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ABSTRACTS I

ABSTRACTS

01 The “Trump Shocks” and Adjustment of the Regional Order in
the Asia-Pacific, by Ling Shengli, Associate Professor of Institute of
International Relations, China Foreign Affairs University. Adjustment
of the regional order in the Asia-Pacific is mainly affected by such
factors as game-playing among major powers, the small and medium-
sized countries staying closely together for self-protection and the
evolution of the regional norms. In contrast to the strategies such as
“Return to Asia” and “the Asia-Pacific Rebalancing” successively
adopted by the Obama administration, the Trump administration
simply has no complete strategy of its own toward the Asia-Pacific
region, but has made drastic adjustments to the strategy pursued by the
Obama administration, thus sending outstanding shocks to American
strategy toward the region. The major characteristics of Trump’s
strategic adjustment toward the Asia-Pacific include shifting strategic
objective from “status first” to “strength first”, strategic resources
from “multi-party financing” to “self-reliance” and strategic means
from “multilateralism” to “bilateralism”. The “Trump Shocks” have in
the main resulted from the adjustment of strategic orientation by the
US. Under the overall direction of “America First”, the US’s strategy
toward the Asia-Pacific has assumed four major characteristics,
including “domestic first”, “strength first”, “economy first” and “China
first”. Under the “Trump Shocks”, adjustment of the regional order in
the Asia-Pacific is likely to see some changes.

17 An Analysis of the “Withdrawal Diplomacy” of the Trump
Administration, by Xing Ruili, Doctoral Student of History of
International Relations of School of History, Nanjing University. Since
taking office, the Trump administration has withdrawn from several
important multilateral international treaties and organizations, which
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The “Trump Shocks” and Adjustment
of the Regional Order in the Asia-
Pacific

By Ling Shengli

ince the end of the Cold War, the regional order in the Asia-Pacific

has been going through adjustment due to the collapse of the bi-polar
structure of the world, the rise and fall of the regional powers, and the
development of regional integration. Relative to other countries, China
and the US are primary players in influencing adjustment of the regional
order in the Asia-Pacific. The respective strategic or policy adjustment
by China and the US toward the Asia-Pacific will produce ripple effects
upon other countries in the region, which affects not only the related
cooperation within the region, but also institutional development of the
region, thus constituting an important variable that drives adjustment of
the regional order. Since Trump came to power, the US has made a major
adjustment to its foreign policy. Complying with the strategic orientation of
“America First”, the Trump administration has made important adjustments
to the tactical goals and means of the US foreign strategy. As the Trump
administration has made a dramatic change of the policy pursued by the
Obama administration, the “Trump Shocks” are felt in almost all aspects of
the US foreign policy. Without exception, the “Trump Shocks” have become
a major variable that promotes adjustment of the regional order in the Asia-
Pacific. In March of 2017, Susan Thornton, US Acting Assistant Secretary
of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs put it flatly that the Asia-Pacific
Rebalancing Strategy had come to an end. At the end of 2017, the Trump
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administration officially issued the National Security Strategy of the USA,
indicating the completion of adjustment of the Trump administration foreign
strategy, which has officially begun to promote the Indo-Pacific strategy.
As a result, what impacts the Indo-Pacific strategy of the US would have on
the adjustment trend of the regional order in the Asia-Pacific are worth our
close attention.

I. Reflections of the “Trump Shocks”

Compared with the Asia-Pacific strategies successively pursued by
the Obama administration, such as “Return to Asia” and the “Asia-Pacific
Rebalancing”, as well as the relatively combined economic, political
and security measures taken by the Obama administration, the Trump
administration lacks a complete Asia-Pacific strategy. Although Trump has
abandoned the Asia-Pacific strategy pursued by the Obama administration,
he has yet to work out his own. In addition, the economic, political and
security measures taken by the Trump administration are not co-related,
but rather contradict with each other sometimes. Specifically, the “Trump
Shocks” on the US Asia-Pacific strategy are reflected in strategic objective,
strategic resources, and strategic means.

First, the US strategic objective has been transformed to “strength first”
from “status first”. The strategic goal of the US in the Asia-Pacific is subject
to its global strategic objective, with a focus on ensuring the evolution of the
regional order in the Asia-Pacific will not undermine America’s dominance in
the region. However, the two US administrations disagreed with each other
in cognition of the US strategic goal in the region. The strategic goal of the
Obama administration in the Asia-Pacific mainly involved maintaining the US
dominance in the region, which was based on the advantages the US possessed
in multilateral international systems, while the Trump administration puts
less emphasis on American international leadership, but focuses on boosting
American advantages in strength as a primary strategic objective. As a result,
under the “Trump Shocks”, the US strategic objective has been transformed
from “status first” to “strength first”.

Second, its strategic resources have changed from “multi-party
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financing” to “self-reliance”. For the US, its strategic resources have not
only come from itself, but also from its allies and partners. In the Asia-
Pacific region, alliance and partnerships are important strategic resources
of the US. During the Obama administration, in order to get supports from
its allies and partners, the US was somewhat willing to make compromise
to them so as to coordinate their efforts for supporting American strategy.
Nonetheless, the Trump administration has believed more in itself with
regard to strategic resources, while relatively neglecting the roles of its
allies and partners, which has, to some extent, not only weakened its
capacity in strategic mobilization, but also restrained the US’ ability to
reshape the regional order.

Third, its strategic means have turned from “multilateralism” to
“bilateralism”. In applying strategic means, the Obama administration was
much different from the Trump administration. Firstly, the strategic means
taken by the Obama administration manifested a clear multilateralism.
Secondly, the Obama administration engaged in both power competition and
institutional competition. In contrast, the Trump administration differs much
from the Obama administration in applying strategic means. Firstly, the
Trump administration belittles multilateralism, while preferring bilateralism
and “oligopolism”. Secondly, the Trump administration has attached more
importance to power competition at the cost of institutional competition.
As the Trump administration is in favor of power politics and power
competition, it lacks patience in building international rules. Therefore, the
Trump administration has less enthusiasm than the Obama administration
in institutional competition, which has reduced the pressure on the Asia-
Pacific countries in institutional competition.

In sum, the Trump administration has made a major adjustment to the
Asia-Pacific strategy pursued by the Obama administration, which has
changed the US’s strategic objectives, strategic resources and strategic
means in its strategy toward the region, clearly reflecting the “Trump
Shocks”. These shocks not only have affected the US policies toward
the regional countries, but also will produced systematic impacts on the
regional situations and adjustment of the regional order. The “Trump
Shocks” have mainly resulted from his adjustment of American strategic
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orientation. Under the overall strategic emphasis on “America First”, the
Trump administration’s Asia-Pacific strategy is characterized by “domestic
first”, “strength first”, “economy first” and “China first”.

II. The “Trump Shocks” on Regional Order in the Asia-Pacific

Under the impacts of the “Trump Shocks”, changes will take place in
adjustment of the regional order in the Asia-Pacific. From the current Asia-
Pacific strategy or policy pursued by the Trump administration, the impacts
of the “Trump Shocks” on the adjustment of the regional order are seen in
three aspects.

First, the US’ influence over the regional order in the Asia-Pacific is
reducing. The US is a major factor that affects adjustment of the regional
order in the Asia-Pacific, which is shown in three respects. First, the rise
or fall of American strength; second, whether the US’ relationship with
its allies and partners will remain strong or become weak; and third,
what strategy the US is to pursue toward the Asia-Pacific. As the US’s
influence over the regional order in the Asia-Pacific depends heavily
upon its capability and will, the indifference of the Trump administration
toward the multilateral institutions in the Asia-Pacific has much crippled
the influence of the US over the regional institutions in the Asia-Pacific.
Despite the efforts by the Trump administration to boost American strength,
overlooking its allies and the international institutions is likely to weaken
the US’ ability to mobilize international efforts, thus resulting in the decline
of strategic resources the US could actually depend on. The selfish policy
the current US administration is pursuing has much weakened its ability
of international mobilization in the Asia-Pacific, as its allies and partners
have become more reluctant in supporting the US strategy. Therefore, the
US’ influence over the regional order in the Asia-Pacific will decrease
accordingly.

Second, the US’ waning efforts in institutional competition has slowed
down adjustment of the regional order in the Asia-Pacific. In future,
whether adjustment of the regional order in the Asia-Pacific is determined
by power gaming or by institutional competition will be an indivisible part
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of the evolving regional order. In contrast to those research and analysis
on the evolution of the regional order from the perspective of power
gaming in the past, the recent research and analysis has focused more on
the institutional competition. Adjustment of the regional order usually
begins with power gaming and ends up in institution building. In regional
institutional competition, the Trump administration is short of achievements
compared with the Obama administration, which has added impetus to the
decline of institutional competition between the US and China in the Asia-
Pacific. As institutional competition is marginalized, the influence of power
competition is currently growing over the regional order in the Asia-Pacific,
which will, to some extent, slow down adjustment of the regional order in
the Asia-Pacific.

Third, the implementation of the Indo-Pacific strategy exerts an
increasing impact on the regional order of the Asia-Pacific. Major powers,
such as China, the US, India, Japan and Russia, are found in the Asia-
Pacific. In addition to China and the US, Russia, Japan and India also
have considerable influence over the regional order in the Asia-Pacific.
Game-playing among these major powers has become an important factor
that affects adjustment of the regional order in the Asia-Pacific. With the
advance of the Indo-Pacific strategy, India’s influence over the regional
order in the Asia-Pacific will grow. Although the Indo-Pacific strategy
pursued by the Trump administration is believed to be a show rather than
a concrete strategy, its strategic objective is obvious. The US attempts to
rope India in to contain China. If the Indo-Pacific replaces the Asia-Pacific
as a new geopolitical region, the regional order of the Asia-Pacific will
be changed to the regional order of the Indo-Pacific. However, given the
cultural differences between South Asia and East Asia, in addition to factors
such as limited economic ties and game-playing among major powers, we
can be sure the prospect that the regional order of the Indo-Pacific will
replace the regional order of the Asia-Pacific is rather dim. Even so, the
impacts wrought by the advance of the Indo-Pacific strategy on the regional
order of the Asia Pacific should not be overlooked.
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II1. Some Reflections on China’s Response

China is not only a major country in the Asia-Pacific, but also a key
force in re-building the regional order. Given the important impacts
wrought by the US-China competition on building the regional order in
the Asia-Pacific, China should as well do something in adjustment of the
regional order in the Asia-Pacific in responding to the “Trump Shocks”. As
adjustment of the regional order is mainly affected by such factors as game-
playing among major powers, the small and medium-sized countries staying
closely together for self-protection and the evolution of the regional norms,
China should conform to the trend and work with the small and medium-
sized countries to jointly promote the reshaping and improving of the
regional order to face the “Trump Shocks” on the regional order.

First, for “domestic first” upheld by the Trump administration, China
may strengthen coordination with other major powers like Russia, Japan and
India to enhance China’s influence in “major country coordination” for re-
building the regional order in the Asia-Pacific. Second, for “strength first”,
China may make efforts to increase its influence over reshaping regional
institutions based on strength transformation, while accumulating its own
strength. Third, for “economic first”, China may do more to consolidate the
foundation of common economic interests with other regional countries.
Fourth, for “China first”, China may do its best to gain supports from other
regional countries to mitigate the pressure of facing the US alone.

(The author is an Associate Professor from the Institute of International
Relations of China Foreign Affairs University. This article was received on
May 5, 2019.)
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