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the Us-led traNs-paCiFiC partnership (tpp), 
which aims to lay the foundations for a liberalized 
asia-pacific trade arrangement, is clearly targeted 
at a rising China, but Us intentions and the likely 
outcomes are more complicated than traditional 
realists might imagine. 

With the tpp, Us strategists aim to check or 
reduce the rapidly increasing influence and power 
of China in the asia-pacific region, and check the 
possibility that a China-centered trading bloc will 
emerge that excludes the Us. at the same time, 
the Us also has a broader objective — namely, to 
have a decisive say in the trade rules of the 21st 
century in the face of large emerging economies 
such as China, Brazil and india. in this respect, i 
argue, the tpp is targeted at China on two levels, 
both regionally and multilaterally. 

although the tpp is currently concerned mainly 
with trade issues, its comprehensive impact won’t 
be limited to economics. it makes sense, therefore, 
to examine the issue not only from a geopolitical 
perspective but also from a geo-economic one. to 
argue that the tpp only has either a trade impact 
or a political and security impact is to fail to grasp 
the tpp’s full nature. 

as a global power, the Us recognizes that its pri-
macy must translate into a dominant position of 
power and influence in every region of the world. 
Without a doubt, a substantial portion of amer-
ica’s dominance in asia lies in its full control of 
the regional security structure, but in the long run 
that dominance must rest on a foundation of eco-
nomic strength. in the eyes of many Washington 
strategists, the economic foundation of the Us-led 
security order in east asia is in danger of erod-

ing. over the last 20 years, east asia has emerged 
as the most dynamic region in the global econ-
omy, and China’s rise stands at the center of this 
remarkable growth story. China has surpassed the 
Us and Japan to become the largest trading part-
ner of most economies in east asia. the growing 
influence of China has triggered concerns in the 
Us about the decline of its own regional influence. 

Beginning in the late years of the George W. 
Bush administration, Us policymakers began 
seriously considering a “return to asia,” a pol-
icy that was rechristened and formalized under 
Us president Barack obama as a “pivot” to asia. 
that policy contains two core elements — an 
economic one, centered on the tpp, and a mil-
itary one, focused on “rebalancing” Us forces 
toward asia. it is worth noting that the redeploy-
ment of Us forces to the asia-pacific was planned 
in the late years of the Bush administration. in 
this respect, democrats and republicans in the 
Us differ only in the emphasis they place on the 
two core elements of the american pivot. demo-
crats tend to focus on the tpp, with its implica-
tions for economic interdependence as the basis 
of international relations, while republicans tend 
to emphasize military power. Both agree on the 
importance of asia. 

Us proponents of the tpp see it as a way of 
thwarting the emergence of a China-centered 
east asian economic bloc. as the last two dec-
ades have clearly shown, the Us government has 
been highly skeptical about the formation of any 
regional groupings in east asia, no matter which 
country is taking the lead. it believes such blocs 
would inevitably conflict with Us interests as the 

long before south Korea does as well, given the 
existence of the Us-south Korea Fta. 

the Us also sees the tpp as a strategy for hav-
ing a decisive say over the direction of the multi-
lateral trading system, and dealing with the chal-
lenges from China and other emerging economies. 
For years, the Us, as the most important player 
within the multilateral trading system, exercised 
the final influence in negotiations over trade rules. 
a whole raft of trade rules that emerged from the 
Uruguay round of trade talks — culminating in 
the creation of the World trade organization in 
1995 — mainly reflected the interests of the Us 
and other developed nations. When the Wto 

doha round was launched in 2001, however, 
developing nations pointed out that developed 
countries had not yet fully implemented their 
existing Wto obligations to open their markets, 
particularly in textiles and garments, and there-
fore they insisted that the doha round focus on 
development issues. since then, the deadline for 
concluding the doha round has been postponed 
several times, and the Us has accused emerging 
economies such as China, india and Brazil of cre-
ating a deadlock in the negotiations, because they 
won’t make more market-opening concessions. 

learning from its experience of using the asia-
pacific economic Co-operation (apeC) forum to 

region’s leading nation. the Us shot down a pro-
posal in 1990 by then Malaysian prime Minister 
Mahathir Mohamad to form an east asia eco-
nomic Group, a proposal in 1998 by former Jap-
anese Minister of Finance Kiichi Miyazawa to cre-
ate an asian Monetary Fund, and more recently 
a proposal by former Japanese prime Minister 
Yukio hatoyama to to build an east asia Commu-
nity. None of these ideas originated in China, but 
Us politicians tend to think that China would ulti-
mately benefit greatly from such initiatives, and 
the emergence of a China-centered trading bloc 
would diminish Us influence in the region. 

the Us also sees the tpp as a useful way of 
constraining the centrifugal tendencies of allies 
Japan, south Korea and australia, which are 
attracted by China’s growing economic power. 
With China now their largest trading partner, 
the future prosperity of all three will depend 
more and more on the Chinese market. Closer 
economic interdependence has also encour-
aged Us allies and friends in east asia to pursue 
more ambitious blueprints for regional co-oper-
ation that exclude the Us, such as the aseaN+3 
framework, the east asia summit (to which the 
Us was invited only in 2011) or the proposed 
China-Japan-south Korea free trade agreement 
(Fta). to american strategic thinkers, the Us 
preoccupation with the wars in iraq and afghan-
istan enabled asia to drift away from Us leader-
ship. the obama administration’s pivot to asia 
is aimed at counteracting this centrifugal move-
ment, and the tpp is clearly the main tool to tie 
together old allies in the region once again. 

in this light, it is understandable that the Us 
eagerly sought the full participation of Japan in 
the tpp talks, an effort which has apparently suc-
ceeded with Japan announcing on March 15 that 
it would join the talks with a view to membership. 
From america’s point of view, Japanese member-
ship is a key to the success of the tpp, because 
together the Us and Japan would account for 
about 90 percent of the total Gdp of all tpp mem-
bers. also, Japanese involvement would help 
tighten the security alliance between the Us and 
Japan. Finally, if Japan does join, it might not be 
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pressure the european Union for concessions dur-
ing the Uruguay round, the Us has deliberately 
adopted a radical approach to trade negotiations 
in asia, entering into Fta agreements or talks 
to create a regional trade arrangement like the 
tpp. at the risk of being accused by the rest of 
the world of protectionism and betraying Wto 
multilateralism, the Us government is aiming to 
shape future trade rules by focusing the tpp talks 
on topics such as the environment, protection of 
labor rights and the role of state-owned compa-
nies. Not surprisingly, this time the Us and the eU 
have found more common ground on these issues 
and on dealing with competition from emerging 
economies, which are challenging their domina-
tion of trade rule-making authority. 

it is within this broader context that obama 
announced in his state of the Union address in 
February the start of negotiations with the eU 
over a proposed transatlantic trade and invest-
ment partnership, or ttip, an initiative that has 
been warmly received by the eU. Undoubtedly, 
both the tpp and ttip follow the same logic: they 
provide a way for the Us to have a decisive say 
over the trade rules of the 21st century. For both 
the Us and the eU, China, as the world’s the sec-
ond-largest economy, is clearly the target. 

in another respect, the tpp also represents 
something of an ideological or soft-power contest 
between the Us and China. in the aftermath of 

the global financial crisis, some observers hailed 
the “China model” as a guide to finding a post- 
crisis development model for the world, especially 
for developing countries. the Us, for its part, has 
been critical of China’s so-called state capitalism, 
where state-owned enterprises play a large role in 
the economy. the Us claims that the tpp will set 
a high standard for trade in the 21st century, and 
limit the role of state-owned enterprises in trade. 

it remains to be seen how the tpp negotiations 
will progress and how many additional countries 
will participate. the process is not without risks, 
particularly since China is currently excluded. it 
could trigger fierce competition among differ-
ent trading blocs and damage the reputation and 
authority of the multilateral trading system that 
the Us has supported for decades. More seriously, 
if the Us implements the tpp in tandem with a 
significant redeployment of Us military forces 
in the asia-pacific, it could create tensions rem-
iniscent of the Cold War in asia. only this time, 
because so many asian countries are benefiting 
from their economic ties with China, they will be 
reluctant to take sides between the Us and China. 

the tpp provides a vivid example of the com-
plexity of relations among major powers in the 
21st century. as a result of globalization, all 
major powers are locked in a network of eco-
nomic interdependence: they compete for influ-
ence and power inevitably, but they share many 
common interests arising from the emergence 
of a single global market and the responsibility 
to sustain the globalized world order. the estab-
lished superpower, the Us, and the largest emerg-
ing power, China, should understand this new 
reality and work together to find a new type of 
great-power relationship based on mutual strate-
gic trust. otherwise they and the rest of the world 
will suffer greatly from their confrontation. 

wang yong is Professor at the school of 
international studies and director of the 
Center for international Political Economy, 
Peking university, China. he is a member of 
the world Economic forum’s global agenda 
Council on the global trade system, and a 
regional editor of Global Asia.
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