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The electoral victory of Donald Trump at the outset could be attributed on 
the one hand, to the momentous changes in the global economic and 
political architecture and on the other, a populist revolt against 
globalization and immigration which divided the US along racial, 
religious, gender and class lines in an unprecedented way in the entire 
history of the US. Added to this was the erosion of the US power under 
the pro establishment forces or the so called “old hands” in the 
governance. All these reasons are accompanied by an inherent fear of 
China’s rise, be it China’s vehement advocacy about ‘unhindered 
multilateral trade’ thereby taking the leadership of re-globalizing the 
world through the Belt and Road initiative or its drubbing to the 
Philippines, a close military ally of the US, and finally winning it over on 
the issue of the South China Sea irrespective of the US ‘pivot to Asia’ or 
reconnaissance or sorties by US fighter jets over the South China Sea. It 
was under such international and domestic undercurrents that the US 
public chose a hot-headed, offensive and anti establishment unorthodox 
Donald Trump, who according to them would restore the fast eroding 
American exceptionalism and prestige. Will Trump actually deliver? What 
are going to be his foreign policy priorities, especially in Asia Pacific? 

*Prof. B R Deepak is Professor of Chinese and China Studies at the Centre of Chinese and 
Southeast Asian Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University New Delhi. The views are his own.  
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Though it is too early to predict the ‘unpredictable’ Trump, however, the writings on the wall are 
clearer if we go through his election rhetoric and what his advisors have been indicating. It 
seems drifting towards unilateralism or at least towards a new kind of uni-multipolarity where 
the US would be in the core with its allies extending its diplomatic, economic and military 
support for its initiatives. Undoubtedly, some allies like Turkey and Philippines and maybe some 
others may pull out of such a structural arrangement but the US may find new allies in the 
region. The new structural change is likely to begin with retrenchment, de-escalation in some 
theatres while measured escalation in others depending on the US economic growth and 
prospects.  

As regards to retrenchment, Trump administration is likely to concentrate on domestic issues 
such as job creation, tax cuts and infrastructural development. To this end the US will 
aggressively develop shale oil, clean coal, and other energy production to reinvigorate national 
economy. His immigration policy is likely to be moderate contrary to his election rhetoric such 
as building a wall between the US and Mexico. At international level, toeing unilateralism, US 
will pull out alliances such as the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) but initiate bilateral trade 
agreements, as China has been doing for some time, and secure better deals for the US. Here 
again, contrary to his election rhetoric that once in power, he will declare China as a currency 
manipulator, he is likely to initiate a moderate approach to negotiate better trade deals with 
China. Trump is aware that if pushed to the wall, China may hit back by cancelling contracts 
with leading US manufacturers like Boeing and others.  

As far as de-escalation is concerned, Trump administration would gradually pull out from the 
morasses like Af-Pak, Middle East and to some extent Asia Pacific. In the Af-Pak region Trump 
would cease to be a cash cow of the region as has been the case for decades.  In the Middle East 
it may rope Russia for stabilizing the situation but will face resistance from both Russia and 
China on scrapping the Iran nuclear deal. As regards lifting nuclear blanket from Japan and 
Korea, it may be a ploy to coerce China to force North Korea to roll back its nuclear program or 
at maximum freeze it at its current level; the US knows that more than a nuclear North Korea 
China would not like to see a nuclear South Korea and Japan.   

This in other words could be regarded as a measured escalation by the US in the Asia Pacific. 
Receiving a congratulatory phone call from Taiwanese leader Tsai Ing-wen could also be seen in 
this regard because it has ruffled quite a few feathers across power corridors in China and US 
alike. The call is unprecedented since the signing of the ‘Three Communiqués’ with China, so 
much so it was deemed as an act of ‘inexperience’ in the matters of foreign policy on the part of 
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Trump. On the contrary, this is a conscious policy decision by which Trump has hit China hard 
where it hurts. Rather than expecting him to render an apology and play by the international 
rules, Trump hits back even harder by tweeting: “Did China ask us if it was OK to devalue their 
currency (making it hard for our companies to compete), heavily tax our products going into 
their country (the US doesn't tax them) or to build a massive military complex in the middle of 
the South China Sea? I don't think so!". He may further escalate the issue to test China’s nerves 
by negotiating a free trade area (FTA) as well as selling more weaponry to Taiwan. China on the 
contrary, is not likely to make a fuss out of president-elect’s ‘irresponsible remarks’; it will wait 
and watch until he resumes the office on January 20 next year. China will definitely draw a 
bottom line on the issue and hold the US responsible for consequences if this line is crossed.  

India which has been described as an ‘indispensible partner’ by the Obama administration is 
likely to be indispensible during Trump government as well. However, Trump tightening noose 
around China, will throw challenges to India’s foreign policy approaches in the region and 
beyond. While India has moved closer to the US as regards security cooperation, it is aware that 
China remains indispensible for India’s economic rise. It is here, we really need to calibrate our 
foreign policy well. If India would like to gain at China’s expense, this not only is reflective of 
poor thinking but also will put our relations with China at jeopardy. Ultimately one and all issues 
have to be resolved bilaterally not with the help of an off shore balancer.  Finally, even though 
we will find lot of structural changes in the global political and economic architecture under 
Trump, but irrespective of the wind of the US unilateralism under Trump, the existing 
multilateral mechanisms will stay or will even be strengthened. Meanwhile, we will see the 
emergence of new as we have seen in the form of the BRICS New Development Bank (NDB) 
and the Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). The contest for supremacy between the 
established and the emerging superpower will go unhindered, and we are likely to witness a 
protracted data tantan or the fighting and talking alternatively strategy, not necessarily the use of 
force by both the sides.      
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