to ensure security and stability, its global security commitments might become a liability in a conflict with China. The global power-projection capabilities of America’s allies in Europe are diminutive in comparison, and they are preoccupied with Russia and instability in the Near East and Africa. They would hardly pick a fight with China in East Asia.
China’s military modernization, consolidation of power on Asia’s mainland, and expanding naval capabilities suggest that, as Morgenthau professed with the previous bipolar system in mind, the “defection of an ally or the addition of another could no longer overturn the balance of power and thus materially affect the ultimate outcome of the struggle.”49 China and the United States are capable of avoiding defeat in a conventional war with any state or even a coalition of states. This places China and the United States in a league of their own. The United States still has a larger share of overall military capabilities, but China excels in its combined capabilities sufficiently to reach the top tier.

POPULATION
China’s population, at almost 1.4 billion, is the largest in the world, and it has always provided an important power base for the country’s economic strength and military capability. It offers the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) more soldiers to defend Chinese territory. This allowed inferior Chinese “volunteers” to outnumber and outcompete U.S. troops on the Korean Peninsula in the 1950s. China and the PLA also confronted and forced the Soviet Union, another superpower, into retreat from its borders in the 1960s and successfully defeated India’s military forces in 1962. Its large population has allowed China to emerge victorious from years of war and to survive blockades, embargoes, hunger, and other catastrophes. Undoubtedly, China has the population to “put up a good fight” and “avoid defeat” in war.50 Morgenthau’s argument that no country can remain or become a first-rate power if it does not belong to the more populous nations of the earth is still true.51 Population size, together with economic strength, remain the essential ingredients and the two most important components for generating military power among the top-ranking states.52
China’s “one billion workers”53 and huge market have attracted investors and stimulated unprecedented economic growth in recent decades. But China is also host to an aging population, rising pension payouts, gender disparity, and a shrinking labor force, all of which could undermine China’s economic prospects and leave the country in the “middle-income trap.”54 China could grow old before it grows rich. Demography is becoming a liability and is likely to slow China’s growth. Moreover, China is becoming old at a much earlier stage in its development cycle. Against this backdrop, Brooks and Wohlforth contend that the United States, with its high fertility rate and as a popular destination for immigration, will maintain a comparative advantage in the decades to come.55
All projections agree that China’s population will continue to grow for another decade, but there are marked differences in estimates of its peak population, which range from 1.35 to 1.67 billion between 2023 to 2050, given disagreement about the present fertility level in China and the effects of the government’s relaxation of the one-child policy. The working-age population will shrink when the population stops growing, but depending on policy measures introduced by the government, the size of China’s working-age population will range between 780 and 1,100 million in 2050. But even a reduced working-age population will remain enormous in terms of absolute size, as a proportion of the world’s population, and in comparison to that of many developed and developing countries.56 In addition, some argue that the impending robot revolution in China suggests that the Chinese manufacturing industry will remain strong and competitive despite a decline in the working-age population.57
The imbalance in sex ratio at birth has resulted in a deficit of young females and a marriage squeeze.58 The single-child generation will affect the country’s socioeconomic development and traditional family support system, putting pressure on social stability and order. The Chinese government has initiated policies and large reforms to tackle these challenges.59 The one-child policy has been relaxed to boost fertility, with the total fertility rate increasing from 1.6 births per woman in 2009 to 1.7 births in 2010–2012.60 The Thirteenth Five Year plan has now abolished the one-child policy and is aimed at “improving public services for reproductive health, maternal and child health, nurseries and kindergartens.”61 However, there is a strong negative correlation between fertility rates and GDP per capita growth. Some researchers argue that the current fertility rate is perhaps 1.4–1.6, which is consistent with the thesis that the fertility decline can be attributed to economic growth.62
Additionally, rising costs of living and education in cities and growing concerns about pollution might also lead to fewer children. The government has proposed raising the legal retirement age from fifty-five to sixty for women and sixty to sixty-five for men.63 Another response to the relative decline in the working-age population is to improve labor productivity by increasing efficiency in the labor market, allocating labor between sectors better and raising the educational level of the Chinese people.64 As discussed, the government aims to rebalance the economy, with a stronger focus on domestic consumption and services. Improvements to healthcare, education, pension systems, and social security can provide a new growth market for the new model of economic growth.65 China has opportunities to cope with future population-related socioeconomic changes.66

GEOGRAPHICAL SIZE
As a continental power, China has the capability to compete for regional hegemony based on its geographical size.67 China has showed that it has the strategic depth necessary to survive a military clash with another great power or superpower. It resisted and survived the Japanese occupation during World War II, just as the Soviet Union withstood the invasion by another great power, Nazi Germany.68
Conversely, China’s geographical position traditionally has been considered a relative disadvantage. China shares a land border with fourteen countries and an additional five states at sea. Four of its neighbors on the Asian continent possess nuclear weapons. Stability along its borders has been a major concern for Chinese leaders throughout its history. China also faces the challenge, confronted by most traditional land powers, of being constrained by its defense of continental interests as it seeks to develop naval power, expand its interests in the maritime domain, and challenge the maritime order and naval status quo.69 In comparison, the United States has the benefit of bordering only two states and no great powers and being insulated from Eurasia by the Atlantic and Pacific oceans.70
At the same time, for most of China’s neighbors, including Russia and India, bordering China is more of a problem for them than it is for China. Today China is much stronger than its neighbors, which permits it to focus on developing strong naval capabilities.71 Indeed, the PRC has never been more secure along its borders than it is today. Being responsible for the survival and security of their nation, China’s leaders may not allow themselves to be too sanguine about China’s border security. Nonetheless, none of China’s neighbors would even think of invading China. This was not the case even a few decades ago. China now occupies an advantageous position on the map of Central-East Asia, and its land borders at this junction in time seem to offer more opportunities than danger.72 This is mainly a result of the relative shift in the systemic distribution of capabilities.
Geostructural conditions have changed China’s security environment on the Asian mainland fundamentally, allowing China to expand its interests and influence over land and sea. China’s position on the map in the 1960s was the same as today, but China’s strategic environment was hardly favorable; it was at war with India to the southwest, embargoed by and in conflict with the United States in Southeast Asia and the Taiwan Strait, and confronted by the Soviet Union to the north. The recent shifts in the distribution of capabilities and the relative and absolute rise in China’s power have now turned China’s geographical location and long borders from a liability to an advantage and strength as China seeks to expand its dominance in East and Central Asia and challenge the United States in East Asian waters. There are few examples in modern history of a land power being as secure as China is as it seeks to maintain its dominance at land and challenge the dominant sea power. The PRC’s ambitious Belt and Road initiative,73 which emphasizes the land-based “silk road” economic belt and the oceangoing maritime silk road, suggests that China is taking advantage of its favorable geographical environment and growing capabilities.74

NATURAL RESOURCES
China is rich in energy sources, food production is high, and mineral resources are robust, as are several other resources of commercial importance.75
Energy Security
China’s rapid economic growth has been accompanied by an enormous rise in energy demand. Remarkably, and probably unprecedented in history, China’s energy consumption grew fivefold from 1978 to 2009, and between 2005 and 2010, China’s total electricity capacity doubled.76 In 2010, China became the largest energy consumer in the world, surpassing the United States. In 2013, it was reported that China had gone from exporting oil in 1993 to surpassing the United States as the world’s largest net oil importer.77 Despite this extraordinary rise in energy demand, almost 90 percent of China’s energy mix is still satisfied by domestic supplies.78
China’s energy mix is favorable in terms of energy security, but its heavy reliance on coal is not environmentally sustainable, and China is searching for alternative energy sources. The importation of hydrocarbons from abroad is likely to increase, together with domestic gas production and hydro and nuclear power. Investments in alternative energy sources such as solar and wind power are massive, but it remains to be seen if clean energy sources will substantially increase their share of China’s energy mix. Sustainability is a major issue when it comes to China’s natural resources and will affect how China’s resource endowments are measured. Even if China’s net oil imports continue to grow and if domestic energy production were to fall to 80 percent of its total energy consumption in the years ahead, China’s energy security can be sustained by domestic energy production. Abundant coal reserves are an important element in China’s energy security. The possibility of creating synthetic oil from these reserves could provide vital insurance in times of emergency or war.79
Oil is China’s second-largest source of energy, accounting for about 20 percent of its total energy consumption.80 In 2016, China was the world’s fourth-largest producer of oil (after the United States, Saudi Arabia, and Russia), accounting for about 7 percent of global production.81 It is projected that China’s oil production over the next decade will be above 4 mbd. China’s dependence on foreign oil exceeded 50 percent between 2007 and 2009, and it now imports about 60 percent of its oil needs. But contrary to conventional and popular wisdom that emphasizes the so-called Malacca Dilemma,82 China does not face any such concerns.
Were China confronted with a wartime contingency and a direct blockade of its seaborne oil supply routes, which only the U.S. Navy could enforce, and only in a wartime scenario, China’s war-fighting capability would not be hampered.83 In fiscal year 2004, the U.S. military, fighting wars in Iraq and Afghanistan as well as maintaining normal operations, used approximately 395,000 bpd of oil.84 China produces domestically more than ten times more oil than the United States needed to wage two wars and conduct military operations around the world. In 2015, China had a massive refining capacity of about 14 mbd.85
Since China’s current and future oil imports reflect current automobile use, and since car sales are increasingly consumption rather than industry driven, China’s energy security is not significantly challenged; personal car use can be curtailed, as it was during the 2008 Summer Olympics in Beijing and is regularly in many large cities. And if China found itself at war with the United States the Chinese people, it is reasonable to assume, would be willing to tighten their belts and reduce energy consumption. Additionally, China has hedged against a wartime scenario and a blockade of seaborne energy supplies by laying cross-border petroleum pipelines with Russia and Central Asia.
When it comes to China’s energy security, pipelines (Central Asian and Russian) are more likely to be “safer” in wartime threat scenarios and more “unsafe” in peacetime risk scenarios, while SLOCs are “safer” in peacetime risk scenarios and more “unsafe” in wartime threat scenarios. The key is that by maintaining both (pipelines and seaborne energy/building a large state-owned tanker fleet) in combination with other measures, such as building a strategic petroleum reserve, increasing the production of nuclear energy, and maintaining a high degree of self-sufficiency through coal and—although to a much lesser extent—hydro and gas, China is hedging against any disruptions to its energy supplies and bolstering its energy security.86

Food and Water Security
Food and water security has been a major concern for China. The country has to feed roughly 20 percent of the world’s population with only about 11 percent of the world’s arable land and roughly 7 percent for the world’s freshwater resources.87 China’s food crisis during the Great Leap Forward between 1959 and 1962 remains a lesson for Chinese leaders in terms of the importance of food security. China has in recent years managed to increase its food production, decrease the number of undernourished people from 21 to 12 percent, and is self-sufficient in major crops, such as wheat and rice, and livestock, such as bovines and poultry.88
As a result, after several thousand years, hunger as a social problem has largely been eradicated, and the government continues to issue guidelines that guarantee maintaining farmland at a level that sustains food security.89 As Morgenthau acknowledged when discussing the role of food and natural resources in influencing the power of nations, self-sufficient or nearly self-sufficient countries have a great advantage over those that are not and are obliged to import the foodstuffs they do not grow themselves, or face starvation. “Self-sufficiency in food has . . . always been source of great strength,” Morgenthau avers.90 China scores higher on this power measurement today than it did in the past. When the most populous country in the world is able to feed its population, such a development contributes in elevating China to top-ranking power status.91
The future, however, presents a number of challenges. Farmland and water resources are shrinking and increasingly polluted. The population is still growing (albeit more slowly) and is consuming more meat. This has a significant knock-on effect on grain demand, since more grain is needed to produce the beef, pork, and poultry.92 Rapid urbanization and rising prosperity stimulate meat consumption and simultaneously create an exodus of rural labor into cities, limiting China’s ability to expand its meat production further. But while all this will indeed increase China’s dependence on imports in the coming years,93 it is important to note that meat production is not the same thing as food security. Insufficient production of meat may cause domestic instability, but it does not threaten starvation, as was the case in past decades. Surviving on meat is not a requirement in food-security terms. Moreover, estimates and projections about China’s food scarcity may have underestimated the importance of genetically modified food production to curb dependency on imports.
Roughly 60 percent of China’s water resources are used in agricultural production.94 Industry-driven economic growth, urbanization, and higher living standards have increased water consumption. China’s average availability of fresh water is only one-third of global levels, and groundwater quality in both rural and urban areas is often bad.95 Water shortages already affect major cities in China, and increasingly polluted water supplies endanger public health and economic growth.96 In 2004, Elizabeth Economy noted how the government was having to pursue “expansive river diversion and pollution remediation projects” but found few improvements ten years on: water resources were continuing to decrease, and the widespread pollution of groundwater and rivers continued to increase.97
Clearly, Chinese leaders face daunting challenges in managing scarce water resources and combating deteriorating water quality, but according to some, China is improving its resource management.98 Constraining water demand, improving efficiency in the usage of scarce water supplies, recycling more water in the industrial sector, and fining and punishing polluters more strongly are some of the important measures the government has initiated and can enforce with greater dexterity in the future.99 The Chinese government has invested in large projects to transfer water from central and southwestern China to augment the flow of the Yellow River to meet water demand in the Beijing-Tianjin region.100 However, these are very costly projects that cannot solve the water problem in the long term if demand, consumption, and efficiency issues are not tackled. Bureaucratic fragmentation and regional rivalries remain impediments to the central government’s policy responses to address water-quality issues, and this shows that a deeper and more systematic reform of governance systems and institutions are needed.101

Minerals
China ranks third in the world in terms of mineral reserves. Its national reserves of rare-earth elements are larger than the (known) combined total in the rest of the world. However, on a per capita basis, China’s known mineral reserves are less than half the world average.102 With China’s double-digit growth in the consumption of mineral resources, shortages of mineral resources and security of supplies will increasingly preoccupy Chinese decision makers. Nonetheless, China’s total amount and relative share of important minerals place it in the top rank.
In sum, despite being the world’s most populous country and the world’s most energy hungry, China is able to feed its population and is almost self-sufficient in food and energy production. After taking power in 1949, the Communist Party was forced to maintain a high degree of self-reliance as a result of the Western embargo, diplomatic isolation, and the split with the Soviet Union. Nonetheless, during the previous bipolar period China contended with the superpowers and shaped their behavior. China has now improved its energy production, increased food security, and has a strong base of mineral resources. Taken together, this tells us that China scores among the top rankers with respect to resource endowments.


POLITICAL STABILITY
Will China’s Communist Party sustain its rule, or will it collapse? According to many, the destabilizing forces are overwhelming. Debt, corruption, pollution, rising levels of income, and asset inequality all are undermining the CCP’s legitimacy, pushing China’s economic elite to flee abroad and forcing President Xi to intensify political repression, signifying the CCP’s leaders’ deep anxiety and insecurity.103 The collapse of the CCP has been predicted by many over the years,104 but its system of one-party control and leadership has survived. The Chinese state, in the opinion of some, is not fragile. On the contrary, the regime is strong, increasingly self-confident, and lacks any organized opposition.105 Examining the power of China’s current leader, two prominent observers arrive at different assessments. On the one hand, President Xi is described as the most powerful leader in China since Mao;106 on the other, Chinese leaders are said to have become progressively weaker in relation to one another and to society.107 The scholars Minxin Pei and David Shambaugh argue that without “fundamental and far-reaching political reforms, China’s economy will stagnate, and the regime may well collapse.”108 Conversely, another recent study based on two large surveys in China suggests that the CCP has done a good job in improving its approval rating and sustaining popular support.109
A middle-ground perspective is provided by leading scholars’ contributions to a volume discussing China’s new leadership. Few anticipate the collapse of China or the fall of the CCP, but China’s leaders face a different and more complex set of challenges.110 It is difficult to know whether Xi’s reforms and anticorruption campaign will be successful and whether they will weaken or strengthen his position within the party. Few observers have knowledge of the inner workings of the Communist Party or the black box of decision making within the Politburo. And political predictions are notoriously difficult. Strong controversy over the future political stability in China will remain. What we know is that the CCP has remained in power and overseen unprecedented growth in the economy over the last three decades. Such an accomplishment would have been impossible without political stability. The CCP’s resilience has been strong, and it can be argued that China still scores relatively high on political stability.111
The CCP and the PLA find themselves in a boat that cannot be rocked and hanging from a “stability rope” that cannot be cut. The PLA is probably still willing to use force to maintain CCP power and stability. There is little to indicate that China’s civilian and military leaders would be better off with another revolution or civil war. The Bo Xilai and Zhou Yongkang cases only serve to illustrate Xi’s and the CCP’s continued control of the PLA and domestic security apparatus.112 Xi has also initiated a major reorganization of the PLA and proclaimed a reduction of 300,000 PLA personnel, bringing the size of the active-duty PLA down to two million.113 It would be unlikely that Xi would have initiated such steps were he not confident in his abilities to control the PLA.
We cannot foresee the future. What we do know is that the CCP remains in power. Durability is a defining characteristic of stability. The CCP has survived major internal crises and demonstrated its political stability. The history of the PRC has included significant conflicts, and Chinese leaders have been willing to use force to retain control. A one-party state is likely to prioritize its own survival, even at the expense of people’s livelihoods and China’s national interests. The PRC is ethnically homogenous, with the Han ethnic group constituting about 92 percent of the population. The CCP leadership can draw on China’s history as an ancient civilization with traditions dating back several thousand years. As Terrill points out, China can boast of a political governance of its core territory longer than that of any other nation in the world.114 All of these factors foster stability.

COMPETENCE
Competence and innovation constitute a source of state power. High-income countries are dominating research and development, but of late China has been climbing up the technology ladder.115 Production is no longer limited to low-tech and low-end manufacturing. In the early 1990s China’s R&D progress and innovation were practically negligible, but since then the overall trend, as the UN Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the UN World Intellectual Property Organization (UNWIPO) note, is unmistakable: China has increased and the United States has decreased its relative share of world GDP, gross domestic expenditure of research and development (GERD), researchers, and publications.116 China’s GERD as a percentage of GDP (GERD/GDP) reached 1.98 percent in 2012, more than tripling since 1995 and surpassing the twenty-eight member states of the European Union, whose aggregate GERD/GDP was at 1.96 percent.117 China has continued to stay ahead of the European Union.118
As science becomes increasingly internationalized, China is playing a key role in the change in the sources of global scientific publications. China increased its share of world scientific publications from about 10 to 20.2 percent in the period 2008–2014; the U.S. share declined from 28.1 to 25.3 percent during the same period.119 China is now the second-highest producer of research output in the world.120 China has also increased its world share of researchers from 16.7 to 19.1 percent from 2009 to 2013.121 China annually graduates four times more students than the United States in STEM subjects (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics), which provide the core competencies driving modern economies.122 China is also a leader in emerging fields such as nanotechnology and renewable energy.123
Cong Cao points to some outstanding achievements of Chinese scientists and engineers since 2011 in areas such as basic research, strategic high technology, deep-ground drilling, supercomputing, and aerospace. Furthermore, several gaps in technology and equipment have been filled in recent years, and China has taken a great leap forward in the medical sciences.124 According to the Economist, “the common perception that China is incapable of innovation needs re-examining. China is moving up the value chain and China’s new entrepreneurs are coming up with entirely new industries.”125 Moreover, reports suggest that China now outspends the United States on the later stages of R&D, those that turn discoveries into commercial products.126
The growth trend in R&D spending, patent and trademark applications, and scientific publications indicates an increasing capacity to innovate, but the issue of quality is still a problem.127 The number of patents and trademark applications may not necessarily be reflective of an ability to innovate, and high levels of R&D spending may not actually produce much innovative output.128 As the UNESCO Science Report 2015 shows, there is a difference between patent applications and patents submitted. China’s world share of patents submitted to the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO) has remained low, increasing from 1.1 to 2.7 percent in the period 2008–2013. Trends in triadic patents worldwide show a contraction in the U.S. world share and an increase in China’s, but China’s share stood at only 3.6 percent in 2013, up from 0.5 percent in 2002.129
Beckley urges us to be careful before using R&D spending, numbers of graduating scientists and engineering students, and scientific publications as yardsticks because the rush to increase quantity is reducing the quality of China’s education, research, and innovation.130 Shaped by the political system, the educational system and research environment in China lack the freedom of exploration and critical thinking that allow innovation to thrive and prosper. China still scores poorly in terms of the number of scientific citations.131
After examining the “believers” versus the “doubters,” Steinfeld concludes that while the “diametrically opposed schools of thought” actually agree on the main facts, they are completely at odds about what those facts mean. And no amount of additional aggregate data—whether regarding patent output, numbers of new inventions, types of products introduced, or really anything else—is likely to persuade one side of the other’s claims, he writes. China’s innovation is thriving, Steinfeld adds, thanks to an emerging system of globalized R&D that has forged “a symbiotic relationship between multinational and indigenous Chinese producers.”132 Despite these caveats, it is reasonable to assume that China’s overall score on competence, whether developed indigenously or via multinational corporations and globalization, places the country in contention for a spot among the top-ranking nations.

CONCLUSION: CHINA’S BID FOR TOP RANKING
One issue runs through my assessment of China’s rise in power, the shifting distribution of capabilities, and the narrowing of the power gap between China and the United States: quality versus quantity. On the seven dimensions of power we have attempted to measure, we still cannot resolve the quality-versus-quantity issue, and it remains embedded in the debate between “believers” and “doubters.” One wonders whether China’s high-growth economy can be said to be strong when it remains inherently unhealthy and unsustainable. Would China be economically stronger if growth was only 3 percent and the economy much healthier? Similarly, would China be stronger if it had a leaner, meaner, and more modern PLA and a smaller population, say, about 700 million, roughly half of its current population, able to flourish on the country’s own natural resources? But a smaller population could not have produced the same GDP, had the same military capabilities, or made the same investments in R&D. China would not have been able to narrow the power gap with the United States or widen the power gap with other states as quickly as it has. The adage that quantity has a quality all its own applies to the rise of China and its rivalry with the United States.
Economies are never perfect. When we look at China’s economic growth, we find many deficiencies and challenges, but they need to be put into perspective and compared with those facing other major economies. The U.S. economy has recently recovered from one of its most devastating financial crises. But while its economy now seems healthier and able to fuel sustainable growth, there is also political dysfunction133 and deficiencies in fiscal policy, challenges related to healthcare and immigration, and rising rates of private debt and deficits in the U.S. balance of payment. The Russian economy is in recession and facing so many problems that it is vastly inferior to China’s. Japan suffers from stagnant growth, and the huge debt the government is absorbing will be difficult to manage with a rapidly aging population. The major powers in Europe are still struggling with slow growth in the aftermath of the debt and financial crisis, the recent refugee crisis is threatening to undermine some of the core foundations of the European Union, and most European countries face demographic challenges. India’s economy is, relatively speaking, much smaller than China’s, and it is questionable whether the high levels of economic growth needed to narrow the gap with China can be sustained. All the major economies, especially Russia, India, and Japan but also the United States and a number of European states, will be affected if the Chinese economy slows down or makes a hard landing, and it therefore remains to be seen how it will affect the distribution of capabilities and China’s relative power status.
China’s economic growth rate has dropped from about 10 percent to roughly 6 percent in only a few years, and it is unlikely that China will be able to sustain even 6 percent growth. However, this does not mark the end of China’s rise.134 The growth might be slower, but it potentially could be healthier. Since the absolute size of China’s economy is now so large, even a 3–4 percent growth rate in the years ahead would be strong and something most other major economies would envy. In 2007, when China was growing at record-high 14 percent, it added $490 billion to a $3.5 trillion economy. If China was growing at the official 6.9 percent in 2015, it would add $759 billion to an $11 trillion economy (even 5 percent growth, which would have been $550 billion in growth, would have been more in absolute numbers than in 2007). The argument here has never been that China will overtake the United States and rule the world.135 China does not even need to obtain power parity with the United States to reach a top-ranking slot. China’s nominal GDP is now more than 60 percent of the United States’. If China maintains 4 percent growth and the United States grows at 2 percent, then China will continue to narrow the gap between it and the United States, and widen the gap between it and any other great or major power, in terms of economic strength.
China, like most states, is constantly in transition and seeking development. There is evidence that China is both strong and weak; depending on whether you’re looking at nominal GDP, GDP measured in PPP, or per capita GDP, it can be contended that China is either a superpower or a developing state. The evidence marshaled above suggests that China has vaulted into the top ranking. China’s overall capability score remains lower than that of the United States. Nonetheless, asymmetry is to be expected, as the system will never be perfectly bipolar in the sense of China and the United States scoring equally on all the items that can be used to measure the distribution of capabilities. China’s combined score on the seven factors examined in this chapter place it in the top ranking. As we will see in the next chapter, the Soviet Union never scored as high as the United States in 1950 or at any time during the Cold War on the combined capabilities that define a pole. The power gap between the Soviet Union and the United States in 1950 is roughly similar to the uneven distribution of power between the United States and China today.



Chapter 4
DISTINGUISHING TOP-RANKING STATES
AND COMPARING BIPOLARITY
The narrowing power gap between the United States and China is only one aspect of the shift in the distribution of capabilities in the international system. China’s rise and the relative decline of the United States explain why the international system is no longer as unbalanced as during the unipolar era of the 1990s and first decade of this century. However, we cannot know whether the international system has become bipolar or multipolar before we examine the power distribution between China and the other great powers contending for place among the top-ranking nations. If we base our analysis on IR scholars’ customary definitions of pole and polarity, multipolarity—a system in which three or more great powers have roughly equal capabilities—is nowhere to be seen in the current international system. No great or major power measures up to China’s combined score. China is catching up with the United States more rapidly than any other great power is catching up with China, which is why the international system has evolved into bipolarity, not multipolarity.
The modern state system has been bipolar only once. Establishing whether the current international system has changed from unipolarity to bipolarity not only involves measuring scores on all the elements of power and counting the poles by examining the distribution of capabilities within the current international system; it also requires a comprehensive assessment that compares the distribution of capabilities at the starts of the old and new bipolar systems. This is challenging because it is difficult to measure the different combinations of capabilities of states during a particular period, not least because how the different elements are weighted changes over time.1 Nonetheless, if the current distribution of capabilities at the start of a new bipolar era is roughly similar to that at the start of the previous bipolar era, this lends support to the overall thesis that the international system has returned to bipolarity. This chapter first examines how China surpassed the powers next in rank by a broad margin and then compares the current and previous distribution of capabilities.
CHINA AND THE POWERS NEXT IN RANK
Territorial size and geographical location will always be crucial markers when we want to determine membership of the league of top-ranking nations. Population was the core of military power in previous centuries, but it is no longer as important today for measuring military strength. Still, manpower does matter. A militarily strong state such as Israel, with a population of about 8.5 million, cannot become a superpower. Military force is the final arbiter in world politics, and military power has been crucial in establishing which states qualify as top rankers in the past and in defining the United States and the Soviet Union as superpowers in 1950. But military power also depends on the economic base, which again is linked to a nation’s resource endowment, political stability, competence, and innovation.
China and the Great Powers
Russia’s and India’s economic capabilities are dwarfed in comparison with China’s. China’s and India’s GDPs were roughly the same in 1978; the Soviet Union’s was more than four times larger in the late 1970s than China’s. The size of the Chinese economy in 1990 was about 1.5 times that of India and roughly half the Soviet Union’s, and in 1993, China’s and Russia’s economies in nominal GDP were roughly the same. In 2016, China’s GDP was ten times larger than Russia’s and more than five times larger than India’s.2 Crucially, the economic gap between China and Russia and India is growing in China’s favor every year. Even though China’s economic growth is beginning to slow, dropping from double-digit growth to 7 and 6 percent in 2015–2016, growth in Russia has declined quickly, and India enjoys roughly the same growth level as China. It seems illogical to argue for a transition to multipolarity and not bipolarity when India has about one-fifth and Russia one-tenth of China’s nominal GDP while China has reached more than three-fifths of the U.S. nominal GDP.
Russia’s economy began to shrink in 2014. With falling oil prices and Western sanctions imposed in the aftermath of the annexation of Crimea and the Ukraine war, Russia’s economy continued to contract in 2015 and fell into recession. Because Russia’s and India’s economies are much smaller than China’s, they will need to post double-digit growth figures for one or two decades to have any chance of catching up with China or to obtain a GDP that is more than 60 percent of China’s GDP, similar to the economic gap between China and the United States today. This will be highly unlikely for Russia, and it remains to be seen if India can manage to sustain such growth. The “rise of India” has failed to meet expectations.3 The economic gap between China and India is still likely to grow in China’s favor every year for the next five to ten years, despite India having a larger-percentage GDP growth than China in 2015 and 2016. In addition, if the Chinese economy faced a crisis or even a hard landing, it would become increasingly difficult for Russia to obtain and India to maintain high growth rates because the slowdown in the Chinese economy would likely affect India’s and Russia’s economies also. China still outperforms most other large economies even if its growth rate is expected to edge lower in the near and medium term, and it will remain enormously superior in economic terms over the power(s) next in rank over the coming decades.
China’s military expenditure is nearly four times that of Russia. SIPRI estimated in 2016 that China’s and Russia’s defense spending amounted to $225 billion and $70 billion, respectively. As long as China and Russia both possess a nuclear second-strike capability, China’s superior conventional forces give it an edge in terms of military power. China looms over Russia in terms of demographics and economic and military power in the Far East and is replacing Russia as the dominant power in Central Asia. There are about 6 million Russians living in the Far East, mostly elderly. More than 100 million Chinese live in the three provinces across the border, and the border is patrolled largely by the Chinese, not the Russians. If China actively encouraged migrants to cross into Russia, it would create an immigration challenge for Russia much larger than the one that enveloped Europe in 2015 and 2016.
Geography is another important factor in the asymmetric Sino-Russian power relationship. The Russian Far East is four thousand miles to the east of Moscow, and Russia lacks both the infrastructure and capabilities to maintain military preparedness in the region. The harsh and inhospitable climate of Siberia and the Russian Far East reinforces the challenges Russia needs to overcome in projecting military power into the region. These demographic, geographic, and climatic factors do not constrain China, which has a populous and relatively well-developed industrial and infrastructure base to the south.4
China demonstrated its military superiority over India in 1962 and continues to remain stronger than India militarily. According to SIPRI, India’s defense budget in 2016 was $55 billion less than a quarter of China’s. Indeed, as one observer has noted, India’s “sense of encirclement” is growing in step with the rise of relative Chinese capabilities.5
In terms of size, Russia’s relatively small population and weaker infrastructure and India’s smaller territory and poorer infrastructure mean that both score lower than China. Russia’s population is about ten times smaller than China’s. The Russian population is growing, although at a very small rate and mostly driven by immigration. Over the next few decades, the population will probably shrink; according to some estimates, the drop will be from 142 million in 2014 to only 107 million by 2050.6
India will be the youngest country in the world in a few years and is currently experiencing a youth bulge. Comparing India’s median age of twenty-nine in 2020 with China’s thirty-seven at that point, India’s youth population is often called a “demographic dividend” that could turn India into the biggest consumer market with the biggest labor force in the world.7 However, despite potential demographic advantages, India faces large hurdles in educating its youth to become skilled workers and in creating enough jobs to employ them. India still has a long way to go in developing the potential of its enormous population, and the caste system remains a socioeconomic constraint. If India is unable to create jobs for its workers, the huge demographic dividend might turn into a liability and increase social instability.
China had an infant-mortality rate of 9 per 1,000 in 2015, as opposed to Russia’s 8 and India’s 38. Life expectancy in China in 2013 was 75, 71 in Russia, and 66 in India.8 The literacy rate is 96 percent in China, 99 percent in Russia, and 72 percent in India.9 Similar to China, India is also grappling with a low sex ratio. Moreover, by midcentury, India is likely to have turned into an aging population.10
Russia is the only power contending for a top-ranking place that can compete with China in terms of combined natural resources. Nonetheless, Russia remains a “petrostate”11 and vulnerable to fluctuations in the international oil and gas market. Current sanctions imposed on Russia by the European Union and the United States after Russia’s annexation of Crimea and aggression in Ukraine have had both immediate and long-term consequences for Russia’s economic growth. India cannot match China’s resource endowments. Despite having an economy that is five times smaller than China’s, India is much more dependent on imported fossil fuels (oil, gas, and coal). Net oil import dependence rose to 80 percent in November 2016, and India managed to satisfy 63 percent of its natural gas demand through indigenous production.12 In contrast, China is the world’s largest producer of fossil fuels and satisfied 65 percent of its crude oil demand with imports. Even with an economy much larger than India’s, China is far less dependent on imported fossil fuels. If India is going to sustain high economic growth in the coming decades, then its import dependence on fossil fuels is likely to increase. India scores lower than China in terms of food and water security, and a larger percentage of its population is undernourished.13 China is a leading producer of metals and minerals, although India has strong reserves and might catch up.
The World Bank’s governance indicators rank China higher than Russia and India in terms of “political stability and absence of violence.” Taken together, China’s average score for the period 1996–2013 on the bank’s six dimensions of governance—voice and accountability, political stability and absence of violence, government effectiveness, regulatory quality, rule of law, and control of corruption—is higher than India’s and Russia’s.14 In terms of competence, China scores higher than either Russia or India and has consistently outspent India and Russia on R&D, both in terms of percentage of GDP and in absolute numbers over the last two decades.15 China has a higher research output, in terms of the number of scientific publications and researchers. It produces far more college graduates per year and has become a leader in awarded patents and trademark applications. India and Russia remain smaller players in global trade and manufacturing, and China receives much more FDI (foreign direct investment). Russia has traditionally had an advantage in military technology and signed significant arms deals with both India and China. Nonetheless, China has surpassed India’s military technological competence, and new advances are bringing China’s defense industrial base on parity with Russia’s capabilities.16
Developments in Central Asia in the post–Cold War era provide an example of China’s enhanced combined capabilities. Traditionally, the region was a Russian stronghold, and Moscow still retains considerable influence. The United States established military bases in Central Asia and conducted its longest war ever in Afghanistan. India also has an interest in developments in Central Asia. Nonetheless, most observers will agree that China, without Russia’s Commonwealth of Independent States or the U.S. military presence in Central Asia, during the last two decades has increased its influence in the region faster than any of the others.17 China has used trade, energy deals, investments, military exercises, the SCO, and President Xi’s development of the Silk Road Economic Belt to change the balance of power in Central Asia, into one of greater importance to China and while reducing the roles of the United States, Russia, and India. China has become the most attractive partner for most Central Asian governments and has demonstrated how its rising power affects the balance of power and state alignments.

China and the Major Powers
Other major powers, such as Japan, Germany, France, and Britain, do not measure up in terms of combined capabilities. In 2015, the Chinese economy was almost three times as large as Japan’s, more than three times as large as Germany’s, and more than four times as large as France’s or Great Britain’s.18 The major powers are unlikely to see the necessary rate of growth to catch up economically with China, and the gap in economic strength is likely to continue to widen in China’s favor.
China is a leader in R&D as well, surpassing R&D spending in Japan and the leading European states. Japan and Germany, and probably Great Britain and France, might have a qualitative edge over China in technology and innovation. France, Great Britain, Japan, and Germany also score higher on political stability, although the CCP has been in power in the PRC roughly as long as the Federal Republic of Germany and the postwar Japanese constitution have existed. Even if these major powers scored higher on these two factors it would not be enough to match China’s combined capabilities. When we add population, geographic extent, natural resources, military power, and economic strength, then China’s combined score becomes much higher.
Geographically, China is much larger than Japan, Germany, France, and the United Kingdom individually—and combined—and they all lack the strategic depth to counter a potential military invasion from another great power or superpower. Despite that China’s population is more than ten times larger than Japan’s, more than fifteen times larger than Germany’s, and more than twenty times larger than France’s or the United Kingdom’s, it has a higher food self-sufficiency rate than Japan and United Kingdom. Moreover, China outmatches those major powers when it comes to self-sufficiency in terms of energy19 and scores as high or higher on minerals and other natural resources. China’s defense budget is roughly four times Great Britain’s and France’s and about five times larger than Germany’s and Japan’s. Moreover, Great Britain, Japan, Germany, and France depend on the United States for defense and security, hardly an attribute of a great power or superpower. Their combined capabilities are far below what is required for superpower ranking and do not match China’s military capabilities.
In the previous multipolar systems prior to the two world wars, the United States could rely on European and Asian powers to maintain the regional balance of power. When they eventually could not sustain the balance of power between themselves, the United States was compelled to intervene. If the international system had been multipolar today, with three or more roughly equal great powers, then the United States could theoretically have relied on Japan, Russia, and India to balance China. However, in the new bipolar system with two superpowers, it is only the United States that can balance China’s hegemonic aspirations in East Asia.
Over the last several years, China has pulled ahead of all the other powers that might have been considered for a place at the high table. Figures 4.1 and 4.2 convincingly illustrate the move toward bipolarity in economic strength. China is a top-ranked power on all the measurements of states’ aggregated power, including military, population, geography, resource endowments, political stability, and competence. Not only has China achieved this position by closing the power gap with the United States; it has now achieved superiority over the power next in rank for designation as a superpower.
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FIGURE 4.1 Nominal GDP, 1990–2015.
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FIGURE 4.2 GDP based on the share of global purchasing power parity (PPP), 1990–2015.
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PERFECT BIPOLARITY?
Economic capability became an essential feature during the previous bipolar period. Ultimately, the Soviet Union proved incapable of keeping up with the United States or sustaining its top-ranking position because of its weak economy. The most important difference between the start of the previous bipolar system in 1950 and the return of bipolarity today is that China lags behind the United States in military strength but is about to catch up economically. Although the Soviet Union had a higher defense budget than the United States in 1950, economically it was much weaker. Chinese leaders and the CCP have undoubtedly learned from the mistakes of the Soviet Union and are determined to avoid a similar collapse. When establishing whether China is a top-ranking nation and superpower, we should not expect China to follow in the Soviet Union’s footsteps, since we and they know it led to failure. It remains to be seen whether the Chinese government can manage to steer China onto a different path and succeed in their ambitions in the years and decades ahead. China has chosen a different path when it comes to defense spending and overseas military interventions, for instance, but it can still be regarded a superpower based on the distribution of capabilities in the international system.
U.S.-Soviet Distribution of Capabilities
The size of the Soviet economy was less than that of the United States, and throughout the Cold War the Soviet Union remained inferior to the economic power of the United States (see fig. 4.3).20 In absolute numbers, in 1950 and 1980 the Soviet Union spent more on defense than the United States, whereas in 1960 and 1970 the U.S. figures were higher (see fig. 4.4).21 As a result, the Soviet Union had to spend proportionately more than the United States to sustain its high defense budget. With roughly half of the U.S. GDP, the Soviet Union spent about twice as much of its GDP on defense than did the United States. This military spending was a heavy burden. Waltz noted that by the late 1970s the Soviet Union would find it hard to “stay in the race,” and he questioned whether it could keep up given its relatively weaker economic base.22 It is clear that the combined distribution of capabilities in the early 1950s favored the United States and that the power gap was sustained throughout the Cold War.
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FIGURE 4.3 U.S. and Soviet GDP during the Cold War, 1950–1980.

Source: Charles Wolf Jr., Gregory Hildenbrandt, Michael Kennedy, et al., “Long-Term Economic and Military Trends, 1950–2010” (Santa Monica: RAND, April 1989).
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FIGURE 4.4 U.S. and Soviet military spending during the Cold War, 1950–1980.

Source: Charles Wolf Jr., Gregory Hildenbrandt, Michael Kennedy, et al., “Long-Term Economic and Military Trends, 1950–2010” (Santa Monica: RAND, April 1989).

The Soviet Union had a larger population than the United States,23 but its population included a number of large ethnic groups seeking independence, thus contributing to political instability.24 The Soviet Union was larger than the United States, but the former’s lack of infrastructure prevented it from taking full advantage of its vast territory.25 With the world’s longest land border, the Soviet Union was throughout most of the Cold War preoccupied with security in the areas bordering Soviet territory. The country had strong resource endowments, but so did the United States, and the latter had a higher efficiency rate in agricultural production. The United States also scored higher on political stability.
The United States was ahead on measures of competency and innovation, outspending the Soviet Union on R&D, but the Soviet Union had leading scientists in some areas and was able to compete in many scientific and technological fields.26 Graham has concluded that despite some spectacular achievements in fields such as physics and the Soviet space program, Soviet science and technology achievements were generally disappointing, not least in view of the mammoth size of the Soviet science establishment, especially to Soviet leaders. And everywhere within the science establishment, Graham has pointed out, “creativity fell to low levels,” the root cause of these weaknesses being “organizational, political, and social.”27
Some have questioned whether the international system was bipolar given the asymmetric power relationship between the United States and the Soviet Union.28 Porter maintains that the quantitative and qualitative power gap between the United States and the Soviet Union suggests that the disparity in power “between the two superpowers was far greater than any other disparity between the strongest power and its strongest rival, or group of rivals, since the modern state system came into existence in the seventeenth century.”29 By focusing on the power gap between the United States and the Soviet Union, Porter pays insufficient attention to the importance of the power gap between the two top-ranking powers and the power next in rank in defining the international system. Porter’s argument also disregards that the power parity between the top- and second-ranking power is not essential to defining the international system as bipolar. If we, on the other hand, use the distribution-of-capabilities method of analysis, the Soviet Union can be said to have been a superpower in a bipolar system.
Political scientists and historians have largely conceded that the second half of the twentieth century was a bipolar system.30 The historian Kennedy notes that although the American “superpower” was vastly superior, in the new bipolar strategic landscape following the Second World War “only the United States and the USSR counted.”31 Another historian, Gaddis, has cautioned how retrospective judgments neglect the perceptions of policy makers at the time, “who clearly saw their world as bipolar.”32 Most other historians and political scientists would agree that the international system in the years following World War II evolved into a new bipolar system.

Comparing Bipolar Distribution
When we compare the 1950 distribution of capabilities with the contemporary period, we note several differences. In 1950, both the Soviet Union and China outnumbered the United States in terms of population, the Soviet Union had a larger territory than the United States and China, all three had strong resource endowments, the Soviet Union and China scored lower on political stability than the United States, and the competence gap between the Soviet Union and the United States in 1950 was not much different from the advantages the United States enjoys today over China.33 Today, contemporary China has a well-developed infrastructure, and the gap between it and the United States is no larger than it was between the Soviet Union and the United States in 1950.34 By the end of Xi’s presidency in 2022, the CCP will have ruled China about as long as the Communist Party ruled the Soviet Union. But historical comparisons of political stability are not straightforward. How can we know whether China today is more politically stable than the Soviet Union in 1965 or 1987? No one knows for certain, but given the CCP’s sustained control of China, there are reasons to suggest that China scores as high today, relatively speaking, as the Soviet Union did in 1950 on political stability.
Thus, the major differences lie in military strength and economic capabilities. Contemporary U.S. military expenditures are probably about two to three times higher than China’s and may remain so for many years. However, the Soviets never experienced an economic boom comparable to China’s over the last three decades. Strikingly, contemporary China is rapidly catching up with U.S. military spending, although China spends half as much of its GDP on defense compared to the United States. According to the World Bank, in the period 2010–2014 the United States spent between 4.5 and 3.5 percent of its GDP on defense, whereas China spent about 2 percent on average in the same period.35 If China were to spend twice as much of its GDP on defense as the United States (as did the USSR during the Cold War), which would be roughly 8 percent, then China today would be spending more on defense than the United States in absolute numbers. Still, if China were to spend 8 percent of its GDP on defense, it would not be spending more on its military as a share of GDP than the Soviet Union in 1950, and it would be spending less than Soviet military expenditures as a share of GDP throughout the Cold War.36
At its peak, the Soviet Union’s nominal GDP was no more than 50 percent of that of the United States. China has already surpassed this level. Economically, the gap between the United States and the Soviet Union in 1950 and throughout the Cold War was larger than it is between China and the United States today. The Soviet Union accounted for about 13 percent of global GDP in MER in 1950, whereas China today accounts for close to 16 percent. Comparative GDP per capita data show similar gaps between the two top-ranked states. In 1950, U.S. GDP per capita was $9,500, whereas Soviet GDP per capita was $2,800. In 2014, according to the World Bank, China had a per capita GDP (in PPP) of $13,216; the comparable figure for the United States was $54,629. As Chung notes, “we are reminded of the sobering fact that the Soviet Union, whose per capita income indicators did not fare well, managed to compete with the United States for more than four decades.”37
With a much stronger economic base than the Soviet Union, China is more likely to be capable of “staying in the race” in the contemporary bipolar system. China’s has more latent power available to build military forces than did the former Soviet Union, and China will likely be capable of competing with the United States.

Comparing Top-Ranking Powers and the Rest Under Bipolarity
In 1950, according to a RAND study, the Soviet Union had a GDP of $492 billion, whereas that of the United Kingdom was $251 billion and of France, $172 billion. The Soviet GDP was therefore almost twice as large as that of the third-ranking power, the United Kingdom.38 Angus Maddison’s dataset on the world economy shows that the United States accounted for about 27 percent of global GDP in 1950; the Soviet Union, about 10 percent (13.5 percent if the Eastern European countries are included); the United Kingdom, 6.5 percent; Germany, 5 percent; France, 4 percent; India, 4 percent; and Japan, 3 percent.39 Japan and Germany were outliers, having been defeated in World War II, but their economies quickly recovered during the Cold War, and by the early 1980s Japan had surpassed the Soviet Union as the world’s second-largest economy.
Maddison’s dataset further shows that the U.S. share of global GDP in 2008 was roughly 18.6 percent, whereas China’s was 17.4 percent; India, 6.7 percent; Japan, 5.6 percent; Germany, 3.3 percent; the United Kingdom, 2.8 percent; France, 2.7 percent; Russia, 2.5 percent; and Brazil, 2.4 percent.40 Accordingly, by drawing on Maddison’s data, we see how the economic power gap between number 2 in 1950, the Soviet Union, and number 3, the United Kingdom, was much smaller than the economic difference between today’s number 2, China, and number 3, India. Also based on Maddison’s data, the difference between the current numbers 1 and 2 is smaller than it was in 1950. The Conference Board’s data on the distribution of world output corroborate Maddison’s statistics, showing that the United States in January 2013 accounted for 18.2 percent of global GDP and China 16.4 percent, whereas India accounted for 6.3 percent and Japan 5.6 percent.41
Conversely, when compared with other datasets, these numbers seem bullish for China, especially so for India, and bearish for the United States, Japan, and the European powers. According to the IMF, in 2015 the U.S. share of the world nominal GDP was roughly 24.4 percent, whereas China’s share was 15.5 percent; Japan, 5.5 percent; Germany, 4.6 percent; the United Kingdom, 3.9 percent; France, 3.2 percent; India, 2.9 percent; and Russia, 1.6 percent.42 This shows that in terms of economic strength the gap between the United States and China (24.4 versus 15.5) is less than between the United States and the Soviet Union in 1950 (27 versus 13.5) and that the gap is larger between China and the third-ranking power today (15.5 versus 5.5) than it was in 1950 (13.5 versus 6.5). In addition, if we look at world GDP based on PPP, economically, the modern international system has never been more bipolar than it is today. The economic data will produce differences of opinion, and economists seldom agree on how to measure shares of world GDP. Despite the lack of consensus, there is evidence to suggest that the gaps between the top-ranking powers and the great and major powers today are similar to what they were under the previous bipolar system.
Soviet military spending in 1950 was US$91 billion; the United States spent US$69 billion; the United Kingdom, US$23 billion; and France, US$11 billion.43 So the second-ranked power had defense expenditures three times greater than those of the third-ranked power. SIPRI ranks China second in terms of world military spending in 2016, accounting for 13 percent of the world total. Russia was ranked third, with a 4.1 percent share of global military spending. Therefore, China’s share of world military spending is more than three times as large as the third-ranked power.44 In short, the power gap in military terms between the top-ranked powers in 1950 was less than today, but the gap between the second- and third-ranking power was not that different from the distribution of military capabilities today. In terms of territorial size, population, and resource endowments, the United States, Soviet Union, and China have been in the top rank since 1950, and there are no significant differences between the superpowers in 1950 and the superpowers today compared with the great and major powers in the past and present.

Comparing Behavior Under Bipolarity
Statistics and military budgets aren’t everything. The Soviet Union was not feared and regarded as a superpower in 1950 because of its military budget but because it had proved itself a formidable military power during World War II. The United States not only has a larger defense budget than China today, but it has demonstrated an unprecedented capability to wage war all over the world. Nevertheless, China managed to push back two military superpowers ranged along its borders in the early 1950s and late 1960s, despite a relatively weak economy and only marginal defense spending in comparison to the United States and Soviet Union. Although Waltz notes that ranking states does not require us to predict their success in war,45 the PLA would fight the U.S. military better on the Korean Peninsula today than it did in 1950: when Chinese “volunteers” entered the Korean War in 1950, they did so without critical air support.46 Today the airspace above Beijing and northeastern China is one of the world’s best defended. Nor did China have a navy in 1950. If it faced resistance from the PLA Air Force, Navy, and Second Artillery today, a U.S. amphibious operation on the Korean Peninsula, similar to the September 1950 Inchon amphibious operation at the height of the Korean War, would be much more difficult and unlikely to be as successful as in the past.
The PLA is more superior to Indian forces today than it was in 1962. Chinese forces would perform even better against Russian troops today than they did against Soviet troops in 1969 and would be more prepared for a new military campaign against Vietnam today than they were in 1979. Contemporary China is as militarily dominant, if not more, on the Asian mainland as the Soviet Union was in Europe in 1950. Europe was divided, and NATO needed to be able to put up a good fight against the Soviet Union in 1950 and during the Cold War. In comparison, who could put up a good fight against China on the Asian mainland today? In comparison to the Soviet Union, who had to contend with the United States and NATO in Europe and China in the Far East, China does not face any powers today that are equally threatening or challenging along its borders. Relatively, China is as, or probably more, secure and dominant along its borders as the Soviet Union, and the PLA is as formidable a land power in today’s bipolar system as the Soviet Union’s Red Army was during the previous bipolar system.
Even though the Soviet Union rivaled the United States in defense spending in 1950, it did not dominate the European continent, nor was it militarily superior to China and the PLA in northeastern Asia. Russia is less capable of defending its own territory in the Far East against Chinese dominance today than it was during the Cold War. Russia’s response to China’s conventional military superiority in East Asia today is nuclear deterrence. Contemporary Russia is in no position to deter the PRC by conventional military means, as it was able to do during the standoff along the Sino-Russian border in the 1960s. This is similar to how the United States was forced to rely on nuclear deterrence when confronted by a superior land power on the European continent in the 1950s. Few contemporary great powers would be able to stop China from moving into Central Asia, and China also has a strong sphere of influence on the Korean Peninsula and in Indochina. The PLA is today as capable of causing harm on mainland Asia as the Soviet military was of inflicting harm on the European continent in 1950.
Chinese naval power and global power-projection capabilities are dwarfed in comparison with contemporary U.S. military might, but the PLA has developed “anti-access and area-denial” military capabilities, which would compromise U.S. deployment and military operations in East Asian waters in a conflict in the Taiwan Strait, the East and South China Seas, or on the Korean Peninsula. China has developed considerable submarine capabilities, and its fleet has become more modern and capable of patrolling blue-water seas.47 China today has more naval power than the Soviet Union had at the start of the previous bipolar era, and it has a stronger navy relative to the United States than the Soviet Union had in 1950.
China does not need to “go global”48 before the international system can be defined as bipolar and China considered a superpower. Britain had more global power-projection capability in the late 1940s and early 1950s than the Soviet Union, but the Soviet Union was considered to have “enormous superiority over the power next in rank.”49 The Soviet Union did not have the global power projection to pursue its interventionism in Angola, Somalia, Cuba, Ethiopia, South Yemen, or Afghanistan at the start of the previous bipolar era. Instead, the Soviet Union gradually emerged as a world power from the end of hostilities in World War II to the first years of the 1960s.50 China is reluctant today to use military force abroad and lacks the capabilities to sustain operations far from its home territory or waters, although it has sustained its antipiracy operations and escort missions in the Gulf of Aden since early 2009,51 sent a naval escort to assist with the disposal of Syria’s chemical weapons,52 and participated in a number of military exercises around the world.
China’s decision in 2011 to send the missile frigate Xuzhou to assist, facilitate, and provide security for the evacuation of more than 35,000 Chinese workers based in Libya suggests that China’s growing global portfolio of interests will push it toward more interventionism. It now seeks to build military capabilities commensurate with its growing power in order to perform “far seas operations.”53 The 2015 Chinese defense white paper and President Xi’s statements envision a more global role for China’s military and emphasize the development of naval power and global power-projection capabilities.54 Five Chinese naval ships—an amphibious ship, a replenishment vessel, and three surface combatant ships—sailed in the Bering Sea off Alaska in September 2015, demonstrating the increasing global presence of the Chinese Navy.55
We should therefore not be surprised if, within a decade or two, China becomes militarily involved in Africa, the Middle East, Central Asia, or Latin America, echoing Soviet adventures in the 1960s and 1970s. However, as will be explained in chapter 7, since China is likely to prioritize efforts on changing the status quo in East Asia, which will fuel instability and rivalry with the United States in East Asian waters, China is less likely to get itself entangled in proxy wars and conflicts in other regions.56 Potential Chinese intervention in conflicts in other regions will probably assume a form different from the Soviet Union’s interventions on the periphery, which were often designed to further the communist cause and were facilitated by decolonization and power vacuums emerging in the post–World War II era. China will have fewer power vacuums to expand into, and it is less likely to be driven by the goal of spreading communism or other ideological agendas. However, nationalism and a growing portfolio of national interests in need of protection, such as overseas Chinese workers, investments, and assets, may push China toward some military activism abroad, although its primary focus is most likely to be in maritime East Asia.
The current Chinese economy outperforms the Soviet economy of 1950 and is more competitive than the Soviet economy compared to the U.S. economy. The PLA is as capable of causing harm on mainland Asia as the Soviet military was of inflicting harm on the European continent in 1950. This places China among the top-ranking nations, just as the Soviet Union was considered a member of the top rank in 1950.


THE NEXT STEP
The first part of the book has demonstrated that the current international system has returned to bipolarity: (1) The power gap between the United States and China has narrowed significantly to place China in the top ranking despite the asymmetric U.S.-China power relation; (2) no other states match China’s power in the aggregate, and in the current international system no third power is able to challenge the top two; and (3) the contemporary distribution of capabilities is roughly similar to the previous bipolar era. The next step is to shift the focus from measuring the distribution of capabilities and demonstrating that the international system is bipolar to showing how and why a new bipolar system shapes and shoves U.S.-China relations and international politics.
The second part of the book will examine the distinct patterns of behavior and effects we can observe and expect from a system whereby two states (superpowers) are much more powerful than all the others. Building on structural realism, the following analysis will show why a bipolar system is different from a system with one dominating superpower (unipolarity) or a system with three or more great powers (multipolarity) in three core realms: balancing, stability, and global and regional effects. It will compare and contrast U.S.-Soviet strategic competition during the Cold War (especially the early Cold War) with contemporary U.S.-China strategic competition at the origins of a new bipolar era. I will argue that Waltz’s neorealism, the previous reigning theory about how a bipolar system works, does not apply directly to the current situation because each bipolar system is different given its specific geopolitical features.
In chapters 5 and 6, I will develop predictions about balancing and stability through a comparative analysis of two bipolar systems. Primarily as a result of distinct geopolitical factors, I contend that strong balancing will be postponed and that the risk of a limited war is higher in the new bipolar system than in the previous U.S.-Soviet one. In chapter 7, I will show that the rest of the world is beginning to behave as if a bipolar system existed: The United States is pivoting toward the Asia-Pacific region, East Asia is becoming more polarized, Japan is reinvigorating its foreign and security policy, India is developing a new “look East” policy, European states are compelled to take more responsibility for their own security and stability, Sino-Russia relations are shifting, and many states are orienting toward China in terms of trade and multilateral forums (for example, the AIIB). I will argue that China plays a vastly more predominant role than any other player except the United States in shaping contemporary international affairs because China is the only power that can bid for regional hegemony (in East Asia) and challenge U.S. power preponderance. No other state in any other region of the world is in a similar position.
By contending that geopolitics trumps structure, I will develop a geostructural-realist theory that can account for the different effects and patterns of behavior between similar bipolar systems. Nonetheless, other secondary factors, such as economic interdependence, an existing international institutional order, the lack of ideological rivalry, and the fact that the two superpowers today possess nuclear second-strike capability, contribute to explaining why the superpowers behave differently in different bipolar systems.
Finally, because the contemporary polarity shift is slower and more gradual compared to the polarity shifts following World War II and the collapse of the Soviet Union, it is likely that it will take more time before systemic effects will shape and shove policy makers’ choices and scholars’ observations. World War II made it clear that there were only two top-ranking states, and the rivalry on the European continent allowed for the bipolar effects to become very strong at the start of the previous bipolar system. The collapse of the Soviet Union left the United States alone at the top. U.S. primacy was unquestionable, and it shaped the United States’ and other states’ patterns of behavior directly in the early years of the post–Cold War era (for example, the Gulf War and U.S. intervention in Somalia and Bosnia). The contemporary polarity shift is less abrupt and more of a transition. This contributes to explaining why patterns of behavior appear different and adds to our understanding of why the rest of the world behaves differently in the new bipolar system in contrast to the previous one.



Part II
SYSTEMIC EFFECTS
Patterns of Behavior and Stability

Chapter 5
STRONG BALANCING POSTPONED
The return of bipolarity raises the questions, first, of whether we will witness an exercise in balancing similar to that of the starting point of the previous bipolar system and, second, whether there will be a new Cold War. A neorealist would expect a change in the systemic distribution of capabilities from unipolarity to bipolarity to alter behavior and outcomes. “Structural thought conceives of actions simultaneously taking place within a matrix. Change the matrix—the structure of the system—and expected actions and outcomes are altered,” argued Waltz.1 A roughly similar bipolar distribution of capabilities provides compelling structural incentives for the United States and China to pursue strong balancing. The pressures of competing for survival in a self-helped system encourage competitors, according to Waltz to seek “sameness,” and, based on the theory, states would be expected to engage in balancing behavior.2 Neorealism is not a deterministic theory, but it does suggest the presence of strong structural incentives that are likely to compel and constrain the United States and China to act like the United States and the Soviet Union acted previously. As Jervis pointed out, Waltz “stressed the continuity of international politics as long as structure remains the same.”3
U.S.-China rivalry today does not resemble the internal balancing and arms racing of the 1950s, and in the coming decade, this bilateral relationship is unlikely to be as prone to strong balancing and confrontation as was the U.S.-Soviet relationship. This chapter seeks to explain the lack of strong balancing in U.S.-China relations and compares U.S.-China balancing behavior with that of the United States and Soviet Union at the emergence of the previous bipolar system. It distinguishes between limited, moderate, and strong balancing. Shifts in the distribution of capabilities affect balancing behavior, but geopolitics can postpone, moderate, or intensify balancing, which shows that there are degrees of balancing.
Not all balancing is the same. A country’s general-armament program is different than participation in an arms race. This suggests that we can differentiate between strong and moderate balancing. Strong balancing involves arms racing and alliance formation. For example, the great powers pursued strong balancing under the pre–World War I multipolar system. Strong balancing was defined in terms of internal balancing during the previous bipolar system. The current systemic effects of a shift from unipolarity to bipolarity have not sparked strong balancing. If China had doubled or quadrupled its defense spending and spent close to 5 or 10 percent, rather than 2 percent, of its GDP on defense, many would argue that China was pursuing internal strong balancing. Since China is not taking such steps, we need to adopt a more nuanced view on balancing. China’s contemporary nuclear buildup, missile deployments, and defense spending pale in comparison with the arms race of the 1950s and 1960s between the United States and the Soviet Union. Thus it is not helpful to label both types of pattern as simply balancing. The United States’ and China’s balancing today is much more moderate in scale.4
Differentiating between moderate and limited balancing helps us describe how a country goes about increasing the number and strength of its weapons. China’s internal balancing is a far cry from the arms race and strong balancing of the Cold War, but its military buildup is an important factor in any analysis of the distribution of capabilities in the international system and of the balance of power in East Asia. While China has not increased its defense spending as a percentage of GDP, it has spent more money on armaments. Annual increases in defense expenditures by about 10 percent for two decades have provided the PLA with a substantial budget rise in absolute size and allowed China to accumulate military capabilities that now allows it to secure its interests more forcefully and more robustly balance against the United States.
China also seems willing to maintain its high defense spending despite the slowdown in its economic growth, and since China’s economy is now so large, when China allocates about 2 percent of GDP to defense, it provides the PLA with a much larger budget than when China spent 2 percent of GDP on defense five to ten years ago. In addition, China’s 2015 White Paper is the first one to focus on maritime concerns and issues. It signals a shift in Beijing’s security preoccupation from the traditional Chinese continental focus to the maritime domain. This shift in defense posture is important. If China moves its strategic orientation and forces from the west to the east or from its land borders to the maritime domain, then such a strategic reorientation can be considered internal balancing. These trends suggest that China is putting more emphasis on internal balancing.
The United States is not close to following the internal strong balancing it pursued against its peer competitor during the Cold War. However, the 2011 announcement by the Obama administration that it intended to pivot and refocus its strategic priority on strengthening the U.S. military presence in the Asia-Pacific marked an adjustment and shift in U.S. balancing tactics compared to previous administrations’ emphasis on reinforcing the U.S. military presence in East Asia in the 1990s and first decade of the new millennium. This change in priority was important in itself but became even more significant by coinciding with austerity measures and declining defense budgets. Sustaining or even increasing the U.S. military presence in East Asia given a climate of shrinking defense budgets is evidence of more balancing, even though it is not strong balancing. The Trump administration seeks to continue increasing U.S. military spending, but it has not laid out a strategy for where the United States will place its increased capabilities and what they will be used for. Geostructural conditions are likely to compel the United States to sustain and increase its presence in the Asia-Pacific to balance a rising China.
Although China and the United States have refrained from pursuing the strong balancing that characterized relations between the Soviet Union and the United States, there has been a tendency toward more balancing, which a distinction between limited, moderate, and strong balancing can capture. U.S.-China relations and the East Asian region have experienced a shift from unipolar limited balancing to moderate bipolar balancing as China has increased its relative power. Geopolitics is the key factor accounting for the lack of contemporary strong balancing and the “sameness effect,” but other factors, such as limited ideological rivalry, economic interdependence, an established international institutional order, and nuclear weapons, are helping postpone strong balancing. These additional unit-level factors have a moderating effect on arms racing in U.S.-China relations. Contemporary East Asia is not shaped by the relative power shifts that shaped Europe during the second half of the twentieth century, nor does the security environment in East Asia pose the type existential threat that warranted strong balancing in the past.
EXPLAINING DIFFERENT BALANCING BEHAVIORS
UNDER SIMILAR STRUCTURAL CONSTRAINTS
Current developments in East Asia and in U.S.-China relations are gradually meeting the criteria of the balancing proposition. Realists are correct in arguing that the United States and China are incorporating balancing elements in their strategies and that China’s military buildup is motivated by a desire to counter U.S. military dominance in East Asia.5 But interaction between China and the United States since the end of the Cold War has not satisfied the predictions of structural realism, and the return of bipolarity has not sparked strong balancing behavior by the two top-ranking powers.
The following analysis uses geopolitics to explain why contemporary strong balancing has been put on hold even though it is expected given the structural conditions. I argue that Waltz’s theory is incomplete because he could not compare bipolar systems and neglected geopolitics. Rivalry on land is more intense and differs from rivalry at sea.6 The security competition and fear implicit in the relations between the United States and the Soviet Union were much stronger on the European continent during the previous bipolar system. Balancing and patterns of behavior are different under these two instances of bipolarity, in large part because of different geopolitics.
Geopolitics and Balancing
U.S. China policy is guided in the bipolar system of the twenty-first century by the same balance-of-power politics that prevailed in U.S. Soviet policy during the Cold War—the goal being preventing the other superpower from becoming a regional hegemon. However, geography and the “stopping power of water” make it relatively easier for the United States to counterbalance China’s contemporary naval ambitions in East Asian waters than it was to preserve a balance of power when confronted by the Soviet Red Army on the European continent. This is not because the Soviet Union was more powerful than contemporary China or because the United States is relatively more powerful than China in comparison to the Soviet Union. The systemic distribution of capabilities between the two bipolar systems is roughly similar. China today is as formidable a land power as the Soviet Union was in its day, but while regional hegemony in Europe can largely be obtained through land power, regional hegemony in East Asia requires both land and sea power.7
East Asia remains geopolitically divided between China’s superiority and sphere of influence on the East Asian mainland and the United States’ superiority and sphere of influence in maritime East Asia. As a result of the shifting systemic distribution of capabilities, China is now increasingly challenging U.S. naval supremacy and seeking to alter the regional status quo, causing tension and conflict. In the 1990s and the first decade of this century, when the power gap between China and the third-ranking power was not as great—and the gap between China and the United States was unambiguously in the favor of the latter—China was not able to challenge the regional security order in East Asia. China’s rise; the relative decline of the United States, Russia, Japan, and India; and the shift from unipolarity to bipolarity in the systemic distribution of capabilities now allow and compel the PRC for the first time in its history to challenge the regional balance of power.8 Nonetheless, the United States can rely on its superior conventional naval forces to balance China’s regional hegemonic ambitions. This contrasts with the start of the previous bipolar system, when Washington had to balance a militarily superior Soviet Union on the European continent in order to sustain the regional balance of power. Strong balancing followed in Europe, but such balancing has been postponed for the time being in East Asia today.
Immediately after World War II, the United States could rely on its exclusive possession of the atomic bomb to counter Soviet conventional-force superiority in Europe. However, with the August 1949 Soviet atomic test, Moscow gained the advantage. As Gaddis points out, President Truman and most of his advisors believed “it was the United States, as a technologically rich but manpower-poor country, that was operating from a position of weakness, since of necessity it relied more heavily than did the Soviet Union on weapons of mass destruction to maintain the balance of power.”9 These geographical and military conditions encouraged the creation of formal military alliances and prompted the arms race of the early Cold War years, including nuclear arms, reflecting Washington’s response to Soviet conventional military superiority on the ground in Europe.
Since China dominates the East Asian mainland, different geographical conditions apply in the new bipolar system concentrated on East Asia. The superpowers are not confronting each other on land but at sea. In contrast to the Cold War, when continental Europe was the power center and critical to the balance of power between the superpowers, maritime East Asia is the new power center. This new geopolitical space where rivalry and military confrontation are concentrated in the twenty-first century allows for new security dynamics and balancing behavior. The stopping power of water in East Asia limits Washington’s and Beijing’s power-projection capabilities, makes it difficult for the superpowers to challenge each other’s respective spheres of influence, and makes both states less vulnerable to a first strike. Bodies of water create significant power-projection problems for attacking armies.10
In contrast to the “European continental system,”11 homeland invasion and territorial conquest are less likely to occur among the major regional actors in maritime East Asia.12 Amphibious invasions have always been difficult, and current technology trends make maritime East Asia “defense dominant.”13 Thanks to satellites and long-range detection technologies, attackers are unlikely to achieve surprise. Antiship missiles and strong air and ground forces make it dangerous to move naval forces near an enemy’s coast. Water barriers constrain the PLA from expanding into maritime East Asia and potentially invading Japan, a key U.S. ally. Similarly, the United States would find it very difficult to invade China. A potential attack by the Soviet Red Army on Western Europe during the early Cold War years posed an existential threat to European states and a much larger challenge to U.S. credibility than protecting U.S. maritime allies in today’s East Asia does. This situation heightened fear and tensions in Europe because the threat could only be deterred with nuclear weapons. Geopolitics postpones similar security dynamics in contemporary East Asia. East Asian geopolitics produces less fear and subdues strong balancing even with the return of bipolarity.
Not only was the United States forced to rely on nuclear deterrence in Europe, but in an age without intercontinental ballistic missiles, Washington had to depend on the use of air bases and a militarily strong foothold on the European continent to fight a war against the Soviet Union.14 We should therefore not be surprised by the absence of strong balancing behavior in contemporary U.S.-China relations, given that the two superpowers do not have large militaries located on the same landmass with a common border but instead are separated by water,15 and also given that the United States can rely on its conventional naval superiority to balance China naval ambitions. Moreover, the United States sought to deter the Soviet Union from attacking its allies in Europe, many of which bordered the Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact countries. In contrast, the United States has no allies in East Asia directly bordering China, and most are protected by the stopping power of water. Because of geography, the United States and its allies neither fear nor feel threatened by a Chinese invasion as Western Europe feared and felt threatened by the Soviet Red Army. The proximity in Europe of the two adversaries’ armies and a “sort of common border” cannot be underestimated.16 Despite a roughly similar bipolar distribution of capabilities, the incentive for strong balancing is not as compelling in contemporary East Asia as it was in Europe during the previous bipolar era.

The Role of Power Vacuums
Geographical conditions in Europe precipitated arms racing and the creation of formal military alliances to deter an existential threat during the early Cold War years. Orthodox historians have maintained that the Soviet Union caused the Cold War through a mix of expansionism, uncompromising ideology, and Stalin’s personality. Accordingly, the origins of the Cold War in Europe were driven by fears of the Soviet Union’s land power and its ambition to establish spheres of influence and regional hegemony. Washington was forced to respond. Soviet expansion altered the balance of power in Europe and compelled the United States to restore it. Conversely, revisionist Cold War historians have contended that the United States was not simply reacting to Soviet aggression but was itself a “self-consciously expansionist power in search of prosperity and security.”17 Some sort of synthesis was developed by the postrevisionist historians, who considered both superpowers to be at fault, but with an additional emphasis on the agency of European countries that sought to “invite” and “at least to some extent” promote a strong American role in postwar Europe.18
Irrespective of who was to blame for the Cold War in Europe, there is no geopolitical power vacuum to fill in contemporary East Asia comparable to the geopolitical space that opened up on the European continent with the defeat of Germany in World War II. This accounts for the different patterns of balancing behavior. Historical lessons and the experiences of land invasions from the West had taught the Soviet leaders that strong land power and a buffer zone in Eastern Europe were essential to Soviet security in the aftermath of the Second World War. In contrast, China has consolidated its power on the East Asian mainland, and the country has never been more secure from external threats since the establishment of the PRC. China’s dominating land power and the stopping power of water give China security from any invasion from sea or land. Less fear and fewer threat perceptions serve to restrain balancing measures.19
With few geographical barriers on the European continent, there was a strong fear in the West that the Soviet Red Army would march into West Germany and overrun Western Europe within weeks. As Walter Lippman wrote in 1947,
the westward expansion of the Russian frontier and of the Russian sphere of influence, though always a Russian aim, was accomplished when, as, and because the Red Army defeated the German army and advanced to the center of Europe. . . . It is the threat that the Red Army may advance still farther west—into Italy, into western Germany, into Scandinavia—that gives the Kremlin and the native communist parties of western Europe an abnormal and intolerable influence in the affairs of the European continent.20

Kennan also stressed the importance of this geopolitical transformation “to all thinking about the Soviet problem.”21 The military strength of the Soviet Union was not seen as an immediate threat prior to the Second World War. World War II changed all this completely, with the Soviet Union filling the power vacuum in Eastern and Central Europe after defeating Nazi Germany.22 No such geopolitical dynamic or power vacuum is present in contemporary East Asia.

East Asia: A Land-Sea Region
The patterns of behavior at the start of the Cold War bipolar system are different from those in the era of U.S.-China bipolarity. These observations strengthen and add to the argument that structural realism largely draws on European experiences and that the theory is Eurocentric. It has been argued that the concentration of power on the European continent triggered counterbalancing coalitions throughout history, while the preponderant naval power of the United States has not provoked similar balancing behavior. Attentiveness to the distinction between a “global maritime system” and a “relatively autonomous continental system” shows that states are more inclined to balance against land powers than sea powers. The “Eurocentric bias in the balance of power theory . . . fails to recognize that the strong tendency toward counterhegemonic balancing in the European system during the last five centuries has not been replicated in the global maritime system.”23 While agreeing with Levy and Thompson that we need to distinguish between land and sea powers and between the global maritime system and a European continental system, we also need to distinguish between regions.24
East Asia is not a relatively autonomous continental system, as is Europe, but instead a relatively dynamic regional land-sea system. If France, Germany, or Russia had occupied the entire European continent, they would have achieved regional hegemony. Geographically, China today controls an area as large as the entire European continent, from the Urals to Portugal and from Gibraltar to Norway’s North Cape. The geographical sizes of China, Europe, and the United States are roughly similar, close to ten million square kilometers. That said, China is far from being a regional hegemon. To obtain such a position, it would have to control maritime East Asia and its vital SLOCs, similar to how the United States came to control the North American continent and then the region’s adjacent waters and the Caribbean Sea. Distinctive geopolitics leads to different balancing.

Geographical Terrain
The terrain of Europe and that of mainland East Asia are also different. The European continent is relatively flat, with few natural barriers in comparison to mainland East Asia, where Chinese expansion is constrained by jungles and mountains to the south, the Himalayas to the southwest, deserts to the west and northwest, permafrost in the north, and water to the east.25 The relatively flat geographical terrain in Europe was not an obstacle to potential land expansionism on Moscow’s part, contributing to insecurity in Western Europe. This flat terrain also created insecurity in Moscow and compelled Soviet leaders to seek security buffers in Eastern Europe. As Morgenthau noted, “there exists, then, no natural obstacle to invasion on the western frontier of Russia, either on the part of the Soviet Union or on the part of the Soviet Union’s western neighbors.”26
Structural realists have long argued that the international system tends toward balance and that balancing against the United States is just a matter of time in the post–Cold War era.27 But this thesis was never sufficiently developed. The proposition relied too much on neorealist theory and its foundation in European experiences, and it underestimated the importance of geography and regional differences. Had Germany, France, or Russia in the post–Cold War period shifted the distribution of power in the international system toward bipolarity and similarly experienced the phenomenal economic growth of China and its attendant increased military and civilian capabilities, it is likely that, based on its geography and historical experiences, Europe would have witnessed strong balancing and back-to-the-future scenarios, as some realists predicted in the early 1990s.28 For instance, it is highly unlikely that the United States would have rebalanced to the Asia-Pacific (1) had the Russian economy been ten times larger and its defense spending more than twice of what it is today and (2) had China’s GDP been only 6 percent of the U.S. economy, that is, similar in size to Russia’s economy today. But that is not the case. China’s economy is more than 60 percent of that of the United States’.
Contrary to the belief that structure has universal applicability, a roughly similar bipolar systemic distribution of capabilities does not produce similar effects. Put differently, at times, “geography trumps structure.”29 The post–World War II Eurocentric bipolar system produced strong internal balancing. The contemporary bipolar system concentrated on East Asia has not produced similar behavior. The unique geographical conditions of East Asia, its terrain, and the importance of the stopping power of water postpone contemporary strong balancing in East Asia. Geopolitics is a necessary explanatory factor in accounting for different patterns of behavior when comparing the bipolar systems of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, but at least four other unit-level factors shaping U.S. and Chinese balancing behavior should be considered when explaining why contemporary strong balancing has been postponed in East Asia even as the international system returns to bipolarity.


ADDITIONAL UNIT-LEVEL FACTORS
The lack of economic interdependence and an international institutional order, strong ideological rivalry, and the role of nuclear weapons are factors that scholars maintain have shaped strong balancing during the Cold War–era bipolar system. Some of these factors are also said to be vital in distinguishing U.S.-China rivalry in the contemporary globalized and interdependent system from the great-power politics of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.30 This book focuses on how structural changes alter balancing behavior, stability, and security dynamics but seeks to add geopolitics to structural realism in order to explain different systemic effects when analyzing bipolarity. However, structural and unit-level causes interact. The rest of this chapter considers the explanatory power of certain additional unit-level factors in explaining why strong balancing has been postponed in contemporary U.S.-China relations and establishes a hierarchy of causes that distinguishes between the systemic and the unit level of analysis.
Economic Interdependence and Globalization
In contrast to the Cold War, when the Soviet Union and the United States had limited trade relations and interaction, China is today a major force in the world economy, and interaction between the United States and China includes extensive political, economic, institutional, cultural, and military exchanges and cooperation. As the previous bipolar system was characterized by economic independence and strong balancing between West and East, China’s interconnection with the global economy and Sino-U.S. economic interdependence may well have moderated strong balancing in U.S.-China relations.
It is often argued that economic interdependence and cultural exchange promote cooperation and prevent confrontation in Sino-U.S. relations.31 Accordingly, the more extensive contacts and trade that take place between countries make war and strong balancing more costly and therefore less likely.32 In considering the effects of economic interdependence on the balancing behavior of different states, it is useful to distinguish between interdependence, dependence, and independence.
Interdependence, understood as mutual dependence, is likely to foster more stability than dependence. Interdependence constrains the actions of the United States and China and promotes stability because both are expected avoid undermining their trade relationships. China’s growing economic clout makes balancing against it less likely. At the same time, the historical evidence of the years prior to World War I and the period between 1919 and 1939 show that an open, liberal, and interconnected world economy can be undone “through the actions of states responding to recession through increased protectionism”33 and that arms racing, alliances, and wars cannot be prevented by economic interdependence or extensive cultural and diplomatic interaction alone.34 Some of the most friction-creating issues in contemporary Sino-U.S. relations are related to the economy and Chinese trade, especially as the United States grows increasingly concerned about relative, not only absolute, gains in its trade relations with China. However, despite the emphasis on economic interdependence in U.S.-China relations, in 2015 only about 8 percent of American exports, worth about 0.7 percent of GDP, go to China. Conversely, about 17 percent of China’s exports, worth about 4 percent of GDP, go to the United States.35
Hveem and Pempel remind us that focusing on trade per se “does not take into account the increased complexity of today’s international economic relations.”36 Cross-border trade in products is only a minor portion of the modern global economic activity of complex transnational production networks. As Christensen stresses, “crude measures of trade do not capture the newer forces of globalization” that are based on transnational production networks.37 U.S. companies rely on the Chinese market and have outsourced much of their manufacturing operations to China. Economic growth in both countries is tied to pressures of globalization and the effects of a capitalist-oriented system.38 The novelty of today’s interdependence and globalization, argues Steinfeld, lies in how companies are pulled “into complex production hierarchies” and how so many different kinds of industries organize production on a worldwide basis.39

China’s Economic Ties with Regional States
The Soviet Union relied on the threat and use of military of force in the shape of the Red Army to advance and safeguard its economic and security interests. This is why Cold War crises became so intense and dangerous. Given China’s economic position in a globalized economy, it has more tools and leverage at its disposal in its foreign and security policy, enabling signaling at lower levels of tension and conflict management, including the willingness to compromise, at lower levels of violence.40 China does not need to threaten to use military force or undertake a strong military buildup to advance and safeguard its interests. It can rely instead on its economic power to influence both its neighbors and, increasingly, countries in the Middle East, Africa, Latin America, and Europe, in a way that the Soviet Union never could. This affects the way in which a given kind of polarity shapes the workings of the international system. The use of economic strength can influence the operations of bipolarity in ways not seen in the Soviet case.
This might account for the lack of strong balancing in U.S.-China relations and within East Asia. China can use its growing economic strength to undermine U.S. interests and relationships with allies and use sanctions, protectionism, embargos, boycotts, investments, and its huge market as leverage. This may increase tensions and friction between the United States and its allies and incite balancing behavior in Sino-U.S. relations while avoiding, nonetheless, the strong balancing and arms race of the previous bipolar era. China is now the largest export market for most East Asian states, and the GDP of many of them depends on these exports. Ross, however, has demonstrated that economic power in the absence of military power cannot determine small-state alignments.41 Singapore, Malaysia, and Australia depend on exports to China for economic stability and growth at home, but they have sought closer strategic and military ties with Washington following Beijing’s growing assertiveness and relative power shift. Security concerns and U.S. superiority in maritime East Asia rather than economic considerations and Chinese market power have shaped their alignment preferences.42

China, Globalization, and Market Forces
According to some, access to strategic resources rather than ideology will lie at the heart of U.S.-Sino rivalries in the future, with the new “great game” most likely being played out in Africa.43 China’s actions abroad are not “missionary . . . seeking to spread an ideology or a system of government,” Kaplan notes, but are instead “propelled by [China’s] need to secure energy, metals, and strategic minerals.” Accordingly, China’s activities overseas should be understood as a core national interest, that is, economic survival. China simply has “no choice in the matter.” Kaplan further thinks that “China’s worldwide scouring for resources brings it into conflict with the missionary-oriented United States, as well as with countries such as India and Russia.”44
Survival of the CCP and the PRC is, of course, a core national interest to Chinese leaders. However, competition for natural resources and petroleum reserves overseas does not threaten China’s economic survival. Its core national interests do not require safeguarding natural resources in Africa, the Middle East, Central Asia, Latin America, Europe, or the Arctic, resources China largely buys on the international petroleum and commodities market. China’s core national interest is to safeguard its sovereignty and territorial integrity in East Asia and corresponding waters.45
China has not developed a strategy to “secure” overseas resources while adapting to its increasing reliance on imported natural resources and petroleum. China has primarily relied on the international market, trade, and globalization to provide for its resource needs. China does not have the power-projection capability to protect Chinese companies’ production and resource extraction overseas or to safeguard the sea lanes of communication that transport resources back to China. Instead of “securing” and “locking up” resources overseas and shipping them back home, mercantilist fashion, China has sought to manage the risks associated with its growing reliance on overseas resources and to hedge against peacetime risk scenarios, such as environmental disasters, terrorism, piracy, accidents, embargoes, sanctions, and conflict or wars that do not directly involve China but may cause shocks in the international petroleum and commodities market. Even in a wartime scenario, China’s domestic energy supplies, high self-sufficiency, and hedging strategies provide for China’s energy security.46
This pattern of behavior distinguishes current U.S.-China relations from U.S.-Soviet economic independence, limited economic cooperation, and global confrontation and rivalry. There is little evidence to suggest that China and the United States will be pulled into a “new great game” of proxy wars to safeguard strategic resources. Supposedly, in order to safeguard and promote its overseas petroleum interests and balance the United States, China could have supported Saddam Hussein when the United States invaded Iraq in 2003. Instead, China remained reserved. Through investments and collaboration in joint ventures with leading Western oil companies after the war, Chinese oil companies had become the largest external actor in the Iraqi upstream oil market by 2010.47 Instead of balancing the United States, Beijing collaborated with Washington to impose several rounds of sanctions on Iran between 2006 and 2010—while simultaneously trading and investing in Iran. This did not lead to any confrontation and conflict between China and the United States. China is now the largest consumer of oil from Saudi Arabia, one of the United States’ closest allies in the Middle East, without raising the risk of Sino-American confrontations or balancing actions. China has become a leading trading partner with Central Asian states, even taking market shares from Russia and allowing Central Asian republics to diversify away from their traditional dependence on the Russian petroleum sector, without undermining its strategic partnership with Russia.
Mutual independence provided stability during the Cold War. The extent to which the Soviet Union and the United States were independent of each other, wrote John Lewis Gaddis in 1986, “the fact that there have been so few points of economic leverage available to each, the fact that two such dissimilar people have had so few opportunities for interaction,” created in itself a structural support for stable relations between the two countries, irrespective of the actions of the respective governments.48 Economic independence might have contributed to peace and stability during the Cold War, but it did not prevent strong balancing in the form of arms racing and alliance formation.
It is tempting to conclude that independence contributed to strong balancing in the previous bipolar system and that interdependence explains the moderate balancing in the contemporary bipolar system. But the historical record is not clear on the relationship between interdependence, balancing, and conflict. At times, economic interdependence has been insufficient to prevent strong balancing and constrain conflict and wars. Economic interdependence is not sufficient to trump the importance of geopolitics. Without East Asia’s unique geopolitics and the stopping power of water, the United States and China may well have taken strong balancing measures despite their economic interdependence. If China continues to close in on the United States powerwise, more successfully masters the geographical challenges in turning itself into both a leading land and sea power, and more forcefully challenges the United States and its allies in East Asian waters, the United States will likely respond by strong balancing, boosting defense spending, and seeking to contain China despite economic interdependence and close diplomatic, cultural, and educational ties.

An Established World Order
Any international institutional order is established, maintained, and changed by the rise and fall of superpowers and great powers. Hegemonic wars have traditionally changed an order, with a new governance of the system arising from the new distribution of power and new structural conditions.49 The Concert of Europe following the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, the League of Nations following World War I, the United Nations and the Bretton Woods system following World War II, and the “one-hub global system”50 following the end of the Cold War are all examples of new institutional orders established under the modern international state system. The transition from a unipolar to a new bipolar system has not been shaped by a hegemonic war that reordered international institutions. The United States has not been removed from its superpower position, as was the Soviet Union after its collapse. The old mechanisms for overturning international orders, as Ikenberry points out, just do not work today.51 Instead, China is closing in on the United States and widening the gap between it and the next-strongest power through a peaceful process of power change.
In contrast to the Soviet Union, which had its own economic bloc with a Soviet socioeconomic system and political structures, China has tied itself to the liberal capitalist system and has been unwilling to undermine the basis of its economic growth and prosperity by challenging the existing institutional world order.52 Chinese leaders recognize that China’s phenomenal economic growth is a result of the post-Mao economic reforms instituted by the December 1978 third plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party, which saw China embrace “Markets over Mao,”53 including liberalization of trade, foreign direct investments, and the rise of a large private sector in the economy.54 China has sought integration with the global economic system and world order dominated by the United States.55 China’s “joining” of international regimes and the liberal international order has been “remarkable,” even though China simultaneously has worked to influence and shape the way regimes work and the international order evolves.56
The superpowers will increasingly compete in a new bipolar system, but the existence of an international institutional order alleviates global confrontation and rivalry between China and the United States. The cost of changing the international institutional order would be high insofar as the existing order is not in ruins, China lacks an alternative world order, and as China benefits more from integration with the existing order than from undermining it.57 In the absence of a hegemonic war, which shaped the post–World War II bipolar period and a new world order, U.S.-Chinese interaction in the new bipolar system has evolved on more amicable terms. Gilpin’s “law of uneven growth” has yet to move the world toward another round of hegemonic conflict.58 The changed distribution of capabilities and the resultant polarity shift from unipolarity to bipolarity may have brought about a more balanced international system, but it has not spawned a new international institutional order. It has pushed China and the United States toward balancing but not strong balancing. Simultaneously, we cannot conclude with Ikenberry that nuclear deterrence and the dominance of democracies have “eliminated” the “traditional mechanism for order destruction and building.”59

A Changing World Order
The contemporary American-led liberal institutional order is increasingly challenged by China’s attempts to take advantage of the existing order and reconfigure it to fit its rising-power status and growing interests.60 According to Gregory Shaffer and Henry Gao, China has become “a serious rival to the U.S. and Europe in the development and enforcement of international trade law.”61 Shifts in the distribution of capabilities are shaping how the rising power views the costs and benefits of changing the international institutional order. With an enhanced power position, and in accordance with Gilpin’s predictions of rising powers, China has started to challenge the status quo “as the perceived potential benefits begin to exceed the perceived cost of undertaking a change in the system.”62 China has recently been willing to risk its benign security environment by more assertively securing its interests and antagonizing its neighbors and the United States.63
While China has yet to develop a robust strategy to replace the current world order or confront and challenge the United States globally, there are clear signs that it is ready and willing to challenge and balance U.S. primacy and promote an alternative international institutional order, including the establishment of the China-led Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), the Shanghai-based BRICS New Development Bank, China’s ambitious Belt and Road initiative, China’s leadership in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), and its increased collaboration with Russia in opposing the United States in the UN Security Council.
It is not just the East Asian states that look to China for economic development. This is also the case for many states in Central Asia, Europe, the Middle East, Africa, Oceania, and Latin America. China rivals the United States in influence in Southeast Asia, Central Asia, and Africa.64 China has become an important economic and diplomatic partner for states in the Middle East65 and Latin America and is developing ties with American allies in Europe.
The new Silk Road Economic Belt and Twenty-First Century Maritime Silk Road Initiative66 involves the construction of infrastructure and linking of economic relations across Central Asia and South Asia, enhancing cooperation and developing intraregional markets with China in a leading role.67 China’s ambitious strategy has the potential to become a new land-and-sea-based order that challenges the U.S. maritime order. Based on high-speed railway links between China and Europe, the strategy is an illustration of Mackinder’s “heartland” thesis,68 launched at a time when the United States was pulling out of Afghanistan and downsizing its presence in Central Asia and the Middle East. As one leading Chinese international affairs scholar has put it, China should “March West” all the way to Europe and participate in development projects “that will reshape China’s geostrategic vision as well as the Eurasian landscape.”69
However, China is not simply a land power; it is a hybrid. Although China is predominantly a continental power pursuing an interior strategy, it is also a maritime power with a strong determination to develop sea power.70 China controls a huge littoral of East Asian waters and has a large maritime and shipping sector with one of the world’s largest merchant fleets, and, being one of the three largest shipbuilders in the world, it is much more dependent on SLOCs and seaborne trade than previous continental powers.71 Thus, China’s economic belt on the Eurasian landmass is likely to have routes through Pakistan, Myanmar, Bangladesh, Afghanistan, and Iran, which will link the continental strategy with China’s Maritime Silk Road ambitions. China’s port calls and investments in port infrastructure around the Indian Ocean and in Southeast Asia boost China’s commercial interests and trading system while complementing its overseas military presence by providing logistic support. Additionally, China has expressed a growing interest in the Arctic region. As the climate warms, the Arctic ice cap is retreating, creating commercial, strategic, diplomatic, military, and resource-harvesting opportunities.72
Geographically, the Indian Ocean and the Arctic Ocean are the southern and northern flanks of the Eurasian landmass. A stronger Chinese presence in these regions in the decades ahead, through investments in shipping and infrastructure along the Northern Sea Route and the Maritime Silk Road, will enhance China’s Belt and Road initiative. Since China remains a huge littoral state, it might add three oceanic frontiers to Mackinder’s “heartland” in Eurasia and potentially overcome some of the challenges in controlling the heartland envisioned in the past. This could provide China with a favorable geopolitical position and an opportunity to “command the world islands”—Asia, Europe, and Africa—in the twenty-first century, thereby creating a new and alternative order via its geoeconomic ambitions. China could in the twenty-first century rise to a position in which it dominates Eurasia and the sea lanes in Asian waters and Indian Ocean.73 If successful, the Belt and Road initiative could mark a new geopolitical era.
However, there are several challenges to this long-term strategy. Eurasia lacks an order similar to that upheld by the United States in the maritime domain, and China has not developed any international institutional order similar to the American-led liberal order to promote its ambitions on the Eurasian continent.74 To advance its influence and provide stability for its trade routes, China might need to develop a new order on the Eurasia landmass, but it is not clear how China will overcome resistance from the great powers Russia and India and other states that might resent China’s growing influence, including the stronger Islamic countries and societies. It also remains to be seen whether the new trade routes are commercially viable and whether China can sustain economic growth to maintain the necessary investments in infrastructure throughout Eurasia. China may face a strategic overstretch as it seeks to become both a dominating land and sea power but still need to focus on domestic reforms and modernization. Finally, China’s Belt and Road initiative might face so much geopolitical tension and conflict in Eurasia and in East Asian waters that it might undermine China peaceful rise.
Ikenberry considers the international system as unipolar in arguing that in “the decades ahead, as China rises, the world could well turn into a bipolar system—but one with only one global hub.”75 However, by geopolitically combining its land and sea power and its growing economic power, China could develop an alternative “hub” and world order. The current U.S.-led international order could shrink into largely a maritime “hub” and no longer a global “hub” if there is an alternative “hub” on the Eurasian continent, China’s Maritime Silk Road, and China’s dominating role in free-trade agreements in the Asia Pacific to challenge it. China is clearly trying to capitalize on the power vacuum created by the Trump administration’s withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership and the Paris climate agreement. U.S. retrenchment, growing isolationism, and an “America first” strategy could allow China to position itself as a leader of a new or alternative international “hub” and order.
The main point here is not to speculate about whether China will succeed in its ambitions but to emphasize how developments are consequences and effects of the shift in the distribution of capabilities and a new bipolar system. Unit-level factors and the election of Trump in the United States matter, of course, but China could never have filled any power vacuum or pursued its ambitious Belt and Road initiative without the contemporary power shifts. The existing international institutional order helps mitigate strong balancing at the start of a new U.S.-China bipolar system. However, the shift from a unipolar to a bipolar system and the relative rise of China and relative decline of the United States and other great and major powers allow China to challenge the existing international institutional order, balance against the United States, and promote a new regional and potential new world order. If China continues to strengthen its relative power, increased balancing may eventually lead to strong balancing irrespective of the existing international institutional order.

Ideology and Credibility
The sharply divided anticommunist/procapitalism and procommunist/anticapitalist polarities of the Cold War years were based on incompatible ideologies.76 Liberalism and communism were mutually exclusive. Communists believed capitalism would inevitably be replaced by communism and that any coexistence of the two systems could never be permanent.77 Ideological beliefs assured Soviet leaders that the capitalist powers, led by the United States, would sooner or later be minded to seek war with the Soviet Union to circumvent political frustrations and difficulties to which capitalism is supposedly prone.78 Ideology shaped American foreign policy in a similar fashion.79 The ideological rivalry stoked arms racing, shaped alliance formations, and committed the United States and the Soviet Union to an aggressive stance. As Hobsbawm writes, “both sides thus found themselves committed to an insane arms race to mutual destruction.”80
Conflicting ideologies constrain U.S.-China relations, but ideological confrontation does not fuel balancing as it did during the previous bipolar era. The persistence of conflicting ideologies and divergent views about good governance and human rights do not resemble the deep-seated ideological hostilities that helped kickstart the Cold War and the strong balancing and containment in U.S.-Soviet relations. The mix of cooperation and conflict in contemporary U.S.-China relations is worlds apart from the Red Menace scaremongering, propaganda campaigns, apocalyptic rhetoric, and arms race of the Cold War.81 The Cold War was a struggle for the balance of power but also a contest between competing and “in many ways mutually exclusive ideational blueprints for constructing international political orders.”82 The Cold War literature has shown the close links between Chinese, Korean, and Russian communist regimes in the late 1940s and early 1950s. The ideological affinities of Mao, Stalin, and Kim shaped strong balancing and the evolution of the Cold War in Europe and East Asia.83 Archives will show to what extent Chinese, Russian, and North Korean leaders’ interests and ideologies converge today, but few consider Russia’s aggression in Ukraine or Chinese assertiveness in East Asian waters as a worldwide communist or authoritarian conspiracy.84
Additionally, as the international system returns to bipolarity, it is not accompanied by the socioeconomic transformation unleashed by the Second World War. East and West not only based their ideologies and worldviews on incompatible assumptions, but the chaos following the collapse of the Axis powers created a power vacuum in Europe and Asia, with communist infiltration threatening a political revolution in many countries. The danger feared by the Truman administration in the initial stages of the Cold War “was that the Europeans were so dispirited, discouraged, and demoralized by the war’s destruction that they might turn to communism out of desperation for a ‘quick fix’ to their economic difficulties.”85 The Truman Doctrine, announced in 1947 to assist anticommunist regimes, emphasized that the “greatest danger presented to us by Soviet policy is still its attempt to promote internecine division and conflict within our system of alliances and within our body politics.” As Kennan further noted,
there are great areas of softness and vulnerability in the non-communist world, [thus] the problem of containment is basically a problem of the reactions of people within the non-communist world . . . the things that need most to be done to prevent the further expansion of Soviet power are not, so far as we are concerned, things we can do directly in our relations with the Soviet Government; they are things we must do in our relations with the peoples of the non-communist world.86

The United States needs to manage its alliances in the face of China’s growing assertiveness and coercive diplomacy, but contemporary East Asia is neither chaotic, nor in ruins, nor devastated by war. East Asian countries today are not desperately seeking economic and security aid. Instead, most U.S. allies are stable and prosperous democracies, part of the regional U.S. alliance system, and protected by the stopping power of water. In contrast to the situation in Europe and Asia in the post–World War II period, there is little fear that East Asian states in desperation will fall into the “China bloc.” In the 1940s, when the Soviet Union was spurring Communist Party activity in Europe, European communist parties won more than 20 percent of the votes in elections and participated in governing coalitions. There are few political opposition parties in China’s neighboring states that obtain such electoral support and simultaneously seek to bring their countries into the fold of China’s authoritarian ideological camp, thereby fostering ideological confrontation between China and the United States. Put differently, Beijing and Washington are not at loggerheads over the hearts and minds of the “non-China bloc.” Less ideological hostility helps account for the absence of contemporary strong balancing in U.S.-China relations.


THE ROLE OF NUCLEAR WEAPONS
Even if the international structure “shapes and shoves,” one unit-level variable that undeniably affects great powers’ strategic behavior is the possession of nuclear weapons.87 Some have questioned whether China has a nuclear second-strike capability, but the consensus among most scholars is that once China went mobile, it had second-strike capability.88 Technological developments such as the development of long-range precision guided weapons and the U.S. ambitions for a missile defense, in addition to the Joint Concept for Access and Maneuver in the Global Commons (JAM-GC) and the so-called third offset, which focuses on machine, drone, and network-centric warfare, are forcing the Chinese to modernize and adjust their nuclear-defense posture.89 Biddle and Oelrich, however, have emphasized that land-based and road-mobile missile launchers are very hard to strike and that the defense has an advantage over the offense.90
An authoritative assessment of China’s nuclear forces in 2016 points out that China has deployed twenty-five DF-31As in four brigades. The DF-31A is a solid-fueled, three-stage, road-mobile ICBM designed to target most of the continental United States. The total numbers of ICBMs are estimated to be between fifty and seventy-five. In addition to the DF-31A, China has about ten DF-5As and thirty DF-5Bs, some carrying multiple warheads.91 China has also made improvements in developing SSBNs. The Pentagon now reports that four Jin-class SSBNs are in service and that a fifth is being built. The PLAN reported in 2013 that it conducted a successful at-sea launch of the JL-2 missile. It is not clear whether the JL-2 has been tested to its full range of 7,000-plus kilometers, but it is believed that warheads have already been produced for the forty-eight JL-2s that the four existing SSBNs can carry. According to the Pentagon, this provides China with its first viable sea-based nuclear detterent.92 The JL-2 missile has insufficient range to target the continental United States from Chinese waters, but China is already developing its next generation of SSBNs, the Type 096, with missiles able to reach most if not all of the continental United States.93
The fact that both the United States and China have nuclear second-strike capabilities at the start of a new bipolar system is likely to have a different effect on balancing than when neither superpower possessed such capabilities. However, Washington and Moscow pursued strong balancing in the early 1980s after achieving second-strike capabilities, in which case second-strike capability should not be taken as an impediment to strong balancing.
Sustaining the balance of power in Europe during the Cold War forced the United States to confront the Soviet Red Army on the European continent. It could not rely on naval superiority. These geographical factors instigated the creation of formal military alliances and an arms race during the early Cold War, including nuclear arms, reflecting Washington’s response to Moscow’s conventional military (army) superiority.94 The Soviet atomic test and development of the hydrogen bomb and intercontinental missiles eroded U.S. nuclear supremacy. With both sides developing second-strike capability and mutually assured destruction, an imbalance in conventional forces was replaced by a nuclear terror balance that effectively stabilized the European continent.
In contemporary East Asia, the United States can rely on conventional weapons and naval supremacy to deter China from expanding into a regional hegemon. While Beijing and Washington seek to modernize and expand their nuclear capabilities, there is no arms race, since nuclear deterrence has already been achieved. Second-strike capability, the stopping power of water, and the difficult terrain of the Asian mainland provide strong guarantees for survival and fewer incentives for strong balancing.
Nuclear weapons do not preclude strong balancing or war between nuclear powers, but a nuclear second-strike capability will likely inspire more caution and moderation on the part of the superpowers and great powers than in the past.95 Once a great power develops nuclear weapons, it will make sense to rely on asymmetric strategies instead of competing in spiraling, conventional, zero-sum arms races. Moreover, entering a formal alliance with a great power in order to balance another great power or coalition of states may be dangerous, the more so when nuclear weapons are part of the equation. If, say, contemporary China and Russia established a close alliance and one of them decided to use tactical or strategic nuclear weapons, the other would risk entrapment in a horrendous nuclear showdown.96 This predicament was not an issue when the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance, and Mutual Assistance was signed in February 1950.
Nuclear weapons do not eliminate balancing and balance-of-power politics,97 but they may weaken the incentives and postpone strong balancing. Together with geographical conditions, the spread of nuclear weapons deters strong balancing in the U.S.-China relationship in this new bipolar era.

CONCLUSION
Eventually, we have been told, strong U.S.-China balancing behavior and intensive security competition will set in.98 The unbalanced system of the unipolar era has been replaced by a more balanced bipolar system, and balancing tendencies can be observed in U.S.-China relations. Although the behavior of China and the United States in recent years is gradually fulfilling the predictions of structural realists, the application of the theory is not straightforward. We can develop the argument about the tendency toward balance in the international system further. Neorealism “cannot say when ‘tomorrow’ will come,” writes Waltz, “because international-political theory deals with pressure of structures on states, not with how states will respond to the pressures.”99 A state can escape the “sameness effect” of the system or refuse to conform to successful practices of the past even though such behavior risks disadvantaging the state in the competition among states under anarchy.
Structural constraints may be successfully resisted, for example, as the diplomatic skills and virtuosity of Bismarck allowed him to do from 1871 to 1894. After three wars against Denmark in 1864, Austria in 1866, and France in 1870–1871, the German Empire under Prussian leadership was established in 1871. This shifted the balance of power at the center of Europe. Bismarck managed to prevent the unification of Germany from generating actions of strong balancing and starting a war, something few would have thought possible beforehand.100 While Goldstein has noted that the comparison should not be pushed too far, he finds China’s current grand strategic challenge to be “closer to that of Germany during the last two decades of Bismarck’s leadership.” China’s peaceful rise or development could be seen as another example of how structural effects can be successfully resisted. A polarity shift is likely to trigger more polarization and make it more difficult to manage and sustain U.S.-China relations, which in the 2000s were more cooperative than conflictive.101
This suggests that there are degrees, different intensities, and different patterns of balancing behavior even within similar structural conditions. Critics and those seeking to modify neorealism see more variability and change both at the systemic and domestic level.102 In explaining different balancing behaviors under the multipolar system before the two world wars, Christensen and Snyder emphasized the need to broaden international structures (anarchy and polarity) to include perceptions and misperceptions of the offensive or defensive advantages and of the security-dilemma variables of geography and technology.103 Similarly, Walt sought to modify neorealism by developing the balance-of-threat theory, which adds geographical proximity, offensive capabilities, and offensive intentions to states’ aggregate power.104
The superpowers and other states have responded differently to the structural pressures of the bipolar system in the twenty-first century than they did in the twentieth. The balancing behaviors of the two bipolar systems are different in a way that does not correspond with what we would expect from neorealist theory. As long as the structure remains roughly similar, the structural “sameness effect” should be strong, especially when comparing two bipolar systems in which the superpowers mainly rely on internal rather than external balancing, but questions still loom about the content and intensity of balancing, questions that neorealism is unable to answer satisfactorily. Geostructural realism captures the presence of structural opportunities and constraints and why balancing is increasing, but it also explains why balancing changes as the power center in the new bipolar system moves from continental Europe to the land-sea region of East Asia and as rivalries and the balance of power move from land to sea.
The stopping power of water and the nature of East Asian geopolitics mitigate the effects of relative power shifts, moderate the challenge posed by a rising China to the regional balance of power, produce less fear, and dampen threat perceptions, with the result that strong balancing is delayed. Additional factors mediate and reinforce the postponement of strong balancing. There would possibly have been more balancing were there a strong ideological rivalry, less economic interdependence, and a fragile international institutional order—and if the superpowers did not both have a second-strike nuclear capability. Nonetheless, these additional factors remain secondary and geopolitics primary in explaining why strong balancing has been postponed in the new bipolar system.
If we imagine a scenario involving (1) the removal of the main islands of Japan to the Yellow and East China Sea, (2) Japan suddenly sharing a long land border with China, and (3) U.S. troops in Japan stationed along the Sino-Japanese border, that would describe a geopolitical configuration more similar to the East-West divide in Europe. Under such geostructural conditions, the current bipolar system would more likely resemble the strong balancing in Europe at the start of the last bipolar era, irrespective of today’s economic interdependence, an established international institutional order, limited ideological rivalry, and the existence of a second-strike nuclear capability. Moreover, the unit-level causes discussed cannot adequately explain the shift from limited unipolar balancing to moderate bipolar balancing. Geostructural realism instead explains increased balancing to be a result of the shifting distribution of capabilities while showing how the unique geographical conditions of East Asia, including the geographical terrain of the East Asian mainland and the respective U.S. and Chinese maritime and continental spheres of influence, shape the degree of balancing and are putting contemporary strong balancing in East Asia on hold despite the return of bipolarity.



Chapter 6
U.S.-CHINA RELATIONS AND THE RISK OF WAR
A system of two superpowers is likely to be more stable than a system of three or more great powers. The return of bipolarity matters if we want to gauge the possibility of war between the United States and China over the course of the twenty-first century. While neorealism presupposes the sameness of features across systems of similar polarity, we know that multipolar systems in the past have been alternately stable and war prone. Waltz’s theory says nothing about the fact that bipolar stability is relative. A bipolar system concentrated on one region will be more or less stable than a bipolar system concentrated on a different region, according to geostructural realism.
A major war between two superpowers possessing nuclear weapons remains unlikely.1 China and the United States are deterred by the costs of nuclear exchange.2 Nonetheless, that there will be a limited war directly involving the United States and China in maritime East Asia is more likely than the risk of war emerging from superpower rivalry in continental Europe during the previous bipolar system. Chapter 5 argued that the competition between the United States and China will not reprise the U.S.-Soviet pattern of strong balancing, because the two contemporary rivals are separated by a vast body of water, which diminishes the U.S. threat to China and the Chinese threat to American allies in Asia. However, precisely because a major war is less likely between China and the United States, and given the complexity of the East Asian strategic landscape, this chapter argues that limited war is more likely to occur than it was in the Soviet-U.S. case. The geographical conditions that postpone strong balancing in contemporary U.S.-China relations increase instability and the likelihood of a limited war involving the superpowers in maritime East Asia.
The land-sea regional geopolitics of East Asia is more dynamic and unstable than the static European geopolitics of the Cold War. If the militaries of either the Warsaw Pact countries or the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) crossed the East-West divide in Europe during the Cold War, it would probably have triggered a major war, one posing an existential threat and risk of nuclear war. The stakes of inadvertent escalation were so high that they effectively stabilized the European continent. In contrast, the contested areas in East Asia today are in the maritime domain,3 where a battle at sea could largely be confined to East Asian waters and not pose a direct existential threat in the form of a land invasion. Decision makers might risk a limited war or battle at sea in maritime East Asia, calculating that the possibility of a major war is less likely. The risk of escalation to the use of nuclear weapons is, therefore, less likely; this might paradoxically increase the risk of limited conventional war at sea.
As Osgood explains, a limited war is a war in which the belligerents do not expend all of their resources at their disposal in a specific conflict. A limited war is distinct from a major or unlimited war, in which a state mobilizes all of the resources of society to fight a war. Examples of limited wars are the U.S. involvement in the Korean War and the Vietnam War and the Soviet Union’s involvement in the Soviet-Afghan War.4 A limited war is not as destructive as a major war, but the stakes in a battle at sea between the United States and China will be enormous, regardless, because it will be a contest for regional hegemony in East Asia.5
Schelling has written on how geography and physical configurations have helped define the limits to war.6 A shooting war between the United States and China will clearly come with the added risk of escalation.7 The main point here, however, is not to speculate about the potential risk of escalation after a limited war erupts. It is an open-ended question: no one can know how a conflict might escalate once the superpowers start shooting at each other. Somewhere in the sequence of events, things could get out of hand. Precisely what would happen is a debatable point. The situation will be both dynamic and uncertain.8 Geopolitics and water barriers may prevent a major war in East Asia, but they also raise the risk of a limited war between the two superpowers.
The following analysis is divided into two parts. The first part examines how geopolitics makes East Asia more unstable and war prone than Europe was during the previous bipolar system. It focuses on how the stopping power of water can contain a limited war at sea, how China’s sea-power ambitions challenges the status quo, how spheres of influences are undermined, how different security buffers heighten the risk of a limited war, and how geographical factors might persuade Chinese leaders to take risks in the belief that China can overcome the asymmetry in U.S.-China power relations in a short, sharp war. When we compare the bipolar systems, we find that the risk of a limited war in Europe was low because of the extreme risk of escalation to all-out war. The risk of a limited war in East Asia is higher because the chances of a war escalating to all-out war are lower. The second part of this chapter contends that the role of nuclear weapons, combined with the number of maritime flashpoints but lack of tripwires, is more likely to trigger crisis and limited war in contemporary East Asia under the current new bipolar system.
GEOGRAPHY AND THE RISK OF A LIMITED WAR
There is a fundamental geopolitical difference between the post–World War II rivalry of the superpowers on the European continent and their early-twenty-first-century contest at sea in East Asia. After Germany’s division and the establishment of NATO and the Warsaw Pact, Europe was split into two blocs. By the 1950s, a third world war was seen as the likely outcome of either side invading the other. The Soviet armed forces, which only a few years before the Cold War had defeated Nazi Germany’s Wehrmacht in the greatest series of land battles in human history, posed an overwhelming threat to U.S. forces in Europe and U.S. allies in Western Europe. Its inability to match and prevail over Soviet conventional army forces in Europe compelled the United States to introduce the principle of “massive retaliation”: a conventional or tactical nuclear Soviet attack on Western Europe or West Berlin would trigger massive retaliation against the Soviet Union with nuclear weapons.9 This, according to former Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, would force the Soviet Union to “weigh the consequences of invoking nuclear war.”10 The strategy of massive retaliation sought to deter the possibility of limited war in the 1950s by threatening all-out war.
The use of military force by the PLA in East Asian waters is unlikely to pose an existential threat of the same magnitude. Washington can instead rely on its not insignificant conventional forces in a limited war at sea against China in East Asia. It has not developed any strategy akin to “massive retaliation” to deter China and the PLA. U.S. military superiority in the maritime domain and the stopping power of water prevent China from launching an all-out conventional attack on U.S. forces. Although China might use nuclear weapons if invaded and Beijing occupied, it is much less likely, almost inconceivable, that Chinese leaders would risk a nuclear war with the United States because some of its naval ships had been sunk. Similarly, it is not likely that the United States would use nuclear weapons in a confrontation with China. Even should it lose multiple ships, it could remain confident that the Chinese navy could not control East Asian waters and become a regional hegemon within the next decade. In contrast, if the Soviet Red Army attacked and destroyed U.S. forces in Western Europe, the United States was much less confident in its ability to prevent the Soviet Union from gaining the throne as regional hegemon in Europe.
The lower risk of nuclear war in East Asia increases the risk of conventional war at sea. In contrast to continental Europe, the stopping power of water in East Asia makes China, the United States, and U.S. maritime allies less concerned about survival and existential threats. Under these conditions, decision makers in the United States and China might be willing to risk war to solve maritime disputes in East Asia or risk launching a first strike against an opponent’s navy, calculating that a full-scale invasion or all-out war would be less likely than if the superpowers were located on the same landmass. Realist writers have emphasized how preventive war is “a natural outgrowth of the balance of power” and of the conditions between a status quo and a revisionist power.11 Chinese observers have also expressed concern that “the United States might use a local conflict as a pretext to carry out a ‘Copenhagen,’ a preventive attack, on China’s rising naval capabilities.”12
Geopolitics can be added to the discussion of what makes a preventive war more likely. In the coming decades, Washington might initiate a war in maritime East Asia to forestall a realignment in the regional balance of power and prevent China from developing sufficient capabilities to attack U.S. forces. A future preventive war might also resemble the situation that obtained between a rising and a status quo power in the twentieth century, for example, when Japan attacked U.S. military targets at Pearl Harbor. Chinese leaders, motivated by a desire to achieve regional hegemony, might risk a crippling attack on U.S. forces in order to undermine the U.S. forward naval presence in East Asia. Sino-American competition and rivalry in maritime East Asia will take place in a geographical space more conducive to war than continental Europe.13
This argument complicates the view that since East Asia is a seascape, with water separating the dominant power from the rising power, geopolitics becomes an impediment to invasion and that therefore the risk of conflict will be somewhat diminished. “It is because of the seas around East Asia that the twenty-first century has a better chance than the twentieth of avoiding great military conflagrations,” writes Kaplan.14 Water barriers in East Asia create significant power-projection problems for attacking armies, and a limited war at sea does not have to evolve into a major war or bring about as much devastation as a land war on the Eurasian continent. However, a battle at sea between the U.S. and Chinese navies would be a battle for regional hegemony in East Asia and could involve vast military encounters. Water may prevent a third world war, but it also makes an extensive limited war between the superpowers in the first half of the twenty-first century more likely.
When Land Powers Go to Sea
Other geographical conditions heighten the risk of limited war and will shape the relationship between the two twenty-first-century poles. There are few periods in modern history during which a secure, dominating land power could focus on developing naval power and eventually sea power, as China has done today.15 Most of the Soviet Union’s coastline was either frozen or effectively closed off from the seas (the Baltic, Black, and Caspian, and the Sea of Japan), and the Soviet Union was thus mainly a land power concerned with its continental borders. Russia and then the Soviet Union had to maintain separate fleets in the Pacific Ocean, the North Atlantic, and the Baltic and Black seas, and this made it difficult to concentrate naval power or have its fleets support one another. The Soviet Union gradually became more of a global-security actor after the arms deal with Nasser’s Egypt in 1955 and by the mid-late Cold War period had developed a strong navy, but it remained preoccupied with security on the European continent, stability and control within the Soviet bloc, Chinese threats along its borders in Asia, and the Soviet-Afghan conflict.
Contemporary China, on the other hand, is a land power that dominates the East Asian mainland, and it has never been more secure from external threats than it is today. It is unthinkable that any of China’s neighboring states are considering invading China from its borders. The development of an increasingly more sanguine security environment was recognized with Deng’s “strategic decision” back in 1985, which “codified a more relaxed estimate of the probability of a massive Soviet thrust into China from the north and northwest.”16 As Finkelstein has noted, what Deng predicted in 1985—that China’s fundamental security would be assured—by 2001 had indeed come to pass.17 This strategic shift accentuated China’s eastern coastline as the bedrock of an internal process of modernization and reform, but the change in China’s strategic orientation also elevated the importance of maritime security challenges in the mindset of China’s civilian and military leaders and “improved the PLAN’s ability to obtain resources within the PLA.”18
In his speech on September 3, 2015, commemorating the seventieth anniversary of China’s victory in World War II, President Xi announced a downsizing of the PLA army by 300,000 troops. The stated aim was to modernize the PLA and enhance its war-fighting capabilities;19 increase the relative importance of the navy, air force, and Second Artillery among the armed services; and enhance the PLA’s ability to prevail in a nearby maritime crisis and to fight and win a “local war under informatized conditions.” The shift also signals China’s determination to enhance further its ability to engage in high-intensity combat in both the near seas (Yellow, East, and South China) and, gradually, the far seas, rather than maintaining a strong priority on traditional threats along its land borders.20 China’s 2015 defense White Paper indicates that China has decided to devote increased resources to its navy, stating that “the traditional mentality that land outweighs sea must be abandoned, and great importance has to be attached to managing the seas and oceans and protecting maritime rights and interests.”21
Without peer competitors on the Asian mainland, China can afford to take greater risks in confronting the United States in East Asian waters. In addition, since China controls a huge littoral of East Asian waters, its geography provides greater access to the seas and vital SLOCs than the Soviet Union enjoyed in its day. Geography gives China a unity of naval power. The PLA can more easily bring together its northern, eastern, and southern fleets. As Spykman noted in 1942, a “modern, vitalized, and militarized China” will be “a continental power of huge dimensions in control of a large section of the littoral,” of what he described as “the Asiatic Mediterranean [the Yellow, East and South China seas].” China’s “geographic position will be similar to that of the United States in regard to the American Mediterranean [the Caribbean Sea].”22 Once China has secured its continental borders and become relatively more powerful, it would be natural, as a huge littoral state dependent on SLOCs for trade, to go to sea23 to seek control of the maritime geographical space in its region. This geopolitical development can hardly be reversed as China grows more powerful. At the same time, China’s neighbors and the United States are naturally alarmed by this geopolitical shift and will therefore seek to balance China’s ambitions. The result of the United States and the PLAN increasingly interacting at sea will be the intensification of rivalries and the heightened risk of a limited war.
Conflict often erupts when land powers go to sea.24 But as history tells us, nearly all continental powers have failed in war against the dominant sea power, in large part because they were constrained by exposure to a continental frontier and forced to maintain security along their land border: the Spanish Armada was defeated by the British in 1588, but Spain was simultaneously involved in several land wars in Europe; the fleet of Napoleonic France was destroyed at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805,25 while France was simultaneously contending with several rivals on the European continent; Russia’s naval ambitions were dashed during the Crimean War, although naval power and sea power ambitions26 remained of secondary importance to the tsars of Russia; Keiser Wilhelm’s sea-power aspirations never paid off; and imperial Japan’s sea-power ambitions were constrained by the resources needed to occupy large parts of mainland East Asia during World War II.
Spykman’s geopolitical analysis led him to a controversial but farsighted and bold conclusion, which he arrived at during the Second World War:
When China becomes strong, her present economic penetration in that region will undoubtedly take on political overtones. It is quite possible to envisage the day when this body of water will be controlled not by British, American, or Japanese sea power but by Chinese air power. . . . It will be difficult to find public support in the United States for a Far Eastern strategy based on these realities of power politics. . . . Public opinion will probably continue to see Japan as the great danger, long after the balance has shifted in favor of China and it has become necessary to pursue in the Far East the same policy that we have pursued in regard to Europe. Twice in one generation we have come to the aid of Great Britain in order that the small off-shore island might not have to face a single gigantic military state in control of the opposite coast of the mainland. If the balance of power in the Far East is to be preserved in the future as well as in the present, the United States will have to adopt a similar protective policy toward Japan. The present inconsistency in American policy will have to be removed. It is illogical to insist that Japan accept a Chinese empire from Vladivostok to Canton and at the same time to support Great Britain in her wars for the preservation of buffer states across the North Sea.27

More than seventy years later, this analysis manages to capture the geopolitical rivalry of the twenty-first century, but in comparison to the Soviet Union, contemporary China has more secure borders and better access to the sea and is geographically more centrally placed in East Asia, with more favorable internal lines of communication to support its naval fleets and defend its territory. Geopolitics facilitates China’s maritime expansion, allows China to challenge the status quo in East Asia, produces geopolitical friction between China and the United States, and increases the risk of limited war.

Status Quo, Buffer Zones, and Spheres of Influence
China is not a status quo power to the extent that the Soviet Union was after World War II, when Moscow was largely content with the geopolitical situation in Europe. This also explains why the risk of a limited war in East Asia is higher than it was in Europe during the Cold War. The Soviet Union advanced to Berlin during the Second World War, and in the post–World War II years established a new security buffer in Eastern Europe by controlling the eastern parts of a divided Germany in the heart of Europe. Despite its revolutionary and ideological hostility toward the West, once the Soviet armed forces came to control eastern and central parts of Europe, the Soviet Union became a status quo power and had few aspirations to expand further in Europe. A land invasion of the Soviet Union via Eastern Europe seemed unlikely, and the Soviet Union remained a status quo power in Europe throughout the Cold War.
In contrast, China aims to establish a new security buffer within its near seas or the first island chain and compete with the United States in the latter’s sphere of influence in maritime East Asia. China lacks capabilities to safeguard its sovereignty, maritime security, and economic interests today but is modernizing its military and developing anti-access and area-denial capabilities to contend with the United States in the maritime domain. In the future, China will seek to dominate its nearby waters and more forcefully protect its SLOC. The stopping power of water provides a de facto security buffer between U.S. maritime and Chinese continental spheres of influence, but China is now challenging this status quo and looking to create a new regional security order.
There are at least two reasons why establishing a new security buffer, which consolidated stability in Europe during the Cold War, will be difficult if not impossible in East Asia. First, maritime East Asia’s geography makes it hard for China to establish a clear security buffer. The East-West divide on the European continent provided a security buffer between the Soviet Union and the United States during the Cold War. U.S. and USSR troops faced each other directly but were not defending their own sovereignty. They were defending their allies or buffer nations. China and the United States, on the other hand, now sail within shouting distance in waters where the latter used to be free to maneuver its navy in response to vital national security interests whenever necessary but where today China’s maritime sovereignty and security interests are considered equally important by Beijing.
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Second, it is simply harder to establish a security buffer at sea than on land. The sea cannot be conquered and occupied. Land intrusions can be repelled and territory retaken and restored. This is much more difficult at sea. It is inherently more challenging to uphold the status quo at sea than on land. For instance, during the standoff with Soviet forces in Europe, the United States did not face the “salami-slicing” tactic the Chinese government is using to challenge the status quo in East Asian waters today. Contemporary Chinese behavior is more difficult to deter, since it does not threaten military invasion and includes the use of China’s maritime surveillance ships, coast guard, and maritime militia.28 Although these ships are deployed in coordination with the leadership of the CCP and the PLA, they belong to civilian agencies. And since the United States is unlikely to deploy its coast guard in these waters, it either has to let China assert its interests to the detriment of its neighbors or intervene with the U.S. Navy and risk escalation, accidents, and conflict.29
There was much more agreement about the status quo in Europe during the Cold War than there is in contemporary maritime Asia.30 The Soviet Union helped set the terms at the end of the Second World War, carved out its spheres of influence, and shaped the regional balance of power in Europe. Today, China is rising within a system it did not shape at its origins. The separation of Taiwan from mainland China and other outstanding territorial claims add weight to the longstanding view that contemporary China’s spheres of influence in the region do not reflect China’s traditional regional dominance, which suggests that China will challenge the status quo.31 The Soviet Union did not claim territory in Western Europe or within Washington’s sphere of influence. China, on the other hand, has claims to sovereign territory in maritime East Asia, in what has long been part of the U.S. sphere of influence. This will increase instability in ways that were unseen in Europe and heighten the risk of crisis and limited war.
The United States was dependent on a strong military foothold on the European continent in order to deter and balance Soviet land power credibly, maintain the status quo, and preserve its sphere of influence. Therefore, the United States developed a broad strategy of containment and a significant forward military presence on the European continent. China cannot advance in maritime East Asia as the Soviet Union could have done to expand its power over the European continent. China is not the superior power in the maritime domain, and, as mentioned, it is much more difficult to hold and control large bodies of water. Although China challenges the regional status quo through its land reclamation in the disputed South China Sea and by occupying and seeking to control reefs, islands, and rocks in the East and South China seas, it does not threaten the regional balance of power as the Red Army would have done had it marched into West Berlin and farther into West Germany or Western Europe. The United States remains today the dominant power in East Asian waters and can, if it wishes, at any time in the near future actively resist Chinese expansion in those waters. Pushing the Red Army out of West Germany, for example, would have been a much more difficult task.
While Chinese leaders and the PLA acknowledge U.S. primacy in East Asian waters, increased capabilities, a belief in asymmetric strategies, and a recognition of the dynamic security environment allow China to test the waters and challenge the status quo, increasing the risk of conflict and limited war.
Related to the issue of a new buffer zone and status quo is the importance of recognized spheres of influence. The power vacuum caused by the fall of Nazi Germany in Europe initially created tension between Soviet and U.S. troops as they strove to fill the vacuum, but spheres of influence were soon established, which stabilized the European continent for the duration of the post–World War II period. Percentage agreements and demarcation lines were drawn up in 1943–1945, and although they were disputed in some areas early on, they eventually became the red lines later described by Churchill as the Iron Curtain. U.S. and Soviet troops in Europe knew exactly where the East-West divide was in Europe. Soviet tanks could not venture across this border without risking war. Neither the United States nor the Soviet Union officially admitted to any “spheres” during the Cold War, but both respected the other’s right to a sphere of influence, and neither directly challenged the other’s sphere.32
The Soviet Union was quietly allowed to control its zone in East Germany forcibly. When the West remained passive to the clampdown sparked by the 1956 Hungarian revolution, it confirmed its policy keeping out of the region of Soviet domination.33 In return, Soviet armed forces did not intervene when the United States exercised its predominance in Western Europe.
Spheres of influence can undoubtedly preserve stability and peace, and not only in Europe. East Asia has remained the most peaceful region in the world for more than three decades largely as a result of the geography of peace that saw China dominate mainland East Asia, even while the United States maintained maritime superiority.34 However, China’s navy is unremittingly encroaching on the U.S. sphere of influence in maritime East Asia and confronting the U.S. Navy and its allies in these waters. The contest and rivalry at sea in maritime East Asia are not similar to the zero-sum game in Europe. If the Soviet Union had expanded farther west on the European continent, there would have been less geographical space for the United States to seek to counterbalance the Soviet Union. It will be many years before China can control East Asian waters, and anyway, China’s maritime expansion does not resemble the zero-sum game played out in Europe during the previous bipolar era. In addition, the Chinese occupation and control of reefs, rocks, and island in the East Asian waters do not amount to the control of the strategically vital piece of territory that was Germany, in the heart of Europe, by the USSR. The stakes are likely not as high in confrontations over relatively insignificant reefs and rocks in East Asian waters as they were over territory in Europe. Nonetheless, the United States has an enduring interest in maintaining the balance of power and preventing China from becoming a regional hegemon in East Asia. This allows for a more unstable and dynamic security situation in which spheres of influences and the status quo can be challenged to a much larger extent than in Europe during the early Cold War years.
The Soviet navy challenged its U.S. counterpart at sea during the Cold War, but the two adversaries did not interact militarily within each other’s respective vital spheres of influence on the European continent. U.S. tanks were not operating within East Germany or West Berlin, and Soviet armed forces did not maneuver within the borders of NATO countries. Now, East Asian waters are the main power center and theater of military operations. It has already resulted in several crises and incidents, including the Taiwan Strait crisis of 1995/1996, the EP-3 crisis of 2001, the USNS Impeccable incident of 2009, the USS Cowpens incident of 2013, the P-8 incident of 2014, and the USS Lassen freedom-of-navigation operation in the South China Sea. More of these incidents can be expected, and they increase the risk of limited war between the United States and China.

Geopolitics, Asymmetry, and the Risk of Limited War
Chinese civilian and military leaders have noted the inferiority of China’s armed forces as compared to the U.S. military. The phrase “two incompatibles” refers to the PLA insufficiencies in “winning local wars under informatized conditions” and their ability to carry out the “historical missions.” Blasko, however, also notes that “should the situation require and the PLA be ordered by its CCP leaders, the Chinese armed forces will make use of whatever progress it has made to date and devise plans appropriate to its current conditions to accomplish the mission assigned.”35 By relying on asymmetric strategies and new equipment, China can, as Christensen succinctly pointed out more than a decade ago, pose “problems without catching up.”36
Geographical conditions will be very influential in determining the likelihood of conflict between China and the United States, and many writers have pointed to various factors that could trigger a conflict or undermine crisis management.37 Christensen warns in his careful analysis against overemphasizing the United States as the only global military power and downplaying China’s ability to obtain parity. In a crisis or conflict, China could take advantage of the fact that the United States has global security commitments, that its forces are spread out and operating in more than one theater, and that U.S. forces face difficulties in overcoming the “tyranny of distance.”38 In contrast to the United States, which will need to deploy ships based in the United States and elsewhere in the world, China can benefit from having all its naval facilities in the region and its ships spending less time in transition to and from deployments or maintenance. The United States is seeking to manage such challenges by home-porting more ships in allies’ facilities, but as Ross notes, there are limits to this.39
China would be fighting in its own region and determined to defend sovereignty claims, where most of the potential points-of-conflict areas are very close to China geographically and all very far from the United States.40 China can therefore mobilize more rapidly, operate from dozens of hardened mainland bases, and, taking advantage of its more favorable interior lines of communication, commit more forces to a conflict, concentrate its military forces in one theater, and sustain them longer and more easily. In this vein, Montgomery argues, “when geography enters the equation, the situation looks much less favorable for the United States than its advantage in military spending and military reach would seem to suggest.”41 Others have pointed out how China “might attempt a fait accompli strategy to gain political or military control of the situation before the United States can respond effectively.”42 China’s military modernization gives its air, sea, missile, and cyber forces the ability to threaten the U.S. military and pose problems in ways that were unattainable a decade or two ago.43

Regional Hegemonic Ambitions
The geography of East Asia makes it necessary to be both a land and a sea power to gain supremacy in the region. China will need to control East Asian waters if it is to establish regional hegemony. This is similar to how the United States first became the dominant land power in North America (following the American Indian Wars and Civil War) and then challenged Britain’s naval supremacy in the Western Hemisphere over the second half of the nineteenth century. By the turn of the twentieth century, when the United States had gained control of the Caribbean Sea and American waters, it had become a regional hegemon.44 China is looking ahead to a new Long March, with the ambition to establish regional dominance or hegemony by 2049.45 When asked whether China aspires to displace the United States as the top power in Asia, Lee Kuan Yew, a former prime minister of Singapore and longtime China watcher, answered: “Of course. Why not . . . how could they not aspire to be number one in Asia and in time the world?”46 However, geopolitical factors and the bipolar distribution of power make it inherently more difficult for China to become a regional hegemon than it was for the United States, and the rivalry and power transition are more likely to end in a limited war.
China’s peer competitor, the United States, is a well-established regional hegemon in the Western Hemisphere and is likely to retain that position in the twenty-first century. Great Britain was not a regional hegemon when the United States established itself as one. Britain’s island status gave it an advantage when it sought maritime supremacy, but confronted with potential regional hegemons in Europe (Germany), the Western Hemisphere (United States), and East Asia (Japan) in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, Britain had to give priority to sustaining the multipolar balance of power in Europe, leaving an opening for the United States. Britain could not risk war with the United States, as it was confronting more pressing security challenges closer to home. Moreover, despite its naval superiority over the United States, Britain could have done little to defend Canada.47 The United States today does not face the same type of threat from China and is consequently more determined to prevent China from attaining regional hegemony, even if it means going to war.
The United States is blessed with regional hegemony and a geography that makes it impregnable, and these geopolitical factors are reinforced by the contemporary bipolar distribution of capabilities. The United States is confronted by only one peer competitor or superpower, China, not three or more great powers, as Great Britain was. Russia, or any other European or Asian power, cannot challenge the contemporary balance of power in Europe or in Asia.48 In contrast to Britain in a multipolar system in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the United States does not need to concern itself with the balance of power within its own region or any other regions besides East Asia in the new bipolar system of the twenty-first century. It can primarily concentrate its power on preventing China from dominating East Asia and sustaining the balance of power in that region. This suggests that China’s aspirations for regional hegemony and a potential future power transition in East Asia are more likely to result in conflict and a limited war than the peaceful U.S.-UK power-transition case suggests.
Today’s geostructural conditions are not only different from the U.S.-UK power-transition analogy under multipolarity; they also contrast with the previous bipolar era. If the Soviet Union had sought regional hegemony, then sea power would have been insufficient. Regional hegemony in Europe demands control over the European continent. The development of Soviet naval power did not threaten the regional balance of power in Europe. Conversely, China’s naval aspirations and developments are crucial for the contest over regional hegemony in East Asia. The stakes in the more uncontrollable environment at sea are higher in East Asian waters than in the maritime domain during the previous bipolar period.
In sum, the contested area at sea in East Asia in the new bipolar system, where the two superpowers mainly will interact, is a geographical space where a limited war between the superpowers can be largely contained to the maritime domain, where the status quo and spheres of influence are challenged, where security buffers are lacking, and where geopolitics provides the rising land power with opportunities to challenge the dominant sea power, but where polarity and geopolitics allow the United States to concentrate on balancing China’s regional ambitions. This makes a bipolar system concentrated on East Asia and U.S.-China relations more prone to limited war than the previous bipolar system.


NUKES, TRIPWIRES, AND MARITIME FLASHPOINTS
China’s Nuclear Strategy
The longstanding view of Chinese leaders on the role of nuclear weapons in an armed struggle reinforces the possibility of a limited conventional war. Since its first nuclear test in 1964, China’s nuclear policy has emphasized deterrence, no first use, retaliation, and a “lean and effective” nuclear force. Chinese leaders have consistently believed that the nature and purpose of nuclear weapons are “as tools for deterring nuclear aggression and countering coercion, not as weapons to be used in combat to accomplish discrete military objectives.”49 China’s no-first-use policy has therefore reflected a strategic belief that a small nuclear force is “sufficient for deterrence so long as it could survive a first strike and retaliate.”50
Mutual second-strike capability promotes strategic stability and decreases the probability of a major war between two nuclear states, but since the risk of unlimited war is minimized, the risk of limited war increases. If nuclear war were to lead to mutual destruction, notes Jervis, then neither side should start an all-out war, which becomes unthinkable and unwinnable. However, “this very stability allows either side to use limited violence because the other’s threat to respond by all-out retaliation cannot be very credible.”51 Snyder calls this the “stability-instability paradox.”52

The U.S.-China Stability-Instability Paradox
Acquiring a secure second-strike capability is likely to increase Chinese leaders’ confidence in risk taking. To the extent that Chinese leaders assert that escalation to nuclear war can be avoided and that the threshold in moving from limited to major war will remain large, they may become more willing to take risks, making a limited war more likely. This may allow, as Goldstein has noted, for a “stability-instability paradox” to emerge in Sino-U.S. relations, which “suggests that stability at the highest level of general nuclear war increases instability at lower levels by making lesser conflicts seem safe to fight.”53 This paradox points to instability at the conventional level, but it is also important to acknowledge that the dynamics of strategic stability that existed between the United States and the Soviet Union is different from contemporary Sino-U.S. stability both because of geopolitics and the role of nuclear weapons in their bilateral relationship. Geopolitics reinforces the stability-instability paradox, since U.S.-China rivalry and the danger of limited conventional war at sea in maritime East Asia is higher than on land during the previous, Eurocentric bipolar system.
The United States, Christensen has observed, “now faces a conventionally inferior potential adversary with nuclear weapons, so the hawkish and dovish logics of the Cold War, somewhat ironically, are turned on their heads in the post–Cold War world.”54 The United States remained inferior in conventional warfare to the Soviet Union in Europe in the early years of the previous bipolar era. U.S. deterrence had to rely on nuclear weapons. This made the threat of nuclear war more credible and served to strengthen stability in Europe. Because of the stopping power of water and because the U.S. military does not need to fight the PLA on the East Asian mainland to maintain a regional balance of power, the United States remains not only superior to China in nuclear capability but also at the conventional level. This makes a limited war more likely, since the U.S. threshold for using military force may not include the use of nuclear forces. Moreover, Chinese leaders counting on their second-strike capability to prevent all-out nuclear war and on their belief in a clear firebreak between conventional and nuclear conflict could interpret this situation such that they might be willing to risk a conventional first strike or a limited war at their own choosing, believing such adventurism would not spark a major or nuclear war. Soviet leaders in the 1950s, and even after Washington introduced its flexible response and countervailing strategy in the 1960s, could not rule out to the same extent that the United States would not use nuclear weapons in a limited war.55
We should consider the role of both the nuclear and conventional weapons that both countries possess, but the “prospect for stability in a Sino-American crisis looks bleak when only conventional forces are considered.”56 A potential conventional military conflict between two nuclear-armed states must meet a stiffer test than if states with only conventional military capabilities are considered, but the geopolitical factors, the “stability-instability paradox,” and China’s nuclear policy and second-strike capability make it necessary to focus on the risk of a limited conventional war between China and the United States.
Added to this is another difference: some key U.S. allies in Europe questioned America’s credibility and willingness to wage nuclear war, risking the devastation of its own territory, for the sake of Western Europe. As a result, France and Britain sought their own limited nuclear deterrent against the Soviet Union. Conceivably, this added nuclear capability stabilized Europe and helped discourage the Soviet Union from attacking Western Europe. No U.S. allies in East Asia have developed nuclear weapons. Thus, if Chinese leaders are questioning U.S. resolve, they are less likely to be deterred by the capabilities of U.S. allies in the region. Unlike the situation in Europe, it is more likely that China could act more recklessly than the Soviet Union and risk a limited war with non-nuclear U.S. allies in East Asia.

Tripwires and Maritime Flashpoints
According to Schelling, deterrence involves setting the stage by announcing and rigging the “tripwire.”57 However, “words rarely do it,” noted Schelling. “To have told the Soviets in the late 1940s that, if they attacked, we were obliged to defend Europe might not have been wholly convincing.” Stationing U.S. troops in Europe was not primarily to “defend against a superior Soviet army but to leave the Soviet Union in no doubt that the United States would be automatically involved in the event of any attack on Europe.” “Tripwire” was Schelling’s term for troops that could be run over by the Soviet Army. He asked: What can seven thousand American troops stationed in Berlin do? And answered: “Bluntly, they can die. They can die heroically, dramatically, and in a manner that guarantees that the action cannot stop there.”58 U.S. commitments were clearly marked red lines, frontiers the Soviet did not dare cross. And the commitments were credible because they were “inescapable.”59 The western sector of Berlin offered, as Schelling put it, “no graceful way out if we wished our troops to yield ground,” and West Berlin was “too small an area in which to ignore small encroachments.”60
The United States is not similarly committed in East Asian waters today. “There is much less clarity about the delimitation of U.S. and Chinese vital interests beyond their homelands, especially in the Western Pacific,” notes Goldstein.61 It is also more difficult to draw red lines at sea. There is no East-West divide, Berlin Wall, or Checkpoint Charlie in East Asian waters. There are no tripwires or inescapable commitments. Instead, U.S. commitments regarding potential flashpoints in the South China Sea, the East China Sea, and the Taiwan Strait are less clear.

Maritime Flashpoints
During a standoff between China and the Philippines over the Scarborough Shoal in 2012, the United States acted with restraint and was reluctant to escalate the conflict. China took control of the shoal, and the United States de facto accepted the outcome. Washington has stated that the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty does cover the disputed Senkakus islands. Supporting its most important regional ally, Japan, in the dispute with China over the Senkakus is important to maintaining U.S. credibility. Nonetheless, the islands remain relatively insignificant in determining the balance of power in the region, and the United States might not be willing to defend these rocks at all costs. If Beijing, which is determined to protect its sovereignty claims, questions U.S. resolve, it might undermine U.S. deterrence. As Schelling warns us, if an opponent expects the adversary to “be under strong temptation to make a graceful exit,”62 deterrence is no longer as credible. This increases the risk of conflict. Ambiguity can be exploited in a crisis that is geographically closer to China than the United States and over an issue perceived by Beijing to be of more vital importance to the former than the latter.63 The lack of a massive-retaliation doctrine that threatens to escalate a limited war to a nuclear war, the scarcity of tripwires in maritime East Asia, ill-defined U.S. commitments, and the absence of a European East-West divide all will increase the temptation during a crisis on the Chinese side to resort to force, possibly sparking a limited war with the United States.
Ambiguity has served U.S. Taiwan policy and promoted stability in the Taiwan Strait for decades, but in contrast to Berlin during the Cold War, the Taiwan issue leaves “loopholes through which to exit.”64 The U.S. commitment to the defense of Taiwan might be strong, and it has deterred the mainland from invading the island, but the tripwire is not equivalent to the U.S. commitment to defend West Berlin and Western Europe. For instance, the United States has no troops stationed on the island and has no official policy of massive retaliation if Taiwan is invaded by mainland China. Washington’s commitment to defend Taiwan is comparatively more escapable than the commitment to defend West Berlin during the Cold War. This undermines the credibility of U.S. deterrence in a Taiwan conflict and increases the risk of a limited war.
Except for the survival of the CCP and the PRC, no single issue in China’s internal affairs/foreign affairs has preoccupied Chinese leaders more than seeking unification of mainland China and Taiwan. Their determination has resulted in numerous crises and the use of military force in the past, and Chinese leaders are likely to consider all means necessary in the future to preserve the status quo and eventually seek reunification. Taiwan is not a formal ally of the United States, and it remains uncertain whether U.S. commitments to the defense of Taiwan are as strong as they are to formal allies in the region. The regional balance of power will not fundamentally change if the PRC gained control of Taiwan, but the shift would alter the power equilibrium and give China a major strategic advantage in its pursuit of regional hegemony.
A more modernized PLA with improved anti-access/area-denial military capabilities enhances China’s ability to deter any U.S. military intervention in a conflict in the Taiwan Strait and boosts Chinese leaders’ belief in the likely success of a military invasion of Taiwan. Several reports suggest that Washington is becoming increasingly concerned with China’s growing military capabilities and regional ambitions; some scholars argue that preventing the PRC from controlling Taiwan is of growing strategic importance.65
To others, however, Taiwan is not worth fighting for.66 U.S. supremacy in East Asian waters is not eroded by China overtaking Taiwan, preserving strong economic ties with China is more vital than going to war with China over Taiwan, and Taiwan is not worth the danger of nuclear war. However, a U.S.-China limited war in the Taiwan Strait would not be a war just for Taiwan but for maintaining the regional balance of power, preventing China from dominating East Asia, and preserving U.S. credibility within the region, especially toward its maritime allies.67
China will not become a regional hegemon if it controls Taiwan, but it will be much more difficult for the United States to maintain a regional balance of power if the PRC gained control of the island. Economic interdependence has not prevented conflicts and wars between the great powers in the past, and a nuclear second-strike capability may not be enough to prevent a limited, non–existentially threatening war. Instead, preventing a limited war in the Taiwan Strait requires conventional military deterrence, which will be increasingly difficult for the United States to maintain as China continues its military modernization.
Neither the United States nor the Soviet Union had sovereignty claims over Berlin to the degree the PRC claims Taiwan as part of China, a claim recognized by most states in the world. The East-West divide produced guaranteed tripwires on the European continent. If either NATO or the Warsaw Pact crossed the threshold and invaded the other side, both would be committed to repelling the intruders and restoring the original boundary, even by means of massive retaliation. A limited war in the Taiwan Strait, even if it included targeting mainland China and U.S. regional bases, could presumably be contained within the maritime domain without the risk of a major war. This makes war originating in maritime East Asia more likely than war on the European continent, with the Taiwan issue remaining the most contentious and dangerous one in U.S.-China relations.
The maritime flashpoints include the question of Taiwan, disputes over island sovereignty, diverging views on the law of the sea, struggles over maritime natural resources, and control of sea lanes.68 Undoubtedly, similar issues fueled tensions and security dynamics in Europe during the Berlin Blockade of 1948–1949 and the uprisings in Hungary in 1956 and in Czechoslovakia in 1968. However, Cold War conflicts were largely contained and deterred by Soviet land power and nuclear weaponry. NATO was forced to watch as the Red Army crushed opposition within its sphere of influence. Tensions increased during these crises, but stability was maintained. Unlike Cold War Europe, there is no clear divide in East Asian waters. Instead, China is challenging the status quo, and Washington is being pulled into conflicts concerning various regional disputes and flashpoints.


CONCLUSION
The substantive argument developed here is that while the risk of major war between the two superpowers remains low, there is a relatively higher risk of a limited war between them than was the case between the United States and Soviet Union during the previous bipolar era. Geopolitics provides the primary explanation for the heightened risk of a limited war, but the different roles of tripwires and sovereignty issues also contribute to increased instability. The superpowers did not come to blows over maritime sovereignty disputes, SLOCs, and natural resources behind the Iron Curtain and within respective spheres of influence in Europe during the Cold War. The United States and the Soviet Union refrained from launching destabilizing military operations within the adversary’s respective sphere of influence in continental Europe. While agreeing with Lind that geography and current technology trends make East Asia “defense dominant,”69 Christensen’s point that there are important “potential spiral dynamics in the region” remains valid.70 Maritime East Asia lacks the Cold War boundaries and tripwires in Europe, and China’s growing military capabilities allow it to operate militarily within the U.S. sphere of influence. Increased Chinese military activity in East Asian waters allows for more friction, instability, and conflict than was the case in Europe.
A limited war involving the United States and China in East Asian waters would be very dangerous and would include a great risk of escalation.71 It is impossible to predict the sequence of events and potential escalation after the outbreak of a limited war. The controversial development by the Pentagon of AirSea Battle (ASB), a U.S. military operational concept to defeat and disable China’s growing anti-access/area-denial capabilities, may escalate into something more if strikes are conducted against military sites inside China, especially if nuclear forces are targeted. It has been reported that the ASB operational concept has been dropped by the Pentagon, but that this is only in name. The new Joint Concept for Access and Maneuver in the Global Commons (JAM-GC) focuses on including U.S. land forces into the wider concept.72 Accordingly, the U.S. military will continue to develop capabilities to defeat threats to access and counter emerging Chinese capabilities that could hold a risk to forward-deployed U.S. forces. This may include targeting weapons launchers and military facilities on the Chinese mainland.73 A limited war between the United States and China will clearly risk escalation.
At the same time, Admiral Greenert and General Welsh have pointed out that “strikes against installations deep inland are not necessarily required in Air-Sea Battle because adversary C4ISR may be vulnerable to disruption, weapons can be deceived or intercepted, and adversary ships and aircraft destroyed.”74 Alternatives to the ASB concept that eschew direct attacks on Chinese territory have been advanced,75 and some experts on the PLAN have suggested that the U.S. military can disrupt China’s A2/AD capabilities, for example, the antiship ballistic missile (ASBM), by “breaking the ASBM’s kill chain.”76 U.S. surface ships can hide and operate in ways that make it harder for the PLA to detect, identify, and track them. The navy can also improve systems for jamming, spoofing, and confusing ASBMs in flight and develop weapons for destroying ASBMs as they approach their intended targets.77
There is a higher risk of a limited war between the superpowers of the twenty-first century than in the twentieth century, since a limited war at sea in East Asia is more likely to be contained and the risk of it escalating into a major or nuclear war is lower than the risk posed by a land war and invasion on the European continent during the Cold War. As Goldstein has pointed out, “the risk of a serious Sino-American confrontation exists despite, and perhaps is underappreciated because of, the absence of the zero-sum, life-and-death struggle between two archrivals that characterized Soviet-American relations.”78 Since geography and the stopping power of water allow China and the United States to be superior in conventional military forces within their respective spheres of influence, nuclear war and the threat of invasion are not the greatest dangers. Instead, maritime disputes and other sources of friction could more easily spark a limited war between China and the United States. The risk of a preventive war, for example, a military attack by the United States that cripples the PLAN or an attack by the PLA on U.S. forces in the region, is higher than was ever the case of the United States attacking the Soviet Union in Europe during the Cold War.



Chapter 7
THE RETURN OF BIPOLARITY
Global and Regional Effects
U.S.-China rivalry and confrontation in East Asia in the twenty-first century have not resembled the confrontation and strong balancing that marked U.S.-Soviet relations in Europe at the origins of the previous bipolar system. The first part of this chapter argues that the distinct balancing pattern also distinguishes U.S.-China relations from U.S.-Soviet relations globally. For the foreseeable future, the United States and China are less likely to be adversaries in proxy wars and pursue the confrontational pattern of behavior that the United States and Soviet Union pursued on a global stage during the Cold War.
Notwithstanding the moderate global rivalry and confrontation, the return of bipolarity shapes and shoves international politics. The second part of the chapter examines how the global power shift is likely to compel the United States to continue its rebalancing efforts toward East Asia and pivot toward the Asia-Pacific. This has four important implications. First, U.S. allies in Asia are strengthening their defense ties with the United States. Nonaligned states, such as India, are improving their defense capabilities and developing closer ties with the United States to safeguard their security interests. Second, as a consequence of the U.S. pivot to the Asia-Pacific, U.S. allies in Europe are compelled to assume more responsibility for their own security or risk facing increased strategic challenges and higher security risks. Third, Russia can take advantage of Washington’s Asia-Pacific pivot and the reluctance of European states to raise defense spending and cooperate more strongly in security affairs. Finally, the return of bipolarity will affect institutions, conflict resolution, the management of nontraditional security challenges, and the maintenance of the current world order.
INSTABILITY AT THE CENTER, STABILITY ON THE PERIPHERY
Within a bipolar world, wrote Waltz, “there are no peripheries.” The bipolar structural conditions suggest that any global event will involve the interests of the two superpowers, which are compelled to intervene across the world to safeguard their interests. A “loss to one could easily appear as a gain to the other, a conclusion that follows from the very condition of a two-power competition,” argued Waltz.1 However, the sameness effect and the zero-sum thinking that neorealist theory expects are not evident in U.S.-China interaction in world affairs today. Similar factors that prevent strong balancing in U.S.-China relations and heighten the risk of war in East Asia explain the different patterns of behavior by the United States and China as they compete for influence globally.
In contrast to the previous bipolar system, which experienced stability at the center in Europe and instability at the periphery, or “Third World,” contemporary U.S.-China relations are set to be more unstable at the center in East Asia and more stable at the edges. Preoccupation with confrontation, instability, and conflict in maritime East Asia is likely to prevent U.S.-China rivalry from growing as intense in other regions of the world as were U.S.-Soviet relations.
Avoiding Proxy Wars and Global Confrontation
After Europe was stabilized into two blocs and spheres of influence during the early Cold War, the superpowers’ rivalry and conflict moved instead to other regions. The Korean Peninsula, Indochina, the Middle East, Africa, Latin America, and Central Asia became theaters for the struggles and proxy wars of the two superpowers. In the new bipolar system, disputes in East Asia, from the Korean Peninsula and the East China Sea to Taiwan and the South China Sea, remain unsettled. These concerns at China’s “core” will help prevent superpower rivalry from spreading to other regions. Contemporary China remains preoccupied with its regional ambitions in East Asia, where it is challenging the existing status quo and spheres of influence, protecting its sovereignty claims in maritime East Asia, expanding its presence at land and at sea (for example, the Belt and Road initiative), and seeking to establish a security buffer at sea by emphasizing the development of anti-access and area-denial capabilities. The Soviet Union, on the other hand, was a status quo power in Europe whose sovereignty claims were satisfied, had established a security buffer in Eastern Europe, and had de facto gained recognition for its sphere of influence on the European continent. The Soviet Union could therefore allow itself to challenge the United States more forcefully on the global stage.
The Egyptian-Czech arms deal of 1955, orchestrated by the Soviet Union, marked the first major transfer of arms by the Soviet Union to a Third World country during the Cold War. It was perceived in the West as an ominous development that sharpened Cold War rivalry, threatened instability in the Middle East, and signaled that arms transfers would become an important dimension in the foreign policy of the superpowers toward allies and nonaligned states.2 The Soviet Union had demonstrated its ability to advance its interests on the global stage and to compete directly with the United States concerning a nonaligned state’s security, directly affecting stability in the Near East.
Conceivably, China could have supplied more arms to U.S. adversaries in a number of conflict zones around the world. In order to keep the United States even more preoccupied with the wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Syria, thereby slowing a U.S. rebalancing and pivoting exercise to the Asia-Pacific, China could have supplied insurgency groups in Iraq, the Taliban, and the Islamic State operating in Syria and Iraq with weapons or economic aid. China could also have given stronger support to Gaddafi’s regime in Libya, assisted Russia in pushing back NATO and the European Union in Eastern Europe, and aligned more closely with the various countries in Africa and Latin America that are in conflict with the United States. However, the distribution of capabilities had not shifted to bipolarity at that time, and instability in contemporary East Asia restrains China from pursuing such a strategy.
The United States could retaliate against such a policy by strengthening its support, arms sales, and transfers to countries such as Taiwan, South Korea, Japan, the Philippines, Vietnam, Myanmar, and India, possibly undermining China’s security in the region most vital to China’s interests. This tit-for-tat strategy was much less of a policy option during the Cold War. The East-West divide gave the United States with few options to retaliate, for instance, against the Egyptian-Czech arms deal. It could not have sold arms to Eastern European countries and thereby threatened the Soviet Union’s vital security interests. Moscow retained control within its buffer zone and sphere of influence in Europe. Moreover, in contrast to 1950, the trade in arms is today much more of a marketplace and less prone to provoke superpower confrontation or conflict as it did during the Cold War.
It took the Soviet Union some years from the transition from a multipolar to a bipolar system (1945–1950) and the start of a bipolar system in 1950 to initiate a wider global strategy of confronting the United States and drawing nonaligned states into its orbit, as the Egyptian-Czech arms deal in 1955 signaled. The Soviet Union lacked power-projection capability to maintain any forward military presence globally, but it used its geographical outreach to support its allies in the Korean War, challenge the United States in Iran in the early 1950s, and establish a foothold in the Middle and Near East by the mid-1950s. China reaches into and dominates Northeast, Southeast, and Central Asia and outflanks India on the subcontinent through its land power on the Tibetan plateau and ties with Pakistan, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and Myanmar. Even so, China lacks the geographical reach of the Soviet Union. This constrains China from pursuing a more active global strategy of confronting the United States on the Eurasian landmass or further abroad.
It remains to be seen if China, in five or so years, will embark upon a global strategy of confronting the United States. China would be no match for the United States in a military clash sited far from East Asia, but its power-projection capabilities are stronger than the Soviet Union’s at the start of the previous bipolar era. If it chooses, China can support countries and groups resisting or in direct conflict with the United States around the globe. However, China is more likely to prioritize its regional ambitions and challenge the status quo in East Asian waters. By advancing to Berlin, the Soviet Union had obtained its core security goals and could allow itself to promote a worldwide communist movement. China, on the other hand, will be preoccupied with security in its own region and less interested in confronting the United States globally. China’s leaders have learned the lessons of the collapse of the Soviet Union and are determined to avoid its mistakes. This reinforces the argument that China will prefer to prioritize domestic stability and security within its own region rather than following in the footsteps of the Soviet Union’s global ambitions.

The Role of Power Vacuums
There are fewer power vacuums to fill and less geographical space for China’s global interests to expand into. This explains why U.S.-China rivalry and conflict on the global stage are evolving more gradually and why China is more likely to focus on safeguarding and expanding its interests in East Asia. The shift from multipolarity to bipolarity in the post–World War II period saw traditional great powers, such as France and Britain, lose their top-ranking position, opening the way for colonial revolutions, decolonization, civil wars, and power vacuums. The aftershocks of World War II “allowed the superpower rivalry to ripple across the world.”3 With the British and French power in decline during and after World War II, European powers lost their hold on colonies in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. The new superpowers took the opportunity to move into the global power vacuum.4
The two new post–World War II superpowers embarked on an intense decades-long rivalry to fill the power vacuums and gain influence in the numerous new states that were appearing. Colonial revolutions and decolonization created, in the words of Morgenthau, “a moral, military, and political no-man’s land neither completely nor irrevocably committed to either side.” The faith of the new “uncommitted nations,”5 whether they aligned themselves politically and militarily with the United States or the Soviet Union, sparked superpower rivalry on the global stage and created the two blocs and nonaligned movement of the Cold War.
Today, no empires are dissolving; there are no comparable colonial revolutions worldwide or power vacuums to fill. There are failed states and power vacuums in the contemporary world, but the instability in parts of Africa, Latin America, the Near and Middle East, and Afghanistan is not comparable with the instability in the aftermath of World War II and the decline of the traditional great powers. There is less geopolitical space for the superpowers to be pulled into and fewer newly developed states where the new superpower can compete for influence globally.
Stability in Europe and power vacuums globally gave the Soviet Union an opportunity to compete globally with the United States despite the asymmetric power relationship between the Soviet Union and the United States. Instability in East Asia and smaller power vacuums globally prevent China from emulating the Soviet Union, at least until China achieves more power parity with the United States.6 This line of reasoning challenges the argument that, as “during the Cold War, a bipolar system in which war between the United States and China is too costly will lead to policy decisions that seek conflict resolution elsewhere.”7 The new bipolar system has new characteristics.
There will always be a mix of competition, confrontation, and cooperation in superpower and great-power relationships. Contemporary U.S.-China relations are more cooperative than U.S.-Soviet relations during the Cold War. The United States and China will support different states or groups in various conflicts, pursue different agendas within international organizations, compete for influence globally, and in some cases confront each other. Waltz argues that three factors—the absence of peripheries, the range and intensity of competition, and the persistence of pressure and crisis—are the most important characteristics of the two-power competition in the bipolar system since World War II.8 The importance of geopolitics, however, shapes distinctive forms of behavior under twenty-first-century U.S.-China bipolarity and diffuses the zero-sum game of the Cold War period.
The geopolitical security order in Europe during the previous bipolar era was static. The security order in contemporary East Asia is dynamic and affects China’s strategic choices; the geostructural conditions provide an opportunity to contend for regional hegemony in East Asia but constrain China’s global ambitions. There will likely be less confrontation globally between the superpowers in the bipolar era of the twenty-first century than there was during the Cold War. Conversely, the geostructural conditions in Europe tempered the Soviet Union’s ambitions for regional hegemony and pushed it into global confrontation and rivalry with the United States.
Nonetheless, as noted in chapter 5, this does not suggest that other factors do not remain important. The fact that the Soviets had little economic influence beyond their own bloc while China has extensive economic influence globally is an important difference between the two bipolar systems and likely to shape patterns of behavior and influence stability. The lack of contemporary strong ideological confrontation between the superpowers is also likely to constrain their global rivalry. Since China remains committed to the existing international institutional order, its ambitions and initiatives to develop an alternative order and institutions whereby Beijing has a more prominent role are likely to be more gradual than the Soviet Union’s revolutionary approach. New technology and connectivity are facilitating interaction among states and people in unprecedented ways. New advanced weapons systems and cyber warfare will shape military conflict in the twenty-first century, and the role of nuclear weapons is different today compared to the origins of the previous bipolar system. All these factors matter and will shape and shove a new bipolar system. However, simply pointing to a number of factors that will influence superpower rivalry in the twenty-first century is insufficient. We need to establish some hierarchy of causes. Thus, this book contends that geopolitics is the single most important factor explaining different stability and patterns of behavior in a new bipolar system.


SHIFTING DISTRIBUTION OF CAPABILITIES AND GLOBAL IMPLICATIONS
The previous bipolar era profoundly shaped international politics. Regions, states, institutions, corporations, and individuals were affected by the Cold War. While the return of bipolarity might not lead to another Cold War, the current shift in the distribution of capabilities in the international system will affect international affairs.
U.S. Grand Strategy: Rebalance and Pivot to the Asia-Pacific
U.S. national security interests have always benefitted from the internal division of its two transoceanic flanking regions.9 The United States benefited from European rivalries during the early years of the republic and throughout the nineteenth century, and it could count on power balancing among great European and East Asian powers to prevent a great power from becoming a regional hegemon.10 The United States replaced Britain as the holder of the European balance of power during World War I, and after another cycle of isolation, neutrality, intervention, and war, the United States prevented the domination of both Europe and Asia by regional hegemonic powers during World War II.
In the post–World War II period, the United States had to participate directly in “the preservation of a balance of power in Europe and in Asia.”11 The United States had learned that “there can be security only in balanced power” and that “constant attention and adjustment”12 was required when prioritizing between the flanking regions to maintain the balance of power within the regions. The primary interest of the United States during the early years of the previous bipolar system was in maintaining the balance of power in Europe.13 World War II left the Soviet Union with the physical control of an area in the center of Europe at a time when no other great powers were able to contend for regional hegemony.14
After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, the United States adjusted its defense posture. It began to downsize its military presence in Europe and increase it in East Asia, especially following the Taiwan Strait crisis of 1995/1996.15 With no other great powers capable of challenging U.S. supremacy, the United States also became more preoccupied with humanitarian interventions—“saving strangers”—during the 1990s.16 The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, shifted the focus onto the war on terrorism. Nonetheless, since the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq to a large extent were financed by a supplementary budget, much of the enormous U.S. defense budget in the early years of the new century continued to be allocated to maintaining and increasing the U.S. military presence in the Asia-Pacific.17
The announcement of the U.S. pivot in 2011 revitalized and reinforced the process of rebalancing. The rebalancing in the mid-late 1990s and early years of the new century was a response to the collapse of the Soviet Union and China’s early rise. The pivot sought to adjust the U.S. defense posture after the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and to address power shifts and the emergence of China as the only peer competitor of the United States. In other words, the pivot explicitly prioritized the Asia-Pacific region in U.S. grand strategy, unlike the prioritization of the war on terrorism under the Bush administration. The United States never “left” East Asia under the Bush administration, however.18 As China became more assertive following the 2007–2008 financial crisis, it created an additional “demand signal” from the region, that is, a call for a stronger U.S. presence to counterbalance China’s enhanced power and assertiveness. The Obama administration responded to these signals.19 There had also been demand signals during the Taiwan Strait crisis, but the contemporary shift in the distribution of capabilities made this factor even more important when the pivot was announced.
In contrast to the rebalancing of the 1990s and the early years of the new century, the pivot was also a timely response to the situation following the financial crisis, and the Obama administration sought to renew economic growth by integrating more strongly with the fastest growing region in the world. Questions were also being raised about U.S. primacy for the first time in the aftermath of the financial crisis. Thus, an important difference between the rebalancing and the 2011 pivot is that the United States now had to prioritize its resources more carefully than during U.S. rebalancing at the height of the “unipolar moment” in the 1990s and the early years of the new century. As former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton wrote:
As the war in Iraq winds down and America begins to withdraw its forces from Afghanistan, the United States stands at a pivot point. Over the last 10 years, we have allocated immense resources to those two theaters. In the next 10 years, we need to be smart and systematic about where we invest time and energy, so that we put ourselves in the best position to sustain our leadership, secure our interests, and advance our values. One of the most important tasks of American statecraft over the next decade will therefore be to lock in a substantially increased investment—diplomatic, economic, strategic, and otherwise—in the Asia-Pacific region. The Asia-Pacific has become a key driver of global politics.20

One month later, President Obama spoke in similar terms when he addressed the Australian parliament:
After a decade in which we fought two wars that cost us dearly, in blood and treasure, the United States is turning our attention to the vast potential of the Asia-Pacific region. . . . Here, we see the future. As the world’s fastest-growing region—and home to more than half the global economy . . . as President, I have, therefore, made a deliberate and strategic decision—as a Pacific nation, the United States will play a larger and long-term role in shaping this region and its future.21

Obama emphasized in his remarks that in a time of austerity, the Asia-Pacific would be a “top priority” and that the reduction in the defense budget would not “come at the expense of the Asia-Pacific.” “My guidance is clear,” Obama continued. “As we plan and budget for the future, we will allocate the resources necessary to maintain our strong military presence in this region. . . . So let there be no doubt: In the Asia-Pacific in the twenty-first century, the United States of America is all in.”22
It has been argued that cuts in the defense budget under the Obama administration undermined the pivot to the Asia-Pacific.23 However, in a time of general austerity and budget cuts, the U.S. military forces in the Asia-Pacific have been maintained in numbers and increased in capability, as Obama promised in 2011.24 This prioritizing of the Asia-Pacific suggests that the pivot is being sustained and reinforcing the previous rebalancing, although developments may not be proceeding as quickly as the Obama administration envisaged in 2011. As Deputy Secretary of Defense Robert O. Work stated in September 2014, “the Asia-Pacific rebalance is real as part of a broader reexamination of our global posture. We might not be able to go as fast as we would want because of budgetary pressure. We might not be able to have as many forces as we would otherwise like. . . . But the Asia-Pacific rebalance continues apace.”25 The United States remains committed to security and stability in Europe, the Middle East, and other regions such as Africa, the Americas, and the Arctic, but the emphasis and priority is likely to be the Asia-Pacific region.26 Despite a number of wars and conflicts beyond that region, especially in the “arc of instability” from North and Central Africa to the Middle East and Afghanistan, along with Russian aggression in Ukraine and its growing assertiveness in Europe, the U.S. rebalance and pivot to the Asia-Pacific have not been reversed.
Speeches and words have been followed up by action. U.S. military capacity in maritime Asia has been enhanced.27 In 2015, the more modern USS Ronald Reagan replaced the USS George Washington at the Yokosuka base in Japan. The modernized guided-missile cruiser USS Chancellorsville and USS Benfold, an Aegis-capable destroyer, also arrived in Japan in 2015 to boost the Seventh Fleet.28 This is a continuation of a trend that builds on the rebalancing efforts of the 1990s and of the George W. Bush administration, although the emphasis on the Asia-Pacific during a period when the overall U.S. defense budget was declining suggests that the United States was prioritizing balancing China’s growing power. An additional Aegis-capable destroyer will be deployed to Japan in 2017, and all three of the new DDG-1000 stealth destroyers will be home-porting with the Pacific fleet.
An additional nuclear attack submarine has been based in Guam, and a rotational deployment of littoral combat ships in Singapore enhances U.S. operations in the region’s littoral waters. This is complemented by forward-stationing the most capable air assets, including F-22s, continuous deployment of B-2 and B-52 strategic bombers, additional tilt-rotor aircraft for the Marine Corps and Special Forces, and, in 2017, the first forward-stationing of F-35s to Iwakuni, Japan.29 Even if these measures come on top of the substantial increase in U.S. forward military presence in the region during the rebalancing in the 1990s and 2000s, the pivot still marks a new priority in U.S. force posture and strategy. As Commander of the U.S. Pacific Command Admiral Harry B. Harris Jr. puts it, “everything that is new and cool that the United States is developing is going to the Pacific.”30
The United States will probably remain committed to its two flanking regions, but since the balance of power is only being challenged in one region, East Asia, the contemporary power shift is likely to constrain the United States from strengthening its presence in Europe and the High North in the years to come and instead compel the United States to prioritize East Asia. Geopolitics matter in this assessment. U.S.-China rivalry in a new bipolar system will primarily be in the maritime domain. Balancing China’s regional ambitions in maritime East Asia demands a strong U.S. air and naval presence. The primary challenge from Russia is on the ground in Europe. While its naval capabilities pose a threat, that threat remains secondary to the continental theater. Thus, U.S. ground forces might maintain a light footprint in Europe, but U.S. naval and air forces are likely to be concentrated in the Asia Pacific.
Over the next five years, according to the 2015 Asia-Pacific Maritime Security Strategy, the U.S. Navy will improve its ability to maintain a more regular and persistent maritime presence in the Pacific by increasing the number of ships assigned to the Pacific Fleet outside of U.S. territory by approximately 30 percent. “By 2020, 60 percent of naval and overseas air assets will be home-ported in the Pacific region.”31 Moreover, the Obama administration’s pivot was not only about military-force posture. The Obama administration stressed that its was a multifaceted strategy consisting of diplomatic, economic, military, institutional, and political engagement.32 The United States has been more active in regional institutions, summits, and forums, for example, acceding to the ASEAN Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, stationing a U.S ambassador to ASEAN in Jakarta, and elevating the U.S.-ASEAN relationship to a strategic partnership.33
The United States is most likely to continue to prioritize the Asia-Pacific region even though the Trump administration has not presented a new strategy for the region. Shifts in the distribution of capabilities and a new bipolar system, along with the balance of power in the regions flanking the United States, strongly suggest that the United States will prioritize sustaining and increasing its presence in East Asia in the years to come. China’s GDP and defense spending is today about the same as all other states in its region combined. Conversely, no state is in a position to dominate the European continent, the Middle East, or Africa. East Asia is the only region where the United States needs a strong forward presence to maintain a balance of power. Geostructural conditions will be predominant in shaping U.S. foreign policy and defense posture in a new bipolar system.

U.S. Allies and Nonaligned in Asia
As China becomes more powerful and increases its share in the distribution of capabilities within the international system, neighboring states are developing strategies to enhance their own security. They feel compelled to realign closer to one of the poles, creating significant dilemmas for makers of foreign policy. Power shifts compel smaller states to reconsider their defense, security, and foreign-policy alignments. Regional states are spending more on defense, and some have sought to establish a counterweight to China’s rise and assertiveness by strengthening their ties with the United States.34 Some have improved relations with the rising power; others remain reluctant to take sides and prefer to continue with a hedging strategy.35
U.S. treaty allies in maritime East Asia have done the most to resist the rise of China. Japan has strengthened its defense postures and alliance cooperation with the United States. Under Prime Minister Shinzō Abe, Japan is in the process of reinterpreting its pacifist constitution and upgrading the role of its self-defense forces to allow for participation in collective self-defense. The Japanese military has strengthened its deterrent capabilities with improved surveillance capabilities and expanded arms deployments in the East China Sea.36 In August 2016, the Abe administration requested a record defense budget for 2017 of 5.16 trillion yen ($51 billion), and the defense budget has increased each of the last five years.37 In addition, the U.S. basing structure in Japan has undergone changes in recent years, whereby Japan and the United States have sought to reduce the U.S. military’s visible “footprint” but at the same time significantly upgrading the capabilities of American forces based in Japan.38
Japan has moved toward an upgraded security role and strategic diplomacy that would most likely have been unfeasible only a decade ago. It has developed strategic partnerships with countries on China’s perimeter, including the Philippines, India, Vietnam, and Australia.39 While restrictions on offensive weapons remain in place, Japan’s ongoing national security reforms, which allow for a more active role for Japan’s modernized armed forces, boost U.S. counterbalancing of China’s rise. “Japan,” Prime Minister Abe has announced, “is back.”40 Speeches and words, however, do not make Japan a great power, and Japan’s security-enhancing measures have so far been relatively limited in scope. The abovementioned measures bolster Japan’s capabilities, but Japan lacks the underlying resources to enable balancing in the contemporary U.S.-China bipolar system. Nonetheless, China’s rise has produced a multifaceted Japanese strategic response to prevent China from posing a significant threat to Japanese security. It has energized Japan’s ambitions to play a more prominent role in East Asian security affairs and presented a rationale for enhancing Japan’s military capabilities, alliances, and diplomatic and strategic partnerships.
The defense and security measures initiated by the Philippines, another U.S. treaty ally, are not as significant and ambitious as Japan’s. The Philippines has protested strongly against China’s assertiveness and challenged the PRC’s maritime claims in the South China Sea before an impartial arbitration tribunal.41 It has initiated “the highest-ever increase in spending for military modernization in over two decades.”42 However, with limited military capabilities and financial resources, the Philippines is in no position to balance China or safeguard its interests in territorial disputes with China in the South China Sea. In addition to appealing to international law and boosting defense, Manila has consolidated its alliance with the United States and strengthened its defense cooperation with Japan. It signed the Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) with the United States in April 2014, the first substantial bilateral defense agreement since the end of the Cold War.43 The agreement allows the United States to station troops and equipment on Philippine territory but not set up a permanent base.44 However, the election of President Duterte in 2016 has led to a cooling of U.S.-Philippine relations, even though it remains to be seen whether Manila can establish more amicable ties with Beijing and push the Philippines toward a more independent foreign-policy stance.45
In May 2015, the Philippines and Japan held their first-ever joint South China Sea exercise. This was followed by another that coincided with joint U.S.-Philippine drills in the South China Sea in June the same year.46 The Philippines and Japan have also initiated talks on defense-equipment transfers and visiting-forces agreements involving the exchange of military defense equipment and technology as well as educational and personnel exchanges. These steps, according to the Philippine defense secretary Voltaire Gazmin, “would have been unthinkable previously.”47 The Philippines has also strengthened defense cooperation with Malaysia and Australia.48
Other U.S. treaty allies, including South Korea and Australia,49 have bolstered defense cooperation with the United States but simultaneously showed reluctance to challenge China. South Korea has one of the most difficult dilemmas. China became South Korea’s largest trading partner more than a decade ago, and its economy is increasingly dependent on the Chinese. South Korea has enhanced cooperation with China to manage North Korean belligerence and seeks both to accommodate Chinese interests and maintain its defense cooperation with the United States.50 But South Korea remains reluctant to improve defense ties with Japan. China is also Australia’s largest trading partner and New Zealand’s largest export market, but neither country depends on China for its security or is directly involved in territorial and sovereignty disputes with China. Geostructural conditions suggest that South Korea, in close geographical proximity to China and more dependent on it for economic prosperity, stability, and security, is more likely to drift toward China.51 Australia and New Zealand are more likely to sustain the alliances with the United States but will seek to maintain hedging strategies that allow for cooperation with China.
Similar effects can be observed in the behavior of non-U.S. treaty allies. Most consequential, India is gradually moving closer to the United States52 and the latter’s regional partners.53 Southeast Asian states prefer not to take sides, but the return of bipolarity is pushing the region toward polarization and making hedging more difficult. While Vietnam and the United States have improved their cooperation and defense ties,54 China’s military superiority over countries in Indochina suggests that states on the Southeast Asian mainland are more likely to bandwagon with China. Southeast Asian maritime states have more maneuverability but are more likely to align with the United States.
The indirect competition55 over the alignments of smaller regional states has been the primary focus of U.S.-China rivalry in East Asia, rather than direct U.S.-China competition in bilateral arms races and defense spending. This has been a contributing factor in postponing the strong balancing of the new bipolar era. The ongoing competition for alignment, with East Asian spheres of influence under constant challenge, contrasts with Europe’s Iron Curtain and East-West divide. China remains the dominant power on the East Asian mainland, and the United States maintains supremacy in the maritime domain; however, no status quo or equilibrium of the type that prevailed in Europe in the previous bipolar era is in sight in contemporary East Asia. Competition and instability will prevail.56 This constrains the U.S.-China rivalry from going global and suggests that the new superpowers primarily will be concerned with instability and competition in East Asia.
The return of bipolarity shapes patterns of behavior and stability. The rise of China and the corresponding power shift are (1) the core drivers behind Japan’s aspirations to become a “normal” great power and enhance its defense capabilities and security, (2) the reason why the Philippines is reinvigorating its alliance with the United States and developing unprecedented defense cooperation with Japan and other regional states, (3) important reasons for the dilemmas facing South Korea’s defense and security alignment, (4) a central reason why Australia is adjusting its defense and security policy, (5) the main drivers behind India’s “Act East policy,” and (6) the major factor shaping the alignment and realignment of Southeast Asian states. East Asia would have looked very different without China’s rise. The bipolar distribution of power is reshaping the region in new and unprecedented ways.

European Security and Transatlantic Ties
The shift of global power from West to East and the rise of China have contributed together with wars in the Middle East and Afghanistan to Washington’s decision to downsize its military presence on its European flank. In 2013, Admiral James Stavridis, then head of U.S. European Command, informed the House Armed Services Committee in his defense-posture statement that U.S. forces in Europe had been reduced by more than 85 percent and basing sites by 75 percent since the end of the Cold War.57 In 2014, Air Force General Philip Breedlove, former Supreme Allied Commander Europe and chief of U.S. European Command, called for a halt to the drawdown in Europe in order to counter the renewed military threat from Russia.58
In response to Russia’s latest land grab in Crimea and involvement in the civil war in Ukraine, the United States has sought to reassure its NATO allies with Operation Atlantic Resolve.59 Instead of deploying permanent forces to Europe, the new American strategy keeps a rotational presence of forward-deployed soldiers and seeks to increase the forward prepositioning of equipment to enhance the ability to reinforce Europe rapidly.60 The NATO summit in Warsaw in 2016 agreed to build further on this approach by establishing in Eastern Europe an enhanced forward presence of multinational forces. This includes the rotational presence of four multinational Allied battalions in the three Baltic States and Poland; rotational deployment of a U.S. armored brigade combat team, headquartered in Poland; and the formation of the Very High Readiness Joint Task Force.61
Washington’s downsizing of its military forces in Europe since the Cold War has so far not led to any robust European military buildup.62 Because the Second World War drove the transition from multipolarity to bipolarity, the ensuing power vacuum and exhaustion of Great Britain’s resources forced the United States to take responsibility for containing the Soviet Union’s ambitions in both Europe and East Asia. The current shift from unipolarity to bipolarity has not been associated with similar power vacuums and dynamics, but European states remain prosperous and capable of taking more responsibility for their own defense and stability.
The GDP of each major power in Europe—Germany, France, Great Britain, and Italy—is larger than Russia’s. Indeed, Russia’s nominal GDP in 2016 was about the size of Spain’s. The defense spending of any dual combination of Germany, France, or Great Britain would be larger than Russia’s.63 The combined conventional military forces of European NATO members are much larger than Russia’s armed forces. Compared to East Asia, the difference is more striking. China’s GDP is larger than all East and Southeast Asian states combined, as is China’s defense budget. China’s GDP and defense spending would match all these countries even if we added India and Russia to the equation. The PLA has more army, navy, air, sea, and missile capabilities, and a larger maritime surveillance agency or coast guard, than all the East and Southeast Asian states combined. Neither Russia, nor any other great or major power, can challenge any regional balance of power as China can. China is the only power with regional hegemonic aspirations, and it is developing capabilities to match those ambitions.64 The rise of China compels the United States to concentrate its forces in East Asia.
Europe’s NATO members have the resources to respond to the new bipolar system, and the German chancellor Angela Merkel has stated that “we in Europe have to take our fate into our own hands . . . [and] Europe can’t rely on others,”65 but it remains to be seen if Germany and the other European countries have the resolve to do so. Currently, the United States is spending roughly twice as much on defense in percentage of GDP than its European allies. The United States accounts for about three-quarters of NATO members’ combined defense spending. This is basically Europe taking a free security ride and is incompatible with sustained transatlantic security cooperation. Washington expects its European allies to invest more in European security and their own defense. As it stands, however, European countries are unprepared to meet security challenges in their own neighborhood.

NATO’s Deterrence Credibility
The historian Gaddis described Kennan’s strategy for how the United States should maintain a balance of power at the start of the previous bipolar system. The United States may not pursue Kennan’s containment strategy in the first period of the new bipolar system, but Kennan’s emphasis on “the necessity, imposed by limited means, of establishing hierarchies of interests, of differentiating between the vital and the peripheral,”66 is likely to guide the United States.67 Europe and individual European states are lower on the priority list in Washington today than during the Cold War.
Such developments will have major implications for European defense and stability. NATO’s eastward expansion during the unipolar era is leaving European states with more responsibilities with the advent of the new bipolar system concentrated on East Asia. This is a great disadvantage in light of Russia’s recent actions. Most of the new NATO members in Eastern Europe are relatively weak. Lippmann’s 1947 warning about containing “the Soviet Union by attempting to make ‘unassailable barriers’ out of the surrounding border states” is now more relevant than ever. “They are admittedly weak,” noted Lippmann. “A weak ally is not an asset. It is a liability. It requires the diversion of power, money, and prestige to support it and to maintain it. These weak states are vulnerable. Yet the effort to defend them brings us no nearer to a decision or to a settlement of the main conflict.”68
Compared to the previous bipolar system, the United States has a smaller military presence in Europe, and NATO has fewer resources but more responsibilities. And although Russia is threatening to expand, this is unlike the threat posed by the much more powerful Soviet Union. Russia’s assertiveness and ambitions for control, for example, of the Baltic states do not present the same overarching security challenge as the Soviet Union did when contending for the control of Germany in the heart of Europe. Moreover, Russia is a revisionist power in Europe today; the Soviet Union, with its control of East Germany and a security buffer in Eastern Europe, was a status quo power. U.S. allies once questioned whether the United States would risk a nuclear war with the Soviet Union over Germany; today one might ask whether the United States would risk a nuclear war with Russia over Estonia, Latvia, or Lithuania. There are major differences between these two challenges, and they affect the credibility of NATO and U.S. defense commitments to Europe.
The stakes are not as high in Europe today as they were in the past; the Baltics are not Germany, and Russia is not the mighty Soviet Union. But the risk of conflict is increasing because NATO’s deterrence is not as credible as it was during the Cold War. NATO’s eastward expansion, combined with considerable defense cuts in Europe, the downsizing of U.S. forces in Europe, and uncertainty about the Trump administration’s commitment to the NATO alliance, leaves allies wary and undermines NATO’s Article 5. Accordingly, European states must take more responsibility for their own defense and stability or face higher security risks under the new bipolar system.

National, Collective, and Out-of-Area Defense
The previous unipolar system not only allowed for NATO expansion but also for out-of-area operations. Without a peer competitor or fear of superpower war, the United States was less constrained and freer to wage war against minor powers.69 Not only was the only superpower free to roam, but smaller European states could participate in and wage wars in the Balkans, Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, and Syria, behavior that for many European states was unthinkable during the previous bipolar system but possible in the shadow of U.S. primacy.
In a new bipolar system, European states and NATO are not only being pushed to take more responsibility for national and collective defense of an alliance that has moved its borders to Russia’s surroundings, but European states are also forced to take more responsibility for out-of-area operations, such as security in Europe’s “southern flank”—northern Africa and the Levant—and to manage nontraditional security challenges in their proximity or face higher security risks.70 The new U.S.-China bipolar system is forcing European states to make tough choices between their national defense requirements, collective defense responsibilities, and participation in out-of-area operations. There is likely to be increased pressure in all areas in the wake of U.S. military retrenchment. European states will be torn between prioritizing national defense and traditional security concerns, illustrated by Russia’s aggression in Ukraine; collective defense through NATO, the EU, or the UN; and new security challenges that will require a more proactive European stance on terrorism and other nontraditional security risks. European NATO allies also differ in their views on whether the main threats and challenges are to the south, the east, or even in to the high north. Prioritizing between limited resources and working out an appropriate division of labor will be a major challenge for European states and the transatlantic security community in the new bipolar era.

Diverging Views of China’s Rise
Contending with a rising China and a resurgent Russia not only requires an adjustment to the transatlantic burden-sharing arrangement and compensating for the U.S. military drawdown in Europe. It also involves overcoming challenges in the difference between European and American approaches to China. The transatlantic relationship is struggling to work out military, security, economic, and diplomatic issues in relation to China’s rise.71 Differences in approaches to China reflect the fact that the United States, European states, and the European Union are unequal powers and distinct actors in international politics. Unlike European states, the United States maintains alliances and significant strategic and political interests in Asia given its regional and global defense and security responsibilities. While both the United States and European states see opportunities and challenges in China’s growing market and economic power, the United States is more concerned about China’s growing military power. European states are primarily not the ones having to face a potentially more threatening, aggressive, and expansionist China.
For the first time since the establishment of NATO, there is no longer a predominant common threat or challenge to the transatlantic alliance. In the aftermath of Russia’s aggression in Ukraine, the refugee crisis sparked by the Arab spring and the wars in Libya and Syria, and the wave of terrorist attacks across European capitals, few European countries are thinking primarily about the challenges and threats from China. While some European NATO allies were reluctant to join the war on terrorism and some declined to support the United States in its war against Iraq, the war on terrorism provided a common threat and challenge to NATO during the first decade of the new century, and European NATO allies contributed militarily in Afghanistan. Few European states are willing or able to contribute militarily to any U.S. balancing of China today and in the years to come. This is likely to constrain the alliances across the Atlantic in the new bipolar era.
Strong transatlantic ties were forged when the United States and its European allies shared a common and overwhelming threat in the Soviet Union. The transatlantic alliance was sustained in the unipolar period as European NATO allies contributed to in- and out-of-area operations. The growing threat from Russia fosters new cohesion and commitment to collective defense and in-area operations. The dilemma, however, is that the alliance no longer shares a primary threat. If European states take more responsibility for European security and stability, it could relieve the United States of the primary burden of maintaining stability in Europe. This might allow the United States to keep a light footprint in Europe and more effectively pivot toward the Asia-Pacific, particularly China. While the proposition is still premature, it could make transatlantic defense and security cooperation more sustainable and boost Europe’s role in regional and world affairs.72 If Europe expects the United States to maintain its role as Europe’s security guarantor for the foreseeable future at the same time as the United States is confronted with a peer competitor in East Asia, a region to which European states have no capabilities or willingness to contribute, then transatlantic ties are most likely to wither in the coming decades.
The Western alliance will need to cooperate in economic affairs and in upholding the international order, in which it has invested so heavily. But Europe’s growing economic dependency on China and the U.S. request for higher European defense spending have the potential to compromise transatlantic relations. In 2017, China had become Germany’s most important trading partner. As Germany simultaneously is pushed to take more responsibility for its own security and invest in a military buildup, ties between Germany and the United States are likely to diminish almost irrespectively of the personal chemistry between the leaders of the two powers.73 If Germany spends 2 percent or more of its GDP on defense in five years—not an unlikely scenario but still not very much defense spending for a major power—Germany is still likely to have the highest defense spending in Europe by a large margin. This, in combination with strong economic ties to China, would strengthen Germany’s independence and prominent role in Europe, which also suggests that transatlantic ties could wither.
The diverging threat perceptions of a rising China is the principal cause of strains in working out a common China policy in transatlantic relations, but the growing economic ties between China and European states are an important indicator of divergence, alerting us to the possibility that European states and the United States could take different paths in their relations with China. New geostructural conditions pose a major challenge to transatlantic ties.

Russia: Taking Advantage of Power Shifts
In a new bipolar system, Russia might lean toward one of the two poles or seek an independent role.74 Moscow would prefer the latter, but Russia remains too weak to play any decisive role in the contemporary bipolar balance of power. Russia is most likely to lean toward China but will seek to take advantage of the U.S.-China rivalry to promote Russian interests.75 Nor can we rule out whether Russia and China will drift apart, with Russia choosing to move closer to the United States in the coming decades.
The Sino-Russian strategic partnership has advanced in recent years. Ross argues that common interests in resisting U.S. power in their respective theaters drove the Sino-Soviet alliance in the 1950s and will likely be the basis of enhanced Sino-Russian strategic stability in the twenty-first century.76 Sino-Russian cooperation allows Russia to prioritize its sphere of influence in Eastern Europe and the Caucasus and China to focus on its strategic shift onto the maritime domain while maintaining cooperation in Central Asia. The strategic partnership could develop into a formal alliance and continental bloc that would control the “heartland” and challenge the U.S.-led maritime bloc and alliance system. Increased tension between a democratic and an authoritarian camp could reinvigorate Cold War thinking.77 Sustained transatlantic cooperation would be needed to balance a stronger Sino-Russian partnership, but the United States cannot give equal attention to its two flanking regions. As long as European states remain unprepared to meet such a security challenge, it will give Russia more opportunities.
The Sino-Russian strategic partnership will not be one of equals. China will be in the driver’s seat, which Moscow will dislike. Russia will seek to avoid becoming too dependent on China. There is a strategic rationale in cooperating that allows China and Russia to confront the United States on its two flanking regions. However, Russia has little to offer China in a conflict in East Asia, and China has little influence over NATO’s eastward expansion and Russia’s core security concerns. The Sino-Russian strategic partnership in the unipolar era was founded on mutual suspicion and apprehension about U.S. primacy. This rationale is undermined by the return of bipolarity. The new bipolar distribution of capabilities, the Sino-Russian power transition, and growing asymmetry in the bilateral relationship fuel suspicions in Moscow about China’s strategic interests. Coupled with the historical legacy of mistrust, animosity, and diverging cultural traditions, the Sino-Russian strategic partnership may be unsustainable.
While Russia’s aggression in Ukraine and assertiveness toward NATO suggest the proposition is unlikely, another possibility that cannot be ruled out as an effect of the shifting distribution of capabilities is that the United States and Russia might be pushed toward a partnership or closer ties as a result of China’s growing might. Russia has a realist view of world affairs, shares U.S. concerns about a rising China, and focuses on traditional security issues and great-power politics. Russia’s geographical position and inroads into Central Asia make Russia a potential strategic partner for the United States in counterbalancing China. As Walt pointed out more than a decade ago, “a revitalized Russia would be more useful ally against a rising China” than European allies, “which is a good reason why the U.S. should not humiliate Moscow by expanding NATO ever eastward.”78 Increased Russian leverage in a U.S.-China bipolar system could challenge the relationship between the United States and its NATO allies, just as closer economic ties between China and Europe and European states’ reluctance to join the U.S. counterbalancing of China’s rise could undermine transatlantic relations.
The example of China’s alliance with the Soviet Union, isolation after the Sino-Soviet split, and rapprochement with the United States during the previous bipolar system shows that it will be very difficult to predict Russia’s strategic behavior in the coming decades. Nonetheless, a new bipolar system presents an opportunity for a resurgent Russia to strengthen its presence in Eastern Europe and the Middle East. It can take advantage of the Washington’s military drawdown in Europe and the Middle East and European states’ reluctance to boost defense spending and participate in out-of-area operations, and it can test NATO’s credibility and willingness to defend new NATO members in Eastern Europe. Russian military exercises close to the border of Eastern European NATO members, combined with strategic overflight, intelligence operations, cyber attacks, and propaganda campaigns, will increasingly contest the individual national defenses of NATO members and the alliance’s commitment to collective defense and cooperation. It remains to be seen whether European states in the short and medium term will be able to boost their defense capabilities and whether NATO will have the capabilities to deter Russia.
Sanctions imposed by the United States and the European Union in response to the annexation of Crimea and aggression in Ukraine have, together with lower oil prices, weakened the Russian economy. However, the recession has so far been less severe than the recession that hit the Russian economy following the financial crisis in 2007–2008.79 Russia bounced back from the last crisis only to launch its aggression in Ukraine. Sanctions have deepened and reinforced the slump in the economy in 2014–2015, but more important in the longer term is the effect that sanctions could have on cooperation and economic interdependence between Russia and Europe. If a trend toward less integration, declining trade, limited collaboration, and the abandonment of any partnership continues, then Russia will have less to lose from confronting the European Union and NATO. Russia’s turn eastward and the signing of large petroleum deals with China, coupled with growth in Russian petroleum exports to Northeast Asia, are additional factors that give Russia more leverage in its dealings with the West and increase the risk of conflict.

Nontraditional Security Challenges, Institutions, and World Order
Shifts in the distribution of capabilities will affect the United States and China more than nontraditional security challenges. It remains to be seen if international politics will shift from order to disorder in the absence of U.S. primacy.80 The return of bipolarity promises more stability than if the international system had returned to multipolarity. Instability at the power center in East Asia makes U.S.-China confrontation at the periphery less likely. The new bipolar system might avoid the devastation of the Cold War era, during which the superpowers supported proxies in civil wars.81 Since rivalry and confrontation between the superpowers are mainly at sea, the risk of a limited war is higher, but the superpowers in the twenty-first century might thereby avoid the far more destructive wars of the previous multipolar system, where the great powers clashed on land.
The United States is likely to become a more restrained and selective superpower,82 less willing to uphold the current global order and provide collective goods as it becomes increasingly concerned with superpower rivalry. With the United States preoccupied with the regional balance of power in East Asia, Ross warns us that the rise of China will bring about the demise of U.S. global “unipolarity” and result in less, not more, security.83 The U.S. pivot to the Asia-Pacific is likely to continue apace, and there is likely to be more uncertainty and possibly even power vacuums in Europe, the Middle East, and Africa, with corresponding security concerns and instability. Nonetheless, conflict and disorder on the periphery are less likely to resemble the destruction of the previous bipolar period: the superpowers are unlikely to be as strongly involved in proxy wars because the status quo is being challenged at the power center in East Asia. Moreover, the United States is unlikely to abandon the current international institutional order, and China is currently committed to largely sustaining that order, even though Beijing is seeking to reconfigure it and gradually develop an alternative international institutional order through the Belt and Road initiative. Finally, the bipolar system is likely to compel and constrain the United States from undertaking some of the military interventions and destabilizing wars it pursued during the unipolar era. A more restrained and selective United States, focused on balancing China at the new power center in East Asia, is going to be less able to roam freely.
Growing U.S.-China rivalry and China’s more recent assertiveness will have spillover effects on global and regional institutions and multilateralism and potentially undermine cooperation. The return of bipolarity is likely to marginalize the United Nations, as it did during the previous bipolar period. From 1948 to 1989, the UN Security Council passed only eight resolutions invoking Chapter VII, which refers to members’ responsibility to “maintain or restore international peace and security.” From 1990 to 2011, 511 such resolutions were passed, more than sixty times the Cold War figure, and the number of troops deployed for UN peacekeeping operations more than quintupled in that timeframe.84 Moreover, alternative institutions and an emerging new order will gradually challenge the U.S. liberal order and the Bretton Woods system.
China has been working closely with regional institutions to become socialized into multilateralism and the established international order. While it continues to promote its peaceful development strategy, with growing relative power it has now become more assertive and is gradually moving away from the principles that has guided its peaceful rise since Deng Xiaoping. Principles such as securing China’s position and showing restraint, rising within the existing order, never seeking leadership and maintaining a low profile, noninterference in other countries’ internal affairs, and biding time and hiding capabilities have now transformed into a more active and assertive strategy, reflected in the Belt and Road initiative. China’s expansion in Eurasia and at sea can hardly be reversed, as China grows more powerful. However, it is natural that the United States and China’s neighbors would become alarmed by this geopolitical development. Thus, it is becoming more difficult for China to reassure neighbors of its benign intentions. China is clearly taking on a stronger leadership role and seeking to establish an alternative international institutional order. The Belt and Road initiative is also gradually forcing China to abandon noninterference as China increasingly seeks to safeguard investments and Chinese overseas workers in numerous infrastructure projects abroad. In addition, China can no longer bide its time and hide its capabilities.
China’s recent behavior in the South China Sea contradicts the code of conduct to which it agreed when it was relatively weaker in the early years of the new century. ASEAN has been an important forum for regional cooperation, and China has promoted its strategy of peaceful development there. In the last few years, however, this leading regional organization has become more polarized. Members have often been divided by their alignment with China or the United States, and the superpowers have increasingly used the institution to advance their diplomatic and strategic objectives. In 2012, no communiqué was released by the ASEAN ministers in Cambodia, owing to divergent views on the aggressive activities of China in the disputed waters of the South China Sea. U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton used her remarks at the ASEAN Regional Forum in 2010 to challenge China’s activities in the South China Sea.85 Such developments coincided with the transition from a unipolar to a bipolar system, and one can expect that ASEAN will become more polarized and marginalized in the new bipolar system.
A return to superpower rivalry will shape the potential for cooperation on a number of global issues. Challenges related to the environment, economic stability, terrorism, proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and a number of other transnational issues will be more difficult to manage when the superpowers increasingly engage in traditional balance-of-power and confrontational politics toward each other. Shifts at the structural level help explain why the United States is modifying its counterterrorism operations and intervening less in humanitarian affairs. The United States is becoming more reluctant to take the lead in costly humanitarian-intervention operations and will want to avoid being bogged down in military operations against terrorists, extremists, and authoritarian regimes in Syria, Iraq, Libya, and Mali now that it is being challenged by a peer competitor in East Asia.86 Superpower rivalry in the twenty-first century will condition how and to what degree nontraditional security threats such as terrorism and extremism, piracy, and cyber attacks will increase and flourish or be managed and contained.
When the superpowers pursue more confrontational policies under bipolarity than unipolarity, then such a pattern of behavior is likely to constrain trade negotiations, compromise climate agreements, undermine energy security, and weaken development aid work. If global challenges are to be overcome and lasting solutions implemented, then there is a need to understand the new superpower dynamics. As the return of bipolarity compels the United States toward a preoccupation with U.S.-China regional competition, U.S. contribution to global stability is likely to erode. The return of bipolarity will have important bilateral, regional, and global effects.


CONCLUSION: A NEW BIPOLAR SYSTEM AND ITS CONSEQUENCES
Systemic effects and the importance of polarity continue to have a “profound impact on international politics.”87 Superpower rivalry is again beginning to preoccupy the United States. A new bipolar system centered on East Asia and U.S.-China relations is compelling the United States to ramp up its military presence in the Asia-Pacific, maintain a moderate presence in Europe, modify its war on terrorism, and adjust its role in humanitarian interventions and participation in constabulary tasks (the antipiracy mission in the Gulf of Aden being one example of the latter). International organizations are becoming marginalized and the idea of multilateralism less persuasive. China is behaving more assertively, and its increased relative power has sparked its ambitious Belt and Road initiative. Japan is changing its defense posture and seeking to become a more normalized power. European states are being pushed to take more responsibility for their own security.88 Russia is gaining more maneuverability in the shadow of superpower rivalry. The security environment in East Asia and Europe is becoming more polarized.
Structural realism, however, cannot explain and predict how states will respond to structural shifts and new pressures and possibilities. Such knowledge requires state- and agency-level analyses that account for the making of foreign policy and leaders’ motivations.89 Additional causal factors and analytical levels are needed to explain how and why China’s neighbors will align and realign in response to the emergence of the new bipolar system. Structural realism provides a starting point90 for examining how the return of bipolarity is likely to shape European security and transatlantic ties, Russian assertiveness, and a new international order. Geostructural realism can explain why stability and balancing are different when comparing two bipolar systems. It takes us one step further in explaining and predicting balancing behavior and stability and structural effects. But similar to structural realism, it can only describe and understand the new pressure states are subject to, not how states adapt to new structural conditions. The foreign policies that states will pursue, how institutions will respond, and the extent to which new security actors will prosper and proliferate under the new structural conditions require an examination of second- and first-image factors.



Chapter 8
CONCLUSION: GEOSTRUCTURAL REALISM
Kenneth N. Waltz argued that simply adding a variable to a theory is not enough to plug a gap in a theory. “To add to a theory something that one believes has been omitted requires showing how it can take its place as one element of a coherent and effective theory.”1 This book shows how geopolitics can take its place as one element that complements structural realism, enhancing its explanatory and predictive power. I have termed such a reconfigured theory “geostructural realism.” In chapters 5, 6, and 7, I showed that the return of bipolarity and its systemic effects do not entirely correspond with the predictions of structural realism. By adding geopolitics to neorealist theory we can better understand and explain why structural change and the return of bipolarity have not led to the expected actions and outcomes. The geostructural-realist theory developed here, in contrast to neorealism, allows us to predict whether a new bipolar system in the twenty-first century will be more or less stable than the bipolar system of the twentieth century and accounts for different balancing behavior between bipolar systems.
The first step, however, was to demonstrate that the contemporary distribution of capabilities in the international system is indeed bipolar. I used three criteria to examine the polarity shift. First, I measured the power gap between the United States and China, concluding that it had narrowed to the extent that allowed China to vault into top-ranking status. Second, I considered the widening power gap between China and other great powers contending for top ranking, concluding that no third power is capable of challenging the top two. Third, I compared the current distribution of capabilities with those at the origins of the previous bipolar system, concluding that it was roughly similar.
If the theory is good, Waltz argued, then “we will see the kind of behavior and record the range of outcomes the theory leads us to expect.”2 The features of the previous bipolar system were strong balancing, stability, and strong competition and rivalry at the periphery. The contemporary bipolar system is characterized by moderate balancing, instability, and limited competition and rivalry at the periphery. Parsimonious neorealist theory needs geopolitics to account for these different structural effects.
This should not surprise us. Events never happen under the same circumstances.3 The axiom that history never repeats itself exactly would leave us to believe that the Cold War will never return. Nonetheless, explanations and understandings of international politics often arise from comparing and differentiating events and political situations. We must, in Morgenthau’s view, learn to distinguish between the similarities and differences of two political situations.4 Geostructural realism accounts for similarities and differences in distributions of capabilities and their outcomes and records the kind of behaviors and consequences we would expect to see as the international system reverts to bipolarity.
CONTEMPORARY BIPOLARITY
If we examine the international system from a bipolarity perspective, with the United States and China as the two poles or superpowers, we arrive at different explanations and predictions about China’s rise and the present and future effect of this rise on the nature and intensity of security competition in Asia and world affairs. The current polarity debate is essentially about whether China is reaching power parity with the United States; the conclusion so far is either that unipolarity persists, that the current international system is in transition to multipolarity, or that a new multipolar system has already emerged.5 However, in this book I have argued that China, by virtue of its current combined capabilities, has moved from great-power to superpower status, even though it has only “barely”6 made it to the top position together with the United States. Its status as a superpower and pole in a new bipolar system does not depend on whether it obtains power parity with the United States, becomes a regional hegemon, or develops global power projection; its status is instead defined according to the contemporary distribution of capabilities.
Discussing whether China has obtained power parity with the United States is important but will not in itself tell us whether the polarity of the system is changing from unipolarity to bipolarity or to multipolarity. The state of power parity is not sufficient to determine whether the international system has returned to bipolarity, something the asymmetric power relationship between the United States and the Soviet Union during the previous bipolar system demonstrates. Equally important is that China can be defined as a superpower in view of its superiority over the power next in rank.
The Gap Between Number 2 and Number 3
The power gap between the second- and third-ranking power is now so great that it marks the origins of a new bipolar system. This allows us to reexamine the widely anticipated arrival of multipolarity. Multipolarity, where three or more great powers have roughly equal capabilities, is nowhere in sight in the current international system.7 Participants in the contemporary polarity debate have overlooked the importance of the power gap between the second- and the third-ranking power in determining the polarity of the current international system. This was the crucial issue that preoccupied Morgenthau and other observers at the start of the previous bipolar system when they examined how the big three—Britain, the United States, and the Soviet Union—had dropped to two. Similarly, the power gap between the second- and the third-ranking power was vital when considering the international system in the aftermath of the hegemonic wars of the Napoleonic era. Britain, the dominating sea power, and Russia, the dominating land power, were more powerful than any other great power in 1814. However, their superiority over the third-ranking power, France, was not sufficient to shift the distribution of capabilities from a multipolar to a bipolar system.
The return of bipolarity has important implications. It challenges the widespread assumption that U.S.-China relations are ripe for tragedy based on analogies of great-power rivalry under multipolar systems.8 From a structural-realist point of view, bipolarity and multipolarity are two fundamentally different starting points for analysis. Instead of comparing U.S.-China relations to great-power rivalry and wars in the past, from a bipolar perspective we can start with the analogy of the “long peace” between the superpowers during the Cold War. While my analysis has shown that geopolitics makes the contemporary bipolar system more prone to instability and a limited war than the previous bipolar system, geostructural realism is not a deterministic theory. China and the United States might move from a peaceful rise to a “long peace.”9

Comparing Bipolar Systems
Examining the extent to which the current distribution of capabilities approximates the distribution at the start of the last bipolar system has been an important third factor in establishing whether the contemporary international system has returned to bipolarity. The power gap between the two leading states today, the United States and China, and the third-ranking power is similar to that between the two top-ranked superpowers and the great powers in 1950. No states other than the United States and China are within reach of the top position, and for the foreseeable future no third state will be capable of developing a combined capability comparable to either the United States or China. Consequently, these observations suggest that if one agrees that the international system was bipolar in 1950, it is hard to deny that it is bipolar today.
It is important not to conflate bipolarity with the Cold War. The post–World War II system became bipolar because all other powers were distinctly inferior to the United States and the Soviet Union. The fact that the Soviet Union was a dominating power on the Eurasian continent shaped the Cold War but did not make the system bipolar. Russia has dominated the Eurasian continent in the past without changing the system from multipolarity to bipolarity. The international system shifted to bipolarity because the distribution of capabilities changed during and after the Second World War. The Soviet Union’s westward expansion during the Second World War pushed the bipolar system toward a cold war by bringing the Red Army to the doorstep of Central and Western Europe, allowing the Soviet threat to dominate the European continent and requiring the injection of U.S. power into Western Europe. A land border divided Europe, strong balancing ensued, and stability in Europe allowed for superpower rivalry, conflict, and confrontation at the periphery.
The contemporary bipolar system does not share the Cold War characteristics of the previous bipolar period, in large part because of different geopolitics. China is not a Eurasian power like the Soviet Union or Russia. However, since the United States has no strong military presence on the Asian mainland, China dominates this geographical space more strongly than the Soviet Union dominated a divided European continent. China and the United States are confronting each other at sea, not on land. The regional balance of power will largely be decided in East Asian waters. The geopolitical differences explain the different characteristics of the two bipolar systems: why the stopping power of water postpones strong balancing; why the current bipolar system is more unstable, with a higher risk of war at the power center in East Asia; and why the superpowers are less likely to pursue rivalry and confrontation in other regions.
Structural realists acknowledge the role played by both structure- and unit-level factors in international politics. Contemporary stronger economic interdependence, an international institutional order, less ideological rivalry, and the role of nuclear weapons are factors that help explain why the patterns of behavior typical of the two bipolar systems are different. Structural realism leaves some things aside in order to concentrate on others, and this book has mainly focused on adding geopolitics to the structural factors in neorealism. It has also sought to establish a hierarchy of causes. The shift in the distribution of capabilities is the primary cause of increased U.S.-China balancing, and geopolitics is the main factor explaining why contemporary strong balancing is postponed and why there is a higher risk that the superpowers will be involved in a limited war in maritime East Asia. Geostructural realism allows us to predict that in some respects the new bipolar system is likely to be more unstable and shape superpower balancing differently than the previous bipolar system.

Power Change Versus Power Transition
The preoccupation with power parity has not only neglected that a top-ranking position in a bipolar system does not require power parity but has also stimulated a premature analysis that applies power-transition theory10 to U.S.-China relations. Power-transition theory is inadequate in explaining the new power dynamics in East Asia, which is characterized by power change, not transition.11 In contemporary East Asia, the rising power, China, has not gone to war to change the status quo, and the existing leading power, the United States, has not launched a preventive war to preserve it. The United States remains the most powerful state within the international system, and China’s power in East Asia has not surpassed that of the United States. Power has been redistributed between the United States and China, and the relative power shift continues, but there has not been a power transition between China and the United States. The rise of China has not reached the point where there is a heightened risk of a power-transition war.
In addition, power transition and growing asymmetry in China’s relations with its neighbors, Russia, India, and Japan, have not contributed to any wars. East Asia has been the most peaceful region in the world for more than three decades, despite power transitions within the region and China’s phenomenal rise. It is the redistribution of power in the system and the shift from unipolarity to bipolarity that is behind the tendency toward balancing and compelling China to challenge the status quo. The heightened risk of war in U.S.-China relations is more an effect of power changes and geographical factors than power transition.


BUILDING ON STRUCTURAL REALISM
Neorealism explains change across systems, not within roughly similar systems. Geostructural realism opens up for a theory that can account for shifts in the distribution of capabilities, the better to compare and analyze similar polarities and their effects.
A More Balanced System
Several studies have explained why the world has remained “out of balance” in the post–Cold War period.12 Waltz argued that the international system is seldom in balance or equilibrium. Instead, his theory expects that “a balance, once disrupted, will be restored one way or another.”13 As such, it was maintained that “no contradiction exists between saying that international political systems tend strongly toward balance but are seldom in balance.”14 The shift from unipolarity to bipolarity and the asymmetric power relationship between the United States and China confirm neorealism’s proposition that balances of power recurrently form and that the international system tends toward balance “one way or another.”15 The unbalanced unipolar system has been balanced by a new bipolar system, but Waltz’s prediction in the post–Cold War era that “multipolarity is developing before our eyes” has proved to be misguided.16 In other words, neorealism becomes validated when the international system is no longer unipolar irrespective of whether bipolarity or multipolarity reemerges; the predictions about a shift to multipolarity in the 1990s and 2000s, however, have turned out wrong. Without providing any decisive conclusion, Waltz asked: “Should delay in completing a balance be taken as evidence contradicting balance of power theory?”17 The answer is no, but it shows that structural realism as a theory is incomplete.
The return of bipolarity fosters more stability than if the international system had shifted to multipolarity. The long peace of the previous bipolar system suggests that U.S.-China bipolarity might avoid the tragedy of great-power politics under multipolarity. However, neorealism cannot answer whether bipolarity in the twenty-first century will be more stable than it was in the twentieth century. By complementing structural realism with geopolitics, in this book I have argued that a bipolar system concentrated on maritime East Asia in the twenty-first century is likely to be more unstable and prone to limited war than the bipolar system concentrated on continental Europe was in the twentieth century. In addition, instability at the power center in East Asia is likely to foster more stability at the periphery than during the previous bipolar era, since the superpowers are likely to be less involved in proxy wars. These are important propositions when considering the debate about the potential for rivalry and conflict in U.S.-China relations in the first half of the twenty-first century. Geostructural realism accounts for why stability and patterns of behavior are different between two bipolar systems.

The Degree and Intensity of Balancing
China’s rise and the corresponding shifts in the distribution of capabilities have not only contributed to a more balanced system and reshaped the prospect for stability. China and the United States are increasingly, if only gradually, balancing against each other. However, the balancing of the superpowers under bipolarity in the twenty-first century does not resemble the balancing under bipolarity in the twentieth century. Strong balancing remains postponed.18 Instead, the shift from unipolarity to bipolarity has accentuated a change from limited to moderate balancing in U.S.-China relations. By complementing neorealism with geopolitics, geostructural realism can better explain the patterns of balancing behavior and predict that strong balancing will be postponed until China obtains more power parity with the United States than the Soviet Union achieved. However, like structural realism, geostructural realism cannot say how long the process will take.19 Geostructural realism explains why the superpowers’ pattern of behavior at the start of a new bipolar system is different from the behavior at the start of the previous bipolar system. It can also explain why contemporary strong balancing is delayed even though neorealist theory predicts sameness of balancing under roughly similar structural conditions.

Future Polarity Shifts and Geostructural Realism
Geostructural realism can provide theoretical guidance to future studies of the stability and patterns of behavior of a potential unipolar system with China as the only pole, a multipolar system concentrated on Asia rather than Europe, or bipolar systems with the two superpowers located on the same continent. For example, by combining polarity and geopolitics we can predict whether a unipolar system with China as the only pole or superpower in the second half of the twenty-first century is likely to be more or less stable than the post–Cold War U.S. unipolar system. Other than the United States, there are no superpowers or great powers in the Western Hemisphere. During the unipolar era, the United States was separated from other great powers by the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans. Its power preponderance therefore posed less of a threat to any other great power.20
If China was to become the only superpower in a new unipolar system in the future, it is likely to border another great power, and its power preponderance would potentially cause a more rapid shift toward balancing and relatively more instability than the previous U.S. unipolar system. Since Waltz’s theory did not consider the effect of geopolitics, predictions based on neorealism could not account for why the unipolar system saw limited balancing against U.S. primacy, which sparked the so-called soft-balancing debate.21 Geostructural realism can potentially predict and explain why the trend toward balancing will evolve more rapidly in a hypothetical China-dominated unipolar system and why balancing is likely to be more prominent and stronger than during the previous unipolar system.
Similarly, if a multipolar system reappears in the future, it is likely to be less stable than a bipolar one, but geostructural realism would expect a multipolar system concentrated on Europe to be more unstable than a multipolar system concentrated on Asia. Neorealist theory does not allow us to make such predictions. Asia’s terrain and China’s geographical size suggest that a potential multipolar system concentrated on Asia would have different dynamics than the previous multipolar system concentrated on Europe or a potential future multipolar system concentrated on Europe. The most obvious point is that the potential great powers in such a multipolar system, China, India, Russia, Japan, and the United States, will geographically be much further away from one another and separated by more formidable natural barriers, including the Himalayas, permafrost, desert, and oceans, than the great powers in Europe during previous multipolar systems. That there are fewer states on the Asian mainland compared to the European continent is also likely to foster more stability.
Furthermore, while it is highly unlikely that Russia or Germany will become poles in a bipolar system in the twenty-first century, it is likely that a new bipolar system concentrated on Europe, with the two superpowers located on the same continent, would be more unstable and prone to strong balancing than in the past and in comparison with the current bipolar system or a potential China-India bipolar system in the future. If Russia and Germany had experienced anything similar to the rise of China, they would almost certainly have been revisionist powers seeking to expand on the European continent. Without the geopolitical space that allowed the Soviet Union and the United States to expand their spheres of influence and establish a new status quo during and after the Second World War, this would probably have been the most unstable bipolar system. Since it is relatively easier to expand, invade, and occupy territory over a relatively flat European continent than across the Himalayas or an ocean, another bipolar system concentrated on Europe—especially if it were composed of two continental European superpowers—would likely be more unstable than the previous bipolar system and the contemporary bipolar system concentrated on East Asia. In the same vein, the Himalayas would most likely have a moderating effect on strong balancing in a potentially new China-India bipolar system in the second half of the twenty-first century.
Such geostructural realist predictions and reasoning build on Fox’s observation that the prospect for stability was enhanced when none of the leading powers following the Second World War were located within Western Europe.22 By refining Waltz’s theory and developing geostructural realism we can better explain and predict contemporary and future superpower and great-power politics. Clearly, a new U.S.-China bipolar international system will shape international politics. Structural realism, complemented by geopolitics, has now returned as a more prominent explanatory theory after providing less understanding and explanation of state behavior during the unipolar post–Cold War period. The geostructural-realist theory developed here will provide an important starting point for those seeking to understand the new superpower rivalry and its effect on international politics in the twenty-first century.
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5. This book emphasizes a “more or less” instead of an “either/or” perspective to balancing. Superpowers and great powers have always balanced by internal and external means, but the intensity and degree of balancing differ and are shaped by both systemic and unit-level factors. In differentiating between intensity and degree of balancing, we can speak of strong, moderate, and limited balancing. The early period of the previous bipolar system witnessed strong balancing, and the current bipolar system is characterized by moderate balancing, which can be differentiated from the limited balancing of the unipolar post–Cold War era. For further discussion, see chapter 5.
6. East Asia has become the new power center in world politics because this is where power is concentrated, and East Asia is the only region where a new regional hegemon might emerge. The two contemporary superpowers are mainly contending for the balance of power in East Asia, similar to when the United States was preoccupied with preventing the Soviet Union from becoming the regional hegemon in Europe during the early Cold War years.
7. This phrase is borrowed from Ross, “The Geography of Peace,” 82. Ross takes the title of his article from Spykman, The Geography of Peace.
8. Of the more than 1,000 papers presented at the fifty-fourth, fifty-fifth, fifty-sixth, and fifty-seventh annual International Studies Association conferences in 2013, 2014, 2015, and 2016, none had either the word “bipolarity” or “bipolar” in its title (search by subject “bipolarity” and “bipolar” in the annual conventions PDF programs). Nor did more than a few papers have “unipolarity” or “multipolarity” in their titles. This might suggest polarity is not an interesting or important research topic. Conversely, most scholars, researchers, and Ph.D. students might have accepted or been unwilling to challenge the unipolarity thesis developed in the 1990s and 2000s and authoritatively subscribed to by leading scholars in various contributions to Ikenberry, Mastanduno, and Wohlforth, eds., International Relations Theory.
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