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Abstract 
The dynamics of current international strategic environment suggest 

that world politics is going to transform from uni-polarity to multi-

polarity due to geo-strategic interaction among the states. Rise of 

China in Asia, a power house of economic activity, makes it imperative 

for the United States of America to take care of its strategic interests in 

the Asia-Pacific region. Most of the scholarly works are now a days 

focused upon the emergence of China as a great power and looking for 

the strategies about how to contain it. In this context, The White House 

came up with an ‘Asia Pivot’/‘Rebalancing Strategy’ in 2011, which is 

focused but not limited to enhancing the US military presence in the 

Asia Pacific region by the end of this decade. On the other hand, China 

pursues an independent foreign policy based on objectives to ensure its 

sovereignty, territorial integrity, and economic development. However, 

Chinese response to the US Rebalancing Strategy has become a matter 

of quest for scholars in international politics. Some believe it to be a 

New Cold War between the two major powers in the 21
st
 century 

whereas others foresee the US politico-economic superiority in the 

long term. This paper, therefore, focuses on enquiring the Chinese 

response to the US Rebalancing strategy, and explores whether the two 

major powers are going for a risky military standoff or not. 
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I. Introduction 
 China is considered to be a strategic partner as well as a potential adversary for 

United States in the 21
st
 century. (Randt, 2008) In the recent history, China has emerged 

as a great politico-economic as well as military power. Emergence of China in the Asian 
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region is being seen as a potential threat to the US interests in the near future. Therefore, 

In order to address such threats, the Obama administration launched its Asia 

Pivot/Rebalancing Strategy in 2011 for the Asia Pacific that is aiming at engaging with 

the countries of the region including China, deepening its relationship with the partners 

and enhancing its military presence in the region. Though, the US rebalancing strategy is 

aimed at securing the US interests in the region, yet it might produce regional and global 

implications especially for China who is emerging as a significant power in the 

contemporary world politics. 

 

 The rise of Asia makes it imperative for the US to draw its efforts to Asia-Pacific 

region in the times to come. Asia has emerged as a powerhouse for economic activity in 

the 21
st
 century with emerging powers like China, India, and Indonesia. Asia’s share of 

global exports and imports nearly doubled between 1980 and 2010 with increase from 

15.9% to 33.3% in exports and 16.9% to 31.4% in imports respectively (Mark E. Manyin 

et al., 2012). Stable economic activity and commerce is dependent upon freedom of the 

trade routes across the Indian and Pacific Oceans as major trade routes pass through Asia-

Pacific, Strait of Malacca and Indian Ocean. About 50 % of the world container traffic 

and 70% ship-borne oil transit the Indian Ocean, mostly destined to reach East Asia. Any 

possible strained relations between China and India also accounts for shaping the larger 

Asia-wide strategic dynamic. (Mark E. Manyin et al., 2012) The following map shows 

the major trade routes of the world. 

 

Figure 1: Major Corridors of International Trade 

 
Source: CRS Report on Asia Pacific (Mark E. Manyin et al., 2012) 

 

 United States has its economic and security interests in the Asia-Pacific region that 

include economic and commercial connectivity, passing through the region; potential for 

huge market; maintenance of regional peace, stability and security especially in the 

context of its strategic commitments with countries like Japan and South Korea; and 

ensuring claimants who seek to address and resolve their competing sovereignty claims in 

South China Sea and East China Sea peacefully. (Mark E. Manyin et al., 2012) At the 

same time, it is also pertinent to highlight China’s emergence as a significant power in 

the dynamic strategic environment as to fully comprehend the Sino-US relations in the 
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Asian Pivot Strategy debate. China has become world’s second largest economy in terms 

of trade, wealth, and finance. It is considered that China will dominate the world 

economic system by 2020. Politically, Chinese role cannot be ignored in the international 

arena. With a veto power in UN Security Council, China in collaboration with Russia 

resisted Western intervention in Syrian crisis of the Middle East thrice (Raja Qaiser 

Ahmad, M. Sheharyar Khan and Muhammad Shoaib, 2014). As an emerging power, 

China actively participated in the idea of making BRICS, an association of five 

developing countries; Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa. It also proposed 

establishing the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) as an international financial 

institution for providing finance to infrastructure projects in the Asia Pacific region. 

(China, 20 other countries initiate new Asian bank, 2014) AIIB is also considered as a 

challenger to the US-Western led, World Bank. (Three major nations absent as China 

launches World Bank rival in Asia, 2014) The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) 

was founded with Russia and the Central Asian countries that exert Chinese political 

influence in the region. A writer calls it the "NATO of the East" (Khanna, 2008). Chinese 

proposal for One Belt One Road (OBOR) in 2013 with China-Pakistan Economic 

Corridor (CPEC) also manifests its soft power in the world politics. However, a skeptic 

of China’s rise, Joseph S. Nye believes that the US politico-economic superiority would 

remain dominant for longer period of time ahead. (Nye, 2015) The dynamics of current 

international strategic environment in Asia-Pacific make it necessary to address two 

major questions. First, what constitute the main elements of the US Rebalancing/ Asia 

Pivot Strategy and second, how China responds to the US Rebalancing strategy. The 

discussion is divided into two parts. First part delineates the main contours of Asia 

Pacific Strategy of Obama Administration and second part provides an analysis of the 

Chinese response to the US Rebalancing Strategy. 

 

II. United States’ Asia Pivot/Rebalancing Strategy 
 The US has enjoyed unilateral superpower status in the post Cold War era. 

However, four major factors challenged the US world leadership in the 21
st
 century; first, 

the emergence of non-state actor terrorism at global level, second, Weapons of Mass 

Destruction (WMD) threat from Iraq plus Iran’s contested quest for nuclear weapons 

development (now resolved under Iran and P5+1 nuclear agreement in July, 2015), third, 

Russian resurgence as manifested in Ukrainian crisis in 2014 and fourth and most 

important, China’s rise in Asia. North Korean aggressive posture, manifested through its 

nuclear weapons and ballistic missile tests is also considered as a challenge to the US and 

its ally, South Korea. On the other hand, the US has adopted retrenchment after 

prolonged wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. In these dynamic geo-strategic and politico-

economic arrangements of international politics, the US has growing interests in the 

Asia-Pacific. In this scenario, the Obama administration came up with a strategy for Asia 

in 2011 that is famously known as Asia’s Pivot Strategy or the US Rebalancing towards 

Asia. The strategy rests on shifting the US focus from Middle East and Europe towards 

Asia. There are six focus areas of the US strategy that includes “strengthening bilateral 

security alliances; deepening working relationships with emerging powers, including with 

China; engaging with regional multilateral institutions; expanding trade and investment; 

forging a broad-based military presence; and advancing democracy and human rights” 

(Clinton, 2011). To these ends, the US has carried out different steps under the Asia Pivot 

Strategy which include maintaining and strengthening troop’s deployment in regional 

allied countries; inclusion of the US in the East Asia Summit (EAS), multinational 
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organization; and strengthening efforts to join Trans-Pacific Strategic Economic 

Partnership (TPP), a proposed free-trade agreement that presently involves the United 

States and 11 other countries, but does not currently include China. (Mark E. Manyin et 

al., 2012) The following map shows the existing and proposed US troops deployment and 

rotation in the Asia Pacific. 

 

Figure 2: US Troops presence in Asia Pacific 

 
Source: CRS Report 2012 (Mark E. Manyin et al., 2012) 

 

 As the scope of Asia Pivot Strategy is so vast, this research is limited to the Sino-

US relations with reference to the US rebalancing strategy in Asia with focus on politico-

strategic aspects only. One can observe that China is enhancing its naval capabilities by 

increasing its naval surface fleet, submarines, aircrafts, missiles, radar capabilities, and 

coast guards in order to dissuade possible external intervention, and countering the US 

military technologies. It has the largest number of naval deployments in Asia-Pacific 

region with above 300 surface ships, submarines, amphibious ships, and patrol craft 

(Department of Defense, 2015). On the other hand, the US Department of Defense 

announced its Maritime Security Strategy for the Asia-Pacific in August 2015, which 

explains that the US has economic and strategic interests in the region. The US strategy 

paper has three maritime objectives which include “safeguarding the freedom of the seas; 

deterring conflict and coercion; and promoting adherence to international law and 

standards”. (Department of Defense, 2015) The US Maritime Security Strategy, 2015 

rests on four lines of efforts for achieving its objectives that include: 

 

 Strengthening military capability to deter conflict, 

 Working with allies and partners to enhance their capacity to meet potential 

challenges, 

 Leverage military diplomacy to enhance transparency and promote shared 

maritime rules, and,  

 Strengthening regional security institutions. 
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 It also states that 60 percent of the US naval and overseas air assets will be 

stationed in the Pacific region by 2020 (Department of Defense, 2015). The US 

deployment of marines in Darwin (an Australian port), its deepening of relations with 

Asian powers like India as transpired in India-US Strategic Partnership, launching of 

Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP) and introduction of Air Sea Battle Concept (ASBC)
 1

 are 

also seen as part of Asia Pacific strategy of the US. However, there are certain risks 

involved regarding the US economic interests if the US adopts coercive strategy towards 

China in the region. According to Mark E. Manyin, “China is the United States’ second-

largest trading partner, its third-largest export market, and the largest foreign holder of 

U.S. government debt”. (Mark E. Manyin et al., 2012) Moreover, both have some 

common areas of cooperation for example monetary stability and climate change etc. 

(Nye, 2015).  

 

III. Chinese Response to Asia Pivot/Rebalancing Strategy 
 Like any sovereign state, China pursues an independent foreign policy based on 

objectives to ensure its sovereignty, territorial integrity, and economic development. (C. 

Fred Bergsten et al.) According to a report about Chinese response to the US strategy, 

China has responded in two levels to the rebalancing of U.S.-Asia relations. Chinese 

officials have shown measured criticism on the US stated policy however, they are 

skeptic of the US diplomatic moves in support of the US allies who have maritime and 

territorial disputes with China. Moreover, there has been vociferous criticism in the non-

official media of China about the US rebalancing towards Asia. Some even view this 

policy as a Cold War-style “containment” of China (Robert G. Sutter et al., 2013). The 

thinkers of this school believed that the Pacific pivot was primarily directed against 

China, “because only China’s rise can pose a potential challenge to [the US] hegemony”. 

(Swaine, 2012) The introduction of Air Sea Battle Concept (ASBC) by the US is also 

visualized as a manifestation of the Cold War-like hostility between the US and China 

(Swaine, 2012).  China also terms the US deployment of marines to Darwin, an 

Australian port as a move to destabilize regional peace, stability, and cooperation. There 

is a perception in China that the Asia Pivot strategy also includes the US involvement in 

the territorial disputes between China and some ASEAN countries (especially Vietnam 

and the Philippines, a U.S. ally) over the South China Sea (Swaine, 2012). While 

discussing the US-China competition, Joseph S. Nye nullifies the assumption that China 

would replace the US as number one. He believes in the US continued dominance based 

on its political, economic, cultural and diplomatic strengths. He counts soft, hard 

(military) and economic power as components of the US national power. Considering 

China may surpass the US in economic terms, yet Nye states that GDP is the only one 

indicator in economic calculation, ignoring per capita income and cumulative wealth. 

Nye claims that the US would maintain its lead in soft and hard power for a longer time. 

It is imperative to integrate China than to contain it, and encourage China emerge as a 

responsible stakeholder. (Nye, 2015) Describing the possible Chinese response to the 

Asia Pivot strategy, Aaron Jed Rabena in “China’s Counter-Pivot Response”, published 

in International Policy Digest said that after one year of the US strategy, a Chinese 

scholar, Wang Jisi, a professor at Peking University floated the idea of the ‘Marching 

                                                           
1 Air Sea Battle Concept is a military strategy which holds the combined efforts of the Air Force and Navy to 

operate in enemy’s anti-access and area denial capabilities. The policy was adopted by the US in February, 
2010. Source: The US DoD Quadrennial Defense Review Report, February, 2010 
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West’ strategy, though officially not confirmed. It is aimed at focusing Chinese 

diplomatic and economic relations with countries in Eurasia. Rabena is of the view that 

China’s response is manifested through its economic and diplomatic initiatives such as 

One Belt One Road (OBOR), Asian Infrastructure and Investment Bank (AIIB) and 

strengthening bilateral relations. Though China does not have alliances like the US, yet it 

is deepening its relationship to the comprehensive and cooperative strategic levels with 

its neighbors for instance with Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia and Brunei, Australia and 

Vietnam. It is also seeking deepening strategic partnership with South Korea and ASEAN 

(Rabena, 2015). The evolving ‘March West’ is centered upon allocating more resources 

and more diplomatic efforts through engagement in Central Asia, South Asia and the 

Middle East. The New Silk Road under the umbrella of One Road One Belt strategy of 

China will serve two purposes. One, it will enhance its soft power and enhance economic 

cooperation. A Chinese scholar claims that,  

 

 “The New Silk Road Economic Belt among other newly-launched foreign policy 

initiatives illustrate China is broadening its strategic aperture and making more efforts in 

“look westwards” and “march westwards”, which is crucial in consolidating China’s 

status as the largest developing country and promoting South-South cooperation.” (Zhao, 

2016)   

 

 Yun Sun, writing for the Brookings claims that the more the US rebalances to 

Asia, the more contentious the relation has become between the US and China. She 

moreover, argued that the situation might escalate to a head-on military confrontation on 

disputes such as Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands if China continues to push forward. (Sun, 2013) 

Another author said that, “the US’ China policy was revised from perceiving the PRC as 

“not a status quo power” or “strategic competitor” to a “responsible stakeholder”. 

(Szczudlik-Tatar, 2012) He claims that the Chinese internal discourse on construing the 

US Rebalancing is two-pronged; one, getting economic advantage because of vibrant 

Asian market and two, balancing China’s ascendance. However, both powers’ 

relationship is based on economic interdependence. China needs American export market 

and US requires Chinese capital and markets to thrive, therefore lessening the prospects 

for destabilization of the region. (Szczudlik-Tatar, 2012) Joao Arthur Reis has claimed in 

an article published in Aisa Times Online in 2014 that China has shown dual response to 

the Rebalancing which include military deterrence and two Silk Roads. The first response 

can be manifested through China’s establishment of Air Defence Identification Zone
2
 and 

the military exercises conducted by China and Malaysia. Second response is reflected 

through ‘March West’ concept, given by Wang Jisi as discussed above has two pronged-

strategies of construction of transportation and energy infrastructure in Central Asia 

(Reis, 2014).  

  

 There has been another source of friction between the US and China over the 

buildup of man-made islands in the South China Sea by China (Whitlock, 2015). In 2015, 

                                                           
2 An Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) refers to identification of a specific zone of airspace above land 

and sea for the control of civil aircrafts. The identification is based upon national security which may extend 
beyond county’s territorial boundaries. It is established so that a country can get more time to respond against a 

possible hostile aircraft. In November, 2013, China established ADIZ in the East China Sea, implying growing 

attention and criticism from Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and the Philippines, the European Union and the 
United States. 
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satellite imaging revealed that China was establishing “an airfield on Fiery Cross Reef 

within the Spratlys along with land reclamation activities” (by turning a reef into an 

artificial island) at other sites (Page, 2015). Moreover, “China has installed military radar, 

HQ-9 surface-to-air missiles and fighter jets on several atolls in the South China Sea in 

recent months” (Lamothe, 2016). US Secretary of Defence, Ashton B. Carter warned 

China that, “China is out of step with both international norms that underscore the Asia-

Pacific’s security architecture, and the regional consensus in favor of non-coercive 

approaches to this and other long-standing disputes” (Whitlock, 2015). On July 12, 2016, 

an interesting development took place when Permanent Court of Arbitration in the Hague 

issued award in the South China Sea in favor of Philippines in a case between the 

Republic of the Philippines Vs. the Peoples Republic of China. (Zhang, 2016) The 

tribunal’s major findings invalidated China’s “nine-dash line
3
”. The award also nullified 

China’s claim on Spartly’s and Itu Aba (Taiping Island). However, China immediately 

declared the decision null and void. Chinese Foreign Ministry said that the decision was 

not binding. President Xi said that “China will never accept any claim or action based on 

those awards.” (Hunt K. , 2016) Such kind of rejection manifests China’s assertive 

position in the South China Sea. Discussing the US role in the region Ely Ratner writing 

in Washington Quarterly said that the more  the  US deepens its  diplomatic,  economic, 

and  military  engagement  in  Asia, the more intensified will be Chinese perceived sense 

of insecurity (Ratner, 2013). He gave two arguments for the possible destabilization of 

regional security because of the United States’ renewed commitment to Asia what he 

calls, ‘China’s insecurity complex’. First, “the US is fomenting conflict between China 

and other regional states (including the Philippines, Vietnam, and Japan) by 

‘‘sensationalizing’’ divisive issues, like the South China Sea”… Second, the US actions 

have “emboldened regional states to believe as they can challenge China” with US 

backing. (Ratner, 2013) There was a need of a “new type of relationship between major 

powers (the US and China)” as referred by the then-Vice President of China Xi Jinping 

during his visit to Washington in February 2012 (Ratner, 2013). This new relationship 

included shared goals and avoiding zero-sum competition. For example, President Xi 

Jinping in his public policy speech in September, 2015 in the US shared his views by 

stating that, “Our Belt and Road initiative, our establishment of the Silk Road fund, and 

our proposal to set up the AAIB, are all aimed at helping the common development of all 

countries rather than seeking some kind of spheres of political influence” (Jinping, 2015). 

Xi Jinping set down four principles for new type of relationship between the US and 

China for future:- 

 

 “First, we must read each other’s strategic intentions correctly. Building a new 

model of major country relationship with the United States that features no confrontation, 

no conflicts, mutual respect and willing cooperation is the priority of China’s foreign 

policy… Second, we must firmly advance win-win cooperation. Cooperation is the only 

right choice to bring about benefits, but cooperation requires mutual accommodation of 

each other’s interest and concerns, and the quest of the great common ground of 

converging interest… Third, a perfect, pure world is non-existent, since disagreements 

are a reality people have to live with. China and the U.S. do not see eye-to-eye on every 

issue and it is unavoidable that we may have different positions on some issues. What 

                                                           
3 Nine-dash line is a U-shaped contested area in the South China Sea which includes the Paracel Islands, the 
Spratly Islands and others. China has its territorial claims on this area.  
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matters is how to manage the differences… Fourth, we must foster friendly sentiments 

among the peoples. People-to-people relations underpin state-to-state relations” (Jinping, 

2015). 

  

 Fu Ying claims that China is facing two-fold challenges as being second largest 

economy of the world. First, how to avoid Thucydides trap
4
 while working with the US. 

Second, how to adapt and participate in adjustment of international order. (Ying, 2016). 

The recent tensions in South China Sea can serve as a breeding ground for risks. Though 

the South China Sea issue has been a territorial dispute leftover from past history between 

China and certain countries in Southeast Asia yet the US involvement has created a new 

dimension. Ying said that the US-Asia-Pacific rebalancing strategy is aimed at targeting 

China through the military and diplomatic arrangements. She said that “America’s 

growing interference and even direct intervention are making the situation in the South 

China Sea more complicated; turning what is essentially a regional dispute into 

geostrategic rivalry” (Ying, 2016). She further posits that, “China is a newcomer on the 

world’s center stage, but it should not try to copy the US… The U.S. also needs to learn 

to work with countries like China, which may not be an ally, but is not an enemy, either”. 

(Ying, 2016) 

 

 It is also pertinent to analyze that how China perceives the US-India growing 

strategic partnership. The US has strengthened its relations with India to balance the 

Chinese rise. This is manifested in its nuclear deal, signed in 2008. Along with it, both 

India and the US have signed a new ten year US-India Defence Framework Agreement 

2015. (Garamone, 2015) Such agreements manifest that the US conceives India as a 

strategic partner of the US in the subcontinent, which entails hedging on the growing 

influence of China in Indian Ocean in the wake of controversial Strings of Pearls
5
 

strategy of China. This does raises concerns not only in China but also in Pakistan. 

(Choudhury, 2016) Moreover another irritant arose in February 2016 when the US and 

South Korea began talks on deploying the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense 

(THAAD) system
6
 in South Korea in the aftermath of North Korean nuclear and ballistic 

missile tests. (Casey, 2016) China opposed the move as it considers such deployments are 

directed against North Korea and China. President Xi, in the sidelines of the Nuclear 

Security Summit, 2016 reportedly told the US President Barrack Obama that China 

opposes the US installment of advanced systems on the Korean peninsula to counter 

North Korean threat. (Lendman, 2016) In such a situation, it is imperative for both the US 

and China to adjust their geo-strategic interests for stability and security of the region and 

                                                           
4 Graham Tillett Allison, Jr., a professor at Harvard coined the phrase "Thucydides Trap" which implies that a 

rising power causes fear in an established power which escalates toward war.  
5 The String of Pearls theory holds that China is establishing overseas maritime bases in Indian Ocean for 
extended naval deployments. The string would extend would go long through major maritime choke points of 

the region including the Strait of Mandeb, the Strait of Malacca, the Strait of Hormuz and the Lombok Strait. It 

would also be connected with strategic maritime centers in Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, the Maldives and 
Somalia. Sources: “Revisiting China's 'String of Pearls' Strategy”, Issues & Insights Vol. 14, No. 7, Center for 

Strategic and International Studies, 24 June, 2014 and “China builds up strategic sea lanes”, The Washington 

Times, 17 June, 2005. 
6 The Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) is the US Ballistic Missile Defense System (BMDS) 

with a transportable, deployable capability to intercept and destroy ballistic missiles inside or outside the 

atmosphere during their final phase of flight. Source: Missile Defence Agency, US Department of Defense. 
Available at: http://www.mda.mil/system/thaad.html (accessed 24 June, 2016). 

http://www.mda.mil/system/thaad.html
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the world at large. Setting aside differences, there are many common grounds where both 

major powers can and should cooperate like they have done for climate change, 

Afghanistan stabilization, and North Korean nuclear program etc.  

 

IV. Conclusion  
 The US Rebalancing towards Asia-Pacific with growing US military presence in 

the Asia Pacific, Chinese threat perception and its militarization makes the situation 

worrisome in future times to come. Miscalculation and escalation to a military conflict is 

neither feasible nor desirable given the nature of interdependence of the world’s two 

largest economies. Chinese response to the US Rebalancing has been mild. China’s 

March West, constructive diplomacy and initiation of AIIB has been seen as projection of 

the Chinese soft power response to the Obama’s strategy of rebalancing in Asia-Pacific. 

It would be wrong to state that the competition between two major powers is going to 

transform into a new Cold War. In the coming time, China does not seem to resort to 

military option as the competition grows. However, China is not oblivious of the 

developments taking place in the region. It has been taking measures to cater its interests 

in the region. Increased level of trust and avoidance of suspicion between the US and 

China would be required for avoiding miscalculation and crisis escalation. 
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