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Since the birth of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, differences in
political institutions and ideologies have strained the relationship between the
United States and China. Previous U.S. administrations have managed the
post-Cold War Sino-American relationship by combining elements of
“engagement,” meaning cooperation through diplomacy and economic
relations, and “containment,” or the maintenance of a military balance of
power. This paper offers a comparative analysis of U.S.-China policy during
the Obama administration and the pre-Obama, post-Cold War years, with a
major focus on the examination of how the Obama administration’s decisions
and rhetoric have influenced China’s behavior.

Introduction
For more than half a century, leaders of the People’s Republic of China have
challenged United States policymakers as their competitors and partners. The rapid
economic and military rise of China, still under a Communist dictatorship, in the past
decades has meant that the intentions behind its military growth have been a source of
international mistrust. Offensive realist scholars and security experts have claimed this
mistrust is leading these two nations into an inevitable “rivalry,”1 and the US should
prepare for China to someday challenge the US’ preponderance of influence in the AsiaPacific region and in the world. On the other hand, China has also acted as a partner for US
strategic interests. For instance, China is a major US bondholder, and is the US’s largest
trading partner outside its regional Free Trade zone, NAFTA.2 Businesses and dovish
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policymakers thus emphasize cooperation with China as critical for the US’ economic
growth and financial stability.3
Existing literature suggests that previous US administrations have managed the
post-Cold War Sino-American relationship by combining elements of “engagement,”
meaning cooperation through diplomacy and economic relations, and “containment,” or the
maintenance of a military balance of power. President Barack Obama, who assumed office
in 2009, attempted to balance both engagement and containment to gain cooperation from
China on pressing international issues such as the global financial crisis, nuclear nonproliferation in North Korea, and climate change. However, his high expectations and his
misunderstanding of Chinese intentions allowed accommodative American policies to be
passed. This empowered China to behave more assertively and expand its territories,
particularly in maritime regions.
This paper offers a comparative analysis of US-China policy during the Obama
administration and the pre-Obama, post-Cold War years, in order to discuss the successes
and failures of Obama’s China policy. In the first section, I will briefly outline the elements
of the engagement and containment policies during the Bill Clinton and George W. Bush
presidencies, relying largely on a framework outlined in Contest for Supremacy by
international relations scholar Aaron Friedberg. In the second section, I will analyze
Obama’s policy towards China since his inauguration using his speeches, statements, and
memoirs, and identify the similarities and differences between his and previous
administrations. The major focus of this paper will be an examination of how the Obama
administration’s decisions and rhetoric have influenced China’s behavior.
Historical Overview of US China Policy – “Congagement”4

Since the birth of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, differences in political
institutions and ideologies have strained the relationship between the United States and
China. Earlier in the Cold War, the US attempted to contain China purely to prevent the
3
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spread of Communist ideology in Asia. According to Robert Jervis, China’s participation in
the Korean War in 1950, the first proxy war between the Soviet Union and the U.S, made
the US start to perceive China as a threat.5 It is important to note that China was weak at
that time; the US’ primary enemy was the Soviet Union. In 1969, the Nixon administration
changed course from containment, and began to engage with China from a realpolitik
perspective. At that time, China and the Soviet Union were experiencing intense border
clashes, and tension between the two nations was rising. Henry Kissinger, then the US’
National Security Advisor, saw these disputes as an opportunity to break up the Sino-Soviet
Communist block, and sought to partner with China against the Soviet Union. According to
Friedberg, the “convergence of interest caused by the existence of a common enemy,”6 the
Soviet Union, was critical for bringing such divergent countries together. However, he adds
that the two countries failed to form a “true Sino-American strategic alliance,” owing to
ideological problems such as American disapproval of China’s domestic political
institutions, distrust of its totalitarian leaders, and sympathy for anti-Communist Taiwan in
the closing decades of the Cold War.7 Indeed, the loss of a common adversary after the
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 forced both countries to question the rationale behind
their partnership.
A number of historical facts convinced US leaders that China’s political
liberalization would make the country more predictable, and that economic development
was the key to bringing about such a transformation. Chief among them was Chinese
President Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms in the late 1970s, which increased China’s
openness to trade and accelerated its development. People, capital, money, and information
have flowed out of China since the Communists took power, and this gave US leaders hope
that a movement towards democratization would soon follow.8 Nevertheless, a series of
events, both domestic and international, increased American concern about the
consequences of China’s new economic growth. Chief among them was the Tiananmen
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Square massacre in 1989, in which the People’s Liberation Army killed several hundred
unarmed civilians. To the international community, this demonstrated a setback in human
rights and democracy in China. So too did the Taiwan Strait Crisis amid the Taiwanese
elections in 1996. Beijing’s increasingly confrontational stance towards Washington made
it clear to Americans that, for the first time, China could become a potential rival and a
competitor.
To deal with this uncertainty, the US has mixed elements of engagement and
containment policies in a single strategy to manage the post-Cold War Sino-American
relationship. Containment here refers to a strategy, which aims to maintain the balance of
power tilted against emerging nations. According to Friedberg’s analysis, the key elements
of containment include (1) bolstering US military capabilities in the Asia-Pacific Region,
(2) strengthening ties with regional friends and allies, and (3) slowing the growth of
China’s military power.9
The first strategy – boosting American military power in the region – was explicit
in the Clinton administration’s move to preserve the military’s size and capacity in the
Asia-Pacific region after the Cold War. In the early 1990s, there was a prevailing demand
for Western countries to scale back their militaries, and the Prime Minister of the United
Kingdom, Margaret Thatcher, and Clinton’s predecessor, George H.W. Bush, proposed
such a policy though the slogan, “Peace Dividend.”10 Clinton’s policy, too, was to maintain
US military presence abroad, reflecting his commitment to prepare for a rising China.
During the latter Bush administration, US forces, especially naval and air personnel, were
“redistributed” to the Asia-Pacific region. Furthermore, the chief of the US Pacific
Command remarked in 2007 that the administration intended the US to “retain the ability to
dominate in any scenario, in all environments, without exception.”11 Increasing concern
about China’s rise has contributed to preservation of military deterrence in the region
through the last two US presidencies.
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The second strategy, strengthening relations with US allies in East Asia, had a
notable effect on the US-Japan alliance, in particular. In 1996, Clinton and then Japanese
Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto, in a joint statement, reconfirmed the significance and
the role of the alliance in the 21st century, and they updated defense guidelines in the
following year. The new guidelines enhanced the mechanism for bilateral cooperation by
allowing military coordination in peacetime, and by defining the geographical scope of US
military jurisdiction to “situations in areas surrounding Japan.”12 Most critically, the two
countries reviewed their 2005 bilateral security alliance, which clarified the desire to
peacefully resolve the issue of Taiwanese sovereignty. For the first time, it implied that
China’s use of force against Taiwan would risk provoking not only the US, but also
Japan.13 While the Japanese government’s interpretation of the Japanese constitution
prohibited collective self-defense at that time, the two countries have expanded the areas of
cooperation from times of contingencies to peacetime to adjust to the changing security
landscape after the Cold War.
The third policy, which involved slowing China’s economy and military
expansion, was implemented through export control, but was more difficult to enforce as
US businesses preferred looser control for their profit. After the Tiananmen Square
massacre in 1989, the US, along with several European countries, imposed a ban on lethal
weapons and munitions exports to China, as a form of protest against Chinese leaders’
human rights abuses. The Clinton administration, however, was in favor of relaxing these
controls, and approved hundreds of requests to sell dual-technology tools, satellites, and
high–speed supercomputers to China.14 Under George W. Bush, the government attempted
to more strictly control these exports, but the issue took a backseat after the September 11
attacks, which shifted its focus towards combating the global war on terror. According to
Friedberg, the Bush administration did readjust its policy to increase the end control of
high-tech exports to China, but this was rather a passive decision, motivated by Europe’s
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increasing desire to repeal the 1989 embargo policies.15 Some scholars argue that this
economic engagement, rather than containment, actually contributed to the economic and
military strength of China.16
Engagement refers to the strategy of seeking cooperation through trade and
diplomacy. According to Friedberg’s analysis, engagement was supported by three
rationales during the Clinton and George W. Bush administrations. Firstly, this was good
policy from the perspective of national interest. After President Deng’s economic reforms,
policymakers started to view China as a major player in world affairs, and thought the US
could benefit from Sino-American cooperation. For instance, in 1990, Secretary of State
Lawrence Eagleburger insisted “Washington needs to engage with Beijing in order to seek
out areas where their interests overlapped and where they might be able to work
together.”17 In his view, both countries shared the same global concerns, such as the
proliferation of nuclear and chemical weapons and ballistic missiles, and climate change.
From a strategic perspective, engagement could be used to “tame” China and
adjust its external policies to better fit the US-led global order.18 The Clinton administration
gave China Most Favored Nation status, believing that it would “increase…China’s stake in
cooperating… and complying with a wide range of international norms,”19 while the Bush
administration sought to achieve further benefits from engagement, and pressured China to
take responsibility for its role in solving international issues. In 2005, Under Secretary of
State Robert Zoellick urged China to become a “responsible stakeholder,” a nation “ready
to work with (the United States) to sustain the international system that has enabled its
success.” He believed that giving China a larger stake in world affairs would constrain its
actions and help its goals to ultimately converge with US interests, regardless of regime
differences.20
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Both administrations also had the political desire to transform China into a liberal
democracy through engagement. For instance, Clinton regarded the integration of China in
the free trade system as an effective way to transform China, both externally and internally.
In his speech during Chinese leader Jiang Zemin’s 1997 visit to the US, Clinton said that
“trade would accelerate China’s growth, leading to higher incomes, greater freedom of
choice in employment, housing and travel, and an accompanying increase in demands for
political rights… (and) Chinese leaders would also eventually be confronted by the
realization that in a modern, information-age society, restrictions on speech and
communication are incompatible with continued, rapid growth.”21 With this, he welcomed
China into the World Trade Organization. Bush, too, supported China’s liberation and said
“young people who grow up with the freedom to trade goods will ultimately demand the
right to trade ideas.”22 However, he downplayed the US’ role in bringing that change, and
claimed instead that reform in China will from its own people.23 These decisions and
statements imply that US leaders maintained to balance against China, but both
administrations also regarded engagement as an effective means to better align Chinese and
American US strategic interests, and to ultimately to transform China into a liberal
democracy.

Obama’s Engagement: China as a Strategic Partner

When Democratic President Barack Obama took office in 2009, Sino-American
relations had become more complex and interdependent than ever, both economically and
strategically. The increasing economic interaction had resulted in a US trade deficit, and
China now held the largest amount of US bonds. China had also channeled some of its
economic growth into modernizing its military, which was now able to threaten American
dominance in the Asia-Pacific region. Strategically, China was a stakeholder in the US’s
top foreign policy issues – the global financial crisis, nuclear non-proliferation, and climate
21
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change. As of 2009, China was the third-largest economy in the world, and the US wanted
to prevent it from closing its markets, which could have dragged the world into further
recession. Secondly, China was one of Iran and North Korea’s major economic partners,
giving it diplomatic leverage to pressure these countries. Thirdly, with regards to climate
change, China had surpassed greenhouse gas emission limits, but also became a critical
actor in creating a successful, binding environmental framework – that is, the Paris
Agreement in 2015.24

1. Analysis of Obama’s Engagement Policy
In his first year, Obama downplayed the hedging strategy. He instead made a
series of attempts to elevate the US-China relationship, with the hope of facilitating
cooperation on global issues. This strategy mirrored Friedberg’s first element of
engagement; he viewed their relationship from the perspective of national interest. first
move was a symbolic one. In their first summit in London in April 2009, Obama and
Chinese President Hu Jintao agreed to build a “positive, cooperative, and comprehensive
relationship”25 between their two countries. Compared with the language used during the
previous Bush administration, the words “cooperative, constructive, and candid” seemed to
stress Obama’s divergence from Bush’s strategy, and his focus on China and the US’
shared interests.26 Obama’s use of the term “strategic partner” also reflected his wish to
alter and elevate China’s diplomatic status. Clinton used the same phrase, but was criticized
for it by Bush during his 2000 presidential campaign.27 Obama’s choice of words signifies
his effort to rhetorically signal China that the US was willing to cooperate.
Second was an increase in diplomatic interaction, such as frequent SinoAmerican summits and the establishment of the Strategic and Economic Dialogue (S&ED).
24
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The creation of the S&ED reflected the elevation of bilateral relations in many ways,
particularly as it related to economic, political and national security-related issues. During
George W. Bush’s presidency, the Strategic Economic Dialogue, led by former Secretary of
Treasury Henry Paulson, was the central mechanism for high-level dialogue between the
U.S. and China on economic issues.28 With Secretary Hillary Clinton’s initiative, the
Obama administration set up a two-track system – a Strategic Track for political and
security-related issues, and an Economic Track for economic issues – for a new annual
dialogue. This new system was meant as a “commitment to a sustained dialogue to enhance
(the two countries’) shared interest,” and aimed to serve as a “platform for building trust
and understanding by identifying areas of shared interest and addressing disagreements.”29
The structure further developed in 2010, and a sub-dialogue, the Strategic Security
Dialogue (SSD), was formalized within the strategic track. It became a venue for discussing
sensitive issues, such as cyber-espionage and maritime security. Furthermore, the SSD was
the first attempt to bring together civilian and military leaders from both countries, and
marked major progress since 2008, when the US Congress approved arms sales to Taiwan.
These talks were also the first time in the history of Sino-American relations that officials
from various agencies had been brought together to discuss such a wide range of topics.
Furthermore, the US had never had such an extensive mechanism for bilateral
communication with any other country.
The third Obama initiative was a greater degree of respect for China’s interests.
This was suggested in a speech by Secretary of State Clinton in 2009, in which she said that
the administration would not allow contentious issues, such as human rights abuses and
conflict with Taiwan and Tibet, to “interfere with the global economic crisis, the global
climate change crisis and the security crisis.”30 This attitude was incorporated into the 2009
Joint Statement between Hu and Obama during Obama’s visit to Beijing that November,
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which stated “[t]he two countries reiterated that the fundamental principle of respect for
each other’s sovereignty and territorial integrity is at the core” of the US-China relationship
and “the two sides agreed that respecting each other’s core interests is extremely important
to ensure steady progress in US-China relations.”31 Officially, China claims Taiwan and
Tibet as their “core interest[s].” Because of this, the US postponed arms sales to Taiwan for
eleven months after Obama’s inauguration, and it also rescheduled a meeting with Tibet’s
religious leader, the Dalai Lama, to prioritize Obama’s meeting with Hu.
Scholars have suggested that the Chinese government felt positively about the US’
new approach. Yuan Peng, director of a Chinese government-affiliated think tank, said that
the Chinese felt it was “possible to build a cooperative relationship” with the US after
Obama stressed the two countries’ common interests and their joint responsibility in
solving global issues – items beyond the scope of bilateral talks. 32 In an article in Foreign
Affairs, Thomas J. Christensen wrote that this US rhetoric let China set excessively
expectations about pursuing its core interests – in other words, it allowed China to act more
aggressively.33 Nevertheless, these reactions underscore the Obama administration’s desire
to substantially engage with China before reintroducing elements of a containment policy.

2. China’s Response
Despite these engagements, the US was not able to align with China on pressing
global issues. In regards to climate change, Hu did not agree to adopt a mechanism for
holding China accountable for emission reductions by the end of the 2009 United Nations
Climate Change Conference. With the 2010 sinking of the South Korean navy vessel
Cheonan by North Korea, China also refused to accept the results of an investigation done
by the US and South Korea. Instead, China criticized the US deployment of ships in the
Yellow Sea as a threat to Chinese national security.34 China also grew more assertive
regarding its claim over the country’s “core interests,” which, beyond Taiwan and Tibet,
31

"US-China Joint Statement." The White House. November 17, 2009. Accessed February 08, 2016.
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/us-china-joint-statement.
32
East Asian Strategic Review 2011 (2011): p.110. The National Institute for Defense Studies. Web.
33
34

Christensen, Thomas J. "Obama and Asia." Foreign Affairs 94.5 (2015), 28-36.
Bader, p.89.

10

also includes Chinese maritime territories. Chinese leaders strongly criticized the US’ sale
of $3 billion in arms to Taiwan, despite this sale being limited to defensive weapons and
the US’ imposition of an 11-month delay. Congress was notified of the arms sale in January
2010, and Beijing subsequently suspended military-to-military relations in protest.35
Beijing also attempted to prevent meetings between Obama and the Dalai Lama by
threatening to not attend the first ever Nuclear Security Summit, which was scheduled to be
held in Washington D.C. in April of that year.36
Most importantly, Beijing began to exert influence over China’s territorial claims
in maritime regions. Councilor Dai Bingguo claimed rights in the South China Sea, calling
it the country’s “national priority” during a visit to then-senior director for Asian Affairs on
the National Security Council Jeffery Bader and Deputy Secretary of States James
Steinberg in March 2010.37 In her memoir, Secretary Clinton also recollected her concern
during S&ED in 2010 that Chinese leaders included the South China Sea as one of their
their “core interests,” and stressed their claim that outside intervention with these claims are
unacceptable.38 An exchange during the Shangri-La Dialogue in 2010, when a People’s
Liberation Army (PLA) general told US Defense Secretary Robert Gates that China will no
longer accept US arms sales to Taiwan because the PRC is now strong enough to oppose
the US, further exemplified China’s growing confidence.39 These accounts of China’s bold
responses suggest that the the US’ attempts at accommodation did not create a positive
environment for both countries to work together.
According to many foreign policy analysts, the notion of a shifting power balance
has allowed China to take firm positions against the US. Clinton recalls in her memoir that
by 2009, China was “emboldened by the financial crisis of 2008 that weakened the US
economy, as well as the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan that sapped American attention and
resources, and a rising current of nationalism among the Chinese people,” and that “China
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started making more aggressive moves in Asia, testing how hard it could push.”40 Her
assistant at the State Department, Kurt Campbell, had already warned about this kind of
sentiment in his book Hard Power in 2006.41 Other Chinese experts regarded China’s
behavior as predictable and reasonable for its survival and for achieving its aspirations of
global hegemony. James R. Holmes and Toshi Yoshihara argue that China’s recent
maritime ambitions could be explained through American naval historian Alfred T.
Mahan’s theory of Sea Power. In their view, a US-led preponderance of power in the seas
surrounding China is a threat to Chinese survival.42 Other analysts suggest that the recent
expansion of the “core interests” is a response to public demand for “greater assertion of
rights based on… global importance.”43 In other words, shifts in global power structure
contributed significantly to changes in Chinese behavior, but it is fair to say that US
policymakers also overestimated China’s willingness to cooperate.

Obama’s Containment: Rebalance to Asia

China’s growing assertiveness in the first two years of the Obama administration
motivated US policymakers to take a harder line towards China, such as by incorporating
elements of containment into US-China policy. In a 2011 speech, Obama made clear that
the “United States is turning (its) attention to the vast potential of the Asia-Pacific region,”
and named his goals: to “advance security, prosperity, and human dignity.”44 Since then,
officials from concerning agencies have interpreted the US’ “pivot” strategy (also known as
“rebalancing” ) in several ways. According to a chronological and comprehensive
assessment by the Center for Strategic and International Studies in 2015, the following five
40
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statements on Sino-American security constituted this new strategy: (1) Secretary Clinton’s
six key lines45; (2) President Obama’s 2011 speech in front of the Australian Parliament;
and three defense related statements – Defense Strategic Guidance 2012 (3),46 Secretary of
Defense Leon Panetta’s speech at the Shangri-La Dialogue in June 2012 (4),47 and Deputy
Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter’s speech in August 2012 (5).48 Despite this, another
assessment published by CSIS in January 2016 concluded that the Obama administration
still hasn’t been able to articulate a single, unified objective.49

1. Analysis of Obama’s Containment Policy
Altogether, Obama’s rebalancing strategy has followed three containment-esque
policies that previous administrations have abided by: bolstering the US military presence
overseas, strengthening ties with regional allies, and trying to hamper China’s economic
and military buildup.
Firstly, all five of the aforementioned statements include phrases suggesting the
US will enhance its military presence in the East Asian region. In his speech, Obama first
stressed the importance of preserving the US military’s ability to project an image of power,
and statements by the US Defense Department went on to describe his policy, which
included investments in power projection capabilities and innovation in operational
planning.50 Scholars have determined that “significant” progress towards these goals has
already been made; the US Navy has announced it will shift 60% of its fleet to the Pacific,
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and the US Air Force has deployed fifth-generation fighter aircraft to the region. The US
Army will also realign the 1st Corps, currently stationed in in Washington State, for
missions in the Asia-Pacific region.51 The five statements also indicated the US’ plans to
become closer with existing allies. Accordingly, the administration successfully upgraded
its Defense Guidelines with Japan in April 2015, revised the Operational Command
Transitions in South Korea, agreed to a new force posture with Australia, and signed a new
defense cooperation pact with the Philippines.52 Another important feature enumerated in
the statements – this one particular to Obama’s containment policy – is a commitment to
ratifying the Trans Pacific Partnership, a massive free trade agreement with more ten
nations across the Pacific Rim. Experts suggest that the sheer scale of this FTA, which
excludes China, is a critical means to maintain the US-led liberal order in Asia and to
control China’s economic and political influence.53 Other elements of this new containment
policy include an emphasis on US participation in multilateral frameworks, such as APEC,
the ASEAN Regional Forum, and the East Asian Summit to discuss regional security.
Despite the announcement of a “pivot” towards harsher dealings with China,
however, the US government has faced various challenges in implementing these changes.
One factor was a lack of willingness by US officials. In his 2012 speech, National Security
Advisor Thomas Donilon cut a line referencing human rights and the need for a “broadbased military presence” from Secretary Clinton’s six lines, instead adding the phrase,
“pursuing a stable and a constructive relationship with China.”54 Then-incoming Secretary
of State John Kerry also said in his confirmation hearing that he was “not convinced”55 of
the necessity of increasing the US military presence in the Asia-Pacific region. Finally, the
new National Security Advisor Susan Rice announced that the US would “seek to
51
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operationalize a new model of major power relations,”56 which served to reinforce
Donilon’s engagement approach towards China. Furthermore, the new government national
security team immediately faced other constraints, such as the Budget Control Act in 2013,
which sequestered resources needed for rebalancing efforts. These statements and
circumstances challenged the sustainability and credibility of the rebalancing policy both
domestically and internationally.

2. China’s Response
Meanwhile, Xi Jinping, an assertive new leader, contributed to China’s willingness
to act on its “core interests” and mark its territorial claims. Scholars and a number of media
reports have suggested that Xi, who assumed office in 2013, has embraced the Chinese
ideal of becoming a strong nation and a regional hegemon. In his book, Michael Pillsbury
states that Xi has a dream of “a resurgent China that would reclaim its rightful place atop
the global hierarchy. ” Mao had this same ambition in 1949, the year commonly understood
by Chinese leaders as the beginning of the “Hundred-Year Marathon.” The Wall Street
Journal has reported that Xi has repeatedly referenced a “Chinese Dream,” and has put
forth 2049 as the date by which this dream will be realized. These remarks suggest that Xi
differs greatly from Hu, who was milder in his support of China becoming a hegemon.
China’s assertiveness became decisive after Xi and Obama’s joint
announcement of their intent to build a “new type of major power relationship”57 in
2013. During Obama’s informal June summit with Xi in Sunnylands, Obama jointly
stated that the US would indeed form a new relationship with China. According to
remarks made by Foreign Minister Wang Yi at the luncheon of the Second World
Peace Forum in June 2013, the core elements of this new relationship involves “no
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conflict, no confrontation, mutual respect, and win-win cooperation.”58 From China’s
perspective, this meant equal status with the US, which China had long desired and
which would allow it to openly negotiate. According to an article in East Asian
Strategic Review by Yang Xuedon, the Deputy Director of the Center for
Contemporary Marxism, Central Compilation & Translation Bureau of the CPC, a
greater degree of equality in the Sino-American relationship, “brought on by the
enlargement of China’s aggregate national power, means that the United States is no
longer able to unilaterally set the agenda in the bilateral relationship, and that the longstanding “asymmetry” in the relationship “is improving.”59 Inversely, the
acknowledgement of China as an equal will become an obstacle to “taming” China –
that is, making it conform to US-led institutions.
Indeed, China has taken a series of actions contravening international law and
courtesy as well as US interests. For example, China has started a land reclamation program
in the South China Sea, which challenges the territorial claims of the US’ East Asian allies.
In 2013, China unilaterally declared an Air Identification Zone above much of the East
China Sea, including the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, which Japan claims as its territory – a
position the US has supported under the Japanese-American bilateral security treaty. In her
speech at the ASEAN Regional Forum in 2010, Secretary Clinton stated for the first time
that stability in the East Asian region is part of the US’ “national interest,”60 and stressed
the principle of freedom of navigation, currently ensured under international law. Though
these issues were of foremost importance at S&ED in 2014 and 2015, little progress has
been made to ease tensions since. Both China’s unilateral actions and the US’ failure to
prevent them reveal that the adoption of a new type of relationship – or rather, the elevation
of an existing bilateral relationship with China – was not only an ineffective way for
Obama to gain Chinese cooperation for US strategic interests, but it actually emboldened
China to undermine US diplomatic leverage and the efficacy of bilateral security dialogues.
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3. Prospect for Multilateral Institutions
The difference, however, from the past administrations is Obama’s strong
commitment to contain China through diplomatic pressure. In fact, discussions at recent
regional conventions suggest that the US could more effectively push China to conform to
international rules by taking leadership in multilateral institutions and obtaining by
additional support from its allies and supporters. Progress has been made, for example, in
the resolution of South China Sea dispute between China and other East Asian countries.
The first attempt at this was Secretary Clinton’s participation in the ASEAN Regional
Forum in 2010, where she called for the development of a Code of Conduct for resolving
territorial disputes in the South China Sea. She also made it clear that the US will facilitate
the process.61 China vigorously opposed this approach, as it preferred to resolve territorial
disputes bilaterally with concerning countries, so as to leverage its relatively great power
against smaller neighboring nations.62 Nevertheless, multilateral diplomacy, supported by
the US, has allowed ASEAN and China to agree to advance the 2002 Declaration on the
Code of Parties in the South China Sea.63 Recently, the East Asia Summit in November
2015 revealed that at these multilateral venues, US allies, namely Japan and the Philippines,
have potential to effectively pressure China. These instances suggest that the US has more
diplomatic leverage over China in multilateral venues than in the two countries’ bilateral
relations.
Despite all this, progress towards the implementation of TPP is unclear. Twelve
countries, including the US, signed the agreement on February 4, 2016, but as the US
congress has not approved it. The 2016 presidential candidates from both parties are also
against the passage of TPP, which foreshadows further delays or a rejection of the
agreement.
Conclusion
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Obama, like previous presidents, has introduced both elements of engagement
and containment in managing relations with China. But he has shown an inclination to
engage the Chinese and seek cooperation from them. His administration has made some
progress in global issues, such as in reducing climate change and in the alignment of policy
towards Iran and North Korea. But previous attempts to elevate the Sino-American
relationship made China overconfident, and have served to undermine US diplomatic
leverage, making it harder for to constrain China’s assertive actions and adjust their policies
to comply with international law.
Enhanced bilateral dialogues, such as S&ED, were the perfect venues for
reaffirming the two countries’ commitment to cooperation on topics they share an interest
in. However, they were not suited to managing disputes regarding global affairs or
reconciling differences in each country’s “core interests.” Displays of respect for China’s
interests and the embrace of an egalitarian relationship further strained these talks.
Meanwhile, the Obama administration’s frequent participation in Asia’s various
multilateral institutions, along with its renewed ties with regional allies, suggest multilateral
diplomacy may provide a solution. This new containment strategy would allow the US to
manage geopolitical security issues by binding China to international and regional norms.
Chinese expansion in the South and East China seas has somewhat accelerated,
and the analysis presented throughout this paper suggests that China does not currently
perceive the US as a threatening power. Indeed, some scholars believe a long-term rivalry
is inevitable, and shifts in policies are ineffective in managing structural changes in the
regional and global power balance. Yet, as think tanks in Washington suggest, there is
room for articulation of US policy in Asia to prevent further forceful actions by China.
Furthermore, delays in ratifying the TPP could harm the US’ economic and political
influence in the region, allowing China to take a bolder stance in ongoing issues. To foster
peace and prosperity in the Asia-Pacific Region under the US-led liberal order, Obama’s
containment policy should continue to be implemented.
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