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The evolving geopolitical crisis in East Asia, coupled with China's rise
as a global power, has prompted the United States to adopt the Buck-
passing strategy to manage the regional security order in response to
emerging challenges. This article examines the structure of the East
Asian security order, analyzes the United States' approach to shaping
this order, and explores the requirements and contexts reflected in the
implementation of the US Buck-passing strategy. The study utilizes a
descriptive-explanatory methodology, drawing on the theoretical
frameworks of Buck-passing and regional order theory. The findings
suggest that the East Asian security order is shaped by requirements at
national, regional, and global levels, encompassing military, political,
and economic interests, the development of regional institutions, and the
transition from a unipolar to a multipolar system. Furthermore, the
implementation of the US Buck-passing strategy is grounded in the
domestic capacities of regional states and the influence of regional and
international institutions.
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Introduction

The emergence of China as a major power and the evolving complexity of
international relations in East Asia have compelled the United States, as the principal
actor in the post-Cold War global order, to reconsider its regional presence in
response to new security imperatives. The rise of China and intensifying economic
and geopolitical competition among regional powers have undermined the
traditional security order in East Asia, rendering sole reliance on direct military
presence insufficient for managing regional security. Consequently, in recent
decades, Washington has increasingly adopted the Buck-passing strategy, whereby
a portion of the security burden is delegated to local allies while the United States
retains strategic control. Through this approach, the United States seeks to exercise
remote management of the regional security order by equipping and empowering
allies such as Japan, South Korea, Australia, and other aligned actors. The primary
objectives are to ensure regional stability, contain revisionist powers, and maintain
US hegemony without direct and costly confrontations. In light of the United States'
application of the responsibility transfer strategy and the various requirements and
contexts involved, this article examines the specific requirements and contexts in
which the US Buck-passing system is manifested within the East Asian security
order. The analysis contends that Buck-passing constitutes a core element of the US
grand security strategy, designed to address national, regional, and global
imperatives, and is operationalized through both institutional and national contexts
in East Asia.

Theoretical Framework

In The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, Mearsheimer argues that the structure of
the international system shapes the actions of major actors. In an anarchic system,
powers increase for survival. War, as a costly choice, is often avoided. Instead,
strategies like “balancing” and “Buck-passing” are used. Balancing means the great
power takes responsibility and may resort to war. In Buck-passing, another state is
delegated to handle the threat, while the main power keeps strategic control.
Successful Buck-passing needs four essential components. First, maintain peaceful
diplomatic relations with the aggressor. Second, create political distance from the
state that accepts responsibility. Third, strengthen host states’ military capabilities.
Fourth, give strategic support to the host state to enhance containment.

The United States' security strategy in East Asia demonstrates a transition from direct
balancing, characterized by active involvement, to buck-passing, which encourages
allies to assume leadership roles. Washington seeks to contain China and shape the
regional order by enhancing the defense capabilities of countries such as Japan,
South Korea, and Australia. The US role has shifted from a substantial physical
presence to a more structured form of remote support. This reliance on buck-passing,

International Relations Researches, Vol. 16, No. 1,2026




Buck-passing System as a Security Order ......

rather than direct balancing, is effective due to the distinct institutional, political, and
military contexts present within these allied states.

Methodology

This study employs the theoretical framework of offensive realism to conceptualize
Buck-passing and integrates this approach with geopolitical analysis. The research
demonstrates that US Buck-passing is not solely a cost-management strategy but also
functions as a regulatory mechanism, contributing to the redefinition of state roles
within the security architecture of East Asia. This perspective facilitates the
development of a new framework for understanding security dynamics during
periods of hegemonic transition.

Results and Findings

The findings suggest that the East Asian security order is shaped by a range of
requirements at the national, regional, and global levels, including military, political,
and economic needs, the development of regional institutions, and the transition from
a unipolar to a multipolar order. The implementation of the US Buck-passing
approach is influenced by domestic capacities and the roles of regional and
international institutions, distinguishing it from traditional theories of US security
policy. Domestically, US policymakers have been prompted by political, economic,
and security pressures to favor shared responsibility and multilateral coordination
over traditional interventionism. Regionally, ongoing strategic competition in East
Asia, characterized by coalition-building, balancing, and deterrence, underscores the
necessity of adopting mechanisms such as Buck-passing. The region remains central
to US efforts to contain China, and the devolution strategy facilitates the multilateral
distribution of the burden of confronting Chinese threats. At the international level,
maintaining a rules-based order, countering transnational threats, and managing the
global balance of power necessitate the United States' use of diplomatic, economic,
and military tools within a multilateral framework. Strengthening alliances,
expanding security and economic cooperation, and engaging in active diplomacy are
integral components of the Buck-passing system aimed at limiting China's influence.
Conclusion

The Buck-passing system, characterized by flexibility and multiple layers, reflects
US efforts to sustain its preeminent position in the global order as emerging powers
reshape traditional power dynamics. By emphasizing regional engagement, this
strategy reduces direct costs, stabilizes the US geopolitical position in sensitive
regions, particularly East Asia, and enables sustainable management of competition
with China.

Nevertheless, this strategy encounters significant challenges. Regional partners,
particularly India, South Korea, and Indonesia, do not consistently provide
unconditional support due to divergent interests. Instability in US domestic policy
can undermine the coherence of the strategy. Concurrently, China employs
diplomatic, economic, and security instruments to alter the balance of power,



including initiatives such as the Belt and Road, collaboration with Russia, and
engagement with the Global South. To ensure continued effectiveness, US strategists
must regularly reassess their approach, strengthen commitments with partners, and
maintain stability in domestic policymaking. These measures are essential for the
accountability system to manage influence and competition with China effectively.
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