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Whether one views
the United States’ Asia policy since the end of the Cold War as a success or a
failure depends heavily on the theoretical lens with which one views the chal-
lenges posed by the rise of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). With refer-
ence to debates on U.S. policy in the scholarly literature and in the popular
press, this article presents two competing perspectives from which to judge
trends in the region and the effectiveness of U.S. policies toward China and its
neighbors since 1991: a positive-sum perspective in which the United States,
China, and other regional actors have strong incentives to increase mutual
trust, transparency, and economic ties, thereby minimizing the likelihood of
avoidable military conºicts that serve no nation’s long-term interests; and a
zero-sum perspective, in which the continued relative increase in Chinese
power poses the most formidable long-term danger to the national security
and economic interests of the United States and its allies in the region, regard-
less of whether Beijing’s relations with the United States or its neighbors ap-
pear cordial and constructive in this decade.1
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1. I use “zero-sum” and “positive-sum” as ideal types. Almost all relationships in international
politics, even the most conºict ridden, fall somewhere along a spectrum between these two. For
example, a relationship that tended heavily toward the zero-sum end of the spectrum was the
highly competitive U.S.-Soviet economic, diplomatic, and military relationship during the Cold
War. But even that relationship had important positive-sum aspects. The entire notion of mutually
assured destruction (MAD) was based on a positive-sum premise that each side preferred coexis-
tence to a war that would annihilate both sides. For the best review of the concept of MAD, see
Robert Jervis, The Meaning of the Nuclear Revolution: Statecraft and the Prospect of Armageddon (Ithaca,
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1989), chap. 3.
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From the positive-sum perspective, U.S. policy toward East Asia since the
early 1990s has largely been a success, despite certain notable and persistent
regional problems. The region enjoys much deeper economic interdependence
than it did in the early 1990s, and multilateral diplomacy has been growing,
especially since the mid-1990s. Of equal importance, China has been at the
center of this regional integration process, increasing Beijing’s incentives for
cooperation with its neighbors, which include U.S. friends and allies. These
diplomatic and economic phenomena help lower mutual security concerns,
prevent spirals of tension, and reduce strategic misperceptions that often
destabilize international relations in periods of structural change, such as we
are witnessing with the rise of Chinese power in Asia.

From the zero-sum perspective, however, U.S. policy seems to be heading
down the wrong track. Through what many observers have dubbed the “en-
gagement strategy,” the United States seems to be promoting rather than con-
straining China’s increasing regional power in comparison to the United States
and U.S. security partners. From this point of view, China’s deepening eco-
nomic and diplomatic ties to the region have come at a high price for the
United States because, by necessity, those newly developed ties increase
China’s power in the region. Advocates of this position argue that the United
States has been unable or unwilling to take actions to slow or reverse these
trends for some combination of the following reasons: business interests have
hijacked U.S. national security policy; U.S. elites place false hope in the pacify-
ing effects of economic interdependence and the liberalizing effects on China
of economic and diplomatic engagement with the United States and other de-
mocracies; and the United States has become distracted by the war on terror,
failing to pay sufªcient attention to changes in East Asia. From this zero-sum
view of the world, the United States’ Asia policy has been poor, if not disas-
trous, especially in the early part of the twenty-ªrst century.

It might appear that there is no way to ªnd a synthesis between the two per-
spectives. This article, however, offers two fundamental reasons why they can
indeed coexist, particularly in the policy arena. First, certain policy decisions,
such as maintaining a strong U.S. military and diplomatic presence in the re-
gion, ªt the prescriptions of analysts’ adopting either perspective. Second, it is
not always obvious which policy prescriptions ºow from either a positive-sum
or a zero-sum analysis of U.S. policy toward China and the region. Analysts
generally associate positive-sum views of international politics with prescrip-
tions for U.S. accommodation and reassurance of China (i.e., the engagement
strategy) and associate zero-sum views with prescriptions for containment of
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China. But there is no a priori reason that, under all circumstances, U.S. accom-
modation encourages regional economic integration and multilateralism
more than U.S. resolve and a strong military presence in East Asia, for exam-
ple. In fact, since the mid-1990s relatively assertive U.S. security policies to-
ward Japan, Taiwan, Southeast Asia, and South Asia have helped catalyze the
growth of Chinese diplomatic and economic engagement with the PRC’s
neighbors, and thereby have helped stabilize the region. As is discussed below,
China has been encouraged to improve relations with its neighbors diplomati-
cally and economically at least in part as a hedge against U.S. power and the
fear of encirclement by a coalition led by the United States. Nor does it follow
that zero-sum competition with China for regional inºuence would logically
lead to U.S. policies designed to slow China’s economic growth or isolate
Beijing diplomatically from the region. In fact, Washington would be ill ad-
vised to adopt such tactics, because they would likely harm China’s growth
only on the margins. Moreover, they would undercut the U.S. diplomatic posi-
tion with everyone else in the region, including U.S. allies. As a result, the
United States would end up much weaker in the region in relation to China.
So, just as positive-sum goals have often been fostered in part by relatively
tough U.S. policies, zero-sum goals may best be attained through U.S. accep-
tance and accommodation of China’s increasing economic and diplomatic
inºuence in the region combined with Washington’s launching of positive U.S.
diplomatic and economic initiatives of its own.

This article outlines a moderate U.S. strategy toward China and the region
that mixes elements of positive-sum and zero-sum thinking. In such a strategy,
a ªrm security posture toward China would not only hedge against a potential
turn for the worse in Chinese domestic politics and foreign policy; it would
also help shape long-term Chinese political and diplomatic evolution in direc-
tions that reduce the likelihood of unwanted conºict and instability between
China and its neighbors and reduce the likelihood of dangerous miscalcula-
tions and unnecessary spirals of tension in Sino-American relations. Positive
U.S. diplomatic and economic initiatives toward China and its neighbors simi-
larly would not simply build trust and reassurance in the region, but also
would maximize relative U.S. power and inºuence in the region in case
China’s future foreign policy were to become more aggressive (e.g., if Beijing
were to attempt to undercut U.S. regional leadership or extrude U.S. forces
from the region). All things being equal, such goals would be harder for
Chinese elites to achieve if the United States appears to behave in a construc-
tive manner toward regional actors (including China), rather than if it appears
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to be provocative toward China, forcing regional actors to make a stark and
unwelcome choice between Beijing and Washington.

The Positive-Sum View

Positive-sum thinkers are a diverse lot. They share a concern about instability
and security conºicts that can arise through a process of mutual mistrust, secu-
rity dilemmas, and escalating tensions. Positive-sum thinkers can be either op-
timistic or pessimistic, depending on how intense they perceive the security
dilemma dynamics to be, but they share the view that military conºicts serve
no state’s national interest and should be avoidable as long as security dilem-
mas can be managed and mutual suspicions reduced. Arguably to their great
credit, most scholars who apply positive-sum analysis do not stay within one
theoretical tradition, despite the tendency in the ªeld to categorize authors in
one school or another. Instead they combine structural realist variables, such
as the shifting balance of military and economic power since the end of the
Cold War, with institutional, domestic, and psychological factors to explain
variation in the severity of security dilemmas.2

The notion of the security dilemma itself is rooted in structural realism, par-
ticularly in what has been labeled “defensive realism.”3 Realism as a whole is
often falsely associated with zero-sum thinking and severe pessimism about
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2. For relevant works, see Robert Jervis, “Cooperation under the Security Dilemma,” World Poli-
tics, Vol. 30, No. 2 (January 1978), pp. 167–214; Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in Interna-
tional Politics (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1978), chap. 3; Robert Jervis, “From
Balance to Concert: A Study of Security Cooperation,” in Kenneth Oye, ed., Cooperation under An-
archy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1986), pp. 58–69; Stephen Van Evera, Causes of
War: Power and the Roots of Conºict (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1999); Jack Snyder, Myths
of Empire (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991); G. John Ikenberry, After Victory: Institutions,
Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of Order after Major Wars (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 2001); Glenn Snyder, “The Security Dilemma in Alliance Politics,” World Politics, Vol. 36, No.
4 (July 1984), pp. 461–495; and Thomas J. Christensen and Jack L. Snyder, “Chain Gangs and
Passed Bucks: Predicting Alliance Patterns in Multipolarity,” International Organization, Vol. 44,
No. 2 (Spring 1990), pp. 137–168.
3. On the debate between offensive and defensive realists, see Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, “Security
Seeking under Anarchy: Defensive Realism Revisited,” International Security, Vol. 25, No. 3 (Winter
2000/01), pp. 128–161; Sean M. Lynn-Jones and Steven E. Miller, “Preface,” in Michael E. Brown,
Lynn-Jones, and Miller, eds., The Perils of Anarchy: Contemporary Realism and International Security
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1995), pp. ix–xii; Benjamin Frankel, “Restating the Realist Case: An
Introduction,” Security Studies, Vol. 5, No. 3 (Spring 1996), pp. xiv–xx; and Sean M. Lynn-Jones,
“Realism and America’s Rise: A Review Essay,” International Security, Vol. 23, No. 2 (Fall 1998),
pp. 157–182.



international politics.4 But as Aaron Friedberg emphasizes, many realists are
actually optimistic about the future of U.S.-China relations in the face of
China’s rise and disagree with others about the likelihood, let alone the inevi-
tability, of military conºict accompanying this rise.5 Some realists argue that
the nuclear revolution and geography make territorial conquest more difªcult
in contemporary East Asia than it was in Europe in the nineteenth century and
the ªrst half of the twentieth century.6 As a result, some defensive realists
agree with many nonrealists that, given these realpolitik forces for stability, the
real threats to regional peace and stability are posed not by shifts in relative
material power per se, but by those shifts combined with mutual perceptions
of hostility that are rooted in historical conºicts, outstanding territorial sover-
eignty disputes, and so on.7 Some positive-sum analysts often borrow eclecti-
cally from nonrealist approaches: for example, liberal institutionalism, which
focuses on how institutional settings can reduce mistrust among actors in a
world without international governance; liberalism, a branch of which empha-
sizes how sets of liberal democracies can increase mutual trust through trans-
parency, domestic constraints on war, shared norms of nonaggression, or some
combination thereof; and psychological approaches, which argue that security
dilemmas and the spirals of tension they cause are often exacerbated by, if not
fundamentally rooted in, mutual misperceptions of objective realities.8
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4. For a powerful remedy to this misperception, see Charles L. Glaser, “Realists as Optimists: Co-
operation as Self-Help,” International Security, Vol. 19, No. 3 (Winter 1994/95), pp. 50–90; and
Randall L. Schweller and David Priess, “A Tale of Two Realisms: Expanding the Institutions De-
bate,” Mershon International Studies Review, Vol. 41, No. 2 (November 1997), pp. 1–32.
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Security, Vol. 30, No. 2 (Fall 2005), pp. 7–45.
6. Robert S. Ross, “The Geography of the Peace: East Asia in the Twenty-ªrst Century,” Interna-
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7. See, for example, Goldstein, Rising to the Challenge, chap. 8.
8. Aaron L. Friedberg, “Ripe for Rivalry: Prospects for Peace in a Multipolar Asia,” International
Security, Vol. 18, No. 3 (Winter 1993/94), pp. 5–33; and Thomas J. Christensen, “China, the U.S.-
Japan Alliance, and the Security Dilemma in East Asia,” International Security, Vol. 23, No. 4
(Spring 1999), pp. 49–80. For relevant works that claim that power concerns are unlikely to lead to
conºict in the absence of other institutional or psychological variables that increase mutual ten-
sions, see James D. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War,” International Organization, Vol. 49,
No. 3 (Summer 1995), pp. 379–414; Van Evera, Causes of War; Snyder, Myths of Empire; Ikenberry,
After Victory; and various essays in G. John Ikenberry and Michael Mastanduno, eds., International



Constructivist scholars are almost by deªnition positive-sum analysts, be-
cause they believe that conºict is created unnecessarily out of social interac-
tions that are not dictated by the international distribution of power or the lack
of an international governing body.9 Some are optimistic about the region be-
cause Asians have found ways to eliminate or severely reduce security dilem-
mas through new forms of institutional engagement, such as the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Regional Forum, or ARF.10 One promi-
nent constructivist, Thomas Berger, is, however, still somewhat pessimistic
about the region, because he believes that the bitter history of conºict in the
era of imperialism is so rooted in the nationalism of states such as China,
Japan, and Korea that mutual insecurity can exist even under normally pacify-
ing economic, institutional, or military conditions.11

Several works on East Asia after the Cold War have combined various
strands of positive-sum thinking to analyze the relative stability or instability
of the region.12 In 1993 Aaron Friedberg published perhaps the most inºu-
ential of these works in this journal: “Ripe for Rivalry: Prospects for Peace in a
Multipolar Asia.”13 Friedberg’s approach in the article takes power shifts in
the region seriously, but it emphasizes the importance of a raft of variables as-
sociated with the work of liberal and liberal institutionalist scholars.14
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Relations Theory and the Asia Paciªc (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003). For the classic
work on perceptions and their role in fostering spirals of tension, see Jervis, Perception and
Misperception in International Politics, chap. 3.
9. For the classic statement of this position, see Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Poli-
tics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).
10. See Amitav Acharya, “Will Asia’s Past Be Its Future?” International Security, Vol. 28, No. 3
(Winter 2003/04), pp. 149–164; and Amitav Acharya, “The Role of Regional Organizations: Are
Views Changing?” paper prepared for the “Paciªc Symposium, 2004,” National Defense Univer-
sity, Washington, D.C., April 22–23, 2004.
11. See Thomas Berger, “Set for Stability? Prospects for Cooperation and Conºict in East Asia,” Re-
view of International Studies, Vol. 26, No. 3 (July 2000), pp. 408–428.
12. For works that combine multiple factors, see Friedberg, “Ripe for Rivalry”; John Dufªeld,
“Asia-Paciªc Security Institutions in Comparative Perspective,” in Ikenberry and Mastanduno, In-
ternational Relations Theory and the Asia Paciªc, pp. 243–270; Gilbert Rozman, Northeast Asia’s
Stunted Regionalism: Bilateral Distrust in the Era of Globalization (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1999); and Christensen, “China, the U.S.-Japan Alliance, and the Security Dilemma in East
Asia.”
13. Friedberg, “Ripe for Rivalry.”
14. Even in its title, the article is consciously more beholden to the liberal take on post–Cold War
European security—as argued in Stephen Van Evera’s “Primed for Peace”—than it is to John J.
Mearsheimer’s pessimistic neorealist piece “Back to the Future,” which considers the end of Cold
War bipolarity dangerous even for Western Europe. Van Evera, “Primed for Peace: Europe after
the Cold War,” International Security, Vol. 15, No. 3 (Winter 1990/91), pp. 7–57; and Mearsheimer,
“Back to the Future: Instability in Europe after the Cold War,” International Security, Vol. 15, No. 1
(Summer 1990), pp. 5–56.



Friedberg reasonably considered that structural change at the end of the Cold
War posed challenges for stability in Asia, but then focused on the severe
shortage of pacifying domestic, economic, and institutional factors in Asia in
the early 1990s. He underscored the importance of the following potentially
destabilizing regional characteristics, none of them necessarily rooted in a
zero-sum, realpolitik struggle for power: different political systems across
states; limited intraregional economic interdependence; weak regional multi-
lateral institutions; vast differences in wealth within and across national bor-
ders; cultural and ethnic tensions rooted in and exacerbated by legacies of
historical conºict; widespread territorial disputes; and the lack of secure,
second-strike nuclear capabilities among some of the key regional actors. Posi-
tive developments on any or all of these scores, he argued, could help mitigate
the destabilizing inºuences of the structural shock supplied by the collapse of
the Soviet Union. After all, in Western Europe widespread liberal democracy,
highly interdependent economies, deep reconciliation among historical foes,
high degrees of security institutionalization in the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe,
and secure second-strike capabilities in four of the relevant regional actors
(Russia, the United States, Great Britain, and France)—all meant that peace
would likely ºourish despite the structural shock of Soviet collapse. Such fac-
tors help ameliorate or eliminate the normal security dilemmas, mutual misap-
prehensions, and spirals of tension that one would expect to ªnd in a world
undergoing dramatic structural adjustment.15 East Asia, however, lacked these
stabilizing inºuences and was fraught with mistrust, animosity, and strategic
uncertainty. Many questions remained, therefore, about the region’s future
stability.

From this perspective, one solution to the problem of regional rivalries and
mistrust was the continued presence of the United States as a provider of com-
mon security and an honest broker in regional disputes. The United States was
widely considered in the region to be the “least distrusted actor” and the only
actor strong enough to provide collective security goods, so its continued pres-
ence as the most powerful military force in the region was considered vital to
regional stability.16 This is especially true for the period before the other afore-
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mentioned stabilizing institutional, economic, and political factors were in
place. Thus, for Friedberg and others, the United States had a key role to play
in buying time for the development of stabilizing economic and political rela-
tionships. Friedberg also asserted that the United States and other regional ac-
tors should encourage the development of conªdence-building measures,
multilateral security institutions, and economic interdependence. Friedberg’s
prescription for a U.S. presence in Japan was echoed in work that combined
structural analysis with a heavy emphasis on Sino-Japanese historical enmity
in exacerbating East Asian security dilemmas.17

assessment of regional trends from the positive-sum perspective

Applying the same standards of positive-sum analysis outlined above, one has
reason to be more optimistic than Friedberg was in 1993. The United States has
maintained its bases in Japan and South Korea. Moreover, some of the other
stabilizing factors that Friedberg saw as lacking in East Asia in 1993 have de-
veloped relatively quickly in the interim: intraregional economic integration
has accelerated sharply; and China has improved political relations with many
key regional actors, most notably the ASEAN states, Australia, India, the
Central Asian republics, and South Korea.

trends in u.s. security policy. Since the launching of the Nye Initiative in
1994, in which the United States requested that Japan take on greater responsi-
bilities in their bilateral alliance, U.S.-Japan security relations have improved
markedly. Japan and the United States adopted revised guidelines for the U.S.-
Japan alliance in 1997. Those guidelines state more clearly Japan’s commit-
ments to the U.S.-Japan alliance in case of conºict involving U.S. forces in the
areas surrounding Japan. In the early part of this decade, Japan’s Self-Defense
Forces have grown signiªcantly more active in the region and the world, to the
great satisfaction of Washington elites. The terrorist attacks on September 11,
2001, and the growth of Chinese power have only catalyzed this process of in-
creased Japanese assertiveness and expanded U.S.-Japan coordination on secu-
rity policies. Under the leadership of Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi, Japan
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17. Christensen, “China, the U.S.-Japan Alliance, and the Security Dilemma in East Asia”; and Vic-
tor D. Cha, “Multilateral Security in Asia and the U.S.-Japan Alliance,” in G. John Ikenberry and
Takashi Inoguchi, eds., Reinventing the Alliance: U.S.-Japan Security Partnership in an Era of Change
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), pp. 141–162. Even Robert Ross’s straightforward defensive
realist account builds part of its optimistic argument about future stability in the region on the as-
sumption of continuity in the strong U.S. military presence in East Asia. Ross, “The Geography of
the Peace,” pp. 114–118.



has contributed logistic and engineering forces not only to the war in Afghani-
stan but also to the war in Iraq.18 U.S.-Japan security relations at the strategic
level have rarely, if ever, been better. In fact, states in the region no longer
worry about the near-term fraying of the U.S.-Japan alliance, as many did in
the early 1990s, but rather the potentially increased assertiveness of Japan as
part of the alliance.19 This phenomenon poses challenges of its own from a
positive-sum perspective, but the concerns expressed in the early 1990s about
the potential fragility of the U.S. military presence in Japan have clearly been
allayed.

regional economic integration with china at the core. From the
positive-sum point of view, the lack of deep regional economic interdepen-
dence was a force for instability in early post–Cold War East Asia (as
compared to post–Cold War Western Europe). Where regional economic coop-
eration existed in 1993, it generally took the form of Asian nations’ cooperating
to produce goods for third markets, especially the United States, which was
the biggest export market for most regional actors. Intraregional trade as a per-
centage of gross national product was low, especially in comparison to a
highly integrated Western Europe. In contrast, today, according to some key
measures, more than half of regional exports (53 percent) are to other regional
actors; and China, not the United States, is the biggest trade partner of many of
those regional actors. That list of actors most notably includes South Korea and
Japan.20 Japan had long been China’s largest trade partner, but the relationship
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18. On the U.S.-Japan Guidelines Review, see Michael M. Green and Mike M. Mochizuki, “The
U.S.-Japan Alliance in the Twenty-ªrst Century,” Study Group Papers (New York: Council on For-
eign Relations, 1998), pp. 55–72. On Japan’s more assertive security policy under Prime Minister
Koizumi, see Michael H. Armacost, “Japan: Tilting Closer to Washington,” in Richard J. Ellings
and Aaron L. Friedberg, with Michael Wills, eds., Strategic Asia, 2003–04 (Seattle, Wash.: National
Bureau of Asian Research, 2003), pp. 81–108; and Christopher W. Hughes, “Japan’s Security Policy,
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Australian Journal of International Affairs, Vol. 58, No. 4 (December 2004), pp. 427–445.
19. For this evolution in the 1990s, see Christensen, “China, the U.S.-Japan Alliance, and the Secu-
rity Dilemma in East Asia”; Wu Xinbo, “The End of the Silver Lining: A Chinese View of the U.S.-
Japan Alliance,” Washington Quarterly, Vol. 29, No. 1 (Winter 2005–2006), pp. 119–130; Wu Xinbo,
“Taihai: Ri Xiang tong Mei ‘Bingjian Zuozhan’” [The Taiwan Strait: Japan thinks it will ªght shoul-
der to shoulder with the United States], Huanqiu Shibao [Global Times], June 20, 2005; and Liu
Jiangyong, “Xin ‘RiMei Fangwei Hezuo Zhizhen’ Heyi lingren Youlu” [Why the new U.S.-Japan
joint defense cooperation guidelines arouse concern], Xiandai Guoji Guanxi [Contemporary Inter-
national Relations], No. 11 (November 1997), pp. 7–12.
20. Takashi Inoguchi, “Arguing the Regional Community Building in Northeast Asia,” paper pre-
sented at the Beijing Forum, Beijing, China, November 16–18, 2005, p. 2. See also Shamshad
Akhtar, director general, Southeast Asia Department, Asian Development Bank, “Economic Inte-
gration of East Asia: Trends, Challenges, and Opportunities,” speech given at “The Challenges and
Opportunities of Economic Integration in East Asia” symposium, Royal Society, London, England,



is now reciprocal.21 In 2004 China replaced Japan as the number one regional
target for neighboring states’ exports as well.22 In South Asia, China has begun
to enjoy great progress in trade and diplomacy with India, as bilateral Sino-
Indian trade has ballooned (with the surplus on the Indian side), and serious
border negotiations have begun to address issues that led to war between the
two Asian giants in 1962.23 Although ASEAN still trades more with the United
States than with China, that gap is closing quickly, and ASEAN-China trade
will likely surpass ASEAN-U.S. trade within a decade. According to one re-
port, ASEAN-China trade skyrocketed from just over $27 billion in 1999 to $78
billion in 2003. The balance of trade strongly favors ASEAN, and the surplus
grew from $5 billion in 2000 to $16 billion in 2003.24 More than half of China’s
imports are used in Chinese export industries; but a large percentage of those
used for domestic consumption are from Australia and East Asia, and an in-
creasing percentage of Chinese exports are destined for the region as well.25

So, one can see how China’s economic development is at the center of regional
economic integration.

Fueling trade interdependence is the ºow of foreign capital into China, espe-
cially in manufacturing industries that require both foreign inputs and foreign
markets. As one 2005 Congressional Research Service report points out, “The
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sion of the growth in intraregional trade in the early part of this decade and China’s central role in
it, see World Bank, “Looking Beyond Short-Term Shocks: East Asia’s Urban Transformation,” East
Asia Update, April 2003, http://www.indofo.nl/economie/03.18.1.pdf. A lower ªgure of 40 percent
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22. For coverage of these statistics, see Heather Smith, Garth Day, Brian Thomas, and Luke
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visit to India by Premier Wen Jiabao. See “Trade Powers India-China Ties,” BBC News, April 8,
2005, http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south_asia/4425831.stm.
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bulk of China’s exports are manufactured under foreign brand names, and
over half of China’s exports are produced by foreign-owned companies.”26

China has become the biggest target for foreign direct investment in the world.
Utilized foreign direct investment increased from nearly $4 billion in 2000 to
$64 billion in 2004. Much of that new capital is from the region. In fact, while
yearly U.S. investment in China has stayed relatively ºat in the past few years,
regional investment in China has soared. For example, Japan used to trade
heavily with China but invest little. But Japanese investment has been ºowing
heavily into China in recent years, as has Taiwanese, South Korean, and South-
east Asian investment. Japan’s yearly investment grew from $2.9 billion in
2000 to $5.4 billion in 2004, surpassing U.S. investment by a healthy sum.
South Korea’s investment in China increased most dramatically, jumping from
$1.5 billion in 2000 to $6.2 billion in 2004, outstripping U.S. investments in
China by more than 50 percent in that year.27 These ºows of intraregional trade
and investment have created a vast network of transnational production often
centered around the Chinese economy. According to some political scientists
writing from a liberal, positive-sum perspective, interdependence based on
transnational production reduces incentives for trade conºict and interna-
tional military conºict well beyond the effects of simple interdependence
based on bilateral trade in ªnished products.28 Without the central role China
has played, there would not be the truly impressive economic interdepen-
dence that one sees in the region.29

beijing’s confident diplomacy and the growth of multilateralism.

Without China’s active participation, multilateral organizations can have only
limited meaning with regard to regional conªdence-building.30 Beijing had
been wary of regional multilateral organizations in the ªrst half of the 1990s,
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and those organizations were both few in number and relatively ineffectual.
Since the mid-1990s, however, China’s active participation has produced new
forms of multilateral cooperation and has helped strengthen existing multilat-
eral organizations. The ARF has grown in size and importance since its incep-
tion in July 1994 in large part because of increased Chinese participation.
In April 1996, following the 1995–96 Taiwan Strait crisis, China reached multi-
lateral security agreements and adopted mutual conªdence-building mea-
sures along its border with four former Soviet republics. This group, originally
the Shanghai 5, would add another member and become the Shanghai Cooper-
ation Organization (SCO) in 2001.31

China has improved its relations with Southeast Asian states in part by play-
ing up its generally stabilizing regional role in the 1997 Asian ªnancial crisis.
In 1997, Beijing played a major role in the creation of ASEAN plus Three
(ASEAN plus China, Japan, and South Korea), a forum that discusses both eco-
nomic and security affairs.32 From the perspective of reducing both security di-
lemmas and misperceptions, such cooperative behavior and the creation of
inclusive multilateral organizations should be applauded not only because the
organization links Northeast Asia and Southeast Asia, but also because it in-
cludes the three major actors in the former, among which nationalist tensions
and unresolved historical issues are plentiful.

Rather than merely following the lead of others, China is championing some
multilateral initiatives in the region and has sought to catalyze existing trends
through economic diplomacy. One factor that might help secure China’s lead-
ing role in the ASEAN economies is the China-ASEAN free trade agreement
(FTA), signed in 2001 and due to take effect in 2010.33 This FTA supplements
agreements reached in multilateral forums such as the Asia Paciªc Economic
and Cooperation forum (APEC), the Asian Development Bank, and the World
Trade Organization (which China joined in 2001); and it promises to accelerate
trade and investment between China and its southern neighbors. In 2003
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China helped create and hosted the six-party talks on North Korean denuclear-
ization and, in the fall of 2005, not only helped revive those talks but drafted
the joint statement presented on September 19, 2005. That statement calls for
the dismantling of North Korea’s nuclear weapons and weapons-related pro-
grams in exchange for security guarantees and energy assistance. In addition,
it promises future U.S. consideration of both diplomatic normalization of re-
lations with Pyongyang and the transfer of peaceful nuclear technologies
to the North Koreans.34 China also has been advocating trilateral functional
cooperative meetings with South Korea and Japan, including discussion of se-
curity issues.35

remaining problems and reasons for optimism

One should never mistake positive-sum analysis for optimism. To say that na-
tions share an abstract interest in peace and the reduction of tension does not
mean that they can automatically achieve that goal. Deep mistrust between
China and Japan, for example, remains. Despite China’s successful negotiation
of many of its territorial disputes on land, the region still has many unresolved
maritime sovereignty disputes—for example, between China and Japan, Japan
and Korea, and China and the ASEAN states, as well as among the ASEAN
states themselves.36 Some of these disputes have intensiªed as a result of sea-
bed exploration by multiple actors and surface and subsurface military activi-
ties by the PRC in particular.37 Moreover, despite intense economic integration
across the Taiwan Strait, Taiwan seems much more distant politically from the
mainland than it did in 1993. In general, the threat of real conºict across the
strait (as opposed to missile exercises and other martial demonstrations) ap-
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pears higher this decade than last, even though cross-strait conditions seemed
to calm signiªcantly since December 2004.38

Given the historical legacy of conºict between Japan and China and the high
degree of mistrust that ºows from it, Japanese assertiveness in security policy
could lead to a further spiral of tensions between the two countries, to the det-
riment of regional stability. This is doubly true when that assertiveness seems
to have implications for relations across the Taiwan Strait. For example, in 2005
an inºuential Chinese academic, Wu Xinbo, expressed grave concern about the
more assertive nature of Japan’s security posture in the region and around the
world since the late 1990s and, in particular, Japan’s heightened attention to
the security challenges posed to Taiwan by an increasingly powerful mainland
China.39 Other Chinese analysts join Wu in decrying the upgrades in the U.S.-
Japan alliance and Washington’s alleged effort to use the “China military
threat” theory to justify its pursuit of continued hegemony in East Asia.40

From Japan’s perspective, there are new concerns over North Korean
nuclearization; uncertainties related to the fast-paced growth of PRC power;
and ongoing tensions across the Taiwan Strait, an area that Japanese elites con-
sider to be of signiªcant strategic importance.41

Despite these remaining problems, the overall political, economic, and mili-
tary situation in the region looks quite positive in comparison to that of the
early 1990s. Since then, East Asia has experienced signiªcant growth in widely
recognized factors for stability, including deepening regional economic inte-
gration and the creation of regional multilateral institutions involving all of the
major actors in the area. Perhaps most important is China’s prominent role in
these developments in the past decade. Although many factors were at work,
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U.S. policy played an important role in facilitating these outcomes. Judging
from U.S. government documents such as the Department of Defense’s 1998
East Asia Strategy Report, the U.S. provision of collective goods in the form of
security assurances to all regional players was a central part of U.S. strategy at
the time.42 As Deputy Secretary of State Robert Zoellick pointed out in an
inºuential speech on U.S.-China relations, encouraging China’s participation
in regional economic and diplomatic affairs was the intention of U.S. engage-
ment strategy, and “our policy has succeeded remarkably well: the dragon
emerged and joined the world.”43

Thus, from the positive-sum perspective, the United States’ regional policy,
including its China policy, has been a real success. Those viewing regional pol-
itics from a zero-sum perspective, however, tend to disagree. They believe that
the United States has unwisely encouraged the growth of China’s economic
and diplomatic power in the region and around the world in ways that could
harm U.S. national security interests in the future.

The Zero-Sum Perspective

The second view of international politics portrays international relations, espe-
cially between existing and rising great powers, as largely a zero-sum struggle
for leadership. Advocates of this view draw easy analogies between contem-
porary U.S.-China relations and the historical examples of relations among ris-
ing challengers and incumbent leading great powers, which have often been
tense, highly competitive, and conºict prone.44 From this perspective, even if
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conºict is avoidable in the near term, eventual Sino-American competition for
primacy in the East Asia region (or, perhaps, around the globe) will likely lead
the two states into a cold war, if not a shooting war. In such a competitive
worldview, one great power actor’s gains are by deªnition the other actor’s
loss. Although the United States maintains a healthy overall lead in the com-
petition for inºuence in Asia, China has closed the gap faster than most
analysts could have expected in the early 1990s.45

assessing regional trends from the zero-sum perspective

One basic point underscores the sometimes stark differences between the zero-
sum and positive-sum perspectives. Since the early 1990s, almost all of the
changes in the region that reduced the dangers of mistrust and spirals of ten-
sion from a positive-sum point of view also increased China’s relative eco-
nomic and political role in the region. From a zero-sum perspective, those
changes should be seen as unwelcome in Washington because they reduce the
relative power of the United States and its regional allies.

negative security implications of china’s economic rise. From a zero-
sum perspective, relatively high economic growth rates provide China with
growing regional power in comparison to the United States. China’s rise has
been even more impressive compared with its neighbors, including U.S. allies
such as Japan, the Philippines, South Korea, and Thailand. Of course, China’s
economic power helps it afford a fast-paced military modernization program,
which began in earnest in the late 1990s. China’s ofªcial military budget more
than doubled from 1999 to 2005; and in addition to increasing ballistic missile
deployments across from Taiwan, China is developing/importing from Russia
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various weapons systems, such as submarines and cruise missiles, which are
of concern to the U.S. Paciªc Command and to the security establishments of
regional friends and allies of the United States. But China’s growing economic
presence arguably plays a separate and equally important strategic role. In an
article written in 2000, Aaron Friedberg explores a decidedly zero-sum per-
spective on the challenge posed to the United States by a rising China. He
writes, “As time passes, China will probably become even less susceptible to
American economic pressure than it is today. Chinese exports to the United
States may be large, but even now they are greatly overshadowed by China’s
exports to its Asian neighbors. And as important as the U.S. is as a source of
capital, it now comes in among the ªve largest providers of direct foreign in-
vestment to China; the other four [Hong Kong, Japan, Singapore, and South
Korea] are all Asian players.”46 Of course, this is what one would have ex-
pected if the region was to break out of its thin intraregional interdependence
and the heavy reliance on outside markets that Friedberg and others consid-
ered potentially destabilizing from a positive-sum perspective in the early
1990s.

Even in bilateral relationships in which China’s diplomatic relations are
rather poor, economic leverage still looms large. Since the start of this decade,
political relations between China and Japan and across the Taiwan Strait have
been frosty, but economic relations are deep and growing quickly. As noted
above, both Sino-Japanese and Chinese–South Korean economic cooperation
has skyrocketed. China is also Taiwan’s leading overseas investment target
and its largest trade partner, with Taiwan enjoying a mammoth trade surplus
with the mainland.47 Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan will not likely be eager
to simply accommodate mainland China on core security issues, but the eco-
nomic relationships they have with the PRC will almost certainly affect their
choices moving forward. From the zero-sum perspective, Japan’s and South
Korea’s high degree of reliance on the Chinese economy makes analysts ner-
vous about whether either country can be considered a reliable U.S. ally, par-
ticularly in conºicts that might directly affect U.S. strategic interests, but not
their own. Although to date the U.S.-Japan alliance does not seem severely
hampered by this phenomenon, the problem is arguably already severe in
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U.S.–South Korean alliance relations during a period of restructuring of U.S.
forces on the peninsula. The government of President Roh Moo-Hyun would
clearly like to ensure that Washington will not use its reconªgured bases in
South Korea to ªght a war with China over Taiwan.48 Similarly, many actors in
the region, including Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam, seem to want to
hedge their bets in the face of a potential U.S.-China military showdown,
rather than simply lean toward the United States. They do not want to be
forced to choose the United States over China.49

china’s diplomacy as a strategic peace offensive. From a zero-sum per-
spective, China’s diplomatic accommodation of its neighbors and its active
participation in regional international regimes can be seen as parts of a strat-
egy to drive the United States out of the region. The danger is that regional ac-
tors will bandwagon with and accommodate a rising China, rather than
balance against it by drawing closer to the United States.50

The development of ASEAN plus Three in the late 1990s illustrates how dif-
ferently multilateralism can be viewed from the two perspectives. For those
worried about security dilemmas and spirals of tension, ASEAN plus Three
might be seen as highly stabilizing because it includes Southeast Asian states
and all three major security actors in Northeast Asia—each of which engaged
in military conºicts with the other two at some point in the last century. But
from the view of a Sino-American power struggle, an initiative such as
ASEAN plus Three looks particularly worrisome precisely because it includes
U.S. allies and security partners—Japan, the Philippines, Singapore, South
Korea, and Thailand—but excludes the United States. Since the late 1990s,
China has enjoyed markedly improved bilateral diplomatic relations with
many of these U.S. allies and security partners.51 Some analysts fear that these
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trends in Beijing’s multilateral and bilateral diplomacy might suggest a long-
term effort to drive a wedge between the United States and its friends and
allies.52

In Central Asia, China was the founding member of the SCO, which in-
cludes various Central and South Asian actors as members or observers, but
does not include the United States.53 At that organization’s meeting in July
2005, members called for a timeline for the withdrawal of foreign military
forces in member states that were deployed initially to ªght the global war on
terror in Afghanistan. This thinly veiled reference to the withdrawal of U.S.
bases in Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan is exactly what zero-sum analysts fear
from multilateral organizations that include both of the potential U.S. great
power rivals, China and Russia, and wavering U.S. security partners such as
Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, but do not include the United States.54

Joshua Kurlantzick emphasizes the dangers of China’s newfound diplo-
matic “soft power” for the United States. He sees China vying with the United
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States for hegemony not just regionally, but globally. Pointing to how Chinese
soft power appears to be spreading quickly to such disparate places as Latin
America and Australia, he writes, “China may become the ªrst nation since
the fall of the Soviet Union that could seriously challenge the United States for
control of the international system.”55 In the fall of 2005, the U.S. commentator
Charles Krauthammer adopted a similar zero-sum perspective by viewing
even the prospect of China’s diplomatic success in promoting North Korean
denuclearization as potentially bad for the United States. The perceived dan-
ger is that China would gain signiªcant prestige in tackling a knotty problem
that the United States could not solve and, therefore, Beijing would gain in rel-
ative power terms vis-à-vis the United States.56

Some observers have also expressed concern that by asserting its inºuence
in the inaugural meeting of the East Asia Summit (EAS) in December 2005,
China has attempted to maximize its power at the expense of the United States
and U.S. allies.57 China’s ofªcial government position is that it does not favor
the exclusion of the United States or other actors from the EAS or from the re-
gion more generally.58 But during the early discussions of the EAS’s composi-
tion, various signs suggested that China was at least comfortable with, if not
fully supportive of, Malaysia’s position that actors from outside East Asia
should be excluded.59 ASEAN eventually decided to extend EAS membership
to any outside power that has signiªcant regional interests and is willing to
sign the association’s Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, thus opening the door
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for Australia, India, and New Zealand. Japan apparently had pushed hard for
such an “open” summit and initially seemed to have won the day. According
to knowledgeable Chinese and Japanese experts, however, in the period lead-
ing up to the December meeting, China successfully lobbied to place ASEAN
plus Three at the core of the process that will eventually create an East Asian
Community (EAC), relegating the more diffuse East Asia Summit to a second-
ary role. In fact, such a two-tiered arrangement for EAC creation was one of
the few clear conclusions reached at the inaugural EAS.60 China’s apparent
strategy before and during the summit suggests to some inside and outside of
China that Beijing prefers a relatively closed process for creation of the EAC, a
process in which China can maximize its own inºuence and minimize the role
of states more friendly to the United States.61

assessing u.s. performance from the zero-sum perspective

If one sees regional international relations largely as a zero-sum struggle for
inºuence between an extant hegemon, the United States, and a swiftly rising
challenger, China, then the United States has done rather poorly since the
breakup of the Soviet Union. China’s economic, diplomatic, and military
inºuence has clearly grown very quickly, especially in the past several years.
In many ways, it has done so through mechanisms designed to assuage secu-
rity dilemmas: the deepening of regional economic integration, the develop-
ment of regional multilateral institutions, and China’s participation in both of
these processes. Although many factors helped foster these results, the U.S. en-
gagement policy toward China and the provision of regional security by U.S.
forces certainly helped facilitate those outcomes. For the same reasons that
positive-sum analysts generally consider the U.S. performance in the region a
success, zero-sum analysts are dissatisªed. Seemingly everything that in-
creases China’s appeal to its neighbors and reassures them about China’s in-
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tentions appears threatening to U.S. interests in a zero-sum competition. One
zero-sum analysis suggests that, if China can somehow avoid being “exces-
sively high-handed or even brutal” toward its neighbors in the short term, this
will assist Beijing strategists in achieving their alleged fantasy of “easing the
U.S. out of East Asia without ªring a shot.”62

In the Tragedy of Great Power Politics, John Mearsheimer takes a similarly
dark view of China’s rise from the perspective of great power competition. He
blasts the U.S. policy of constructive engagement, espoused by most American
elites. He believes that this “misguided” policy is based on the false hope that
international engagement of China will do more than just make China strong;
it will also make it more cooperative. Mearsheimer writes, “China is still very
far away from the point where it has enough latent power to make a run at
regional hegemony. So it is not too late for the United States to reverse
course and do what it can to slow the rise of China. In fact, the structural im-
peratives of the international system, which are powerful, will probably force
the United States to abandon its policy of constructive engagement in the near
future.”63 In his 2000 book, Dale Copeland similarly concludes that if high
rates of Chinese growth continue through the ªrst decade of this century,
Washington’s China policy “can be predicted to gravitate toward the hard-line
end of the spectrum,” meaning, for Copeland, a Cold War–style containment
strategy aimed at limiting trade and investment relations with China.64

If one accepts zero-sum reasoning, the lack of such a response to China’s
continued rise later in the same decade must still be explained. Some analysts
suggest that U.S. economic interests in China and in the continuation of glo-
balization hamper the United States in its strategy and help explain why
Washington has not made a concerted effort to slow China’s growth as
Mearsheimer prescribes.65 Robert Kagan believes that U.S. containment efforts
have already started, but that the illusion that the United States might be
able to manage China’s rise along the lines of the positive-sum vision has led
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to a dangerously watered-down containment effort. Kagan asserts that
Washington is deluded by positive-sum, liberal theories that give U.S. security
analysts false hope that China’s rise could be peaceful and consistent with U.S.
interests, if only the United States can avoid increasing regional tensions and
unnecessarily antagonizing Beijing.66

Along the same lines, Joseph Grieco calls into question the restraints pro-
vided by interdependence: “Given its tremendously successful economic per-
formance, and the important link between that superb performance and its
external economic relations, one might expect that China would be essentially
satisªed with the contemporary East Asian and international orders. . . . It now
appears as if China would be willing to risk its favorable global economic and
political relationships if this would result in an improved position in East
Asia.”67 From this neorealist perspective on China’s rise in Asia, Grieco logi-
cally questions a liberal or neoliberal-institutionalist foundation for U.S. strat-
egy. He writes, “The problem with this strategy is that, while there is less than
a 100 percent probability that it will succeed in bringing about a more peaceful
and responsible and even more democratic China in the years ahead, there is
something approaching a 100 percent likelihood that such engagement will
produce a more potent China.”68 Grieco does not dismiss entirely the possibil-
ity of a taming effect from engagement, but he suggests that the strategy is ex-
cessively risky given the added Chinese power and ambition he believes it is
creating.

Other observers concerned with the United States’ recent poor showing in
its competition for power with China focus on the period following the terror-
ist attacks of September 11. They argue that Washington has become distracted
in the global war on terror, while China has quickly and dramatically gained
leverage in Southeast Asia, Northeast Asia, and even Australia with impres-
sive economic and diplomatic initiatives.69 For example, especially in the years
immediately following the September 11 attacks, a widespread impression in
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the region has been that when the United States does engage with countries in
Southeast Asia, it often sounds monotone and obsessed with terrorism at the
expense of other issues.70 In the meantime, the Chinese leadership has kept an
eye on the great power prize, has created strategic dependencies on China
among its neighbors, and has prevented balancing coalitions from forming by
embracing regional multilateralism. Lamenting perceived U.S. inaction during
this process, former Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense Kurt Campbell
writes, “The demands, mostly unanticipated, of the martial campaigns in the
Middle East have had the additional consequence of diverting the United
States away from the rapidly changing strategic landscape of Asia precisely at
a time when China is making enormous strides in military modernization,
commercial conquests, diplomatic inroads, and application of soft power.
Rarely in history has a rising power made such prominent gains in the interna-
tional system largely as a consequence of the actions and inattentiveness of the
dominant power. Indeed, Washington has been mostly unaware of China’s
gains within the past few years, many of which have come at the expense of
the United States.”71 Campbell continues by critiquing the lack of coordination
between a U.S. hedging strategy toward China and the U.S. engagement
policy, stating that the latter “has succeeded so well that China is beginning to
best the United States in open political and commercial contests.”72

reasons for zero-sum optimism for the united states

Even if one accepts a zero-sum perspective on Sino-American competition in
East Asia, the news for the United States is not all bad. The United States has
improved its strategic relations with several South Asian and Central Asian
states since September 11, 2001. U.S. ties with India have improved markedly,
even as the United States has maintained a limited strategic partnership with
Pakistan in the war on terror. More important, the U.S.-Japan alliance is argu-
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ably stronger now than at any time since the end of the Cold War. The U.S.
economy remains highly important to all of the regional actors, especially to
the ASEAN states and to China itself. Although regional actors do not want to
choose the United States over China, they do not want to be forced to choose
China over the United States either.73

The Search for Synthesis between the Two Perspectives

The tension between the positive-sum and zero-sum worldviews seems sharp.
The growth of the Chinese economy has arguably been the driver of the re-
gion’s economic integration, and the increase in China’s diplomatic activities
has been at the center of the growth in meaningful multilateralism in East
Asia. China’s emergence as the number one target of foreign direct investment
in the region and the world is good from the perspective of raising the costs of
conºict for all actors, and thereby increasing the positive-sum gains for peace.
From a zero-sum perspective, however, China’s growing importance to all of
the regional actors and the decline in exports to the United States as a percent-
age of total exports means that China is gaining leverage over its neighbors at
U.S. expense. More generally, this fast-paced economic growth affords China
the ability to ºex its muscles by, for example, offering preferential loans and
business deals to real or potential enemies of the United States, holding U.S.
Treasury bonds as a strategic lever against the United States, and purchasing
weapons and weapons technology abroad. Foreign direct investors and their
home states are more beholden to China, thus increasing Beijing’s leverage
over them and decreasing U.S. power and ºexibility in the region. So if one
wants to solve the security dilemmas discussed by positive-sum analysts, re-
gional economic interdependence is one of the surest solutions. But if the goal
is to limit the growth of China’s inºuence in the region in comparison to that
of the United States, then the less integrated hub-and-spokes system, in which
regional actors were highly dependent on the United States but relatively inde-
pendent of each other, would still be greatly preferable.

Regardless of how one scores the Sino-American competition for relative
power over the past several years, there was no way to achieve the kind of eco-
nomic integration and multilateral conªdence-building that has developed
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since the end of the Cold War without a marked increase in Chinese inºuence
in the region. If the goal of U.S. foreign policy in the early 1990s was to stay en-
gaged in East Asia (particularly in Japan) so as to encourage regional economic
interdependence, the early growth of multilateral institutions, and a greater
role for China in these processes, then U.S. policy has been a fantastic success.
As Assistant Secretary of State Christopher Hill testiªed to Congress in June
2005, the United States has to a considerable degree achieved much of what it
sought for the region ten years ago: “[Then, we] all wanted China to become
more actively involved in regional and global affairs.” Adopting an explicitly
positive-sum approach, he stated, “China’s success in extending its political
inºuence in the Asia-Paciªc region and throughout the developing world is, in
my view, a logical evolution, closely tied to its emerging economic clout, and
certainly is not a zero-sum game for the United States.”74 Kenneth Lieberthal,
former senior director for Asian Affairs at the National Security Council under
President Bill Clinton, also emphasizes that U.S.-China economic and diplo-
matic relations should produce a “win-win” situation for the two countries.75

A former deputy assistant secretary of state under President George W. Bush,
Randall Schriver, used similar language about China’s developing relations
with India and Australia, asserting that the United States “is not interested in
playing a zero-sum game” in diplomatic competition with China for the hearts
and minds of those countries.76

For observers primarily concerned about a great power competition for re-
gional hegemony, however, this is largely a zero-sum game; so the picture is
considerably more negative. China’s growing economic, military, and political
power in Asia might render countries such as Australia, the Philippines, South
Korea, and Thailand less willing or able to assist the United States in checking
the growth of Chinese power in the future. Although Taiwan is more inde-
pendence minded than it was in 1993, it is more beholden to the mainland eco-
nomically, not to mention that it is signiªcantly more threatened militarily.

From the zero-sum perspective, it might in fact be fortunate that some of the
remaining destabilizing factors discussed in positive-sum analyses still exist in
the region. The positive side of regional rivalries and ethnic tensions are clear:
they can serve as glue for U.S. defense relationships in the region and can help
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prevent local actors from bandwagoning with an ascendant China. For exam-
ple, in late 2004 and early 2005, China’s apparent bullying of Taiwan with the
Antisecession Law (threatening nonpeaceful measures if Taiwan were to cross
various red lines), its naval activities near Japan, and anti-Japanese protests in
Chinese urban centers that bordered on riots only seemed to delay accommo-
dation across the Taiwan Strait, alienate Japanese elites and citizens further
from China, and tighten the U.S.-Japan alliance.77 These actions seem even to
have contributed to improved ties between Japan and Taiwan, a relationship
that greatly increases tension between East Asia’s two great powers.78 All of
this can be seen as disastrously bad from a positive-sum point of view, but
rather welcome from the zero-sum point of view.

Since the spring of 2005, however, Beijing’s behavior toward Taiwan has
been very moderate, despite President Chen Shui-bian’s clear pursuit of legal
independence (albeit without sufªcient domestic support to achieve this goal).
Beijing ªrst invited leaders of Taiwan’s anti-independence opposition parties
for historic trips to the mainland and then responded relatively mildly to pro-
vocative pro-independence statements and measures adopted by President
Chen in early 2006.79 Such an outcome might be welcome from the positive-
sum analysts’ point of view, but it could be worrisome from a zero-sum per-
spective. From a radical version of the zero-sum perspective, goading China
into adopting a harsh set of policies toward Japan or Taiwan might even be in
Washington’s long-term strategic interest.80

Similarly, if one accepts a stark realpolitik view of China’s rise and believes
that the United States is in a zero-sum competition with China for regional he-
gemony, regardless of the latter’s domestic political system, then even Chinese
democratization might be greatly problematic for the United States. A liberal
democratic China might appear less threatening to the American public and to
its democratic neighbors. A democratic mainland would also be more attrac-
tive to Taiwan and more likely to achieve the PRC’s stated goal of peaceful
uniªcation. Even if Taiwan still refused to unify after mainland liberalization
and a democratic mainland decided to use force to compel national uniªcation
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on its terms, the U.S. government would have difªculty convincing Americans
to intervene against a nuclear power to prevent a democratic Taiwan from fall-
ing into the hands of a democratic mainland. It would certainly be harder than
in the case of an authoritarian mainland attacking a democratic Taiwan. So, de-
pending on which lens one applies, Chinese democratization is either a great
strategic beneªt for the United States—perhaps the big strategic prize for U.S.
regional engagement—or a signiªcant strategic danger.

is the united states trying to contain china?

Regardless of whether one agrees with Mearsheimer’s prescriptions for early
abandonment of the U.S. policy of constructive engagement (and I do not), he,
Grieco, and others are right to point out that, since the end of the Cold War, the
United States generally has not been containing China but, for the most part,
fostering its growth. Especially if one uses the United States’ containment poli-
cies toward the Soviet Union as a basis of comparison, the complaint often
heard from Chinese experts—that the United States has been dedicated to a
grand strategy of containment of China as part of a general policy to maintain
U.S. hegemony—is, for the most part, divorced from reality.81 During the Cold
War, the United States adopted measures not only to check Soviet military ex-
pansionism but also to weaken the Soviet Union economically and diplomati-
cally. As stated in the introduction of this article, few grand strategies are
either purely zero-sum or positive-sum, but Cold War–style containment poli-
cies leveled at the Soviet Union and at China in the 1950s and 1960s are fairly
close to the zero-sum end of the spectrum. This has hardly been the case with
U.S. policy toward China since late 1978, when the United States normalized
relations with the PRC and Deng Xiaoping launched his historic reform pro-
gram. In fact, since then, no foreign country has done more to make China
stronger economically and diplomatically than the United States.82 Moreover,
this is not some sort of accidental failure of strategy. As Deputy Secretary of
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State Zoellick has pointed out on numerous occasions, and prominently in his
inºuential speech on September 21, 2005, it has not been and is not the inten-
tion of the United States to contain China’s overall national power.83 On the
contrary, in his speech and in his Senior Dialogue with Vice Foreign Minister
Dai Bingguo, Zoellick seems committed to encouraging China to play a more
inºuential role on the international stage, albeit for purposes that ªt common
Sino-American security and economic interests.84

Still, important elements of zero-sum competition do exist in the United
States’ China policy, particularly in the military arena. Sophisticated Chinese
strategic analysts, such as Huang Renwei, are able to separate U.S. military
containment of China from the general engagement strategy in which it is em-
bedded.85 Huang’s analysis of a U.S. hedging strategy seems spot-on and
tracks with other sound analyses by Chinese and American experts.86 Looking
at key aspects of U.S. policy toward China, one has to concede at least some
points to those who would accuse the United States of containing China.
Those aspects include U.S. technology transfer restrictions on trade with
China; U.S. pressure on the European Union and Israel not to sell weapons to
China; the upgrading of U.S. military capabilities in Guam; the offer of ad-
vanced weaponry to Taiwan; increased defense coordination and consultation
with Taiwan; and the push for a more active Japanese role in the U.S.-Japan
alliance. These are all part of a fairly straightforward zero-sum competition
between the United States and China in the military arena.87 Of course, the
U.S.-Japan alliance upgrades have much broader goals than simply countering
new Chinese capabilities and would likely be on the U.S. agenda even without
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China’s rise, especially after September 11, but there is little doubt that China’s
military modernization and general assertiveness in the security realm have
provided lubricant for changes in that alliance relationship.88

These military containment or balancing measures, however, have not al-
tered the general trend lines of China’s increasing inºuence in the region, nor
were they designed to do so. In the grand scheme, such measures hardly offset
the U.S. trade, investment, and diplomatic policies that have contributed so
much to China’s overall rise in the region. The broader U.S. grand strategy to-
ward China is decidedly not one of Cold War–style containment.

common ground between the two approaches

Despite the differences in the positive-sum and zero-sum perspectives, one can
ªnd areas of common ground, particularly when analyzing the policy pre-
scriptions that ºow from both as the United States faces a rising China in Asia.
In many instances, the positive-sum and zero-sum worlds are not polar oppo-
sites. A robust U.S. military role combined with U.S. alliances and security
partnerships in East Asia deters aggression and prevents potentially intense
intraregional security competitions in either world. As discussed above, the ef-
fort to maintain U.S. supremacy in East Asia is axiomatic from the zero-sum
perspective. But U.S. military superiority in East Asia is important for many
observers writing from the positive-sum perspective as well. For the United
States to provide common security and reassure local actors who mistrust each
other more than they mistrust Washington, the United States needs to be
more powerful in the region than any other single regional actor. To do so, it
must maintain strong regional alliances. All things being equal, however, the
positive-sum worldview would lead U.S. policymakers to be more cautious
about the expansion of Japanese military roles and more attentive to the ways
in which increased Japanese assertiveness is marketed politically within Japan
and in the region. Positive-sum analysts who also place great value on the
U.S.-Japan alliance would emphasize the reassurance role that the alliance can
play for China and Japan during the former’s rise and the latter’s move to-
ward a more proactive security posture. The zero-sum analysis might see se-
vere competition between the U.S.-Japan alliance and the PRC as so likely that
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care in the packaging of Japan’s new military roles is unnecessary. In fact, a
high degree of Sino-Japanese tension might be seen as healthy for the alliance.
Advocates of either view would push for greater coordination in U.S.-Japan
alliance policies, something that has already begun to occur, especially in
2005–06.89

The two worldviews should also overlap on U.S. policy toward cross-strait
relations between Taiwan and the mainland. From either perspective, the
United States should deter mainland aggression against Taiwan. From the
zero-sum perspective, the island’s absorption into the PRC would increase
China’s material power, eliminate a great source of distraction in Beijing’s al-
leged quest for regional domination, and foreclose the possibility of a future
alliance between Taiwan, Japan, and the United States. From the positive-sum
perspective, Washington should seek to deter PRC aggression because conºict
over Taiwan, especially if it were provoked by the mainland, could raise severe
security dilemmas between China and its neighbors. U.S. acquiescence to PRC
aggression could also damage Washington’s reputation for resolve in the re-
gion, without which the U.S. military presence in East Asia cannot play its re-
assurance role. Moreover, successful Chinese aggression against Taiwan
would almost certainly have a negative effect on the evolution of China’s do-
mestic politics. The successful use of force by an authoritarian China to subdue
Taiwan’s democracy would carry regressive lessons about what works and
what fails in promoting China’s national strength. On the other hand, truly
peaceful uniªcation with the full acquiescence of Taiwan’s democracy would
be acceptable to most positive-sum analysts, especially if it followed mainland
democratization. This would reduce security dilemmas in the region and fos-
ter peaceful relations across the Paciªc. An authoritarian China successfully
bullying a democratic Taiwan, however, would be an unmitigated disaster
both internationally and domestically. By countering PRC coercion of Taiwan
with a tough deterrent stance and defense assistance to Taiwan, the United
States might be channeling China’s competitive energies into positive-sum ar-
eas such as economic integration with Taiwan. Such a strategy might even pro-
vide a boost to those on the mainland advocating democratization, who can
add the patriotic mission of luring Taiwan back into the fold to their reasons
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for promoting liberalization in China. In March 2003 one bold Chinese scholar
at the Central Party School, Liu Jianfei, did exactly that in an inºuential main-
land publication.90

Even if the positive-sum and zero-sum perspectives both accept that deter-
rence of unprovoked aggression against Taiwan is a major U.S. objective, how
one deters still matters. Like all forms of coercive diplomacy, deterrence in-
volves both credible threats of punishment for transgressions and assurances
that compliance will not lead to signiªcant punishment in any case.91 The Bush
administration has mixed very skillfully those elements of deterrence policy.
One can never remove all of the strategic ambiguity from U.S. policy toward
cross-strait relations without risking war, but a good deal of it has been cleared
up since the spring of 2002, when then Vice President Hu Jintao visited
Washington. The Bush administration has combined credible threats of a mili-
tary response by Taiwan and the United States if the mainland uses force
against Taiwan with frequent public, high-proªle, and explicit assurances to
the mainland and warnings to Taipei that the United States does not support
Taiwan independence and opposes unilateral changes in the status quo that
threaten stability. In the process, the administration has greatly reduced the
likelihood of conºict over the next few years (although conºict remains quite
possible) by reducing the likelihood of a legal declaration of Taiwan’s inde-
pendence from the Chinese nation during Taiwan’s ongoing constitutional re-
vision process.

To a large degree, the Bush administration’s policy has been successful from
both perspectives. The reduction of tensions across the strait since 2004 is obvi-
ously good from the point of view of preventing spirals of tension. But U.S.
moderation on Taiwan also has major payoffs even as regards a straightfor-
ward, zero-sum power competition with China. Nobody is eager to side with
the United States against China on this issue; so, by appearing moderate and
wise, Washington prevents Taiwan from becoming an issue that the PRC can
use to drive wedges in U.S. security partnerships and alliances in the region.
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Moreover, U.S. moderation increases the likelihood that Japan will side with
the United States in a future cross-strait conºict if one were to occur.

Uncertainty about the future of China also provides another reason for over-
lap between the positive-sum and zero-sum logics. As mentioned earlier, Asia
still looks far from fully stable even from a purely positive-sum point of view.
Historical issues are still a cause for tensions between, for example, China and
Japan, Japan and Korea, and Korea and China. Regime types still vary wildly
around the region. Irredentist claims and sovereignty disputes still abound, es-
pecially at sea, even though many land border disputes have been settled since
1993. Even if one believes that the eventual acquisition of nuclear weapons
would be a stabilizing factor, the process by which certain Asian countries,
such as India, Pakistan, and North Korea, have tried to obtain them has caused
greater instability in the near term.92 Finally, the development of regional mul-
tilateral institutions seems impressive only when one uses the early 1990s as a
comparative baseline.93 ASEAN, the ARF, and ASEAN plus Three arguably do
reduce regional tensions, but the limits of the organizations are evident when-
ever any positive security agenda issue, such as joint antipiracy or antiter-
rorism patrolling of the Malacca Strait, is pursued. In the economic realm,
wealth differentials within and between countries are still high. Perhaps most
important, China remains undemocratic and potentially domestically unstable
even as it experiences impressive economic and military growth. So the United
States has plenty of reasons to sustain a strong military presence in East Asia
and maintain its alliances and security partnerships, even if one subscribes
fully to a positive-sum approach to regional security dynamics.94 As a result,
the policies ºowing from such a theoretical viewpoint might not always look
very different from the policies prescribed when employing the logic of a zero-
sum struggle for power.

The two approaches also occupy common ground in the realm of U.S. diplo-
macy. China has advanced very quickly in its diplomatic push in Southeast
Asia and South Korea in particular. Even if one accepts the position that re-
gional multilateralism and economic interdependence are forces for regional
stability, there is no reason from either a zero-sum or a positive-sum perspec-
tive that the United States should want to see such developments occur while
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the United States stands on the sidelines. So there is nothing inconsistent with
celebrating long-term U.S. successes since the early 1990s in helping to channel
China’s competitive energies in a positive diplomatic direction and away from
direct military rivalry with its southern neighbors, on the one hand, and as-
serting that the United States should be active and constructive in its own di-
plomacy in Southeast Asia, on the other. However unfairly, since September 11
many in the region have received the impression that the United States’ only
interest in the region is ªghting terrorism.95 It is, of course, understandable
that the United States has emphasized counterterrorism in its relations with
Southeast Asian nations since September 11, but from almost any strategic
point of view, Washington should convince Southeast Asian states that it has a
more balanced diplomatic portfolio.

The tsunami disaster in December 2004 and the robust response to it by the
United States and its allies may have repaired some of the United States’ image
problems in the region. Visits to Southeast Asia and Northeast Asia in 2005
and early 2006 by top administration ofªcials, including President Bush,
should also help alleviate regional concerns.96 In its second term, the Bush ad-
ministration also seems to have made some important inroads with Vietnam,
as evidenced by Prime Minister Pham Van Khai’s visit to Washington in mid-
June 2005.97 Deputy Secretary of State Zoellick’s trip to ASEAN states in May
2005 seemed particularly notable given its emphasis on bringing economics
back to the top of the U.S.-ASEAN agenda. Zoellick, a former U.S. trade repre-
sentative who has tremendous experience in the region working on free trade
agreements, emphasized economic cooperation on his trip.98 He summed up
the logic of such an approach in a press conference in Singapore: “No, we’ve
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never had the concept of containing China. . . . I think there is recognition in
the region that China is a growing inºuence. And this is natural as China be-
comes a growing and larger economy and interconnects with this region as
other parts of the world. I think the Chinese have tried to signal their multiple
interests in Southeast Asia through their discussions of a free trade accord,
which on the one hand shows the region that others can beneªt from China’s
growth, but also signals the rising inºuence of China in the region. From the
U.S. perspective, the key message is that we believe we should have our own
activist engagement with Southeast Asia and that a policy to try to limit or re-
strict China would be both foolish and ineffective.”99 One can believe that such
positive U.S. efforts should be enhanced in the future regardless of whether
one subscribes to a zero-sum logic, a positive-sum logic or, as most analysts
do, a mix of both.100

The United States can improve its diplomatic relations with ASEAN states
without making an enormous fuss if Washington is not included in future
Asian Summit meetings. The Bush administration found an artful way to han-
dle this issue by proposing a parallel summit between the United States and
the seven ASEAN states that participate in APEC. If this plan is adopted, the
president would meet these seven heads of state before the annual APEC sum-
mit, which he already attends, thus cutting down on the time spent on prepar-
ing for and traveling to Asian summits. By selecting these states and this
venue, the president would also meet the most important actors in Southeast
Asia without having to meet Myanmar’s leaders or sign agreements, such as
the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, that some believe might preclude con-
tinued U.S. sanctions against Myanmar’s regime, which holds under house ar-
rest the democratically elected leaders of that country.101
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counterintuitive policy lessons and prescriptions

There is a second and theoretically more interesting reason to call into question
the width of the divide between the positive-sum and zero-sum approaches in
the policy arena. Relatively assertive U.S. policies sometimes promote goals
that are consistent with positive-sum analysts’ prescriptions for China and the
region, whereas relatively accommodating policies toward China and its
neighbors may at times be the most effective way for the United States to vie
with China in a zero-sum competition.

U.S. policies derided in Beijing as examples of containment of China have
helped catalyze Beijing’s adoption of proactive and constructive diplomacy,
which has facilitated stability in the region to the beneªt of all. By maintaining
a strong military presence and a ªrm deterrent commitment to the security of
Taiwan while upgrading its bilateral alliance with Japan in the mid-1990s, the
United States helped channel China’s competitive energies into positive-sum
areas such as multilateral conªdence-building and economic accords. In other
words, by making Chinese security elites worry about the possibility of U.S.
encirclement if Beijing’s relations with its neighbors were to remain tense,
Washington helped Chinese government elites recognize that cooperation
with China’s neighbors appears wise as a hedge against such an encirclement
campaign. After all, it was just after the Taiwan Strait crisis of 1995–96 and the
Clinton-Hashimoto joint communiqué announcing plans to upgrade the U.S.-
Japan alliance that Beijing began its most serious pursuit of regional multilat-
eralism. If this logic is right, the prospect of potentially worsening relations
with the United States under the security dilemma not only failed to cause re-
gional spirals of tension but encouraged bursts of Chinese cooperation with re-
gional actors. As Men Honghua of the inºuential Central Party School argued
in 2003, China should avoid “falling into the trap of U.S. encirclement [Meiguo
de baoweiquan]” by adopting measures such as “strengthening contacts with
countries along [China’s] periphery; promoting the construction of a China-
ASEAN free trade area,” and so on.102

After putting military pressure on the Philippines over territorial disputes in
the Mischief Reef area in 1995, Beijing tried to shape Taiwan’s political posture
toward the mainland through coercion in 1995–96. Beijing’s policy arguably
backªred on both fronts. In 1995–96 ASEAN states adopted a tough stance to-
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ward China’s position on sovereignty disputes, and certain members (i.e.,
Singapore and the Philippines) sought closer military ties from a receptive
United States.103 China’s efforts to bully Taiwan arguably also had negative re-
sults for China. The U.S. commitment to Taiwan’s security was concretely
manifested in the dispatch of two carrier battle groups in March 1996 to the
Taiwan area in response to the People’s Liberation Army’s provocative missile
and naval exercises aimed at the island. For its part, Japan became much more
wary about China’s military intentions and more receptive of existing U.S. re-
quests for Tokyo to take on greater and clearer security-related responsibilities,
such as base access, logistics support, and intelligence gathering, under the
Nye Initiative. This effort culminated in the 1997 revisions to the Defense
Guidelines and in the 1998 Japanese decisions to jointly develop theater mis-
sile defense systems.104 In 1996–97 the United States also reasserted its security
relationship with Australia in ways that were noted with concern in Beijing.105

Following the September 11 terrorist attacks, the United States improved bi-
lateral military cooperation with both Japan and India. It also collaborated
more actively with allies and security partners in Southeast Asia, including
the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand. All of these events contributed to
Chinese concerns about an encircling alliance designed to contain it, and
which might be used to permanently wrest Taiwan away from the Chinese
nation.

Many international, bureaucratic, and psychological factors undoubtedly
contributed to China’s change from multilateral skeptic to multilateral cham-
pion in the second half of the 1990s, but there is ample evidence to suggest that
one of the major catalysts in this evolution was the sense that multilateralism
provided a potential hedge against worrisome trends in U.S.-bilateral diplo-
macy in the region.106 China’s ªrst big push for multilateral engagement and
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reassurance came in 1996–97, and the process only accelerated in the years fol-
lowing September 11. In 1996 China created the institutional foundations in
Central Asia for what would later become the Shanghai Cooperation Organi-
zation. In 1997 China inaugurated the New Security Concept in its diplomacy
with Southeast Asia and began adopting a much less belligerent posture on
various disputes with ASEAN states.107 The ªrst meeting of the ASEAN plus
Three was held in that year.

The Chinese scholar Xia Liping points out that in 1996 Chinese elites devel-
oped the New Security Concept and promoted the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization and China’s entrance into the World Trade Organization as a re-
sponse to what they saw as “Cold War thinking” and “power politics”
(a thinly veiled reference to U.S. behavior in the Taiwan Strait and the
strengthening of bilateral U.S. alliances).108 Yan Xuetong states clearly that
1996 was a “watershed year” in Chinese multilateralism and that Chinese mul-
tilateral initiatives in that period were desirable as a hedge against U.S. re-
gional hegemony.109 The inºuential government scholar Zhang Yunling
similarly portrays China’s constructive approach to regional multilateral insti-
tutions as a way to counter the “China threat theory” and encirclement by U.S.
alliances.110 Other civilian and military scholars similarly emphasize the role of
Chinese multilateralism in countering U.S. encirclement and international in-
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terference in China’s sovereignty disputes.111 In an excellent article, Michael
Glosny cites multiple works by Chinese authors that view improved relations
with ASEAN as a means to avoid those states’ linking up in an encircling alli-
ance with a revitalized U.S.-Japan alliance.112

Along the same lines, Allen Carlson argues that the ªrst motivation for
China to become less rigid about territorial claims and sign the November
2002 Code of Conduct with ASEAN for naval activities in the South China
Sea was Washington’s “renewed military commitment in Southeast Asia (a
development further cemented in the post–9/11 strategic context of ªghting
terrorism). As this move appeared driven in part by increased concerns in
the region with Beijing’s territorial ambitions in the South China Sea, it be-
hooved Chinese leaders to allay such worries by being less aggressive.”113

Avery Goldstein agrees, stating that such “active multilateralism was expected
to foster the general perception of a more responsible China and undercut the
force of the China threat arguments.”114 Tang Shiping and Zhang Yunling
write, “Understanding that the Sino-U.S. relationship will always have its ups
and downs, China has pursued a strategy of maintaining amicable relation-
ships with its neighbors [mulin youhao, wending zhoubian] to hedge against the
bad times in Sino-U.S. relations. . . . [If] China adopts a moderate approach,
most regional countries would be reluctant to adopt a policy of hard contain-
ment, and thus China will likely enjoy a benign regional security environment.
To this end, China has made strenuous efforts to improve its relationships
with its neighboring countries, sometimes by making signiªcant concessions
against strong domestic opposition.”115 In a major 2003 opus on China’s rela-
tions in the Asia-Paciªc region edited by Zhang Yunling, the Chinese authors
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claim that the United States in the mid-1990s began an effort to upgrade its bi-
lateral military relationships in Southeast Asia following setbacks in the early
1990s such as the loss of Subic Bay. They posit that the United States seized op-
portunities such as the 1997 Asian ªnancial crisis and the September 11 terror-
ist attacks to seek new basing rights and new military relationships in the
region. This effort, they argue, is one reason why “China must continue to vig-
orously support multilateral cooperative mechanisms that have been initiated
in the region. . . . [Such measures] provide an important means by which to
prevent the United States from penetrating the Southeast Asian region by way
of bilateral military alliances and building an encircling ring around China.”116

Concerning China’s relations with India, Beijing’s worries related to up-
graded U.S. relations with China’s western neighbor following September 11
might also be motivating China to adopt a proactive and accommodating
position on economic interaction and even on the long-running controversies
over border disputes that fueled conºict in 1962. Rather than harm Sino-Indian
relations, this U.S.-Indian strategic cooperation has apparently catalyzed Sino-
Indian cooperation and conªdence building. China’s foreign policy calcula-
tions toward India are not entirely transparent, but there is reason to believe
this logic holds. In 2005 China allowed India to join the SCO as an observer.
Since the early part of this decade, there also seem to be more serious, albeit
preliminary, discussions on settling the border.117 Carlson argues that “con-
cerns about the threat posed by U.S. hegemonism” helped move Beijing in the
direction of a more accommodating posture toward India in the early part of
this decade.118 Li Yihu of Peking University argues that granting India and two
others observer status in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization will help
“undermine the pressure exerted by the U.S.-Japan alliance.”119 The scholar
Zhang Guihong writes, “The U.S.-Indian strategic partnership in South Asia
and the Indian Ocean and the U.S.-Japan alliance in East Asia and the Paciªc
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Ocean are the most important concerns for China in the new great power game
in the Asia Paciªc region. The continually strengthening U.S.-Indian security
relations are a potential balancing power [qianzai zhiheng de liliang] against
China’s ascent [shangsheng] in the Asia-Paciªc region.” Zhang’s suggested
countermeasures to this situation are a dream list of positive-sum prescrip-
tions for Chinese foreign policy. Among other measures, Zhang calls on Beijing
to deepen U.S.-China economic and security cooperation and increase U.S.-
China mutual security dependence by continually cooperating in the global
war on terror and on combating the proliferation of weapons of mass destruc-
tion. As for Sino-Indian relations, Zhang recommends increasing Sino-Indian
economic interdependence; strengthening strategic dialogue on sensitive is-
sues such as Kashmir, Taiwan, Tibet, and the Sino-Pakistani relationship; im-
proving political dialogue and coordination on topics such as global trade, the
environment, and human rights; adopting military conªdence-building mea-
sures on the border; and seeking opportunities for regional security coopera-
tion, such as working to battle forces for instability and protecting the security
of sea-lanes in the Indian Ocean.120

Many of the authors cited above (e.g., Zhang Yunling, Tang, and Carlson)
are far from hard-core structural realists, solely concerned with great power
balancing. They often offer several reasons for why China pursues cooperative
relations with its neighbors related to factors such as economic interests, the
1997 Asian ªnancial crisis, new thinking in China’s foreign relations, and so
on. But in their accounts, Beijing’s strategic responses to U.S. bilateral military
initiatives in East Asia themselves have apparently only catalyzed China to be
more cooperative with most of its neighbors, and thereby helped stabilize the
region. In response to the standard constructivist argument that tough behav-
ior only breeds norms of hostility in others, there is certainly no hint that U.S.
upgrades of its regional alliance with Japan, ªrm support for Taiwan, and ef-
forts to improve military relations with Southeast Asia have had any long-
term negative impact on China’s tendency toward multilateral cooperation
with its neighbors.121 On the contrary, the effects have generally been positive.

There are counterintuitive realities on the other side of the equation as well.
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One might think that a zero-sum analysis would lead to the prescription of a
tough containment and encirclement strategy toward China. A Cold War–style
containment policy along the lines implicitly advocated by Mearsheimer
would arguably be a bad idea from both a positive-sum and a zero-sum ana-
lytic perspective. Any attempt to isolate or hurt the Chinese economy would
fail because it would alienate all regional actors from the United States, includ-
ing Washington’s closest allies.122 The economic effects on China would likely
be limited and short-lived as a result, and the economic pain would be shared
in no small part by U.S. companies. Moreover, alienating U.S. allies and others
by forcing them to choose China or the United States at a time of no conºict in
the region would cost the United States dearly in its ability both to maintain a
regional military presence and to build a countering alliance against China if
Beijing were to become more belligerent in the future. As outlined above, those
U.S. military capabilities and security relationships are crucial for provision of
public security goods in a positive-sum perspective. They would also be key
assets in a straightforward strategic competition with China. An attempt to
adopt a containment policy along the lines of U.S. Cold War economic policies
toward the Soviet Union or an encircling alliance around China would, then,
be ill advised from either perspective. So, thoughtful advocates of either per-
spective might reject a containment strategy and support the efforts launched
by Deputy Secretary of State Zoellick in 2005 to push for improvements in
U.S.-ASEAN economic and diplomatic relations.

creating a moderate mixed strategy

To the degree that China has a grand strategy at all, it seems likely that, up un-
til now, Chinese efforts to reassure its neighbors, encourage regional multilat-
eralism, and deepen regional economic interdependence are rooted more in a
hedging strategy against potential U.S. pressure on China than they are in a
straightforward drive for regional hegemony or a desire to extrude the United
States from the region. For example, in a recent book Avery Goldstein argues
persuasively that China has adopted a neo-Bismarckian strategy designed to
prevent the formation of an overwhelming countering coalition as it builds
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strength at home.123 Such a hedging strategy does not call for direct confronta-
tion of the United States and its allies and, in most cases, proscribes such con-
frontation, especially in the near term. If China is more focused on preventing
the United States from forming a strangling coalition around it and less fo-
cused on pushing the United States out of the region, then Beijing’s concern
about the prospect of U.S. dominance in Asia might play a constructive role in
encouraging Beijing to reduce tensions with its neighbors. If the United States
does not stumble badly in maintaining its own relationships with its allies
and security partners in the region, it could end up in the best of all possi-
ble worlds: China’s competitive energies would be largely channeled into
positive-sum endeavors such as reassuring its neighbors and building long-
term Chinese equities in peace and stability in the region, while the United
States could maintain a strong military presence and set of alliances to prevent
China from converting its growing material and diplomatic power into re-
gional political hegemony if, at some point, its strategic priorities were to
move in that direction.

The near-term strategic danger for the United States of China’s improved
diplomatic and economic relations with its neighbors lies in any increased lev-
erage China might gain for the purpose of preventing regional actors from
supporting U.S. operations inside and outside the region. In the case of Taiwan
contingencies, most regional actors have long wanted to avoid involvement in
any case; so the United States loses little from China’s added leverage with
these actors. But serious new dangers for the United States would be created if
Beijing were able to dissuade regional actors from supporting it in conºicts
with China over regional issues other than Taiwan, or if the Chinese leadership
could dissuade regional actors from cooperating with the United States in op-
erations against third parties either in the region or outside the region. This
last outcome should be preventable through constructive U.S. diplomacy, but
the importance of working to prevent it should not be underestimated. The
U.S. alliance system in Asia is a series of critically important links in the net-

Fostering Stability or Creating a Monster? 123

123. Goldstein, Rising to the Challenge. For other ªne analyses of Beijing’s hedging strategy, see
David Shambaugh, “China Engages Asia: Reshaping the Regional Order,” International Security,
Vol. 29, No. 3 (Winter 2004/05), pp. 64–99; and Medeiros, “Strategic Hedging.” For my general
view of Chinese Communist Party grand strategy, see “China,” in Richard J. Ellings and Aaron L.
Friedberg, eds., Power and Purpose: Strategic Asia, 2001–02 (Seattle, Wash.: National Bureau of Asian
Research, 2001). For a systematic analysis arguing that China has not yet shown signs of strong re-
visionism in its foreign policy, see Johnston, “Is China a Status Quo Power?”



work that allows the United States to project military power around the world
in a timely and sustained manner. Witness, for example, the key role that
U.S. bases in Thailand, Singapore, and Central Asia have played in military
operations such as Operations Desert Fox in Iraq and Enduring Freedom in
Afghanistan. China’s ability to block such cooperation from regional actors
could then have a severe impact on U.S. global national security interests.

The United States continues to compete with China directly and through
its alliances and security partnerships, especially the U.S.-Japan alliance. But
this is only part of the picture. The September 11 terrorist attacks and North
Korea’s nuclear ambitions have revealed important common interests between
the PRC and the United States, even if there is plenty of room for tension in
how to pursue resolution of the shared problems. There is also some hope of
greater cooperation between China, the United States, Europe, and Russia on
curbing Iranian nuclear ambitions.

An intelligent moderate position in a world of both zero-sum and positive-
sum relations would be for the United States to maintain a robust presence in
the region and a set of strong alliances without attempting to undercut China’s
diplomatic relationships with other regional actors, even with U.S. allies. In
fact, the United States should foster China’s engagement with the United
States and its allies on issues of common concern. Observers who believe that
these policies would weaken U.S. alliances have too little faith in U.S. power
and diplomacy. A healthy degree of Japanese wariness about the rise of China
may indeed be good for the United States, especially as Washington hopes to
encourage Tokyo to adopt a more active regional and global role in the alli-
ance. China’s bullying behavior toward Taiwan and its often ham-ªsted diplo-
macy toward Japan have helped Washington in that process. But high degrees
of Sino-Japanese tensions, as witnessed in 2004–06, are not in Washington’s in-
terest, because they could lead to unwanted conºict and hamper multilateral
coordination on issues of common concern. Not only would a conºict between
Japan and China be costly for the region as a whole, but it is still unclear how
the U.S.-Japan alliance and other U.S. security relationships in the region
would fare in such a conºict. Given Japan’s existing political trajectory on se-
curity issues under Prime Minister Koizumi, such a high degree of tension is
not really necessary for the United States to foster Japan’s moves toward a
more active international security role. Since U.S.-Japan alliance relations seem
strong and are getting stronger, why should the prospect of greater tensions in
Sino-Japanese relations, which carry real strategic risks for the United States,
be seen as a prerequisite for continued improvement in U.S.-Japan relations?
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Such tensions are both unnecessary and potentially dangerous, and efforts to
reduce them through encouraging Sino-Japanese dialogue seem in order.

Conclusion

How should the United States respond to a rising China to help shape Chinese
policy toward the East Asia region and the world? In the largely sterile en-
gagement versus containment debate, those advocating moderate engagement
policies toward China view them as ways of leading to more constructive
Chinese policies toward the region, and thereby reducing the likelihood of
conºict. Such policies are therefore considered wise even if they would some-
what reduce U.S. relative power if conºict were to arise. Tough U.S. policies,
such as strengthening the American military presence or tightening coordina-
tion with U.S. allies or regional security partners, are often viewed as increas-
ing U.S. power potential in case of conºict, but also as raising the chances for
conºict by reducing the likelihood that China will adopt a reassuring and con-
structive posture toward the region. U.S. assertiveness is often criticized be-
cause it alienates U.S. allies who do not want to see an aggressive China policy
in Washington. On the other side of the debate, zero-sum thinkers sometimes
criticize those advocating engagement for adopting a logic that plays into
China’s hands and allows Chinese power to grow unchecked by the one
power that can do something about it, the United States.

The analysis offered above suggests that this debate is far too simplistic.
Even if straightforward and full-spectrum containment were attempted by the
United States, it would be counterproductive, not only because it would raise
China’s ire, but because it would reduce Washington’s relative power in the
region. The United States would likely gain no new allies in such an effort
and would lose some, if not all, of its current regional allies. In this sense,
Washington’s positive engagement of China assists the United States even in
the zero-sum aspects of its policies toward China because it helps the United
States maintain its regional alliances.

At the same time, China itself might be adopting many accommodating
strategies in the region not as a reward for American and allied moderation,
but at least in part as a way to counter U.S. inºuence. Beijing wants to make it
more difªcult and painful for regional actors to choose the United States over
China in any future standoff. So, by maintaining a strong presence in the re-
gion, the United States has done more than provide collective goods in secu-
rity and economic affairs; it may have provided a major catalyst for Beijing to
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help provide such collective goods as well. To the degree that Beijing’s new
inºuence does not lead the United States to become fully extruded from the re-
gion, the end result of the competition for inºuence in the region may be a
more stable and prosperous region in which actors in East Asia do not want to
choose sides in a U.S.-China conºict and Beijing and Washington lack any real
pretense for starting one.
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