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The Pacific is entering one of the most transformative periods in its modern history. Once considered a tranquil expanse of scattered islands, it has become the focal point of renewed great power rivalry between the People’s Republic of China and the United States of America. This competition, unfolding across the spheres of politics, security, and strategic influence, has profound implications for the stability, sovereignty, and development trajectory of the Pacific Islands region.

This book, The Rivalry Between China and the US in the Pacific, was written to provide a comprehensive and balanced analysis of this evolving geopolitical landscape. It seeks to unpack the drivers of strategic competition, examine its regional consequences, and explore the choices available to Pacific Island nations as they navigate between two global giants.

In recent years, the Pacific has become the arena for competing visions of order. China has advanced its Belt and Road Initiative and expanded its security presence, while the United States has revitalized its Indo-Pacific Strategy and reaffirmed alliances with regional partners. The intersection of these approaches has intensified regional diplomacy and redefined traditional power dynamics. For Pacific leaders, this new reality presents both opportunities and challenges: access to development resources, infrastructure, and technology on one hand, and increased pressure to align politically or strategically on the other.

The idea for this book was born from a recognition that the Pacific deserves to be understood not merely as a passive recipient of global competition but as an active agent in shaping its destiny. The nations of the Pacific — large and small — possess their own diplomatic traditions, regional institutions, and collective vision for peace and development. These indigenous strengths are too often overlooked in external analyses that treat the Pacific as a strategic chessboard rather than a community of sovereign states.

The purpose of this work is to elevate the Pacific’s voice in discussions about its own future. Each chapter draws upon the region’s evolving strategic environment, from defense cooperation and maritime security to economic engagement and sustainable development. The book aims to provide policymakers, diplomats, scholars, and students with both analytical insight and practical understanding of the Pacific’s central role in global affairs.

While the focus is on recent developments — particularly those of the twenty-first century — this analysis is grounded in historical awareness. The legacy of colonialism, the experience of Cold War politics, and the enduring aspirations of self-determination continue to shape Pacific decision-making today. The interplay between global power politics and regional resilience reveals the Pacific not as a periphery but as a vital and dynamic center of the Indo-Pacific system.

The structure of the book follows a logical progression. The opening chapters establish the strategic context and security dynamics of the US–China rivalry, while the middle chapters analyze regional responses, diplomatic alignments, and the impact on governance and policy. The later chapters explore the economic, environmental, and developmental dimensions that will define the Pacific’s future. The concluding sections offer reflections on sovereignty, unity, and sustainable peace in an era of uncertainty.

Throughout this work, a central theme persists: the belief that Pacific nations must remain the authors of their own story. Neither China nor the United States can truly determine the destiny of the Pacific — only the Pacific peoples themselves can. The choices made today will determine whether the region becomes a site of confrontation or a model of cooperative coexistence.

Writing this book has been both a professional challenge and a personal journey. The complexity of Pacific geopolitics demands sensitivity, balance, and a deep appreciation of local perspectives. I am grateful to the many scholars, practitioners, and policymakers whose insights have informed this research. Their dedication to the Pacific’s future inspires the continuing dialogue between knowledge, policy, and practice.

Ultimately, this book is offered as a contribution to that dialogue — an invitation to think critically about power, partnership, and peace in one of the world’s most significant yet often misunderstood regions. The Pacific stands at the heart of the twenty-first century’s strategic transformations. Understanding its role is essential not only for policymakers in Beijing and Washington but also for the global community committed to stability, equality, and sustainable development.

It is my hope that readers will find in these pages both clarity and challenge: clarity in understanding the nature of US–China competition, and challenge in envisioning a Pacific future defined by unity, resilience, and self-determination.

Priscilla August

Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea

2025
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The Re-emergence of Great Power Competition in the Pacific

The Pacific region has re-emerged as one of the most strategically contested spaces in global politics, serving as the arena for a renewed great power rivalry between the People’s Republic of China and the United States of America. While competition between these two major powers is not a new phenomenon, the intensity, scope, and strategic implications in recent years have reached unprecedented levels. The Pacific, once perceived as a relatively quiet and stable geopolitical sphere dominated by Western influence, is now the site of an evolving balance-of-power struggle that will likely shape the security and political architecture of the twenty-first century. The contest is not merely about territorial influence or economic dominance but extends to questions of governance models, security alignments, and the shaping of norms that define international order.

1.1 The Historical Context of Power Projection

The roots of U.S. engagement in the Pacific date back to the post–World War II era when the United States consolidated its role as the primary security guarantor across the region. Through alliances such as the ANZUS Treaty (1951), and strategic bases in Guam, Hawaii, and other territories, Washington entrenched its presence and shaped a regional order based on liberal democratic principles, open trade, and collective defense. For decades, this system faced little challenge, especially following the Cold War, which left the United States as the unipolar power overseeing a relatively stable Pacific environment.

China’s regional role during this period remained limited. From the 1970s through the 1990s, Beijing’s foreign policy primarily focused on domestic modernization and economic development under Deng Xiaoping’s dictum of “keeping a low profile.” However, as China’s economic power expanded, so too did its strategic ambitions. By the early 2000s, Beijing had begun redefining its approach to the Pacific, recognizing the region’s importance not only for resource access and maritime security but also for extending its geopolitical influence and securing diplomatic support in multilateral forums.

1.2 The Pacific as a Strategic Frontier

The Pacific Islands region—spanning from Micronesia to Polynesia and Melanesia—occupies a critical geostrategic position. Despite their small populations and limited military capabilities, these island nations possess vast Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs), rich marine resources, and lie along critical sea lines of communication (SLOCs). For both Washington and Beijing, the Pacific serves as a “strategic buffer” and an entry point for projecting influence across the wider Indo-Pacific region. Control or alignment of these states can determine access to maritime routes, potential military positioning, and diplomatic leverage within international institutions such as the United Nations.

In this context, the Pacific has transformed from a peripheral concern into a central arena for great power maneuvering. China’s growing presence, through aid, infrastructure investment, and diplomatic engagement, has challenged the traditional dominance of the United States and its allies—Australia and New Zealand. The resulting competition has produced a multipolar dynamic that is reshaping regional politics.

1.3 China’s Strategic Expansion

China’s strategy in the Pacific has been guided by both pragmatic and ideological motives. Through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), launched in 2013, Beijing has sought to integrate Pacific Island nations into its global network of trade and infrastructure connectivity. Pacific states such as Papua New Guinea, Fiji, and the Solomon Islands have received substantial Chinese investment in ports, roads, and government buildings. These projects serve dual purposes: stimulating local development while enhancing China’s soft power and strategic reach.

Beijing’s diplomatic approach emphasizes “South-South cooperation,” non-interference, and mutual benefit—principles that resonate with Pacific nations historically wary of Western paternalism. However, beneath the rhetoric lies a broader geopolitical ambition. China seeks to weaken Taiwan’s diplomatic foothold in the region, as several Pacific Island countries still recognize Taipei. Over the past two decades, Beijing’s diplomatic offensive has resulted in several states switching recognition from Taiwan to the People’s Republic of China, effectively narrowing Taipei’s international space.

In the security domain, China’s actions have become more assertive. The 2022 Solomon Islands–China Security Agreement represented a turning point, signaling Beijing’s potential willingness to establish a military or policing footprint in the Pacific—an unprecedented move in modern times. The agreement triggered alarm in Washington, Canberra, and Wellington, which viewed it as a potential threat to regional stability and the existing security order. For China, such arrangements serve as strategic outposts that could safeguard its nationals, protect investments, and extend its influence deep into the Pacific sphere.

1.4 The United States’ Renewed Engagement

In response to China’s advances, the United States has reoriented its foreign and defense policy towards what it now officially labels as “great power competition.” Under the Indo-Pacific Strategy, the U.S. has sought to reaffirm its commitments to Pacific Island states, rebuild trust, and counterbalance China’s influence. Key initiatives include the reopening of embassies in previously unrepresented Pacific nations such as the Solomon Islands and Tonga, the signing of new Compacts of Free Association (COFA) agreements with Micronesia, Palau, and the Marshall Islands, and the establishment of the U.S.-Pacific Partnership in 2022.

Washington’s approach has also emphasized collaboration with allies. Australia, for instance, has played a crucial role as a regional anchor, coordinating with the U.S. through frameworks such as AUKUS and the Quad (with Japan and India). These partnerships underscore the recognition that Pacific security is intertwined with broader Indo-Pacific stability. The United States’ message is clear: it seeks to remain the preeminent security provider and defender of democratic norms in the Pacific, countering what it perceives as China’s authoritarian expansionism.

1.5 The Role of Middle Powers and Regional Institutions

The rivalry between China and the United States does not occur in isolation. Regional middle powers—most notably Australia, New Zealand, and Japan—play pivotal roles in shaping the dynamics of Pacific security. Australia’s Pacific Step-Up, New Zealand’s Pacific Reset, and Japan’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific Vision all represent distinct yet overlapping attempts to reinforce regional resilience and
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