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This ThinkChina.dk Policy Brief by Øystein Tunsjø argues that the current international system has 
returned to bipolarity and discusses neorealist propositions about the stability, balancing, and 
“sameness” of a bipolar system. Contending that Waltz’s neorealist theory remains unfinished 
since he did not account for different patterns of balancing behavior or examined the relative 
stability between two bipolar systems, it refines Waltz’s structural realist theory and develops a 
new geostructural realist theory. Geostructural realism maintains that although it is important 
whether the international system is bipolar or has some other structure, geopolitics heavily affects 
stability and balancing among the top ranking states. 
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Introduction 
The global power shift during the last decade 
marks that an era of unprecedented 
unipolarity has ended. Against conventional 
knowledge arguing that the international 
system remains unipolar or is returning to 
multipolarity, this article contend that the 
international system has returned to 
bipolarity. Examining the international system 
from a bipolar perspective, with the United 
States and China as the two poles or 
superpowers, provides a different starting 
point for explaining and forecasting how the 
relative rise of China is altering the nature and 
intensity of security competition in Asia and 
world affairs. No other studies within the field 
of international relations and security studies 
have thoroughly examined US–China 
relations, the most important bilateral 
relationship of our time, from a bipolarity 
perspective. 
 
This brief challenges the view found in the 
works of Henry Kissinger, Graham Allison at 
Harvard University and John J. Mearsheimer 
at Chicago University that US-China relations 
are destined for war and tragedy based on 
great power rivalry and power transition 
during previous multipolar systems, such as 
prior to World War I. Drawing on the book The 
Return of Bipolarity in World Politics, the brief 
discusses why polarity matters and whether 
the new bipolar system will resemble the cold 
war stability of the previous bipolar system. 
The core argument is that a bipolar system 
concentrated in East Asia with superpower 
rivalry largely in the maritime domain, instead 
of in Europe and with the main rivalry on land, 
will be relative more unstable and the risk of 
war higher than during the previous bipolar 
system. While this conclusion is similar to 
Allison’s Destined for War thesis and 
Mearsheimer’s Tragedy of Great Power 
Politics assumptions, the brief arrives at such 
an argument about the most important state 

relationship based on a geostrcutural realist 
analysis and not power transition analogies.  
 
Measuring global power shifts 
There is broad consensus within the field of 
international politics that whether the 
international system is multipolar, bipolar or 
unipolar shapes state behaviour and condition 
the possibility of peace and stability. 
According to Kenneth Waltz’s seminal study, 
Theory of International Politics, poles and 
polarity within the international state system 
can be defined according to how the great 
powers “score on all of the following items: 
size of the population and territory, resource 
endowment, economic capability, military 
strength, political stability and competence.” 
By drawing on Waltz’s definition for 
measuring and counting poles in the 
international system, China’s current 
combined capabilities place it in the top 
ranking with the United States despite the fact 
that there is asymmetry and no power parity 
between the US and China. The Soviet Union 
never measured up to the United States 
combined capabilities during the previous 
bipolar system. Despite the asymmetric 
power relations, the international system was 
defined as bipolar for roughly forty years.  
 
In his classic study Politics Among Nations, 
Hans J. Morgenthau, emphasized that the 
international system had shifted from a 
multipolar to a bipolar one in the aftermath of 
the Second World War because the United 
States and the Soviet Union, “in view of their 
enormous superiority over the power next in 
rank [Great Britain], deserved to be called 
superpowers.” Today, China is catching up 
with the United States faster than any other 
great power is catching up with China and no 
other contemporary great powers can 
measure up to China’s combined score. Over 
the last several years, China has pulled ahead 
of all the other powers that might have been 
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considered for a place at high table. The size 
of the Chinese economy in 1990 was about 1.5 
times that of India and roughly half the Soviet 
Union’s, and in 1993, China and Russia’s 
economy in nominal GDP was roughly the 
same. In 2016, China’s nominal GDP was 
about ten times larger than Russia’s and more 
than five times India’s (IMF, 2016). It seems 
illogical to argue for a transition to 
multipolarity and not bipolarity when India 
has about 1/5 and Russia 1/10 of China’s 
nominal GDP, while China has obtained more 
than 3/5 of U.S. nominal GDP. In 2016, the 
Chinese economy was almost three times as 
large as Japan’s, more than three times as 
large as Germany’s, and more than four times 
as large as France’s and Great Britain’s. These 
other powers are unlikely to see the necessary 
rate of growth to catch up economically with 
China and the gap in economic strength is 
likely to widen evermore in China’s favor. 
 
SIPRI estimated in 2016 that China’s and 
Russia’s defense spending amounted to $225 
billion and $70 billion respectively. According 
to SIPRI, India’s defense budget in 2016 was 
$55 billion less than a quarter of China’s, also 
estimated by SIPRI. China’s defense budget is 
roughly four times Great Britain’s and France’s 
and almost six times larger than Germany’s 
and Japan’s. The power gap between China 
and the third ranking power has become so 
great that we now can start to think of the 
international system as bipolar. A bipolar 
system, as Waltz pointed out, is “a system in 
which no third power is able to challenge the 
top two” (Waltz, 1979: 98) Since no other 
countries are able to match China’s aggregate 
power, two states, the United States and 
China, are now much more powerful than the 
rest. In sum three factors explains why the 
contemporary international system is bipolar: 
1) The narrowing power gap between China 
and the U.S.; 2) the widening power gap 
between China and any third ranking power; 

and 3) the similar distribution of capabilities 
between the origins of the contemporary 
bipolar international system and the previous 
bipolar system.  
 
Why polarity matters 
Determining polarity is important since it 
allows for predictions about the prospects for 
stability and patterns of state behaviour 
depending on whether the international 
system is multipolar, bipolar and unipolar. The 
collapse of the Soviet Union and the unipolar 
post-Cold War era presented small states such 
as Denmark and Norway with new 
opportunities. They restructured their armed 
forces in order to contribute towards wars in 
the Balkans, Afghanistan and Libya, policies 
and actions that were simply unthinkable and 
impossible to carry out during the previous 
bipolar system. A new bipolar system will not 
resemble the past, but it will shape states 
foreign and defence policy in new directions. 
 
From a theoretically point of departure, 
polarity or how power is distributed among 
the top-ranking states in the international 
system, is used by structural realists to explain 
and predict superpowers or great powers 
pattern of behaviour (balancing) and stability 
(risk of war). Waltz’s core argument was that 
balancing differs between bipolar and 
multipolar systems and that a multipolar 
system is more unstable than a bipolar 
system. Great power rivalry and alliance 
dynamics contributed to two world wars 
under multipolar systems, but the bipolar 
system was characterized more by the 
superpowers internal balancing and remained 
a cold war or what the historian John Lewis 
Gaddis called “a long peace”. 
 
However, Waltz never compared the relative 
stability of two bipolar systems. We cannot 
use structural realism to explain and predict 
whether contemporary US–China rivalry will 
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resemble US–USSR rivalry during the previous 
bipolar system. Equally important, Waltz’s 
structural realist theory cannot explain or 
predict whether a bipolar system in the 
twentieth century will be more or less stable 
than a bipolar system in the twenty first 
century.  
 
In the current debate, scholars and 
policymakers are grappling with the following 
two overarching questions: What will US–
China rivalry in the 21st century look like? Will 
China rise peacefully? These questions are of 
outmost importance today. If the current 
international system is returning to bipolarity 
and not multipolarity, then this will influence 
the way we answer these two important 
questions. Some contend that US–China 
relations are ripe for conflict and tragedy 
(Allison, 2017 and Mearsheimer, 2014). Their 
analogies and assumptions about rivalry and 
the likelihood of war are drawn from 
multipolar systems in the past and based on a 
contemporary transition to multipolarity. 
However, with the current international 
system returning to bipolarity, we might 
expect another period of the “long peace” 
that characterized the previous bipolar 
system. The current transition to a new 
bipolar system matters if we seek to explain 
and understand important developments in 
international politics. 
 
Geostructural realism 
The book The Return of Bipolarity in World 
Politics is the first study that compares states 
balancing behavior and examines the relative 
stability between two bipolar systems. It 
refines Waltz’s structural realist theory and 
develops a new geostructural realist theory by 
addressing three core aspects of Waltz theory: 
balancing, stability and rivalry in the 
periphery.  
 

First, since there is water barriers between the 
two superpowers and their allies in the new 
bipolar system concentrated on East Asia, in 
contrast to the superpower confrontation on 
the land mass in Europe during the previous 
bipolar system, geopolitics impedes and 
defers strong balancing and arms racing in the 
contemporary bipolar system. Water barriers 
constrain the PLA from expanding into 
maritime East Asia, potentially invading Japan, 
a key US ally. Similarly, the US would find it 
very difficult to invade China. A potential 
attack by the Soviet Red Army on Western 
Europe during the early Cold War years posed 
an existential threat to European states and a 
much larger challenge to US credibility than 
protecting US maritime allies in today’s East 
Asia. This situation heightened fear and 
tensions in Europe as the threat could only be 
deterred with nuclear weapons. Geopolitics 
postpones similar security dynamics in 
contemporary East Asia. East Asian geopolitics 
contributes to less fear and subdue strong 
balancing even with the return of bipolarity. 
 
Second, geostructural realism maintains that 
there is a relatively higher risk of limited war 
in a US–China bipolar system than in the 
previous US–Soviet bipolar system because 
superpower rivalry in the twenty first century 
is mainly at sea. Water may prevent a third 
world war, but since the rivalry between the 
U.S. and China is mainly at sea, instead of on 
land, it also makes a limited war between the 
superpowers in the first half of the twenty-
first century more likely. When we compare 
and contrast the bipolar systems we find that 
the risk of a limited war in Europe was low 
because of the extreme risk of escalation to 
all-out war; the risk of a limited war in East 
Asia is higher because the chances of a war 
escalating to all-out war are lower than they 
were in Europe. This makes a bipolar system 
concentrated on East Asia and U.S.–China 
relations more unstable than the previous 
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bipolar system concentrated on Europe and 
U.S.–Soviet relations. 
 
Third, because the two new superpowers are 
mainly rivals at sea in East Asia rather than on 
land, the superpowers in the new bipolar era 
are likely to be preoccupied with challenging 
status quo and spheres of influence at the 
new power centre in East Asia and less 
involved in rivalry globally. In contrast to the 
previous bipolar system, which experienced 
stability at the center in Europe and instability 
at the periphery or ‘third world,’ 
contemporary US–China relations are set to 
be more unstable at the center in East Asia 
and more stable at the edges. Preoccupation 
with confrontation, instability, and conflict in 
maritime East Asia is likely to prevent US–
China rivalry from becoming as intense in 
other regions of the world as US–Soviet rivalry. 
After Europe was stabilized into two blocks 
and spheres of influences during the early 
Cold War the superpowers’ rivalry and conflict 
moved instead to other regions. The Korean 
Peninsula, Indochina, the Middle East, Africa, 
Latin America, and Central Asia became 
theaters for the struggles and proxy wars of 
the two superpowers. In the new bipolar 
system, disputes in East Asia, from the Korean 
peninsula to the East China Sea to Taiwan and 
the South China Sea remain unsettled and a 
core concern preventing superpower rivalry 
from spreading to other regions. 
Contemporary China remains preoccupied 
with its regional ambitions in East Asia, where 
it challenges the existing status quo and 
spheres of influence, protects its sovereignty 
claims in maritime East Asia, expands its 
presence at land and at sea (the Belt and Road 
initiative), and seeks to establish a security 
buffer at sea by emphasizing the development 
of anti-access and area denial capabilities.  
 
 
 

Conclusion 
The superpowers pattern of behavior of the 
previous bipolar system in the twentieth 
century were stability, strong balancing, and 
strong competition and rivalry at the 
periphery. The new bipolar system is 
characterized by: 1) instability and a relatively 
higher risk of limited war between the two 
superpowers; 2) moderate balancing instead 
of arms racing and strong balancing; and 3) 
limited competition and rivalry at the 
periphery in contrast to strong rivalry and 
proxy wars during the previous bipolar 
system. Geostructural realism can explain why 
the superpowers’ pattern of behavior and 
stability differs in the new bipolar system. 
Waltz only noted anarchy and the distribution 
of capabilities as systemic factors in his 
theory, but geopolitics has important regional 
and systemic effects. Since Waltz’s theory 
disregarded the importance of geopolitics, the 
explanatory power of his theory proved too 
limited. Moreover, since Waltz could not 
compare and contrast bipolar systems, his 
neorealist theory was too Eurocentric.  
 
The importance of improving our 
understanding of how the superpowers 
behave in a new bipolar system and how 
systemic constraints will compel and 
constrain state behaviour is, without 
exaggeration, of utmost importance. If the risk 
of war is higher at the centre in East Asia in the 
new US–China bipolar system than the 
previous bipolar system concentrated on 
Europe risked war emerging from Europe, 
then it is useful to know more about the risk 
factors so that these effects potentially can be 
mitigated. If the patterns of behaviour in the 
new bipolar system of the 21st century are not 
similar to the strong balancing and 
confrontation that characterized the Cold War 
of the previous bipolar system in the 20th 
century, then it is important to know why. 




