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The ‘pivot’ and its problems: American
foreign policy in Northeast Asia

Robert E. Kelly

Abstract This paper posits four ranked, generic goals of state foreign policy, maps
them against the American ‘pivot,’ and concludes with possible handicaps of that
shift. Drawn broadly from realism and liberalism, those abstract goals are as follows:
national security, economic growth, prestige among the community of states, and the
promotion of cherished national values. Applying this framework specifically to
Northeast Asia, the USA, regarding security, is likely to increasingly ‘hedge’ China,
and its North Korean client, with regional allies, off-shore balancing, and a shift
toward AirSea Battle. On trade, the USA will continue its decades-long effort to
reduce Asian mercantilism by tying Asian traders into multilateral, neoliberal rule
sets. Regarding prestige, the ‘Beijing Consensus’ is a growing challenge to US soft
power which the pivot seeks to refute. In addition, on values, the USA will continue
to nag especially China to conform to US standards of law and human rights. The
USA will continue to push the broad liberalization of Asian polities and economies.
The democratic peace and liberal trade are the ideological frame and motivation of
the pivot. Nevertheless, significant US handicaps may slow the pivot: American
cultural distance from Asia means little public support and understanding of its
necessity; strong regional allies will tempt the USA toward offshore balancing on the
cheap; and the dire US budget shortfall will reduce the resources necessary to fund it.

Keywords pivot; United States; China; Japan; Korea; foreign policy.

Introduction

This paper introduces US foreign policy interests in Northeast Asia
(NEA). Broadly, I will argue that long-term, the USA would like to see
the liberalization of NEA polities, but will forego serious effort at this to
maintain short- and medium-term stability with a middling US level of
commitment to the area.
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NEA is defined as China, the two Koreas, Japan, and Taiwan, and is
arguably a regional security complex (Buzan 2003). NEA is obviously of
great importance to the USA today. Global economic weight is rebalanc-
ing between the North Atlantic and the Asian Pacific Rim. The United
States has deep commercial relationships with many Asian states and bor-
rows extensively from Asian banks. According to White (2012), ‘China is,
quite simply, the most formidable country America has ever encountered
since it became a world power.’ US alliances with Japan, South Korea
(SK), and Taiwan keep America deeply vested in the region. North Korea
(NK) is a known proliferator and was placed on George Bush’s ‘axis of
evil.’ Clinton (2011) announced that the USA would ‘pivot’ to Asia � a
major shift in US resources away from the Middle East and the global war
on terror (GWoT).

This paper has three sections. I begin with a brief use of realist and lib-
eral international relations (IRs) theory to posit that states pursue four
broad foreign policy goals � national security, economic growth, prestige,
and the promotion of domestic values to others. These goals are ranked;
security, for example, is the most important, because without national exis-
tence, no other goals may be pursued.

Section 2 applies these four generic goals to the specific case of the USA
in NEA. Methodologically, this is a ‘disciplined-configurative’ case study �
applying pre-existing theory to one case (contemporary US engagement in
NEA) to generate new facts, concepts, and hypotheses (George and Bennett
2005: 75). Each goal is given one portion of Section 2. In brief, I argue:

(1) Security: America itself is broadly safe from Asian threats. NK may
threaten the continental USA (this is very unclear), but its threat is
mostly to local US allies, beyond oblique concerns about its prolifera-
tion activities. But China obviously is growing into a major challenger.
As per White, it may eventually establish Asian regional hegemony at
American expense.

(2) Economics: America’s primary interest remains the ‘open door.’ It
continues to struggle with soft mercantilism (NTBs (non-tariff
barriers), cultural discrimination, capital controls) from most of its
Asian trading partners.

(3) Prestige: American stature as sole superpower will inevitably be
impacted by its ability to respond to China’s rise, particularly as China
claims greater equality with the USA in international organizations
(IO) and potentially leads a bloc of semi-aligned or economically
dependent states, such as Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, or North Korea.

(4) Values: The USA will continue to pursue deeper democratization in
Asia, to the general discomfort of Asian elites.

Section 3 identifies US strategies and constraints in pursuit of these goals.
Specifically, the pivot announces a newfound US realization of the
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long-term challenge China poses. Supporting this rebalancing is a clutch of
US regional allies unnerved by rising Chinese power (Park 2011). Con-
versely, US debt troubles and low public knowledge about Asia are con-
straints. Deep cultural ties to Europe, and religious and terrorism interests
in the Middle East continue to distract from America’s ability to engage
Asia. As a result, the USA may simply slip into Asian offshore balancing
and buck-passing to front-line allies, because it is the path of least resistance.

I conclude by arguing that US long-term interest in NEA is liberaliza-
tion, especially in China. Nevertheless, the costs � financial, military, and
political � of an Asian ‘freedom agenda’ would be prohibitive, particularly
post-Great Recession and post-GWoT. Instead, the USA will pursue a
‘satisficing’ status quo-oriented strategy in short and medium terms (Iken-
berry and Mastanduno 2003: 431). The status quo serves the USA well
enough to avoid rocking the boat through an aggressively anti-Chinese
pivot, for example. Stasis-maintenance in Asia is the likely outcome of
US efforts.

1. A brief theory of foreign policy goals

Drawing broadly from realism and liberalism in IR theory, I argue that
states pursue four generic goals in world politics: national security, economic
growth, national prestige vis-�a-vis other states, and the promotion of their
domestic values toward others (Gilpin 1981; Kennedy 1987; Lebow 2008:
chs. 2�3, 2010; Morgenthau 1973: pt. III; Waltz 1979).1 Ideally, this goal list
mixes basic insights from realism and liberalism (Brooks et al. 2013: 36); it
reaches for least common denominators of national interest which IR theo-
rists of most paradigmatic persuasions can accept:

(1) National security is the protection of territory, citizens, physical infra-
structure, and the basic constitutional order. At minimum, this sug-
gests a ‘defensive realism,’ as states must ensure that they are not
eliminated entirely. Survival is the minimal goal, as Waltz (1979) notes.

(2) But survival is unlikely without economic growth. Almost no state goal
is conceivable without material resources. States will seek economic
gain in their interaction with other states (Gilpin 2001; Kennedy 1987).

Points 1 and 2 correspond to the notion of high or realist politics, and low,
liberal trade politics. Both are materialist, but states, like all social actors,
also pursue the psychological benefits of recognition and validation by
others (Nel 2010; Wolf 2011).

(3) States clearly seek prestige, as conferred by peer states especially
(Larson and Schevchenko 2010). States seek acclaim and recognition
for their ‘contributions’ and frequently generate self-serving national-
ist or civilizational narratives to demonstrate their greatness to citizens
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and foreigners alike (Mead 2002). Only one state can be the leader;
only one can be number two, and so competition for rank is corre-
spondingly intense.

(4) But the desire to promote one’s own internal values to others is clearly
another widely shared state goal (Carothers 2003, 2006; Kagan 2004;
McFaul 2002, 2004/05; Traub 2009). Revisionists across time and space
have exported, occasionally by force, their ideological/theological/cul-
tural notion of the ‘good life,’ among others the USA, the USSR,
Napoleonic France, Shiite Iran, Chinese dynasties in its relations with
its tributaries, and Muslim states across the centuries.

These four generic goals may be ranked in importance, in which material
trump non-material goals in necessity (Waltz 1979: 107). Material success is
the base on which reputation is built (Wolf 2011: 123ff) and an example to
others why they should adopt one’s values. Hence, the following ranking
is discussed.

(1) National security: This precedes all others, because existence is the
minimum requirement for all other state action.

(2) Economic growth: Material prosperity provides the resources that
make all other goals possible. At minimum, security requires healthy
soldiers and weapons which an economy provides. Prestige is fre-
quently based on cultural achievements facilitated by wealth and
leisure.

(3) Prestige: Peer recognition responds to deep psychological cravings for
respect and attention, but it is impossible without 1 and 2.

(4) Values promotion: This is ideal, a ‘bonus,’ but somewhat disposable
benefit (Brooks et al. 2013: 12, 50), because states regard it as funda-
mentally altruistic or other-regarding. Promoting one’s values to
others is for their ‘benefit,’ hence states will rarely carry serious costs
solely for this (Walt 2013a). Of mostly rhetorical value to states, it
lacks the bite or urgency of goals 1�3.

2. US national interests in NEA

Using the above four-part generic scheme, I plot basic US interests in Asia
below.

2.1. US national security in NEA

2.1.1. Physical threat to the United States?

With the exception of Chinese and NK missile and nuclear programs, US
national security is not directly threatened by any state in Asia (Thompson
2010). The USA enjoys generous geography. The Pacific Ocean still is an

482 The Pacific Review
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effective block against the projection of Chinese or other power against the
continental USA. Furthermore, the USA dominates the Western Hemi-
sphere, and has weak neighbors and only two borders. By contrast, many
Eurasian states, including China, Korea, and (less so) Japan, face encir-
clement or abut powerful neighbors. The local intensities of the NEA secu-
rity dilemma do not impact the USA as much (Christensen 1999, 2006).

The only serious long-term territorial threat to the USA in East Asia
would arise from a hegemonic Chinese-led bloc. Were any one state to
dominate Eurasia, it could perhaps cross the oceans. Therefore, the pre-
vention of such a bloc is a long-standing US foreign policy goal (Spykman
1942). For this reason, the USA fought Germany in World War I and II,
and the USSR in the Cold War. Such a ‘Sinic bloc’ threat is unrealistic
however for many years. It would require, among other things, China’s
continued growth and stability, as well as Indian, Japanese, and Korean
acceptance of such preponderance. This is unlikely in the foreseeable
future.

Ballistic missiles, tipped with weapons of mass destruction (WMD),
present an alternative threat � one of devastation not conquest. China
does have a nuclear deterrent, but it is small (400 warheads roughly). A
more serious threat to actual American sovereign territory comes from
NK, either its (supposed) intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBM) or,
more obliquely, its proliferation of missile and/or nuclear technologies to
American opponents.

Unfortunately, this is very difficult to judge, given NK’s opacity and pro-
pensity to lie. NK claims it has an ICBM that could strike the USA (Yan
2012), but this is probably a blustery ‘me-too’ response to SK’s expanded
medium-range ballistic missile range. NK rocket tests through 2013 have
produced irregular results. The most significant US cities nearest NK are
Juneau, Alaska, and Seattle, WA. Given the possibility of a NK strike, the
USA has occasionally emphasized an anti-ballistic missile system in-the-
ater, but this has moved forward only haltingly.

An alternative direct threat to US physical integrity is NK proliferation.
NK is known to have participated in the AQ Khan network, and the Prolif-
eration Security Initiative was crafted very much around NK (Park 2011:
143). NK could transfer missile and/or nuclear technology to a rogue state
or terrorist group for use against the USA. An overt ‘hand-off’ of a com-
pleted weapon to an anti-American actor is unlikely however, for the same
reasons US earlier fears of a ‘hand-off’ to al-Qaeda never materialized.
The use of such a weapon would likely be traceable to NK and be an
extreme causus belli that would end the NK regime.

2.1.2. Threats to US allies

A NK lucky strike aside, the USA is not directly threatened by the chang-
ing balance of power in NEA (Walt 2012a). Rather, US security interests
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remain its forward regional allies. As during the Cold War, extended
deterrence covering SK, Japan, and Taiwan remain America’s principle
engagements. The first two are in a security dilemma with NK, and the
latter two with China. Hence, US alliances with all three continue to pro-
vide credible deterrence and stabilization (Christensen 2006, 2011; Nye
and Armitage 2012). So far these US allies have not seriously competed
with China’s significant post-Taiwan Crisis (1995/96) military moderniza-
tion, likely because of the American presence. US participation relaxes
the taut interaction spiral one would otherwise expect in a tightly packed,
fast-growing neighborhood like NEA. On the downside, the US presence
could chain-gang America into conflicts in which it would otherwise
not participate.

NK does remain a threat to these allies, but a declining one. Full-blown
Northern nuclear deployment could spark a nuclear spiral; SK and Japan
might well counter-nuclearize. This could worsen the regional security
dilemma and chain-gang the USA into a local nuclear exchange. However,
there is little doubt that in a major conflict with NK, NK would lose, and
Korea would unify on Southern terms. Northern nuclear use in SK would
be a humanitarian catastrophe but is unlikely end the constitutional order
of the Republic of Korea. This applies to Japan as well. US deterrence of
NK remains strong and credible (Kang 2003). Ironically, NK’s greatest
threat to regional stability comes from its weakness, not its strength. SK is
not ready to absorb a chaotic, fractious, heavily militarized NK. Should
NK implode, it could provoke a Chinese intrusion into the north, leading
to a possible clash between US, SK, and Chinese forces. This possibility,
although well-known, remains little discussed for fear of provoking NK
into an outburst, as it obviously questions the very integrity of the
NK state.

China, of course, is the real military challenge (Friedberg 2012; White
2012). Like the old USSR, China is a rising hegemonic challenger with revi-
sionist interests (Mead 2010). These interests are, so far, much less thor-
ough-going than desired Soviet changes (Johnston 2003). The East bloc
challenged the West around the planet and ideologically as well as mili-
tarily. China, by contrast, is primarily focused on maritime alterations in its
favor in the East and South China Seas, and on prestige (Larson and
Schevchenko 2010).

As befits these more limited aims, China’s primary challenge to the USA
to date regards access to East Asian waters and airspace. This anti-access/
area-denial (A2AD) strategy seeks to inhibit American ‘command of the
commons’ (Posen 2013; van Tol et al. 2010). Specifically this means pushing
US Navy operations out beyond the first, ideally the second, island chain
(Japan to the South China Sea, and the Marianas, respectively) of the west-
ern Pacific with asymmetric capabilities, particularly missiles. This disrup-
tion of American power projection is not a direct, symmetrical military
threat to the US homeland, or global peer competition.

484 The Pacific Review
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Similarly, China is not proposing a global ideological revolution. Rather
it is pursuing a traditional realpolitik assertion of national interests at the
expense of neighbors with whom it has conflicts, most obviously Japan
(Guang 2005). In this way, East Asia reminds some observers of pre-1914
Europe (Friedberg 1993/94). When Chinese Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi
said, ‘China is a big country and other countries are small countries, and
that is just a fact’ (Pomfret 2010), he was invoking a classic Thucydidean
rationale for competition and dominance.

Hence, US Asian allies, most obviously Japan and Taiwan, could easily
tip into a tight action�reaction security dilemma with China (Christensen
1999, 2006, 2011; Khoo and Smith 2005: 197; van Tol et al. 2010). Conserva-
tives are already suggesting that China and Japan are in a ‘cold war’ (Aus-
lin 2012). SK has ducked this to date, but it is not at all certain it could
escape a major Chinese-US/Japan showdown. Similarly, although the USA
may not feel domestic insecurity due to China’s distance, China increas-
ingly does from the US presence on its doorstep (Schweller and Pu 2011;
Valencia 2010). The USA moves in Asia to strengthen alliances, make new
alliances, and ‘pivot’ generally could fuel Chinese insecurities. Even if its
arming were defensive, it could then create US insecurities and, thus, spi-
raling. Indeed the most aggressive arguments for the pivot (van Tol et al.
2010) implicitly assume that this is already happening.

More broadly, China and the USA are moving down a well-known path
in which a rising challenger collides with an established leader it considers
to be declining (Gilpin 1981; Perlez 2012). Caught in the middle are US
allies (Kang 2012). These allies are somewhat costly to the USA. Japan
spends less than 1% of GDP on defense, Taiwan, 2.1%, and SK 2.7%. By
contrast the USA spends close to 5%. These allies also present a regular
danger of entrapment � that their own local conflicts will pull the USA
into an unwanted war (Cha 2009/10). Nevertheless, a military commitment
to them is significantly less costly for the USA than a direct confrontation
with China or NK. America’s Asian allies are a good security bargain,
because their front-line position allows the USA to hedge rather than
openly balance China (Medeiros 2005/06).

Ideally, in the longer-term, the liberalization of both China and NK
would serve America’s national security interest. The USA broadly accepts
the ‘democratic peace’ notion and believes that a democratic Asia will be
more peaceful and less threatening to the USA (Twining 2010; United
States Government 2010). The USA is unlikely to cease pestering China
on human rights and castigating NK as a gulag state. These denunciations
are central to America’s understanding of the application of its power; the
USA will not speak the language of realpolitik NK and Chinese elites
would like to hear.2 However, the costs of aggressively pursuing such
democratization are so high; the USA is unlikely to act on it until local
openings, such as the collapse of NK or the Chinese Communist Party,
present themselves.
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2.2. US economic interests in NEA

US economic interests continue to be those since Commodore Perry’s
‘black ships’ first arrived � the ‘open door’ of commerce and freedom of
navigation. A century ago, the USA flirted with a semi-imperial footprint
in East Asia, most obviously the Philippines, but those days are long over.
Despite bouts of protectionism, neoliberal trade openness is the rule. The
USA has no willingness to economically dominate the region for natural
resource extraction or otherwise.

Broadly America seeks a ‘level playing’ field for its companies and prod-
ucts (Alessi and McMahon 2012; Capling and Ravenhill 2011), in the con-
text of a long-term liberalization of Asian economies and a move away
from the persistent mercantilist strategies of the Asian ‘developmental
state’ (Gilpin 2003; Stubbs 2009). Beginning with Japan, every major
American trading partner in the region has pursued a developmental strat-
egy that relied heavily on exports to West and the USA particularly while
simultaneously providing infant industry protection to selected national
champions fueled with soft, government-directed credit (Buzan 2003: 158;
Kang 1995). Openly mercantilist strategies included tariffs (now mostly
eliminated due to the World Trade Organization [WTO] membership),
non-tariff barriers (mostly health and safety), undervalued currencies,
enforced joint ventures, informal cultural discrimination against imports,
industrial policies with explicit targets from ‘strategy’ ministries, and mini-
mal anti-trust action against massive oligopolists (Gilpin 2001, 2003; John-
son 1995; Woo 1991). These techniques sought, and largely created, large,
persistent current account balances (Heginbotham and Samuels 1998). For
decades the USA has carried substantial trade deficits vis-�a-vis Asian trad-
ing partners; the USA has functioned as an ‘importer of last resort.’ As
Ikenberry and Mastanduno (2003: 431) write, ‘it is important to recognize
that the export strategies of many Asian states hinge on the willingness of
the USA to absorb their goods and run chronic trade deficits.’

These imbalances have generated substantial trade friction (Capling and
Ravenhill 2011: 558; Heginbotham and Samuels 1998). As the 2012 US
presidential campaign demonstrated, Americans widely believe that Asian
states cheat on trade rules (Ikenberry and Mastanduno 2003: 431). In the
1980s, friction with Japan became so bad, that Americans began to identify
Japan as a greater threat to the USA than the USSR (Meltzer 1989). Japa-
nese electronics and especially automotive competition devastated work
forces in the Midwest, generating a severe backlash that Japan was ‘taking
over’ the US economy. So difficult was it to break into the Japanese mar-
ket, that the USA forced the ‘Structural Impediments Initiative’ on a resis-
tant Japanese government. Only the post-Nikkei crash ‘lost decades’ of
Japan’s semi-permanent recession economy have relaxed this US pressure.

In the 1990s, attention briefly turned to Korea. Korea took many basic
economic lessons from Japan under Park Chung-hee, generating many of
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the same frictions with the USA. (Richard Gephardt’s abortive presiden-
tial efforts focused on ‘unfair’ Korean competition.) Targeted investment,
closed markets, state-dominated banking, and tight state-oligopoly links
generated parallel Korean versions (chaebol) of Japan’s kereitsu (Kang
1995). Korea’s car market remained effectively closed until recently.
American service industries struggled to enter. A personalistic business
culture similar to Japan’s blunted the cultural acceptability of even supe-
rior American products. The USA�Korea free trade agreement (FTA)
may reduce this tension.

Finally, over the past two decades, the US public has come to strongly
believe that China is an egregious trade cheater (Pempel 2008: 568�69).
Both Mitt Romney and Barack Obama targeted China and its trade poli-
cies relentlessly in the 2012 US presidential campaign, as did the 2008 can-
didates. China’s currency is ‘moderately undervalued’ (International
Monetary Fund 2012), and the government regularly insists that foreign
entrants cooperate in local joint ventures for the purposes of tech transfer.
Intellectual property rights (IPRs), a growing issue in US trade policy given
the scope of services and information in the US economy now, remain very
problematic in China and Korea. Plagiarized software and media are wide-
spread. The efforts by Microsoft and Hollywood to crackdown on Chinese
pirating or the 2012 Apple�Samsung contest over patents are indicators of
future the USA-Asia trade arguments (United States Department of Com-
merce n.d.).

Ironically America’s Asian trade partners recycle much of their dollar
surpluses into US debt, or simply remove those dollars from the market as
reserves. East Asian banks sit on close to $5 trillion in reserves now. Ide-
ally, this money would be spent on US imports to slowly undo the imbalan-
ces between the USA and Asia, but these sums could also generate
inflation were they released in a short burst. Similarly, Americans benefit
enormously as consumers from the wave of cheap imports enabled by the
undervalued Asian currencies. Although Americans are broadly unaware
of this, Asian cheap labor has likely held down global inflation for more
than a generation. Such interdependence constrains the USA’ ability to
push harder on Asian mercantilism despite the electoral benefits; US presi-
dential candidates routinely promise to crackdown on China but do not
once in office (Guthrie 2012).

Similarly, the USA is caught in a cross-wind on Japan and Korea. Both are
security partners, but have emerged as major economic competitors whose
trade practices are widely perceived as mercantilist and cheating. Hence,
long-term liberalization is not simply a security goal related to the politics of
NK and China. It is also a socio-economic goal; a Korea and Japan more open
to American economic penetration would strengthen the alliances and reas-
sure the US median voter that these states are not taking American security
guarantees while simultaneously free-riding on its more openmarket (Brooks
et al. 2013: 44; Capling andRavenhill 2011: 558�59; Prestowitz 2012).
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2.3. US prestige in Northeast Asia

States do not just seek the tangible, empirical gains of greater security
(goal 1) and greater wealth (goal 2). States are also social actors (Johnston
2007). They desire the respect and admiration of their fellows � what Thu-
cydides called ‘honor’ and Hobbes ‘vain-glory.’ Traditionally, social posi-
tion in the international system was most revealed through rankings in
concerts or IOs.

Today, the USA is broadly the most prestigious state in the system
(Lieber 2012), and certainly in Asia (Buzan 2003: 166). It is present at the
heart of every major IO and regime on the planet. Its money is the planet-
wide shadow currency. Its soft power � through ubiquitous cultural prod-
ucts such as film, music, clothing, and language � is persuasive (or toxic).
More than one million people a year immigrate to the USA (Battalova and
Terrazas 2010). Its constitutional system is a frequently model for states in
transition. Unsurprisingly, domestic groups have a generated an
‘exceptionalist’ ideology explaining American dominance as not just mate-
rial ‘unipolarity,’ but as divine ordinance or an end to history. Such hubris-
tic, self-congratulatory ‘bound to lead’ talk is a sure sign of hegemony and
rank. Both the Obama administration and the Republican opposition
intoned for a second ‘American Century’ in the 2012 presidential season.

America’s position has broadly withstood Asia’s rise. Where the euro-
zone crisis has cast doubt on Europe’s ability to lead global governance,
the USA has better weathered the erratic, expensive course of the war on
terror and the Great Recession. US superpowerdom still looks assured for
several decades (Lieber 2012).

However, Asia has clearly produced a challenger in China. Previous
challengers were handicapped. The Soviet bloc talked attractively about
equality, socialist fraternity, and national liberation, but its actual repres-
sive practice and reduction of allies like East Germany to effective clients
alienated potential allies (most famously China) and fractured its ability to
convincingly lead a socialist counter-bloc. Similarly salafism partially chal-
lenges the USA, but its appeal is limited both by the cultural boundaries of
Islam itself (i.e., it will never be a universal competitor) and by the extrem-
ism of its vision (Fukuyama 1992: 46).

China however may genuinely challenge the USA in the world’s imagi-
nation due to the success of its rapid economic growth (Pilling 2012). A
‘renminbi bloc’ appears to be emerging in East Asia, a strong indicator of
an economic rise to hegemony (Subramanian and Kessler 2012). Western-
ers have been prone in the past decade to release books with titles like
When China Rules the World (Martin Jacque 2012), or China Shakes the
World (James Kynge 2007). Well-known public intellectuals such as
Thomas Friedman, Parag Khanna, Ian Bremmer, and Thomas Barnett
have tossed around the notion of a ‘Beijing Consensus’ in contradistinction
to the well-known, oft-criticized ‘Washington Consensus.’ The Beijing
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Consensus smacks of the 1990s claims about ‘Asian values’ (Jiang 2011). It
celebrates China (and Singapore) for rapid growth, technocracy, Asian/
Confucian values of communitarian sacrifice, and the political coherence
that flows from authoritarian rule, including an ability to ‘get things done,’
in contrast to the endemic gridlock and ‘ungovernability’ of Western
democracy (Birch 1984). China’s ‘model’ appears increasingly attractive to
authoritarians in Africa and Asia who wish rapid development but worry
democracy will either slow that, or wish to avoid democratization
altogether.

It is unclear whether Beijing can capitalize on this momentum to gener-
ate a genuinely ideologically attractive alternative (Shambaugh 2013).
Beijing’s realpolitik strategy to date does not lend itself to soft power artic-
ulation (Fukuyama 2008), and demanding respect through threats is a clas-
sic way to squander soft power (Global Times 2012). Indeed, China’s self-
interested focus on resource extraction in Africa, untempered by any good
governance constraints, has already motivated a neo-imperialist critique
there. In Asia specifically, China has yet to craft a meaningful vision to
counter the Americans. Maoism is pass�e, and the effective ideology of the
People’s Republic is now nationalism. But like salafism, Han patriotism
has obvious extra-cultural limitations.

It is often suggested that China’s primary goal is to ease the USA slowly
out of Asia and assume regional Asian hegemony, much as the USA did in
the Western Hemisphere in the nineteenth century (Park 2011; Pilling
2012; Schweller and Pu 2011; White 2012). Consequent with its desire for
high prestige, China angrily rejected US efforts to mediate the South China
Sea dispute (Valencia 2010: 9�10). Not only would such an effort place the
USA in a unique position to determine ‘fairness’ among the competing
claims, it would also set up the USA as a neutral third party ‘above’ the
grubbiness of the bickering parties. It speaks to China’s ambition to region-
ally displace the USA that it so forcefully rejected it.

However, China has yet to develop a language of power (Ikenberry and
Kupchan 1990), an ideology of hegemony that would provide an acceptable
alternative to Pax Americana in the Pacific. Its rapid growth and military
expansion will bring grudging respect, but the admiration of soft power,
the desire to mimic ways of life seen as more exciting, modern, fun, and so
on (Nye 2005), is still lacking. Until China can reach beyond the national-
ism that now so grips it, its regional challenge to the USA will not displace
America’s socio-cultural attraction and the prestige that flows from that.
Another ‘American century’ seems likely for at least a few more decades.

2.4. The promotion of US values in NEA

Realpolitik has never sat comfortably with either American elites or the
American public. There is a widespread, well-known American desire to
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believe that its international action serves some moral purpose (Bonicelli
2013; Larison 2013; Traub 2009). As Mitt Romney put it in the third US
2012 presidential debate: ‘America does not dictate; it liberates.’ Hence,
the USA consistently prods NEA states toward democratization and con-
tinues to frame disputes with them in those terms (Clinton 2011; United
States Government 2010). Regardless of the level of American indebted-
ness to China, US secretaries of state will continue to henpeck China to its
regular frustration. Realist Asian elites, focused intensely on the national
interest traditionally perceived, inevitably find this American posturing
and lecturing fatiguing (Kelly, 2012). However, it is part and parcel of
American power. Particularly, US allies in the region must find a way to
live with this; without a broad belief in the moral purpose of American
power in Asia, retrenchment is likely. The American public is unlikely to
support a US presence solely for access to quality Korean televisions or
cheap Chinese bluejeans (Twining 2010).

Hence, the liberalization of Asian polities and economies is the broadest,
long-term American goal (Clinton 2011; Ikenberry and Mastanduno 2003;
Twining 2010). Liberalization and democratization of American regional
challengers such as NK and China provide a long-term justification of Pax
Americana in the Pacific. Liberalization in Asia would demonstrate to
Americans that US political values are, as American statesmen so often
insist, universal, not American. Soft power theory (Nye 2005) notes that as
states change to be more like others, as ‘they’ become more like ‘us,’ ‘our’
comfort level and sense of security rises. To the extent that China and NK
look more like the USA � not just in cultural tropes like rock music or sit-
coms, but in socio-political values such as individualism, meritocracy, ‘one-
man-one-vote,’ and so on � the USA will more comfortable and less
threatened by them. Japan and SK, despite significant cultural differences
in language, food, art, and so on, are broadly perceived as friends, if not
allies. More specifically, American statesmen and elites broadly accept the
‘democratic peace’ contention; US National Security Strategies have
repeated that belief for decades. Therefore, a political opening of China
and NK would likely represent a major improvement in American security;
it is the ‘big strategic prize for US regional engagement’ (Christensen 2006:
108).

Economically, this goal of liberalization applies to all of NEA (Brooks
et al. 2013: 43ff). The USA has clashed for decades over the internal politi-
cal economies of NEA (Capling and Ravenhill 2011; Gilpin 2001, 2003).
The USA regularly criticizes the oligopolization of sectors by mega firms
with deep political and banking connections. It finds Asian industrial policy
and targeted sectoral strategies unfair, as various regions of the USA have
been hard hit by Asian manufacturing national champions such as Toyota
or Samsung. It seeks particularly the liberalization of intra-industry trade
where some US firms remain competitive but are locked out of Asian mar-
kets by informal cultural practices that discriminate against non-local
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suppliers (a main goal of the erstwhile Structural Impediments Initiative).
It pushes for the independence of local stock markets and banks from state
interference to adequately protect foreign capital penetration and insure
the allocation of credit by market merit rather than state fiat.

All these goals are regularly promoted by America’s trade strategy in
Asia (Alessi and McMahon 2012). The USA has sought to box Asian trad-
ing states into neoliberal multilateral rule sets in order to forestall mercan-
tilist slippage (Brooks et al. 2013: 44�45; Pempel 2008: 571). The Asia-
Pacific Economic Cooperation of the 1990s, China’s accession to the
WTO, the FTA with Korea, and the current Trans-Pacific Partnership are
all vehicles to bind Asians into liberal trading rules that undercut industrial
policy and the statist obsession with trade surpluses (Capling and Ravenhill
2011; Hicks and Kim 2012; Hu 2009: 20ff). Such supra-national deals main-
tain US trade ‘network centrality.’ They keep the USA tied into major
multilateral Asian frameworks, rather than excluded as a non-Asian
power. The USA can then block mercantilist temptations for a ‘closed
regionalism’ (Hu 2009).

Liberalization of economies and polities is the backdrop project of Pax
Americana Pacifica. In the short- and medium-terms, the USA is unlikely
to force a showdown over these issues, as it did with Japan in the
1980s�1990s. As Asia’s wealth and militaries grow, the costs of instability
will rise and the American ability to push Asia toward openness will fall;
the USA will be less likely and able to rock the boat (Schweller and Pu
2011). Nonetheless, the recent souring of the USA on the relationship with
China, both by the business community and political elites, suggests that
the reshaping of Asia to conform to American values is still a goal (Rach-
man 2012). So long as Asian polities and economies are significantly more
closed and opaque than the USA, the USA will continue to nag exasper-
ated Asian elites to change.

3. The new US strategy to pursue its goals: the ‘pivot’ and its
problems

3.1. Defining the ‘pivot’

The recently announced ‘pivot’ or ‘re-balancing’ of American forces
toward the Pacific recognizes the greater weight of Asia in the global econ-
omy. The most developed component of this shift to date is the new mili-
tary emphasis on AirSea Battle and A2AD (Schwartz and Greenert 2012;
van Tol et al. 2010). Other details of the pivot are still emerging, but the
following seem likely:

A significantly greater focus on the military capabilities of China (van
Tol et al. 2010: ch. 1). For more than a decade, 9/11 pulled the USA
into the Middle East. Many Americans are now skeptical these efforts
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were worth it. US resources flowed heavily into poor, small, fractured
states like Afghanistan and Iraq whose impact on the USA is signifi-
cantly less than many Asian states, especially China (Clinton 2011).

A move away from the army, asymmetry, counter-insurgency, and
counter-terrorism, toward the air force, navy, and traditional interstate
hegemonic competition (Green 2008). China presents a maritime
rivalry akin to a ‘normal’ state-to-state challenge (Friedberg 2012).
Given America’s disinterest in ground commitments, and land wars in
Asia generally, AirSea Battle will turn toward naval expansion,
drones, and ‘space war’/C4ISR to combat Chinese A2AD technolo-
gies, such as missiles, submarines, and sea-mines (Kaplan 2010; Posen
2013: 37, 41; van Tol et al. 2010).

Dispersion of US forces around the Pacific to alleviate the likeli-
hood of a missile strike on concentrations. The most threatening ele-
ment of Chinese A2AD is missilization (van Tol et al. 2010). Clustered
forward troops, although they will likely persist in Japan and Korea,
are unlikely elsewhere in the future. As both China and NK continue
to develop missile technologies to counter US conventional superior-
ity, the USA is likely to move to a ‘places not bases’ or ‘lily pads’ posi-
tioning strategy. Smaller US concentrations will also raise the
requirements for interoperability with locals (Kaplan 2006; Lubold
2012; van Tol et al. 2010).

No let-up on NK. Any move back to the Pacific will make clear once
again that NK lurches on because of Chinese assistance. Insofar as the
military part of the pivot, AirSea Battle, focuses on China, NK will
stay in the US firing line as a client of its emerging hegemonic rival.
Unless NK radically changes its behavior, there is little chance of a
separate peace.

More FTAs and other trade deals to tie together a rough alliance of
local Asian states (‘minilateralism’: Park 2011: 155; ‘military multi-
lateralism’: Kaplan 2006; Twining 2010). Roping America’s allies
together more closely will relieve US pivot costs, by shifting burdens
to locals. America’s ideal position is ‘offshore balancer’ rather front-
line state. Indeed, the USA is unlikely to use the word ‘containment’
in reference to China at all. Instead, economic agreements which
weave together US regional allies heighten their multilateral capacity
to act, hopefully reducing the necessity of direct US intervention
(Capling and Ravenhill 2011). US policy on the Japan�China island
dispute suggests this; the USA has not sided aggressively with Japan,
instead allowing regional allies to take the lead. Similarly, the USA
has encouraged a more unified ASEAN front on the South China Sea
dispute. A more explicit multilateral security pact, replacing the cur-
rent hub-and-spoke system, would provoke China and is likely impos-
sible given splits among America’s regional allies, most importantly
between Japan and Korea (Cossa 2000).
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3.2. Potential troubles for the pivot

There are however four potential problems for the pivot’s implementation
rarely discussed. First, there is no obvious constituency in US domestic pol-
itics to support this shift. In the 1990s, the US business community helped
push through trade with China. It derailed efforts to block permanent most
favored nation status for China and supported China’s accession to the
WTO. But today, that community is no longer so positive. Relentless Chi-
nese mercantilism and IPR violations have reduced business’ willingness to
defend China in Washington (Rachman 2012; Shambaugh 2013). Asian-
Americans are not a large, coherent ethnic bloc demanding the pivot.
America’s political elites have not dramatically altered their rhetoric
either; despite Obama’s own championing of the pivot, his team is still reli-
ably Atlanticist (Stephens 2013). The 2012 debates of the Republican pri-
mary and presidential election scarcely touched on Asia, other than the
reliably populist theme that China is cheating. The Middle East continues
to dominate (Luce 2012).

Neither political party’s coalition contains a clear bloc of voters demand-
ing the pivot of Washington. As a rule of thumb, the less wealthy one is, the
less one cares about far-off issues like foreign policy, so it is unlikely that
the underprivileged and youth who helped Obama win want or even care
about this. While college-educated whites, who also broke for Obama,
likely support this, the rest of the Democratic coalition traditionally
focuses on domestic issues like education, social mobility, the courts, redis-
tribution and safety nets, and so on (McConnell 2012). Perhaps labor
unions care a bit, but they probably want less not more engagement with
Asia. The Obama administration’s commitment to the pivot is elite-driven
so far.

However, more importantly, the Republican Party, long the party that
supposedly cared more about foreign policy, remains focused on the Mid-
dle East (Dueck 2011; Green 2008: 592; Indyk 2012; ‘the Re-Pivot’).
Around 40% of Americans claim to have had a born-again experience
(Winseman 2005). For them, Israel is easily America’s most important ally
� a point the American Republican (GOP) party’s near-obsession with
Israel in 2012 presidential campaign and the hearings of Defense Secre-
tary-designate Charles Hagel made very clear (Kaplan 2013; Walt 2013b).
The US religious right’s post-9/11 Kulturkamp with Islam is a central politi-
cal value (Marsden 2012). The course of Iran occupies these voters far
more than culturally obscure East Asia. Rick Santorum and Mitt Romney
both called Iran and salafism the most important issue in US foreign policy
in 2012. In that Christianist mindset, what are Korea or China but factory
floors far away who make goods for Walmart? Kaplan (2006): ‘And
PACOM will not be nearly as constrained as CENTCOM by Washington-
based domestic politics. Our actions in the Pacific will not be swayed by
the equivalent of the Israel lobby; Protestant evangelicals will care less
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about the Pacific Rim than about the fate of the Holy Land.’ Asia does not
activate or mobilize these ‘Jacksonian-Christianist’ voters. In short, Demo-
crats care little about Asia one way or another, besides a vague sense that
China is ‘cheating,’ and Republicans want to keep the focus on the Middle
East. Given that voter support is necessary in the medium- and long-terms
for any major policy commitment in the US democracy, shallow electoral
support is a vulnerability.

Second, connected to the first point, is that Americans do not know
much about Asia. Of course, it is true Americans are comparatively insular
generally (Kenny 2012). As a superpower, Americans do not need to know
about others; others need to know about them. Much of the world speaks
English, obviously disincentivizing language acquisition. America is geo-
graphically distant, so visiting Eurasia is expensive. Beyond this general
‘ugly American’ problem, Americans are particularly ignorant about Asia.
Asia is the globe’s most culturally different large social space from the
USA, with the possible exception of central Africa (Buruma and Margalit
2004; Huntington 1996: 225ff, 307). Latin America, Europe, Oceania, and
Russia are all in, or close enough to, Western civilization that the basic
knowledge from high school civics classes applies. ‘They’ look like ‘us’
(somewhat); the tribal cultural gap (how others eat, dress, talk, worship,
look, write, etc.) is not that wide. Even the Middle East is more like the
USA than China. Islam is an abrahamic monotheistic faith analogous to
Christianity, Israel is fairly western, and since 9/11, most westerners have
learned a lot more about Islam and the Arabs.

By contrast, Americans are staggeringly ignorant of Asia (Snyder 1999;
Asia Society 2001: ‘Eighty percent of adults surveyed do not know India is
the world’s largest democracy’). The intuitive, ‘us-vs-them’ cultural gap, as
Huntington noted, is very deep. Most American statesmen could likely
recall the date of the French Revolution but not the Opium War. Most
would recognize Napoleon, but not Qianlong. More Americans still study
Latin than Chinese (Gresser 2012). The Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) rates Korean, Chinese, and Japanese at its hardest acquisition level
(4), and without serious language skills, these countries literary traditions
are inaccessible. Asian religions are distant from the monotheistic expecta-
tions of Americans; ancestor veneration, for example, is unheard of in the
USA. Nor does the generally diplomatic and military pivot include an
American domestic educational effort to close that cultural gap (Studin
2013). In short, the food, traditional clothes and music, religious and cul-
tural practices, and non-latinate scripts baffle Americans, especially in
comparison to the culturally easier production in other parts of the world.

Nor does Asia have an obvious cultural or religious connection to Amer-
icans. When US involvement in Western Europe expanded in the 1950s,
the US public, mostly descended from European immigrants, had a reason-
able idea of what Europe was, so a ‘North Atlantic community’ was a
coherent concept (Deutsch et al 1957). When the USA became hegemon
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of the Middle East in the 1990s, the deeply religious attachment of many
Americans provided a strong foundation for that commitment. Since the
Cold War, America’s regional foci have been Europe (NATO expansion)
and the Middle East (Israel, oil, the GWoT). Both of these areas enjoy
strong cultural and religious connections to many US voters which under-
gird the heavy US military commitment. (Moreover, sheer proximity to
Latin America sustains the Monroe Doctrine.) However, there is no simi-
lar cultural, intellectual, linguistic, or religious connection to Asia that will
sell the pivot to a US public wary of more wars and interventions. The
many Republican and presidential debates of 2012 which all but ignored
Asia for a year of campaigning made that very obvious; the voters just
were not interested in the pivot. It is very unlikely Americans will empa-
thize with Asians as they do with Europeans, Israelis, Australians, and to a
lesser extent, Latin Americans or Russians. This casts doubt on the Ameri-
can electorate’s cultural-intellectual ability sustain this pivot over time and
at cost.

Third, the Middle East is characterized by so many nondemocracies that
the USA must be heavily invested (at least to meet its current goals � oil,
Israel, counterterrorism). Katzenstein (2005) noted this; America has no
strong subordinate anchor state there, akin to Germany in Europe and
Japan in Asia. This is why the GOP particularly emphasizes an enduring,
semi-imperial presence in the Gulf. Besides tiny Israel, the USA does not
have the friends necessary for things like the dual containment (Iran and
Iraq) of the 1990s, and or the second Iraq war (Walt 2012b).

By contrast in Asia, America has many allies who are strong and func-
tional � Japan, Australia, Korea, and Taiwan most obviously � and ‘semi-
friends’ such as India and Vietnam where relations are improving if only
because of Chinese power (Kaplan 2006, 2010). An off-shore balancing
strategy, driven perhaps solely by US fiscal constraints, could easily push a
lot of the costs of US regional goals onto them (Layne 2012). The defense
spending asymmetry between the USA and its allies noted earlier (whether
classified as ‘free-riding’ or not) could easily tempt the USA to ‘buck-pass’
out of a belief that wealthy allies could spend more. As US financial con-
straints worsen, simultaneous with rising Chinese power, pressure on the
front-line states will increase. Their higher defense spending could soften
the sharpening guns-vs-butter choice in the US budget debate. Pushing
expenses onto them is a path of low resistance for American decision-mak-
ers seeking to retain both hegemony in the Pacific and the welfare state
at home.

Furthermore, as Buzan notes (2003: 168ff), US geography means it could
feasibly act as a ‘balancer,’ rather than ‘protector’ in Asia. Specifically,
much of the pivot has been assumed to be targeted at China. However, by
a straightforward cost-benefit analysis, why would the US encircle, contain,
or otherwise provoke China, when the front-line states could be it doing it
first? The USA does not need to pivot toward Asia unless China actually

R.E. Kelly: The ‘Pivot’ and Its Problems 495

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

12
1.

17
5.

19
9.

18
4]

 a
t 2

0:
52

 1
5 

Ju
ne

 2
01

4 



attacks its neighbors, because rimland states such as India, Korea, and
Japan will likely work hard to build and maintain a multipolar equilibrium
(Kang 2012; Walt 2012a). These states do not want to be dominated by
China, and they will suffer more than the USA if China becomes the
regional hegemon (Fukuyama 2013). Therefore, the USA can feasibly
hover in the background, offshore, over the horizon, as it has in the past.
Given the strength of liberal democracy in Asia (unlike the ME), the need
for the USA to be there in strength is much lower. Hedging is an easy
option (Park 2011).

Finally, the Asia pivot is handicapped, simply because the USA can
scarcely afford yet another massive regional build-up. The USA is bor-
rowing in excess of $1 trillion per annum, much of that from foreigners,
especially China. It is widely accepted now that US debt is approaching
unsustainability (Rogoff 2013), and that money which could fund domes-
tic entitlements is going to defense instead (Preble 2012). Although
Defense Department spending is a smaller percentage of GDP than dur-
ing the Cold War, the integrated national security budget (including veter-
ans care, homeland security, nuclear weapons, and the intelligence
agencies) exceeds $1 trillion (Hellman 2011). Also, the US budget faces
constraints of debt and aging-related entitlement spending not seen during
the Cold War, so competition for the budget is more intense (Brooks
2013).

Tax hikes could generate new revenue, but there is wide resistance to the
paying the tax rate consonant with both the American welfare and warfare
states (Campbell 2012). Greater allied defense spending could burden-
share the costs of the pivot, but Asian allies have been low defense spend-
ers since the end of the Cold War. It would take a major American diplo-
matic effort to push this on them. Japan’s economic troubles are so
persistent, it may not be able to respond, and SK, desperate to avoid the
public perception in China of alignment against it, might revolt. US
retrenchment from one of its other regional hegemonies could make room
for this new one. Europe almost certainly does not require a major Ameri-
can presence for security purposes. But nothing in the pivot discussion to
date has admitted that retrenchment in one place may be needed to sustain
dominance in another.

As the constant budget rancor in Washington suggests, something some-
where will have to be cut, and the obvious opportunity cost of buying air-
craft carriers to semi-contain China is cutting Medicare, Medicaid, and
Social Security. (Defense, plus M/M/SS, comprise around 70% of the US
budget now.) Worse still, US infrastructure needs, after years of underin-
vestment, loom (Galston 2013). In short, the pivot is a classic guns-vs-but-
ter trade-off (Brooks 2013), with politically unpalatable options all around
(defense cuts, retrenchment somewhere else, sharp burden-sharing con-
flicts with allies, entitlement cuts, or tax hikes).
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As America reached the zenith of its dominance over the Middle East
after the Gulf War, the USA could afford primacy. The Cold War was
over; the US economy boomed in the 1990s; and the US budget gap was
healing. However in the 2000s, the Bush administration borrowed to main-
tain and expand US dominance. Now, post-Great Recession, exploding
debt has brought ‘sequestration,’ including defense cuts with even Republi-
can support (Preble 2013). Furthermore, given the sheer size of China, the
expense of a pivot-cum-containment would be astronomical. It will become
more obvious to the median voter in the next twenty years that domestic
entitlements are suffering to fund the continuing post-9/11 US military
expansion. Americans probably will not choose guns over butter (aircraft
carriers instead of checks for grandma) if forced (Khimm 2012).

Similarly, at the theoretical level, a major debate over retrenchment has
broken out (Posen 2013; Brooks et al. 2013, who assert the balance of IR opin-
ion lies with retrenchers [pp. 7�10]). Moreover even within the GOP, there
appears to a small if growing constituency for military spending restraint (Pre-
ble 2013). Adding military dominance over East Asia to current preponder-
ance in the Western Hemisphere, Middle East, and Europe, is likely
impossible without extraordinary cuts to the welfare state most Americans
will vote against. Something will have to give (White 2012). Hence, America
might simply stumble into Asian offshore balancing and buck-passing to
front-line states. It is the path of least political resistance domestically for US
decision-makers. No US elected official wants to say that US health-care
spendingmust be cut, becauseAmericamust defend foreigners.

4. Conclusion

Methodologically, this paper is a first-cut at the pivot, a new research pro-
gram in IR and East Asia area studies. As a disciplined-configurative case
study, the arguments and intuitions formulated here are still in early devel-
opment (Bennett 2006: 45; Odell 2006). Basic theoretically-informed
description and concept-formation is only just beginning (Gerring 2012;
McKeown 1999: 183�85), and this essay seeks to fill that gap. Future
researchers could formalize my four concerns about the pivot into empiri-
cally-testable ‘if/then’ hypotheses. For example, if the US public perceives
the military cost of the pivot to require cuts in Medicare/Medicaid/Social
Security, then the American electorate will return congressmen who will
cut defense. Conversely, rejoinders that American desires to retain hege-
mony or local Asian fears of China might overwhelm domestic US objec-
tions, could be similarly formalized. These arguments could then be
assigned appropriate observable implications, rooted in different social sci-
ence literatures, and predictions/tests made.

To conclude, this paper has argued for four broad US interests in Asia: to
slow if not prevent China’s rise to regional hegemony, which includes the con-
tinuing containment of NK; to cajole Asian trading states away from
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developmentalism toward liberal multilateralism; to fend off the ‘Beijing
Consensus’ in favor of yet another ‘American century;’ and to promote the
long-term democratization and liberalization of Asian polities and
economies.

That final, cap-stone goal is both the necessary moral anchor to keep the
American public committed to Asia and the most difficult to achieve. Deca-
des of American effort to push Japan into changing its national style of capi-
talism (Huntington 1996: 225�26; Gilpin 2003) failed. It is even less likely to
succeed with larger, testier China (Roy 1994: 168). As US relative power
wanes, values promotion will be yet harder. America will likely ‘satisfice,’
capturing short- and medium-term gains of regional stability at the expense
of pushing for serious liberalization. In Eastern Europe and the Middle
East, where asymmetries and US leverage are greater, a ‘freedom agenda’
was more conceivable. In Asia, in the face of strong economies, large,
nationalistic populations, and stubbornly oligarchic elites on which the USA
depends for debt financing, American goals are likely to contract.
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Notes

1. This section borrows significantly from a similar argument made in Kelly, 2012.
2. The third 2012 US presidential debate (22 October) once again made clear the

deep, bipartisan US impetus to situate US power in grandiloquent, moralistic
language.
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