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POSTURE IN ASIA

Introduction

The return of Donald Trump to the White House has already led many countries in Asia
to prepare for a period of uncertainty and unpredictability in American policy making.
Asia is the primary site of the unfolding great power rivalry between China and the
United States. The former is Asia’s foremost economic power with a history of being
able to exert influence as far away as the Eastern coast of Africa when the fabled
Admiral Zhang He led his seven voyages.! The latter is a more recent presence in the
region but one that has shaped itself into a major player in the region, nevertheless,
through its economic and military might and the ability to project power to places far
from its shores. The Lowy Institute’s Asia Power Index ranks the United States as the

most powerful military power in Asia, followed by the People’s Republic of China.?
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Figure 1: Voyages of Zhang He?®

Following the birth of the People’s Republic in 1949, the threat of American Imperialism
has often troubled its leaders, starting from Mao, and it has often found itself embroiled
in efforts to thwart American military action in Asia since, whether in Korea in the 1950s
or Vietnam a few decades later. The rapprochement between the two, caused by a
mutual suspicion of the USSR in 1972, saw the two powers grow closer. This trend
was kept largely intact under Mao’s successors such as Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin
and Hu Jintao, as Beijing prioritised economic development over confrontation.
However, this largely peaceful period of cooperation and opening up also saw periods
of tension and confrontation, such as the third Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1995-96.# Under
Xi Jinping, however, China has grown to be more assertive across the region, from the
border with India and the South China Sea to the Taiwan Straits. The US ‘pivot’ to
Asia, started under President Barack Obama in 2011°, sought to increase American
engagement with Asian states and make up for the neglect the region had suffered in
American policymaking in the recent past. This set the US on a confrontation course
with the PRC, an intensified trend under subsequent US presidents. As China seeks to
continue its rise, it will naturally seek to assert itself in Asia first and do so in a myriad

of ways.
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Chinese Strategic Posture in Asia from 1949-2013: From Assertiveness to

Accommodation

Following their victory in the civil war in 1949, the foreign policy of the People’s
Republic of China was very much formulated by its leader, Mao Zedong. Mao identified
the United States as the PRC’s principal threat both ideologically and because of the
support the United States provided to the Kuomintang (KMT) as well as its network of
bases, which Mao believed were meant to encircle the PRC.® This anti-US stance was
acted on when the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) was sent into Korea in support of
the communists, even as the USSR advised against this. While Mao’s decision to
intervene in the Korean War saved the Communist government in Pyongyang and
China’s north western border, it solidified American thinking that China represented a
serious threat in Asia and the need to secure Taiwan against a communist assault.
Mao continued opposing American actions by providing support to North Vietnam. The
emergence of cracks in the relationship with the USSR and the US’s desire to draw
down the conflict in Vietham meant that the two would eventually reconcile, driven by
their mutual mistrust of the USSR, but Taiwan remained a sticking point. Beyond rivalry
with the US, the PRC also continued to assert itself regionally under Mao, expanding
into Tibet and Xinjiang in the late 1950s and later fighting a border conflict with India in
1962 wherein the PLA emerged victorious. This pattern of extending Beijing’s reach in
Asia while asserting itself through the use of military force was thus visible throughout
the early years of the PRC, from Korea to Vietham and India to Taiwan and even in
limited border skirmishes against the USSR in 1969.

Following Mao Zedong’s death in 1976 and the rise of Deng Xiaoping in 1978, China
took a more economy-centric approach to its foreign policy. Deng sought to lead China
down a path of modernisation and economic growth by absorbing technology from the
West. This, however, did not mean that China was scaling back its willingness to
engage in conflict to assert its will. This period coincided with a relative improvement in
US-Soviet relations as the USSR sought to counter growing Sino-US closeness (which
was interrupted due to Nixon’s ouster following the Watergate scandal). Having signed
the Helsinki agreement with the West, the Soviets, under Leonid Brezhnev, shifted
their attention to the East and announced that a greater part of the expanded defence
budget would go to the Soviet Far East.” The fear of Soviet encirclement was also a

concern on China’s southern front, where an American withdrawal from Vietnam in
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1973 meant the pro-Soviet regime of Northern Vietham had emerged victorious.
Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia to overthrow the Khmer Rouge alarmed China, which
launched itself into an attack on its communist neighbour in order to “teach Vietnam a
lesson”.? China’s willingness to act against its neighbours when it felt its interests were
threatened showcased that Beijing would use force against anyone, even erstwhile
allies like the USSR and Vietnam if it felt its fundamental interests were being
threatened. In the case of Vietnam, it was possible that Chinese leaders saw that the
prospect of a Vietham, allied with Cambodia would threaten Beijing’s ability to exert

influence in Laos, Cambodia and Indochina at large and acted accordingly.

The war with Vietnam was the last major war that the PLA fought as the party-state
increasingly focused on ensuring the success of the opening up and reform period to
bring economic prosperity to China. Internal issues such as the 1989 Tiananmen
Square protests were dealt with in brutal ways as party bosses sought to ensure that
economic reforms did not translate into greater calls for political reform and democracy.
The slogan “hide your strength, bide your time” may have been coined by Deng
Xiaoping, but as seen in Vietnam, he was more than willing to exercise military force to
ensure China’s core interests were not compromised. His successors, Jiang Zemin and
Hu Jintao, oversaw the period from 1993 to 2013, and a period in foreign policy was
more in line with the slogan of Deng Xiaoping. Apart from the third Taiwan Straits’ crisis
in 1995-96, there were few instances of China seeking to aggressively assert itself as a
leading global power. This is understandable, given the global situation at the time, as
the US had emerged as the world’s sole superpower following the end of the Cold War
and the dissolution of the USSR in 1991. It was hardly a surprise then that China did
not seek to antagonise the global order, especially after withessing the display of
American military superiority in the two Gulf Wars. Their ascension to the World Trade
Organisation (WTO) in 2001 also meant that the wave of globalisation that followed the
end of the Cold War allowed China to expand their economy by exporting large
amounts of cheap consumer goods, and China was dubbed as “the factory of the
worlds”. This period saw China largely focus on “peaceful development”, as phrased by
President Hu Jintao. China also sought to mend ties with its neighbours during this
period, working to improve ties with India, Vietham, Russia and others. It also
increased its participation in regional initiatives such as the ASEAN Regional Forum
(ARF) and the Six-party talks over the Korean peninsula and launched initiatives of its

own, such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO), to combat regional
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issues such as religious extremism.® This period of relative calm and low-profile
Chinese strategic posturing in Asia ended when Xi Jinping began his tenure as leader

of the PRC in 2013, and China’s actions in the region became increasingly assertive.

Chairman Xi and the Return to Assertiveness

The 2008 global financial crisis exposed the underlying flaws in the economies of many
Western states, and China’s relatively strong performance increased the confidence of
Chinese elites. However, President Hu Jintao continued to walk a tightrope between
moderation and assertion. President Xi Jinping has sought to change this approach
and shift the nature of Chinese foreign policymaking from being a reactive one to one
that seeks to shape the global situation through initiatives such as the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI)'® and more. He has also sought to be more assertive in safeguarding
China’s national interests from Taiwan to the South China Sea (SCS) and enforcing its
perceptions along the Line of Actual Control (LAC), as seen in the exercises around
Taiwan, buildup in the SCS and the many standoffs between the PLA and India since
2013. Xi has also pushed China to achieve its dream of “National Rejuvenation”!!, a
move which can be viewed as trying to enforce a vision of the global order where in
China, or “Zhongguo” (the “Middle Kingdom”)*? plays a more central role in global
affairs by growing stronger domestically. While theoretical arguments about the
thinking which drives Chinese foreign policy-making are beyond the scope of this
paper, the shift in China’s strategic posture from one of moderation to assertion is

undeniable.

Since 2013, Xi has made a number of moves to strengthen China’s position in Asia by
forming a close partnership with Russia in the wake of the war In Ukraine, signed a
strategic partnership with Iran in 2021 to increase cooperation across various sectors*?
and has been a traditional backer of North Korea on the Peninsula. While these
partnerships are far from a coherent alliance along the lines of NATO, they show the
increasing value China places on building ties with anti-American forces in Asia.
Beyond these, Beijing has upped its engagement with the Taliban since its return to
power in Kabul and became the first country in the world to recognise the Taliban
government in 2023.1* Pakistan, another traditional partner, continues to see large
amounts of military and, more crucially, economic support from Beijing despite

Islamabad’s myriad of political and security issues, which have claimed Chinese lives
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on more than one occasion. Many of the countries which have good relations with the
US, on the other hand, have been on the receiving end of an increasingly assertive
PLA. Japan’s Coast Guard recorded 1,287 instances of Chinese government vessels
operating around the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands over 352 days in 2023.1°
Taiwan’s military has similarly seen record levels of PLA activity in the Taiwan Straits
with over 3000 PLA Air Force (PLAAF) flights into Taiwan’s Air Defence Identification
Zone (ADIZ) in 2024.1¢ Finally, the Philippines has recently been involved in a naval
tussle with the PLA over the Second Thomas Shoal, where the resupply of a grounded
Philippines warship has been an issue of contestation.!’” This is in the larger context of
China’s expansion of artificial islands in the SCS, which has allowed it to position itself
as the dominant military power in these crucial waters. It has also led to an uptick in
tensions with other claimants, such as Vietnam and Malaysia, which have their own

interests in the region.

This assertiveness is also reflected in China’s moves to launch global initiatives such
as the Global Security Initiative (GSI), Global Development Initiative (GDI) and the
Global Civilisation Initiative (GCI). These initiatives, while not well-defined policies (at
least in public), represent Beijing’s attempt to try and shape the global debate on
reforming the world order, presenting an alternative vision to the existing order.
Ranging from promoting the concept of ‘indivisible security’, promoting the
advancement of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and allowing states to pursue
modernisation without external interference, the initiatives are broad and generic. This
broad framing, however, means that most non-Western states will either support or not
openly oppose these initiatives and with time, Beijing can develop these ideas further
to position itself in a more leading role in reforming the global order. The focus on
“allowing states to modernise without imposing social models on them”!8 can be seen
as a direct retort against the “universal values” such as democracy and freedom which
have been propagated by the US-led Western powers, particularly in the aftermath of
the Cold War. When speaking about the GSI, Xi urged that “we (states) must adhere to
the purposes and principles of the UN Charter, abandon the Cold War mentality,
oppose unilateralism, and not engage in group politics and camp confrontation”.'® This,
once again, is a reference to reject the US’s leadership as global hegemon and its
attempts to form close partnerships in Asia such as the QUAD. These three initiatives

must thus be viewed as part of China’s larger strategy to chip away at Western global
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leadership and to try and present China’s vision in the areas of global security,

development and cultural interactions.
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Figure 2: The Type 054A guided-missile frigate Yangzhou (Hull 578) attached to a
destroyer flotilla of the navy under the Chinese People's Liberation Army (PLA) Eastern
Theater Command.?°

Implications of a More Assertive China

China’s increasing assertiveness under Xi Jinping and the great power rivalry between
Beijing and Washington in Asia will have far-reaching consequences, presenting some
with the opportunity to play one power against the other while forcing some to pick a

side. Still, these will vary from country to country.

The ASEAN states, for instance, will be anxious given the disputes many of them have
with Beijing on the issue of the SCS, where the PLA continues to enforce China’s
views on the region even in defiance of international law and rulings. The prospect of a
full-scale invasion of Taiwan also threatens the unity of the grouping as differences
over how to respond may diminish ASEAN’s importance and even a breakup if the
differences are deep and irreconcilable. Japan is likely to continue its military build-up
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and aim to play a greater role in regional security, as Prime Minister Ishiba has stated
in the wake of increasing Chinese (and Russian) activity around the country?! and
North Korean missile activity. This stance is unlikely to change with the coming of
Trump and the accompanying unpredictability of his foreign policy on issues such as
American defence of Japan and Korean de-nuclearisation. On the Korean peninsula, a
growing partnership between North Korea and Russia complicates the situation as
presented with an alternative to its only traditional backer, Pyongyang may not be as
susceptible to Chinese pressure as before. Instability on the Korean peninsula goes
against China’s interests and will serve as a distraction; this provides a limited scope
for cooperation between China and South Korea, but the prospect of greater American
presence in South Korea would counter this. How China approaches the Korean
peninsula will depend on how the US acts and whether or not South Korea pursues its
own nuclear programme as some have advocated.?” Given the recent escalation in the
dispute, the issues between the Philippines and China are also likely to persist, further
complicating issues in the SCS and for ASEAN, where divisions between members will
likely deepen on the question of how to deal with China. Continued American
involvement in the SCS will also continue to invite increased Chinese deployments with
Beijing unlikely to be coerced in a region it sees as its backyard. Further West, Iran,
Russia and the Taliban will likely continue to grow closer to China, given its vast
economic resources and willingness to invest them in risky ventures and without the
accompanying conditions on human rights and democracy, which often accompanies

aid from global financial institutions and the Western powers.

Finally, China’s relations with regional powers, particularly India, are more complicated,
given that there is an overlap in interests in certain areas and a divergence in others.
There is scope for cooperation in areas like renewable energy, cooperation in
reshaping global multilateral institutions to be more reflective of the growing importance
of non-Western powers, etc. However, the recent thaw in Sino-Indian relations
following a disengagement agreement is unlikely to develop into a broader foundation
for cooperation between the two. Differences over their boundary, China’s persistent
opposition to India’s entry into the UN Security Council, blocking of Indian moves to
classify international terrorists as such at the UN and a general disagreement of their
respective roles on the global stage mean that a complete normalisation is unlikely in
the short to medium term. An increasingly assertive Beijing is likely to push India closer

to the West, and Indian policymakers must continue to utilise all instruments at their
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disposal, military, diplomatic and economic, to ensure India’s interests are not

compromised.

India’s Response

China’s growing willingness to resort to assertive means to enforce its interests
presents a challenge to India, which is the pre-eminent power in South Asia and the
Indian Ocean. These regions are extremely crucial for China as its western provinces,
Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR) and Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR),
share long borders here, and a large share of Chinese energy supplies come from the
Indian Ocean. China has long sought to secure its vital energy supplies given the
threat of interdiction in the Indian Ocean by the Indian or US Navy. This issue was
termed the “Malacca Dilemma” by former Chinese President, Hu Jintao.?® China has
also been a long-time supporter of Pakistan and, given the history of conflict between
India and Pakistan, a growing Sino-Pakistan axis presents a threat to India. China may
also seek to export its recently unveiled stealth fighter, the J-35, as it has done with
other equipment in the past.?* China has also been deploying naval assets to the
Indian Ocean with increasing frequency and conducting alleged seafloor mapping
exercises under the guise of “scientific research”. While the present scale of the PLA
Navy (PLAN) deployment to the Indian Ocean is not at a level where it can compete

with the Indian Navy, they are a cause for concern.

India’s response to China’s increasing assertiveness must be grounded in a realistic
assessment of the power imbalance between the two states in the economic, military
and diplomatic spheres. China has a much larger economy and military budget than
India and is further along in its reform process. These tools also mean that it makes for
a more attractive diplomatic partner for many states, particularly in the global south.
While this does not necessarily mean that India cannot stand up to China, it makes
crafting a response all the more complex. Firstly, India must ensure the security of its
interests in its neighbourhood. To do so, it must leverage historical ties with other
South Asian states and make use of regional groupings like BIMSTEC to further
regional integration and cooperation. It must cooperate with other powers, particularly
Japan, to mobilise the necessary finances to fund development projects across South
Asia, providing an alternative to Chinese financing. By tying its neighbours closer to

itself, India can ensure that its interests are not compromised. The ‘neighbourhood first’
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policy addresses this to an extent, but a joint development financing mechanism must
be developed within it. Secondly, India must recognise that China’s technological
advancements and reforms have given it a significant advantage in the military domain.
India must increase its defence budget, particularly the part which is dedicated to R&D.
This would ensure that India is ‘Atmanirbhar’ in the long run. Military reforms and
theaterisation must also be fast-tracked to afford the armed forces sufficient time to
adjust to the new command structures and train jointly. Finally, India must coordinate
actions with others like Japan, Philippines and other Asian states which have been at
the receiving end of China’s assertiveness. Doing so would allow others to fill the gaps

where India might be lacking, allowing the development of a coherent response policy.

Conclusion

Asia is increasingly becoming the centre of a rivalry between China and the United
States, and Beijing’s willingness to use force to assert its claims in the region
showcases a return to a more assertive stance, as was the case under Mao. This
assertiveness may reach an inflexion point in 2027 should the PLA feel it is ready to
force a reunification with Taiwan as Xi has instructed, and should a full-scale invasion
materialise, the consequences for regional and even global stability would be
catastrophic. Such a scenario is certainly not inevitable, and Beijing would undoubtedly
prefer to settle the reunification question peacefully. There is also the possibility that
the PLA may not feel it is ready to take on a combined Taiwanese-American defence of
the Island, considering the potential domestic ramifications of a defeat would be
tremendous. Trump’s unpredictability has added another disruptive force to an already
complex power balance in the region. Additionally, it is unlikely that China will back
down should it successfully take Taiwan and will likely pursue a further overhaul of the
global order to reshape it into something closer to its preferences. This, however, might
strain its presently close relations with states like Russia. Nevertheless, the presently
assertive shift in China’s foreign policy under Xi is here to stay, and China will continue
to enforce its views wherever it feels it will succeed. The question now is whether this
assertiveness will be focused on defending Chinese interests and the status quo or
whether Xi will view this as the opportune moment to try and upend the existing order

of things.
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