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1. Introduction

This paper is about the strategy that United States might adopt in order
to contain the rising Chinese state in North-East Asia. The other great
powers in the regions are Russia and Japan because of their capabili-
ties which will be presented later in the paper. Given the fact that
China is the second economic power in the world after USA1 and it
might seek hegemony in North-East Asia, intention that can attract the
United States’ adversity.

My analysis is based on Mearsheimer’s offensive realism theory,
which states that if a regional hegemon is confronting a peer competi-

tor in another region in the world, a rising
power, it will make efforts in order to block
the rival to achieve the same rank. Another re-
gional hegemon might cause problems in the
backyard of another and for that reason it
must be stopped.2 According to Mearsheimer,

the United States represent the only regional hegemon in history and
dominates the Western Hemisphere.3

According to Mearsheimer, ‘a hegemon is a state so powerful, that
dominates all the other states from the system’4 and ‘no other state has
the military means to launch a serious fight against it’.5 It represents
the only great power from the system and has the advantage of usualy
interpreting the whole world.6 But, beside the improbable denouement
in which a state would acquire the decisive nuclear superiority, it is im-
possible to become a global hegemon, because of the blocking power
of water.7 Given these circumstances, the best outcome for a great
power is regional hegemony, and if possible, to gain control of a
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ground accessible adjacent region.8 Therefore, a regional hegemon is the most powerful state
in a region.

This paper is relevant for the International Relations field because it is a analysis of a cur-
rent situation with recent data and also there are no studies in Romania about the rise of China
and its implications from the viewpoint of the offensive realism.

The offensive realism is used as a description tool of the international events, but also it has
a prescriptive component, that shows the states the best way to survive.9 This means the Unit-
ed States has two strategies available in order to contain the rising China in its way to region-
al hegemony in North East-Asia. Those strategies are the buck-passing and balancing and
there are the main instruments used by the states in order to preserve the balance of power from
the aggresive behavior of other states. Also, there is a strong motivation for the threatened
states to pass the buck.10

For the following purposes of the research, it is needed to emphasize the difference be-
tween the buck-passing and balancing. Through balancing the dangerous enemy faces a seri-
ous commitment from the threatened states in order to block the threathening behavior, while
the buck passing is used when a state make efforts to pass the task of blocking the aggressor
to another great power while it stands aside. Usually, the buck-passing is a more preferred
strategy than the balancing because the costs of fighting a war are avoided.11

By taking into account the rise of China in the North-East Asia and the distribution of
power in that region the following question appears: Which is the most preferable strategy for
the United States to stop the rise of China as a hegemon in North-East Asia? 

In the preliminary stage, my answer to this question is that the most preferable strategy
for the United States for stopping the rise of China to regional hegemony in North-East Asia
is balancing. This is the hypothesis of my paper. The reason for that the balancing is the pref-
ereable strategy to buck passing is that China is a potential hegemon in North-East Asia and
the other great powers ar too weak to contain the Chinese threat. 

In order to test my hypothesis I will analyze the data for population, economy, military and
nuclear forces, and also I rely on the following steps. First, I will make an review on the liter-
ature about strategies for survival; second, I will present in detail the strategies of balancing
and buck passing; third, I will present some critics to Mearsheimer; fourth, I will demonstrate
that China is a potential hegemon in North-East Asia and that the other powers in the region
ar too weak to contain the Chinese threat; fifth, I will explain why balancing is better than buck
passing for the US efforts to counter the Chinese rise and answer the question of this paper in
order to validate my hypothesis; the sixth part of this paper is reserved for conclusions. 

Based on this argumentation I will expect to validate my hypothesis and demonstrate that
the best strategy for the United States in the North-East Asia in order to stop the Chinese ris-
ing is balancing while buck-passing is counterproductive because the other powers in the re-
gion are too weak to take the responsibility to face the Chinese threat.

2. The Literature on Strategies for Survival

The speciality literature reserved a particular place for the strategies that are available for the
states in order to survive or to gain power. One of the most important book about these strate-
gies is Stephen M. Walt’s ‘The Origins of Alliances’. Exploring the origins of alliances12, Walt
addressed an issue of central importance, about the response given by the states to threats13
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raising a question of high importance: ‘Do states seek allies in order to balance a threatening
power, or are they more likely to bandwagon with the most threatening state?’14

Walt argues that balancing occurs more often than bandwagoning15 and proposes another
approach, by challenging the traditional balance of power theory, arguing ‘that states ally to
balance against threats rather than against power alone’.16 From the viewpoint of the balance
of threat theory, ‘states tend to ally with or against’ the greatest source of threat, taking into
account factors as ‘aggregate power, geographic proximity, offensive power, and aggressive in-
tentions’.17

According to Walt, the balancing behavior against threats by alliance can be found in dif-
ferent forms. The most common form of balancing is when ‘states seek to counter threats by
adding the power of another state to their own’. This kind of balance was used by the super-
powers either to mutual countervail of the threats or to prevent the other’s expansion in influ-
ence, while the states with regional interests appealed for external assistance.18

The relations between Arab states gave birth to another type of balancing, based on loyal-
ty to Arab goals or solidarity, thus obtaining power and legitimacy. The balance between the
Arab countries has been made ‘not by adding up armies but by adding up votes’. What is com-
mon to both types of balancing ‘is the desire to acquire support from others in response to an
external threat’.19

Balancing between superpowers, seen as their efforts to counter each other, took two di-
mensions, where the first is related to countering the other by antagonizing its clients in the re-
gion, while the second is the effort made to attract the clients of the opponent to realign, by
making a bigger offer or by subversion. In contrast, the regional powers, namely for Walt, the
Middle East states, have chosen their alliances almost every time as a reaction to the threat
come from another power as the same rank. Almost every time, these threats, come from an-
other regional power, favored the balancing behavior, rather than bandwagoning.20

The balancing behavior is not an universal tendency, therefore, under some circumstances,
states join the dominant power. Bandwagoning is more likely to occur, in the case of weak
states, due to their vulnerability and small chances to determine their fate21, and also to the lack
of useful allies because, if they choose to resist, don’t want to oppose the threat by their own.
The hope that the threatening power will be appeased, moderating its aggressive intentions, ap-
pears in most cases of this strategy.22

The analysis on alliance constitution in the Middle East concludes that balancing is more preva-
lent than bandwagoning in states’ preferences, even when they have to oppose significant threats.23

Explaining the opposite alliance choices between great powers in Europe before First and
Second World Wars, Thomas J. Christensen and Jack Snyder discussed about chain-ganging
and buck-passing.24 By using Waltz’s theory combined with variables extracted from the se-
curity dilemma theory and perceptual theories, the two authors argued that in a multipolar Eu-
rope, with checkerboard geography, ‘the perception of offensive military advantages gave rise
to alliance chain-ganging before 1914, whereas the perception of defensive advantages gave
rise to buck-passing before 1939’.25

For them, in multipolar systems, balancing becomes ineffective because of two alliance
dilemmas. The chain gang, as the first problem, leads to an interdependence between the mem-
bers of the alliance, resulting to a drag of the allies at the moment when a nation goes to war.
More exactly, when one member of the chain gang is on the edge of the hollow, the other has
no other option but to enter by its side.26 From their point of view ‘hyperactive balancing be-
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havior threatens the stability of the system by causing unrestrained warfare that threatens the
survival of some of the great powers that form the system’s poles’.27

Another pathology of multipolar systems, which opposes the first, is buck-passing, that
refers to the failing of timely balancing to oppose a rising threat for the tendency of some states
to free-ride on the others efforts to balance. The reason for this choice is that ‘they wish to
avoid bearing unnecessary costs or because they expect their relative position to be strength-
ened by standing aloof from the mutual bloodletting of the other powers’.28

Criticizing Walt regarding to the balancing-bandwagoning dichotomy, Glenn H. Snyder ar-
gues that balance can be also made, for example, by military action or armament, not only by
alliances.29 A more serious problem, is that the Walt’s dichotomy overshadow all the choices
available in an alliance and becomes an obstacle for an attempt to analyze in a more discrim-
inating manner. States can have other choices available, apart from an alliance with or against
a threatening state, including neutrality (formal or informal), improving relations, but not ally,
with third parties, and conciliation or making a compromise with the source of threat.30

The dualism between balancing and bandwagoning leads to other forms as offensive-defen-
sive alliances as well as resistance/accommodation to opponents: balancing alliances have clear
defensive purposes, while some kind of bandwagoning alliances have offensive character.31

Arguing that balancing and bandwagoning are not opposite behaviors, designed for mak-
ing states more secure, Randall Schweller affirms that ‘states have very different reasons to
choose’ between them. For Schweller ‘the aim of balancing is self-preservation and the pro-
tection of values already possessed, while the goal of bandwagoning is usually self-extension:
to obtain values coveted’. In turn, ‘balancing is driven by the desire to avoid losses; bandwag-
oningby the opportunity for gain’.32 In this case it is not necessary for bandwagoning the ex-
istence of a great threat from exterior. When the goal of bandwagoning is profit instead of se-
curity, this strategy is not the opposite side of balancing, but of defensive buck-passing, and it
is called „predatory buck-passing”. This last mentioned behavior represents that states which
aim to ‘gain unearned spoils’ ride for free on the others offensive actions. Therefore, by using
a different definition of bandwagoning, Schweller argues that ‘it is far more widespread than
Walt suggests’.33

3. Mearsheimer’s Strategies for Survival

Before presenting the balancing and buck-passing strategies, it is necessary to outline
Mearsheimer’s core assumptions on offensive realism. First, anarchy characterises the interna-
tional system, but this not mean that it is in chaos or disorder; second, the great powers have
an offensive military capacity which can be used to harm or destroy eachothers; third, states
never can be sure about the others intentions; fourth, the main goal of the great powers is sur-
vival; and fifth, the great powers are rational.34

If all of these assumptions are taken isolated do not mean that relations between great pow-
ers should be defined by aggresivity, but, when reunited, create great incentives for aggresive
thinking and actions. In particular, fear, selp-help and power maximization are the general be-
havior patterns that result from these assumptions.35

There are a lot of strategies that states use to alter the balance of power, either in their ad-
vantage or to prevent the alteration by other states in their advantage.36 The main strategy for
gaining relative power is war. A more attracting strategy is represented by blackmail, for the
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reasons it is a cheap method that relies on the threat of force. However, to blackmail a great
power is often hard to realise because it will not yield to threats and will choose to fight. Bait
and bleed is also hard to apply, because it assumes to instigate the rivals to war. Bloodletting
is a better alternative of this strategy, for the reason that a great power will act to be sure that
a war which involves one of its adversaries will be long and deadly.37

Appeasement and bandwagoning are not very good alternatives when it comes to deal with
aggressors, for the reason that both mean to concede power to a rival.38 Bandwagoning means
that a state allies with its dangerous enemy, at least for the spoils that come from the war, thus
abandoning to oppose the aggressor. For Mearsheimer, in a realist world bandwagoning is a
counterproductive solution because the dangerous adversary can gain more absolute power than
the bandwagoner. This is the reason why Mearsheimer does not agree with other positions that
place balancing and bandwagoning between the most important strategies.39 A more aspiring
strategy is represented by appeasement because it aims to modify the aggressor’s behavior by
conceding power to make it more secure hoping that the aggresivenes will lower or disappear.40

Finally, the other strategies for great powers are represented by imitation of the rivals’ success-
ful actions and by innovation as finding more ways to gain more power that the adversaries.41

4. Balancing and Buck-Passing

The main strategies for blocking the aggressors to alter the balance of power are the balancing
and the buck passing.42 Through balancing the dangerous enemy faces a serious commitment
from the threatened states in order to block the threatening behavior. The threatened states ac-
cept to take on their own expense the task to deter the aggressor or, if necessary, to fight with.
The buck passing is a strategy used when a state makes efforts to pass the task of blocking the
aggressor to another great power while it stands aside. Usually, the buck passing is a more pre-
ferred strategy than the balancing for the main reason that the enormous costs of fighting a war
are avoided.43

4.1. Balancing

This strategy refers to the direct responsibility taken by a great power in order to prevent the
alteration of the balance of power by an aggressor. Discouraging the aggressor is the initial ob-
jective, but if this could not be achieved, the balancing state has to engage in war.44

There are three types of actions designed to ensure the success of this strategy. The first ac-
tion implies sending clear diplomatic signals to the aggressor about the steadfast determina-
tion of preserving the balance of power, even if the war occurs. The message transmitted is not
about conciliation, is about confrontation, and a sand line is drawn. The aggressor is warned
not to cross the line.45

The second action is about creating a defensive alliance by the threatened states, that is
made for containing the aggressor. This type of action, also known as ’external balancing’, is
not so efficient in a bypolar46 system because there are no great powers available for an al-
liance and the alliance can be made only with minor powers. The states that make an alliance
share the costs of blocking the aggressor, a thing with an extremely importance when the war
is launched. Moreover, the more allies a state has, the bigger is the firepower that the aggres-
sor has to face, and also the discouraging is more possibly to be successful.47
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However, the drawback of the external balancing lies in its frequent slowness and ineffi-
ciency. To form a balancing coalition rapidly is a difficult task because it takes time to make
an alliance to function in a good way and also the coordination of the efforts, even if there is
a general consensus between the members. The states are selfish actors and have strong incen-
tives to bring the costs at a minimum level, and what is more aggravating, the members tend
to pass the buck between them.48

The third way to block an aggressor is called ’internal balancing’ and involves the mobi-
lization of the own extra resources, like rising the defence spendings or general mobilization.
This strategy is pure self help. The disadvantage is that the great powers already allocate a
great part of their resources for defence and because they seek to maximize their share from
the global power, the internal balancing is permament affair. But when an extremely aggres-
sive enemy has to be confronted, the great powers remove the useless spendings and look for
intelligent methods to raise the defence spendings.49

The exception for internal balancing occurs when an insulary state exerts the balancing.
States like Great Britain or United States tend to maintain small military forces when they do
not need to bock a potential hegemon in a zone of strategic importance. The reason for this
practice is that their remote rivals focus on each other, while the stopping power of water pro-
vides total security. When the necessity to block a potential hegemon occurs, a balancing great
power will rise drastically the power and the dimension of its forces.50

4.2. Buck-passing

The main alternative to balancing is the buck passing, where a great power tries to make an-
other state to take the task of discouraging or even fighting an aggressor, while it stays on the
sidelines. The state that pass the buck is aware that the aggressor must be blocked, but tries to
transfer this task to another threatened state.51

There are four ways for the threatened states to facilitate the buck passing. First, they could
try to have good diplomatic relations with the aggressor, or at least not to provoke it hoping
that will focus on the state which takes the buck.52

Second, usually, the states that pass the buck maintain cold relations with the state that has
to take it. There are two reasons for this practice: first, the cold diplomatic relations can
strenghten the relations with the aggressor, and second, they are not always willing to enter a
war at the side of the state which takes the buck. The aim of the buck passer is to avoid fight-
ing the aggressor.53

Third, the great powers could allocate additional resources to make this strategy function
for two reasons. First, by strenghtening its own defence, a state that passes the buck is feared
by the aggressor, which will focus on the state that takes the buck. The more stronger is a state,
the least chances are to be attacked by the aggressor. The state that takes the buck has to con-
tain the aggressor without the buck passer. Second, the states that pass the buck maintain
strong armies because no one is sure that would have to confront the aggressor alone and be a
victim of this strategy.54

Fourth, sometimes is profitable for a state to accept or to encourage a power increasing for
the state that takes the buck in order to have more chances to contain the aggressor. This would
increase the perspective of standing aside for the buck passer.55

The balancing and the buck passing are opposing strategies, but although the danger of dis-
integration of the alliance is discouraging, in the balancing coalitions the states have a strong
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motivation for buck passing or to freeride. Also, the strategy of buck-passing has an offensive
part, making it more attractive for the reason that the buck taker and the aggressor fight a long
and costly war.56 It is very probable that the balance of power will tilt in the favor on the buck
passer. After this denouement the state that passes the buck is very likely to be the dominant
power after the war. The buck passing is preferably too when a state has to deal with many
dangerous enemies, but lacks the force to fight simultaneously with them, and this approach
can reduce the number of threats.57

However, the strategy of buck passing is not safe from failure and its main drawback is that
the state which takes the buck might not succeed in blocking the aggressor. This would endan-
ger the state that passes the buck. Moreover, there is the danger that the state which takes the
buck to become so strong and might alter the balance of power. Although these problems give
serious thought, there almost finally do not decrease the atractivity of the strategy and the great
powers do not use this strategy thinking to failure.58

4.3. Systemic polarity, balancing and buck passing

The choice between the two strategies is influenced mainly by the structure of the internation-
al system. In a bipolar system a great power has to counter the adversary because it can not
pass the buck to another power. In the multipolar systems with no potential hegemon and with
no common frontier with the aggressor, the strategy of buck passing tends to be an often used
strategy. But the threatened rivals tend to use the buck passing even if they face a dominant
threat. As a general rule, the stronger the potential hegemon, the more probably that a balanc-
ing coalition to be formed.59

If there in the bipolar and multipolar systems the things are clear, in the unbalanced multi-
polar system there are a few things to clarify. Even if the potential hegemon is a great threat
for all the states in the system, the buck passing often takes place in the unbalanced multipo-
lar systems for the reason that states make efforts to avoid the costs of containment. But, when
the dominant state is so strong, the threatened states have nothing to do but to form a coalition
designed to balance the aggressor. The reason is that there are too weak to pass the buck to
each other.60

If the power distribution reflects the buck-passing probability, geography helps to identify
the states that are very likely to pass the buck and those which take it. Shared borders make
the balancing easier because they give the states the opportunity to put pression on the aggres-
sor by having direct access to enemy territory and also there is the perspective of a war on
many fronts. On the other hand, if the threatened state is separated from the aggressor by a
buffer zone or by water, it will be hard to put pressure on the enemy by using the militay force.
To get to the aggressor, invading a minor power that stands in the way is often a sollution for
the threatened state.61

Also, there are many chances that the great powers that share the borders with the aggres-
sor to counter it because they might feel extremerly vulnerable and there are not in the posi-
tion to pass the buck, even if this strategy is always a temptation.62
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5. Critics to Mearsheimer

One of the first critics comes from Glenn Snyder, who rejected the idea of security dilemma
as a synoptic concept inside offensive realism. The security dilemma, in most formulations
concentrates on the occurence of power and security competition between status quo states,
but uncertainty regarding the intentions of the others compells all the actors to take measures
meant to assure their protection which are regarding as threatening to the others.63

Cristopher Layne puts into discussion the geography and regional hegemony variables ar-
guing that ‘only an insular power like the United States can successfully project its power into
distant regions and bid for global hegemony’.64

The great continental powers have two types of problems. First, throughout history, they
had to confront each other, having to deal with the problems at home due to the fact they
shared borders with dangerous neighbours. The second problem comes from the first, great
continental powers could not obtain the necessary power projection capabilities to confront a
distant regional hegemon. In contrast with Mearsheimer, Layne points out that ‘because it has
no rivals in its own region to worry about, the United States has been free to concentrate its
resources and ambitions on becoming a global hegemon’.65

Continuing his critics, Layne puts into discussion the characteristic of the stopping power
of water to transform a hegemon from a status quo power to a power maximize. He asks him-
self why satisfied regional hegemons are worried about what happens at a distant region and
why they have the tendency to involve there, while Mearsheimer’s argument that is ideal for
every gret power to be the only regional hegemon in the world does not entirely please Layne.
Again, he asks himself if not the regional primacy of a great power, which is far stronger than
others, does not turn into global hegemony and, finally, he asks why a regional hegemon
should pass the buck to prevent the rising of another regional hegemon or why it will not take
action to prevent the appearance of another rival that might cause great problems.66

In another article, Layne proposes that United States should be an offshore balancer, con-
tradicting Mearsheimer who argued that it already is.67 The United States can balance multi-
laterraly or unilaterally. Multilateral offshore balancing is problematic for four reasons: first,
the goal of preserving the US primacy does not fit with the effort of convinving the other that
they have nothing to fear; second, it is against the realities of international politics the concep-
tion that United States should exert its power with others; third, even if the United States can
reassure its allies regarding the wisedom of its actions, it is doubtful if it can do the same thing
in the case of potential adversaries, like Russia or China; fourth, this strategy can be seen as a
back-up strategy for preserving the US hegemony, rather than being considered as a policy of
restraint.68 Therefore, as an alternative, Layne proposed the unilateral offshore balancing to be
the next great strategy for United States.69

Finally, Peter Toft begins his critique with a great problem related to logic, arguing that
from the five assumptions it can be extracted only one affirmation, that states are power max-
imizers.70 From the viewpoint of Toft, another problem is that offensive realism focuses only
on great powers, thus ignoring the majority of states from the international system. Also, the
focus on territorial expansion and military security enclose the possibilities of the theory. Fur-
thermore, in Mearsheimer’s world the cooperation is limited, because of the fear and conflict
as consequences of anarchy. Finally, the theory has difficulties to explain the contemporary
world politics where the United States has a preeminently position.71
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6. China as a Potential Hegemon in North-East Asia

In order to demonstrate why China is a potential hegemon in North-East Asia I will use a table
which reflects the distribution of power in the region. The table is similar to the one which
Mearsheimer uses in the tenth chapter of his book, but with different data, upgraded for nowa-
days. Also, in order to make things clear, I will introduce in the table recent data for popula-
tion and economic growth. I will analyze the power of three great powers from North-East
Asia: China, Japan and Russia. 

To clarify, I have to say that, for measuring the power of a state, Mearsheimer takes into
account two types of power, potential power and real power.72 The potential power is given
by the size of the population and its wealth level (GDP); there are the foundation of the mili-
tary power. The real power is given mainly by the ground forces, directly sustained by the ma-
rine and air forces. Even if the world is in the nuclear era, the main part of the military power
is the terrestrial power.73

Therefore, for the purpose of this part, demonstrating that China is a potential hegemon in
North-East Asia, I will take into account the population size and GDP for potential power and
the size of the army with the nuclear warheads for the real power, together with recent popu-
lation and economic growth rates. 

As the tabe shows, China is by far the strongest state in terms of potential power. Compared
to Japan or Russia it has the largest population and also the strongest economy. Also, it has su-
perior population and economic growth rates and if this advantage will be constant, the gap
between China, Japan and Russia will be wider. And because the potential power is the foun-
dation for the military power it means that in the future China will be able to build superior
military forces, at large numbers and with superior technology.

In terms of real power, even if China is inferior when it comes to nuclear forces, is superi-
or regarding to the size of the military. And as I said before, the ground forces are the main
part of the military power, even if the world is in the nuclear era. Therefore, China has a great
advantage in terms of real power. It is worth mentioning that Japan is under the American nu-
clear umbrella88 and also 53 000 American troops are based in this country.89

Therefore, taking into account these data, I state that China is a potential hegemon in
North-East Asia that operates in an unbalanced multipolar system. And when will come the
moment to counter China from its way to regional hegemony, the other great powers in the re-
gion are too weak to block the Chinese aggression.

Population
(mil.)

GDP 2015
(bln. $)

Size of the
army

Nuclear
warheads

total
inventory in

201574

Population
growth rate

201475

Last GDP
growth rate

China 1 37576 11 40077 2 333 00078 260 0,5%, 1,6 %79

Japan 12680 4 12081 247 15082 – -0,2%, -0,3%83

Russia 14384 1 24085 798 00086 7 500 0,2% -0,57%87
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7. Why Balancing Is a Better Strategy 
for USA in North-East Asia

Based on what I have shown above, in this part of the essay I wil explain why balancing is a
better strategy for USA in the North-East Asia region.

First, according to Mearsheimer’s theory, USA, as a regional hegemon in the Western
Hemisphere will take action and intervene if China will seek for regional hegemony in North-
East Asia. The reason is that USA don’t want a peer competitor in another region because it
can cause problems in the backyard of another. So, this is the reason why China must be
stopped to achieve the regional hegemony.

To balance, United States can try, initially, a stratategy of discouraging China, having three
types of actions available. First, United States can send clear diplomatic signals to China that
are determined to preserve the balance of power in North-East China. The signal will be one
of confrontation, transmiting that USA will be determined to fight with China if will not can-
cel its actions. China will be warned not to cross the sand line drawn by USA. It is very diffi-
cult to determine the level of Chinese aggression that will be accepted by USA, but it is clear
that if China will threaten to alter the balance of power in North-East Asia, the United States
will take action and enter in a direct confrontation.

Second, USA can adopt a strategy of external balancing and create a defensive alliance
with other states that are threatened to contain China. But, this strategy has a serious drawback
regarding the slowness and inefficiency of the alliance, because forming a coalition rapidly
and coordinate the efforts are difficult tasks. Although United States have allies in the region,
Japan being a great power at a regional level, a problem will be to attract Russia in a counter-
alliance with China. Even if USA will be able to form a powerful alliance against China, it will
be difficult to coordinate with the allies, especially with Russia.

Internal balancing, or self help, represents the third way available to block the aggressor
and means that USA will mobilise its own extra resources, as defence spendings and mobiliza-
tion, to fight China directly. This strategy is very probable given the fact that USA have a lot
of economic and technological resources that can overpass the Chinese advantage on manpow-
er. Even if USA is an insulary state and tends to maintain a reduced military force, as history
shows, when it has to confront dangerous enemies the spendings on defence will rise. At the
end of the First World War the United States spent 22% of GDP, while in the Second World
War 41% of GDP90, and there is a high probability to allocate almost the same amount (or
more) of money to fight China.

As the theory shows, buck passing represents the efforts made by a great power to transfer
the task of confronting the aggressor to another great power. There are four ways available to
USA to pass the buck. The first is related to having good diplomatic relations with China91, or
not to provoke it, hoping that China will draw its attention to another state. The problem with
this strategy is that China, on its way for regional hegemony, will not affect directly USA and
will fight with Russia and Japan, the other great powers in the region. But because is in the na-
ture of the regional hegemon to block the other aspirants to this position, USA should take ac-
tion directly and contain China before it becomes too strong to make troubles on the Ameri-
can continent.

Maintaining cold relations with the state that has to take the buck is the second way relat-
ed to this strategy, but the problem is that it is not sure which state will take the responsiblity
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to fight China. It might be Japan, but it is too weak and it is a strategic US ally in the region.92

Also, China has a $400 bln. gas deal with Russia,93 a country that has a great nuclear advan-
tage, but it is very possbile for the Chinese state to recover this disadvantage in the future.
Also, the US-Russian relations are not in their best moment, Obama himself condemning the
actions of Russia in Ukraine.94

Third, USA can allocate additional resources to favor the buck passing. By strenghtening
its own defence USA can be feared by China and also has a guarantee for the case that it will
be a victim of its own strategy, having no choice but to enter the war alone.

Fourth, USA can encourage an increase in power for Russia or Japan to have more chances
to contain China, a strategy that can bring more chances to the succes of buck passing and
standing aside from the conflict. If Japan and Russia will increase their power and even one of
them will prevail in a regional conflict with China, it will take the place of the Chinese state
as a potential hegemon and USA will face the same problem. The US interest in North-East
Asia is to preserve a multipolar system in this region.

Indeed, buck passing is a more attractive strategy than balancing, especially that in North-
East Asia is a multipolar system (an unbalanced one), but given the fact that China is a poten-
tial hegemon, that can increase more in its power, the appropriate strategy is balancing.

As I have shown above, the geography, even in an unbalanced multipolar system can favor
the buck passing. USA can pass the buck to another power in the region, but as I have shown
in the table about power in North-East Asia, Russia and Japan ar too weak to fight with China.
Maybe the war will not break out in the region too soon, but if China will continue its rising
path and if the economic and population gap between the Chinese state, Japan and Russia will
increase, these powers will not be capable of fighting alone. Russia is also a European power
and can not concentrate all of its forces to fight China and Japan has to change the Constitu-
tion that rejects the war.95 The situation seems to be more complicated because of the tension-
ate relations between Russia and United States, but as the offensive realism shows, the current
enemy can be your friend tomorrow and viceversa.96 It is not a crazy thing to see a future al-
liance between Russia and United States if the Russian interests in the region will be threat-
ened by the rising Chinese state. 

Therefore, if Russia and Japan as great powers in North-East Asia will not be able to stand
against a rising China, the United States can not pass the buck to them. The only solution is to
maintain the alliance with Japan ana South Korea, where 25,800 American soldiers are already
stationed here.97 Another ally for USA in the region is Taiwan,98 but this is a minor power.
Therefore, the United States are already balancing against China in the region, but this is not
enough. If China will seek the position of regional hegemony it will be needed the enormous
American resources. The stronger China will be the more will be needed the American impli-
cation in the region.

It can be argued that United States and China are separeted by the Pacific Ocean and USA
will be not affected by the Chinese actions in North-East Asia. According to Mearsheimer, the
United States have to interveine and block the Chinese road to regional hegemony, because
once China will be regional hegemon can make troubles to USA in America.

United States can pass the buck to Russia in a future war, but it would be counterproduc-
tive because the Russian state can gain an enormous advantage and will dominate the region.
Even if Russia has a massive nuclear arsenal, in the future China, by using its enormous eco-
nomic potential, can develop the technology necessary for countering the Russian nuclear ad-
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vantage. There is also the probability that Russia can not sustain an arms race with China, a
state that can mobilise much more military personnel than Russia. Also, in the current situa-
tion between USA and Russia, I expect an American involvement without Russian help. A
more viable solution is the alliance with Japan, Taiwan and South Korea.

Buck-passing is also impossible if Japan does not change its constitution that rejects the
war. But even if Japan revise its constitution, it has not enough power to counter a rising China
in the region. Although the Japanese Parliament passed a law that allows the army to fight
overseas,99 Japan has not enough power, especially that its own defense forces are regarded as
‘more than a police force, less than a military’.100 The absence of nuclear arsenal is also an-
other important factor. If the trend will remain the same and Japan will not build a robust mil-
itary in the future it will be difficult to counter alone a rising threat in the region

Therefore, the only viable strategy for the United States in North-East Asia is to balance
against the Chinese threat and not pass the buck because the other great powers in the region,
Japan and Russia, ar too weak to stand against a rising China. It can be argued that Russia can
wipe out China with its nuclear forces and United States can stay on the sidelines, but this also
is not a productive strategy, because the Russian state will gain more relative power and might
establish its hegemony in North-East Asia. The main interest of the United States in North-East
Asia is to keep a multipolar regional balance of power in the region.

8. Conclusions

My conclusion of this analysis is that the more efficient strategy for USA in order to stop the
rise of China as a hegemon in North-East Asia is the balancing. The first reason lies in one of
the aspects of Mearsheimer’s theory and states that USA, as a hegemon in the Western Hemi-
sphere, will take action against any power that seeks regional hegemony in other regions of the
World. The second reason that makes me to affirm that balancing is better than buck-passing
for USA is that the other great powers in North-East Asia are too weak to stand against China.
Also, China is already a potential hegemon in the region and this makes the system in North-
East Asia to have an unbalanced multipolar configuration, and the balancing is a more likely
strategy than buck-passing. The stronger is the potential hegemon, the more likely is the bal-
ancing. For the reasons I exposed above, I conclude that my hypothesis is valid and I answered
at the research question.

One of the weak points of this paper could be the data included in the table because might
vary over years. Also, it can be argued that I did not take into account South-East Asia or East
Asia as a hole, but, I tried to explain a specific phenomenon from a specific region. These re-
gions can represent the object of an extended analysis that for the future.

I believe that the strong points of my paper are the analysis of the balance of power in
North-East Asia and the analysis of a current situation, explained from the lenses of the offen-
sive realism.
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