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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to assess three recognized theories of international relations (the 

offensive realist theory by John Mearsheimer, the defensive realist theory by Charles 

Glaser and the liberal theory by John Ikenberry) and determine which of them best 

corresponds to the development in East and Southeast Asia in the past three decades 

(1989-2016). This theory-testing case study first introduces the three theories, their basic 

assumptions and what they predict for the region, especially with regards to actions of the 

People’s Republic of China. The independent variables established by the theories (power, 

motivation, environment and participation in the global order) are then compared with 

the dependent variables that represent various aspects of China’s behavior. Military 

spending, economic disputes within the WTO and territorial disputes with Chinese 

participation are all analyzed with the goal of including a wide range of Chinese behavior 

in the international sphere. Correlations between the independent and dependent variables 

determine which theory is the strongest. The theory with the most correlations is 

pronounced as the most successful. Subsequently, a brief prediction is added: the most 

successful theory is then utilized to construct a short-term prediction for the region of 

East and South East Asia. 

 

Abstrakt 

Cílem této práce je analyzovat tři uznávané teorie mezinárodních vztahů (útočně 

realistickou teorii Johna Mearsheimera, obranně realistickou teorii Charlese Glasera a 

liberální teorii Johna Ikenberryho) a určit, která z těchto teorií nejlépe odpovídá vývoji 

regionu východní a jihovýchodní Asie v posledních třech desetiletích (1989-2016). Tato 

práce je tedy tzv. theory-testing work. Nejdříve jsou představeny samotné teorie, základní 

teze a jejich predikce pro region východní a jihovýchodní Asie, zejména v rámci jednání 

Čínské lidové republiky. Nezávislé proměnné, kterými se zabývají tyto teorie (síla, 

motivace, prostředí a členství v globálním řádu), jsou pak srovnávány se závislými 

proměnnými, které představují různé aspekty chování ČLR. Jako závislé proměnné jsou 

zkoumány čínské vojenské výdaje, ekonomické spory v rámci WTO a teritoriální spory, 

s cílem pokrýt různorodé aspekty čínského jednání v mezinárodním prostoru. Úspěšnost 

teorie je dána existencí či absencí korelací mezi nezávislými a závislými proměnnými. 

Teorie s nejvyšší četností průkazných korelací mezi proměnnými je prohlášena za 

nejúspěšnější. Práce je následně doplněna i o krátkou predikci: nejúspěšnější teorie je 



následně využita k vytvoření krátkodobého scénáře pro region východní a jihovýchodní 

Asie.  

 

Key Words 

East Asia, Southeast Asia, China, international relations theory, realism, liberalism, 

geopolitics, John Mearsheimer, Charles L. Glaser, John J. Ikenberry 

 

Klíčová slova 

východní Asie, jihovýchodní Asie, Čína, teorie mezinárodních vztahů, realismus, 

liberalismus, geopolitika, John Mearsheimer, Charles L. Glaser, John J. Ikenberry 

 

Název práce 

Teorie mezinárodních vztahů v regionech východní a jihovýchodní Asie 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgement 

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my supervisor, RNDr. Jan Kofroň Ph.D., 

for his remarks and valuable guidance. 

 

 



Projekt závěrečné diplomové práce 

Katedra politologie IPS FSV UK v Praze 

P̌íjmení, jméno:     Schultzová Kateřina 

Studijní obor:    Politologie a mezinárodní vztahy (Bc.) 

Typ práce:     Bakalářská práce 

Ak. rok podání:    2015/2016 
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Zd̊vodnění v́běru práce:  

Region východní a jihovýchodní Asie se dlouhodobě nachází pod drobnohledem zbytku 

světa, zejména Spojených států, které v regionu do přelomu tisíciletí zastávaly 

dominantní postavení. Oblast východní a jihovýchodní Asie je zároveň akademiky již po 

mnoho let označována jako potenciální místo příštího mezinárodního konfliktu. 

V posledních patnácti až dvaceti letech bylo publikováno mnoho prací a teorií 

vztahujících se k tomuto regionu, zejména k důsledkům rapidního ekonomického růstu 

Číny či územních sporů v regionu jihovýchodní Asie. Ekonomický a s ním propojený i 

geopolitický vzestup Číny zároveň vzbuzuje mnoho otázek na strategické 

a bezpečnostní rovině. Zpomalování čínského růstu, ke kterému 

v současnosti dochází, zároveň nabízí nové otázky týkající se možného budoucího 

chování ČLR v regionu. Vybrané téma je tak velmi aktuální a zároveň relevantní 

v rámci současných geopolitických hrozeb světa. 



Vývoj regionu v posledních desetiletích vedl akademiky k rozvíjení teorií, k jakému 

směřování tato změna kurzu povede, a jak ovlivní celou dynamiku vztahů mezi státy 

v regionu. Teoriemi a predikcemi směřování regionu východní Asie se mnozí významní 

akademici oboru geopolitiky zabývají přinejmenším dvacet let, s určitým odstupem času 

tak lze tyto teorie zhodnotit ve vztahu s dosavadním vývojem a určit, které jsou pro tento 

region skutečně relevantní. Zhodnocením všech dostupných teorií mezinárodních vztahů 

vztahujících se k danému regionu se má práce může stát relevantním příspěvkem 

k probíhajícím diskuzím týkajících se Číny jako příštího možného regionálního 

hegemona a k nejistým vyhlídkám nejen Tchaj-wanu, jako Čínou nejvíce ohrožovaného 

aktéra tohoto regionu, ale i ostatních zemí východní a jihovýchodní Asie, které jsou 

v důsledku čínského vzestupu na pozoru. 

 P̌edpokládań cíl: 

V posledních patnácti až dvaceti letech bylo v akademické sféře publikováno mnoho prací 

nabízejících různé teorie predikující možné směřování regionu východní a jihovýchodní 

Asie. Hlavním cílem mé bakalářské práce bude rozlišení teorií, které se dosud s vývojem 

ve východní a jihovýchodní Asii nejvíce shodují, od těch, které se s postupem času 

prokázaly jako nepodložené, a tudíž pro tento region irelevantní. Prostřednictvím analýzy 

mnou zvolených relevantních teorií vztahujících se k regionu východní a jihovýchodní 

Asie je mým cílem srovnání dosavadního vývoje regionu se zvolenými teoriemi 

mezinárodních vztahů. Mezi teoriemi mám za cíl nalézt ty, které nejlépe korespondují se 

skutečným současným vývojem ve východní a jihovýchodní Asii, a které tak dosud 

vykazují nejlepší predikční hodnotu vůči tomuto regionu. V poslední části práce bude 

mým cílem pomocí nejlépe hodnocených teorií určit, co tyto teorie vypovídají o dalším 

vývoji v regionu v krátkodobém horizontu pěti let. 

Metodologie práce: 

Tato bakalářská práce se bude nést zejména v duchu testování a analýzy dostupných teorií 

mezinárodních vztahů (tzv. theory testing method) zabývajících se regionem východní a 

jihovýchodní Asie, popřípadě i obecných teorií aplikovatelných na tento region. 

Předběžně mám v úmyslu využít relevantní teorie publikované v posledních pěti až 

dvaceti letech. 



Každá ze zvolených teorií bude v první části práce analyzována. V rámci této části práce 

u každé z teorií vyložím, jaká je její základní teze a jaké jevy za konkrétních podmínek 

předvídá. Zároveň v rámci této části práce všechny zkoumané teorie porovnám a 

vypozoruji mezi nimi podstatné rozdíly i shodné prvky. V empirické části práce následně 

každou z analyzovaných teorií a jejich závěry porovnám se skutečným vývojem v regionu 

až do současnosti. Určím tak, které ze zkoumaných teorií mají pro tento region skutečnou 

predikční hodnotu, a které naopak schopnost předvídat dění v regionu postrádají. 

Po vyhodnocení výsledků a určení teorií nejlépe odpovídajících současnému vývoji v 

regionu využiji v poslední kapitole těchto teorií k vlastnímu vytvoření možného scénáře 

ve vymezeném regionu východní a jihovýchodní Asie, a to pro časový horizont 

následujících pěti let. 

Základní charakteristika tématu: 

Ve své práci se budu zabývat regionem východní a jihovýchodní Asie, jeho dosavadním 

vývojem a vztahy mezi tamními geopolitickými aktéry. Do konce 20. století zastávaly 

dominantní pozici v záležitostech regionu Spojené státy, s přelomem století se však díky 

svému ekonomickému vzestupu začala Čínské lidové republiky projevovat ve svém 

regionu o poznání agresivněji, což lze pozorovat například u územních nároků nejen na 

ostrovy ve Východočínském moři (Tchaj-wan, spory o ostrovy Senkaku/Diaoyu), ale také 

v Jihočínském moři. Právě z důvodu územních nároků ČLR v oblasti Jihočínského moře 

řadím do zkoumané oblasti právě i region jihovýchodní Asie.  

Region východní a jihovýchodní Asie se vyznačuje komplikovanými vztahy Číny se 

zbylými přítomnými státy. Na jedné straně spolu tyto státy intenzivně obchodují, na 

úrovní diplomacie a mezinárodních vztahů se však vyskytuje nemálo neshod. Extrémním 

případem jsou vztahy mezi Čínskou lidovou republikou a Čínskou republikou (Tchaj-

wan), které jsou na ekonomické úrovni velmi stabilní, na politické úrovni naopak až 

nepřátelské. 

V rámci regionu nelze i přes posilující roli Číny z rovnice vynechat také Spojené státy, 

které zde dosud mají své strategické zájmy a s mnohými státy, které se staví do opozice 

proti Číně, udržují spojenectví a spolupracují na mnohých úrovních. Nutno podotknout, 



že v současnosti již dochází ke zpomalování dosud dramatického ekonomického růstu 

Čínské lidové republiky, který může dosavadní trendy výrazným způsobem ovlivnit. 

P̌edpokládaná struktura práce: 

Úvodní kapitola bakalářské práce se bude věnovat vymezení tématu a vytyčení cíle práce, 

následně pak představení výzkumné otázky a teze, které budou celou práci provázet. 

Zároveň bude obsahovat rozbor zdrojů a literatury využité v práci. První kapitola s 

podkapitolami se bude věnovat teoretické stránce práce. Vysvětlí, co které teorie tvrdí, 

jaké jsou jejich závěry, čím se které teorie liší a v čem se naopak shodují. Druhá kapitola 

se zaměří na empirickou stránku výzkumu. Bude se soustředit se na zkoumání toho, do 

jaké míry a v kterých bodech se jednotlivé teorie shodují se současnou geopolitickou 

dynamikou v regionu, a kde se naopak tyto teorie se skutečností rozchází. Stanoví tak, 

které teorie jsou pro region východní a jihovýchodní Asie irelevantní, a které naopak se 

současným vývojem v daném regionu alespoň částečně, případně v celé šíři korespondují. 

Poslední, třetí kapitola bude aplikovat nejlépe hodnocené teorie na budoucí vývoj regionu 

východní a jihovýchodní Asie. Vybrané teorie, které dosud nejpřesněji predikovaly dění 

v regionu, využiji k predikci dalšího směřování oblasti pro dobu příštích pěti let. Poslední 

částí mé práce bude závěr, ve kterém shrnu všechna nabytá zjištění a závěry, ke kterým 

jsem v bakalářské práci dospěla. 
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 1 

Introduction 
 

The region of East and Southeast Asia has been under scrutiny for many years by 

policymakers as well as scholars developing theories which predict further development 

in the region. The region increasingly attracts the attention of the rest of the world due to 

the rising significance of the People’s Republic of China (the PRC) and frequent incidents 

caused by territorial disputes. 

Well-regarded scholars have proclaimed East and Southeast Asia to be the region 

most prone to an outbreak of the next full-scale global conflict (Mearsheimer 2005). 

However, the opinions regarding the future of this region vary greatly. There are conflict-

predicting theories (e.g. John Mearsheimer’s offensive realist theory) as well as optimistic 

ones (Charles Glaser’s defensive realist theory and G. John Ikenberry’s liberal theory).  

In order to get a clearer view of what the future might bring, one must explore these 

theories. The aim of my bachelor thesis will thus be to assess these significant theories of 

international relations concerned with this region and determine which have predicted the 

development most successfully. Evaluation of the theories will be based on a comparison 

of the theory predictions with the actual development of the region in the past three 

decades (1989-2016). After finding the strongest theory, I will attempt to apply this theory 

to make a brief short-term prediction for this region. 

My research question is: Which theory of international relations has best predicted 

the development of the region of East and Southeast Asia in the past three decades? 

Another, secondary research question will follow, which will be answered in the later part 

of the thesis: What does the strongest theory predict for the region of East and Southeast 

Asia in the near future? This question will be answered only briefly as the author of the 

strongest theory himself has published articles on this topic. 

The regions of East and Southeast Asia will be examined jointly due to their 

interconnectedness in aspects such as territorial disputes, strong economic relations and 

the geopolitical balance formed by ASEAN in opposition to the rising China. While 

examining the overall region, most of my research and assessed theories will for evident 

reasons revolve around the PRC as an emerging regional superpower whose actions have 

a big impact on the entire region. 
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This thesis will be a qualitative case study and a theory-testing work1 followed by a 

brief prediction based on the most successful theory. The first chapter will assess and 

compare the key theories for this research. The methodology of the research will be 

discussed in the second chapter. The third chapter will compare the actual development 

of the region with what each of the given theories predicted. It will thus be determined 

which of the theories is the strongest, which partially correspond to recent development 

and which lack this ability completely. The fourth chapter will be predictive: the most 

successful theory will be used as a guideline for a brief prediction of how the region will 

develop in the next five years. The final chapter of the thesis will summarize my work’s 

findings and conclusions. 

While all three theories are widely recognized, there has been surprisingly little 

comparative assessment of their relevance in the context of the rise of the PRC. To my 

knowledge, no comprehensive comparative analysis exclusively targeting the three 

theories has been conducted. The only discovered work discussing PRC’s rise in the 

context of a variety of international relations theories (including the three theories to some 

extent) is a dissertation thesis by Alexander Whyte (2012). Whyte does not employ data 

recording trends in Chinese behavior but instead discusses a variety of current (mostly 

liberal-oriented) issues. I intend to focus my research on the three theories and observe 

trends in Chinese behavior supported by quantifiable data. 

The thesis differs from my initial project in several minor aspects. Rather than 

observing overall phenomena in the region, the selected dependent variables will focus 

on PRC’s behavior in the years 1989-2016. China’s actions are currently the key factor 

in East and Southeast Asian affairs. The outcomes will thus be relevant for the entire 

region. Furthermore, some sources listed in the thesis project do not appear in the final 

version of this thesis. This change was made because during the research, more suitable 

sources and theories were found and utilized. 

The sources used in this thesis can be divided into two groups. The first chapter 

discussing the nature of the examined theories exclusively uses sources published by the 

authors of the theories. They are all books and articles written by these scholars and thus 

are the most relevant and reliable sources available. The second group comprises of three 

databases, each used to provide data for one of the variables. The nature and quality of 

these sources are discussed in the methodology chapter. 

                                                 
1 For Theory Types see (Van Evera 1996). 



 3 

1. Theories of international relations 
 

I will first introduce three theories of international relations which have been used in 

the past to describe the dynamics of East and South East Asian international affairs and 

to predict further development in the region. It is not possible to explore all relevant 

theories; therefore, I have selected three representing the main perspectives on what 

shapes East Asian international relations and how the actors in this region behave. The 

theories are all similar in nature as all three have established causal relationships which 

are further examined in this thesis and expect a state to act rationally. The scenarios and 

outcomes of these theories are clearly distinguishable from each other and thus present a 

suitable trio for the research. 

The first theory will be the offensive realist theory by John Mearsheimer which 

regards states as entities whose main goal is mere survival for which states strive by all 

available means (Mearsheimer 2001, 30). The second, considerably more optimistic 

theory is Charles Glasser’s defensive realist theory, which is also based on the concept of 

an anarchic system (Glaser 2010). According to this theory, the state’s behavior is much 

more nuanced and depends on a set of variables. The last is John Ikenberry’s liberal theory 

which states that the decisive factor between war and peace (or cooperation and 

competition) is the existence of an international order which organizes the relationships 

between states (Ikenberry 2014). 

 

1.1 The Offensive Realist Theory 
 

The first theory of international relations is the offensive realist theory represented 

by a world-renown scholar John Mearsheimer and his 2001 book “The Tragedy of Great 

Power Politics” (Mearsheimer 2001). This theory is built on five assumptions. The first 

one is a basic realist concept:  states operate in an anarchic world comprising of 

independent states. This anarchic system lacks higher international authority with power 

to enforce agreements or prevent a state from the use of force or violating international 

treaties. Second, in Mearsheimer’s vision of an international system, each great power 

(and virtually every nation) maintains military power which can be used as an offensive 

force against enemies if necessary. Therefore, states are potentially dangerous to each 

other. Third, no state can feel confident regarding the intentions of others or fully 

comprehend them. True intentions and the motivations of any state are concealed from 
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others and thus any knowledge of such matters is dubious. 2  The fourth assumption 

establishes survival as the primary goal of every nation. Means of survival is mainly 

understood as territorial integrity and autonomy of domestic political order. Finally, the 

fifth assumption is that states are rational actors.3 They assess their environment and 

strategize in order to survive. They make decisions based on both the immediate and long-

term consequences (Mearsheimer 2001, 30-31). It is also necessary to point out that 

realism characterizes world system as based on security competition and war 

(Mearsheimer 2001, 30). It is thus understood that countries fear each other and 

suspiciously expect danger from potential enemies (Mearsheimer 2001, 32). 

In his theory, John Mearsheimer expects that a state will act in its own best interest, 

continuously striving to maintain its security. To achieve this, it is essential to continually 

gain power until the state becomes the strongest in its own region - in other words, a 

regional hegemon. Once the goal of becoming a regional hegemon is achieved, it is in the 

hegemon’s best interest to keep other nations from gaining enough strength to contest the 

already established hegemon. At the same time, the hegemon’s objective is to maintain 

and expand their sphere of influence in the region because the imminent threat comes 

from inside its own region, from its neighbors (Mearsheimer 2001, 114). In conclusion, 

the only way for a country to secure its survival is to become and remain the strongest 

international actor in its geopolitical sphere of interest. Mearsheimer points out that the 

stronger the great power is in comparison to its potential rivals, the less likely it is that 

the rivals will dare to attack it (Mearsheimer 2001, 33). 

Becoming a global hegemon is nearly impossible given the difficulty of projecting 

power across the world. As Mearsheimer points out, large bodies of water present an 

obstacle when projecting offensive power (Mearsheimer 2001, 114). The most favorable 

outcome a great power can wish for is regional hegemony with additional control of 

another approachable region located nearby (Mearsheimer 2001, 41). 

There is one crucial variable determining the international relations in a region: 

power. That is understood as economic strength potentially translated into military power. 

The only other variable relevant to Mearsheimer is geography (Mearsheimer 2001, 269). 

 

 

                                                 
2 For broader argument, see (Rosato 2015). 
3 However, it is necessary to acknowledge that states can never reach a perfect rationality because they do 
not possess complete or entirely accurate information or may interpret the information in a wrong way. 
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A nation’s survival strategy can be summarized as: 

Preventing other states in the region from becoming a regional hegemon -> becoming a 

regional hegemon -> eliminating influence from other states or regional hegemons 

outside their region -> preventing nations in other regions from becoming regional 

hegemons (Mearsheimer 2001, 33-35). 

When a nation in the international system begins to rise, it is in fact contesting the 

current regional system which can lead to an unspecified form of conflict, including 

traditional warfare.4 Mearsheimer explicitly says that multipolar regions containing a 

potential regional hegemon are especially prone to war (Mearsheimer 2001, xiii). 

The general scheme of John Mearsheimer’s theory thus looks like this:  

The emergence of a new (potential) hegemon -> increased competition (shift in the 

Balance of Power) -> high likelihood of a conflict (Mearsheimer 2001, xiii) 

 

Theory predictions 

The future of the Asia-Pacific region strongly depends on the further growth or 

decline of a rising China as a potential emerging hegemon. The development of China’s 

power in the next few decades is thus a key determinant for the region’s future. 

Mearsheimer stresses that “a wealthy China would not be a status quo power, but an 

aggressive state determined to achieve hegemony” (Mearsheimer 2001, 402). 

The second determinant is the presence of the United States in the region and their 

willingness to engage in a conflict over it. As a global superpower, the U.S. currently 

possesses sufficient military power to lead and possibly also win a war with China, if the 

situation called for such measures. Mearsheimer explicitly states that „states that achieve 

regional hegemony seek to prevent great powers in other regions from duplicating their 

feat” (Mearsheimer 2001, 41). They do so out of fear that the aspiring regional hegemon 

will be an exceptionally powerful enemy if it manages to dominate its region 

(Mearsheimer 2001, 41). It is thus probable that the U.S. will want to prevent China from 

becoming a regional hegemon if such scenario becomes plausible. 

However, we also need to take into account the possibility that the United States 

decides not to intervene and instead reduce their involvement in the Asia-Pacific affairs. 

In such case, the region of Asia-Pacific may look very different in the long-term future. 

                                                 
4 Mearsheimer uses the term conflict without specifying its meaning. Therefore, it is often unclear whether 
the theory predicts a mild form of conflict (e.g. economic competition) or an extreme one such as full-scale 
warfare. 
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According to Mearsheimer, multipolar systems with an emerging superpower are most 

prone to an outbreak of a full-scale conflict (Mearsheimer 2001, xiii). 

 

Figure 1: Scenarios According to John Mearsheimer's Offensive Realism 

Source: Compiled by the author, based on John Mearsheimer’s offense-realist theory 
(Mearsheimer 2001). 
 

Figure 1 offers four scenarios depending on the development of China’s power and 

the United States’ interest to project its powers in the Asia-Pacific region. If the economic 

growth of the PRC continues at a similar pace as in the past decade, there will be two 

possible scenarios for the region, both involving China as an emerging regional hegemon. 

The first two cases involving the rise of China, therefore increase chances of an outbreak 

of war. The realization of one of the scenarios relies on the decision of the United States 

whether to prevent China from becoming the regional hegemon. 

If China’s rise proves to be a long-term trend that continues for years to come while 

the United States act as Mearsheimer’s neorealism predicts and the U.S. attempts to 

prevent China from becoming a hegemon, a very likely outcome is economic competition 

(followed by military), economic sanctions, and arms race with a risk of a full-scale 

conflict (Mearsheimer 2001, xiii). 

                                                 
5 This scenario holds only if Japan does not become the sole regional hegemon, because otherwise, Japan 
would only switch roles with China and become an aggressive aspiring regional hegemon. If Japan becomes 
one of several regional powers, it will help maintain the current system (Mearsheimer 2001, 399). 

 U.S. presence in the region/interest in projection of power 

YES NO 
Rising power of the 
PRC -> emergence 
of a potential 
hegemon 

The region prone to war, 
severe competition between 
USA and China (in United 
States’ interest to prevent that 
from happening) 

China’s continuing aggression 
China’s rise without 
containment 
Eventually achieving regional 
dominance 

Stagnation or 
decline of China’s 
power 

China stays one of the 
region’s other great powers 
(along with Japan and Russia) 
Regional multipolarity, the 
U.S. stays -> stability 

If Japan becomes equally 
strong or stronger than China 
-> U.S. could then bring its 
troops home 
Japan maintaining regional 
multipolarity (together with 
Russia, China) -> system 
unchanged (possibly less 
stable5 - absence of U.S.) 
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If China’s power continues to grow and the United States decide to no longer engage 

in the issues of the Asia-Pacific region, the rise of China and the expansion of its sphere 

of influence will be inevitable because there will be no one to prevent the process. Japan, 

Russia, and other nations in the region combined are unlikely to contain China. East Asia 

would then become an unbalanced multipolar system with China as an aggressive 

emerging superpower (Mearsheimer 2001, 400). 

If China’s rise slows down or reverses completely, it will still most likely remain one 

of several regional great powers (along with Japan and Russia), forming a relatively stable 

system of multipolarity. The United States will then be able to peacefully maintain its 

influence on many issues in countries within the region. With the USA’s deterrence 

capabilities, the risk of conflict will be at a minimum. The United States will remain the 

only regional hegemon, while China will have no other choice but to abandon their 

expansionist and often aggressive behavior (Mearsheimer 2001, 399). 

If China’s power and influence begin to decline while the United States lose interest 

in projecting power in the region, Mearsheimer believes that another country will fill in 

as the protector of the region. That country would most likely be Japan. However, 

Mearsheimer fears that since Japan is not as powerful as the USA, its deterrence 

capabilities would not be as effective. This could result in limited stability and some 

conflict potential. The regional multipolar system would as a result remain unchanged 

although lacking the firm stability it currently has on the United States’ watch 

(Mearsheimer 2001, 399). 

These predictions are reflected in Mearsheimer’s later articles concerned with the 

future development of East Asia. Mearsheimer predicts that the tensions in the region will 

only become more severe, possibly resulting in a full-scale conflict. As soon as the 

People’s Republic of China reaches a comparable level of economic and military power 

with the USA, Mearsheimer says that the PRC will seek to push the U.S. out and contest 

its power if necessary. (Mearsheimer 2010, 389). 

Mearsheimer believes that we are heading towards an inevitable clash of the two most 

significant countries in our contemporary world, the United States of America and 

People’s Republic of China. The future predicted by Mearsheimer has very significant 

consequences for both the United States who project their influence on the Asia-Pacific 
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region and also other countries in the region, most of which are in opposition to China 

(Mearsheimer 2006, 162).6  

 

1.2 The Defensive Realist Theory 
 

Charles Glaser’s defensive realist theory7 also stems from the realist (to be more 

precise, neorealist) tradition. First introduced in his article Realists as Optimists: 

Cooperation as Self-Help (Glaser 1994) and later further developed in his book Rational 

theory of International Relations (Glaser 2010), Glaser regards his theory as a logical 

extension of Waltz’s structural realism (Glaser 2010, 13). Glaser shares some of his views 

on the contemporary international system with Mearsheimer. His outcomes however are 

fundamentally different. 

In this strategic-choice theory, Glaser explains what motivates states to act in a 

cooperative or competitive manner. He concludes that a state’s behavior is rational based 

on various circumstances, which play the role of variables. These determinants are 

motivation, material abilities and information. (Glaser 2010, 3-5). 

Glaser's theory of international relations is based on four basic assumptions, somewhat 

similar to those of John Mearsheimer. First, states exist in an anarchic environment 

without any higher international authority. Unlike Mearsheimer, Glaser says that the 

anarchic environment does not consistently favor competitive policies. Competition is an 

adequate outcome only under certain circumstances (Glaser 2010, 7). Second, Glaser 

assumes that states act rationally, meaning that states are capable of considering various 

options and choosing the best strategy to reach their goals. The theory also assumes that 

states are unitary actors that consider their adversaries to also be unitary actors (Glaser 

2010, 28). 

Glaser focuses in his research on the behavior of security seekers, which varies more 

than the behavior of greedy states. However, his theory explains the latter as well. His 

theory is normative rather than descriptive, works with “ideal” values of perfectly rational 

states and how they should behave, not the real-world nuanced and imperfect behavior 

                                                 
6 To Mearsheimer, Taiwan would likely be the first flashpoint of an emerging conflict. He discusses 
Taiwan’s fate multiple times, suggesting that Taiwan is too valuable for China to allow its independence 
(see Mearsheimer 2014). 
7 A vast majority of sources consider Glaser to be a defense realist. However, Glaser distances his theory 
from defensive realism. In Rational theory of international politics (2010, 14), Glasser stresses that while 
defensive realism assumes all states to be security seekers, Glaser distinguishes between security seekers 
and greedy states. 
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they often demonstrate (Mearsheimer 2011, 424-425). Even though Glaser himself is 

pessimistic about the ability of states to act rationally in the absolute sense, his theory 

nevertheless speaks about actions of rational states (Glaser 2010, 29). 

Security dilemma forms an essential part of Glaser’s theory. He describes it as 

“existing when a state’s efforts to increase its security would have the unintended effect 

of reducing its adversary’s security” (Glaser 2010, 56). It is thus often impossible for a 

state to increase its adversary’s security without also increasing its own vulnerability 

(Glaser 2010, 56). The security dilemma, however, does not depend only on the offense-

defense variables8 but also state’s power and the information about motives of a state’s 

adversary (Glaser 2010, 53). Security dilemma plays a role in assessing a state’s situation 

only when adversary’s motives are uncertain (Glaser 2010, 81). 

Glaser does not pick one variable that would play the role of the sole determinative 

factor in the theory. On the contrary, he proposes that there are three variables that all 

deserve attention: motives of a state, material and information variables. In Glaser’s 

theory, all three variables combined have a significant impact on state’s security policy 

choices (Glaser, 2010, 4).  

Motives are the only inner-state variable. Within the spectrum of international players, 

it distinguishes between security seeking states and ambitious, greedy states. States 

motivated by security, which feel secure in their environment, are more inclined to 

cooperate. Only if they feel threatened (or in cases when the state’s action weakens the 

adversary), do security-seeking states try to amend the system. However, in cases of a 

greedy state, which values gaining territory over peace, the only means to achieve its 

goals is competition. Greedy states value security as well but act more aggressively to 

achieve more ambitious goals (Glaser 2010, 4). Glaser, however, emphasizes the 

spectrum of states behavior from security seekers to greedy states, the two present an 

ideal prototype of a rational state (Glaser 2010, 16). 

The first variable characterizing the international environment is the material variable. 

It is represented by a state’s power and its ability to acquire military capabilities. However, 

each state does not take into consideration only its own power and abilities, but also the 

power and capabilities its adversary is able to obtain. A more powerful state may have a 

                                                 
8 Offence-defense balance is the relative difficulty of converting resources into offensive and defensive 
mission capabilities. The greater the defensive advantages, the less intense the security dilemma (thus 
making war less likely) and vice versa. Nevertheless, the offense-defense balance is difficult to determine 
as some means can support both offensive and defensive missions. (Glaser 2010, 73-75 and Lieber 2011, 
454). 
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stronger tendency to competition because it also has better chances of acquiring territory 

or winning a war. In addition to overall state’s power, the offense-defense balance also 

affects the strategy a state may choose (Glaser 2010, 43). If a territory is easy to defend 

but requires much more power to attack it, the balance between equally powerful states 

favors cooperation and peace. In such a case, even a much weaker state can defend its 

territory. However, if the situation is opposite, the prospects of competition and conflict 

rise. A state’s strategy is also influenced by the nature of its military capabilities and vice 

versa. If a state has a strong military power and other defense-oriented means (and there 

is little value to attacking its adversary), it is not likely to pursue competition despite its 

strong military power in total (Glaser 2010, 5). 

 The last variable, which also comes from the international environment of a state, is 

the information variable. Information about others’ motivations has a significant impact 

on what a state expects from its adversary, which in turn reflects on its own behavior 

towards that state. For example, if a state believes its adversary is a security seeker, it is 

less inclined to build strong defensive capabilities. Information about motives of others 

influences the balance between cooperation and competition: cooperation will only be 

conducted if it is believed that it will be reciprocated (Glaser 2010, 5). 

 

Theory predictions 

A country can either send benign signals to prove that it is a security seeking state or 

show its malign motives as a greedy state. It is impossible to decode a country’s intentions. 

We can only observe the signals it sends and make deductions. We cannot entirely discard 

the possibility of China acting as a security seeking state, as Glaser himself does not point 

out whether China is a greedy state or not. Since China’s motivation is unclear, it is 

necessary to present China as both security seeking and greedy and offer two scenarios. 

Nevertheless, there is one important point we can make to simplify the research. On 

the grounds of geography and the immense distance between the United States and 

China, 9  Glaser recognizes that the two countries both hold a significant defensive 

advantage. Therefore, regardless of the military capabilities they have, their defense will 

                                                 
9 With regards to the offense-defense variable in East Asia, the decisive factor is the stopping power of 
water (Mearsheimer 2001, 114). If a water path is in the way of the projected military power, the necessity 
to cross the body of water and the technological and military implications become the key determinant. 



 11 

always have a significant advantage, thus mitigating the security dilemma (Glaser 2011, 

83).10  

Based on Glaser’s description of his theory, Figure 2 shows all possible outcomes 

depending on the type of the state, material, and information variables. First, let’s consider 

China to be a security seeker. If low on resources and with defensive advantages, China 

should have no incentives to pursue competition. If in a cooperative environment, the 

theory clearly points to cooperation. A competitive environment should further motivate 

China to send benign signals and pursue cooperation, as China would not have the means 

to gain anything by aggression.  

If China’s power continues to grow, the implications are similar. If China believes it 

is surrounded by cooperative states, it should maintain cooperation (Glaser 2010, 85-86). 

However, if there are large security gains at stake, it may pursue competitive strategies. 

But, with a defensive advantage, China should have a very low security dilemma, thus 

having little incentives to take risks. If China finds itself in a competitive environment, 

the PRC’s decision will depend on the particular situation and possible security 

implications (Glaser 2010, 55). With a defensive advantage, cooperation is still more 

likely. In conclusion, if China truly is a security seeker, scenarios indicate a high 

likelihood of maintaining peace. However, as China’s motives are unknown, we need to 

take into consideration another set of scenarios.  

In past years, the international community has observed China’s attempts to expand its 

territory by building artificial islands (e.g. the Mischief Reef) in the South China Sea as 

well as raising claims over parts of the East China sea (e.g. the Senkaku Islands). Such 

actions can be interpreted as malign signals, setting in motion a negative spiral within the 

whole region, causing an increase in competition (Glaser 2010, 68-69). This behavior 

indicates that China may be a greedy state. Such a possibility has significant 

consequences, especially if its power continues to rise. It is therefore imperative that we 

investigate this possibility as well.  

As a greedy state, if China continues to rise and becomes sufficiently powerful to 

compete against the strongest international players, it will not matter whether surrounding 

states follow competitive or cooperative strategies. The powerful greedy state always acts 

                                                 
10 The notion that large bodies of water present a significant obstacle when projecting offensive military 
powers resulting in a defense advantage is voiced by many renown scholars, for instance John Mearsheimer 
(2001, 114), Robert Jervis (1978, 194-195) and Biddle, Oelrich (2016,47). 
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aggressively, regardless of its environment. China then can be expected to make attempts 

to shift the status quo in its favor, whenever possible (Glaser 2010, 4). 

If China’s power declines, its behavior and choice of actions will likely depend on its 

environment. If surrounding states show their intentions to cooperate, China may come 

to the conclusion that cooperation is the best option for both its security and prosperity, 

especially if adversary’s reaction pose a serious threat to China. In that case, both sides 

may choose the cooperative approach which would result in an arms control agreement 

and stable system (Glaser 2010, 89). Since greedy states value power and expansion over 

security, however, it may still decide to compete despite its high cost and the low chances 

of achieving strategic advantage. According to Glaser, greedy states always expect that 

its adversaries will eventually engage in a conflict and compete regardless of the 

circumstances, they are thus not very concerned about provoking them (Glaser 2010, 89). 

If China senses that one of its neighbors or a strong global player has competitive and 

aggressive motives toward China, the theory also offers several possible scenarios. Facing 

a competitive environment, China may decide to limit itself to defense capabilities, send 

costly positive signals and hope for a positive spiral to be set in motion, especially if its 

offensive capabilities were extremely weak and competition infeasible (Glaser 2010, 90). 

Alternatively, if the stakes are extremely high for China, it may decide to use a higher 

percentage of its resources to build up its limited offensive powers to compete against 

adversaries, even when prevailing is nearly unachievable. Such behavior would be the 

result of putting greater value on power instead of security (Glaser 2010, 80). 

According to Glaser, China is only a distant threat. He does not consider an outbreak 

of war as likely, the only competition in the near future should be the continuing economic 

competition. (Glaser 2010, 1). Glaser acknowledges that there is a moderate security 

dilemma in East Asia due to mid-level military missions such as protection of sea lanes, 

the issue of Taiwan and disputes over island territories (Glaser 2010, 218-219), which is 

however mitigated by the defense advantages of both countries (Glaser 2011,83). Glaser 

believes that the defense advantage and high levels of security will provide incentives for 

restraint and cooperation (Glaser 2011, 83). The United States and China should manage 

to protect their vital interests without threatening each other. Additionally, in the near 

future the increase of China’s power will not be sufficient to overcome the United States’ 

massive military capabilities and defensive advantages. 11  The existence of regional 

                                                 
11 The two main defensive advantages of the US are nuclear forces and the vastness of the Pacific Ocean 
which makes any attack virtually impossible (Glaser 2011, 83). 
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alliances and the involvement of the U.S. further strengthen the deterrence for a potential 

Chinese attack (Glaser 2011, 85). 

China’s rise poses certain risks.12 If, however, the United States does not exaggerate 

the extent of the security threat posed by China and does not react disproportionately, a 

peaceful relationship between the two nations can prevail (Lee, Paal and Glaser 2011).13 

 

1.3 The Liberal Theory 
 

The last presented theory is the liberal theory by G. John Ikenberry, introduced in 

his book “Liberal Order and Imperial Ambition: Essays on American Power and World 

Politics” (Ikenberry 2007) and further developed in his book “Power, Order and Change 

in World Politics” (Ikenberry 2014). The theory considers our current international 

system to be a liberal international order. To Ikenberry, the current world system is not 

formed by states operating in anarchy; it is a political order with rules, relations, authority, 

and common understandings (Ikenberry 2014, 85). 

Ikenberry aims to explain how international orders come to exist, what they 

essentially are, what determines their durability and whether the current U.S.-led liberal 

order will be replaced by another in the near future (Ikenberry 2014). 

In Ikenberry’s worldview, an international order comprises of settled arrangements 

that define and guide relations between states. These arrangements can be based on 

balance, consent, command, or a mixture of all three. Disorder is replaced by order once 

the arrangements and rules are established. The organizational principles define roles of 

states and the terms of their interactions. If given rules and arrangements are no longer 

respected, the established order breaks down and disorder returns. War, a failure of the 

old order, thus completes the cycle of order existence (Ikenberry 2014, 85). 

Ikenberry’s cycle of order existence unveils a chain of events that can be translated 

into a theory with two phases: 

Establishment of a new order -> relations between states well organized by a set of 

rules -> peace and cooperation 

The organizational principles of the order disrespected -> the order breaks down 

-> disorder returns -> war 

                                                 
12 To mitigate the risks, Glaser proposes that the U.S. scales back its security commitment to Taiwan for 
the sake of peaceful relations with China. For further information, see (Glaser 2015). 
13 Further explained in: (Lee, Paal and Glaser 2011). 
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This assessment of international orders brings Ikenberry to four observations. First, 

international orders are not always created by a leading state for security purposes; they 

can also be a result of gradual arrangements and adjustments in form of balancing, 

engagement, or interaction (Ikenberry 2014, 88). Additionally, extremely powerful states 

at times possess the opportunity to shape the international order. The struggle of creating 

and maintaining rules and institutions of order is essentially a struggle to achieve a stable 

peace, a way of providing security for themselves (Ikenberry 2011a, 11). Second, given 

the various characteristics of orders in the history, it is possible to evaluate and compare 

them. It is then possible to observe what made certain orders more durable than others. 

Third, the variations in the orders also reject the basic rise and fall model of world politics. 

Finally, Ikenberry places our current postwar U.S.-led order into the consent-based 

category (Ikenberry 2014, 88-90).14 

Ikenberry distinguishes between many types of orders. There are orders established 

based on a balance of power (with a purpose of neutralizing threats from other states), 

consent or command.15  Orders can also be distinguished by geographical scope (regional, 

global), function (security, economic, political), institutionalization (with or without 

formal rules), organization (hierarchical or horizontal) and distribution of power 

(Ikenberry 2014, 86-88). 

The current U.S.-led order is a global, liberal, open and rule-based system 

(Ikenberry 2018, 17). However, with regards to East Asia, the order is organized around 

a “security system of client states” (Ikenberry 2011a, 27). It can thus be understood as a 

consent-based system with balance-based order features. The order was established with 

the end of World War II. However, with the collapse of the Soviet Union, the order 

expanded to the non-Western regions, including East Asia (Ikenberry 2011a, 8). 

According to Ikenberry, the duration of the current U.S.-led liberal international 

order depends on three variables: configuration of power, legitimacy to the rule and 

institutions, and the ability of a leading state to provide functional returns to participating 

states. The first factor, the configuration of power stands for the leading state or a group 

of states that created and consequently lead and help sustain the international order. 

                                                 
14 This classification is not entirely accurate with regards to regions such as Latin America or Asia, where 
the U.S. has often acted less liberal than in Western democracies. (Ikenberry 2014, 26-27). 
15 The durability of the order depends on its type: a balance-based order depends on the changes in 
distribution of power and command-based order relies on the power of the leading power to enforce the 
order, a consent-based order lasts as long as the participating states comply with the established agreements 
(Ikenberry 2014, 97). 
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Whether the leading state or states have sufficient material capabilities to maintain the 

order determines whether the order endures. However, maintaining the order requires 

considerably less power that establishing it. This is due to the fact that after the creation 

of the order, participants all invest in the order and thus have a common interest and 

responsibility to maintain it (Ikenberry 2014, 98). The second factor, legitimacy to the 

rule and institutions means that the participating states should approve of the norms and 

institutions that comprise the order. Legitimacy is on a high level if the order stands for 

generally accepted principles and states are able to actively participate in it. If legitimacy 

is low, states lose interest in maintaining the order (as they are, together with the leading 

state, stake holders of the order) and the order becomes unsustainable (Ikenberry, 2014, 

99). And finally, the states leading the international order need to provide functional 

benefits and services and engage in solving problems involving the participating states. 

Neither of the factors above is meant to be regarded as absolute, however, their existence 

or complete absence does have a significant impact on the survival of the established 

order (Ikenberry 2014, 84). 

 

Theory predictions 

As Ikenberry points out, the key to maintaining peace is the continuity of the current 

liberal order. As the theory works with three variables, we also need to take all three into 

account when assessing the state of the current U.S.-led system (seen in the Figure 3). 

First, when assessing the configuration of power, we need to ask whether the U.S. has 

sufficient power and means to maintain the system. Next, it is necessary to investigate the 

legitimacy of the order, whether all involved states approve of the order. Finally, we must 

answer a question regarding the functional benefit of this order whether states profit from 

this order? Ikenberry explains that the three features do not have to exist on an absolute 

scale, but they must exist in relative measures to alternative orders. Some features may 

be stronger, some weaker. Nevertheless, the existence or absence of these variables will 

translate into a rise or fall of an order (Ikenberry 2014, 84). The point is that each of the 

factors is essential for the sustainability of the order. 
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Figure 3: Order Sustainability According to G. John Ikenberry's Liberal Theory 

Variable Current order Alternative order 
Configuration of power A strong leading power N/A 
Legitimacy Order presenting generally 

accepted values, states’ 
participation 

N/A 

Functional Benefits System enhancing states’ 
capabilities, benefits 
spread among all states 

N/A 

Continuity of the order 
 

If all values are stronger 
within the current order, 
the order is in sustainable 

If any of the values above 
are relatively weak to, the 
continuity of the order is 
threatened, the order 
enters a crisis 

Source: Compiled by the author, based on John Ikenberry’s liberal theory (Ikenberry 2014). 

 

If each feature is present, the system is stable and durable, and we can expect a 

continuation of peace. However, if any of the three questions indicates a negative or a 

strikingly low value, the sustainability or the order is uncertain. The fall of the order can 

be caused either by the low values in the Figure 3 above, or a direct breach of the order 

arrangements (for instance an initiation of an unauthorized military action or an 

annexation of a foreign territory) by one of the key players. Ikenberry adds that nuclear 

weapons have made a large-scale conflict highly irrational, thus the fall of the order might 

not be clearly defined by a conflict, as in the past. A new order may also be signified by 

a decision made by smaller actors in the order to be associated with and begin investing 

in the rising hegemon (Ikenberry 2014, 99). 

Since the most relevant actors in contemporary East Asia are China and the United 

States, we will now return to the cycle of order existence with regards to the two countries. 

Aside from the Figure 3 features, the only way in which the current liberal order could be 

destabilized is if China decides to delegitimize the order by violating its rules. 

Considering the United States are the leader of the current order, it seems improbable that 

they would be the ones violating established rules thus bringing the order to a collapse.16 

That leaves PRC as the potential instigator of the fall of this order (seen in Figure 4). 

 

 

 

                                                 
16 While the Trump administration is often labeled as irrational and erratic, it can be expected that the 
United States will continue acting in its best interest, preserving the current liberal order. 
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Figure 4: Consequences of Chinese Behavior 

China’s behavior Scenario Consequence 
Compliance with the rules of 
the order 

Maintaining liberal order Peace and status quo 

Violation of established rules Dissolution or transformation 
of the liberal order 

War (?) and 
emergence of a 
transformed or new 
order  

Source: Compiled by the author, based on John Ikenberry’s liberal theory (Ikenberry 2014). 

 

Ikenberry’s predictions 

In addition to his theory, Ikenberry also offers some opinions on the future 

development of the order. In 2011, John Ikenberry suggested that the American-lead 

liberal order may be more durable than had been previously thought. He acknowledged 

that there is a crisis of governance and authority within our current system caused by the 

United States’ changing position and shifting power inside this order (Ikenberry 2011a, 

6). After evaluating the three factors determining the state of an order, Ikenberry 

concluded that our current international order has a substantial level of legitimacy and a 

satisfying level of functionality (Ikenberry 2014, 85). 

According to Ikenberry, the American-led liberal order will not cease to exist 

(Ikenberry 2011b). Compared to previous orders, the current order is wider and deeper 

with a looser connection to the United States as a leading state, it is thus likely that our 

liberal order will go on, although possibly transformed. If China eventually becomes more 

powerful than the United States, it is likely that it would become powerful in this order. 

After all, both the U.S. and China are relevant members of the current order, engaged in 

global multilateral organizations such as the UN, WTO, G-20 and many more. Both 

countries are even permanent members of the United Nations Security Council (Ikenberry 

2011b).17 Therefore, unless the order is otherwise disrupted, there should be no incentives 

for a collapse. As Ikenberry pointed out, “China and other emerging great powers do not 

want to contest the basic rules and principles of the liberal international order; they wish 

to gain more authority and leadership within it” (Ikenberry 2011b, 58).18 This way, China 

                                                 
17 It is necessary to make a distinction between a) organizations in which China influences the rules and 
decisions of that organization and b) organizations where China is a mere member, required to comply with 
established rules. While the first is a tool to pursue personal gains and exploit the order, the latter manifests 
whether China is a compliant state respecting the liberal order, thus accepting the legitimacy of the order. 
18 An interesting question arises: Would China exchange the international position of a leader for its 
territorial goals? An outstanding case to be observed is Taiwan and disputed areas in the East and South 
China Seas. If China becomes one of the leaders of the global order, it will be tempted to breach the fixed 
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can profit from the established order. Additionally, if China wanted to put an end to this 

order, it would first have to offer a new and different vision of international order which 

would be legitimate, functional, and more attractive than the current one. According to 

Ikenberry, this is not likely to happen (Ikenberry 2014, 105-106). 

 

A Critique of Ikenberry’s liberal theory 

It should be noted that Ikenberry’s theory is relatively vague and difficult to verify in 

comparison with the two realist theories. When distinguishing between orders based on 

consent, command and balance, Ikenberry does not specify which of the orders should be 

more durable, even though that is the objective of the theory. Moreover, apart from the 

general characteristics as a liberal, open and rule-based order, Ikenberry is not clear on 

what the specific parameters of the current order are.  

In his works, Ikenberry discusses the rise and fall of orders, but he mostly focuses on 

their features and durability. The unsustainability of orders can result in either 

transformation or complete dissolution of the order resulting in disorder (most likely 

meaning competition and war). It is not specified in which case each scenario is more 

likely, or what the outcome depends upon. Additionally, when comparing the values to 

an alternative order, it is completely unknown what characteristics and features this new 

order may have because this order does not yet exist. It is therefore impossible to compare 

it with the current order and reach any kind of conclusion.  

For all the above reasons, the theory itself doesn’t leave enough clues to construct 

clear scenarios. Therefore, I have no choice but to resort to deductions and accept the 

possibility that my conclusion may stray from the original author’s intention or meaning.  

 

1.4 Comparison of assessed theories 
 

If Mearsheimer’s offensive realist theory is accurate and the PRC’s power continues 

to grow, we will see a very assertive China which does not hesitate to use hard power to 

achieve its goals. We can expect a distinct increase or long-term high values in military 

spending focusing on military capabilities with international reach, notably air force and 

navy. Such a China will also not hesitate to use aggression and seek territorial expansion. 

As a result, the entire region concerned with Chinese behavior would likely increase its 

                                                 
borders in its region. Refraining from such an action would mean that for China, the legitimacy of the order 
withstands small setbacks in profitability. 
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military spending. The entire region could then be characterized by both high military 

capabilities and a high security dilemma. The U.S. presence will contribute to the rise of 

competition in the region as China will seek to push the U.S. out of the region. Similar 

assertive behavior may also be manifested in international organizations. If China 

becomes a regional hegemon, it can also be expected to confront countries in and outside 

of its region with the goal of preventing them from becoming regional hegemons. 

The findings may also show China as a security-focused country, as Glaser’s 

defensive realist theory predicts. Since the Sino-American offense-defense balance favors 

defense, China should feel relatively safe. As a security seeker, it should not cause any 

disruptions in terms of international relations and geopolitics. Unless the United States 

send strong competitive signals, its presence in East Asia should not affect China’s 

behavior. Only if considered an essential asset for its security, China may decide to target 

Taiwan. To this day, this has not happened and is thus irrelevant for this research. China 

may manifest steady relative military spending, but not directed at expanding its offensive 

capabilities. For instance, the PRC may invest in coastal defense technology and inner 

state law enforcement units, but not in a blue-water navy or disembarkation capabilities, 

indicating offensive intentions. As for internationally fixed borders, the issue depends on 

whether China considers the disputed territories a question of security. In the international 

structures, China should act moderately - unless the security of PRC is at stake. 

Ikenberry’s theory, however, stems from a very different premise. When assessing 

the current geopolitical reality, it focuses on the current order and institutions within. 

Since the current order has been deemed as durable, the subject of evaluation will be 

China’s behavior inside the order. If Ikenberry’s liberal theory is right, China will behave 

as a compliant and peaceful member of the international community because it also profits 

from the current order. Therefore, it can be deduced that it should have no incentives to 

violate the established order. Such a China would certainly not increase its relative 

military spending as it should have no aggressive intentions. The only acceptable category 

with high military and security spending would be intrastate-focused forces such as police 

and army with the purpose to enforce compliance inside China (notably in the provinces 

of Tibet and Xinjiang). Similarly, it would not conduct any international military action 

without consulting the international order and would comply with decisions made by 

international institutions. It would by no means resort to blocking international action or 

disrespect international arbitration. If the liberal theory is correct, we will observe 

decreasing security competition in East Asia and a cooperative China. 
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2. Methodology 
 

This work will be a qualitative case study divided into four time periods, based on 

important milestones of Chinese integration into the current global U.S.-led order. As 

neither Mearsheimer nor Glaser offers any kind of a timeline in their theories or 

predictions, Ikenberry’s U.S.-led order theory will be used as the basis for the research 

timeline. Based on Ikenberry’s theory (Ikenberry 2011a, 8), the research will begin with 

the decade before China entered the U.S.-led order (the 1980’s), and then thoroughly 

examine the decade after China joined the order (1990’s) and the later development in the 

new millennium.  

As determined by Ikenberry, China has joined the current order with the collapse of 

the Soviet Union in 1991. This process was gradual, as China began entering international 

organizations years later. For instance, China was a founding member of G20 in 1999 and 

became a member of the WTO in 2001 (Ikenberry 2011b). This period also coincidentally 

saw a dramatic rise of China’s and USA’s economic power, which reflected the state of 

global prosperity in the years before 2008. With the 2008 economic crisis, the shift in the 

balance between the United States and China became more evident; China was 

indisputably catching up on the United States. While the U.S. and the Western economies 

were severely affected, China continued to rise due to its economic independence. 

Therefore, the time periods will be classified as: „before entering the order” (until 1991), 

„gradual integration” (1992-2000), „becoming a member of international organizations” 

(2001-2008) and „after the economic crisis” (2008-present). 

 

Independent variables 

At the beginning of each section the independent variables established by the three 

theories will be briefly assessed to provide a starting point for the research. Mearsheimer 

stresses the importance of state’s power when exploring states’ behavior. A generally 

accepted measure of states’ power, gross domestic product (GDP) in real value, will thus 

be assessed for each period. Real GDP, an inflation-adjusted value of the GDP, better 

represent the actual development of a country’s economic strength and are not susceptible 

to government’s economic measures and policies. China’s GDP values will be assessed 

on their own and in contrast with the GDP of China’s counterpart, the United States. The 

percentage of Chinese GDP with respect to the U.S. values will also be provided. The 

official International Monetary Fund database (IMF, 2018) will be the key source for 



 22 

assessing the power variable. The IMF database can be considered a reliable and unbiased 

source of data as it is based at one of the largest multilateral economic organizations, 

cooperating with a majority of countries in the world, promoting global economic 

development and stability.  

Glaser’s theory operates with three variables: motive, material, and information. As 

to the motive variable, a simplification will be made. Some may consider that 

Mearsheimer’s vision of Chinese behavior strikingly resembles Glaser’s greedy state 

behavior. Both exhibit high levels of assertive behavior leading to identical results. 

Therefore, from this point on, we will continue under the assumption that China is a 

security-seeking state. This avoids unnecessary repetition of the same outcomes for 

Glaser’s and Mearsheimer’s theory. The second, material variable is in fact identical to 

the power variable in Mearsheimer’s theory, so no additional evaluation will be needed. 

The GDP values established for the offensive realist theory will also be applied to this 

theory to assess the material variable.  Concerning the offense-defense balance, as already 

established in the first chapter, the research will assume that distance and an ocean present 

a defensive advantage for China. Finally, with regards to the information variable, we 

will briefly compare the Asia Pacific region in the past three decades to the state of East 

Asian international affairs in preceding eras. 

Ikenberry firmly states that the current order’s characteristics will ensure its 

continuity (Ikenberry 2018). Given its open and rule-based organization, the order has 

generally been perceived as very legitimate. According to Ikenberry, it also offers a 

unique variety of benefits and services, distributing benefits to all states regardless of 

significance or size (Ikenberry 2011a, 155). Since these two characteristics are at the core 

of the order, it is clear that they cannot change in any major way without changing the 

order itself. In his latest article, Ikenberry adds that since the current order is based on 

collective governance, giving space to various multilateral institutions and relations, it is 

not dependent on the rise or decline of American hegemony (Ikenberry 2018, 21). Since 

a majority of states worldwide now form part of this order, it can be assumed that in the 

foreseeable future the order as a whole is here to stay. The sole actor worth examining is 

thus China and its behavior within the order, indicating whether China wishes to be 

included in this order. 

Let’s now assess the variables with a focus on Chinese behavior within the order. In 

order to establish a new order, China would have to be significantly stronger than not 

only the U.S. but also the members of this order, who have the role of stakeholders. 
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Ikenberry adds that “China is the largest and leading non-Western developing country, 

but it is the only rising state that is genuinely illiberal and authoritarian” (Ikenberry 2018, 

27). Therefore, he does not believe other rising states would wish to join China in 

opposition to the order. Currently, it is clear that China has not overpowered the liberal 

order. Nor has it formed any kind of a powerful opposition bloc, effectively opposing the 

current liberal order (Ikenberry 2011a, 341). Therefore, the power configuration in the 

past decades would not allow China to introduce its own order. 

Legitimacy consists of two aspects: shared norms and values, and level of 

participation. Since it is impossible to quantify the subjective judgment of China, there is 

no other option but to take Ikenberry at his word and accept his assessment that “China 

has already made moves to embrace the American-led system of international rules and 

institutions” (Ikenberry 2011a, 346). The fact that China has been participating in the 

order and the benefits it provides gives China sufficient incentives to consider it legitimate. 

The normative aspect of legitimacy is not discussed in connection with China. It can thus 

be assumed that benefits and participation are the decisive factors for Chinese decision-

making. 

The same logic can be applied with regards to functional benefits. As it is extremely 

difficult to assess the complex question of the level of benefits China enjoys by 

participating in the order, we will adopt Ikenberry’s perspective. Ikenberry believes that 

“the American-led liberal order offers benefits and services that alternative orders or 

spheres cannot offer” (Ikenberry 2011a, 155). Considering China’s participation in many 

global organizations and the positive impact of liberalism on Chinese trade, this applies 

to China. Ikenberry believes that if China were to introduce a new set of rules and 

institutions, they would be much more illiberal in nature. However, it is the openness and 

liberalism of the current order that enabled China to economically rise. A China-style 

order would thus be counterproductive not only for other states, but also for China 

(Ikenberry 2018, 27). 

Since China has had neither the power nor sufficient motivation to trump this order, 

we will expect it to behave in accordance with its rules. Therefore, the sole independent 

variable will be Chinese presence or absence in the liberal order. In conclusion, 

Ikenberry’s theory predicts that China should not want to oppose the current order – the 

research will determine whether China is behaving accordingly. 
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Dependent variables 

Throughout the thesis, we will consider three dependent variables. First, we will 

examine Chinese military spending. Chinese military expenditures will be assessed as a 

whole because the distinction between defensive and offensive capabilities is very unclear 

and often disputable. Two sets of data will be analyzed – the military spending of the 

PRC in total (in current values) and in relation to the spending of the United States, its 

global rival. Additionally, the data will include the share of military spending to GDP. 

Finally, a percentage indicating the ratio of the two countries’ expenditures will also be 

provided. The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) Military 

Expenditure Database will serve as a source for the required data. The SIPRI database 

aggregates data from primary sources such as official government information, or other 

sources which base their data on primary sources. Therefore, it can be considered a 

reliable source. Moreover, in the case of China, SIPRI takes into account not only the 

official defense budget but also a number of expenditures outside the official data such 

as the spending for the paramilitary People’s Armed Police (PAP), subsidies to the arms 

industry, military research etc. This adds approximate 50% to the original value of 

expenditures. Since data outside the official budget before the year 1988 are unavailable, 

SIPRI does not provide data for the PRC before that year (SIPRI, 2018). This research 

will thus also begin with the year 1989. 

Next, we will map Chinese territorial breaches since it joined the order in 1991. 

Evaluation of one preceding period (1983-1991) will be provided to provide context for 

the findings. Any militarized action outside the PRC territory unauthorized by the 

international organizations will be considered as a territorial breach. To search for 

territorial breaches, we will explore the Correlates of War Project’s Militarized Interstate 

Disputes (4.1) database recording all international conflicts between 1816-2010 (COW, 

2015). The Correlates of War project consists of the works of a large number of scholars 

from various universities in the United States. As this project is a result of collective 

rigorous work, the data used for this thesis should be considered reliable. The Correlates 

of War Database only aggregates data until the year 2010. In order to provide a complete 

set of data, I will research disputes with Chinese involvement using generally recognized 

news outlets based in various regions (such as the BBC, Reuters, New York Times, 

Financial Times, Mint and South China Morning Post) and include them in my thesis. It 

will probably not be possible to identify all disputes in the “no militarized action” 

category. I will thus focus on the occurrence of the more hostile disputes. 
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Finally, we will examine a variable that is oriented on the liberal understanding of 

international relations. The third variable will map China’s behavior within one of the 

global economic institutions, the WTO. China became a member of the WTO in 2001. 

Therefore, it is only possible to examine China’s behavior within the WTO for the last 

two periods. Attention will be focused on China’s participation in disputes as a 

complainant and respondent as these two are the most direct forms of involvement. The 

numbers of occurrences will be compared with a WTO total and the EU and United States 

data for the two periods. The EU and United States were chosen because they are the only 

members with a higher total number of dispute involvements in the categories of 

complainant and respondent. By comparing the data, we will examine whether China 

behaves like a regular member of the WTO, or if it in some way deviates from the norm. 

The WTO official website (2018) will be used for this purpose as the most logical and 

reliable source for this data. 

It is necessary to observe a minimum of three variables to determine whether a theory 

is successful in multiple aspects. Furthermore, in order to pronounce a theory as 

successful, it will have to predict the development in several aspects, as one positive 

finding cannot be regarded as a definitive outcome. However, it cannot be expected that 

the data will in all three aspects support one theory and the other two will be entirely 

inaccurate. The aim is to find a theory that has in the majority of cases correctly predicted 

the development in East Asia. 
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3. Assessment of past Chinese behavior 
 
After exploring the three key theories, it is necessary to contrast the theoretical predictions 

with the reality. That is, the events and development in the past three decades (1989-

2016). I will chronologically assess each of the theories by analyzing potential 

correlations between the independent variables determined by the theories and the 

dependent variables carefully chosen to reflect the various aspects of Chinese behavior. 

 

3.1 China before entering the liberal order (1989-1991) 
 

In order to assess China’s behavior in the U.S.-led order, we first need to briefly 

consider the circumstances a decade before it entered the order. In the 1980’s, the Soviet 

Union was still in place, dividing world power between the Communist and Western 

liberal blocks. China was not yet part of the U.S.-led order and did not know that the 

global configuration of power would soon dramatically change. The end of 1980’s thus 

provides us with an ideal starting point for the empirical assessment of China’s behavior.  

 

Independent variables in the 1980’s 

Below, Figure 5 shows the GDP of the United States and China for the years 1989-

1991. At the time, China’s GDP was near stagnation with only marginal yearly 

differences. In comparison to the current Chinese values, China’s economic power was 

very weak. Meanwhile, the United States’ GDP was more than ten times greater than that 

of the PRC, increasing at a slow steady pace. In this period, Mearsheimer’s power variable 

clearly speaks in favor of the United States, which was distinctly stronger than the PRC. 

 

Figure 5: GDP of the PRC and USA in 1989-1991 (in bil. USD, real value) 

 China USA MS Ratio Chin/USA 
1989 461 5,657 8.1% 
1990 398 5,979 6.7% 
1991 415 6,174 6.7% 

Source: International Monetary Fund (IMF) 2017, World Economic Outlook Database, October 

2007 (online). Available at: 
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2017/02/weodata/download.aspx (accessed 
31/03/2018). 
 

With regards to Glaser’s defensive realist theory, two variables have already been 

determined. China’s motives have been deemed as security seeking for the entire research. 

The offense-defense balance is in a favor of defense. As to the material variable, the 
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findings from Figure 5 are applicable here as well. China demonstrated very low values 

in comparison to the United States. To determine the information variable, it is essential 

to assess whether the East Asian region and its surroundings were cooperative or 

competitive. For this purpose, we can contrast East Asia and its neighboring regions in 

the 1980’s with the situation in preceding time periods. In the 1980’s, there was no major 

conflict that would characterize this era. Comparisons to the 1960’s and 1970’s (the 

Vietnam war), 1950’s (Korean war) or 1940’s (World War 2) necessarily lead to the 

conclusion that the PRC’s international environment in 1980’s can generally be 

characterized as cooperative.  

With regards to Ikenberry’s variable, the PRC clearly was not yet part of the liberal 

U.S.-led order. Its behavior during this time can thus be contrasted with the later time 

periods when China operates within the order. 

 

3.1.1 Assessment of Chinese behavior in the 1980’s 
 
Military spending in the 1980’s 

To provide perspective for recent decades, it is necessary to examine the military 

expenditure values before the end of the Cold War. China’s military spending in the years 

leading up to joining the global order was extremely low in total numbers, which 

corresponds to the low economic power of China at the time (see Figure 6). In contrast 

with the United States’ military buildup which amounted up to 5.5% of its GDP due to 

Cold War animosity with the Soviet Union, Chinese weakness is even more striking. 

 

Figure 6: Military Spending of the PRC and USA in 1989-1991 (mil. USD, current 

prices) 

Year PRC % of GDP USA % of GDP Ratio PRC/USA 
1989 11,403 2.5% 304,085 5.5% 3.7% 
1990 10,085 2.5% 306,170 5.3% 3.3% 
1991 9,954 2.3% 280,292 4.6% 3.6% 

Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) 2016, SIPRI Military 

Expenditure Database (online). Available at: https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/Milex-
constant-2015-USD.pdf (accessed 19/03/2018). 
 

3.2 1992 – 1999: After entering the order 
 

In 1991, the Soviet Block collapsed, effectively putting an end to the division between 

the liberal West and the communist East. From 1992, China is for our purposes considered 
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as a part of the U.S.-led global order. The integration into the international structures was 

gradual, while no sudden or immediate changes took place. Instead, China along with 

other countries slowly began exploring the new opportunities that came with inclusion in 

the order. 

 

Independent variables in the 1990’s 

With China entering the global order, we can see a significant increase in GDP values 

during the 1990’s. Likewise, the United States’ GDP was gradually increasing at a 

slightly slower pace than China’s. Nevertheless, both countries were entering a period of 

economic growth and prosperity, partially due to increasing trade ties across the globe. 

With regards to Mearsheimer’s power variable, American economic supremacy was 

maintained. 

 

Figure 7: GDP of the PRC and USA in 1992-1999 (in bil. USD, real value) 

Year PRC USA MS Ratio PRC/USA 
1992 495 6,539 7.6% 
1993 623 6,878 9.0% 
1994 566 7,308 7.7% 
1995 736 7,664 9.6% 
1996 867 8,100 10.7% 
1997 965 8,608 11.2% 
1998 1,032 9,089 11.4% 
1999 1,097 9,660 11.4% 

Source: International Monetary Fund (IMF) 2017, World Economic Outlook Database, October 

2007 (online). Available at: 
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2017/02/weodata/download.aspx (accessed 
31/03/2018). 
 

In the 1990’s, there was no militarized conflict in the East Asia region, so China’s 

environment could again be characterized as cooperative. With Glaser’s information and 

motivation variable unchanged and the offense-defense balance remaining in favor of 

defense, the only variable displaying any development is the material variable and the 

slow growth of Chinese economy visible in Figure 7. 

Since 1991, China is considered part of the liberal order. Beginning in 1992, China 

was gradually incorporated into the liberal order structures. It is thus possible that its 

behavior will exhibit some changes. 
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3.2.1 Assessment of Chinese behavior in 1992-2000 
 
Military spending in the 1990’s 

With gradual economic growth, Chinese military spending also began to increase (as 

evident in Figure 8). However, this was only a very slow, inconsequential process. 

Throughout the period, China’s military spending remained around 2% of its GDP. In 

reaction to the fall of the Communist Bloc, the United States began decreasing its military 

expenditures. At the end of the 1990’s, the percentage of Chinese military spending in 

comparison to the U.S. rose from approx. 4% in 1992 to nearly 8% in 1999.  

 

Figure 8: Military Spending of the PRC and the USA in 1992-1999 (mil. USD, current 

prices) 

Year PRC % of GDP USA % of GDP Ratio PRC/USA 
1992 12,420 2.5% 305,141 4.7% 4.0% 
1993 12,577 2.0% 297,637 4.3% 4.2% 
1994 10,051 1.7% 288,059 3.9% 3.5% 
1995 12,606 1.7% 278,856 3.6% 4.5% 
1996 14,563 1.7% 271,417 3.4% 5.4% 
1997 16,105 1.7% 276,325 3.4% 5.8% 
1998 17,528 1.7% 274,278 3.0% 6.4% 
1999 21,027 1.9% 280,969 2.9% 7.5% 

Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) 2016, SIPRI Military 

Expenditure Database (online). Available at: https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/Milex-
constant-2015-USD.pdf (accessed 19/03/2018). 
 

3.3 China in the new millennium (2000-2008) 
 

By the end of its first decade in the global order, China began integrating into regional 

and global organizations. For instance, China became a founding member of the G20 in 

1999 and joined the WTO in 2001 (Ikenberry 2011b). This time period can be globally 

characterized as very prosperous with the unexpected and abrupt ending that was the 

global financial crisis in 2008. 

 

Independent variables after 2000 

With the new millennium, China experienced a dramatic economic rise. Between 

2000 and 2008, China’s GDP tripled. During this period the U.S. GDP continued the trend 

of gradual but slow growth from the previous decade. As for the power variable, China’s 

power began catching up with that of the United States (with a substantial jump of 

Chinese economic power from 11% of the American value in 2000 to 31% in 2008), 

signifying an increasing shift of the power balance between the two countries. 



 30 

Figure 9: GDP of the PRC and USA in 2000-2008 (in bil. USD, real value) 

Year PRC USA MS Ratio PRC/USA 
2000 1,214.9 10,284.8 11.8% 
2001 1,244.1 10,621.8 11.7% 
2002 1,477.5 10,977.5 13.5% 
2003 1,671.1 11,510.7 14.5% 
2004 1,966.2 12,274.9 16.0% 
2005 2,308.8 13,093.7 17.6% 
2006 2,774.3 13,855.9 20.0% 
2007 3,571.5 14,477.6 24.7% 
2008 4,604.3 14,718.5 31.3% 

Source: International Monetary Fund (IMF) 2017, World Economic Outlook Database, October 

2007 (online). Available at: 
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2017/02/weodata/download.aspx (accessed 
31/03/2018). 
 

Most of Glasser’s indicators do not display any changes during this period. As there 

were no serious conflicts in East Asia, the region can still be regarded as cooperative. 

China’s status as a security seeker with a defensive advantage position also remained 

unchanged. However, the material variable manifests a very distinct development. 

Evident from Figure 9, Chinese power experienced a significant rise, slowly approaching 

the values of the USA.  

By joining international organizations, China began fully enjoying the advantages of 

the liberal order. At this point, it has become familiar with the rules and limitations of the 

order. The liberal nature of the order has also enabled China to gradually build up its 

economic power. 

 

3.3.1 Assessment of Chinese actions in the new millennium (2000-2008) 
 
Military spending in the 2000’s 

Along with the economic rise of China, its military expenditure increased at a similar 

pace (see Figure 10). Like Chinese GDP, military spending nearly quadrupled during the 

eight years. It is necessary to note that the Chinese military in the previous century was 

in very poor condition, so some increases in Chinese expenditures are understandable. 

Nevertheless, the percentage of military spending in relation to its GDP remained around 

2% during the entire period. Meanwhile, the United States began increasing its military 

spending, both in real terms and as a share of GDP. During this time, American military 

expenditures rose by approx. 50% compared to the initial value in 2000. It is however 
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necessary to note that despite rapid Chinese expenditure growth, its spending remained 

well below 15% of American military spending. 

 

Figure 10: Military Spending of the PRC and the USA in 2000-2008 (mil. USD, current 

prices) 

Year PRC % of GDP USA % of GDP Ratio PRC/USA 
2000 22,930 1.9% 301,697 2.9% 7.6% 
2001 27,875 2.1% 312,743 2.9% 8.8% 
2002 32,138 2.2% 356,720 3.2% 9.0% 
2003 35,126 2.1% 415,223 3.6% 8.5% 
2004 40,353 2.1% 464,676 3.8% 8.7% 
2005 45,919 2.0% 503,353 3.8% 9.1% 
2006 55,337 2.0% 527,660 3.8% 10.5% 
2007 68,012 1.9% 556,961 3.8% 12.2% 
2008 86,362 1.9% 621,131 4.2% 13.9% 

Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) 2016, SIPRI Military 

Expenditure Database (online). Available at: https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/Milex-
constant-2015-USD.pdf (accessed 19/03/2018). 

 
Economic disputes in the 2000’s  

The first years after China joined the WTO were an uneventful time with regards to 

economic disputes. However, the entire period of eight years did accumulate some 

disputes involving the PRC (recorded in Figure 11). The ratio of Chinese versus the total 

number of disputes was only at 9.5% compared to the EU’s 34% and the USA’s 45%. It 

should be noted that most disputes occurred during the last years of this period. 

 

Figure 11: Disputes in the WTO with Chinese participation (2001-2008) 

 Disputes 2001-2008 
PRC EU USA 

As a complainant 3 24 21 
As a respondent 13 33 55 

Comp. + Resp. total 16 57 76 
WTO total 168 168 168 

Country’s % of total 9.5% 33.9% 45.2% 
Source: World Trade Organization (WTO) 2018, WTO – dispute settlement - disputes by 

country/territory. Available at: 
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/dispu_e/dispu_by_country_e.htm (accessed 08/04/2018). 
 

3.4 After the economic crisis 
 

In 2008, the Western World was hit by a financial crisis that affected many global 

economies. The recession mostly harmed western economies due to their 
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interconnectedness. Because China’s economy was to a large extent independent of the 

West, the crisis did not strongly affect it. This advantage over the United States could 

have been a potential incentive for China to become more assertive with regards to its 

goals. 

 

Independent variables after 2008 

The year 2008 is the first moment in which the United States’ economic power nearly 

stagnated while China’s power increased. With regards to Mearsheimer’s power variable, 

this is the point in which the balance of power changed. While most western economies, 

including the United States, spent years coping with the disastrous effects of the crisis, 

China’s economy continued to grow. In 2009, the Chinese economy was at 36% of the 

USA’s GDP, while seven years later China was at 60%. 

As for Glaser’s variables, China remains a security seeker with a defensive advantage. 

As there were no serious conflicts in the region, the trend of a cooperative environment 

also continues. The only significant difference is the development of the material variable 

values. As evident from the Figure 12, China was rapidly catching up with the United 

States.  

 
Figure 12: GDP of the PRC and USA in 2008-2016 (in bil. USD, real value) 

Year PRC USA MS Ratio PRC/USA 

2009 5,121.7 14,418.7 35.5% 
2010 6,066.4 14,964.4 40.5% 
2011 7,522.1 15,517.9 48.5% 
2012 8,570.4 16,155.3 53.0% 
2013 9,635.0 16,691.5 57.7% 
2014 10,534.5 17,427.6 60.4% 
2015 11,226.2 18,120.7 62.0% 
2016 11,232.1 18,624.5 60.3% 

Source: International Monetary Fund (IMF) 2017, World Economic Outlook Database, October 

2007 (online). Available at: 
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2017/02/weodata/download.aspx (accessed 
31/03/2018). 
 

As a well-established member of the liberal order, China had profited from 

participating in the order for a long time. This was reflected in its economic rise. After 

becoming the second most powerful country, it will be interesting to observe whether 

China will act as a disruptive force or a cooperative partner. 

 



 33 

3.4.1 Chinese behavior after the economic crisis 
 
Military spending in the 2010’s 

After the economic crisis, Chinese military expenditures rose significantly (see Figure 

13) in proportion to the economic development the PRC was experiencing. Meanwhile, 

the United States expenditures declined radically, both in total value and in percentage of 

GDP. Nevertheless, the U.S. value still remained at three times greater than China’s 

military spending. 

 

Figure 13: Military Spending of the PRC and the USA in 2009-2016 (mil. USD, current 

prices) 

Year PRC % of GDP USA % of GDP Ratio PRC/USA 
2009 105,644 2.1% 668,567 4.6% 15.8% 
2010 115,712 1.9% 698,180 4.7% 16.6% 
2011 137,967 1.9% 711,338 4.6% 19.4% 
2012 157,390 1.9% 684,780 4.2% 23.0% 
2013 179,880 1.9% 639,704 3.8% 28.1% 
2014 200,772 1.9% 609,914 3.5% 32.9% 
2015 214,093 1.9% 596,010 3.3% 35.9% 
2016 215,176 1.9% 611,186 3.3% 37.2% 

Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) 2016, SIPRI Military 

Expenditure Database (online). Available at: https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/Milex-
constant-2015-USD.pdf (accessed 19/03/2018). 
 
Economic disputes in the 2010’s  

In the second period of Chinese membership in WTO, the number of complaints by 

or against China rose significantly (see Figure 14). Meanwhile, the EU and the United 

States’ participation in the disputes declined. In the second period of Chinese membership, 

the values for all three subjects are nearly equal with Chinese values only slightly under 

those of the EU and the USA. 
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Figure 14: Disputes in the WTO with Chinese participation (2009-2016) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: World Trade Organization (WTO) 2018, WTO – dispute settlement - disputes by 

country/territory. Available at: 
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/dispu_e/dispu_by_country_e.htm (accessed 08/04/2018). 
 

3.5 Assessment of Chinese interstate aggression 
 

In order to examine the level of Chinese assertiveness in connection to its territorial 

claims and its development as China becomes more powerful, it is necessary to know the 

frequency and gravity of any international disputes in the past decades. Since China has 

initiated nearly all recorded disputes, this behavior can be characterized as aggression. 

Figure 15 displays all international disputes with a territorial objective in which China 

has participated based on the data in the attached Appendix A: Overview of Territorial 

Disputes with Chinese Participation. Special attention is given to the more hostile 

disputes in categories 3 and above. 

 

Figure 15: Militarized Interstate Disputes with China as a participant 1983-2016 

Period Duration Number of 
incidents 

Number of 
incidents 
excluding 
level 1+2 

Average 
level of 
hostility 

China as an 
initiator? 

(%) 

1. 1983-1991 15 11 3.4 100% 

2. 1992-1999 22 19 3.0 100% 

3. 2000-2008 23 17 2.6 100% 

4. 2009-2016 37 28 3.0 81%19 

Source: Compiled by the author, based on the data of Glenn Palmer, Vito D'Orazio, Michael 
Kenwick and Matthew Lane for The Correlates of War Project 2013, Militarized Interstate 

Disputes Database Version 4.1. (online). Available at: http://correlatesofwar.org (accessed 
26/03/2018) and authors’ research (see Appendix A). 
 

                                                 
19  Based on author’s estimates in the Appendix A: Overview of Territorial Disputes with Chinese 
participation. 

 Disputes 2009-2016 

PRC EU USA 

As a complainant 12 18 21 
As a respondent 25 20 24 
Comp. + Resp. 37 38 45 

WTO total 129 129 129 
Country’s % of total 28.7% 29.5% 34.9% 
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As evident from Figure 15 above, the disputes with Chinese participation have been 

occurring in increasing numbers. This is not only true in total numbers, but also in the 

sums excluding the low-level disputes in the “no militarized action” and “threat to use 

force” (Level 1 and 2) categories. The average level of hostility has remained around 3.0. 

The only average value surpassing 3.0 (found in the first period) was increased by a sole 

level 5 incident during the Sino-Vietnamese conflict. The increasing number of disputes 

(with the majority of cases in categories 3 and 4) provides sufficient grounds for a clear 

conclusion that there is a trend of growing Chinese hostility.20 

Figure 16 shows the disputes divided into categories established by the Correlates of 

War Project (2013). It is evident that the prevalent levels of disputes are in the third 

(Display of force) and the fourth (Use of force) categories. Both leading categories have 

a growing tendency, while most striking is the increase of the Level 3 disputes. Since both 

the totals of disputes and values in the key categories have more than doubled throughout 

the examined periods, the verdict is indisputable: China’s interactions with its neighbors 

have become significantly more assertive. 

 

Figure 16: Militarized Interstate Disputes with Chinese Involvement in Categories 

Source: Compiled by the author, based on the data of Glenn Palmer, Vito D'Orazio, Michael 
Kenwick and Matthew Lane for The Correlates of War Project 2013, Militarized Interstate 

Disputes Database Version 4.1. (online). Available at: http://correlatesofwar.org (accessed 
26/03/2018) and author’s research (see Appendix A). 

                                                 
20 The slight decrease of disputes occurrence in the period 2000-2008 may be connected with China 
joining the WTO and other organizations and presents only a minor deviation from the trend. 
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3.6 Theory evaluation 
 

To sum up the findings of this thesis, let us first review the development of the 

independent variables that were examined for each period. With regards to Mearsheimer’s 

and Glaser’s power variable, China has undergone a rapid and consequential 

transformation. Since the first period, China’s GDP has grown from approx. 460 billion 

US dollars to over 11 trillion in 2016. Its relative growth manifested a similar trend: 

Chin’s GDP equaled 3.7% of the United States’ GDP in 1989 which became 60.3% in 

2016. 

Additionally, to contrast China’s growing power not only with the United States, but 

also with other East Asian countries, Figure 17 shows the share of regional power held 

by the PRC.21 Here, the development has been just as striking: China’s share of overall 

East Asian power has grown from 10% in 1989 to 51% in 2015, followed by a minor 

decline of two percent in 2016. 

 

Figure 17: Chinese Share of Power in East Asia 

 

Source: Compiled by the author in the Appendix B, based on International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) 2017, World Economic Outlook Database, October 2007 (online). Available at: 
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2017/02/weodata/download.aspx (accessed 
31/03/2018).  

 

                                                 
21 The countries included in the calculation of these values are specified in the Appendix B. 
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The remaining variables have exhibited considerably less development. Apart from 

the initial period until 1991, China has been a member of the global liberal order for the 

entire examined period. It is also considered a security seeking state for all four periods. 

As deemed by Glaser and other scholars, it had the benefit of operating in a cooperative 

environment, thanks to the low security dilemma and a defense advantage on the both 

shores of the Pacific.  

 
Military spending 

Over the three decades, China’s military spending has risen enormously from 11 

billion US dollars in 1989 to 215 billion in 2016. However, if GDP growth is taken into 

account, it becomes clear that China’s relative military spending has not risen in any 

significant way. Throughout all four periods, it has in fact gradually decreased from 2.5% 

to 1.9% of its GDP. The relative spending of the PRC with regards to the United States’ 

spending has indeed increased dramatically (from 3.7% in 1989 to 37% in 2016); this 

growth however correlates with the GDP values and thus does not present any 

unjustifiable behavior. 

These findings can be best explained by Glaser’s defensive realist theory. Glaser 

agreed that there is a moderate security dilemma that requires some maintenance of 

military capabilities but did not expect any increases as China should be a security seeker 

in a mostly cooperative environment. 

Ikenberry’s liberal theory does not discuss military spending specifically. China is 

expected to behave as a peaceful member of the order. Its military spending should 

therefore stagnate or decline. China’s steady relative spending certainly does not reject 

this theory. Ikenberry’s theory would be better supported if China’s military expenses 

were in a more distinct decline. 

In Mearsheimer’s offensive realist view, China’s military spending should have 

increased in real and relative numbers, especially in the past few years. This would 

indicate China’s increasing military assertiveness. However, this result does not entirely 

refute Mearsheimer’s theory either. This theory still would hold if it was determined that 

the PRC is currently only strategically awaiting even greater increases in power before 

they begin heavily investing in military capabilities. 
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Economic disputes 

Economic disputes settled through the World Trade Organization have been steadily 

increasing since 2001 when China became its member. The first years included only a 

few isolated disputes, the majority of which occurred after the initial period. The number 

of the disputes doubled in the second period both in real numbers and relative numbers. 

When taking into account the two other leading economic powers, the United States and 

the European Union, the initial Chinese share of disputes was only 9.5% (compared to 

34% of EU disputes and 45% of U.S. disputes). However, the latest values were only 

slightly below the EU’s and U.S.’ shares (29% as the Chinese share vs. 30% and 35%). 

The numbers of disputes to some degree correlate with China’s growing GDP and the 

number of years since it joined the WTO. However, they did not surpass the values of the 

other two comparably active members, the EU and USA. The findings most strongly 

support Glaser’s defensive realist theory and Ikenberry’s liberal theory as both predicted 

less adversarial behavior on the part of China. 

The results however do not contradict Mearsheimer’s theory either, since the 

occurrence of economic disputes correlated with China’s growth. It is possible that the 

number of disputes would continue to grow at a similar rate, thus exceeding the rates of 

the EU and USA in the near future. 

 

Territorial breaches 

Throughout the three decades, we’ve observed an unusually high number of 

international incidents with a territorial objective in most part initiated by the PRC. On 

top of that, the numbers of these disputes have been dramatically increasing. Most 

disputes were rated as a level 3 or higher, which underscores the significance of this 

finding. 

The increasing numbers of territorial disputes and breaches irrefutably support 

Mearsheimer’s offensive realist theory. The growth of Chinese power closely correlates 

with the increases in territorial disputes which likely contributed to its territorial 

assertiveness. 

In Glaser’s viewpoint, China’s current circumstances (defense advantage, low 

security dilemma, cooperative environment) should have motivated it to act cooperatively 

unless its security is at stake. This behavior would be explained by Glaser’s theory only 

if China considered all disputed areas as essential for its security. Given the number of 
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disputed areas and the increasing occurrence of these disputes, this argument seems 

unsustainable. This behavior thus contradicts the defensive realist theory. 

The liberal theory also envisioned China as a more peaceful, non-confrontational 

international actor. China’s increasing initiation of territorial disputes negates the vision 

of a cooperative China which should operate in accordance with the liberal order. 

Figure 18 summarizes the outcomes reached for each dependent variable and theory. 

The outcomes are divided into 4 categories: supports, mostly supports, weakly supports 

and contradicts.  

 

Figure 18: Overview of Outcomes 

 Offensive Realism Defensive Realism Liberal Theory 

Military spending Weakly supports Supports Mostly supports 

Economic 

disputes 

Weakly supports Mostly supports Mostly supports 

Territorial 

breaches 

Supports Contradicts Contradicts 

Source: Compiled by the author. 
 

After careful assessment of each dependent variable and its relevance to the theories, 

it has become clear that none of the theories can be pronounced as an absolute and 

indisputable winner. Each theory has its stronger and weaker areas, yet none was able to 

successfully predict and explain all findings. Similarly, none of the theories was entirely 

misguided in all aspects. Nevertheless, some theories were more accurate than others. 

Mearsheimer’s offense realist theory is the only theory that was not fully contradicted 

by any of the dependent variables. It was once strongly and twice partially supported, 

making it the least inaccurate and thus the most successful theory. 

Glaser’s defense realist theory was strongly supported by the level of China’s military 

spending and contradicted by its high level of territorial assertiveness. Its economic 

behavior was somewhat along the lines of the theory as well. It is thus the second strongest 

theory. Additionally, had China’s behavior been analyzed as both greedy and security 

seeking, all observed behavior would have been in accordance with the theory. All 

behavior that contradicted this theory in the research would have been easily explained 

by the greedy behavior. 
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Ikenberry’s theory was able to partially explain two of the three findings but was fully 

refuted in the case of territorial breaches. Even though it was not particularly weak, it is 

the least successful theory of this research. 
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4. Prediction for the regions of East and Southeast Asia 
 

Having reached the conclusion that Mearsheimer’s offensive realist theory has most 

successfully predicted the development of East and South Asia, it is now time to see what 

further development it predicts for the near future. 

If China’s power continues to grow, the international community should certainly 

beware. With its growing power, China has been exhibiting an increasing assertiveness 

in the region. This trend is likely to continue. Once China reaches the economic and 

military power of the United States and overpowers it, China will possibly begin to push 

the United States out of its region. The question is then whether the United States decide 

to back away or stand its ground. If the U.S. insists on its position in East Asia, a conflict 

will likely break out. If not, China will have an open door to building a strong sphere of 

influence over the entire region. It will also possibly extend its illiberal practices outside 

its borders and attempt to prevent other powers from becoming regional hegemons.22 

The conflict itself is not likely to take place in the near future, as the PRC has not 

fully caught up with the USA and the transformation of economic powers into military 

ones requires several years. However, we may be witnesses to massive Chinese military 

spending and a fiercer approach to many current territorial disputes, resulting in a more 

hostile relationships of China with its neighbors. If China’s economic boom comes to a 

halt, the current balance of power in East Asia might remain the same. China will still be 

a significant regional player, but its power and ambition will stay limited. 

Since Glasser’ s defensive realist theory was only very close behind the most 

successful theory, it may be sensible to also briefly see what additional insights it offers. 

If China behaves like a greedy state, no additional prediction is necessary – the scenario 

is nearly identical to Mearsheimer’s. However, if China behaves as a security seeking 

state, Taiwan will be one of the few targets of China that will remain seriously threatened. 

While China is currently pursuing annexation of other territories, these seem to be more 

economically or nationalistically driven, and thus may not be worth the risk of conflict. 

However, Taiwan is one of the few disputed areas that may be viewed by China as an 

essential security asset. China has not yet resorted to taking Taiwan by force, but it is not 

clear whether a change in circumstances will eventually lead China to such an action.23  

                                                 
22 Mearsheimer has published numerous articles on this topic, no further discussion regarding the 
offensive-realist predictions is thus necessary. For more detailed predictions by John Mearsheimer, see 
(Mearsheimer 2014), (Mearsheimer 2006) and (Mearsheimer 2010). 
23 For insights on how Taiwan intends to fight back, see (Keck 2018). 
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Conclusion and further discussion 
 

The aim of this work was to determine which of the three well established theories of 

international relations has best predicted the current development of East and Southeast 

Asian affairs. The research has most scrutinized the People’s Republic of China as the 

most significant player which has also undergone the most dramatic development in the 

recent past. 

This thesis aimed to answer the research questions presented in the introduction. First, 

which theory of international relations has most successfully predicted the development 

of the region of East and Southeast Asia in the past three decades? After examining 

potential correlations between the independent variables established by the theories and 

dependent variables chosen to best reflect various aspects of China’s international 

behavior, a conclusion was reached. While all three theories were in some cases supported, 

John Mearsheimer’s offensive realist theory was the most successful. It was the only 

theory that was not completely contradicted even once and could to some degree explain 

all observed phenomena. The other two theories were both contradicted by the dramatic 

increase in militarized international disputes. Most other findings were characterized as 

weakly or mostly supporting, not entirely contradicting but also not supportive of the 

theories. It should be noted that my conclusion is different from Whyte’s (2012) which 

favored liberal theories. This disparity is understandable since Whyte for the most part 

observed liberal and soft power issues while this thesis assessed security-related variables 

which may have favored the realist theories. 

The final overall evaluations of the theories were unexpectedly close, as none of the 

theories was supported or refuted in all three cases. Differentiation between offensive and 

defensive military capabilities, especially with regards to military spending would have 

possibly contributed to a more decisive outcome but could not be included due to the 

limited length of my thesis. While it is difficult to make this distinction for standard 

military capabilities, certain categories such as aircraft carriers and other capabilities 

enabling long-distance military power projection would have been a valuable indicator. 

Although the research was conducted with the best efforts of the author, potential 

criticism may arise that the research to some extent favors the realist theories as two out 

of three dependent variables are concerned with the security aspects of China’s behavior. 

A wider range of dependent variables could also potentially contribute to a more 
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conclusive result. Unfortunately, the length of this thesis did not allow for examination 

of more variables. 

Next, I employed the most successful theory to briefly address the secondary research 

question: What does the strongest theory predict for the region of East and Southeast Asia 

in the near future? According to Mearsheimer’s theory, China’s assertiveness will only 

grow with its rising power. If this trend continues, it will eventually become as powerful 

as the United States. Then, it will begin increasing its military spending and try to force 

the U.S. out of East Asia and expand its influence over the entire region. Balancing on 

the side of U.S. allies can be expected to follow. If the United States resist, a military 

conflict will follow. However, if China’s economic growth comes to a halt, the balance 

of power will likely remain as it is today and China’s power along with its assertiveness 

will remain limited. Regardless of the state of the Chinese military or its broader ambition, 

Taiwan as an attractive security asset will remain severely threatened. 

These findings lead to a number of difficult decisions that the international 

community may have to face. First of all, will the United States stand by its commitment 

to its East Asian allies or back away to avoid a military conflict? Additionally, what is 

the most sensible way for China’s neighbors to accommodate these potential changes? 

How will the international community respond to the increasing Chinese aggression? 

Finally, a number of interesting questions has emerged in the course of writing this 

thesis but were not addressed due to the limited length. As discussed in the first chapter, 

Ikenberry’s liberal theory is rather vague in comparison with the other two evaluated 

theories, which required additional assumptions resulting in potential misinterpretation. 

These questions include: how do we define the key characteristics of the current U.S.-led 

liberal order distinguishing it from a potential newly formed order? Where is the line 

between a transformed system and an entirely new system? In the case of Glaser’s theory, 

is China a security seeking or a greedy state? These questions remain unanswered and 

open to future discussion.  
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Bachelor’s Thesis Summary 

The aim of this thesis was to determine which of the three selected theories of 

international relations has most successfully predicted the development of East and 

Southeast Asia in the years 1989-2018. Due to the overarching impact of its actions on 

the entire region, the People’s Republic of China and its behavior were at the center of 

this research.  

First, the three theories of international relations (the offensive realist theory by John 

Mearsheimer, the defensive realist theory by Charles L. Glaser and the liberal theory by 

G. John Ikenberry) were introduced along with their scenarios and predictions.  

Second, it was defined how the research would be conducted and what independent 

and dependent variables would be used. Independent variables were taken from the three 

theories, while dependent variables (military spending, involvement in economic disputes 

and territorial breaches) were carefully selected to reflect various aspects of Chinese 

behavior.  

In the next chapter, all necessary data was collected with the goal of finding 

correlations between the dependent and independent variables. Finally, it was concluded 

that while all theories were in some cases correct, the most successful theory was 

Mearsheimer’s offensive realist theory. Once the most successful theory was determined, 

it was used to make a brief prediction of how the region might further develop in the near 

future.  
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Appendix A: Overview of Territorial Disputes with Chinese participation (Table) 

 
Due to the technical limitations of the Student Information System, it was not possible 
to enclose the Excel sheet. The Appendix A is available at: 
https://www.academia.edu/36590133/Appendix_A_Overview_of_Territorial_Disputes_
with_Chinese_Participation 
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For the same reasons as above, the Appendix B is available at: 
https://www.academia.edu/36590132/Appendix_B_Chinese_Share_of_Regional_Power
_Supporting_Data.xlsx 
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