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The Rise of China and a Possibility of Power Transition?
—Focus on East Asia’ s Security Environment—

TAKEUCHI Toshitaka*

Abstract

This paper discusses a prediction that comes from power transition theory; namely it is
likely that in the future power will transition between the US and China. The effects of this
transition would be profound and more acutely felt in East Asia. This paper will focus on
those effects in North-East Asia and the ASEAN. It is assumed that this power transition
will likely entail major physical conflicts between the US and China. It also assumes that
China’s current communist regime will remain in power.

First, this paper takes a look at the current international order in East Asia, especially at
the current security environment. Next, it presents briefly a list of impending major issues
that must be resolved in the near future. Finally, while adding China’s recent rise into
consideration, the paper discusses some of the future prospects for East Asia’s overall
international order. This paper argues that the kind of power transition predicted by the
above mentioned theory is not likely to happen even in East Asia.

The current East Asian international order, especially its security environment,
resembles a basic hub and spoke structure with the US in the center. This structure identi-
fies the spokes as military alliances between partners. The Japan - US and US-South Korea
partnerships make up two examples of official alliances; while the close cooperation

between US-Philippines as well as between US-Thailand give examples of unofficial
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alliances. This strong and entrenched US centered collection of bilateral alliances contrasts
with weak regional security organizations made directly among nations in East Asia. When
compared to the integration of Europe through organizations like the EU and NATO, this
contrast stands out sharply.

Many see the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) as a prime candidate for a robust regional
organization because it provides an important forum for countries in East Asia to discuss
issues and make deals. However, some ridicule ARF as merely a forum that has neither a
permanent secretariat nor effective enforcement power. The international community does
not expect this lack of effective enforcement power to improve in the foreseeable future.
Therefore, by default, the current hub and spoke system will most likely continue for some
time to come. Despite this deficiency, this author is of the view that we should not underes-
timate the ARF in playing a very important role in providing a “forum” for discussions
involving regional issues such as current events in North Korea.

Scholars disagree over the nature of the China’s rise and its consequent implications for
East Asia’s international order, particularly its security environment. One viewpoint
suggests that the prevalence of Confucianism, which the viewpoint’s proponents deem
peaceful, made China’s “peaceful” rise possible. Another viewpoint argues that China’s
foreign policy, like other nations of the world, is based on realism or pragmatism and
therefore the implications of her rise will be profound for East Asia. This author maintains
the latter view.

However, as the paper explains, provided the US maintains a strong presence in the
region, the conditions of the future international order in East Asia would little differ from
the current status quo in the sense that tﬁere would be no power transition from the US to
China. This argument comes from the fact that, while the US has several allies in and out
of the East Asian region to rely on, China does not. Without these allies, China alone could
not successfully challenge the US’s supremacy or hegemony. Another reason is that
economic interdependence has been more prevalent and deepening. The current economic

system is based on liberal, i.e, capitalist, free trade. China is now “co-opted” into this



system and Chinese economic development is impossible without it. Therefore, China has
little incentive to disrupt this status quo. China is also a P5 member of the United Nations’
Security Council, which is asked to be the guardian of the “peace” in the world. This
should make China essentially a status quo power.

If China’s foreign policy bears any cultural shadow, it is not of Confucianism but stems
from the legacy of her Middle-Kingdom view. Assuming this is the case and China can
accept a junior position, then a potential hierarchical duopoly in East Asia could emerge
with the US playing the leading role and with China representing the junior partner.
Although the relations between these two nations may not be cordial, they might possibly
accept their positions in this structure. One has to acknowledge that this may be difficult
for China to swallow because it has always been the supreme country in its hierarchical
world view. However, China could be pragmatic enough to accept the currently prevailing

power structure.





