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A Soft Pivot to Asia 
Managing the Strategic Dilemma in Sino-American Relations 
 
China’s rise has alarmed U.S. allies in East Asia, which seek security assurances from the 
United States. By increasing support for its allies, Washington risks provoking China, which is 
sensitive to U.S. presence in the region. A strategic dilemma therefore emerges in which 
reassuring one party alarms the other. The United States should implement a soft pivot that 
emphasizes small, capacity-building bases over traditional large military bases in order to 
reassure allies, avoid provoking Beijing, and deter Chinese adventurism. 
!
!
!
Introduction 

China’s rise represents a dramatic shift in the global economic and geopolitical landscape. It is 
therefore unsurprising that China’s rise also presents an “unprecedented challenge” for the 
United States.1 
 
Policymakers in Washington currently face the dual challenges of reassuring U.S. allies in East 
Asia nervous about the potential for Chinese aggression and reassuring policymakers in Beijing 
nervous about U.S. containment. At the same time, the United States must increase China’s stake 
in a world system created largely without Beijing’s counsel or consent while deterring possible 
Chinese aggression. 
 
If the United States does not adequately commit to defending its allies, they may bandwagon 
with China or begin an arms buildup. Failure to commit to the defense of allies also may 
embolden Beijing. Conversely, if the United States commits too much, it risks entrapment by 
allies eager to advance territorial claims against China, possibly igniting a cold or hot war in 
Asia. 
 
Current U.S. policy toward China, the Rebalance to Asia, does not take this strategic dilemma 
into account. It emphasizes the military dimension and lacks diplomatic coherence, risking 
entrapment while pushing allies toward an arms buildup. At the same time, the rebalance is seen 
by Beijing as a thinly veiled form of containment, threatening a spiral into conflict. 
 
Instead, the United States should take engage in a soft pivot to Asia that fully takes the strategic 
dilemma into account. This policy advocates a more limited military presence in East Asia that 
eschews traditional large military bases in favor of smaller, capacity-building bases. These bases 
would continue to effectively deter possible Chinese aggression while reassuring Beijing of 
Washington’s defensive motives. The soft pivot would also call for strong diplomatic 
coordination to ease the fears of insecure allies while transforming U.S. presence in the region. 
Overall, the soft pivot addresses the strategic dilemma by carefully balancing military and 
diplomatic commitments for U.S. allies while reassuring policymakers in Beijing.  
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China Ascendant 
   

The Chinese people have stood up! 

                       − Mao Zedong, 19492 
 
In 1949, Mao Zedong’s famous words rang true in the minds of the majority of Chinese, if not 
for the Chinese Nationalists and their allies. Today, the world would agree with Mao’s words. 
The evidence for China’s rise is astonishing, and its implications are unsettling for the United 
States and established regional powers. 
 
 
Perennial Year of the Bull Market 

 
Since 1980, China’s economy has soared from just under 2.2 percent of global GDP based on 
purchasing power parity to over 14.3 percent in 2011.3 With this dramatic rise, China has gone 
from being the world’s eleventh-largest economy to being its second-largest, surpassing Japan in 
2010.4 At the same time, China’s participation in world trade and its overall importance to the 
global economy has ballooned as it has become the world’s top creditor and a magnet for foreign 
direct investment.5 These trends are projected to continue into the future, with China predicted to 
surpass the United States as the world’s largest economy in 2019.6 China’s position as an 
emerging global economic superpower grants it substantial leverage in its foreign relations, 
especially over economically dependent neighbors and countries reliant on Chinese credit and 
investment.7 
 
 

Figure 1: China’s Growing GDP 
 

 
 
 
Burgeoning Military Might 
 
The past decades also have seen the rapid modernization of China’s military. Since 2006, 
China’s defense budget has more than doubled, with annual increases in military spending 
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consistently larger than its GDP growth.8 This funding has been used to develop its first aircraft 
carrier, as well as drones, stealth fighters, and anti-access area denial (A2AD) capabilities that 
are disquieting for China’s neighbors and the United States. Concern in Washington over 
China’s A2AD capabilities and its ability to infringe on U.S. freedom of navigation in the South 
and East China Seas has resulted in the development of such strategies as Air-Sea Battle, a 
strategy intended to destroy Chinese A2AD infrastructure, including military intelligence 
installations far inland, in the event of conflict.9 Beijing’s growing military capacities give it a 
greater ability to project power and influence in the Pacific and oppose U.S. and allied interests 
in East Asia. 
 
 

Figure 2: Chinese Military Expenditures 
 

 
 
 
Together, China’s growing economic and military power are a worrisome trend for its neighbors. 
Japan, Taiwan, and the Philippines—all major U.S. regional allies—have maritime territorial 
disputes with China and fear Beijing could use its expanding economic and military might to 
pursue its territorial claims in the region. These worries have resulted in a movement throughout 
the region for closer military and economic ties with the United States. 
 
 
  
Policy Challenge: A Strategic Dilemma 

 
In a perfect world you could [deepen relations with China and traditional U.S. allies] 
simultaneously without conflict, but in practice, whatever you do with one side, the other 
side sees it as being done against them. 

          − Ely Ratner, Center for a New American Security10 
 
The United States faces a strategic dilemma in East Asia. On one hand, its allies seek reassurance 
due to the rise of China. On the other hand, China, a nervous rising power, is sensitive to U.S. 
involvement in the region. U.S. foreign policymakers must consider both perspectives in order to 
devise the best possible solution.  
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Insecure Allies 
 
A militarily bulked-up China presents new limitations and risks for the other Asia Pacific 
countries, especially those that have strategic disputes with the PRC. 

         − Denny Roy, International Relations and Security Network 11 
  
China’s rise has left its neighbors feeling vulnerable. Its rapidly modernizing military 
overshadows others in the region both in size and in spending. Others in the region except Japan 
are dwarfed by China’s military, and all are inextricably linked to China’s economy, prompting 
fears that Beijing “will take economic advantage to control them.”12 
 
East Asian countries seek reassurance from the United States that China’s rise will not lead to 
their marginalization. Economic initiatives like the Trans-Pacific Partnership have gained 
support as countries seek to reduce their dependence on China and draw closer to the United 
States economically.13 Traditional U.S. allies in the region have also sought stronger military ties 
with Washington. The Philippines, for example, has allowed rotational deployments by 
American forces in its military bases for the first time since it closed U.S. bases there in 1991.14 
Meanwhile, talks have begun to create a military relationship with Vietnam, a development that 
would have been shocking a decade earlier.15  
 
Allies present the United States with three distinct perils in the emerging strategic dilemma. 
 

• Bandwagoning. Should the United States fail to adequately reassure its allies in East 
Asia, its allies could bandwagon with China and threaten U.S. interests in the region. As 
Henry Kissinger said, “if leaders around the world… assume that the U.S. lacked either 
the force or the will… they will accommodate themselves to the dominant trend.”16 
While bandwagoning is less likely in countries that view China as having bellicose 
intentions, if they were to view the United States as unable or unwilling to act as a 
reliable balancer, then the possibility of bandwagoning would increase dramatically.17 
 

• Arms Buildup. If allies view the United States as unable to guarantee their security and do 
not see bandwagoning with China as a possibility, then they are likely to build up their 
own military capabilities—and may even pursue a nuclear deterrent.18 Such an arms 
buildup would create “a destabilizing security dilemma” in East Asia.19 

 
• Moral Hazard. Finally, the United States also could overcommit to its allies, which could 

encourage them to engage in risky behavior with China. Such behavior would greatly 
increase the possibility of war, while guaranteeing that the United States would be drawn 
into any conflict.  

 
The key to balancing this strategic dilemma is to consider not only the responses of U.S. allies, 
but also of China. 
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Insecure China 
 
China’s perceived sense of insecurity will likely intensify as the United States continues 
to deepen its diplomatic, economic, and military engagement in Asia. 

          − Ely Ratner, Center for a New American Security20 
 
While officially “China welcome[s] the United States as an Asia-Pacific nation that contributes 
to peace, stability, and prosperity in the region,” below the surface is an enduring belief that the 
United States intends “to build a ‘crescent’ containment circle against China.”21 Thus, U.S. 
attempts to reassure its allies could be interpreted, whether rightly or not, as attempts to contain 
China and could produce a backlash. 
 
Beijing’s insecurity is rooted in several concerns. This insecurity partly originates from the close 
presence of U.S. troops and naval forces. And this anxiety multiplies when combined with the 
perceived willingness of the United States to interfere in what China views as its internal affairs, 
namely relations between Beijing and Taipei. China is also insecure in the vital area of 
international trade due its reliance on the United States to protect international shipping lanes.22 
Finally, fear of domestic instability fuels an underlying sense of insecurity in Chinese 
Communist Party leaders that permeates Chinese foreign policy.23 
 
In this dimension of the strategic dilemma, China presents two distinct threats to the United 
States. 
 

• Emboldened China. If the United States does not adequately commit to preserving the 
status quo in East Asia, China would have the opportunity, without the deterring presence 
of the United States, to remake the region to its own liking. This shift would be a far-
reaching and possibly violent transformation, possibly resulting in restricted freedom of 
navigation in the East and South China Seas, the resolution of territorial conflicts 
(including in Taiwan) in China’s favor, and a severe loss of influence for the United 
States throughout the region.  
 

• Zero-sum mentality. If the United States reassures allies with a muscular strategy of 
containment, then China could react strongly as it tries to again “root out imperialist 
oppression.”24 In containing China, the United States would eliminate the advantages that 
Beijing has enjoyed from largely accepting the Western world order and could lead China 
to attempt to establish its own. Furthermore, overt containment would reinforce Beijing’s 
sense of insecurity, leading it to redouble its efforts to modernize and strengthen its 
military. Altogether, this would lead to the onset of a zero-sum mentality and possibly 
spiral into open conflict. 

 
The United States faces a strategic dilemma in East Asia: it seeks to reassure both its allies and 
China, but is unable to do both. Therefore, a successful foreign policy needs to strike a careful 
balance between competing objectives by reassuring allies without alarming China. 
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A Problematic Pivot: The Obama Administration’s Rebalance to Asia 
   

The way that was handled – the so-called “Pivot to Asia” – there was all sorts of nice 
talk about understanding the need to balance these things but… it didn’t come off very 
well. 

       − Dr. Schuyler Foerster, Eisenhower Center for Space and Defense Studies25 
 
Current U.S. policy in East Asia is the Rebalance to Asia. While first announced by Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton in 2011, the three dimensions of the rebalance—military, economic, and 
diplomatic—largely represent a continuation of policies developed over the past 20 years. As 
currently conceived, U.S. policy has several weaknesses. First, it provides an almost irrevocable 
commitment to our allies. Second, it fails to back up that action with diplomatic language, 
creating a moral hazard of confrontational behavior within allied militaries while at the same 
time encouraging rearmament among politicians. Third, it fails to take into account the second 
portion of the strategic dilemma, the need to reassure China, which threatens to create a zero-
sum mentality and to spiral into open rivalry. 
 
 
Military Dimensions of the Rebalance 
 
While reassuring U.S. allies, the military portion of the rebalance has led China to feel 
increasingly insecure and risks a Sino-American conflict. The United States has worked 
successfully to strengthen security alliances in the region, especially with Japan and the 
Philippines, both of which feel threatened due to ongoing territorial disputes with Beijing. 
Washington has been supportive of Japan, explicitly stating that the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu 
Islands are included in the Japan-U.S. Mutual Defense Treaty.26 The United States also has made 
in-roads for a possible military partnership with Vietnam, which claims some of the disputed 
islands in the South China Sea.27 A new military base that will eventually house thousands of 
Marines has been established in Darwin, Australia, and “the Navy will reposture its forces from 
today’s roughly 50/50 percent split between the Pacific and the Atlantic to about a 60/40 split 
between those oceans.”28 Together, these policies have reassured allies—and alarmed Beijing. 
 
 
Economic and Diplomatic Dimensions of the Rebalance  
 
The heart of the economic dimension of the rebalance is the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), a 
free trade agreement, which includes key regional players such as Japan and Vietnam (the 
Philippines is also considering joining) and excludes China. This portion of the rebalance has 
stalled several times as issues arise in the negotiations and as members of the U.S. Congress seek 
to influence the talks by refusing to grant the president critical Trade Promotion Authority.29 
While incomplete and unsigned, the TPP has nonetheless magnified fears in Beijing that the 
United States is seeking to isolate it, pushing China toward a zero-sum stance. 
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The initial discussion of the plan also included support for human rights and democracy, but 
these measures—and the more diplomatic elements of the rebalance—have largely been 
jettisoned with budget cuts, the government shutdown, and inadequate political support.30  
 
In the implementation of the rebalance, coordination between the Departments of Defense and 
State has been poor, transforming the policy into a largely military affair.31 This failure in 
coordination has caused the military to strongly commit itself in an effort to reassure U.S. allies 
while those allies receive inconsistent diplomatic messages. For example, while the military is 
jointly developing a littoral combat ship with Japan, diplomats are expressing concern at the 
destabilizing effects of Tokyo’s rearmament.32 In response, allies have sought to balance China 
by building up their militaries, while at the same time engaging in risky behavior encouraged by 
their confidence in U.S. support.33 
 
 
 
Alternative Policy Responses 
  
The policymaking community has offered a number of alternative policy responses to confront 
the challenges posed by China’s rise. These alternatives can be grouped into three main 
categories of responses: (1) containment, (2) accommodation, and (3) disengagement. All of 
these policies fail to take the strategic dilemma into account and would therefore inadequately 
reassure U.S. allies, provoke China, or embolden one side. 
 
 

Table 1: Responses of Allies and China to U.S. Policy 
 

!  RESPONSES 

  Allies China 

U.S. 
POLICY 

OPTIONS 

Current 
Rebalance 

Arms buildup  
and moral hazard Zero-sum mentality 

Containment Moral hazard Zero-sum mentality 

Accommodation Arms buildup Emboldened 

Disengagement Bandwagoning Emboldened 

Soft Pivot Stability Stability 
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Containment  
 

[The United States] will put in place a containment policy, similar to the containment 
policy that we had against the Soviet Union in the Cold War, to prevent China from 
actually dominating Asia. 
                 − John Mearsheimer, Professor of Political Science, University of Chicago34 

 
The United States could choose a policy of robust containment against China. Under this policy, 
the United States would balance against China through close military alliances with others in the 
region, including, for example, Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, and perhaps Vietnam. An 
East Asian version of NATO would likely be created. At the same time, a policy of economic 
and diplomatic containment would isolate China from the rest of the world. 
 

• Strengths. Containment is supported by a vocal minority of policymakers and academics, 
who argue that “engagement is naïve and wishful thinking that constitutes a modern form 
of appeasement.”35 This policy has gained support recently in the wake of increasingly 
aggressive actions by Beijing in the South and East China Seas, such as China’s 
suspected use of a “salami-slicing” strategy to slowly yet persistently expand control over 
the South China Sea and its creation of an Air Defense Identification Zone over the East 
China Sea.36 

 
• Weaknesses. This policy assumes that China can be contained and fails to take into 

account its extensive connection to the international economy.37 From the point of view 
of the strategic dilemma, containment also fails, since it not only creates a moral hazard 
for allies, but also risks sparking a conflict between the United States and China. 

 
 
Accommodation  
 

Mr. Obama should say he is willing to negotiate a new security arrangement in Asia that 
accords China a bigger share of regional leadership… 
              − Hugh White, Professor of Strategic Studies, Australian National University38 

  
The United States could instead accommodate China’s interests in East Asia. By acceding to 
some of China’s demands, the United States would allow the rising power the room it needs to 
feel secure. This policy could take a variety of forms, but would certainly include 
accommodating some of China’s claims in the South and East China Seas.39 China’s maritime 
borders would likely be allowed to de facto expand past the de jure international maritime 
boundary of 12 miles from shore.40 In addition to concessions on China’s periphery, Beijing 
would be granted additional opportunities to lead in global bodies such as the UN and IMF. 
 

• Strengths. Accommodation is supported by policymakers and academics who believe 
that, once appeased, China will be largely content with the current world order. These 
policymakers find the current rebalance overly antagonistic and likely to lead to war. 
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• Weaknesses. Accommodation would be unsuccessful for two key reasons. First, U.S. 
allies in the region would likely view this policy as worse than abandonment. Even with a 
continued military presence in allied countries, U.S. credibility would be undermined, 
leading American allies to bandwagon with China or, if that is not possible, to build up 
their military capacity. Second, U.S. and international freedom of navigation in the region 
would be threatened. The United States has staunchly defended its freedom of navigation 
for decades, and a failure to do so on China’s periphery would have manifold 
consequences around the globe.  

 
 
Disengagement 
 

If the U.S. steps back, it will see that it has a lot more options. You let the contending 
regional forces play out against each other and then you can then tilt the balance. 

        − C. Raja Mohan, Senior Fellow at the Center for Policy Research41 

 
The United States also could pursue a policy of disengagement. In this policy, the U.S. military 
would withdraw nearly all forces from the region and engage instead in a policy of “offshore 
balancing” meant to add flexibility and freedom of action to U.S. military strategy. The United 
States would, in most versions of this policy, still balance against potential aggressors, but 
without alliance commitments that might drag the United States in unwanted conflicts.  
 

• Strengths. Supporters of disengagement view the current U.S. position as restricting its 
strategic options. Disengagement would not only return the initiative to the United States, 
but it would also allow military spending to be brought in line with budget realities in 
Washington. 

 
• Weaknesses. The policy of disengagement fails to take the strategic dilemma into 

account. Without the reassuring presence of the United States, nervous allies would be 
driven to either bandwagon with China or begin an arms buildup. In both situations, 
tensions would escalate and the region would destabilize. Washington would also lose its 
ability to protect regional sea lanes, handicapping it in the event conflict broke out. 
Furthermore, under this policy China would be given free reign without the United 
States’ deterring presence, leading to a region where the United States can do little to 
advance its interests.  

 
Containment, accommodation, disengagement, and the current rebalance to Asia all fail to 
consider the full implications of the strategic dilemma, by either inadequately reassuring U.S. 
allies or China.  
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Policy Recommendation: Soft Pivot 
 
Unlike the current rebalance, which emphasizes reassuring U.S. allies over China, the soft pivot 
would balance the two objectives. A soft pivot would involve continued U.S. support of allies, 
but rely more on diplomacy and deterrence than a large American military presence in East Asia. 
At the same time, Washington would work to reassure China and increase the benefits it accrues 
from continuing to support the current world order.  
 
 
Small Footprint Military and Clear Diplomacy 
 
There are three central elements in the soft pivot. First, the soft pivot would deemphasize the 
large, permanent military bases that have been the norm in East Asia since the 1950s in favor of 
smaller, capacity-building bases that, while still reassuring allies of U.S. commitment to the 
region, would also mitigate Beijing’s fears of U.S. encirclement. Second, clear diplomatic 
communication with both China and allies confirm U.S. commitment and draw explicit lines 
that, if crossed by China, would trigger U.S. involvement and a more robust military presence in 
the region. Third, this policy would continue to favor regional trade agreements, with the 
opportunity for China to join or create side agreements, thereby deepening Beijing’s stake in the 
international system. 
 

1. Small, capacity-building bases. A soft pivot would involve constructing small, capacity-
building military bases in allied countries in lieu of traditional large bases. This strategy 
would: 

 
• Signal U.S. commitment to maintain a presence in the region and represent a 

down payment on more robust assistance should China prove hostile in the future.  
 

• Serve as a deterrent to China by ensuring a permanent U.S. military presence in a 
large number of states in the region, increasing the likelihood that any disputes 
would involve a state with close connections to the U.S. military.   
 

• Complicate China’s anti-access strategy by forcing Beijing to attack installations 
in multiple countries in order to degrade U.S. military capability, thereby 
increasing the likelihood that a conflict with the United States would affect and 
alienate others in the region. 
 

• Allow the United States to keep the bulk of its forces outside the region, 
decreasing the likelihood that China could inflict a crippling blow in the initial 
phase of a conflict. Basing the majority of U.S. forces in the Eastern Pacific also 
would complicate the ability of China to target U.S. forces and leave Beijing with 
the dangerous option of attacking installations on the U.S. homeland, which 
would raise the specter of conflict and nuclear escalation.  
 

• Be less threatening to China, despite the military benefits to the United States 
outlined above, as Washington would maintain a comparatively smaller military 
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presence on Beijing’s doorstep, making it much harder for Beijing to view or 
portray itself as being militarily surrounded.   

This policy does not require immediately dismantling large military bases in South Korea 
and Japan. In both cases, Beijing would perceive the swift withdrawal of troops as U.S. 
weakness, destabilizing the region. 42  However, moving forward, this policy would 
recommend increasingly defensive, supportive roles for these bases and that future base 
relocations take the opportunity to decrease forward-deployed troop levels.43 

 
2. Diplomatic clarity. A strong diplomatic commitment is essential to reassure allies and 

create effective deterrence. This approach would require coordination and cooperation 
between the Departments of State and Defense that has been notably absent in the 
rebalance. All parts of the government “have to be saying the same things.”44 The soft 
pivot requires clarity in diplomacy concerning not only U.S. commitments, but also 
actions that China could take that the United States would deem unacceptable, making 
unambiguous what actions would trigger U.S. involvement.  
 
In the current rebalance to Asia, there has been a strong tendency toward vagueness, with 
official language filled with general principles like “economic engagement” and “rules 
and norms” rather than specific policies.45 This ambiguity has proven harmful to the 
policy’s success as policymakers and pundits are able to twist the rebalance to fit their 
visions of U.S. foreign policy.46 Without strong diplomatic language guaranteeing a 
continued U.S. commitment to East Asia, the soft pivot could be construed by allies as 
abandonment and by China as weakness. 
 

3. Economic integration. The soft pivot would support continued economic integration with 
the region as a whole and with China in particular. In general, the economic dimensions of 
the rebalance would be sustained, but with greater Chinese involvement. Economic 
engagement increases the benefits China receives from continuing to support the status 
quo, while the close bilateral economic relationship acts as “ballast” for Sino-American 
relations and “creates moderation,” stifling the risk of conflict.47 

 
A soft pivot, unlike containment, accommodation, disengagement, and the current rebalance, 
strikes the appropriate balance between reassuring U.S. allies and reassuring China. Through 
reducing forward force deployment, greater diplomatic clarity, and economic engagement, the 
soft pivot allows the United States to mitigate the strategic dilemma it currently faces. 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The United States faces a strategic dilemma in East Asia. Not only is Washington in the difficult 
business of reassuring insecure allies, but it also must avoid unduly antagonizing a nervous 
China. Achieving these aims is hampered by the fact that in reassuring one, the United States 
alarms the other.  
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The soft pivot would simultaneously reassure U.S. allies and Beijing, while continuing to deter 
possible Chinese aggression. By implementing this policy, the United States can best promote 
stability, peace, and prosperity in East Asia. 
!
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