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In China-US Great-Power Rivalry: The Competitive Dynamics of Order-Building in the Indo-Pacific (https://www.routledge.com/China-US-Great-Power-Rivalry-The-Competitive-Dynamics-of-Order-Building-in-the-Indo-Pacific/Chan-Lee/p/book/9781032492698), we address the key issue of how we could understand China-United States ‘great-power rivalry’. The volume advances two major arguments: a contestation between two international orders is taking place in the Indo-Pacific – an order transition to a Sino-centric order has yet to happen – and middle powers have a pivotal role to play in the contestation.

China-US order contestation via the BRI and the FOIP

From the angle of a dynamic competition between two regional ordering projects, we perceive China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and the Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) as more than comprising profit-seeking infrastructure investment projects or trading arrangements; rather they are understood as two competing projects to (re)order the region to suit the respective policy preferences and international visions of China and the US. This order contestation is therefore concerned with both political ideology and worldviews, and geopolitics in which Chinese and US ‘spheres of influence’ are ‘contested’ and overlap. This order contestation and contested spheres of influence provide fertile ground for the rise of middle powers amid the great-power rivalry. 

China’s BRI can be understood as an ordering project that aims to weaken, oppose and exclude the growth and consolidation of liberal democracy from China’s neighbourhood and of ‘terrorism’ from Central Asia via China’s Xinjiang. A possible means for a revisionist China to unsettle the pro-liberal rules and arrangements laid down by the US after 1945, albeit not widely applied to Asia, is ‘authoritarian collaboration’ whereby China props up illiberal regimes in the Indo-Pacific, in e.g. Myanmar, Pakistan and Sri Lanka, by the means of the BRI. 

On the front of the West (the US and Europe), the building of the liberal international order (LIO) international liberal ordering can be conceptualized as a project to ‘strengthen and facilitate liberal democracy’s security, welfare, and progress.’ It attempts to ‘create an ordered environment in which liberal democracies can cooperate for mutual gains, manage their shared vulnerabilities, and protect their way of life’. To achieve this order, Ikenberry (https://yalebooks.co.uk/book/9780300271010/a-world-safe-for-democracy) calls for returning the liberal international project to its ‘root’, namely to ‘create a container within which liberal democracies can safely exist’ (emphasis added). A particular means to create this ‘container’ is to weaken, oppose and exclude the material and ideational influence of autocracies.

During the first Trump presidency there were voices claiming that US engagement with China ‘got China wrong’ (https://www.wiley.com/en-be/Getting+China+Wrong-p-9781509545124). In 2018 Kurt Campbell and Jake Sullivan, senior leaders in the Obama administration (2009-17) and the Biden administration (2021-25), also maintained that the US must compete with an authoritarian China (https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-02-13/china-reckoning). The first Trump administration (2017-21)’s FOIP strategy aimed to prevent China from establishing ‘new, illiberal spheres of influence’ (https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/IPS-Final-Declass.pdf) in the Indo-Pacific. The succeeding Biden administration (2021-25) continued this ‘exclusion’ approach, with added emphasis on minilateral collaboration with US allies and partners in the Indo-Pacific. The US, Japan, Australia and India held their first-ever Quad summit meeting in March 2021. In September 2021 Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States jointly announced the establishment of a new security partnership, AUKUS, to ‘promote a free and open Indo-Pacific that is secure and stable’ (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/joint-leaders-statement-on-aukus-13-march-2023/joint-leaders-statement-on-aukus-13-march-2023). In June 2022, for the first time, NATO invited four liberal-democratic states in the Asia-Pacific, namely Australia, Japan, New Zealand and South Korea (https://www.ft.com/content/497f116b-4c03-4d19-a5b1-da4490c183bb), to join its summit meeting as observers to expand coalitions of like-minded allies and partners to counter China. Biden had upgraded the trilateral cooperation between Japan, South Korea and the US by holding a first-ever trilateral summit meeting with South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol and Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida in David Camp in August 2023 (https://www.economist.com/asia/2023/08/10/why-joe-biden-will-host-japan-and-south-koreas-leaders-at-camp-david).

Growing role of middle powers in the Indo-Pacific

How have individual Indo-Pacific states or actors responded to this dynamic contestation between these two competing order-building projects? It is, in particular, noteworthy that among the key secondary states in the Indo-Pacific, both India and South Korea, albeit liberal democratic, largely opt for adopting a hedging policy by eschewing clear-cut alignment with any one of them. To make the Indo-Pacific ‘safe for democracy’ is not on India’s policy agenda. Because of India’s ambivalence between the two ‘hegemons’, the Quad has limited collective capacity to exclude China from the region (https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2023.2264238). In face of increased military pressure from China in the South China Sea, Australia, Japan, the Philippines and the US have held joint maritime patrols (https://english.kyodonews.net/news/2023/08/5262dc07e2af-japan-us-australia-philippines-conduct-joint-naval-drills.html) – without India’s participation – in disputed waters in the South China Sea. Because of their economic dependency on China, South Korea and ASEAN states are also induced to hedge in face of a dual hierarchy in the region.

While the great-power rivalry between China and the US is often likened to ‘new’ Cold War (https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-10-19/new-cold-war), we argue, it is dissimilar from the ‘old’ Cold War between the former Soviet Union and the US in the period 1945-1991 in one major aspect. In the ‘old’ Cold War, middle powers had little room for manoeuvre; they had to take sides in the competition, falling within one’s orbit. Even India, a champion of the Non-Alignment Movement in the Cold War era, eventually signed the Treaty of Peace, Friendship and Cooperation with the Soviet Union in August 1971 (https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/5139/Treaty+of+/) when its relations with the US under the Nixon administration were deteriorating over the Bangladesh Liberation War of 1971. But in the current ‘new’ Cold War, some, if not all, middle powers can afford to refuse to take sides by adopting variant forms of the hedging policy. Common to their preferences is a promotion of multipolarity in the Indo-Pacific region. This study therefore calls for more substantial studies of middle powers in the Indo-Pacific or the ‘middle power moment’ (https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9781137397416_11).

Whither the FOIP under Trump 2.0? 

The edited volume was completed and published amid the Biden administration (2021-25). Are there any continuing signs of order contestation between China and the US in the Indo-Pacific under the second Trump administration?

Since January 2025, Trump has so far said little about his grand strategy towards the Indo-Pacific or about the Quad and AUKUS. Is his administration still committed to upholding the principles of a free and open Indo-Pacific and to countering China? We may try to fathom the answer out from Trump’s policy towards Russia and Europe in the context of the war in Ukraine. ‘China hawks’ in the Trump administration (but not necessarily him), e.g. Vice President JD Vance, Secretary of State Macro Rubio, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth and National Security Advisor Michael Waltz, have been advocating a so-called ‘reverse Nixon’ policy to the rest of the world to justify the administration’s rapprochement with Russia (https://www.wsj.com/world/trump-putin-russia-china-policy-e73aeea6). They argue that a swift settlement of the war in Ukraine, even by embracing Putin rather than blaming him for invading Ukraine, will drive a wedge between Russia and China and isolate China. In addition, by leaving the security of Europe to the care of European states, the US can concentrate the resources at its disposal on competing with China (https://www.economist.com/international/2025/02/26/americas-self-isolating-president). Laying aside the question of whether this ‘reverse Nixon’ policy is flawed (https://foreignpolicy.com/2025/02/20/trump-china-russia-grand-bargain-nixon/), apparently the current Trump administration is still focused on order contestation with China. However, is it also Trump’s China or Indo-Pacific policy? According to Hal Brands, both NATO and US alliances bother Trump because ‘they tie the fate of the United States … to obscure disputes in distant regions’ (https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/renegade-order-trump-hal-brands). His MAGA foreign policy may instead lead him to withdraw from both Europe and Asia/Indo-Pacific if he believes that the countries there have been free-riding on US security guarantee. Speaking at NATO headquarters in Brussels in mid-February 2025, Hegseth warned Europe against treating the US like a ‘sucker’ (https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/europe-cant-turn-uncle-sam-into-uncle-sucker-us-defense-secretary-says-2025-02-13/). Does Trump also perceive US allies in Asia as ‘suckers’? Are Asian states expected to be primarily responsible for defending themselves? In addition, there are signs that Trump’s primary focus is more on the Western Hemisphere including Canada, Mexico, Panama and Greenland, than on China in East Asia (https://www.chathamhouse.org/2025/02/economics-new-monroe-doctrine). Does he see core US interests in Asia, or does he perceive Asia as another ‘distant region’ after Europe?

One may speculate that China also wants to test the waters. In February 2025, for the first time, China’s People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) conducted live-fire exercises in the Tasman Sea, close to the coastal waters of Australia and New Zealand, and ‘circumnavigation’ of Australia (https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/australianz/chinese-warships-circle-australia-stoking-an-anxious-nations-worst-fears). Many commentators and politicians in the two countries were debating among themselves about the legality of the naval exercises in their immediate neighbourhood or about the international norm on ‘advance warning’. Instead, we perceive these unprecedented exercises as China’s intention to find out how the US would respond to its attempt to ‘intrude’ into the traditional sphere of influence of both Australia and New Zealand. 

The issues for us to observe in the foreseeable future are whether China will in practice normalize the expanded and frequent presence of its PLAN in the South Pacific and Oceania (https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202502/1329031.shtml) and more importantly whether the US will allow China’s power projection to go unhindered. These naval exercises must be considered alongside the signing of the ‘Action Plan 2025-2030 for the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership between the Cook Islands and China’ in mid-February 2025 in Beijing (https://thediplomat.com/2025/02/cook-islands-china-shock-a-frog-in-the-pot-moment-for-pacific-security/), the resumption of diplomatic relations between China and Nauru in January 2024 (https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/china-nauru-re-establish-diplomatic-ties-state-media-2024-01-24), and the China-Solomon Islands security agreement of 2022 (https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2022/12/02/china-solomon-islands-security-agreement-and-competition-for-influence-in-oceania). Not only holding live-fire drills, the PLAN will also be cooperating with China’s mining companies in the exploration and exploitation of critical minerals in the South Pacific, which are covered by the China-Cook Islands Action Plan. Nauru is an advocate of commercial deep-sea mining (https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Policy-Asia/Pacific-islands-split-on-deep-sea-mining-as-first-license-application-nears).

The trajectory of order contestation in the Indo-Pacific in the future will be shaped by how Trump’s transactional approach to international politics is to be implemented in the region. Trump may make a ‘big, beautiful’ deal with Xi Jinping (https://www.economist.com/international/2025/01/28/a-big-beautiful-trump-deal-with-china) and go for the option of scaling down US military commitment to the Indo-Pacific, which will indirectly aid and abet China’s expansion of its sphere of influence in Asia. Like 19th-century geopolitics, China, Russia and the US may come to a tacit agreement to carve up the world into spheres of influence (https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2025-02-28/trump-is-losing-to-china-s-xi-jinping-in-the-global-battle-of-ideas). As Trump is seen to practise ‘protection racket’ diplomacy (https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2025-02-25/america-is-turning-its-alliances-into-a-protection-racket) and to break off the trans-Atlantic alliance, hedging will likely become the dominant strategy of Indo-Pacific middle powers, including Australia (https://www.jstor.org/stable/27023924). 
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