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Donald Trump’s arrival to the White House has significantly changed the existing equilibrium in Asia. 

The President’s unpredictable attitude was considered by many as the trigger for greater uncertainty 

in Asia and not only there. Nonetheless, from Trump’s election until present, the equilibrium in the 

Far East was mainly affected by three elements: the concerns deriving from the so-called American 

“withdrawal” from Asia; China’s attempts to increase its influence in the region while the US are 

stepping back; and the re-emergence of the Korean crisis. 

The official US refusal to ratify the Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP) has been a hard blow for all those 

nations believing in Barack Obama’s project, covertly anti-Chinese. The TPP was born as a 

commercial agreement among 12 nations: Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Mexico, New 

Zealand, Peru, Singapore, United States, and Vietnam. This agreement was the outcome of 5 years 

of negotiations to find a formula able to make all participating nations happy. Deliberately excluding 

China, the TPP led many Asian countries to revive their commercial and strategic relationships with 

the US, whose commitment to launch the TPP was considered a tool to counterbalance Chinese 

assertiveness in the region. However, the perspectives of Australia, New Zealand, Japan and India 

– considered US’ historic allies in the region – were very different. In fact, India was only slightly 

impacted by these facts because the country has never been a TPP signatory. Conversely, Australia, 

Japan, and to a lesser extent even New Zealand, considered being part of the TPP as the tacit 

formalization of a significant choice: to maintain a strong bond with the US rather than to explore a 

new independent path in foreign policy. 

Since many years, countries like Australia and Japan have been debating the opportunity to stand 

out as medium independent powers in the region rather than playing the role of US’ minor allies. 

Rather than by an evolution of US foreign policy, the need to loosen the bond with Washington is 

mainly motivated by the Australian and Japanese will to emerge as less dependent from the US in 

order to build a more solid dialogue with China. While it would be very unlikely, if not impossible, for 

China – but also for Vietnam, the Philippines and Indonesia – to alter their perceptions of nations 

involved since many decades in structured partnerships with the US, the TPP negotiation totally 

nipped this opportunity in the bud.  When Trump arrived to the White House and the debate on 

“medium powers” was brought back to the table by Australia and Japan, not only this scenario lost 

any sort of credibility but it also fostered the perception of Canberra and Tokyo as powers with a 

great potential but too indecisive to turn out to regional leaders. 

As a result, Trump’s step back in Asia – supported by the non-ratification of the TPP – not only has 

left the US allies in the region in great incertitude and weakness, but it has also created new 

opportunities for China to increase its influence in the region and to strengthen some alliances.  

In order to limit the backlashes of these choices, Australia, New Zealand and Japan even tried to 

convince their TPP partners to sign a 11 agreement - rather than a 12 one - but this attempt was not 

successful. TPP negotiations went on for several years and the possibility of a renewed US strategic 

and economic commitment in the region fostered among some minor Asian nations the belief that 

“the US return to Asia” would give them more space and flexibility to counteract Chinese interfering. 

Some of these minor nations were not even part of the American project, such as Myanmar, Vietnam 

and Malaysia. Therefore, it’s no accident that during the years of TPP final negotiations Myanmar 

decided to cancel some investment contracts with China or that the countries claiming the 

sovereignty of islands located in the South China Sea made their voices heard more vigorously. 

Hence, it was no surprise that panic rapidly spread in Asia when Trump announced that his 

government would have not signed the TPP.  
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Without the US and without any medium power able to engage in a dialogue as an equal partner 

with Beijing, the only way to avoid any serious consequences in the region was to start indulging 

China again. For its part, China immediately took advantage of the situation in an unconventional 

way: rather than appearing as an aggressive nation, China used diplomacy to stand out as the only 

real Asian power with whom all other nations should deal with. The most evident outcome of this 

new wave of indulgence towards China is represented by the new compromise regarding the 

sovereignty of the South China Sea islands. 

In July 2016, the International Tribunal in The Hague answered the lawsuit brought before a Court 

of Arbitration by the Philippines in January 2013. The Tribunal declared that there are no legal bases 

for Chinese territorial claims in the South China Sea, therefore considering illegal Beijing act of 

building artificial islands in loco. However, China – thanks to an intense diplomatic effort and 

especially thanks to Trump – not only diverted media’s attention from judgement of the Tribunal, but 

it was also able to lead Asean (The Association of Southeast Asian Nations) members towards a 

resolution accepting Chinese preferences de facto. Ironically, Asean countries compromise with 

China was achieved after a meeting coordinated by the Philippines. The new leader, Rodrigo 

Duterte, pointed out how - without the American support - small nations cannot even think about 

opposing China. They are better off dealing with the existing contrasts and finding a compromise 

acceptable for all nations involved. 

Finally, it is also noteworthy that Trump – showing a strong anti-Chinese rhetoric during his electoral 

campaign – rapidly changed his attitude once elected. A lot was written on the possibility that Trump 

might adopt a more active line towards China, but, when Xi Jinping and Trump met in April in Mar-

a-Lago (Florida), experts started writing more on the leaders’ preferences for dialogue and 

confrontation. In the medium run, little has changed in the way China and the US interact.  

While Beijing might be concerned - due to Trump’s moody attitude fostering great unpredictability - 

there were no big changes seven months after Trump’s election in the US-China relations. The doors 

of dialogue and collaboration on multiple fields (politics, economics and military) are open but some 

significant obstacles are still on the way. Namely, human rights (such as Beijing refusal to the US 

request to host the Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo, out of prison because affected by cancer, who 

then died in China) political, economic and social matters (squabbling on Chinese responsibilities for 

the US commercial deficit are the order of the day). 

The only real thorn in the side of US-China relationship is the Korean crisis. The escalation of tension 

and threats characterizing the Korean peninsula over the last few months not only is unprecedented 

but it also risks of becoming the trigger for a nuclear crisis. Although there is a common will to avoid 

the worst scenario, China and the US keep on managing the crisis in a very different way. While 

Washington seems more inclined towards a hard line (directly threatening Kim Jong Un), Beijing 

keeps a more cautious approach, fearing that provocations might encourage Kim Jong Un to attack 

those he considers as enemies. The equilibrium on the Korean peninsula is very complex and hard 

to resume in a few lines, but there are three core elements to bear in mind to understand what is 

currently happening: direct provocations make Kim Jong Un even more unpredictable and less 

inclined to dialogue; China has lost part of its influence on Korea over the last few years while 

remaining an analogue country; China cannot adopt a hard line against such a problematic state 

located at its own border.  

This means that every time Washington openly threatens Pyongyang, it is also contributing to a 

greater instability in the peninsula and it reduces Beijing’s chance to find an acceptable shared 

solution. The US attitude is therefore quite challenging because what is at stake is a nuclear 

escalation representing the worst scenario for everyone.  

 



The President of the United States has announced a new trend in international relations.  

What has really changed? 
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Furthermore, the only strategy that might be successful in stopping Kim is to show North Korea a 

united block of powers (Japan, South Korea and Russia, coordinated by China and the US) having 

as primary goal the one of avoiding a military crisis in the region. If those powers fail to be successful 

in appearing as a cohesive group, the situation might get worse. If a conventional military attack was 

to take place at the border between the two Koreas – also because of the US and China – the 

consequences of strategic incompatibility in North Korea would be very hard to deal with and they 

might provoke multiple crises on more than one front. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


