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Abstract: This article provides a critical analysis of the agency of the United States in the
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). Building on neo-Gramscian theory, it contextualises the US
decision to withdraw from the TPP as an expression of hegemonic crisis. Through an
examination of the strategic and geoeconomic logics and objectives of the trade agreement in
US foreign economic policy, it maintains that the TPP was intended primarily to expand the
structural and consensual power of the United States in the international political economy.
Partly an attempt to kick-start a stalled neoliberal agenda, the TPP was also an effort to
respond to China’s growing influence in trade governance. The article argues that, despite the
revival of the TPP in the form of the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for TransPacific Partnership, the inability of elite networks in the United States to implement the
original accord is illustrative of a crisis of hegemony driven largely by the collapse of the
‘common sense’ in favour of economic globalisation.
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On its signing in 2016, the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) was slated to become the world’s
largest trade pact. The product of a multilateral quest for a ‘high-quality’, ‘twenty-first
century’ agreement ,1 the TPP was largely ‘Made in America’, in the Obama administration’s
slogan for the accord. Comprising 12 countries (Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan,
Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore, the United States, and Vietnam) that
totalled over one-third of global gross domestic product (GDP), the TPP was negotiated and
finalized under the leadership of the United States. The US’s withdrawal in January 2017 cast
doubt on the future of the regime, which had yet to be ratified. The remaining 11 countries
moved forward with a modified version of the agreement, called the Comprehensive and
Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP). The unforeseen ‘rise and fall
and rise’ of the regime suggested an appetite for further (neo)liberalization irrespective of US
participation.2

Much of the scholarship on the US withdrawal from the TPP has focused on the implications
for the ‘liberal world order’, the postwar international system built largely by the US and held
together by multilateral institutions, which reputedly entered a ‘deep crisis’ as a result of
Trump’s election and Britain’s vote to exit the European Union.3 Along with the
Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), the TPP was at the center of the
Obama administration’s efforts to extend and deepen the liberal order, albeit in a way that
served US geostrategic interests .4 The Trump administration’s decision to leave the TPP

1

C. L. Lim, Deborah K. Elms, and Patrick Low, eds., The Trans-Pacific Partnership: A Quest for a Twenty-First
Century Trade Agreement (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); John Ravenhill, ‘The Political
Economy of the Trans-Pacific Partnership: A “21st Century” Trade Agreement?’ New Political Economy, Vol. 22,
No. 5 (2017), pp. 573-94.
2
Tom Chodor, ‘The Rise and Fall and Rise of the Trans-Pacific Partnership: 21st Century Trade Politics through
A New Constitutionalist Lens’, Review of International Political Economy, Vol. 26, No. 1 (2019), pp. 232-55.
3
G. John Ikenberry, Inderjeet Parmar, and Doug Stokes, ‘Introduction: Ordering the World? Liberal
Internationalism in Theory and Practice’, International Affairs, Vol. 94, No. 1 (2018), p. 1.
4
Matteo Dian, ‘The Strategic Value of the Trans-Pacific Partnership and the Consequences of Abandoning it for
the US Role in Asia’, International Politics, Vol. 54, No. 5 (2017), pp. 583-97; Crister S. Garrett, ‘Constructing
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became a potent symbol of its hostility to this wider order .5 Some scholars noted that the US
abandonment of the TPP created an opening for China to entrench its competitor agreement,
the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP).6 Insofar as the US has
historically been bound up in this system as a ‘stabilizer’, Washington’s departure from the
TPP raised questions about the future of US structural power and the governance of the
liberal order.7 And yet, the perseverance of the (CP)TPP would seem to indicate that the
order itself may be more resilient than the place of American leadership within it. For
Ikenberry, it is the very adaptability of this multilateral system, including its trade agreements
and institutions, which will ensure its survival through an age of rising powers.8 The
‘organizing ideas and impulses of liberal internationalism run deep in world politics’, argues
Ikenberry,9 suggesting that, despite its current problems, the liberal order is not on the verge
of collapse.

The United States’ abandoned stewardship of the TPP presents something of a puzzle for
International Relations (IR) and International Political Economy (IPE) scholarship. For
decades, there was a strong bipartisan consensus that free trade agreements were in the US

Narratives of Global Order: The Obama Presidency, TPP, TTIP, and the Contested Politics of Geoeconomics’,
Atlantic Studies, Vol. 16, No. 2 (2019), pp. 261-81; Melissa K. Griffith, Richard H. Steinberg, and John Zysman,
‘From Great Power Politics to a Strategic Vacuum: Origins and Consequences of TPP and TTIP’, Business and
Politics, Vol. 19, No. 4 (2017), pp. 573-92; Jianren Zhou, ‘Power Transition and Paradigm Shift in Diplomacy:
Why China and the US March towards Strategic Competition?’ The Chinese Journal of International Politics,
Vol. 12, No. 1 (2019), pp. 1-34.
5
Amitav Acharya, The End of American World Order, second edition (Cambridge: Polity, 2018), pp. 135-6; G.
John Ikenberry, ‘The Plot against American Foreign Policy: Can the Liberal Order Survive?’ Foreign Affairs, Vol.
96, No. 2 (2017), p. 4; Rebecca Friedman Lissner and Mira Rapp-Hooper, ‘The Day after Trump: American
Strategy for a New International Order’, The Washington Quarterly, Vol. 41, No. 1 (2018), p. 15; John Peterson,
‘Present at the Destruction? The Liberal Order in the Trump Era’, The International Spectator, Vol. 53, No. 1
(2018), pp. 28, 36.
6
Naná De Graaff and Bastiaan Van Apeldoorn, ‘US–China Relations and the Liberal World Order: Contending
Elites, Colliding Visions?’ International Affairs, Vol. 94, No. 1 (2018), p. 119.
7
Doug Stokes, ‘Trump, American Hegemony and the Future of the Liberal International Order’, International
Affairs, Vol. 94, No. 1 (2018), pp. 134, 148.
8
G. John Ikenberry, ‘Why the Liberal World Order will Survive’, Ethics and International Affairs, Vol. 32, No. 1
(2018), pp. 17-29.
9
G. John Ikenberry, ‘The End of Liberal International Order?’ International Affairs, Vol. 94, No. 1 (2018), p. 8.
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national interest. Within a relatively short amount of time, US trade policy was upended. The
consensus was replaced by a crisis that extended beyond trade governance, and which called
into question the status and purpose of US agency in the international political economy. The
TPP featured both liberal-institutionalist and realist-geostrategic dimensions/rationales, but
the dominant, statist strands of realism and liberalism are ill-equipped to explicate both the
origins of the TPP and its eventual uncoupling from US hegemonic power. How did a
weakening free trade consensus cohere in the case of the TPP? How was the consensus on the
TPP transformed into a crisis of hegemony? An alternative view is needed, one that can
account for the class dynamics underpinning the TPP, but which simultaneously
acknowledges the agreement’s significance as a geoeconomic project of US statecraft.

In contrast to the liberal order literature, this paper argues that the TPP is best viewed as a
project of US hegemonic power in the world economy. The US withdrawal from the
agreement is symptomatic of a crisis of US hegemony. Although the scholarship on the
liberal order acknowledges the US role in creating, leading, and sustaining this system,10 the
dominant framing of this order tends to affix this hegemony to that of a relatively benign
‘liberal leviathan’,11 with a concomitant focus on the openness and public goods created
under the aegis of US security and foreign economic policy. As Parmar argues, however,
‘liberal internationalism’ serves as a ‘legitimating ideology’ as much as a theoretical
explanation for the existence of this order, which encompasses ‘a class-based, elitist
hegemony’ reflected in ‘both US domestic and foreign relations’.12 In the context of the
multitude of definitions of hegemony that span IR and IPE, the concept is most
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(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011).
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No. 1 (2018), pp. 151-2.
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parsimoniously understood as a dialectical social process involving asymmetrical power
relations, wherein the hegemon is able to ‘absorb’ challenges to its pre-eminence.
Importantly, this process is grounded in class dynamics, and shaped not only by states but by
other agents operating within the hegemony-resistance dialectic.

This paper provides a critical analysis of US agency in the Trans-Pacific Partnership. It
utilizes a neo-Gramscian theoretical approach to foreground the multiple forms of power that
constitute US hegemony while simultaneously acknowledging the class-based interests that
motivate US policy. I maintain that the TPP was primarily a project of American hegemony
intended to reinforce and extend the structural and consensual power of the US in the global
economy. The paper thus examines the strategic and geoeconomic objectives of the
agreement from the perspective of US foreign policy. Following this, the paper contextualizes
the United States’ decision to withdraw from the accord, which, I argue, represents a crisis
created by an eclectic challenge to the elite ‘common sense’ on trade and globalization.

The research design underpinning the paper flows from its conceptual and theoretical
foundations. The neo-Gramscian view of hegemony as a dialectical social process requires an
analysis that blends ‘top down’ and ‘bottom up’ factors and considerations. This entails
situating agents (from political leaders to various class formations) in pre-existing
structures.13 The framework is based on a critical content analysis of state policy as an
outcome that refracts the competing interests of capital and its subordinates.14 To ascertain
the agential motivations behind the TPP, I consulted a range of official statements,
documents, and policy reports, including from the White House, the Office of the US Trade
13

David Marsh, ‘Marxism’, in David Marsh and Gerry Stoker, eds., Theories and Methods in Political Science,
2nd edition (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002), pp. 153-71.
14
Colin Hay, ‘Marxism and the State’, in Andrew Gamble, David Marsh, and Tony Tant, eds., Marxism and
Social Science (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1999), pp. 152-174.
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Representative (USTR), and the Congressional Research Service (CRS). To become
hegemonic, political consensus needs broader sedimentation in society. With this in mind, I
also engaged with the broader policy discourse on the TPP, as represented through think-tank
reporting, the advocacy of business and civil society groups, and the input of ‘stakeholders’
into the negotiation process. The debate reflected changing public attitudes as officials
adjusted the presentation of trade policy based on the opposition of actors challenging
economic globalization, from labor unions to far-right activists. Reporting on polling data
was consulted to corroborate the emerging dissensus.

In addition, the analysis makes considerable use of leaked diplomatic cables published via
WikiLeaks. As argued by Daniel Drezner following the 2010 ‘Cablegate’ episode, in which
approximately 250,000 State Department documents were published online, these cables
presented ‘only a partial picture of foreign-policy decision-making’ because they didn’t
encompass the views of key agencies like the Defense Department or National Security
Council.15 At the same time, ‘the published communications offered a fascinating perspective
on international diplomacy’.16 The disclosure of secret and classified materials provided a
‘behind-the-scenes’ picture (however incomplete) of official discussions on the TPP during
the transition from the Bush to Obama administrations. The cables often summarized
conversations with non-US officials. They provided a means of gauging the strategic thinking
behind US efforts to bring the TPP to fruition. In 2014 and 2015, WikiLeaks published secret
TPP negotiations and working-chapters,17 leading to the public dissemination of some
materials. Information from leaked documents was triangulated in conjunction with the
official sources mentioned above. Although diplomatic cables cannot provide a bottom up
15

Daniel Drezner, ‘Why WikiLeaks Is Bad for Scholars’, The Chronicle of Higher Education, 5 December 2010,
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Why-WikiLeaks-Is-Bad-for/125628.
16
Benedetta Brevini, ‘WikiLeaks: Between Disclosure and Whistle‐Blowing in Digital Times’, Sociology
Compass, Vol. 11, No. 3 (2017), p. 3.
17
Ibid.
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vantage, they do reflect elite views on the political challenges associated with foreign policy
projects, providing echoes of popular opinion as interpreted in official perspectives.

Fuelled by contradictory ‘populist’ forces, embodied partly by Trumpian nationalism but also
by resistance to the TPP’s neoliberalism, the broad-based opposition to the agreement lacked
a coherent political or ideological position. Nevertheless, it served to undermine the
neoliberal, ‘globalist’ consensus in favor of the accord. The United States’ U-turn on the TPP
suggests that IPE would be well-served to better account for the role of mass publics in the
governance of the world economy. What matters in the construction of hegemonic consensus
is the resonance between elite ‘common sense’ and that of popular sectors. Following Hopf’s
(constructivist-based) intervention to restore common sense to a central role in neoGramscian conceptions of hegemony,18 the article suggests that critical theoretical
approaches need to better attend to challenges that fall short of fully-articulated counterhegemonic movements or ‘wars of position’, but which take more idiosyncratic, inchoate,
and incongruous forms.

On crisis and common sense: A neo-Gramscian approach to US hegemony

This paper builds on neo-Gramscian approaches in IR and IPE. This tradition can be traced to
the influential work of Robert W. Cox. His triangular model of hegemony comprised material
capabilities, ideas, and institutions,19 setting the social forces of production against,
respectively, specific state-forms and the structures of ‘world order’ itself.20 If Coxian theory
represented an important move away from overly-statist approaches to hegemony, it was
18

Ted Hopf, ‘Common-sense Constructivism and Hegemony in World Politics’, International Organization, Vol.
67, No. 2 (2013), p. 318.
19
Robert W. Cox, Production, Power, and World Order: Social Forces in the Making of History (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1987).
20
Robert W. Cox, Approaches to World Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).
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complemented by the cognate scholarship of Stephen Gill,21 William Robinson,22 and Mark
Rupert,23 who problematized the role of the United States’ foreign policy in the ‘actually
existing’ global capitalist order. A common theme in this literature was the argument that US
power was interwoven with an increasingly globalized capitalism. On the puzzle of the US’s
abandoned stewardship of the TPP, then, a Coxian, critical view problematizes the class
dynamics that are largely elided in more conventional accounts of the mega-trade deal.

Contrary to mainstream views, neo-Gramscianism offers a critique of the dominant
understanding of the relationship between US foreign policy and the global capitalist
relations that are constitutive of this postwar system. Against the assumptions of stability and
legitimacy implicit in conventional discussions of the liberal order, this tradition takes
hegemony to be a multifaceted and multilayered social relationship. The analytical utility of
hegemony, in this view, stems from its ability to bring together various facets of international
relations, helping to bridge the divide between IR and IPE while putting hegemony ‘in
motion’ as a dialectical process of socio-political ‘negotiation’. Building explicitly on
Gramsci, Cox’s historicized approach implied a dynamic, contested legitimation of
asymmetrical power relations closely connected to class dynamics within and across nationstates.24 Hegemony blends coercion, consensus, and ideological legitimation to cut across the
structures, institutions, and discourses of international relations. In other words, it
interweaves multiple forms of power, which operate simultaneously to reproduce the (preexisting) advantages of leading actors, including states. This isn’t all ‘one way traffic’,

21

Stephen Gill, Power and Resistance in the New World Order, 2nd. (New York: Palgrave, 2008).
William I. Robinson, Promoting Polyarchy: Globalization, US Intervention, and Hegemony (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996).
23
Mark Rupert, Producing Hegemony: The Politics of Mass Production and American Global Power (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005); Mark Rupert, ‘Globalising Common Sense: A Marxian-Gramscian (Re)Vision of the Politics of Governance/Resistance’, Review of International Studies, Vol. 29, No. S1 (2003), pp.
181-98.
24
Cox, Production, Power, and World Order; Cox, Approaches to World Order.
22
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however; the internal dialectic allows subordinate forces to push back against the consensus
favored by dominant agents.

In contradistinction to Cox’s ‘internationalized state’25 and Robinson’s ‘transnational state’,26
this article focuses on the hegemony of the US. Its desiderata pertain to the strategic value of
the TPP, its relationship to US power, and the implications of Trump’s withdrawal. The US
has long maintained a leadership position in the global capitalist economy. This allowed
Washington to advance policies in its own discrete national interests even as it attended to the
institutional stability of global capitalism. There are differences within the critical IPE
literature regarding the precise role of US power vis-à-vis the different ‘levels’ of
national/global capitalism. Stokes and Raphael contend that US foreign economic policy
evidences a ‘dual logic’ in which Washington pursues the interests of its own national capital
while simultaneously consolidating an international system in the interests of transnational
capital writ large.27 This is consistent with a view of US hegemony as a social process, based
principally on class dynamics transposed onto the realm of international politics. The United
States’ foreign policy has generally been legitimated through an Americanist ideology
emphasizing the (elite and popular) ‘common sense’ appeal of liberalism alongside tenuous
and sometimes contradictory notions of exceptionalism.28

In his Prison Notebooks, Gramsci wrote that hegemony ‘supposes an intellectual unity and an
ethic in conformity with a conception of reality that has gone beyond common sense and has

25

Cox, Production, Power, and World Order.
William I. Robinson, A Theory of Global Capitalism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004); William
I. Robinson, Global Capitalism and the Crisis of Humanity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014).
27
Doug Stokes and Sam Raphael, Global Energy Security and American Hegemony (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2010), pp. 15, 35-8.
28
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(London: Pinter Publishers, 1988), pp. 35-71.
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become, if only within narrow limits, a critical conception’.29 Common sense, for Gramsci,
meant a ‘traditional’ and/or ‘popular conception of the world’.30 Far from static or given,
however, this was political terrain; elites attempting to align common sense beliefs with their
own material interests often find opposition from ‘below’. As noted by Raymond Williams,
hegemony ‘is seen to depend for its hold not only on its expression of the interests of a ruling
class but also on its acceptance as “normal reality” or “common sense” by those in practice
subordinate to it’.31 ‘Popular common sense’, for Gramsci, was not ‘monolithic or univocal’,
but ‘an amalgam of historically effective ideologies, scientific doctrines and social
mythologies’ that could ‘become a ground of struggle’.32 Gramscian common sense spans
different socio-political levels; it is sedimented into subordinate actors based on the interests
of an existing ‘historic bloc’. If it is well-balanced, common sense brings together popular,
mass-based conceptions of morality and goodness (what Gramsci referred to as ‘folklore’)
with the ideology (or ‘philosophy’) of the historic bloc’s ruling-class.33 Gramsci suggested
that common sense can be productive of what he referred to as the ‘national-popular’ point of
view.34 However, shifts in popular common sense can destabilize hegemony, creating crisis
conditions and compelling dominant groups to utilize other forms of power to maintain their
structural advantages.

Addressing the crisis of the Bretton Woods system in the 1970s, Cox wrote that ‘hegemony is
more than dominance’, as it is largely an ‘intersubjective sharing of behavioural expectations.
A leading nation’s conception of the world becomes universalized to the point where its own
29

Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks (New York: International Publishers, 1971), pp. 333-

4.
30

Ibid., pp. 197-9.
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32
Rupert, ‘Globalising Common Sense’, p. 185.
33
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(London: Pluto Press, 2017), p. 20.
34
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leaders stand by the universalized principles where they conflict with particularistic domestic
interests’. Thus, ‘the evidence for a decline of hegemony is to be sought less in the loss of
power than in the tendency toward unilateralism in furtherance of specific interests’.35 Cox’s
work on inter-subjectivity and ideational factors helped open up the fields of IR and IPE in
accordance with the discursive turn of recent decades. Yet, in the context of hegemonic crises
specifically, Cox underappreciated and generally overlooked the bottom-up and ‘everyday’
factors that can push a hegemonic state away from universalism and toward particularism.
For example, political battles in the US over the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA) and the World Trade Organization (WTO) pitted a bipartisan neoliberal
establishment against an assortment of ‘anti-globalization’ groups, spanning the radical left,
environmentalists, and labor unions and ‘far right’ nationalist organizations, which, albeit for
differing purposes, sought a rejection of these agreements.36 While unsuccessful in
‘defeating’ NAFTA or the WTO, these variegated movements represented a backlash to
neoliberal globalization that opened up cracks in the ‘common sense’ consensus on ‘free
trade’.

In historical materialist ontology, hegemonic crises originate in the structural antimonies of
capitalist production, which take on differing characteristics as these tensions are mediated
via competing political forces. Gramsci used the term ‘organic crisis’ to capture the notion of
a comprehensive breakdown of the hegemonic order, in which dominant classes struggle to
assert their will due to a concomitant ‘crisis of authority’.37 The contemporary global crisis,
write Bieler and Morton, is a product of the internal relations of global capitalism, and more

35

Cox, Approaches to World Order, p. 245.
Mark Rupert, Ideologies of Globalization: Contending Visions of a New World Order (London: Routledge,
2000); Gill, Power and Resistance in the New World Order, pp. 237-48.
37
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and Progressive Alternatives’, in Stephen Gill, ed., Global Crises and the Crisis of Global Leadership (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2012), pp. 233-54.
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specifically the ‘uneven and combined development’ experienced during and after the 200708 financial meltdown, Great Recession, Eurozone contagion, and accompanying policies of
austerity.38 An appreciation of ‘class agency’ is needed to grasp the ways in which structural
uncertainties are navigated dialectically – and how they produce contrary strategies and social
and political movements from ‘above’ and ‘below’.39 Gramsci pointed to ‘conjunctural’
phenomena that (indirectly) steer periods of uncertainty toward different political outcomes.40
In this way, organic crises are composed of various intersecting crises at different layers of
the hegemonic relationship.41 These can appear through the rejection of specific projects
meant to stabilize or augment relations of hegemony.

In other words, structural tensions are often made manifest in the quotidian realities of
popular classes attempting to navigate rapidly-shifting economic, social, and political
environments. When it comes to analyzing the contingencies of crisis, then, and despite very
different ontological commitments, strands of constructivist and ‘everyday’ IPE can
complement the neo-Gramscian approach.42 As stated by Mark Blyth, ‘what constitutes an
economic crisis as a crisis is not a self-apparent phenomenon... Agents must argue over,
diagnose, proselytize, and impose on others their notion of what a crisis actually is before
collective action to resolve the uncertainty facing them can take any meaningful institutional
form’.43 As with economic crises, the tensions inherent in hegemony only become full-blown
crises when they are commonly understood as such by relevant agents. Elites and

38

Andreas Bieler and Adam David Morton, Global Capitalism, Global War, Global Crisis (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2018); see also, Gill, ‘Organic Crisis, Global Leadership and Progressive Alternatives’.
39
Bieler and Morton, Global Capitalism, Global War, Global Crisis, pp. 41-6.
40
Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, pp. 177-85.
41
Gill, ‘Organic Crisis, Global Leadership and Progressive Alternatives’, p. 234.
42
Hopf, ‘Common-sense Constructivism and Hegemony in World Politics’. For a countervailing argument, see
Bieler and Morton, Global Capitalism, Global War, Global Crisis, pp. 52-67.
43
Mark Blyth, Great Transformations: Economic Ideas and Institutional Change in the Twentieth Century
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 9.
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(subordinate groups within) mass publics will generally take different paths to reach such an
understanding, altering the common sense foundations of hegemony in an ideological sense.

In their effort to critique materialist approaches to crisis, agent-centered constructivist
accounts focus on the endogenous processes that give meaning to ‘unsettled times’ and allow
agents – in elite-sectors and the broader population – to make sense of ‘critical junctures’.44
In response, historical materialists stress the materiality of ideas and the internal relations in
the material structure of ideology, relating processes of social and discursive construction to
actors concretely positioned in pre-existing material structures. Gramscian ‘common sense’
possesses both ideological and material dimensions. It necessarily links political leaders with
mass publics. Despite being overlooked in Coxian critical theory,45 this understanding of
‘common sense’ is a critical feature of hegemony in the contemporary international political
economy. Although elite ideas constitute the specific policies used to maintain and/or extend
hegemonic relationships, these ideas need to find continual resonance with mass/popular
common sense. Material shocks can ‘break’ this resonance.

A breakdown in mass common sense allows an elite consensus to be more readily challenged
from below. A nascent politics of rejection can have contradictory expressions, as witnessed
in the boom in eclectic variations of ‘populism’ that emerged in the wake of the 2007-09
financial crash and Great Recession.46 This created an assortment of challenges to
commonsensical thinking of the ‘establishment’, coming from disaffected groups across the

44

Wesley W. Widmaier, Mark Blyth, and Leonard Seabrooke, ‘Exogenous Shocks or Endogenous
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political spectrum.47 A broad-based pushback against hegemonic projects need not entail a
fully-fledged emancipatory movement or coherent ‘war of position’, in Gramscian terms.
Counter-hegemony in this context can take a more ‘everyday’ form,48 expressed not only in
organized social movements but through more habitual aspects of daily life. This, in turn, can
impact various kinds of socio-political agency, including through mediums of public opinion,
electoral and party participation, and voting behavior.

An elite consensus on free trade

In the globalization debates of the 1990s and 2000s, neo-Gramscianism was vital in
problematizing the consensual features of the Washington Consensus,49 a policy framework
that linked trade liberalization with fiscal discipline, tax reform, privatization, deregulation,
and enhanced private property rights.50 Free trade was pursued vigorously as a means of
codifying and propelling neoliberalization. In US politics, it enjoyed the strong backing of
both major political parties and the wider foreign policy establishment. This was evident in
the Democratic administration of Bill Clinton, who adopted a neoliberal approach to
domestic and foreign economic policy that echoed the Republican Party’s more enthusiastic
‘market fundamentalism’. Although Clinton’s efforts to advance globalization were resisted
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by his ‘base’, he consolidated a bipartisan coalition in favor of free trade,51 a pattern which
held for the George W. Bush and Obama presidencies.

Indeed, for decades, the elite common sense on free trade in the United States produced a
robust commitment to trade liberalization that spanned presidential administrations and
commanded legislative majorities in Congress.52 The trade policies championed by
Washington were constitutive of an increasingly neoliberal and globalized capitalism,
reinforcing the US’s structural advantages in the world economy. This multifaceted
commitment to free trade encompassed policies at different levels of the international
political economy: global/multilateral, regional, and bilateral.53 Trade policy was perceived
as crucial to the process of ‘liberal order building’ characterized by rules-based political
cooperation and open economic exchange. The creation of NAFTA, the WTO, and the Asia
Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum were cornerstones of this agenda.54 For critical
scholars, the interlinking of trade liberalization to the other policies of the Washington
Consensus mean that ‘free trade’ benefitted not only US power in a national sense but, more
to the point, certain elite groups within the United States.55

In the post-Cold War era, the United States was responsible for a series of trade agreements
designed to enhance its structural power in the world economy. The US was integral in
transforming the postwar General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade into the more
51
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comprehensive WTO, formed through the Uruguay Round, completed in 1994. However, the
subsequent Doha Round (or Doha Development Round [DDR]), launched in 2001, stagnated
and eventually broke down under the weight of contentious issues ranging from agricultural
subsidies to services.56 Other pathways to liberalization needed clearing. The US saw
regional arrangements such as APEC and the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) as the
next best option.57 These were moulded largely on NAFTA, as were the various FTAs the US
completed on a bilateral or sub-regional basis. But, like the DDR talks themselves, and in
contrast to NAFTA and many bilateral FTAs, the agenda and scale of the APEC and FTAA
agreements threw up an array of terminable problems at the multilateral level. Meanwhile,
the Doha stalemate illustrated the growing importance of ‘rising powers’ in trade
governance.58 As an alternate and in some ways scaled-back hegemonic project, as discussed
below the official record shows that Washington hoped the TPP would be successful where
APEC, the FTAA, and the DDR were left wanting.

At times, Washington’s commitment to free trade was contested by those adversely impacted
by, or politically opposed to, the economic restructuring associated with globalization,
including within the US.59 Dramatic protests during the 1999 ministerial meeting of the
WTO, referred to as the ‘Battle in Seattle’, brought together a collection of consumer, labor,
and environmental groups and highlighted the influence of the ‘alter-globalization’
movement.60 In the 2000s, labor and other civil society organizations lobbied against free
trade agreements pursued by the Bush administration. This opposition had, at most, a
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marginal impact on policymaking. However, the financial and credit crisis of 2007-09 and
accompanying recession, global in scope but ‘originating’ in the US, marked a turning point
in public attitudes. By 2010, the favorability of free trade agreements in the US was at a 13year low; concerns over employment, wages, and inequality became more pronounced.61
Obama, who came to office during the crisis, intimated a more Keynesian, reformist
approach, even pledging to renegotiate NAFTA.62 Notwithstanding some changes
domestically, his administration’s foreign economic policy showed considerable continuity
with the previous post-Cold War administrations, built mainly on a commitment to open
markets and capitalist globalization and backed by elite power networks and corporate
capital.63 The Obama administration’s construction of the TPP must be seen in this light.

A hegemonic project: The TPP and US strategy

If hegemony in the international political economy entails multiple forms of power, which
operate simultaneously to reproduce the (pre-existing) advantages of leading actors,
hegemonic projects can be understood as political efforts to augment these asymmetrical
advantages via one or more of these dimensions of power. This involves an element of
agency on the part of the hegemon, as, for instance, leading/dominant states choose how to
apply the foreign policy ‘tools’ at their disposal to ‘lock in’ and extend their structurallyadvantageous position, including with respect to other states.

61

Pew Research Center, ‘Americans are of Two Minds on Trade’, 9 November 2010; Pew Research Center,
‘Americans Have Dim View of Trade’s Impact on Jobs and Wages’, 17 September 2014.
62
Barack Obama, Change We Can Believe In: Barack Obama’s Plan to Renew America’s Promise (New York:
Three Rivers Press, 2008), pp. 99-100.
63
Van Apeldoorn and de Graaff, ‘Corporate Elite Networks and U.S. Post-Cold War Grand Strategy’; Bastiaan
van Apeldoorn and Naná de Graaff, ‘Obama’s Economic Recovery Strategy Open Markets and Elite Power:
Business as Usual?’ International Politics, Vol. 54, No. 3 (2017), pp. 356-72.

17

The George W. Bush administration first committed the US to the TPP in 2008. Following an
internal consultation, Obama moved ahead with negotiations. The TPP was closely associated
with the administration’s broader strategic approach to Asia, known as the ‘pivot’, later
rebranded the ‘rebalance’, which attempted to give US statecraft a renewed sense of strategic
purpose.64 The move entailed a refocusing of resources on East Asia and the wider Pacific,
increasingly prioritized through strategic realignment. By pivoting, Washington would be
better positioned to respond to China’s continued rise, ostensibly buoyed by an ‘exceptional’
trade policy.65

Targeting China

There was a clear geopolitical objective to the United States’ creation of the TPP, which was
intended to undercut China’s growing economic influence in the Asia-Pacific. This was the
‘realist’ face of the accord. As argued by scholars attuned to its geostrategic dimensions, the
TPP needs to be understood (at least in part) within the context of US (interstate) interests in
Asia.66 Analysts identified a ‘contest of templates’ in the Asia-Pacific, with the US and China
competing to construct regimes that improve the terms of trade for their strongest sectors.67
China’s exclusion from the process was crucial, allowing the US to dictate the focus and
parameters of the negotiations. This ensured the finished product could act as a ‘constraint’
on Beijing’s ability to shape the political economy of the Asia-Pacific. Notwithstanding the
64
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resurrection of the TPP as the CPTPP, the US withdrawal did create something of a ‘strategic
vacuum’ in the trans-Pacific ‘space’.68

As stated by Congressional researchers, ‘the fundamental goal underpinning’ the pivot was to
‘devote more effort to influencing the development of the Asia-Pacific’s norms and rules,
particularly as China emerge(d) as an ever-more influential regional power’.69 Tom Donilon,
Obama’s national security adviser, wrote that the TPP was the ‘centerpiece’ of the ‘economic
rebalance’. Its most important aims, he claimed, were strategic: ‘A deal would solidify US
leadership in Asia and, together with the negotiations over a free trade pact in Europe, put the
United States at the center of a great project: writing the rules that will govern the global
economy for the next century’. The TPP would also ‘incentivize the spread of free markets
and liberal economic principles’.70 The (elite) ‘common sense’ of this appeal was based
mainly on the renewed spread of neoliberalism. From a more popular perspective, it was
largely disassociated from domestic considerations as the strategy came together,
notwithstanding later claims by the Obama administration that the TPP would create jobs.71
Rather, the ‘folkloric’ aspects of this geostrategic outlook tapped into a traditional
understanding of American ‘supremacy’ in the developing world, a longstanding feature of
US foreign policy ideology.72 Underpinned by the notion that the US should adhere to its
internationalist role (with respect to the liberal order, for instance), this commonsensical
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feature of US foreign policy grew increasingly contested during the period of the TPP
negotiations.73

For its part, China’s regional trade efforts focused largely on the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) and affiliated forums and proposals. In 2012, Beijing formally
launched the RCEP, seen as a clear alternative to the TPP.74 The Chinese template was
narrower and more goods-based than the model offered by Washington. The adoption of
Beijing’s preferred rules, ‘even if open to US participation’, would be disadvantageous to US
interests ‘because they exclude provisions important to US commercial trade—disciplines on
services, investment, and intellectual property rights, as well as enforceable provisions on
labor and the environment’.75 China’s geoeconomic statecraft was reinforced by additional
proposals, including the Belt and Road Initiative, launched in 2013, which aimed to deepen
ties between China and its partners.

There was some ambivalence among planners regarding the possibility of incorporating
China.76 Washington sent mixed messages in this regard. Obama alluded to the TPP as a way
of pushing China to adopt international standards.77 However, China’s inclusion would
require the support of existing TPP members. It would depend on Beijing’s willingness to
participate in what was a comprehensive, US-led regime. ‘With the agreement’s focus on
73
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expansion throughout the region’, noted Congressional researchers, ‘negotiating partners may
wish to establish disciplines now on certain aspects of the Chinese and other Asia-Pacific
economies’. This explained the push for new disciplines on state-owned enterprises in the
text.78 In the words of one Singaporean official, ‘China would prefer a system of bilateral or
regional agreements in which it could dominate its partners, while the TPP, on the other hand,
would pull all of Asia along and would “keep everyone honest”’.79

Were Washington to reject the TPP, according to one official, there would be ‘negative
consequences for the United States as well as its friends in the region, with China taking on a
more dominant role among the Asia Pacific economies’. Washington needed to ‘play a
leading role in managing the political process by sending the “right signals” on carve outs
and exceptions’ to ensure a comprehensive agreement.80 Similar sentiments were expressed
by Singaporean officials, with one minister explaining that the TPP was crucial ‘to balance
the existing China-led approach’. Without US leadership, ‘China would begin to dominate
the region’. The Deputy USTR provided assurance that the US wanted the TPP to ‘take off’
and ‘become something larger that would stretch across the Pacific’.81 A 2010 cable
conveyed Chinese views of the TPP, noting that Beijing was ‘paying close attention to US
progress’ on the agreement. While there was no specific mention of China eventually joining,
Chinese officials acknowledged ‘US strategic economic leadership in the region’, claiming
there was ‘very little daylight’ between Beijing and Washington on ‘principles for (the)
development of regional architecture’. Chinese officials predicted that ‘progress on regional
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integration would be slow and incremental’.82 For their part, US officials viewed China’s use
of the existing architecture as undermining US influence.83

Garnering the participation of other East Asian countries was crucial to the strategic
objectives of the TPP. The original (‘P4’) agreement was ripe for expansion as Washington
moved on from the bilateral focus of the George W. Bush administration (including FTAs
with Chile, Colombia, Peru, and South Korea). This shift was communicated to interlocutors,
as, for instance, the US encouraged both Malaysia and Vietnam to enter talks.84 A similar
persuasive process can be seen in the diplomatic record with Japan. At times, the Japanese
appeared hesitant to deviate from the existing APEC framework.85 Sensitivities in the
agricultural sector and a hesitancy to engage in grand economic alliances were highlighted by
Japanese authorities as potential pitfalls to the country’s endorsement of the TPP.86 Japan
joined the talks in 2013, ratifying the accord in December 2016, after Trump’s election.

In the strategic logic of the ‘pivot’, in which the TPP was designed to check Beijing’s
growing influence in the political economy of East Asia, China’s membership in APEC was
notable. China expressed ‘uneasiness’ with US plans to use a trade agreement to divide China
from other APEC members.87 US officials were aware that the TPP would likely undermine
existing trade efforts in APEC and/or ASEAN, with one ASEAN official noting the ‘lack of
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institutional compatibility between ASEAN, APEC and the Trans-Pacific Partnership’.88 As a
manifestation of the ‘rebalance’, the TPP would ‘serve to shape the economic architecture of
the region’, even as it was intended to have implications for the larger global economy. It
held ‘the potential to harmonize existing agreements with US FTA partners, attract new
participants, and establish regional rules on new policy issues facing the global economy—
possibly providing impetus to future multilateral liberalization under the WTO’.89 It had the
added appeal of connecting East Asia to Latin America, thus responding to the impact of
China’s ‘rise’ in Washington’s ‘backyard’,90 simultaneously serving as a potential means of
‘modernizing’ NAFTA. Some even speculated on the possibility of merging the TPP with the
TTIP.91

Writing neoliberal rules on trade

Like previous US-backed free trade agreements, the TPP was designed to advance the broad
but selective liberalization of participating economies. According to one study comparing the
language of the TPP with previous accords,92 the contents of the chapters were taken largely
from previous US trade agreements; the more controversial provisions, including the
investment chapter, drew even more heavily from existing US trade treaties. The consensual
power of the TPP was to operate in concert with its function as a targeted, multilateral
response to China’s ability to influence the development of the region’s trade and investment
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architecture. In spite of claims by the Obama administration that the TPP represented
something ‘new’, it serviced an older neoliberal agenda.93

Predicated on the realization of a multilateral consensus, trade agreements are a means of
concretizing common sense ideas on policy and governance. Nevertheless, they foster
‘winners and losers’ through their specific rules and procedures. The TPP provided the best
opportunity for the US to construct the kind of regime it hoped to implement in Asia, with or
without China. Washington felt it could focus the process on issues of import to its
commercial agenda, including, most notably, investment and services.94 US officials had
earlier concluded that a revamped architecture was needed to advance liberalization.95 This
was a bipartisan policy consensus that overlapped the Bush and Obama
administrations,dovetailing with Obama’s pledge to recommit the US to the ‘growth of
multilateral organizations’ in Asia.96

From its inception, the capacity of the TPP to broaden over time was extremely important.97
Assuming the pact reached critical mass, its existence would ‘“put the squeeze” on Japan
(which eventually joined), (South) Korea (which did not) and others’, meaning ‘the real
payoff (would) come in the long term’.98 Though a smaller group of negotiating countries
would be easier to manage, the objective was to realize a broad-based regional configuration,
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encompassing most if not all of the major economies of the Asia-Pacific, and beyond. Latin
America was significant here. Colombia, Costa Rica, and Panama were mentioned as
potential future members.99 As negotiations advanced, officials were directed to ‘continue
talks with other trans-Pacific partners that have expressed interest in joining the TPP in order
to facilitate their future participation’.100

The TPP was envisioned to ‘enable the updating of the agreement as appropriate to address
trade issues that emerge in the future as well as new issues that arise with the expansion of
the agreement to include new countries’.101 It aimed to address new areas of commerce and
investment not covered under existing rules. There was a general consensus that, to be a
‘landmark’ agreement, it needed to have ‘WTO-plus’ features. The TPP was not only wider
in scope and coverage than the WTO framework, but in some respects was ‘more ambitious
than several bilateral FTAs signed by the United States, including with some of the TPP
members’.102

From the perspective of US policymakers, the utility of the TPP rested in part on its potential
to supplant and/or assimilate pre-existing agreements among members (on market access, for
example). The requisite architecture was hotly debated. The US argued that existing FTA
market-access schedules should be maintained. ‘Defensively, US bilateral agreements often
provide carve outs, phased tariff reductions, and product-specific ROOs (rules of origin) that
the United States does not want to open for negotiation. Offensively, these agreements also
contain WTO-plus provisions (namely, IP [intellectual property] and services) that the United
99
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States want(ed) to preserve and not have whittled away in TPP negotiations’. In this scenario,
Washington ‘would have to negotiate new market-access schedules only with TPP partners
without US FTAs: New Zealand, Brunei, Malaysia, and Vietnam’.103 Meanwhile, other
participating countries maintained that a common market-access schedule would better
address the ‘noodle bowl’ effect of overlapping obligations and conflicting timescales.
Although Washington hoped for an efficient, comprehensively ‘open’ regime, since NAFTA
the US ‘has always pressed for strict (that is, more protectionist) ROOs for its “sensitive”
products: textiles, apparel, and dairy products’.104

Washington’s leadership was indispensable in assembling the coalition and writing the rules
that constituted the final agreement.105 The accord represented a boon to US power because
its rules served US interests even as they restricted its agency in some areas (e.g. by stripping
‘buy American’ and/or ‘buy local’ provisions from government procurement policies).
Washington could play the role of architect because of its structural power in the global
economy, opening the process to key factions of US capital, which lobbied on behalf of the
agreement via organizations like the US Chamber of Commerce, the Emergency Committee
for American Trade, the US Council for International Business, the National Association of
Manufacturers, the Coalition of Service Industries, and the US Business Coalition for TPP.106
This included, most prominently, the financial services sector (namely banking, insurance,
and legal services), a leading priority for US negotiators, as well as digital, data-based, and e-
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commerce firms and companies providing concomitant delivery services.107 Silicon Valley
firms and interest groups had an outsized impact on the agreement, which demonstrated their
growing political clout and the increased responsiveness of officials to demands to integrate
the ‘digital trade agenda’ into the model for a ‘high-quality, twenty-first century
agreement’.108 It also included the pharmaceutical industry, which pushed for rules on patent
protections and—along with digital media interests—advocated new provisions on
intellectual property rights.109 Agricultural capital was more divided, as were small and
medium enterprises.110

Confidential emails obtained via Freedom of Information Act requests shed light on the
ability of major multinational corporations to influence TPP rules through direct
communications with negotiators. This included Abbott, Cisco Systems, Corning, DuPont,
General Electric, Intel, Medtronic, Microsoft, and Qualcomm, among others. These were
complemented by communications form representatives from an array of industry and
consulting groups and law firms, such as the Advanced Medical Technology Association
(AdvaMed), the American Chemistry Council, CropLife, the Entertainment Software
Association (ESA), the Motion Picture Association of America, the Pharmaceutical Research
and Manufacturers of America (PhRMA), the Recording Industry Association of America
(RIAA), and Wiley Rein LLP.111 This took place outside of the formal stakeholder process
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which ran parallel to earlier rounds of talks, and which allowed businesses (and select civil
society groups) to make inputs into the multilateral negotiations.

Building momentum for further liberalization

Global capitalism is contingent on the actions of states, which create the pathways for capital
to become increasingly transnational.112 New liberalization regimes are necessary for the
(ever-)greater exchange of goods and services—for capital accumulation on a global scale. In
the trade literature, the common (sense) metaphor is that of a bicycle—liberalization must
keep moving to stay upright and function.113 Novel agreements must address new areas of
commerce; additional markets must be ‘opened up’, barriers to commerce ‘torn down’. ‘Free
trade’ works by ‘integrating peripheral spaces into the global political economy in order to
ensure the continued accumulation of surplus value in core spaces of advanced capitalism
through unequal exchange’.114 Like previous FTAs, the TPP was driven to facilitate capital
accumulation and mobility. It sought to keep the trade bicycle upright though a focus on
disciplinary areas of interest to dynamic factions of transnational capital.

As the WTO’s DDR degenerated, US policy was ‘to pursue all available multilateral,
regional, and bilateral opportunities to lower trade barriers and promote international
commerce’.115 This was the cornerstone of the Bush administration’s doctrine of competitive
liberalization, which updated longstanding objectives of US trade policy for the post-Doha
112

Panitch and Gindin, The Making of Global Capitalism; Bastiaan van Apeldoorn, Naná de Graaff, and Henk
Overbeek, ‘The Reconfiguration of the Global State–Capital Nexus’, Globalizations, Vol. 9, No. 4 (2012), pp.
471-86.
113
Rorden Wilkinson, ‘Language, Power and Multilateral Trade Negotiations’, Review of International Political
Economy, Vol. 16, No. 4 (2009), pp. 604-5.
114
Andreas Bieler and Adam David Morton, ‘Uneven and Combined Development and Unequal Exchange: The
Second Wind of Neoliberal “Free Trade”’? Globalizations, Vol. 11, No. 1 (2014), p. 42.
115
WikiLeaks, ‘AUSTR Eissenstat Visit to Argentina’, 2006,
https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/06BUENOSAIRES2292_a.html.

28

environment. Competitive liberalization had three immediate purposes: opening up national
economies to US goods and capital; fostering the adoption of laws and regulations to
accommodate US-based businesses; and building support around wider (non-trade related)
US foreign policies and values.116 Moreover, by starting with less-ambitious agreements, it
was thought bilateral FTAs could ‘spark’ interest in the WTO process.117 Failing that, they
would serve to lock in market-based reforms across various sectors. The TPP originated
within Bush’s competitive liberalization framework, but dovetailed neatly with Obama’s
strategic ‘pivot’. It was also intended to have a knock-on effect irrespective of the future of
the DDR. Institutionally, it was designed to attract additional countries over time, generating
further momentum for liberalization. The discourse is laden with references to the TPP as a
‘catalyst’,118 ‘tipping point’,119 and ‘game changer’.120

As stated by a Singaporean minister in relation to the TPP talks, the US had ‘a special role
and responsibility as the anchor of the world economy to lead a global movement for free
trade and investment’. As Washington viewed the agreement as a means of advancing new
WTO-plus rules, US partners viewed ‘the TPP as a way to solidly “lock” the United States
into the region’,121 a goal that came to the fore with China’s continued growth during and
after the tumult of the global financial crisis. Like previous FTAs, the TPP was geared toward
‘opening up’ participating economies beyond the simple reduction of tariffs and quotas on the
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exchange of finished goods.122 Again, proponents of the agreement viewed it as a ‘catalyst’
for the implementation of ‘key internal reforms’ amongst those members who, like Vietnam,
for example, remained relatively closed to the penetration of global capital.123 Washington
urged the country to join the TPP not only to promote specific interests of US industry (beef
exporters; intellectual property in biotechnology), but to keep Vietnam on the path of
‘economic reform’.124

From the outset, Washington’s interest in the TPP was concentrated in the areas of
investment and financial services. A 2008 cable noted that ‘the US had done detailed analysis
of the existing TPP covering issues like rules of origin, IP, and market access and told the P4
that if the US was to join in, work to upgrade parts of the P4 agreement would be needed; the
P4 agreed’.125 As with previous FTAs, the Investor-State Dispute Settlement (ISDS)
mechanism was integral to the US position, though highly contentious. It aimed to protect
MNCs against host government actions, allowing foreign investors to bring claims against
participating governments to a panel set up by the agreement. The ISDS mechanism helped
generate considerable political opposition to the broader deal,126 countering the ‘momentum’
to be generated by the accord. That the USTR pushed back against opposition to the ISDS
shows the importance Washington accorded these rules, which it claimed would be
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‘stronger... than the provisions in many other investment agreements in which the United
States is not a participant’.127

The finalized (but not ratified) TPP encompassed 30 chapters covering a wide range of
investment and regulatory issues and disciplines. The text reflected Washington’s initial
priorities: ‘cross-cutting issues’ such as ‘supply-chain management, competitiveness,
transparency, regulatory coherence, labor and the environment, development, and small and
medium businesses’, with corresponding rules aimed at ‘behind-the-border regulatory
barriers’.128 In the elite common sense of US trade policy, the TPP was needed because of the
‘proliferation of regulatory and non-tariff barriers, which (had) become a major hurdle for
businesses gaining access to foreign markets’.129 Among other provisions, the text restricted
capital controls. It included rules on state-owned enterprises, generally excluded from
previous FTAs, to regulate the subsidies, low-cost credit, and preferential access to
government procurement enjoyed by these firms. Critics maintained that, despite the
prominence of ‘toxic derivatives’ in the financial crisis, ‘the TPP would impose obligations
on TPP countries to allow new financial products and services to enter their economies if
permitted in other TPP countries’.130

The powerful US Chamber of Commerce played an active role in lobbying on behalf of the
TPP, making the ratification and implementation of the agreement one of its top priorities.
The Chamber’s messaging showed the degree to which the agreement was understood to
benefit US companies while simultaneously shoring-up global capitalism. ‘As nations across
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the Pacific clinch their own trade agreements that exclude the United States’, the Chamber
wrote, ‘the TPP represents a vital opportunity to ensure that American exporters have access
to the world’s most dynamic economies’. At the same time, ‘the TPP negotiations represent
an opportunity to establish strong rules to protect intellectual property, cultivate the digital
economy, and combat trade and investment protectionism’.131

Planners argued that the TPP would ‘go beyond the level of protection provided in the WTO
Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property (TRIPS) Agreement’ to include the
application of these protections to digital media.132 The final agreement included more
stringent enforcement mechanisms to protect copyrights and punish trademark counterfeiting,
including online, with potentially significant ramifications for internet governance.
Additionally, the US pushed for enhanced protections for pharmaceutical patents. There were
concerns among critics that this would have curbed developing countries’ access to generic
medicines, with devastating results for public health.133 It was these and other features of the
TPP, including the ISDS mechanism, which stimulated public opposition from a variety of
‘populist’ groups/currents in the US (and elsewhere). This problematized the agreement from
a popular common sense perspective, undercutting the elite consensus in favor of the pact.

A fracturing consensus on free trade

A cornerstone of US hegemony for decades, free trade was closely linked to neoliberal
policies of deregulation, privatization, and financialization through the Washington
Consensus. Prior to the global financial turmoil wrought by the US housing crash and credit
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crunch of 2008, Washington’s free traders scored a number of victories, despite the
breakdown of the WTO’s Doha round. The George W. Bush administration signed a series of
bilateral FTAs and secured a multilateral agreement with countries in Central America (the
Central American Free Trade Agreement-Dominican Republic [CAFTA-DR]). However, a
much larger regional agreement, the Free Trade Area of the Americas, collapsed amidst
political opposition in the mid-2000s.134 The 2008 financial crisis further undercut support for
‘free market’ policies. In the context of the most severe economic contraction in decades, as
US economic policy turned inward toward financial bailouts and fiscal stimulus, free trade
advocates lamented the collapse of the bipartisan consensus on liberalization.135

As a variant of historical materialism,136 neo-Gramscian IR/IPE would seem well-suited to
connecting the crisis moment produced by the unravelling of the Washington Consensus to
the internal contradictions of global capitalism. Importantly, however, this disintegration was
an extended, indirect process mediated through gradual shifts in mass public opinion, as
evidenced by the changing polling around trade issues,137 and as recorded in the views of
diplomats and officials. In light of the Great Recession, increasing trade deficits, and the
persistent loss of manufacturing jobs, the common sense on free trade grew gradually more
contested. Policymakers saw a ‘new atmosphere’ on economic policy.138 Even before the
nadir of the crisis in 2008, the USTR had identified an ‘unsettled political climate’ emerging
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on trade issues.139 American officials explained to interlocutors that ‘it was not an easy time
to promote new trade agreements in the United States given record high unemployment; USG
officials had to explain how (the TPP) would translate into new jobs’. Unsurprisingly,
‘several Ambassadors (from among the TPP countries) observed that officials needed to
make the same case for the TPP in their own capitals’.140 At the same time, ‘participants
(saw) the US as the major driver of the TPP’. They expected Washington ‘to play a leading
role’ in expanding the accord while working to dampen down protectionist rhetoric.141
Washington’s ability to see this through would be constrained by growing domestic
opposition to the TPP.

The TPP was the subject of an extensive campaign by unions and civil society groups in the
US and elsewhere to steer the negotiation process toward a more progressive set of rules on
labor rights, climate change and conservation, human rights, and health and consumer safety
issues, pursued through the TPP’s formal consultation process with civil society
stakeholders.142 When this effort failed, these groups focused on blocking the ratification of
the TPP. This included established left-leaning NGOs like the Citizens Trade Campaign, a
coalition of over 340 local and state groups that constitutes ‘a leading advocacy vehicle to
fight for trade policy that serves the interests of a majority of the world’s people, instead of
the self-serving agenda of multinational corporations’, and Public Citizen, a consumer
advocacy group with over 500,000 members, which helped coordinate the extensive
grassroots campaign against the TPP, making it the first trade agreement to fail to obtain a
139
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majority in the US Congress.143 Concerts were held under the banner ‘Rock Against the
TPP’, sponsored by over 40 unions and civil society groups.144 Activism encompassed digital
rights and ‘open Internet’ advocates opposed to provisions in the TPP on data privacy and
copyright protections for digital content.145 Environmental NGOs like Sierra Club called for a
rejection of the accord for failing to address climate change.146 The AFL-CIO, the United
States’ largest union, helped spearhead the movement against the TPP, which its president
viewed as part of ‘a failed, corporate-driven ideology’.147

The TPP was also opposed by grassroots forces on the right of the American political
spectrum. The majority of Republican lawmakers backed the TPP, as did most prominent
conservative think tanks, such as the Heritage Foundation and the American Enterprise
Institute.148 However, the accord caused something of a split within the nominally ‘free
market’ Tea Party movement. In 2015, the presidents of a number of Tea Party-affiliated
organizations wrote a joint letter to Congress opposing Obama’s trade agenda, framed largely
as an executive ‘power grab’ that would damage US manufacturing, while other prominent
conservative lobby groups, such as the Club for Growth, continued to back the accord.149
Breitbart, an online outlet of the so-called ‘alt-right’, reported in 2015 that ‘fast track’
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legislation to authorize the TPP faced ‘conservative headwinds’, with opposition emerging
from various factions despite Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell’s support.150 More
conspiratorial strands of far-right activism fuelled the criticism. One commentator associated
with the John Birch Society argued that ‘the sovereignty-destroying TPP regime’ had
generated pushback against the ‘plot’ from ‘across the political spectrum’, and that, ‘with
enough public pressure, the establishment’s “Obamatrade” agenda to undermine America
(would) be stopped in its tracks’.151

Under intense pressure from a diverse range of political actors, the Trans-Pacific Partnership
became a major issue in the 2016 US presidential election. Scrutiny of the accord further
eroded public support, damaging its prospects politically.152 The campaigns against the TPP
were part of a broad-based and ideologically eclectic ‘backlash’ against globalization on the
part of subordinate groups/classes, widening the disjuncture between elite and non-elite
views, and creating the conditions for a ‘revolt’ against trade agreements. Running parallel to
debates within elite sectors on the desirability of the TPP, ‘everyday’ sectors had grown more
hostile to free trade,153 providing the assorted anti-TPP forces with a sympathetic audience
and with activist support, helping to translate anti-globalization sentiment into a salient
electoral issue.

Trump, the TPP, and the 2016 US presidential campaign
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Notwithstanding the relative enthusiasm for globalization in the 1990s and early-2000s, the
US public was always divided on matters of trade and foreign economic policy. Existing
divisions grew more pronounced in the wake of the Great Recession.154 This was channelled
through the agency of actors and movements across the political spectrum. As stated by the
Congressional Research Service, ‘during the 2016 presidential campaign, US trade policy and
trade agreements received significant attention, particularly regarding the impact of trade
agreements on the US economy and workers’.155 This encompassed not only the TPP but also
TTIP, NAFTA, and the WTO, as well as relations with China. The 2016 election crystallized
the burgeoning ‘populist’ opposition to free trade coming from various quarters. The issue
was particularly important to citizens in the post-industrial ‘swing states’. As summarized by
Gallup:

Trade policies… may be highly important to highly specific segments of the
population. As such, candidates’ positions on trade could affect the presidential
election outcome in certain states or areas within states… Americans living in areas
disproportionately affected by trade competition are more likely than others to either
vote more strongly left or more strongly right, suggesting that trade policies can, in
fact, affect political behavior. Candidates also may find it useful to bring up trade as a
campaign issue because it gives them a specific ‘enemy’ to blame for economic woes
and provides an easy explanation for the loss of manufacturing jobs.156
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A headline in the New York Times noted that ‘anger about trade’, which had been ‘simmering
for decades’, ‘boil(ed) over in the ’16 election’.157 There was a cross-ideological aspect to
this ‘populist’ upsurge. An element of the Occupy Wall Street and Tea Party movements,158
this ‘insurgent’ disposition was represented in the campaigns of Donald Trump and Bernie
Sanders. Not only did opposition to trade liberalization fuel the rise of these ‘outsiders’, it
also pushed their principal rivals in both parties to ‘toughen their own trade rhetoric’.159 Thus,
although Hillary Clinton had championed the TPP as part of Obama’s pivot to Asia, a
strategy she helped to craft, she was compelled to come out against the TPP during the 2016
campaign.

There is a sharp divide between the US political establishment and the wider public on trade
and economic globalization. A 2013 survey of members of the Council on Foreign Relations
(CFR) showed that foreign policy experts have a ‘decidedly internationalist outlook’ and ‘see
benefits for the United States from possible effects of increased globalization, including more
US companies moving their operations overseas’. On the whole, however, Americans
appeared ‘skeptical that the advantages of economic globalization outweigh the
disadvantages’.160 In a 2016 survey, 44 percent of respondents felt global economic
engagement was good because it opened markets and created opportunities for growth, while
49 percent felt US involvement in the global economy was bad because it lowered wages and
cost jobs.161 Americans with higher levels of education (often used a proxy for class) were
more likely to favor globalization. Beyond the issue of trade itself, polling showed
uncertainties about ‘America’s place in the world’. Scepticism toward US global economic
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ties was higher among Trump supporters than his Republican rivals (with nearly two-thirds of
Trump primary voters saying US involvement in the global economy was a ‘bad thing’). On
the Democratic side, Sanders voters were more likely than Clinton voters to see globalization
in a negative light. The data indicated that Americans were more likely to perceive the US as
‘declining’ power than in previous elections.162

That issues of economic globalization were becoming more salient was dramatized by the
bombastic rhetoric of the Trump campaign. In Trump’s populist framing, the elites of the US
establishment ‘swamp’ were committed to ‘globalism’.163 His personalized ‘movement’
incorporated strands of neo-isolationism found in the Tea Party, which had reoriented
conservative politics during the Obama presidency.164 Trump capitalized on a burgeoning
anti-elite ‘common sense’ to achieve a full-on ‘Jacksonian revolt’, according to the popular
historian Walter Russell Mead, in reference to Andrew Jackson, the archetypical nationalist
president: ‘For the first time in 70 years, the American people have elected a president who
disparages the policies, ideas, and institutions at the heart of postwar US foreign policy’.165
The decades-old bipartisan commitment to multilateral free trade was replaced by ‘economic
nationalism’. Trump’s ‘America first’ agenda was perhaps strongest in the area of trade.166
His USTR pledged a ‘fundamental change’ in approach, with more focus on ‘better’ bilateral
deals, enforcement, rectifying unfair practices, defending national sovereignty, and using
increased leverage to open markets for US goods and services.167 Trump’s first few years in
office witnessed the renegotiation of NAFTA and a prominent ‘trade war’ with China. In
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2018, Trump threatened to withdraw from the WTO. He ramped up his attacks against the
multilateral body in 2019, arguing that it allowed China to take advantage of its status as a
developing country ‘to avail itself of flexibilities under any new WTO rules’.168

Trump’s idiosyncrasies are certainly part of this story. His personal antipathy toward Obama
has likely contributed to his foreign policy, as illustrated by the decisions to withdraw from
the Paris Agreement on climate change and the Iran nuclear agreement.169 The notion of
finalizing ‘Obama’s deal’ on the TPP was thus a nonstarter for Trump. Nevertheless, on the
matter of trade protectionism Trump appears to be a ‘true believer’.170 His fixation on trade
deficits has reshaped the executive’s approach to policy.171 His effort to re-center US trade
policy on the bilateral track stems not only from his hostility toward liberal internationalism,
but also, it would seem, from a crude if not entirely inaccurate understanding of structural
power, in which the size of the US economy provides it with enhanced leverage in bilateral
negotiations.172 Much has been made of Trump’s transactional approach to international
relations,173 which has yielded uneven and fragmentary results. Indeed, the administration as
a whole has been unable to construct a coherent foreign economic policy,174 in part because
of the contradictory forces that cleared Trump’s path to national prominence.
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The idiosyncrasies associated with Trump’s rise can be overstated. Ronald Inglehart and
Pippa Norris argue that declining real income and job security over a 35-year-peiord had
primed the US electorate for a protectionist, xenophobic turn. ‘The groundswell of support
for populists ultimately reflects economic insecurity,’ they write, even if ‘its immediate cause
is a backlash against rapid cultural change’.175 In 2016, Trump rated better with voters on
issues of the economy and jobs, despite Clinton being favored on most other issues.176 During
the campaign the Republican Party held a substantial lead over the Democratic Party when it
came to dealing with trade agreements with other countries.177 Trump’s framing of the TPP
and NAFTA played off of populist common sense perceptions that they were ‘bad deals’ and
that the US had ‘lost’ the negotiations.178 He campaigned against the TPP from the outset,
fuelling nascent opposition to it from the populist right-wing, often using provocative and
highly emotive language to denigrate the agreement. Linking it to Clinton and calling it a
‘disaster’ and the ‘rape of (the) country’, Trump maintained it was ‘done by wealthy people
that want to take advantage of us’.179

Trump’s populist mercantilism must be understood alongside broad anti-globalization
sensibilities that had (re-)emerged in the ‘folkloric’ common sense of the American workingclass. His right-wing discourse co-opted (some of) the concerns of the (mainly progressive)
anti-TPP movement. In withdrawing from the TPP, the White House released a statement:

It is the policy of my Administration to represent the American people and their
financial well-being in all negotations (sic), particularly the American worker, and to
175
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create fair and economically beneficial trade deals that serve their interests.
Additionally, in order to ensure these outcomes, it is the intention of my
Administration to deal directly with individual countries on a one-on-one (or bilateral)
basis in negotiating future trade deals.180

This commonsensical appeal to workers was embedded in an explicitly nationalist ideology
that challenged the liberal and internationalist (or ‘globalist’) basis of elite commitments to
projects like the TPP. In announcing new enforcements of ‘Buy American’ provisions and
new protections for US steel producers in April 2017, Trump stated: ‘For decades, America
has lost our jobs and our factories to unfair foreign trade. And one steel mill after another has
been shut down, abandoned, and closed, and we’re going to reverse that. Other countries have
made a living taking advantage of the United States in so many ways, as you know, and I’ve
been talking about that for a long time’. Trump’s executive orders, the administration
claimed, would ‘stop foreign countries from stealing contracts from American companies
and, essentially, from American workers’.181 His trade policy would help to define his
nationalism, highlighting a ‘tendency toward unilateralism in furtherance of specific
interests’ – the very kind of parochialism that Robert Cox viewed as evidence of hegemonic
decline.182

Conclusion
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The Trans-Pacific Partnership was largely the creation of the United States, backed by key
sectors of US-based (transnational) capital. As the global financial crisis and subsequent
recession problematized the durability of US power, Washington intended the TPP as a
catalyst for the kind of (neo)liberalization that would reconstitute the very structural
advantages that have underpinned the United States’ postwar hegemony. The economic face
of the Obama administration’s pivot to Asia, the TPP was partly a response to China’s rival
trade agenda. Beyond this, it was a mechanism to extend neoliberal rules in the global
economy and jump-start the momentum behind a stalled liberalization agenda. Although the
Trump administration’s decision to pull out of the TPP does not in and of itself suggest that a
new international trade order is on offer, Trump’s neomercantilism does ‘indeed challenge
the stability of the normative order in international trade’.183 From the view of conventional
IR/IPE scholarship, characterized largely by rationalist and statist theoretical commitments,
the United States’ decision to withdraw from the TPP is puzzling, not only because it
damaged the US-led liberal order, but also because it ceded structural leverage to a strategic
rival, China. The preceding discussion has advanced a critical view, one which connects the
mega-trade deal to class, ideology, and the bottom-up actions of non-elite sectors. This
provides an alternative understanding of the origins of the TPP as a hegemonic project which
can also account for its eventual uncoupling from US power.

Following the US withdrawal, the revamped CPTPP appeared to re-create some momentum
for trade liberalization at a time when global trends were pointing in the opposite direction.
However, the inability of the Obama administration, bipartisan backers in Congress, and
supporters in the business lobby to implement the original agreement is illustrative of a crisis
of US hegemony. It left the door open for the Chinese model of trade governance to gain
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traction in Asia and elsewhere. The narrower scope of the revised rules cut against the
interests of US-based transnational capital, though ‘trade and investment rules in areas such
as e-commerce and SOEs established in the CPTPP help(ed) advance US objectives even
without (US) participation’.184 According to one estimate, while the original TPP would have
netted the US a $131 billion income gain, under the ‘TPP11’ the US economy stood to lose
approximately $2 billion.185 The text of the new agreement suspended (rather than revoked)
the more controversial elements that were ‘removed’ from the TPP, meaning it would be
relatively straightforward from a technical standpoint for the US to re-join. This cannot be
ruled out. However, such a scenario would seem to rest not only on a profound shift in the
politics of trade within Washington, but also in the common sense understandings of
globalization among the mass public. The broader consensus would need to be rebuilt.

Although elite ideas constitute the specific policies used to maintain and/or extend hegemonic
relationships, these ideas need to find continual resonance with groups outside of the elite
orbit. Indeed, ‘common sense’, in its fuller conceptualization, is an important feature of
hegemony, though one that has been overlooked.186 A consensus perpetuated by policy elites
can be challenged in ambiguous ways. This bottom-up rejection need not entail a fullyformed counter-hegemonic movement or ‘war of position’, in Gramscian terms. It can take
on more eclectic expressions, with the vagaries of ‘everyday’ politics fostering new and
unanticipated contradictions. The resulting confusion can exacerbate ‘organic’ crises that
may be structural in origin. The populist critiques of the TPP did not coalesce into a
progressive, pro-worker trade policy on the part of the United States, but they were sufficient
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to damage the TPP as a hegemonic project, raising further questions about the leadership of
the United States within the international political economy.
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