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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Strategic partnerships (SPs) have grown exponentially over the last Strategic partnerships;
decade in the Asia-Pacific. However, little remains known in the security practice; Asia-Pacific;
international security studies (ISS) literature regarding why they Indo-Pacific; analytical
have proliferated now and how to best understand what they ~ eclecticism

mean for regional security. In this article, | argue that SPs are best

understood as a new security practice in the Asia-Pacific that

allows states and multilateral actors to flexibly manage threats,

strategic challenges, and interests through cooperation and

common norm building. To evidence this argument, | adopt a

functional approach to SPs that draws upon the mainstream ISS

theories of realism, liberalism and constructivism and synthesises

them where possible to draw attention to a wide range of causal

factors responsible for them. Analyses guided by eclecticism can

provide an all-encompassing tool for explanatory and

comparative studies on Asia-Pacific security to draw a broader

range of conclusions than any one approach allows for.

Introduction

In March 2024, Australia and Vietnam upgraded their bilateral relations to a ‘compre-
hensive strategic partnership’ (CSP). In a media release entitled ‘A New Era for Austra-
lia-Vietnam Relations,” Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese described the CSP
as embodying ‘an ambitious agenda across climate change and sustainability, digital
transformation and innovation, defence and security, economics and trade, and edu-
cation” (Albanese 2024). The CSP reflected Australia and Vietnam’s ‘cooperation, stra-
tegic trust and a shared ambition’ for the region while recognising the relationship’s
‘enormous potential’ (Albanese 2024). Meanwhile, for Hanoi, the CSP with Australia fol-
lowed declarations of CSPs with the United States (US), Japan, South Korea, and
enhanced commitments to China’s ‘community of a common destiny’ (Butcher 2024).
Vietnamese Foreign Minister Bui Thanh Son analogised the CSP as one of several
‘flexible branches’ of the ‘strong roots’ and ‘sturdy stamps’ of Vietnam’s ‘bamboo
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diplomacy,” which aims to promote ‘creative’ and ‘flexible’ relations with major powers in
the Asia-Pacific as the strategic rivalry between the US and China intensifies (Bui 2024).

The recent CSP between Australia and Vietnam symbolises the rise of an increasingly
salient form of cooperation in the Asia-Pacific over the last decade—the ‘strategic part-
nership’ (SP). As of 2024, more than 100 SPs have been signed across the region, with
almost every state and influential multilateral actor having entered at least one. So far,
China has been the most active proponent of SP diplomacy, declaring them with every
state in its periphery except Japan and North Korea (Li and Ye 2019). Although initially
hesitant, the US has declared over ten SPs with emerging regional powers while strength-
ening its core alliances (Roulo 2019). The region’s middle powers, namely states in the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Japan, and Australia, have all made
SPs central to their ‘Indo-Pacific’ outlooks and strategies (ASEAN 2023; DFAT 2017;
Japan 2023). Even the small powers of Brunei, Cambodia, Laos, and Mongolia have inte-
grated SPs into their foreign and defence policies (China MFA 2022a; Koga 2022).

Despite the widespread proliferation of SPs across the region, not much is known in
the international relations and security literature regarding why this is the case. Most
studies on SPs have so far paid attention to bilateral interactions between two or more
partners without addressing the growth of SPs at the regional level. Therefore, I pose
the following questions in this article: why have so many SPs been signed over the last
decade, and how do we best understand what they mean for regional security? I argue
that SPs are best understood as a new security practice that allows states and multilateral
actors to flexibly manage complex threats, strategic challenges, and interests through
cooperation and common norm building. To evidence my argument, I adopt a functional
approach to SPs that draws upon the mainstream ISS theories of realism, liberalism, and
constructivism and synthesises them where possible to draw our attention to a wide
range of causal factors responsible for them. I opt for an eclectic approach to SPs
because it remains difficult to adequately analyse their proliferation, multifaceted func-
tions, and the ramifications for security in the Asia-Pacific without referencing all
three theories in some way.

I structure my argument as follows. First, I begin by introducing the concept of secur-
ity practices in relation to realism, liberalism, and constructivism to show how and where
SPs fit among the five existing security practices in the Asia-Pacific. Second, I expand
upon SPs as a new sixth core security practice in the Asia-Pacific by introducing their
common features to gain an understanding of what they are and what they aim to
achieve at a fundamental level. Third, I begin my eclectic analysis of the emergence
and functions of SPs in the Asia-Pacific through realism, liberalism, and constructivism
and synthesise the three where possible to show how SPs have been used to facilitate
cooperation and common norm building as the array of complex threats, risks, chal-
lenges, and interests grow and evolve. I end with a brief discussion on the ramifications
of the growth of SPs by detailing what their proliferation tells us about the current state of
security in the Asia-Pacific.

What security practices exist in the Asia-Pacific?

Since the end of the Cold War, what constitutes ‘security” has expanded from simply war
and threats of the use of force to encompass complex issues that were once perceived as
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peripheral and others that had not yet existed (Collins 2010, 2). The process of globalisa-
tion and its resultant effects have led to an increased realisation among states that their
security concerns are interlinked. Enhanced connectivity, which is more intense among
states inside specific regional complexes than outside of them, has resulted in issues that
were once internal to states, such as trade, investment flows, and supply chains, becoming
externalised and previously external issues, like climate change, transnational terrorism,
and distant conflicts, being internalised (Buzan and Hansen 2009, 11-12). One conse-
quence of the blurring between internal and external issues has been the narrowing of
the long-held assumption that security and prosperity are distinct. These two concepts
now reinforce each other, which has expanded security to incorporate new referents,
broadening its scope as a result (DeBrouwer 2020).

As the security agendas of states widen, so have the perceived means to secure. These
means, which I refer to as ‘practices,” are ‘socially meaningful patterns of action that are
repeated in different interactions of practitioner behaviour, which depend on shared
background knowledge regarding their purpose, function, and meaning’ (Envall and
Hall 2016, 89). Although distinct, security practices are not mutually exclusive and
often overlap. Neorealism, which argues that states consist of rational actors who pru-
dently monitor changes in the distribution of power, views security practices as designed
to increase the state’s chance of survival in a world defined by enduring anarchy (Waltz
1979). The most effective security practice for neorealists is alliances, which are ‘formal
associations of states for the use (or non-use) of military force in specified circumstances
against states outside of their own membership’ (Snyder 1997, 5). In ISS, alliances are
connected to Waltz’s (1979) conceptualisation of ‘balancing’ and ‘bandwagoning’
where states ‘balance’ with other powers when a rising power challenges the status
quo or ‘bandwagon’ with a rising power hoping to share the spoils of victory.

The most defining feature of alliances as a first core security practice in the Asia-
Pacific is their binding character and tendency to be directed towards other entities
(Liska 1962). Alliances can be bilateral between two states or consist of multiple states
within a multilateral framework. The most prominent alliance arrangement in the
Asia-Pacific has been the ‘Hub-and-Spokes’ system or the San Francisco system, in
which the US has a web of bilateral alliances with Australia, New Zealand (suspended),
Japan, South Korea, the Philippines and Thailand (Izumikawa 2020). The recently
extended ‘Sino-North Korean Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance’
between China and North Korea is considered another (Nanto and Manyin 2011, 94).
Although often signed for specific purposes, alliances can endure well past their per-
ceived use-by dates. The Hub-and-Spokes system and the Sino-North Korean friendship
treaty notably outlived the Cold War, evidencing their continued relevance as a security
practice in the region.

Alternatively to realism, liberalism views security practices as facilitating cooperation
through repeated interactions between states with the purpose of mitigating anarchy.
Liberalism in ISS traces its philosophical roots to Immanuel Kant’s ‘three conditions
for perpetual peace’—‘a federation of free states, universal hospitality, and republican
constitutions’ (Simpson 2019, 109). The most influential liberal tradition in the ISS litera-
ture, neoliberal institutionalism, holds that the most effective security practice is multi-
lateralism, which refers to ‘the coordination of national policies in groups of three or
more states through ad-hoc arrangements or by means of institutions’ (Keohane 1990,
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731). Neoliberal institutionalists argue that the effectiveness of multilateralism lies in its
ability to reduce transaction costs, provide information, render commitments credible,
establish focal points for coordination, facilitate reciprocity and enable complex interlin-
kages of issues (Keohane and Martin 1995).

The middle and small powers of the Asia-Pacific have used multilateralism as a second
core security practice to manage shared challenges and persuade states, regardless of their
size, to abide by internationally recognised treaties. Since the 1970s and 1980s, several
core multilateral institutions have been established to help manage relations between
great and small powers alike. These include ASEAN and its affiliates, such as the
ASEAN Plus Three (APT), the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), the ASEAN Defence
Ministers Meeting (ADMM+), and the East Asia Summit (EAS). There are also non-
ASEAN-based institutions like the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), the Indian Rim Association (IORA), and
the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF). The lower-level Track 1.5 (semi-official) and Track 2
(unofficial) dialogues also count as extensions of regional multilateralism, which
include the International Institute for Strategic Studies’s (IISS) Shangri-La Dialogue
and the Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia-Pacific (CSCAP), among others.

Besides alliances and multilateralism, minilaterals and coalitions have been the third
and fourth core security practices in the Asia-Pacific, which are best explained by com-
bining liberalism and realism. Despite sharing characteristics with ad-hoc multilateral-
ism, minilaterals can be distinguished as ‘groupings of three, but sometimes four or
five states that meet and interact informally to discuss issue areas involving mutual
threats to their security, or more often, to go over tasks related to building regional stab-
ility and order’ (Tow 2015, 24-25). The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad), the Tri-
lateral Security Dialogue (TSD), the Five Power Defence Arrangements (FPDA), and
AUKUS (Australia, United Kingdom, and the United States) have been the most promi-
nent examples. Meanwhile, coalitions are groupings of ‘two or more nations with a set
goal united for specific purposes with no commitment to a durable relationship’
(Pierre 2002, 2). Some states in the Asia-Pacific have joined coalitions when there is a
multilateral consensus regarding a common threat to regional stability, notably seen
during the Korean War (1950-1953), the East Timorese Crisis (1999-2000), and the
US-led Invasion of Afghanistan (2001-2021).

Constructivism views security practices as not only influenced by material factors but
also by ideational ones that originate from intersubjective understandings of appropriate
conduct. These shared understandings, often referred to in the ISS literature as ‘norms,’
are ‘a broad class of prescriptive statements—rules, standards, and principles that pre-
scribe action in situations of choice, carrying a sense of obligation, and that they out
to the followed’ (Chayes and Chayes 1994, 65). Norms are influenced by actor identities,
which constructivists argue are ‘relatively stable, role-specific understandings and expec-
tations’” about the self that are formed by ‘participating in collective meanings’ (Wendt
1992, 397). Identities are inherently relational, denote specific roles and inform socially
constructed interests, which then proceed to influence behaviour (Wendt 1992, 397).
Constructivism argues similarly to, but more profoundly than neoliberals, that
anarchy and power politics can be mitigated through the transformation of long-held
behaviours and preferences, which ultimately leads to the creation of normative
‘orders’ that govern relations between states.
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Although norms and identities constitute the ideational structures behind the four
aforementioned security practices, explaining their longevity in some instances, con-
structivists separately highlight ‘security communities’ as a fifth core security practice
in the Asia-Pacific. Security communities denote ‘the integration of states to the point
that they have a sense of community’ where ‘the use of violence against each other has
become very unlikely or even unthinkable’ (Adler and Barnett 1998, 30). Over time, a
sense of identity emerges in a security community through the development and
expression of shared understandings about peaceful conduct that guide interactions
between its members (Acharya 2009). As of 2024, ASEAN is currently the only security
community in the Asia-Pacific through a ‘commitment to an overarching (and relatively
binding) authority that lies between the state and a centralised regional government’
(Adler and Barnett 1998, 30). ASEAN has already described itself as having built ‘a Pol-
itical-Security Community’ with the aim of establishing a ‘mature security community’
by 2030 (Acharya 2013).

What is a strategic partnership?

SPs constitute the sixth core security practice in the Asia-Pacific after alliances, multila-
teralism, minilaterals, coalitions, and security communities. Most of the ISS literature on
SPs to date has converged around SPs being ‘forms of inter-state alignment’ that emerged
immediately after the end of the Cold War (Boni 2023, 741). SPs are structured and
prioritised collaborative frameworks that allow the parties entering them to address
shared threats, risks, challenges, and mutual interests that typical diplomatic relation-
ships cannot. At the same time, SPs are more ‘loose’ alignments when compared to mili-
tary alliances as they do not bind the partners to rigid courses of action that could entrap
them or unnecessarily provoke third parties (Parameswaran 2014, 263-264; Wilkins
2008, 361). SPs can be both complex and straightforward and often have multifaceted
functions subject to change (Blanco 2015, 53). Efforts to describe what the ideal SP
looks like are complicated by their varied namings, the non-labelling of ‘partnerships’
resembling SPs, and the underperforming SPs that do not appear ‘strategic’ nor
produce any substantial degree of cooperation.

Therefore, instead of creating an inclusion/exclusion criterion for SPs—something
beyond the scope of this article, the best way to present the common features of SPs is
by detailing their most basic and comprehensive forms parallel to the declaration,
implementation, day-to-day functioning, elevation, and potential termination phases
of SPs. When first signed, a SP exemplifies a relationship’s political significance
through a formal declaration, statement or agreement that outlines policy objectives
and a commitment to deepening multifaceted ties (Nadkarni 2010, 48). A SP is informal
by providing flexibility to void it if relations deteriorate and, more often than not, is bilat-
eral, distinguishing them from multilateralism and minilaterals (Nadkarni 2010, 48;
Wilkins 2008). Although some SPs are simply verbal declarations, there are often
common interests and expectations upon which they are based (Holslag 2011, 295).
These could be calls to ‘enhance mutual understanding’ or ‘strategic communication’
to ‘become sincere partners of mutual trust, with the partners defining expectations
and objectives as the SP matures (Xi 2014). Some SPs fail to progress past the declaration
phase, which renders them a SP in name only.
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In the implementation phase, the strategic partners often seek to establish institutional
links at both government and non-governmental levels to achieve reciprocity (Sautenet
2007, 705). This results in cooperative and administrative dialogues being established at
the official, semi-official, and non-official levels. These dialogues can come in the form of
summits between heads of state or governmental leaders in each partner’s capital cities
and more frequent meetings at the ministerial, sub-ministerial and bureaucratic levels
(Nadkarni 2010, 48-49). Task forces may then be established to identify and further
investigate joint threats, risks, challenges, and interests inherent to the partnership’s cre-
ation and function (Nadkarni 2010, 49). These can consist of assigned or interested pol-
itical representatives, policy advisors, diplomatic envoys, employees of governmental
departments, academics, business people, engineers, and lobbyists.

In its day-to-day functioning, a SP aims to invariably deepen military and economic
cooperation, which can be initiated by the SP itself or buttressed by existing agreements
such as ‘friendship treaties’ or ‘economic partnerships’ (Holslag 2011, 295). A SP often
seeks to improve relations between the strategic partners’ militaries, which may
include initiating joint military exercises, naval visits, and personnel exchanges (Nad-
karni 2010, 49). A SP also aims to increase economic opportunities by expanding
mutual trade and investment through Free Trade Agreements (FTA), tariff reduction
schedules and investment deals (Nadkarni 2010, 49). Therefore, to strengthen awareness
of shared interests and promote grassroots understanding, the strategic partners often
establish youth associations, dialogues, and cultural expos focused on one another
(ACYD 2024). Apart from military, economic, and cultural ties, the more recent SPs
have highlighted ‘non-traditional’ security challenges and interests like climate change,
mutual development, transnational terrorism, and cyber-security (Tyushka and Cze-
chowska 2019).

The more successful SPs, which are those that have been implemented and sub-
sequently produced deepened cooperation, are often based around certain ‘system prin-
ciples’ that denote a purpose for the SP (Wilkins 2008, 360). System principles tend to be
goal-based rather than task-oriented and can include ‘preserving a rules-based inter-
national order,” building ‘a community of a shared future for mankind,” or ‘championing
a multipolar world’ (DFAT 2017; Wilkins 2008, 360-361). The most successful and long-
lasting SPs often have a high degree of normative synergy. This will see the partners share
a common understanding of their mutual values and objectives that enables their SP to
go beyond their bilateral partnership with the potential to solve regional and global chal-
lenges (Renard 2013, 303). Despite this, a SP does not always need to possess a global
range or shared values to succeed as long as the interests and objectives in any of the
cooperative domains remain aligned (Li and Ye 2019).

Over time, a SP may be reaffirmed, upgraded, or renewed. Conversely, it may be for-
gotten or even terminated. The partnership may be upgraded as relations grow and the
initial partnership is deemed successful, which can result in its elevation to a ‘comprehen-
sive,” ‘special,” or ‘all-weather’ level (Li and Ye 2019, 68). Perceived changes in the sys-
temic or regional distribution of power may make strategic partners more aware of
the partnership’s perceived importance even if it has failed to achieve concrete results,
leading to its elevation or revival. In other instances, a partnership may be renewed
because it did not produce deepened cooperation due to a worsening of the underlying
bilateral relationship. Sometimes, cooperation will simply peter out due to irreconcilable
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interests. Although rare, outright termination may be caused by a violation of the SP’s
expectations due to one party’s actions towards the other or simply because one side
deemed continued cooperation with the other unfeasible over the long term.

An eclectic analysis of the emergence and functions of SPs in the Asia-
Pacific region

I structure the following analysis of the emergence and functions of SPs by weaving
theory and practice together that is consistent with efforts to engage with and present
the ‘messy’ realities of international security (Sil and Katzenstein 2010, 418). This prag-
matic approach to explaining SPs relies on the logic that the analytical components
underpinning realism, liberalism, and constructivism can be ‘separated from their foun-
dations, translated meaningfully, and recombined as an original permutation of con-
cepts, methods, analytics, and empirics’ (Katzenstein and Sil 2008, 111). Realism draws
attention to how certain ‘threats’ and ‘risks’ have led states and multilateral actors to
cooperate through SPs. Liberalism focuses on how specific ‘interests’ and ‘challenges’
have resulted in states and multilateral actors declaring SPs. Constructivism highlights
how states and multilateral actors have used SPs to shape ‘norms’ of conduct and
create shared ‘identities’ with the aim of governing interactions and building order.
Synthesising assumptions from the three theories where relevant widens the analytical
scope enough to include equally important causes of SPs that would be missed if only
applying one approach.

Realism and SPs in the Asia-Pacific

According to neorealism, SPs emerge and function as soft forms of balancing and band-
wagoning that enable flexibility without a commitment to mutual defence while provid-
ing a degree of ambiguity that makes the strategic partners’ alignment less likely to
provoke third parties. Neorealism’s predictions of alignment choices draw attention to
SPs as a first step towards a formal military alliance if the strategic partners’ mutual
threat perception vis-a-vis a third-party increases. This has led some observers to erro-
neously describe successful SPs in the military domain as ‘alliances in all but name’
(Georgieff 2013). Offensive neorealism argues that SPs are a tool used by ‘great powers
or a group of states to maximise their political, economic, and military dominance’ to
achieve, maintain or extend regional hegemony (Kay 2000, 16). Although not as
effective as alliances, particularly when the distribution of power begins to shift, and
threat perception tends to increase, SPs remain consistent with the notion of primacy
by offering a great power the opportunity to expand its sphere of influence and challenge
its rival without directly provoking it into a security dilemma.

China and the US are two notable examples of rival great powers having used SPs in
the Asia-Pacific to expand their respective spheres of influence and maintain their
primacy without directly provoking one another. The growth of SPs in China’s zhoubian
waijiao ‘peripheral diplomacy’ can be connected to its desire to create a pingdeng youxu
shijie duojihua ‘more equitable and orderly multipolar world’ as its relative power grows
vis-a-vis the US (Wang 2024). Guided by a jieban bu jiemeng ‘make partnerships not alli-
ances’ strategy, China has increased its power vis-a-vis the US in the Asia-Pacific without
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resorting to alliances. Examples include a ‘no-limits strategic partnership’ with Russia, an
‘all-round partnership of cooperation’ with Singapore, ‘comprehensive strategic partner-
ships’ with Australia, New Zealand, and Malaysia and ‘comprehensive strategic coopera-
tive partnerships’ with Thailand, Vietnam, and Myanmar (Li and Ye 2019, 68). All of
China’s aforementioned strategic partners, with the exception of Australia, are signa-
tories to its yidai yilu Belt and Road Initiative’ (BRI) in both the land and maritime
realms, which offensive realists argue is designed to compete with the US for primacy
over the Asia-Pacific region (Mearsheimer 2019).

Meanwhile, the US has signed SPs with India, Vietnam, New Zealand, Taiwan, Indo-
nesia, and Malaysia in its ‘pivot to Asia’ to respond to China’s growing power. All of these
SPs mention enhancing strategic military cooperation to varying degrees. Arguably the
most ‘strategic’ of them all, the US-India ‘comprehensive strategic partnership,” com-
mitted to expanding ‘joint naval exercises, industrial defense cooperation, 2 + 2 minister-
ial dialogues’ and launching the ‘US-India Defense Acceleration Ecosystem’ in a recent
joint statement (White House 2023a). The SP further solidified India’s location as a
‘hub for maintenance for forward deployed US Navy assets’ as Washington’s rivalry
with Beijing intensifies in the Indian Ocean (White House 2023a). The US’s ‘comprehen-
sive strategic partnership’ with Singapore is another strategically significant SP due to
Singapore’s geographical proximity to the South China Sea and the Malacca Strait. A
recent joint statement pledged to enhanced military cooperation as the US reaffirmed
its ‘enduring commitment to maintaining a robust presence in Southeast Asia,” which
included ‘rotational deployments of US P-8 aircraft’ and ‘littoral combat ships’ to
Changi Naval Base (White House 2021)

Offensive neorealism tends to overlook the fact that middle and small powers enter
SPs despite not being able to compete for hegemony in the same way the regional
great powers can. Instead, defensive neorealism argues that states are more reserved
about upsetting the status-quo and prefer moderate policies to gain security (Waltz
1979). SPs are one such policy that decreases uncertainty and structures coordination
on risks and threats without provoking another state where an alliance might (Wilkins
2008). Recent studies have explicitly linked the proliferation of SPs in the Asia-Pacific
to ‘hedging’ (Wilkins 2015; Wilkins 2021). Hedging refers to ‘an insurance seeking
behaviour under situations with high uncertainty and high stakes, where a rational
state avoids taking sides and pursues opposite measures vis-a-vis competing powers to
have a fallback position’ (Kuik 2021, 300). Hedging has been documented among
China’s neighbours to mitigate the uncertainty its rise brings by actively engaging the
US and Russia in military cooperation through SPs while expanding economic relations
with Beijing (Kuik 2016).

Vietnam’s recent declarations of ‘comprehensive strategic partnerships’ with Russia
and the US best illustrate the use of SPs in hedging policies. Hanoi’s upgraded SP with
Russia emphasised increased collaboration on ‘security and military-technical matters,
which included the procurement of Russian Sukhoi-30 fighters, Gepard-class frigates,
and Kilo-class submarines (Poling, Huddles, and Natalegawa 2021). However, as
Moscow’s ability to project power into Southeast Asia has declined since the end of
the Cold War, Vietnam has increasingly turned to the US as a strategic partner
(Poling, Huddles, and Natalegawa 2021). Hanoi’s recent joint statement with Washing-
ton on their CSP welcomed enhanced ‘cooperation in defense industry and trade in
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accordance with each side’s conditions’ (White House 2023b). This was further under-
lined by US commitments to ‘assist Vietnam develop self-reliant capabilities in accord-
ance with its needs” (White House 2023b). Vietnam’s CSP with the US has led to growing
alignment with the Quad while allowing it to continue exercising strategic autonomy
through its ‘four no’s’ policy of ‘no alliances, no siding with one country to act against
another, no foreign bases, and no threats of using force’ as China’s power grows
(Pham 2019).

Japan’s ‘special strategic partnership’ with Australia has allowed Tokyo to hedge both
China and the US at the same time. First, the SP has reinforced the ‘Hub and Spokes’
alliance system in the Asia-Pacific by ‘networking’ another ‘spoke” while continuing to
engage Beijing economically and politically (Wilkins 2018). Second, the SP has ‘de-cen-
tered’ Japan’s security dependency on the US as Washington’s overt commitment to the
Asia-Pacific waned under the Trump administration, which Wilkins (2015, 82) and Koga
(2017, 633) have described as ‘hedging against the breakdown of the Hub and Spokes
system.” Fears of a weakened American commitment to the Asia-Pacific were com-
pounded by the US’s withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership in 2017, threats
to decrease its military presence in Asia, and more recent calls for allies to share more
of the burden for their security (Klingner, Pak, and Terry 2019). Subsequently, recent
agreements forming part of the SP, such as the Japan-Australia Reciprocal Access Agree-
ment’ and the ‘Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation,” have provided Tokyo a fall-
back option that avoids provoking China while reducing its reliance on the US (DFAT
2022).

SPs have also been used in ‘wedging strategies’ whereby a middle power (the wedger)
competes against a great power or another middle power by declaring an ‘asymmetric
strategic partnership’ with a smaller state in their periphery (Koga 2022). Inversely,
the smaller state can hedge by avoiding military, economic or political dependence on
the wedger’s rival, hence increasing the smaller state’s strategic autonomy (Koga
2022). Koga (2022) highlighted that Japan’s ‘comprehensive strategic partnership’ with
Cambodia has allowed Tokyo to compete peacefully with China to prevent it from
gaining hegemony in Southeast Asia by opening new avenues for Phnom Penh to
attract Japanese investment and official development assistance (ODA) (Koga 2022).
This ‘asymmetric strategic partnership’ between Japan and Cambodia has thus
reduced China’s political leverage over Phnom Penh through the potential withdrawal
of investment or ODA if it pursues policies that Beijing dislikes (Koga 2022).

Both offensive and defensive neorealism do not reveal much about who a state will
likely partner with and why as it ultimately posits that states consist of rational actors
who respond to structural factors. Instead, neoclassical realism proposes that intervening
variables on state responses to power shifts and intent at the domestic level, such as leader
preferences, strategic culture, civil groups, and institutions, affects preferences towards
certain states as partners (Lobell, Ripsman, and Taliaferro 2009). Although China’s
‘no-limits strategic partnership’ with Russia conforms to soft balancing, Beijing’s prefer-
ence for Moscow and its assignment of such a high priority would go unexplained if
viewed through structural realism alone (Ferguson 2012). Neoclassical realist analyses
add that Chinese Paramount Leader Xi Jinping and Russian President Vladimir
Putin’s mutually described ‘dear friendship’ and the norm of ‘sovereign democracy’
have intensified the Sino-Russian alignment over time, which is ultimately directed at
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limiting US influence in Central Asia and eroding Washington’s overall primacy in the
Asia-Pacific (Ferguson 2012; Wertsch 2023).

Although defensive neorealist studies have brought the balance of power, threat, and
economic interests into conversation to explain hedging and wedging on the prolifer-
ation and function of SPs, neorealism has difficulty explaining SPs that are not driven
by threats regarding the use of force. Since the end of the Cold War, the scope of security
for Asia-Pacific states has broadened to include ‘non-traditional’ risks and threats such as
climate change, pandemics, resource scarcity, supply chain disruptions, ‘grey zone’
activities, cyberwarfare, irregular migration, terrorism, and organised crime (Cabal-
lero-Anthony 2016). Most, if not all, of the SPs declared over the last decade have
sought to address these challenges once masked by the geopolitics of the Cold War
under which neorealism was developed and new ones that have emerged since. There-
fore, synthesising discussion of the risks and threats that neorealism highlights with
the interests and challenges that neoliberal institutionalism argues drive multilateral
cooperation can draw our attention to the ‘non-traditional’ security challenges and
threats that lead to the formation and influence the function of SPs.

Despite sometimes incorporating norms to explain the emergence and function of
SPs, neoclassical realist accounts have difficulty accounting for those SPs influenced by
shared identities and norms. This is because neoclassical realism treats norms as second-
ary to challenges and threats due to its aim to explain deviations from rationality (Lobell,
Ripsman, and Taliaferro 2009). The US, Japan, India, and Australia have all identified
their growing alignments as stemming from shared norms associated with their identities
as liberal democracies (Wilkins 2011). Norms and identity do not only influence which
partners they are likely to prioritise and how the SP will perform but also who and what
they would identify as the source of threat. Therefore, synthesising discussion of the risks
and threats that neorealism argues cause SP cooperation with norms and identities con-
structivists say influence SPs can help increase our understanding of how threat percep-
tion and identity act in mutually reinforcing ways. If combined further with the interests
and challenges liberals pinpoint where necessary, it becomes easier to explain partner
preferences, identify the potential state-based and non-state-based threats influencing
the SP, and determine the likely depth and breadth of cooperation.

Liberalism and SPs in the Asia-Pacific

Liberalism views SPs as emerging and functioning to better enable states and multilateral
actors to jointly fulfil interests and cooperate effectively on shared challenges that alli-
ances would undermine due to their tendency to spur competition (Menon 2003). Lib-
erals hold that SPs are a suitable security practice in a region defined by increased
economic and security interdependence. Liberalism provides compelling explanations
for the proliferation of SPs in the Asia-Pacific after the end of the Cold War. The expan-
sion of liberal market capitalism into developing countries and free trade led most states
to prioritise domestic development over pursuing narrowly defined politico-security
objectives (Qobo 2010, 17). Economic interdependence theory, a key perspective in
liberal IR and IS theory, argues that SPs emerge and function to strengthen and diversify
economic relationships. Its core argument is that increased trade linkages between states
limit the potential for competition and conflict, which ultimately brings a degree of order
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to the international system that would otherwise be non-existent (Nye and Keohane
1989).

China and its Asia-Pacific neighbours have increasingly leveraged economic interde-
pendence with each other through SPs to mutually benefit while aiming to mitigate the
potential effects of competition. Beijing’s emphasis on mutual trade and investment in
practically all its SPs with its neighbours can be interpreted as enhancing economic inter-
dependence to reassure them of its heping jueqi ‘peaceful rise’ as its relative power grows
(Yu and Sui 2023). Successive joint statements on China’s ‘comprehensive strategic part-
nership of cooperation’ with Vietnam have committed to increasing trade and invest-
ment volumes through yi renmin wei zhongxin de fazhan ‘people-centred
development’ (China MFA 2022b). Beijing and Hanoi recently aimed to establish
‘further joint mechanisms’ to expedite agricultural development, digital economy, cor-
porate investment, and rail transport for imported and exported goods’ to further
enhance economic connectivity (China MFA 2022b). Vietnam is a key signatory to
China’s BRI and has recently joined its ‘community of common destiny’ to allay
Chinese concerns that it has begun aligning with the US and its allies (Butcher 2024).

Inversely, some of China’s neighbours have used SPs to enmesh Beijing into the
regional trading system to dissuade it from becoming a revisionist or even an expansio-
nist power (Goh 2007, 121). Singapore has repeatedly encouraged China’s growing role
in trade and investment in the Asia-Pacific through their SP to give Beijing ‘every incen-
tive to choose international cooperation’ through ‘access to overseas markets’ to ensure
that it ‘grows peacefully’ (Lee 1996). Thailand has used FTAs and investment projects in
their ‘comprehensive strategic cooperative partnership’ to increase China’s engagement
with regional markets to ensure long-term stability (Goh 2007, 128). Australia’s CSP with
China and the agreements that form the architecture of the partnership, like the China-
Australia FTA, can be explained by a desire to discourage China from forcefully dislod-
ging the US as the foremost great power in the Asia-Pacific to ensure continued stability.
Canberra’s 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper emphasised potentially ‘bringing China and
the US together in a region-wide FTA’ that would aim to reduce tension and ‘help maxi-
mise regional growth prospects’ (DFAT 2017).

Alongside economic interdependence, neoliberals propose that SPs complement
regional multilateralism at the bilateral level. SPs can help reaffirm joint commitments
and even remind partners to abide by mutually agreed treaties with the purpose of mana-
ging tensions. A core element of ASEAN’s CSPs with Asia-Pacific nations has been
strengthening ASEAN-based institutions and respect for international treaties by con-
necting with key regional powers. The action plan of the ASEAN-China ‘strategic part-
nership for peace and prosperity’ mentioned ASEAN and China as ‘endeavouring to
pursue cooperation in conformity with obligations under international law’ amid
growing tensions between some ASEAN members and China due to overlapping mari-
time claims in the South China Sea (ASEAN 2022). To mitigate tensions and build confi-
dence, ASEAN and China have committed to ‘deepening political and security
cooperation’ through the ‘ASEAN-China dialogues, the APT, the EAS, the ARF, and
the ADMM+’ (ASEAN 2022). The SP has further prioritised consultation over arms
control in Southeast Asia and pledged to ‘fully implement the Declaration on the
Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea’ in order to prevent any future conflict
(ASEAN 2022).
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Apart from simply responding to China’s growing power by initiating military
cooperation with new partners, the US has used SPs to make ‘joint commitments to a
rules-based order’ with its strategic partners in the Asia-Pacific with the purpose of pro-
moting regional stability and deterring conflict. Joint statements on the CSP between US
and Indonesia have outlined ‘a shared responsibility and abiding interest to address stra-
tegic challenges on the international stage’ (White House 2023c¢). The original 2015 SP
emphasised the ‘safeguarding of maritime security and upholding internationally-recog-
nised freedom of navigation and overflight in the South China Sea’ (White House 2015).
Washington and Jakarta further called for ‘the peaceful resolution of disputes as reflected
in the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea’ (White House 2015). In
2022, the US-Indonesia CSP reaffirmed commitments to ‘enhancing cooperation in
regional fora, such as APEC, ASEAN, and the EAS’ and recognised ‘the importance of
strengthening and developing a positive and constructive regional architecture by sup-
porting the IORA’ (White House 2023c).

Although helpful in explaining the influence of economic interdependence and joint
commitments to promoting regional stability on the emergence and functions of SPs, lib-
erals tend to overestimate the intent of states to set aside competition for enduring
cooperation. This hinders liberalism’s ability to explain why and how SPs break down.
The high degree of economic interdependence between China and Australia failed to
prevent the deterioration of their CSP after 2017. Canberra’s emphasis on improving
economic relations with Beijing without expanding military ties and official cultural
exchanges has been described by Thakur (2013, 388) and Bisley (2018, 379) as ‘transac-
tional’ and even ‘greedy.” By contrast, realists could argue more compellingly that Aus-
tralia’s pre-2017 behaviour towards China conforms to hedging. Therefore, bringing
both liberal and realist assumptions of human nature into discussion when explaining
and comparing cases helps pinpoint when states act in self-interested ways or for the per-
ceived ‘greater good,” which represents the Grotian via media ‘seeking the middle way’
between power politics and utopianism when analysing the creation and function of
SPs (Wight 1992).

Contrary to neoliberal assumptions, SPs have been known to undermine multilateral
consensuses due to a tendency to be used by states sceptical of multilateralism to
cooperate on a narrower range of interests and challenges (Renard 2016). It can be
argued that Japan’s SPs with Australia and India to encourage greater linkages with
the US and among themselves sidestep widely endorsed ASEAN-led multilateral security
institutions. Enhanced bilateral collaboration through their SPs notably played a role in
the revival of the Quad in 2018 (Choong 2018). Although no official ASEAN view exists
on the Quad, some ASEAN member states have expressed concerns about the Quad side-
lining ASEAN-based institutions and driving the broader multilateral agenda (Laksmana
2020). Therefore, synthesising discussion of the interests and challenges that liberals
argue drive multilateralism with the risks and threats realists say influence state behav-
iour draws our attention to how ‘disappointed multilateralism” has led to SPs emerging.
If combined further with discussion of norms and identities where necessary, an eclectic
analysis can explain how SPs can function as precursors to minilateral groupings and
even new multilateral institutions.
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Constructivism and SPs in the Asia-Pacific

Constructivism views SPs as possessing norm-setting agendas that help states and multi-
lateral actors shape certain standards of behaviour that proceed to govern interactions
between the strategic partners and, ideally, a wider range of states at the regional level.
Constructivists hold that SPs have transformational effects on the long-held preferences
for action of target partners through deliberation, persuasion, and socialisation (Katzen-
stein and Sil 2008, 9). Extensive interaction and association over time can lead strategic
partners to constitute social identities that are expressed through shared norms. This may
see the strategic partners become permanent partners with whom parting company
would be unthinkable. This is similar to how alliances have a tendency to become ‘the
natural order of things’ for allies despite the original causes for their alignment having
minimal or even no influence on the alliance’s endurance (Wallis and Powles 2021,
1048). Constructivism notably draws attention to SPs as the first step towards more
potent forms of alignment, particularly the formation of security communities,
through the negotiation and development of shared norms and identities.

In the Asia-Pacific, SPs have often reflected the worldviews of their initiators and their
perceptions of the organising principles of regional system (Pan and Michalski 2019).
Besides ‘wedging’ China and diversifying economic relationships, Japan’s SPs with
Asia-Pacific states have helped it promote its vision for a regional order based on
liberal norms. The joint statement on ‘intensifying the Japan-India Strategic and
Global Partnership’ mentioned their shared identities as democracies and enduring com-
mitments to safeguarding the norms of ‘human rights, political pluralism, open societies
and the rule of law’ at the bilateral level (Japan 2014). This was accompanied by further
pledges to realise a jiyi de hirakareta indotaiheiyo senryaku ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’
based on regionally-defined norms of ‘rules, territorial integrity and the peaceful resol-
ution of disputes’ that is ‘free from coercion’ (Japan 2014). Like Japan, the US has
used SPs to encourage illiberal states to democratise internally and abide by liberal
norms externally. In its CSP with Vietnam, Washington established human rights and
labour dialogues to facilitate “frank and constructive’ discussions on liberal interpret-
ations of human rights norms, which shows the US’s use of deliberation through a SP
to transform Vietnam’s domestic conduct with the hope of influencing its international
conduct long term (White House 2023b).

Alongside strengthening ASEAN-based institutions and respect for international trea-
ties, ASEAN has used CSPs with key dialogue partners in the Asia-Pacific to affirm its
centrality to order building and to promote the ‘ASEAN Way’ with the purpose of alter-
ing the conduct of the region’s great powers. Successive joint statements with the US and
China have endorsed ASEAN’s vision for an ‘inclusive regionalism’ that is ‘closely inte-
grated, one of dialogue instead of rivalry, and development and prosperity for all’
(ASEAN 2020). ASEAN’s joint statement on its SP with the US committed to a ‘rules-
based approach in Asia, respect for international law, the peaceful resolution of disputes,
strengthening democracy, and enhancing good governance’ (White House 2015).
Despite committing to seemingly similar norms, constructivism highlights that
ASEAN and the US each have different interpretations. ASEAN emphasises consen-
sus-building, external non-interference, territorial integrity, and the peaceful settlement
of disputes (Acharya 2009). Meanwhile, the US has previously used a mixture of soft
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power and coercive diplomacy to persuade illiberal states to abide by liberal norms—the
latter a method ASEAN expresses scepticism towards.

China’s SPs with Cambodia, Indonesia and Vietnam have helped Beijing promote a
renlei mingyun gongtongti ‘community of a common destiny for mankind” through har-
monious relationships based on giutong cunyi ‘common ground while preserving differ-
ences’ as its military and economic power grows (Song 2020, 236). China’s CSP with
Cambodia committed to ‘unswervingly developing their ever-lasting friendship, with a
view to promoting a high-quality, high-level and high-standard China-Cambodia Com-
munity with a Shared Future’ (MFAIC 2023) The China-Indonesia CSP recognised
shared identities as fazhanzhong guojia ‘developing countries’ in Asia who ‘uphold a phil-
osophy of seeking a people-centred development’ and ‘shared common ideas, interests
and a closely connected future’ (China Embassy 2023). Despite ongoing tensions in
the South China Sea, China’s CSP with Vietnam committed to being haolinju, haopen-
gyou, haotongzhi, haohuoban ‘good neighbours, good friends, good comrades, good part-
ners (China MFA 2022b). A recent joint statement highlighted shared identities as
shehuizhuyi guojia ‘socialist countries,” with commitments to improving ideological edu-
cation in Marxist theory through training cooperation agreements between senior party
officials (China MFA 2022b).

Historical memory and perceived familiarity can influence the partners states and
multilateral actors gravitate towards. Besides a shared desire to balance against US hege-
mony, China’s preference for a ‘no limits strategic partnership’ with Russia can be traced
to a historical memory in China of the former Soviet Union as its lao da ge ‘big brother’
(Wang 2009). Although mutual hostility defined Sino-Soviet relations from the 1960s-
1980s due to territorial disputes and ideological divergences, China and Russia reconciled
their differences during the mid-1990s that has since developed into ‘common positions
on several important international issues’ (China 2022). In particular, the ‘no limits stra-
tegic partnership’ has allowed Beijing and Moscow to reach a consensus on the norms of
democracy and sustainable development that differs from liberal interpretations. They
defined democracy as ‘a universal human value rather than of a privileged number of
states’ and ‘sustainable development’ as contingent upon ‘a state’s national conditions
and developmental prosperity’ in reference to shared animosity towards liberal interven-
tionism and western-backed ‘colour revolutions’ (China 2022).

Unlike liberalism and alternatively to realism, constructivism can explain why certain
SPs fail to achieve their objectives or break down entirely. The identities, norms, and
worldviews between partners may diverge as the SP evolves or simply be incompatible
from the beginning. The Australia-China CSP has shown little convergence between
norms and identities since it was declared. This has made defining standard benchmarks
for cooperation challenging seen by the lack of a publicly available joint statement or
action plan. Constructivism tells us that the perceived disharmony in their relations,
starting with Australia’s ban on Chinese tech firm Huawei’s entry into its 5G market
on ‘national security grounds,” has stifled any healthy development of their CSP
(Hawes 2022). China’s emphasis on preserving harmony and Australia’s outspoken
stance against China over alleged foreign interference and calls for an independent
inquiry into the COVID-19 origins transgressed Chinese norms on the proper
conduct of relations (Gao et al. 2023). This led China to implement tariffs on Australian
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exports to express its displeasure, which Canberra perceived as ‘economic coercion’ that
violated liberal trading norms and the Australia-China FTA.

Despite highlighting the influence of norms and identities on the emergence and func-
tions of SPs, constructivist accounts often underestimate the influence of material factors.
This makes it difficult for constructivists to explain why states and multilateral actors act
similarly when faced with uncertainty as they can have trouble accurately predicting
intent (Agius 2010). Although perceptions of external threat are contingent upon their
endogenisation at the domestic level, power often presents itself to states and multilateral
actors as a brute fact. The growth of ‘Indo-Pacific’ strategies over the last decade has
coincided with China’s growing military capabilities and increased assertiveness
towards issues it deems as its internal affairs. As of 2024, Australia, Japan, South
Korea, India, ASEAN, New Zealand, Bangladesh, and the US have adopted Indo-
Pacific strategies emphasising ‘peace’ and ‘prosperity’. Therefore, synthesising construc-
tivist assumptions regarding the spread of norms and identity formation with realist
understandings of the emergence of threats and risks helps explain how similar discursive
terms have spread between states and multilateral actors when a particular state’s power
capabilities begin to expand that may lead SPs to proliferate within a particular region.

Interactions between norms and threat perception have further implications for
understanding what drives military build-ups. Evidence suggests that the ‘Indo-Pacific’
concept has not only operated as a social construct for states and multilateral actors to
define their visions of regional order vis-a-vis one another but also contributed to accel-
erating China’s military build-up due to Beijing perceiving the Indo-Pacific concept, the
Quad, and the associated SPs as a US-led containment strategy (Li and Jiang 2023).
Veiled warnings from the Quad to China about ‘changes to the status quo’ on Taiwan
and unofficial commitments to Taipei’s defence from the US, Japan, and Australia
have been interpreted by China as ‘creeping away’ from their respective ‘One China’ pol-
icies. Beijing perceives this as interference in its internal affairs in line with one of the
heping gongchu wuxiang yuanze ‘five principles of peaceful co-existence’ that Chinese
officials have repeatedly stated requires a military response if Taiwan successfully
declares independence (Zhou 2022). Therefore, combining constructivist understandings
of discourse and the spread of norms with realism’s assumptions regarding the emer-
gence of threats helps explain how discourse has contributed to driving military build-
ups and changes in behaviour, which can spur the emergence and influence the functions
of SPs in response.

Finally, despite arguing that structure and agency are mutually constitutive, construc-
tivist studies tend to ‘privilege structure over agency and forget that institutional stability
and change are the result of conscious decision-making and the wielding of political
power’ (Menon and Welsh 2011, 85). Wallis (2021, 460) argues that this is because ‘con-
structivism became more structuralist over time, which saw scholars focus on norms and
modes of legitimacy at the expense of actors.” A renewed focus on individual actors shows
how they help construct and influence shared identities, interests, risks, threats, and even
fuel changes in the regional distribution of power. The acceleration of SPs in the Asia-
Pacific can be traced back to Japanese Prime Minister Abe Shinzo’s ‘Confluence of the
Two Seas’ speech proposing the linkage of India, Australia, and the US in a jiya to
hanei no ko ‘arc of freedom and prosperity’ (Abe 2007). Thus, synthesising constructi-
vism’s focus on actors with realism and liberalism where necessary helps explain how
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influential individual actors define specific threats, risks, interests, norms, and identities
within specific institutional settings, and pinpoint when they influence different security
practices, which can contribute to the emergence and shifting functions of SPs as a result.

What do SPs mean for Asia-Pacific security?

Over the last decade, SPs have taken their place alongside alliances, multilateral insti-
tutions, minilaterals, coalitions and security communities as the core practices that
manage security in the Asia-Pacific. The rapid emergence of SPs can be attributed to
both the effects of growing competition and interdependence in the region. First, the dis-
tribution of power between states has shifted away from unipolarity towards a more
diffused multipolar structure where the US, China, and other rising powers can
influence regional outcomes in their favour more so than at any time since the early
1990s. The effects of this power transition have made the region increasingly unstable.
Therefore, instead of accepting predictions that conflict is inevitable, states and multilat-
eral actors have aimed to manage and mitigate growing competition through more infor-
mal means. SPs have become a preferable security practice due to their informality that
avoids intensifying existing security dilemmas and provides the flexibility to engage with
a diverse range of partners in the hope of enlisting their support in managing compe-
tition and, in some circumstances, altering long-held preferences for behaviour
through the development of shared norms to create and govern order.

Second, the rapid proliferation of SPs signifies the growing nexus between complex
interdependence on the one hand and the evolving threats, risks, and strategic challenges
caused by that interdependence on the other. Ever-deepening connectivity between states
in the Asia-Pacific has led to a new range of issues and challenges emerging that alliances
and regional multilateral institutions have been unable to address due to the inflexibility
of alliances and the lack of a multilateral consensus on what constitutes a threat and how
to secure. SPs allow states and multilateral actors to continue fulfilling their shared inter-
ests in a targeted way that does not impinge upon their interdependence or allows issues
to fall to the wayside that risk fracturing the regional economic order. This is because,
more so than ever, states and multilateral actors in the region have become reliant
upon each other for their security and prosperity. This manifests most prominently
regarding how secure supply chains, the stability of financial markets, and access to
natural resources for clean energy transitions now feature as much on individual security
agendas as do threats regarding the use of force.

Although the growth of SPs in the Asia-Pacific shows us that the US’s unipolar
moment and narrow conceptualisations of security are far behind us, the good news is
that states and multilateral actors do not view war and chaos as inevitable. Historical
memories of Japanese expansionism, the ideologically-fuelled Cold War conflicts
during decolonisation, and the groundwork laid from the 1980s onwards to develop a
regional economic order that states could benefit from still feature to such a large
degree that fears of a return to unrestricted violence remain palpable. The growth of
SPs shows that states and multilateral actors, particularly many of the middle and
small powers, are doing what they can despite their inherent political, religious, and cul-
tural differences to enhance regional security and prosperity. However, the challenge
remains whether the US and China can follow their smaller counterparts’ lead by
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setting aside their differences and managing tensions by rebooting the “‘US-China stra-
tegic partnership.” Future studies should seek to more profoundly examine and
compare individual cases of states and multilateral actors using SPs in the Asia-Pacific
and beyond, which this article has laid the theoretical and conceptual groundwork for
with its eclectic approach.
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