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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to attempt to discover whether Mearsheimer is correct in his 

prediction that a conflict between China and the United States is inevitable if the former’s 

economy continues to grow. To reach this goal, three major theories that attempt to explain 

the causes of peace are examined. In practical terms the thesis explores whether the 

combined mitigating effects of military signalling, nuclear weapons, economic 

interdependence and a complex network of international institutions will suffice to prevent 

armed conflict between the two states. It is found that the mitigating effects of the variables 

are considerable, yet the risk of armed conflict will persist in varying degrees. However it is 

unlikely that conflict will be a direct confrontation between the two, rather it is to be expected 

that conflict will be dominated by economic, diplomatic and security competition. Any armed 

struggle is therefore more likely to involve third parties and the complex web of conflicting 

interests. Conflict between the United States and China is therefore not inevitable but 

certainly plausible. 
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Útdráttur 

Markmið þessarrar ritgerðar er að kanna hvort spá Mearsheimers um óumflýjanleika átaka 

Bandaríkjanna og Kína sé rétt haldi hinn mikli hagvöxtur þess síðarnefnda áfram. Stuðst verður 

við þrjár kenningar sem ætlað er að útskýra hvers vegna friður ríkir á milli ríkja. Þá er skoðað 

hvort samtvinnuð áhrif kjarnorkuvopna, efnahagstengsla og net alþjóðastofnana séu nægilega 

öflug til þess að draga úr hvata til stríðsátaka svo koma megi í veg fyrir stríð á milli 

Bandaríkjanna og Kína. Niðurstöðurnar sýna að áhrif breytna séu talsverð, en geti hins vegar 

ekki útilokað einhvers konar átök á milli ríkjanna tveggja. Búast megi við að til átaka komi á 

milli ríkjanna en að þau muni byggjast á efnahagslegri og diplómatískri samkeppni sem og 

samkeppni á sviði öryggismála. Ekki er talið líklegt að Bandaríkin og Kína muni af ásettu ráði 

beita hvort öðru vopnavaldi. Hins vegar gætu ríkin dregist inn í vopnuð átök vegna þriðja aðila 

og flókinnar samsetningu hagsmuna þeirra. 
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Preface 

This 30 ECTS MA thesis is the final assignment of the International Relations MA programme 

at the University of Iceland, written during the summer term 2017.  

The fundamental elements of drawing broad conclusions about the world are found in 

theory. Political theories in the domestic political arena and their practical implications have 

been of high interest to the author for a long time. Hence it was inescapable that a subject 

within the international political sphere relating to theory would be chosen. Although some 

would suggest that theories should be absolute and all-encompassing, it has been a 

longstanding conviction of the author that theoretical puritanism provides more incentive for 

a competitive debate rather than a scientific discussion. As man is imperfect so is his creation. 

Consequently all theories will have imperfections, but at the same time contain observable 

truths. Therefore this thesis is an attempt to join together multiple theoretical approaches 

and their practical implications. 

Special thanks are owed to Dr. Marc Lanteigne of Massey University, the instructor for 

this thesis, for his advice and contribution and to Silja Bára Ómarsdóttir of the University of 

Iceland. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6 
 

Contents 

Abstract ...................................................................................................................................... 3 

Útdráttur .................................................................................................................................... 4 

Preface ....................................................................................................................................... 5 

1. Introduction ........................................................................................................................... 8 

1.1 Method, expected outcomes and ramifications........................................................... 10 

2. Offensive Realism ................................................................................................................ 12 

2.1 Offensive realism and a China – U.S. conflict ............................................................... 17 

3. Defensive Realism................................................................................................................ 20 

3.1 Defensive realism and the rise of China ....................................................................... 21 

4. Inevitable Security Competition ......................................................................................... 24 

5. Interdependence and Institutionalism ............................................................................... 29 

5.1 Interdependence and conflict with China ..................................................................... 33 

5.2 Institutionalism .............................................................................................................. 37 

5.3 The world order and a U.S. – China conflict.................................................................. 41 

6. Sources of Conflict ............................................................................................................... 44 

6.1 Taiwan ............................................................................................................................ 44 

6.2 India ................................................................................................................................ 46 

6.3 North Korea .................................................................................................................... 48 

6.4 Maritime Disputes ......................................................................................................... 50 

7. Making Sense of the MADness ........................................................................................... 53 

7.1 The Race Has Started ..................................................................................................... 56 

8. Conclusion ............................................................................................................................ 60 

Bibliography ............................................................................................................................. 61 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 
 

 

 

 

Charts 

Chart 1- Military expenditures of China and the U.S. in constant 2015 USD millions ............. 24 

Chart 2- U.S. military expenditures relative to those of China ................................................ 25 

Chart 3 - Trade in per cent of GDP, China ................................................................................ 34 

Chart 4 - U.S. trade with China in million USD ......................................................................... 35 

Chart 5 - The logic of economic interdependence ................................................................... 36 

 

Maps 

Map 1 - Areas of conflict or unrest affected by the Cold War 1946-1991 ............................... 23 

Map 2 - Chinese territorial and maritime claims. .................................................................... 44 

 

Tables 

Table 1 - Socio-economic indicators of the United States and China 2016-2050 .................... 18 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



8 
 

1. Introduction 

John J. Mearsheimer has created a theoretical framework whereby he predicts that China will 

not rise peacefully 1 . This prediction builds on the overall theory laid out in several of 

Mearsheimer’s works and in particular his book “The Tragedy of Great Power Politics” in which 

he claims to challenge the “prevailing optimism about relations among the great powers”2. 

Mearsheimer envisions that continued economic growth in China will support growth of 

Chinese military capabilities, the results of which will lead to an inevitable conflict between 

the United States and China as the rising power will seek to dominate and replace the United 

States and become a regional hegemon in Asia 3 . This prediction is based on five core 

assumptions which among other things assert; that states are predominantly occupied by the 

quest for survival and constantly seek to increase their power4. The combination of ensuring 

survival through increased military capabilities and seeking to maximize power potential will, 

according to Mearsheimer, unavoidably lead to conflict when a new power rises. 

Both China and the United States have nuclear weapons, and in “The Tragedy of Great 

Power Politics” Mearsheimer to some extent accepts the deterrent posed by mutual assured 

destruction (MAD)5, but maintains that the risk of “future conventional war involving China 

and the United States [is] a more serious possibility”6. Thereby the argument presented by 

Kenneth Waltz that nuclear MAD induces peace7 is not wholly rejected, but the implications 

of the possibility of nuclear MAD will limit the scope of a conflict in Asia. The reason for this is 

not only the nuclear deterrent, but also the assumption that large scale warfare with several 

belligerents is more likely to cause large scale economic loss, a form of mutually assured 

economic destruction (MAED). Yet the impact of economic interdependence is considered to 

have serious limitations as states that have considerable economic joint interests have gone 

to war 8 . In other words; liberalism’s argument for maintaining peace through economic 

                                                           
1 Mearsheimer, John J. "Why China’s Rise Will Not Be Peaceful." John J. Mearsheimer. September 17, 2004. 
Accessed April 18, 2017. http://mearsheimer.uchicago.edu/pdfs/A0034b.pdf. 
2 Mearsheimer, John J. The tragedy of Great Power politics. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2014. p. 4 
3 Mearsheimer, 2014. p. 361-368 
4 Ibid, p. 30-32 
5 Ibid, p. 394-395 
6 Ibid, p. 398 
7 Waltz, Kenneth N. "The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: More May Be Better" The Adelphi Papers 21, no. 171 
(1981) Accessed April 20, 2017. https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/waltz1.htm. 
8 Mearsheimer, 2014. p. 409-410 
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interdependence9 is accepted to some degree and yet highly questioned. Mearsheimer also 

assumes that a major factor that influences the behaviour of states in the international system 

is that “states can never be certain about other states’ intentions”10. Proponents of neo-liberal 

institutionalism will claim that international institutions will mitigate this problem, as 

institutions will encourage interactions between states that will ultimately provide further 

insights into the intent and goals of other states and affect their overall actions11. Moreover, 

it is claimed that China has more to gain from maintaining the system and using it to its own 

ends12. Mearsheimer briefly presents this argument13 but does not see a particular need to 

argue against it. We must assume that he ignores the argument as he finds it having little or 

no significance. 

 Three specific criticisms of the inevitability of a conflict between the United States and 

China have been mentioned. Firstly MAD, secondly MAED and thirdly how international 

institutions decrease uncertainty and promote cooperation. The reason for these arguments 

being pointed out are the fact that the United States and China are affected by all three 

categories as they both have nuclear arsenals, they have a co-dependent trading relationship 

and are involved in the workings of international institutions. Yet Mearsheimer does not 

believe that any of these factors will prevent conflict on their own. The mentioned variables 

and their correlating theories offer their own approach to the question of whether China can 

rise peacefully. Yet the certitude of their future predictions are constantly questioned by 

proponents of opposing theories, therefore their forecasts remain unclear. Even Mearsheimer 

proclaims that he hopes that he is wrong in hi assessment14, which suggests that the main 

proponent of offensive realism is to some degree open to the idea that his predictions point 

in the wrong direction. Furthermore, if we assume “that great powers are rational actors […] 

they are aware of their external environment and they think strategically”15, we must also 

assume that they are both able and likely to assess more than one component of vital interest 

                                                           
9 Friedberg, Aaron L. "The Future of U.S.-China Relations: Is Conflict Inevitable?" International Security 30, no. 2 
(2005): 7-42. Accessed April 25, 2017. 
http://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/pdf/10.1162/016228805775124589. p. 12 
10 Mearsheimer, 2014. p. 31 
11 Friedberg, 2005. p. 13 
12 Ikenberry, G. John. "The Rise of China and the Future of the West: Can the Liberal System Survive?" Foreign 
Affairs 87, no. 1 (2008): 23-37. Accessed April 18, 2017. http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/20020265.pdf. 
13 Mearsheimer, 2014. p. 17 
14 Ibid, p. 411 
15 Ibid, p. 31 
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at once. Therefore it is to be expected that variables that come from different theoretical 

traditions can affect the future behaviour of a state at the same time. Consequently the 

consolidated effects of nuclear MAD, economic MAD and participation in international 

institutions are all likely to, at least in some degree, influence China’s future policy choices. 

Hence the question sought to answer is: Will the combined influence of nuclear 

deterrence, economic interdependence and engagement in the liberal world order prevent a 

future conventional conflict between the United States and China, as the power of the latter 

grows? In order to answer the question above it is imperative to look at the soundness of the 

related theories and their practical implications. Does offensive realism accurately describe 

the future relationship between China and the United States? Indications of future 

developments will be outlined and finally; the accuracy of Mearsheimer’s prediction of 

conventional conflict in Asia will be analysed. 

 

1.1 Method, expected outcomes and ramifications 

The basic requirements for selecting a research method are often based on the type of 

research question, whether the researcher has control over behavioural events and whether 

the research is about contemporary events16. As the research question asks a “how/why” 

question, pertains to a contemporary event and does not require any behavioural control it is 

clear that some research methods have already been excluded. 

 The problem encountered in this dissertation though is that that often theoretical 

debates can become abstract or about logical flaws sometimes of minor concern, rather than 

the empirical evidence. At the same time proponents of different international relations (IR) 

theories are ever vigilant in order to find evidence that contradict competing theories or that 

supports their own. Concurrently, we must therefore accept that no theory is absolute truth 

or perfection beyond reproach. We must also accept that most, if not all, IR theories have 

some truth to them as they have research to support their claims. This is the context in which 

the future relationship between China and the United States will be examined. Due to 

foreseeable limitations, this dissertation will focus on four theories: Offensive realism, 

defensive realism, liberalism and neo-liberal institutionalism. 

                                                           
16 Yin, Robert K. Case Study Research: Design and Methods. 5thed. Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, 2014. p. 9 
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Additionally Mearsheimer’s prediction of conflict is dependent on continued economic 

growth in China. It is therefore imperative for the purposes of the thesis that we simply 

assume the rapid economic growth in China will continue and that China’s GDP will be equal 

to or surpass that of the United States at some point. There is always a definitional problem 

of what is GDP and what does it mean? In practical terms the question is based around the 

difference between GDP PPP and nominal GDP. The OECD projects that China will surpass the 

United States in nominal GDP around 202017, while PWC has issued a report suggesting that 

China has already surpassed the United States in GDP PPP and it will be 70% higher than that 

of the United States in 205018. A debate about what indicators are more reliable in this context 

is of no significance to the task of assessing Mearsheimer’s predictions. Hence we will simply 

assume that growth will continue and the Chinese economy will be equal or more powerful 

than the United States’ economy. 

 A case study is the attempt to explain a decision or set of decisions made by individuals, 

organizations or institutions 19  and a case study is an empirical analysis of contemporary 

occurrences in depth in a real-world context 20 . Therefore a case study of the before 

mentioned topic will immediately seem the most beneficial. However, the topic mainly refers 

to theory. As such the research design will be a theoretical case study whereby the levels of 

analysis will be the before mentioned theories with sub-levels of analysis which will be focused 

around contemporary developments and changes within the international system. 

 The expected outcome is that the combined effects of nuclear deterrence, economic 

interdependence and engagement in the liberal world order certainly provide significant 

incentives and put serious constraints on both parties, but will not necessarily guarantee 

peace although a major conflict will remain unlikely. While this would suggest that 

Mearsheimer’s prediction is correct, it would also support the argument of the other theories 

as the incentives that prevent major conflict will originate from their fundamental theoretical 

principles and assumptions. 

 

                                                           
17 OECD. "Long-term baseline projections, No 95." OECD Economic Outlook: Statistics and Projections. Accessed 
June 10, 2017. https://data.oecd.org/gdp/gdp-long-term-forecast.htm. 
18 PricewaterhouseCoopers. The Long View: How will the global economic order change by 2050? Report. 
February 2017. Accessed May 23, 2017. https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/world-2050/assets/pwc-the-world-in-
2050-full-report-feb-2017.pdf. p. 23 
19 Yin, 2014. p. 15 
20 Ibid, p. 16 
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2. Offensive Realism 

There are several schools of realism, their supporting ideas are similar but the approaches 

contain important differences. For the purposes of this dissertation the exploration of realist 

theories will be limited to offensive realism and defensive realism and how they pertain 

directly to the subject at hand. Mearsheimer can be said to be the primary proponent of the 

particular type of realist theoretical framework known as offensive realism. He claims that 

great powers constantly seek to maximize their power at the expense of others 21 . The 

fundamental underpinnings of such a claim are the five core assumptions about state 

behaviour. 

The assumption about the system: It is assumed that the anarchic nature of the 

international system is a key component to how states behave within it. Anarchy in this 

context does not mean constant conflict, rather that there is no higher authority that governs 

what states should do or how they should behave 22 . Although there are international 

organizations, law and many different types of arrangements and agreements between states, 

enforcement is non-existent in the sense that there is no legitimate higher authority that 

dispenses “justice” through coercion around the world. Ergo states, according to offensive 

realism, are the primary actors in the international system. 

The assumption about capabilities: Mearsheimer proclaims that “great powers 

inherently possess some offensive military capability, which gives them the wherewithal to 

hurt and possibly destroy each other”23. Thereby creating a situation where states possess the 

means to coerce or subjugate each other to a varying degree.  

The assumption about predicting intent: Combined with the anarchic environment we 

can expect that states are constantly weary of each other. Particularly due to the assumption 

that describes the problem that states are unable to accurately calculate the intentions of 

other states. Even though states might not necessarily have ill intentions, the offensive 

capabilities of other states become a ubiquitous vulnerability as there is no way of being 

absolutely certain about their intentions24.  

                                                           
21 Mearsheimer, 2014. p. 5 
22 Ibid, p. 30 
23 Ibid, p. 30 
24 Ibid, p. 31 
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The assumption about survival: The fundamental assumption about the ultimate 

objectives of states is that; “states seek to maintain their territorial integrity and the autonomy 

of their domestic political order”25. In order to fulfil these aims a state needs to survive, a state 

that is coerced, subjugated or conquered is unable to maintain territorial integrity and its 

autonomy. Therefore states’ first and foremost seek to secure survival26. 

The assumption about rationality: Offensive realism accepts, in-line with realist 

tradition, that states are essentially rational. They form policy based on analysing their 

neighbours and the geopolitical landscape set on formulating a strategic approach to ensuring 

their survival. States try to detect the interests of other states and how it will affect the pursuit 

of their own survival27. 

Since offensive realism focuses on offensive military capabilities and combines it with 

not knowing the intent of other states, the risk of being coerced or subjugated is constant. 

These risks vary “in time and space, but [it] cannot be reduced to a trivial level”28. The dangers 

posed other states can be lowered temporarily by having joint security interests and 

subsequent alliance formation. These alliances are however only in place as a response to 

contemporary security concerns that can change29. 

In an aggressive self-help world it would be expected that states are constantly vigilant 

towards their neighbours. However Mearsheimer counters this by emphasizing the rationality 

of states. States that have no hope of gaining enough power to attack or coerce their 

neighbours have nothing to gain from aggression towards more powerful states30. States are 

therefore constantly monitoring how power is distributed, while also looking for ways to attain 

more power. States are therefore always seeking to maximize their relative share of power in 

order to dominate relatively weaker states in the international system, this pertains 

particularly to great powers. An offensive realist perspective must therefore assume that 

security competition is rampant and constant, is that the case? In simple terms: Yes. The core 

assumptions combined all lead us to a game of international power plays, where states 

employ diplomatic-, economic- and military capacities to maximize their gains at the expense 

                                                           
25 Mearsheimer, 2014 p. 31 
26 Ibid, p. 31 
27 Ibid, p. 31 
28 Ibid, p. 32 
29 Ibid, p. 33 
30 Ibid, p. 34 
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of competing states in a zero-sum system31. To emphasise this problem Mearsheimer refers 

to the security dilemma as described by Herz. In short the dilemma arises when states increase 

their capabilities to ensure security, their neighbours are more likely to do the same. Thereby 

creating the essential ingredients for security competition. As a result Mearsheimer argues 

that the only “good defence is good offense”32. 

 The emphasis offensive realism puts on power and states’ quest for it is unambiguous. 

Mearsheimer makes a distinction between two types of power; latent and military power. The 

former being the socio-economic power which is considered the prerequisite for attaining the 

latter, i.e. military power33. Socio-economic power, according to offensive realism, consists of 

the size of the population, capital, technology and other factors that affect their overall 

military power potential34. Here is an important point of contention. As Mearsheimer claims 

that great powers constantly seek more power, yet accepts that the prerequisite for military 

power is socio-economic factors. This begs the question: Isn´t the fundamental goal of great 

powers to accumulate wealth? In fact Mearsheimer proclaims that wealth should be 

emphasised “because wealth incorporates both the demographic and the economic 

dimensions of power”35. Quickly a “chicken and egg” debate can ensue about whether military 

power is a precondition for wealth acquisition, or whether wealth acquisition is a prerequisite 

for obtaining military power. At any rate wealth is considered by offensive realism to be the 

most important factors when making projections about power potential36.  

However, there are some who have insinuated that Mearsheimer is applying Herz’s 

security dilemma in an erroneous manner, particularly since the assumption about rationality 

in offensive realism doesn´t apply to Herz’s writings. Rather Herz focuses on irrationality37. Of 

course it would be logical to expect that rational actors would refrain from starting a security 

competition, however this is solved by the assumption about intent. A rational state that 

cannot know the intentions of other states cannot be assume that other states will not invest 

in their capabilities, and thereby run the risk of falling behind others’ capabilities. Therefore 

                                                           
31 Mearsheimer, 2014. p. 34 
32 Ibid, p. 36 
33 Ibid, p. 55 
34 Ibid, p. 55 
35 Ibid, p. 61 
36 Ibid, p. 61 
37 Pashakhanlou, Arash Heydarian. "Back to the Drawing Board: A Critique of Offensive realism." International 
Relations 27, no. 2 (2013): 202-25. Accessed May 2, 2017. 
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0047117812455353. p. 207 
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there are no apparent logical fallacies in ascribing to the logic of the security dilemma as well 

as the offensive realist assumption of rationality. 

 While the intent is to criticise and evaluate offensive realism’s prediction about a 

future conflict between China and the United States in the coming chapters, it has to be 

acknowledged that there are some that have criticized the fundamental premises of the 

theory. As previously mentioned, one of the central points of Mearsheimer’s theory is the 

prevalence of uncertainty which rises from not knowing the intent of other states. Some have 

criticised the logic of offensive realism by claiming that the constant uncertainty and anarchy 

extinguishes any incentive for aggression, as states that seek survival would not risk exposing 

“themselves to unnecessary harm”38. However this disregards some of the more subtle points. 

Firstly Mearsheimer admits that states can often make miscalculations39 and secondly, and 

more importantly, this emphasis on risk inadvertently assumes that states are of equal or 

similar military capabilities. The superior might, and in particular naval and aerial might, of a 

state can mean that it can project power across great distances and take aggressive action 

against states that have little or no retaliatory capabilities. The claim that uncertainty is 

constant certainly poses a difficult challenge to the logic of offensive realism. States will always 

manage to attain some information about the capabilities and goals of other states even 

though it will not be all-encompassing. 

 Another criticism has been based around fear. Mearsheimer suggests that the 

combined implications of his assumptions is that states fear each other as they all possess 

some offensive capabilities40. Fear can be said to have defensive repercussions, as fear will 

create incentive to avoid aggressive action 41. This is certainly true, although the argument can 

easily be made that fear can also induce pre-emptive strikes or preventative aggression, which 

was one of the arguments for the invasion of Iraq42 led by the United States. Consequently an 

exclusionary argument against the aggressive nature of state behaviour presented by 

Mearsheimer due to the defensive attributes of fear isn’t very convincing. 

                                                           
38 Pashakhanlou 2013. p. 206 
39 Mearsheimer, 2014. p. 38 
40 Ibid, p. 42-44 
41 Pashakhanlou 2013. p. 206-207 
42 Gupta, Sanjay. "The Doctrine of Pre-emptive Strike: Application and Implications During the Administration of 
President George W. Bush." International Political Science Review 29, no. 2 (2008): 181-96. Accessed May 10, 
2017. http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0192512107085611. 
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 The ultimate goal of states pursuing ever higher relative power is, according to 

Mearsheimer, to attain hegemony. Hegemony is simply defined as having reached a level in 

military capabilities that is so beyond those of other states that it becomes the only great 

power in the system43. However such a feat is not considered reachable due to practical 

limitations such as geography. Hence states will first and foremost seek to become regional 

hegemons, while also seeking to prevent peers from emerging in other regions. To 

demonstrate this Mearsheimer points to the United States’ move to dominate the western 

hemisphere, which took about a century (from 1800-1900)44. 

This train of thought has some important theoretical complications. First, the absence 

of United States’ aggressive expansionist policy and conquest of Mexico and British holdings 

in Canada after 1850 can be held up as an example to refute Mearsheimer’s claims 45 

concerning the aggressive nature of states and the quest for hegemony. On the other hand, 

such arguments can be refuted by asserting that the United States’ interests were elsewhere, 

such as opening Japan for trade and later became preoccupied by the Civil War and its 

aftermath. Additionally the United States influenced Mexico during its civil war by supporting 

Benito Juarez and the liberals while European powers supported the Miramon-Zuloaga 

Government. The Liberals prevailed in Mexico and the United States almost secured an 

incredibly lucrative transit agreement with Mexico called the McLane-Ocampo Treaty46. If we 

accept that states are rational and that they try to make risk – benefit calculations, we might 

conclude that the United States had simply more to gain from indirect domination of Mexico 

rather than using military force. Such discussions are always conducted on a hypothetical basis 

and therefore become uncontrollably complicated. The second complication has much more 

serious consequences.  

As mentioned, the ultimate goal of states in offensive realism is hegemony. However 

Mearsheimer has been criticized for not being willing to accept that the United States qualifies 

as a global hegemon based on his own definitional framework 47 . The only credible 

counterargument would be that the United States would have to be able to coerce every other 

                                                           
43 Mearsheimer, 2014. p. 40 
44 Ibid, p. 365-368 
45 Pashakhanlou, 2013. p. 201 
46 Berbusse, Edward J. "The Origins of the McLane–Ocampo Treaty of 1859." The Americas 14, no. 03 (1958): 
223-45. Accessed June 5, 2017. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/979650.pdf?refreqid=excelsior:fd9e3ec4f718b3c7d2a178efac8d3e82. 
47 Pashakhanlou, 2013. p. 212 
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state in the system if it so pleases which it definitely can’t, and one should have serious doubts 

of whether such power could ever be attained. To this end Mearsheimer argues that both 

China and Russia are great powers although they are significantly weaker than the United 

States48. It is therefore strange that the United States has not sought to eliminate these 

powers when able to do so. Of course such ventures would be costly, but the essential 

question is why would it be so costly? Could economic ties and the international order have 

something to do with increasing these costs and ultimately induced more peaceful behaviour? 

An important logical flaw is suggesting that the influence of culture will not impede 

China’s aggressive behaviour49, yet claim that the role of ideology, such as nationalism, will 

affect the situation. By embracing the effects of domestic influences on state behaviour 

Mearsheimer puts his own theory in serious jeopardy, which he openly admits50. 

As the purpose of this thesis is to examine whether the collective effects of nuclear 

MAD, economic MAD and of international institutions will be sufficient to prevent conflict 

between the United States and China, we will overlook the aforementioned weaknesses of 

offensive realism to the extent that they fall outside theoretical parameters. 

 

2.1 Offensive realism and a China – U.S. conflict 

In an offensive realist world the international system is anarchic and the main actors are 

rational and utilitarian states. According to the theory, the rise of contenders or “peer 

competitors” will lead to a precarious situation where the United States is forced to face 

Chinese ambitions of attaining domination over Asia in the same way the United States have 

dominated the western hemisphere 51 . Mearsheimer’s argument for this assertion is the 

example set by the Monroe doctrine, a policy which aimed at getting the European powers 

out of the Americas52. 

Mearsheimer suggests that the growing economic strength of China will produce more 

complex interests, thereby creating motivation for China to develop its military capabilities in 

order to project power. Additionally China is expected to have an interest in limiting the power 

                                                           
48 Mearsheimer, 2014. p. 360 
49 Ibid, p. 407 
50 Ibid, p. 400 
51 Ibid, p. 361 
52 Ibid, p. 367 
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projection capabilities of the United States53. To this end Mearsheimer suggests that China is 

actively seeking to limit the freedom of the US Navy to navigate the waters of South-East Asia54. 

Along with the attempt to weaken the influence of the United States in Asia, it is assumed that 

China will seek to have unmatched economic and military power in Asia to ensure survival. 

Furthermore, its overwhelming might compared to its neighbours will give China the 

opportunity to dominate the region55. As a result China´s neighbours are believed to have to 

choose sides and that a balancing coalition led by the United States is likely to form56. This will 

inevitably lead to an intense security competition57, which will induce hyper-nationalism that 

will in turn increase the security competition and the risk of war58. Yet it seems Mearsheimer 

acknowledges that nuclear weapons59 and economic interdependence60 will, to at least some 

degree, curb aggressive action. 

 

Table 1 - Socio-economic indicators of the United States and China 2016-2050 

Comparison of GDP (PPP)61 and long-term GDP (PPP) projections62, including current population and 

population projections63. Source: World Bank and PwC. 

 

According to offensive realism a conflict between China and the United States is 

considered very likely if China’s economy keeps growing. However it is imperative to such a 

prediction to know whether China is or can become a peer competitor to the United States. It 

has been mentioned that China is catching up to the United States when it comes to nominal 

GDP and has already exceeded the United States in GDP PPP and will be far ahead in 2050. 
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  2016 2050 

  United States China United States China 

GDP (PPP) USD 18.5 trillion 21.4 trillion 34.1 trillion 58.5 trillion 

Population  323.7 million   1.377 billion   385.9 million   1.336 billion  
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Mearsheimer claims that socio-economic indicators are important, due to the fact that they 

represent the overall resources which can be spent on increasing military capabilities64. It is 

obvious that in demographic and economic terms that China is ahead of the United States. It 

can draw on immense manpower and is expected to grow quite powerful in economic terms 

during the first half of this century. It can therefore be said to have already become a peer 

competitor in this area. 

 The combination of the assumptions made within offensive realism about the nature 

of states and the inherent anarchy of the international system drives home Mearsheimer’s 

conclusion that a conflict between the United States and China is highly likely. However a 

conflict might be to some extent moderated by important factors such as nuclear weapons 

and joint economic interests. Therefore both parties are expected to have considerable 

incentives to avoid large-scale war65, which suggests that a small-scale conflict is still a strong 

possibility and could equally lead to a Cold War situation. Whereby a war in Asia would be 

fought through proxies, just as the United States fought the Soviet invasion in Afghanistan by 

aiding the Mujahedeen. Yet the danger of escalation would be recurring. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
64 Mearsheimer, 2014. p. 55 
65 Mearsheimer, 2014. p. 395 



20 
 

3. Defensive Realism 

In many aspects defensive realism makes similar assumptions as those of offensive realism. 

On the other hand, this alternative realist approach offers some diverging factors that produce 

a slightly different outcome that leads to different conclusions about state behaviour, but not 

necessarily about the system. 

Defensive realism makes the assumption that the international system is anarchic and 

that there is no supranational entity that regulates the behaviour of states66, in the same way 

as described by offensive realism. Additionally the theory also assumes that states are 

preoccupied by their relative gains and that there is constant uncertainty concerning the 

intentions of other states67, which makes them perpetually vigilant and prioritize security 

concerns over other matters in order to secure their autonomy68 i.e. their survival. In attaining 

this goal states are thought to be rational, yet their behaviour is deeply affected by fear69. In 

short the variances between the two realist theories are not immense. 

Still there are fundamental differences in the assumption about the ultimate goal of 

states. While both branches suggest that states seek security, offensive realism infers that 

states have no limit to the power they seek. On the other hand defensive realism assumes 

that states seek security through power and will not seek excessive amounts of power, as 

having too much power will, in turn, motivate other states to increase their military 

capabilities. Moreover, it may motivate weaker states to join forces against the stronger70. 

In this context the security dilemma becomes important, and a fundamental logical 

challenge to the theory emerges. If states are uncertain about the intent of other states, how 

can they tell if investment in military capabilities are meant offensively or defensively? A state 

that constructs an effective missile defence system can easily claim that the investment is 

made for purposes of national defence, the name of the system even has the word ‘defence’ 

in it. Yet an effective anti-missile system could effectively disarm a state’s rivals and create a 

significant offensive advantage. Additionally military forces and weapon systems are both 

used for defence and offence. The inherent problem of ascertaining the defensive and 
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offensive nature of military capabilities prompts states to attempt to signal nonthreatening 

intentions, which can entail sacrificing their defensive capabilities. Thus incentivising 

aggressive actions by others71. 

Waltz not only suggests that states focus on defensive capabilities, but also that states 

naturally, in the name of attaining security, will balance against an aggressive state 72 . 

Mearsheimer agrees with this logic and claims that balancing is a generally sound strategy for 

survival, but also retains that buck-passing is equally rational 73 . Waltz asserts that 

bandwagoning will only happen when a very weak state sees gains in it, while others will join 

the weaker side74. Both realist schools accept that states attempt to calculate risk before 

making decisions, hence cooperation is possible under certain circumstances.  On the other 

hand, defensive realism assumes that a state with relatively weak neighbours and has easily 

defendable borders will have the opportunity to focus more on domestic issues, while a state 

with the opposing situation will seek policies that emphasize its military capacities75. 

 

3.1 Defensive realism and the rise of China 

As discussed earlier, there is reason to believe that China will continue to gain economic power 

and thereby have the resources needed to attain further military power as well. However, 

defensive realism will not come to the same conclusion as Mearsheimer about the inevitability 

of conflict between the United States and China. 

 Defensive realism has great confidence in the peacekeeping effect of nuclear weapons. 

Waltz clearly states that the certainty about the immense destruction that comes with nuclear 

war eliminates the willingness for aggressive action76, the costs are simply too high. On the 

premise that states are rational, Waltz’s train of thought is fairly sound, as he links the relative 

peacefulness of the international system to the nuclear deterrence posed by MAD77. Certainly 
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an all-out war between nuclear powers is unthinkable, as both sides must acknowledge the 

devastating consequences of such action.  

However, the problem of signalling and posturing becomes all too obvious between 

nuclear powers. A nuclear power that demonstrates that it is hesitant about using its nuclear 

capabilities has a much lower deterrence efficiency than the power that makes its rivals 

certain of their willingness to use such weapons. A state that shows little commitment to using 

its capabilities is generating the opportunity for its competitor that will confidently force the 

state’s hand by manufacturing a scenario in which the state must choose between conceding 

and destruction78. Therefore a state must display the willingness to use its nuclear arsenal, 

although this might create some uncertainty about its intentions, which was seen for instance 

during the Cuban missile crises. Similar scenarios are not unimaginable if tensions should rise 

around a vital issue to both the United States and China. This could become increasingly 

hazardous as a miscalculations of either state could prove detrimental. It cannot be ignored 

that there were several instances during the Cold War which led the world to precarious 

situations due to misinformation, miscalculation and misinterpretation. Keeping in mind that 

some of China’s neighbours possess nuclear arsenals, the situation might become delicate as 

China’s relations with its neighbours in the region might worsen. 

China’s ultimate challenge, if we follow he logic of defensive realism, is to manage to 

attain the level of security that it needs without threatening its neighbours. This of course is 

not easy, and there should be serious doubt about the feasibility of such a proposition. In 

particular due to the likelihood of growing Chinese power pushing China’s neighbours to 

balance against it. Therefore it is to be expected that China’s relationship with its neighbours 

might become poorer as Chinese power grows. Therefore India, South Korea, Japan, Taiwan 

and others are likely to try to find more cohesive foreign and security policies towards China.  

However, defensive realism suggests that states will seek to join forces with the 

weaker side. This begs the question: Which side is weaker? Particularly if we assume that the 

United States will lead a balancing coalition as Mearsheimer suggests, supposing that the 

United States will still have military superiority. If China´s neighbours start aligning with the 

stronger side, then Waltz’s assumption about balancing is flawed. Nevertheless, should the 

United States adopt buck-passing as its strategy, it would induce balancing among China’s 
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neighbours. Thereby excluding the United States from direct involvement in an Asian conflict. 

It is of course still possible for the United States to finance and send military aid to those that 

feel threatened by China. In short, defensive realism will probably suggest that a Cold War is 

brewing rather than a direct conflict between great powers. 

 

Map 1 - Areas of conflict or unrest affected by the Cold War 1946-1991 

 

Source: The Global Cold War79 

 

A Cold War on the other hand could be more likely to affect the world in general, i.e. 

states other than the great powers in question. Interventions could become frequent if 

essential interests of the great powers in question are global in nature, such as areas of 

strategic importance, flow of trade, access to resources and non-threatening regimes in 

neighbouring states. These interests are the underlying factors in maintaining the ability to 

provide security. Proxy wars are therefore likely, but these can of course spread due to 

unintended or unforeseen events. Hence a defensive realist outlook cannot exclude the 

possibility of conflict between the United States and China, although it might not be likely. 

Moreover the growing power of China will push its neighbours to balance against it, and it 

would be in the interest of the United States to support such efforts. 
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4. Inevitable Security Competition 

The fundamental repercussion of uncertainty, an anarchic system and rational actors is, as 

mentioned previously, emergence of a security competition that runs the risk of escalating 

into conflict. A serious security competition would generally occur between competing 

powers. The question remains whether China is or can become a peer competitor of the 

United States. Comparing military expenditures of the United States and China should give 

some indication of whether China will become a military peer competitor to the United States.  

When comparing the United States’ military expenditures with those of China, it 

becomes clear that the United States outspends China significantly, as seen in Chart 1. Yet 

Chinese expenditures have risen quite dramatically since the late 90’s, which shows that China 

is seeking to substantially improve its military capabilities. The Chinese leadership, somewhat 

predictably, claims this investment does not contradict China’s policy of seeking a “path [of] 

peaceful development and pursues a defensive defence policy”80. It is undoubtedly a way of 

signalling to issue statements on the defensive character of military spending. However it can 

be relatively difficult to attain whether weapons are intended for defensive purposes 

exclusively.  

 

Chart 1- Military expenditures of China and the U.S. in constant 2015 USD millions 

 

Source: SIPRI81 
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 China has confirmed that its 2017 defence budget will increase by 7 percent82, while 

Donald Trump has vowed to increase the U.S. budget significantly but it is likely to amount to 

about a 10 percent increase 83 . Of course it is self-evident that a 7 percent increase of 

considerably smaller budget will be far less than an increase of 10 percent of a much larger 

budget. Nonetheless, these increases could point to the inevitable security competition that 

plagues the relations between competing powers. Particularly due to the steady increase in 

Chinese expenditures since the 90’s and the expected aim of the United States to maintain its 

superiority. Because the United States is already spending considerable amounts and China is 

on track to increase spending less that the United States; it is not likely that China will surpass 

the United States in military expenditure any time soon. 

 

Chart 2- U.S. military expenditures relative to those of China 

 

Source: SIPRI84 

 

Although the United States definitely outspends China, the gap is becoming less than 

it was before. If we examine the relative power of the United States compared to China, based 

on military expenditures, we see that a much clearer trend. Chart 2 noticeably demonstrates 

that China has gained considerable ground in a short period of time. In 1996 China would have 
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to multiply its defence budget with 14.7 in order to reach U.S. levels. A mere two decades 

later it only has to multiply its expenditures with 2.7 to do the same. Although 2.7 times more 

is an enormous amount in budgetary terms, one can imagine that the gap could become 

significantly less in next twenty years, if the Chinese economy continues to grow and becomes 

considerably larger than the U.S. economy. 

Although the US-China military expenditure disparity is decreasing rather rapidly, 

overemphasising this point means that one is taking into account capability ratios and 

available resources, while disregarding technological development85 and know-how. China 

has an extremely limited experience in conducting modern military operations as well as 

having untested equipment and is militarily technologically deficient 86 .There is also the 

overwhelming lack of sufficient equipment of quality and the fundamental structural 

problems of China’s military forces87. Nevertheless, the sheer number of available manpower 

and potential monetary investment and development of military capabilities should be of 

some concern. If one looks towards Russia, a great power that suffers from military inferiority 

compared to the United States, we see that it still managed to conduct a large military 

operation on foreign soil in Syria. Therefore it is safe to assume that China´s military limitations 

are certainly significant, but must not be overestimated. However there are limitations to the 

practical application of military capabilities. A conflict between the two states would mean 

that a war would be waged across a vast body of water, the Pacific Ocean, with all the logistical 

problems that such a conflict would entail, hence the cost of such a conflict would be fairly 

high. Mearsheimer’s prediction though accounts for a small-scale conflict which would be 

more economically manageable. However, even ‘manageable’ conflicts can take unpredicted 

turns and become un-manageable and escalate. 

 The primary danger created by a U.S. – China conflict spiralling out of control is that 

both states possess nuclear weapons. If states are essentially rational they certainly realize 

that an all-out war between them could lead one of the two to view the nuclear option as 
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feasible. In particular if that state believes that the other is doing the same. This prospect of 

complete eradication of the enemy as well as oneself is thought to force states to seek more 

peaceful measures. Some have even gone so far as asserting that war between nuclear powers 

is simply not an option88. Mearsheimer does not ascribe to this notion, but certainly accepts 

that nuclear arsenals make “great-power war less likely”89. 

While some attribute peace during the Cold War between the Soviet Union and the 

United States to MAD, the evidence for such claims seem to be limited. Research by 

Rauchhaus rather suggests that “nuclear weapons do not affect the frequency of conflict, but 

they do affect the timing, intensity, and outcome of conflict” 90 . In line with Rauchhaus’ 

research, the risk of low level violence escalating to a nuclear war has not prevented clashes 

between India and Pakistan, for instance91. Thus, nuclear weapons will provide a significant 

incentive to avoid conflict, but cannot be fully expected to prevent it on their own. 

Some indications suggest Chinese authorities actively seeking great power status and 

increased influence in Asia. This is strongly supported by Xi Jinping’s “Chinese Dream” which 

aims to strengthen the Chinese economy in order to gain wealth, power and respect92. Some 

would go so far as to say that this policy is a “deliberate attempt to restore Chinese leadership 

in Asia”93. These attempts can to some degree be seen in the expansionist tendencies of 

Chinese policy that aims to attain territory and control of nearby maritime regions. At the 

same time, the relationship between the United States and some of the states in the region 

has been said to be declining. Some have even gone so far as to claim that the Philippines and 

Malaysia are pivoting towards China94. This is in line with the idea that states will be forced to 

choose sides between the competing powers. However it is somewhat unclear whether states 

are slowly bandwagoning with China or simply buck-passing. Yet it is possible that these states 
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will be pushed towards a renewed commitment to the United States, should China become 

increasingly aggressive. 

 If these developments are interpreted as a confirmation of offensive realism’s 

predictions, the appropriate response is likely to be to prepare for conflict. Such investment 

into military capabilities is likely to start a security competition as neither party wants to fall 

behind. With such competition come increased tensions, as well as the fundamental problem 

of the theory: If two great powers adhere to an approach that speaks of the inevitability of 

conflict with the other, their actions are more likely to lead to conflict, as there is constant 

suspicion about the actions of the rival and their willingness to launch a first strike or a pre-

emptive attack. 

Defensive realism is unable to escape the security dilemma, because it is nearly 

impossible to distinguish between defensive and offensive signalling. Neither side gains much 

from only adhering to realist inspired policies, yet it is unavoidable that the United States will 

have to attempt to retain its military superiority, and China will definitely increase military 

spending if the economy continues to grow, in order to attain more credible defensive and 

offensive capabilities. Hence, both states will have to find some way to fulfil their security 

needs, increase signalling effectiveness and find ways to minimize risk and potential losses. 
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5. Interdependence and Institutionalism 

Liberalism in international relations is essentially projecting liberal thought about the state 

and the individual onto the international stage. While realism seeks to explain why states 

behave the way they do, liberalism pursues a more progressive or idealist goals by also 

prescribing how states should act95. As a rule liberal approaches maintain that states choose 

cooperation over aggression, as it will be more beneficial. Fundamentally, the logic behind 

economic interdependence suggests that the relationships that are produced by the economic 

interactions between states are conducive to peace. Notably the interdependent relationship 

that emerges when economies become intertwined96. This claim is supported by some core 

assumptions about the international system and the behaviour of states. 

 

“Peace is the natural effect of trade. Two nations who traffic with each other 

become reciprocally dependent; for if one has an interest in buying, the other 

has an interest in selling; and thus their union is founded on their mutual 

necessities.”97 

 

 Liberalists assume, like realists, that states are the principle actors in the international 

system, however their policy choices are shaped by their interactions with other states, 

international organizations and values. Additionally liberalism accepts the notion that the 

international system is anarchic98. While realists retain that power or security is the aim of 

states in the system, liberalists argue that states “are pluralistic not unitary actors. […] There 

is no single definition of states’ national interests; rather, states vary in their goals, and 

interests change”99. Furthermore, they suggest that the rational utility maximizing behaviour 

also breeds cooperation. States are said to act strategically and make policy choices based on 

cost-benefit calculations which include the potential benefits of cooperation. Generally, 
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liberalism asserts that mutual gains can be achieved through cooperation between self-

interested states100. More importantly, those that adhere to liberal approaches sustain a 

commitment to the idea that these interactions need to steadily increase and be managed 

within an institutionalized system built on liberal values101. Yet there is much disagreement 

among the proponents of the theory as to the causes of war and how to maintain and support 

a liberal world order102 . While the role of institutions and liberal institutionalism will be 

covered in subsequent sections, this section’s focus will be on the economic interdependence 

and its effects on the likelihood of conflict. 

The underlying logic seems to be theoretically sound, in the sense that two states that 

have a mutually dependent trading relationship are unlikely to go to war as it would endanger 

interests of both parties. “For liberals, even if trade policies are motivated by self-interest, they 

lead to cooperative strategies and peaceful relations among actors”103. Actors therefore have 

considerable incentive to avoid conflict and find mutually beneficial outcomes. It is therefore 

asserted by supporters of liberal IR theories that the risk of losing significant economic 

benefits by waging war against important trading partners is simply too high. A beneficial 

trading relationship essentially impedes aggressive actions104. 

The economic interdependence argument is however limited as it simply assumes that 

all parties gain from trade. Its emphasis on absolute gains does not account for 

disproportionate gains. Although balanced trading relationships may exist, there could be 

situations where the gains of one participant might be thought to be excessive and therefore 

constitute a threat to others or even be seen as a loss. Clashes can also occur between states 

that both have significant gains from their economic interactions105. On the other hand; trade, 

investment and monetary linkages can be considered to increase mutually beneficial 

exchanges that prevent conflict. This is due risks of political and economic shocks that can 
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harm the economic interests of actors, they therefore increase the exchange of information 

which can reduce uncertainty106. 

Some studies suggest that there is not much evidence to support the notion that 

economic interdependence as an effective way to secure peace107. Moreover, some studies 

that have been conducted, show that conflict does not necessarily reduce trade between the 

involved parties. Which is in stark contrast to both realist and liberal assumptions that suppose 

that trade ceases or is seriously diminished at the outbreak of conflict108. Contrarily some 

research indicates that there are levels to the impact of trade on peace claiming that “trade 

reduces conflict most if only a small proportion of resources is disputed and conflict would 

disrupt free trade among a few countries”109. Additionally there has been some criticism of 

research into the subject as the focus has been on interdependence created by the exchange 

of goods and services, while largely ignoring monetary interdependence and capital 

interdependence which are an integral part of the modern global economy110. 

Mearsheimer accepts to large degree the importance of economic interdependence as 

prosperity is thought to be the primary aim for leaders, failing to provide economic results 

might have serious political consequences for any leadership111. Yet he maintains that states 

that believe they have more to gain from aggressive action than they risk economically, are 

still likely to seek aggressive policies112. Such claims are not completely rejected by liberalists 

as one important variable that influences the effects of economic interdependence appears 

to be the economic system within the states in question113.  In other words, liberal economies 

are more likely to be affected than closed economies. This of course can be said to be self-

evident as closed economies are not likely to engage economically with other states. 
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Although liberalists accept that states are the principle actors in the international 

system, the ideas upon which liberal theory is built comes first and foremost from the liberal 

ideas about the individual. Consequently, preferences of individuals will have an impact on 

policy choices. Policies that inhibit growth are likely to affect actors within the economy of a 

state and policies that negatively affect trade will undoubtedly upset those that are dependent 

on trade. Therefore it is not illogical to assume that economic interest groups and individuals 

with vested economic interests will attempt to influence leaders and decision makers. 

Moreover, the significant economic power held by such groups and individuals within 

democratic states is likely to sway policy114. Hence, the effects of interdependence on policy 

choices are extensively dependent on domestic governing arrangements. 

 

“Perceptions of economic self-interest may be based not only on one’s own 

fortunes but also on the fortunes of the local community. […]The economic well-

being of a region affects the individual materially […]. It is possible that the 

effects of trade on their local community could influence individuals’ foreign 

policy attitudes. Additionally, people who are not directly affected by the 

consequences of international trade may adopt positions as a result of frequent 

interactions with those who are. A region’s economic interests are likely to be 

reflected in the local political climate for this reason.”115 

 

Mearsheimer maintains that these concerns can be countered by the fact that trade 

not always ceases during conflict and that political issues often supersede economic ones. He 

therefore claims that these concerns are largely unfounded 116 . One can conclude that 

interdependence certainly has some effect, but has to be considered on a case-by-case basis 

as its impact varies between different states. Additionally it’s hard to argue that a state would 

refrain from aggression even if it would mean that the costs would be significantly less than 

its potential gains. Particularly if we already assume that states are rational. World War I is 
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often used as an example to show that economic interests can be trumped by politics, as the 

high level of trade between belligerents did not prevent the conflict. 

 

5.1 Interdependence and conflict with China 

When it comes to the future possibility of a conflict with China the obvious conclusion of the 

interdependence argument will be that conflict can be avoided if the economies are 

significantly intertwined. But as mentioned previously the evidence for such an assertion is at 

best ambiguous. Firstly, due to the inference that the United States and China wouldn’t 

necessarily stop trading even if a small-scale conflict were to break out. Secondly, because the 

peace inducing effects of interdependence seems to be most relevant for open economies, 

which does not apply for China. And thirdly, the domestic governing arrangements in China 

do not allow for interest groups. Although there are economically powerful individuals in 

China, it can be difficult to argue that they are free to act as they like within the authoritarian 

Chinese system. Finally, there can be instances where China sees more to gain from aggressive 

action than it would risk losing. Mearsheimer supports this last point by pointing to the 

valuable resources in the South-China Sea117. 

 While China to some extent seems unaffected by some of the consequences of the 

interdependence argument, the United States might be more affected. The United States as a 

democratic state with an open economy is likely to be more susceptible to the fear of 

economic loss. Furthermore, trade seems to have significant impact on threat perception and 

foreign policy preferences of individuals in the United States. Hence the economic relationship 

between China and the United States can produce pressure towards relatively benign policies 

when it comes to China. However the question remains whether the attitudes of individuals 

in the United States has actual impact on policy118. 

 There might be substantial reasons for China to prioritize economic concerns over 

political, in direct contrast to Mearsheimer’s assumption. Firstly, if wealth is the prerequisite 

for power, as Mearsheimer claims, China will have an interest in maintaining economic growth 

in order to continue its military developments. Even if trade does not stop due to conflict, 

conflict certainly might increase the cost of economic transactions. Secondly, Mearsheimer’s 
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assertion that leaders need to provide positive economic outcomes points to a domestic 

connection between trade and policy choices. Accordingly, should the Chinese economy rely 

heavily on trade with the United States in the future, interdependence might have impact on 

the overall behaviour of China. Increasingly so if China’s economy becomes more open. 

 A mitigating factor is therefore the extensive of the economic relationship between 

the United States and China, and the latter’s dependence on trade. As previously mentioned, 

trade and economic interaction is thought to provide ample incentives for peaceful relations 

as both parties can incur substantial economic losses if conflict breaks out. Dibb and Lee have 

concluded that China’s dependence on imports to retain food and energy security will play a 

central role in China’s risk analysis. Additionally they take into consideration that trade was 

almost 50 per cent of its GDP in 2012119. This will undoubtedly have a significant effect on 

China’s strategic considerations when contemplating the possibility of a conflict with the 

United States. 

 

Chart 3 - Trade in per cent of GDP, China 

 

Source: World Bank120 

 

 However trade in per cent of China’s GDP has been falling and in 2016 accounted for 

37 per cent as Chart 3 clearly shows. Although trade seems to becoming less important to the 
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overall economic strength of China, Chart 4 shows that the total value of trade with the United 

States has for the last decade become increasingly valuable. As these interactions become 

more valuable it is safe to assume that these also become more influential in the context of 

risk-benefit calculations. Consequently it is safe to assume that war between the two powers 

is becoming increasingly costly, for China in particular. It is however difficult to examine to 

what degree the United States is dependent on continuing importing from China. Still it is safe 

to assume that these imports are so immense that it would have a significant impact on the 

U.S. economy should they suddenly stop. 

 

Chart 4 - U.S. trade with China in million USD 

 

Source: United States Census Bureau121 

 

 The economic interdependence between the United States and China might be a 

source for peace between the two. Yet the United States is theoretically more inclined to be 

persuaded by economic interdependence, than China. Hence, the United States will be more 

disposed to adopting buck-passing as its policy towards a more powerful China. This of course 

does not exclude the possibility of China engaging in a conflict with states in the region, which 

the United States could support indirectly. For it is inevitable that two great powers will have 

different and even conflicting interests in at least a few cases, however insignificant those 

interests may be. Yet it is unknown whether the two states will have a highly interdependent 
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trading relationship in the future, they very well could have. In short, both states might resort 

to using economic clout and proxy wars to secure interests in Asia even if they have significant 

mutual economic interests. 

 

Chart 5 - The logic of economic interdependence 

 

 

 If one accepts the general assumptions made by liberal theorists about how 

interdependence encourages peaceful relations, one must assume that the level of economic 

interaction and risk of conflict will have a direct and correlating relationship, as seen in Chart 

5. A low level of economic interdependence will mean that there is a higher risk of conflict, 

and the wealth at stake is very low. Therefore it is likely that there might be more to gain from 

aggression than peace. On the other end of the spectrum the situation is the exact opposite. 

A high level of economic interdependence will lower the probability of conflict, but at the 

same time increase the economic risk. Proponents of this logic suggest that this is why trade 

will induce peace. However evidence suggests that this is generally affecting democratic states 

with an active civil society, other states less so. Therefore the risk of economic loss carried by 

the United States will restrain it, but this does not equally apply to China. Therefore, 

substantial risk is created by economic interdependence. The United States would probably 

benefit from reducing its economic ties with China and diversifying its trade relationships, 

thereby decreasing potential economic loss. Paradoxically this could also increase the 

probability of conflict. 
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5.2 Institutionalism 

Liberalists assume states to be utility maximizing actors in an anarchic system that frequently 

find cooperation to be a beneficial method to reach their objectives. But why? The prevailing 

challenges of anarchy presents considerable uncertainty, which can be seen in the core 

assumptions of realist approaches. Neo-liberal institutionalism stresses that states try to 

mitigate the effects of this obstacle with institutionalization. This preservation of self-interest 

through cooperation is often argued through the use of the Prisoner’s Dilemma. While at first 

it would seem that cooperation is the weaker strategy, Keohane argues that this is because it 

is assumed that the exercise is only done once122, while the interaction between states are 

recurring which means they can formulate future policy based on past experiences. 

Institutions “can help to improve communication between states, reducing uncertainty 

about intentions and increasing the capacity of governments to make credible, binding 

commitments to one another”123. This is why proponents of neo-liberal institutionalism are 

convinced that cooperation is not only feasible but is also likely to increase and deepen, 

because, as shown with the Prisoner’s Dilemma, states ‘learn’ from their dealings with other 

states and the accrued knowledge will affect how they position themselves in relation to other 

states. Additionally, increased interdependence and spread of liberal values will prompt 

cooperation124. In other words; states will develop common interests that motivate them to 

find ways to expedite cooperation, by use of international institutions or organizations, in 

order to secure mutual aims125. 

 Cooperation does not occur without significant challenges. First of all, states need to 

come up with terms for cooperation that are agreeable to those taking part, and institutions 

facilitate establishment of procedural order. Within these formalized arenas states can 

bargain, yet the ways in which states try to attain their goals can vary considerably between 

the types of institutions and based on the relative power of the participating states 126 . 

Furthermore, there is considerable fear of cheating and non-compliance. A state will naturally 

be inclined to avoid situations whereby its interests are undermined by cooperating with a 
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state that cheats, and it can be difficult to be assured that states are equally committed. 

Through the use of institutions, states can establish monitoring practices that provide 

information on the conduct of the members. This will ensure compliance “by providing 

systematic review of each member’s practices, institutions highlight areas of potential 

defection”127. 

 Institutions do not only provide information and prevent non-compliance, they create 

a rules-based environment in which the actors can make assessments about future 

developments. Institutions therefore influence state behaviour significantly by providing a 

basis for states to make assertions about the behaviour of other states, their interests and 

how to interpret actions. They also have considerable effect on how states see their own role 

within the system and its institutions128. Furthermore, institutions take on a role of their own. 

Even though states are the core actors in the system, undoubtedly institutions take on a 

character particular to its set goals. Institutions will shape the agenda, set norms for behaviour 

and often promote certain values129. Neo-liberal institutionalists would argue that “deeply 

embedded expectations are as fundamental to world politics as are the power resources of the 

units”130. Hence, states will ultimately be affected by the institutions they established to serve 

their interests. 

 Realists will argue that institutions are first and foremost a way of maintaining their 

power. Institutions are established by states that see opportunity in promoting their interests 

through an institutionalized setting, and the institutions are therefore shaped by states for 

states, in particular powerful states. The workings of international institutions simply reflect 

the distribution of power in the system 131  and are “arenas for acting out power 

relationships”132. If institutions are first and foremost there to serve the powerful, one must 

conclude that the argument is strengthened by some institutionalist theorists, as they portray 

the liberal world order as something that was chartered and shaped by the United States in 
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order to preserve its interests, power and status in the international system following World 

War II133. 

 Moreover, neo-liberal institutionalism accepts that the relative power of the 

participants has an effect on the behaviour of states. If that is the case, then one must also 

accept that power has an effect on the outcomes and implementation. As there is fear of 

cheating or non-compliance, there have to be mechanisms in place to secure compliance and 

therefore forms of coercion. Some suggest that institutions need to have a combination of 

monitoring, financial incentives and sanctions in order to ensure compliance, regulations and 

agreements are therefore ineffective unless there is some form of coercive element to back 

them up134. This of course becomes problematic as the question arises of who is supposed to 

enforce agreements? There are of course several instances of international sanctions and 

even military interventions. However, there is not much likelihood of a state or group of states 

imposing sanctions or even considering military action in order to secure compliance from the 

United Sates, while non-compliance of a minor or weak state might be more likely to be the 

recipient of such treatment. 

Ultimately we find ourselves in a world order that cannot be said to see all states as 

equal, at least some seem more equal than others. Proponents of neo-liberal institutionalism 

would not support the statement that all states are equal, but rather claim that powerful 

states have more to gain from preserving the institutional order. But if the order is set up to 

support a certain set of values and interests that happily coincide with those of the United 

States, and it is admittedly built for that purpose, then the question of power is 

unquestionably essential. At the same time, this does not exclude the benefits or effects of 

institutions as such, it rather points to the fundamental underpinnings of the prevailing order. 

Another point of contention is the criticism of neo-liberal institutionalism made by 

Mearsheimer is that its contributions do not address the cause of peace. Mearsheimer suggest 

that states are primarily focused on who wins and who loses. This competitive nature of states 

ultimately produces the security competition which is the primary concern of states135. Yet it 
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is undeniable that institutions provide an arena for states to engage in cooperation and that 

states learn from their previous dealings with others. Mearsheimer’s own writings are based 

on historical record and one must assume that since he is able to draw lessons from history, 

so are leaders and decision-makers of states. The assumption that states make cost – benefit 

calculations and act strategically must mean that they include past experiences and 

transactions in policy decisions. Therefore, institutions might not produce peace but rather 

provide incentives and expedient channels for peaceful resolution when it comes to conflicting 

interests. Institutions are effective “to the extent that states can be persuaded to defer to the 

constraints and decisions of supranational authorities or legal frameworks […] these factors 

can play significant roles in managing conflicts that would otherwise end in war”136. 

Institutionalist theory is not likely to be a guarantor of peace. However, the 

institutional framework will reduce uncertainty and thereby limit the risks of cooperation. 

Consequently the risks of cooperation are likely to be significantly less than those posed by 

aggressive action. Moreover, as institutions have an effect on how interests are defined and 

actions interpreted, they serve as an important showground for ‘signalling’. If signalling works 

as defensive realists have suggested, they must also accept that signalling would work within 

arenas that fall outside the parameters of military posture. Hence, it is reasonable to conclude 

that institutions have an important role to play in interactions between states in the system 

by mitigating anarchy’s negative effects. However it is more difficult to estimate to what 

extent institutions affect peaceful relations. 

Increasing interdependence and subsequently instituting an order to manage it has 

been thought as an effective way of maintaining peace in some circumstances, particularly in 

Europe. The development of the EU is often seen as a prime example of states being 

“embedded in larger economic, political and security institutions that constrain historically 

‘normal’ behaviours”137. This logic is of course quite strong as there has been no major conflict 

in Europe since World War II. Adversely, it is fairly easy to make the case that the absence of 

war does not prove a causal effect of European institutions and economic interdependence. 

One can simply point to the mutual threat posed by the Soviet Union during the Cold War that 

prompted states in Europe to balance against it by cooperating among each other and with 

the United States. Additionally the case can still be made that the ongoing cooperation is 
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driven by strong U.S. military presence in Europe and mutual security concerns posed by 

Russia and terrorism. If that argument does not suffice, one can also point to the fact that the 

United Kingdom has triggered article 50 proceedings which means it will most likely withdraw 

from the European Union. Brexit may well be interpreted as evidence of realist assumptions 

about state behaviour, where states only commit to cooperation as long as it suits their 

interests and all arrangements are therefore temporary. However, it is fairly unlikely that this 

would trigger a security competition in Europe. Quite the opposite, the UK is highly likely to 

continue to cooperate with its European partners but within a different framework. 

 

5.3 The world order and a U.S. – China conflict 

As China rises, institutionalists have put forward the argument that its rise does not 

necessarily have to be conflict ridden. This conviction is supported by the argument that China 

is rising within a liberal institutional framework, as a result China is and will be affected by the 

institutions that are already in existence. China could reintroduce, or at least increase, 

uncertainty if it chooses to seek more aggressive policies, which ultimately will have a negative 

effect on its own ability to secure its interests within the institutional framework. Yet again, if 

China finds more to gain from upsetting the order than to maintain it, China will be likely to 

seek policies that displace it. The aim of the United States should therefore be, according to 

institutionalists, to protect the liberal order and secure its leadership of it by reinforcing the 

institutional framework and thereby incentivising China to commit to it rather than displacing 

it138. To this end it would also promote increased interdependence in order to make sure that 

interest become increasingly mutually aligned. 

Some have suggested that the United States must affirm its leadership of global 

governance by supporting the institutional system. Thereby increasing its international 

legitimacy and authority which ultimately secures effective application of its power 139 . 

Additionally China must be convinced that it has to contribute more to the global commons 

as it has benefitted considerably from the prevailing global order 140 . To gain Chinese 

commitment to the current world order it is imperative to “integrate rising developing 
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countries into key global institutions. Bringing emerging countries into the governance of the 

international order will give it new life”141. This would force China’s participation, as neglecting 

to do so would mean that China risked exclusion and its influence would be severely 

diminished. In other words; the international order needs to be “so expansive and so 

institutionalized that China has no choice but to become a full-fledged member of it”142.  

 In the same way the United States used its high relative power to establish the liberal 

world order, it’s not unimaginable that China would seek to do the same, although an order 

led by China might not be so liberal. The question arises; how will states respond to such 

developments? Overall, it can be hard to give any definitive answers, but one can imagine that 

relatively liberal states would find it hard to swallow an ‘illiberal’ world order. Consequently, 

they might seek to balance against China in order to safeguard the liberal institutions. Also, 

the underlying ideology of the liberal order conflicts with that of China, this therefore becomes 

another factor preventing China from transforming into a champion of the prevailing 

institutional system. 

 It is apparent that the current institutional system is not able to exclude the possibility 

of conflict on its own. Even if we accept the European example, the relationship between 

China and the United States is unlikely to develop into such a close-knit political and economic 

union in the short- or medium term, even long term. Realistically institutions mitigate 

uncertainty, provide experiences for the states to build future transactions on and incentives 

for peaceful resolution of conflicting interests. But China and the United States are not ‘normal’ 

states. They are both great powers, and who is going to coerce the United States or China to 

ensure compliance in a world where their relative power is immense? 

Successful cooperation depends on whether aggression will provide higher gains than 

cooperation. At the same time one can imagine that a competition can arise over the 

leadership of the international order, whereby both actors will attempt to be more 

accommodating to international cooperation than the other. This way the two great powers 

can undermine each other’s efforts while also promoting strong institutions and legitimize its 

own actions through formal institutional processes. 

 Despite the prevalence of challenges to successful cooperation within the international 

system, the fact is that China and the United States are connected through an intricate 
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network of international institutions. Neo-liberal institutionalists hope that these will mitigate 

progressively the negative effects of the anarchic international system. Likewise, the immense 

rising number of regional institutions in Asia where both participate is expected strengthen 

the progressive mitigation143. 

 Neo-liberal institutionalism can therefore be said to present three different paths in a 

world where China has risen to rival the United States. First; China and the United States both 

see great benefits from maintaining the liberal world order, and both make concessions for 

maximizing absolute gains. Second; China could eventually try to circumvent the liberal order 

and attempt to implement a new order more in line with its own agenda. Third; China and the 

United States will compete for ‘best-practice’, seeking the recognition of other states in order 

to increase influence. The last path is perhaps the most unlikely as China does not ascribe to 

the principal liberal values of the current institutional system. Yet it does not exclude China 

from being proactive within those policy areas in which those values simply don´t matter. It is 

quite possible that the future will unfold in line with a little of each of these mentioned paths. 
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6. Sources of Conflict 

In order to assess the viability of predictions of future developments in the relationship 

between the United States and China, it is imperative to outline current disputes and possible 

future contentions so that the mitigating or amplifying effects of the theoretical implications 

can be accurately examined. The nature of disagreements will affect what forces come into 

play and shape the policy choices of the states involved. 

 

Map 2 - Chinese territorial and maritime claims. 

 

Areas marked with red lines are mere approximations of Chinese claims. 
Source: United States Department of Defense144 

 

6.1 Taiwan 

China has for decades claimed territory and maritime zones in its immediate neighbourhood. 

One being due to leftover issues from the Chinese civil war, such as Taiwan which is the 

remnants of the Republic of China (ROC). Another being the unresolved situation in Kashmir, 
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a residual conflict from the decolonization and partition of India. Others include China’s claim 

to supremacy over the South China Sea, the Senkaku Islands, a small strip of land in Bhutan 

and a border dispute with Vietnam. 

While China has international recognition for its claims to Macau and Hong Kong, 

which have peacefully been handed over to Chinese authorities, the recognition of the 

Chinese claim to Taiwan is more ambiguous in nature. Although the United States formally 

recognises that there is only ‘one China’ and opposes independence for the ROC, it still 

maintains its prerogative of supporting military efforts to defend the ROC145. As tensions have 

sometimes flared up over the island of Taiwan, the United States have gone to great lengths 

to secure ROC’s autonomy. 

During increased tensions in 2001 president Bush gave the ROC a military guarantee 

which was thought by some to go further than the traditional U.S. support for the state146. Yet 

the “Taiwan Relations Act” of 1979 clearly states that it is the intent of the United States “to 

provide Taiwan with arms of a defensive character… [and] maintain the capacity of the United 

States to resist any resort to force or other forms of coercion that would jeopardize the security, 

or the social or economic system, of the people on Taiwan”147. This does not however, make 

the situation less ambiguous as the same act does not exclude the possibility of Taiwan 

becoming fully a part of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), rather it simply affirms that the 

future of Taiwan should be resolved peacefully. However, a peaceful unification with the PRC 

is highly unlikely due to the staunch opposition of the Taiwanese public 148  and the ROC 

leadership against such ideas. 

It is fairly unlikely that the United States and China will be deliberately drawn into 

conflict over the status of Taiwan as the United States is de facto providing a military 

guarantee to the ROC which to this point has deterred China from aggressive action. On the 

other hand, Allison provides an imaginable scenario whereby the two great powers are drawn 
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into conflict due to a hypothetical accidental sinking of a U.S. naval vessel escorting civilian 

vessels as a response to a Chinese blockade of the island149. This scenario is definitely plausible.  

Such incidental events can be of essence when it comes to a situation with increased 

tensions. The event that lead to an escalation of tensions in South-East Asia in August 1964 

was of similar nature. It was believed that the USS Maddox had been attacked in the Gulf of 

Tonkin, which lead to a full military response from the United States against North Vietnam. 

Robert McNamara, on the other hand, has stated that the attack never actually occurred. Even 

though the attack never occurred it lead to a lengthy and costly conflict. This shows that the 

persistent danger that emerges when increased tensions are combined with accidental events 

or when events or actions are misconstrued. 

 

6.2 India 

India is one of the largest states in the world and the most populous. One of the sources of 

contentions between India and China is that they both seek regional leadership. “India’s Look 

East strategy has been the cornerstone of the country’s new foreign policy since after the end 

of the Cold War. It reflects a newfound desire on the part of India to play a preeminent role in 

the affairs of the East and the Southeast Asian region. In the process, competition and rivalry 

with China has become a significant component”150. 

At the same time, China claims several areas which are also claimed by India. 

Mearsheimer points to the ongoing dispute to demonstrate its aggressive relationship 

towards its southern neighbour151. As recently as June of 2017 soldiers of China’s People’s 

Liberation Army (PLA) were accused of crossing the China-India border and destroying Indian 

defence structures152. Mearsheimer claims these disputes are challenging to solve through 

diplomacy and that “the best way for China to settle them on favourable terms is probably via 

coercion”153. There is reason to believe that this statement is quite accurate as the relationship 

between China and India has historically been tenuous, although it was believed the 
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relationship has become substantially better than before. Some have claimed that both states 

have significant gains to be made from increasing economic interaction and there have been 

moves by both parties to that end, yet these are dwarfed by security concerns and fear154. 

These fears can be said to be legitimate due to the close relationship between Pakistan, a long-

term rival of India, and China. Even though China has no formal allies, in the traditional sense, 

it has been suggested that the Pakistan-China relationship entails deeper cooperation than 

between many formal allies155. 

 Recently tensions have flared up over the disputed region of Doklam. Doklam is located 

south of Chinese Tibet, Bhutan to the east and India to the west, and is of strategic importance 

to all three. Bhutan has claimed sovereignty over the area for several decades, yet the stand-

off seems to be between India and China which both have sent troops to the area156. The 

reason for this is the Indian – Bhutanese Treaty of Friendship, which does not outline any 

direct defence cooperation. However the treaty does declare that “the Government of Bhutan 

agrees to be guided by the advice of the Government of India in regard to its external 

relations”157. Additionally the treaty proclaims that India should not hinder in any way the 

import of military equipment to Bhutan and that Bhutan should not export such products158. 

The involvement of India in Bhutanese foreign relations, its influence over imports and exports 

of military equipment and the informal military cooperation between the states suggests that 

there de-facto is a functioning military alliance between the two. India perceives that its 

incursion into Doklam is legal as its military was invited by the Bhutanese government, while 

China claims India’s troop movements are unlawful. At the same time, India and Bhutan say 

China’s road construction into the area, protected by PLA troops, is unlawful159. As this is 

written it seems both states have agreed to disagree and tensions have lowered160, however 

the dispute is largely unresolved and similar tensions remain likely to occur. 
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 China – India relations might not seem to have a clear connection to the developing 

relationship between China and the United States. However, India can become a key U.S. 

partner in Asia if China becomes increasingly aggressive. According to some projections India’s 

GDP PPP will be 83% of that of the United States in 2030 and 130% in 2050 which will make it 

the second largest economy in the world with the United States in third place161. If Chinese 

economic growth produces a security competition with the United States, then Indian 

economic growth must eventually create a security competition with China. In this sense India 

can become an essential part of a U.S. buck-passing strategy, whereby the United States would 

support India with beneficial arms deals and trade deals. However this could greatly upset 

China, and more importantly put developments in Asia in the hands of other actors with 

events largely out of U.S. control. Such a strategy would provide ample opportunity to 

undermine the Chinese power, but also increase the risk of unforeseen events in particular as 

major shipping routes might be affected. 

6.3 North Korea 

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) or North Korea is China’s only formal ally 

and China has been the main supplier of essential energy and food supplies, as well as being 

its most important trading partner. Ultimately China does not want the DPRK regime to fail as 

it might entail a Korean re-unification, establishing a democratic and unified Korean state with 

Seoul as its capital. This is of concern for China because of the close relationship between the 

Republic of Korea and the United States162. 

There is reason to believe that China does not want to encourage the erratic behaviour 

of the DPRK as increased tensions and instability in neighbouring regions is filled with risk, and 

has to some degree sought to lessen tensions between it and the United States163. Yet some 

claim that China changed its previous DPRK policy and has become more supportive of its 

regime by increasing economic and political ties, refusing to take action in order to dissuade 

the DPRK leadership from continuing the pursuit of nuclear capabilities164 and has defended 

                                                           
161 PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2017. 
162 Christensen, Thomas J. "The Advantages of an Assertive China: Responding to Beijing's Abrasive 
Diplomacy." Foreign Affairs 90, no. 2 (March/April 2011): 54-67. Accessed August 10, 2017. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/25800457. p. 57 
163 Albert, Eleanor. "China has the most leverage on Kim Jong-un's regime. Will it use it?" Council on Foreign 
Relations. July 05, 2017. Accessed August 12, 2017. https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/china-north-korea-
relationship. 
164 Christensen, 2011. p. 57-58 



49 
 

the DPRK from accusations of human rights abuses 165 . On the other hand, China has 

introduced sanctions against the regime and has agreed to UN resolution with provisions for 

further sanctions. There have been raised some doubts as to whether China will live up to 

their commitment to sanctions166 and the United States have imposed sanctions on Chinese 

firms and individuals that are believed to be connected to the development of the DPRK’s 

weapons programmes167. 

Recently tension between the United States and the DPRK have increased significantly. 

In particular due to the latter’s sustained development of ICBM capabilities and nuclear 

warheads. Additionally the DPRK has threatened to fire missiles close to Guam. The President 

of the United States has responded with saying that any more threats from the DPRK against 

the United States “will be met with fire and fury like the world has never seen”168. These 

developments could lead China into a conflict with the United States. “However, China has 

maintained an ambiguous posture on the question of its commitment to automatic 

intervention for the defence of the… [DPRK] in case of military conflict”169. 

 The DPRK threat is twofold. On one hand there is the danger of direct conflict, while 

on the other an unintended security competition could ensue. The increased aggressive 

behaviour of North Korea could prompt the United States to deploy defensive weapons, such 

as missile defence systems in East Asia and the Pacific region. The Chinese could see this as an 

aggressive move rather than a defensive one, because it could seriously diminish Chinese 

nuclear capabilities as well as those of the DPRK. Hence China would be forced to increase 

their offensive capabilities and/or develop a comprehensive missile defence system. The U.S. 

reaction could in turn be to increase military presence in the region to deter China, while China 

will see such a move as a direct threat and respond. 

                                                           
165 Albert, 2017. 
166 Ibid. 
167 Brunnstrom, David, and Doina Chiacu. "U.S. targets Chinese, Russia entities for helping North Korea." 
Reuters. August 22, 2017. Accessed August 22, 2017. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-northkorea-nuclear-
sanctions-idUSKCN1B21OG. 
168 Baker, Peter, and Choe Sang-Hun. "Trump Threatens ‘Fire and Fury’ Against North Korea if It Endangers U.S." 
The New York Times. August 08, 2017. Accessed August 13, 2017. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/08/world/asia/north-korea-un-sanctions-nuclear-missile-united-
nations.html. 
169 Choo, Jaewoo. "Mirroring North Korea's Growing Economic Dependence on China: Political 
Ramifications." Asian Survey48, no. 2 (March/April 2008): 343-72. Accessed August 10, 2017. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/as.2008.48.2.343. p. 369-370 



50 
 

 Even if current tensions between the United States and the DPRK would be resolved 

diplomatically, increased tensions and the risk of escalation will be a recurring event in the 

future as long as China continues to lend political, military and economic support to the North 

Korean regime. Consequently, it is likely that the DPRK will remain an important hindrance to 

amicable U.S. – China relations. 

 

6.4 Maritime Disputes 

Hostilities connected to the ongoing dispute in the South China Sea has steadily increased as 

China diverged from its commitments laid out by a US-brokered deal between the 

stakeholders in 2012. Under UNCLOS China’s claims were brought before the Permanent 

Court of Arbitration, which rejected in large parts the claims brought by China. It is generally 

recognized that the South China Sea is of great importance due to the sheer amount of trade 

that passes through the area and several states lay claim to different parts of it170. The risk of 

conflict in the region can be said to be substantial as China continues to invest in naval 

capabilities and is thought to threaten freedom of navigation171. 

It could be claimed that the disputes in the Yellow sea, East and South China seas are 

indications of a developing Chinese style Monroe doctrine, as Chinese authorities have 

rejected, opposed and protested against involvement of the United States in waters nearby 

China172. While many states in the South China Sea region are distrustful of Chinese intentions, 

it seems the Chinese point of view is that China has been mistreated by other states and that 

China is reacting to provocation rather than acting as an aggressor173. On the other hand there 

is little reason to doubt that its increased investments in its air force and navy is primarily 

aimed at increasing China’s power projection capabilities in order to secure its immediate 

surroundings. 
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“China continues to exercise low-intensity coercion to advance its claims in the 

East and South China Seas. During periods of tension, official statements and 

state media seek to portray China as reactive. China uses an opportunistically 

timed progression of incremental but intensifying steps to attempt to increase 

effective control over disputed areas and avoid escalation to military conflict. 

China also uses economic incentives and punitive trade policies to deter 

opposition to China’s actions in the region. In 2016, China used CCG, maritime 

militia, and fishing ships to surge its maritime presence at various disputed 

South China Sea features following July’s arbitration ruling.”174 

 

The Chinese government is applying coercion to maintain its policy objectives in the 

South China Sea, although it has been called ‘low-intensity coercion’. The offensive realist 

descriptions of developments in the region are therefore to some extent merited. Moreover, 

China continues to construct islands and military infrastructure within the disputed area. 

While China is building up its military infrastructure in the area, some have suggested that the 

United States needs to conduct increased freedom of navigation operations to Prevent China 

from attaining full control over the South China Sea 175. Such operations are intended to 

maintain freedom of movement for the United States’ Navy and secure trade. However, it is 

easy to assume that China might see such moves as a threating act and therefore try to 

prevent such operations. To that end China possesses significant conventional strike 

capabilities which could threaten the safety of U.S. naval forces in the region 176 . The 

combination of China’s capabilities in the area and U.S. freedom of navigation operations will 

surely provide ample risk of escalation to war as the likelihood of accidents and human error 

will rise, thus events can spiral out of control. 

 In this context Allison puts forward another conceivable sequence of events. He states 

that war can be provoked by a third party, and presents a standoff between Japan, a U.S. ally, 

and China over the Senkaku Islands. Additionally Russia gets involved clandestinely by hacking 

Japanese communication systems and leaving evidence of Chinese involvement in order to 

move the attention of the United States from Eastern Europe to Asia177. Consequently the 
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United States would be drawn into war by an ally rather than having initiated some aggressive 

action on its own. Considering the number of states involved in maritime disputes with China 

it’s not difficult to imagine that an ally of the United States could be dragged into a precarious 

situation that would force a confrontation. Currently Brunei, Japan, Malaysia, the Philippines, 

South-Korea and Vietnam are all engaged in active quarrels with China over Chinese claims, 

three of whom are long-standing U.S. allies. 
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7. Making Sense of the MADness 

All the theoretical approaches discussed present some similar assumptions. Firstly the 

assumption that states are the primary actors in the international system and that they are 

utility maximizing rational actors. States are therefore constantly seeking the most effective 

way to promote their interests. The second assumption is that the international system is 

anarchic which inherently generates uncertainty since states cannot be completely sure of the 

intent and interests of other states. However, the theoretical approaches differ in their 

definition about the ultimate goal of states and whether the effects of uncertainty can be 

mitigated. 

Realist approaches will suggest that states crave power or security that derives from 

the relative power of the states. Thereby states will be inclined to undermine each other’s 

efforts as well as invest in their own military capabilities which likely will lead to a security 

competition. In a realist world international politics are therefore based on relative gains of 

states. On the other hand, liberal theories assert that states focus on maximum gains through 

collaboration even if that means that other states stand to gain substantially from it as well. 

This emphasis on absolute gains is in staunch contrast with the realist perception of the world. 

If we accept the assumption that states are utility maximizing and rational we must also 

assume that they will seek policies that take full advantage of any opportunity to increase 

gains. Hence, states are compelled to choose policies that serve that purpose completely free 

of theoretical puritanism. Accordingly policies that are in line with the different theoretical 

approaches will be equally appropriate depending only on the central variable, being a cost 

benefit calculation of the different solutions offered on the particular issue at hand. 

 All states struggle with the problem of uncertainty, while offensive realism argues that 

this is a persistent challenge, defensive realism suggests this can be overcome through 

complex signalling. The risks involved in ‘defensive military posturing’ can be quite costly as 

perceived weakness can lead neighbouring states or competing powers to overestimate their 

chance of success in taking aggressive action. Neo-liberal institutionalists agree that signalling 

can be an effective tool, but offer a significantly more effective regime for states to signal each 

other about intent and interests. Furthermore, it is logically incoherent to suggest that states 

will not learn from their past interactions with other actors in the system if we also assume 

that states are strategic in their ´thinking’ and actions. Institutions are therefore an integral 

part of the international system that provide significant benefits to the states within it. Hence, 
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we must conclude that it is in the interest of all actors to maintain world order, but how it 

would look under a non-liberal leadership is unclear. What’s more, incompatibility of Chinese 

authoritarianism and the liberal values of the current order might prove to be divisive and 

create competing institutional systems. 

 The economic interactions between the United States and China are an important 

factor in all theoretical approaches, nonetheless their importance varies greatly. Offensive 

realism accepts that economic interdependence will be of great concern, but its influence will 

be limited by; a) how much it contributes to the state’s ability to maintain military capabilities, 

b) whether trade will actually be hurt by conflict, and c) whether the potential gains from 

aggressive action will outweigh the value of the economic relationship. The rationale behind 

this conclusion can certainly be applied within the other approaches. Yet the fundamental 

difference is that proponents of liberalism will firstly suggest that the economic 

interdependence will steadily increase as mutual interests develop as a consequence of the 

economic interactions. Additionally, institutions will be established and maintained to ease 

these exchanges. Realists will not refute this, but rather claim that these arrangements only 

reflect the distribution of power in the system. This is to a great extent accepted by liberalists, 

which points to a common ground when it comes to the role of interdependence and 

institutions. However the temporary nature of a state’s affiliation with institutions described 

by realists is not found to be as acceptable by liberalists. One can however, easily imagine that 

as the interests and interdependent connections of states change, states will be likely to 

change their affiliations and partners, particularly if other arrangements are backed by great 

powers. 

 Institutions will not only be established but also maintained. It is important to 

remember that the current international system is already widely institutionalized and China 

has not only benefitted from the system but has also declared that it will seek to increase its 

international engagement, particularly through the United Nations178. Additionally there are 

several global challenges that affect all states and require the participation of both great 

powers such as; climate change, terrorism and spread of disease (epidemics etc.). 

Consequently, an upheaval of the institutional order would create disarray which could cause 
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serious losses to China and the United States. A mutually assured institutional destruction 

(MAID) poses a severe threat to the stability that is enjoyed by both states. Cooperation will 

likely be the only way to prevent conflict as the sources of contention are wide-ranging. On 

the other hand it is going to be fairly difficult to get credible commitment by the two powers 

to submit to international law and arbitration. Their commitment to the institutional order 

will therefore be somewhat ambiguous. 

 Although there definitely is common ground to be found, one should not expect 

proponents of the different approaches to be in agreement about the changes following the 

rise of China. Friedberg suggests that assuming that realists would be inherently pessimistic 

and liberalists optimistic is inaccurate, instead there should be four camps among liberalists 

and realists, divided into realist optimists, liberal optimists, realist pessimists and liberal 

pessimists179. 

Friedberg anticipates three paths of development based on the combined assumptions 

of theoretical approaches. Firstly ‘simple preponderance’, which points to the logic of both 

liberal optimists and realist pessimists, they “believe that the mechanisms they have identified 

are so powerful as to outweigh the effects of any other forces”180. These mechanisms are on 

one hand the peace-inducing effects of interdependence for liberal optimists and the 

inevitability of conflict portrayed by realist pessimists. Second possibility is ‘additive effects’, 

whereby the prospective relationship between the United States and China will be 

conditioned by collective effects of aligned causal forces that might be outside traditional 

theoretical frameworks181. The third and final prospect is ‘offsetting effects’ of opposing forces 

that “will produce a U.S. – China relationship that continues to be characterized by constrained, 

or bounded, competition. As they do today, the two countries will trade, talk, and cooperate 

on some issues, but they will still regard each other with profound mistrust, manoeuvring for 

diplomatic advantage and developing their military capabilities with an eye toward a possible 

future confrontation”182. Hence there is reason to suspect that several factors will be in play 

and the assumption of an inevitable conflict seems to be overstated, although the risk of some 

form of competition and limited conflict will be persistent. At the same time it is widely 
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recognized that the thought of nuclear MAD will be of serious concern and is therefore likely 

to lessen the willingness of both actors to use of their military capabilities. 

Friedberg’s prediction of opposing forces affecting both states in differing degrees at 

different times and in different settings, seems likely. Allison draws some similar conclusions 

when he suggests that the United States should both accommodate and undermine China, 

while also attempting to acquire long term arrangement for peace 183 . The undermining 

strategy could potentially be the most crucial factor to ensuring peace. Mearsheimer points 

to nationalism as a central driver in China, while research has shown that interdependence is 

most effective between democratic states. Thus a regime change in China could be the only 

guarantee for avoiding a conflict. Still, should the internal structures of the Chinese state 

collapse it could produce unintended consequences that could bring with it grim 

consequences for global security. A failed state full of arms and a nuclear arsenal is not on 

anyone’s wish list. 

 

7.1 The Race Has Started 

The most notable flaw in Mearsheimer’s assessment is that he disregards the growth of other 

Asian economies, India in particular. If both India and China are expected to surpass the United 

States by the middle of the 21st century, both must be considered to be rising powers. Both of 

which are said to be vying for a leadership role in Asia. Consequently a conflict between India 

and China over Asian domination should be inevitable, if we follow Mearsheimer’s logic. 

Therefore a U.S. ‘divide and conquer’ policy might be effective in Asia, having relatively low 

cost and high benefits from a realist perspective. In other words: Encouraging regional 

balancing against China, while essentially buck-passing. The problem with this approach is that 

a large-scale conflict in Asia will undoubtedly disrupt economic activity and trade in the region 

as a whole. Likewise the functioning of the international order could be gravely affected as 

states will have to take sides, for example in the UN Security Council and other organizations. 

Russia might be inclined to support China if China is able to support their efforts and so on, 

while the United States will be forced to back India to keep it from becoming isolated. 

 This suggests that it is likely that a Cold-War like situation might emerge whereby the 

United States and China will start supporting different regimes in the region and around the 
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world, in order to maintain a sphere of influence. However there is ample reason to believe 

that the United States has already been encouraging Indian to establish its own sphere in the 

Indian Ocean184 in order to counter increased Chinese ambitions, referred to as the ‘String of 

Pearls’. These ambitions are thought to be mainly focused on China´s move to erect a string 

of port-facilities to secure its access to oil from the Middle-East185. This build up is considered 

quite suspicious by many, and “the potential for China to project naval power into the Indian 

Ocean has arguably become its principal long term source of concern”186 for India. The opening 

of Chinese ports in Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Pakistan has been talked about as a Chinese 

encirclement of India187. 

 The United States has attempted to shift focus to Asia under the so-called ‘pivot to 

Asia’ led by the Obama administration. This has entailed, among other initiatives, attempting 

to institute new trading regimes under the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and deepened 

military cooperation with Japan and India. These attempts give the impression that these 

states are balancing against China. Some have gone so far as to assert that it is primarily China 

that “unites them”188. 

 Balancing and competition also involves undermining the opponent, and one of the 

ways the United States could undermine China is to hinder further economic growth. One way 

of doing so would be to encourage U.S. firms to relocate to other states. In fact the American 

Chamber of Commerce’s ‘China Business Climate Survey’ report presents statistics showing 

that a quarter of U.S. businesses in China have moved capacities out of China or are thinking 

of doing so, 70% of which are looking to other Asian states 189. In order to support such 

developments the United States could engage in developing trade relations with other Asian 

economies, which was the aim of the TPP. However the United States has withdrawn from 

that agreement, which in theoretical terms might be viewed as an attempt to secure 

continued economic interdependence. Whether that action by the Trump administration was 
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to strengthen the interdependent relationship between the U.S. and China remains unclear at 

best, since President Trump has repeatedly claimed that China is trading unfairly. Either way, 

undermining China in this way would firstly damage China’s growth, but at the same time 

decrease the mitigating effects of interdependence. Preserving the trading relationship with 

China would provide some economic incentives for both actors to maintain peaceful relations, 

but is limited by China´s domestic arrangements. At the same time the high level of economic 

interaction means that the potential economic loss, should conflict break out, will remain 

great. The economic argument is therefore at best conflicting. Hence the United States and 

China have no clear path to choose in this regard. 

 To complicate matters more, it seems tensions over the DPRK´s WMD programme 

have pushed the U.S. administration towards threatening China with a trade war. While China 

is participating in U.N. sanctions against the DPRK, the Trump administration has hinted that 

it could impose trade restrictions on any state that trades with the DPRK190. This threat is not 

very credible as the losses incurred by the United States itself would probably be higher than 

its foreseeable gains. 

There are also several indications of China trying to undermine U.S. influence in Asia. 

China’s ambition of creating an Asian free trade area that is supported by developing new 

roads, railways and shipping lanes and is maintained through regional institutions led by 

China191, can effortlessly be viewed as a direct challenge to current regimes.  China´s initiative 

to create the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) is an attempt to create an 

international institution that is out of reach for the United States. Hence, China might be 

attempting to replace or bypass the power and influence of the United States by undermining 

the liberal world order. China is also seeking to create economic incentives through deeper 

economic integration and is de facto trading financial support for recognition for its territorial 

and maritime claims192. Opposing these developments are, among other, India and Japan 

which seek to prevent Chinese domination of Asia. India has adopted a ‘Look East’ strategy 

which aims to balance against China’s growing economic clout193. Hence there is ample reason 
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to believe that the institutional framework will face serious challenges. So far the United 

States seems unable to limit Chinese institutional ambitions, as seen in the failed U.S. attempt 

at discouraging states from joining the AIIB194. 

It seems the competition is already afoot and where it will lead is uncertain, yet it is 

clear that India is sure to contest Chinese attempts to attain leadership in Asia, and the United 

States will probably continue to support any endeavours that aim at balancing or containing 

China. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
194 Tiezzi, Shannon. "Are US Allies Flocking to China's New Bank?" The Diplomat. March 13, 2015. Accessed 
September 10, 2017. http://thediplomat.com/2015/03/are-us-allies-flocking-to-chinas-new-bank/. 



60 
 

8. Conclusion 

It is clear that there is no escaping the competitive nature of great powers. Therefore it might 

be inevitable that some form of security competition might ensue as China rises. However it 

will most likely be reduced to involving third actors and particular interests. More importantly 

competition between the United States and China is more likely to involve economic and 

diplomatic measures than armed conflict. The states will seek to outmanoeuvre each other, 

yet there is reason to believe that tensions can rise as China might become more confident in 

its capabilities to actively defend its territorial and maritime claims. Hence, there is reason to 

believe that Friedberg’s description of a fluctuating relationship dependent on offsetting 

variables that leaves interaction affected by suspicion and antagonism is fairly accurate. 

 The most serious challenge for the United States is to maintain the liberal world order 

and keeping it from fragmenting, with global repercussions. China’s challenge on the other 

hand is to be able to establish what they believe to be their rightful sphere of influence without 

prompting a containment and balancing campaign that could leave them effectively isolated. 

Both have fundamental interest in maintaining the flow of trade and should therefore be 

expected to be able to cooperate in this arena, while also attempting to undermine each other. 

Hence, proxy wars seem to be very likely although they might not be all-out conflicts it is very 

likely that China and the United States will support different states and different factions 

within states to secure interests or undercut the competitor. 

It is impossible to speak in certain terms about the inevitability of conflict. Equally there 

is no guarantee of future peace between the United States and China. Incentives for peace 

are not the same as full assurance that conflict will not break out, and there is no ‘crystal ball’ 

with which one can accurately predict future events. What is known is that the combined 

efforts of MAD, MAED and MAID are the most likely ways to avoid conflict. Yet we might find 

that despite valiant diplomatic efforts and benign intentions, that the future might be decided 

by incidental events. While both states will have much to lose from engaging in war, the 

possibility of conflict occurring will remain a possibility, even if it is unintentional and unlikely. 
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