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Introduction 

The late 1980s mark a time of economic trial and political trans1t1on within 
ASEAN . The boom times of the 1970s and early 1980s have been superceded by 
the simultaneous collapse of virtually all of Southeast Asia's commodity exports 
and a precipitous fall in the international price of oil. Likewise, what seemed like a 
nearly limitless era of political stability, from the mid-1960s to the mid-1980s, has 
ended in the Philippines with the ouster of President Ferdinand Marcos. In addi
tion , the politics of succession should become increasingly apparent over the next 
few years in Singapore and Indonesia as new leaders begin competing to succeed 
Prime Minister Lee Kwan Yew and President Soeharto. There is no necessary rea
son for pessimism as ASEAN faces the challenge of transition; however, increasing 
political and social tension should result from the disappearance of the slack re
sources that made possible rapid growth even in the presence of wasteful invest
ments in uneconomical prestige projects and the constant drain of official corrupt
ion in several nations. As the terms of trade on copra, sugar, rubber, tin, copper, 
and oil have turned negative, every investment project will now be forced to pay its 
own way, earning the hard currency necessary to repay foreign loans . Groups with
in various elites that have lived well for years running enterprises subsidized in the 
name of national prestige or "technology transfer" will find themselves under in
creasing pressure from technocrats who must distribute increasingly scarce public 
and private investment funds. Each of the ASEAN nations retains potential for 
rapid economic growth, social progress, and political stability, but the overall pol
itico-economic social fabric will become more fragil over the next half decade, at 
least until oil and other commodities recover from their current deep slump. 

The period of " miracle" growth is over for ASEAN. During the 1970s the origi
nal five members of ASEAN (Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, and 
Thailand) grew at an average yearly rate of 7. 2 percent, faster than any other 
regional grouping in the world. Singapore, with 2.5 million people, produced real 
annual growth of the order of 8-10 percent, raising per capita income to Hong 
Kong levels. Malaysia also grew rapidly, transforming an economy almost exclus
ively based on tin and rubber into an oil and electronics exporter. The Thai econo-



my confounded the pessimists when it refused to drown in the wake of the Ameri
can withdrawal from Vietnam; in the second half of the 1970s, growth exceeded 8 
percent a year. Indonesia, long seen as the economic basket case of Southeast Asia, 
combined booming oil prices with a much-overdue dose of economic and political 
realism. As a result , Indonesia doubled and redoubled its gross national product 
per capita even as its population grew by 50 million people. Even the Philippine 
economy in the mid-1970s grew twice as fast as it had in the 1960s. 

The runners have stumbled. In 1985, Singapore's "recession-proof" economy 
actually contracted by l. 8 percent; this was the first drop in year! growth since 
1967 . The government of Prime Minister Lee Kwan Yew has played an extensive
and mostly successful-role in every phase of the development of Singapore's 
economy for two decades. But in recent years, it has made several decisions that 
have turned out to be costly miscalculations . The government reasoned that Singa
pore's economy required radical transformation if strong growth was to continue 
during the last decade of the century. Specifically, the technocrats reasoned that 
Singapore would not be able to continue competing in the low-wage market. They 
adopted a bold strategy to shift Singapore out of the cheap labor end of the mar
ketplace and into the world of high-tech industries. Additionally, they set out to 
make Singapore the modem service center of Southeast Asia. 

Flawless in theory, Singapore's timing and execution were unfortunate. Just as it 
moved into high-tech electronics, the bottom fell out of the world market for semi
conductors. At the same juncture, Singapore's massive oil refining and petrochemi
cal industry began suffering from both declining world oil consumption and com
petition from new refineries and chemical complexes constructed in the Middle 
East in the late 1970s. Low cost exporters were hit by a wage spiral in which 
effective labor costs in Singapore rose by 40 percent between 1980 and 1984, 
while comparable costs rose by only 10 percent in Taiwan and remained stable, in 
real terms, in Hong Kong and South Korea. Wage increases had been encouraged 
by government policies to force producers into high-tech, less labor-intensive en
terprises . As an unintended consequence, their policies yielded the lower end of 
the marketplace to Taiwan , Hong Kong , and South Korea before Singapore's niche 
in the high-tech marketplace had been secured. 

A further blow to Singapore's future came December 2-4, 1985, when the Stock 
Exchange of Singapore (SES) and the Kuala Lumpur Stock Exchange (KLSE) 
were closed by government orders to preclude complete collapse of what had be
come an inflated speculative pyramid . The collapse of confidence was initiated by 
the failure of Pan Electric Industries Ltd. (Pan El), a major Singapore conglomer
ate with debts approaching US$225 million. The collapse of the two stock markets 
not only wiped out billions of dollars in book value, but more importantly, it also 
damaged the credibility of Singapore's attempt to become one of the world's new 
financial centers. 

The insolvency of Pan El also resulted in the arrest by Singapore authorities of a 
Malaysian Chinese tycoon , Tan Koon Swan, who had just been elected president 
of the Malaysian Chinese Association, the second largest segment of the ruling 
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political coalition of neighboring Malaysia. Tan, a Chinese Horatio Alger who had 

risen from the slums to become one of Malaysia's highest flying entrepreneurs, 

may have been arrested with the partial connivance of his political rivals in Ma

laysia because he was threatening to make the Chinese segment of the ruling Na

tional Front less docile. Furthermore, the stock speculation scheme that led to the 

collapse of Pan El and both stock markets was partially motivated by the desire of 

Chinese entrepreneurs on both sides of the causeway to bid up the price of shares 

that would subsequently be purchased by the Malaysian government as part of the 

New Economic Policy (NEP) which is supposed to shift ownership of equity from 

Chinese to Malaysian hands. The de facto result of purchasing inflated stocks with 

money from the Malaysian treasury would be to underwrite capital accumulation 

by the ethnic Chinese sellers. 
Malaysia is suffering from the free-fall of world oil prices in 1986. Twenty per

cent of Malaysian government expenditures derive directly from petroleum exports. 

In addition, the fallout from the collapse of Pan El is expected to result in a drop 

in share prices of 10-12 percent on the KLSE, wiping out $3-6 billion and giving 

major Malaysian institutions severe cash flow problems. 

In 1984 the GNP of Malaysia performed well, expanding 7.6 percent. In 1985 

the performance was not as strong but still managed a respectable 5.2 percent 

growth in real terms. Growth in the Malaysian economy is highly dependent upon 

the strength of its exports markets. The manufacturing sector grew by nearly 12 

percent in 1984 on the basis of strong demand in the electronics industry, but this 

growth decreased to six percent the following year as the market in computer sales 

dropped off in the United States. At present, world production capacity for semi

conductors has greatly outstripped demand, and this is particularly painful for Ma

laysia, which had become the number one exporter of semiconductors. Similarly, 

Malaysia lives in fear of potential protectionist legislation in the United States and 

Western Europe because such legislation would have particulary negative effects 

on Malaysia's textile producers. Approximately half of Malaysia's exports are natu

ral commodities, and the beginning of 1986 finds all of them in simulataneous 

decline: oil, tin, rubber, palm oil, timber, and cocoa. Finally, a series of scandals 

has begun to dog the administration of Prime Minister Mahathir bin Bohamad. For 

example, the Bank of Bumiputra lent $1 billion to the now-failed Carrian business 

.group in Hong Kong, representing not only an embarrassing loss but a further use 

of Malaysian government funds for investment among non-Malays. The accusa

tions have now become more widespread, and the prime minister recently was 

forced to declare his honesty at a press conference. The denial itself predictably 

created new doubts about probity in the polity. The absence of slack resources 

supplied by the oil boom will make corruption and bad administration more ob

vious and painful in both Malaysia and Indonesia, and competition among the elites 

will probably grow more bitter as a result. 

Indonesia is the largest ASEAN country, with 160 million people. It is even 

more dependent upon petroleum products for financing its government than is Ma

laysia. Roughly two-thirds of government revenue is derived from the export of 
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crude oil and liquified natural gas. Although there has been some success in ex
panding the nonoil revenue base, much more will be required if the current depres
sion in world oil prices endures. The assumption one year ago was that if oil prices 
fell below $25 per barrel it would have a devastating impact on Indonesia's de
velopment budget. Every $1 per barrel decline in the price of crude will cost the 
Indonesia government $300 million in revenue. A decline to $20 or below would 
require either substantial increases in foreign assistance or radical surgery on the 
Indonesian budget, perhaps including curtailment of virtually all new development 
projects. A $15 a barrel oil world would be very difficult for Indonesia to live in , 
and its remedy would be devaluation of the rupiah, substantially increasing the 
costs of both elite consumption and foreign components of Indonesian produced 
products. 

The problems have been a long time in coming because the Indonesian economic 
miracle brought about by the " Berkeley Mafia" was based on overall very favor
able terms of trade and substantial official capital inflows. Indonesia's industrializ
ation was premised on the same import substitution strategy that underlies much of 
the current economic crisis in the Philippines. Indonesia failed to opt for the con
struction of industries which would have definite international competitiveness. In
donesia engaged in several multibillion dollar investments (steel and aircraft con
struction, for example) that will never show a profit and will continue to absorb 
precious investment dollars. The small industrial sector is heavily protected against 
both internal and external competition and therefore cannot readily fill the export 
gap created by the international oil glut. Indonesia has been under President Soe
harto 's political management for the past 20 years. It remains to be seen whether 
the "Father" of Indonesian economic development will be able to control the in
tensifying political competition expected to be generated by the absence of surplus 
resources that cushioned the choice process during the years of the oil 
bonanza. 

The ill wind for Jakarta and Kuala Lumpur will prove to be at least a partial 
blessing for Thailand and the Philippines . These basically nonoil economies bore 
the brunt of the rapid price rises of the 1970s; and while declining oil prices can
not substitute for judicious investments and wise economic planning , lower energy 
costs should boost economic activity. Both the Philippines and Thailand may have 
reached a new state of political equilibrium, following the ouster of Marcos and 
the political demise of the Young Turk faction within the Thai army; if this turns 
out to be the case, the energies released by lower oil prices may actually result in 
major positive developments in each society. 

Thailand has ridden out the past decade of high oil prices with high growth 
which did not bankrupt the country. Rapidly declining crude oil prices will provide 
a substantial lift for the Thai balance of payments; but even here there will be 
important adjustment difficulties. The massive investment in natural gas develop
ment (conceived at the height of the international crude oil boom crisis) now ap
pears to be as much an economic burden as a boon. Furthermore, the increasingly 
bountiful rice harvests throughout Asia in the mid-1980s have dampened interna-
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tional demand for Thailand's premier export, rice. Finally, the normally conserva

tive cast of Thai economic planners seems to have lost out to the forces favoring 

dramatic, but perhaps uneconomic, investments on the Thai eastern seaboard. The 

overall cost of this project will be measured in billions of dollars. Conservative 

government economists, academics, and World Baille experts believe that the high

cost, capital-intensive project will greatly increase the nation 's foreign debt burden 

while supplying only meager socioeconomic returns. 

The major developments in Thailand over the last few years have been political 

rather than economic. There have been two attempted coups, the so-called April 

Fool's Coup of April 1981 and the Black Monday Coup of September 1985. That 

these coups failed so miserably as they did indicates that Thai politics may be 

changing. Whereas the Thai polity from 1932 to the 1970s was controlled almost 

uniformly by Thai army politics,, other social forces and political constraints have 

arisen which make it increasingly difficult for a few officers with tan1cs to over

throw a sitting government. The Wild West aura of Thai coup politics seems to be 

giving way, albeit slowly, to more institutionalized methods of managing and main

taining political power. 
In the April Fool's Coup of 1981 and the Black Monday Coup of 1985, the 

Revolutionary Party represented an articulate minority within the Thai military es

tablishment. The Young Turks graduated from the Thai military academy in the 

1960s after the curriculum had been modernized on the model of West Point. As a 

group the Young Turks around Colonel Manoon Roopkachorn were contemptuous 

of their superiors, whom they viewed as personally corrupt, professionally medi

ocre, and willing to tolerate the rivalries of civilian party leaders whom they per

ceived to be "dirty" representatives of a "rotten" political system. The Revolu

tionary Party was meant to offer a strong nationalist alternative to socialism and 

communism through nationalization of some private enterprises (especially finan

cial institutions that " cheat the people" ), land reform, more equitable income dis

tribution, and antagonism toward currency devaluations. As such the Revolutionary 

Party favored economic nationalism over interdependence, statism over a free-mar

ket economy, Thais over Sino-Thais, farmers and the urban poor over the wealthy 

elite. In 1981 and 1985 revolutionary consciousness met traditional politics in the 

competition for power in Thailand, and revolutionary consciousness lost hands 

down. 
The 1985 coup failed because its tactics were utterly impractical and because its 

leaders did not recognize that Thai politics have changed. Tactically, Thai coups 

succeed when they have the backing of the Bangkok-centered First Army, the neu

trality or support of the monarch, and a serious groundswell of popular opposition 

to the sitting government. The Black Monday coup was doomed from its concep

tion because it was opposed by the king and the First Army and lacked a burning 

issue around which to mobilize popular support. Coup politics always involves 

skullduggery. In the annual military rotation of 1985, General Pichit Kullavanich, 

commander of the Thai First Army, was not promoted, and perhaps the plotters 

were led to believe that he might join them if only to advance his career. Alter-
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natively, Colonel Manoon might have tricked generals Kriangsak, Serm, and Yot 
into participating by assuring them that Pichit's First Army was already committed. 

Thailand 's strength lies in the stability of its institutions: Buddhism, the army, 
and the monarchy. Even though there have been 13 constitutions, 14 elections, 15 
coups, and 42 cabinets since the overthrow of the absolute monarchy in the 1932 
revolution , the system of government has remained constant. Thailand, from 1932 
to the present, has remained a bureaucratic polity in which army bureaucrats con
trol the government and run the country for the benefit of the monarch, the army, 
the highest echelon of the bureaucracy, the business community, and the people in 
general, in descending order of importance. The army's unchallenged sway over 
Thai politics was briefly overturned by the student revolutionaries of 1973 which 
brought liberal civilian governments to power until the military reasserted its au
thority in October 1976. 

In the late 1950s and early 1960s the style of government was starkly authoritar
ian. Conditions today have changed. The prime minister no longer has the same 
type of autocratic power. Prime Minister Prem, and his immediate predecessors 
Kriangsak and Thanin Kraivichien, have ruled through a system of consultation 
(with factions in the army and bureaucracy, civilian party leaders, business leaders, 
and trade unions). Most important of all, King Bhumiphol 's support is requisite to 
continued tenure in office. Gone are the days of decisiveness; these have been 
replaced by temporizing, compromising, and the representation of interests from 
outside the bureaucracy and army. 

The transition is not simply a matter of personality. Thai society has been altered 
markedly by the emergence of new groups and new centers of power outside the 
direct control of the army, the bureaucracy, and the palace. When the Thai economy 
remained small, the palace awarded business privileges directly in response to bar
gaining outcomes in the military-controlled cabinet; university graduates were ab
sorbed into high prestige billets in the bureaucracy, creating a stable, entirely elite
centric system of participation. The underpinnings of the old bureaucratic polity 
have been destabilized by successful development. Rapid increases in personal in
come, mass exposure to modem education, and the intrusion of the mass media 
into every comer of the kingdom have substantially increased the pressure for po
litical participation . The growth process has produced Thai corporations that no 
longer depend exclusively on governmental largess and the favor of the palace. 
Likewise, the hundreds of thousands of office workers employed by international 
companies are not directly beholden to the palace, the cabinet, or the army. 

Controversy still exists over whether "bureaucratic polity" has completely given 
way to "bourgeois polity," but there can be no doubt whatever that the system has 
changed, that power is more diffuse, that the military no longer holds as much 
power as it once did (see chapters 4 and 5 in this volume). While growth, educa
tion, and mass media exposure have not transformed Thailand into a free-swinging 
democracy, a much larger segment of the public than ever before must now be 
considered in the public decision-making process . 

Just as the last five years seem to have been marked by political evolution in 
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Thailand , the events of early 1986 turned a new page in the history of the Republic 

of the Philippines. The thirty-month-long Philippine crisis of political legitimacy 

began with the assassination of former Senator Benigno Aquino in August 1983 

and ended with the ouster of President Marcos in late February 1986. When Aqui

no was assassinated the Philippine economy was already on the verge of financial 

crisis because of extensive borrowing during the 1970s and the fact that foreign 

capital had often been invested in projects that did not produce the anticipated 

foreign currency earnings. A tourist industry boom never became a reality. Mul

tibillion dollar investments in alternative energy sources looked like model in

vestments when they began in the 1970s, but red tape, delays , cost overruns, and 

corruption left many of them unfinished and uneconomical in comparison to the 

current low costs of imported fuel oil. The per capita income of the Philippines has 

fallen from $776 in 1982 to less than $600 today, and the impact is felt dispropor

tionately by the urban poor. Marcos mouthed the slogans of technocratic solutions 

to economic development woes; but , in failing to implement the necessary mea

sures (usually for political reasons), his government has landed the Philippines in 

the worst economic crisis since the end of World War II. In the course of doing so, 

the economic principles necessary to solving the problems have themselves been at 

least partially discredited. 
President Marcos's last two years in power were a holding operation in which a 

regime bereft of legitimacy staggered from one insoluble problem to another. The 

World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) demanded economic re

forms whose implementation would have curtailed the power of the " crony " cap

italists who remained among Marcos's last bastions of support. Similarly Washing

ton, shocked by the Aquino assassination and alarmed by the rapid growth of the 

New People's Army (NPA), mounted nearly incessant pressure on Marcos to dis

miss political generals such as the Chief of the Armed Forces of the Philippines , 

General Fabian Ver. Marcos could not cut himself free from Ver and the other 

generals who have stayed beyond retirement age because doing so would have 

yielded control of security forces to profess ionals in the military who in the end 

would prove unwilling to do Marcos's bidding in the regime's penultimate politi

cal crisis. 
President Marcos's final undoing resulted from the presidential election of Febru

ary 7 , 1986 , which in all probability was the most unsavory election of postwar 

Philippine history. Marcos possessed virtually unlimited money and organizational 

means to coerce, buy, or influence the votes of in excess of 20 percent of the 

electorate, and the diminished size of his true support base is indicated by the fact 

that challenger Corazon Aquino garnered approximately half of the votes without 

coercive machinery or large amounts of money for purchasing votes. 

At this writing in February 1986 no one can predict the course of the new Aqui

no administration. However, the magnitude of the problems faced by the Philip

pines would daunt even the most experienced political administrator. When the 

euphoria of the international press dies down and the New People's Army continues 

killing provincial police and local officials, the business classes may still refuse to 
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invest in the Philippines and the Catholic Church's prediliction for peace may col
lide with the army's desire to take the offensive against the NPA. The most diffi
cult problem of the Aquino administration will be maintaining political momentum 
by moving from promises to concrete achievements, especially with regards to the 
on-going economic crisis. Even though Corazon Aquino and her followers have 
brilliantly managed a nearly bloodless transition from autocracy to democracy, it 
remains to be seen whether the real problems of the society can be solved before 
the legitimacy of the new regime begins to be exhausted by events . 

The chapters in this volume, which cover both domestic and international poli
tics within the ASEAN countries, with particular emphasis on the relationship of 
domestic politics to foreign policy making in each of the ASEAN states, were 
presented as papers at the Third U .S.-ASEAN Conference, ASEAN in Regional 
and International Context, which was held in Chiangmai , Thailand , January 7-11 , 
1985. The papers were substantially revised following the meeting in Chiangmai. 
The conference was co-sponsored by the Institute of East Asian Studies of the 
University of California, Berkeley, and the Institute of Security and International 
Studies, Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok, Thailand , and the Centre for Strate
gic and International Studies of Jakarta, Indonesia. We would like to take this 
opportunity to express our thanks to The Asia Foundation and to the Rockefeller 
Brothers Fund , whose contributions facilitated our deliberations. 

Finally, we would like to commend the special efforts of Dr. Kusuma Snit
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I. AN OVERVIEW 

1. ASEAN in a Regional 
and Global Context 

Thanat Khoman 

ASEAN, or the Association of Southeast Asian Nations , was born out of hope

the hope for peace, prosperity, and progress in the Southeast Asian region. It was 

born also in the context of a confrontation (or to use the Indonesian term konfron

tasi) that in 1963 pitched Indonesia and the Philippines against Malaysia over ter

ritorial disputes arising from the colonial legacy of Sarawak and Sabah. The region 

was on the verge of a war, with Indonesian commando raids launched against Ma

laysia and British warships cruising off Indonesian coasts in defense of 

Malaysia. Thailand was the only member of the Association of Southeast Asia 

(ASA) that was not involved in this confrontation. The ASA included Thailand, 

Malaysia, and the Philippines and was the forerunner of ASEAN. Thailand tried to 

bring about a reconciliation between its feuding partners , and after many attempts, 
the efforts succeeded when the leaders of Indonesia, the Philippines, and Malaysia 

agreed to meet in Bangkok, and after a few days a seal of approval was put on 

their reconciliation. 
As Thai foreign minister at that time, I stood in the background, not performing 

a mediating role but acting only as an honest broker. Nevertheless, I was kept 

informed of the discussions , and when a final agreement was reached, the parties 

offered a banquet to celebrate the event. I was seated next to Adam Malik, Indo

nesia's foreign minister and vice premier. I took that occasion to broach the idea of 

forming a new organization for regional cooperation to replace the defunct ASA. 

Malik unhesitatingly agreed but asked for time to normalize Indonesia's relations 

with Malaysia, which had ruptured during the confrontation. Thus ended this crit

ical episode, and the region of Southeast Asia was turned from the verge of war to 

the pursuit of friendly cooperation. Then and there, the seed for the creation of 

ASEAN was sown . 
A few months later, everyone was ready. Singapore sent Rajaratnam to see me 

and requested admission to the new organization . Then the foreign ministers of 
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Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Singapore joined me in Bangkok. After a 
brief official welcome we moved to Bangsaen, a small seaside resort on the Gulf 
of Thailand, to work out the charter for the new regional body. After a few days 
discussions over the draft prepared by the Thai Foreign Office, an agreement was 
reached. The ASEAN charter was finalized and owed its name to Malik, who 
received a commemorative trophy for coining it. Finally, the text was publicly pro
claimed on August 8, 1967, as the Bangkok declaration : 

It was, indeed, a historic and unique event for Southeast Asia, a balkanized 
region where Western nations had carved out their colonies and protectorates dur
ing the epic of imperialistic expansion. For the first time, an indigenous Asian 
regional organization was initiated within the community for the nations of the 
area to help themselves. 

However, not everyone looked upon this event with favor. The European com
munists branded it as a front for American imperialism, drawing probably upon 
their experiences with the leader of the Warsaw Pact. Even locally, it was berated 
by the press as insignificant because the organization comprised only small and 
weak nations, which shows how enlightened and knowledgeable the press can be. 
In spite of this hostile or simply tepid welcome, ASEAN took firm root on South
east Asian ground. Its objective was to institutionalize cooperation in all fields , 
except the military, because of the unhappy experience with the Southeast Asia 
Treaty Organization (SEATO), which failed dismally because of divergent interests 
between the European and Southeast Asian members. This time, the emphasis 
would be on economic and other nonmilitary activities because the members 
lacked military potential. They also realized that a collective political defense sys
tem is more suitable to existing local conditions than a military one and more 
like ly to yield concrete results . 

From the start , economic cooperation among the members of ASEAN produced 
some results, although they were not particularly impressive. Negotiations were 
conducted on trade, tariffs, quotas , and economic and technical cooperation with 
the European Economic Community, the United States, Japan, and Australia, ob
taining here and there some limited satisfaction but nothing earth-shaking. Within 
the organization, intraregional trade and economic as well as industrial joint proj
ects made little headway because of exacerbated nationalism by technocrats laying 
the groundwork for their political superiors. Moreover, on several occasions indi
vidual members displayed behavior more suitable to-a bazaar than to a cooperative 
association, insisting on taking more than giving, as in the case of industrial joint 
ventures and a few other instances . Some members of the economic board of Asia
week expressed the opinion that , on the economic side, ASEAN " isn't working at 
all, " while others conceded that it had made some "moderate achievements ." 
Also, there was no common market in the making. The panelists attributed this to 
"political and cultural differences between member states and different states of 
economic development they have so far attained," a prognosis that is somewhat 
different from mine. 
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Surprisingly, achievements have been more noteworthy on the political side. Af

ter the Vietnam debacle, the United States washed its hands of Southeast Asia 

when it enunciated the so-called Guam doctrine. The region and particularly Thai

land , which allowed its soil to be used by U.S. armed forces during the Vietnam 

War, were left at the mercy of the Vietnamese communists, who, with their Soviet 

allies, celebrated their victory by promptly filling the vacuum created by the U.S. 

withdrawal. In a chorus Western pundits began launching the so-called domino 

theory whereby Thailand and other noncommunist countries in the region would go 

down to their doom, swamped by the Vietnamese communist tidal wave. These 

birds of evil augury did not count with the young and innocuous organization, 

ASEAN, which, incidentally, profited enormously from Vietnam's raucous threats 

and militancy. They helped to consolidate it. Bare-handed and alone, ASEAN 

stood firm against the vociferous menace from the Indochinese communists. With 

calm fortitude, ASEAN reduced Vietnam's provocations to impotency. The advo

cates of the domino theory could hardly believe their eyes , and yet ASEAN had 

done it, not with the lethal weapons of the West but with diplomacy and political 

measures. Of course, the People's Republic of China's indirect support by teach

ing some object lessons to Vietnam and occasional stern warnings from the United 

States were helpful in calming Vietnam 's ardor and bellicosity. Nevertheless, 

ASEAN had performed a small miracle in maintaining stability in the region with

out outside intervention and without giving the opportunity for a major conflict to 

erupt. This development indicated that the Southeast Asian nations had reached 

maturity and that the organization had fulfilled its original purpose: looking after 

their own affairs, thus preventing outside interference. The world at large must 

have been impressed by ASEAN's unexpected success because it began to seek 

contact with the organization, thereby recognizing its viability and effectiveness in 

dealing with delicate and dangerous situations. This should have come as no sur

prise, for in ASEAN members' territories are located the sources of production of 

important raw materials-from oil to minerals and foodstuffs - and the ASEAN 

countries also occupy strategic locations, controlling vital passageways through the 

straits of Malacca, Sunda, and Lombok, which link the Indian and Pacific oceans. 

These factors and some others compel the nations of this area to become willy

nilly involved in global considerations and entanglements . 

This situation has been further complicated by Vietnam 's decision to allow the 

USSR to make use of military and naval facilities at Danang and Cam Ranh Bay, 

thus introducing a new dimension of danger into the Southeast Asian picture. Not 

content with the military foothold in Vietnam , the USSR is also enlarging its pres

ence in Kampuchea by equipping the Port of Kampong Som with modern facilities 

for use both in time of peace and conflict. The objectives pursued by the Soviet 

Union are not too difficult to define. 
First, the Soviet presence serves to exert pressure on the PRC's southern flank. 

Next , it helps it to control and, worse, in time of crisis to interdict the traffic 

through the Straits of Malacca, a vital sea-lane for Japan and other East Asian 
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countries and a crucial link between the Indian and Pacific oceans. In doing so, the 
Soviet Union casts an ominous threat, particularly from Kampong Som , over the 
free countries of Southeast Asia. The new Soviet fac ilities in Southeast Asia must 
be considered a God-sent opportunity because a country like the USSR believes 
that military means and intimidation should be used when diplomacy fails to 
achieve its desired objectives. As the Soviet presence has increased , so has the 
threat to peace and stability in the region. For the introduction of this new danger, 
Vietnam must bear a full and heavy responsibility. The ASEAN countries, for their 
part , must face the distinct poss ibility of becoming involved very much against 
their will in the struggle to contain SovieUVietnamese activities in Southeast Asia. 

From now on, the Soviets are installed in Danang and Cam Ranh Bay. The 
Vietnamese, by giving their permission , bargained away their sovereignty for arms 
and money to launch the Kampuchean campaign of conquest and annexation in 
order to create a federation of Indochina under their aegis. As a result, all of 
Southeast As ia has been turned into a potential arena for rivalry, contest , and pos
sible conflict, first between the proxies of the PRC and USSR and then between 
the principals themselves . However, the ultimate goal is victory in the final contest , 
which may (or hopefully may not) materialize between the two superpowers. 
Global conflict between the superpowers is the danger lurking beyond the horizon, 
a frightful visage but one that pessimistic but realistic minds cannot easily exclude. 
Can ASEAN avoid being trapped in this deadly merry-go-round? 

This is what the ASEAN governments had at the back of their minds when they, 
and particularly the former prime minister of Malaysia, Tun Abdul Razak, tried to 
rally support for declaring this region a zone of peace, freedom, and neutrality 
(ZOPFAN). The idea was endorsed by all the ASEAN members , including Thai
land , on whose behalf I signed the proclamation . Missions were sent to all the 
capitals of the major powers to enlist their support and approval. The result was 
mixed , as there appeared to be reservations on the part of certain parties to whom 
the approach was made. In this instance, drawing from the international experience 
in other parts of the world, neutrality will be effective only if other nations, not 
merely those concerned, are willing to respect it; otherwise it is absolutely mean
ingless. Belgium, in particular, whose proclaimed neutrality was vio lated twice in 
two world wars, stands out as a striking example. 

On the other hand , ASEAN's energetic efforts to fi nd a political solution to 
Vietnam's invasion and occupation of Kampuchea have gone beyond regional 
scope, although basically it is a local and regional problem. ASEAN, including 
Thailand , has been doing everything possible to avoid being involved in military 
operations and prefers to bring the issue to the United Nations. As a result , the 
problem has been shifted out of its reg ional framework and has assumed an inter
national or global coverage. This has not pleased Vietnam and its supporters, nota
bly the Soviet Union, who would rather put a regional lid on this question , know
ing full well that world public opinion would throw its massive weight behind the 
ASEAN resolution on Kampuchea. 

Modest by nature and inclination , ASEAN would be content with remaining a 
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strictly regional organization. But with economic resources of wide importance 
(energy products, minerals, and other primary commodities), with its strategic 
location serving as an air and maritime nexus linking two great oceans through 
which pass important industrial products , especially petroleum, and sitting in the 
middle of an arena where regional and global rivalries are brewing, ASEAN's 
concerns cannot be confined within its narrow regional frame. World leaders, im
pressed by its measured, effective, and cool-headed manner of dealing successfully 
with explosive problems, began to cultivate relationships with ASEAN and gave it 
valuable support in its endeavors to maintain and preserve peace and stability with 
only its own indigenous resources, in a region wracked with territorial, ideologi
cal, and hegemonistic ambitions. 

ASEAN's role in the quest for regional peace and stability has by no means 
ended ; in fact , it has only begun. Past success warrants confidence in the future. 
With its abundance of material and human resources , with the valuable sympathy 
and support from hosts of peace- and freedom-loving nations all over the world, 
ASEAN will continue to succeed in its future missions. Even the ominous and 
powerful Soviet presence in Vietnam, Kampuchea, and Laos is not as terrifying as 
it once looked. A quick glance at the long logistic supply line from Vladivostok 
demonstrates that the Soviet bases in Vietnam are not quite invulnerable, especial
ly in times of crisis or conflict. In fact, the bases could be rather precarious. 
In peacetime, they may be useful for reconnaissance and surveillance of U.S . fleet 
movements in the Pacific and Indian oceans, and politically, they may serve to 
intimidate other powers, a tactic frequently used by the Soviet Union. However, it 
is important to remember that reconnaissance and intimidation may be about all 
the Soviets can hope to attain from the bases. 

All these complexities point to the difficulties ASEAN must face in the future. 
More than ever, the nations of this region will have to play a tight and very cau
tious game. The crux of the problem lies in Kampuchea, which must be prevented 
from erupting into a widespread conflict. While no political solution is in sight and 
the war which has lasted for more than six years will not bring victory to Vietnam , 
a political balance of noncommunist powers must be fashioned to prevent the Sovi
ets from increasing the resources available to Vietnam and joining directly in a 
massive effort to win a decisive victory. At the present time decisive victory is not 
likely to happen. Neither are the Soviets ready to halt supplies to Vietnam, es
pecially oil, arms, and even poison gas, without which Vietnam cannot keep the 
war going. Vietnam, on its part, claims that without the support of the PRC and 
Thailand , the Kampuchean resistance would already have been annihilated. 

From the foregoing, it is hardly necessary to point out that the present situation 
in Southeast Asia, with ASEAN as one of the principal actors, requires patience 
and wisdom. Let us hope its leaders are endowed with both qualities and foil all 
attempts at extending the shadows of conquest and hegemony over this region. 
Kampuchea is not the core of the problem; indeed, the resistance against Viet
namese colonialism is deeply significant for the freedom and independence of all 
of Southeast Asia, and the struggle has serious implications for the rest of the 
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world. That is why ASEAN burst out of its narrow regional frame to immerse 

itself in a wider context . This is well understood by the outside world , communist 

and noncommunist alike. This explains why an overwhelming majority of U.N. 

members have sided with those who uphold peace and freedom by unmistakably 

condemning Vietnam's neocolonial venture aimed at taking over the former French 

empire in Indochina. ASEAN cannot and will not abandon this vital struggl e, for 

its own sake and that of the entire region. 
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2. An External Perspective 
on Southeast Asian Politics 

Robert A. Scalapino 

The study of politics, it is commonly said , is the study of power. Yet behind the 
use of power-both the initial decision and the subsequent application-lies a 
complex set of personal and impersonal motivations. The former belong princi
pally to the realm of psychology, the latter to the social sciences. An evaluation of 
the status of Southeast Asian politics should thus commence with an analysis of 
the personal trauma and ideological influences that have shaped the political atti
tudes and behavior of the citizenry and, most especially, of those elites capable of 
influencing or wielding power. 

WESTERN CHALLENGE AND ASIAN RESPONSE 

Amateur psychology is hazardous, yet certain generalizations seem valid. For 
several centuries , the central dilemma of Southeast Asian elites has been how to 
cope with intruding Western values and power. In the process of growing interac
tion with the West , the rejectionists (those who sought to shun the entire Western 
weltanschauung) were defeated, but not vanquished. They retreated to their natural 
power bases , to such citadels as the mosques, the temples , and the villages-the 
principal repositories of traditional culture. 

Those who emerged as leaders of the early political movements that claimed 
national status were with few exceptions individuals who at the intellectual level 
had a considerable understanding and acceptance of the basic tenets of Western 
liberalism. The ranks of the Westernizers were to be split as the "vanguard" doc
trines of Marxism-Leninism made their influence fe lt. But irrespective of the pre
cise ideology espoused, as an ideal type these individuals were products of a West
ern education, conversant with some Western language and comfortable with 
various aspects of Western culture. 

A portion of the Westernizers, those at the extreme end of the continuum, re
treated along with the rejectionists , but in this case, to London , Paris, and the 
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Hague or, alternatively, to those Western enclaves existing in every colonial soci
ety. Such individuals had been rebuilt to the point where they felt uncomfortable 
with their own people, foreign to their own culture. For the most part , however, the 
Westernizers were a hybrid type, quite capable of holding political views deriva
tive from an external environment but pursuing behavioral patterns and a lifestyle 
reflective of their continuing ties with the indigenous culture. 

The inner tensions derivative from political-cultural hybridization have invaria
bly been substantial. In addition to recurrent crises of personal identity, the West
ernizers have been forced t0 face certain soul-searching questions: Am I in the 
vanguard , or will my society take a different course, making me irrelevant and des
tined for oblivion? Put differently, can my acquired values be rendered compatible 
with the socioeconomic circumstances of my society? And should the principal 
quest be for the liberation of the individual , with a corresponding emphasis upon 
basic human rights , or should it be for the liberation of society, a cause often 
connected with the defense of authoritarianism? 

To one group-namely, the Chinese who had migrated to Southeast Asia-the 
problems were to be compounded by the possession of an alien status in their 
country of adoption. Assimilation, both racial and cultural, has taken place in 
varying degrees, with Thailand setting the pace. Nevertheless , set apart by culture 
and occupation, the Chinese in Southeast Asia have wavered between elite and 
pariah status. Theirs has been the obligation to fund, to advise, and to educate in 
politics-in these ways, to share power-but not to seek the apex of power lest 
explosive repercussions ensue (Singapore excepted). In such a setting, an apolitical 
posture or extreme alienation has been a response as natural as that of participation 
in the ongoing political processes. And because this group has constituted a major 
portion of the entrepreneurial class-that class which served as the mainstream 
support for political liberalism in the West-the Marxian theory of class-based 
political values and the Southeast Asian liberal cause have both suffered. 

Whatever the difficulties , however, it was natural that the Westernizers would 
dominate the political stage in Southeast Asia in the years immediately following 
World War II and that the mainstream would use Western liberalism as the prime 
weapon against the West. Freedom, equality, justice-how could these values pos
sibly be rendered compatible with colonial rule? The term justice was generally 
broadened to encompass social and economic justice. Socialism was not anathema 
to the postwar Southeast Asian liberals-but it was supposed to be socialism under 
parliamentarism and competitive politics. 

A second Westernizer was the Marxist-Leninist who found an alternative path to 
modernization both in the traditions of his society and in current international 
trends-one based upon an elitist vanguard exercising dictatorial power on behalf 
of the masses, a highly centralized state, and the fullest possible mobilization of 
the citizenry for the tasks at hand. But in a fundamental sense, the Southeast Asian 
Marxist leaders like the liberals had their roots in urban life and culture with rare 
exceptions, even when they led peasant recruits. 
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CRISIS IN VALUES 

With the passage of time, both Western-style liberalism and Marxism have come 
under the shadow of failure in Southeast Asia, and a crisis of values has resulted. 
Critics of liberalism have been given ample ammunition in the performance of 
parties and parliaments throughout the region, in the results of elections, and in the 
attitudes of the citizenry when confronted with political choices. Too frequently, 
political parties, permitted to operate freely, have exacerbated religious , ethnic, or 
regional cleavages, moving their society away from, rather than toward, greater 
unity. Parliaments have often been either impotent or unrepresentative, and rife 
with corruption. Elections, even when conducted under reasonably free conditions, 
have seemed a reflection of the power of the state rather than an expression of the 
will of the electorate. And such samples as have been taken indicate that the aver
age citizen in an emerging society places economic development and social order 
ahead of political democracy in his basic priorities. 

It would be grossly unfair to categorize all politically open or quasi-open sys
tems in Southeast Asia as manifesting these traits, at least in their starkest form . 
As we shall soon indicate, both trends and potentialities are decidedly mixed. 
However, in comparing the 1950s with the 1980s, the broadest developments are 
clear: the retreat from parliamentarism and competitive politics has been wide
spread in the region , and generally accompanied by an increase in power for the 
military, shared or otherwise. While terms such as democracy and freedom con
tinue to be extensively used , it is "guided democracy " and " freedom within the 
law," subject to official interpretations convenient to the situation at hand. In addi
tion , faith in liberalism appears to have weakened, even in intellectual circles, 
replaced by doubt or lassitude. But the important fact is that Western-style parlia
mentarism in Southeast Asia has never really penetrated the great rural hinterland, 
whatever superficial signs to the contrary. It has thus existed as an implant in a 
political culture that has repeatedly sought to reject it as a foreign body. 

If political liberalism has faltered in practice, Marxism-Leninism in operation 
has fared worse. In some instances, Marxism did appear to penetrate rural South
east Asia, and certain Marxist-Leninist doctrines had a greater compatibility with 
the traditional culture than their liberal competitors. But in the end, rather than 
promoting unity and communal contributions to soc ial and economic progress, 
communism in action produced conflict in the village as well as at higher levels. 
And where communism has achieved power, the strongly elitist structure spawned 
by a one-party dictatorship has generally led to a cult of personality- the glorifica
tion of a single individual at the expense of all others. The source-springs of de
mocracy-constitutionalism, elections , and human rights-have been honored in 
the breach despite repeated guarantees and periodic rituals. But most importantly, 
Marxism-Leninism, when dominant , has failed to deliver in precisely the area of 
its claimed primacy-materialism . After the spurt that can be provided by a con
centrated mobilization of resources-natural and human-the absence of incen-
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tives and the rigidities of a centralized, planned system increasingly make them

selves felt. 
It is thus not surprising that disillusionment with Marxism-Leninism is now 

widespread, especially in intellectual circles. Only in the Philippines, where griev

ances are intense and experience with hard authoritarianism is limited , is Marx

ism-Leninism enjoying a certain vogue among young intellectuals today. 

It is to be noted that the ideological trends generally characteristic of Southeast 

Asia are not unique although the specifics may differ. The decline of ideology in 

the West in favor of a pragmatic, individual and interest-group-oriented approach, 

ad hoc and particularized , was noted years ago , but few if any observers realized 

how far this trend would go. The mark of the "advanced , industrial society" at 

present is one where special interest groups claim priority in attracting the citizen's 

loyalties , where the media compete with government for power and the shaping of 

attitudes, and where the sense of community in its traditional form has been great

ly weakened. 
It was not foreseen at an earlier point that religion would reenter politics force

fully, seeking to fill the vacuum left by secular leaders. In societies undergoing the 

trauma of rapid socioeconomic change (not least of all the "advanced West"), with 

old beliefs and lifestyles being assaulted on every side, the demand for a value 

system that can provide psychic relief rises. If modernists cannot provide such a 

system, traditionalists will seek to answer the challenge. Pragmatism, whatever its 

strengths , does not provide emotional satisfaction. Thus, fundamentalist Islam, 

Christianity, and Judaism have come to the fore, their spokesmen seeking to re

place the fallen banners of secular leaders with new ones. Taking advantage of the 

confusion that surrounds contemporary liberalism and Marxism and alert to the 

uprooting that accompanies modernization , the defenders of religious faiths have 

left their retreats and are marching forward. 

The political scene in Southeast Asia today is in broad conformity with global 

trends. Here too, we are witnessing the reassertion of values providing solace to 

individuals caught up in the maelstrom of rapid socioeconomic change. It should 

never be forgotten that the revolution going on in the world today is in those soci

eties where the pace of economic growth is fastest. The revolution that has unfold

ed in the United States over the past four decades and in Japan for three decades is 

now picking up momentum throughout the region encompassed by ASEAN. All of 

these countries are vastly more revolutionary than most states flying revolutionary 

banners. Socialism, rigorously applied under Leninist principles , leads at some 

point to stasis and a profound resistance to further change, a condition that Chinese 

leaders are now seeking desperately to correct. 
In the prevailing revolutionary context, it is natural that Islamic spokesmen 

would challenge national powerholders in a variety of ways in the Philippines, 

Indonesia, and Malaysia-even in Thailand. In some cases, this represents the 

voice of an embattled minority, in other instances, the effort to speak on behalf of 

the silent majority. Generally, concrete economic, social, or political grievances 

provide the foundations for the religious appeal, contributing to its potency. And in 
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confronting this challenge, the state faces certain novel conditions. Both liberalism 

and Marxism are dependent upon elitist support and leadership. They demffi!d an 

intellectual base. But religion, in or out of politics, is generically a mass move

ment, with a leadership close to the grass-roots level, rarely coming from existing 

economic or political elites. There are exceptions. In Burma, Ne Win had pagodas 

built and cultivated Buddhism precisely to legitimize his rule and rally the popula

tion in traditional fashion. Yet the umbilical cord connecting religion to traditional 

leadership has generally been cut or loosened in Southeast Asia. Contemporary 

religious spokesman are adrift from an increasingly secular state, thereby released 

from earlier functions and obligations. 

POLITICAL LEADERSHIP AND INSTITUTIONS 

To provide the fuller context in which the recent challenges have been raised, 

key political trends at the national level must be probed. The first-generation revo

lutionary leadership of Southeast Asia, as was generally true in similar situations 

elsewhere, was composed of men whose primary talents, as noted earlier, lay in 

mobilization and the creation of a nation-state out of what had been disparate 

peoples. These were individuals long immersed in movements, skilled in exhorta

tion and confrontation. Their interest in or training for development was limited, 

but they possessed that quality that has been loosely termed charisma, the capacity 

to attract support through their quasi-religious , nonrational appeal. In men like U 

Nu, Sukarno, Tengku Abdul Rahman, Lee Kuan Yew, and-one might add- Ho 

Chi Minh, the traits of personalized leadership, with its supernatural overtones, 

were to be discerned, Westemizers though they were. And this was essential since, 

as has been indicated , the traditional institutions of state, including the monarchy, 

had disappeared or been greatly weakened. Thailand , of course, was an exception 

to this condition , accounting for certain important differences in the evolution of 

modem Thai politics. The Philippines also represents a special case because of the 

unique political policies of the United States as colonial power. 

It has been commonplace to assert that charisma was lost or diminished in the 

second-generation leaders who emerged in Southeast Asia and elsewhere. This is 

partly true. The new leadership in certain instances came from the military class 

and could, therefore, rely to a considerable extent upon the power of the gun rather 

than upon political mobilization. Moreover, in varying degrees, the new leaders 

committed themselves to less romantic tasks than those of espousing globalism or 

rallying the masses for foreign adventures. Turning inward , they sought to con

struct new economic foundations , and for these purposes, they had to call upon that 

portion of the intelligentsia we label technocrats. A loose partnership, hierarchical 

in nature, developed, most clearly in evidence in Indonesia. But even in societies 

where civilian control was maintained, such as Singapore and Malaysia, a similar 

trend could be seen. 
As national priorities shifted and the technocratic or bureaucratic class rose in 

prominence, protected by military power, the premium upon the charisma of the 
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individual leader declined. Yet it would be highly misleading to imply that the 
qualities of traditional leadership are absent in men like Suharto, Ne Win, or 
Prem. Each man reflects in a very fundamental sense the historic antecedents of 
his society. Indeed, in the absence of firm political institutions, it is the traditional 
qualities within these men that offer some degree of protection against the on
slaughts of such challengers as the religious fundamentalists. 

In this respect, a confrontation ending in compromise arose in Malaysia when 
Mahathir, the current leader and a man with a strongly "modernist" background, 
chose to attack the one remaining bastion of tradition , the monarchical institution. 
But it is also instructive to note that Mahathir, while modernist, has long cham
pioned the Malay in this multiracial society and gone a considerable distance in 
seeking to redress ethnic socioeconomic imbalances, thereby seeking a favorable 
setting for control over the fundamentalists. 

In a very different manner, the situation in the Philippines has been precarious. 
Here, national political traditions lie with Western-style democracy, and the break 
from that tradition exposes Marcos to attacks from various quarters, with his de
fense dependent upon his native shrewdness, ward politics, the spoil s system, and, 
perhaps above all, military loyalty. 

It should not be presumed, incidentally, that personalized leadership is of little 
consequence in societies where political institutions are more firmly established. 
Witness the phenomenon of Ronald Reagan. Nonetheless, if Reagan were suddenly 
to pass from the scene, there would be no succession crisis. The established pro
cedures would prevail. In this respect, Southeast Asia presents a different picture, 
requiring us to examine the institutional, as apart from the ideological , trends pre
vailing. 

The most basic institutional division within Southeast Asia is that between those 
societies (Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos , and, for practical purposes, Burma) com
mitted to a one-party dictatorship and a Leninist system, and the remaining so
cieties which pay allegiance to a political choice and limited government , at least 
as a goal. Within both the socialist and nonsocialist states of the region, the role of 
the military constitutes a variable of major significance. While the party officially 
controls the gun in the three Indochina states, the military voice within the party 
has always been considerable, as befits a guerrilla party. Yet in no instance has the 
military been dominant. The situation is different in Burma where a military dic
tatorship exists , with the party-in this instance, the Burma Socialist Program 
party- simply a vehicle for military control. 

In the nonsocialist states, military power within the political structure varies. In 
Indonesia, it remains preeminent; in Thailand , at least co-equal; in the Philippines, 
rising. In Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew and his People's Action party reign supreme, 
but his son-and , some feel , his ultimate heir-has been brigadier general in the 
small Singapore army. In Malaysia, the military has not been a critical political 
factor up to date. 

It is not surprising that military power has generally been ascendant throughout 
Southeast Asia. The earlier failures of liberal institutions; continuing internal reli-
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gious, ethnic, and regional divisions; and conflicts, actual or potential, with neigh
boring states have all been conducive to that end. The first task of the military has 
naturally been to impose order, and in relative terms, this has been accomplished, 
except in Burma and the Philippines. The developmental tasks have been handled 
with varying results , the mixture of successes and failures not differing notably 
from the record of civilian-led administrations, suggesting that generalizations on 
the relative effectiveness of the military versus civilian governance with respect to 
socioeconomic development are of dubious validity. 

As development has taken place, however, and increases in literacy and affluence 
have developed, the issue of the military role in the political system has loomed 
ever larger in such societies as Thailand and Indonesia. Generally speaking, a 
mixed military-civilian rule prevails in these two states, with differences in balance 
and structure. Military dominance exists in Indonesia, but with Golkar, the govern
ment organ, a vehicle for nonmilitary representation and other parties permitted 
within carefully prescribed rules. 

Here, the governing elite are committed to constitutional rule providing for elec
tions with limited competition, a parliament with limited powers, and political 
rights for the citizenry limited both by Jaw and occasional fiat. But these very 
commitments, and the pluralistic , changing society to which they apply, make for 
a fluid situation. Indonesia will have a dominant party system under military lead
ership for a considerable period of time, but it is virtually certain that this system 
must either evolve to accord with the changing nature of Indonesian society or face 
recurrent challenges. 

Those challenges can best be mobilized at present from a religious base, as 
suggested earlier, but they will come from other quarters at a later point if the 
mechanisms for enlarging political participation and responding to socioeconomic 
grievances are not effective. Here as elsewhere, the gap between the polity and the 
society, between traditional politics and a socioeconomic revolution, can threaten 
stability if allowed to grow. 

In Thailand, the issue of the military role in politics is also vital. Here, a type of 
political dualism exists. On the one hand, the military establishment, itself replete 
with various factions, operates as a powerful decision-making body, semiautono
mous in structure yet intertwined with the larger political system. On the other 
hand , the major political parties, civilian-led, are essential to the operation of both 
the parliament and the administration, as provided by the constitution. This deli
cate, uncertain balance is periodically threatened by coups d 'etat, but continues
partly because it has had the powerful sanction of the monarchy. The latter institu
tion remains the most powerful in the nation partly because it has rural as well as 
urban roots, although concern is being expressed about its future. Thailand, like 
Japan , illustrates the utility of using the past to build the future, rather than taking 
the risks of razing traditional political institutions in an effort to create entirely 
new ones-only to be forced to re-create those old institutions in disguised form. 

Abundant evidence is available to illustrate the latter course, not merely in the 
degree to which current leaders partake of traditional qualities, but in the new 
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dynastic politics of the Asian world. In polities as different as North Korea and 
India, children are succeeding parents , and more broadly speaking " princes and 
princesses" (children of powerful figures) are playing prominent roles in the 
People's Republic of China, Taiwan, the Philippines, and Singapore, among other 
places. 

If Indonesia and Thailand represent societies where the issue of the military role 
in politics has long been present, in the Philippines that issue is only beginning to 
emerge. A lengthy period of martial law during which military power has steadily 
advanced, the multiple problems of political liberalism in recent years, and the 
rising threats of violence-Communist and Islamic- now pose critical questions 
for both military and civilian elites, with the political outcome uncertain. A mili
tary regime, however, if it were to come into existence, would not be the product of 
a popular consensus and would thus confront grave problems of legitimacy. 

In Burma, until recently, stagnation has been turned into a strategy for stability, 
albeit with some attention devoted to the Burman peasantry. Now that a decision to 
turn outward in modest degree has been reached, will the politics of development 
ultimately come into play? If so, the issue of military rule will sooner or later be 
raised, but first, it is likely that a more general issue will come to the fore: namely, 
the urgent necessity of a new, technologically oriented class-drawn from military 
and civilian ranks alike-to bridge the enormous gap that now separates this back
ward society from most of its neighbors. The old Westernizers of Burma are gone, 
and their ranks remain unfilled by the newer generations. Here, traditionalism has 
held sway-village priorities with antiurbanism flourishing; the pagoda as the cen
ter of life; xenophobia and isolation-the very forces that exist throughout South
east Asia, but which have been dominant in Burma for several decades. Burma is 
thus a society out of phase with the region to which it belongs, but now half
preparing to enter a cycle Jong since under way elsewhere. 

For other Southeast Asian societies, the issue of military power is less promi
nent. Brunei is currently protected by the citizens' allegiance to traditional institu
tions. A city-state like Singapore Jacks the requisite socioeconomic structure to 
furnish support for military governance barring powerful external threats. Malaysia 
made a crucial transition to civilian-led independence via heavy reliance upon 
leaders and institutions connected with the traditional past and, with this assis
tance, demonstrated a capacity to prevent sustained communal violence. The latter 
capacity remains critical to civilian rule. 

Thus far, our discussion of political institutions has focused centrally upon the 
issue of the military role in politics. We have noted that military dominance occurs 
both under conditions of one-party dictatorship and dominant party systems. But 
the military can also play a substantial role in systems where competitive politics 
is a more prominent feature of the institutional structure, such as in Thailand. 
If we now shift attention to the issue of how the citizens' views are articulated
namely, the electoral system and the party structure underwriting this system
Southeast Asia provides examples of only two patterns, Thailand partly excepted: 
the one-party dictatorship and the dominant party system. Even in Malaysia, Sing
apore, and, more recently, the Philippines where competitive politics operate with 
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greatest freedom, circumstances have guaranteed long-term continuity to a single 
party or coalition. There is good reason, moreover, to believe that the dominant 
party system is essential to the survival of parliamentarism and opportunities for 
civilian rule in this region for the near term at least. The current social and eco
nomic structure of Southeast Asian societies, with deep fissures lying immediately 
under the surface, does not permit the luxury of the pluralistic , highly competitive 
party systems of Japan and the West, as past efforts to operate such systems dem
onstrated. When and whether the further development of these societies will permit 
a widening of the political arena in these respects remain to be seen. But to pre
serve the dominant party system against the threat of one-party dictatorship and, 
when possible, to broaden the arena of legally permissible disputation and dialogue 
remain the central tasks of the political modernizers. 

The latter task raises frontally the status of the political liberties afforded the 
citizen under the institutions now prevailing. None of the states of the region per
mits the degree of political freedom permitted the citizen of Japan-or India. The 
chief reason, apart from cultural antecedents and elitist proclivities , relates again 
to the multiethnic , multireligious composition of these societies. The fact is that 
the diverse ethnic and religious groups now encased in a single political entity are 
generally not in the process of being socialized into a more broadly based political 
allegiance that surmounts their subculture. On the contrary, progress in race rela
tions and in religious tolerance is extremely limited , and in some instances, retro
gression appears to be taking place. Witness such situations as the endemic conflict 
between the Burmans and the Karens, Shans, and others; the gulf between the Thai 
and the hill peoples to the north and the Muslims to the south; the chasm between 
the Indonesians and the inhabitants of West Irian. The list could be extended, and 
brought closer to the core of each society, such as in the case of the Malay-Chinese 
division. Between and among such groups, a reservoir of suspicion, even hatred, 
exists that national policies have rarely countered effectively. Even within the dom
inant racial, ethnic, or religious groups, cleavages along subcultural and regional 
lines can be critical. Until these cleavages are bridged in greater degree, total 
freedom is far too dangerous to be allowed at the mass levels . 

Greater subtlety applies with respect to freedom for elites , including the intel
lectual class. Some quasi-authoritarian societies here and elsewhere permit the in
tellectual considerably greater freedom than may be apparent on the surface, as 
long as it is confined to speeches and writings that do not extend deeply into the 
public arena. In such societies, there is a dual culture for the intellectual: that 
which he may pursue in his circle of friends and in the confines of his own private 
environment, and that which he may express as a public figure or politkal activist. 

No state can totally control thought, expression, and organization. Even Viet
nam, with thousands still in " reeducation camps" and prisons, is forced to tolerate 
the Catholic church, including its connections with the Vatican. That this is a 
tactical decision, determined by the possibility of splitting Catholics and winning 
a majority to the cause of the new state rather than seeking to destroy them , makes 
it no less revealing. 

The challenge ahead for most of the Southeast Asian states is clear: As econom-
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ic development and social change expand, an ever larger proportion of the popu

lace will show an interest in, even a demand for, some form of meaningful political 

participation-but will the old hatreds based on ethnic and religious lines 

have diminished? Will greater public participation in politics advance or undermine 

stability? 
This leads directly to a final consideration, namely, the appropriate means of 

organizing the citizenry. From the outset of their campaigns against colonial rule, 

nationalist leaders were quite naturally drawn to highly centralized political struc

tures. They saw the supreme need to be that of orienting their people around a 

physical center, the capital , and of building national institutions that would con

centrate power. Indeed , the new politics was essentially the politics of an urban , 

educated class. Only the communists made a sustained effort to penetrate the rural 

areas. Short shrift was generally given to demands for local autonomy or the type 

of infrastructure at the local level that might have provided a greater degree of 

integration , with the village having institutional ties with the national government. 

In such policies , once again, the model provided by the advanced industrial 

societies was influential. From the early twentieth century, the drive in the West 

had been toward centralization. The rural environment was generally relegated to a 

secondary concern-culturally, economically, and politically. Modernity in all of 

its facets was equated with urbanism. At the same time, as the welfare state came 

into vogue, good government was defined increasingly as a benevolent national 

government, steadily augmenting its power so as to dispense greater social justice 

(and homogenization) throughout the land . Only recently have these trends been 

challenged in the West , with a new emphasis upon readjusting power within the 

political arena to afford regions and localities a greater measure of authority and 

responsibility. It remains to be seen how far this new, somewhat radical trend will 

go, but it has engendered more interest in American society than any political idea 

of the past fifty years. 
Might this development be profitably studied in Southeast Asia? If greater unity 

is to be achieved, the legitimacy of government strengthened and the gaps separat

ing the rural from the urban sectors, and the capital from the rest of the country 

reduced, should Southeast Asian leaders not reexamine the basic premises upon 

which political modernization has rested in recent decades? A strong rural in

frastructure, providing incentives that can produce a greater distribution of talent 

throughout the state and greater authority for regions within the state to pursue 

experimental courses, might in the long run provide a stronger economic and polit

ical basis for unity than the overcentralization currently existent. 

SUMMING UP 

There is reason to be cautiously optimistic regarding the future of Southeast 

Asian politics. The difficulties and hazards are on the surface, for all to see. Yet a 

number of factors offer hope. In general, the economies of the region are vigorous 

despite recent problems, and programs are being devised to take advantage of re

gional strengths, both in resources and manpower. Conditions are propitious, more-
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over, for increasingly constructive interaction with the dynamic industrial societies 
of the Pacific rim. Southeast Asia should be one of the most rapidly developing 
areas of the world in coming decades, and while this will create new political 
challenges and problems, it will also provide the foundation for political stability if 
properly utilized. 

In addition, most states in the region have gravitated toward a political system, 
which, however imperfect, accords reasonably well with current capacities . More 
importantly, that system in most instances is sufficiently flexible to make future 
evolution possible. The test, to be sure, is precisely here: Can governing elites alter 
political institutions so that they keep pace with the ongoing socioeconomic revolu
tion? No doubt, periodic crises will erupt, but systemic upheavals of massive pro
portions seem unlikely as long as flexibility and adjustment are a built-in part of 
the institutional system and political process. 

Challenges from primordial forces within the soc iety are currently on the upswing, 
and these wi ll remain strong for reasons advanced earlier. Underlying them, as we have 
noted , will be specific economic and social issues-but if the conditions are ripe, 
religious or ethnic banners can rally the masses with great effect iveness. To cope 
successfully with such causes , it will be necessary among other things for secular 
leaders to revitalize the ideo log ical component of politics. Individuals everywhere 
must have values by which to live, and the polity cannot afford to abdicate the task of 
establishing those values to particularistic elements within the society. 

Although the challenge from the so-called Left is presently at a relatively low ebb , 
taking Southeast Asia as a whole, it can still present a challenge in those few instances 
where the prevailing system is failing. But Marxism-Leninism is too seriously dis
credited to be the wave of the future, here or elsewhere. External political interventions 
such as those carried out earlier in the region by the Soviet Union and the PRC are 
much less likely to be influential even if they are again attempted . Mi litary interven
tions, to be sure, represent a different type of threat , but if they occur, they will be 
based on considerations of national interest, not ideology. 

If these are reasons for cautious optimism , three developments are required to maxi
mize the political potentials of Southeast Asia in addition to increased attention to 
ideology. First, the general balance of political power should be gradually shifted from 
the military class to civilians, under regularized constitutional provisions that ensure 
the military a strong voice in matters affecting the security of the state, but allow the 
apex of the political system to rest with a parliament representative of diverse groups. 
A society with a rapidly broadening socioeconomic base and an expanding literate 
middle class will not long accept military rule without rising protest. Second , the 
dominant party system should be retained at this time, but with an ever greater pre
mium upon garnering dominance by creating self-generating coalitions based upon 
satisfying the basic needs of the citizenry (as in Malaysia and Singapore to date), not by 
means of coercion or corruption. Finally, experimentation with decentralization of 
power in various forms shou ld be pursued so that a genu ine nation-state is created 
through a hierarchy of more vigorous local and regional institutions, thus enabllng 
greater participation in political processes at the all -important grass-root levels . 
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3. Southeast Asia: Politics in Context 

K. S. Sandhu 

It may be helpful to set the Southeast Asian political scene in its wider and fuller 

context, starting with its cultural setting. Here one is generalizing, but there is a 

fundamental difference in how life is viewed in , say, Asia as a whole or in South

east Asia. In our traditional cultures, by and large, there is no concept of privacy. 

Many, if not most , of us have it now, but it is an acquired concept. Second, our 

traditional norms do not have a concept of individual rights. We have instead con

cepts of responsibility. Likewise, there is less rigidity in seeing things in purely 

" right" and "wrong," "good" and "bad," or "white" and " black" terms. Reality 

thus may be frequently perceived as lying in between seemingly irreconcilable ab

solutes. Similarly, progress is seen to be made not so much through tension , but 

through accommodation. True, many of the foregoing norms and value systems are 

undergoing change as they come into contact and conflict with others. Having said 
this, however, we still cannot afford to ignore the factor of the traditional cultural 

matrices . And I hope my academic and intellectual friends will forgive me when I 

say that what urges the vast majority of Southeast Asians is not necessarily what 

agitates the relatively tiny group of academics, intellectuals, and other "liberals." 

In a historical context, we need to bear in mind what the present leadership 
went through. For instance, it is really ironic that this leadership fought fiercely 

against their colonial masters, castigating them for what they had done to Asian 

societies and their institutions. Then they went on to create what? Carbon copies of 
exactly what they had been fighting against! Let me give you one example. South

east Asian nationalists bitterly complained of brother being divided from brother 

by artificial boundaries established by colonial rulers. Yet on gaining indepen
dence, these same nationalists were prepared to shed blood to safeguard the very 
same boundaries they were earlier rebelling against! So, in a historical sense, 

many contradictory and conflicting political and ideological strands make up our 

inheritance. This amalgam has seen experiments with almost all forms of political 
institutions. Most of them have been found inadequate, and the process of trying to 

find something that might work is still going on. Critics might remark that these 
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efforts are but the tactics of bankrupt politicians and that all they are trying to do is 
institutionalize their own power. In some cases, yes; maybe even in the case of the 
majority. However, there are political leaders who may be ahead even of intellec
tuals and others in political thinking and who are genuinely concerned with fash
ioning institutions and systems that might work and last in the region . 

In the Southeast Asian setting we are seeing a whole host of political experi
ments being tried. You name it, in terms of institutional structure, and it is being 
tried in the region. Also, it is being experimented with in a context in which the 
pace of change is such that something which took Europe two, three, or four hun
dred years to achieve is being attempted in a time span telescoped into two or 
three decades. Aspirations of people are operating at a different pace, and this 
pace requires quite different responses in quite a different time span. We have to 
keep this in mind when we are trying to understand what is being done. Then , 
there is the question of the types of governments and governmental institutions in 
the region. Here, I am not convinced that the vast majority of the people of South
east Asia are terribly concerned with the structure, institutionalization, conceptual
ization, or what have you with regard to the type of government they have-that is, 
whether it conforms to some Westminister model, or whether it is military in form, 
or whether it is something in between. This is not to say that the form of govern
ment is of no concern. Rather that, by and large, people are more concerned with 
the style of the government, the manner in which it treats individuals and groups, 
whether it is delivering the goods, and whether there is a sense of humanity in the 
way it deals with human problems in general. Put another way, it is more the 
behavior, conduct, and achievement of the government that is likely to lead people 
to judge whether or not they are in step with government. In short , assessment of 
government by the majority of citizens is likely to be influenced by such concerns 
as the foregoing rather than by whether their government is transgressing some 
esoteric political norm or legal requirement. 

Irrespective of the types or forms of government, there is, however, no substitute in 
the long run for government sensitivity to its people's aspirations and the participation 
of these people in decisions that affect their lives. To think that the so-called "igno
rant" farmer, sitting somewhere, say, in northern Thailand is not concerned with how 
his government arrives at a decision that affects his livelihood is a lot of nonsense. 
Therefore, governments must develop at least some degree of participation in the mak
ing of decisions by those who are affected by such decisions. In some cases, the desire 
for this is likely to be more intense than in others. If anything, the intensity is likely to 
increase with economic success. As people get better educated, better fed, and so on, 
the desire to be consulted is going to increase, not decrease. The last Singapore general 
election is a good illustration of this: that is, success has its own costs, its own benefits, 
and its own problems. 

Looking ahead, there are many challenges that face Southeast Asia. The first of 
these is that populations are still growing at a fairly rapid rate, both in numbers and in 
aspirations. Younger people are better educated than their grandparents and parents. 
They are now the so-called masses. They are asking for a greater participation and 
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share in the wealth of the nation. They will no longer brook mere promises or plati
tudes. They want concrete results. And these "masses," i:i time to come (in fact, it is 
already happening), are not going to be in the rural areas . They are concentrated more 
and more in urban areas, in the cities. I think, in the future, some of our basic popula
tion problems, in terms of the politics of population, are not going to be so much rural
based but urban. When we get cities of 25-30 million people, we will not be talking 
just about housing, roads, or schools, but rather of the political potential of unprece
dented concentrations of people; talking, in a way, not so much of rural areas taking 
over urban areas, but the other way round. In highlighting this dimension of popula
tion, I do not wish to downgrade the perennial problem of how governments are going 
to provide people with their basic wants , but to underscore the need to look at other 
aspects of population that are likely to become serious contenders for attention in the 
years ahead. 

Equally, if not more, important is the need for governments to seriously devise 
systems in which there is a guarantee of a modicum of economic and social justice for 
the people as a whole. One does not have to be a Marxist to stress this, nor a great 
political scientist. It does not require much more than simple common sense to know 
that there is something inherently wrong in inspecting slums in a Rolls-Royce. It is not 
only obscene, but stupid. Put another way, one of our great problems, likely to become 
even more critical, is the juxtaposition of relative poverty and ostentatious wealth. The 
resolution of this and other similar contradictions in many of our societies is going to 
be even more imperative and compelling than what we have had to cope with in the 
past. We cannot just sweep these problems under the carpet. That carpet is very likely 
to fly in our faces. And this applies not only to countries like the Philippines, but to 
much of the region. Thanks to the Japanese transistor radio, people hear of the sharp 
contrasts of wealth and poverty, of the different lifestyles of the privileged and the 
masses. Now, thanks to transistor television sets, they see these contrasts with their 
own eyes. With progress in information technology, the impact in the days to come is 
going to be even greater. When such disaffection and perceived inequities are com
bined with concerns of ethnicity, identity, religion, and of being a minority, they create 
a formidable and volatile force. And in terms of issues relating to ethnicity, religion, or 
minority aspirations, we are just beginning to see the tip of the iceberg. Any one of 
these, let alone a combination of two or more of them, is likely to tax the ingenuity of 
governments to cope with the problems and passions involved, and this is likely to be 
particularly true with regard to minority groups. 

Finally, the developments and changes outlined above are going to demand govern
ments and the leadership to come up with solutions, rather than quick-fix palliatives, 
that is, solutions that will be lasting in the long-term sense. This requirement imme
diately brings us to the quality of the leadership in the region. If we cannot improve the 
quality of this leadership-that is , graduate to leadership individuals who can think 
through the problems outlined-and do so not only in terms of just safeguarding their 
particular positions, we are going to be in serious trouble. 

I would like to conclude by saying that despite the stability in general in Southeast 
Asia (which, in a way, is something to be proud of-that is, relative stability in spite of 
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rapid economic and social change), the political challenges facing the region are nev
ertheless enormous. They are even more so when coupled with the economic and social 
imperatives characterizing our area. On the other hand, looking at the other side of the 
same coin, so are the opportunities. That is why it is so exciting and so worthwhile to 
be in an area like Southeast Asia. It is truly an area where, if one has the will and the 
gumption, one can find real fulfillment. 
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II. POLITICS AND FOREIGN POLICY OF THE ASEAN STATES 

4. Thai Domestic Politics 
and Foreign Policy 

Ansil Ramsay 

INTRODUCTION 

Thail and began the 1980s fac ing three formidable problems: finding an appropriate 

balance between military and civ ilian political power, refashioning an economy 

that appeared to be developing serious structural difficulties, and dealing with the 

consequences of the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia. Many ana lysts be lieved 
that the Thai government was incapable of addressing these problems effectively or 

even of staying in office fo1 more than a few months at a time. The difficulties 

were typified by the cabinets led by Prime Minister Kriangsak Chomanan from 

1977 to March 1980. Despite hi s widely ac knowledged abilities , he was unable to 

hold together the civilian elements in his cabinets or to prevent an increasing ac
cumulation of power by General Prem Tinsulanond, the army commander-in-chief. 

In addition, Kriangsak experienced major difficulties in foreign affairs. He was 

initi a lly very successful in working toward accommodation with the communist 

governments of Vietnam, Laos , and Cambodia. The assu mptions upon which this 
accommodation were based broke down, however, with the Vietnamese invasion of 
Cambodia in December 1978 . His government finally collapsed in 1980 as a conse

quence of widespread protest after it attempted to raise the price of electric uti li ties 
and petrol eum products in an effort to reduce budget and trade deficits . 

These difficulties, following substanti al political instability in the 1970s, led a 
number of observers to predict that Thailand faced a bleak decade in the 1980s. 

I wou ld li ke to thank Suchit Bunbongkam , Sukhumbhand Paribatra, Surin Pitsuwan , David Adams , 
David Feeny, and Clark Neher for the ir comments on an earlier draft of thi s chapter. They, of course, 
are not responsible for remaining errors or for the interpretation of Thai politics contained in the chap
ter. 
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Some even suggested that revolution was a distinct possibility. Others were not this 
pessimistic but, nevertheless, foresaw continuing political instability, worsening 
economic difficulties, and a rudderless foreign policy. 1 

These forebodings have proved groundless. Cabinets have changed, and a coup 
d 'etat was attempted in 1981 , but the constitutional framework that was established 
in 1978 has survived . Fu1thermore, Prem Tinsulanond has served as prime minister 
of a constitutionally based government longer than any other prime minister since 
the overthrow of the absolute monarchy in 1932 . While serious economic diffi
culties such as trade and budget deficits remain, others such as inflation have been 
brought under control. Even the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia has proved 
less threatening than anticipated and has had the enormous unexpected bonus of 
crippling the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT). 

This chapter will examine two questions suggested by the failure of pessimistic 
pred ictions to anticipate accurately developments in Thailand in the first half of the 
1980s: ( l) Why has the present regime been more enduring than anticipated? 
(2) Can it continue to endure, or will interlocking political , economic, and foreign 
affairs difficulties eventually lead to the downward spiral predicted for Thail and by 
so many observers at the beginning of the decade? 

One answer to the first question might be that the current regime has endured 
simply because Prime Minister Prem is the only leader acceptable to the throne, a 
fragmented military, the various poli tical parties, and the public, not because it has 
any institutionalized basis for survival or legitimacy in its own right. This chapter 
suggests a different answer. It argues that while the current regime has survived in 
part because of personal support for Prime Minister Prem , credit is also due to 
substantial political changes in the last decade that have led to the emergence of a 
new kind of polity in Thailand . This polity has made a coup d 'etat more difficult 
and has been able to provide a measure of stability and continuity that could no 
longer be provided by Thailand's previous bureaucratic polity or by the open , dem
ocratic polity that lasted from 1973 to 1976. 

FROM BUREAUCRATIC POLITY TO BOURGEOIS POLITY? 

For years Thailand was described as a bureaucratic polity or a political system, 
such as the following: 

Cabinet members, for the most part , have been officials who have risen to political 
eminence; and in the conduct of their roles as members of a rul ing circle, cabinet 

' The best example is William Bradley et al. , Thailand: Domino by Default? (Athens: Ohio Univer
sity Center for International Studies, Papers in International Studies, Southeast Asia Series , no. 46, 
1978). See also David Morell, " Political Conflict in Thailand: Institutional Fragmentation and the 
lllusive Search for a New Consensus," paper presented at the 34th Annual Meeting of the Associa
tion for Asian Studies, Chicago, Apri l 2-4, 1982. On the potential for revolution, see Andrew 
Turton et al. , Thailand: Ro01s of Conflict (Nottingham, England: Spokesman, 1978). 
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politicans have shown themselves more responsive to the interests and demands of 
their bureaucratic subordinates than to the concerns of interest groups, political par
ties, or legislative bodies outside the state apparatus. 2 

Within this framework the military has been the dominant political institution . The 
bureaucratic polity survived into the early 1970s without serious challenge, but 
substantial economic and social changes, especially those of the 1960s, under
mined its support and led to its collapse in 1973. 

The most significant of these changes was economic growth based upon rapidly 
increasing exports of primary products, a growing serv ice sector, and the expan
sion of an industrial sector producing textiles and other light industrial products for 
export and an array of consumer goods for the domestic market. Rapid growth in 
the 1960s was also substantially aided by a favorable climate of world trade, cheap 
energy costs , and high levels of aid and foreign investment. 

This pattern of economic growth facilitated the development of several signifi
cant soc ial forces. The most notable was a Bangkok-centered business elite domi
nated by major banking families and commercial and industrial firms associated 
with these banks. Beyond thi s business elite were thousands of owners of smaller 
firms , white-collar employees, shopkeepers, and profess ionals, making up a new 
middle class. Finally, industrial development, which was concentrated in Bangkok 
and its surrounding provinces, led to a growing concentration of workers in the 
Bangkok area. 3 

It is not surprising that economic development brought increased criticism of the 
bureaucratic polity and military domination of politics . As Huntington and Nelson 
point out, the cross-national and longitudinal evidence to support the proposition 
that there is a link between economic development and increased demands for par
ticipation " is overwhelming. " 4 In Thailand each of the newly expanding social 
forces had reason to dislike the restrictions of the bureaucratic polity. Many busi
nessmen were "disenchanted with its outmoded, inefficient, and restrict ive pater
nalism, "5 and there was growing awareness that the officials of the polity needed 

2 This class ic account of the functi oning of the bureaucratic polity in Thai land is from Fred W. Riggs, 
Thailand: The Modernization of a Bureaucratic Polity (Honolulu : East-West Center Press, 1966), 
p. 3 12. John L. S. Girling uses the framework to discuss politics in several Southeast Asian coun
tries in The Bureaucratic Polity in Modernizing Societies: Similariries , Differences, and Prospects in 
the A SEAN Region (S ingapore: Institute of Southeast As ian Studies, Occasional Paper no. 64 , 1981 ). 

3 Two recent books on Thai politics di scuss these changes in depth: John L. S. Girling, Thailand: 
Society and Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981); and David Morell and Chai-anan Sam
udavanij a, Political Conflict in Thailand: Reform , Reaction , Revolution (Cambridge, Mass.: Oel
geschlager, Gunn , & Hain , 198 1). See also Ben Anderson, " Withdrawal Symptoms: Social and 
Cultural Aspects of the October 6 Coup," Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars 9(3) (July-Septem
ber 1977): 13-30. 

4 Samuel P. Huntington and Joan M. Nelson, No Easy Choice: Political Parriciparion in Developing 
Coumries (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press , 1976), p. 43. They also note that there can 
be considerable vari ations between the two. The values of the political elite can have a major effect , 
e.g ., " in shaping the participation patterns of a society " (p. 27). 

5 Joh n Girling, " Thailand in Gramscian Perspective, " Pacific Affairs 57(3) (Fall 1984):345. 
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businessmen more than businessmen needed officials. The aspirations of the new 
middle class were threatened by growing economic problems in the early 1970s 
and by unemployment. Many intellectuals chafed at the restrictions on intellectual 
and political discourse and had growing contempt for the political leadersh ip dur
ing the early 1970s . Workers were prevented from organizing effective unions to 
bargain for higher wages and better working conditions. In addition to these specif
ic grievances against the military domination of politics, there was a growing be
lief among these groups that military rule was simply no longer appropriate for 
Thailand in the 1970s.6 

These att itudes, coupled with growing corruption in the regime, economic in
competence, and rivalry within its ranks resulted in the student-led rebellion of 
1973, which toppled the regime and introduced a three-year period of constitu

tional politics with a more open political process. The initial euphoria of over
throwing the regime quickly eroded as a consequence of economic difficulties, 

unstable governments, and growing political polarization between forces on the 
right and the left . The democratic experiment ended in October 1976 when military 
leaders seized power in a coup d'etat . This coup seemed to be one in a long 

hi story of coups that punctuated the end of yet another experiment with e lectoral 
politics . A leading scholar of Thai politics concluded that by the late 1970s Thai
land had reverted back to a bureaucratic polity. 7 

This interpretation is misleading and ignores substantial changes in Thai poli
tics . These changes help explain the unexpected staying power of Prime Minister 
Prem, his administration 's successes in solving certain economic problems , and the 
resolute foreign policy stance toward the Vietnamese. These have been made possi
ble precisely because Thailand did not revert back to a bureaucratic polity, but 
rather turned to a compromise between a bureaucratic polity and the open politics 
of 1973 to 1976. There seems to be no concept that adequate ly describes this new 
polity. In some respects it resembles what Huntington and Nelson term a "bour

geois" model of development. In this model 

political participation is expanded to encompass the urban middle class and economic 
growth proceeds reasonably rapid ly. Economic inequality also increases, both as a 

concomitant of economic growth and as a result of the utilization by the middle class 
of its political power to further its own ends. The development of electoral and parlia
mentary institutions that provide channels for political participation by the bourgeois-

6 See Girling, Thailand; and Morell and Samudavanija, Political Conflict, for an elaboration of these 
points. 

7 Girling, Thailand, p. 219. To be fair to Girling, he has since modified this view. This is particularly 
evident in " Thailand in Gramscian Perspective." His previous conclusion is also simi lar to Chai
anan Samudavanija's discussion of " the vicious cycle of Thai politics described as locked into a 
repeating cycle of coup d'etat , constitution, political parties, election , legislature, 'honeymoon' 
period , crisis, and coup d 'etat. " See Chai-anan Samudavanija, The Thai Young Turks (S ingapore: 
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1982), pp. l-5; this discussion suggests the possibility of 
breaking out of this cycle. 
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middle class groups also helps promote at least short-run political stab ility. 8 

In Thailand today political participation in decision making clearly extends to 
" bourgeois-middle class groups" and is no longer the sole province of employees 
of the state. The most significant of these new groups are members of the business 
elite, who have come to play a major role in Thai cabinets and in economic deci
sion making . 9 They are no longer the "pariah entrepreneurs" 10 of the bureaucratic 
polity. Other groups from middle-class backgrounds have· also increased access to 
decision making. These include leading academics, who serve as advisers to the 
prime minister and other high officials, and an increas ingly influential group of 
technocrats in key economic ministries. 11 

Two caveats are in order. The first is that the present polity also includes some 
access for labor unions, especially on such issues as the minimum wage. Participa
tion is not limited solely to middle-class groups. 12 The second is that the military 
still plays an extremely important role in decision making. The present polity is 
very much a compromise between c ivilian and military power, not a full-fledged 
" bourgeois" polity as described by Huntington and Nelson. 

8 Huntington and Nelson, No Easy Choice, p. 22 . Robert Scalapino has pointed out that there are 
serious problems in using this term for developing countries. One is that the bourgeoisie in these 
countries are often mercantilist or clients of state power. They are not necessarily liberal in the 
European sense. A second is that the term excludes the intell igentsia, who are often a signi ficant part 
of a new middle class . He suggests that discussing a more pluralistic middle class might be more 
usefu l than using the term bourgeoisie. In addition to these problems there is the connotat ion that 
developing countries with an emerging " bourgeoisie" will fo llow European patterns of political de
velopment. 

9 See Krirkiat Phiphatseritham , Wikhro Laksana Kanpenchao Khong Thurakit Khanat Yai nai Prathet 
Thai (The Distribution of Ownership in Thai Big Business) (Bangkok: Thammasat University Press, 
1982); and Kevin Hewison , " The Financial Bourgeoisie in Thai land," Journal of Contemporary 
Asia 11(4) (198 1): 395-4 12. Data demonstrating the increasing role of businessmen in leadership 
roles in political parties and cabinets can be found in Wisut Thamwiriyawong, Chonchan Namthang 
Thurakit Kab Kanmuang Thai: Suksa Chapho Karani Kankhaoma mi Botbat Thangkanmuang Doi 
trong (Leading Businessmen and Thai politics: An Examination of Thei r Direct Ro le in Politics), in 
Kanmuang Thai Yuk Mai (Thai Politics in a New Era), ed ited by Likhit Dhiravegin et al. (Bangkok: 
Phrae Phitthaya, 1984), pp. 123-66. See also Saneh Chamarik , Problems of Development in Thai 
Political Setting (Bangkok: Thai Khadi Research Institute, Thammasat University, 1983), pp. 29-37. 

10 This term is from Riggs, Thailand , pp. 249-54. The importance of political patronage for business 
success in Thailand suggested by this approach is now seriously questioned in W. Edward Windsor, 
" Political Development in Thai land: The Attitudes of Chinese and Thai Businessmen Toward De
mocracy," Ph.D. diss., Johns Hopkins Universi ty, 1980, pp. 65, 95-99. 

11 On the role of technocrats, see Laurence Stifel, "Technocrats and Modernization in Thailand," 
Asian Survey 16: 12 (December 1976): 11 84-96; R. S. Milne, "Technocrats and Politics in the 
ASEAN Countries," Pacific Affairs 55(2) (Fall 1982):403-29; and Girling, Thailand, p. 143. 

12 On the ro le of unions in minimum wage setting, see Narion Review, June 25 , 1984, p. 1; and 
Business in Thailand, March 1984 , pp. 76-78. A good account of their recent hi story and role in 
politics can be fo und in Arnold Wehmhiirner, "Trade Unionism in Thailand-A New Dimension in 
a Modernizing Society, " Journal of Contemporary Asia 13(4) (1983):48 1-97. As Wehmhiimer 
notes, the ban imposed on strikes after the 1976 coup was lifted in 1981. Wehmhomer suggests that 
trade union goals are similar lo those of the urban middle class, i.e., "to receive a bigger share of 
the frui ts of development, protection of their urban lifestyle, and more participation in political af
fairs" (p. 489). He even suggests that trade union members are part of the new middle class, but this 
seems to be loo fl ex ible a use of " new middle class." 
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The institutional framework for the new polity is the 1978 constitution, which estab
lished an elected House of Representatives and an appointed, military-dominated Sen
ate, which could sit with the House to vote on bills affecting national security, the 
budget, the throne, and votes of no confidence. The clauses that gave the Senate these 
powers expired in 1983 despite major efforts by some military leaders to amend the 
constitution to retain a strong Senate and give senators the right to be appointed mem
bers of the cabinet. As a consequence, while active members of the military and civil 
service can now be appointed to the Senate, they cannot be appointed to the cabinet. 
Furthermore, the " military-dominated Senate would no longer be permitted to sit in 
joint session with the lower house to deliberate on legislation or to vote on no-confi
dence motions." 13 The defeat of the amendments is significant partly as a triumph for 
parliamentary government , but also for limiting military access to cabinet positions 
while continuing to provide access for leading businessmen-politicans. Their exten
sive funding of political parties in recent years can best be understood in this context. 
The parties provide them with access to cabinet positions and control over the use of 
authority. 

While the cabinet is the centerpiece of the present bureaucratic-parliamentary com
promise, other institutional frameworks have also emerged to permit wider participa
tion than was allowed under the bureaucratic polity. One example is the recently estab
lished tripartite negotiations including the Finance Ministry, the Bank of Thailand, and 
the Bankers' Association to discuss policies affecting the monetary and fiscal situa
tion .14 Another is the Wage Committee, which includes representatives from trade 
unions , the government, and the business sector and works out agreements on the 
minimum wage. is 

The key figure in the polity is the prime minister, who has the main responsibility of 
brokering a "free-for-all between a growing number of organized constituencies''l6 
and shifting coalitions, including constituencies outside the state. It is a much more 
demanding role than that of the prime minister in a bureaucratic polity, as Prime Minis
ter Kriangsak discovered. Prime Minister Prem has been criticized for being indecisive 
and unable to implement a comprehensive program to' address Thailand's problems . 
Critics have argued that instead of taking decisive steps, he muddles through by trying 
to combine elements of competing programs and by appeasing too many diverse inter-

13 The quotation is from Suchitra Punyaratabandhu-bhakdi , " Thailand in 1983: Democracy, Thai 
Style, " Asian Survey 24(2) (February 1984): 187; the article has a very good di scussion of the strug
gle over the amendment. See also Chulacheeb Chinwanno, "Thai land in 1983: The Parliamentary 
System Survives ," in Southeast Asian Affairs 1984 , edited by Kemial S. Sandhu (Singapore: In
stitute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1984), pp. 311-25. 

14 Nation Review, April 16 , 1984, p. 9. 
15 Business in Thailand, March 1984, pp. 76- 78. 
16 This function is so important and so different from the role of the prime minister in a bureaucrati c 

polity that in an earlier draft of this chapter I referred to the present regime as a "broker polity." I 
finally decided not to use the terrn because in some respects all heads of governments are brokers or 
intermediaries, and it did not serve to distinguish among them. The quotation is from Gar Alperovitz 
and Jeff Faux, Rebuilding America (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), p. 16; they use the terrn 
broker state. 
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ests. 17 This is, in fact, his strength, and the strength of the present regime. It is able to 
accommodate the demands of dominant social forces in a more pluralistic society than 
could the bureaucratic polity. The major problem of the bureaucratic polity was the 
growing gap between demands for participation on the one hand and political rigidity 
on the other. The present arrangements help bridge this gap by giving previously 
excluded social forces a greater opportunity to influence the exercise of authority, at the 
same time making it more difficult for the military to veto this influence. 

Three other factors have contributed to the unexpected stability of the present consti
tutional arrangements. One is the growing influence of a cadre of highly skilled tech
nocrats in the Budget Bureau, the National Economic and Social Development Board, 
and other ministries. These key personnel have stayed on through various cabinet re
shuffles and have pursued fiscal and monetary policies that have helped stabilize the 
economy. These policies have helped the Prem government avoid the kinds of economic 
policy failures that undercut the stability of several previous governments . 

A second factor has been the absence of major external economic and foreign policy 
shocks . Most notable in this regard has been the stability of oil prices. Prime Minister 
Prem has not had to make the kinds of politically unpleasant decisions that faced 
democratic governments in the aftermath of the 1973 oil price increase and the Kriang
sak government after the 1979 increase. The Prem government has also been spared the 
difficult foreign policy problems that confronted Thailand in 1975 after communist 
victories in Indochina or in 1979 after the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia. The 
present situation in Cambodia is threatening , but it is also relatively stable. 

The third , and most significant, factor has been the monarchy's strong support for 
Prime Minister Prem. This was most evident during the attempted coup d'etat of 1981, 
but support has been forthcoming at other times as well. A recent example occurred in 
1984 when a member of parliament initiated moves to amend the constitution to in
crease the influence of the military. Prime Minister Prem was ill at the time, and in the 
middle of the controversy over the proposed amendment the queen made a widely 
publicized visit to Prem's official residence to express concern about his illness. The 
political implications of that visit were obvious. This support, coupled with the op
position of parties, resulted in the withdrawal of the amendment. It is not clear to what 
extent the support of the monarchy extends beyond Prime Minister Prem to support for 
the present political arrangements. Nevertheless, continued support for Prem and the 
stability the present arrangements afford provide a breathing space for these arrange
ments .18 

17 The " Young Turks" were especially critical of the government on this score in 198 l. See the "Revo
lutionary Party's Communique Explaining Its Actions ," in Samudavanija, Thai Young Turks, 
pp. 84-86. Newspaper editorials have frequently made the same point. See, e.g., "Business and 
Politics," Matuphum, May 25, 1984 , in Foreign Broadcast Information Service (hereafter FBIS), 
Daily Report: Asia and Pacific , June l, 1984, p. J2. Some of the strengths of Prime Minister Prem's 
style of governing are discussed in John McBeth, "Above the Fighting, " Far Eastern Economic 
Review, August 23, 1984, pp. 24-26. 

is The visit to Prime Minister Prem is discussed in John McBeth "Prem the Survivor," Far Eastern 
Economic Review, September 13, 1984, p. 15. 
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PROSPECTS FOR THE FUTURE 

The present polity's strength is its ability to accommodate the demands of a 
wider range of groups than could the bureaucratic polity. Its weaknesses are three
fold. The first is that with the exception of a narrow range of fiscal and monetary 
policies aimed at stabilizing prices and alleviating a worsening balance of trade 
problem , its leaders have difficulty designing and implementing coherent develop
ment policies. Decisions are made piecemeal based upon ad hoc compromises to 
ensure the government's survival rather than on the basis of coherent policy.19 The 
World Bank's criticism of previous governments still holds true for the present one: 

Current economic policies in Thailand appear to be in an uncertain phase between a 
Development Plan that would facilitate broader public participation in the growth 
process and operating decisions that seem to appeal particularly to higher income 
groups as well as foreign investors . There is little evidence that the country 's De
velopment Plan systematically guides or governs activ ity of the public sector. 20 

A similar lack of coherence continues to affect policy objectives in export pro
motion , industrial restructuring, and such large projects as the Eastern Seaboard 
Development Program. It can be argued that past governments have lacked policy 
coherence as well. This is true, but the problem is more serious for the present 
regime because it must be concerned with meeting the demands of a wider range 
of constituencies, and, more importantly, it is confronted with potentially serious 
structural economic problems, which are not likely to be solved by " muddling 
through." 

Implementing coherent policy is very difficult, first, because of problems in ac
commodating diverse business factions in the cabinet. Such conflicts were particu
larly in evidence in 1980 and 1981 when then deputy premier Praman Adireksan of 
the Chat Thai party and Boonchu Rojanasathien, also a deputy premier and deputy 
leader of the Social Action party, clashed over a number of projects, including 
plans to build a new international airport, handling sugar shortages, and purchasing 
oil from Saudi Arabia. 2 1 

It is also the result of trying to avoid offending major political participants. Two 
recent examples demonstrate the difficulties governments confront. One is the ef
fort to restructure several "excessively protected" industries in order to make them 

19 Simjlar comments could be made about other governments , including some Western European de
mocracies. This description is clearly a matter of degree rather than a dichotomy. Nevertheless, 
Thailand falls toward one end of the spectrum while other states in Asia, which Chalmers Johnson 
calls " developmental states," fall toward the other end . See his MIT! and the Japanese Miracle 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1982), pp. 17-34. , 

20 World Bank , Thailand: Toward A Development Strategy of Full Participation (Washington, D.C. , 
September 1, 1978), p. 4. 

21 Good , brief accounts of these problems can be found in John McBeth and Paisal Sricharatchanya, 
" The Legacy of Indecision Which Plagues the Premier," Far Eastern Economic Review, July 9, 
1982, p. 37-38; and Hong Lysa, " Thailand in 198 1: Reformulating the Polity from Within?" in 
Southeast Asian Affairs 1982, edited by Kernial S. Sandhu (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian 
Studies, 1982), pp. 345-50. 
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more competitive by reducing tariffs. This policy has provoked numerous protests 
from the industries concerned, and as a consequence "attempts to apply the policy 
are running well behind schedule. " 22 Similar difficulties confronted the govern
ment when the National Economic and Social Development Board (NESDB) pro
posed shutting down six loss-making government enterprises as part of a program 
to reduce budget deficits. Labor union leaders reacted with threats of a general 
strike and other forms of disruption , and the plan was set aside. 23 These kinds of 
policy failures provoked former Deputy Prime Min ister Boonchu Rojanasathien to 
argue vehemently in 1983 that it was impossible to solve the country's problems 
because of the diversity of factions in the government: " The only successful 
achievement of this government has been in dealing with immediate problems that 
crop up from day to day-for its own survival. There was little time to tackle the 
real problem." 24 These problems are compounded by the difficulty of implemen
ting policies through a civi l service composed of numerous overlapping and un
coordinated agencies. 25 

This lack of coherent economic policies to resolve structural economic problems 
is particularly s ignificant because the second weakness is that the legitimacy of the 
present polity rests largely upon economic performance. As Kusuma Sn itwongse 
has pointed out, quoting Seymour Martin Lipset: "Effectiveness may be the short
term substi tute for legitimacy. " 26 The continued stability of the regime depends 
upon its ability to promote continuous , stable economic growth as a means of 
sustaining the support of the main participants. It does not have a reserve of legit
imacy to sustain it should serious economic difficulties emerge. 

It is worth noting that this problem of legitimacy is probably not as severe as 
some authors believe. David Morell and Chai-anan Samudavanija are pa11icularly 
pessimistic about Thailand 's prospects f9r "devising an acceptable, modernized 
basis of political legitimacy, one that blends its heritage of centuries of hierarchical 
paternalism with new demands for greater popular participation in the political 
process and lessened distributional inequity in the economic sphere. " They suggest 
that this "is a difficult, perhaps even impossible task for Thais as individuals and 
for their political system."27 

These authors have overstated the difficulty. It is not necessary to maintain legit
imacy evenly throughout the entire population , but to maintain legitimacy among 

22 Paisal Sricharatchanya, "A Broad New Broom," Far Eastern Economic Review, August 30, 1984, 
pp. 62-63. 

23 Bangkok World, January 6, 1984, p. 1; Bangkok World, January 7 , 1984, p. l. 
24 Paisal Sricharatchanya, "The People's Choice," Far Eastern Economic Review, April 7, 1983, 

p. 16. 
25 World Bank, Thailand, pp. 85- 87; General Saiyud Kerdphol, "Time Has Come For Military, Civil

ians to Work Together," Nation Review, July 26, 1984, p. 4. 
26 Kusuma Snitwongse, " Interna l Problems of the ASEAN States: The Dilemmas of Nation-Building ," 

in International Security in the Southeast Asian and Southwest Pacific Region, ed ited by T. B. Millar 
(New York: University of Queensland Press , 1983), p. 150. 

27 David Morell and Chai-an an Samudavanija, "Thailand: Meeting the Challenges of the 1980s," in 
Southeast Asian Affairs 1981, edited by Kemial S. Sandhu (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian 
Studies , 198 1 ), p. 3 11. 
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those strata and groups whose support is crucial for the regime's survival. 2s These 
are the social forces that currently participate in the present polity, and in the short 
run it is likely to be able to satisfy these groups. This is partly because the Thai 
economy has very real strengths and partly because the government is ab le to act 
effectively on issues that hurt all of these groups, even if it is stymied on issues 
that challenge their prerogatives. For example, the government has been extremely 
effective in handling inflation. What causes concern is its potential for addressing 
deeply rooted structural difficulties, both in the urban areas and in the countryside, 
and thus maintaining the performance upon which its legitimacy depends. 29 

The third weakness of the regime is dissatisfaction with the present constitu
tional arrangements among military circles and their desire to increase the mili
tary 's influence over the government. Military leaders have never fully reestab
lished the preeminent position they enjoyed in Thai politics prior to 1973. Even 
though they were able to regroup sufficiently in 1976 to overthrow the Seni Pramoj 
government and terminate Thailand's brief experiment with open politics, the mili
tary remains divided from within and challenged from without by other social 
forces. The combination of these two factors has contributed to continuing tension 
in Thai politics in recent years between military and civilian groups. 

Several attempts have been made to reassert military dominance. The most strik
ing was the attempt by the "Young Turks" to seize control in a coup d'etat in 
April 1981. The rationale for the coup was that the civilian government under 
Prime Minister Prem was weak, indecisive, and unable to solve worsening eco
nomic and social problems. The Young Turks argued that it was necessary "to 
seize the country's administrative power so that it will have the power to solve the 
nation's problems which are reaching a state of crisis and deterioration." 30 The 
coup attempt and its rationale were similar to previous coups in Thai history. 

A newer and much more sophisticated approach to reassert military leadership 
and provide a rationale for a continuing role in politics has been made by the 
"Democratic Soldiers." This group of officers has argued that defeating the com
munist insurgency in Thailand requires political strategies as well as military ones. 
The Democratic Soldiers call for a "political offensive" that will eliminate dic
tatorship in Thailand, build genuine democracy, and use democratic means to solve 

28 This point is made effectively in Seweryn Bialer, Stalin 's Successors: Leadership, Stability, and 
Change in the Soviet Union (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982), pp. 183-85. 

29 These difficulties have been discussed extensively in a wide variety of publications. The best single 
discussion is probably in World Bank , Thailand. See also the excellent discussion in Business in 
Thailand, February 1984, pp. 28-54, and March 1984, pp. 63-90. For a discussion of policies to 
meet these difficulties, see The Fifth National Economic and Social Development Plan, 1982 (Bang
kok: NESDB , Office of the Prime Minister, 1981 ). The strengths of the economy are emphasized in 
"Thai land-A Survey, " Euromoney, October 1983, special insert , pp. i-xxxvi. The flavor of the 
Euromoney study is indicated by the opening sentence: "Thailand must be one of the developing 
world's most underrated success stories." 

30 Samudavanija, Thai Young Turks , p. 86, is the best study of the Young Turks. Initial accounts of their 
attempted coup d'etat in April 1981 emphasized their idealism. Subsequent accounts have questioned 
both their idealism and the coherency of their announced program for addressing Thailand's prob
lems. The quotation is from the announcement of the coup explaining the group's actions. 
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economic and social problems that have facilitated the growth of the communist 
movement. If such strategy is pursued, they argue, it will undermine the sources of 
communist strength. The communists will no longer be able to claim that they are 
fighting against a repressive dictatorship and will increasingly lose other grounds 
for recruiting followers as economic and social problems are alleviated. 

Many of these ideas have been incorporated into Prime Minister Prem's orders 
66/2523 (1980) and 66/2525 (1982). While these orders are directed at the sup
pression of the communist insurgency, several military leaders have broadened 
their interpretation to justify a continuing role for the military in politics. Their 
argument is that building a stable democratic system is essential to enhancing 
national security. The military must play a role in both since the two are intimately 
related. What they have in mind in discussing "genuine democracy," however, is 
quite different from what is usually meant by the term. 

Suchit Bunbongkarn and Kanala Sukhatanij-Khantaprab summarize these views 
succinctly: 

What the army believes to be an indispensable characteristic of democracy is the 
responsibility of the government not the source of the government. It is how the 
government governs that counts. If the government governs for the benefit and interest 
of the people then it can be classified as a democracy. On the contrary, if the govern
ment lacks responsibility then it cannot be a democratic system even if it is freely 
elected. 3 1 

The argument of the Democratic Soldiers is that past elected governments have not 
been democratic. These governments have included large numbers of self-serving 
persons who have not represented the best interests of the people. Thai govern
ments would be more democratic if members of the cabinet could be drawn from a 
broad range of occupations, which would be represented in an appointed Senate. 

These were the basic arguments used by military leaders in 1983 when they tried 
to pass a constitutional amendment that would have extended the legislative powers 
of the appointed Senate and allowed serving military officers and civil servants 
appointed to the Senate to serve in the cabinet. Under present arrangements they 
cannot do so. 32 

3 1 "National Security and the Contemporary Political Role of the Thai Military," paper presented at the 
Conference on Thai Studies, organized by the Thai Studies Program, Chulalongkom University, 
Bangkok , August 22-24 , 1984; the paper gives an excellent summary of these ideas . See also 
Kanok Wongtrangan, "Communist Revolutionary Process: A Study of the Communist Party of Thai
land, " Ph.D . diss . , Johns Hopkins University, 1982 . The editors of the ISIS Bulletin have performed 
an extremely valuable service by translating some key statements from military spokesmen into Eng
li sh. See Chaovali t Youngchaiyuth, "The Role of the Military and National Security," ISIS Bulletin 
2(1) (January 1983): 5-9; and " The Army's Position in the Constitution Amendment Problem," ISIS 
Bulletin 2(2) (April 1983): 9- 15. Finally, there are some excellent studies of the ideas of the Demo
cratic Soldiers in Thai. The most comprehensive is Chai-anan Samudavanija, Yang Turk Kab Thahan 
Prachathipathai: Kanwikhro Botbat Thahan nai Kanmuang Thai (The Young Turks and the Demo
cratic Soldiers: A Study of the Role of Soldiers in Thai Politics) (Bangkok: Samnakphim Bannakit, 
1982). 

32 General Arthit Kamlang-ek took a very active role in politics in 1984. He made numerous public 
appearances and commentaries on political issues. Such activities increased speculation that he was 
strengthening his chances to become the next prime minister. These developments are covered in 
McBeth, "Prem the Survivor." 

40 



A motif that runs through the words and actions of some of these military lead
ers is the concern over losing power to other forces, especially to businessmen and 
political parties . Some of the statements of the Young Turks and Democratic Sol
diers have an oddly radical ring with their similar criticisms of "capitalists" and 
"monopolists." Along with their expressed concern over the consequences of the 
economic power of monopolists upon the distribution of income and wealth in 
Thailand is an often unexpressed concern over their access to political power. The 
various factions' policy prescriptions represent , in this perspective, different ra
tionalizations for a reassertion of military preeminence in politics and can be un
derstood only in the context of the growing political strength of other social forces. 
The way to reassert this preeminence would normally be through a coup d'etat, 
and there have been frequent rumors of an impending coup in recent years as well 
as one actual attempt in 1981. Another, more sophisticated way, would be through 
constitutional amendments that would enhance the military's role. Despite the frag
ility of the present compromise, however, there are reasons for guarded hope about 
its future. 

GUARDED HOPE 

Reasons for "guarded hope" 33 stem from several sources. First are divisions 
within the military that hamper its ability to reassert its dominance in politics. 
General Arthit Kamlang-ek has done a notable job of knitting together a coalition 
of supporters, even winning the support of Young Turk leaders whose attempted 
coup he helped crush in 1981. Nevertheless , divisions persist , and one analyst ar
gues that a "military takeover now would have no more chance of complete suc
cess ... than the abortive Young Turks coup in 1981, simply because it is ex
tremely doubtful the various factions could come to a consensus . " 34 

The factions rest upon several bases. One is personal , patron-client ties. A num
ber of officers who served under General Prem continue to be closely linked to 
him now that he is the prime minister. Another group of officers have attached 
themselves to General Arthit, and their career prospects have risen along with his. 
A second basis for factional alignments is officers' graduating classes from Chula
chomkhlao Military Academy. For example, all of the leaders of the Young Turks 
were Class 7 graduates . Still another basis of factional alignment is organizational. 
The Young Turks commanded troops that provided the base of their support and 
the means for attempting the coup in 1981. The Democratic Soldiers on the other 
hand were largely staff officers without direct command over troops . Their follow
ing depended upon their success in popularizing their ideas both inside and outside 
the armed forces and gaining access to leaders who could put them into effect. A 

33 The phrase is Surin Pitsuwan 's from a presentation entitled " Current Trends in Thai Democracy" at 
the Southeast Asian Studies Conference, Ann Arbor, University of Michigan, August 2-4, 1984 . 
Similar views have begun to appear elsewhere in recent years . Snitwongse suggests there are grounds 
for " guarded optimism" in " Internal Problems of the ASEAN States," p. 164. A special insert in 
Nation Review, July 2, 1984, on " Looking Ahead to the Year 1990, " entitled the section on politics: 
"Politics by the End of the Decade: Hoping for the Better." 

34 John McBeth, "Old Military-School Ties," Far Eastern Economic Review, October 4 , 1984, p. 25. 
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final basis of factional division is ideological. The Democratic Soldiers have a 
well-developed framework of ideas , which includes a strategy for defeating the 
communists as well as a rationale for substantial military involvement in politics . 
Not all officers go along with these ideas , however, and many see the Democratic 
Soldiers as a deviant group in the military. 

The degree of divisiveness in the military should not be overemphasized. Fac
tional alignments are fluid, and it is misleading to discuss the Thai military in 
terms of two or three clear-cut, antagonistic factions. Moreover, the main bases of 
factionalism remain personal and class ties, not ideas . In a crisis situation these 
differences could be overcome and in themselves are not sufficient to prevent a 
greater role for the military in politics . Additional factors , however, now operate to 
restrain the military. 35 

As Huntington has suggested: "A coup can succeed only (a) if the total number 
of participants in the political system is small , or (b) if the number of participants 
is large and a substantial proportion of them endorse the coup. This latter condition 
is rarely met." 36 The number of participants in Thailand is no longer small, and a 
substantial proportion of the present participants would not endorse a coup. Only a 
dramatic loss of legitimacy by the current regime would make such endorsement 
possible, and such a loss is improbable. The most likely source would be sub
stantial failures of macroeconomic policy. Such failures appear unlikely in the 
short term . 

In addition, there have been a number of indicators of support for the present 
regime. Perhaps the most significant was civilian success in blocking the amend
ments proposed in 1983 by military factions that would have extended key powers 
of the appointed Senate for four additional years and allowed civil servants and 
military officers to serve in the cabinet. Kukrit Pramoj of the Social Action party 
and Phichai Rattakul of the Democrat party took the lead in organizing the parlia
mentary resistance that led to their defeat. Significantly, various military leaders 
also argued against the amendments. Then Supreme Commander General Saiyud 
Kerdphol, for example, opposed them on the grounds that the military should focus 
on its national security mission and give politicians more leeway in working out an 
appropriate political framework for Thailand. 37 By the same token , political lead
ers have become more cautious and sophisticated about directly confronting and 
provoking the military. 

There is also growing evidence of institutionalization of the present constitu
tional arrangements, at least to the extent that "the majority of weighty political 

35 This discuss ion is based upon articles in the Far Eastern Economic Review, explanations of factional 
groupings in Samudavanjij a, Thai Young Turks and Yang Turk Kab Thahan Prachathipathai , and 
interviews in Bangkok in 1985 . 

36 Samuel P. Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies (New Haven: Yale Uni versity Press, 
1968), p. 2 18. 

37 Paisa l Sricharalchanya and Rodney Tasker, " The Liberals Strike Back," Far Eastern Economic Re
view, February 24, 1983, p. 16. 
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actors in the polity are pursuing strategies to further their positions within the new 

institutional framework, rather than directing their energies to resisting, eroding or 

terminating that framework." 38 Even the supporters of General Arthit have pushed 

for modifications of the framework rather than its complete abandonment. Parlia

ment is also becoming an arena where opposition to the government can be legiti

mately expressed and where military officers who have lost out in factional struggles 
can make their voices heard. 39 General Ham Leenanond, who has been critical 

of General Arthit's involvement in politics and who was shunted into a dead-end 

promotion as a consequence, has resigned from the army and will probably run as a 
candidate in the next election. 40 

Finally, substantial parts of Thailand's new middle class, both in Bangkok and in 

provincial towns, oppose a reimposition of military rule and support the present 

order. Many of them became involved in a campaign to oppose the constitutional 
amendments proposed by General Arthit in 1983.41 

Despite these signs of support, the present regime remains fragile and vulner

able to a more assertive and unified military. Even if this assertiveness takes the 

form of a coup d 'etat, however, a polity somewhat like the present polity is likely 

to reemerge. There is no going back to the bureaucratic polity because an essential 

concern of Thai governments has been to maintain the functioning and growth of 

the economy in such a way as to avoid threats to the well-being of major urban 

social forces. Their economic activity is crucial for continued economic growth and 

government revenues, and their support for governments quickly erodes when se

rious economic problems develop. To maintain their support , it is necessary to give 

them at least some access to decision making. 
There is also likely to be no quick return to a more open , democratic politics 

because none of the major participants in the present polity is likely to push for 

such a change. As research by Clark Neher and Edward Windsor has demon

strated, businessmen have an overwhelming interest in political stability and little 

genuine commitment to democratic politics. In their view democracy is equated 

38 Alfred Stepan , The State and Society: Peru in Comparative Perspective (Princeton : Princeton Univer
sity Press, 1978), p. 292; quoted in Edward C. Epstein, " Legitimacy, Institutionalization , and Op
position in Exclusionary Bureaucratic-Authoritarian Regimes: The Situation of the 1980s," Com
parative Politics 17(1 ) (October 1984):38. 

39 Former Supreme Commander and Prime Minister Kriangsak Chomanan seemed to fit this pattern 
until his arrest as a consequence of his alleged involvement in an attempted coup d 'etat in September 
1985. Prior to this he had used his position as chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee to 
articulate his own views on foreign policy. For an example of Kriangsak's views, see Bangkok Post , 
Januuy 26 , 1984, p. l , in FBIS , Daily Report: Asia and Pacific , January 31 , 1984, p. 12 . After a 
visit to Vietnam in January 1984, Kriangsak suggested that Hanoi had made fresh proposals on the 
Cambodian situation and appeared sincere in working toward a resolution of conflicts. Nothing came 
of the proposals. See also Bangkok Post , March 11 , 1984, p. l , in FBIS , Daily Report: Asia and 
Pacific , March 12, 1984, p. 12. The article reports that "General Kriangsak said both sides wanted 
peace and the solutions depended on how the problem was approached. He also said that Vietnam 
had not posed a major regional problem and he doubted it had ambitions toward Thailand." 

40 John McBeth , "Ham Calls It Quits ," Far Eastern Economic Review, March 22 , 1984, p. 18. 
4 1 Conversation with Surin Pitsuwan , Ann Arbor, Michigan , August 4, 1984. 
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with political chaos.42 Similar sentiments prevail among much of the new middle 
class . John Girling writes that they "fear the 'turmoil ' a more open society may 
lead to. And the experience of the democratic years, 1973 to 1976, reinforces this 
fear." 43 This group is a major souce of support for Prime Minister Prem. 

There is more ambivalence among intellectuals and labor unions. Certainly most 
persons in these categories would argue in favor of more civil an<l political rights 
and greater freedom from intimidation. It is questionable, however, how many gen
uinely would want to return to the politics of 1973-76 . 

The present compromise regime appears likely to survive in some form despite 
its fragility in the face of domestic threats. How likely is it to survive threats 
originating in foreign affairs? 

THAI FOREIGN POLICY 

The main focus of Thai foreign policy since 1979 has been the Vietnamese oc
cupation of Cambodia and efforts to achieve a solution to this problem. The inva
sion of Cambodia in late 1978 forced a major readjustment of Thai foreign policy, 
which had already gone through several significant readjustments in the 1970s. 
One had been coming to terms with U.S . withdrawal from Vietnam in the early 
1970s. Another had been efforts to achieve balanced relations with the People's 
Republic of China, the United States, and the Soviet Union while working toward 
better relations with the communist governments that had come to power in the 
Indochinese states in 1975. 

The foundations upon which this foreign policy were built collapsed with the 
Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia in December 1978 and the " political chain reac
tion " that followed the invasion. 44 Vietnamese efforts to gain Soviet backing and 
subsequent 

Soviet intrusion into the region marked a watershed not just for Thailand but for 
ASEAN in that it called into question the region 's ability to contain local conflicts 
and to exclude great power intervention . Soviet assistance to Vietnam eventually 
moved Thailand into a closer relationship with China as the only power that could 
apply re lentless pressure against Vietnam to force a withdrawal from Cambodia. 45 

In Thailand's most recent readjustment of its foreign policy, the PRC has become 
the main deterrent to a possible large-scale Vietnamese attack upon Thailand, 

42 Clark Neher, "Political Beliefs of Elites in Thailand," paper presented at the Association for Asian 
Studies annual meeting, San Francisco, March 1975; and Windsor, Political Development in Thai
land, p. 223. 

43 Girling, Thailand, p. 145. 
44 An excellent summary of Thai foreign policy elites' perceptions of Vietnam in 1978 can be found in 

Karl D. Jackson , " U.S. Policy, ASEAN, and the Kampuchean Crisis ," in Economic, Political , and 
Security Issues in Southeast Asia in the 1980s, edited by Robert A. Scalapino and Jusuf Wanandi 
(Berkeley: Institute of East Asian Studies, 1982), pp. 127-28. See also Girling, Thailand, 
pp. 231 - 51. 

45 Leszek Buszynsk.i , "Thailand: The Erosion of a Balanced Foreign Policy," Asian Survey 22(11) 
(November 1982):1045. 
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while the United States remains a key patron and the main source of weapons. 
ASEAN is important as a forum for regional support of the Thai position and for 
help in preventing the United Nations from recognizing the Heng Samrin regime. 

The current situation raises a number of questions. The remainder of this chapter 
focuses upon two of them: (1) To what extent does the Vietnamese occupation of 
Cambodia threaten the stability of the present polity in Thailand and thus lessen its 
ability to contribute to a stable balance between communist and noncommunist 
states in Southeast Asia? (2) What are the major threats to Thai security in the 
present international context? 

In one respect the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia has contributed to politi
cal stability and security in Thailand by causing enormous difficult ies for the Com
munist Party of Thailand (CPT). The CPT lost sanctuaries in Laos and Cambodia 
and has had to grapple with difficult ideological issues stemming from Chinese 
support for the Thai government as well as the conflict between the PRC and the 
Soviet Union. Internally, questions centered on whether to emphasize nationalist 
appeals against the Vietnamese and on how to achieve an appropriate balance be
tween rural and urban insurgency. These difficulties came on top of the party's 
failure to integrate young Thai radicals into its ranks after many fled to the jungles 
in the wake of the military coup of October 1976. Finally, the CPT is confronted 
with a much more sophisticated challenge from the Thai government than in the 
past with Prime Minister Prem's order 66/ 2523, which emphasizes political strug
gle and the expansion of democracy as the key to defeating the CPT rather than the 
use of suppression. As a consequence, the party's armed strength plummeted from 
an estimated 12,000 armed supporters in 1979 to approximately 3,000 to 4,000 in 
1984. 46 

However, there are a number of potential military threats to Thai political sta
bility and security stemming from the Vietnamese presence in Cambodia. One is 
the danger of border confrontations escalating into uncontrolled conflict. Another 
is the temptation for Vietnamese troops to strike deeper and harder into Thailand 
than in the past to punish the Thais for assistance to rebels and to destablize the 
Thai government. A third possibility is the open invasion of Thailand by Viet
namese troops. All three are possible, but none appears probable. Past border con
frontations have remained under tight control from both sides, with no indications 
of escalation into uncontrolled conflict. Vietnamese strikes, which go further into 
Thailand than the ones in June 1980 and March 1984, are unlikely in spite of 
growth in rebel strength. Thai defensive capabilities are also stronger than in the 
past. In addition, this kind of attack would provoke Chinese retaliation and weaken 
Vietnam's bargaining position over Cambodia by confirming views of Vietnam as a 

46 These difficulties have been discussed extensively in a number of places . See R . Sean Randolph and 
W. Scott Thompson , Thai Insurgency: Contemporary Developments (Beverly Hills: Sage Publica
tions, 1981); Wongtrangan, Communist Revolutionary Process ; Santi Mingmongkol, " Thai Com
munists : into the 1980s," Southeast Asia Chronicle, October l 981, pp. l 2-2 l; an English translation 
of order 66/2523 can be found in the ISIS Bulletin 2( l) (January l 983): l 7-20; Girling , Thailand, 
pp. 252-88. 

45 



major threat to the stability of the region. The final option of full-scale attack upon 
Thailand appears even less likely. Such an attack would probably lead to major 
Chinese retaliation against Vietnam, confronting the Soviet Union with the prob
lem of how to respond. The Soviet Union, therefore, is not likely to back such an 
invasion of Thailand. In addition, a major military offensive wou ld put further 
cons iderab le strains on the Vietnamese economy and cause great logistical diffi
cu lties as well. Finally, Vietnam does not have "a viable puppet, comparable to the 
Cambodian Liberation Front, that could be used as a political facade to mask an 
invasion of Thailand . "47 

ln addition to potential military threats there are potential political threats stem
ming from the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia. Vietnamese analysts appar
ently believe Thailand is in a weak position economically and unstable politically. 
They see differing groups within Thailand pressuring the Thai government to come 
to terms over Cambodia: business interests in order to reduce regiona l tension and 
achieve a better investment climate, and various military and political leaders to 
lessen Thailand 's dependence on the PRC and concentrate on consolidating inter
nal security. The Vietnamese leaders c learly believe they can manipulate these dif
fering views to their own benefit. 48 

These Vietnamese expectat ions are li kely to be proven wrong over the next few 
years . The Thai economy is stronger than portrayed by the Vietnamese. Oil import 
costs have stabili zed, and for the next few years both agricultural and industrial 
growth rates are likely to remain steady. Foreign direct investment has not been 
deterred by the border clashes, and Tha iland is widely viewed as having a promis
ing investment climate. 49 

47 Sheldon W. Simon, The ASEAN States and Regional Security (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 
1982), p. 53 ; the Vietnamese threat is discussed briefly on pp. 48-54. In add ition, see Michael 
Leifer, "Kampuchea and Laos-Crit ical Issues for ASEAN, " in Economic, Political, and Security 
Issues, p. 248 ; Douglas Pike, " Hanoi Looks to the Southeast ," in ibid. , pp. 86-87 ; The Democratic 
Kampuchea Seat at the United Nations and American Interests, hearing before the Subcommittee on 
Asian and Pacific Affairs, Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, 97th Congress, 
September 15 , 1982. A related issue that might become a serious problem in the future is the status 
of the several thousand Kampuchean refugees now in Thailand. The issues surrounding them are 
discussed in Justus M. van der Kroef, "Thai land 's Refugee Dilemma: Another Lebanon? " lnterna
tionales Asien Forum 15( 1-2) (January 1984): 11 7-36 . 

48 Thu Yen, "Thailand-Its Economic and Political Problems, " Nhan Dan, December 4, 1982 , p. 2 , in 
FBIS, Daily Report: Asia and Pacific, January 6, 1983 , p. K4. See also Gareth Porter, "Hanoi's 
Strategic Perspective and the Sino-Vietnamese Confl ict," Pacific Affairs 57(1) (Spring 1984) : 16, 
21-23. 

49 Euromoney reports that Japanese banks see the investment c limate in Thailand improving and rank 
Thailand after Singapore and Malays ia among Southeast Asian investment opportunities; Euromoney, 
July 1983, p. 110. In the Euromoney country risk rankings for 1983 Thailand was thirty-second of 
110 countries, but most of the countries ahead of it were Organization of Economic Cooperation and 
Development countries; "Euromoney's Country Ri sk Ratings," Euromoney, October 1983 pp. 338-
39. Thailand ranked eighth among eighty-one countries in overall economic performance between 
1974-82; "World Economic Performance 1974-1982 ," Euromoney, September 1982, pp. 35-42. 
Finally, The Economist forecas ts "steadier and less inflationary growth over the next few years. For 
Thailand, such an outlook can be optimistically construed"; see The Economist Intelligence Unit , 
Thailand: Prospects and Policies (London: The Economist Intelligence Unit, Special Report no. 161, 
February 1984 ), p. 93. 
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Finally, the moderation of infla tion will ease pressure for wage and salary in

creases . Ban-ing major unforeseen diffic ulties such as a sudden , major increase in 

world oil prices, the Thai economy is likely to prove more resilient in the 1980s 

than the Vietnamese would like to believe. 

Furthermore, the Thai polity is like ly to be more resilient for the reasons di s

cussed earli er in thi s chapter. It is true that clear differences exist within the Thai 

elite over an appropriate set of policies toward Vietnam and the Cambodian issue, 

but the Vietnamese will find it difficult to exploit these di visions.so The Thai gov

ernment , working within the context of the present polity, is under no serious 

pressure from key participants to make concessions to Vietnam on foreign policy, 

nor is it likely to be unless foreign policy consequences of Cambodia directly 

threaten these participants' economic well -being. The avail able evidence suggests 

substantial support for the present policies coupled with a recognition that no clear, 

feasible options cun-ently ex ist . The outlook is thus for a continuation of these 

policies. 5 1 

The final threat to Thai political stability stemming from Vietnam's invas ion of 

Kampuchea is the poss ibi lity that a continuation or worsening of the present levels 

of conflict along the Thai-Cambodian border might encourage the military to reas

sert itself in domestic politics . It is possible to find arguments both for and against 

this possibility. Those arguing against it suggest that the Vietnamese threat is 

"very vivid to the Thai military, influencing them to turn increasingly toward fulfil

ling of the ir profess ional roles as ev ident in the oft-repeated pronouncements 

of the present generation of military commanders that they are ' professional 

soldiers.' " 52 

Those arguing for the poss ibility are concerned that the conflict with Vietnam 

" may become institutionalized in Thailand ," just as Thai participation " in the 

American war efforts in Indochina . . . became fully institutionalized in the Thai 

political structure as re fl ected in the Thanom-Praphat military dictatorship, the 

security-oriented development plans, and counterinsurgency operations." They fear 

that the present conflict " may lead to a straight and nan-ow ' remilitarization' of the 

Thai political system at the very time that the system should be proceeding in the 
opposite direction .'' 53 

50 On this point , see the excellent essay by Sukhumbhand Paribatra, " Spring of Hope or Winter of 
Discontent?" Far Eastern Economic Review, May I 0 , 1984 , pp. 32- 34. 

51 Former Prime Minister Kriangsak's di scussions with Vietnamese Foreign Minister Nguye n Co Thach 
in 1984 led nowhere despite Kri angsak 's optimism. Jn July 1984 , Thailand joined other ASEAN 
members to take a more critical stand toward Hanoi. The communique issued after the annual foreign 
ministers' meeting "illustrated that the ASEAN countries are virtually res igned to the fact that Viet
nam is unlikely to decide in the near future that it is in its interest to sit down with the six (or even 
one of them) and talk seriously about any move to establish a new, independent Cambodia"; Rodney 
Tasker, "ASEAN Toughs lt Up," Far Eastern Economic Review, July 26 , 1984, p. 32. 

52 Interested Observer, " Have We Become Victi ms of Our Own Success? No , Sir," !SIS Bulletin 3(1 ) 
(January 1984): 8. 

53 Sukhumbhand Paribatra, " Will Thailand Become a Victim of Its Own Success?" !SIS Bulletin 3(1 ) 
(January 1984):6. 
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The present conflict does provide some military factions with an argument to 
shift the current bureaucratic-parliamentary compromise in their favor, but the logic 
of the earlier analysis suggests that this is not likely to lead to " narrow remilitariz
ation of the Thai political system." The most dramatic effort to strengthen the hand 
of the military was the 1983 effort to amend the constitution. What is striking is 
that the threat from the Vietnamese in Cambodia was not used as a major public 
argument for giving the military more political power in 1983. The arguments were 
couched in terms of strengthening democracy and better meeting domestic threats 
from the CPT. 

The present situation is likely, however, to give some military factions an excuse 
to intervene in parliamentary affairs from time to time, to criticize individual mini
sters in the government, to have a greater say in security-related issues, and to in
crease military spending. 54 These actions may make particular cabinet alignments 
more unstable and perhaps even force realignments. They are not likely to result in 
a military coup unless serious economic problems develop or the political gains of 
recent years are abandoned. 

REMAINING THREATS TO THAI SECURITY 

The major threat to Thai security in the longer term is the possible renewal of 
the insurgency in the northeastern and northern provinces. While the number of 
armed insurgents in these regions has dropped dramatically in recent years, there 
are reasons to believe that the original causes of the insurgency have not been 
permanently removed. One major reason for its collapse was the curtailment of 
external support from the PRC and the closing of base areas in Laos and Cambodia 
by the Vietnamese. These events caused major supply problems as well as ide
ological conflicts within the CPT. Second, the government's new programs under 
order 66/2523 were extremely well timed to take advantage of the difficulties 
caused by the loss of external support, and they have been effectively implement
ed. Finally, there have been economic improvements in the northeast that have 
helped undermine some of the CPT's appeal. 55 

54 This potential has been amply demonstrated in the controversy over the purchase of F- l 6A fighter 
aircraft from the United States. General Arthit and other military leaders have pressed hard for their 
purchase while other government officials, most notably Finance Minister Sommai Hoontrakool, have 
opposed the purchase as unnecessarily expensive. When Sommai devalued the baht in early Novem
ber 1984, General Arthit was extremely angry because the devaluation immediately raised the price 
of the aircraft even higher. General Arthit attacked the devaluation, call ing for a reshuffle of the 
government and the removal of Finance Minister Sommai. He subsequently backed down on the 
demands. See Barbara Crossette, "Thai Premier Angers Army Chief," New York Times, November 9, 
1984, p. A3; Paul Quinn-Judge, " Thai Military Attacks Currency Devaluation and Demands Cabinet 
Shuffle," Christian Science Monitor, November 9, 1984, p. 13. 

55 See sources in note 45. See also Charles Murray, " Thailand: The Domino That Didn't Fall ," Atlantic 
Monthly 254(5) (November 1984):34-48. New crops, especially tapioca, helped raise incomes in the 
northeast. The incidence of poverty dropped from 74 percent of households in 1962-63 to 46 percent 
in 1975-76. See Oey Astra Meesock, Income, Consumption, and Poverty in Thailand, 1962-63 to 
1975-76 (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 1979), p. 52. 
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Two of these conditions are subject to reversal. The World Bank projects a de
cline in rural incomes in the northeast in the late 1980s as a consequence of grow
ing population, limited arable land, and limitations on the kinds of crops that can 
be grown in the northeast. 56 The evidence for this projection is not well developed, 
and it is open to challenge. Nevertheless, the recent improvements appear to be 
fragile. A decline in rural income is likely to worsen income distribution, close off 
opportunities for education and social mobility, and leave substantial numbers of 
persons vulnerable to abuses of power. Such problems have been effectively ex
ploited by the CPT in the past and could presumably be again, especially if it 
could be demonstrated that other sections and groups in Thailand were not experi
encing similar hardships. 

It would take an effective, well-organized leadership to mobilize persons around 

these issues, and at the present time the CPT hardly qualifies . As long as present 
conditions hold in Cambodia, with the accompanying conflict between the PRC 
and Vietnam, it will be very difficult for the CPT or any alternative communist 
group to provide effective leadership. On the other hand, a settlement of the Cam
bodian issue would remove one of the major reasons for Chinese restraint in sup
plying the CPT. Whether the CPT can reorganize again and whether Vietnam 
would promote the growth of an alternative revolutionary movement sympathetic to 
Vietnamese rather than Chinese aims remain problematic. It could be optimistical
ly argued that neither country would have an interest in initiating insurgency, the 
PRC because it wants to continue good relations with Thailand and Vietnam be
cause it has no ambitions beyond Indochina. 57 

A prudent course for the Thai government, however, might be to assume a 

worst-case prospect and remove potential causes of support for renewed insurgency 
while it has the opportunity. To prevent the renewal of insurgency would require 
several steps that the present Thai government will find difficult, given the pre
dominance of urban-based groups in politics. These would include a change in 
regional government spending patterns, which presently favor richer provinces, re
structuring the economy to ensure sustained growth and employment creation, and 
expanding participation in the polity in ways that " redress the imbalance of power 

56 World Bank, Thailand, pp. 4 1-43, 77-78. The World Bank projects that " most of the poorer farm
ers, especially the subsistence rice farming households in the Northeast and Upper North, have little 

prospect for higher income and, indeed , if current trends continue may face fall ing incomes and 
increasing poverty" (p. 78). See also Richard Borsuk , "Outlook Grows Uncerta in for Thailand 's 
Northeast ," Asian Wall S1ree1 Journal, May 23, 1984, p. I. Borsuk reports that earning prospects for 
tapioca are declining and "agriculture isn ' t expanding fast enough to absorb a growing work force. " 

57 Franklin Weinstein suggests, e.g., that "there is no ev idence of a Vietnamese desire to dominate 
other Southeast Asian countries. The spillover of fighting into Thailand is c learly a result of Thai 

assi stance to the Khmer Rouge, not of any Vietnamese desire to conquer Thailand. " See his "The 
U.S. Role in East and Southeast As ia," in A U.S. Foreign Policy for Asia, ed ited by Ramon Myers 
(Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1982), p. 128. A less benign view of Vietnam 's intentions can be 
found in Pike, " Hanoi Looks to the Southeast." Thai intelligence sources report they have ev idence 

that a Vietnamese-backed Thai People's Revolutionary Movement or Pak Mai (New Party) " has re
cently begun expand ing it s mass mobilization activ ities in Thailand 's northern and northeastern 

provinces"; Far Eas1ern Economic Review, November 8, 1984, p. 11 . 
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between the city and the countryside, and between administrative and elective 
officials." 58 

What are the prospects for such a change? A few years ago numerous authors 
would have been willing to suggest they were nil. For example, in 1978 a corre
spondent wrote that "there is little if any precedent for bureaucratized states like 
Thailand reforming themselves on these lines because th_e institutional interests in 
favor of the status quo are so powerful despite obvious need for structural change." 
This pessimism rested on the assumption that "structural change can only be en
forced by pressure from outside the government which is excluded by definition 
when the military and the bureaucracy . .. penetrate and control all political 
activity." 59 

This is no longer the case in Thailand. Other groups outside the military and 
bureaucracy are able to bring pressure to bear on the government. With few excep
tions such as sugar planters and millers, however, these groups are urban-based 
and are unlikely to push for structural changes that would reorder present priorities 
and the policies that support them. Some efforts along these lines have been initi
ated under the Fifth Plan at the urging of well-placed technocrats , 60 but without 
substantial political support these efforts are unlikely to be pursued on a large 
scale. In the long run the necessary support is likely to emerge only if political 
participation is extended beyond present levels. The current level of participation 
with its emphasis upon urban groups tends toward greater, not less, inequality. 
Only the expansion of participation to rural populations is likely to create condi
tions for greater balance between city and countryside, although there is no guar
antee of this.61 

The key institutions for extending political participation into the countryside, if 
this is to happen at all, are the political parties. Thus far they have proved more 
adept than many thought possible in defending civilian prerogatives. What they 
have not done is move toward encouraging and structuring broader participation in 
politics and decentralization. Many observers, including Social Action party leader 
Kukrit Pramoj, appear quite pessimistic about their ability to do so. 62 The critical 

58 Jeffrey Race, " The Future of Thailand ," Asia Pacific Community 4( 1977):322. Kernial Sandhu warns 
that "Southeast Asians do not appear to be too greatly concerned whether their governments conform 
to Western democratic norms or are based on authoritarian mode ls." They are likely to be more 
concerned over "the fai lu re of these governments to fulfill urgent social and economic programmes" ; 
"Stability and Securi ty in the Region in the 1980s," in International Security, pp. 12-13. Without 
the changes mentioned, however, Thailand wi ll find it difficult to implement important social and 
economic programs in the northeast and north. 

59 Special Correspondent , " Thailand: Insurgency Projection to Year 2000," Asian Defense Journal, no. 
I (1978), p. 61. 

60 For amounts budgeted for impoverished rural areas broken down by project during the Fifth Plan, see 
Kosit Panpiamrat, Naewthang Chak Phaen Phatthana Chonabot Yakchon Patchuban (Trends in the 
Plan for Developing Poor Rural Areas) (Bangkok: Thai Khadi Research Institute, Thammasat Univer
sity, 1983). 

6 1 Huntington and Nelson, No Easy Choice, p. 78. 
62 John McBeth , " Politics Without Guilt ," Far Eastern Economic Review, March 22, 1984, p. 18 . 

Kukrit is reported to have said that parties lack disc ipline, and for individual members of parliament 
" their only thought is what they will have, what position they wi ll hold , and how much money they 
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indicator of such a move would be efforts of one or more of the large parties to 

"reach out to form an alliance with the farmers expanding political participation in 

the countryside." As Jeffrey Race points out, this can happen "only because of the 

conscious choice of political and military leaders to follow " such policies.63 If 

some of the present leaders begin to make this choice, the prospects for both sta

bility and security would be enhanced. If they do not, the present stability and 

security are likely to erode in the late 1980s or early 1990s. 

will earn. " Martha Winnacker provides a more charitable interpretation in " The Political Contest: 

More Than Cliques, Less Than Parties," Southest Asia Chronicle, no. 80 (October 198 1), pp. 2- 9. 

63 Race, " Future of Thailand ," p. 307. See also Samuel P. Huntington, Political Order in Changing 

Societies (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968), pp. 72- 78. 
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5. Thai Politics and Foreign Policy 
in the 1980s: Plus <;a Change, Plus 
C'est la Meme Chose? 

Suchit Bunbongkom and Sukhumbhand Paribatra 

INTRODUCTION 

It is often argued that in recent years there have been two broad processes of 
transformation of far-reaching consequences taking place in Thailand: one in do
mestic politics , the other in foreign policy. Domestically, as the result of a fivefo ld 
growth in the economy in the past two decades , the increasing integration into the 
world economic system, a rapid rate of urbanization in Bangkok , and the vast 
expansion of the educational system, 1 Thailand has become more pluralistic and 
politically conscious. Particularly significant has been the emergence of business 
and financial elites, whose power and interests have been asserted and institu
tionalized into political parties. These trends, some argue, have transformed the 
Thai polity from one based narrowly on the interests and demands of bureaucrats , 
in general, and military officers, in particular, to one with broader political 
participation and more equal balance between bureaucrats and extrabureaucratic 
forces. Often cited as examples are the longevity of Prem Tinsulanond 's constitu
tionally based premiership, the failure of the armed forces' attempt to amend the 
constitution in 1983, the devaluation crisis of November 1984, and the activities of 
labor unions and farmers that followed it . Thus, it is contended that the "vicious 
cycle" in Thai politics, which has seen thirteen constitutions, thirteen general 
elections, fifteen coups d'etat, sixteen premiers, and forty-five governments in the 

1 For these points as well as for other economic data, see Narongchai Akrasanee, Sukhumbhand Par
ibatra, and Chalermpoj Iamkamala. " Economic Change and National Security in Thailand ," paper 
presented at the workshop on " Economic Change and National Security in ASEAN Countries, " 
organized by the Institute of Security and International Studies, Chulalongkorn University, and the 
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies , Singapore, August 23-25 , 1984, in Bangkok. 
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fifty-odd years since the 1932 revolution overthrew the absolute monarchy, seems to 

have been decisively broken. 2 

In foreign affairs, 3 Thai policy seems to have taken on new directions since 1975 

as a result of the end of Pax Americana in Southeast Asia, the diffusion of power 

within the international system, the proliferation of issues relevant to the nation's 

well-being but not directly or immediately related to its defense and security, and 

internal political developments. 
First, Thailand has ended its policy of dependence on the United States, the 

policy, as it were, of being America's "unsinkable aircraft carrier. " As then Prime 

Minister M. R. Kukrit Pramoj remarked in 1975: 

With the U.S . we have shared many objectives and embarked upon many adventures 

together in the past. The security posture of Thailand during the past twenty-five 

years-and even into the present-has been closely tied to the U.S. and cooperation 

in the past has been moored to the crusades we waged together. But now we must 

together think anew. The close friendship we have enjoyed in the past will continue 

into the future. . . But our common interests need no longer be dominated by one 

type of activity alone.4 

In place of this dependence, a new policy has emerged, which is "omnidirection

al" and " principled," seeking linkages, dialogues , and mutuality of interests with 

all countries whatever the ideological divides. As Kukrit stated to the Thai House 

of Representatives on March 19, 1975: 

This government will pursue an independent policy taking into account national inter

ests which are based on economic and security considerations. 
This government will promote peaceful coexistence by befriending every country 

which demonstrates goodwill toward Thailand, irrespective of differences in ideolo

gies or political system; rather, noninterference in internal affairs, justice, and equal

ity will be the considered principles (in ordering bilateral relations). 5 

Exactly seven years later, the same theme was reiterated. As Foreign Minister 

A. C. M. Siddhi Savetsila said at the Institute of Foreign Affairs in Bangkok: 

2 A most articulate summary of this view is , of course, Ansil Ramsay, "Thai Domestic Politics and 
Foreign Policy" (see Chapter 4 of this vo lume). 

3 Most of the foreign policy portions of this chapter are based on works by Sukhumbhand Paribatra, 
most notably " Thailand 's National Security Interests and the Pacific Basin Community," paper pre

sented at the Hoover Institution of War and Peace Studies Conference on "National Security Inter
ests in the Pacific Basin, " at Stanford University, August I 5-17, 1983; "Thailand and Its Indo
chinese Neighbors: The Enduring Logic, " paper presented at the Singapore Institute of International 
Affairs Conference on " Moving into the Pacific Century : The Changing Regional Order in the Asia
Pacific," at Singapore, November 5-6, 1983; "Strategic Implications of the Indochinese Conflict: 
Thai Perspectives," Asian Affairs: An American Review 11 (3) (Fall 1984):28- 46; " From Past to 

Present: Continuity in Thai Foreign Policy?" paper presented at the Faculty of Political Science, 
Rarnkamhaeng University's seminar on "Thai Foreign Policy: Success or Failure?" in Bangkok, 
January 24, 1984 (in Thai). 

4 Speech to the Foreign Correspondents Association of Southeast Asia, July 25 , 1975 , in Singapore. 
5 Policy statement of the Thirty-Seventh Government, March 19, 1975 ; translation from Sarasin Vir

aphol , Directions in Thai Foreign Policy (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Occasion
al Paper no. 40 , 1970), p. I. 

53 



Particularly since 1975, Thailand has clearly defined her foreign policy direction . It is 
based on the following objectives: First, to promote the solidarity, unity, and coopera
tion of ASEAN, and to extend that cooperation to development of good re lations with 
our Indochina ne ighbours. Second , to pursue mutually beneficial relations with all 
countries irrespective of differences in political, soc ial , and economic systems and 
ideologies. Third, to contribute, in her own capacity, to regional global stability and 
development and , finally, firm adherence to the principles of international law and the 
U. N. Charter. 6 

Moreover, this new " principled omnidirectionality" also involves greater inter
est in the diverse issue areas that have proliferated in number and significance in 
the international political arena, such as world economic problems, the North
South conflict, resources , 7 and national liberation movements. s 

Second, according to this line of analysis, after 1975 Thailand tried to tum its 
back on entanglement in great power rivalries and the balance-of-power politics 
which such a rivalry entails. Instead , it has introduced a new policy of "equidis
tance," conducted its external affairs in accordance with what can be termed "a 
balance of interests ," and espoused to a much greater extent the notions of " neu
trality " and " nonalignment ," as illustrated by the commitment to transforming 
Southeast Asia into a Zone of Peace, Freedom , and Neutrality (ZOPFAN).9 In
deed , it is significant that the international image of Thailand promoted by the 
National Identity Board of the Prime Minister's Office10 and the powerful Internal 
Security Operations Command 11 is one of neutrality and nonalignment. 

The high point of this new foreign policy is considered to be Thailand 's election 
to the U .N. Security Council in October 1984, after which a Thai foreign ministry 
official was quoted as saying: " We desire new friends, we must keep old friends, 
we will look after the interests of the small countries, but our voting decision will 
be based on what is right." 12 This achievement moved one observer to conclude: 
"Gone are the days when people referred to Thailand 's foreign policy as ' bamboo' 
or 'willow.' Today it is a thing of the past and Thailand 's external policy could well 
be described as 'omnidirectional." ' 13 

Indeed, much change has taken place in Thailand's internal and external en-

6 The text appears in ISIS Bulletin, I (I) (July 1982):23. 
1 Ibid . See also Sompong Kittinaradorn , " Thai Diplomacy with New Business Touch, " Nation Re

view, December 6, 1984, p. 4. 
s Foreign Minister A.C.M. Siddhi Savetsila's address to the U.N. General Assembly, September 29, 

1982; extracts in ISIS Bulletin I (2) (October 1982): 18-25 . 
9 Ibid. See also the Institute of International Affairs , Ministry of Foreign Affairs , The Role of the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs in National Security and Economic Development (Bangkok: Policy and 
Planning Division , Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 1983), passim. 

10 See Office of the Prime Minister, Thailand into the 1980s (Bangkok, 1979), pp. 246-54. 
" Internal Security Operations Command , Textbook 6601 No. 1 (Bangkok, 198 1 ), pp. 12-22; transla

tion of extracts in ISIS Bulletin 3( 1) (January 1984). 
12 Theh Chongkhadikij , " 1l1e Big Picture at the U.N. Security Council ," Bangkok Post, November 7 , 

1984, p. 4 . 
13 Kavi Chongkittavorn , "A Change of Emphasis in Thailand 's Foreign Policy," Nation Review, Novem

ber 14, 1984 , p. 4. 
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vironment in the last two decades, and to a great degree these lines of argument 
are accurate analyses of the present trends. However, there are certain aspects of 
Thai domestic politics and foreign policy that serve to limit, and some future date 
may even reverse, the processes of transformation. In particular, the Thai military 
remains a formidable force. Although their role is more constrained and coups 
d'etat can no longer be easily staged, they have continually exerted their power as 
a pressure group and have succeeded to a considerable degree in areas concerned 
with national security both internal and external. This chapter focuses on the as
pects of Thai domestic politics and foreign policy that constrain and limit change 
in domestic politics and foreign policy. 

DOMESTIC POLITICS 

In 1983 the interim clauses of the 1978 constitution came to an end , thus reduc
ing to a considerable extent the powers of the appointed, military-dominated Sen
ate, preventing serving military officers and civil servants from holding cabinet 
positions, and reinforcing the position of political parties within the body politic . 
This, together with the mi litary's fa ilure to amend the constitution by restoring the 
"transitional" clauses in the early months of 1983, is seen to be a victory for 
constitutionalism. As one observer put it: 

In the final analysis, it appeared that the defeat of the amendment was due not only to 
popular opposition , hunger strikes, street demonstrations, and the threat by one MP 
to commit suicide, but also to the belief in the principle that the constitution 
is the highest rule of the land, not something the military can alter eas ily to suit its 
whims. 14 

However, a winning battle does not constitute a victorious war, and the euphoria 
in some quarters surrounding the military's setback tends to obfuscate a number of 
salient facts that either reflect or are capable of reinforcing the dominant position 
of the military in the Thai political system. 

First, the traditional concept of patron and client and beliefs in the efficacy of 
barami (loosely translated as charisma or grace accumulated through meritorious 
deeds accomplished in past and present life) sustain a propensity among the Thai 
public to rely, not on institutions and processes per se, but on individuals for pro
tection and advancement. Partly as a result of the military's domination of certain 
vital segments of the mass media, individual military leaders tend to be the main 
beneficiaries of the strong-man syndrome. As the career of Supreme Commander 
and Army Commander-in-Chief General Arthit Kamlang-ek since 1981 has shown , 
they are constantly consulted for their opinions and are sometimes even asked to 
redress grievances on issues that are not directly or immediately related to their 

14 Chulacheeb Chinwanno, " Thailand in 1983: The Parliamentary System Survives, " in Southeast 
Asian Affairs 1984, edited by Pushpa Thambipillai (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 
1984 ), p. 3 12. 
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official duties. 15 Although a good deal of optimism has been expressed concerning 
the prospects of Thailand's economy over the next few years, l6 economic problems 
still abound, and the reappearance of a strong-man type military leader cannot be 
ruled out. Political instability could arise from a combination of the uncertain fi 
nancial structure, low commodity prices, massive external trade and budget defi
cits, a growing foreign debt service problem, and increased competition for scarce 
resources between various economic interest groups. 17 

Moreover, it should be pointed out that for the first time since the 1932 revolu
tion the Thai military is attempting purposefully and systematically to legitimize 
its role in politics by propounding a more or less coherent philosophy of govern
ment and mobilizing mass support behind its cause. 18 

In the past, as in the present , although military officers were socialized at cadet 
schools into believing in nationalism and national security as the supreme values, 
and "national security" was often used to justify their political interventions, the 
legitimization of their role in politics was not carried out on a systematic and 
sustained basis. Rather, military leaders believed in principle that their interven
tions in politics were temporary, to "clear up the mess," and after that they would 
give the reins of government back to civilians. This was true even in the case of 
Field Marshal Sarit. For him, seizing power was not "playing" at politics , which 
is a game only for politicians, but a measure that was "above politics," "tempo
rary," and aimed specifically at eliminating corruption, misgovernment, 
irresponsibility, and threats to the nation's security. 19 

At present, however, the Thai military conceives its role as continuous and per
manent. It contends that since stability is prerequisite to security, no distinction 
can be made between internal security and political stability or between the mili
tary 's role in preserving internal security and its role in stabilizing the political 
system; consequently, their political involvement in pursuit of these ends is le
gitimate and necessary. In more specific terms, the Thai military conceives its role 
as a dual one, involving political leadership as well as political coercion and 
deterrence. 

15 A good illustration was the protest of some Khon Kaen University students against their rector, who, 
after intervention by General Arthit, was replaced; see Sao Anakot, December 19-25, 1982, pp. 8-
15. Interestingly, in this article, General Arthit is called "Little Sarit. " 

16 See, e.g., The Economist Intelligence Unit , Thailand: Prospects and Policies (London: The Econo
mist Intelligence Unit, Special Report no. 161, February 1984). For an official assessment, see 
Bangkok Post, December 21, 1984, p. I. 

17 Sugar is a good example of an industry faced with conflicting interests , and the present uncertain and 
violence-prone situation is well summarized in Kosoom HugthongKwang 's Jod Pai Fueng Nakorn 
column in Matichon , December 21, 1984, p. 12; and Surin Pitsuwan, "All's Not Sweet in the 
Nation 's Sugar Politics," Bangkok Post, December 24, 1984, p. 4. 

18 For a detailed analysis of this paragraph and those immediately following, see Suchit Bunbongkarn 
and Kanala Sukhapanij-Khantaprab , "National Security and the Contemporary Political Role of the 
Thai Military," paper presented at the Conference on Thai Studies, organized by the Thai Studies 
Program, Chulalongkom University, in Bangkok , August 22-24, 1984. 

19 Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat's "political philosophy" is analyzed in the seminal work by Thak Chal
oemtiarana, Thailand: The Politics of Despotic Paternalism (Bangkok: Social Science Association of 
Thailand and the Thai Khadi Institute, Thammasat University, 1979). 
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The former is explained in and made "legitimate" by the prime minister 's or
ders 66/2523 (1980) and 65/2525 (1982). 20 According to these orders and subse
quent " clarifications" by military officers, the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) 
is now waging a revolutionary war against the government with the aim of destroy
ing the present political , social, and economic system. To defeat this revolutionary 
communism, the use of military force is not sufficient and may even be coun
terproductive. What is needed is a "political offensive," in which the eradication 
of the political , social, and economic conditions favorable to communism must 
" lead" military operations. Such conditions include the gap between the rich and 
the poor, the corruption of government officials, and unscrupulous activities of the 
" dark influences" or business tycoons, who have gained wealth and power through 
exploitation of the poor and illegal dealings. Because its role is to maintain inter
nal security and combat communism, the military is expected to take the lead in 
this urgent task, that is, the " political offensive," to eradicate such "war condi
tions ," and at the same time to receive cooperation from other government agen
cies and the people at large. 2 1 

In addition, in order to eliminate these "war conditions," it is believed that a 
truly democratic government has to be established, and in this as in other duties 
associated with the "political offensive," the military should take the lead. The 
crucial point, however, is that the Thai military's concept of democracy is vastly 
different from the one generally accepted by most people. From the point of view 
of the military, a democracy based on free elections with power concentrated in the 
House of Representatives is not always a true democracy because there is no guar
antee that elections will bring competent, responsible, and honest people to the 
legislature. In Thailand, a failure to elect such representatives has been one of 
main causes of political instability and obstacles for the development of true de
mocracy. On the other hand , it is believed that the existence of a strong upper 
house with appointed senators carefully selected from various walks of life is a 
prerequisite of true democracy. This was made clear by General Arthit when he 
appeared on the army's television channel on January 20, 1983 , to explain the 
army's campaign to extend the interim clauses of the constitution: 

The senate is an appointed house whose members can be appointed democratically
that is, senators will be proportionally drawn from all social and professional groups. 
Through this selection, the senate will be more democratic than the House of Repre
sentatives which is an elected house. Under the present circumstances , we will not be 
able to have representatives of the poor or the real people's representatives in the 
House through the general elections no matter how democratic they are. 22 

20 Translation of the Thai texts appears in !SIS Bulletin 2(1) (January 1983): 17-20, and 1(2) (October 
1982) : 14- 18 respectively. 

2 1 Lieutenant General Chaovalit Yongchaiyuth, " Cooperation Between Military Officers and Civ il Ser
vants in Provincial Administration ," paper presented at the seminar on " The Government Admin
istrative System," organized by the Committee on Government Ad ministrative Reforms, in Pattaya, 
January 20-22, 1984 . Chaovalit is presently the deputy chiefof- staff of the Royal Thai Army. 

22 Quoted in Naewna, January 2 1, 1983. See also the Royal Thai Anny, The Army's Position in the 
Constitutional Amendment Problem (Bangkok, February 16 , 1983); and Le11er from the Army to 
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According to the military, the exclusion of serving military officers and civil 

servants from political life is unrealistic and undemocratic. As General Arthit said 

in an interview in January 1983: " Politics is government service and government 

service is politics .... The military are also responsible for government service; 

how can it be separated from politics?" 23 This error has to be rectified: 

Since we have agreed upon the use of the parliamentary system, whosoever is a 

member of parliament must be eligible for the position of prime minister or minister. 

As the Army Commander-in-Chief has stated: "The Senate's membership will be 

composed as to include individuals from all walks of life and profession without 

exception and bias"; this means that civil servants who constitute representatives of 

one profession must be represented in the Senate, just as traders, industrialists , farm

ers, and workers, who all represent their respective professions . In truth , the present 

constitution requires that senators be appointed from qualified persons who have ex

pertise and knowledge in various affairs; this means the various professions. In the 

past , it was we who failed to act in accordance with the Constitution. How can we 

deny the civil service the right of being a profession , how can we deny civil servants 

the right of representing their profession? Therefore, if a minister can come from 

among members of parliament in a parliamentary system, members of parliament 

who are civil servants must have the right to become prime minister and minister, in 

the same manner as representatives of other professions and elected parliamentarians 

form various const ituencies. The principle is not that civil servants should have the 

right to be minister, but that ministers come from among members of parliament. Let 

us discuss the matter in accordance with principles, so that the people will not be 

misled or confused. 24 

In this concept of democracy, political freedom, voluntary popular participation in 

the political process, and the development of participatory institutions are not given 

much attention. Voluntary popular participation is acceptable in principle but fear

ed and suspected because it may lead to instability; mass mobilization 

is preferred because, if correctly "guided," it can act as a force of stability and 

can be used as a political base for the military in the fulfillment of their cru

cial tasks. 25 

The military's commitment to this concept of democracy and to its se lf-appoint

ed duty to play the leading role in promoting it was reconfirmed despite the fact 

that the war with the CPT, the original "rationale" for the military 's involvement 

in politics, was declared to be at an end . Speaking at a news conference on Octo

ber 17, 1984, General Chaovalit stated that since the CPT had lost its capacity for 

mounting military operations and posing a serious security threat, the priority in 

Brothers and Sisters Concerning Constitutional Amendments (Bangkok, February 17 , 1983), in !SIS 
Bulletin 2(2) (Apri l 1983):14-18. See also interview with Chaovalit in The Bangkok Post, March 
13 , 1983, p. 5. 

23 Quoted in Soo Anakot, February 27-March 5, 1983 , p. 9. 
24 Royal Thai Army, Army's Position, p. 14 . Emphasis added. 
25 The full text of order 65/2525, e.g., gives many detai ls concerning the ways and means of mobiliz

ing the masses. 
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the government's anticommunist strategy would be shifted from military repression 
to the eradication of social injustices to establish "absolute democracy." 26 Al
though he did not clarify the meaning of "absolute democracy," it is clear that the 
meaning was not at variance with the military's new political ideology. 

The Thai military's conception of its own role as one of political leadership has 
prompted it not only to initiate a number of crucial political moves , such as the 
proposals to reinstate the interim clauses of the constitution, but also, perhaps 
more importantly in the long run , to institutionalize the means of mobilizing the 
masses in support of the government (when appropriate), individual leaders , the 
military's national security programs, and indeed the monarchy itself. 27 The rela
tively new institutional devices are the capital peacekeeping force28; the civil af
fairs center, the directorate of civil affairs of the Royal Thai Army; the civil affairs 
department of the four regional armies (First Army Region in the east and Bang
kok, Second in the northeast, Third in the north, and Fourth in the south); and 
television and radio programs . 29 These, together with other institutions and agen
cies directly controlled by or closely related to the military such as the Senate, the 
Internal Security Operations Command (ISOC), the National Defense Volunteers, 
and the Village Scouts,30 give the Thai armed forces a high degree of capability to 
conduct mass psychology cperations, to instill what has been euphemistically re
ferred to as a "sense of responsibility" 31 in the public consciousness, and, indeed, 
to gain crucial and perhaps decisive support for the military whenever it is neces
sary or appropriate. For the military, these activities are "legitimate," for there is 
no dividing line between national security, politics, government services, and mili
tary affairs. 

Related to this role of political leadership is the military's conception of its role 
in political coercion and deterrence, as again rationalized in orders 66/2523 and 
65/2525. More specifically, the military defines its duty as setting the parameters 
of domestic politics by influencing the course of its development and deterring any 
" destabilizing" elements at critical junctures. In the last two years there has been 
ample evidence of military attempts to implement this role: the army's attempt to 

26 Nation Review, October 18 , 1984. 
27 The two best examples of mass mobilization were the "walkathons" organized to celebrate the 

queen's and king's birthdays (in August and December 1984, respectively). 
28 An interesting illustration of the military's ongoing attempts to improve its mass mobilization mecha

nisms is its reported restructuring of the Capital Peacekeeping Command; see Pongsak Srisod and 
Sompong K. Naradom, "New 'Think Tank ' Ready to Make Useful Contributions," Nation Review, 
December 20, 1984, p. 4. 

29 The most well-known program is , of course, Sonthana Panha Ban Muang (Conversations About the 
Nation's Problems), which is broadcast on the army-run Channel S television every Sunday night. 
When deemed "appropriate," this program is also broadcast on other channels or, as in the case of 
General Arth it 's famous speech against the baht devaluation on November 7, 1984, on weekdays . 

30 Although the idea of fusing the paramilitary National Defense Volunteers with the essentially civilian 
Vi llage Scouts and arming the latter (see Bangkok Post, December 2, 1983, p. I) has not come 
about , it still remains a possibility. 

3 1 Royal Thai Army Directorate of Civil Affairs, A Summary of Policies to Win Over Communism 
(Bangkok, 1983) (in Thai). 
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amend the constitution in early 1983; the threat of the then commander of the 
Bangkok-based First Division, Major General Pichit Kullavanich , to conduct "ex
ercises" during the constitutional amendment crisis; the hurried dissolution of the 
parliament on March 19, 1983, to ensure that the ensuing elections be conducted 
according to the interim electoral system; the maneuvering to form a government 
after the April 18, 1983, election, in which no party won an absolute majority; 
and, most recently, General Arthit's televised "ultimatum" to the Prem govern
ment to "reverse" the November 2, 1984, devaluation decision. 

Less publicized, but perhaps even more crucial, have been the moves on the part 
of a number of military officers led by General Arthit, General Chaovalit, and 
some of the increasingly powerful Chullachomklao Military Academy Class 5 of
ficers, to maintain General Prem 's premiership. 32 The mastermind, some would say 
the eminence grise, behind this movement was and still is General Chaovalit. The 
deputy chief-of-staff of the army was not only the architect of the Prem 4 govern
ment formed after the 1983 elections, but also the instigator of a number of "loy
alty parades," in which key military leaders participated for the premier at critical 
junctures, especially during the devaluation crisis . 33 

The most obvious example of the military's asserting its power to protect Prime 
Minister Prem was probably in January 1984. When on January 29 the opposition 
Chart Thai party organized a mock no-confidence debate outside the parliament, 
General Arthit, apparently encouraged by Chaovalit, stepped in and persuaded the 
party to call off the debate. When that failed , he and other military top brass called 
on the prime minister to demonstrate their support. This show of force was met 
with strong criticism from some members of parliament, but it proved to be effec-

32 In mid-1984 , General Arthit's supporters became di scontented with Prem 's leadership and wanted to 
see the former replace the latter as soon as poss ible. Accordingly, General Pichit, then commander of 
the Bangkok-based First Division, put forward a request that Arthit's government service and hi s 
posts as the armed forces and army commander-in-chief be extended two years after September 1985 , 
which would be the date of his mandatory retirement. This request was evidently a move to strength
en Arthit's power and propel him into the role of Prem's immediate successor for the office of 
premier; in retrospect it constituted the crucial turning point in the relationship between the two. 
After the submiss ion of the request and Prem 's obviously lukewarm reaction to it, the two began to 
compete in earnest until the conflict came out in the open after the decision to devalue the baht in 
November 1984. However, while Arthit 's personal role as a deterrer of anti-Prem forces was changed 
to one of a coercer against the prime minister-evident in the devaluation crisis-the mil itary 's 
conception of its overall role as both a deterrer and coercer has not changed. 

33 General Chaovalit was one of the main architects of orders 66/2523 and 65/2525 and is considered a 
leading member of the " liberals" within the Royal Thai Army officer corps , which advocates the use 
of political measures to deal with the communist insurgency. A former aide of General Prem, since 
the Young Turks' coup in April 1981 he has helped to preserve and strengthen the premier's position 
by acting as a liaison or, as the ever-witty Thai newspapers came to label is , "Gow Jai" (Heart Glue) 
between Prem and Arthit, at least until the conflict between the two came out in the open during the 
devaluation crisis . After the general elections of April 1983, when no political party gained an 
absolute majority, General Chaovalit helped to maneuver the military, the Social Action party, the 
Democrats , Prachakorn Thai, and the National Democracy party into supporting Prem, who was a 
"disinterested observer" throughout the elections, and made possible the latter's premiership once 
more. After the fornrntion of the Prem 4 government , he worked as the link between the prime 
minister and the various groups of army officers to ensure the administration's stability and survival. 

34 Nation Review, February 12, 1984. 
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tive in countering the Chart Thai party's intended move to submit a no
confidence motion against the prime minister in February. 34 

The foregoing discussion concerning the military's role conception and imple
mentation should serve to point out not only its strength within the political system 
but also its potential for increasing this strength. Gone are the days of demonstra
tions of naked power; presently underway are attempts to institutionalize and legiti
mize the military's role within the system which, it hopes, will be a system of its 
own making, bearing the imprint of its "philosophy of government." 

The question is why it has not succeeded to the extent it had hoped . A number 
of reasons spring to mind . One is the relatively short period of time in which the 
military has had to both formulate and implement its " legitimate" role. Although 
the political thoughts underlying orders 66/2523 and 65/2525 can be traced back 
many years, at least to the so-called "Democratic Soldiers" and the Second Army 
Region under General Prem in the 1970s, they have been accepted as official gov
ernment policies only since 1980. 35 Perhaps a longer period of time will be re
quired before these views become " institutionalized ." 

In addition to this time element, there are three major constraints against more 
overt or decisive involvement by the military. The first is the conflict within the 
armed forces, most notably within the army itself. There are two major factions or 
orientations within the armed forces . One is pro-Prem and consists of General 
Chaovalit and others who are closely linked to the 66/ 2523 policy and its under
lying philosophy, as well as most of the leading members of the Chullachornklao 
Military Academy Class 5 officers under the leadership of Major General Suchinda 
Kraprayoon. Archenemies of the Class 7 officers, more popularly known as the 
"Young Turks," who are rumored to have made assassination attempts on the pre
mier's life, these Class 5 officers, after the October 1984 military reshuffle, held 11 
out of the army's 17 divisional commands. 36 While these officers are by no means 
a coherent group in the same way that the Class 7's were and their loyalty to Prem 
is by no means unqualified , they constitute at present a highly powerful base of 
support for the premier. 

The second orientation is pro-Arthit and is led by General Mana Ratanakoset, 
formerly head of the Army Civil Affairs Center and presently the assistant com
mander-in-chief, and General Pichit, formerly commander of the First Division and 
presently commander of the pivotal First Army Region . On the strength of his 
exploits as the legendary hero of the Khaokhor anti-CPT drive and his experience 
as a former ranger instructor, General Pichit is a widely respected figure, and be
cause he has direct links with the palace, he is himself a top contender, along with 
General Chaovalit, for the army's top position. Despite General Chaovalit's efforts 
to maintain close relations between Prem and Arthit, the pro-Arthit group has been 

35 Kasuma Snitwongse, " Thai Government 's Response to Armed Insurgencies," paper prepared at the 
workshop on "Government's Response to Armed Communism and Armed Separatism in Southeast 
As ia," organized by the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Regional Strategic Studies Program , in 
Singapore, December 5-7, 1984. 

36 See Siam Rath Sapdavicharn, December 16, 1984, p. 4. 
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attempting to extend the basis of Arthit 's power at the expense of the premier, 
perhaps in the hope of replacing Prem. 37 In early 1984 Pichit revitalized his links 
with the Young Turks , who still retain a certain amount of influence among the 
younger officers and noncommissioned officers , and in August proposed the exten
sion of Arthit's term as the supreme commander and army chief beyond his date of 
retirement in September 1985. In order to increase Arthit 's charisma and influence, 
the group organized a walkathon to celebrate the queen's birthday in August 1984, 
in which hundreds of thousands of people throughout the country participated , and 
over which Arthit presided without the premier or the cabinet taking part. At least 
in the early aftermath of the devaluation , Pichit supported Arthit in his ultimatum 
to the government. While the pro-Arthit group of officers, like the pro-Prem ones, 
do not owe unqualified allegiance to the supreme commander, they constitute a 
crucial center of power within the armed forces. 

A constraint against greater, and more successful , political involvement by the 
military as a whole is the fact that the power of these two major groups has been 
evenly balanced and the relationship has been one of mutual deterrence. Neither 
side has been able to tip the balance by winning over what may be termed the 
"neutral group" of officers who constitute the "silent majority" within the armed 
forces and who tend to consider themselves "professional soldiers," preferring to 
"preserve the prestige" of the military by staying away from politics. 

The second major constraint on the military's political involvement is the politi
cal parties. Beneficiaries of the rapidly growing pluralism within the Thai society 
and of the burgeoning power of the business and financial community, they now 
play a more effective role in the political process, helping to preserve stability and 
prevent coups d'etat. In the past two years, the four parties making up the Prem 4 
coalition government, that is the Social Action party (SAP), the Democrats , the 
National Democracy party (NDP), and the Prachakorn Thai , have tried, not unsuc
cessfully, to reconcile their interests and avoid damaging rifts. In combination with 
Prime Minister Prem's political finesse and acceptability among a variety of politi
cal forces from the highest to the lowest levels in the realm, the political parties 
have become players to reckon with on the complex chess board of Thai politics , 
as evident during the constitutional amendment crisis of 1983 and the devaluation 
crisis of 1984. 

The third , and perhaps most important, constraint on the military's political in
volvement is the monarchy. At least three times in the last four years through per
sonal interventions, proxies, or public gestures, the palace has restrained ill-ad
vised moves by the military, which would have either toppled the existing 
constitutional government or at the very least precipitated unpredictable political 
crises: The firs t was during the April 1981 Young Turks' coup;38 the second was the 

37 See note 32. 
JS The classic work on this coup is, of course, Chai-anan Samudavanija, The Thai Young Turks (Singa

pore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1982) ; see esp. pp. 54-55 , 65- 66. 
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release of the two Young Turks arrested in September 1984;39 and the third was 

during the confusing aftermath of the devaluation. 40 In each case intervention by 

the palace restored the situation to some sort of normalcy. 

While these constraints are relatively effective in limiting the scope and impact 

of the military 's involvement in politics at present , the future remains uncertain . 

First, although there are conflicts within the armed forces, for example, between 

the more liberal 66/2523 group under Chaovalit and the more hawkish , tradition

oriented officers under Pichit , the extent of the polarization should not be exagger

ated. With few exceptions there are strong bonds of brotherhood among army of

ficers, which have been forged by many years of a common socialization process. 

Furthermore, both factional conflicts and distaste for political involvements can be 

overridden by considerations of national security, which by definition is a higher 

good for alt and hence beyond " politicking ," or by the need to unite on issues that 

jeopardize the military's corporate interest , for example, the recent attempt by the 

Democrats to introduce a bill that would ban any extension of government service 

beyond the retirement age. 41 What Pichit said when he proposed Arthit's extension 

in August 1984 mutatis mutandis can be applied to any problem concerned with 

national security: 

It 's none of the others' business . Of course, outsiders can make comments on the 

matter but who else can appreciate and have stronger feeling for the need for the 

extension than the military .. . we must accept that the armed forces play supportive 

roles for parliament, the nation , the throne and security maintenance. Security re

quires a decisive leader. 4 2 

Second, the political parties are not without weaknesses. For one thing , there 

seems to be no major party that can gather sufficient support nationwide to gain an 

absolute majority in the House of Representatives; in 1983 both SAP and Chart 

39 In that month , two of the Young Turks involved in the abortive coup of April 1981 were arrested on 

charges of conspiracy to assassinate the queen, Prime Minister Prem , and General Arthit. The arrest

ing officers were members of the Chullachomklao Military Academy Class 5, who were and still 

remain arch-enemies of the Young Turks or Class 7 officers. Since many of the latter at that time 

were "allied " with Arthit and Pichit , the situation bore all the hallmarks of a political crisis. To 

defuse it, the queen sent one of her ladies-in-waiting, a wife of the chief of police, and the crown 

prince within hours of the arrests and conveyed the message that she would not hold a grudge against 

the Young Turks who were arrested . After the message was delivered, the two were released. The 

lady-in-waiting, Khun Ying Poranee Mahanond , gave an extraordinarily frank account of the episode 

in Soo Anakot, September 27-0ctober 3, 1984, pp. 19-20. 
40 After the devaluation crisis broke out , Prime Minister Prem went to stay with the royal family, who 

was then residing at the palace in the northeast. The premier had his picture taken with the king and 

queen , which was widely distributed, and , had there sti ll been any doubt where the royal couple's 

sympathies lay, it was soon dispelled by the fact that the crown prince personally escorted Prem back 

from the northeast to the latter 's residence in order-as so many believe-to prevent an assassination 

attempt; see Mati Maharaj , November 29-December 5, 1984, pp. 15- 18, for an account of the 

episode. Moreover, the king before and on his birthday (December 5) also gave addresses, which 

most interpret as rebukes to Arthit; texts in Mari Maharaj, December 6-12 , 1984, pp. 30- 35. 

41 See Bangkok Post, December 19, 1984, p. I. 
42 Quoted in Nation Review, August 8, 1984, p. 1. 
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Thai failed to do so, and the result was a coalition government, which is vulnerable 
by nature. Another weakness is factionalism within each party, with the Chart Thai 
particularly prone to it.43 The third weakness is that, with the exceptions of M. R. 
Kukrit Pramoj (SAP) and Pramam Adireksam (Chart Thai), who are well advanced 
in years and in any case had been national figures before they became party lead
ers , no political party has been able to find leaders who can gain support nation
wide. The last weakness is that the political parties are elitist and enjoy only a low 
level of institutionalization and support at the grass roots. These weaknesses may 
in the future act as decisive constraints on their future development and according
ly allow greater scope for the military's involvement. 

Third , while it is true that the monarchy has restrained many an ill-advised 
move by the military, it must be borne in mind that the institution is not against the 
military or its political involvements per se. Indeed , as the meteoric careers of 
Prem, Arthit , and Pichit, among others , have shown, the palace can perhaps be 
said to be more comfortable working with the military, many of whom now enjoy 
very close ties with and patronage from the highest institution in the realm. While 
it is difficult to envisage the monarchy supporting a return to military dictatorship, 
it is possible to imagine certain scenarios that will force the palace to comply with 
the military's desire for a greater political role. 44 

On the basis of the foregoing discussion, it is certainly within the realm of 
possibility that the military will become stronger while the constraints on its politi
cal involvement will become less effective, for one reason or another. Thus, al
though it is accurate to say that Thai society has become more pluralistic, it is still 
too early to state with full conviction that the military-dominated bureaucratic pol
ity has been transformed into a participatory democracy or indeed a "bourgeois 
polity." Moreover, if one takes into consideration the foreign policy dimension, 
then the bureaucratic polity perhaps may be seen to be even more enduring . It is to 
this that we now tum our attention. 

FOREIGN POLICY 

Developments in foreign affairs in the last decade have served to strengthen the 
Thai bureaucratic polity in general and the power of the military within this polity 
in particular. The main reason is that this period has seen the resurgence of the 
"Vietnam issue," which rekindled traditional suspicions and fears and catalyzed 
additional security concerns . 

Beside human nature, geography is the most enduring factor in international 
politics-the source of a continuum of strengths and weaknesses , opportunities 

4 3 At least three major factions can be identified: the rightists under Colonel Pho! Remprasertvit; the 
younger members of parliament led by Pongpol Adireksam , the party leader's son , and Chumphon 
Silpa-Archa; and another group led by Banham Silpa-Archa. 

44 A more detailed discussion is contained in Sukhumbhand Paribatra, " The Chakri Dynasty and Thai 
Politics, 1782-1982: The Monarchy through Two Centuries of Change and Challenge, " unpublished 
paper, 1983. 
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and challenges, aspirations and fears, which often defy the passage of time. So it 
has been proved in the relations between Thailand and its Indochinese neighbors. 

From the thirteenth century, Thai civilization has been based in the central 
plains area fed by the Chao Phraya River and its tributaries. While providing im
mense material abundance that has nurtured Thai power, prosperity, and resilience 
through seven centuries of change and challenge, this region has also proved to be 
vulnerable to land-based threats from the west and east and, consequently, has 
conditioned the Thais to be highly sensitive to such threats. Although Burma
whose power reached its zenith under King Alaungpaya (1752-60) and one of his 
sons, King Hsinbyushin (1763-73)-was the earlier nemesis, it is the threat com
ing from the east that has proved the most enduring. 

Even more than the central plains region of Thailand, the trans-Mekong region 
comprising lowland Laos and most of Cambodia is a rich and accessible area, with 
the river a natural line not of division but of unity between the population and 
resources on either side of it. While unable to exert direct control over this area, 
the Thais have always felt they had a keen interest in it for economic and strategic 
reasons because this area and the Thai central plain form one geographical con
tinum unbroken by an easily defensible natural barrier. Consequently, Thais have 
always viewed with alarm any change that might lead to the domination of this 
area by another power. 

The first phase of the rise of Vietnamese power began in the fifteenth century 
and reached its climax with the unification of Vietnam by Emperor Gia Long in 
1802. By its very momentum this threatened the trans-Mekong region. The Thais 
responded first by brutally laying waste to areas in Laos as "a defensive measure 
directed against Vietnam; by emptying the country beyond the Mekong, [they] 
secured the river as a possible defense line for [themselves], denied it to Laotian 
rebels of the future, and made the return of Vietnamese more difficult, " 45 and then 
by challenging Vietnam over Cambodia. The measure of the Thai threat perception 
can be gauged from the fact that during the reign of Rama III (1824-51), the Thais 
fought four wars of varying intensity with their rival , twice campaigning well into 
Cambodian and Vietnamese territories (1823 and 1841). 46 

While British imperialism eliminated the threat of Burma, French imperialism 
accentuated the threat coming from the east , "for in building her empire France 
had behaved toward Siam much as a powerful Vietnamese emperor might have 
done and had made the same demands."47 Again the crucial importance of the 
trans-Mekong area in Thai perception was demonstrated when, with French power 
declining after the defeat at the hands of Germany in 1940, the Thais immediately 

4 5 Hugh Toye, Laos: Buffer State or Battleground (London: Oxford University Press, 1968), p. 21. 
46 For an excellent and concise survey of Thai-Vietnamese rivalry for Cambodia, see Michael Eiland, 

" Rivalry for Cambodia-An Old Affair," Far Eastern Economic Review (hereafter cited as FEER), 
November IO, 1983, pp. 50- 52. See also David P. Chandler, " Cambodia's Relations with Siam in 
the Early Bangkok Period: The Politics of a Tributary State, " Journal of Siam Society 60( 1) (January 
1972):153-69. 

41 Toye, Laos , p. 43. 
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attempted to recover territories that they had been forced to cede to France in 1903, 
1904, and 1907. 

After World War II , the French Indochinese empire was torn asunder, and the 
fear of Vietnam reemerged. Although the Thais were initially sympathetic to
ward the Vietminh, the latter's successes and advances toward Luang Prabang in 
the early 1950s were one of the factors that induced Thailand to align itself with 
the United States. The traditional conflict between Thailand and Vietnam became 
intensified by ideological differences and cold war power politics , and again the 
two rivals fought one another both directly and through proxies in Laos and South 
Vietnam. For the normally tolerant Thais, the Vietnamese or Yuan, the perjorative 
name given them, became a hostile race and an object of fear and suspicion, as 
seen in the farmer's policy toward Vietnamese refugees. 48 

For a brief period after the American failure in Vietnam, it seems that Thai 
perceptions of Vietnam as well as those of the importance of the trans-Mekong 
area were changing . With the de facto reunification of Vietnam imminent, Prime 
Minister Kukrit Pramoj offered the historical rival an olive branch, promising that 
his government would promote a policy of peaceful coexistence " irrespective of 
differences in ideologies or political systems." 49 This new policy was undertaken 
even more energetically, except for during the "Thanin period" (October 6, 1976-
0ctober 20, 1977), after the communist takeovers in Laos and Cambodia. Most 
notable were the achievements of the Kriangsak government (1977-80), which 
brought about, perhaps for the first time in this century, a degree of normalcy in 
Thai-Vietnamese relations. 

However, the change in Thai perceptions proved to be more apparent than real. 
The crucial importance of the trans-Mekong area in Thailand 's security perceptions 
was again demonstrated when the Vietnamese invaded Cambodia. Although the 
Thai government had ample warning, the American fai lure in Vietnam and the 
defeat of South Vietnam still turned out to be traumatic experiences. Faced with 
growing domestic unrest, Thailand was forced to accept Vietnam's domination over 
Laos. Moreover, although the possibility of Vietnam's becoming a "twentieth
century Prussia in Southeast Asia" 50 was recognized, the threat remained remote 
and hence somewhat hypothetical. But the situation in 1978-79 was different: Not 
only had the Thais by then recovered a good deal of their unity and self-confidence 
through a policy of internal and external reconciliation, but also the problems 
posed by the Vietnamese invasion were of much greater significance, with a large 
number of Vietnamese actually undertaking combat operations on the Thais' door-

48 The policy is well summed up in Chan Ansuchote, " The Vietnamese Refugees in Thailand: A Case 
Study in Decision Making," master's thesis, Thammasat University, 1960. See also Kachatpai Bur
uspat , Yuan Opayop (Vietnamese Refugees) (Bangkok: DK Books , 1978). 

49 Policy statement of the Thirty-Seventh Government , March 19 , 1975; see note 5. 
so Guy J. Pauker, "National Politics and Regional Powers," in Diversity and Development in Southeast 

Asia: The Coming Decade, ed ited by Guy J. Pauker, Frank H. Golay, and Cynthia H. Enloe (New 
York: McGraw-Hil l, 1977), p. 65. 
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step and sending droves of refugees into Thai territory. 5 I Moreover, the initial 

threats made in 1975-76 by the Vietnamese that they would support armed com

munist insurgencies in Southeast Asia assumed a new significance, which is still 

evident to this day. 52 Clearly the specter of an ever-expanding and all-conquering 

Vietnam loomed large once more, and not many would quarrel with the conclusion 

reached by an able and up-and-coming army officer that " the Vietnamese foreign 

policy followed a progressive path of sheer aggression ... motivated by a quest 

for regional hegemony." 53 The Thais' measured but firm and unyielding re

sponse-aimed at removing all Vietnamese forces from Cambodia-indicates that, 

as before, for geostrategic reasons they are not willing to tolerate the projection of 

Vietnamese power into the whole of the trans-Mekong area, especially when the 

projection of that power was supported by an external actor, which was itself per

ceived to be a potential threat, that is, the Soviet Union. 

Indeed, the concern with the Soviet Union has added another complex dimen

sion to the Thais' perceptions of Vietnam. The Soviet invasion of Afganistan and 

its growing military presence at Cam Ranh Bay have induced the Thai government 

to see the Indochina conflict also in terms of global confrontation between the 

great powers. As Foreign Minister Siddhi Savetsila told U.S. Deputy Secretary of 

State Kenneth Dam in February 1984, since Vietnam's invasion of Cambodia, 

Thailand 's eastern boundary has become the frontier of the Free World in this part of 

the globe. . . . Just as Pakistan is a main barrier of the Free World against the control 

of the Strategic Persian Gu lf, Thailand is the stronghold against the further advance 

of what Vietnam has euphemistically called "Socialism's Outpost" in Southeast 

Asia. 54 

Although for obvious reasons official Ministry of Foreign Affairs statements 

have remained guarded and indeed in some instances have expressed Thai aspir

ations of maintaining a policy of "equidistance," there is no doubt the Soviet 

Union has been and is perceived by the Thais to be the crucial threat. This has 

been borne out by a number of statements from the National Security Council 

concerning the deployment of SS-20 missiles in the Soviet Far East55 and the for-

5 1 For the official Thai position and figures on refugees, see Ministry of Foreign Affairs, The Viet

namese Acts of Aggression Against Thailand's Sovereignty and Territorial Integrity (Bangkok, 

1981). 
52 E.g . , recently the secretary-general of the National Security Council, Sqdn. Ldr. Prasong Soonsiri , 

accused the Vietnamese and Laotian governments of offering significant military aid to the CPT, 

including the dispatch of twelve battalions of Laotian troops to seize a part of the northeast that is 

inhabiied by the ethnic Lao; see Bangkok Post, December 23 , 1984, pp. 1, 3. See also John 

Mc Beth , "In from the Jungle," FEER, November 15 , 1984, pp. 36, 38; and his '"Foreign Legion' 

Threat ," FEER, December 6, 1984, pp. 28, 30. 
53 Ronachuck Swasdikiat, "The Foreign Policy of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam: The Quest for 

Regional Hegemony," unpublished thesis for the facu lty of the U.S. Army Command and General 

Staff College, 1982 . 
54 Nation Review, February 26, 1984, p. 1. 
55 See, e.g., Sqdn. Ldr. Prasong Soonsiri's interview with Kyodo News Agency, published in Asian 

Review 4 (April-June 1983): 1-8 (in Thai). 
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mation of the Soviet-backed Pak Mai communist party.56 Although at the time no 
longer an architect of Thai foreign policy, then Deputy Prime Minister Thanat 
Khoman eloquently expressed the following views, which probably represent the 
mainstream of the Thai national security establishment's thoughts: 

After the colonial era, the threat [to our part of the world] shifted to the ideological 
expansion which combines the old-style imperialistic designs of dominance with ide
ological allegiance and subservience. The victims of such ideological conquests may 
have an appearance of independence; in reality that independence is purely nominal. 
In most cases , they are bound, hands and feet, by more or less invisible chains to 
political , economic and, of course, ideological obligations imposed by the leader, 
with no possibility of rejection. Once a member is taken into the " brotherhood ," and 
not unlike the well-known Mafia of the Cosa Nostra type, it cannot leave alive. 
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and now Poland, Laos and Cambodia are flagrant il
lustrations. 

Nowadays, the threats have taken an even more complex form. On the one hand, 
predators , endowed with powerful military means behave like old-time imperialistic 
powers seeking aggrandizement of their physical domain by annexing adjacent ter
ritories , by de facto annexation after a war or limited conflict. At the same time, they 
seek to establish an ideological overlordship by setting up satellite regimes with nom
inal or fictitious independence while, in fact , such regimes are completely subservient 
to the central imperial power. This is the pattern created in Eastern Europe which is 
being emulated in other parts of the world, in Africa, Southeast Asia, and Latin 
America.57 

The Thais' fears and suspicions of Vietnam and the Soviet Union are borne out 
by a recent study made of the Thai elite's perceptions of national security issues. 58 
Concerning Thailand's Indochinese neighbor, in general almost all respondents 
(97 . 9 percent) see Vietnam as a threat in one form or another, and Vietnam ranks 
high in many forms of threat (direct military invasion , political subversion, under
mining of ASEAN's regional solidarity, and support of military aggression by 
other countries). More specifically, concerning the present problem in Cambodia, 
there is near unanimity in the elite's opinion that the Vietnamese invasion and 
occupation has affected Thailand's security. The majority (close to 60 percent) feel 
that the degree of impact is grave, while some 38 percent indicate the intensity in a 
lesser degree. Nearly all respondents agree that the threat has assumed various 
dimensions, including armed tension along the Thai-Cambodian border refugee 

56 See McBeth, "'Foreign Legion' Threat." 
5 7 Thanat Khoman , "Threat Perception in the Asia-Pacific Region ," paper presented at the Pacific For

um Symposium at Kona, Hawaii February 6, 1982; text reproduced in !SIS Bulletin l (I) (1982):18-
19. 

58 Kramol Tongdhammachart , Kusuma Snitwongse, Sarasin Viraphol, Arong Suthasasna, Wiwat 
Mungkandi, and Sukhumbhand Paribatra, The Thai Elite's National Security Perspectives: Implica
tions for Southeast Asia (Bangkok: Institute of Security and International Studies, Chulalongkom 
University, 1985). 
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influx, an unnecessary and wasteful drain on the national resources, transformation 

of Cambodia into a base for threatening Thailand 's sovereignty and territorial in

tegrity, aggravation of regional tension , and intensification of great-power rivalry in 
Southeast Asia. 

Concerning the Cambodian question , nearly all respondents (more than 98 per

cent) reject in one way or another the notion of acquiescing in Vietnam's military 

occupation as an acceptable outcome. About a half of these respondents opt for 

opposition against the Vietnamese action, and the other half want to reach some 

sort of compromise with the Vietnamese without, however, accepting the Viet

namese occupation. Indeed, a majority (nearly 49 percent) believe that even if 

there is to be a negotiated compromise, Vietnam should be asked to withdraw its 

troops from the whole of Cambodia in exchange for any quid pro quo from the 

Thai side, for example a cessation of support to resistance groups. Only a small 

minority (less than 21 percent) hold that a partial withdrawal, either from the Thai

Cambodian border or up to the west bank of the Mekong, is sufficient or feasible. 

In this connection, various offers made by Vietnam during the period under survey 

to withdraw from the Thai-Cambodian border or reduce its troop strength in Cam

bodia as well as to conclude a nonaggression pact in return for ASEAN's with

drawal of recognition from the Democratic Kampuchean government are rejected 

in toto by some 62 percent of respondents and found acceptable only in parts by 

33 percent. 
Concerning Vietnam's ally and " benefactor," over 96 percent of the respondents 

consider the Soviet Union a threat in one form or another, a number surpassed only 

by Vietnam. In particular, the USSR ranks high in three forms of threat, namely, 

political subversion, support of military aggression against Thailand by another 

country, and undermining ASEAN solidarity. There is some ambivalence in Thai 

elite perceptions of the other major communist power, the People's Republic of 

China; that is, expressions of fear are mixed with expectations that it would lend 

support in some instances , most notably in the case of a direct military attack by 

Vietnam. There is little evidence of such ambivalence vis-a-vis the Soviet Union; 

indeed, most of the respondents (over 71 percent) believe that the maximum 

that can be hoped from the Soviet Union is its nonintervention in Thai 

affairs. 
The resurgence of Vietnam , once more backed by a fearsome "imperialistic" 

power, has a number of interrelated and far-reaching consequences. The first is that 

it enhances the role of bureaucrats in the decision-making process. Traditionally, 

public interest and participation in the conduct of foreign and national security 

policies have always been limited. Therefore, Thais have preferred to leave it to the 

"specialists." This is especially true because there is a great deal of consensus 

concerning the nature and extent of the Vietnamese threat. As a result, the policy 

toward Cambodia along with all its ramifications continues to be made and im

plemented by bureaucrats. In recent months General Kriangsak Chomanan , a for

mer premier and at present the leader of one of the government coalition parties 
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and the chairman of the Standing House Committee on Foreign Affairs, has made 
certain gestures implying disapproval of the present foreign policy. 59 What Chai
anan Samudavanija wrote at the beginning of 1983 still holds true: 

The issue of Indochina conflict and its implications have not received much atten
tion from political parties. ln the parliament, there has been no serious effort among 
the MP's or parliamentary committees to study the issue. It seems that politicians 
take it for granted that the military and the government have so far handled the prob
lem effectively. It should also be noted that Indochina issues are not included in 
party platforms, and no single party has ever voiced its concern over the gov
ernment's policy towards Vietnam or the coalition government under Sihanouk's lead
ership . ... The Cambodian issue, therefore, is not a political issue in domestic 
politics .60 

Indeed, in a political climate where questions of national security predominate 
and the need for secrecy is paramount, the attitude taken by members of parlia
ment toward such questions in general seems to be one of apathy or even accom
modation, and comfort seems to be drawn from the maxim that " theirs is not to 
reason why. "61 Since national security can be defined to cover any issue from 
internal law enforcement, to border protection, to paramilitary formations, arms 
procurement, defense budgets, and extensions of high-ranking military officers' 
services, the direction that Thailand is taking , both in the short term and in the 
long term in some issue-areas , to a great extent is being determined not by the 
people or parliament but simply by the bureaucrats . 62 To paraphrase Mark Twain 's 
immortal words, the demise of the bureaucratic polity is much exaggerated. 

Moreover, the resurrection of the "Vietnam issue" has enhanced the power of 
the armed forces and, more spec ifically, that of the army. While the military re
mains uninterested in many foreign policy issues not directly related to Thai se
curity, and in these, as in the conduct of routine diplomacy, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (MFA) retains control , the Vietnam issue has allowed the military to make 
a number of the critical decisions affecting not only the directions of foreign policy 
but also the course of domestic politics. In the name of national security, the mili
tary has been able to monopolize all channels of information concerning border 
security and accordingly to implement measures without the MFA's or others' 
knowledge or approval; to increase the defense budget each fiscal year, from an 

59 See Sukhumbhand Paribatra, " Spring of Hope or Winter of Discontent?" FEER May 10, 1984, 
pp. 32-34; Bangkok Post, February 14 , 1985, p. 3; and Nation Review, March 1, 1985 , p. 5. 

60 Chai-anan Samudavanija, "Implications of a Prolonged Conflict on Internal lliai Politics," paper 
presented at the workshop on "The Future of ASEAN-Vietnam Relations ," organized by the Institute 
of Security and International Studies, Chulalongkorn University, at Cha-am , Thailand, February 7-9, 
1983 , pp. 1-2. 

6 1 Paribatra's interviews in early 1985 with Lieutenant Colonel Sanan Kachomprasas, chairman of the 
House Standing Committee on Military Affairs, and Supatra Kaysornsuk, a members of the House 
Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs , illustrate these points. 

62 See the interesting article by Surin Pitsuwan, " Parliamentary Inst itutions and Foreign Affairs," 
Matichon , December 7, 1984, p. 5 (in Thai). 
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estimated 2. 77 percent of the gross domestic product in 1975-76 to 4.1 percent of 
the GDP in 1983-84, and from an estimated 19.8 of the total government budget in 
1978 to 20.4 percent in 1983;63 to apply for purchases of very expensive weapon 
systems, most notably the F-16s with no referrence to either the MFA or the parlia
ment;64 to develop the concept of "total defense" by expanding army
controlled paramilitary forces;65 to propose the merger of the National Defense 
Volunteers and the Village Scouts,66 which can be mobilized to support army
sponsored activities such as walkathons to celebrate royal birthdays; to manipulate 
the mass media to enhance the image of the armed forces or the barami of individ
ual military leaders;67 and, above all, to build "nest eggs" or fiefs of vested inter
ests to extend their bases of power. 68 Indeed , the power of the military is such 
that , according to well-informed sources, it took a personal intervention by the 
king to persuade General Arthit to withdraw the Thai forces sent to enforce a 
territorial claim against Laos , a measure which the Ministry of Foreign Affairs saw 
as being unjustified and potentially damaging in view of the Thai application to 
join the Security Council. 69 

In addition, the resurrection of the Vietnam issue has induced Thailand to revert 

63 Estimates are based on a number of sources: the Bureau of Budget and the Bank of Thai land; various 
issues of The Military Balance (London: International Institute for Strategic Studies); and various 
issues of Asia Yearbook (Hong Kong: Far Eastern Economic Review). 

64 Surin Pitsuwan , "Thai-U .S. Political and Security Relations: The Case of F-16s," presentation at the 
panel discussion on " Thai-U .S. Political and Security Relations: Present and Future, " organized by 
the Institute of Security and International Studies , Chulalongkorn University, in Bangkok, December 
20, 1984 (in Thai). Pitsuwan was a congressional fellow in 1983-84, a period during which the Thai 
application was made; hence he had access to documents substantiating thi s point. 

65 The National Defense Vo lunteers increased from 602 ,524 in 1981 to l ,097 , 146 in 1983. The former 
figure is quoted in Winchai Uyangkul , " The Concept of National Defense Volunteers Force: A Case 
Study of Nakhon Ratchasima," master's thesis , Department of Government , Faculty of Political Sci
ence, Chulalongkorn University, 1981 (in Thai). The latter figure is from the Civil Defense Bureau , 
Department of Administration, Ministry of Interior. 

66 See Bangkok Post , December 2, 1984, p. I. The Village Scouts constitute a very large organization. 
Although essentially a political group in that it brings together people loyal to the three institutions, 
i.e., the nation , religion, and the monarchy, the organization has played a politically significant role, 
especially during the 1973-76 period; see David Morrell and Chai-anan Samudavanija, Political 
Conflict in Thailand: Reform, Reaction, and Revolution (Cambridge, Mass .: Oelgeschlager, Gunn , & 
Hain, 1981 ), esp. pp. 242-46. 

67 Sometimes this has led to outbreaks of " ghost incidents," e.g., in early 1984, which were reported 
with all the drama and panache of real incidents in some newspapers but could not be verified by the 
more reputable journalists or embassy officials. More frequent, however, are newsreels of army lead
ers personally giving orders in combat areas, with very little footage devoted to the fighting or other 
military activities , e.g ., a news story on the anny-run Channel 5 on November 12 , 1984, entitled 
"Pushing Out the Vietnamese from Hill 424," which focused almost entirely on General Arthit. 

68 See, e.g, William Shawcross, The Quality of Mercy: Cambodia, Holocaust, and Modern Conscience 
(London: Andre Deutsch , 1984), pp. 234-36. At present , out of an estimated total of 300-500 tons 
of war material being despatched by the PRC to the Khmer resistance every month (Paul Quinn
Judge, " Hollow Victory," FEER , June 14, 1984, p. 30), about 10 percent is "skimmed off" to 
finance the "services" of the Thai military personnel overseeing the shipments, according to a well
informed source. 

69 A summary of the border conflict can be found in John McBeth , " Coexistance Falters, " FEER , July 
5 , 1984, p. 16 . 
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to its traditional foreign policy orientation just when its diplomacy was becoming 
more modem , that is, more omnidirectional and multidimensional, and this rever
sion to the traditional orientation has tended to reinforce traditional political forces, 
namely, the military. 

Since the reign of Rama III (1824-51), the Thais have found it beyond their ca
pacity or will to undertake unilateral military operations to protect and extend their 
interests in the trans-Mekong area. Thus, they have generally resorted to diploma
cy aimed at promoting a mutually beneficial attachment to a hegemonic power, 
which would act as a protector and benefactor of Thai trans-Mekong interests. In 
this sense, as John Girling astutely points out, the patron-client structure of inter
nal Thai politics is paralleled by a preference for a patron-client relationship in 
foreign affairs. 70 This was first seen in the conduct of Thai relations with Britain to 
help ward off, or attempt to restrain , France's territorial ambitions. 71 Then the 
erosion of British power during World War I and the interwar years induced the 
Thais to shift closer to the rising star of Japan which showed greater sympathy 
with Thai eastern "irredentism."72 Finally, after World War II and a brief period of 
"good neighbor" relations, Thailand attached itself to the United States, the new, 
immensely powerful hegmonic state. 

The continuity of this foreign policy orientation seems to have been broken by 
the end of Pax Americana in the region. The U.S. failure in the Vietnam War led 
to the loss of the American capacity and willingness to exert power and influence 
to protect its interests friends and allies in Southeast Asia. It also led to a redefini
tion of those interests and subsequently a corresponding streamlining of its once 
extensive commitments. Thus, when Vietnam invaded Kampuchea, the Thais 
could not rely on the United States to protect their security along the eastern 
border. The Thai response has been to promote an overwhelming correlation of 
forces-political, military, and economic-to buttress the kingdom's position 
vis-a-vis Vietnam and the latter's " benefactor," the Soviet Union. Such has been 
the rationale for the conduct of their relationships with the People's Republic of 
China, Japan, the ASEAN countries, European Economic Community, Australia, 
New Zealand, and Canada, and for the maneuvering in the hallowed halls of the 
United Nations. 

Partly because of the obfuscating effects of Thai rhetoric concerning "neu-

70 John L. S. Girling , Thailand: Society and Politics (Ithaca: Cornell Un ivers ity Press, 1981), p. 92 . 
71 For the Thai diplomacy in this period , see the excellent work by Neon Snidvongse, "The Develop

ment of Siam 's Relations with Britain and France in the Reign of King Mongkut 1815-1868," 
Ph.D. diss. , University of London , 1960. 

72 Although some Thai leaders certainly felt sympathetic and attracted to Japan and its expansionist 
ideology (see Edward T. Flood , "Japan's Relations with Thailand, 1928-1941 ," Ph.D. diss. , Uni
versity of Washington, 1968), the decisive factor that brought about the increasingly close ties with 
Japan was probably Britain's declining abi lity to play the role of guarantor of Thailand's geostrategic 
interests in the trans-Mekong area, in contradistinction to Japan 's growing might and wi llingness to 
encourage Thailand 's attempts to recover its " lost" eastern provinces; see Charnvit Kasetsiri , " The 
First Phi bun Government and Its Involvement in World War II ," Journal of the Siam Society 62 (part 
2) (July 1974):25-28. 
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trality," "nonalignment," "equidistance," and "omnidirectionality" and partly be
cause of the Thai refusal to go along with the United States in small but highly 
publicized issues such as the Korean airliner incident and the assassination of 
South Korean leaders in Burma, what is not usually understood is that in the con
text of the present Thai policy toward Vietnam and the Soviet Union, although its 
power and importance have clearly diminished, the United States still plays a cru
cial role, perhaps arguably even the central one. This can be seen from the fact that 
Thai leaders continue to attach great significance to the U.S . connection-time 
and again reemphasizing the Manila Pact and the Rusk-Thanat communique and 
the need for transfers of weapons such as the M-114 155-millimeter towed howit
zers, Harpoon ship-to-ship missiles , and F-16A fighter aircraft. Also of importance 
is the United States' continuing presence, as evident from the numbers of visits by 
the U.S. Seventh Fleet units , which topped the fifty mark in 1982, and joint Thai
U.S. exercises, Cobra Gold, 1982-84, which were the largest exercises under
taken by the United States in the vicinity of mainland Southeast Asia since the 
Vietnam War. 

Also significant is the fact that the bilateral American aid package to Thailand 
has rapidly increased since 1979. 73 Between 1976-80 the United States supplied 
75 percent of the total arms transferred to Thailand, 74 a proportion that will sub
stantially increase with the purchase of the F-!6s and the almost inevitable can
cellations of a number of weapons orders, especially from Italy for the Royal Thai 
Navy, as a consequence of this purchase. 75 The importance attached by the Thai 
leaders to the U.S. connection is borne out by the aforementioned survey of the 
Thai elite's perceptions of national security issues . An overwhelming majority of 
the Thai elite still cherish the relationship with the United States and expect the 
latter to lend aid and comfort in all exigencies. 76 

The world has changed considerably since the 1960s, and for Thailand there can 
be no return to a more or Jess "unidirectional," "unidimensional" foreign policy 
based on a dependence on the American security umbrella. The Thais now recog
nize the need for broadening and diversifying ties and acknowledge the value of 
strategic support from the PRC,77 political and diplomatic backing from the 
ASEAN countries, 78 and economic contributions from Japan 79 in their attempts to 
cope not only with the Vietnam issue but also with the other problems they have to 

73 Asia 1983 Yearbook (Hong Kong: Far Eastern Economic Review, 1983), p. 265; and Asia 1984 Year
book (Hong Kong: Far Eastern Economic Review, 1984), p. 277. 

14 World Military Expenditures and Arms Transfers , 1971-80 (Washington , D.C.: U.S. Arms Control 
and Disarmament Agency, 1983), p. 118. 

7s At the time of this writing , the U.S. government had already confirmed that it proposes to agree with 
the Thai request to buy the F- l 6A aircraft; see Bangkok World, April 2, 1985, p. I. 

76 Tongdhammachart et al., Thai Elite 's National Security Perspectives . 
77 Ibid . 
78 Ibid. 
79 Sukhumbhand Paribatra, "Political and Security Dimensions in ASEAN-Japan Relations: Thailand's 

Perspectives," paper presented to Japan-Asian Dialogue Phase 3 Final Conference, organized by the 
Japan Center for International Exchange, in Oiso , Japan , June 29-July 1, 1984. 

73 



face in the rapidly changing world. Moreover, they also recognize the need to deal 
with issues of " low politics ," which are not directly or immediately related to 
defense and security but form an essential part of the fabric of international poli
tics . 80 Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that what may be termed an " instinct for 
seeking patronage" has reasserted itself, and a patron-client relationship, which is , 
to be sure, a loose one as befits an era of limitations, is once more being con
structed as the cornerstone of Thai foreign policy. 

This patron-client relationship and the successful co-option of the PRC as a 
proxy or foster patron to lend military credibility to the relationship have appar
ently been effective in reinforcing Thai security and inducing Vietnam to act with 
considerable restraint when conducting operations against the Khmer resistance 
bases straddled on the Thai-Kampuchean border. However, there are certain con
sequences emanating therefrom which are relevant to the present discussion. 

First, there has been a rev ival of what has been called the "security syn
drome. "S I Thailand 's relationships with the United States, and by extension those 
with the PRC, have been given top priority for security reasons, and within the 
framework of those relations security aspects have been assigned priority, as evi
dent from the exchanges of visits by high-ranking officials in the last five years. In 
any political environment in which security issues predominate, the most impor
tant role is given to the specialists or, more specifically in the case of Thailand , the 
bureaucrats both civilian and military. The Thai government's secret agree
ment to allow shipments of arms from the PRC to the Khmer resistance binds the 
country to the demands and requirements of both the PRC and the Coalition Gov
ernment of Democratic Kampuchea. The military's application to purchase the 
F-16As irrespective of the merit of the case, amounts to a firm foreign policy com
mitment to the American alliance at least for the next decade and represents an 
economic burden to be borne for the next two decades: These agreements are in 
the last resort nothing more than symptoms of the security syndrome. 

Second, the apparent effectiveness of the patron-client security relationships 
tend to obviate the need to be aware of, or to search for, alternative policies. Con
sequently, there is no imperative to seek advice from extrabureaucratic actors or to 
allow them to participate in the process of policy formulation , and any criticisms 
or suggestions tend to be dismissed as ignorance or interference. 82 To put it an
other way, a policy which is "successful " tends to become institutionalized , and if 
bureaucrats take credit for thi s "success," such institutionalization tends to per
petuate or reinforce the role of the bureaucracy as well as the policy. If the forgo-

80 See Kittinaradom , " Thai Diplomacy with New Business Touch." 
8 1 Wiwat Mungkandi , "The Security Syndrome: 194 1- 75 ," in A Century and a Half of Thai-American 

Relations , edited by Wiwat Mungkandi and William Warren (Bangkok: Chulalongkom University 
Press , 1982) pp. 59-1 15. 

82 For a discussion of the recent relationship between the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee, see John McBeth , " Keeping His Own Counsel ," FEER , September 29, 
1983, pp. 23-24 . Although A.C .M. Siddhi , the foreign minister, is now an elected member of 
parliament , hi s Jong years of service in the National Security Council and the MFA probably dif
ferenti ate hi s position from !hose of his colleagues in Ihe parliamenl. 
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ing is correct, Thailand's firm and unyielding policy toward Vietnam since 1979 is 
a function not only of its own threat perceptions and Vietnam's intransigence, but 
also of the institutionalization of the policy within the bureaucracy. 

Third, the revival of the patron-client relationship has reopened the opportunity 
for Thai bureaucrats- especially military officers- to exploit the patron's and 
proxy patron 's resources for personal advancement. One example is the F-16, 
which many informed persons see as an attempt by the supreme commander to 
extend his barami and patronage within the armed forces. Another, less publicized 
example is the use of funds skimmed off from the war material shipments to the 
Khmer resistance groups by some senior army officers to reinforce their power 
base. Although the extent of this exploitative process should not be exaggerated 
and certainly is not on the same scale as during the Sarit-Thanom-Praphat era 
(1957-73), the process exists and tends to reinforce both the bureaucratic polity 
and the military 's power within it. 

The consequences emanating from the resurgence of the Vietnam issue are likely 
to be self-perpetuating. Apart from the fact that insecurity is wont to beget insec
urity, those who have vested interests in the dynamics of insecurity have little or no 
incentive to bring about a change in the prevailing operational and psychological 
environment, and, indeed , through sins of omission or commission, they may even 
reinforce it. In terms of Thailand's domestic power alignments, the 
bureaucrats in general and the military in particular in all probability will continue 
to benefit on an increasing scale from the existence of the Vietnamese threat. 

CONCLUSION 

There is no doubt that there have been rapid and significant changes in Thai
land's society and politics over the last two decades and that the traditional, that is, 
bureaucratic , forces at present are constrained in the exertion of their power by a 
number of factors. However, it would be simplistic to say that the bureaucratic 
polity has been transformed into a participatory democracy or bourgeois polity. 
Demonstrations of naked military power may be difficult to stage and indeed are 
considered rather counterproductive and passe in many quarters, but the armed 
forces still wield a great deal of influence and are now in the process of consolidat
ing and reinforcing their influence within the political system. The military is at
tempting to legitimize its role and political involvement by expounding a more or 
less coherent philosophy of government and by creating institutional devices for 
mass mobilization to buttress this philosophy. 

More crucial, however, given the fact that constraints arising from purely domes
tic issues tend to be more pronounced, the military has been able to utilize the 
external situation to its advantage. The reasons are twofold . First, foreign affairs 
constitute an area in which extrabureaucratic actors tend to take less interest. Sec
ond, a unified , resurgent , and expansionist Vietnam poses threats to Thailand's 
security. In the midst of an environment where there is perceived to be a "clear 
and present danger," the bureaucrats in general and the military in particular are 
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allowed considerable scope to define what constitutes "national security": to iden

tify what specific issues are related to it; to determine the existence, form, and 

time span of threats; to select and implement policy options, as well as mobilize 

the resources deemed necessary, for the enhancement of that security; and ultimate

ly to influence the course of Thailand's domestic politics and foreign policy. At 

present the country is far from being a military dictatorship, but it is perhaps not 

difficult to imagine a scenario, assuredly a worst-case one for many, where the 

continuing existence of the Vietnamese threat helps to tip the fragile balance 

against the "democratic forces," reestablishing the predominant position of the 

military within the body politic through martial law, a military-backed national 

government, or indeed both.83 
In the arena of Thai domestic politics and foreign policy a drama is unfolding. It 

is both new and old. It is new in the sense that both the country and the traditional 

power-wielders within it must contend with new sets of problems and players in a 

rapidly changing world. It's old in the sense that neither the old concerns nor the 

tradition! political forces have disappeared. Indeed, the conjuntion between Viet

nam's resurgence and the Thai military's efforts to reinforce its role in politics 

suggests that the "old" may be in ascendance. There may be different directions, 

different casts, and different audiences, but the same play may be enacted time and 

again on the long and uncertain road toward a full-fledged democracy, which has 

been the goal for all since 1932. If one were to sum up the present state of Thai 

politics and foreign policy in one sentence, then perhaps the most appropriate one 

would be: "Plus ~a change, plus c' est la meme chose" ("The more things change, 
the more they are the same"). 

83 See an interesting article, " Border Crisis: Beware of a National Government," in Soo Anakot. Febru
ary 14-20, 1985 , pp. 9-12. 
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6. Indonesian Domestic Politics 
and Foreign Policy 

Jusuf Wanandi 

INTRODUCTION 

Indonesia consists of more than 13 ,000 islands stretching over an area of about 
3,000 miles from west to east and about 2,000 miles from north to south. Its 
population of 160 million comprises many ethnic groups and different races, with 
a variety of traditions, customs, and religions. About two-thirds of the population 
live on Java, which constitutes only 6 percent of the total land area. This makes 
Java one of the most densely populated areas in the world. Some regions and is
lands are well developed, but other regions, mostly in the eastern part of Indonesia, 
remain backward. 

In spite of the remarkable economic progress achieved over the past fifteen 
years, Indonesia still is a middle-income developing country with a per capita in
come of about $650 in 1983. Demographically speaking , the population is very 
young. Therefore, the main challenge to the country is to generate sufficient em
ployment to absorb a new labor force of about 2 million annually. 

Indonesia's light manufacturing industries, which were developed
1 

under the 
import-substitution strategy of the 1970s, have not reached a maturation stage. 
Broadening of the industries has not been followed by a deeping of the industrial 
structure. Thus, Indonesia's industries remain highly dependent on importing in
termediate inputs financed from the proceeds of oil exports. The country's de
pendence on oil remains high. Oil exports constitute about 60 percent of total 
export earnings, and the income from oil is a main source for financing the govern
ment's budget. 

Sustained growth during the past fifteen years has raised the overall standard of 
living of the population. However, this high-growth period also has led to in
creasing inequalities in income, especially in the big cities, as well as in social 
status and in the distribution of political power, all of which are common phenom
ena in developing societies. A process of change in cultural values has also taken 
place; the society has become more open and therefore more sensitive to external 
influences. 

On balance, the economic progress achieved during the last fifteen years has 
brought about new, bigger, and more complex problems. However, sufficient ca-

77 



pabilities are present to counteract them. This chapter describes the race between 
the problems that have emerged and will continue to emerge in the process of 
development and the development of capabilities in the society to overcome those 
problems. I think Indonesia has a fighting chance to win this race. In the process 
Indonesia undoubtedly will experience some social unrest , but it will not neces
sarily lead to a social revolution capable of destabilizing the ruling government. 

ECONOMIC PROBLEMS AND THEIR 
IMPACT ON NATIONAL STABILITY 

It was only in 1982 that Indonesia began to feel the implications of the global 
recession. The growth of the country's gross domestic product plummeted to 2.3 
percent from an annual average of 7 to 8 percent in the period 1979-81. The 
Indonesian economy, in particular its industrial sector, remained stagnant up until 
the end of 1984. It is expected that recovery will take place by the end of 1985 , 
provided that the price of oil can be sustained and the industrialized countries, in 
particular the United States and Japan, maintain a strong economic recovery while 
resisting protectionist pressures at home. 

In addition to these external factors, Indonesian economic development will be 
affected by a host of internal factors. Since early 1983 a series of bold government 
measures have been undertaken in an effort to adjust to lower oil prices. Among 
those measures were the devaluation of the rupiah by about 27 percent; reduction 
of petroleum products subsidies through a 50 percent increase in domestic prices; 
postponement of major capital-intensive, heavy industrial projects , which have 
high import components; policies to increase nonoil exports; partial liberalization 
of the banking sector; reform of the tax system; and gradual liberalization of the 
economy as a whole, in which the private sector is to assume a greater role. 

The results of these measures have been mixed. In macroeconomic terms signifi
cant improvements have been achieved: the balance-of-payments position has been 
strengthened , and inflation has been kept at the one-digit level. Implementation of 
development projects, however, has suffered from bureaucratic red tape, partly due 
to centralization of decision making, including centralized procurement. In addi
tion , the so-called informal sector, which absorbs high numbers of unskilled la
bor-especially in urban centers-has suffered from the rationalization policies 
enacted by the government. 

To sum up, the main economic problem faced by the country in the short term is 
uncertain global economic development. In addition, internal uncertainties regard
ing implementation of government policies have aggravated these conditions. 

National stability, however, would not be threatened if the targets of the current 
development plan (Pelita IV) could be achieved , namely, 5 percent real growth rate 
in GDP per annum, in which resources are allocated in order to ensure the next 
generation of sufficient employment opportunities. Scarce resources must be used 
much more efficiently than before. This suggests the need for rationalization of the 
public sector; a greater role of the private sector through the creation of linkages 
and stronger cooperation between the big, medium , and small enterprises; further 
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strengthening of the cooperatives in rural communities; and support for the infor
mal sector as a means to absorb labor in the urban areas. 

Further restructuring efforts are necessary to increase the country's ability to 
export nonoil products. Industries will have to assume a bigger role in exporting 
finished and intermediate products, such as textiles and garments , wood products, 
cement, fertilizers, and petroleum products. Overcoming protectionism in many 
markets will become a major task for Indonesian exporters. Nonetheless, it is 
equally important to develop trading houses to market products in new, more dif
ficult markets abroad. The development of new export items, in particular those 
relating to agroindustrial activities, is also called for. There are a number of ob
stacles in this field , which need to be overcome. These include land acquisition 
policies, the relationship between estates and smallholders , and appropriate cred
it policies. 

The worst-case scenario regarding external economic developments features oil 
prices dropping to $20 a barrel, protectionism remaining severe, and unresolved 
debt problems in the Third World. Indonesia would still be able to survive eco
nomically because of its large domestic market, a greatly improved performance of 
the agricultural sector in the provision of food and an industrial structure which, 
despite its weaknesses, is able to provide for the necessary basic products, such as 
clothing as well as fertilizers and cement. 

It seems, however, that the political system that has been developed so far and 
will continue to evolve would enable the country to prevent internal disintegration 
as a result of any prolonged economic hardship. Furthermore, the present govern
ment under President Soeharto has shown the ability to overcome national crises, 
as exemplified by the bold policies taken in 1983 in response to uncertain external 
developments. In comparison to the situation in 1965, Indonesia today has reached 
a certain level of resilience in various fields. It has developed political institutions 
supported by a growing middle class (comprised of the military, the bureaucracy, 
professionals, and businessmen), as well as by a majority of the people living in 
the rural areas. 

SOCIOPOLITICAL PROBLEMS AND THEIR 
IMPACT ON NATIONAL STABILITY 

National stability cannot be achieved through economic development alone. In 
fact, the very success of economic development brings r.bout new and more com
plex problems of the distribution of income and political power. These add to the 
already difficult problems caused by disparities among the different regions, ethnic 
groups, races, and religions . The question is how far the country's elite, which 
supports the present government, is aware of the complexity of the problems and 
realizes the need for social and political development to overcome them. An equal
ly important question is whether the main political institutions can effectively deal 
with these problems as well as continuing the present system of government by 
mobilizing the support from the same coalition. 

Formally speaking, the important institutions in the country are the People's 
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Consultative Assembly, the House of Representatives, the executive branch, and 
other such constitutional institutions. However, the importance of other political 
institutions, namely, the armed forces, the ruling party (Golkar) and the other po
litical parties, the corps of civil servants, mass organizations, academic institu
tions, and the mass media, as well as the business community, lies in their ability 
to influence the constitutional institutions to accommodate changes in the society. 

The Armed Forces 

The generation of 1960, or the "generasi Akabri," is expected to take over the 
leadership of the Indonesian armed forces by 1988. As distinct from the revolution
ary generation of 1945, the generation of 1960 consists of graduates from the mili
tary academies. This generational change has raised some questions with regard to 
the future unity of the armed forces and their ability to perform a sociopolitical 
role as part of their "dual function ." 

The dual function-the armed forces in both a defense and a sociopolitical 
role-originated with the revolution during 1945-50 that led to the creation of the 
armed forces, composed of freedom fighters, which are the acknowledged co
founders of the Republic of Indonesia. 

Observations suggest that the generation of 1960 is more united than the 1945 
generation, which to a large extent reflected the diversity within Indonesian post
revolutionary society. The armed forces' role in political affairs has matured, as 
illustrated by its ability to adjust its mode of participation in the last three general 
elections. The armed forces remain committed to a smooth process of political 
development, but their support for Golkar has become less direct. In the general 
elections of 1982, as distinct from the 1971 and 1977 elections, the armed forces 
were no longer involved in election campaigning and other such activities. In a 
sense, this less direct sociopolitical role reflects the politically more stable environ
ment prevailing today. This change in the mode of political participation does not 
imply abandonment of the concept of dual function or alteration in the pat
tern of civil-military relations, on which consensus continues to exist throughout 
the nation. 

In general it can be said that the generation of 1960 is more professional than its 
predecessor. It retains an interest in the sociopolitical development of the country 
as a result of the educational system of the military academics and experience 
gained through territorial activities assigned to young officers. The greater pro
fessionalism of the armed forces has made its members more compliant and in that 
sense has created a more united armed forces. This development has been re
inforced by the recent simplification and streamlining of the structure of the 
armed forces. 

With this greater professionalism it can be expected that in the future more 
emphasis will be given to the armed forces' defense role. This shift in emphasis 
will be accelerated if it is felt that the threat to Indonesia's national security in ten 
to fifteen years is no longer solely internal in nature. If this is the case, Indonesia's 
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defense requirements will change, and the doctrine of total people's defense will no 

longer be sufficient. This would not necessarily mean, however, that the armed 

forces would "go back to the barracks." 

The Corps of Civil Servants 

The establishment of Korpri, the corps of civil servants, in the 1970s was neces

sitated by the very weak bureaucracy that existed following Indonesian indepen

dence. The Dutch colonial administration had not formed an efficient corps of 

indigenous civil servants as ·the British did in their colonies. The bureaucracy 

formed during the brief Japanese occupation was subject to serious fragmentation 

in the 1950s and 1960s because of the continuous struggle for power among the 

political parties. 
The technocratic and bureaucratic style of the New Order government has en

abled Korpri to become a strong entity. Many view this development with great 

concern , feeling that the Indonesian bureaucracy has become very strong, but also 

too rigid and too closed as well. This has resulted in a regimentation of society by 

bureaucracy, which in the course of time has become less accountable and less 

sensitive to aspirations from below. Thus, the very behavior and practices of the 

bureaucracy threaten the successful implementation of the government 's policies. 

Bureaucratic corruption has been identified by public opinion polls as the most 

serious threat to the country. Unsuccessful efforts to deal with this problem tend to 

undermine governmental credibility. 
In a paternalistic society, such as present-day Indonesia, it may not be easy to 

change the status and role of the bureaucracy. Neither is it conceivable that the 

spoils system practiced during the era of liberal democracy from 1950 to 1958 will 

be reintroduced. Instead, two other major sociopolitical forces in the society, the 

armed forces and Golkar, will be required to function as a counterbalance to the 

dominant role of the bureaucracy. Otherwise, the country will end up with a bu

reaucratic state, which would become self-defeating. 

Golkar and the Other Political Parties 

In 1984 a process of consolidation was witnessed within Golkar, organization

ally as well as in terms of its leadership. Organizationally, the registration of mem

bers and a program for cadre training have been implemented . The new leadership 

has been give the task of streamlining Golkar's partnership with the armed forces 

and Korpri. 
The aim of the present consolidation is to establish an independent and mature 

Golkar capable of fulfilling the following three tasks: (1) mobilizing mass support 

and participation in national development programs; (2) channeling the people's 

aspirations and opinions; and (3) controlling the government apparatus. 

These tasks are not easy because an independent Golkar must function simulta

neously as the main support of the government and maintain its relevance as an 
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organization representing the people. It is hoped that if Golkar can perform this 
dual role successfully over the next ten years or so, it could take the lead in defi
ning the rules of the game of a Pancasila democracy (a democracy based on con
sensus building), which in essence is based on popular sovereignty adapted to 
Indonesia's cultural values and political traditions. 

The two other political parties , the Partai Persatuan Pembangunan (PPP; in Eng
lish , the United Development Party, a Muslim party) and the Partai Demokrasi 
Indonesia (PDI; Indonesian Democratic Party, a merger of non-Muslim parties) 
face essentially the same challenges as Golkar. Their position is not as difficult as 
that of Golkar-which must rally support for the government; however, the PPP 
and PDI have not advanced much in their consolidation efforts partly due to the 
more limited facilities they received from the government and the armed forces 
compared with those granted to Golkar. 

The other political parties, however, have an advantage over Golkar because 
historically and traditionally they are based on a more effective group solidarity. 
Popular support for these political parties is significant. As shown in the latest 
general elections, the PPP and the PDI were able to mobilize about 30 percent and 
10 percent, respectively, of the total vote. The question regards the role of these 
political parties in a Pancasila democracy, in which they have fair opportunities to 
participate in national development efforts and eventually also to participate di
rectly in the government. 

Meanwhile, both political parties will need to resolve their internal problems. 
These originate from internal dissatisfaction on the part of the younger generation 
with the continuing domination by the older generation. These problems are also 
the result of the process of merging various parties into these two political parties, 
the PPP and the PDI, and the recent required acceptance of Pancasila as the sole 
principle (asas tunggal) of all parties. 

The PPP, formed by a merger of Islamic parties, is faced with the question of 
whether or not to open up the party to non-Muslims , which would alienate many 
of its traditional supporters. Adoption of Pancasila as the sole principle of the PPP 
probably will not change the structure and operations of the party in such a drastic 
fashion as to alienate its rank-and-file. A second internal problem of the PPP is the 
limited support for its current leadership, which originates mainly from one group, 
namely, the former Partai Muslimin Indonesia (Parmusi). If this leadership fails to 
prove that it can serve the interests of the broader constituency, the next general 
elections may see a weakening of the PPP, a development that would not be in the 
interest of the nation. A weakening of the PPP could result in the emergence of 
alienated groups seeking alternative ways and means to make themselves heard, 
often through radical methods or by the use of force. History has shown that these 
kinds of movements come and go and express themselves differently from time to 
time. Occasionally, as in the case of the Dami Islam movement , the demand ex
plicitly expressed was for the creation of an Islamic state. At other times , enforce
ment of Islamic law among believers has been sought through government legisla
tion. With the adoption by the political parties of Pancasila as their sole guiding 
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principle, the government hoped that religion would no longer be employed for 
political purposes . In the past, religious issues have frequently been used to mobi
lize the masses to express antigovernment sentiments. The recent riot in the den
sely populated area of Jakarta harbor, Tanjung Priok, is a case in point; religion 
was used as a vehicle for expressing dissatisfaction with the socioeconomic 
conditions, which resulted from government polices favoring economic rationaliza
tion. 

The PDI has not been able to resolve the problems arising out of the merger of 
ideologically diverse parties. Of them, the Partai Nasional Indonesia was the larg
est and historically most important. However, the PDI has not been able to adjust 
to new realities, losing its traditional support base within the government bureauc
racy. In addition, it has since suffered from personal rivalries within. Nonetheless, 
the PDI has a role to play in the development of a mature party system 
in Indonesia. It has been suggested that Golkar and the other two political par
ties represent the entire spectrum of political aspirations in the society, with the 
PDI the populist party on the one end, the PPP as the conservative party on the 
other end, and Golkar a moderate party representing professionals and function
al groups. 

Other Political Institutions 

Mass organizations are also required to adopt Pancasila as their sole principle. 
Initially, this proposition was rejected by the many youth or student and religious 
mass organizations, since it was seen as an attempt to eliminate plurality of mass 
organizations and community life in general. The proposition to introduce Pan
casila as the sole principle for all political parties and mass organizations origi
nates from the 1945 generation, which intended to bequeath a national system 
based on Pancasila, a means to safeguard the nation from serious political rupture 
in the future. While the intentions are noble, a rigid implementation of this propo
sition could lead to the creation of a monolitic national system with all its dangers. 
In addition, a formal acceptance of that proposition by all political and mass or
ganizations does not automatically guarantee that political and ideological conflicts 
may not arise in the future. 

Mass organizations functioned in the past mainly as extensions of the political 
parties and were directly involved in the political and ideological struggle. This 
subordination was gradually repudiated as part of the New Order's political phil
osophy. Mass organizations were to become independent entities, and the aim was 
to enhance professionalism and functionalism of mass organizations in Indonesia. 

Parallel to the above development, the political role of students and universities 
has undergone change. The universities no longer are places for practical politics. 
The mass media's role, which is based on a code of ethics involving some self
restraint in reporting sensitive issues that could lead to conflicts in the society, 
is perhaps not an ideal one, but it has been performed successfully so far. The 
Indonesian mass media may ultimately emulate the Japanese one, which even with 
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its freedom well understands what not to report for the sake of Japan's national 
interest. 

The private (business) sector can play an important role in political life. It con
stitutes the core of the emerging middle class in a developing soc iety, which usu
ally becomes the bearer of democratic ideas. The Indonesian private sector is still 
weak, despite its remarkable growth during the last decade as a result of new 
economic opportunities. The role of the private sector in Indonesia's development 
often has become a source of controversy due to its racial connotation. The govern
ment and a growing subset of the society have come to the fore to resolve this 
problem. 

One the one hand, the government has devised policies to encourage the process 
of assimilation and integration of Indonesians of Chinese orgin. On the other hand 
it has introduced measures to strengthen indigenous entrepreneurs , among other 
things by linking their business activities with the established ones, mostly man
aged by the state or Indonesian Chinese. 

CHANGES IN CULTURAL VALUES AND 
THEIR IMPACT ON NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

At issue at the present time is how to develop a new national solidarity to re
place the older one, which emerged out of nationalism and national revolution 
under the leadership of the 1945 generation. Japan provides an example of a suc
cessful transformation of its national solidarity to adjust to the new realities, in 
which modern corporations have taken over the role of traditional groups . Japan's 
experience cannot be repeated. However, Indonesia's own history has shown its 
ability to adapt to and to absorb new cultural values from without. The Javanese 
culture has been in the forefront of the accu lturation process, but it has been able 
to preserve its essential cultural traits. Javanese cu lture continues to dominate in 
Indonesian society as a whole, partly because the majority of the population are 
Javanese and partly because they dominate in the government. It remains to be seen 
whether the Javanese culture has the ability to adapt itself fast enough to the need 
for cultural transformation toward modernization. 

There at least are two important concepts of the Javanese that have often been 
referred to as obstructing the process of modernization. The first is the concept of 
harmony, which is adhered to by traditional entities such as clans, big families, 
and villages. Manifestions of this concept in the village context are, for example, 
the practice of consensus through deliberations (musyawarah untuk mufakat) and 
mutual help (gotong royong and tolong menolong). 

The question is whether this concept can find its manifestation in modern , ur
ban societies in the context of modern political parties and other new institutions , 
which are likely to be affected by the dynamics of rapid economic development 
and influenced by an international code of conduct based on Western values 
such as competition and individual accomplishment. Can this concept , in the wake 
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of these changes and influences, lead to the development of a new national 

solidarity? 
The second is the concept of power, which basically recognizes only one, central 

source of power. This tends to be manjfested in the centralization of power in 

Jakarta and in the hands of the government, namely, the executive branch. 

The question is whether this concept can be applied when the society becomes 

more complex as a result of development. It is often thought that in order to be 

able to cope with more complex problems , the society needs a diversity of institu

tions , greater decentralization , and a greater role of the legislative branch, the 

political parties , and the private sector. 

NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND INDONESIA'S FOREIGN POLICY 

Indonesia's active and independent foreign policy is bipartisan and has the sup

port of a wide segment of the society. This principle implies that Indonesia pre

serves its right of self-determination and its right to make its own foreign policy 

choices to serve its national interest. It cannot be denied that Indonesia's economic 

relations are predominantly with the West and Japan. In view of the importance of 

economic interactions and economic cooperation for Indonesia's national develop

ment, occasionally it has made some foreign policy compromises. Overall, how

ever, and despite such intensive relations with the West and Japan for the past 

fifteen years or so, Indonesia maintains a more or less active and independent 

posture. While the national leadership under President Soeharto is pragmatic in the 

implementation of policies , its foreign policy outlook remains heavily influenced 

by nationalist sentiments and experiences during the struggle for independence. 

The implementation of Indonesia's foreign policy under President Soeharto is 

diametrically opposite that of President Sukarno's high-profile and revolutionary 

posture. To a large extent, this reflects the difference in personality between the 

two presidents. 
Soeharto's foreign policy is seen as being subordinated to Indonesia's national 

development efforts. Some critics of Soeharto's low profile would like to see a 

more active, even assertive, Indonesian role in international forums, such as the 

Non-Aligned Movement and the North-South dialogue. 

The foreign policy initiatives of President Soeharto have been confined largely 

to the immediate region. A major goal has been improving relations with Indo

nesia's neighbors by terminating konfrontasi and signing agreements on land and 

sea borders with most of Indonesia's neighbors (except Vietnam and Australia). 

The second major foreign policy initiative has been to engage Indonesia in a re

gional structure, ASEAN, in order to regain the confidence of its neighbors. The 

stability of the immediate region is regarded as a prerequisite for the success of 

Indonesia's national development efforts. 

ASEAN has become the cornerstone of Indonesia's foreign policy, and the suc

cess of ASEAN is seen by many observers as resulting from Indonesia's low pro-
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file within that grouping. In spite of its disproportionate size re lative to other 
ASEAN countries , Indonesia, thus far, has not utilized its potentially greater 
weight in many respects. Given Indonesia's progress in national economic develop
ment, it is appropriate to expect that Indonesia will cease to adopt such a low 
profile. A more active and assert ive role, indeed , may be more appropriate because 
of its potential as a regional power in East Asia. 

lt goes without saying that the incorporation of East Timor into Indonesia is not 
a reflection of a new Indonesian posture. In fact, the incorporation was forced on 
Indonesia as a result of internal developments in Portugal rather than as the result 
of a deliberate Indonesian initiative. 

Recent initiat ives, such as improving relations with the Soviet Union and the 
Eastern European countries, have been justified on the basis of a more "balanced" 
implementation of Indonesia's act ive and independent policy. The main objective 
here is to explore new markets and opportunities for economic cooperation. No 
drastic change in foreign policy posture is to be expected as a result of these new 
approaches since relations with the social ist bloc have been minimal. 

Another issue of current interest is the possible effects of generational change in 
Indonesia's leadersh ip on the country 's fore ign outlook. Observations suggest that 
the future leadersh ip, both from the armed forces as well as civilians, does share 
essentially the same attitudes. On the one hand they will fee l compelled to show 
the nationalistic tradition of Indonesia's foreign policy; on the other hand , they 
wi ll become more internationally minded. The greater professionalism and educa
tion of future leaders may make them even more pragmatic and less ideological 
than the present leadership. There are immediate implications from this attitudinal 
evolution. 

I. The future leadership 's commitment to ASEAN may not be as high as that of 
the present one, which regards ASEAN as its baby. Future leaders will ask for 
concrete results and benefits from continued involvement in this regional structure. 

2. If Indonesia's future economic performance declines relative to the 1970s , the 
future leadership may tum more inward. It may want to allocate less resources to 
foreign policy initiatives and more to improving the country 's military capabilities, 
even though the external env ironment may have changed . 

3. In spite of the fact that the threat assessments by the younger generation are 
not likely to differ from the present , there seems to be support for an improved 
military capability to respond adequately to a possible conventional military threat 
externally in the future. 

Overall , however, no drastic changes in the leadership 's foreign policy outlook 
are likely to take place. Both the People's Republic of China and the Soviet Union 
will still be seen as a potential threat. Japan's defense build-up, as it is currently 
designed, is not seen as alarming, despite some misgivings of a possible extension 
of its naval capabilities into Southeast Asian waters. 

The attitude of the new generation toward the United States is more ambivalent. 
On the one hand , it recognizes the importance of the U.S. presence for the sta-
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bility of Southeast Asia as well as the U.S . role as a partner in Indonesia's eco
nomic development . On the other hand, the United States, as a superpower, has 
always created an uneasy feeling among Indonesian leaders. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The present Indonesian leadership recognizes the many challenges to be faced 
by the country in the future, not only in the economic field, but in the political, 
social , and cultural fields as well. Economic development continues to receive the 
leadership's priority attention. President Soeharto has shown the ability to over
come difficult economic situations by taking painful but necessary policy mea
sures. The implementation of those policies has become less effective over time, 
perhaps because of strong resistance by certain interest groups or by the bu
reaucracy itself. The 1970s saw a remarkable improvement in social infrastructure 
especially in education and health . This was made poss ible by the oil boom , and 
much effort will be required to continue to finance further achievements in these 
fields. 

Political development has been seriously promoted by the government , largely as 
a means of guaranteeing future national stability. The government's position has 
been strengthened considerably, and now it can afford to take a more relaxed and 
flexib le attitude toward the country's political development process. The country's 
political infrastructure essentially has been established by now. President Soeharto 
and the 1945 generation sought to bequeath a national system based on Pancasila 
and the successful restructuring of the country 's formal political system during the 
past fifteen years. The political system that evolved during the New Order is now 
being tested with the gradual change in national leadership that is already taking 
place within the armed forces , the bureaucracy, Golkar and the other political par
ties , and mass organizations . 

Whenever President Soeharto decides to retire from office, a succession prob
lem with serious political ramifications is not likely to arise because the present 
coalition that supports Soeharto has become sufficiently established to control the 
transition . 
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7. Continuity and Rationality 
in Indonesian Foreign Policy: 
A Reappraisal 

Donald K. Emmerson 

In 1985, the Republic of Indonesia became forty years old-chronologically. Politi

cally, the nation 's age was better reckoned as "twenty plus twenty " : It was in 1945 

that Sukarno declared his country's independence. In 1965 , six anticommunist gen

erals were assassinated, triggering a chain of events that transferred power from 
Sukarno's Guided Democracy (or Old Order) to Suharto's Pancasila Democracy 

(or New Order). In 1985 , Suharto was still in control. 
The violence of the transfer, in which hundreds of thousands of real or suspected 

leftists were killed or imprisoned , and the sharpness of the differences between the 

new and old regimes , endowed 1965 with a near-universal reputation as the steep

est watershed year in the already uneven course of Indonesian history since World 

War II. From the generals' deaths on the first of October1 to Sukarno's reluctant 

surrender of emergency authority to Suharto on the eleventh of the following 

March, so decisive and transforming were those 162 days in 1965-66, one is tempt

ed to count the preceding years downward as "BC," or " before the coup," and 

subsequent dates forward as "AD," in the year of development-in reference, first, 

to what fai led in October (or what succeeded in March), and second , to the dra
matic turnaround from decay to growth that became the economic hallmark of the 

New Order. 
If the domestic political, domestic economic, and foreign (economic and politi

cal) policies of the New and Old Orders are compared, it is on the first score that 

the two regimes are least dissimilar (Liddle, 1985). Although the internal political 

arrangements favored by Sukarno and Suharto differ in significant respects, in both 
types of polity power has tended to flow, relatively unchecked , from the top down 

1 The October I date is used for convenience; the kidnapings and killings actually took place during 
the night of September 30-0ctober I. 
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and the center out. If the linchpin of Guided Democracy was Sukarno's person
ality, the backbone of the more durable New Order is the armed forces (Emmer
son, 1978). Neither arrangement, however, can be considered democratic in a 
Western sense. 

Under Suharto, Indonesia reopel)ed its doors to foreign investment, rejoined the 
United Nations, and stopped confronting Malaysia-all radical departures from 
previous practice in foreign and domestic-economic affairs. However, in the 
domestic-political sphere, although he reversed Sukarno's accommodation of com
munism, Suharto maintained his predecessor's antipathy toward multiparty compe
tition and militant Islam. Golkar, the electoral vehicle used by Suharto quinquen
nially to renew his mandate, dates back to the pre-1965 days when "functional 
groups" were seen as a way of transcending the divisive partisanship of political 
parties . Nor has the once-successful Muslim party, Masyumi, banned by Sukarno 
in 1960, been allowed to reorganize under its original name or leaders . 

Viewed against the evidence for some continuity in domestic politics, the dis
continuity between the foreign policies of the New and Old Orders is striking, and 
I too am impressed by the magnitude of the impact of 1965-66 on Indonesia's 
interaction with the world. But in this chapter I want to make the case for 
continuity. 

Why bother? Why should readers of a volume focused on current policy be 
asked to reconsider the historical discontinuity of Indonesian behavior in world 
affairs? Why dredge up the Old Order in the context, so obviously different, of 
the New? 

I will not make a grand plea for history over political science, although the 
shallow contemporaneity of so much of the literature on international relations and 
foreign policy tempts me to do so. Nor will I claim the "policy relevance" of 
pausing occasionally between scenarios and extrapolations for a look long back
ward, notwithstanding the sometimes tragic present-mindedness of American 
policymakers-in Indochina, for example, where the time-horizons of Hanoi's 
history-ridden Leninists still dwarf the four-year perspectives of successive admin
istrations in Washington, not to mention the one-year field experiences of Ameri
can troops during the Vietnam War. 

1 justify my focus instead as an aid to explanation. Without reference to con
tinuity, change cannot be understood. The more radically and completely President 
Suharto is perceived to have broken on foreign policy matters with his predecessor, 
the harder it becomes to understand why. 

Fundamental policy change can be said to involve the renunciation of goals in 
favor of their opposites, as, for example, in the replacing of Sukarno's "anti
Western nationalistic" foreign policy objectives with Suharto's "pro-Western eco
nomistic " ones. Cast in these terms, which are implied by so many Western per
ceptions of Indonesian foreign policy, "BC" versus "AD," the success ion of re
gimes becomes a stunning national volte-face. 

There, on the other side of the mid-1960s , Sukarno strives to make Indonesia a 
revolutionary anticolonial leader of the Third World. Intrigued by the Second 
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World, he abandons the First. He is a nationalist, an ideologue- flamboyant. Here, 
on this side of the great divide, Suharto works to make his country a responsible 
trading partner of the First World. Rejecting the Second, he ignores the Third. He 
is an internationalist, a pragmatist-sober. 

If this be a caricature, that is my point. Apart from reducing structure to person
ality, such an exaggeration of the foreign policy differences between the two re
gimes confuses ends with means. The transformation of Indonesian foreign policy 
before and after 1965-66 is more accurately and usefully seen as a change in the 
means used to achieve an unchanged end: the security of the nation-state. 

To recognize the continuity of security as a goal before and after 1965-66, I will 
argue, is to question the value of another widespread opinion: that the rationality 
of Indonesian foreign policy is much greater under the New Order, with its quiet, 
unassuming stance on international issues , than under the Old, when Sukarno 
strutted and blustered on behalf of the nonaligned. 

In the 1980s, signs have accumulated that Indonesia's foreign profile has begun 
to rise. 2 In January 1984, Indonesia hosted a conference of information ministers 
from nonaligned nations. In April 1985 , on the thirtieth anniversary of the Band
ung Conference, Indonesia symbolically reconvened that embodiment of Sukarno's 
aspirations to lead the Third World, thereby stimulating talk that Suharto would 
like his country to become the next head of the Non-Aligned Movement. Also in 
1984-85, an exchange of visits between Vietnam's defense minister and the head of 
Indonesia's armed forces suggested increasing restiveness in Jakarta with the 
basically pro-Thai, anti-Vietnamese line favored by ASEAN. If the argument in 
this chapter is correct , these developments are not anomalous, but result logically 
from the success of the New Order's efforts to readdress the goal of security 
through economic means. 

Suharto's initially low profile abroad should not be misread. The rift of 1965-66 
did not cause Indonesia's leaders to lose interest in projecting their country's influ
ence onto a wider stage. The difference was one of means, not ends. By the 
mid-1980s, through economic growth and political stability (despite the oil reces
sion and occasional civil disturbances), the New Order had finally acquired the 
wherewithal and self-confidence to become a regional or even a " middle-global" 
power, not rhetorically, following Sukarno's formula, but substantively, after 
Suharto's. 3 

Economy-minded though Suharto and his technocrats have proven to be, they are 
not less nationalistic than their predecessors. The national security of Indonesia, 
differently approached , has been the overriding goal of both regimes. In this in
strumental sense, the rationality of a raised profile, Sukarno's or Suharto's, should 
not be doubted merely because it meshes less well with Western interests than did 

2 As Jusuf Wanandi of the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Jakarta put it: "The 
world's going to be hearing a lot more from Indonesia now" (Manguno, 1984). 

3 Middle-global is a term that has been used, privately at least, by one Indonesian foreign policy 
maker to describe his country's proper international role. 
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the more accommodative foreign policies of the New Order in its early-middle 
years. 

RATIONALITY AND FOREIGN POLICY 

Because a major meaning of rationality is "endowed with reason," which is a 
personal characteristic, it is natural to identify irrationality in foreign policy with 
the behavior of individual leaders. But rationality is also a Western construct , the 
product of Judeo-Christian and Greco-Roman traditions that have much less di
rectly affected the thinking of non-Western peoples. Correspondingly, while the 
history of the West is not without candidates for mad-man status, it is easier for 
a Westerner to characterize as irrational the foreign policy behavior of what ap
pear to be wildly deviant Third World personalities: an ldi Amin, a Muammar el
Qaddafi, an Ayatollah Khomeini (see, e.g. , Rostow, 1984: 9)- or, more to my 
point, a Sukarno. 

The use of outlandish characters drawn mainly from the Third World to ex
emplify irrationality in international affairs reinforces an assumption that while for
eign policy rationality is a structural property of developed (Western) states, irra
tionality is specific to the personal leadership of more than a few underdeveloped 
(non-Western) ones . Such an assumption implies in tum that future reductions in 
the pathology of world affairs will depend in large measure upon the readiness and 
ability of underdeveloped nations in the Third World to adopt the advanced indus
trial-democratic systems that have minimized the emergence-or, failing that, have 
curtailed the power-of unbalanced leaders in the First. 

The literature on international relations amply illustrates the personification of 
deviance from modem democratic rationality. Legg and Morrison (1971), for exam
ple, define foreign policy as "a set of explicit or implicit objectives with regard to 
the world beyond the borders of a given social unit and a set of strategies and 
tactics designed to achieve those objectives" (133). The authors note that 

some goals and objectives are the irrational products of supemationalism, pride or 
national paranoia, anger and the desire for revenge, and the personality needs or ob
sessions of key decision-makers (particularly in states where decision-making power 
is highly concentrated). (167) 

But the "rational model" is still a useful "general guide to how policies are 
made-under optimum conditions- in a modem society" (170- 71). 

If the United States approximates a modem society where optimal foreign pol
icy conditions prevail , should one then discount the possibility that pride or para
noia characterizes, say, the intense hostility of the Reagan administration toward 
Sandinista Nicaragua? The persisting influence of emotions on American foreign 
policy belies the idea that supemationalism is a disease of the transition to mod
ernity. If the structure of advanced industrial democracy is the best guarantee 
against megalomania in foreign affairs, how could Adolf Hitler come to power in 
Weimar Germany? And if irrationality is personality-specific, why did the presum-
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ably advanced structure of decision making fail to redirect America's incremental 
steps into the quagmire of Vietnam ?4 

From the standpoint of more than a few Third World associates of the United 
States, including Indonesia, American policy at its worst has seemed irresolute, 
and that quality is surely not unrelated to the proliferation of interest groups and 
the institutionalization of checks and balances that mark American industrial de
mocracy. To the extent that such a system is prone to deadlock, indecision, and 
inconsistency-as legislative and bureaucratic factions with divided loyalities 
struggle to thwart one another and as power is recontested and issues are redebated 
every other year in partisan political campaigns-the structural potential for irra
tionality in American foreign policy becomes hard tc deny. 

My purpose in making plain the double standard that tends to govern the mea
surement of rationality in foreign policy is not, however, to challenge that standard 
on its own home ground, that is, with Western examples. Instead, I want to ques
tion the conventional wisdom that the New Order has brought much greater ra
tionality to Indonesian foreign policy, after the flamboyant unreasonability of 
Sukarno 's approach to the' world. 

Rationality in foreign policy can be considered a property of, first, a leader; 
second, a system; third, a goal; or fourth, the relationship between a means and an 
end. It is in the fourth , means-focused sense that I want to make the case against 
overestimating the rationality of New versus Old Order foreign policy-an exag
geration that tends to project upon Indonesia the third , goal-centered notion of 
rationality as a property not of how a government does something but of what a 
government wants to do. 

When Legg and Morrison (1971:167) refer to some foreign policy goals as "the 
irrational products" of extreme emotion, they illustrate what I am recommend
ing against. By focusing on rationality as a relationship of method to objective, I 
hope to avoid the distortion involved in imposing upon Indonesia a rationality of 
goals-political stability, economic growth, ties with the West-that happen to be 
valued by a given observer, rather than a rationality of means that serve goals 
important to the observed. Finally, a concern with means in addition to goals, with 
process as well as intention , can help to highlight the often neglected domestic 
context of foreign policy-a particular advantage, it seems to me, when trying 
to understand the international behavior of a country as large and diverse as 
Indonesia. 

The standard case for the rationality of the foreign policies of the New Order 
and the irrationality of those of the Old is not , of course, insensitive to means. But 
the sheer desirability of the goals imputed to the New Order tends to bias one's 
judgment toward approbation. 

4 l do not reject absolutely the idea that "the system worked" (Gelb , 1971 ). But the system worked 
much more slowly, in terms of years, lives, or expenditures, than the case for rationality as a struc
tural property would have led one to expect. 
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Thus, Suharto's decision to abandon Sukarno's campaign against Malaysia was 

rational not only because it facilitated the achievement of regional peace, but be

cause regional peace is itself a rational objective. Whatever the net costs or bene

fits of their opposite decisions, Sukarno was being unreasonable when he withdrew 

his country from the United Nations, just as Suharto acted responsibly in reenter

ing that body, because cooperation among nations, wh ich the United Nations 

stands for, is itself a rational objective. By reopening Indonesia to Western aid, 

loans , and investments, Suharto acted rationally, just as Sukarno had been irration

al in closing those connections, not only because Suharto's policies raised the ma

terial welfare of the people, but because material welfare is itself a rational objec

tive. 

SECURITY AND REGIONAL ENTITLEMENT 

From Sukarno's point of view, the real threat to regional peace originated not in 

Jakarta and its opposition to the proposal to federate Malaysia, but from the pro

posal itself and its sponsors . His rhetorical excesses struck in Western ears a note 

of almost deranged obstreperousness that seemed to negate tqe very idea of region

al peace, not to mention the destabilizing intent behind the infiltration of Indone

sian military personnel into northern Borneo or across the Malacca Strait. But 

underneath the verbal bombast and the occasional raids associated in the 1960s 

with anti-Malaysian konfrontasi, or confrontation, lay security concerns that are 

still visible below the strikingly different verbal and behavioral surface of Indone

sian foreign policy in the 1980s. 
The object of one of those concerns was, and is, Singapore. By incorporating 

Britain 's major military base in Asia and by tying Indonesia's neighbor econom

ically and militarily to London, the Malaysian project appeared to legitimate and 

prolong the opportunity for big power intervention in the region, complicating the 

prospects for regional peace. Apart from the discomfiting thought that Malaysia 

might thus facilitate a latter-day "S ingapore strategy " on behalf of imperialist in

terests, the "Chineseness" of the island raised the question whether the uniting of 

Sarawak and Sabah with Malaya, far from drowning Singapore in a Malay sea, 

might provide in the South China Sea a larger concourse for the pursuit of "Chi

nese" designs in the region, including expanded and potentially destabilizing ac

cess to Indonesia's own ethnically Sinic minority. Finally, by opening the possibili

ty that British or Malaysian troops could be used elsewhere in Southeast Asia, 

without prior consultation with Indonesia, Malaysia's bi lateral defense agreement 

with Britain appeared to diminish the scope of Indonesian responsibility for se

curity in the region . 
New Order foreign policy echoes each of these concerns. The concepts of " re

silience" (discussed below) and ZOPFAN (Southeast Asia as a "zone of peace, 

freedom , and neutrality"), so firmly ensconced in the vocabulary of Indonesian 

foreign policy in the 1970s and 1980s, reexpress Sukarno's desire to strengthen the 
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region's capacity to resist being drawn into conflicts between the superpowers. s 
"The responsibility for the preservation of the national independence of the three 
countries and of the peace and security in their region lies primarily in the hands 
of the governments and the peoples of the countries concerned," agreed the lead
ers of Malaya, the Philippines, and Indonesia in 1963 in the name of a regional 
grouping to be called Maphilindo (Indonesia, 1964a:31; cited in Leifer, 1983:88). 
Replacing "three countries" with "six countries," that statement could have been 
made jointly by Malaysia, the Philippines , Indonesia, Brunei, Singapore, and Thai
land in 1985 in the name of ASEAN. 

Sukarno's opposition to Singaporean membership in Malaysia was scrupulously 
nonracial. But Indonesian antipathies to Singapore's joining Malaysia did reflect, 
especially in military circles, the fear that Singapore's ethnic make-up could facili
tate the expansion of the overseas Chinese, or the expansion of China overseas
and the suspicion that those prospects might entail one another to the detriment of 
regional peace. Nor were such concerns alleviated in military minds by Singapore's 
strategic position within a new state to be located astride the most heavily traveled 
entrance to the Indonesian archipelago. Similar anxieties still characterize the 
thinking of influential Indonesians , especially now that so many more generals 
have become politicians. 

I do not mean to belittle the significance of the shift in 1965-66 from Singapore 
to Beijing as the overt object of Jakarta's hostility, nor to underestimate the depth 
of rapprochement reached by Singapore and Indonesia within ASEAN. But the 
riots that broke out in Indonesia in 1968 to protest Singapore's hanging of two 
Indonesian marines for acts of sabotage committed during konfrontasi, Indonesia's 
unwillingness to allow Singapore to produce small-horsepower engines for the ar
chipelago's market, and the ethnic-Chinese Indonesians' continuing vulnerability 
to sporadic violence all point to the persistence of racial anxiety as an underlying, 
policy-relevant condition. Jakarta and Beijing are by no means so far apart as they 
were in the wake of the bloody displacement of the Old Order by the New. But 
until diplomatic relations are unfrozen, one can doubt the deracialization of the 
"Chinese factor" in Indonesian foreig n policy. 

Lastly, when Sukarno interpreted regional peace in terms of a special Indonesian 
responsibility for the security of the Southeast Asian neighborhood and implied for 
his country a status commensurate with its massive size and resources, he struck 
another note that would outlast his rule. Sometimes this implication was ambigu
ously phrased, as in his assertion of Indonesia's right to be consulted on alterations 
in the regional status quo and her "primary" responsibility, along with the Philip-

5 In reply, it could be said that Sukarno during konfrontasi was "pro-Soviet," and therefore that a 
reduction in superpower penetration of Southeast Asia was not his goal. But apart from the evidence, 
after the West lrian campaign , of coolness in Indonesia's relations with Moscow, while relations with 
the People's Republic of China warmed, one must remember that in the 1960s the Soviet side in the 
cold war was still grossly underrepresented in the region, especially compared with American bellig
erency in Vietnam, such that the United States was at that time arguably the greater, or at any rate 
the more immediate, threat to reg ional peace. 

94 



pines and Malaya, to protect regional security (Sukarno, 1963b:594). On other 
occasions , regime spokesmen were less circumspect, as when Sukarno's minister 
of information defended konfrontasi in terms of the destiny of Indonesians, five 
and ten times respectively more numerous than Filipinos and Malayans, to become 
the " leading" power in Southeast Asia (Abdulgani, 1963). 

This is not to exaggerate the parallels between ASEAN and Maphilindo. In 
1985 , ASEAN turned eighteen years old. In l963, the idea of Maphilindo lasted 
barely two months-before wilting under the heat of Indonesian anger that the 
region's potentially most powerful country had been unable to prevent the forma
tion of Malaysia. 

New Order foreign policies do , nevertheless , continue to evince what Michael 
Leifer (1983) has aptly termed a sense of "regional entitlement." Illustrating the 
point are efforts of the Suharto government to legitimate and implement the Wawa
san Nusantara, or archipelagic concept, a notion of maritime sovereignty that 
dates from the 1950s, entails a major expansion of Indonesian boundaries, and 
could be used to withhold from Singapore the one thing that island's continental 
shelf-locked economy cannot do without: trade.6 

Consider, finally, the official rationale behind the forcible incorporation of east
ern Timor into Indonesia in 1975-76. As the army newspaper Berita Yudha ex
plained in August 1974, more than a year before the invasion, Indonesia did not 
want the ex-Portuguese colony to become "a possession or an instrument in the 
interests of big powers which, without us being aware enough to avoid it, could 
disturb our neighborhood at a moment's notice" (cited in McDonald, 1981:194). 
Ten years earlier, in reference to Singapore, Sukarno's press might have written the 
same thing-the main difference being that whereas Western capitalist-imperialists 
might be hiding inside the Singaporean Trojan horse, its impoverished Timorese 
counterpart contained a vacuum that could be filled by Marxist-Leninists in league 
with the Soviet Union or the People's Republic of China (PRC). 

Apart from the continuity suggested by these themes in Indonesian foreign pol
icy, namely, an interest in regional autonomy, a sense of regional entitlement, and 
an aversion toward enclaves (lest these be used as stepping stones for interference 
by outside powers), it must be said that neither in word nor deed did Sukarno 
clearly favor regional war over regional peace. Just as his rhetoric during konfron
tasi alternated between militance and moderation (cf. Sukarno , 1963a:275-77, 
285; 1963b:593), so did his actions span the gamut from infiltration to negotiation. 

And if the foreign policies of the Old Order were not consistently warlike, nei
ther have those of the New been uniformly peaceful. If the forcible extension of 
Indonesian sovereignty across Timor could be said to have endanged regional
that is, international-peace less than Sukarno's confrontation against Malaysia 
had, that was not because the fonner operation was conducted with less violence 
or damage. The seizure of eastern Timor turned out , on the contrary, to be far more 

6 For more on the maritime nationalism of the New Order, see Leifer, 1978, and Vertzberger, 1984. 
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sanguinary than Sukarno's border raids had been, and its aftermath far more de
structive. 

In 1984, the already cool relationship between Indonesia and Australia cooled 
further (Weatherbee, 1985:196), while Indonesia-Papua New Guinea (PNG) rela
tions reached a new low (Hewison, 1985:249, 255). In Canberra, responding to 
fresh reports of Indonesian repression on Timor, the left wing of the ruling Labor 
party urged Prime Minister Bob Hawke to take a harder line against Jakarta. In 
Port Moresby, the coalition headed by Prime Minister Michael Somare was under 
similar pressure from politicians angered by Indonesian transgression of, and the 
inftood of refugees across, the western border of PNG- events that reflected the 
Indonesian armed forces' campaign against the Free Papua Movement (OPM) in 
Irian Jaya. 

In the United Nations in October 1984, the foreign minister of Vanuatu warned 
against Indonesian expansionism in the Pacific area and condemned human rights 
violations in eastern Timor. He also condemned official violence in "West Papua" 
(Irian Jaya), which he said was not lawfully part of Indonesia and should be 
granted independence (Indonesia Reports [IR], 1984:20). In 1984-85, although the 
implications of the Melanesian independence movement on New Caledonia were 
unclear, they included the long-run possibility of greater opposition in the western 
Pacific to any future signs of Indonesian regional ambition. 

On this score, too, the sharpness of the contrast between the high and low pro
files of the Old and New Orders, respectively, warrants reappraisal. Vietnam's wars 
against French colonialism, American intervention, and Cambodian resistance 
have kept Southeast Asia's northern or "first" front almost continuously active for 
forty years. With the dismantling of konfrontasi in the mid-late 1960s, the region's 
central or "second" front (Brackman, 1966) disappeared. In 1985, Indonesian rela
tions with Malaysia and Singapore remained amicable, but it had become possible 
to imagine the opening of a new "second" front in southeastern Southeast Asia. 

Imagination is one thing, observation another. There is no indication that Jakarta 
will "confront" its key southeastern neighbors, Australia and PNG, in the late 
1980s the way it did its northwestern neighbor, Malaysia, in the mid-1960s. For 
colorfully militant rhetoric, President Suharto has no penchant whatsoever. In Oc
tober 1984, Indonesian Foreign Minister Mochtar Kusumaatmadja said explicitly 
that Indonesia would not pursue a policy of "big brotherism" toward PNG (IR, 
1984:21).7 

But the reconciling of interests and disarming of suspicions-Indonesian, Aus
tralian, Melanesian, and Micronesian- are tasks whose performance will be re
quired long after Suharto leaves office. Indeed, because ASEAN is a framework 

7 A week later, President Suharto told the visiting sultan of Brunei that so long as the Indonesian state 
was based on Pancasila (loosely: religion , democracy, nationalism, humanitarianism, and justice), 
there would be no expansion in that direction either (IR, 1984:28). Apart from their face value as 
reassurances , what is interesting about these statements is that Indonesian leaders felt called upon to 
make them. 
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for "north-central" cooperation that has no "southeastern" counterpart (none at 
least that includes Indonesia), because Indonesia's economic growth gives her the 
wherewithal to implement a higher profile role in the region, and especially be
cause tensions over Timor and with PNG implicate national security as seen from 
Jakarta, Port Moresby, and Canberra, tensions along this new potential second 
front are unlikely to disappear. 

In 1983 and 1984, having criticized Indonesian policy annually since 1975 , the 
U. N. General Assembly did not bring the subject up to a vote that Jakarta's oppo
nents might have Jost. But the waning of international opposition to Indonesia's 
treatment of eastern Timor should not be read as a sign that the PNG border con
troversy will also subside, any more than the completion of Sukarno's campaign to 
restore western New Guinea to Indonesia "satisfied" him enough not to pursue 
konfrontasi. Although Timor has received greater coverage by Western journalists, 
concerned to expose the violation of human rights on the island,8 the New Gui
nean problem is potentially more explosive, directly involving as it does another 
sovereign country with its own internal politics, armed forces, and external friends. 

In any event, barring the unlikely disruption of ASEAN, Indonesia should find it 
easier in the future to maintain better relations with Brunei , Malaysia, Singapore, 
and Thailand than with PNG and Australia, even as the controversy over Timor 
subsides. Demographically " dense" Lampung-Java-Bali stands in contrast with 
"sparse" Halmaheira and Irian Jaya. Economically, the marine and mineral re
sources of the east remain underexploited compared with those of the more thor
oughly settled west. Ethnically, the Malays of western-central Indonesia can be 
distinguished from the Melanesians of the extreme east. 9 Even in religious terms, 
the force of initially Sumatran Islam, already attenuated on Java, fades to minority 
status among the colonially Christianized-Moluccan, Timorese, Irianese-peo
ples of the east. 

This is not to personify Indonesia as driven southeastward by an appetite for 
Lebensraum. Rather it is to predict that any raising of Indonesia's profile will 
almost certainly occur in response to a perception of domestic insecurity. 

PERCEIVED INSECURITY AND ECONOMIC GROWTH 

Perceived domestic insecurity is what konfrontasi in the 1960s, Timor's annexa
tion in the 1970s, and the border troubles with PNG in the 1980s have in common. 
Sukarno genuinely feared an imbalance of power detrimental to Indonesia. He had 
not forgotten that Singapore had been used as a haven by the rebel side in Indo
nesia's civil war. Suharto genuinely feared that an independent leftist Timorese 
republic could become a base for destabilizing Indonesia, surrounded as the island 

s See, e.g., P. Wise, 1985 . 
9 Feith et al. (1985:4) portray the fears of Melanesians on both sides of the New Guinean border in 

frankly racial terms: "We are fuzzy haired and black. They [the Indonesians] are straight-haired and 
brown. We are few. They are many and they are after our land . We are in danger of being swamped. " 
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is by Indonesian waters, just as he genuinely fears that if it is not defeated, the 
Free Papua Movement could detach from his country the province of Irian Jaya. 

This is not to justify Indonesian policies . A sincere fear need not be rational, 
and even if it is realistic, the actions to which it gives rise may be immoral-not 
to mention the rationality or the morality of the Malaysian, Timorese, and Papuan 
sides in these disputes. But the importance in all three cases of perceived insecu
rity highlights the role of domestic factors in foreign policy and suggests that a 
policy that seems irrational as an end in itself, expansionism, used by an observer 
to interpret and derogate an actor's behavior, may be rational as a means to an end, 
security, that is vital and legitimate from the actor's point of view. 

Again, this is not to excuse let alone vindicate konfrontasi, the incorporation of 
eastern Timor, or the suppression of the OPM. I mean simply to emphasize what 
these policies have in common , in order to restore some proportion to the great 
divide of 1965-66, and to challenge the idea that the transfer of responsibility for 
foreign policy from Sukarno to Suharto entailed an exchange of goals, from ag
grandizement to accommodation, rather than a reselection of means to achieve the 
same underlying goal: security. 

It is here that the explanatory usefulness of continuity should become clear. 
From a conventional Western vantage point , the " irresponsible" invasion of Timor 
seems anomalous-Sukarnoistic-compared with the " responsible" international 
pragmatism of the New Order. From a perspective that acknowledges perceived 
domestic insecurity as a vital wellspring of Indonesian foreign policy, the anomaly 
disappears. 

Under Guided Democracy, poverty, stagnation, and inflation, exacerbated by 
malign neglect, hollowed out the polity, creating a vacuum that invited foreign 
interference in alliance with local usurpers-or such were the perceptions of 
the generals who moved into the vacuum to install a military regime. The pivotal 
killings on October 1, 1965, which implicated the Indonesian Communist party, 
and in which the PRC was later said to have played a role, confirmed in the surviv
ing generals' minds, and above all in Suharto's, the political dangers of economic 
disarray. 

In the light of this precedent , domestic poverty and Portuguese neglect in eastern 
Timor created fear within the military elite that what the center had experienced in 
1965 could reoccur on the periphery ten years later. In this sense, by galvanizing 
military takeovers, the decimation of army leaders by junior officers and leftists on 
October I, 1965, and the declaration of independence made by the Revolutionary 
Front for Independent East Timor (FRETILIN) on November 28, 1975, played sim
ilarly catalytic roles. Much less dramatically, the aborted OPM-Iinked mutiny of 
Irianese in the ranks of the Indonesian army, planned for February 11 , 1984, but 
leaked in advance, also invited emergency military measures. 10 It is in this se
curity-centered context that I think the most sense can be made out of my next 
topic: the New Order's priority on economic growth. 

10 lnfonnative on the February affair and its aftermath are Feith et al. , 1985. 
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It is not easy to explain the wholeheartedness of Suharto's commitment to eco

nomic development. Does his interest amount only to a sincere desire, free of 

ulterior motive, to raise the material welfare of his people-a desire possibly ac

centuated by his own rather modest rural background? In focusing on the economy, 

has he simply continued the kind of work he became accustomed to doing in the 

army-quartermastering and procurement? Or has he plunged into development in 

order to draw the sharpest possible contrast between himself and his predecessor

and if so, why would he wish to do so, remembering that his career had hardly 

languished under Sukarno? 
Then again, does the developmentalism of the New Order reflect not Suharto 's 

priority but that of the technocrats, who were given relatively free reign to re

habilitate and improve the economy, while the president concentrated on security 

as a separate and more vital need? 11 Or was Suharto merely too weak to resist the 

priorities of Western governments and lending institutions, whose resources he had 

to have if his own government was to survive-an expedient Faustain bargain for 

the sake of the state? 
Of these explanations, none fully convinces me. What they do not take into 

account is the likelihood that for Suharto and his military and civilian colleagues 

economic growth, whatever else it may have meant to them, was a way of reducing 

domestic insecurity. In this sense, the New Order has implemented the advice of 

Mohammad Hatta when he wrote (1953:449) that 

internal consolidation is the primary task. The [Indonesian] government must concen

trate on the task of building up the nation, and it must show evidence of economic 

and social betterment if it is to offset the influence of agitation by radical circles. 

Economic growth has not been the only means used by Suharto to establish and 

maintain domestic security. The Communist party and other "radical circles," 

more Muslim than leftist since the 1970s, have been physically destroyed, ide

ologically curbed, or both. By the 1980s, the massive purges of the mid-late 1960s 

had given way to the periodic arrest of regime opponents and the requirement, 

legislated finally in 1985, that all social or political associations be based only on 

the credo of the Indonesian state-Pancasila. If economic growth was the carrot, 

the sticks were security crackdowns and pressure to conform. 

While Pancasila validates religious faith, it does not specify Islam. Nor does it 

require Muslims to observe Islamic law. Repeatedly, since its formulation by Su

karno in 1945, the credo has been used to deflect and subsume the political aspira

tions of Indonesian Islam-another instance of continuity between regimes. That 

Pancasila should supersede Islam smacks of betrayal in the eyes of those Muslims 

who stand in the fundamentalist tradition of Masyumi, or whose passive identifica

tion with Islam has been activated by regime moves to depoliticize religion, or 

who have been part of the revival of religious feeling in the 1980s among younger 

Muslims in cities and schools around the country. 

In 1984, such grievances were implicated in a series of disturbances, beginning 

11 For a case study of the relationship between development and security in Indonesian decision mak

ing, see Emmerson, 1983 . 
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on September 12 in the port area of Jakarta when security forces fired into a crowd 
of angry Muslims and unemployed youths, killing dozens . In October, presumably 
in retaliation for the September incident , several bombs damaged commercial 
properties associated with Indonesian-Chinese tycoon Liem Sioe Liong, an ethnic 
minority Chinese and a business associate of the Suharto family (Habir and 
Rowley, 1983). 

The series continued in January 1985, when parts of the world-famous Buddhist 
monument of Borobudur were blown up. In February, another non-Islamic symbol, 
the palace of the sultan of Surakarta, was burned. Other burnings and explosions 
ensued, and although some of these may have been criminal or accidental rather 
than political, they too pointed to Islamic resentment against the efforts of the 
regime to make Pancasila compulsory. Against such sabotage, the regime's "stick" 
of repression-or, from the wielder's viewpoint, self-defense-assumed increasing 
importance over the "carrot" of development. Economic retrenchment caused by 
falling prices for Indonesian oil had, in any event , reduced the government 's ability 
to use employment and business opportunities to co-opt its opponents. 

Having said this, however, one must acknowledge that the New Order could not 
have lasted as long as it has without economic growth, to which Suharto can 
proudly point, and which has advantaged significant numbers of civil servants and 
property owners. These members of Indonesia's burgeoning middle and lower
middle classes may criticize the system privately- sometimes not so privately
but their positions within it, their benefits from it, and their fears of its alternatives 
buttress the regime. 

The economic rationale for domestic security is especially noticeable just under
neath the surface of a concept that Indonesian spokesmen frequently cite to epito
mize what General Suharto's government is supposed to be all about: the idea of 
"resilience." 12 Resilience, or ketahanan, in its New Order usage, occupies seman
tic space somewhere between a purely military and a purely socioeconomic re
sponse to the underlying sense of national vulnerability felt by the leadership of 
the regime. 

On the one hand, defense, or pertahanan, is essential to authorities who are 
mainly military men : The stronger the armed forces, and the stricter their vigilance 
against prospective foreign enemies, the greater the chance of keeping Indonesia 
domestically secure. But while the external-negative use of conventional deterrence 
to diminish threats from abroad is necessary, it is insufficient. Even a well-equip
ped and well-trained armed force cannot defend a vacuum. To paraphrase language 
that more than a few Indonesians have used , if the vessel of (formal) independence 
is to be protected, it must be filled with (actual) content. And the substantiation of 
sovereignty through national unity and domestic welfare is a task for which the 
military considers itself uniquely suited, given its background as a popular revolu
tionary movement against the Dutch. 

12 See, e.g., Djiwandono, 1984: 13-14. 
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By this same logic, the leadership worries that unlimited diversity and unallevi

ated poverty could invite foreign interference-ideological, political, economic, 

racial, religious, even military. Hence the need for development, or pembangunan, 

definable in this context as a positive-internal strengthening of the New Order, not 

by ringing it with modem weapons but by giving Indonesians a concrete so

cioeconomic stake in its preservation. Or, to extend the less abstract terms of the 

"pretty girl analogy" reported by Weinstein (1976:42-45) to dramatize his elite 

informants' sense of their country's attractiveness and vulnerability to outside 

powers: To survive in a world of wolves, a girl can carry a weapon to discourage 

attackers; or she can make enough money to choose her friends; but her best long

term insurance lies in doing both. 
In short, resilience in this special sense recommends the combination of defense 

with development. Generalized to include Indonesia's neighbors, as it often is in 

New Order foreign policy pronouncements, resilience implies that the autonomy of 

ASEAN rests not merely on the physical capacity of a member country to protect 

its borders but also on its economic capacity to imbue its population with material 

reasons to resist. 
This blending of rationales is reflected in what might be called the "dual func

tion " of ASEAN. Originally a socioeconomic grouping, and later obliged (by the 

fall of Saigon) to become a security community (Djiwandono, 1983:24), the asso

ciation owes much of its success to the readiness of its members to tolerate, or at 

least not to test, the contradictions between its two roles. From this perspective, 

what explains the refusal of ASEAN's leaders to tum it into either a military al

liance or an economic union is not their inability to get along with one another or 

to compromise their respective interests , but their realistic understanding that the 

autonomy of their organization depends above all upon the strength of its individu

al members. Resilience, like charity, begins at home. 

RESILIENCE AND COOPERATION WITH THE WEST 

The reliance of the New Order on Western aid, finance, and investment seems at 

first to run against the grain of these explanations . If desire for autonomy and fear 

of enclaves imply the prevention of big power interference, how can that end be 

served by a policy of keeping Indonesia open to the economic advisers , private 

corporations, aid-giving governments, and international financial institutions of the 

West? How can such ties encourage the sovereign national consensus connoted by 

the idea of resilience if they simply reinforce the " dualistic" character of Indo

nesia's economy by enlarging the gap between city and countryside and by creating 

or strengthening, on coasts and uplands, pockets of activity-commercial

industrial, resource extracting, energy making, agroindustrial, export-oriented

that become increasingly alien or parasitic in relation to the less developed hinter

lands nearby? With the commitments of the Intergovernmental Group on Indonesia 

(IGGI) running around $2.5 billion annually and rising, how can Indonesia's avow

edly "free and independent" foreign policies escape being compromised? 
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A preliminary answer is that they can't. In economic terms , Indonesia is consid
erably more dependent on the United States than on the Soviet Union. Economic 
decisions taken in Washington-by the executive or legislative branches of the 
U.S . government, by the World Bank, or by the International Monetary Fund
matter far more to Indonesia than decisions on comparable topics reached in Mos
cow. In recent years, no ASEAN country except the Philippines has had a heavier 
burden of service on its official foreign debts (mainly to Western creditors) in 
terms of its exports or conducted a larger share of its foreign trade with the United 
States. 13 

Neither uniformly across issues nor consistently over time can Jakarta be said to 
have aligned itself with Washington against Moscow. But because American ac
tions are economically so much more consequential to Indonesia than Soviet ones , 
the interests and viewpoints of the United States are more frequently and fully 
represented, as understood limits if not explicit choices, in the process whereby 
Indonesian foreign policies are made. 

It is tempting to interpret this tilt toward Washington as the pursuit of an intrin
sically rational goal: that it " makes sense" to be on good terms with the world's 
most powerful economy. Similar logic underlies the temptation, in appraising the 
foreign economic policies of the PRC, to conclude that Deng Xiaoping has made 
them more rational by replacing Mao Zedong's irresponsible goal of national self
sufficiency with the responsible one of international cooperation. 

But these temptations should be resisted. There are times when self-sufficiency 
and noncooperation with the West can be entirely rational in the means-focused 
sense that such policies effectively further more important ends. During the Toku
gawa period, Japan 's self-imposed isolation helped to unify its society, strengthen 
its identity, and thus to facilitate a kind of resilience without which that country's 
adaptation to the modern era might have been much less successful-remembering 
how the nearby Qing dynasty's internal weakness facilitated its dismemberment by 
Western imperialism. Seen as having tried to preserve national unity from the dan
gers of possible collusion between outside powers and insurgent domestic eth
noreligious or ideological enclaves , the Rangoon government resembles a prudent 
host not a crazy recluse- remembering the contributions of Maoist China and the 
U.S.-backed Kuomintang to the growth of northern regionalism and lawlessness. 

Conversely, although it is unpopular in the United States to say so, it "makes 
sense" for Vietnam to be pro-Soviet, for by relying on Moscow, Hanoi strengthens 
its primacy in Cambodia and its autonomy against the PRC-remembering that 
both objectives are more important to Vietnamese leaders than symmetrical non
alignment , in Sino-Soviet or Soviet-American terms , or than the kind of economic 
growth that Western aid and credits could have facilitated. Nor can Vietnamese 
policy be made to appear irrational by arguing that Hanoi 's intransigence is suici
dal-that is, by invoking the rationality of a higher order goal-so long as Viet-

13 See, e.g., D. Wise, 1985:8-9 . 
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nam retains primacy in Cambodia and defends itself successfully against the PRC, 

and those are things that Hanoi has managed to do, while maintaining internal 

control and even, in the 1980s, modestly increasing agricultural production . 

To return to Indonesia, the apparent contradiction between the New Order's 

"tilted" cooperation with Western powers as a means and autonomy and noninter

ference as ends can be resolved in several ways. First, Indonesia has benefited from 

the splintering of the two putative monoliths that once defined the locus of non

alignment: " the communist bloc" as against " the free world." Just as ASEAN has 
taken advantage of the Sino-Soviet split to oppose the violation of Cambodia's 

sovereignty, so has Indonesia welcomed Japanese investments partly to reduce its 

dependence on the United States. 
Second , the oil boom did not significantly depress the priority assigned by 

Suharto and his technocrats to agricultural production and rural development. 14 

While sometimes undercut by mistakes and wastage, the government's efforts in 

rural areas to expand and improve opportunities and infrastructure in agriculture, 

commerce, education , and transportation have helped to slow the "dualization" of 

the economy, not by putting rural interests first but by multiplying the interconnec

tions between cities , towns , and hinterlands. 
Third , Indonesia's " tilt " toward the West has been as much a matter of style as 

substance. In this lies a practical application of what may seem to Western eyes a 

mysteriously Javanese kind of politesse. Indonesia's carefully cultivated reputation 

as the "silent member" of OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Exporting Coun

tries), for example, made it easier for officials in Washington in the 1970s to over

look their Indonesian counterparts' share of the responsibility for higher prices at 

U.S. pumps . 
Fourth , and finally, the New Order's cooperation with the West has historical 

antecedents that are useful to recall. Then Vice President Mohammad Hatta, who 

conceived and elaborated the idea that Indonesia should have a "free," "active," 

and "independent" foreign policy, was more concerned in doing so to distance his 

country from the Soviet Union than from the United States or the West. It was in 

the context of his defense of negotiations with the Dutch and his attack on the 

notion that Indonesia should align itself with the Soviets, arguments aimed at the 
left wing of his own fledgling republic, that in 1948 Hatta argued against having 

"to choose between being pro Russian or pro American." His government, he felt, 
"should be an active agent entitled to determine its own goal-the goal of a fully 
independent Indonesia." is 

Five years later, Hatta was still steering "between two rocks." But he had 
veered more closely to the Western one. Indonesia, he wrote (1953:445), 

14 Compare the case of another reg ional power, Nigeria, where oil became an excuse virtually to forget 
about agriculture, as a consequence of which in 1984 the Nigerians broke the unity of OPEC, the 

very instrument of their prosperity. 
15 Hatta, 1951, cited in Leifer, 1983:20. Compare Kusumaatmadja, 1984. 
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is bounded by the British Navy and the American Navy, which control the Indian and 
Pacific Oceans. But no one can say that Britain and the United States have evil de
signs on Indonesia. On the contrary, they are desirous of seeing Indonesia remain 
independent and become prosperous. Are they not the very people who hold that the 
infiltration of Communism can be prevented only by raising the economic level of the 
masses? 

Five years later still , covert foreign support for the rebel side in their country's 
civil war enabled Indonesians to believe that the West did harbor ev il designs 
against their country's independence, perhaps even against its territorial integrity. 
With the build-up of the campaign to recover West Irian (now Irian Jaya), Indone
sian policy would begin to lean more toward the USSR as a source of military and 
diplomatic support, and later still , during konfrontasi, toward the PRC. Then , in 
1965-66, the belief that the PRC had conspired with the Indonesian Communist 
party to overthrow the Indonesian government led the emerging New Order to re
store to the definition of an "independent" foreign policy the slant that Hatta had 
given it. 

Apart from reillustrating my emphasis in this chapter on the contribution of do
mestic vectors to the otherwise seemingly irrational zigs and zags of Indonesian 
foreign policy, the revival of Hatta's definition illuminates the logical fit between 
autonomy-serving resilience and economjc cooperation with the West. Like those 
of Japan at an earlier time, the present leaders of Indonesia are using the West to 
develop an indigenous capacity to become more autonomous from the West. With
out Western capital and expertise, Indonesian resources could not be exploited; 
without exploiting those resources , the receptacle (wadah) of formal political inde
pendence could not be filled with real economic strength; and without economic 
strength, Indonesia could not achieve national autonomy, let alone implement its 
sense of regional entitlement. The sy llogism "makes sense." 

Foreign policies based on this logic may or may not promote regional peace. In 
the case of Japan, if Tokugawa identity enabled Meiji reform, the latter facilitated 
Japan's subsequent militarization and seizure of Southeast Asia. If in the com
ing decades the PRC, following Chou Enlai's and Deng Xiaoping's precepts, can 
use its own opening to the West to achieve agricultural , industrial, scientific
technological, and military modernization , Indonesia's sense of regional entitle
ment could be seriously endangered. 

This is a long-run reason why, contrary to what an American might expect, two 
politically anti-Soviet and economically "pragmatic"-in the sense of market
oriented-friends of the United States-Indonesia and the PRC-may nevertheless 
remain somewhat unfriendly toward each other; and why Indonesian sympathies 
toward Vietnam and antipathies toward the PRC are not " irrational" in the sense 
of being based merely and respectively on revolutionary pride and racial prejudice. 

Similarly, and perhaps also surprisingly in the eyes of some Americans, the 
modernization of the PRC under more or less capitalistic auspices need not lessen 
Indonesian fears that the PRC will someday use its Southeast Asian kindred as a 
Trojan horse. The more embourgeoise mainland society becomes, the closer the 
distance between its members and leaders on the one hand, and the already com-
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mercially active overseas Chinese, or hoa kiao, on the other. In this sense, the 

more he succeeds, the more Deng will have reduced a discrepancy that once insu

lated the hoa kiao from then-Maoist manipulation. What matters is not that the 

PRC will fill or deploy such a Trojan horse, which seems unlikely, but that such 

treachery may be easier to imagine, depending upon the perceived width of the gap 

between indigenous and ethnic-Chinese lndonesians. 16 

In mid-1985, Indonesia had still not followed America's five-and-a-half-year lead 

in normalizing relations with the PRC. From the standpoint of the Reagan admin

istration, this failure-and its corollary, an interest in cultivating Vietnam as a 

long-run hedge against Chinese expansion-was hard to understand, especially in 

contrast to the apparent rationality of so many other Indonesian policies. Domestic 

animosity against ethnic Chinese, always a factor to be taken into account in Jakar

ta on questions relating to the PRC, appeared to be the major exception to the 

general reasonability of Indonesia's low-profi le, pragmatic, cooperative role in 

world affairs. I? 

Without minimizing the importance of deeply rooted racial feelings, I would 

only note that Suharto's and Deng's "New Orders" have both chosen the economic 

route to resilience. The longer the two countries remain on that path, the more they 

may find themselves in competition-for example, over Japanese and Western mar

kets for oil, gas, and other resources, and over each other's markets for consumer 

and other manufactured products. In 1983, although the PRC's per capita gross 

national product was only two-thirds of Indonesia's, the Chinese economy appeared 

to have grown since 1979 almost twice as fast (D. Wise, 1985:6). Seen from Jakar

ta, the PRC seems to be breathing down Indonesia's neck. Nor will Sino-Indone

sian rivalry be alleviated by Chinese progress toward specifically military moderni

zation.18 

16 The prospect of increasing convergence and collaboration between the PRC and the hoa kiao was 

drolly summarized by political cartoonist Morgan Chua on the cover of the November 22 , 1984, Far 

Eastern Economic Review: An obviously ethnic-Chinese couple, she bejeweled , he with dollar bills 

visible in suitpocket and briefcase, pass by a large poster on a street comer that could be in Sing

apore. The poster shows a smi ling Deng Xiaoping in a People's Liberation Army jacket and cap, 

pointing in the manner of Uncle Sam on recruiting posters in the United States during World War II. 

"OVERSEAS CHINESE," the poster announces, " YOUR COUNTRY NEEDS YOU ." 

Inside the Review, Buruma (1984) and Bonavia (1984) are careful not to underestimate the obsta

cles to PRC-hoa kiao cooperation. Apart from host-country sensitivities in Southeast Asia, there are 

those in the PRC who distrust their ethnic compatriots as opportunistic, whi le some among the latter 

are reluctant to build up their mainland investments for fear these could be seized in another Cultural 

Revolution. On the other hand, the longer Deng 's policies and proteges remain in place and the 

longer the economy continues to rank among the fastest growing in Asia, the more the overseas 

Chinese will want to board the "China market"-bound bandwagon now. 
17 On the other hand , as an Indonesian specialist on East Asia notes in reference to lingering suspicions 

in Jakarta that the PRC was behind the trauma of 1965: " It took the ' rational' Americans more than 

two decades , following the outbreak of the Korean War, to improve their relations with the PRC , and 

almost three decades before they established diplomatic relations" (Lie, 1983 :92). 
18 These long-term concerns should not be overdrawn. In mid-1985, the two countries appeared likely 

to reestablish direct trade relations and eventually to resume diplomatic relations. Much would .de

pend on the relative strength in Jakarta of factions for and against normalization (represented by 

Foreign Affairs Minister Kusumaatmadja and Armed Forces Commander "Benny" Murdani, respec

tively), and on events in Cambodia, where Indonesian spokesmen remained uneasy over ASEAN's 

role in helping the PRC to " bleed" Vietnam. 
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CONCLUSION AND SELF-CRITIQUE 

In thinking through the views expressed in this chapter, my purpose has not 
been to reverse the conventional (Western) contention that Suharto and his tech
nocrats have increased the rationality of Indonesian foreign policy. I have tried 
instead to redress the imbalance in that standard asse_ssment-by noticing and 
exploring some continuities and thus relocating Indonesian foreign policies in his
torical context as understandable, even reasonable variations on a few basic 
themes. 

Yet I admit to having found it easier to reconstruct continuity by elevating the 
rationality of Sukarno's actions to match and find extension in the widely accepted 
rationality of Suharto's, rather than by lowering the rationality of the New Order to 
fit and extend the widely acknowledged irrationality of the Old. 

This amounts to self-criticism of two kinds. First, by focusing mainly on the 
New Order not the Old, I have failed to explore the extent to which Sukarno's 
policies were "irrational" in the means-defeating-ends sense of that term used 
here. Because of the much weaker autonomy of foreign policy from domestic polit
ical competition under Guided compared with Pancasila Democracy (Weinstein, 
1976), answering this question presupposes analyzing internal developments from 
1959 up to the watershed of 1965-66; how those developments constrained Sukar
no's choices; and how Sukarno himself, revolutionary in theory but conservative in 
practice, helped to make of Indonesian politics a tiger that finally not even he 
could ride. 

Second, and more to the point in a chapter mainly about the Suharto years, I 
have not made a case for the means-focused irrationality of any of Indonesia's 
current foreign policies . I may even seem to have implied that no such case can be 
made. 

By way of speculation, therefore, if not self-correction, let me close by suggest
ing what I take to be the one outstanding element of instrumental irrationality in 
the foreign policies of the New Order: that their goals require the enlistment of 
domestic policies on their behalf; that such policies are often absent; and that some 
of the domestic policies being pursued undercut those goals. If domestic and for
eign means to the same end undermine each other, irrationality exists, at least at 
the level of the governmental system that includes and is supposed to coordinate 
domestic and foreign affairs. 

I have in mind above all the goal of national security, in whose name so much 
has been justified . Ends are not fixed points in space, to be approached by rational 
means or moved away from by irrational ones. Actors, ends, and patterns of extra
national behavior are often, even typically, vague, multiple, contradictory, change
able-and unkind to the chessboard metaphors through which more than a few 
Western geostrategists have tried to reorganize international politics into clearly 
bounded, ruled, and resolved contests between black and white. 

Especially indeterminate is a goal as broad as security. How secure is secure? 
Does domestic opposition indicate that the system is insecure? Or does the in
security lie in the inability of the authorities to tolerate opposition? Do the au-
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thorities use the presence of domestic insecurity to justify their right to rule, 
and, if so, are not the goals of regime survival and domestic security actually in 
conflict? 

The New Order has furthered the security of the nation and of itself through 
foreign and domestic policies that are rational in promoting growth, reducing abso
lute poverty, enlarging and co-opting a middle class, and improving national de
fense. Indonesia in 1984 was more "resilient" than it was in 1964. 

Yet the authorities' imposition of conformity to Pancasila, their coercion and 
manipulation of the Islamic opposition, their failure so far to institutionalize Gol
kar, and their inability to shed a reputation for corruption through collusion with 
cukong , or ethnic-Chinese financiers, such as Liem Sioe Liong-these weaknesses 
in domestic policy move the goal of security farther away, either by furnishing 
students, Muslims, and other groups, especially in urban areas, with reasons to 
dislike the regime, or as reflections of a tendency among the more vigilant stew
ards of the New Order to define security too strictly, and thus to push the objective 
beyond their own ability to reach it. 

Such a judgment makes more understandable the previously cited violence in 
late 1984 in Jakarta: the shooting of angry Muslims by Indonesian security forces 
and the bombing of cukong-related businesses. If the shooting triggered the bomb
ing , as appears to have been the case, domestic security was diminished by the 
effort to restore it. 

In the first draft of this chapter, completed in December 1984, I wrote that these 
events in no way 

herald an imminent end to the regime. But precisely because my conclusion is less 
apocalyptic , and thus less urgent as a reason for reform , it is more disturbing: that the 
bombings will probably be followed by other incidents , which will also be caused in 
part by the regime's efforts to prevent them . 

By mid-1985, additional fires and explosions had fulfilled this prediction, and Pan
casila as an obligatory basis for association had become law. The contents of the 
vessel of Indonesian independence were still not about to erupt, but they were 
being stirred up, by the authorities as well as their opponents . 

Apart from the evidence of restiveness in eastern Indonesia, it is in Muslim 
circles that the New Order has been, and will probably continue to be, least able to 
translate economic growth into political loyalty. With the withdrawal of the Nahd
latul Ulama from the semiofficial opposition Development Unity party (PPP) and 
the regime's "success" in erasing from the PPP's banner the image of the holy 
stone of Mecca, or kaabah, one can ask whether the government has , perhaps 
unintentionally, undercut the possibility of peaceful dialogue with political Islam. 

By helping to fragment the Muslim opposition and to drive its largest compo
nent out of the political arena, the authorities have reduced their own chance of 
having an authoritative Muslim partner with which to discuss security questions. If 
the PPP is deprived of Muslim symbols, opened to non-Muslim members, and 
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prevented from legally organizing and representing political Islam, Golkar may be 
able to lift its share of the vote from something less than two-thirds in previous 
national elections to as high as three-fourths in the one scheduled for 1987. But 
how much of that victory will be won because of decisions by disillusioned Mus
lims not to vote at all? And how many Muslim militants will have been driven 
underground, to violence, for lack of an above-ground outlet that might have vent
ed their frustration? 

For all of the many achievements of Indonesian foreign policy, resilience remains 
a necessarily domestic project. The challenge in the future may not be to make 
Indonesian foreign policies work better, but to make the country's domestic and 
foreign policies work better together to achieve national aims. 
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8. Domestic Politics 
and Philippine Foreign Policy 

Carolina G. Hernandez 

The interface between domestic politics and fore ign policy is a very timely topic 
for the Third US-ASEAN Conference. On the part of the United States, it has been 
observed that Reagan's assumption to the presidency in 198 l signaled a return to a 
foreign policy reminiscent of the Cold War period . In the case of the Philippines, 
in the seventies the Marcos reg ime inaugurated a foreign policy popu larly known 
as " development diplomacy " which sought to link foreign policy with the coun
try 's national political and development objectives. In 1984 it was indeed appropri
ate to look at Philippine " development diplomacy" to evaluate how well it has 
served its declared objectives, in the light of the political and economic crises the 
country has faced , the worst, many agree, since the end of World War II. This 
paper will attempt to address the interface between domestic politics and foreign 
policy in the Philippines focusing on " development diplomacy" and try to evaluate 
where this type of foreign policy has led the Philippines. A tentative statement on 
the current state of Philippine-American relations will also be made. 

PHILIPPINE-AMERICAN RELATIONS: 
A BACKGROUND TO PHILIPPINE FOREIGN POLICY 

It is extremely difficult, if not wholly imposs ible, to deal with Philippine foreign 
policy without beginning with the country's relations with the United States. This 
necessity stems from the fact that as a former American co lony, the Philippines 
reacquired its independent status in 1946 wrapped in a web of "special ties" with 
the mother country, a web some of whose strands continue to bind the child thirty
e ight years after the restoration of its independence. The two main strands of this 
web of "special ties," whi le distinguishable, cannot be easily disentangled. Spe
cial economic ties are bound with spec ial politico-military ties, and the interaction 
between parent and child has been bedeviled by this web . 
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Special economic relations were outlined in the Philippine Trade Act of 1946. 1 

Among other provisions, this act gave American citizens parity with Filipinos in 
the exp loi tati on of natural resources and in the operation of public utilities. It also 
extended the period of free trade between the two countries for eight more years, 
or until 1954. By 1954 there would be gradually dimini shing American preferences 
in the Ph ilippine market until 1974, when mutual preferences in each other's mar
ket would end. 

These provisions constituted the so-called Parity Amendment to the Philippine 
Constitution. Such an amendment was necessary because the constitution original
ly had reserved the exploitat ion of natural resources and operation of public util
ities to Filipino nationa ls. The United States thought that American businesses 
would not invest in the Philippines after the restoration of independence in 1946 
unless they had parity rights in certain areas of economic activity, and so it sought 
to remove the obstacles to the creation of a favorab le climate for American invest
ments by making the restorati on of independence conditional upon the adoption of 
the Pari ty Amendment. The enactment of the Phili ppine Rehabilitation Act and the 
payment of war damage and war veterans' claims so vital to the postwar recon
struction of the country were also throw n into the barga in . 

As it turned out , parity did not significantly influence the growth of American 
investments in the initial postwar period, but it was bitterly resented by Filipino 
national ists ever after. Typical of this resentment was that expressed by Vicente G. 
Sinco, Commiss ioner for Foreign Relations under President Sergio Osmefia and 
one-time president of the Un ivers ity of the Philippines. 

That portion of our Const itution which limits to Filipinos the right to develop the 
natural resources and to operate the public utilities of the Philippines is one of the 
bul warks of our sovere ignty. .. . It is written into our Constitution so that it may 
neither be the subj ec t of barter nor be impaired in the give-and-take of politics . 

Our natural resources, our resources of power and energy, our public lands , and 
our public utilities const itute the material basis of our nat ional ex iste nce. In the hands 
of a liens over whom the Philippine Government does not have complete control , they 
may be wasted or misused . 2 

In 1954 the Laurel-Langley Agreement (LLA) amended the Philippine Trade Act 
to provide greater benefi ts to the Philippines. The United States gave up de facto 

1 See J. Ralston Hayden, The Philippines: A Study in National Developmenr (New York: Macmillan , 
1942) for a discussion of the political environment of economic policy, and Shirley Jenkins, Ameri
can Economic Policy Toward the Philippine~ (S tanford: Stanford University Press, 1954) for an 
analys is of colonial commerc ial policy imposed on the Philippines by the United States. 

2 As cited by Salvador P. Lopez, "New Directions in Philippine Foreign Policy, " lecture delivered 
under the auspices of the Department of Political Science, College of Arts and Sciences, University 
of the Philippines (Quezon City: UP Law Center, 1975), p. 4. Iron ically, since 1972 the Philippine 
government of Mr. Marcos presided over the waste and misuse of such natural resources and public 
utilities by its Filipino cronies . 
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control of the Philippine peso and agreed to have a faster reduction of American 
preferences in the Philippine market than of Philippine preferences in the Ameri
can market. The LLA also fixed the end of official trade relations to July 4, 1974. 

Special trade ties meant the continued development of the Philippine economy in 
the manner in which it developed during colonial times , that is to say, reflecting 
the classic model of metropole-colony economies. The Philippines specialized in 
agricultural commodity and natural resource exports which it sold to the United 
States; in turn it bought manufactures from the American market. Free trade fur
ther skewed this relationship between the Philippines and the United States. 3 In 
spite of "special ties, " there was discriminatory treatment against certain Philip
pine exports which was detrimental to the Philippine economy. 

The cases of two major Philippine exports to the United States, coconut oil and 
mahogany hardwood, illustrate such discriminatory treatment. Since the beginning 
of "special ties ," Philippine coconut oil was subjected to quota restrictions, tariff 
duties , and processing taxes which were applied neither to domestically produced 
competing fats and oils nor to imported competing oils, especially palm oil, palm
kernel oil (from Malaysia), and babassu oil (from Brazil). While the discriminatory 
treatment against Philippine coconut oil in favor of American produced vegetable 
fats and oils may be justified in terms of protection during the infancy of Ameri
can industries engaged in producing these products, under the preferential re
ciprocity concept of free trade such protection is unjustifiable inasmuch as Ameri
can products imported into the Philippines were not limited or restricted. The entry 
into the American market of imported oils like palm oil, palm-kernel oil, and 
babassu oil without similar restrictions constituted discriminatory treatment against 
Philippine coconut oil exports to the United States. 

The LLA provided for an American full duty of 1 cent per pound , equivalent to 
US $22.40 per long ton, in excess of the duty-free quota. On this basis, the cumu
lative excess coconut oil exports from 1963 to 1974 cost the Philippines a total of 
US $46.6 million in tariffs paid to the United States, representing "the cost of 
inequitable treatment of coconut oil [vis-a-v is] palm oil, palm-kernel oil, and bab
assu oil imported into the United States"4 from Malaysia and Brazil. 

The case of Philippine mahogany hardwood is much more complicated. Orig
inally enjoying preferential tariff treatment on the basis of the LLA and classified 
under the favored "other hardwood" category, in 1960 Philippine mahogany ply
wood and veneer were reclassified under a separate tariff line with their own rates 
of duty (20 percent ad valorem and 10 percent ad valorem , respectively). Such a 

reclassification of Philippine mahogany plywood and veneers from the "other hard
wood" category was not justified because Philippine mahogany was comparable to a 

3 W. Scott Thompson , Unequal Partners: Philippine and Thai Relations with the United States, 1965-
1975 (Lexington , Mass .: D.C. Heath , 1975), pp. 12-13. 

4 Libran M. Cabactulan, "Philippine Participation in the Tokyo Round of Multilateral Trade Negotia
tions and Accession to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade: An Analysis and Tentative 
Assessment," Master's thesis , the Graduate School, College of Arts and Sciences, University of the 
Philippines, 1983, p. 83. 
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number of hardwood species retai ned in the "other hardwood" category in terms of 

usage, botanical charac teristics and geographical origins. Most of them come from 

developing countries in Asia such as Malaysia and Indonesia. The change in the basis 

for computing the rates of duty fo r the subject Philippine products was not valid 
either and, in fact , violated the Laurel-Langley Agreement. Such ac tion was undoubt

edly discriminatory. 5 

Apart from trade ties, the Philippines was related to the Un ited States as a 
benefic iary of American Economic assistance, largely administered through the 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID). From 1946 to 1973 
this aspect of Philippine-American relations underwent four phases: (!) postwar 
relief phase (1946-1948), during which the total amount of economic assistance 
was $256.7 million, (2) Marshall Plan phase (1949-1952), $564.2 million , (3) 

Mutual Security Act phase (1953-1961), $286.0 million , and (4) Foreign Assis
tance Act phase (1962-1973), $5 14.6 million. 6 

The Bell Trade M ission was sent by the United States to the Philippines in 1950 
in response to the increasing fiscal difficulti es of the latter which were compound
ed by the Huk insurgency. The Bell mission's report was highly critical of Philip
pine economic policies especially in the fields of taxation , where collection was 
poor and thus yielded little tax revenue, and labor, where minimum wage and other 
laws for the protection of labor were lacking. Yet the Philippines accepted the 
report as an opportunity to initiate changes into the economy. Because the Ameri
can commitment to contribute to sustained economic growth was made conditional 
on wide-scale refom1 in the economy, the Bell mission is often cited as the begin
ning of American use of economic ass istance as a means of intervening in Philip

pine domestic affairs . 7 

On the whole, economic assistance had a significant impact on Philippine econ
omy. Its most notable achievements have been the development of Fi lipino local 
initiative, the effective implementation of the Systemic Program for Rural Econom
ic Ass istance and Development (SPREAD), which packaged " miracle rice" tech
nology and led the Phi lippines toward self-sufficiency in rice in 1973 for the first 
time in a very long time, and the model land reform project in Nueva Ecija prov
ince, which subsequently became the basis for a nationwide agrarian reform pro
gram under martial Jaw. The perceived success of these programs is reflected in the 
increase in the USAID program in the Philippines within the context of declining 
worldwide aid in 197 1. s 

Special ties in the politico-military field are outlined in the Mili tary Bases 

5 Ibid . p. 87. 
6 Thompson, Unequal Partners, Table 1-3 , p. 15. For a detailed analysis of Philippine economic 

conditions and development policies from 1945 to 1958, see Frank H. Golay, The Philippines: Pub
lic Policy and Natio11al Economic Development (Ithaca, N. Y.: Corne ll Univers ity Press , 1961 ), 
p. 58f. 

7 David Wurfel, " Problems of Coloni zation, " in Frank H. Golay, ed., The United States a11d the 
Philippi11es (Englewood Cli ffs, N .J.: Prentice-Hall , 1966), p. 56. 

8 See Thompson, U11equal Partners, Table 1-3, p. 15 . 
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Agreement, the Military Assistance Pact, and the Mutual Defense Treaty. In theo
ry, these agreements were supposed to serve the security needs of both countries 
on a mutual and equal basis. 9 Toward this end, the Military Assistance Pact sought 
to sustain the security relationship and to build up Philippine internal security 
capability. During the four phases of military assistance (which corresponded to 
the economic assistance phases) the Philippines received $72.6 mi ll ion, $80.2 mi l
lion, $218.2 million , and $338.5 mil lion, respectively. 10 Military advice had been 
provided by the Joint United States Military Advisory Group (JUSMAG), while 
the Mutual Defense Board was set up with top Philippine military officers, the 
American commanders of Subic Bay Naval Base and Clark Air Force Base, the 
American ambassador, and several others as members to symbolize the American 
attempt to treat the Philippines as an equal partner. The board has no real power, 
however, and is peripheral to American policy. 

In various international fora like the United Nations , the Philippines dutifully 
played the role of a loyal client state during the period of the Cold War. It sent a 
Philippine contingent (Philippine Expeditionary Force to Korea or PEFfOK) to 
Korea during the crisis in 1950; it voted on critical issues in the United Nations on 
the American side. So complete was its identification with the United States that 
for many years the Philippines suffered from a serious identity crisis among 
Asians and representatives of other less-developed countries (LDCs). Its participa
tion in the Bandung Conference in 1955 must , therefore, be seen within the con
text of a search for Filipino identity and an effort to achieve Filipino identification 
with Asia. Nevertheless, the ties that bind proved difficult to sever. 

Like the economic ties , politico-military bonds were increasingly viewed as 
skewed in favor of the United States. To this day, the military bases at Subic Bay 
and Clark represent, depending on one's political persuasion, either a deterrent 
against or a magnet attracting external aggression. Political rhetoric surrounding 
the bases issue abounds in Philippine political and diplomatic history. The fate of 
politicians had sometimes been decided on the basis of their position regarding the 
bases , and relations with the United States in general. 

Military ties have been a major source of difficulty between the two countries, 
with many Filipinos resenting what they perceive as the ambiguity and weaknesses 
of the Mutual Defense Treaty. The relevant provision in the Mutual Defense Treaty 
reads: "Each party recognizes that an armed attack in the Pacific Area on either of 

9 Philippine perspectives on the security aspects of Philippine-American relations may be found in 
Carolina G. Hernandez , "Trends and Problems in· Philippine-American Military Relations , 1972-
1983 ," paper presented at the Second International Philippine Studies Conference, University of 
Hawaii at Manoa, 27-30 June 198 1; idem , " Security Aspects of Philippine-American Relations, " 
FSI Record (Manila: Foreign Service Institute, 1982), vol. 3 , pp. 1-13; idem, " Philippine-American 
Military Relations: A Perspecti ve From the South ," paper delivered at the 35th an niversary celebra
tion and conference of the Philippine Fulbright Scholars Association , University of the Philippines, 
Diliman , Quezon City, 28-30 April 1983 ; and Roland G. Simbulan , The Bases of Our Insecurity 
(Quezon City: BALA! Fellowship, 1983). 

10 Thompson , Unequal Partners, Table 1-3, p. 15 . 
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the Parties would be dangerous to its own peace and safety and declares that 

it would act to meet the common danger in accordance with its constitutional 

processes ." 11 

The Philippines interpreted this provision to mean that any attack against it by a 

third party entitled it to American protection, especially in the light of its claim 

over North Borneo against Malaysia in the years that fo llowed the conclusion of 

the treaty. However, in 1968 the United States explicitly stated that in its view the 

Philippines was not so entitled in the event of a war with Malaysia. This was 

clearly a case of cross-purposes very much like the case of the American alliance 

with Pakistan under CENT0. 12 The Mutual Defense Treaty was construed by the 

Philippines as a guarantee against external aggression of whatever kind and from 

whatever source, but the United States had a particular Communist target in mind. 

Actually what the above-cited provision meant was that protection was a matter 

reserved for further negotiating if and when aggression occurred. As an American 

analyst has pointed out , "It is fair to note that even as ambiguous a commitment as 

this was unprecedented in US diplomatic history." 13 

The perceived one-sidedness of the agreements constituting the foundations of 

Philippine-American military relations was to plague the partners in years to come. 

This led a highly respected Filipino diplomat and former president of the Univer

sity of the Philippines to write in 1975: 

In retrospect, one can only lament that American policy makers like McNutt seemed 

to be more interested in securing parity rights for Americans and in ensuring Ameri

can control of the greatest possible number of military bases in exchange for mini

mum war damage payments and Filipino veterans' claims, than in assisting a war

ravaged ally to rehabilitate its economy and rebuild its educational and cu ltural 

institutions. 14 

It is evident that Philippine-American relations so far had been influenced by 

domestic politics: parity rights , security relations , and acceptance of American 

economic assistance were governed largely by domestic politics . The restoration of 

independence was largely sought by Fi lipino leaders before and after World War 

II. They accepted the parity amendment , the Military Bases Agreement, and mili

tary assistance in order to serve this end. The Mutual Security Pact was also 

shaped in part by the Huk insurgency. Economic assistance from the United States 

was governed initially by the need to reconstruct the war-damaged country and 

subsequently by domestic imperatives of security and national development. 

11 Hearings before the Subcommittee on U.S. Security Agreements and Commitments Abroad of the 
Committee on Foreign Relations, U.S. Senate, 9l st Congress , First Session (September-October 
1969), Part I, p. 348. 

12 In Pakistan's view, India was the potential aggressor, while in American strategical calculation , 
SEATO was created to contain Communist expansion in Southeast Asia. 

13 Thompson, Unequal Partners, p. 8. 
14 Lopez, "New Directions," pp. 4-5. 

115 



RATIONALIZING PHILIPPINE FOREIGN POLICY 

The success of the martial law regime in rationalizing Philippine foreign policy 
(in terms of making foreign policy serve domestic political and economic needs, 
especially economic policies and relations) has been pointed out as one of its most 
important achievements. While this may be true to some extent, such a claim tends 
to gloss over the fact that before September 1972 there had already been attempts 
by the first Marcos government to rationalize its economic policies and relations. 
The chief stumbling block to successful implementation was the politics of the 
two-year election cycle, which made politicians more concerned about their politi
cal future than about the national interest. Politicians contracted political debts to 
get themselves elected and had to pay them after elections were over. Such repay
ment often led to corruption and mischanneling of resources to the " pet projects" 
of political creditors rather than to projects of national benefit. Another stumbling 
block to rationalization was the class composition of the political elite, most 
of whom came from wealthy land-owning and industrial families whose interests 
would be hurt by rational economic policies such as the achievement of greater 
equity, for example. The Philippine congress was also famous for obstructing ad
ministration programs, its relationship with the presidency often being competitive 
rather than complementary. is 

The land reform policy of the government illustrates this predicament. Following 
the Bell Trade Mission of 1950, Robert Hardie, who had worked in the postwar 
land reform program in Japan, wrote a report that was objective and factual , but 
unfortunately arrogant, about agrarian conditions in the Philippines. The hostility 
his report generated among the public became political capital for politicians in 
congress to whom land reform was anathema because they were landowners them
selves. Land reform was thus killed as a policy. 

In 1955 it was revived under President Magsaysay's initiative. Using his political 
clout which , in retrospect (with the exception of Marcos) he had more of than any 
Philippine president since 1946, Magsaysay got congress to pass a land reform 
bill, however reluctantly and only in the closing hours of the special session.16 The 
program outlined in the bill was weak because congress had altered the administra
tion's proposals by making it possible for landlords to subdivide, and hence to 
retain, their estates. 

During President Macapagal's time, 1961-1965, another land reform bill was 
passed , but as it failed to provide for a land tax it was equally weak. President 
Marcos was not really interested in following the program through during his ini-

15 See John H. Power and Gerardo P. Sicat, The Philippines: Industrialization and Trade Policies 
(London: Oxford University Press, 197 1 ), pp. 59-70, for a concise treatment of Philippine execu
tive-legislative relations with respect to policy formu lalion, and Robert B. Stauffer, " The Philippine 
Congress: Causes of Structural Changes," SAGE Papers in the Social Sciences , Comparati ve Legis
lative Studies Series, No. 90-024 (Beverly Hills, Calif.: SAGE Publications, 1975). 

16 See Golay, The Philippines , p. 275f., for a thorough analysis of the land reform program and the 
politics it involved in the 1950s, and Benedict 1. Kerkvliet, "Land Reform in the Philippines since 
the Marcos Coup," Pacific Affairs 47 (Fall 1974):286-304. 
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tial years in Malacafiang Palace. But in time he learned the political uses of the 

program well . 

For rhetorical effect Marcos would proclaim numerous districts ' land-reform areas', 

but nothing was done to implement the program. As he often told his confidentes, 

Marcos was more interested in productivity. Also, the enormous financial support 

with which he had won the election left some important political debts to be paid. 

Nor was Marcos high on social consciousness, as one AID official put it. But circum

stances called for another real try at land reform . Promptly after Marcos was re

elected in 1969, a massive reaction set in against him, for the venal ity and arrogance 

of his campaign, and the lack of reform initiated in his first administration. Social 

reform then became politically more useful. 17 

AID developed a small land reform program intended to have a demonstration 

effect. It found , amid the growing popular disillusionment, "a small number but 

highly influential group of technocrats with no particular loyalty to the system as it 

operates at present or to the present occupant of the presidential office." is One 

of them was then Undersecretary of Agriculture Arturo Tanco, Jr. AID director 

Thomas Niblock and Tanco began to work together; they chose Nueva Ecija prov

ince, locally called " the rice granary of the Philippines. " Marcos was so opposed 

to the project that one embassy official said they had to "stuff it down his throat" 

to get it going . The program was successful. Not surprisingly, after martial law 

was imposed on the Philippines, Marcos perceived the political efficacy and eco

nomic necessity of an extensive land reform program. He used the Nueva Ecija 

pilot project as his model, I9 but it was never replicated with equal success. 

As with land reform, the Philippines tried to rationalize its trade policies and 

relations before the martial law regime of 1972. This was in preparation for the end 

of "special ties" with the United States in 1974 when the LLA would terminate. 

Since the 1850s the United States had been the Philippines' princ ipal trading 

partner, even surpassing Spain when that country was in control of the islands. 

Throughout the postwar years up to the early 1960s, the United States remained the 

most important trading partner of the Phil ippines. This situation began to change 

after 1960, as Japan increased its trade, later to become a leading trading partner 

of the Philippines . Filipino hostility against the Japanese originating from the Jap

anese occupation of the islands during World War II continued to dissipate as 

Japanese reparations poured into the country and introduced Filipinos to Japanese 

products, and as Japan developed into an industrial giant. Also, the end of the 

LLA was drawing near-the Phi lippines had to diversify its trading relations. To

ward this end, the Philippines began to normalize relations with Japan. Conse

quently, whi le in 1960 Japan supplied 26.4 percent of Philippine imports, by 1967 

17 Thompson , Unequal Partners , p. 60. 
18 Lewis Gleeck and Harold Koone, "Land Reform in the Philippines," USAJD Spring Review, June 

1970 , p. 77. Many of these technocrats occupied important positions in the Marcos cabinet. Most of 

them were educated at the Harvard Business School, and nearly all were American-educated. 
19 Thompson, Unequal Partners, p. 6 1. 
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its share of the market increased to 28. 9 percent , while that of the United States 
declined from 42 percent to 34.1 percent. In 1970, for the first time in Philippine 
trading hi story, its total foreign trade with Japan exceeded that with the United 
States, the total amount being $765 .6 million and $755. I million , respectively. 20 

This record was repeated in 1973 and 1975 when Japan again took the lead from 
the United States. 

The Philippines also sought to attract new foreign investment. The two major 
sources in the past had been American and Chinese, the latter chiefly from over
seas Chinese nationals permanently, sometimes illegally, residing in the Philip
pines . Nevertheless, the investment field was dominated by American business, for 
two principal reasons. The first had to do with the advantages enjoyed by Ameri
can citizens as a result of parity rights and the LLA. The second had to do with 
the failure of past Philippine presidents to have congress approve a peace treaty 
with Japan, the country that had sufficiently recovered from the war and from 
which investments should logically originate because of the complementary nature 
of Philippine and Japanese economies and their geographical proximity. Under
standably, the Japanese felt insecure about investing in a country with which their 
government was still technically at war. 

To attract additional foreign investments with which the economy could be de
veloped , the Philippine congress passed in 1967 the Investment Incentives Act 
(IIA), the first of a series of such acts. The 1967 IIA provided that it was the 
declared policy of the state 

to encourage Filipino and foreign investments . in projects to develop agricultural , 
mining , and manufacturing industries . increase exports , bring about greater eco
nomic stabi lity, provide more opportunities for employment . . to welcome and en
courage foreign capital to establish pioneer industries that are capital intensive and 
would utili ze a substantial amount of domestic raw materials , in joint venture with 
substantial Filipino capital whenever available. 2 1 

In addition to constitutional guarantees of certain basic rights to every individu
al, the IIA explicitly granted the following rights to be enjoyed by all investors: 

1. repatriation of investments 
2 . remittance of sav ings 
3. remittance of payments in contractual obligations 
4 . freedom from expropriation 
5 . freedom from requisition, except in the event of war or national emergency, 

with guarantee for just compensation. 22 

There were also some general incentives to investors such as protection of patents 
and other proprietary rights as well as capital gains exemptions. 

20 Business International , The Philippines: Operating for Profit in the New Society (Hong Kong: Busi
ness International Asia/Pacific Ltd. , 1974), pp. 159- 16 l. 

2 1 As cited by Gerardo P. Sica!, Economic Policy and Philippine Development (Quezon City: UP 
Press , 1972), pp. 98-99. 

22 Ibid. , pp. 99-100. 
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One of the main criticisms leveled against this act had to do with incentives to 
foreign investors; the nationalistic concerns of congress, reflecting the economic 
interests of Fil ipino private enterprise, confined investments to "pioneer" indus
tries as opposed to " preferred" industries, which were reserved to Filipino inves
tors. The stimulation of " pioneer" industries by foreign firms that came into the 
country under the IIA developed import substitutes and served only the domestic 
market. In spite of the incentives for export industries the latter did not develop to 
any significant degree. 23 In the view of Gerardo Sicat, a former director-general of 
the National Economic Development Authority (NEDA), 

American business worries over the future of Philippine-American relations after 
1974 are largely bred by the special preference given to American enterprises operat
ing in the Philippines. Having been encouraged by the pattern of incentives which is 
largely Philippine market-oriented , American interests became concerned about their 
future status , about the retail trade law, and other matters relating to their operation 
in the Philippines. If the investments which had been artracted were largely export
oriented, the problem of special status which worries American business interests in 
the Philippines would have been a very minor one. 24 

The IIA set up the Board of Investments (BOI) as the planning and implement
ing arm of the government. Its broad objectives relating to foreign investments are 
to encourage domestic and foreign investments in agricultural, mining, and man
ufacturing enterprises and to welcome foreign capital to establish "pioneer" indus
tries . The BOI prepares the Investment Priorities Plan (IPP) in January of each 
year for presidential approval. The IPP lists "preferred" and " pioneer" areas of 
investment; they change every year to suit domestic economic requirements. 

The IPP intended to attract foreign investments in import-substitution industries, 
but balance of payments difficulties and wider economic concerns required the 
development of export-oriented industries. Hence in 1969, congress passed Re
public Act (RA) 5490 which created the Bataan Export Processing Zone (BEPZ) 
whose development was planned in six stages: (1) light industries, (2) automotive 
and related industries, (3) heavy industry, (4) shipbuilding, (5) an expansion phase, 
and (6) construction of an airport. 25 Before 1972 the speed of development in 
the zone was very slow, again because of political bickering and obstructionism 
in Congress. 

In 1970 Congress passed RA 6135, called the Export Incentives Act (EIA). It 
gave to firms selling at least 50 percent of their products to foreign countries the 
following incentives: "(l) a tax credit equivalent to all sales, specific, and import 
taxes on the raw materials and supplies used in export production ... , (2) a 
deduction of part of the firms' export revenue from taxable items for five years, and 

23 For example, tax exemption for "pioneer" industries extended up to 1981 , while for export indus
tries , there was a shorter tax exemption period. Sicat makes a comprehensive analysis of the IIA and 
its impact on Philippine industry and trade. See also Robert S. Baldwin, Foreign Trade Regimes and 
Economic Development: The Philippines (New York: Columbia University Press , 1975), pp. 74-75. 

24 Sicat, Economic Policy, p. 237. 
25 Business International, The Philippines: Operating for Profit, p. 168. 
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(3) an exemption from export taxes. " 26 In spite of these incentives foreign business 
circles still considered the Philippines a high risk investment area largely because 
of political instability owing to the rise of radical groups: the organization of the 
Communist Party of the Philippines (CCP) and its New People's Army (NPA), and 
the emergence of the militant Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) in the late 
1960s. In addition, it was thought that the Philippines offered little profitability for 
investments , and its bureaucratic red tape and corruption were well-known . A cor
respondent of a leading Asian economic journal summed up the Philippine invest
ment situation in August 1972 in terms painful to Filipinos. 

The country's foreign investment incentives legislation can be best termed a mis
nomer since there are myriad investment fields into which foreigners are simply not 
permitted. And in the areas in which they are, the level of Filipino participation must 
rise at such a rapid rate that in most instances joint ventures are just not worthwhile. 
Coupled with this of course ... Well, Manila is Manila. If you're seriously think
ing of getting serious about investing in the Philippines, be sure to carry a nice fat 
wad of crisp $100 bills at all times. Gentlemen, you will need it. 27 

In the field of political-security relations with the United States, the Philippines 
before 1972 was able to obtain certain important gains. The number of military 
bases in the country was progressively reduced so that by 1971 there were only five 
out of the original twenty-three that remained under operational use by the United 
States. In 1966 the original 99-year lease of the bases was reduced to 25 years . 
However, the thorny issues regarding sovereignty over the bases and the extent of 
American commitment to defend the Philippines against aggression remained out
standing during the period. The Philippines also joined SEATO in 1954 both out of 
its alliance with the United States and out of its own perception of a Commu
nist threat due to the Huk insurgency which had been at that time only recently 
curbed. 

Marcos's first term of office also saw the beginning of the reversal of Philippine 
policy vis-a-vis the socialist countries. Although the idea of establishing diplo
matic and trade relations with all countries regardless of ideology was earlier ad
vocated by prominent Filipinos such as Claro M. Recto and Salvador P. Lopez, the 
formalization of this idea began only during Marcos's first term as president. The 
travel ban to socialist countries and travel restrictions of nationals of these three 
countries visiting the Philippines were relaxed in 1967. In 1968 Marcos initiated 
the policy of trading with Eastern Europe after indications both from the private 
and public sectors of the desirability of such policy. Congress itself passed a law 
making it a policy of the Philippines to trade with countries with which it had no 
existing diplomatic or consular relations. 

The Philippines' search for an Asian identity and regional cooperation led it to 
join the Association of Southeast Asia (ASA) in 1961, the Malaysia-Philippines-

26 Baldwin , Foreign Trade Regimes, p. 75. 
27 Bill Kraitzer, "A Quick Look Around Asia, " Far Eastern Economic Review, August 19, 1972. 
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Indonesia (MAPHILINDO) grouping in 1966, and the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 1967. The Bangkok Declaration on the temporary 
character of foreign military bases in the region and the Kuala Lumpur Declaration 
on the establishment of a Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality (ZOPFAN) in 
Southeast Asia have guided Philippine position in the renegotiation of the military 
bases agreement with the United States. 2s 

These early attempts to rationalize Philippine foreign policy were also influ
enced by domestic politics among other factors. Economic cooperation with the 
United States to develop a viable land reform program was necessitated by Mar
cos's recognition of the negative public reaction to his reelection after a term of 
office characterized by the lack of meaningful reforms. While Japanese trade and 
investments were deemed desirable, these could not proceed normally because of 
the failure of the government to conclude a peace treaty with Japan. Congress 
eventually did so in 1956, and concluded the first Treaty of Amity, Commerce, and 
Navigation in 1974, thus paving the way for the fostering of mutually beneficial 
relations between the Philippines and Japan. Finally, the widening of relations to 
include those with socialist countries was dictated by practical considerations. 
With the end of the era of "special ties" under the LLA the Philippines had to 
expand its trading partners if its targeted economic goals were to be realized. 

DOMESTIC POLITICS AND " DEVELOPMENT DIPLOMACY" 

By the early 1970s, sufficient justifications existed in the Philippines for a 
change in domestic politics that would allow for alterations in foreign policy. Rela
tions with the United States continued to be based on old foundations that were 
seen as clearly inimical to the growth of political self-reliance and economic initia
tive. Changes in these relations were difficult to achieve, however, given the un
salutary and competitive executive-legislative relations in the Philippines. Rela
tions with ASEAN states remained unsatisfactory partly because of Philippine 
identification with the United States. Those with the Communist countries could 
not be normalized easily because of congressional opposition. Outside government 
a climate of political instability and a general breakdown of law and order pre
vailed, compounding the negative images and realities associated with doing busi
ness in the Philippines and with its government . Martial law sought to change all 
of these (and much more to be sure. But that is another story). 

The declaration of martial law on 21 September 1972 is a landmark in Philippine 
political history. It signalled the end of the Second Philippine Republic (the first 
was the short-lived republic inaugurated in 1898 by General Emilio Aguinaldo and 
promptly terminated by the American occupation of the Philippines in 1902). Mar
tial law also marked a change in the decision-making process in the country by 
centralizing power in the hands of the executive. It put an end to pluralist but 

28 Ingles, Philippine Foreign Policy. pp. 27-29. 
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obstructionist po litics by dismantling the congress. This gave Marcos a flexibility 
in policy making unparalleled in the history of the country. Martial law did not end 
corruption in government, but it made it more costly for government officials to 
engage in corrupt practices, at least earlier during the period as discovery would 
mean speedy dismissal from government. 

Under martial law government reorganization was undertaken to provide effi
ciency in government operation. An effort was also made to change the bad image 
abroad from which the Philippines had suffered and which in part accounted for 
the relatively low levels of foreign investments coming into the country. A good 
indicator of some success in this area was American official behavior vis-a-vis the 
Philippines. In Washington, from an environment characterized by contempt for 
the Philippines, "where every day was dump-the-Philippines-day, " 29 there emer
ged a situation in which State Department officials became concerned with helping 
the martial law regime succeed in building political stability. There were two rea
sons for this change. First, it was thought to be good for American image to keep 
its former colony afloat at a time of national ferment over American policy in 
Southeast Asia. Second , officials in the State Department looked at the martial law 
technocrats as the most professional group that any Philippine executive had ever 
put together. Thus, American assistance to the Philippines accelerated at a time 
when such aid was declining worldwide. 

Martial law facilitated the implementation of Marcos's seven postulates of for
eign policy which he announced during his first term of office: national interest , 
resistance to Communist aggression, reverence for the rule of law, support for the 
United Nations , friendship with peaceloving states , increased regional cooperation, 
and economic development. 30 The policies that were required to meet these goals 
were easily adopted under martial law because of the centralization of power and 
decision making . 

Economic development was central in Philippine foreign policy of the Marcos 
era. Economic development was seen as the key to national self-preservation, since 
it is crucial in resisting Communist aggression and since regional cooperation is 
linked to economic development. Economic development required both internal 
and external efforts; hence, foreign policy was shaped to serve economic develop
ment goals. The achievement of the government's national development plans , the 
successful attraction of foreign capital, the expansion of trade, and the inflow of 
foreign loans required the cooperation of foreign governments and their investors . 
"Development diplomacy" was developed to serve these ends. The secretary of 
foreign affairs, Carlos P. Romulo, echoed the president's call for a development
oriented foreign policy to fulfill domestic demands. For this purpose the Depart
ment of Foreign Affairs was to undertake the following tasks: the promotion and 
diversification of exports to both traditional and nontraditional markets, the de-

29 Thompson, Unequal Partners. 
30 Ferdinand E. Marcos, " Our Foreign Policy," speech delivered on President 's Night , Manila Over

seas Press Club , February 24, I 968. 
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velopment of new markets to generate additional export earnings , and the increase 
in the existing capital structure through substantial infusion of foreign loans and 
investments to continue the pursuit of Philippine econom ic development. 31 

Some of the highlights of this policy include the Philippine decision to partici
pate in the Tokyo Round of Multilateral Trade Negotiations in 1973 preparatory to 
its accession to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). Previous to 
this time the Philippines was not interested in joining GATT because of the prefer
ential treatment extended to Philippine goods in the American market under the 
LLA. But as the end of the LLA approached, the Philippines decided to accede to 
GATT to enable its exports to compete in world markets on far more favorable 
terms than if it were to renegotiate a bilateral trade treaty with the United States. 
In fact , one study shows in great detail that the concessions obtained by the Phil
ippines from advanced trading partners during the Tokyo Round far outweighed 
those it yielded to them. 32 

The Philippines also adopted the recommendations made by the Philippine Con
sultative Group, a body formed by the International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (IBRD) in April 1971. The adoption of these recommendations as
sured a steady flow of aid to finance its long-term economic development plans 
(the first plan foresaw a six-year period of integrated national development with 
agrarian reform, industrialization, electrification, government reform, and popula
tion control as its components). 

As already noted , in 1974 the Treaty of Amity, Commerce, and Navigation was 
signed with Japan, paving the way for the entry of large sums of Japanese invest
ments into the Philippines . In that year it was estimated that 24 percent of new 
direct foreign investments (DFls) in the Philippines came from Japan. 33 A new 
treaty was signed by the Philippines and Japan in 1979 during Prime Minister 
Ohira's state visit to Manila. This treaty recognized the Philippine right to extend 
trade preferences to its ASEAN partners and provided for a system of prior noti
fication in the event of restrictions and prohibitions on trade in products of special 
interest to the other party. Japan undertook to improve the access of Philippine 
traditional and nontraditional exports to the Japanese market in order to remedy the 
chronic trade imbalance unfavorable to the Philippines. 

In the 1970s Japan became the Philippines' second largest trading partner, the 
second highest foreign investor, and the second biggest source of foreign loans. It 
also accounted for the biggest share of the Philippine tourist trade. In the spring of 

31 Carlos P. Romulo, " Filipino Foreign Policy," The Ambassador, vol. 3, no. 3 (February 1973), pp. 
28-30. A detailed analysis of " development diplomacy" may be found in Carmencita T. Aguilar, 
" Philippine Development Plans, Foreign Economic Policy and Development Diplomacy: 1965-
1975 ," Master's thesis, The Graduate School, College of Arts and Sciences, University of the Phil
ippines, 1980. 

32 Cabactulan , " Philippine Participation in the Tokyo Round ," pp. 173-239. 
33 K. S . Sandhu and Eileen P. T. Tang, Japan as an Economic Power and its Implications for South

east Asia (Singapore: Singapore University Press , Institute of Southeast Asian Studies , 1974), xii. 
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1984 Japan was one of the first countries to respond to the Philippine economic 
crisis by making available a substantial amount of commodity loan in spite of the 
political sens itivity involved in any such cooperative efforts with the beleaguered 
Marcos government. 

With regard to the United States, the Philippines extended concessions to Amer
ican citizens and firms doing business in the country. Three principal problems in 
this regard were addressed: (l) the uncertainty of the Philippine political climate 
tending to discourage the expansion of business activity, (2) the land issue con
cerning the future of real estate ownership by American nationals after the end of 
the LLA and parity in 1974, and (3) the ambiguity of the definition of " retail 
trade" under the Retail Trade Act. 34 

In the case of the land issue, on 19 August 1972 the Ph ilippine Supreme Court 
ruled in a landmark case that William Quasha, a successful American lawyer per
manently residing in the Philippines, could not continue to hold valid title to his 
land, which was situated in Metropolitan Manila's millionaire's row, beyond 4 July 
1974. Marcos promptly assured all Americans in the same predicament as Quasha 
that the Philippines would compensate them for any loss of property incurred un
der the same circumstances. In June 1974, bare ly a month before the end of the 
LLA and parity, he declared that the quest ion of American land ownership would 
be suspended until 25 May 1975 and that American firms holding land in the 
country would be given until that time to submit land divestment plans to the 
government. 35 They had one of three options: (1) to sell their land to Filipino 
nationals or to the Philippine government , (2) to donate it to Philippine institu
tions, or (3) to rent it from those to whom they had either sold or donated it. First 
National City Bank of New York donated a piece of land to the University of the 
Philippines as part of its land divestment scheme, 36 but by 1977 many American 
firms still had not come up with a land divestment plan. American citi zens per
manently residing in the Philippines were assured their retention of a maximum 
of 5 ,000 square meters of real estate for "a reasonable period of time. " 37 The gov
ernment has since been involved in escheat proceedings against American land
holders who fai led to avail themselves of the three opt ions under the land divest
ment scheme. 

Marcos also sought to clear the way for the re-investment of American profits 
through a June 1975 decree defining " retail trade" to exclude the fo llowing types 
of business activity: 

l. sales by manufacturers and processors to industrial and commercial consumers 
who use the products bought to render services to the general public and/or to pro
duce goods that are, in turn , sold to them 

34 The Retail Trade Act sought to protect Fi lipinos engaged in the retail trade against Chinese mer
chants who competed with small Filipino " sari-sari " store owners, hurting the latter by their strat
egy of brisk sales at small profit. But as it developed American firms became involved because of 
the ambiguity of what constituted " retail trade." 

35 Business Asia, 13 June 1975. 
36 University of the Philippines Newsle11er, 10 January 1977, p. 1. 
37 Business Asia, 13 June 1975. 
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2. sales by hotel owners or hotel keepers operating restaurants, irrespective of capi
tal involved provided the restaurants form part of the hotel business 
3. sales by manufacturers or processors to the general public of products manufac
tured by them provided the company capital does not exceed PS,000 
4. farmers' sale of their products3s 

The uncertainty of the Ph ilippine political climate was perceived abroad as hav
ing been remedied by martial law. Such a perception is most graphically illustrated 
by American support for the regime given the latter 's authoritarian character and 
the farmer's ideological commitment to democracy. It has been alleged, amid 
Washington's official denial , that the United States gave its blessings to Marcos's 
deci sion to put the country under martial law. 39 While the future may tell whether 
this allegation is in fact true or not , the available circumstantial evidence pointed 
out by some observers seems persuasive. For example, there has been an overall 
increase in the amount of assistance extended by the United States to the Philip
pines s ince 1972 , with American support making a quantum leap since that year. 
USAID assistance alone totaled $154.9 million in 1973, compared to $62.7 mil
lion in 1972. 40 Security assistance increased from $137 million for 1966-1970 to 
$204 million for 1971-1975, and in 1976 alone it was $63 million. 4 1 The Philip
pines continued to remain a major recipient of MAP and International Military 
Education and Training (!MET) assistance even if under the 1974 Foreign Assis
tance Act its military forces, empowered by martial law and authoritarian rule to 
arrest, detain, investigate, and try civilians suspected of criminal or political of
fenses, were not entitled to receive American arms and training . 42 American busi
ness circles also approved martial law. This approval is typically expressed in the 
following remark made by an American businessman in Man ila in 1974: "This 
country was at the bottom of our Asian investment list three years ago. Now it's 
a leader. " 43 

Multilateral support for martial law in the Philippines may be evidenced by the 
phenomenal increase in the inflow of resources from multilateral institutions. From 
a modest level of about $20 million at the end of the 1960s and less than $70 
million in 1971 , these multilateral flows, obviously giving a vote of confidence to 
the martial law regime, rose to more than $105 million in 1973 and to nearly $520 

38 Ibid. 
39 See, for example, Raul S. Manglapus, Philippines: The Silenced Democracy (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Or

bis Books, 1976), and Primitivo Mijares, The Conjugal Dictatorship of Ferdinand and Imelda Mar
cos I (San Francisco: Union Square Publishers, 1976). Allusions to thi s effect are also made by 
Thompson, Unequal Partners. 

40 As cited by Tony Patrick, " Banking on the Marcos Method, " Far Eastern Economic Review, 27 
September 1974. 

41 Philip J. Farley, Stephen S. Kaplan , and William H. Lewis, Arms Across the Sea (Washington , 
D.C.: The Brookings Insti tution , 1978), Table 1-5, pp. 16- 17. 

42 For a detailed and comprehensive discussion of this issue, see Michael T. Klare and Cynthia Amson , 
Supplying Repression: U.S. Support for Authoritarian Regimes Abroad (Washington, D.C.: Institute 
for Policy Studies, 1981). 

43 Cited by Patrick, "Banking on the Marcos Method ." 
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million in 1975 ,44 a 2 ,500 percent increase in the level of multil ateral flows for 
the development of the country within six years . Data from the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) from 1969 to 1975 show that 
the Philippines received an increas ing amount of official development aid (ODA) 
from 1972 (up from $ 128 .33 million in 197 1 to $215.31 million in 1972) to 1975 
($455 .46 million). 45 

Among the foreign business circles, the react ion to martial law was reported by 
Business International thus: 

In the fo reign business community, the question most asked is not , when will the 
Philippines return to democracy, but what would happen to the New Society if Pres i
dent Marcos were no longer at its helm? The clear implication is that fore ign busi
nessmen prefer the present order and that their ch ief worry is the poss ible demise of 
the President. 4 6 

Policy dec isions regarding fore ign in vestments, now centrali zed in the hands of 
Marcos, were made systematicall y and speed ily. By decree the pres ident banned 
labor strikes, lockouts, and demonstrations . In his hands the government launched 
a campaign to attract forei gn investments by liberali zing the IIA and the EIA, by 
strengthening the BEPZ, and by propagandizing through the monthly economic 
report, The Philippine Prospect, business opportunities among fore ign investors 
and in ternational businessmen. It a lso sought to attract regional offices of interna
tional companies operating in As ia and the Pacific to make Manila their headquar
ters. The Philippines' controlled press carried on the campaign rigorously, pointing 
to the advantages of the c ity and the outlying metropolitan areas over Hong Kong, 
such as cheaper rents, a highly educated and Engli sh-speaking labor force, lower 
wages , good transportation and communication fac ilities, a well-developed banking 
system, " the best peace-and-order condition in the who le reg ion," liberal entry
ex it rules for fore igners, liberal capital repatriation and profit-dividend remittance 
rul es, and minimum bureaucratic red tape. 47 The result was that by the end of 
September 1974, 31 compan ies had registered with the Philippine Securities and 
Exchange Commiss ion to qualify for these incentives. Twenty-four of these were 
American firms ; there were no Japanese app licants. In June 1976 there were 28 
appli cants , chiefly Japanese, including large conglomerates such as M itsubishi 
Electric. 4 s 

The BEPZ made steady progress toward full completi on under martial law. A 
November 1972 decree allotted P450 million (the rate of exchange be ing P6 .7:$1) 
for development and placed the BEPZ under a corporat ion with an annual budget 
of P250 ,000 , a capitali zation of P200 million, and with authority to borrow up to 

44 Thompson, Unequal Partners, Table 1-3 , p. 15 . 
45 OECD , " Development Cooperat ion," Annual Reports from 1973 to 1976. 
46 Business International, The Philippines: Operaring for Profit, p. 2. 
47 Leo Gonzaga, " Manila's Chal lenge, " Far Eastern Economic Review, 18 June 1973. 
48 See Business International, The Philippines: Operating for Profit, pp. 84-85, and Leo Gonzaga, 

" Manila: Ceiling in Liaison," Far Eastern Economic Review, 25 June 1976. 
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P300 million locally and $100 million from abroad. 49 By August 1976, 32 busi

nesses operated in the zone with an investment of Pl ,500 million , the largest of 

which was a Ford car body stamping plant worth $39 million and employing 300 

workers . The zone exported $2.5 million worth of goods every month , 20 percent 

of which came from Ford. The zone employed J0,,000 Filipino workers in the 32 

factories, and another 8,500 laborers in the construction of the zone itself.SO 

The Philippines also sought to augment fore ign currency avail able for alleged 

national development efforts by raising the ceiling on foreign borrowing by presi

dential fiat. During Marcos's tenure the Philippines became a major debtor of in

ternational financial institutions; by 1984 its total foreign debt exceeded $26 bil

lion. Since 1982 the government has had to seek periodic and regular restructuring 

of its foreign debts with the World Bank and a consortium of more than three 

hundred foreign banks. 
The Philippines also broke into new markets as diplomatic and trade relations 

opened with sociali st countries and as it moved closer to Arab countries. Trade 

with socialist countries grew from almost nothing before martial law to $35.4 mil 

lion in exports and $21. 3 million in imports by August 1973. The absence of dip

lomatic relations with China until 1975 did not prevent the growth of trade with 

that country. From 1972 to August 1973 the Ph ilippines sold $28.7 million worth 

of goods to China and bought $ 19 .9 million. 51 After the opening of diplomatic 

relations in June 1975 , exports were valued at $23 million and imports at $50. 8 

million for fiscal year 1975 alone. 52 Oil constituted most of its imports from China. 

There were two principal reasons for a reversal of the Philippines' Middle East 

policy after 1972. Formerly pro-Israel , since the early 1970s a clear shift in Philip

pine fore ign policy had taken place. The first reason for thi s shi ft was the oil cris is 

of 1973 , when the Arab oil-producing states systemati cally used oil as a political 

weapon to bring a solution to the Middle East crisis. The second reason was the 

eruption of the Muslim secessioni st movement in Mindanao about which the Mus

lim Arabs expressed tremendous concern. C loser relations with Arab countries 

were indicated by the growth in the importance of trade with Saudi Arabia and 

Kuwait, and by the large loans that the Philippines obtained from the Arab Middle 

East. Until 1972 trade with Saudi Arabia and Kuwait was unilateral in favor of the 

Arab countries. In 1973 they began buying Philippine exports, and by 1975 Saudi 

Arabia's purchases amounted to $3 .3 million , Kuwait's, $1. 3 million. Philip

pine imports from Saudi Arabia, chiefly oil, grew from $16.4 million in 1969 to 

$389.8 million in 1975; during the same period imports from Kuwait grew from 

$25 .4 million to $ 152 million. By 1975 Saudi Arabia had bested in sales the tradi

tional European trading partners of the Philippines such as West Germany and 

49 Business International, The Philippines: Operating for Profit, p. 168. 
50 Bernard Wideman , " Bataan Zone Taking Shape," Far Eastern Economic Review, 20 August l 976. 
5 1 Business International , The Philippines: Operating for Profit, p. 167. 
52 Direction of Trade, Annual: 1969-1975 (International Monetary Fund, 1976), p. 194. 
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Great Britain.53 By early 1977 Middle East loans to the Philippines had risen to 
$72.28 million , more than half of which came from Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. 54 

The importance of the Middle East countries as a Philippine labor market cannot 
be overemphasized. In Saudi Arabia alone there were an estimated 178 ,193 Fil
ipino laborers, both skilled and nonskilled , between 1975 and 1980. 55 Philippine 
construction companies have also been involved in earning precious foreign ex
change in support of Philippine national development efforts. Laborers working in 
the Middle East and elsewhere remit, on a compulsory basis , 70 percent of their 
salaries to their families in the Philippines, who are paid their equivalents in Phil
ippine pesos. The government uses foreign exchange for paying for its imports and 
servicing its foreign loans contracted for alleged national development purposes. 

" Development diplomacy" also led the Philippines to allow a degree of inter
ference in Philippine internal affairs by the Islamic Conference. It allowed the 
Islamic Conference to mediate the Muslim secessioni st problem in the southern 
Philippines , which led to the conclusion of the Tripoli Agreement between the 
Philippines and the then head of the MNLF, Nur Misuari, allowing the establish
ment of autonomous regions in areas in Mindanao where a majority of Muslim 
Filipinos reside. Malaysian, Indonesian , and Bruneian support within the Islamic 
Conference accounted for the temperate character of the conference's attitude to
ward the Muslim problem in the Philippines and toward the Marcos government 
itself. 

Political-security relations with the United States remained good throughout 
martial law and until 1983. The military bases agreement was reviewed twice, in 
1979 and in 1983 , providing the Philippines with military and economic assistance 
for a five-year period each time renegotiation took place. Through the efforts of 
American congressmen, the amount of economic assistance in the compensation 
package was increased following the assassination of the former senator Benigno 
S. Aquino , Jr. On the other hand , the American government also took some 
steps-cancellation of the projected visit of Reagan in November 1983, official 
statements calling for an impartial investigation of the Aquino assassination, a 
more adequate succession mechanism through the restoration of the vice-presi
dency and clean and honest parliamentary elections in 1984 , among others-that 
seemed to indicate a desire gradually to distance itself from the beleaguered Mar
cos government. 

The Marcos government , despite its unhappiness with American pressure, could 
not divorce itself from American support, especially military aid . It reportedly 
used Clark Air Force Base and Subic Bay Naval Base for counterinsurgency opera
tions against the NPA and the MNLF. 56 American military support, moreover, was 

53 Ibid . 
54 Leo Gonzaga, "Philippine Debt Mounting ," Far Eastern Economic Review, 1 April 1977. The Phil

ippines was also the biggest debtor of the Asian Development Bank as of 1976. 
55 Ingles, Philippine Foreign Policy, p. 128. 
56 Simbulan, The Bases of Our Insecurity, pp. 176- 189. 
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evidenced through such programs as the United States Public Safety Program, the 
Military Assistance Program, and the Foreign Military Sales Program , as well as 
through American commercial arms sales as has been documented by Washing
ton's Institute for Policy Studies.57 

"DEVELOPMENT DIPLOMACY": A TENTATIVE 
ASSESSMENT AND SOME CONCLUSIONS 

" Development diplomacy" was conceived as the foreign policy most appropriate 
to Philippine national political and economic needs. It led to a widening of Philip
pine foreign relations with as many countries as were perceived necessary to sup
port these needs . In some instances, "development diplomacy" led to the reversal 
of traditional Philippine foreign policy, such as in the case of the Middle East. 
" Development diplomacy" also opened up the Philippines to foreign investments , 
attracting an array of multinationals to enter the country through various invest
ment incentives, such as strike-free zones, low wages, and the like. Consequently, 
many Filipinos, especially in the labor sector, viewed the government as serving 
the interests of foreigners even against Filipino interests . The military has been 
used to suppress strikes in the BEPZ, for example. 

The success of the Marcos government in soliciting foreign loans began to exact 
its toll on the population through the harsh terms imposed by the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) as a condition for a stand-by facility to help the Philippines 
service its foreign loans. These foreign loans had been publicized as necessary 
tools in achieving national development goals. However, a recent study shows that 
these loans went to (1) infrastructure development projects not affecting the Fil
ipino masses , (2) big bureaucracies like public corporations many of which were 
exempted from government audit, (3) waste and inefficiency, (4) inflation and fis
cal instability, (5) debt servicing, and (6) lobbyists (otherwise known as cronies) 
who were responsible for a large amount of capital flight. About 53.5 percent of 
the total foreign debts went to debt repayment during 1972-1983. Poor financial 
management by the government exacerbated the problem. 58 It may be added that 
authoritarian decision making facilitated these maladies . 

"Development diplomacy" attempted to inaugurate an era of independence in 
Philippine foreign policy guided by the country's own perception of its national 
interests. According to one expert: 

One outstanding fact about the new foreign policy structure is the remarkable inter
linkage that has been forged between Philippine domestic or " internal " policy, and 
foreign or "external " policy. These two components of what may be termed as the 
Philippine " national" policy form a harmonious and integrated whole. Philippine 

57 Klare and Arnson , Supplying Repression. 
58 Leonor M. Briones, "The Debt Crisis: Who Borrows? Who Pays?" lecture delivered at a symposium 

on International Debt Crisis: Focus on the Philippines, Malcolm Theatre, UP College of Law, Dili
man, Quezon City, 6 July 1984. 
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foreign policy ... has its well-springs in Filipino life, history and traditions . It is 
founded on vita l national interests, needs and purposes , as Filipinos envision them in 
their own natural lights . 59 

In this specialist 's view, the Philippines gained stature in the eyes of other coun
tries because of the new foreign policy. This policy helped in restoring peace in the 
southern Philippines, in getting the Philippines exempted from the international oil 
embargo begun by the Arabs in 1973, in developing dynamic regionalism through 
ASEAN , in stimulating economic growth during the 1970s, in widening trade, 
cultural, and investments and foreign borrowing relations, and in restructuring re
lations with the United States. 60 While some of these gains may have been consid
ered salutary in the 1970s, by 1983 many of the ill effects of those policies began 
to be felt by Filipinos across numerous sectors of the population and contributed to 
the growing unpopularity of the Marcos government. 

Philippine-American relations continued to have the difficulties usually associ
ated with the political-security dimensions of such relations; such difficulties were 
exacerbated by domestic politics. Perceived continuing American support for the 
Marcos government generated anti-Americanism among militant Filipinos and even 
among some moderates in the country. The reported use of Clark Air Force Base as 
a staging point for counterinsurgency operations in Luzon added to such anti
American attitudes. The deeply-divided opposition also split over the issue of the 
bases. Since the outcome of domestic political competition, especially beyond the 
Marcos era, would be certain to affect the bases in particular and over-all relations 
with the United States in general (except possibly in the event of a rightist coup or 
one in which Marcos's " cronies" continued to hold power), militant groups in the 
Philippines remained convinced that American intervention in the Philippine suc
cession game was imminent, official statements to the contrary from the American 
embassy in Manila notwithstanding. 

With the accession of the presidency of Corazon Aquino , many of the equations 
have changed. Nevertheless , domestic politics will demand continuing reliance by 
the Philippine goverment on American goodwill . American assistance cannot be 
replaced by another source. American goodwill is also required for America's part
ner in Asia, namely Japan, to continue its friendly policy toward the Philippines . 
Such a statement can probably be generalized to apply to most of the Philippines' 
diplomatic partners, especially those that extended economic concessions and po
litical support to the Marcos government over the years . More than ever, Philippine 
diplomacy faces an acid test during the next several years . The Philippines will 
have fewer bargaining chips to play with. It is a tall order for even the most tal
ented and fortunate leader. Domestic politics will most certainly shape, perhaps 
even to a greater extent than they have in the past, present and future Philippine 
foreign policy. 

59 Ingles, Philippine Foreign Policy, p. 206 . 
60 Ibid. , pp. 206- 211. 
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9. Philippine Domestic Politics 
and Foreign Policy 

Larry A. Niksch 

THE REGIONAL STAKES 

Writing in the Asian Wall Street Journal of June 26, 1984, Jusuf Wanandi of Indo

nesia's Center for Strategic and International Studies extolled the political develop

ment and stability of the ASEAN countries. Wanandi pointed to areas of growth, 

including the emergence of political parties, stronger governmental institutions, 

economic vitality, and improved internal security; but for each one, he noted the 

exception of the Philippines. 
The Philippine exception has developed into a crisis with deep implications for 

Southeast Asia and the role of the United States. The Philippines is the linchpin of 

American involvement in Southeast Asia. This is well understood militarily be

cause of the U.S. -operated military bases there. The bases are, of course, the only 

physical American military presence in the region today and would be the focal 

point of any future build-up of armed strength. 

The political factor may be less well understood . The Philippines is the United 

States' closest ally in Southeast Asia, and the historical and cultural bonds extend 

beyond the treaty relationship. Preservation of these ties is an integral part of 

the American rationale for involvement in the region. Philippine membership in 

ASEAN reinforces U.S. links to the regional grouping. 

Revolution and/or radicalization in the Philippines would push the United States 

back militarily from Southeast Asia. It would destroy part of the rationale for in

volvement in the region 's security. The impact on American attitudes would be 

deep. The post-Vietnam doubts about the political stability of the noncommunist 

states would be revived on a longer term basis. Confidence in American policy 

would again be shaken . Members of Congress and media analysts would undoubt

edly pose the question : If a country that had forty years of American tutelage and 

strong U.S . backing could not develop viable political institutions, how can U.S . 

support for other Southeast Asian governments have positive results either for 
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the countries concerned or for U .S. interests? Further American withdrawal from 
Southeast Asia probably would be the result with an attendant increase in U.S. 
reliance on the People's Republic of China to check Soviet penetration-in short, 
the Vietnam syndrome renewed. 

A turn toward communism by the Philippines undoubtedly would result in Ma
nila withdrawing from ASEAN. The reaction in the other ASEAN countries no 
doubt would reflect declining confidence in the United States. ASEAN might hold 
together, but its unity could be threatened if governments and ruling elites over 
time began to reexamine existing ties with the major powers . 

A key question would be whether or not a communist Philippines would align 
with the PRC or the Soviet Union. Despite the Maoist orientation of the Commu
nist Party of the Philippines, there appear to be at least three circumstances that 
could push a communist Philippines into the arms of the Soviet Union . First, the 
strongly ideological and anti-U.S. bias of the Communist party is not likely to 
make today 's PRC attractive to a communist regime. Second, such a regime proba
bly would face open resistance when it put into place radical, social restructuring 
measures at home. Consequently, the regime might be forced to turn to Moscow for 
assistance in order to maintain its rule. Third, the Communist party could seek 
arms from the USSR before coming to power if additional weapons would have a 
decisive effect on its struggle with the Philippine government. 

The Soviet Union undoubtedly would seize upon such an opportunity to gain a 
foothold in the Philippines. The Soviets have shown a low-keyed but growing inter
est in the Philippine situation. Moscow has not extended material aid to the com
munist insurgents , but it is in a position to do so if the Communist Party of the 
Philippines should tum to it. The Soviets are playing a waiting game at this stage, 
but they could be expected to seize opportunities that would arise in the future. 
One should not doubt that the Soviets see Subic and Clark bases as potential 
prizes. At a minimum, Moscow would view the loss of these facilities to the 
United States as a net plus for the Soviet position in the Western Pacific. 

These scenarios do not cover other forms of possible political change. A change 
of government under moderate leadership would not likely disrupt the basic ele
ments of Philippine foreign policy. New basing arrangements with the United 
States are likely, especially after the current agreement expires in 1991, but Ma
nila's alignment with the West and membership in ASEAN probably would remain 
intact. The problem for the United States and friends of the Philippines in Asia is 
how to influence a changing internal situation toward outcomes conducive to their 
interests. 

THE ELEMENTS OF DETERIORATION 

The Philippine situation can be termed a crisis for two reasons. First, the prob
lems are multifaceted, involving political polarization and turmoil, economic de
cline, a classical insurgency, and a breakdown of governmental institutions. Sec
ond, current trends in each is adverse to stability. Individual problems feed upon 
one another, and the result is general deterioration. 
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A crisis of this nature has numerous factors of origin. International economic 
conditions since 1979 have hit the Philippines hard in terms of inflation , ris
ing current account deficits, and falling commodity prices . Geographic, cultural, 
and religious factors often work against successful economic development strate
gies, the creation of an integrated economic system, and reduction of population 
growth. Even in terms of climate, the Philippines is cursed with successive ty
phoons of devastating magnitude. Politically, tenacious groups such as the Com
munist party and the Moro National Liberation Front would tax the resources of 
most governments. 

As serious as these factors are, the present crisis goes beyond them. It now is a 
crisis of government performance or, more specifically, of the Marcos system of 
personalized rule. 

President Ferdinand Marcos has built a base of domestic support through max
imizing the traditional political values of personal loyalty, patron-client relation
ships, and a system of rewards and patronage to supporters that extends down to 
the local level. The foundation of Marcos's support is his inner circle of associates. 
His wife, Imelda Romualdez Marcos, has political power in her own right as gover
nor of Metro-Manila and minister of human settlements. Other members of the 
Marcos and Romualdez families occupy high posts in government and business. 
Close personal friends of President Marcos have gained prominent positions in bus
iness, and their enterprises have received massive government support. Some of 
these men are the political leaders of individual provinces . Eduardo Cojuangco , 
who controls the coconut industry, heads a powerful political family in Tarlac prov
ince. Roberto Benedicto, who heads the government corporation that controls the 
sugar industry, is a political leader in the western Yisayas . Defense Minister Juan 
Ponce Enrile, Cojuangco 's partner in the coconut trade, is politically important in 
Cagayan province. 

Outside the inner circle, the key instrument of Marcos's authority is the armed 
forces. President Marcos has ensured the support of the armed forces by appointing 
those closely loyal to him to high positions. Marcos has tightly controlled appoint
ments, promotions, assignments , retirements , and salaries within the officer corps. 
He has shown preference for officers from his home province of Ilocos Norte in 
northern Luzon, particularly in appointments to high positions in the Manila area. 

Provincial governors, mayors, and other local leaders are predominantly mem
bers of Marcos's New Society Party (KBL). The funds and projects assigned by the 
central government are used by local politicians to dispense jobs and favors or for 
personal gain . In return, they give political support to the president and deliver 
votes for him at election time. The local politicians often are allied with local 
businessmen , another element of the KBL structure that offers support for Presi
dent Marcos. The loyalty of these businessmen is rewarded by the central govern
ment through contracts or by keeping hands off their business operations. Despite 
the formal authority structure of the military, local politicians and businessmen 
frequently control the police, the Philippine constabulary, and the Civilian Home 
Defense Forces within their own region, enabling them to use the security forces as 
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instruments of political and personal control. 
The system differs in important respects from other governmental systems in 

noncommunist East Asia, and the differences often result in weaknesses. Three 
differences stand out. First , a trained and relatively nonpolitical bureaucracy is 
lacking in the Philippines at the local level. President Marcos destroyed many of 
the oligarchical fiefdoms that existed prior to 1972, but they were replaced mostly 
with pro-Marcos political organizations more committed to politica l power and 
financial ga in than to economic and social development of the general constituency. 

Second , members of Marcos's inner circle have gained personal control over key 
ministerial and other governmental programs. This phenomenon is true of other 
systems in East Asia, but the degree of control in the Philippines case has been 
extreme with little accountability. Moreover, the power and influence of senior civil 
servants has been minimized. The sugar and coconut monopolies are only the most 
publicized examples of this practice. 

Third, President Marcos has followed a policy of isolating his political oppo
nents rather than co-opting them through the granting of some influence and par
ticipation in government. As a result, the "committed" segment of his support 
base has always been very narrow, confined to the inner circ le and the top echelon 
of the military command . This committed element sufficed to maintain stability so 
long as other potential power centers like the business community and the Catholic 
church remained neutral or gave tacit support to the regime. This, of course, is no 
longer the case. 

THE POLITICAL CRISIS 

The most important meaning of the current political crisis is the eros ion of Pres
ident Marcos's base of support and the even broader base of stability. This slippage 
had been occurring for at least two years before the Aquino assassination. The 
assassination galvanized key sectors of the society (businessmen, professionals, 
and the Catholic Church) to oppose the Marcos government openly. The mass dem
onstrations in Manila and the charged atmosphere of the May parliamentary elec
tion pointed up the rise of opposition among these groups. 

The emergent opposition demanded political changes in several areas including 
the investigation of the assassination, procedures for presidential succession, an 
end to government restrictions on the press, and election procedures . These pres
sures increasingly focused on the parliamentary elections scheduled for May 1984. 

President Marcos made concess ions on all these issues. His actions were cou
pled with the decision of a sizable bloc of the political opposition to participate in 
the election and the organization of a nationwide citizens poll watching effort. The 
result was an election more open and competitive than past ones. Candidates iden
tified with the opposition won some 60 of the 183 contested seats (Marcos appoints 
seventeen additional members). Opposition members of the previous parliament 
(Batasang Pambansa) numbered no more than fifteen. 
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The results of the election had several meanings. The noncommunist opposition 

kept itself alive, restored its creditibility, and gained legitimacy. The opposition's 

success prevented temporarily at least political movement into a polarization be

tween the Marcos regime and the communists . The election allowed a peaceful 

outlet for the heightening popular discontent. Finally, the election hurt the political 

prospects of Imelda Marcos, whose pro-government slate of candidates lost heavily 

in metropolitan Manila. 
On the other hand , President Marcos's New Society Party kept a large majority 

in the Batasang Pambansa. The president's own position was not endangered in the 

short term by the election results, and he retained his extensive legal powers. 

In short, the election results did not settle key issues raised in the aftermath of 

the assassination. Moreover, the charged political atmosphere has continued . The 

election may represent a first step toward a restructuring of governmental insti

tutions and a move away from personalized rule. There are, however, important 

conditions and caveats for any such movement. The most important are (I) the 

outcome of issues in dispute between President Marcos and the parliamentary op

position , (2) the ability of the noncommunist opposition to unify itself in the face 

of pressure from the communist-influenced left, and (3) the manner in which the 

investigation of the Aquino assassination is resolved . 

Marcos, the Moderate Opposition, and Political Restructuring Issues 

Since the May election, the opposition in the Batasang Pambansa has raised a 

score of issues in its criticism of the Marcos government, but two stand out as key 

factors in the Philippines' political future over the next two years: (1) President 

Marcos's powers under Amendment 6 of the constitution to issue decrees having 

the force of law, and (2) procedures governing future elections. The outcome of 

these issues will determine whether or not the political restructuring that began 

after the Aquino assassination will continue. This will be especially important for 

the future ro le of the Batasang Pambansa. These issues ultimately will influence 

the nature of the 1987 presidential election and the degree of legitimacy of what

ever leader emerges from that election . 
These issues constitute a vital test for the shaky unity and credibility of the 

conservative-moderate opposition, which has three elements. The first is the parlia

mentary coalition of opposition parties led by the United Nationalist Democratic 

Organization (UNIDO) and the Filipino Democratic Party-LABAN (PDP-LABAN). 

The coalition chose to participate in the May election despite the call for a boycott 

by other opposition groups . Leaders advocate a restoration of a Western-style 

democracy through peaceful alteration of the present system. UNIDO and PDP

LABAN leaders have stated a willingness to cooperate with President Marcos and 

KBL members of the Batasang Pambansa toward that objective. Their ultimate 

goal is to build a political base strong enough to challenge Marcos or a Marcos 

protege in the 1987 presidential election. 
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Several hundred leading businessmen constitute the second element of the 
conservative-moderate opposition. Their leaders include Jaime Ongpin , president 
of Benguet Corporation; industrialist Jose Concepcion; and banker Victor Bar
rios. Organizational bases for the business opposition are the Makati Business 
Club, the Bishop-Businessmen 's Conference, and the Center for Research and 
Communication. 

Businessmen helped to organize many of the demonstrations against Marcos in 
the Makati business district after Aquino was assass inated. In order to reduce the 
chance of Imelda Marcos's succeeding her husband, they pushed for the constitu
tional changes related to presidential succession and the office of vice president. 
They also pressed for free elections in May and supported UNIDO's decision to 
participate. Business leaders organized and financed the National Citizen 's Move
ment for Free Elections (NAMFREL), the nationwide poll-watching organization 
that received legal status as one of Marcos's concessions. NAMFREL fielded over 
150,000 volunteer poll watchers on May 14. 

The business opposition has only tenuous ties with UNIDO and PDP-LABAN, 
although their political objectives are similar. Businessmen, too , look to 1987 with 
the aim of replacing Marcos. 

The business opposition has closer ties with the third conservative-moderate ele
ment, the leadership of the Catholic Church, including Cardinal Jaime Sin. The 
church hierarchy dropped a policy of "critical collaboration" toward the Philippine 
government after 1980 and became more critical. Cardinal Sin came out openly in 
support of the political and business opposition after the Aquino assassination. He 
was instrumental in the establishment of Veritas, a newspaper for opposition views 
financed by business leaders . With Sin's approval, clergymen played an active role 
in monitoring the May election through NAMFREL. He subsequently praised the 
election process, as well as its outcome in strengthening the opposition. Cardinal 
Sin has supported the opposition in the Batasang Pambansa, although he has ad
vised UNIDO and PDP-LABAN to be moderate in their demands. He has said he 
would be available to mediate between Marcos and the opposition. 

The conservative-moderate opposition has focused on Amendment 6, and 
the parliamentary coalition has called for its repeal. Business leader Concep
cion has raised the issue of electoral procedures by calling for the restoration of 
NAMFREL's legal status, which the Commission on Elections removed after the 
May election. One should anticipate that thjs issue will emerge fully in 1985 as 
local elections approach the following year. 

The issue of Amendment 6 also has produced pressure on Marcos from within 
his government and the KBL, reflecting support for political change from these 
elements and a move to distance themselves from Marcos. Newly appointed For
eign Minister Arturo Tolentino has been part of a group of about thirty KBL mem
bers of parliament that pushed for reforms after the assassination. Tolentino has 
spoken out repeatedly for modification of Amendment 6 , even in his present posi
tion. Prime Minister Cesar Virata has called for a review of the constitution in 
obvious reference to the amendment. Several other cabinet ministers reportedly 
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lean toward support for a change. Government and KBL proponents of modifica
tion presumably would favor a prohibition on the issuing of decrees while the 
Batasang Pambansa was in session or granting the parliament oversight or a veto 
power over individual decrees . 

Marcos's policies and attitudes remain the most important caveat to the pros
pects for political restructuring. Events since the assassination indicate that Marcos 
will agree to such measures only when he is pressured from a number of sources: 
opposition demonstrations, the businessmen critics, reformist elements in the 
KBL, high levels of the U.S . government, foreign lending banks, and international 
financial institutions . The president has shown little willingness to lead in putting 
forth new measures and programs to deal with the political situation. His strategy 
seems to be one of slow, tactical retreat until the crisis blows over. His longer term 
goal appears to be continuation of personalized rule. He has stated recently that he 
will run for reelection in 1987. 

Marcos's moves since the May election suggest a hardening of his attitude. He 
has said that he will not give up his decree powers , although he has pledged to use 
them with restraint in the future. Statements by government officials that Marcos 
does not plan to reimpose martial law serve to remind people of his power to do 
so. The government has moved to prevent or restrain street demonstrations in con
trast to the permissive policy it followed from the Aquino assassination to the 
election. Another sign of a tougher line was the new cabinet appointed by Marcos 
in July. The new cabinet lineup differed only slightly from the old one despite 
speculation that there would be changes. 

The ouster of PDP-LABAN leader Aquilino Pimentel from the Batasang Pam
bansa in October 1984 suggests a continued hard line by Marcos toward the con
servative-moderate opposition. It is doubtful that the Commission on Elections 
would have issued the ruling without Marcos's direction or approval. It is especial
ly noteworthy that Pimentel is viewed as a prospective opponent of Marcos in the 
1987 election. 

Salvador Laurel and Aquilino Pimentel, the heads of UNIDO and PDP-LABAN 
respectively, are prospective presidential candidates to face Marcos in 1987. Other 
opposition leaders also express an interest in opposing Marcos, and sentiment is 
building within the opposition in support of Corazon Aquino, the widow of Benig
no Aquino. Mrs. Aquino has disavowed any interest in running, but she has begun 
to play an active role in opposition efforts to unify and agree on a single presiden
tial candidate. 

Marcos's harder line may stem from two factors . One may be his sense that 
pressures during the preelection period , particularly from the United States, abated 
after May 14. The second may be the surprise of the election results to the presi
dent and his inner circle. Marcos's aides predicted prior to the voting that the 
opposition would win only twenty-five to thirty seats. His inner circle now may be 
advising him that further concessions would endanger his position in the 198_7 
presidential election. 

The outlook for the political restructuring issues over the next twelve months 
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probably involves one of two scenarios. One is that Marcos would grudgingly 
agree to modifications of Amendment 6 and electoral procedures. He undoubtedly 
would make these only under heavy pressure from outside and inside the govern
ment and from the Reagan administration. Still, the gradual restructuring process 
would continue along lines sought by the conservative-moderate opposition and 
KBL reformers. Their position would be strengthened. Restructuring would open 
up presidential succession possibilities for 1987 and would weaken Marcos's posi
tion in that sense. 

Under the second scenario, Marcos would dig in and reject further concessions . 
He might crack down on the opposition in order to control rising protests over his 
rejection and to keep KBL reform elements in line. The conservative-moderate 
opposition would be the major loser in this circumstance, not only in relation to the 
Marcos government but also with regard to the other segment of the opposition, 
sometimes called the nationalist left, and certainly in relation to the communists. 
Marcos might also call a presidential election before 1987 if he feels that his posi
tion would be more vulnerable in 1987. 

The Struggle Within the Opposition 

The conservative-moderate opposition increasingly faces the problem of how to 
deal with a collection of groups and individuals that advocate a more confronta
tional approach toward the Marcos government. This so-called nationalist left is 
comprised of old politicians, human rights and social activist groups , student or
ganizations, and certain labor unions. These groups advocated a boycott of the 
May election, and they have called for the overthrow of Marcos through mass civil 
disobedience. 

Although rebuffed by the large voter turnout in May, nationalist left groups have 
made a comeback by taking the leadership in mass demonstrations that have oc
curred since July. These protest marches have become known as the "parliament of 
the streets." 

The nationalist left has been leaderless. A Coalition for the Restoration of De
mocracy, under aged political leader Lorenzo Tanada, provides an umbrella organi
zation. Agapito (Butz) Aquino, younger brother of the slain senator, is the nominal 
leader with some personal following. Real power, however, lies in the individual 
groups. 

Aquino and Tanada speak of unity with the parliamentary opposition, but the 
current trend in the nationalist left movement is the growing role of the Communist 
party and its front organizations. The "parliament of the streets" has become larg
er with the participation of these radical groups. Its slogans have grown more mili
tant, and it is more prone to violence. 

The noncommunist oppositionists have grown concerned by the rise of the com
munist-led left. Butz Aquino has stated an intention to loosen his ties to these 
elements, but the predominate view is to cooperate with them until Marcos is over
thrown. Some, like Pimentel , believe that the "parliament of the streets" is a nee-
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essary source of pressure against the government in the absence of movement in 
the Batasang Pambansa. Pimentel has voiced the sentiment that the noncommunists 
can keep the extreme left in check. 

Other conservatives and moderates have joined recent demonstrations in order to 
counter the participation of the leftists and to keep the protests peaceful. Demon
strations now show two distinct factions identified by the color of banners (red 
versus yellow), the slogans on signs, and their location in the marches. 

The struggle for the soul of the opposition is intensifying among the conserva
tive-moderate groups, Butz Aquino and his following, and the communist-led left. 
The outcome at this juncture is uncertain. It will be heavily influenced by the main 
actor outside the opposition spectrum: the Marcos government. Marcos's future ac
tions will help to determine which faction gains the image of credibility to lead the 
opposition. 

THE COMMUNIST INSURGENCY AND MOVEMENT 

The rise of the extreme left in the Manila demonstrations is the latest manifes
tation of the growing communist movement. The Philippines now may be enter
ing a stage in which political controversy and economic issues increasingly will be 
viewed against the background of the communist insurgency. 

The Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP) wa~ created in 1968 when ad
herents of Maoist ideology broke away from old-line communist and Huk leaders. 
The CPP vowed an end to national capitalism, bourgeois democracy, multinational 
corporations , and U.S. influence; and it proclaimed a " people's war." The party 
formed the New People's Army (NPA) as its military arm. The NPA planned to 
wage war in Maoist fashion, organizing and arming peasants in the countryside, 
gaining "liberated areas," and eventually isolating the cities. The communists also 
set up a National Democratic Front to organize specific segments of the popula
tion , including urban groups. The Communist party began its insurgency in the 
old Huk area of central Luzon but suffered setbacks in that region. It reacted by 
moving into more remote regions where the government's presence was weaker. 
Communist activity appeared in the Cagayan valley of northeastern Luzon, on 
Samar island in the Visayas, in northern and eastern Mindanao, and in the high 
mountains of northern Luzon. 

CPP strategy has emphasized political penetration and organization building in 
the town and rural areas . Political operations aim to establish political and admin
istrative organizations in towns and barangays (the lowest grass-roots administra
tive unit in the Philippines; a typical one consists of 200 to 1,200 people), win 
recruits and support from the indigenous population, neutralize supporters of the 
government, and eventually eliminate the legal government. The CPP seeks to pen
etrate multiple locales, thus complicating the responses of the government and the 
armed forces. 

The communists employ a number of instruments and techniques in a typical 
barangay. Tight unit organization is a key to establishing a presence and eventual 
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dominance. Members of the initial CPP team that enters a barangay may provide 
medical care and other forms of aid to poor villagers, while effecting a propaganda 
campaign to gain recruits and supporters. 

As the CPP team broadens contacts and brings more people into its activities, a 
layered organization takes shape consisting of a permament party branch; a revolu
tionary council; "mass organizations" of farmers, women, youth, teachers, etc .; 
and a local guerrilla unit. The CPP eventually challenges the legal authorities of 
the barangays and towns through intimidation , including the frequent assassination 
of officials. The legal authority either disintegrates or decides to cooperate with 
the new organization. Either way, power is transferred. In regions where the CPP/ 
NPA has gained a strong grip, the political organizations provide the base for big
ger guerrilla units for attacks on towns and military posts with the goal of securing 
more weapons . 

The communist movement has grown steadily since 1980. Growth has occurred 
in the size of the NPA, the areas of NPA operations, and the size of armed guer
rilla units. Another indication of its growing strength is the more open role of the 
National Democratic Front, a united front of activities . 

There appear to be four factors behind the growth of the insurgency: 
1. The remoteness of government , even local government , from people at the 

grass roots. Town governments often have small , poorly trained administrative 
staffs . Local law enforcement capabilities are weak . Financial resources for basic 
services are limited . The size and broad geographical expanse of towns limit con
tact between government and the citizenry. In some towns, there undoubtedly is 
corruption and links of officials to special interests. 

2. Worsening living standards in practically every region, including falling real 
incomes , unemployment, lack of medicines and medical care, and malnutrition. 

3. A rapid breakdown of the traditional social structures in places like Mind
anao and Negros due to population shifts, the entrance into these regions of multi
national corporations, and the collapse of basic industries such as sugar. 

4. Communist organizations at the local level that are skilled in penetration, 
establishing links with people, and convincing people that the government is re
sponsible for worsening conditions and is unresponsive to their grievances . 

The U.S. government estimates the current armed NPA strength at 10 ,000-
12,000 as compared with 2,000- 3,000 in 1979. The Communist party claims to 
have 20,000 full-time and part-time guerrillas, more than double the number in 
1980, and 30,000 party members , a threefold increase since 1980. The CPP hints 
at a lower armed strength by stating that the NPA has only 10,000 rifles. Rank
and-file guerrillas appear to be peasants; but the leaders are young and well edu
cated, often from urban backgrounds. Increasing numbers of leaders reportedly 
come from the immediate geographical areas of their activities . 

General Fidel Ramos , acting armed forces chief-of-staff, stated on November 13, 
1984, that the NPA had operations "in practically all 73 provinces ." The insur
gents are active throughout the rural areas in the eastern two-thirds of Mindanao, 
dominate wide areas of northeastern Mindanao, and have dominated the coastal 
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city of Davao, the country's third largest city, as well as smaller cities on Mind
anao. A CPP-NPA organization is solidly entrenched on Samar, despite a drop in 
NPA guerrilla activity after 1980. The NPA has established a formidable presence 
in the Bicol peninsula in southeastern Luzon and in Cagayan province in north
eastern Luzon. Military commanders have stated that the NPA has set up cells in 
the villages of Neuva Ecija and Balucan provinces in central Luzon. The NPA 
recently has been detected on the important sugar-producing island of Negros and 
the island of Panay. 

The U.S. government estimates that the CPP has political organizations in 33 
percent of the country's 41,000 barangays. CPP political organizations are believed 
to control 12 percent of the barangays, meaning that the party can freely set up 
"mass organizations" and/or that the legal barangay authorities no longer function 
on a day-to-day basis . There obviously is a margin for error in these kinds of esti
mates, but the trend in the Philippines has been upward. 

The scale of NPA military operations expanded early in 1983 when company
sized guerrilla units of 150-200 attacked army posts, police stations, and govern
ment offices in Mindanao. Attacks by units ranging from 50 to 300 have occurred 
regularly since then. The NPA hit large government projects throughout 1984, es
pecially on Mindanao and on Cagayan province in northeast Luzon, destroying 
large quantities of capital equipment. Consulting firms in Manila promoting agri
business ventures are now advising prospective investors to stay out of Mindanao. 
Testimony by officials of large companies in Mindanao indicate that many firms 
pay a "tax" to the NPA. NPA operations in Davao City have included extensive 
"taxation " and the assassination of over 50 policemen and security officials 
in 1984. 

The emergence of the National Democratic Front after the Aquino assassination 
is another signpost of a stepped up communist-directed campaign. CPP agents 
infiltrated into Manila around the time of the assassination, originally to organize 
demonstrations against President Reagan 's planned visit in October 1983; but they 
switched to play a role in the antigovemment protests. CPP front organizations or 
groups inti uenced by party members proclaimed CPP slogans against "U.S. impe
rialism" and the "U.S.-Marcos dictatorship," and these were visible throughout 
the postassassination demonstrations in Manila. As one of several examples, dur
ing a rally sponsored by the Nationalist Alliance for Justice, Freedom, and Democ
racy in November 1983 , sizable portions of the estimated 35,000 cheered for Jose 
Sison, the founder of the Communist party, who was captured by the government 
in 1977 and is still imprisoned. 

Since the May election, which the CPP reportedly viewed as a setback, well
organ;zed CPP "composite units" have participated in demonstrations . Knowl
edgeable sources state that CPP cadre and sympathizers sometimes try to tum 
demonstrations violent but resort only to radical propagandizing in others. 

The CPP's publication , Ang Bayan, stated in December 1983 that CPP strategy 
had "entered the advanced substage of the strategic defense." Information acquired 
from CPP and NDF documents and sources indicates that the new stage likely will 
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include a continued escalation of the bigger unit military attacks; continued geo
graphical broadening of NPA activities including the targeting of Cebu island in 
1985; operations of armed urban squads in other cities besides those in Min
danao-possibly including Manila beginning in early 1985; more NDF activities 
in Manila and other cities; selective involvement in the 1986 local elections 
through NDF-supported candidates; and the formation of tactical all iances between 
the NDF and individuals and groups in the nationalist left opposition. 

Key objectives will be: (1) to continue to expand local political organization and 
recruit new members; (2) to weaken the government's presence in areas of NPA 
activity and establish permanent administrations in such areas; (3) to spread the 
armed forces thin geographically, thus limiting its ability to respond effectively in 
key areas; (4) to acquire more weapons (the CPP would like 25,000 rifles) in 
attacks against government units in order to build up armed guerrilla strength; (5) 
to create the perception of the government's vulnerability in the eyes of the popu
lace; (6) to discredit the moderate opposition and co-opt and radicalize the other 
noncommunists; (7) to influence polarization between the government and the op
position, including possibly a Marcos crackdown, in order to open the way for the 
CPP to become the opposition; and (8) to further damage international confidence 
in the Philippine economy and thus prevent a recovery. 

Knowledgeable Filipinos in and out of the government express concern over the 
CPP-NPA growth. Some speak of a revolutionary situation within five years in 
which the communists would pose a serious challenge for political power. Present 
political and economic conditions will accelerate opportunities for the CPP if they 
continue indefinitely. If the NPA increased the inflow of weapons, its armed 
strength would rise rapidly and could equal the size of the combat units the gov
ernment is able to deploy against the guerrillas . 

DISARRAY IN THE ARMED FORCES 

The Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) found itself in a state of disarray at 
the beginning of 1985 because of two trends that have emerged in the last five 
years. The first has been the growing role of the AFP leadership as an instrument 
of the system of personalized rule and as an extension of that system. The second 
has been the AFP's decline in the field as an effective instrument of counterin
surgency. The question arises as to whether the first trend has influenced the sec
ond. There is some reason to believe so. 

The AFP has evolved into an instrument and extension of personalized rule in 
three respects. It has played a leading role in the enforcement of Marcos's au
thoritarian system, including the control of opposition. It also physically protects 
the president and other e lements of the government. The AFP command apparently 
has put considerable resources into the Manila area for this task. 

Finally, Marcos has appointed an upper echelon of officers with the primary 
qualification of personal loyalty to him and his family. The top rung of the military 
establishment is predominately Ilocano. Ilocano military personnel are particularly 
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apparent in the Manila security network, the units responsible for protecting the 
president and government agencies. Nearly all officers and enlisted men of the 
Presidential Security Command reportedly are Ilocanos. Many officers and enlisted 
personnel in the Manila constabulary and Integrated National Police units are 11-
ocanos . These units are among the best trained and provisioned in the AFP. 

General Fabian Ver emerged as the key commander at the national level after 
1979. He is also the most controversial. He has been said to be related to the 
president, and he is personally close to Marcos and his wife. Ver rose rapidly 
through the ranks after Marcos became president in 1965, assuming the rank of 
brigadier general in 1971. He was appointed chief of the Presidential Security 
Command and head of the National Intelligence and Security Authority (NISA), 
the government's chief intelligence and surveillance agency. Marcos named Ver 
chief-of-staff of the AFP in 1981. He remained director-general of NISA. 

General Ver built up a cadre of followers in the Manila security network and 
NISA during the 1970s. This position has given him a key role in dealing with 
the political opposition and dissidents in Manila. Ver reportedly takes a hard line 
against making concessions to the opposition. 

Ver's position as chief-of-staff has given him greater influence over officers in 
the field. He has direct authority over regional commanders and reportedly has 
controlled most promotion decisions. 

The status and apparently efficient operation of the Manila security network 
under Ver contrasts with the performance of the AFP in counterinsurgency. The 
AFP bears the brunt of the government 's campaign against the communists, and its 
problems are growing. The strategy of the government and armed forces is a reac
tive one to overt insurgent acts. It is mainly military in nature and serves to "keep 
the lid on the pot." Town mayors form Civilian Home Defense Forces by arrang
ing for the arming of citizens. The Philippine constabulary concentrates available 
units near the trouble spots. Finally, the army and marines deploy into the worst 
areas, sometimes with large numbers of troops. 

Government and military officials talk about a broader counterinsurgency strat
egy to include dialogues with civilians; civic action such as medical care, well 
construction , and schoolhouse building; and economic development. The reality, 
however, is that these kinds of programs occur only sporadically. 

The government and armed forces face several problems that they will have to 
solve in order to defeat the insurgency. The first is the inability of authorities at the 
local level to blunt the initial CPP penetration of barangays . This is due largely to 
weak police forces in terms of manpower, transport and communications, and in
telligence capabilities; the broad geographical expanse of many towns; fear of the 
NPA; and fear of military units entering the towns . 

Fear of the military is the product of a military-civilian relationship in which the 
armed forces have gained a bad reputation. Civilians constantly raise two issues: 
abuses of civilians and corruption. Their comments and other information point to 
a fundamental problem of the constabulary (PC): drunken behavior of PC person
nel, checkpoint shakedowns of civilians, torture and execution of suspected guer-
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rillas and supporters, and corruption. The Philippine marines, at least in the Davao 
area, have proved the exception , as civilians there commonly praise marine con
duct. Nevertheless, the problem is severe and has alienated much of the civilian 
population. CPP propaganda in the towns and rural barangays now emphasize re
sistance to "militarization." 

The training of troops is not uniform. The army and PC lack central train
ing facilities . They conduct little retraining. The Civilian Home Defense Forces 
(CHDF) are inadequately trained if they are trained at all. Their recruitment stan
dards also are suspect. A visit to Philippine towns leaves the impression that the 
unpaid CHDF often does not function. 

The military suffers generally from inadequate resources. Commanders speak of 
having no transportation and not enough radios to equip platoons and squads on 
patrol. Food and clothing are in short supply. Medical care is minimal and is un
available for troops in remote areas. Pay allows only a subsistence existence for 
military families . Commanders acknowledge that they lack the resources to con
duct civic action programs. 

The resources problem is eroding morale and contributes to military misconduct. 
One example: combat battalions lack food to provide field rations to units on pa
trol. The troops, therefore, often steal food from civilians. 

The armed forces are in danger of being spread too thin if the CPP-NPA con
tinues to expand its organization base and the level of violence. The AFP already 
concentrates forces to a dangerous extent on Mindanao. Nevertheless , in rural 
Mindanao and Negros, officials state that the military no longer can keep the lid 
on everywhere. 

Implications of the Agrava Findings 

Serious questions for the AFP have been raised by the ruling of the majority of 
the Agrava Commission implicating General Ver in the Aquino assassination. Gen
eral Ver stands at the apex of the personalized system in the AFP. Many believe 
that his fate will have a decided impact on the political situation and the future 
command structure and priorities of the AFP. Official Washington is encouraged 
by Marcos's appointment of West Point-trained General Fidel Ramos as acting 
AFP chief of staff, replacing General Ver pending his trial related to the assassina
tion. 

Immediate change is not likely, however, despite the pressures. The Ver trial 
may be prolonged, as was the Agrava investigation. Ver in the meantime may 
continue as a behind-the-scenes authority in the AFP and an intimate confidant of 
President Marcos. Moreover, changes in the AFP high command undoubtedly will 
be influenced by general political trends that unfold in 1985. If Marcos follows his 
apparent feelings, he will not institute significant changes in the AFP. This could 
be the case even if he makes political concessions to the opposition, for he still 
might want to keep the present AFP leadership as a bulwark for his position. 

If Ver is acquitted, Marcos could reinstate him or " retire" him into a lucrative 
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ambassador's post or business position. If Ver is not reinstated, Ramos still would 
face a leadership structure dominated by people who have been viewed as loyal to 
Ver. They undoubtedly would look for signals from Marcos and Ramos concering 
their future positions. Over time, some of them could shift their support to Ramos. 
Others could be retired, giving Ramos the opportunity to appoint younger officers 
to top positions. 

Sentiment for change in the AFP reportedly does exist, especially among middle
ranking officers. Such officers have expressed lately more open discontent over the 
government's failure to force the retirement of generals due for retirement and over 
the reports and charges of military involvement in the Aquino assassination. They 
have criticized Ver for mismanaging the AFP. A number of retired military com
manders have spoken out against the government and have called for accountability 
in the death of Aquino. 

The role of these critics, as well as that of the more competent field command
ers, would be crucial in any restructuring of the AFP leadership. Aside from that 
scenario, the role of the middle-echelon officers is uncertain. Some may move into 
higher positions, but these would not be the critics if the present criteria prevail . 

Observers should watch the mid-level ranks and the leadership during future 
crises in the AFP. Three crisis scenarios at least are possible over the next two 
years: (1) the death or incapacitation of President Marcos before 1987; (2) the 
reinstatement of General Ver; and (3) a substantial and highly publicized defeat of 
a regular military unit (company-sized or larger) at the hands of the NPA. All of 
these could produce a more overt political role by the AFP. Beyond this period, the 
key issue could be the relationship of a continued Marcos system with the AFP in 
terms of the government's dependence on the military and the degree of loyalty 
from the AFP to Marcos or a successor from his inner circle. 

ROLE OF THE ECONOMIC CRISIS 

The integration of the political and economic crises in the Philippines has 
become extensive since the Aquino assassination and the Philippines' inability 
to service its foreign debt. Changes in one are influenced to an important degree 
by changes in the other, and this intimacy points up the fragile nature of each 
situation. 

The Aquino assassination did not cause. the debt crisis, whose origins go back to 
events and policies of the Philippine government since 1979. The assassination did 
bring out the brewing discontent over the government's economic policies. The bad 
state of the economy today generates more political opposition to the government 
and greater potential for turmoil. The economic impact in rural areas improves 
prospects for the New People's Army. Political turbulence, in tum , erodes econom
ic confidence and affects the decisions of key actors such as businessmen, foreign 
lending banks, and international financial institutions . 

The features of the economic crisis are well known: an inability to service a $25 
billion foreign debt, an inflation rate of over 50 percent, business slowdowns 
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and failures due to the lack of credit and inability to import, and mounting unem
ployment. 

The outlook for future growth is not good. Gross domestic product in 1984 is 

expected to decline by 4. 8 percent in real terms, according to the latest forecast by 

Wharton Econometrics. The outlook for 1985 , when International Monetary Fund 

and debt rescheduling agreements are likely to be in place, is for zero growth-in 

short, an arrest of the decline but nothing more. 
The longer range outlook is for marginal economic growth at least until 1989. 

Wharton projects that GDP growth could reach 3.5 percent in 1987 and 4 .0 percent 
by 1988. Richard Buczynski , director of Wharton's Pacific Basin Econometrics 

Service, warned in testimony to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on Sep

tember 18 , 1984, that prospects for this modest recovery were tenuous. He stated: 

Another severe export recession, mounting social unrest, and events on the political 

front could push the country into economic crisis in the future. Therefore, the si tua

tion will continue to be parlous even if the rescue package is finalized or apparent 

concessions are made by the Marcos regime. 

The economic crisis has hardened opposition to the Marcos government, and this 

is especially true of businessmen . Business critics attribute much of the economic 
crisis to the " crony capitalism" phenomenon of heavy government outlays for proj 

ects and businesses run by Marcos's close friends. Their past support of Prime 

Minister Cesar Virata has waned. Some businessmen now accuse Virata of errors 

and of a failure to stand up to President Marcos on economic policy issues. 

A potential political problem stems from the estimated layoff of 60,000 workers , 

mainly in the Manila area, in 1984. The level of layoffs has fallen short of the 

predicted 300 ,000, but they are substantial enough to produce predictions of work

ers' disorders. Urban workers have been relatively quiet politically and have not 

played a significant role in anti-Marcos demonstrations. However, their actions 

could be volati le if layoffs continue and high inflation further erodes real wages. 

The political impact in the countryside has been less dramatic but may be just as 

important. U.S. officials estimate that 60 to 70 percent of rural inhabitants live in 

poverty. Commercial crop industries like coconuts and sugar have been depressed 

for several years. Coconut and sugar growers have started to complain about the 

government-sanctioned monopolies that contro l the purchase and sale of their prod
ucts. Farmers and small businessmen reportedly are speaking out over the in

creased inability of the government to finance economic development programs in 

rural areas . 
The rural problem may be the most fundamentally important for the Phi lippine 

economy, and the political implications are deep. Many of the reforms advocated 

by Filipino businessmen and groups like the Makati Business Club, the interna
tional financial agencies, and the Reagan administration address the depressed 

state of the rural economy. Some of the suggested reforms also hit at key segments 

of the Marcos system, such as the sugar and coconut monopolies . 
Several issues exist with regard to revitalization of the rural economy, and most 

146 



fall under the heading of pushing wealth from the government and urban sectors 
into the rural areas. Philippine government policies often have done the opposite 
by subsidizing the government corporations, "crony capitalist" enterprises, and 
the urban sector at the expense of the countryside. 

Philippine government policies toward the following issues will be important in 
the coming months: 

1. Price controls on rice and other foods. The government has used price ceil
ings on food to subsidize the wealthier urban sector and keep the lid on urban 
discontent. Farmers have not received the full value of their production and have 
suffered in the high inflation economy. 

2. The status of the coconut and sugar monopolies. Domestic and foreign crit
ics as well as producers assert that the monopolies under Cojuangco and Benedicto 
and resultant taxes on producers like the coconut levy have cost producers (includ
ing hundreds of thousands of smallholders) billions of dollars in potential profit. 
Pressure for dismantling the monopolies has become heavy, but Cojuangco and 
Benedicto are key members of the Marcos inner circle. 

3. The rural credit system. This was one of the most successful of Marcos' 
post-1972 reforms, but it repo1tedly has fallen into disarray in recent years. 

4. The rationalization of development programs. Issues involve the govern
ment's bias toward the Manila area and Luzon in allocation of development expen
ditures, the degree of budgetary priorities toward rural programs as against other 
programs and subsidies (including the controversial programs of Mrs. Marcos). 
The rationalization in terms of the return on money spent is critical in view of the 
austerity conditions now imposed on the budget. 

There are one or two encouraging signs on the issues of economic reform. The 
government has lifted price ceilings on pork, chicken, and eggs-though not on 
the main staple, rice. The budget of the government for 1985, while lower in terms 
of real spending overall, nearly doubles the allocation for agriculture from 2.8 
billion pesos to 5 .1 billion. 

OUTLOOK 

The theme of this chapter has been that the Philippine crisis is one of govern
ment performance or, more specifically, of the Marcos system of personalized rule. 
Nearly every current trend in the country is adverse to political stability, and signs 
point to continued deterioration . 

Any government in the Philippines will have to do three things to become effec
tive and tum the situation around. It must first gain the confidence of the public, 
including the centers of power and influence outside of government. The govern
ment will have to open up the electoral system further to restore competition. It 
also will have to compromise with the moderate elements of the opposition on the 
role of the parliament in relation to the president but without abrogating the pow
ers needed by a president to govern in an emergency situation. 

Second , it must formulate counterinsurgency policies that defeat the communist 
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threat. Such policies must address the need for competent security and law-and
order organizations at the grass-roots level. They must professionalize the armed 
forces and reduce considerably misconduct and abuses. They will also have to in
clude programs to alleviate hardships experienced by civilians in insurgency re
gions as part of a program to change the image of the government. 

Third , the government must reform economic policy with emphasis on rural and 
agricultural development in order to broaden the income base as a future founda
tion for growth . This will require shifts in priorities in financial allocations and a 
restructuring of institutions that deal with rural issues. 

The Philippine government appears to lack these attributes in the present situa
tion. President Marcos suffers from a severe credibility problem with key sectors of 
the public. He no longer controls events as he once did . Many observers may go 
too far, however, in asserting that Marcos is so damaged that nothing he does could 
restore his credibility and a more effective leadership role. Such assertions do not 
take into account the pragmatic political nature of the Filipino people and their 
basic patriotism. It should be remembered that Filipinos forgave most of the indi
viduals who collaborated with the Japanese in World War II. 

If this view of Marcos' relationship with the Filipino people is correct, then 
the issue becomes not one of unrestorable credibility but whether or not Mar
cos has the will to change course and put his efforts entirely into reversing the 
deterioration . 

Marcos faces a dilemma in this respect. He could take a number of steps over 
the next eighteen months that would begin a restructuring of the system and would 
lessen tensions. These measures, however, would weaken elements of his power 
base. On the other hand , failure to move in thi s direction undoubtedly would result 
in continued turmoil and deterioration that in the end would destroy his system and 
many other institutions in the process. 

Marcos probably has two options in terms of his future course. One is to use the 
available instruments to preserve the system of personalized rule, get reelected in a 
controlled election in 1987 , and then begin to groom a successor from the Marcos 
family or inner circle. This could involve more repression before the 1987 election, 
as the opposition would take strong measures to prevent a controlled Marcos re
election. The CPP would step up efforts to co-opt and radicalize the opposition. 
The level of turmoil likely would be high. The AFP undoubtedly would assume a 
more overt role in controlling or suppressing demonstrations. 

This option, nevertheless, appears to be favored by Marcos , judging by his re
cent actions. He still has sufficient power to pull it off. If this occurs, what would 
happen in the longer term? Marcos could benefit from good fortune such as 
an upturn in international economic conditions , favorable weather conditions for 
crops , and further splits among his opponents. Nevertheless, a continued deteriora
tion is the more likely outlook. The economy would remain poor beyond 1987. 
Living standards for most Filipinos would either fall or would stagnate. Communist 
insurgency would spread, and the CPP could become the main opposition by 1990 
as the noncommunist opposition crumbled and gave up hope for a moderate alter-
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native. KBL reformists and technocrats would leave the government. A Marcos or 
Marcos protege regime would become increasingly dependent on military support. 
The political role of the AFP undoubtedly would grow as would the politicization 
of attitudes within the officer corps. 

The end of the 1980s may be near the outer limit that the Marcos system would 
be able to retain power. The probability of poor economic performance and rising 
communist insurgency would work against a Marcos or loyalist regime staying 
in power much longer than this because the basic rationale for the system would 
have eroded. The government's loss of support among businessmen, professionals, 
and the middle class would constitute another progressively weakening factor. In
creased dependence on the military could create dangers of factionalism in the 
armed forces and threats to the regime from within the officer corps . A military 
coup could be a first-stage outcome; but if the rot had spread too far, a military 
regime would be only a prelude to a communist takeover. 

Under the second option, Marcos would preserve the constitutional structure and 
powers of the regime. However, as a step toward political normalization, he would 
shift his base of power away from his inner circle and toward the more reformist 
elements in the KBL and the government. Men like Virata, Enrile, Tolentino, and 
Ramos would become Marcos's intimate advisers, replacing Mrs. Marcos, Ver, and 
Cojuangco. Their powers would grow commensurately. Viratea and other techno
crats would obtain exclusive control over economic policies and budgetary alloca
tions. Marcos would give Ramos a free hand to clean up the AFP. 

This would pave the way for one of these leaders to succeed Marcos in 1987, 
utilizing the still formidible KBL machinery in the presidential election. Neverthe
less, normalization would also require an opening of the electoral system to restore 
competition. This would limit the possibilities of outright vote fraud . Personalized 
electoral politics undoubtedly would continue through the practices of patronage 
and "vote buying" at the grass roots. However, the KBL and the opposition would 
have a more equal opportunity to play politics in the traditional style. 

Such a normalization or transition would not end political controversy or satisfy 
the political left. It probably would attract the conservative elements of the opposi
tion, however. It would lower the political temperature and would hurt the CPP's 
united-front strategy. A government elected in 1987 through such a transition 
would have more legitimacy with the public. 

Moreover, the chances of a succession by a member of Marcos's family or pres
ent inner circle would fall considerably. Such a transition could result in improved 
governmental performance in budgetary and economic management and counterin
surgency. It could gain the confidence of the international financial and business 
circles and ensure continued financial support. If such a regime produced econom
ic recovery, it could eventually gain credibility at home, which would reduce the 
level of political turmoil. 

Marcos currently does not appear ready to embark on such a transition. He 
could change his mind, however, if he feels enough pressure from inside and out
side the government and from the United States. An added incentive would be 

149 



some kind of guarantee that there would be no retribution against Marcos or mem
bers of his family once he left office. 

The intensifying struggle between members of the Marcos inner circle and refor
mist elements in the government and KBL suggest the kind of scenario that would 
occur if Marcos died or became incapacitated prior to the role of the other. The 
centrist-technocratic faction has acquired more influence and prestige since the 
Aquino assassination, and the Marcos inner circle (especially Mrs. Marcos) has 
lost status. It is likely that some elements of the conservative-moderate opposition 
would support the reformists. On the other hand , members of the inner circle have 
ties to the AFP leadership; they could force a succession through repression of 
opponents. 

A centrist-technocratic group headed by someone like Virata or Tolentino likely 
would govern similarly to that described in the second scenario of a transition. It 
could allow more political competition, however, and seek greater accommodation 
with the conservative-moderate opposition. A regime led by current Marcos loyal
ists would be more exclusionist and would rely heavily on the military. 

As stated previously, the stakes for the United States in these possible outcomes 
are high. Future U.S. policy will influence the actual course of events . 

U.S. POLICY 

"The Philippines is the emerging crisis for the United States in Asia." One 
hears that statement and similar sentiments frequently in Washington these days. 
The situation in the Philippines was the only Asian issue to come up in the presi
dential debates between Ronald Reagan and Walter Mondale. It was discussed in 
response to the now frequently posed question of how should the United States 
respond to the deteriorating situation in the Philippines? 

The Reagan administration has been addressing that question in a policy review 
that began before the U.S . elections. That process aims to produce a policy strat
egy for 1985 and beyond. 

The complexity of the issue for the United States stems from the multifaceted 
nature of the crisis. Nevertheless, a consensus on key points seems to be emerging 
in the U.S. government, the Congress, and among informed segments· of the pub
lic. The major points of the emerging consensus are: 

1. The situation is serious and poses a threat to American interests. 
2. Marcos's method of governing is a basic cause of the deterioration. 
3 . The Philippine government must carry out political, economic , and military 

reforms before the United States could commit resources. There is no inclination in 
the Reagan administration to break openly with Marcos, but opposition to more 
aid to the Philippines without reforms has begun to run high throughout the U.S. 
government and public. 

4. Political reform should move the Philippines toward a democratic system. 
Doubts about the competence of the Filipino opposition remain , but the stronger 
feeling is that democratization is needed to provide a peaceful outlet for political 
tensions and provide an alternative to the communists . 
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The unknown factor is the degree of willingness of the United States to commit 
material resources to the Philippines even if the government undertakes reforms. 
The high level of American interests puts pressure on the U.S . government 
to respond , but counterpressures not to act already exist and could grow too. In
creased American involvement would undo the limited role in Southeast Asia 
adopted by the United States since the end of the Vietnam War. Undoubtedly, it 
would add another chapter to the domestic controversy over how to deal with polit
ical turmoil and leftist insurgency in "third world" countries. 

The odds are, nevertheless, that the Reagan administration will choose an inter
ventionist strategy. It appears to believe that the stakes are too high for nonin
tervention. Most of its actions since the Aquino death have been interventionist. 
From public statements by the U.S . ambassador in Manila to diplomacy conducted 
up to the level of President Reagan and Vice President Bush, the administration 
pressed after the Aquino assassination for a free parliamentary election in May 
1984, a clarification of the presidential succession , and a full investigation of the 
Aquino killing. More recent signals have included the U.S. vote against a $150 
million World Bank loan to the Philippines, President Reagan's meeting with Car
dinal Jaime Sin in New York, and the tough State Department statements directed 
at the Marcos government in response to the findings of the Agrava Commission. 

Undoubtedly, diplomacy would be the key element of an interventionist strategy 
in the initial stage, and it would likely have three objectives: (1) to dissuade 
Marcos from cracking down on the noncommunist opposition; (2) to promote a 
continued opening up of the electoral process for local elections in 1986 and the 
presidential election in 1987; and (3) to influence moves that would professionalize 
and reform the conduct of the Philippine armed forces. These goals would be in 
line with those of the conservative-moderate opposition and reformist elements 
within the government. Most American pressure, therefore, would be directed at 
Marcos. 

One issue in U.S. strategy toward the Marcos government would be the appro
priate level of diplomacy. What direct roles should President Reagan and Secretary 
of State Shultz play? Should the administration dispatch a special envoy to talk to 
Marcos, as some have proposed? Should U.S. officials enunciate views in public? 

The U.S. approach prior to the May elections suggests that Washington would 
opt for some high-level initiatives in order to reinforce the diplomacy of working 
level diplomats. Reagan's letter to Marcos in March 1984, in which Reagan urged 
the "continued movement toward fully functioning democratic institutions," was 
illustrative of high level private diplomacy. Other actions, such as the Reagan-Sin 
meeting and Vice-President Bush's earlier meeting in Washington with oppos ition 
leader Salvador Laurel, contained a public, visible content. 

High-level initiatives by Reagan may be necessary in the near future in order to 
disabuse Marcos of any notion that Reagan's reelection will result in a decrease of 
U.S. pressure on the Philippine government. The Philippine government 's reaction 
to Reagan's statement on the Philippines in the presidential debate and his reelec
tion hints at a view that working level diplomats are not speaking for Reagan in 
advocating reform measures. An interventionist strategy could be set back if 
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Marcos acted on such a belief. The government's current effort to oust opposition 

leader Aquilino Pimentel from the parliament could be a warning sign. 

Such a strategy raises the issue of possible steps beyond diplomacy, especially 

the commitment of material resources and assistance for economic recovery and 

counterinsurgency. Two requirements would appear essential for such steps . First, 

the Philippine government would have to ask for assistance beyond that already 

promised under the 1983 bases agreement. Second, the Philippine government 

would have to institute reforms. 
The economic options of the U.S. government are limited since the foreign lend

ing banks have the major responsibility in the Philippines debt crisis. One option 

is a massive expansion of the U.S. development assistance program beyond the 

current modest level of $40 million annually. Expanded development assistance 

would spread the current program outside Luzon. It would focus on rural Filipinos 

and would seek steady increases in food production, rising incomes for farmers, 

more access to clean water and health services, and the provision of infrastructure 

such as roads and electricity. 
Given the magnitude of the Philippines' economic problems and the country's 

size and population, a program of several hundred million dollars or over $1 billion 

per year probably would be required. This kind of commitment has not been with

in the realm of U.S. thinking until recently. It remains to be seen whether the 

Reagan administration and Congress will be willing to bear the cost. 

U.S. involvement in counterinsurgency would be the most difficult response of 

all. It hits at the heart of the Vietnam syndrome. The Reagan administration would 

have to focus on areas where it could render effective assistance and still retain 

support from Congress and the American public. The aim of U.S. assistance un

doubtedly would be to help the Philippine military reform and professionalize it

self. Effective U.S. aid would not appear to require the supply of heavy weaponry. 

Insurgencies are best fought with light infantry weapons. The use of destructive 

firepower by the AFP no doubt would add to the existing alienation between it and 

civilians. 
Assistance would be most useful if it were directed toward the areas of lagging 

Philippine performance: 
1. Training, especially the construction and operation of central training fa

cilities 
2 . Provision of trucks , helicopters, and communications equipment 

3. Provision of food, medicines , and clothing for military personnel, including 

members of local security units 
4. Support for civic action programs: Civic action is not only a tool for building 

a cooperative relationship between the military and civilians in an insurgency sit

uation , but it may constitute the only viable alternative for economic aid if the 

Philippine government's civilian development programs continue to falter and if the 

United States does not inject massive development funds. 

An interventionist strategy carries risks in the Philippines and the United States. 

By no means would success be assured. There is the danger of a Filipino national-
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ist backlash and domestic political controversy in the United States. This being 
said , the potential costs of nonaction seem to be pushing the United States more 
directly into the Philippine crisis . 

The Marcos government is the major force that would block a more active U.S. 
role, if it rejects reformists policies. Time is starting to run short. One can lay out 
a scenario in which a continued deterioration through the 1987 presidential elec
tion would result in a U.S. decision to begin disengagement. Thus, 1985 looms a 
crucial year of decision in Manila and Washington. 

THE ROLE OF OTHER EAST ASIAN COUNTRIES 

The role of other noncommunist countries of East Asia has not been well pub
licized, but there has been one. It could be important in the future in several as
pects , including influence on U.S. policy. A collective input undoubtedly would 
reinforce American initiatives in the Philippines and strengthen their credibility 
with the American public and Congress. A unilateral U.S . policy is a sure formula 
for controversy at home. 

Financial aid and diplomacy are the two areas where other East Asian govern
ments could act. A number of them have the resources to extend economic aid to 
the Philippines . Japan already is a major provider of aid. It has participated in 
bridging loans in the present crisis and has adjusted development assistance to help 
the Philippines finance needed imports. A Japanese contribution to any massive 
aid effort would be essential. 

Australia also has economic interests in the Philippines and is a potential aid 
donor. South Korea contributed $5 million to a recent $80 million bridging loan 
($45 million from the United States and $30 million from Japan). Taiwan repor
tedly considered a $100 million loan but decided not to proceed. The Philippines' 
ASEAN partners have not contributed so far, and their future action will have a 
decided bearing on the extent of collective assistance. 

A diplomatic role would be more difficult for East Asian governments. Most 
advocate the principle of noninterference in the internal affairs of nations, and they 
would be reluctant to violate that principle in dealing with friendly neighbors. 
Pressure from these governments on the Philippine government with regard to po
litical issues would appear out of the question. However, governments that extend 
economic aid could express their views to Manila on proposals for economic re
forms. Even on the political problem , they could offer quiet advice and/or support 
to the Americans in bilateral discussions. 

There has been much talk in the last five years about the Pacific community and 
the potential for collective act ion to address the economic and social problems of 
the Pacific rim . In the sense that a true community is based on mutual assistance 
to its members , the Philippines will test the potential for the concept. 

There has been much talk in the last five years about the Pacific community and 
the potential for collective action to address the economic and social problems of 

153 



the Pacific rim. In the sense that a true community is based on mutual assistance 

to its members, the Philippines will test the potential for the concept. 

POSTSCRIPT 

The fall of the Marcos government in February 1985 can be set against two key 

decisions that came at the end of 1984. First, the Reaga11 administration decided to 

launch sustained pressure in President Marcos for political, economic, and military 

reforms. Second , the noncommunist opposition decided to choose a single presi

dential candidate to oppose Marcos in a future presidential election. 

These decisions had important results. The Reagan administration had little suc

cess in persuading Marcos to institute reforms , but U .S pressure was a factor be

hind Marcos's decision to call a snap presidential election in February 1986. The 

United States positioned itself well to exert influence on the election, and it un

doubtedly encouraged the opposition, NAMFREL, the Catholic Church, and the 

military reform group in the AFP to assert themselves in the electoral process. 

Opposition efforts to unify produced the emergence of Corazon Aquino as a credi

ble opposition candidate in the election. 

The election and the proclamation of Marcos as the winner sparked controversy 

that served as a prelude to the military rebellion which began on February 22, 

1986. It also should be noted, however, that the rebellion apparently was a reaction 

to Marcos's plans to crack down in the Aquino camp and the military reformists. 

Several factors lay behind the collapse of the Marcos government on February 

25: 
1. the actions of thousands of Manila citizens in heeding the call of Cardinal 

Jaime Sin to surround and protect the camps held by the rebels 

2 . the unwillingness of troops to fire on the civilians and the apparent unwill

ingness of Marcos to order artillery or air attacks on the rebel positions 

3. the defection of key military units from Marcos 

4. the Reagan administration's decision to support the rebels and use its influ

ence in Manila on their behalf 
In regard to the last point, the Reagan administration pressured Marcos not to 

use force against the rebels and to step down from office. U .S personnel in the 

Philippines provided some direct logistical support to the rebels, and American 

officials reportedly pressured military commanders in Manila not to back Marcos . 

The advent of the Aquino government has provided some breathing space in the 

Philippines' political polarization, but the fundamental elements of the internal 

crisis remain. The new government's primary need is to build its political cred

ibility beyond the immediate post-Marcos period. It can do this by demonstrating a 

commitment to deal effectively with these issues and by achieving some short-term 

successes. A broad spectrum of Filipinos understand the crisis even if they some

times disagree on solutions. Filipinos want positive messages from their govern

ment of awareness and concern over their problems. 
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10. Malaysian Domestic Politics 
and Foreign Policy: 
The Impact of Ethnicity 

Shafruddin Hashim 

The foreign policy of any country can be viewed within the context of that coun
try's domestic politics, historically as well as contemporaneously. In this way for
eign policy as the expression of national interests and needs is located in and 
defined by the processes taking place within the nation. This is not different from 
the view that foreign policy is "a positive instrument in the promotion of the na
tion 's development or the sustaining of its political system." 1 It is even reasonable 
to view foreign policy as an extension of domestic policy. Thus , this chapter lo
cates Malaysia's foreign policy within the context of its domestic politics. It 
focuses especially on ethnicity and its possible impact on Malaysia's foreign policy 
toward the People's Republic of China. 

GENERAL REMARKS 

Peninsula Malaysia is a pluralistic society made up essentially of separate ethnic 
communities, the Malay, Chinese, and Indian. This neat division is blurred by the 
different patterns and bases of group solidarity and identification in Sabah and 
Sarawak. Here the critical line of cleavage is not between the non-Malays and 
Malays but between the non-Malay "indigenous" communities themselves. These 
two types of ethnic pluralism and the difference between them have in crucial ways 
influenced both Malaysia's domestic politics-the internal dimension of ethni
city- and its foreign policy- the external dimension of that ethnicity. 

Ethnicity has always been and remains the defining characteristic of Malaysia's 
domestic politics. This is expressed in the manner by which the constitution han-

'F. B. Weinstein, " The Uses of Foreign Policy in Indonesia: An Approach to the Analysis of Foreign 
Policy in the Less Developed Countries," World Politics 24 (1972):357. 
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dies the competing claims of the ethnic groups; how these groups are mobilized, 

politicized, and institutionalized through avowedly ethnically based political par

ties; and how public goods are allocated. Ethnicity has indt-ed captured the politi

cal center, sustained and nurtured as it has been by the pattern of coalition rule and 

politics as institutionalized in the form of the Alliance before 1969 and the Nation

al Front after 1972. With ethnic divisiveness so sharply ingrained within the social 

fabric and political process, shaking the very foundations of the political order in 

1969, the quest for and the problem of national unity became all the more urgent 

and difficult. The legitimacy of the political order and the degree of authority the 

government enjoys depends on such unity. It has a bearing on the way with which 

the government of such an ethnically qivided nation participates in the internation

al arena, in that ethnic hostilities make it difficult for an already weak government 

to handle external pressures. 
The ethnic dimension of Malaysian domestic politics has its roots in the British 

colonial administration when ethnic groups from China and India were urged to 

migrate to Malaysia but at the same time their separateness was reinforced by the 

administration. The Chinese and Indians migrated in large numbers. While ini

tially transient , they gradually became permanent and thus relevant components of 

Malaya's and later Malaysia's domestic politics, especially after independence. Fur

thermore, these ethnic groups, especially the Chinese, because they make up be

tween 40 to 50 percent of the population participate significantly in the political 

process. Their external origins, although by now blurred, remain crucial reference 

points in domestic politics, especially concerning their ultimate political allegiance 

and loyalty, and reflect their ethnic links as expressed by such populist terms as the 
"Chinese problem" and the "overseas Chinese." Thus, the problem of national 

unity must be handled, initially at least , by resolving the differences over the issue 

of citizenship. The fact that both Taiwan and the PRC view the overseas Chinese as 

mainland citizens and compete for the rights to grant Chinese citizenship compli

cates the Malayan resolution of the citizenship issue. The impact on the Malays has 

been to raise doubts about the Chinese' ultimate political loyality and to fuel sug

gestions that the Chinese could be fifth columnists in the PRC's strategy of pro

moting world communist revolution. 2 

How government leaders view the international environment and its pressures is 
influenced by their perceptions and interpretations of past experiences and immedi

ate demands . In Malaysia these were and continue to be shaped by ethnicity. The 
international environment and the pressures exerted ~e constantly changing, as 

reflected in the recognition of the PRC as a superpower and its ever-increasing 

participation in the global and regional politics of Southeast Asia. Malaysia's abil
ity to respond to this changing international environment depends on the legit

imacy of the domestic political order and the degree of authority that the govern
ment can assert. Its response, unavoidably, takes place only after the local Chinese 

are considered. 

2 This view is challenged by Stephen Fitzgerald; see his China and the Overseas Chinese: A Study of 
Peking's Changing Policy, 1949-1970 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press , 1972). 
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What follows is a discussion of Malaysia's foreign policy toward the PRC. 
It reflects three major phases: the period before rapprochement (1957-69), the 
period of rapprochement (1970-74), and the period after rapprochement (1975 
and beyond). 

MALAYSIA'S FOREIGN POLICY TOWARD THE PRC 

Before Rapprochement, 1957- 69 

At independence (August 31, 1957) Malaya, small, militarily weak, and eco
nomically dependent on exports of several primary products to the industrialized 
West, still faced a threat to its sovereign legitimacy in the form of a communist 
insurgency led by the Malayan Communist party (MCP). This insurgency, while 
not supported by the majority of local Chinese, was largely Chinese in composi
tion. They were locally recruited and encouraged from Beijing. 3 Thus , there 
seemed to be an apparent link between communism, the PRC, and the local Chi
nese. This apparent "ethnicization" of the communist insurgency influenced the 
Malay political leaders' perception of the " Chinese problem." Their perception
already influenced partly by the legacy of the colonial administration attitude, the 
Malay perception , and the Chinese display of outpost nationalism-defined the 
image they had of the Chinese community as one " that was difficult to control , 
susceptible to antiregime ideologies, of doubted loyalty, and yearning for the land 
of origin. " 4 Malaya's policymakers agreed with this image and believed that the 
apparent link among communism, the PRC, and the local Chinese was real. Tunku 
Abdul Rahman's statement to parliament in 1958 indicated as much: 

There is no question whatsoever of our adopting a neutral policy while Malaya is at 
war with the communists . Only when we are certain that people here have become 
truly Malayan-minded and have set their minds on making Malaya the ir only home 
can the government declare our policy of neutrality. So long as this fight continues , I 
consider that we would be breaking faith with the people if this government were to 
enter into any form of diplomatic relationship with the communist countries ... let 
me tell you that there are no such things as local communists. Communism is an 
international organization which aims for world domination , not by aggression if they 
can avoid it , but by the use of tactics and methods among the sons of the country to 
overthrow democracy and to set up in its place a government after the pattern of all 
communist countries. 5 

3 A. Short, "Communism, Race, and Politics in Malayasia," Asian Survey 10(12) (December 
1970):1081-89; F. L. Starner, "Communism in Singapore and Malaysia: A Multifront Struggle," in 
The Communist Revolution in Asia, edited by R. A. Scalapino _(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice
Hall, 1969), p. 245 . 

4 S. Chee, "Malaysia's Changing Foreign Policy, " in Trends in Malaysia II , edited by Yong Mun 
Cheong (Singapore: Singapore University Press for Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1973), p. 
39 . 

5 Quoted in J. Saravanamuttu , The Dilemma of Independence: Two Decades of Malaysia's Foreign 
Policy 1957-1977 (Penang: Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia for School of Social Sciences, 1983), 
p. 26. 
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At independence there were two crucial national needs: defense and security and 
national unity or nation building. Both needs were intertwined. For the needs of 
security and defense the internal containment of communism was as crucial as the 
external containment of the PRC. The internal containment was substantially aided 
by the British under the Anglo-Malayan Defense Agreement (AMDA), which also 
provided the basis for achieving the nation's security and defense needs. The exter
nal containment came in the form of a rigid anticommunist stance, as expressed by 
an anti-PRC foreign policy, backed by the AMDA . This rigid foreign policy re
sulted in Malaya's dependence on and identification with the West. It seems that 
the needs of national unity and nation building required keeping the lid on ethnic 
tension through a pol icy of isolating the local Chinese from the PRC. 

Prime Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman played a crucial role in shaping Malaya's 
foreign policy toward the PRC. To a large extent, this policy reflected his pro
British and strong anticommunist views . With the end of the communist insurgen
cy in 1960, it appeared that Malaya's attitude toward the PRC had softened, as 
reflected in its voting for the PRC 's admission to the United Nations . However, its 
opposition to formal recognition of the PRC remained. Its suspicions of the PRC's 
real intentions were fueled by its unprovoked armed aggression on India and strong 
support for Indonesia's policy of konfrontasi against Malaysia. 

Rapprochement, 1970-74 

With a softening of its stac1d toward the PRC soon after the Indonesian con
frontation evidenced by its support of the PRC admission to the United Nations, 6 

Malaysia appeared to have shifted from a two-China policy to a one-China policy 
with Taiwan a part of that one China.7 On October 29, 1971, at the General As
sembly Malaysia voted for the Albanian resolution , which called for the PRC's 
seating and Taiwan's expulsion. The resolution was carried by 76 to 35 votes. This 
was fo llowed soon after by a nineteen-man Malaysian trade mission to the PRC, 
led by Tengku Razaleigh , chairman of Pernas , 8 to establish direct trade links with 
the PRC. This paved the way for unofficial negotiations on the formal recognition 
and establishment of diplomatic relations with the PRC. The PRC's negotiating 
position was that diplomatic relations should be established, while Malaysia's posi
tion emphasized the resolution of three outstanding issues9-the question of na
tionality and the status of 200,000 stateless Chinese in Malaysia, the PRC's sup
port of the outlawed MCP, and the question of Suara Revolusi, the Malayan Voice 

6 See, e.g ., Foreign Affairs Malaysia 3(2) (December 1970):57. Here Deputy Prime Minister Tun 
Ismail explained to the U.N. General Assembly the new Malaysian China policy. 

7 See Foreign Affairs Malaysia 4(3) (September 1971):43-44. 
s Perbadanan Nasional (State Trading Corporation) is a government corporation established to play a 

key role in the implementation of the New Economic Policy (NEP), which was launched in 1971. The 
NEP has two main goals: to reduce the identification of ethnicity with economic functions and oc
cupations and to eradicate poverty irrespective of ethnicity. 

9 Noordin Sopiee, "Ties with Peking: The Issues and the Promise," Strairs Times, May 21, 1974. 
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of Revolution radio broadcasts emanating from Southern China. The nationality 
issue was of crucial importance in the efforts to achieve national unity, and, ac
cordingly, Malaysia sought the PRC's firm commitment that it would not intefere 
in its domestic interethnic politics. 

On May 31, 1974, after Prime Minister Tun Abdul Razak's visit to the PRC, 
Malaysia and the PRC announced the normalization of relations and the exchange 
of ambassadors. At the same time Malaysia terminated consular relations with 
Taiwan. Thus, the principle of Taiwan as an inalienable part of the PRC was estab
lished, dual nationality was rejected, and the principle of jus sol i was accepted by 
both the Malaysian and PRC governments. The resolution of the nationality issue 
was especially significant for Tun Razak, who emphasized that once the Malaysian 
Chinese became citizens of Malaysia, they were recognized by the PRC as having 
severed their ties with it. 10 For the Malaysian Chinese, rapprochement was also 
significant because it indicated the willingness of the Malay-dominated government 
to acknowledge their cultural heritage and ancestral home. Their status and situa
tion within Malaysia was also clarified. In this way rapprochement offered the 
Malaysian Chinese symbolic gratification. 

The movement toward rapprochement-a revision of Malaysia's outlook con
cerning its external interests-occurred within an international environment 
marked by several important events. First, the British withdrawal from Malaysia 
and Singapore forced Malaysia to reduce its dependence on the British and the 
West to meet its security and defense needs. Second, the ending of Indonesian 
konfrontasi and the accession of the Suharto-led military officers reduced the 
PRC's role in Indonesia. Third, the United States disengaged militarily from Asia. 
Fourth, the PRC entered global and Southeast Asian politics as a recognized super
power. Fifth, there was increased Soviet interest in Southeast Asia. Finally, there 
was an emerging detente among the PRC, Japan, and the United States. 

Domestic politics and ethnicity have influenced the movement toward rapproche
ment. Ethnic hostilities in 1969, essentially Malay-Chinese hostilities , shook the 
very foundation of the domestic political order. Two important consequences fol
lowed. First, the viability of the ruling Alliance coalition , the institutional expres
sion and basis of interethnic compromises and cooperation as the vehicle for 
achieving political stability, was irreversibly destroyed. Second, since the Alliance 
coalition was conservative and pro-Western in Southeast Asia its destruction gener
ated several new and challenging foreign policy options. Thus, the termination 
of the Alliance formula generated the search for an alternative to meet both the 
needs of domestic political stability and the challenges from the international 
environment. 

In the wake of the 1969 interethnic hostilities Malay political assertiveness and 
confidence increased. The constitution was amended and other measures taken , 
including the formulation of a new national ideology (Rukunegara), with the aim 

10 See Lau Teik Soon, "Overseas Chinese and ASEAN-China Relations," Philippine Sociological Re
view 25(1-2) (1976):129. 
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of reducing the intensity of interethnic conflict and placing the original interethnic 
bargain beyond public debate and scrutiny. The now resurgent United Malays Na
tional Organization (UMNO) under a new set of leaders was also successful in 
fostering Malay unity through co-opting the main Malay opposition party, the Pan
Malayan Islamic Party (PMIP), into the National Front (NF) coalition government. 
This reduced the political distance between two historically antagonistic Malay 
parties, each with different, sometimes mutually exclusive, views about Malaysian 
society and the "Chinese problem." Other opposition parties were also co-opted 
into the NF. The new regime was more Malay than any other since independence 
and had less to fear from its Malay constituency. Domestically, this represented a 
redistribution of political power toward the Malays. The government's actions re
flected an urgency and unambiguity in its definition and pursuit of Malay interests 
and priorities, as reflected in the launching of the New Economic Policy (NEP) 
and the Second Malaysia Plan (1971-75). This was an index of the Malay's in
creased sense of political confidence. The political changes resulted in limiting 
local Chinese influence domestically, but rapprochement with the PRC increased 
Chinese influence externally. 

The 1969 interethnic hostilities led to the termination of the Alliance formula. 
This paved the way for the reassertion of Malay political power, which in tum was 
unambiguously used to define and clarify Malay interests and priorities. However, 
externally, the termination of the Alliance formula meant a reduction of Malaysia's 
dependence on the West. Rapprochement with the PRC is an expression of Ma
laysia's increasing independence and creativity within regional and international 
politics , as manifested by its thrust toward nonalignment. This policy stance would 
not have been credible without rapprochement. At the same time, rapprochement 
could mollify the Malaysian Chinese and conceivably "may be intended to enable 
them to contemplate Malay demands for more material goods, catered to in the 
Malaysian second Five-Year Development Plan, with greater equanimity." 11 Tun 
Abdul Razak's visit to the PRC indicated his pragmatism in international politics; 
but more significantly, it was made in an election year and revealed the potential 
use of rapprochement to garner local Chinese support . The NF scored a convincing 
victory in the August 1974 elections . On the question of the PRC the interests of 
both Malays and Chinese coincided. 

Beyond Rapprochement, 1975 and Beyond 

Malaysia's rapprochement with the PRC is on a sound foundation because of a 
reciprocity in respect and recognition of each country's national interests. For Ma
laysia rapprochement indicates a creative and historic willingness to view the PRC, 
communism, and the local Chinese as separate entities . Previously, the PRC tended 
to be viewed largely through the medium of communism or the local Chinese. At 

11 R. S. Milne, " The Influence on Foreign Policy of Ethnic Minorities with External Ties, " in Conflict 
and Stability in Southeast Asia, edited by M. W. Zacher and R. S . Milne (New York: Doubleday, 
1974), p. 112. 
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At the same time rapprochement has clarified the status and situation of the local 
Chinese within Malaysian political life. In the long term, it will also tend to damp
en suggestions that the local Chinese are the PRC's fifth columnists. The PRC had 
publicly disavowed all such intentions when relations with Malaysia were nor
malized.12 

Malaysia-PRC relations, however, continue to be affected by the volatile climate 
of regional and international politics . Malaysia continues to be irritated by the 
PRC's reluctance to sever all links with the MCP, to stop Suara Revolusi from 
broadcasting , and to prevent unauthorized visits by Malaysians (mostly Chinese) to 
mainland China. The Malaysian government was further irritated when Deng 
Xiaoping referred obliquely to the unequal rights of the Malaysian Chinese. 13 

Fundamentalist Islam, as espoused by the new PMIP, is a potentially destabaliz
ing element within Malaysian domestic politics due to its theocratic image of what 
Malaysian society ought to be. In fact, it demands revisions in the constitutional 
guarantees of local Chinese rights to a permanent and legitimate place in Ma
laysian life. The party is a potential source of domestic interethnic conflict, which 
if not curbed could reintroduce a new era of suspicion about all things Chinese. 
Equally potentially destabalizing to Sino-Malaysian relations could be fundamen
talists' demands to reorder foreign policy along the lines of an exclusive interna
tional Islamic order. Fortunately, these fundamentalist demands as espoused by the 
new PMIP command only an insignificant national following . Therefore, the threat 
to stable Sino-Malaysian relations is neither immediate nor intermediate. 

SOME CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The foregoing analysis does not presume that ethnicity is the only force shaping 
Malaysia's relations to the PRC. However, in crucial ways ethnicity does influence 
the shaping of such relations. Three dimensions of ethnicity appear crucial in 
shaping such relations . First is the size of the local Chinese population, which 
influences the intensity of Malay fears of Chinese domestic domination . The size 
of the local Chinese in Malaysia permits them , more than in any other Southeast 
Asian country (except Singapore), to participate significantly in the domestic polit
ical process. Second is the extent to which Beijing's ideological outlook coheres 
with that of the local Chinese. Here the facts may not tally with perceptions. Mal
ay fear and apprehension readily distort perceptions, especially in the historical 
context of prolonged doubt. The vanquished MCP, largely Chinese-supported and 
still conducting military action against Malaysia from across the Malaysia-Thai 
border, is perceived as indistinguishable from the local Chinese. Third, the extent 
to which Malay policymakers and their followers are politically self-confident in
fluences their outward perspectives. 

12 See Foreign Affairs Malaysia 7(2) (June 1974):52-53. 
13 See Khaw Guat Hoon , " Recent Developments in China-ASEAN Relations ," Southeast Asian Affairs 

1979 (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1979), p. 70 . 
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The normalization of relations with the PRC severed the chains linking the PRC, 
communism, and the local Chinese. Now there were new possibilities for Sino
Malaysian relations. The importance of economic and trade, apart from political, 
ties has now been recognized in such relations. 14 Nevertheless, Malaysia's relations 
with the PRC remain a special case because not all restrictions on local Chinese 
visitors to the PRC have been lifted. The "Chinese factor" still influences present 
relations. Domestically, normalization should encourage· the local Chinese to be 
more Malaysia-oriented while at the same time softening the alien stigma that had 
been so pervasively attached to the local Chinese. There is considerable change in 
the perceptions of local Chinese elites toward being more Malaysia-oriented .1s 
Now the local Chinese' political allegiance and loyalty to Malaysia are less of a 
public issue. 

Malaysian diplomatic recognition and establishment of concrete links both polit
ical and economic with the PRC reflects several trends-the maturity and stability 
of the Malaysian polity, the increasing integration of the local Chinese, and a new
found sense of realism and "internationalism" in politics. 

14 See Far Easrern Economic Review (July 4, 1985), pp. 12-14. 
15 See Loh Kok Wak, Phang Chung Nyap, and 1. Saravanamuttu , The Chinese Communiry and Ma

laysia-China Ties: £/ire Perspecrives (Tokyo: Institute of Developing Economies, 1981); and Goh 
Cheng Teik, lnregration in a Plural Sociery: The Chinese in Malaysia (Kuala Lumpur: The Straits 
Echo Press, 1978). 
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11. The PAP and the Nineties: 
The Politics of Anticipation 

Chan Heng Chee 

It is in the nature of societies that transmission of experience, of lessons, is never 
complete . ... So how can I prevent another innocent, idealistic, even naive genera
tion from wanting to do what are manifestly harmful and dangerous things and dis
covering it only too late? That they will have to learn. They have always reached the 
peak and declined. It is the nature of societies. But I see no reason why we should 
decline so quickly. 

Lee Kuan Yew, 
November 20, 1984 

In 1984, the Republic of Singapore expensively and stylishly celebrated twenty-five 
years of continuous People's Action Party (PAP) rule. Historians may reflect upon 
the PAP era and chronicle 1984 as a major watershed in the party and Singapore's 
history. Just as 1961 signified a metamorphosis in the PAP with the split of the 
communists and pro-communists from the moderate democratic socialists, thereby 
preparing the basis of a more genuinely multiracial party, so 1984 signifies a sec
ond metamorphosis in the party when the 1959 generation political leaders made 
way for the new guard, marking a recognition of the rapidly changing political 
landscape of Singapore. It was a year too when the Singapore electorate, for the 
first time since 1963, voted for an elected opposition in parliament at a general 
election, reaffirming the 1981 Anson by-election aberration and ending any future 
prospect of total PAP domination in the legislature. 

The argument of this chapter is that in the last five years in Singapore, the 
preparation for the critical and smooth transition of political leadership from Lee 
Kuan Yew and the founding leaders of the PAP to a successor leadership has been 
the underlying rationale for major political and social policies introduced in the 
republic . These policies should not be viewed only as measures designed for the 
preservation of a party in power, though obviously their successful implementation 
will enhance the dominance of the PAP. They are equally-perhaps more force
fully-directed by Prime Minister Lee to preserving a kind of society, a set of 
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political values, which he and his colleagues have established over time and which 
have come to embody independent Singapore. 

Increasingly, there are few detractors left on the question of the success of the 
PAP political leadership in the social, economic, and political transformation of 
Singapore. But questions still arise on the issues of continuity and the maintenance 
of the political system after the departure of Lee Kuan Yew. That the transition of 
leadership and the maintenance of the present system may not be without some 
challenges is signaled in the results of the December 22 , 1984, general election, 
which was considered a watershed election, and the behavior of the electorate. This 
chapter also discusses the implications of the stunning results of the recent voting 
trends . 

Measured by any quality of life index over twenty-five years, the material condi
tions for a stable polity in Singapore have been laid. It may be argued that through 
their successive social and economic policies , the PAP has created the prerequisites 
for a functioning constitutional democracy. In 1959 when the party assumed power, 
unemployment in Singapore was estimated to be at 13.2 percent, with the threat of 
a burgeoning youthful population entering the labor market at a rate of 50,000 a 
year.1 By 1983 , the figure had dramatically declined to 3.2 percent , still, however, 
an increase from the figures of the previous two years, 2.95 percent (1981) and 2.6 
percent (1982), a reflection of the slowdown in the business cycle. 2 In fact, Singa
pore is presently considered to be suffering from a labor shortage, with foreign 
workers constituting 10 percent of the 1. 5 million workforce. 3 

The housing situation, which was appalling just after the Japanese occupation, 
has also been radically transformed. A Housing Committee study reported in 1947 
that at the end of the war out of a population of 938,000 persons, 72 percent were 
housed within the central area; worse still, one-third of them were herded into 
1,000 acres in the heart of the city with densities of 1,000 and more per acre. 4 The 
colonial housing authority, the Singapore Improvement Trust , managed to accom
modate only 8 .8 percent of the population in public housing by 1959. 5 It was not 
until the PAP established the Housing and Development Board (HDB) that an 
effective breakthrough was achieved in housing the masses . In 1983, 75 percent of 
the population was housed in HDB flats, with two-thirds of them as owner-

1 The 1957 Census of Population reports an unemployment rate of 4. 9 percent. However, economist 
D. J. Blake, working from this figure and Labor Department statistics, reports much higher figures 
in the fo llowing years: l l percent (1958), 13. 2 percent (1959), 13. 5 percent (1960), and 15. 3 per
cent (1961); see his "Employment and Unemployment in Singapore," in Crucial Issues in Industrial 
Relations in Singapore, edited by W. Ellison Chalmers (Singapore: Donald Moore Press, 1967), 
Table 4, p. 182. 

2 Economic Survey of Singapore I983 (Singapore: Ministry of Trade and Industry, 1983), Table 26, 
p. 58. 

3 Lee Kuan Yew's May Day message, Straits Times, May I , 1984. 
4 Teh Cheang Wan, "Public Housing in Singapore: An Overview, " in Public Housing in Singapore, 

edited by Stephen H. K. Yeh (Singapore: Housing and Development Board, 1975), p. 4. 
5 Ibid., Table 2, p. 5. 
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occupiers. 6 Thus, in the twenty-five years of government, the PAP has created a 
property-owning working class, a rare development in new states, a critical mea
sure to undercut extremist political appeals against the government and a definite 
stake in the political stystem for an immigrant population . 

The educational base of the population has continued to expand and be up
graded. Whereas in 1960 there were 352,952 students enrolled at all levels of 
educational institutions, by 1982 the figure for the student population was 
507 ,663. 7 The sharpest increases in primary school enrollment were during 1964-
68, the height of the baby boom, which decreased after 1978 , a reflection of the 
new trend for smaller families. Secondary school enrollment increased 2. 9 times 
and enrollment at the tertiary level was 3.2 times larger than the 1960 number. The 
general literacy rate for the population increased from 72 .2 percent in 1970 to 84 
percent in 1980. s 

The most significant developments in education lay, however, not in the numeri
cal expansion of educational opportunities nor in the government decision to intro
duce technical education in 1960 to wean the population from an overdependence 
on entrep6t trade and concomitantly create the human resources for industrializa
tion. Instead , it was the concerted attempt to use education as a socialization pro
cess and a means to integrate the multiethnic population into a pluralistic society. 9 

In the fifties, when Chinese students rioted and demonstrated , it could hardly 
have been imagined that by 1981 the Chinese medium university, Nanyang Univer
sity, the symbol of the preservation of Chinese culture in Southeast Asia, would 
merge with the English medium University of Singapore to form a tertiary institu
tion teaching only in English, without any protest from the militant language lob
by. In addition, in January 1983 the Ministry of Education announced the complete 
phasing out of Chinese schools by 1987 and the establishment of one national 
system of education with English as the primary language but also with an empha
sis on the learning of the mother tongue and moral education (teaching of Buddhism, 
Hinduism , Islam, Christianity, Confucian, Sikhism, and world religions). The 
PAP strategy and Lee's personal role in diffusing language as a political issue in 
Singapore have been documented elswhere.10 There is no doubt, however, that the 

6 Singapore Yearbook 1983 (S ingapore: Ministry of Culture, 1983), p. 156. 
7 Economic and Social Statistics Singapore 1960-1982 (S ingapore: Department of Statistics, 1983), 

Table 14. l, p. 231. 
8 Census of Population 1980 Singapore, Release No. 3, Education and Literacy (Singapore: Depart

ment of Statistics , 1981 ), p. x. 
9 Chan Heng Chee, "Language and Culture in a Multi-Ethnic Society: A Singapore Strategy," llmu 

Masyarakat, no. S (January-May-June 1984):62-70; S. Gopinathan , "Language Policy in Education: 
A Singapore Perspective," in Language and Society in Singapore, edited by Evangelos A. Afendras 
and Eddie C. Y. Kuo (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1980); and Seah Chee Meow and 
Linda Seah, "Education Reform and National Integration ," in Singapore Development Policies and 
Trends , edited by Peter S. J. Chen (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1983) ; Report on the Minis
try of Education 1978, prepared by Goh Keng Swee and the Education Study Team. 

10 Chan Heng Chee, " Language and Culture." 
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process of producing an educated population and a homogenization of values 

through a common education process is taking place. 

Data demonstrating the emergence of a large middle class in Singapore are hard 

to produce. The middle class is , after all, contextually and culturally defined. 

Some sociologists use single indicators while others favor composite indicators of 

education, occupation, housing, and lifestyle. If individual or household income is 

used as the measuring rod of class, the most striking observation is the surprisingly 

large number of people earning low incomes both at the individual and household 

levels. In 1983 the per capita indigenous gross national product was S$10,061. In 

1980, according to the Census of Population, 65 percent of the working population 

had a monthly income of less than S$500 while 88 percent earned less than 

S$1,000 (see Table 1). Only 21,051 people, a mere 1.8 percent of workers , earned 

S$3,000 or more per month. 

Table 1 

Distribution of Employees by Income and Occupation 
and Mean Income by Sex, 1980 

Agricul-

Prof es- tural Produc-

Monthly Income Total sional Adminis- Workers ti on 

(S$) and trators and and 

Technical and Clerical Sales Service Fisher- Related 

Workers Managers Workers Workers Workers men Workers 

Percent of Employees 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Below 500 65.0 15.9 1.2 60.8 70.3 81.6 91.6 77.1 

500-999 23.0 37.3 21.5 3 1. 6 20.8 15.4 7.7 20 .0 

1,000-1 ,499 5.6 20.8 20.9 5.7 4.8 1.8 0.2 1. 8 

1,500- 1,999 2.4 11.4 14.9 1. 2 1.8 0.6 0.2 0.5 

2,000-2 ,499 1.2 5. 1 11.1 0.3 0.7 0.2 0.2 

2,500-2 ,999 0.6 2.4 6.7 0. 1 0.3 

3 ,000 and over 1. 8 6.4 22.8 0.1 0.8 0.1 0.1 

Not stated 0.4 0.7 0.9 0.2 0.5 0.3 0.3 0.3 

Mean Income in S$ 

Sex 
Persons 585 1,257 2,222 521 486 370 326 404 

Males 677 1,472 2,406 592 558 433 336 469 

Females 430 924 1,313 476 336 293 273 272 

SOURCE: Census of Population 1980 Singapore, Release No. 7, Income and Transport (S ingapore: 

Department of Statistics, 1981), p. 4. 

Neither does household income yield a picture of a large middle-income stra

tum. In 1980 the Census of Population reported that 73 . 3 percent of total house

holds earned less than S$1,500 per month. The middle-income stratum was no 
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more than 27. 7 percent of households (see Table 2). This is hardly an argument in 
support of an emerging middle class as a stable base for democracy, although se

cure and regular employment and decent housing are basic needs that have been 

met. A wider elasticity on income seems to be tolerated in the self

perception of life prospects and certainly, accessibility to a middle-class lifestyle 

expressed in the shift to the four- and five-room HDB flats is a reality within grasp 

for most Singaporeans. 

Table 2 
Private Households by Household Income and Number of Working Persons, 1980 

Monthly No. of Working Persons in Household 

Household Income Total 

(S$) None 2 3 4 5 or More 

Total 509 ,436 22,467 209 ,688 132,268 62,576 4 1,590 40,847 

Below 500 127,012 22,467 92 ,298 11 ,34 1 787 11 0 JO 

500-999 161 ,446 72,447 61,699 21,226 5,326 747 

1,000-1 ,499 85 , 173 17 ,02 1 23 ,144 20,105 16,692 8,2 11 

1 ,500-1, 999 48 ,665 7,584 11 ,869 7,897 9, 123 12 , 192 

2,000-2,999 43 ,917 7,674 12,228 6,079 5,964 11 ,973 

3,000- 3,999 17 ,763 4,210 5,037 2,686 1,978 3,852 

4 ,000-4 ,999 8,575 2,546 2,50 1 1,305 772 1,450 

5 ,000 and over 11 ,649 4,011 3,279 1,749 997 1,614 

Not stated 5,237 1,898 1, 171 742 628 797 

Mean income 1,240 875 1,359 1,605 1,778 2,332 

Pen::ent 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Below 500 24.9 100.0 44.0 8.6 1.3 0.3 

500-999 3 1.7 34.6 46.6 33.9 12.8 1. 8 

1,000-1 ,499 16.7 8. 1 17.5 32. 1 40. 1 20. 1 

1,500- 1,999 9.6 3.6 9.0 12.6 2 1.9 29.8 

2,000-2,999 8.6 3.7 9.2 9.7 14.3 29.3 

3,000- 3,999 3.5 2.0 3.8 4.3 4.8 9.4 

4 ,000- 4,999 1.7 1.2 1.9 2. 1 I. 9 3.6 

5,000 and over 2.3 1.9 2.5 2.8 2.4 4.0 

Not stated 1.0 0.9 0.9 1.2 1.5 2.0 

SOURCE: Census of Population 1980 Singapore, Release No. 7, income and Transport (Singapore: 

Department of Statistics, 1981), p. 8. 

In addition to creating the socioeconomic prerequisites for democracy, the PAP 
has fashioned a consensus on three inherently divisive political issues: (1) the ide-

ological model of the political system-whether it should be communist or non-

communist, (2) the constitutional option for Singapore- a separate independent 
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Singapore or one merged with Malaysia, and (3) the language question and with it 
the nature of the national identity of the republic. 

Notwithstanding the decisive achievements in laying the foundations of a politi
cally stable society, Prime Minister Lee and his senior colleagues have struggled 
over two facts and their implications for the long-term political future of Singa
pore. First, the founding generation of the PAP is exceedingly conscious of its 
eventual and inevitable departure from the political scene. Second, it notes the 
emergence of a new generation of voters every five years precisely at a time when 
it will not be around to shape and manage policies and politics. That these voters 
comprise young Singaporeans that were born after the PAP government had come 
to power in 1959 and that they are growing up without knowledge or memory of 
the early political struggles and economically different times is a cause of concern 
to the old-guard PAP leaders. 

In each successive election since 1968, young voters grew in strength as a com
ponent of the electorate. In the 1968 general elections, those aged between 21-23 
comprised 9 percent of the electorate; by 1984 first-time voters (aged 21-24 years 
old) numbered 215 ,000 or 14 percent of the electorate. By 1988 those aged be
tween 21-43 is estimated to constitute 68.5 percent of the electorate. 11 Their polit
ical behavior, as yet unestablished, is a source of concern to the ruling party. 

Not only is the electorate dramatically changing in age composition, it is also 
changing in educational attainment and general expectations. For instance, in 1980 
the census showed that Singapore citizens in the age group 20-24 years were bet
ter qualified than those between 25-29 years or those between 30-39 years (see 
Table 3). Not only are they better educated, a Straits Times survey in 1984 turned 
up the interesting fact that 68 percent of a sample survey of young peo
ple between 21-24 years expressed a belief in the need for an opposition in 
parliament. 12 

Thus, in anticipation of the need for political succession and of the changing 
political base, Lee and his cabinet have introduced major policies to meet these 
two developments. After all, the PAP had succeeded in riding the crest of history 
until now and had become a centrist party, representing the aspirations of the wid
est spectrum of the electorate. In 1954 at its founding and until 1959 when it 
became the first all-elected government in self-autonomous Singapore, it mobilized 
anticolonial support, in particular the Chinese-educated students and teachers who 
had felt oppressed in a colonial system, and the working class , the poor, slum 
dwellers, and the unemployed, all of whom formed the bulk of the political base. 
Having captured their allegiance, the PAP set out to socially transform their lives . 
The successful delivery of material goods and employment resulted in popular sup
port, despite the severe political conflict between the moderates and the left in the 
party and the difficult economic times of the early postseparation years. The well-

11 The prime minister's address in parliament on the passage of the nonconstituency members of parlia
ment bill , in Straits Times , July 25, 1984. 

12 Straits Times, December 4, 1984. 
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Table 3 
Singapore Citizens Aged Five Years and over by 
Highest Qualification by Age Group (percentage) 

Level 20-24 Years 25-29 Years 30-39 Years 

Nonstudents 
No qualifications 9.7 14. l 28.4 
Primary school 53.6 55.9 47 .8 
Secondary school 22 .2 17.7 13.3 

Upper secondary 
teachers/technical 10.0 8.0 7.1 

Tertiary 1.4 4.0 3.4 

Others 0.1 3.0 0.24 

Students 3.0 0.3 0.03 

SOURCE: Census of Population 1980 Singapore, Release No. 3 , Education and Literacy (Singapore: 

Bureau of Statistics, 1981), Table 8 (adapted). 

being and satisfaction of the exploited and oppressed enabled the PAP to gradually 

discard its socialist image with virtually no effect on its political support and con

tributed to building the hegemonic position of the party. 

In the eighties, the PAP sees the tide of history propelled by the new genera

tion of young Singaporeans and is resolutely preparing to ride the crest. If it 

should succeed in this objective, it would be ensured of maintaining its political 

position for the next decade. Consequently, policies in the political and social 

realm in recent years possess a coherence in theme when viewed as the politics 

of anticipation. 

SELF-RENEWAL 

The ability of political parties to survive as a major political force over time is 

contingent on three factors: the continued recruitment of political talent , the de

velopment of political leadership, and the acumen of political leadership to identify 

political situations and provide effective solutions. 
Among the ASEAN states and the countries of the Third World, the PAP has 

enjoyed a dominance and consolidation of growth that is unequaled. Even in Ma

laysia, Indonesia, or Taiwan , the opposition is a factor to be reckoned with, and 

the leadership must take its responses into account when formulating policies. In 

Singapore the PAP leadership has been freed from such constraints for nearly 

twenty years. Consequently, they have enjoyed the luxury of planning for political 

succession where others are beleaguered with problems of political survival. 

The PAP, which prides itself as a party concerned with long-range planning and 

realistic calculations, had as early as 1968 raised the question of the need to search 

for political successors in its selection of election candidates. Lee Kuan Yew was 
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then only forty-five, Goh Keng Swee fifty, Toh Chin Chye forty-seven, and S. Ra
jaratnam fifty-three, with the result that political recruits of that period were not 
seriously regarded in the succession plan. Indeed, what happened was the loss of a 
whole generation of men then in their early forties and late thirties, involved at the 
periphery of the PAP's early political struggles of the fifties but nonetheless part of 
it , too early to be political heirs, too late to be relevant in the eighties-men such 
as Wong Lin Ken, Chiang Hai Ding, Padma Selvadurai, Tang See Chim, and 
Hwang Soo Jin. 

It was only during the 1972 general election and subsequent by-elections that 
Lee demonstrated his commitment to groom a corps of second-echelon leaders and 
his determination to push through a self-renewal policy within the party in the 
long-term interest of PAP continuity. 

This decision has proved to be one of the most divisive internal party issues 
in recent years, causing open dissension between Lee and two of his senior par
ty colleagues, Toh Chin Chye and Ong Pang Boon, and weakening the party or
ganization at the branch level. 13 Party veterans who had served the PAP for 
years found themselves completely overlooked for higher political service and over
whelmed by the influx of new cadres. The split in the party ranks had a devastat
ing effect on the party machinery, explaining in part the loss of the Anson 
by-election to the opposition and poor party performance at the December 1984 
general election. 

Self-renewal in the PAP has been contentious on account of its rapidity, relent
lessness, and method of leadership selection . Younger men and women deemed 
suitable for political leadership are fielded as candidates at the general and by
elections. A select few are subsequently appointed to political office as ministers 
of state and ministers. Incumbent members of parliament and even ministers are 
cast aside to make room for the new guard, who in nearly all cases made a sudden 
entry into the party, joining as members often months, weeks, or even days before 
they are nominated as electoral candidates. In February 1979, seven new recruits 
~ ·.ood for the by-elections, after which two assumed ministerships immediately, and 
one a senior minister of state. 14 In the 1980 general election, sixteen new can
didates were fielded out of whom five were immediately appointed ministers of 
state. 15 By May 1984 two of the five had achieved the status of full ministers. For 
the 1984 general election the PAP fielded its biggest number of new recruits
twenty-six-among whom was Prime Minister Lee's son, Brigadier-General Lee 
Hsien Loong. During the election campaign the prime minister gave notice that six 
were slated for higher office. 

13 Straits Times, December 30 , 1984. In a farewell letter to Ong Pang Boon on his departure from the 
cabinet, the prime minister acknowledged this widely known difference for the first time in public. 
Toh Chin Chye's candid interview with Asiaweek, September 7, 1984, also published his political 
differences . 

14 The two ministers were very senior civil servants: Howe Yoon Chong, head of the Civ il Service, who 
became minister of health , and Teh Cheang Wan, chief executive of the Housing and Development 
Board (HOB), who became the minister of national development. Tony Tan , an academic-tumed
banker, was appointed senior minister of state for education. 
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The death of Hon Sui Sen, the minister of finance, in October 1983, the first 
PAP minister to die in office in twenty-one years, further fueled the urgency for 
self-renewal. At the same time, in October and November, Goh Keng Swee, the 
first deputy prime minister, and S. Rajaratnam, the second deputy prime minister, 
were hospitalized for serious health reasons, all of which pointed to the inevitabil
ity and imminence of leadership change. 

The selection of the 1984 candidates by the PAP had another important aspect to 
it. In anticipation of the entry of over 215 ,000 first-time voters and keeping in 
mind the increasing youthfulness of the electorate, the ruling party sought to cap
ture the young vote with younger PAP candidates . The average age of the twenty
six new candidates was thirty-eight , the median age group was thirty-five to thirty
six years, and the two youngest were thirty-two. 

The self-renewal process is not confined to just the legislature and the cabinet; it 
has also reached the party hierarchy. As early as 1980, old-guard party leaders 
were retired to make way for the new, among them Toh Chin Chye, chairman of 
the party. The process of replacing the party leadership escalated in 1982 and 1984 
in keeping with the changes taking place at the cabinet level. The Central Execu
tive Committee (CEC) elected at the September 30, 1984, party conference com
prised the following: Ong Teng Cheong (chairman), Tony Tan (vice chairman), Lee 
Kuan Yew (secretary-general), Goh Chok Tong (assistant secretary-general), 
Dhanabalan (treasurer), Ahmad Mattar (assistant treasurer), and eight other mem
bers-Yeo Ning Hong, S. Jaykumar, Tay Eng Soon, Wan Soon Bee, Lee Yiok 
Seng, Ch'ng Jit Koon, Ho Kah Leong, and Lau Ping Sum. 16 Thus, apart from 
Lee, Ch'ng, and Ho, the entire CEC is made up of second-echelon leaders who 
have made it to the first echelon . Ho and Ch'ng are considered good grass-roots 
politicians who entered parliament in 1963 and 1968. 

The method of leadership selection, which is dependent on patronage rather than 
competition, has worked to undermine the legitimacy and credibility of the desig
nated successors both within and without the party. The fact that the PAP's new 
leadership is primarily cast in the mold of technocrats has not helped. Charges that 
they lack political experience and political judgment abound , though few would 
disagree on their intellectual ability, integrity, and dedication. Because the patron 
plays such a major role in political mobility and because of the prime minister's 
dominant personality, there is every constraint for the successors to act within safe 
parameters and little advantage to strike out independently. In any case, the dra
matic departure of Lim Chee Onn from the cabinet in 1983 as minister without 
portfolio and secretary-general of the National Trades Union Council (NTUC), 
once considered a front-runner, is a harsh reminder against independent political 
ambitions. 17 

15 The five were Yeo Ning Hong, S . Jayakumar, Tay Eng Soon , Wong Kwei Cheong, and Lee Yiok 
Suan . Yeo and Jayakumar have since become ministers. 

16 People's Action Party 1954- 1984: Petir 30th Anniversary Issue (Singapore: CEC People's Action 
Party, 1979). 

17 Straits Times , July 30, 1983. 
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It is also a reminder of the hazards of self-renewal politics. The PAP method 
seems to favor a thorough talent-scouting at all levels for the brightest and the best, 
defined as individuals with outstanding academic achievement and a history of 
community service. It is nothing short of a thorough combing of the country to 
persuade men and women to enter politics. 18 Gambles are made as certain men are 
tried for office. As Lee is left with fewer senior cabinet colleagues (remaining are 
only S. Rajaratnam and E. W. Barker), the attrition rate of political succession 
may have to slow down . 

After the December general election, Lee designated two of the new-guard min
isters as deputy prime ministers, Goh Chok Tong as first deputy prime minister 
and Ong Teng Cheong as second deputy prime minister. Lee has publicly an
nounced his desire to leave the prime ministership when he is sixty-five, probably 
at the 1988 general election. 

The Singapore prime minister has not confined his succession preparations to 
the political realm. The restructuring process has also been taking place in the 
civil service. In Lee's mind succession and the passing of a generation are system 
issues. The success of Singapore has been made possible because of the close 
partnership between the PAP political leadership and the civil service, albeit politi
cized by the Political Study Center in the early sixties. Clearly, Lee would like to 
see this same fruitful relationship continue. 

Consequently, paralleling his policy to groom younger ministers for the PAP, he 
has promoted a whole generation of young civil servants, in their mid- to late 
thirties, to permanent secretaryships so that the young ministers and the young 
civil servants can work in tandem and develop habits of cooperation under his 
tutelage to ensure a smooth transition at a later date. This has led to the stagnation 
of a generation of older civil servants in their mid-forties who have suffered the 
same fate as the politicians of their time. Indeed, given the PAP method of politi
cal recruitment, which is to select and thrust able young administrators into the 
political arena, there is no other choice. Many younger ministers were once subor
dinates of senior civil servants, and unless a restructuring of the civil service takes 
place to allow younger civil servants to rise to the top rungs of the administra
tion, the minister/civil servant relationship will be a sensitive and difficult one to 
redefine. 

RESTRUCTURING POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS 

As in the case of most ex-British colonies, the Singapore political system is 
modeled after Westminster, except that the constitution prescribes a unicameral 
legislature and an appointed President's Council for Minority Rights, which acts as 
an advisory body. Its functions are to consider and report on matters affecting 

18 A five-part series, "The Making of a Candidate," a report on the selection process of the PAP, in 
Straits Times, June 3, June IO , June 17, June 24, and July I, 1984 . 
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persons of any racial or religious minority and to draw attention to any bill that is 

discriminatory against any racial or religious community.19 

The political institutions of elections-the electoral system and the legislature

have had a tradition dating back to the immediate postwar period when the fran

chise was gradually extended and the nominated colonial legislature increasingly 

evolved to a fully elected assembly. In 1959 the PAP formed the first fully elected 

government in self-autonomous Singapore. Election to seats in the legislature was 

and is based on single-member districUplurality voting, in which the winner takes 

all. This system, which makes for stable government but works against the opposi

tion and the representativeness of the system, has remained unchanged since it was 

introduced. 
It was through this same set of institutions that the PAP was able to establish its 

political dominance in Singapore, first as the majority party from 1959-63 and 

then from 1968 onward as the hegemonic party with a 100 percent hold on the 

seats in parliament. The loss of one seat to the Workers' party in 1981 constituted a 

remarkable and historic victory for the opposition but did not change the political 

dominance of the ruling party. It did, however, create the opening wedge in a 

previously closed parliament. J. B. Jeyaratnam, the Workers' party member of par

liament, demonstrated after fifteen years that the PAP was not invincible after all. 

Therefore, the introduction of two bills in parliament in July 1984 by the PAP 

government-the Constitution of the Republic of Singapore (Amendment) Bill and 

the Parliamentary Elections (Amendment) Bill to provide for three opposition seats 

in parliament even if opposition candidates did not win in any constituency

represented a departure from established constitutional practice in the republic. 

From the beginning it represented one of the more controversial policies launched 

by the PAP in anticipation of political changes that would come with the rise of 

the new electorate. For a start three nonconstituency members of parliament would 

be appointed , under the acts , from among the best-polling opposition candidates, 

so long as they polled at least 15 percent of the votes cast in the constituency. 

Should one opposition candidate become fully elected, two nonconstituency mem

bers of parliament would be elected. However, these nonconstituency members 

would not be permitted to vote in parliament on any motion relating to a bill to 

amend the constitution, a supply or supplementary bill, a money bill, or a vote of 

no confidence in the government. 20 

Prime Minister Lee rationalized the introduction of the bills on three grounds. 

They were, first , to sharpen the debating skills of younger ministers and members 

of parliament; second, to educate young voters on the myth about the role of the 

opposition; and, third, to dispel suspicions of cover-ups by the government. The 

leading opposition parties, the Workers' party, the Singapore Democratic party, and 

the Singapore United Front, strongly opposed the proposal as a political manuever 

on the part of the ruling party to contain the groundswell for an elected opposition 

19 The Constitution of the Republic of Singapore, Arts. 69, 76, 77. 
20 Straits Times, July 25, 1984. 
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in parliament. It was seen as a suggestion to the electorate that it was possible to 
have an all PAP parliament and the opposition as well, without highlighting that 
the opposition would be second-class members because of their terms of entry into 
and conditions of participation in parliament. Although Lee expressed the senti
ment that " there should be a group of them [nonconstituency members] represent
ing one party holding out the promise if they have any to an alternative govern
ment," thereby providing "serious debate, not frivolity and trivalisation of the 
whole debating process , "21 few were convinced that the ruling party seriously 
wished to nurture a political alternative. 

It is difficult to interpret the PAP disposition on the basis of public statements. 
At the very best there is genuine ambivalence on the question of a place of an 
opposition in the political system. The thinking of the political leadership has 
shifted in the light of the experience of the lone opposition member in parliament. 
Lee and the senior party leaders may be convinced of the utility of opposition as 
political training for the new-guard leaders who entered politics in a depoliticized 
Singapore. In early 1982, shortly after J. B. Jeyaratnam's entry into the legislature, 
S. Rajaratnam, the second deputy prime minister, said unequivocally: 

The claim that an opposition would make the PAP government perform better is a pa
thetic and dangerous be lief. It is a fallacy to think that an opposition MP enters 
Parliament to help the government perform better. The purpose of an opposition is to 
make good government as difficult as possible so that the ruling party would be 
thrown out in the future elections and the opposition voted in. 22 

By April 1984, Rajaratnam's position had moderated. He publicly declared that 
an opposition in parliament was useful if it was sound and intelligent and that one
party government was not good for a long time. Lee himself, while addressing his 
responsibility to assist the development of a political alternative, also wanted to 
educate the young voters who "have no idea how destructive opposition can be. 
They feel they are missing something." Consequently, the amendment to introduce 
the nonconstituency members was to "provide them with some experience on the 
usefulness and the limitations of Opposition MPs." 23 The election of two opposi
tion candidates in December 1984 with respectable majorities has rendered the 
nonconstituency members a nonissue. It also demonstrated the failure of the PAP 
to stem the growing desire to see elected opposition in the legislature. 

But more radical change was still to be considered. In April 1984, Prime Minis
ter Lee expressed concern for the future management of Singapore's national re
serves,24 on the occasion of a younger minister 's walkabout visit to his Tanjong 
Pagar constituency. At the end of 1983 , the sum for managing the reserves stood at 
S$19.8 billion, a far larger amount than that held by Australia or New Zealand and 

2 1 Ibid. 
22 Straits Times , May 4 , 1984. 
23 Petir, August 1984. 
24 Straits Times , April 18 , 1984. 
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certainly a uniquely healthy position compared with most new states, which are 
constantly in a state of financial deficit. The reserve fund built up since the PAP 
took over government in 1959 is managed by the Monetary Authority of Singapore 
(MAS) and the Government of Singapore Investment Corporation (GIC), a state 
private company, which acts as the vehicle for the external investment of the vast 
funds. The chairman of the company is Prime Minister Lee himself. 

Subsequently, at the National Day rally Lee surprised his audience by revealing 
his plan to introduce an elected president. The elected president, so it is argued, 
would possess the moral authority invested by the electorate to prevent "spend
thrift" governments-tempted to win votes the easy way-from squandering the 
nation's reserves. 25 Such a "blocking mechanism" was to be moved in the House 
after the general election. As it now stands, in the constitution, the president is 
elected by parliament to a four-year term. His prescribed duties, conventionally 
symbolic, include the appointment of the prime minister and his cabinet, ratifying 
legislative bills , and convening and dissolving parliament. 26 

Even without a White Paper to delineate the final powers of the elected presi
dent , it is difficult to escape the conclusion that an elected president with the 
power to veto money and supply bills, which seems to be the intention, would 
mean a major revision of the Westminister model. There is also no guarantee that 
once created the elected president would not be increasingly empowered to be an 
arbiter in other spheres. Speculation was rife after the announcement that the first 
president would be Lee himself as such an arrangement would allow for the con
tinued tutelage of the new team of ministers. Lee has categorically stated that he 
would prefer not to be the first elected president. His preference is for a trusted 
cabinet colleague who has worked with him in the past, with knowledge of finan
cial matters, so that a new constitutional tradition of a prime minister working 
with an elected president would be established. 27 

Clearly, Lee anticipates the pressures to be encountered by future governments , 
including PAP governments, to provide greater welfare measures , in view of the 
changing profile of the population, and is pessimistic that future governments can 
resist them. In his twenty-five years of political leadership he increasingly de
veloped a critical and negative disposition toward the welfare state syndrome, at
tributing the loss of work ethic and productive drive, state financial woes, and an 
undisciplined population in Western countries to the sanctioned dependency on the 
state. The elected president has not yet emerged as a major political issue in the 
republic although Toh Chin Chye has itfgued publicly that it is impossible for any 
political leader to plan fifty years ahead. 28 The Singapore Democratic party has 
also criticized the concept as a destabilizing factor for future governments while 
the Workers' party sees it simply as a ploy to extend Lee's tenure of power. 

2s Straits Times . September 20, l 984. 
26 The Constitution of the Republic of Singapore, Art. 21. 
27 Straits Times, October 12, 1984. 
28 Interview with Toh Chin Chye, Asiaweek, September 7, l 984. 
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SOCIAL POLICIES FOR THE FUTURE 

In a polity where immediate economic and social problems are regarded as un
der control and where the political leadership is as dynamic and active as the PAP 
government, it is inevitable that long-term planning and concern for the long-term 
scenario become the focus of attention. At the 1983 National Day rally in August, 
Prime Minister Lee addressed what has become one of the most controversial pol
icies in Singapore in many years. Lee chose to highlight two trends, which in his 
view carry disastrous long-term consequences for Singapore's development, if left 
uncorrected. 

The first trend was the tendency for graduate women to remain unmarried. The 
census data showed that 17. 8 percent of the tertiary educated women aged thirty 
years and over were unmarried compared with 16.8 percent of women with an 
upper secondary education, 18.4 percent with a secondary education, 11.1 percent 
with a primary education, and 4.5 percent with no qualifications at all. 29 The 
second trend was the increasing tendency for well-educated women, that is, gradu
ate women, to have fewer children. On the whole, the mean average size of the 
family for graduate mothers was 1. 7 children compared with 2 for mothers with an 
upper secondary education, 1.9 for mothers with a secondary education, 2.7 for 
mothers with a primary education, and 3.5 for mothers with no qualifications at 
al].30 These emerging trends , typical of developed industrialized countries, were 
viewed with alarm by the prime minister on the grounds that "no other society has 
ever compressed this process into just over one generation, from the 1950s to the 
1970s and have [sic] the first statistical evidence in the 1980 Census."31 

The fundamental issue troubling Lee has been the problem of raising manpower 
for state management in a small state. On another occasion, at a 1982 May Day 
rally, the prime minister singled out the quality of people as the most important 
factor responsible for the rapid development of Singapore. He constantly reminded 
his audience of the small population pyramid on which Singapore's pool of talent 
was built and that this pool had in the past been enlarged because Singapore drew 
from the Malayan hinterland. The fact that in 1959, only two of the nine PAP 
cabinet ministers were born in Singapore illustrates this dependence. Since Singa
pore's separation from Malaysia, the free flow of people along the causeway has 
been substantially arrested and with it Singapore's reserve supply of able leaders , 
professionals, and administrators. 32 The second-echelon ministers and ministers of 
state in 1984 were all born in Singapore. 

The Singapore government counteracted the reality of a shrinking pool by estab
lishing two committees, one called PIPS (Professionals' Information and Placement 

29 Prime Minister's National Day Rally Speech 1983, Accompanying Graphics, p. 3. 
30 Ibid., p. 2. 
3 1 Lee Kuan Yew, " The Education of Women and the Pattern of Procreation," R/HED {Regional In

stitute of Higher Education and Development] Bulletin 10(3) (1983):6. 
32 Lee Kuan Yew, "The Search for Talent," in Our Heritage and Beyond, edited by S. Jayakumar 

(Singapore: NTUC, 1982), pp. 13-23. 
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Service) and another called CATS (Committee for Attracting Talent to Singapore), 
to help recruitment for the private sector. The first yielded disappointing results, 
though the second was reportedly more successful. 

It was within this reasoning that Lee addressed himself to the highly sensitive 
issue of the marriage and procreation of the well-educated, spheres which are con
ventionally regarded as private. The reaction from a normally compliant people 
was as never before. The great marriage debate and the nature versus nurture de
bate were thus brought into the open. Angry letters from readers inundated the 
columns of the daily newspapers. According to a Straits Times survey, of all issues 
aired during the year, the great marriage debate drew the largest number of read
ers' letters in 1983.33 

Many Singaporeans saw this line of argument as an elitist stance at best, an 
attempt to stratify society on the basis of tertiary qualifications, and at worst an 
attempt at genetic engineering. The vocal opposition failed to modify the policy of 
the government, convinced that this was a correct exhortation for Singapore should 
the island republic wish to see continued prosperity and dynamism in the twenty
first century. In the end, the backlash revealed itself in the wide-based support for 
the opposition attack on the elitist policies of the government at the 1984 gen
eral election. 

A Social Development Unit was set up in the prime minister's department, later 
kept under wraps because of the unfavorable publicity, to facilitate social and mar
riage opportunities for young men and women. Two accompanying measures , 
equally controversial, followed relating to preferential treatment of children of 
graduate mothers. On January 24, 1984, the Ministry of Education announced an 
incentive scheme for educated mothers to have three children and more by accord
ing them priority in admission to schools of their choice. 34 In a society where 
schooling is taken very seriously as a passport to future opportunities, resentment 
against the principle of this class-biased policy was quickly whipped up, especially 
when women with tertiary education formed only I. 3 percent of the female popula
tion , or 14,515 women. 

This same priority scheme would apply to the less educated if they underwent 
sterilization after the first or second child. Further incentives were offered by the 
minister of finance, Tony Tan , in the 1983 budget by way of an enhanced child 
relief scheme to educate married women to encourage such women to remain in 
the workforce and to have a second and third child.35 To make the proposal more 
palatable, the minister of finance included not only graduate mothers but all 
mothers with at least five "O" (ordinary) level passes , the acceptable pass stan-

33 Straits Times, March 29 , 1984. 
34 Straits Times , January 24, 1984. 
35 Straits Times, March 3, 1984. Apart from the normal child relief, educated mothers can also claim: 

(I) 5 percent of their earned income for the first child, (2) I 0 percent of their earned income for the 
second child , and (3) 15 percent of their earned income for the third child. In each case the max
imum that can be claimed is S$10,000. 
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dard at the school leaving GCE (General Certificate of Education) "O" level 
examinations. 

For a government that has traditionally dealt successfully with the problems of 
youth and a young workforce, the long-term scenario looks problematic. The PAP 
leaders have already grasped the problems of an aging population for the republic 
and the implications and pressures this bears on the pre~ent-day government. An 
official estimate shows that by 2030 , 19 percent of the population will be sixty-five 
or more. This changes the population dependency ratio immensely. In 1947 there 
were thirty-four working persons for every aged person, but by 2030 the ratio of 
working persons to an aged person will be drastically cut to three. 36 The unavoid
able conclusion points to a demand for increased welfare services for the aged 
constituency, a reality the PAP government seems loath to face. The ideological 
basis of the party has imperceptibly shifted from the democratic socialism of the 
fifties and early sixties to socialism in the "final analysis, " a system of thinking 
that could accommodate state capitalism, company welfarism, elitism, and self
reliance. 37 

Public policies to anticipate and avoid increasing state burdens in the future have 
thus been introduced. The Medisave Scheme, a national health plan, which has as 
its central idea self-responsibility for medical expenses, was implemented in April 
1984 after more than a year's discussion. Under this scheme, every working indi
vidual compulsorily sets aside S$5 ,000 from his Central Provident Fund (CPF), his 
social security fund, as his initial contribution if this amount is available. Thereaf
ter, he is regularly expected to set aside 3 percent of his CPF contribution while 
his employer is expected to do the same into his Medisave Fund until the sum 
reaches the S$10,000 limit. This amount in the individual's account is then avail
able for use in defraying hospitalization costs for himself and his immediate family 
when necessary. 

To prepare for the problems of an aging population , a Committee on the Prob
lems of the Aged was appointed in June 1982 headed by the minister of health , 
Howe Yoon Chong, the former head of the Civil Service before his entry into 
politics. Although a fifty-four-page report touched on various areas including em
ployment, health, the family, and leisure for the senior citizens, the most political 
and controversial aspect of the report turned out to be the committee's recommen
dation that the withdrawal age for CPF (social security) be raised from the present 
fifty-five years to sixty years and later sixty-five years. Such a recommendation met 
hostility across the board, and in a hitherto depoliticized polity where feedback 
channels are few or highly structured , the media became the main channel of ex
pression. The Straits Times ran a hot line for feedback, which was invariably ad
verse. All other language dailies reported the same opposition . At the NTUC Ordi-

36 Straits Times, May 2, 1984. 
37 C. V. Devan Nair, Socialism That Works: The Singapore Way (Singapore: Federal Publications , 

1976); and Tan Teng Lang, The Evolving PAP Ideology: Beyond Democratic Socialism, B.A. Hon
ours Academic Exercise, Department of Political Science, National University of Singapore, 1982. 
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nary Delegates' Conference held shortly after the release of the report, the trade 

unionists strongly opposed the proposal. The unexpectedly adverse reaction forced 

the government to postpone a decision on the report . PAP younger ministers were 

pressed to concede that further thinking and some modifications on the proposals 

were necessary. 
In seeking to ensure the continued development of Singapore at the present 

pace, the PAP leadership chose to push through a set of unpopular policies within 

a period of fourteen months before elections. There were many other minor issues 

that gained special significance, such as the increase on the levy for foreign maids . 

This represented a departure from the usual PAP practice of observing a mor

atorium of a year to eighteen months on unpopular policies before going to the 

national polls. It was the politics of anticipation, with Prime Minister Lee seeking 

to discharge necessary but unpopular measures, utilizing his moral authority and 

that of the old-guard leadership before they leave the political scene. 

Unfortunately, the popular response to the politics of survival is very different 

from that for the politics of anticipation. Harsh and unpopular policies introduced 

in the context of immediate economic survival, such as the measures considered 

necessary after separation from Malaysia and the withdrawal of the British troops, 

were better understood and tolerated. The population as a whole has been much 

less swayed by the necessity of controversial policies to ensure the prosperity and 

stability of Singapore in the twenty-first century. 

On December 22, 1984, the Singapore electorate demonstrated their response to 

the multitude of policies by returning the first two opposition candidates in a gen

eral election since 1963 and by giving the ruling party its lowest percentage of 

votes since that election. The PAP garnered 62.9 percent of the votes, dropping 

some 12.6 percent points from their 1980 vote and losing close to 37 percent to a 

generally ragtag collection of opposition candidates. In view of the fact that a 

constant 25 percent of the electorate has always cast votes against the government 

at each election, at least half of the first-time voters must have supported the 

PAP. At this election there was also widespread disaffection with the ruling party, 

and voters over forty-five must have voted against the government on the 

CPF issue. 
In the end, it was the sum of controversial policies , the style of government, and 

the perceived need for an elected opposition to check governmental excesses that 

lost the PAP support. The Anson by-election was a turning point for the opposi

tion. Once the myth of PAP invincibility was broken , it seemed possible to change 

the pattern of Singapore politics. 
Where will Singapore's politics now lead? There are four scenarios that come to 

mind. The first is the complete recapturing of lost ground by the PAP and a re

establishing of its former 100 percent hold on parliament. This would be exceed

ingly difficult , in fact unlikely, in view of the growing belief that parliamentary 

democracy is incomplete without an opposition. The second scenario is the de

velopment of a parliament still dominated by the PAP with an institutionalized 

presence of opposition members-anything from one to a dozen. This is the most 
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likely outcome in the middle term and even in the long term so long as the PAP 
does not lose its political acumen. Singaporeans on the whole are a pragmatic 
people, and they fully understand it is in their interest and Singapore's interest, in 
the absence of a better alternative, to be governed by a PAP government. 

The third scenario is the emergence of a serious alternative to the PAP, when 
elections become a true contest between the PAP and a second party for the right 
to govern. If this prospect comes about at all, it will be a long-term development 
and is contingent upon the ruling party's tolerance. The fourth and the most dis
turbing scenario for Singapore is the drifting in future elections toward support for 
a fragmented opposition, many marginal seats, and the PAP's winning by a small
er margin of votes and seats, immobilized in the interest of political survival. This 
final scenario includes as a corollary the possibility of a coalition government of 
other parties with the PAP in the opposition. 

But what will actually happen will depend on how the PAP responds in the next 
four to five years . Prime Minister Lee has questioned the validity of the one-man
one-vote system when the election results showed that voters were prepared to give 
votes blindly to the opposition irrespective of the quality of the candidates or their 
party platforms . The response of the newly appointed deputy prime minister, Goh 
Chok Tong , was one of caution in changing a proven system. The main issue for 
political stability and continuity in Singapore is whether the PAP, led by the 
younger team of mjnisters now at the helm , with the prime minister acting as the 
final arbiter, can establish a new consensus with the people. 

FOREIGN POLICY 

Four permanent interests shape Singapore's foreign policy. They are (1) the need 
for economic development and prosperity, (2) security from interstate conflict and 
tensions, (3) security from internal subversion and insurrection manipulated from 
outside its borders, and (4) avoidance of embroilment in big power conflicts and 
rivalries. 

The conduct of Singapore's foreign policy underwent its greatest change in the 
post-Vietnam era of Southeast Asian regional politics. Until then Singapore was 
content to pursue a low-key foreign policy "to establish friendly relations with as 
many countries as possible to minimize hostility and suspicion towards the re
public. "38 After the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, the republic discarded its 
low-posture stance and became the most vocal if not leading ASEAN country at 
international forums arguing Democratic Kampuchea's case. This support reflects 
Singapore's perception of its own vulnerability to aggression by larger states and a 
determination to develop ASEAN into a protective shield in its own interest and 
for the interest of the region as a whole. 

Notwithstanding Singapore's commitment to see the establishment of a multipo
lar presence of medium and big powers to ensure regional security, the republic is 

38 Lee Khoon Choy, "Foreign Policy," in Socialism That Works, p. 106. 
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openly pro-West and pro-Japan. In particular, it is recognized for its unequivocal 
position that U.S. involvement in the region provides the only effective counter

weight to a growing Soviet presence. At the present juncture of destabilization in 

Indochina, the United States is also seen as a major ally on the Kampuchean issue 

in as much as the Soviet Union is the ally of Vietnam. Singapore also looks to the 

United States as the main provider of military technology and economic technol

ogy. In 1983 U.S. importance to the Singapore economy was demonstrated by the 

fact that it was the largest foreign investor and trading partner. 39 

Whereas the People's Republic of China once posed a security threat from the 

ideological and cultural standpoints, today in an affluent, developed , and educa

tionally restructured Singapore, the threat has receded. The Singapore foreign min

ister has put the revised perception this way: " We believe that because they [the 

PRC] are placing so much emphasis on economic development they have come to 

the conclusion that their resources must be directed to this end and not to the 
export of revolution. " 40 Nonetheless, some suspicion of the PRC lingers because of 

the latter's refusal to publicly withdraw support for communist insurgent move

ments in Southeast Asia. Since the Vietnamese invasion of Kampuchea, the PRC 

is viewed as a useful check on Vietnamese ambitions by applying pressure where it 

hurts-arming the Khmer Rouge forces and threatening retaliation. At the present 

moment, Singapore looks to the PRC for economic prospects, a place to sell its 

expertise and services: in rig building, oil exploration, construction, and industrial 

planning and management. 
Singapore's perception of the role of Japan is perhaps the most relaxed of the 

ASEAN countries. The explanation for this attitude may be found in the pragma

tism of an immigrant business community. In any case, Japan's economic presence 

in Singapore does not dominate any sector of the economy. Believing there is much 

to gain in development lessons, Lee Kuan Yew was among the first of Southeast 
Asian leaders to launch a "learn-from-Japan" policy, with the intention of import

ing Japanese management philosophy and industrial organization to the local 

scene. Singapore had previously floated the idea of a naval task force for the region 

involving noncommunist states with Japan as a member. The political leadership 
adopted a positive view on the military build-up of Japan and is not afraid of 
Japanese militarism, confident that the U.S. alliance with Japan will keep the lat

ter under control. 
However, Singapore's main foreign policy achievement, according to Foreign 

Minister S. Dhanabalan, has been "to overcome mutual misunderstanding , mis

trust and suspicion which existed between the republic and Malaysia and Indo
nesia. " 4 1 The formation and successful functioning of ASEAN has enabled the full 

normalization of relations between the three countries previously at conflict. In 

39 Economic Survey of Singapore 1983 (Singapore: MT! [Ministry of Trade and Industry, 1983), p. 9. 
40 Straits Times, February 5, 1981 . 
4 1 Straits Times, June 23, 1983. 
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fact, as Singapore's politics turns inward to prepare for the transition of leaders, its 
diplomacy has focused more heavily within the region. There seems to be a recog
nition by the top political leadership of Singapore, Malaysia, and Indonesia that the 
good relations enjoyed among the three states must be institutionalized beyond 
personalities in order to be lasting. Consequently, a steady exchange of visits has 
taken place by leaders, administrators, and the military of the three countries. In 
1980 the Inter-Governmental Committee, a bilateral commission reporting directly 
to the prime minister's office, was set up to look into the problems of cooperation 
between Singapore and Malaysia. Apart from the heads of governments, who have 
exchanged visits, second-echelon leaders of Singapore have been systematically 
exposed to their counterparts in the neighboring states. 

Brunei , the newest member of ASEAN, has also received a fair share of atten
tion. However, this relationship has not sprung up overnight. Prime Minister Lee 
established a warm relationship with the old sultan, Sir Omar Ali Saifuddin, as 
early as 1959, and when the Brunei-Malaysia currency split in 1973 , Brunei dollars 
were pegged to the Singapore dollar. 42 Singapore firms have been doing business 
in Brunei for a long while, and Brunei provides the Singapore armed forces with a 
training camp at Temburong . Brunei shares the same small state mentality as Sing
apore and feels it has more to learn from the more approximate situation. It is also 
another way of neutralizing the influence of strong neighbors. 

Singapore's foreign policy, which is primarily reacti ve to external events, will 
not in the stalemate of the big-power conflict in the region push for new initiatives 
on the Kampuchea issue unless the power equilibrium alters decisively. Its main 
attention wi ll be focused on the nuances and shifts in policy of the major powers, 
both in their domestic and international contexts, to determine the overall impact 
on the security and economic environment. In the meantime, Singapore is likely to 
concentrate on building firmer bilateral relations with its ASEAN neighbors and in 
particular with those which immediately encircle the island republic. 

42 New Nation, May 23 , 1973 . 
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12. Brunei: Domestic Politics 
and Foreign Policy 

Michael Leifer 

The international outlook of the government of Brunei has been conditioned by the 
geopolitical circumstances of the minuscule but wealthy sultanate and, correspond
ingly, by a salutary experience of the interrelationship between domestic political 
challenge and external support. That experience had a profound impact during the 
course of the nineteenth century, but its modem expression dates from December 
1962 when an abortive rebellion in opposition to Brunei 's joining the projected 
Federation of Malaysia served as the initial justification of Indonesia's policy of 
confrontation. A further experience of external support for internal dissidence oc
curred during the mid-1970s when the government of Malaysia assumed a subver
sive role in a second attempt to subsume the sultanate within its federal structure. 
Although both Indonesia and Malaysia under different leaderships have reversed 
their policies toward Brunei , which they have welcomed as a regional partner with
in ASEAN, the legacy of those relatively recent experiences continues to inform 
the external priorities of the sole remaining ruling monarchy in Southeast Asia. On 
resuming sovereignty in January 1984, the sultanate of Brunei has sought to protect 
a traditional identity and a fragile independence, in part by sustaining access to 
external sources of countervailing power and by actively soliciting recognition and 
endorsement of its international legitimacy. There is thus a very clear and direct 
relationship between domestic politics and foreign policy in Brunei. The object of 
the latter is not only to secure the independence and integrity of the microstate but 
also to ensure that a traditional political system is maintained intact. 

Brunei has long been concerned with the threat posed by external predators, 
who have sought to exploit internal dissidence. Indeed, the experience of the sul
tanate during the greater part of the nineteenth century was of considerable ter
ritorial contraction effected principally in favor of a British political adventurer 
who became Raja of Sarawak. Brunei retained a separate identity as a territorial 
vestige of a historical empire only through the imposition of official British protec-
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tion in 1888. That model of colonial rule secured the residual integrity of the 

sultanate with the notable exception of the still-disputed district of Limbang, now 

in Sarawak, whose annexation by Raja Charles Brooke in 1890 split Brunei into 

two enclaves, connected only by a maritime bridge. That residual integrity sur

vived Japan's occupation during the Pacific War, while British protection, both for

mal and informal, continued uninterrupted, if diminished, until January 1984 when 

the transfer of the responsibility for external affairs restored the sultanate to full 

international status. 
Brunei's experience of recovering independence has been unique within South

east Asia. It has also been indicative of an international outlook that has not 

changed in substance since Brunei 's government assumed responsibility for the 

conduct of its foreign policy. It was a reluctant aspirant for national liberation , 

resisting for many years attempts by successive British governments to cast it adrift 

politically. A fascinating illustration of that reluctance is the Treaty of Friendship 

and Cooperation concluded between the British Crown and the Sultan of Brunei in 

January 1979, which states in parenthesis on its title page that "the Treaty is not in 

force" and which contains in its text the statement that "this treaty shall enter into 

force five years from 31st December 1978." 1 Grace periods are associated normally 

with the repayment of debts. In Brunei's case, a reversion to full sovereignty was 

delayed for five years, and that period of delay and preparation was a negotiated 

minimum. The government of Brunei actually sought a much longer extension of a 

quasi-colonial status quo because of an abiding sense of vulnerability. 

In effect, when the Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation came into effect, it 

produced only a change of legal form rather than one of political substance. Under 

the terms of an earlier agreement in September 1959, Brunei promulgated a new 

constitution. Internal political autonomy was restored, leaving Britain with respon

sibility for external affairs and defense (including internal security) and retaining 

only a formal prerogative-never exercised-to advise the sultan on all matters 

connected with governing the state. That agreement was amended in November 

1971 to remove that formal prerogative and remaining vestige of Britain's control of 

internal affairs. The British government retained some responsibility for defense, 

excluding internal security, but only on a consultative basis corresponding to those 

diminished obligations assumed concurrently under the Five-Power Defense Ar

rangements, which superseded the Anglo-Malaysian Defense Agreement. 

Only in external affairs was any formal derogation of sovereignty sustained. The 

amended agreement stipulated that "Her Majesty shall continue to enjoy jurisdic

tion to make for the state Jaws relating to external affairs ."2 But this external 

affairs power was never exercised in a policy-making sense, but only in a represen

tative capacity. Decisions affecting the international status and affiliations of the 

sultanate were made, if by veto, in Bandar Seri Begawan and not in Whitehall. 

1 Cmnd. 7496, HMSO (London , 1979), p. 7. 
2 Cmnd. 4932 , HMSO (London, 1972), p. 4. 
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Any derogation of sovereignty was freely tolerated by the government of Brunei. 
Ironically, independence was demanded by the putative colonial power, which 
wished to free itself of an entangling political embarrassment. It was resisted with 
vigor and diplomatic skill by the putative subject state. Irony was compounded by 
the difficulty faced by British Labour governments in trying to withdraw the bat
talion of Gurkha Rifles, which had been deployed continuously on a rotating basis 
in the sultanate ever since the abortive rebellion in 1962. An insistent demand to 
retain an alleged mercenary presence came from Brunei, and that insistence has 
born fruit in the form of the postindependence relationship with Britain. 

Brunei's insistence on enjoying a measure of informal British protection is the 
direct consequence of its experience of external support for internal political chal
lenge in the recent past by Indonesia and Malaysia. The political downfall of Su
karno and the attendant termination of the confrontation policy removed an imme
diate threat to the traditional system of royal family rule, but a lingering suspicion 
of Indonesia's intent has remained despite the transformation of the republic 's polit
ical identity and international orientation, brought about by the advent and consol
idation of President Suharto's New Order. 

Moreover, if provoked by Brunei 's revival of the Limbang claim , an active role 
was adopted by Malaysia in supporting proscribed rebels and in challenging the 
international status of the sultanate in the United Nations within only the last dec
ade. That challenge was supported by Indonesia, as well as by the Philippines and 
Thailand , but not by Singapore.3 

An uninterrupted process of reconciliation with its two former adversaries was 
set in motion after May 1978 when President Suharto and Prime Minister Datuk 
Hussein Onn met in Labuan and issued a joint disclaimer of ill-intent , indicating a 
willingness to welcome Brunei as a member of ASEAN when it became indepen
dent. Brunei has been an active party to such reconciliation, responding positively 
to regional initiatives, but has relied on more than expressions of goodwill to safe
guard its security. 

For Brunei, foreign policy has a prime domestic dimension. Its priority is to 
sustain the identity as well as the territorial integrity of the bifurcated microstate. 
That identity is conceived in terms of perpetuating a royal absolutist political sys
tem despite the degree of social change attendant not only on the immense wealth 
of the sultanate but also on the expansion of educational opportunity beyond the 
traditional governing class. There has been no indication of a desire for constitu
tional reform that might enable a return to a measure of popular political par
ticipation. Indeed , the elections of August 1962, in which the now proscribed Par-

3 For a discussion of Brunei's international status at that juncture and subsequently, see Michael 
Leifer, "Decolonization and International Status: The Experience of Brunei," International Affairs 
54:2 (April 1978):240-252; and Timothy Ong Teck Mong, "Modern Brunei: Some Important Is
sues" Southeasr Asian Affairs 1983 (Hampshire, England: Gower, 1983). See historical account of the 
international position of Brunei by D. S. Ranjit Singh, Brunei, 1839-1983: The Problems of Po/iri
cal Survival (S ingapore: O.U.P., 1984). 
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Ra' ayat secured all elective seats in the Legislative Council , are regarded by the 

royal family as an example of the dangers of democracy. All attempts since then by 

Britain's Foreign and Commonwealth Office to encourage progressive democratiza

tion have been resisted, although elections for ten of the twenty-one seats in the 

Legislative Council were held in March 1965. Democracy has been identified with 

political instability and external intervention, a view reinforced by the experience 

of East Timor since April 1974. 
It has been made quite clear in Bandar Seri Begawan that there are no plans for 

new elections and party politics or indeed to return to the terms of the 1959 consti

tution to replace the emergency powers introduced in 1962, which permit the sul

tan to continue to rule by decree. Just prior to independence, acting Chief Minister 
Pehin Abdul Aziz Umar (now minister for Education and Health) remarked: "We 

do not want to be ruled by laborers and taxi drivers. We want to be governed by 

those who know how."4 At independence, the sultan , Sir Muda Hassanal Bolkiah , 

assumed the offices of prime minister and the head of Internal Affairs and Finance. 

His father, the former sultan, who abdicated in favor of his son in 1967 , assumed 

the Defense portfolio; his brother, Prince Mohamad , became minister for foreign 

affairs; and another brother, Prince Jefri, became minister for culture, youth, and 

sports, as well as deputy finance minister. Government and politics in Brunei are 

very much a family affair, and the purpose of the sultanate's foreign policy is to 

keep it that way. 
The political status quo is maintained in part by employing the bounty enjoyed 

from the exploitation of oil and liquified natural gas to maintain an ideal welfare 

state in the form of free education and health care, subsidized loans for housing, 

cars, funerals, and pilgrimages to Mecca, sweetened further by an absence of an 

income tax . An awareness of the prospect of frustration among meritocratic com

moners has been matched by a rapid indigenization of the upper echelons of gov

ernment, while a measure of social control has been exercised by employing Is

lamic symbolism, which fundamentalist dissidents find difficult to use against the 

sultan, whose office combines religious and secular roles. 
External defense and internal security are provided by the Royal Brunei Armed 

Forces (formerly Malay Regiment), founded in 1961 and trained and staffed ir. 

part by British officers and other loan service personnel. It is at present under 

the command of a British brigadier-general , himself subject to the authority of 
Brunei's minister of defense. Concurrent with the conclusion of the Treaty of 

Friendship and Cooperation with Britain, there was a corresponding exchange of 
notes concerning in part the continued provision of ass istance to the armed forces 

of Brunei by Britain. Although Brunei does not purchase its arms exclusively from 

Britain, it plays a continuing dominant role in training troops and in servicing 
equipment. In the sense that the external relationship with Britain is directly con

nected to the general efficacy of Brunei 's armed forces , it constitutes a source of 
countervailing power. 

4 Daily Telegraph , December 29 , 1983. 
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At the time of independence, Brunei's armed forces of some 4,000 men included 
two infantry battalions under local command, with a third in the process of forma
tion. Supporting services consisted of an engineering and signals squadron, an 
armed reconnaisance squadron, and an air defense battery employing Rapier sur
face-to-air missiles . Equipment included sixteen Scorpion light tanks, two Sultan 
armored cars, twenty-four Sankey armored personnel carriers, and sixteen 81mm 
mortars. Air support took the form primarily of helicopter squadrons including 
gunships, while a small navy deployed fast patrol craft, three of which were armed 
with Exocet missiles.s 

Given the propensity for intervention on the part of armed forces in new states, 
the well-equipped Royal Brunei Armed Forces constitutes a double-edged sword. 
Indeed, its capability is probably more suitable for launching a coup than in pro
viding for external defense. There is no doubt that its officer corps is monitored 
closely for signs of political disaffection. At the same time its material needs are 
well cared for, while career prospects have improved with a reduction in the com
plement of British officers. But there is the prospect that dissatisfaction with the 
narrow absolutist structure of politics could engender dissent within the merito
cratic strata of the bureaucracy, which in tum could find matching expression in 
the armed forces-as happened in Thailand in 1932. 

Apart from a police force with a paramilitary element some 1,750 strong, in
ternal security is maintained both directly and indirectly through access to external 
sources of countervailing power. A near unique relationship obtains with the gov
ernment of Nepal whereby former Gurkhas who have served in the British army 
have been recruited to form a specially constituted Gurkha Reserve Unit or para
military force of some 900 men, who are employed to guard key installations, 
including prisons, the liquified natural gas plant at Lumut, and the magnificent 
new royal palace, whose buildings cover fifty acres and contain 1,788 rooms. This 
palace, which may well have cost $500 million and which overlooks the capital, 
represents a symbol of royal expectations that continuing generations of sultans 
beyond the incumbent twenty-ninth in line will continue to rule as well as reign. 
The Gurkha Reserve Unit is at the sultan's disposal, although there is no reason to 
believe that its presence is welcomed generally within the state. 

This mercenary presence is supplemented in a primarily internal deterrent role 
by the continued deployment at Seria of a battalion of Gurkha Rifles from the 
British army on a rotating basis from their brigade headquarters in Hong Kong as 
well as a company of Royal Marines. Before independence, the Gurkha deploy
ment was maintained by a private exchange of letters with Whitehall. Certainly 
since 1971 , the Gurkha presence, ostensibly serving a training function, has never 
been committed officially either to the internal or external defense of the sultanate. 
However, because the role of the battalion has never been publicly defined, its 
presence has an informal deterrent function. Internally, the fighting prowess and 

5 For full details of Brunei's military establishment , see The Military Balance, 1984-1985 (London : 
International Institute for Strategic Studies, 1984), p. 97. 
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record of the Gurkhas is well understood and serves as a major constraint on possi
ble political adventurism on the part of any faction within the Royal Brunei Armed 
Forces. Its presence has served also as a factor in the calculations of external 
adversaries , but external deterrence no longer possesses immediate practical rele
vance. 

Successive British governments-especially when the Labour party has been in 
office-have been concerned at the alarming prospect of finding a Gurkha bat
talion interposed between the Brunei royal family and a popularly based local mili
tary uprising. The current Conservative administration led by Margaret Thatcher 
has been more willing to live with that prospect because the Brunei government 
pays for the full cost of maintaining the rotating Gurkha battalion, which repre
sents an important contribution to sustaining intact the Gurkha Brigade based in 
Hong Kong. In the year preceding the ultimate transfer of sovereignty, protracted 
and contentious negotiations took place over the terms on which the British bat
talion would remain in the sultanate. It would appear that the government of 
Brunei wanted to be able to exercise some form of veto over the deployment of the 
Gurkhas out of the sultanate, say, in the event of a breakdown in public order in 
Hong Kong-if not to enjoy a commanding role. A private agreement was reached 
in September 1983 which ensured that the role of the Gurkha battalion in Brunei 
would remain unchanged and undefined. 6 In the process , Britain was obliged to 
sacrifice an incumbent high commissioner and also forfeited a monopoly role for 
its Crown agents as manager of Brunei's multibillion pound investment portfolio in 
favor of Morgan Guaranty and Citibank. 

Although the Gurkhas are almost certain to remain in their ambiguous role, at 
least until after the next general election in Britain , their longer term future is 
uncertain because of the strong likelihood that the fate of the Gurkha brigade will 
be linked to Britain's tenure in Hong Kong. In the meantime, the Gurkha presence 
and Britain's continuing training and servicing role for the Royal Burnei Armed 
Forces serve as a major constraint on any local attempt to challenge royal absolut
ism. If the external relationship with Britain has a deliberately ambiguous connec
tion with internal security, seen as the key to the revival of any external threat, a 
newer special relationship with Singapore has a marginal security relevance. 

The political relationship between Brunei and Singapore developed in the wake 
of the latter's separation from Malaysia in August 1965 . The two states, if strik
ingly different in terms of prevailing cultural identity, identified with each other 
because of their similar size, sense of vulnerability, and sources of external threat. 
Apart from establishing an informal diplomatic presence in the sultanate during the 
1970s, the government of Singapore has been permitted to deploy a rotating com
pany of troops in the easternly Temburong enclave and to enjoy access to the 
Gurkha jungle training school near Seria. Military cooperation has been sustained 

6 Richard Luce, minister of state at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, explained that a Gurkha 
battalion would remain in Brunei " under essentially the same arrangements that apply at present" 
(Financial Times, September 23, 1983). 
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since the transfer of residual sovereignty, expressed , for example, in joint exercises 
with the Singapore navy. The economic relationship has flourished, with Singapore 
becoming Brunei's third most important trading partner. 

Long before and since full independence, Brunei has employed external relation
ships with a view to stiffening internal military capability and securing access to 
sources of countervailing power. Although military capability possesses an evident 
external defense dimension, internal security enjoys a higher priority, partly be
cause of the conviction that the most likely circumstances in which an external 
threat could arise would be in response to an internal challenge. Long-standing 
external relationships with Britain and Nepal- with a special if minor role for 
Singapore-have been conceived with internal security in mind . With indepen
dence, Brunei has embarked on a range of wider diplomatic relationships , which 
also have relevance to security, but the prime object of the exercise has been to 
establish the international legitimacy of the sultanate. Certainly, membership in 
ASEAN was directly related to this objective. 

Within a week of the transfer of residual sovereignty, Brunei , in its full title, 
Negara Brunei Darussalam, became the sixth member of ASEAN and only the 
first new entrant since its formation in August 1967. Any earlier reluctance to 
contemplate membership in an association that included Indonesia and Malaysia 
was overcome by the persuasive efforts of other members of ASEAN who were not 
seen as potential threats. Moreover, membership was not an overnight affair. For
eign minister designate Prince Mohamad had been attending meetings of the for
foreign ministers of ASEAN since 1981 in the role of an observer. Indeed, prepara
tion for membership had begun as soon as the Treaty of Friendship and Coopera
tion with Britain had been concluded and the process of independence for the 
sultanate set in motion. 

In considering the utility of membership in ASEAN , it should be understood 
that Brunei did not join because of its economic record. Economic cooperation 
within ASEAN has been a modest undertaking, while Brunei can purchase human 
skills and technology from wherever its government pleases. Moreover, it is not 
likely to invest its surplus wealth in any of its new regional partners unless there 
are sound economic grounds for doing so. Neither did Brunei join ASEAN in order 
to enjoy the benefits of a collective defense enterprise. Although defense coopera
tion does take place among ASEAN 's members, primarily on a bilateral basis , it is 
conducted outside the auspices of the organization. Indeed , it has become an arti
cle of faith among the members that ASEAN is not an alliance. Brunei has joined 
ASEAN primarily in order to uphold the international legitimacy of the fledgling 
state. 

The record of ASEAN in managing intermural tensions has been encouraging. 
Underpinning the quality of relationships based on an assiduous attention to bu
reaucratic and ministerial consultation has been an overriding commitment to re
spect the sovereign independence of member states. Indeed, ASEAN 's founding 
declaration in August 1967 affirmed the intention "to promote regional peace and 
stability through abiding respect for justice and the rule of law in the relationships 
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among countries of the region," while the Kuala Lumpur Declaration of Novem
ber 1971, which articulated a commitment to a regional zone of peace, recognized 
"the right of every state, large or small , to lead its national existence free from 
outside interference in its internal affairs. " The cardinal principle of the interna
tional society of states has also been enshrined in a Treaty of Amity and Coopera
tion signed by ASEAN 's heads of government in February 1976 . That treaty serves 
as the justification for ASEAN's collective diplomatic challenge to Vietnam's inva
sion and occupation of Cambodia. By joining ASEAN, Brunei has put itself in a 
position whereby the same standards of international conduct that have been ap
plied to Vietnam can also be applied to regional partners , especially to those geo
graphically most proximate. In other words, Brunei has sought to secure advantage 
from a self-imposed structure of corporate constraint implicit in the public philoso
phy of the organization . 

Because of the conflict over Cambodia, the collective commitment to the non
violation of national sovereignty has become the central feature of ASEAN's cor
porate identity. Consequently, any display of aggressive intent toward Brunei by 
one of its new regional partners would bring ASEAN into disrepute in terms of its 
declared public philosophy. Indeed , from Brunei 's perspective, ASEAN takes on 
the features of a traditional collective security organization like the League of Na
tions, whose main ideal purpose was to prevent aggression on an intramural basis. 
Indeed, it was with such a conception in mind that Thailand's former foreign min
ister, Thanat Khoman, suggested that collective political defense was ASEAN's 
major achievement. Brunei hopes to become a beneficiary of that form of defense. 
Membership in ASEAN is intended to institutionalize the process of reconciliation 
with Indonesia and Malaysia but correspondingly to provide in the process for the 
continued integrity and independent identity of the sultanate. 

International legitimacy has been sought also by embarking on a restricted range 
of diplomatic relationships , confined to states with whom Brunei has some sense 
of political affinity. Apart from the other ASEAN states, diplomatic missions have 
been opened in London and Washington. In Bandar Seri Bagawan, apart from Bri
tain and the ASEAN states , diplomatic missions have been opened by the United 
States, South Korea, and Australia and a representative office by Japan. 7 A special 
coreligionist relationship without an exchange of missions appears to have been 
established with Pakistan, whose advice has been taken on the internal application 
of Islamic values, which serve in part as an instrument of social control. Such 
considerations of wider identity may have been responsible for the July 1984 visit 
by Yasser Arafat, chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organization. 

Beyond ASEAN, Brunei has joined the Organization of the Islamic Conference, 
the Commonwealth, and the United Nations. It has also been recognized by the 
Soviet Union , Vietnam, and the People's Republic of China. International recogni-

7 Diplomatic relations with ambassadors accredited to Brunei from either Malaysia or Singapore have 
been established with Bangladesh, Belgium, Canada, Egypt , France, West Germany, India, Italy, 
Nepal , the Netherlands, New Zealand , Oman , Pakistan , Papua New Guinea, Turkey, and Sweden. 
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ti on has been extended without question, in contrast to Brunei's experience a dec

ade ago when its status was the subject of adverse resolutions in the U.N. General 

Assembly; in September 1984, it became member 159 without a dissenting vote, 
jointly sponsored by all ASEAN states and Britain. 

International legitimacy, however, cannot depend on external recognition alone; 

it requires a basis in established political fact, which in the case of Brunei is less 

than certain. In a speech on attaining full independence, the sultan stated that 

Brunei would remain a Malay Islamic monarchical state. Of those three qualities , 

that of monarchy is most likely to be subject to challenge as the educational base 

widens and when a bilingual (Malay-English) education system is established by 

1988. Because Brunei is an absolute monarchy-with no attempt to emulate the 

Thai model or even the more contentious Malaysian one-political change could 

well occur in a sudden , if not totally unexpected way. Moreover, the great wealth 

of the sultanate-some $4 billion annually from the exploitation of oil and natural 

gas-may not be able to buy off political discontent. 
Brunei has not experienced domestic violence for over twenty-three years , but its 

absence is not an indication in itself of the strength and resilience of its political 

institutions, which in no way mask the self-indulgence and the ostentatious life

style of the royal family. Brunei has made it quite clear that it will resist any 

demands for political change. One justification for an unwillingness to widen the 

basis of political participation is a belief that domestic turmoil may follow, which 

might then prompt a larger neighbor to intervene, ostensibly to uphold regional 

order. There has been no public cognizance of the alternative prospect-that a 

rigid resistance to political change could bring about the very scenario that is 

feared the most , namely, domestic upheaval and external intervention, probably in 

the form of an ASEAN peacekeeping force. 
That prospect is not an immediate expectation while a Gurkha battalion is de

ployed in an ambiguous role; however, if in its absence the Royal Brunei Armed 

Forces were to overcome traditional loyalties and royal manipulation and decide to 

intervene politically, the structure of external relationships could not serve to sus

tain the complete identity of the microstate. The threat to a monarchical identity 
does not lie in a revival of the Partai Ra' ayat, whose exiled leadership no longer 

receives external support. Indeed , nearly half the Malay population of Brunei

some 120,000-is under twenty so that living memory of the 1962 revolt has faded 

with the passing of time. More significant are the deep currents of change beneath 
the surface of welfare-induced stability, the source of the observation that "there is 

a restlessness among the younger Malays coupled with a growing nationalism 

which is most marked in returning students."8 

External threats per se to the security and identity of Brunei do not possess any 
real immediacy. Brunei's common stand with its new partners over Cambodia re

presents an expression of necessary corporate solidarity and an attachment to prac-

s A. J. Crosbie, " Brunei in Transition," Southeast Asian Affairs 1981 (Singapore: Heinemann Asia, 

1981), p. 88 . 
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tical principle, not a pressing sense of apprehension because the most proximate 
major city is Ho Chi Minh. In the current climate of intra-ASEAN conciliation, 
any maritime dispute with Malaysia over the delineation of the international 
boundary of Brunei Bay can be contained, while the sultanate has been cautious in 
avoiding entanglement in the multilateral contention over the Spratly Islands. 
Moreover, while the status and even livelihood of the vast majority of Brunei's 
Chinese community of some 60,000 has been put in jeopardy by the assumption of 
full sovereignty, it does not constitute a political threat capable of being manipu
lated by the PRC. Indeed , it is significant that discrimination against Brunei's 
Chinese community has not prompted any external response either from outside or 
within ASEAN. British attempts to make provision for their assured future before 
surrendering the external affairs power failed conspicuously. 

In Bandar Seri Begawan the burgeoning of new foreign relationships does not 
serve directly as a security policy, but it does reflect the view of geographic neigh
bors that regional stability will be promoted best by encapsulating Brunei within 
an exclusive structure of international relations. For Brunei that collective view 
provides a measure of assurance that gratuitous acts of interference will not take 
place. But that view cannot guarantee that developments within the sultanate will 
not be seen to pose a threat to the interests of regional partners. At a seminar in 
Jakarta in October 1974, Tan Sri Ghazalie Shafie, then Malaysia's minister for 
home affairs , drew attention to " the security issues that revolve around the con
tinuing existence of vestigial colonial territories in our region." He warned that 
"their existence, besides being historically anomalous, also makes them the foci of 
local discontent and foreign intrigue. The security issues that they pose may be 
peripheral to the ambit of our concern here, but they are nevertheless potential 
areas of instability. " 9 Brunei is no longer a "vestigial colonial" territory, nor his
torically anomalous, but the measure of concern expressed over a decade ago has 
not completely disappeared . 

Mention has been made above to a growing nationalism in Brunei marked 
among returning students. That nationalism draws its sustenance from a sense of 
lineal descent from a historical empire, which gave its name in English to an island 
of continental proportions now comprising mainly Indonesian and Malaysian terri
tory. The declared goal of the rebellion in 1962 of a unitary state of North Borneo 
to incorporate present-day Sarawak and Sabah reflected a nationalist impulse, as 
did the irredentist claim to the district of Limbang by the former sultan, Sir Omar 
Ali Saifuddin, which has never been formally repudiated. Accordingly, future po
litical change within Brunei could serve once again as a catalyst within North 
Borneo, depending on the nature of the relationship between the two distant wings 
of Malaysia. Such a worst-case scenario must occasionally merit consideration in 
Kuala Lumpur, which was in part the source of the expression of concern by Tan 
Sri Ghazalie Shafie over a decade ago. 

9 Tan Sri Muhammad Ghazalie bin Shafie, "ASEAN 's Response to Security Issues in Southeast Asia," 
in Regionalism in Southeast Asia (Jakarta: Center for Strategic and International Studies, 1975), p. 
23. 
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Such an irredentist scenario is almost certainly not contemplated by the absolute 
monarchy in Bandar Seri Begawan because it could most likely occur only at its 
expense. Indeed, external priorities are governed by domestic considerations, 
which is why the most important external relationships are those which have the 
most immediate relevance to perpetuating the political status quo. It is of interest 
therefore to take cognizance of a new Brunei law which states that "outside armed 
forces stationed in the Sultanate by mutual agreement might be used to control 
public order." 10 Britain 's military association with Brunei has been based , how
ever, on the assumption that the very presence of the Gurkhas should make their 
use unnecessary. Should it ever seem likely that they would find themselves en
gaged in defense of an absolute monarchy against a popularly based uprising , then 
strong parliamentary pressure would be applied to bring about their withdrawal. In 
other words, the key external relationship that serves as a critical sanction against 
internal political challenge is based on a bluff, which could be called in the near 
future. 

In this context, the political good health of Brunei is not easy to assess because 
the real political process in the sultanate is virtually a closed activity. Any personal 
or factional rivalries within the royal circle have had limited public expression. 

The Legislative Council with a nominated majority meets only once a year to hear 
a royal address and to approve legislation. Decision making is confined to an ex
clusive royal circle, with the former sultan or Seri Begawan playing an important 
paternal role. That practice has been confirmed by the attainment of independence, 
not established as a consequence of it. The central institution of the state is a 
monarchy of historical long-standing, which is a regional anomaly. Foreign policy 
has been governed primarily by a determination to preserve that royal house within 
its vestigial territorial domain, which is upheld more by a postimperial relationship 
than by new-found regional associations, however important. When that residual 
postimperial relationship comes to end, almost certainly by 1997 , the political 
identity of Brunei will depend in great part on the loyalty of the Royal Brunei 
Armed Forces despite any continuing private arrangements with the government of 
Nepal. 

It is the constancy of that loyalty more than anything else that is likely to influ
ence any revision in a foreign policy directed currently toward a linked internation
al legitimacy and domestic political continuity. In other words, political change 
within Brunei would be required before alternative foreign policies of either inte
gration within Malaysia or a separate North Borneo are likely to be contemplated 
seriously. For now, the relationship between domestic politics and foreign policy 
can be expressed in one sentence taken from the acceptance speech of the sultan 
on the occasion of the admission of the state to the United Nations : "We wish to 
be left alone, and free from foreign intervention. " 

to Asia 1984 Yearbook (Hong Kong: Far Eastern Economic Review, 1983), p. 134. 
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III. Regional Relations 

13. ASEAN as a Regional 
Organization: Economics, 
Politics, and Security 

Evelyn Colbert 

In 1985-almost twenty years after ASEAN's inauguration-to look at ASEAN 
merely as a regional organization is to take much too narrow a view of its real 
significance. It has , of course, all of the essential characteristics of an organi
zation-a charter, staff, and defined functions and procedures. But ASEAN has 
also come to denote a place, a chunk of geography within the larger geography 
of Southeast Asia, even though its members-six of the seven noncommunist 
countries of Southeast Asia-are amazingly differentiated as to size, population, 
religion, language, ethnic composition , and other characteristics central to their 
national identities. 

ASEAN has not only become a place. Even more importantly it has come to 
encompass a whole host of interrelationships outside its formal charter as well as 
within it, nongovernmental as well as official. In their own minds , the leaders of 
the ASEAN countries may still preserve the once carefully observed distinction 
between the decisions of ASEAN as an organization and decisions taken together 
by its members independently of their organization. This carefully created ambigu
ity sometimes serves useful purposes. Nevertheless, it would be seriously mislead
ing to confine an analysis of ASEAN's current role to the functions of the organi
zation as originally defined and the formal structure that has since developed. It is 
at least arguable that much of present-day cooperation among ASEAN's members 
could have come about even if earlier pessimistic expectations about the future of 
the organization itself had been correct. But they were not correct. Nor would it be 
correct in examining ASEAN's role in economics, politics, and security to look 
only to the organization proper while ignoring the common modes of perception 
and behavior that have made ASEAN a region as well as a regional organization. 

As an organization ASEAN began its life in 1967 with its defined functions very 
strictly confined to economic , social, and cultural cooperation. Other than standard 
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endorsements of peace, freedom, the rule of the law, the principles of the U.N. 

charter and so forth, the ASEAN declaration contained only one specifically politi

cal statement. This was the affirmation "that all foreign bases are temporary and 

remain only with the expressed concurrence of the countries concerned and are not 

intended to be used directly or indirectly to subvert the national independence and 

freedom of states in the area or prejudice the orderly processes of their national 

development." This statement echoed the Manila declaration of August 1963 inau

gurating Maphilindo-the very short-lived grouping of Malaysia, the Philippines, 

and Indonesia that was intended to restore peace to the three then quarreling states. 

Its reiteration was deemed essential by Suharto's still far from self-confident gov

ernment to quiet suspicions that Indonesia was moving too far too fast from its 

traditions of anticolonialism and nonalignment. However, as included in the 

ASEAN declaration, the foreign base clause was significantly modified both by 

what it added to the Maphilindo version and what it left out. The addition, the 

reference to "the expressed concurrence of the countries concerned" satisfied the 

requirements of the four ASEAN members on whose soil foreign forces or bases 

remained. The omission was of the somewhat invidious Maphilindo phrase "ar

rangements of collective defence should not be used to serve the particular interest 

of any of the great powers ." 
Caution ranked high among the factors entering into the decision to confine 

ASEAN's stated functions to economic, social, and cultural cooperation. Rightly 

or wrongly, to countries still unaccustomed to working with one another, these 

subjects seemed less delicate and contention-ridden than political ones. With 

konfrontasi still a very recent episode, domestic sensitivities remained strong. It 

would have been difficult in 1967 for the governments of Malaysia, Indonesia, and 

Singapore to announce to their citizens that they were embarking on a course of 

close political cooperation. And, with Hanoi and future changes on the Indochina 

scene very much in mind , the ASEAN leaders were anxious to avoid any sugges

tion of a confrontational posture that might be read into any specific focus on 

political objectives. 
The same considerations were even more applicable to any form of ASEAN

organized security cooperation. In addition, there were a number of practical ob

jections to any form of five-power military cooperation. Foremost among them was 
its irrelevance to the internal dissidence that the ASEAN countries saw as the 

prime threat to their security. Not only would five-power military agreements be 

of dubious value, but also such arrangements would make ASEAN more vulner
able to Russian and Chinese charges that it was merely a new SEATO in indige

nous disguise. 

THE ECONOMIC DIMENSION 

The emphasis placed on the new organization's economic role was very much a 
product of these considerations . However, it also reflected common convictions 

about the relevance of economic development to politics and security. These con-
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v1ct10ns were epitomized by Malaysia's Tun Abdul Razak when he defined the 
"key to peace and stability of our respective countries and of our region and the 
success of our resistance to external forces of intervention or interference" as 
lying "in our ability to surmount the backwardness of our people and to promote 
their welfare and well-being." 1 Through promoting regional cohesion-developing 
ties of confidence, friendship, and mutual respect among the ASEAN countries 
strong enough to enable them to resolve their own differences, pursue their com
mon interests more effectively, and discourage outside intervention-ASEAN 
would also facilitate its members' common pursuit of economic growth. Growth
supported economic and social betterment in turn would reduce causes of disaffec
tion and strengthen national cohesion. 

This objective was stated in very general terms in the ASEAN or Bangkok dec
!aration of August 8, 1967, which defined as first among the association's aims and 
purposes 

To accelerate the economic growth, social progress, and cultural development in the 
region through joint endeavors in the spirit of equality and partnership in order to 
strengthen the foundation for a prosperous and peaceful community of Southeast 
Asian nations. 

Specific fields of active collaboration and mutual assistance were defined as in
cluding utilization of agriculture and industry, expansion of trade, and improvement 
of transportation and communication facilities and of living standards. 

However, it was not until the first meeting under ASEAN auspices of the mem
bers' prime ministers-the Bali Summit of 1976-that specific economic objec
tives were established in the Declaration of ASEAN Concord. These included 
accelerated joint efforts to improve global market access for ASEAN products; co
operative approaches to New International Economic Order issues, including inter
national commodity problems, and the reform of the international trading and mon
etary systems; and stabilization of ASEAN export earnings through commodity 
agreements . 

The role of the members' economic ministers was also clarified and enlarged. 
The Bangkok declaration had established an annual ASEAN ministerial meeting to 
carry out the aims and purposes of the organization. But despite the economic 
emphasis of the declaration, this was to be a meeting of foreign ministers. It was 
only late in 1975 that the first meeting of ASEAN economic and planning minis
ters was held . At Bali, however, it was decided that the economic ministers too 
would meet regularly and that , at their forthcoming meeting in March 1976, they 
should elaborate on ASEAN's economic program. At this March meeting, 
ASEAN's embryonic economic committee structure was elaborated and formal
ized, while plans were made to establish an ASEAN industrial project in each 
country and to develop a program for intra-ASEAN trade preferences. 

t Charles Morrison and Astri Suhrke, Strategies of Survival (New York: St. Martins , 1979), p. 170. 
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Looking at economic developments in ASEAN since the Bali conference, one 

sees marked differences in four relevant areas: national economic growth, social 

betterment, regional economic integration , and regional economic cooperation . 

ASEAN members have achieved considerable success in their commonly accept

ed first-priority area-national economic growth and development. Although 

ASEAN growth strategies do not stem from prescriptions laid down by the re

gional organization, they have been markedly similar. To varying degrees, with 

Indonesia bringing up the rear, they have shifted from the inward-looking, import

substitution development policies of the sixties to strategies that are outward

looking, market-based, and export-led . In general, and with allowance for dif

ferences arising from national characteristics and policies, the ASEAN countries 

have encouraged free enterprise (qualified in Indonesia and Malaysia by efforts to 

raise bumiputralpribumi economic status vis-a-vis that of ethnic Chinese commu

nities), maintained generally favorable conditions for foreign trade and investment , 

adopted prudent monetary management and fiscal policies, maintained a high ratio 

of savings to gross domestic product (GDP), increased agricultural productivity 

while limiting population growth, and, in general, responded flexibly and prag

matically to both difficulties and opportunities. 

These similar strategies have brought similar, and generally impressive, results. 

The ASEAN region has become one of the most economically dynamic of the 

world, characterized by high growth rates (twice the global average in the seven

ties), a growing manufactures sector, inflation rates significantly below those of 

most developing countries, and a very respectable place in international trade 

and investment. The global recession beginning in the late seventies has slowed 

ASEAN growth but not reversed the process. The ASEAN economies continue to 

expand more rapidly than those of the industrialized countries. Notwithstanding 

the possibility of reduced demand and prices for ASEAN raw materials, possible 

higher trade barriers against ASEAN manufacturers, and greater competition from 

the People's Republic of China and elsewhere for investment capital and public 

loans, the prospects ahead are favorable. Continued growth , although at a some

what lower level , is generally expected to characterize the ASEAN economies, 

even that of the Philippines despite its presently imperiled state. 

However, the success of the ASEAN countries relative to developing countries 

in other regions and their generally favorable prospects for continued growth 

should not obscure the importance of present and potential problems. Trade de

pendence, ranging from 35 percent of GNP in the Philippines to more than 200 

percent in Singapore, makes the ASEAN economies highly sensitive to develop

ments in the global market over which they have little or no control: price fluctua

tions for the primary products that still make up a substanti al proportion of their 

exports, and the threat to their developing manufacturing sectors posed by protec

tionist pressures. Rapid growth has also had social costs, for example, contributing 

to the severe strains being imposed on urban infrastructure as city populations 

grow more rapidly than adequate facilities can be provided. The processes of de-
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velopment, coupled with population growth, have also imposed disturbing ecolog
ical costs, notably in the loss of forest cover resulting especially from the expan
sion of agriculture and timbering. 

Moreover, success in promoting growth has been much greater than progress 
toward the shared goal of social equity. In fact, while per capita income has been 
rising steadily over the past two decades, income inequalities remain great except 
in Singapore. The richest 20 percent of the population receives more than 40 
percent of total household income in Indonesia and Thailand, and more than 50 
percent in Malaysia and the Philippines. In 1981 , the International Bank for Recon
struction and Development estimated that in the Philippines 41 percent of the rural 
population and 32 percent of the urban were below the poverty line. Corresponding 
figures for Indonesia were 51 percent and 28 percent , respectively, and for Thailand 
34 percent and 15 percent. The government of Malaysia has estimated the corre
sponding figures for its rural population at 38 percent and at 13 percent for urban 
dwellers. 

Overall , however, the percentage of population living below the poverty line 
seems to have declined. While the modem sector has clearly benefited more from 
high growth rates than the still large traditional sector, some improvement in living 
levels has resulted from improvements in social and economic infrastructure, in
cluding health care, education , sanitation, electrification, and expanded communi
cations networks. In Indonesia, for example, according to the Asian Development 
Bank , between 1970 and 1980, infant mortality dropped from 121 to 93 per 1,000 
live births, access to safe water among the urban population rose from 10 percent 
to 41 percent and among the rural population from 1 percent to 18 percent , literacy 
rose from 57 percent to 62 percent, and life expectancy at birth rose from forty
seven to fifty-three years. 

National economic success in ASEAN has not been matched by progress in 
promoting economic integration. Projects that have seemed to promise strength
ened economic regionalism-the ASEAN Industrial Projects, the Industrial Com
plementation Scheme, the ASEAN Industrial Joint Ventures-have moved slowly, 
if at all. Much the same has been true in the tariff field. To be sure, the Preferen
tial Trade Agreement, negotiated in 1977 and expanded thereafter, has produced a 
large number of intra-ASEAN tariff preferences. Many of these, however, have 
been on products unlikely to enter heavily into intra-ASEAN trade; snowplow 
blades are an often-cited example. Thus , the agreement has done little to increase 
intra-ASEAN trade which, although it has grown in absolute terms in line with 
overall trade growth, has remained stable at about 15 percent of the ASEAN total 
over the past decade. 

The fact that ASEAN economies are competitive rather than complementary is 
frequently cited as a major disincentive to regional economic integration, as is the 
common pursuit of roughly similar development strategies. The shortage of domes
tic investment capital is cited as still another factor that strengthens economic ties 
between the ASEAN countries and the advanced country providers of direct for
eign investment rather than with each other. The ASEAN countries, it is argued, 
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in directing their trade outward toward the advanced international countries, are 
responding correctly to market forces as their very success has demonstrated. 

Others have argued that the slow pace of economic integration reflects national 
policies much more than it reflects the workings of economic forces. Given the 
will , it is argued, a region with a population of 270 million , a strong resource 
base, competent economic and business leadership, and demonstrated labor-force 
adaptability could move much more rapidly toward integration than ASEAN has 
done. Instead , however, national development and the protection of national eco
nomic interests have been given much higher priority than regional trade liberaliz
ation; a relatively underdeveloped Indonesia, for example, has been reluctant to 
open up a potentially enormous domestic market to more advanced partners until 
its own manufactures become more competitive. 

ASEAN has been more successful in encouraging cooperation than in promoting 
integration. As participants in the various forms of North-South dialogue, ASEAN 
members began early in the organization's history to coordinate their positions, 
thereby gaining more influence for their generally moderate positions than might 
otherwise have been the case. The dialogue relationship with principal trading part
ners , beginning with Australia in 1974 and now extending to Canada, the Euro
pean Economic Community, Japan, New Zealand, and the United States, has 
provided opportunites for pressing common ASEAN positions on trade, invest
ment, and aid issues. The effectiveness derived from dealing as a group on behalf 
of one or more members in economic negotiations with third parties has been most 
evident in negotiations with Japan over artificial rubber production and with Aus
tralia over civil aviation. ASEAN countries have also cooperated among them
selves in such fields as the promotion of tourism and market research. 

The slow pace of ASEAN movement toward integration must also be balanced 
against the contribution the organization's overall success has made to the national 
economic success stories. To be sure these contributions, although highly valued 
by the ASEAN countries, have been intangible. Accordingly, they are very hard to 
measure. For the national economies, the subordination of previously strong bilat
eral political differences to regional unity has promoted confidence and removed 
some of the pressures for increased expenditures on armaments at the expense of 
the civilian sector. More broadly, the stability that ASEAN has brought to the 
subregion has added to the attractions offered by its national economies to foreign 
traders and investors. Moreover, while foreign private sector interests continue to 
be active in ASEAN primarily in response to specific country opportunities rather 
than because of ASEAN as an organization or regional market, there are some 
exceptions. U.S. investment in Singapore, for example, appears to be heavily in
fluenced by regional market considerations while individual American business 
leaders and organizations have begun to operate on a regional basis and to enter 
into fruitful relationships with such ASEAN-wide organizations as the ASEAN 
Chamber of Commerce. Finally, these ASEAN-wide business and professional or
ganizations, of which there has been an ever-increasing number, have stimulated a 
wide variety of cooperative contacts. 
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THE POLITICAL DIMENSION 

ASEAN was galvanized into much greater and more overt political action by the 
Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia in December 1978. Even in its earliest years, 
however, ASEAN performed important political functions reflecting what Adam 
Malik described as the "convergence in the political outlook of the five prospec
tive member-nations, both with regard to national priority objectives and on the 
question of how best to secure these objectives in the emergent strategic configura
tion of East Asia. " 2 

The convergence to which Malik referred has been reflected at the national level 
in rather striking similarities in political behavior and attitudes, despite variations 
in perspective among and within national leaderships . ASEAN ruling elites have 
been essentially conservative, sharing the conviction that political freedom and 
democratic institutions must take second place to the maintenance of stability and 
order. 3 But they have pursued a fairly moderate course, not often finding it neces
sary to resort to rigid controls, complete suppression of dissent , or the total exclu
sion of representative institutions from the political process. Common experience 
with communist insurgencies has contributed to strong domestic anticommunism 
and a wary concern with the USSR and the PRC as sources of support for subver
sion and armed dissidence. Their emphasis on growth, largely export-led, joined 
other factors including historic ties and anticommunism in orienting the ASEAN 
countries toward the West. This orientation in the case of Thailand and the Philip
pines includes security ties with the United States , and in the case of Malaysia and 
Singapore, somewhat more exiguous security ties with Britain, Australia, and New 
Zealand. Despite differences in the extent of their formal alignment or nonalign
ment and their different roles with respect to pre-1975 hostilities in Indochina, they 
have all accepted the proposition that Western help-whether in the form of eco
nomic or military assistance-is a necessary supplement to their own development 
efforts and to the containment of communism in their region. They have all agreed 
also on the interrelationship between national strength on the one hand and region
al strength and unity on the other. Indeed, it was ASEAN's first political mission 
to overcome the divisions among its members , thereby enhancing the region's sta
bility and reducing opportunities for external intervention in its affairs. 

The very establishment of ASEAN had been made possible by Sukarno's over
throw and the end of his konfrontasi campaign against Malaysia. Konfrontasi had 
resulted in armed hostilities over a period of several years and had also encouraged 
the Philippines to press its territorial claims in the East Malaysian state of Sabah . 
In consequence, even as discussions were proceeding over the establishment of the 
new organization, three of its prospective members lacked diplomatic relations 
with each other. Even with konfrontasi abandoned, there remained a heritage of 

2 Regionalism in Southeast Asia (Jakarta: Centre for Strategic and International Studies, 1975), p. 161. 
3 The Philippines was the exception until September 1972 when martial law was declared and 

American-style democracy was replaced by authoritarian rule, still in effect despite the lifting of martial 
law in 1981. 
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distrust of Indonesia: How durable was Jakarta's new moderate stance? Would In
donesia's own overwhelming size and sense of historic mission result in disruptive 
efforts to dominate the new organization? 

The relationship between Thailand and Malaysia was also troubled by problems 
on their common border. Kuala Lumpur regarded Bangkok as inadequately cooper
ative with Malaysian efforts to eliminate the last remnants of the communist insur
gency of 1948-60, the so-called CTs (Communist Terrorists) who continued to 
carry on operations in Malaysia from safe havens across the border in Thai
land . Bangkok, in tum, suspected that separatist movements among the several 
hundred thousand Malay Muslim inhabitants of the four southernmost Thai prov
inces were being supported from Malaysia, possibly with the connivance of Malay
sian authorities . 

Philippine-Malaysian problems were another potential threat to regional cohe
sion. While Indonesia had formally renounced konfrontasi , the Philippines had not 
renounced its Sabah claim. Instead , as revealed in March 1968 , a Filipino Muslim 
military group was allegedly being trained for infiltration missions into Sabah. Not 
only were diplomatic relations between Manila and Kuala Lumpur broken once 
again, but in addition, ASEAN meetings were suspended from October 1968 until 
May 1969. 

There was also room for doubt about Singapore's ability to fit itself into the 
regional organization. A Chinese island in a Malay sea, it was the self-styled Israel 
of Southeast Asia. Its expulsion from Malaysia in 1965 had reinforced appre
hensions about the basic incompatability of the Sinic and Malay communities, 
apprehensions that were heightened by Malaysia's 1969 race riots . Among the 
ASEAN leaders , moreover, Singapore's Lee Kuan Yew was clearly the most skep
tical about its prospects. He recognized that Singapore, having been invited, must 
join the club. To do so, he hoped , would at least make it less likely that Indonesia 
and Malaysia would join ranks to threaten Singapore. Nevertheless, continued ap
prehensions of that very possibility were reflected in Singapore's relatively large 
military budget. 

ASEAN's first contribution to an improved political climate lay in the stimulus 
the organization's existence provided to the getting-acquainted process . The histor
ic linkages among its members had been largely severed during the colonial era. 
They remained so for some time after the end of the Pacific War. Now much strong
er links were to be forged by a slow, subtle, and often unnoticed process of famil
iarization and consensus building . Significantly the process began at the top with 
political leaders and senior officials , gradually expanding to lower levels and the 
private sector. The visits made by Lee Kuan Yew to all of the other ASEAN 
capitals between 1972 and the beginning of 1974 are an excellent example of the 
expansion of ASEAN contacts. The only previous visit of this widely traveled 
prime minister to an ASEAN neighbor had been a stopover in Bangkok in 1966. 

The rapidly changing international environment expedited the process, demon
strating to small powers the utility of joining together to cope with radical shifts in 
the policies of the great. These shifts-the reversal of American policy in Viet
nam , the deepening hostility between the PRC and the Soviet Union, detente, and 
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the American opening to the PRC-were obviously outside the power of ASEAN 
governments to influence or control. But, equally obviously, they were of key im
portance to these governments. They played their part in the development of the 
Zone of Peace, Freedom , and Neutrality (ZOPFAN) concept that has come to re
present ASEAN's long-term objective for the Southeast Asian region as a whole. 

As originally conceived by its Malaysian proponents, ZOPFAN involved first an 
Indochina settlement, with the Southeast Asian countries themselves taking the 
initiative. Thereafter, the countries of the region would sign nonaggression treaties 
with each other and undertake responsibility for resolving their local disputes. 
Then to complete the process, the great powers most directly concerned-the Unit
ed States, the PRC, and the USSR-would recognize and guarantee Southeast 
Asia's neutrality. 

The ZOPFAN declaration , as adopted in Kuala Lumpur in November 1971, 
endorsed neutralization as a desirable objective. However, it was much less far
reaching than the Malaysian concept and had only two operative clauses. In one, 
the ASEAN members stated their determination to exert the "initially necessary 
efforts to secure the recognition of, respect for, Southeast Asia as a Zone of Peace, 
Freedom, and Neutrality free from any form or manner of interference by outside 
powers." The other called on all of the nations of Southeast Asia to " broaden the 
areas of cooperation which would contribute to their strength, solidarity, and closer 
relationship." 

The declaration, significantly, was not issued as an ASEAN statement. Instead it 
was signed by the five foreign ministers. Their organization, the members seemed 
to feel, was not yet ready to identify itself with so openly political a statement. 
Moreover, the declaration differed so radically from the original proposal less be
cause of the recognized difficulties, technical and otherwise, in the way of defining 
and securing great power guarantees than because of the skepticism and opposition 
evoked among the other members by the very idea of neutralization as advanced by 
Kuala Lumpur. The Philippines and Thailand were far from ready to abandon their 
security ties with the United States; Singapore saw no realistic prospects for elim
inating the great power role in the region; the Indonesians tended to share Singa
pore's view and, in addition , were critical of Malaysia's concept of great power 
guarantees as a new form of colonialism, perpetuating the region's dependency on 
the great powers rather than on their own efforts . 

For all of its vagueness and despite continuing criticism of neutralization as 
impractical, the ZOPFAN declaration served useful political purposes. It clarified, 
as the ASEAN charter had not, ASEAN's integrating political concept, its deter
mination in Razak's words "that this region will no longer be a theater of con
flict for the competing interests of major powers."4 Its formula for expressing 
ASEAN's aspirations was one through which support for ASEAN could be enlisted 
from the international community. It provided also a feature on which Moscow and 

4 Quoted in Dick Wilson, The Neutralization of Southeast Asia (New York: Praeger, 1975). 
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Bejing could focus favorable comment when, for other reasons, they began to 
abandon earlier hostile characterizations of ASEAN as a tool of U.S. imperialism. 

ASEAN's first summit meeting in 1976 in Bali then marked another stage in its 
political evolution. The confidence the ASEAN leaders had developed in one an
other was demonstrated by the mere fact of their meeting. It was reinforced at the 
Bali sessions by the consensus they reached there over how to respond to a now 
victorious Hanoi and a declining American presence. To be sure, ASEAN had 
already signaled its desire to deal with the Democratic Republic of Vietnam as a 
member of the larger Southeast Asian community. Thus, welcoming the Paris Ac
cords of January 1973, the ASEAN foreign ministers endorsed extending ASEAN's 
membership to all of the countries of Southeast Asia "at an appropriate time." At 
the same meeting, the foreign ministers established an ASEAN Coordinating 
Committee for the Reconstruction and Rehabilitation of Indochina. Several months 
later they proposed a conference of all Southeast Asian nations , a proposal they 
repeated in 1974. 

In 1976, however, ASEAN was faced much more urgently with the problem of 
dealing with Hanoi without appearing either intimidated or confrontational and 
this, moreover, at a time when the future American role in the region remained 
highly uncertain. With the policies of the United States and Vietnam, as well as 
ASEAN's influence over them, remaining in doubt, the situation seemed to call 
upon ASEAN to prepare for the worst while hoping for the best. Thus, the leaders 
agreed that the ASEAN countries should continue to strengthen themselves inter
nally, maintain their unity, and expand their cooperation. But, while continuing to 
accord first priority to economic development, each should give more attention to 
national defense, and the network of bilateral security ties that was developed 
among them should be strengthened and expanded. Since American forces were 
essential to maintaining a military balance in the region, the United States should 
be encouraged to retain its "over-the-horizon" military presence and to maintain 
and strengthen its interest in Southeast Asia, its disastrous experience in Indochina 
notwithstanding. 

ASEAN, it was once again agreed, should not be transformed into a security 
organization. Nor should Hanoi be given any other reason to believe that ASEAN 
had adopted a confrontational posture. On the contrary, the ASEAN countries 
should seek friendly bilateral relations with Vietnam. Vietnam should not be invit
ed to join ASEAN just yet (especially since there was every likelihood that it 
would reject the invitation). At the same time, Hanoi should be encouraged to 
identify its interests with Southeast Asia rather than with those of the PRC or the 
USSR. Because aid from the United States, Japan, and the West would be helpful 
in reducing Vietnam's dependence on the communist countries, it should be en
couraged . But aid should not be given so quickly or in such large amounts as to 
enable Vietnam to catch up with and surpass its neighbors economically as it had 
already done militarily. 

The Bali meeting also signaled the organization's new stage of development by 
the adoption of a number of formal agreements and arrangements, some long in 
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preparation. The decision to establish a small secretariat, with Jakarta as its seat, 
filled what had seemed, especially to structure-conscious Western observers, an 
important organizational gap. The Declaration of ASEAN Concord gave greater 
specificity to ASEAN 's goals and objectives. The Treaty of Amity and Concord in 
Southeast Asia-open to signature by all Southeast Asian states-with its com
mitments to respect for territorial integrity, peaceful settlement of disputes, re
nunciation of the use of force, cooperation, and noninterference could be seen 
as a step toward the implementation of ZOPFAN and meanwhile an invitation 
to Hanoi. 

The Declaration of ASEAN Concord was particularly noteworthy for its forth
right treatment of the organization's political role. The elimination of subversive 
threats and the early achievement of ZOPFAN led the list of ASEAN objectives. 
The action program called for improving ASEAN machinery in order "to strength
en political cooperation"; for fortifying political solidarity " by promoting the har
monization of views, coordinating position [sic] and, where possible and desirable, 
taking common action"; and for continued cooperation on a non-ASEAN basis 
between the member states on security matters "in accordance with their mutual 
needs and interests." 

Two years after the Bali Summit, ASEAN's fading hopes for a new era of peace 
in Southeast Asia were dashed by the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, an event 
that brought into full force the prescription for common action of the Declaration 
of ASEAN Concord. After a somewhat hesitant start at a foreign ministers meeting 
in January 1979 , ASEAN assumed the leadership in the United Nations and other 
international forums of a campaign of political and economic pressures on Hanoi. 
These were intended to secure Hanoi's acceptance of a negotiated settlement re
quiring the withdrawal of Vietnamese troops from Cambodia and the establishment 
of a neutral and representative government there. Since then , ASEAN has annually 
mobilized General Assembly majorities for its position and effectively blocked 
trends that might otherwise have developed toward international acceptance of the 
Heng Samrin regime. 

Meanwhile, ASEAN's role as a political organization has been consolidated by 
a number of other developments. The dialogue relationship, which began as an 
exclusively economic one, has now become political as well. Since 1979, the for
eign ministers of the dialogue countries have met with their ASEAN counterparts 
after each of the annual foreign ministers' meetings to discuss the Camb

1
odian 

problem as well as other issues. In political discussions, as in economic ones, the 
views of ASEAN's members have carried much greater weight because they are 
collectively expressed. ASEAN efforts led to the convocation of the United Na
tions' International Conference on Kampuchea in 1981 and were indispensable 
to the success of the long and difficult negotiations that were required to establish 
a coalition among Khmer resistance groups . At the same time, ASEAN remains 
the principal interlocutor with Hanoi, which, although it continues to reject the 
ASEAN position, nevertheless shows the organization the same respect it is ac
corded elsewhere in the world. ASEAN, to be sure, has had no more success than 
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Hanoi's other opponents in bringing Vietnam to terms. In the campaign to do so, 

however, it has established itself on the international landscape as a cohesive and 

influential political grouping. 

THE SECURITY DIMENSION 

Although, contrary to original appearances, ASEAN has become very conspic

uously a political organization, its members continue to reject both a formal 

security role for their organization and even activities that might seem to be steps 

in that direction . Indeed, in September 1982, when Lee Kuan Yew went so far as 

to suggest that the time had come for greater military cooperation in ASEAN 

"leading up to multilateral exercises encompassing all members," the notion 

was vigorously dismissed by his ASEAN partners. 5 Nevertheless, as in other areas 

of activity, a certain amount of ambiguity characterizes the ASEAN security 

dimension . 
The ASEAN countries do not hold all of their threat perceptions in common. 

Nevertheless, they do share some rather basic ones . While military cooperation 

among all six members in ASEAN remains precluded , bilateral security ties have 

become important additions to the other increasing links among them . While 

ASEAN as an organization counts itself as nonaligned and the security ties of its 

members with outside powers vary markedly, all of the ASEAN countries-in 

however amorphous a way-have some connection with the U.S.-centered security 

structure in the western Pacific. 
When ASEAN was organized, its members saw communist subversion and in

surgencies, appealing to internal dissatisfactions and supported by foreign forces, 

as the principal threat to their security. In addition, conflicts between regional 

states not only threatened the national security of the countries involved but could 

also, like domestic insurgency, provide pretexts for outside intervention. 

Today, however, neither the domestic communist threat nor the prospects of 

intra-ASEAN conflict need be rated very high. Only in the Philippines has the 

communist movement been able to regain momentum as an insurgent threat. The 

once-enormous Indonesian Communist party has been moribund since its suppres

sion in the wake of the abortive 1965 coup attempt. The very small communist 

movement in Malaysia is bitterly factionalized; its capability for sporadic incur

sions from sanctuaries across the border in Thailand has been further limjted by 

improved cooperation between Malaysian and Thai security forces. The Thai Com

munist party, always at a disadvantage because of its predominantly ethnic Chinese 

membership, has been weakened by the loss of external support and perhaps even 

more by bitter factionalism, some of it reflecting conflict between urban and rural

oriented doctrines, some of it the ruptures between its former Chinese and Indo

chinese allies. These factors, and more effective government policies, have encour

aged insurgent surrenders to the authorities in significant numbers . 

5 Asiaweek, October 22, 1982. 
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International communist developments as well as national policies must be giv
en credit for the much-reduced subversive and insurgent threat. ASEAN itself, 
however, deserves credit for subordination of still unresolved bilateral differences 
to the interests of regional unity. The Philippines has not renounced its claim to 
Sabah with a finality that satisfies Kuala Lumpur. Nor has Manila abandoned its 
suspicions that Sabah is a source of arms for Muslim rebels in Mindinao. But it is 
a long time since the Sabah issue troubled relations between the two countries in 
any basic way. Thai-Malaysia border cooperation has been uneven, but the general 
trend has been positive. Singapore and Malaysia have found it much easier and 
more profitable to cooperate than was anticipated in 1965; under Malaysian Prime 
Minister Mahathir new levels of cordiality have been achieved . The relationship 
between Indonesia and its much smaller partners has been a triumph of tact on 
both sides: Indonesia has avoided overassertiveness; its partners have shown it ap
propriate deference. Grumbling in some Indonesian circles at the primacy accorded 
to Thailand on Cambodian issues is of much less weight than the priority President 
Suharto accords to ASEAN. 

With subversive and intra-ASEAN threats much reduced and in a changing in
ternational environment, the balance of concern as between internal and external 
threats has shifted somewhat. ASEAN countries still see the prospects of direct 
threat as arising primarily from internal problems (even though these may be ex
ploited by outside powers). However, they have also become more concerned with 
potential threats from the PRC, the USSR , and Vietnam. All of them have long 
suspected and feared communist ideologies and communist states. On the one 
hand, they recognize that communist doctrines-whether emanating from Moscow, 
Beijing, or Hanoi-have lost much of their appeal. On the other hand, they have 
become more concerned with communist military potential, especially that of Viet
nam and the USSR , the latter now for the first time a military presence in South
east Asia. And there is very little faith in the permanence of policies in Beijing, 
Hanoi, and Moscow that , for the present, emphasize good state-to-state relations at 
the expense of support for local communist parties. 

For all of the ASEAN countries, the PRC looms as the most serious long-term 
threat. Its enormous size, its proximity, its historic role, its presumed claim on 
Southeast Asia's overseas Chinese, whose economic role lends itself to paranoid 
visions of international conspiracy, its past support for communist insurgencies
all of these factors enter into the ASEAN vision of the PRC. Despite these com
mon preoccupations, however, national evaluations vary on where the Chinese 
threat ranks in comparison with other external threats in the shorter term. For 
Malaysia, with its delicate ethnic balance and its memories of the emergency, the 
Chinese threat comes first, as it does for an Indonesia whose leaders are fully 
persuaded that the PRC played a key role in the 1965 coup attempt. Thailand, 
on the other hand, preoccupied with the Vietnamese threat, has subordinated its 
longer-term concerns to the point of de facto alliance with Beijing. 

The Soviet Union has until recently seemed a very distant threat, with its direct 
capabilities against the ASEAN countries confined to exploiting such opportunities 
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for espionage and subversion as are afforded by its diplomatic or commercial 
presence. Since 1978, however, ASEAN perceptions of Soviet threat have been 
sharpened by the growth of the Russian military presence in Vietnam with its 
consequent extension of Soviet logistic and intelligence-collecting capabilities. Be
cause of its new presence, its support for Hanoi's war effort, and its much greater 
power, the USSR now ranks higher than the PRC in Thai and Singaporean threat 
assessments. 

Whatever their ranking of Chinese and Soviet threats, however, the Vietnamese 
occupation of Cambodia constitutes the most immediate threat to regional peace in 
ASEAN eyes. For Thailand, the threat is directly military; Cambodia, no longer a 
buffer between itself and Vietnam, is now instead occupied by 150,000 Vietnam
ese troops whose military operations against the Khmer resistance are concentrated 
in the Thai-Cambodian border area. A threat to Thailand is accepted by all of the 
ASEAN states as a threat also to themselves. However, the ASEAN view of the 
security problems brought to the region by Vietnam's occupation of Cambodia is 
not confined to the impact on Thailand of a large Vietnamese military presence on 
its border. It includes also the additional obstacles placed in the way of achieving 
ZOPFAN that have been erected by greater Chinese and Soviet involvement in the 
region , the enhanced danger this involvement brings of some violent confrontation 
between the two communist giants within the region, Vietnam's violation of prin
ciples it has pledged to respect in its relations with ASEAN-the principles of 
respect for territorial integrity and nonintervention in the internal affairs of other 
countries-and the danger that Vietnam will 1.Je encouraged to employ military 
pressures against other neighbors should its occupation of Cambodia be accepted 
as a fait accompli. 

The ASEAN countries also agree that, while they must themselves foreclose 
opportunities for Moscow and Beijing to interfere in their internal or regional af
fairs, responsibility rests with the United States for maintaining a favorable mili
tary balance in the region as well as globally. The Philippine and Thai alliances 
with the United States are seen as serving important purposes for ASEAN as a 
whole. U.S . bases in the Philippines are an important element in the strategic 
balance and help guarantee the desired American "over-the-horizon " military pres
ence in the region. The U.S. security commitment to Thailand , even though it is 
viewed with some skepticism, is another deterrent against any major Vietnamese 
military action across the Thai border and helps to balance the Thai-PRC relation
ship. The U.S. security relationship with Thailand and the Philippines is comple
mented by the somewhat looser security tie between Malaysia and Singapore, on 
the one hand , and America's South Pacific allies, Australia and New Zealand, on 
the other, under the Five-Power Defense Arrangements (FPDA-Britain is the fifth 
member). Although the ANZAC military presence is very small and scheduled to 
shrink still further, the FPDA is seen as of some symbolic importance. It serves 
practical purposes as well. Joint military exercises are held under its auspices; it 
supports an Integrated Air Defense System for its two Asian members; and it helps 
to encourage the mjJitary assistance and training that, like the United States, Aus-
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tralia and New Zealand supply to ASEAN members . However, despite the Western 
security ties maintained by all of its members except Indonesia, ASEAN's claim as 
an organization to nonaligned status is not seriously challenged; even Hanoi and 
Moscow are quite restrained in thi!i regard. This status and the membership of 
Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore in the Non-Aligned Movement, have been po
litically very useful, strengthening ASEAN's Third World role and influence and 
also, on occasion, its value to its Western supporters . 

Heightened external threat perceptions have brought somewhat greater expendi
tures on defense within ASEAN as well as increased security cooperation among 
ASEAN countries. At the Bali Summit, even though Hanoi's future course re
mained in doubt, there was a good deal of concern about its much superior mili
tary strength-a well-armed, battle-hardened force of a million and a quarter as 
compared with 700,000 for the total ASEAN military establishment. Although the 
ASEAN leaders agreed that "national resilience" must remain a key goal, greater 
attention to military strength also seemed to be indicated. Since 1975 , ASEAN 
armed forces have grown modestly, but the growth in military expenditures has 
been considerable. In constant dollars , Philippine average annual military expendi
tures between 1975 and 1980 were about double average annual expenditures be
tween 1970 and 1974. For the same periods, average annual Indonesian and Ma
laysian military expenditures increased by slightly over half, Thailand's by better 
than 40 percent, and Singapore's by about one-third. Despite the absolute increase, 
however, ASEAN military expenditures have not increased significantly as a per
centage of GNP. They remained in 1980 as in 1975 at roughly 4 percent, with 
Malaysia and Singapore consistently above this level and Thailand, Indonesia, and 
the Philippines consistently below. Malaysia and Singapore also contributed dis
proportionately to the increase to almost 5 percent of GNP in the period 1982- 84. 

The Bali consensus also called for strengthening the bilateral security ties that 
were already beginning to develop between ASEAN countries. Indonesia and Ma
laysia had pioneered in this regard, in 1972 establishing a General Border Com
mittee to coordinate anti-insurgent activity along the Kalimantan border. In addi
tion to cooperation against threats to public order on shared borders, bilateral 
military exercises of various kinds among ASEAN members have become quite 
common. There is a good deal of intelligence exchange and exchange of visits and 
of military students. In addition, at least a small start has been made toward stan
dardizing weapons, equipment, and logistic procedures. 

All of these activities, however, take place outside the ASEAN framework, and 
this will almost certainly continue to be the case. The arguments against trans
forming ASEAN into a security organization are still partly practical. Alliances 
among militarily weak states have little military value, while military pacts have 
little relevance to the internal threats that are still given priority. Politically, the 
argument against transforming ASEAN into a security organization rests essen
tially on the importance of avoiding steps that would foster Vietnamese suspicions 
of ASEAN intentions and harden the division of Southeast Asia into two opposing 
blocs. 
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While its successes on Cambodia in the international forum have strengthened 
ASEAN as a political organization, the obdurate Vietnamese response keeps 
ASEAN security concerns alive. Arguably, there are advantages in having Vietnam 
tied down in Cambodia politically isolated and cut off from major sources of eco
nomic assistance. However, as long as no progress toward a settlement is in pros
pect, ASEAN security concerns will continue to revolve around possibilities, how
ever remote they may seem at this time, for a widened war (whether through the 
expansion of hostilities into Thailand or some new involvement of Beijing or Mos
cow), around the hardening of the divisions between communist Indochina and 
noncommunist ASEAN, and around the prospects for further growth of Soviet pres
ence and influence in Vietnam. In addition, some of Thailand's ASEAN partners, 
at least, will be concerned over the implications of Bangkok's ties with Beijing. 

OUTLOOK 

ASEAN's strength as an organization has rested heavily not only on the unity its 
members have forged among themselves but also on the contributions that national 
stability and growth have made to regional stability. None of these factors is im
mune to future challenge. Moreover, a challenge in one area would be very likely 
to have repercussions in another. 

The succession problem, increasingly imminent in the Philippines, Indonesia, 
and Singapore, could be one such challenge, affecting both national and regional 
order. Lee Kuan Yew, Suharto, and Marcos were already in office when ASEAN 
was founded; it will be difficult for their commitment to the organization and their 
familiarity with it and each other to be matched by their successors. There is also 
the question of how ASEAN strength and cohesion might be affected should Su
harto be succeeded by a president less concerned with ASEAN's unity and more 
by Indonesia's status within it. In any case, the retirement of two such strong and 
respected leaders as Lee and Suharto is bound to have some impact beyond nation
al borders while, within those borders, existing political and social strains may 
manifest themselves more strongly, at least during the transition period. Neverthe
less , in both countries the prospects for an orderly transfer of power are good even 
though the quality of the new leadership will remain to be tested . 

In the Philippines , however, the succession problem is already acute and could 
easily become explosive. Marcos has not been as important within ASEAN as Lee 
and Suharto , but political turmoil in the Philippines, more than in any other mem
ber country, could be damaging to regional interests. Prolonged turmoil in the 
Philippines, as in other ASEAN countries, could damage ASEAN's image as a 
region of peace and progress. It could also test rather seriously the cardinal 
ASEAN principle of noninterference in domestic politics. Most importantly, how
ever, the outcome could threaten the will and ability of the United States to main
tain in the Philippines the over-the-horizon military presence that the ASEAN 
countries see as an indispensible element of their own security. 

Despite relatively optimistic forecasts for the continued growth of the national 
economies, there is al so room for concern in this area. Protectionist trends could 
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become stronger and more damaging to trade-dependent ASEAN economies, for
eign investment more difficult to attract. The economic problems posed could have 
political repercussions, internationally in strained relations with Japan and the 
United States, regionally in frictions arising from intensified competition for for
eign markets and capital , nationally in heightened discontent and dissidence. 

The Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia has been both a stimulus and a chal
lenge to ASEAN unity. On the one hand , ASEAN's response has reinforced its 
unity and prestige. On the other hand, concerns for ASEAN cohesion have been 
aroused by disagreements over how best to cope with Vietnamese ambitions and 
the great power role. Continuing stalemate in Cambodia could itself come to pose 
more serious threats to ASEAN unity than have yet been posed while Hanoi will 
be constantly alert to possibilities for exploiting differences. An unfavorable out
come, whether resulting from Hanoi's ability to outlast its opponents or from some 
great power deal, would certainly be a blow to ASEAN 's prestige and create po
tentially divisive problems over future relations with Indochina. Even a favorable 
outcome would present new and difficult challenges: again the question of fu
ture relations between ASEAN and the Indochina states; the old problem of rela
tions with the PRC under new circumstances; the impact both on ASEAN, and on 
its relations with the dialogue countries, of the loss of a common cause that inter 
alia has cushioned ASEAN's economic dissatisfactions with its advanced partners 
and has provided the latter with relatively low-cost ways of demonstrating their 
support. 

These potential problems cannot be dismissed lightly. On the other hand, the 
ASEAN record of coping has been good both nationally and regionally. Most im
portantly perhaps, since 1967, ASEAN cohesion has been institutionalized in ways 
of thinking and acting as well as in the wide variety of official and unofficial ties. 
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14. Irreversible History? 
ASEAN, Vietnam, and the 
Polarization of Southeast Asia 

Sukhumbhand Paribatra 

In this chapter I will attempt to examine the current state of ASEAN-Vietnam 

relations and the conflict over Cambodia. In particular, I will focus on certain 

structural elements, the existence of which suggests that the trend is toward an 

increasing and perhaps irreversible polarization of Southeast Asia. I will also look 

at some of the implications of this trend for ASEAN and the United States. 

FAILURE OF DIPLOMACY: 1983-85 

Between September 1983 and mid-1984 two major diplomatic initiatives were 

needed to resolve the Cambodian conflict, one from ASEAN, the other from Viet

nam . From the ASEAN side came the so-called Joint Appeal, which was prepared 

during the June 1983 ASEAN foreign ministers' meeting in Bangkok and delivered 

on September 20, 1983. Reflecting the softer attitude taken during that period by 

Thailand , the "frontline state," 1 the proposal made significant offers 

of compromise. 
While preserving the hitherto nonnegotiable essential elements of the Interna

tional Conference on Kampuchea (ICK) formula, that is , the demand for a " total 

withdrawal of foreign forces" and for Cambodian self-determination, the Joint Ap

peal could be considered new on three accounts. First, it made no reference to the 

already abortive ICK. Second, it called for a " national reconcilation" in Cam

bodia which, as later clarified by the then Malaysian foreign minister Tan Sri 

Ghazali Shafie and President Suharto , was intended to include the Heng Samrin 

group and thus constituted a more defined, but by no means definite, acceptance of 

1 See Sukhumbhand Paribatra, "Spring of Hope or Winter of Discontent?" Far Eastern Economic 

Review (hereafter cited as FEER), May 10, 1984, p. 33 . 
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the Vietnam-backed Khmers on the part of ASEAN. Third, the Joint Appeal out
lined possible steps that "could be taken in pursuit of a comprehensive political 
settlement of the Cambodian problem," that is, phased territorial withdrawal of 
Vietnamese troops "from the westernmost territory of Cambodia along the Thai
Cambodian border," where, subsequently, "a ceasefire should be observed"; a 
"peacekeeping forces-observers group should be introduced to ensure that the 
withdrawals have taken place and ceasefire and safe areas respected"; and "inter
national assistance programs" should be encouraged. As later explained by Gha
zali Shafie and confirmed by President Suharto, such peacekeeping arrangements 
should not be under U.N. auspices but should take some other form and might 
possibly include the Vietnamese themselves. 2 

The details of the ASEAN package were further elaborated upon in an article 
published by Foreign Affairs at the end of 1983. The author, the then deputy chief 
of mission of the Singapore Embassy in Washington, wrote: 

The main features of a compromise Kampuchean settlement are ... not difficult to 
discover: a gradual phased withdrawal of Vietnamese forces (carried out in harmony 
with a planned introduction of interim arrangements, including an international 
peacekeeping force to ensure law and order) ; disarmament of all Khmer factions; the 
formation of an interim administration to manage the country with international assis
tance; and finally free elections held under U .N. supervision. Kampuchea will have 
to accept the status of a neutral state. 3 

The Joint Appeal and its clarifications seemed to have been endorsed by all the 
major powers except the Soviet Union. In August 1983, the People's Republic of 
China's foreign minister, Wu Xueqian, during a visit to Bangkok, urged that more 
assistance be given to the noncommunist Khmer resistance groups, and in Septem
ber a position paper was brought out, stating the PRC's willingness to accept the 
results of any free elections held in Cambodia after Vietnam's withdrawal. 4 This 
and Wu Xueqian's reconfirmation in Kuala Lumpur in early 1984 that the PRC 
wished to see a " neutral , independent, and nonaligned Cambodia"s represented
at least in appearance-a significant modification of the inflexible stand the PRC 
took during the ICK in 1982 concerning its proteges. 

Apart from the PRC, the ASEAN package was also endorsed by the United 
States and Japan at the six-plus-six session held after the ASEAN foreign minis
ters' meeting in Jakarta in July 1984. In particular, Japan made a three-point pro
posal to "substantiate ASEAN positions" and to "add credibility to the ASEAN 

2 See Michael Richardson , "A Force for Peace," FEER, December 1, 1983 , pp. 26-29; and Jusuf 
Wanandi , "Kampuchean Solution Will Take Time," Jakarta Post , August 13 , 1984. 

3 Kishore Mahbubani, "The Kampuchean Problem: A Southeast Asian Perception ," Foreign Affairs , 
Winter 1983 , p. 416. There seems to be little doubt among observers that Mahbubani was present
ing not only his own views but also those of ASEAN at that time. 

4 Guo Yan and Dong Nan , " Kampuchean Issue-Its Origin and Major Aspects ," Beijing Review, 
September 12 , 1983 , p. 18, di scussed in ibid ., p. 4 18. 

5 Bangkok Post , February 29, 1984 , p. 2. 
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joint appeal," namely, to help finance peacekeeping actlv1t1es and humanitarian 

assistance to the refugees in the safe areas, provide personnel and facilities for su

pervising elections, and furnish economic assistance to all three Indochinese coun

tries after the settlement in Cambodia. 6 In view of Japan's past caution in keeping 

away from international political involvements , this proposal made by foreign min

ister Shintaro Abe was a significant move. 

Concurrent with ASEAN's diplomatic initiatives were Vietnam's proposals , 

which, though clearly not in response to the Joint Appeal, could be interpreted as 

offers of compromise. After alluding to the possibility of better relations with the 

PRC and of Sihanouk's and Son Sann 's playing some sort of role in future Cambo

dian politics " if they break away from Pol Pot" 7-as well as vehemently denying 

(once more) that it proposed to aid insurgent movements in noncommunist South

east Asia8- Vietnam put together a package of proposals that could be interpreted 

as a move to break the vicious cycle created by intraregional conflict and contend

ing great power rivalry over Cambodia. As evident from the Vientiane declaration 

issued by the foreign ministers of Vietnam, Laos, and the People's Republic of 

Kampuchea (PRK) in January 1984,9 Vietnamese Foreign Minister Nguyen Co 

Thach's visit to Jakarta and Canberra in March 1984, 10 and an interview given by 

Vietnamese Premier Pham Van Dong in May 1984, 11 Hanoi offered the prospect of 

reaching a partial solution with ASEAN and in particular with Thailand by " de

coupling" the Khmer Rouge issue from the other elements of the Cambodian prob

lem; or, failing that , the prospect of forging a broad agreement on principles , based 

either on the joint communiques issued during Premier Pham Van Dong's visit to 

the ASEAN countries in 1978 or the 1975 Helsinki Accords. These principles, as 

explained by a high-ranking Vietnamese, would be aimed at 

regulating the relations between the ASEAN and Indochinese countries with a view 

to preventing the danger of the present situation escalating into a major conflict 

and laying the basis for gradual settlement of apparent as well as latent differ

ences. Both sides will consider a form of international guarantee and supervision of 

agreed points .12 

6 Nation Review, July 13 , 1984, p. I. 
7 See Ng Shui Meng, "Vietnam in 1983," in Southeast Asian Affairs 1984 , edited by Pushpa Tham

bipillai (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1984), p. 363; Willy van Damme, "Closer 

to Compromise?" FEER, December 15, 1983, p. 18. 
s Nation Review, August 3, 1983, p. 3. 
9 The declaration was later explained in greater detail by the director of the Vietnam Institute of 

International Relations , Pham Binh, in "Prospects for Solutions to Problems Related to Peace and 

Stability in Southeast Asia," paper presented at the Indonesia-Vietnam Bilateral Seminar, organized 

by the Center for Strategic and International Studies, Jakarta, and the Institute of International 

Relations, Ministry of Foreign Affairs , Hanoi, in Hanoi , February 25-26, 1984; the papers have 

been published in the Indonesian Quarterly 12(2) ( 1984): 152-261. 
10 For a summary of these visits, see Rodney Tasker, "Feeling the Chill," FEER, April 5, 1984, 

p. 18. 
11 Newsweek, May 14, 1984, pp. 11-13. 
12 Pham Binh, " Prospects for Solutions," p. 220. 
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By the end of 1984, however, it was clear that these diplomatic initiatives had 
broken down. In particular, three clusters of events serve to illustrate this failure. 

The first of these revolved around Vietnamese Foreign Minister Nguyen Co 
Thach's visit to Jakarta and Canberra in March 1984. The strategy and substance of 
Vietnam 's latest offerings were lost as the tour became overshadowed by the tactics 
and form of his diplomacy. Earlier visits to Hanoi by commander of the Indonesian 
armed forces General Benny Murdani, director of Jakarta's Center for Strategic and 
International Studies Jusuf Wanandi, and former Thai premier and serv ing chair
man of the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs Gen
eral Kriangsak Chomanan probably convinced the Vietnamese that there were in
creasing divisions within the Sino-ASEAN alignment , within ASEAN , and within 
Thailand. Accordingly, the Vietnamese foreign minister sought to exploit these in
tramural contradictions, first, by sensationally making revelations about Thailand 
and Singapore's "duplicity" in , respectively, providing sanctuary for the Khmer 
Rouge and engaging in under-the-table trade deals with Vietnam; and then by mak
ing a proposal, which was rather embarrassing for his Indonesian hosts, that Indo
nesia and Vietnam cooperate to meet the common long-term threat from the PRC 
and that the former act as a bridge between ASEAN and Indochina.13 

If Thach had entertained any hope that these tactics would force ASEAN to go 
back to the negotiating table on Vietnam 's terms, he failed. As seen in the July 
1984 meeting of the ASEAN foreign ministers in Jakarta, the six closed ranks and 
strongly reasserted their common commitment to the Joint Appeal. 14 The PRC 
seemed to have attempted to demonstrate its value as a de facto ally by putting 
pressure on Vietnam's northern border during the fighting on the Thai-Cambodian 
border toward the end of March 1984, 15 as well as by providing more arms to the 
noncommunist Khmer resistance groups .16 Moreover, Thai indignation was greatly 
aroused by Thach's diplomacy. 

Before the Vietnamese foreign minister's spring diplomatic onslaught, Thai offi
cial and media reactions to the visits to Hanoi of the two Indonesian delegations 
under General Murdani and Jusuf Wanandi were low keyed, and one paper even 
went so far as to say that these moves were "worth studying." 17 Furthermore, some 
officials expressed doubts concerning the Coalition Government of Democratic Kam
puchea's (CGDK) real effectiveness as a political and military force.18 However, 

I J For a more detailed discussion , see Paribatra, " Spring of Hope." 
14 Indeed , the language used in the postconference joint statement was so tough that reputed ly some 

Indonesian observers, half-jestingly, li kened it to a "declaration of war. " 
15 Paul Quinn-Judge, "Peking's Tit for Tat," FEER, April 19 , 1984, pp. 14- 15; Rodney Tasker, 

" Comrade Up in Arms," FEER, June 7, 1984, p. 16; and Nation Review, July 12, 1984, p. 2. 
16 As a 1984 "Christmas present ," the PRC delivered 6,000 weapons of "improving quality " to the 

noncommunist Khmer resistance groups; from the author 's conversation with H. R. H. Norodom 
Ranariddh , Prince Sihanouk 's son and personal representative in Thailand. See also Paul Quinn
Judge, "Coalition Coalescent ," FEER , January 5, 1985 , pp. 14-16. 

17 Editorial, Nation Review, February 28, 1984, p. 4. 
i s Comments by the Thai supreme commander and army commander-in-chief, General Arthit Kam

lang-ek , in Siam Rath, February 22 , 1984, p. I . 
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during and after Thach's tour, which unhappily for him coincided with the Viet
namese attack on the Khmer People's National Liberation Front (KPNLF) base at 
Ampil, the Thai media were one in their condemnation of Vietnam in general and 
the Vietnamese foreign minister in particular for being overbearing, deceitful , and 
scheming in attempting to sow discord among the ASEAN countries as well as 
within Thailand. 19 Secretary-general of the National Security Council squadron 
leader Prasong Soonsiri, who seems to have been given a free hand 
to use undiplomatic words whenever deemed appropriate, spoke out vehemently 
against Thach, calling the latter a "salesman of secondhand goods. "20 Public ex
pressions of any lingering doubts concerning the CGDK seemed to have withered 
away, and, instead, much attention was focused on negative stories on Vietnam, 
such as the latter's use of chemical weapons, the Vietnamization of Cambodia, and 
Vietnam's participation in opium deals to raise money for debt servicing. 21 After 
Thach 's visit the feeling in Thailand seemed to be that the soft stand taken toward 
Vietnam was an unmitigated failure. 

The second cluster of events illustrating the failure of diplomacy concerns the 
Thai-Lao territorial dispute, which reportedly began in March 1984 but was pub
licized only the following June. 22 Generally speaking, since 197 5 one more or less 
sure indicator of the prevailing state of Thai-Vietnamese relations at any given 
moment is the relationship between Thailand and Laos. The reason is simple. 
These two countries share a long and ill-defined common border, across which 
there has always been, legally or otherwise, a constant flow of people, goods, and 
services. Along this border incidents are frequent. One crucial factor that deter
mines whether they are ignored and controlled or publicized and allowed to esca
late is the prevailing Thai-Vietnamese relations . Significantly, during the period in 
1983 when Thailand was taking a softer stand vis-a-vis Vietnam, a number of 
references were made to Thailand's fraternal relations with Laos, not only by for
mer premier and serv ing chairman of the House of Representatives Standing Com
mittee on Foreign Affairs General Kriangsak Chomanan, who visited Laos in Au
gust, but also by Thai Foreign Minister A.C .M. Siddhi Savetsila. Indeed, some 
agreements were reached, instituting a hot line between provincial authorities for 
border conflict control , providing for more extensive across-the-border economic 
cooperation, and reviving Thai-Lao boat races on the Mekong, which had been 
suspended for two years. 23 

Equally significantly, when Thai-Vietnamese relations took a downturn after 
Thach's diplomatic offensive and the Vietnamese attack on Ampil, Thai-Lao rela-

19 A random sampling of the more moderate and independent newspapers during this period serves to 
bring out this point; see Nation Review's editorials, March 9 , 19 , and 22, 1984; Matichon's edi
torials , March 17 and 23, 1984; and Siam Rath's editorials , March 12, 15, and 21 , 1984. 

20 Siam Rath, Man::h 22, I 984 , pp. I , 12. 
2 1 For the opium involvement, see Nation Review, Man::h 13 , 1984, p. I. 
22 For a good summary of the incident, see John McBeth, "Coexistence Falters," FEER, July 5, 

1984, p. 16 . 
23 Nation Review, September 26, 1983, p. 6. 
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tions followed in the same direction . The disputed territory, comprising three rather 

remote and unimportant villages, became a focal point not only of verbal accusa

tions and counteraccusations but also of armed clashes. The breakdown of regional 

diplomacy at the present juncture is reflected in the fact that after a lull in ac

tivities on the part of Thailand to ensure its election to the U .N. Security Council, 

the fraternal dispute has again flared up. 24 

The third cluster of events revolves around Vietnam's actions at the beginning of 

the 1984-85 dry season. Unlike the previous dry season when their offensives 

began late and seemed rather half-hearted and ill-directed, this time round the Viet

namese appear to have put their faith in the sword . Beginning with the assualt on 

the KPNLF camp at Nong Chan as early as mid-November 1984, their forces in a 

period of four months managed to capture or destroy most of the Khmer resistance 

groups' strongholds straddled on the Thai-Cambodian border, including the 

KPNLF's headquarters at Ampil (January 1985), the Khmer Rouge's main bases in 

the Phnom Malai (February 1985), and the Sihanoukist headquarters at Tatum 

(March 1985). According to the evidence available, the Vietnamese seem to be in 

the process of implementing a new, more aggressive and coherent strategy, as par

tially outlined by General Le Due Anh, commander-in-chief of the Vietnamese 

forces in Cambodia and politburo member, in the army review in December 1984, 

which requires them: (1) to launch large-scale attacks against the Khmer resistance 

on the " border front" by using both armor and artillery and by entering Thai 

territory if need be; (2) to exert pressure on or, if possible, seal off all channels of 

supplies to the latter by holding and reinforcing most of the territorial gains they 

have made and again by entering Thai territory when deemed necessary and appro

priate; and (3) to force a solution of the Cambodian problem by a certain date, 

probably some time in 1987, by pacifying the "inland front" and freeing it from 

resistance penetrations . 2s 

The Vietnamese implementation of this strategy is not only a reflection but also 

a further cause of the continuing failure of diplomacy. The earlier attacks on the 

KPNLF and Khmer Rouge prompted the ASEAN countries to take a more hard

line approach, as evident during their foreign ministers' special meeting in Bang

kok on February 11-12, 1985 , which called on the international community to 

provide military aid to the Khmer resistance and held forth the prospect of more 

(and more open) ASEAN military aid to the latter. 26 Similarly, the Vietnamese 

24 Nation Review, December 9, 1984, p. 9, December 23 , 1984, p. 10, and December 30, 1984, p. 3. 
25 For discussions of some of these points , see, e.g. , Jacques Bekaert, "Hanoi Troops Step Up Offen

sive," Bangkok Post, December 28, 1984, p. 3; John McBeth and Paul Quinn-Judge, "The Fall of 

Ampil," FEER , January 17, 1985, pp. 10-12; Jacques Bekaert, "Domino Theory in Reverse," 

Bangkok Post, January 25, 1985 , p. 4; Peter Eng, "Vietnam Changes War Strategy," Nation Re

view, February 9, 1985, p. 4; John McBeth , "More Than Just Bandits," FEER, February 7, 1985, 
pp. 12-13; Paul Quinn-Judge and Rodney Tasker, "Victory for All, " and Nayan Chanda, "Prepar

ing the Ground," FEER, March 14 , 1985 , pp. 25-26 and 26-27 , respectively; Paul Quinn-Judge 

and Hamish McDonald , " Deadline on Compromise," FEER, March 21 , 1985 , pp. 50-51. 
26 Bangkok Post, February 12 , 1985, p. I. 
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incursion into Thailand's Surin Province as a part of their assault on Tatum in 
March 1985 provoked strong responses from the Thais, who deployed their air 
power extensively over the combat zone27 and threatened retaliatory raids or, in the 
official language, "offensive defense operations. "28 Clearly, with the presence of 
eleven Vietnamese divisions on their border29 and in the aftermath of the biggest 
Vietnamese incursion since the invasion of Cambodia in 1978-79 , the Thais are in 
no mood to negotiate or compromise, as evident from the addresses made by the 
Thai premier and minister of foreign affairs to the forty-first session of the U .N. 
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific held in Bangkok in 
March 1985 . 30 

Although in the weeks immediately before and after the fall of Phnom Malai 
there were frequent mentions of possible breakthroughs, there is no substantive 
proof that the diplomatic deadlock is likely to be resolved in the near future. 31 In 
fact, one might even argue that , given the military situation in Cambodia, the trend 
is toward an even more extended impasse. The Vietnamese have won some battles 
but not the war, and by failing to destroy the resistance and forcing them to move 
into the "inland front" and operate fully as guerrillas, the Vietnamese may well 
find that their military "successes" during the 1984-85 dry season constitute only 
the beginning of a long and arduous uphill struggle to pacify the country. 32 

As in the years immediately preceding , the current impasse testifies, first, to the 
inability of the major players involved to find common assumptions concerning the 
pattern of power distribution among them in Indochina and Southeast Asia; and, 
second, to the inability of any one of these contending players to dictate an out
come based more or less exclusively on his own security interests . More specifi
cally in the case of ASEAN and Vietnam, as evident from the latest policy state
ments (e.g., the joint communique of the tenth Indochinese foreign ministers' 
meeting at Hanoi on January 18, 1985 , and the joint communique of their ASEAN 
counterparts after the special meeting in Bangkok in February 1985), neither side 
has demonstrated a willingness to accept what are considered to be the minimum, 
and hence " nonnegotiable," requirements of the other, or the capacity to enforce 
what it considers to be its own. In the case of A SEAN, these requirements are 
obviously Thailand 's security and Cambodian national self-determination , both of 

27 Author's interview with Royal Thai Air Force Commander-in-Chief A.C .M. Praphan Dhupatemiya 
on March 11 , 1985, Bangkok. 

28 The threats were made by Premier Prem Tinsulanond , Army Commander-in-Chief General Arthit 
Kamlang-ek, and Deputy Army Commander-in-Chief General Tienchai Sirisamphan; see Bangkok 
Post , March 16, 1985 , p. I , March 22, 1985 , p. I , and March 23, 1985, p. I. 

29 This is the estimate of most sources; see, e.g ., Quinn-Judge and Tasker, " Victory for All ," p. 25. 
30 Bangkok Post , March 20, 1985, p. I. 
3 1 See Quinn-Judge and McDonald, "Deadline on Compromise," for an analysis of the visit to Hanoi 

by Australian Foreign Minister Bill Hayden. 
32 See John McBeth , "Forcing a Change," FEER, January 24 , 1985 , pp. 10- 11 ; Rodney Tasker, " To 

Fight Another Day," FEER , February 28, 1985, pp. 12-14; Jacques Bekaert, "Rise and Fall of 
National Sihanoukist Army," Bangkok Post , March 8, 1985, p. 4; and Quinn-Judge and Tasker, 
"Victory for All. " 
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which can be guaranteed only by a Vietnamese withdrawal, phased or otherwise. 
To these one might also add another, that is, a diminution of great power rivalry 

in the region , which implies a greater degree of independence for Vietnam vis-a
vis the Soviet Union than at present. And in the case of Vietnam, the minimum 
requirements are the elimination of the Khmer Rouge as a political and military 
force and a recognition of Vietnam's primacy in Indochina. To these one might also 
add the cessation of Thailand's role as a Trojan horse for external " imperial
istic" powers . 33 

Seen in this context, the current breakdown of diplomacy may not seem signifi
cant. However, there are certain elements that , arising from the processes of inter
actions during the last six years, have become on an increasing scale a part of the 
structure of conflict over Cambodia. The existence of these elements suggests that 
the trend is toward a growing and perhaps even irreversible polarization of the 
region. If this should be the case, Hien the failure of the diplomatic initiatives in 
the 1983-84 period in retrospect might have been a golden opportunity unrecog
nized and squandered. It is to these structural elements that I now tum my atten
tion. 

THE PRESENT STRUCTURE OF CONFLICT 

The first of the structural elements is the growing entrenchment of the extra
regional powers within the region since 1978. Regarding the United States, as a 
consequence of the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, the Thai-U.S . alliance has 
been and continues to be significantly revitalized. 34 Furthermore, the Vietnamese 
military successes during the 1984-85 dry season seemed to have eroded some of 
the reservations the United States had about playing a more high-profile role as an 
ally of Thailand and a protector of the region, as evident from the readiness of both 
the legislative and the executive branches to provide more (and more open) assis
tance to the noncommunist Khmer resistance, which includes the possibility of 
military aid,35 and the decision to allow the Thais to purchase F-16A fighter air
craft. 36 While the level and intensity of U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia 
are unlikely to become as great as in the 1960s and circumspection and selectivity 
are likely to remain the theme, these developments reflect the reawakening of 

33 This label was used , e.g., in Hoang Nguyen , " Southeast Asia: Confrontation or Cooperation ," 
paper presented at the Indonesia-Vietnam Bilateral Seminar, p. 188. 

34 For a more detailed di scussion of the Thai-U.S. alliance, see Chapter 5 in this volume. 
35 One part of this increase is the result of a proposal by the chairman of the House Foreign Affairs 

Subcommittee for Asia and the Pacific, Stephen Solarz, and talces the form of an additional $5 
million in aid to Thailand , which would be dispensed by the latter as it sees fit to strengthen the 
KPNLF and the Sihanoukists (Bangkok World, March 23 , 1985, p. 1). The other part of the in
crease has been promised by Secretary of State George Shultz to KPNLF President Son Sann and 
Prince Sihanouk's son and representative Prince Norodom Rannaridh , when the latter visited Wash
ington in March 1985, and may eventually include military aid in one form or another (Nation 
Review, April 12, 1985, p. 1). 

36 The decision was finally announced by the Reagan administration on April 1, 1985 (Bangkok 
World, April 2 , 1985 , p. 1). 
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American interest in the region and may constitute the begmnmg ot a new era 
of activism. 

Although the PRC lost a good deal of influence and prestige when its clients, 
the Khmer Rouge, were driven from Phnom Penh, it is in the process of rapidly 
rebuilding its position in the region by demonstrating its willingness to use force in 
pursuit of its goals, by supporting the increasingly strong Khmer resistance groups 
(see below), and, through its arms shipments to these groups, by forging crucial 
links with the Thai military, which itself is in the process of extending its power 
base within the Thai body politic. 37 

The most significant change since 1978, however, is the position of the Soviet 
Union in Indochina. Between the fall of Saigon and mid-1978, when it seemed that 
the relationship between Vietnam and Democratic Kampuchea reached a point of 
no return , the Soviet Union's attempts to reinforce its position in Vietnam were 
constantly thwarted, and the relationship between the two was not without a certain 
amount of friction. 38 Six years after the invasion of Cambodia the picture is funda
mentally different. Politically, the position of the Soviet Union has been institu
tionalized not only in the 1978 friendship treaty, but also in the 1980 constitituion 
of Vietnam, and reconfirmed at all major events, in particular during the Fifth 
Congress of the Vietnam Communist party (VCP) in March 1982 and VCP Secre
tary-General Le Duan's visit to Moscow in August 1983. Economically, it has ac
quired a dominant position, which is constantly being reinforced by the existing 
structure of trade and debt servicing, as well as by the direction of Vietnam's 
economic development, particularly as laid down in the series of agreements 
reached in 1981. 39 Militarily, Vietnam has become dependent on arms transfers and 
other military aid from the Soviet Union for its modernization programs and pacifi
cation campaigns in Cambodia to the extent that there may now be joint military 
planning between the two.40 At the same time, as a quid pro quo, the latter has 
been able to upgrade and utilize the facilities at Cam Ranh Bay to enhance consid-

37 See Chapter 5 in this volume, esp., pp. 64-75. 
38See Robert C. Hom, "Soviet-Vietnamese Relations and the Future of Southeast Asia," Pacific Af

fairs (Winter 1978):585-605. Significantly, the same points are made in an article that is very 
critical of the present regime in Vietnam and of the Soviet strategy in Southeast Asia: Bao Quoc 
(pseud.), "The Cam Ranh Syndrome: The Threat of Sovietnamization, " ASEAN Forecast (special 
supplement) 4(6) (June 1984):97-99. 

39For recent trends in Soviet-Vietnam economic relations, see Carlyle A. Thayer, "Vietnam's Two 
Strategic Tasks: Building Socialism and Defending the Fatherland ," in Southeast Asian Affairs 1983 , 
edited by Pushpa Thambipillai (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1983), pp. 317-20; 
Nayan Chanda, "Vietnam 's Economy: Its Domestic and International Dimensions," in Confrontation 
or Coexistence: The Future of ASEAN-Vietnam Relations, edited by William S . Turley (Bangkok : 
Institute of Security and International Studies, Chulalongkom University, 1985), pp. 99-115; Paul 
Kelemen , "Soviet Strategy in Southeast Asia: The Vietnam Factor, " Asian Survey, 24(3) (March 
1984):342-48; Edmund F. McWilliams, Jr. , "Hanoi 's Course in Southeast Asia: A Source of Grow
ing Regional Instability, " Asian Survey 24(8) (August 1984):881 ; Ng Shui Meng , "Vietnam in 
1983 ," pp. 364-65; and David Jenkins , "A Country Adrift," FEER, November 8, 1984, pp. 25-27 . 

40 Thayer, "Vietnam 's Two Strategic Tasks," p. 316 . 
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erably its military posture not only in the region but also in the vast expanses of 

the Pacific and Indian oceans. 41 

The second structural element is the perspective of the regional states. There is 

little evidence to suggest that Vietnam's failure to pacify Cambodia and the inter

national hostility that its occupation of that country has aroused have modified its 

weltanschauung in any significant way. As evident during and after Thach 's diplo

matic offensive in the spring of 1984,42 Hanoi's historical experience and Marxist

Leninist beliefs make it predisposed to see contradictions, and hence weaknesses, 

in the enemy's camp; to perceive its own increasing strength and ultimate triumph 

as being historical necessities; and at the same time to regard as being temporary 

and surmountable obstacles and difficulties that in no way are allowed to sub

tract from the correctness or virtue of the policy being pursued .43 Indeed, one 

might even suggest that Vietnam has become more firmly set on its present course 

during the last few years: The "Chinese threat" has been institutionalized in the 

1980 constitution and in the internal political processes as evident from the recent 

show trial. 44 Despite professions of independence, 4s it seems to be prepared to 

accept, at least in the short run , its dependence on the Soviet Union. There seems 

to be evidence that not only is it using the fear of the " Pol Pot-Ieng Sary Clique" 

as a mobilizing mechanism in Cambodia,46 but it may also now be embarking on a 

"Vietnamization" program ,47 as even its limited efforts to " Khmerize" the conflict 

run into difficulties.48 And, as discussed above, it seems to have begun to imple-

41 See McWilliams, " Hanoi 's Course," pp. 88 1-82; and F. A. Medianski, "Soviet Strategic Interests 

in Southeast Asia," in Southeast Asian Affairs 1984, pp. 33-47. More controversial but immensely 

interesting is Bao Quoc, "Cam Ranh Syndrome." 
42 See Paribatra, " Spring of Hope." 
43 See Douglas Pike, Chapter 15 in this volume. For Vietnam's perspectives on Thailand in particular, 

see Gareth Porter, "Vietnam 's Evolving Policy Toward Thailand: Implications for the Future," in 

Confrontation or Coexistence. 
44 Bangkok Post, December 19, 1984, p. I . 
45 In his interview with Newsweek, Pham Van Dong said : "Does any one truly believe that, after 

having paid such heavy price for our freedom in blood, sweat and tears , we would hand over that 

newly won independence to someone else?" (p. 11). 
46 See, e.g. , William Shawcross, The Quality of Mercy: Cambodia, Holocaust , and Modem Con

science (London: Andre Deutsch, 1984), p. 357. 
47 Although the extent of the Vietnamization , as stated by the Thai National Security Council or in 

some publications (such as "The Vietnamization of Kampuchea: A New Model of Colonialism," 

lndochina Report, October 1984), is widely disputed (see, e.g., Murray Hiebert , " Cambodia and 

Vietnam: Costs of the Alliance," Indochina Issues, no. 46 (May 1984); and David Jenkins, "The 

Long Road Back," FEER, November 29 , 1984, p. 30), there seems to be no doubt that the Viet

namese population in Kampuchea is growing, and a sizable portion , perhaps a third, consists of new 

immigrants. See U.S . Deputy Assitant Secretary of State, East Asian and Pacific Affairs, John C. 

Monjo , statement for hearing on " Cambodia After Five Years of Vietnamese Occupation," before 

Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific Affairs , Committee on Foreign Affairs , House of Representa

tives, 98th Congress , First Session, on H.Con.Res.176, September 15 , October 6 and 8, 1983 

(Washington, D.C. : U.S. Government Printing Office, 1983), p. 14. 
48 See, e.g . , Jacques Bekaert, " Kampuchea: The Year of the Nationalists?" in Southeast Asian Affairs 

1983, pp. 164-82; Paul Quinn-Judge, " Too Few Communists," FEER, February 16 , 1984, pp. 20-

22; "Cambodia: Who's Winning?" Asiaweek, August IO, 1984, p. 29; and Jenkins, " Long Road 

Back," pp. 25-31. 
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ment a strategy to impose a military solution on Cambodia by 1987. Economic 
hardship there may be, but significantly Hanoi seems to be admitting it, accepting 
it, and making a virtue out of it. As a high-ranking official wrote: 

The absence of peace and stability has been the greatest danger to Southeast Asia. 
Vietnam and other Indochinese countries are still poor; they need peace to build up 
their countries into prosperity. The ASEAN countries, including some rich ones, also 
need peace and stability. Although they are poor, the three Indochinese countries have 
proved to be steady in face of unprecedented trials in human history. They are poor 
but stable because this poverty is equally shared, not like in some ASEAN countries 
which are rich, but this abundance is not fairly distributed , so that many social 
problems and instability still remain. In particular, Thailand is faced with many 
social problems.4 9 

A similar process of "hardening" has also occurred in Thailand's perspectives 
vis-a-vis Vietnam over the long run. These perspectives concern, first, the nature 
of the Cambodian conflict, second , Thailand's capacity to cope with it, and, third, 
the potential benefits from a continuation of the conflict. 

The Thais now increasingly perceive the Cambodian conflict in terms of an East
West confrontation. As Foreign Minister A.C.M. Siddhi Savetsila told U.S. Deputy 
Secretary of State Kenneth Dam in February 1984, since Vietnam's invasion, 

Thailand's eastern boundary has become the frontier of the Free World in this part of 
the globe . . .. Just as Pakistan is a main barrier of the Free World against the 
control of the strategic Persian Gu lf, Thailand is the stronghold against the further 
advance of what Vietnam has euphemistically called " Socialism's outpost" in South

east Asia. 50 

Accordingly, more attention is being paid to the Soviet arms build-up, both in 
North Asia and Southeast Asia, and to Soviet-backed subversion. More prevalent is 
the belief that Vietnam is a mere proxy of the Soviet Union and that therefore even 
a successful dialogue with the former may not necessarily lead to a resolution of 
the conflict over Cambodia. 5I Indeed, one can argue that the recent extraordinary 
call, made simultaneously in all ASEAN capitals (except for Brunei, which has no 
Soviet Embassy), to the Soviet Union to exert its influence on Vietnam to be more 
compromising ,52 was less a serious attempt to bring peace or a reflection of the 
ASEAN countries' belief in the Soviet Union's intrinsic goodness than a poignant 
expression of the Thais' exasperation with Vietnam and of their conviction that 
now the Soviet Union is the main stumbling block in the search for a political 
solution. If this line of reasoning is correct, then in the foreseeable future one 
would expect even less Thai-Vietnamese dialogue. 

49 Pham Binh , " Prospects for Solutions," p. 222. 
50 Nation Review, February 26, 1984, p. I. 
51 The author's interviews with high-ranking policymakers conducted in 1984 serve to bear out this 

point. 
52 Nation Review, February 7 , 1985 , p. I. 
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Moreover, Thailand's confidence in its own capacity to cope with the threat aris
ing from Vietnam's occupation of Cambodia seems to have steadily increased over 
time. Or to put it another way, the Thais now believe more strongly than ever that 
the balance of contending forces is favorable to their cause and time is on their 
side. First, they perceive that Vietnam is weakening partly because of the economic 
burden of its occupation of Cambodia and partly because of the strength of the 
Khmer resistance groups,53 which, the Thais believe, paradoxically, may grow as a 
result of their adoption of the guerrilla warfare strategy in the aftermath of the 
Vietnamese offensives over the 1984-85 period.54 

Second, the Thais , especially the ministry of foreign affairs, perceive that 
ASEAN has attained a high level of resilience and unity, that regional cooperation 
has developed to a point where the group can tolerate a certain level of intramural 
differences and collectively call the tune in the international arena. ASEAN, so the 
Thais believe, is now bargaining from a position of strength not weakness, and 
Vietnam is no longer held in awe as a ten-foot-tall giant but treated somewhat 
condescendingly like a misguided, wayward, and exploited child. As a Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs official put it in a Thai-language newspaper: 

If one examines the situation carefully, one can see that Vietnam does not have com
plete freedom as a sovereign state shou ld. This is a sorry state of affairs for, as all 
know, the Vietnamese people have spent three decades fighting for their nation 's liber
ty. ... ASEAN wishes to see Vietnam become independent and strong without 
having to depend on any great power which aims to intervene in this region's affairs 
and is ready to extend ass istance to Vietnam to help it develop if it withdraws its 
troops from Cambodia. 55 

Third, on the basis of a number of indicators such as the frequent exchange of 
visits by high-ranking officials, the constant presence of the U.S. Seventh Fleet in 
Thailand 's vicinity, large-scale joint Thai-U .S. exercises, and the United States' 
sympathetic consideration of Thai arms procurement programs in recent years (in
cluding the F-16A purchase, seen by many as the litmus test of the Thai-U.S. 
alliance), the Thais, especially the military, believe that the kingdom is now more 
assured of the United States' support than at any time since the Vietnam debacle 
and that this trend is likely to persist as the United States becomes more assertive 
in the international arena. 56 Furthermore, from the perspective of some political 
groups in Thailand, particularly the military, there are valuable domestic spinoffs 
from the continued existence of the conflict over Cambodia. 

53 See Siam Rath 's interview with an unnamed Ministry of Foreign Affairs official, March 19 , 1984, 
p. 3, and March 20, 1984, p. 3; Supreme Commander General Arthit Kamlang-ek's comments 
reported in the Bangkok Post, March 3, 1984, p. l; Secretary-General of the National Security 
council Sqdn. Ldr. Prasong Soonsiri's comments reported in Bangkok Post, March 11 , 1984, p. 3, 
and March 18, 1984, p. I ; and Director of the Southeast Asian Bureau at the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, Department of Political Affairs Suraphong Chaiyanam 's presentation al Thammasat Univer
sity 's panel discussion on "Thailand and the Indochina Problem, " March 26 , 1985, published in 
Arthit-Wiwat, Apri l 8-15 , 1985 , pp. 30-33. 

54 See, e.g., Sqdn. Ldr. Prasong 's interview in Nation Review, February 22, 1985, pp. I , 5. 
55 Quoted in Siam Rath, March 20 , 1984. 
56 The author's interviews with a number of high-ranking officers in early 1985 bear out this point. 
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Since 1973 there has been a search in Thailand for a viable balance between the 

power of the armed forces, particularly the army on the one hand, and the require

ments of an increasingly pluralistic society on the other, and it is no secret that 

Thai military leaders , individually and collectively, would like to maximize their 

domination of the body politic without resorting to arms. 

The Cambodian problem seems to have given the military an opportunity to play 

an increasingly dominant role. Generally speaking, an external conflict is capable 

of making the people grow accustomed to the requirements of a national security 

state, that is , a growing defense budget , the centrality of the military's position in 

the affairs of state, repressive laws and suppression of internal dissent , growing 

paramilitary and territorial defense formations, and the fostering of the perception 

that there is no alternative but to accept requirements for the sake of "national 

security" or "national unity." 
One can argue that in a number of ways Thailand is once more on the road to a 

national security state. The defense budget has grown from 2 . 77 percent of the 

gross national product in 1975 to 4. 1 percent in 1984. The Royal Thai Armed 

Forces' extensive role in the national's political, social, and economic develop

ment , outlined in the constitution, has become more pronounced with the pro

mulgation of prime minister's orders 66/2523 (1980) and 65 /2525 (1982). The 

persistent involvement of some military leaders in all issues of political signifi

cance has become readily evident. Paramilitary formations are being expanded and 

strengthened. And, last, young Thais are likely to be more militarized with the 

proposal to set up military faculties in major universities and to expand territorial 

defense training. 
Moreover, the Cambodian conflict has served not only to increase the role of the 

military as a group but also to strengthen the power bases of some military leaders 

over others. More specifically, the main beneficiaries have been those who are in 

charge of weapons procurement policies, arms shipment to the Khmer Rouge, and 

security on the Thai-Cambodian border. Since these beneficiaries are increasingly 

powerful figures, they and not the Ministry of Foreign Affairs may determine the 

future direction of Thai policy toward Vietnam. Given these factors, it is clear 

from the Thai point of view that there is no urgent need to resolve the Cambodian 

conflict, and, indeed, for some there may even be certain attractions to its 

prolongation. 57 

Thailand's hardening perspectives are reflected in the stand taken by ASEAN as 

a collective group since 1979. Because of their perception of the PRC as the great

est long-term danger to the region and because of their seemingly elemental com

mitment to the ideal of Southeast Asia's being transformed into a Zone of Peace, 

Freedom, and Neutrality (ZOPFAN), Indonesia and Malaysia take a more balanced 

view of the gravity of the threat emanating from Vietnam than does Thailand. As 

evident from the 1980 Kuantan Principle and elsewhere, for them Vietnam is not an 

s7 For a more detailed discussion , see Chapter 5 in thi s volume. 
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intrinsically hostile state, has legitimate security concerns, and, if truly indepen
dent or (to borrow from economists) "satisficed," has an indispensable part to play 
in the containment of the PRC and in the final fulfillment of the ZOPFAN ideal. 
Conversely, any prolongation of the Cambodian conflict is likely to increase risks 
of armed confrontation with Vietnam, allow the great powers-particularly the 
PRC-an opportunity to expand its influence, and undercut the philosophical un
derpinnings of ZOPFAN. 

However, the views from Jakarta and Kuala Lumpur have not been translated 
into action on a significant and sustained basis. The two are also committed in a 
seemingly elemental way to the development of ASEAN as an organization, and to 
fulfill this commitment, they see the need not only to defer to the security require
ments of Thailand, but also to preserve and enhance the efficacy of institution
alized processes through which ASEAN's common actions are organized and 
articulated. In more specific terms this means: throwing their support behind Thai
land, especially at critical junctures, particularly in mid-1980, mid-1984, and early 
1985 when the Thai-Cambodian border situation worsened; preserving a common 
front at all costs whatever their individual misgivings, as evident in all postcon
ference joint communiques; and allowing themselves to be bound by precedents 
however ill-advised or fruitless they may seem, as evident in ASEAN's annual 
resolutions at the U .N. General Assembly. Thus, as things stand, despite intra
mural differences ASEAN's collective policy toward the Cambodian conflict is, 
and in all probability for a long time will continue to be, determined by its com
mitment both to Thailand's security and to the CGDK, which ultimately means 
support to all the CGDK's factions , the Khmer Rouge included. Accordingly, the 
prospect of a diplomatic breakthrough or a more compromising stand is likely to 
be limited.ss 

This conclusion is reinforced by the third structural element, namely, the 
strength of the Khmer resistance groups. This is indicated, first , by the number of 
armed men, which by most accounts has increased in the last two years . For in 
addition to the regular supply of 300- 500 tons of materiel by the PRC to the 
Khmer Rouge every month59 and $4 million in " nonlethal" aid over the 1982-84 
period by the United States to the noncommunists-expenditures which are not 
closely scrutinized60-there have also been large flows of arms: some 3,000 weap
ons from Singapore in August 1984,6 1 6,000 from the PRC as a 1984 "Christmas 
gift" (see note 16), and another huge amount provided again by the PRC in the 
immediate aftermath of the Vietnamese assaults on resistance bases in January and 

58 For a good, brief analysis of the dynamics of ASEAN's diplomacy vis-a-vis the Kampuchean prob
lem, see Donald E. Weatherbee, "The Diplomacy of Stalemate," in Southeast Asia Divided: The 
ASEAN-lndochina Crisis, edited by Donald E. Weatherbee (Boulder: Westview Press, 1985). 

59 Paul Quinn-Judge, "Hollow Victory, " FEER, June 14, 1984, p. 30. 
60 Nayan Chanda, "CIA No, U.S. Aid Yes," FEER, August 16, 1984, p. 16; and Paul Quinn-Judge, 

"Covert Cash Flow," FEER, June 28, 1984, pp. 16-17. 
61 Paul Quinn-Judge, "Tactics of Delay," FEER, October 25 , 1984, pp. 52-53. 
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February 1985.62 After all these are taken into consideration , the figures in Table 1 

may be accurate estimates63 of the strength of the CGDK forces since 1979. 

KPNLF 
Sihanoukists 
Khmer Rouge 

Table 1 
Estimate of Strength of CGDK Forces 

(No. of Troops) 

End 1979 Mid-1982 

2,000 or less 
500 or less 
20,000(?) 

7-8 ,000 
4,000 or less 
30,000(?) 

End 1984-Early 1985 

15-16,000 
6-7,000 
30-35,000(?) 

The second indicator is the range and effectiveness of operations conducted by 

the CGDK forces. In 1983-84, before the 1984-85 dry season, these included raids 

deep inside Cambodia's "inland front, "64 perhaps even to the extent of threatening 

the main east-west "arteries ," Routes 5 and 6,65 and defending the main resistance 

bases on the Thai-Cambodian border.66 Although these bases have now been cap

tured or destroyed by the Vietnamese, most observers are of the opinion that the 

resistance groups are still in a position to wage guerrilla warfare more or less 

effectively in Cambodia's interior, at least for the next few years. 67 

The third indicator is the continuing existence of the CGDK . Despite the fact 

that the coalition was a "shotgun" union , forged from disparate groups with dispa

rate aims and idelogies,68 and despite the fact that there are constant conflicts 

62 Quinn-Judge, "Victory for All , " p. 26. 
63 These est imates are drawn from information from various sources, including Jacques Bekaert and 

Paul Quinn-Judge, Bangkok-~ased journalists with extensive knowledge, especially of the noncom

munist Khmer resistance groups; KPNLF President Son Sann's statement before hearing on " Cam

bodia After Five Years of Vietnamese Occupation ," pp. 78-95; U.S. government estimates (Monjo 's 

prepared statement in ibid., p. ! I , and Assistant Secretary of State Paul Wolfowitz 's statement, in 

Nation Review, April 12, 1985 , p. 2; and Denis Gray, " Resistance Groups Step Up Penetration of 

Kampuchea," Nation Review, March 14 , 1984, p. 4. The estimates for the 1984-85 period are 

based on the assumption that most of the resistance forces escaped largely intact from the Viet

namese attacks on their base camps in this period. The figures of the Khmer Rouge armed strength 

are unverifiable in any way. 
64 See Paul Quinn-Judge: "A Harvest of Death, " FEER , October 13 , 1983, pp. 48-49; "Hollow 

Victory" ; " The Hot Spots Spread"; and "A War on Two Fronts," FEER, September 27, 1984, pp. 

56-57. See also Gray, "Resistance Groups"; and Asiaweek, "Cambodia: Who 's Winning?" 

65 Information from Jacques Bekaert. 
66 John McBeth , "Small Fish Off the Hook ," FEER, May 3, 1984, p. 20; and " Defiant Defense, " 

May 10, 1984, p. 20 . See also Bekaert, " Hanoi Troops Step Up the Offensive." 
67 See note 32. 
68 See, e.g. , Jacques Bekaert , "Year of the Nationalists?" in Southeast Asia Affairs 1983, pp. 164-72, 

176-78; Steve Heder, "KPNLF's Guerrilla Strategy Yields Mixed Results ," Indochina Issues, April 

1984, pp. I-7; Carlyle Thayer's prepared statement before hearing on "Cambodia After Five Years 

of Vietnamese Occupation," p. 40; and Son Sann's prepared statement in ibid., p. 93. 
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between them,69 the CGDK has-perhaps miraculously-survived for nearly three 
years. Indeed, there are indications that after president of the CGDK Prince 
Sihanouk's son and representative, Prince Ranariddh , arrived in Bangkok in July 
1983 , cooperation between the three factions has improved, 70 even to the point of 
their once or twice conducting military operations to help out each other. 7 1 

The present level of the Khmer resistance groups' effectiveness should not be 
overestimated or Vietnam's military capabilities underestimated. The former are far 
from being able to take major strategic offensives to reverse the situation in Cam
bodia and are still incapable of meeting frontally the latter's onslaughts, as the 
recent fighting has shown. Furthermore, with so much internecine conflict within 
its ranks, the CGDK is constantly exposed to the danger of being irrevocably 
broken up. Nevertheless, the facts are clear: The resistance forces exist, they have 
demonstrated their ability to survive and endure, and they have become stronger 
over time. Consequently, they constitute another important element in the pres
ent structure of conflict , which cannot be ignored , wished away, or easily ma
nipulated. 

The existence of these structural elements means that the present impasse is 
likely to endure, and since they tend to feed upon one another, perceptions upon 
perceptions, commitments upon commitments, self-interests upon self-interests, 
this impasse is likely to be self-reinforcing and lead to a growing polarization of 
the region, which is increasingly difficult to arrest or reverse. If this should be the 
case, then the question is , what are the implications for ASEAN and the United 
States? 

IMPLICATIONS FOR ASEAN AND THE UNITED STATES 

There is much persuasion in the argument that the present stalemate in Cam
bodia is a "satisficing" interim solution, which, though obviously not affording 
the maximum degree of security, enables the ASEAN countries and the United 
States to achieve a modicum of stability and progress in a less than perfect world. 
Furthermore, it is also a situation whose final outcome may be immensely favor
able, rewarding patience and endeavor and at the same time punishing haste and 
irresolution. 

For the ASEAN countries the stalemate is "satisficing" in that a resurgent and 
expansionist Vietnam is contained and pressured at costs acceptable to themselves. 
Thailand's security continues to be endangered, but as time passes, the danger will 
diminish, with both Thailand and the Khmer resistance becoming stronger and 
Vietnam correspondingly weaker. As Mahbubani eloquently wrote: 

Conventional wisdom in the West has tended to say that Vietnam will stay the course 
in Kampuchea. It would be foolish to deny the unique Vietnamese record for tenac-

69 See, e.g. , Asiaweek, "A Growing Threat from Within, " October 14 , 1983; Rodney Tasker, " Stabbed 
from the Back," FEER. August 30 , 1984 , pp. 35- 36; Nayan Chanada, "A Right Royal Row," 
FEER, December 6, 1984; and Heder, "KPNLF's Guerrilla Strategy." 

70 Quinn-Judge "Coalition Coalescent. " 
71 Jacques Bekaert, " Khmers in Rare Show of Unity," Bangkok Posr , November 26 , 1984, p. 5. 

226 



ity, yet even the best Jong-distance runner eventually gets exhausted. He may be pre

pared to run the extra mile if the end is in sight. This is what kept North Vietnam 

going , especially after 1968, when its leaders saw the clear erosion of domestic sup

port for the war in the United States . This time, as Indochinese history produces yet 

another irony, the Vietnamese leaders have to ask themselves: Is there a light at the 

end of the tunnel ?72 

Moreover, the continuing existence of the Cambodian conflict can be said to 

bestow beneficial side-effects to ASEAN. First, it acts as a centripetal force for 

regional cooperation, whose substantive achievements in many other fields of 

endeavor have fallen short of expectations. 73 Second, it acts as a platform for pro

moting dialogues with Western countries and Japan . And, third, it is as a mecha

nism for orchestrating international support for the group, its ideals, and its indi

vidual members. ASEAN's record in the General Assembly over the last six years 

is ample proof of its success in this regard . 74 

For the United States the current stalemate is similarly "satisficing." Without its 

having to commit too great resources or to change substantively its policy of (very) 

selective activism in what in relative terms is no more than a low-priority region, 

the United States to all appearances is successfully containing the expansion of 

Vietnamese and Soviet power. Because of the Cambodian conflict, the U .S. -PRC

ASEAN alignment, uneasy though it remains , apparently has never been closer or 

more effective. Furthermore, the relationship between the United States and 

ASEAN, which has been assertive in expressing its ideals of peace, freedom, and 

neutrality, lends an aura of idealism to the farmer's realpolitik competitive posture 

vis-a-vis the Soviet Union. Even more important, perhaps, is helping to lay to rest 

the ghost of its war in Vietnam, as evident in recent moves to increase assistance 

to the noncommunist Khmers. It is not coincidental that American policymakers, 

like their ASEAN counterparts, seem to have a high degree of confidence in the 

future: 

We do not believe that time really is on Vietnam's side, that they are going to be able 

to accomplish a solution in their view that overrides the view of the Kampuchean 

people and of the ASEAN countries which are their neighbors. 75 

Although the argument along the foregoing line is persuasive, there are a num

ber of factors that suggest that the trend toward an increasing and perhaps irreversi

ble polarization may have adverse or undesirable implications for both ASEAN 

and the United States, especially in the longer term, and that consequently it may 

be well advised to look more carefully for ways and means not only of breaking 

72 "Kampuchean Problem," p. 408 . 
73 See " Report of the ASEAN Task Force to the Sixteenth ASEAN Ministerial Meeting," Bangkok, 

June 24, 1983 , and the statement of its chairman, Anand Panyarachun. For a summary of the 

ASEAN foreign ministers' responses to the report, see Bangkok Post, July 11, 1984. 
74 General Assembly votes for ASEAN-sponsored resolutions call ing for Vietnam 's withdrawal from 

Kampuchea have increased almost every year: in 1979 it was 91 votes for, 21 against; in 1980, 97 

to 23; in 1981 , 100 to 25; in 1982, 105 to 23; in 1983 , 105 to 23 ; and in 1984, 110 to 22. 
75 Monjo's prepared statement in "Cambodia After Five Years," p. 28 . 
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the impasse over Cambodia but also of constructing a more orderly framework for 
managing the future relations between ASEAN and Vietnam. 

The first set of implications concerns the position of the Soviet Union. A pro
longed stalemate, a growing Sino-U.S. alignment, and an increasing regional po
larization are likely to make Vietnam increasingly dependent on the Soviet Union 
for all its military, political, economic, and psychological needs. If this should be 
the case, then the latter will become even more entrenched not only in Vietnam 
itself but also unavoidably in Laos and Cambodia. 76 Consequently, its military pos
ture will be more extensive, assertive, and threatening to ASEAN and U.S. inter
ests. 

Moreover, growing Soviet power in Southeast Asia is likely to provoke more 
countervailing moves by the PRC and precipitate further instability in the region. 
It may be argued that given the present structure and trend of relations between 
Vietnam and the Soviet Union , a growing dependence of the former on the latter is 
inevitable, irrespective of what eventuates in Cambodia. However, Vietnam's his
tory, including its relations with the Soviets between 1975 and 1978, suggests oth
erwise. Given the appropriate incentives and guarantees, Vietnam may be willing 
and able to become more independent vis-a-vis its Soviet patron. If that is the 
case, a failure arising out of a combination of hostility, skepticism, and apathy on 
the part of ASEAN and the United States to explore in a more systematic and 
sustained manner the possibility of identifying and offering such guarantees and 
incentives may tum out to be no more than a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

The second set of implications concerns the PRC. Although the alignment with 
the PRC is immensely attractive to both Thailand and the United States at present, 
in the long term it may precipitate adverse consequences. The PRC's growing en
trenchment in the region with American support, tacit or otherwise, will accentu
ate the suspicions and fears of Indonesia and Malaysia, which in tum are likely to 
cause strains within ASEAN and in the ASEAN-U .S. alignment. Nor will these 
apprehensions on the part of the two ASEAN partners be unfounded. 

Growing Chinese power will sustain or even enhance the momentum of Soviet 
expansion. It will also pose a long-term threat to noncommunist Southeast Asia. 
First, although the PRC has frequently assured its neighbors that it will not export 
revolution and it has recently "renounced" Marxism , its totalitarian ideology is 
still in fundamental conflict with the ASEAN countries' political and economic 
ideals, aspirations, and practice and, what is more, can be "reactivated" as an 
instrument of its national goals abroad when necessary and appropriate. Second, 
although the PRC has stated its intention "to respect the result of the Cambodian 
people's choice made through a genuinely free election to be held under U.N. 
supervision, "77 the fact is that the Khmer Rouge and the Deng leadership have had 

76 For an interesting study of the Soviet position in Laos, see Uthit Pasakhom , " Beyond a Soviet
Yietnamese Condominium: The Case of Laos, " Indochina Report, no. · I (January-March 1985). 

71 Guo Yan and Dong Nan , "Kampuchean Issue," quoted in Mahbubani, "Kampuchean Problem," 
p. 418. 
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a long and intimate relationship, which is unlikely to be so easily or painlessly 
ruptured. 78 This means that as long as the Deng or the Deng-appointed leadership 
remains in control in the PRC, the Khmer Rouge are likely to grow in strength. 
Conversely, as long as the Khmer Rouge continue to exist and grow in strength, 
the PRC will have an increasingly powerful armed proxy in the heart of mainland 
Southeast Asia. The prospects for Thai security-especially in the long term-are 
grave indeed. 

The third set of implications concerns Vietnam. There can no doubt that the 
predicament that Hanoi presently finds itself in is for the most part a result of its 
own doing. Placed in juxtaposition to its occupation of Cambodia, its claim to 
idealism rings false and hypocritical. 79 However, a Vietnam that is increasingly 
driven into deeper dependence on the Soviet Union, cast into the role of a pariah 
by the majority of the international community, and excluded from the benefits of 
economic progress enjoyed by its noncommunist neighbors8° may be a desperate 
and dangerous adversary. It can step up considerably its use of force along the Thai 
border, as well as subversion beyond it, and engage in a more extensive and sus
tained manner a Vietnamization program of either or both of its Indochinese cli
ents. If this should be the case, Thailand's defensive capabilities and inner re
silience will be severely tested, and the dilemmas facing its ASEAN partners and 
U.S. ally raised to a critical point, perhaps leading to strains and stresses within 
both relationships. The prospect of facing, not a "tiger in distress" as earnestly 
hoped for, but a " tiger rampant" as long feared, is not a welcome one.81 

The fourth set of implications concerns ASEAN regional cooperation. As dis
cussed above, the existence of the Cambodian conflict has in some ways proved to 
be beneficial for ASEAN. However, there may be certain adverse consequences in 
the long term . First, it diverts resources and energy from other fields of endeavor, 
which may be of equal or greater importance. One indicator is the fact that Cam
bodian conflict takes up a high proportion of the agenda of the ASEAN foreign 
ministers' meetings,82 perhaps to the exasperation of those who wish to promote 

78 See Ben Kiernan, "Pol Pot and the Kampuchean Communist Movement, " in Peasants and Politics 
in Kampuchea, 1942-1981, edited by Ben Kiernan and Chantou Boua (London: Zed Press, 1982), p. 
245, 287-89, 293-94. 

79 Interestingly, it was pointed out by a Vietnamese that " Southeast Asian countries should understand 
that a strategy based on the imposition of one's own wishes on others .. . will not contribute to 
bringing about peace and stability to the region, for it will certainly meet with opposition from the 
others" (Hoang, " Southeast Asia," pp. 190-9 1). 

80 One indicator of this exclusion is the fact that in 1982 Vietnamese per capita income was $189 
(Mahbubani, "Kampuchean Problem," p. 1) whereas for Indonesia it was $609.80 , Malaysia 
$1860, the Philippines $73 1, Singapore $5,302, and Thailand $749 .20; see Asia 1984 Yearbook 
(Hong Kong: Far Eastern Economic Review, 1984). 

81 The terms are Michael Leifer's, in his Conflict and Regional Order in Southeast Asia (London: 
International Institute for Strategic Studies , Adelphi Papers no. 162, 1980), p. 30. 

82 E.g., the joint communique after the fifteenth annual ASEAN foreign minister 's conference in Sing
apore, June 14-16, 1982, has 55 substantive paragraphs, 19 of which are on Kampuchea and 
related questions; the one after the sixteenth conference in Bangkok on June 24- 25 , 1983 , has 22 
out of 55 ; and the one after the seventeenth conference in Jakarta on July 9-10, 1984, has 28 out of 
69 . 
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regional cooperation in other " more desirable" directions. 83 Another indicator is 
the trend toward greater bilateral military cooperation among the ASEAN mem
bers. 84 And the last is the growing amount of resources devoted to defense, except 
in the case of the Philippines. Even before the region is afflicted by the oncoming 
"F- 16 syndrome," the trend is clearly indicated by the fact that whereas during 
1981-82 the ASEAN countries altogether spent $7.44 billion on defense with 
768,000 men under arms ,85 in 1983-84 the figures increased to $8 .29 billion and 
801,100 men.86 Also their defense budgets as percentages of their incomes have 
grown over time, as seen in Table 2. 

Table 2 
Defense Budgets as Percentage of GDP 

Country 1980-81 1981-82 1982-83 

Indonesia 2.89 3.18 3.14 
Malaysia 6.50 5.90 8.29 
Philippines n.a. 2.33 2.40 
Singapore 5.32 5.44 6.00 
Thailand 3 .27 3.53 3.68 

SOURCES: Yearly issues of The Military Balance (London: International Institute for Strategic Stud
ies), with the exception of Thailand , for which the data are from the Bureau of Budget. 

Furthermore, the existence of the Cambodian conflict may lead to increasing 
strains within ASEAN over the long run. In particular, a conflict may arise be
tween Thailand 's and Indonesia's concept of regional order. 

For geopolitical reasons the Thais have always been highly sensitive to land
based threats coming from the west and east. From their perspective, whenever 
such a threat exists in an immediate and concrete form and remains unsatisfactorily 
resolved , as in the case of the presence in Laos and Cambodia of a militarily 
strong and ideologically hostile Vietnam, other issues or requirements, especially 
the long-term ones , are apt to be considered of lesser priority. Then the main thrust 

83 This was made explicit by Indonesian Foreign Minister Mochtar Kusumaatmadja at the Jakarta six
plus-s ix meeting in July 1984: "We believe that in our previous deliberations too much time has 
been spent on the Kampuchean problem. Our attention should not be di verted from the pressing 
economic issues of common interest. Therefore, we propose that in this meeting, discussions should 
not merely be focused on Kampuchean issue, but on the economic issues of global nature as well" 
(Bangkok Post, July 13, 1984 , p. 1). 

84 See Donald E. Weatherbee, " Southeast Asia in 1982: Marking Time, " in Southeast Asian Affairs 
1983, pp. 14-15. 

85 Calculated from The Military Balance, 1982-1983 (London: International Institute for Strategic 
Studies , 1982). 

86 Calculated from The Military Balance, 1984-1985 (London: International Institute for Strategic 
Studies, l 984). 
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of policy is usually directed at mobilizing all available forces in the international 
and regional environment to support the Thai position vis-a-vis that threat. In face 
of a land-based threat, the Thai concept of regional order- if indeed there is 
one-tends to be monoemphatic, short-term, and minimalist in nature, envisaging 
nothing more than the removal of such a threat by all possible means. 87 

On the other hand , Indonesia's geopolitical security from an immediate external 
threat affords an opportunity to take a more multidirectional, long-term, and max
imalist view of the world and the region, as evident from its continuing commit
ment to and promotion of the ZOPFAN concept. Its history of anticolonial struggle 
helps it to identify itself to a great degree with Vietnam. Moreover, from its per
ceived internal security requirements, Indonesia sees the PRC as the greatest threat 
to the region in the long run . Thus, from the Indonesians' perspective, as reflected 
in the Kuantan Principle of March 1980, Vietnam is not an intrinsically hostile 
state, has legitimate security concerns, and, if truly independent and "satisficed," 
has an indispensable part to play in the containment of the PRC and in the final 
fulfillment of the ZOPFAN ideal. 88 

The conflict between the two conceptions of regional order is still largely a 
dormant one, and both parties are careful to mask their differences. However, if the 
various Indonesian dialogues with Hanoi and the refusal to come out with stronger 
condemnations of Vietnam for many Thai Cambodian border incidents as indica
tions of Indonesia's unhappiness with the Thais' imposition of their security re
quirements upon the rest of ASEAN-as well as Indonesia's greater willingness to 
assert its own strongly held viewpoints-then there is a possibility that the conflict 
will come out in the open, especially in the event that Thailand continues to harden 
its posture vis-a-vis its enemy and to neglect to acknowledge the requirements of 
some of its regional friends . 89 

The consequences of such a conflict may be far-reaching . ASEAN may be divid
ed. Vietnam may be encouraged to exploit the intramural contradictions within 
ASEAN with renewed vigor. Thailand may tum increasingly to the United States 
and the PRC for aid and comfort, thus precipitating not only a more hard-line 
posture on the part of Vietnam but also further cleavages within ASEAN. What
ever else may happen , it is fairly certain that if this vicious cycle is set in motion, 
regional tension will mount, and the beneficiaries will be neither ASEAN nor the 
United States.90 

87 For a more detail ed discussion , see Sukhumbhand Paribatra, " From Past to Present: Continuity in 
Thai Foreign Policy?" paper presented at the Faculty of Po litical Science, Ramkarnhaeng Univer
sity's seminar on " Thai Foreign Policy: Success or Failure?" in Bangkok , January 24, 1984 (in 
Thai). 

88 For good summaries of Indonesia's concept of regional order, see the Indonesian papers presented at 
the Indonesia-Vietnam Bilateral Seminar; and Micheal Leifer, "ASEAN Under Stress Over Cam
bodia," FEER, June 14, 1984, pp. 34-36. 

89 Leifer, "ASEAN Under Stress." 
90 A similar argument concerning the long-term implications of the Kampuchean problem on ASEAN 

is put forward in Donald E. Weatherbee, "The Kampuchean Crisis: Year 'N'," paper prepared for 
the Conference on " Southeast Asia 1985-1995: A Strategy for Growth , Prosperity, and Security, " 
organized by the Pacific Forum and the Institute of Foreign Affairs, Thailand, in Bangkok , January 
16-18 , 1985. 
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The fifth set of implications concerns Thailand. Although the current impasse 
can in some way be considered beneficial to Thailand, in the longer run its inter
ests are likely to be adversely affected by more extensive great power rivalry in the 
region and by strains within the ASEAN alignment, which is stated to be the 
cornerstone of Thai foreign policy. Nor is the continuing Thai connection with the 
Khmer Rouge-a group whose history of nihilism and brutality is second to none 
and whose relationship with a potentially hostile great power is intimate beyond 
any doubt-without grave dangers , especially since some 5,000 of their armed 
troops have sought sanctuary on Thai territory as a result of the 1984-85 Viet
namese offensives.91 Parallels with the Palestinian case, as Donald Weatherbee, 
among others, suggests, spring to mind. 92 

Moreover, developments in the 1984-85 dry-season military campaign in Cam
bodia not only reflected an increasingly decisive and confrontationist posture by 
Vietnam, but also served to multiply the actual and potential costs to Thailand. 

First, the resistance strongholds on the Thai-Cambodian border, which have 
acted as a sort of buffer for Thailand in the preceding years, are no more. Now 
Thai and Vietnamese troops are deployed face-to-face along the length of the bor
der. Southeast Asians' ingenuity for conjuring up a modus vivendi where none 
seems likely should not be underestimated , and the possibility of local truces , such 
as the one brought about in January 1985 after the fall of Ampil, 93 should not be 
dismissed out of hand. But the juxtaposition of the military forces of the two 
rivals, whose history of enmity is indeed a long and bitter one, is in itself a highly 
volatile and dangerous situation, especially given that the Vietnamese, who have 
perhaps eleven divisions in the border areas, are likely to attempt to hold and 
consolidate what strategic territorial gains they have made during the 1984-85 
dry season. 94 

Second, the Vietnamese offensives have forced over 200,000 Khmers, many of 
whom are reputed to be armed guerrillas, to flee into Thailand. The influx of 
these refugees presents the Thai government with an unenviable dilemma. On the 
one hand, their continued presence would entail a great security burden, both in 
terms of controlling their activities and in terms of safeguarding them against pos
sible attacks by Vietnamese forces , which in particular may be greatly tempted to 
deal with the 5,000 Khmer Rouge said to have sought sanctuary on Thai territory 
after Phnom Malai. On the other hand , a policy of voluntary repatriation would 
not only tarnish Thailand 's good international image but also would most likely 
provoke strong Vietnamese responses, as in June 1980. 

Third, as a result of the recent advances by the Vietnamese forces , Thailand has 

91 Information provided by sources that cannot be cited. 
92 Weatherbee, " Kampuchean Crisis," p. 13. 
93 See the report in Asiaweek, January 25, 1985, p. 7. 
94 For the estimate of the number of Vietnamese troops on the Thai border, see Quinn-Judge and 

Tasker, " Victory for All ," p. 25. 
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been put in a no-win situation as regards the future of the Khmer resistance. No 
matter how well the latter fare in the next dry seasons (i.e., unless they perform a 
miracle and drive the Vietnamese out of Cambodia), Thai security is likely to be 
adversely affected. If they fail to mount effective guerrilla attacks on strategic 
targets-especially the relatively vulnerable Routes 5 and 6-then their interna
tional credibility and Thailand's policy, which is predicated on the preservation and 
enhancement of that credibility, will inevitably suffer. 

Furthermore, if the guerrillas fail to engage the bulk of Vietnamese forces in 
security operations inside Cambodia, the latter will be able to reinforce their posi
tions along the Thai-Cambodian border, put more pressure on the supply points for 
the Khmer resistance, and coerce Thailand when necessary and appropriate. On the 
other hand, if the resistance groups can accomplish what they boast, that is, create 
havoc and destruction for the occupation troops, then Vietnam may have to strike 
massively and decisively at the supply points, most of which, as a consequence of 
the loss of Khmer strongholds, are likely to be on Thai territory or so near the 
Thai-Cambodian boundary as to make little difference. The strategy of enlarging a 
war to win it is not exclusively reserved to American statesmen , nor the misfortune 
of falling prey to such a strategy to Vietnam. Thailand may become a victim of the 
kind of military logic that precipitated U.S. attempts to close the Ho Chi Minh 
trail during the Vietnam War. 

If the foregoing analysis is correct , then during the next dry season or two, one 
can expect increased border tension; more Thai-Vietnamese clashes, accidental or 
otherwise; a greater number of Vietnamese incursions, perhaps backed by air pow
er and penetrating 10-15 kilometers into Thai territory at some points;95 and some 
retaliations , as already threatened in March 1985, by the Thai armed forces. 96 If 
this type of scenario eventuates, then the costs inflicted on Thailand will inevitably 
and rapidly mount, especially given that on the evidence of their poor showing 
during the Surin border incident in March 1985, the Thai armed forces' capacity to 
render an effective defense against Vietnamese attacks is suspect. 97 

.Moreover, as in the Second Indochina War, there is a danger that the conflict in 
Cambodia might become institutionalized in the Thai political system, with the 
Thai military being able to exert their power on a more systematic, sustained, 
and effective basis. As I have urged elsewhere, the continuation of a "third Indo
china conflict," 

together with other political trends already discernible, may lead to a straight and 
narrow "remilitarisation" of the Thai political system, which may deal untold dam-

95 This type of penetration , according to some sources, is one of the worst-case scenarios in Thai 
military planning and until 1984-85 was thought to be unlikely. 

96 See note 28 . 
97 According to independent sources, which cannot be cited, the Thai pos itions, though favored by 

topographical advantages , were not well prepared or defended when the long-awaited Vietnamese 
attacks came, and the invaders were driven off only after a relatively long period of time and many 
casualties on the Thai side. 
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age to the Thai body politic. For the Thai society is fast becoming pluralistic and 
complex, and the system should seek to harness, not destroy, the plurality of interests 
and forces prevalent in the society into one organic, stable, and progressive whole. 
The danger is that turning the clock back to the Thanom-Praphat era and at the same 
time refusing to face the challenges created by this growing pluralism may in the end 
tum out to be the most effective way of tearing asunder Thailand's national security, 
something which the Vietnamese have hitherto been incapable of doing.98 

The last set of implications concerns the Khmer Rouge. They are looked upon 
with distaste and suspicion but are at the same time regarded as a necessary evil 
and a crucial part of the orchestration of political, diplomatic, and military forces 
against Vietnam's occupation of Cambodia. Although there can be no doubt that 
the former rulers of Phnom Penh constitute the most effective and feared military 
force within the Khmer resistance, the continuation of the Khmer Rouge connec
tion may prove counterproductive for the United States, ASEAN, and Thailand. 
The dangers of their becoming stronger have already been mentioned above. In the 
long term, the moral dilemmas implied in the relationship of expedience with the 
present Khmer Rouge leadership may be made more acute, especially where the 
United States is concerned. Furthermore, as many recent visitors to Cambodia 
have pointed out, at present the Khmer Rouge probably constitute the main factor 
that helps sustain Vietnamese rule over Cambodia. Consequently, as they become 
stronger, the Khmer Rouge connection, instead of being an effective instrument 
of coercion, may actually facilitate the outcome it is designed to prevent. 99 

Indeed, any outcome that is predicated on the continuing existence of the 
Khmer Rouge may be considered undesirable. The present People's Republic of 
Kampuchea (PRK) regime is neither democratic nor intrinsically benign;100 its 
leadership's past intimate relationship with the Pol Pot- Ieng Sary group cannot be 
denied;101 and serious human rights violations take place beyond any doubt.102 But 
by most accounts, after the holocaust years under the Khmer Rouge, life in Cam
bodia is returning to some sort of normalcy, which has not been experienced since 
the late 1960s.103 Any support, tacit or overt, qualified or absolute, to the Khmer 
Rouge at this juncture is ipso facto a clear and present danger to this fragile nor
malcy. 

The foregoing suggests that the implications arising from the current impasse 

98 Sukhumbhand Paribatra, "Strategic Implications of the Indochina Conflict," Asian Affairs: An 
American Review 11(3) (Fall 1984):41-42. The symbiotic relationship between the conflict and 
domestic Thai politics is discussed more extensively in Chapter 5 in this volume. 

99 See, e.g., Ben Kiernan , "Kampuchea Stumbles to Its Feet," in Peasams and Politics, pp. 376, 
384; Emory C. Swank, "The Land in Between: Cambodia Ten Years Later," Indochina Issues, 
April 1983; Shawcross, Quality of Mercy, p. 357; and Jenkins, "Long Road Back." 

100 This point is made time and again in Shawcross, Quality of Mercy. 
10 1 Kiernan, "Pol Pot and the Kampuchean Communist Movement." 
102 See Paul Quinn-Judge, "Human Rights: The Violation Goes On," FEER, November 29, 1984, pp. 

31-32. 
103 E.g . , Kiernan, "Kampuchea Stumbles to Its Feet"; Swank, "Land in Between"; Shawcross, Qual

ity of Mercy; and Jenkins, "Long Road Back." 
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may be adverse for ASEAN and the United States, especially over the long term. 
If this is so, then the prevailing situation is replete with pathos and irony: At the 
very time that the existence of certain structural elements has made the attainment 
of regional order an increasingly remote possibility, the need for one such order to 
dampen or eliminate the adverse consequences of growing regional polarization 
has never been greater or more pressing. The question is whether and how a re
gional order can be constructed . 

TO REVERSE HISTORY? 

To answer this crucial question in detail would be a lengthy process , and, in
deed, given Southeast Asia's psychological and operational environment at this 
juncture, perhaps no more than a purely academic exercise. Nevertheless, for the 
purposes of future discussion and consideration it might be suggested here that an 
attainable and effective regional order, bestowing partial security to all , including 
the Khmer, and absolute security to none, contain the following elements: 

1. An acceptance over the short and medium term of Vietnam's predominant 
influence over, but not military occupation of, Laos and Cambodia. 

2 . A "national reconciliation" government in Cambodia, which would include 
both the KPNLF and the Sihanoukists but exclude a disbanded and disarmed 
Khmer Rouge. 

3. An acceptance over a short and medium term of the prevailing pattern of 
cooperative relationships between regional states and extraregional powers with the 
exception of the PRC-Khmer Rouge connection . 

4. An institutionalization of mechanisms of intraregional conflict management, 
for example, ASEAN-Vietnam dialogues and joint border and maritime disputes 
committees . 

5 . An institutionalization of mechanisms of intraregional cooperation, for exam
ple, for Mekong river development, fisheries, energy, and trade. 

As things stand, such a regional order is by no means easy to set up, nor its 
successful implementation assured in the event that it is brought about. The PRC 
will find the first three elements intolerable; likewise, Thailand is unlikely to ac
cept the first element. And yet without the consent of these countries any settle
ment or attempt at settlement is doomed.to failure. Furthermore, the case for such a 
regional order is based on the assumption that Vietnam will be willing to partici
pate and conduct itself in accordance with the rules of the game. In the last resort, 
however, the nature and extent of Vietnam's ambitions are unknown factors, and 
this assumption may tum out to have no basis in reality. 

However, if one accepts the thesis that the long-term implications of the Cambo
dian conflict on ASEAN and the United States are adverse, then an attempt should 
be made to seek a regional order containing the aforementioned elements. This is 
not likely to come about quickly or without pains of adjustment, but what can and 
should be done is the initiation of a process of bargaining and suasion, which can 
lead to the acceptance and creation of such an order in the long run. 

This process can be set in motion , sustained, and reinforced by a number of 
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measures. The United States, along with Japan and the other key Western countries 
such as France, West Germany, and Australia, should purposefully promote cross
linkages, both intergovernmental and private, with Vietnam to diminish its isola
tion and whatever pariah mentality it may be afflicted with. Moreover, it should 
offer unconditional economic aid to Hanoi and the PRK, which perhaps would 
form an integral part of a Japanese and Western aid package, to enable Vietnam to 
diversify its ties and lessen its dependence on the Soviet Union. 

At the same time, the United States should make clear-through both words and 
deeds-that while it accepts the Vietnamese conditions concerning the Khmer 
Rouge, it reserves its option to give substantial and sustained political, economic, 
and military support to the noncommunist Khmer resistance groups, so long as the 
Cambodian conflict remains unresolved, thereby enhancing the latter's strength and 
bargaining position and maintaining a level of pressure on Vietnam if it should 
prove recalcitrant. Most important of all, however, the United States needs to con
vince the PRC that the existence of such an order would be the most effective 
barrier against Soviet expansion in Southeast Asia in the long run and that, conse
quently, it should help or at least not hinder any development toward that end. 

The ASEAN countries for their part also need to promote similar cross-linkages 
and offer economic incentives to Vietnam. They should, furthermore, encourage 
dialogues between Vietnam and the PRK on the one hand and the noncommunist 
resistance groups on the other, perhaps with France or Australia acting as a go
between , and at the same time initiate talks with Hanoi, offering as a quid pro quo 
for the latter's phased withdrawal a phased severance of support to the Khmer 
Rouge. If Thailand for various reasons should prove a reluctant partner in these 
endeavors, then Indonesia and Malaysia should exert pressure and persuade it to 
see that the existence of such an order would be the most effective guarantee of 
Thai security in the long run and that, consequently, as in the case of the PRC, it 
should help or at least not hinder any development toward that end. 

The task of initiating and sustaining this process of bargaining and suasion is 
not without immense difficulties in itself. For one thing , the process can be irre
vocably reversed by an incident on the Thai-Cambodian or the Sino-Vietnamese 
border, which on the strength of past evidence can take place at any given moment 
between any November and June. For another, the existence of the numerically and 
militarily strong Khmer Rouge constitutes an obstacle that cannot be ignored or 
wished away, and their elimination is not only a part of the solution but also a part 
of the problem, which must somehow be coped with. Last, again on the strength 
of past evidence, Vietnam's susceptability to political and economic incentives of
fered by others is at best uncertain, and the chances are that gentle encouragement 
on the part of ASEAN, the United States and others will be a dismal failure. 

However, for the skeptical and faint-hearted who need further persuasion , here 
are three salient "home-truths ." First, for those in the U.S . policy-making circles 
who support the present policy direction in the belief that since there is a "unity of 
strategic interests" between Hanoi and Moscow, containing one is containing an
other, it needs to be pointed out that not every adverse development is a conse-
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quence of Soviet action, that not every Soviet action is well planned or successful, 
and that not every apparent success of the Soviet Union is a consequence of its 
own action. 

Second, although the Cambodian conflict has been characterized by ASEAN 
leaders as one between the principle of order by consensus and the principle of 
order by diktat, they need to be reminded that the present policy direction predi
cated on a strong connection with the PRC and the Khmer Rouge might also be 
guilty of attempting to impose an order by diktat upon both the Vietnamese and 
the Khmer people. Consequently, as they now stand, the differences between 
ASEAN and Vietnam in this respect may be differences only in degree and form, 
not in kind. 

Third, for those who constantly talk about the lofty, inviolable ideals of sov
ereignty and nonintervention , it needs to be pointed out that without people there 
is no sovereignty and that for a nation that has undergone a holocaust period, an 
opportunity to live a normal life is a necessity and the principle of sovereignty an 
absurd luxury. In this respect one should heed the needs of the Khmer people and 
not their masters whoever they may be. An old Khmer was quoted recently: 

My son is twenty-seven and he is in the government. He and I don ' t talk to each 
other. We have different routes . Sihanouk, Lon Nol , Pol Pot, Heng Samrin, I like 
none of them. But whoever gives me liberty is my father. I want just to be a poet, 
Monsieur. I write secretly. 104 

To give the Khmer a hope of such liberty there is but one alternative, that is, to try 
to reverse the history of the present conflict over Cambodia. 

104 Quoted in Shawcross, Quality of Mercy, p. 37. 
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15. Vietnam and Its Neighbors: 
Internal Influences on 
External Relations 

Douglas Pike 

This chapter examines Vietnam 's current internal political scene in terms of its in
fluence on the country's external behavior, especially its relevance to Vietnam's 
neighbors. First , I list and discuss the three major characteristics of Hanoi's politi
cal culture that have for so long dominated the fixing and executing of its foreign 
policy. These are labeled constants because of their enduring nature, although it 
should be noted that all three now appear to be undergoing some degree of slow 
transformation. I next discuss these constants in the context of three Hanoi bilat
eral relationships: with Indochina (i.e., Cambodia and Laos), with ASEAN , and 
with the People's Republic of China. Finally, I look briefly at the future chiefly in 
terms of Hanoi 's leadership. 

I 

Ideological Fundamentalism 

The first constant in Vietnam's political culture is what might be called bedrock 
ideological fundamentalism. It is a product of heritage-Marxism-Leninism per
meated by Confucianism and reinforced and hardened over the decades by the 
experiences and political lessons learned from its long-lived leaders. It posits a 
dark-edged, pessimistic philosophic view of a world filled with the untrustworthy 
and the undependable, in which betrayal is the norm. This is a perspective which 
in foreign policy is more or less applicable to capitalist world opponents and so
cialist world allies alike. 

Hanoi's basic view of the capitalist world is unaltered Marxism-Leninism, circa 
the 1920s. Capitalism is seen as but a transitory historical episode, a system of 
brief life. This means , for example, that the societies and governments of the 
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ASEAN states are destined to be tossed on the scrap heap of history and to re
emerge as a string of people's republics. This is a strong article of faith and is held 
to be inevitable, regardless of whether or not Vietnam takes any contributive ac
tion. In policy terms this means it is foolish to entertain such progressive ideas as 
peaceful coexistence, detente, or any other momentarily fashionable live-and-let
live notion with the capitalist world. That world must be ruined-history must be 
moved along-and this is best done through class warfare conducted by a unified 
international proletariat. That the world's proletariat is not unified, that this Com
intem principle no longer obtains, and that Vietnam itself is largely impotent to 
contribute to the ruin in no way invalidate this philosophy. Ideally, the socialist 
world would tum back the clock and expiate its sin of omission, the abandonment 
of socialist solidarity and proletarian unity. It is no accident that Stalin's birthday 
remains an important national holiday in Vietnam. 

Hanoi theoreticians regard themselves as the preservationists of the proper revo
lutionary spirit. They demonstrate a consistent distaste for the innovative and the 
experimental; if they had a slogan, it would be "Down with the New!" 

Their conservative radicalism transcends ideology. The endless lectures in Hanoi 
theoretical journals, the lecturing of visitors, the kinds of foreign policies adopted 
-all are pursued without discrimination in both socialist and nonsocialist world 
capitals, for wrongheadedness is found everywhere. 1 

The inevitable result is that Hanoi 's foreign policies are seen and presented as 
statements of superior virtue, not as expressions of national interest. Vietnam's 
envoys dispatched abroad behave in the world of diplomacy as actors in a vast 
morality play. Whether dealing with its many enemies or its few friends , the moral 
posturing is the same. With its chief friend , Moscow, the manner is that of a 
minister dealing with a wayward parishioner, reminding him of his moral (and 
material) obligations. With opponents (particularly with the PRC) the approach is 
legalistic, like a stem judge, and the ecclesiastical language of moral judgment is 
replaced by the language of law in defense of justice and propriety. 

This is best demonstrated in formal public statements such as national day 
speeches and party plenum resolutions. Reading them, one is drowned in a surfeit 
of self-righteousness. Policy pronouncements are clothed in a moral armor of certi
tude. Every foreign affairs act becomes another demonstration of ethical superi
ority. Outsiders dealing with Hanoi can expect-at least as long as the present 
leadership remains-that Vietnam's foreign behavior will continue to be so 
charged. Because the policies are not in the context of normal diplomatic behavior, 
they are largely unpredictable. Official positions are always messianic in character, 
conducted in an atmosphere of deep suspicion of the motives and intentions of 
others, jammed into some tight ideological frame. That is the prospect facing the 

1 This was the sticking point , of course, in the Sino-Soviet dispute. For years Ho Chi Minh threw the 
lack-of-unity accusation into the face of true be lievers in Moscow and Beijing alike, citing, to no 
avail , some of the most sacred texts in the Marxist catechism, that there is nothing prior to the 
workers of the world uniting . 
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ASEAN states negotiating with Hanoi. This may strike the outsider as unreal, but 
to the men of the Politburo-as to the medieval witch burners-it is the only 
genuine reality. 

Dau 'Jranh Doctrine 

The second constant in the Vietnamese sociopolitical scene of major relevance to 
foreign affairs is the operational method employed in approaching policy 
problems . It flows from the first constant and, as such, represents a mind-set and 
world view. 

Its heart is the concept of dau tranh, which literally means struggle2 but con
notes much more. Foreign relations are treated strategically, like military-type cam
paigns over an extended period of time (the temporal dimension is highly impor
tant). It is a policy implemented through protracted conflict, in which the conduct 
of war and the conduct of diplomacy are considered essentially the same. 

This is not meant to be perjorative. Dau tranh strategy is neither militarism nor 
ideology but a methodology. Countries subjected to dau tranh strategy face a well 
worked-out technique used to implement external policies . 

The concept is rooted in Marxism-primarily in the notion of historical deter
minism-but is heavily influenced by Confucian ideas having to do with time and 
change. Dau tranh, it is held, if applied in various forms and extended over time, 
will inevitably yield success. Dau tranh may be armed struggle, political struggle, 
or diplomatic struggle, or some combination of these. Usually it must be planned 
to be a protracted struggle. It is irresistible. Such is the doctrine. 

In its wars with the French and then in the South, the dogma of protracted 
conflict was converted into a strategy. In the beginning, perhaps, Hanoi's leader
ship may merely have been making a virtue out of necessity, only later realizing it 
could make time its ally. In any event, the concept was an inspired success, leav
ing Hanoi's leadership with the unshakeable conviction that any goal can be a
chieved, however audaciously ambitious, if enough time is available. Hence the 
rule has become: struggle to survive in order to buy time, use the time bought to 
buy more time, until eventually, inexorably, and mysteriously, victory will come. 
The important point is that this protracted militancy is not simply a metaphysical 
interpretation of time and change; it is a well-worked-out strategy for dealing with 
problems and sought-after objectives. 

Adapting the dau tranh doctrine to the post-Vietnam War world has become 
increasingly complex, and a full discussion of it here is beyond the scope of this 
chapter. Essentially, as applied to external relations, it consists of these rules: 

1. Mobilize totally all resources, military and/or diplomatic, as required , and 
apply them to the maximum to the task at hand. This is known as " people as 
organizational weapon" or "organizing millions to rush to battle," that is, battles 
in peace and battles in war alike. 

2 For explanation of the dau tranh concept , see Douglas Pike, PAVN: People's Army of Viemam (San 
Francisco: Presidio-Janes, 1985). 
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2. Conduct the campaign or pursue the objective so as to harness current avail
able forces of history. This is known as "moving in the direction history is mov
ing" or, more commonly, "combining strength"- that is, the nation's "strength" 
combined with the international "strength of the era." 

3. Employ multiple forms of dau tranh or kinds of "struggle." Never depend on 
a single form alone. 

4. Seek a series of phased successes instead of a single final one, that is, " de
feat the enemy step by step, forcing him to deescalate one rung at a time until the 
coup de grace can be delivered ." 3 Implicit is a caution against becoming over
extended and, by extension, conservatism in terms of taking risks. 

5. Employ protracted conflict thinking and use of indoctrination to ensure that 
all personnel maintain an "aggressive mentality" (i.e., a nonpassive attitude). 

6. Always "advance under the twin banners of nationalism and socialism, al
ways making maximum use of these two forces." 4 

These concepts in one form or another have governed all of Vietnam's various 
foreign policies since the end of the Vietnam War. Collectively, they characterize 
Vietnam's conduct of diplomacy as a strategically oriented semimilitary campaign 
requiring "struggle" projected over long periods of time. They bring Von Clause
witz full circle: diplomacy is warfare conducted by the same means. 

Pursuing foreign policy objectives through the dau tranh doctrine dooms the 
practitioner to the role of unfriendly loner within the region. This would be toler
able presumably if it were also successful. However, within the region in the past 
decade Hanoi's dau tranh doctrine has not only faileJ ; it has made Vietnam its 
own worst enemy. Probably the pattern will remain, however, at least as long as the 
present leadership is in power. 

Economic Contradictions 

One of the most puzzling phenomena in Vietnam's postwar history has been the 
great disparity in its economic sector between what is needed and what is decided, 
between the dictates of policy and the programs actually implemented. In foreign 
relations this has meant an absence of economic influence or restraint on external 
behavior.s 

There has been and remains a great abyss between what the leadership says it 
wants to do and plans to do in the economic sector and in nation building , and 

3 These rules are drawn from Le Duan 's political report to the Fourth Congress. See Material on 
Fourth Vietnam Workers' Party Congress (6 vols.), Foreign Broadcast Information Service Daily 
Report , Supplement, vol. 2 (December 27, 1976): 52-108 . 

4 Ibid. 
5 All foreign relations, of course, have an economic base. And since Vietnamese communism , like all 

communism, is economical ly oriented, it is difficult to understand why the dictates of money should 
give the leaders in Hanoi such doctrinal trouble. Probably it stems from two facts. First, in traditional 
Vietnam the scholar-gentry treated money with contempt, particularly its acqui sition. Second , eco
nomic aid is associated in Politburo minds with an unhealthy sense of dependence (exacerbated by 
strong Vietnamese xenophobia), hence a threat to national sovereignty 
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what actually is done. At its most extreme this phenomenon is marked by econom
ic delusion that distorts reality. 

It can be argued that blame for postwar economic failure rests on the fifteen men 
of the politburo, that they had the power and authority to launch the country into a 
crash program of national development but were unequal to the task. It can also be 
argued that Hanoi's existing governmental structure-totally centralized, domi
nated by leaders who made decisions on the basis of ideology rather than econom
ics-was chiefly responsible for the malaise that developed . These were the major 
reasons why Vietnam in the summer of 1975 did not move spiritedly in a no
nonsense manner into rapid nation building. But these inhibiting influences should 
have been swept aside by sheer economic need. 

The reason they were not is that ideology proved too strong , and the existing 
political system was too encrusted with factionalism, the curse of all Sinic political 
systems. Working against this was traditional Confucian and Taoist pragmatism. 
The result was decisions with a mix of ideological impulse, factional infighting , 
and countervailing traditionalism. Hence, to describe the debate over economic 
policy as we do-between ideologues and pragmatists-is an oversimplification. 
In the minds of Hanoi's leaders and theoreticians economic decision making is a 
complex interweaving of abstract ideological (and somewhat alien) reasoning and a 
heritage of practical thought honed by centuries of social strictures . 6 Anyone deal
ing with Vietnam who ignores this dualism-and puts the Hanoi Politburo down 
as reflexive Moscow-bred Marxists-does so at his peril. Always one must deal 
with a kind of ambivalence in the leadership's economic thinking, policies, and 
programs. 7 

The central economic fact about Vietnam is that it is extremely poor. It has a 
gross national product presently estimated at about $7. l billion , which yields a per 
capita income that is probably about $125 per year. (Estimates on per capita in
come range from $99 to $160.) 

The most serious , certainly the most intractable, of Vietnam's many economic 
difficulties is its anachronistic agricultural system and industri al plant. In the north 
this is due to years of neglect , during which virtually all resources were allocated 

6 In Hong Kong , during the Great Chinese Proletarian Cultural Revolution, communist department 
stores sold Red Guard cigarette lighters variously imprinted with thoughts of Chairman Mao. My 
favorite was one, which, freely translated , reads: " Politics is more important than economics. But 
not always." The chairman's thought epitomizes a dilemma that both annoys and confounds Hanoi 
theoreticians: that mundane economic considerations often must take precedent over ideology and 
even moral precepts. 

7 The result is an ambivalent attitude in stated position toward external economic relations in general 
and foreign economic aid in particular. The Hanoi leadership does not hold that Vietnam must be
come economically self-sufficient. But nei ther, as a matter of state policy, does it openly so licit any 
close and integrated economic relationship. Its ambivalence takes the form of two frequently made 
contradictory assertions: basic Sociali st Republic of Vietnam (SRV) economic planning must not 
program in extensive external economic activity, e ither trade or aid; and Vietnam's economic future 
wi ll involve extensive input from outsiders because the world owes the SRV a great deal. The fac t is, 
of course, that Vietnam is on the socialist world dole. 
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to the war. In the south the wartime economy was distorted by excessive consumer
ism at the expense of economic development, although it was always in vastly 
better condition than the north; in fact, at the time of its capture, the south was 
fairly near the point of economic take-off. 

Agriculture, particularly in the north, is primitive whether measured in terms of 
rationality and modernity (i.e., mechanization and availability of chemical addi
tives) or in terms of productivity (the land-labor-yield ratio). Rationalization of 
agriculture, of course, requires expensive plant investment. This means money, 
which Vietnam does not have. 

This was the basic problem that the Fourth Party Congress , meeting in late 1976, 
addressed systematically in producing Hanoi's first full statement of postwar eco
nomic planning intent. The congress coined an official slogan that said it all: 
"Economics in Command." It became official dogma that economics not politics 
was to have priority in economic decision making. 

All evidence suggests this intention-to put economics in command-was in
deed genuine and sincere. Yet it did not happen. Good intentions were never trans
lated into programs. Economics in command would have dictated handling the 
"Pol Pot problem" by nonmilitary means. It would have meant placating the Chi
nese to preserve minimally amicable relations. It would have meant moves to 
establish diplomatic relations with the United States. Economics in command 
would have dictated great care in amalgamating the two economies, north and 
south, and in soliciting the energies of the ethnic Chinese in Chalan and the south
ern middle-class technicians. It would have meant facilitating the foreign oil indus
try's attempts to make Vietnam rich. It would have meant accepting nominal 
"strings" on economic aid from noncommunist countries. None of this happened. 
Abstract policy was never translated into necessary operational orders. The sign 
on the billboard along the highway leading from Hanoi's Gia Lam airport to the 
city, proclaiming that economics are in command, still stands, its letters now 
badly faded. 

Late in the 1970s the factional struggle between the ideologues and the pragma
tists intensified as the economic malaise worsened, finally coming to a head at the 
Sixth Plenum in 1979 and the debate over Resolution 6. This was a compromise 
between the two factions. It ordered a slowdown in collectivization of southern 
agriculture, removed some of the restraints on light consumer goods production and 
domestic trade in agricultural products , and offered incentives to farmers. It was 
short of what was needed but was a start, and the hope and expectation of many 
was that Vietnam would become ever more economically rational. 

But Resolution 6 proved to be a false dawn. The ideologues were not strong 
enough to prevent promulgation of the principle that economic decision making at 
the basic (commune and work place) level was to be "the logic of the situation 
should prevail" (which is pure Adam Smith), but they were able to prevent its 
implementation. It was then that we were presented with the spectacle of politburo 
members complaining in party newspapers about the " sabotage" of their economic 
plans at the commune level . 
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In the next few years the tide shifted back and forth. Now once again it seems 
running strongly in favor of the pragmatists. New policies , mostly restatements of 
Resolution 6 philosophy, have been implemented and have had significant effect
impressive increases in rice production, for instance. The trend appears to have 
been assisted by the influence of Soviet advisers in Vietnam and also-although it 
would never be admitted in Hanoi-by the PRC's current deliberate drift toward 
"market socialism." 

It is premature to conclude much about the rise of pragmatic influence in Viet
namese economic decision making. Outsiders for the moment should limit them
selves to understanding the process and the dynamics behind it. 

Eventually, if national interest comes to play an important role in fixing Hanoi's 
foreign policy, this still will not prove to be of much value to outsiders. The fact is 
that no outsider has ever been able to convert Vietnamese economic need into 
foreign policy leverage. This was the experience of the USSR and the PRC in 
North Vietnam and the United States in South Vietnam during the 1960s and 
1970s, and the experience of the USSR even at the height of Hanoi's dependency 
in the late 1970s. 

II 

Vietnam's postwar record of dealing with its two Indochinese neighbors, Cam
bodia and Laos; with the ASEAN states , especially Thailand; and with the PRC 
has not been impressive nor marked by much skill or perspicacity. Admittedly, it 
was no easy task managing these three sets of bilateral relations. One need only 
consider the vast change from 1975 to 1985 in the three respective relationships: 
Hanoi-Indochina, Hanoi-ASEAN , and Hanoi-PRC. During the decade each asso
ciation has been jumbled and reassembled, in the process virtually rewriting Viet
nam's fundamental geopolitical position in the region. 

Vietnam's specific foreign policy objectives as they have emerged out of the 
decade-and to the extent they have emerged-appear to be these: 

l. To secure a cooperative, nonthreatening Indochina, eventually a federation. 
2. To prevent an anticommunist front from exercising its strength against 

Vietnam. 
3. To limit superpower activity if possible, particularly the United States, but 

also the PRC and eventually the USSR. 
4. To secure more tractable neighbors to the southeast, that is, to push the 

ASEAN countries to the left. 
5. To engender regional cooperation, according to Hanoi's style. 
The external actor looming largest for Vietnam at the moment is the USSR. 

Let's now consider Indochina, ASEAN , and the PRC. 

Indochina 

The overriding consideration in Hanoi's relations with Cambodia and Laos is the 
eventual political configuration of the peninsula. In the early years of the Viet-
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namese revolutionary battle against the French, the largely unexamined assumption 

or expectation was that the future political arrangement would be French Indochina 

without the French, that is, a single, federated, independent entity. Ho Chi Minh 

and other Vietnamese communist leaders until the early 1960s regarded the three 

as a natural economic entity, which it is. The pre-French arrangement had been 

fragmented, and that was dangerous. Hence, it was asserted, once the French left, 

all Indochinese, despite their various ancient ethnic antipathies, would feel more 

secure within a federated arrangement than without it. 
For tactical reasons federation was played down during the Vietnam War. The 

term special arrangement to describe the existing and future association was con

sistently employed, having the advantage of being so ambiguous it could mean 

whatever one wanted it to mean . At the end of the war the moves began toward 

what might be called loose confederation . Hanoi's approach has been gradual, its 

initial moves taken in consideration of the two obvious major obstacles: fear and 

antipathy by the non-Vietnamese involved and competition and opposition by the 

PRC and other neighbors. 
But Hanoi officials have never bothered to hide their paternalistic attitude. In 

fact, in policy matters they often scarcely differentiate among the interests of the 

three, acting as if what is good for Vietnam is good for Laos and Cambodia. 

Hanoi's concern is strategic. The two smaller states represent a weak flank, which 

hostile forces-especially anticommunist forces-can exploit. Hanoi has long 

made clear that the "special relationship" is protective in nature, meaning any 

effort to roll back communism in Laos or Cambodia would be regarded as tanta

mount to an attack on Vietnam itself. 
Hanoi 's fullest authoritative statement on the subject, its 1978 White Paper on 

Cambodia, said that full federation had been the goal of the Indochinese Commu

nist party beginning in 1930, but was abandoned in 1954. Hanoi officials, when 

questioned these days by visiting journalists and others, refer to the policy state

ment of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam made at the 1970 Indochinese sum

mit conference. It calls for the three Indochinese states to pursue socialist objec

tives and independent foreign policies, but within the context of a "confedera

tion approach." 
Since the signing of the Cambodia-Vietnam Treaty of Peace, Friendship, and 

Cooperation in 1979, "confederated approach" has been amended with "alliance." 

The term is used loosely in the Hanoi press and is usually applied to a military 

threat rather than to a description of organizational structure. It does suggest, how

ever, that Hanoi has moved integration up a notch from special relationship 

to confederated approach to alliance. Military analysts say that the threee armed 

forces of the three Indochinese countries are now treated by Vietnamese generals, 

for planning and logistic purposes, as a whole strategic entity. 
The question outsiders-especially the PRC and the ASEAN states-must ask 

is will they accept federation or some advanced form of integration of Vietnam, 

Laos, and Cambodia? 
Hanoi gives every evidence that it desires-or expects as inevitable- some form 
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of federation or confederation of the three Indochinese states, but it . also does not 
seem to be in any particular hurry on the matter. The year 2000 would 
probably be soon enough in its estimate. This being the case, what sort of an 
arrangement would Hanoi settle for in the interim? There appear to be three min
imal conditions. 

First, Vietnam wants primacy for itself in the relationship. Neither Laos nor 
Cambodia should make a major decision , particularly in external affairs, without 
first clearing it with Hanoi . Such an understanding now exists with Laos and with 
the People's Republic of Kampuchea. 

Second , neither Laos nor Cambodia should develop overly close relations with 
outsiders, including communist outsiders. This means no all iances or stationing of 
foreign troops. 

Third, Vietnam would like in each of the two other Indochinese countries a 
political element (preferably a dominant faction in the local communist party) with 
a sense of allegiance to Hanoi. This would not be local ethnic Vietnamese but 
indigenous Lao and Khmer. They would not be subversives, simply " Hanoi's 
boys" in Phnom Penh and Vientiane. Something of this sort long existed in the 
ranks of the Pathet Lao, the result of early recruitment and long association. In 
Cambodia it is being created through the mechanism of the newly reorganized 
Khmer communist party. 

Vietnam's current adventures in Cambodia are not pursuit of empire per se but a 
misbegotten effort to solve the "Pol Pot problem, " as it was explained to the 
Vietnamese public when the invasion began in 1979. It acted because the three 
conditions listed above were being systematically negated or reversed by the Demo
cratic Kampuchean government. Pol Pot was creating an entire generation of 
Khmer heavily indoctrinated against Vietnam. This would reverse the flow of histo
ry, away from Indochinese integration. That was the reason for the invasion-not 
Pol Pot 's brutality, not the border incidents, not intimacy with the PRC, but the 
prospect that as the years passed, federation would become less likely. 

Six years later the invasion has not solved the problem. Vietnam has become 
bogged down in a protracted conflict, unable to pacify Cambodia or to make vi
able the government it has installed in Phnom Penh. Probably Hanoi would like to 
extricate its army (but still retain control through its Khmer surrogates) but recog
nizes that an immediate pullout now would mean complete loss of control and that 
the Cambodian scene would devolve into total anarchy. 

It may happen that since it cannot extricate itself, Vietnam eventually will as
similate Cambodia de facto. The prophecy of Khmer exiles and others-that this 
would be the final outcome-would become self-fulfilling. Those who stand for an 
independent Cambodia should recognize that time is not on their side. 

ASEAN and Vietnam 

Hanoi's attitude toward ASEAN has mellowed somewhat over the years of 
ASEAN's existence, although not as much as some would believe. Generally it has 
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moved from open hostility to muted hostility. Hanoi still does not like to deal with 
ASEAN as an entity, preferring to treat each member bilaterally. This attitude is 
dictated by the fact that ASEAN's objectives-economic development, integrated 
economic activity-are not seen to be in Hanoi's long-range interests. ASEAN 
activities serve to stabilize the economic scene and perpetuate existing gov
ernments and societies. In effect, Hanoi speaks to the countries of Southeast 
Asia thus: 

We say to you without bellicosity, even without particular rancor, that your system 
is the enemy, that you are the opposition. It is in the nature of things that two systems 
are locked in a struggle for the control of history from which only one can emerge the 
victor. This does not necessari ly mean war, for evolutionary change is always possi
ble. But it does mean that as long as your social systems exist we face each other in a 
condition of permanent contradiciton, beyond which there will be only one ultimate 
resolution: history will bury you .8 

This view of its ASEAN neighbors is logical, even inevitable, given the con
stants discussed above, the dedication to old-style Marxism-Leninism , a dau tranh 
approach to foreign affairs, and indifference to economic influences on foreign 
relations. It is also perpetuated by an ASEAN tendency to misread Vietnam's mo
tives and purposes. 

At the moment Vietnam is preoccupied if not beleaguered by problems within 
its peninsula. Ambitions in foreign affairs, unveiled in the early postwar meetings 
of the Nonaligned Nations Conference and elsewhere, are now held in abeyance. 
Vietnam is simply in no position to do much abroad. 

Eventually, we can expect the missionary impulse to return and Vietnam to re
new its idea of an alliance of "exploited" nations , an anticapitalist united front, 
worldwide in design but concentrated chiefly in Southeast Asia. For years Hanoi 
theoretical journals have discussed the concept. The Third World (or Fourth World) 
would be welded into a single force, united by a common interest, determined not 
to be exploited, and using its manpower and raw material resources as instruments 
of power. An anticapitalist united front would seek to polarize the poor nations and 
the rich nations, and raw materials would be used as weapons against imperialism , 
as OPEC used oil. 

8 This is the author's paraphrase of countless Hanoi writings on the subject. Typical of the attitude in 
the original language is found in an interview with Nguyen Khac Vien, editor of Vietnam Courier 
(Hanoi) in the Journal of Contemporary Asia 2(2) ( 1977): 

Generally speaking , the [Southeast Asia] national liberation movement will develop faster and 
faster, espec ially since there have been setbacks for the imperiali st forces. Of course, in every 
country conditions are different. In a country like Malaysia, for instance, where there are dif
ferent ethnic groups and different interests, it might be more difficult than in a country where 
there is a national cohesiveness. In such a country, revolutionary forces are better organi zed , and 
the bourgeoisie or the military caste is less rooted. In our generation former colonialized people 
have had the chance to conduct a national liberation strugg le. Imperialism was defeated even 
though it resorted to most brutal methods to achieve its ends. Other Third World countries can 
expect a very hard struggle. On a strategic level and in the long run , there is no possible 
outcome other than that victory of the people. (pp. 13-14) 
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For the forseeab le future ASEAN and Vietnam seem destined to remain sepa

rated by history and antagonistic world views born of heritage, experience, and 

geography. Little can be settled and not much improved. For the ASEAN states the 

imperative is for a full understanding of Vietnam, its policies and im

pulses. Given the present balance of forces, that alone seems all that is required 

for now. 

The PRC 

The Vietnamese-Chinese relationship is complex and ancient, dating back a 

thousand years and deeply rooted in the Confucian concept of pupil-sensei. On 

the surface are contentious issues and finite problems. Beneath is a second sub

liminal level , which is more important and is of greater "reality" than any spe

cific issue. 
Victory in the Vietnam War triggered among the leaders in Hanoi a determina

tion to change the centuries-old pattern of deference of pupil to master. They felt 

the old tutelary relationship must give way to a new one, based on Vietnam 's "in

dependence" from the PRC, with the Asian-type equalitarianism which that con

notes. The Chinese did not feel that conditions had changed that much , that Viet

nam merely had had a stroke of good luck in winning the Vietnam War (i.e., U.S. 

lack of determination), and thus the original association based on deference and 

mutual obligation still obtained.9 Above all, attitude was involved: The Viet

namese expected the PRC to modify past attitudes of master to pupil ; the Chinese 

expected the Vietnamese to continue in their historical attitudinal obligation to the 

Confucian principle of harmony of relations. 

This may strike outsiders-especially Westerners-as some obscure exercise in 

Oriental metaphysics. It may be, but it is also a deep reality that has already had 

grave meaning for millions. Much of Vietnam's behavior in Cambodia is traceable 

to this subliminal struggle with the PRC. The Chinese " lesson" in the border 

region early in 1985 was part of that redefinition effort. The Soviet presence in 

Vietnam most certainly is a contribution, although probably an unwitting one on 

Moscow's part . 
Objective conditions change relationships. What enters is the act of delineation, 

in this case redefining the relationship to exist in the future between Vietnam and 

the PRC. Hence, this is no metaphysical exercise but a very real struggle with 

profound meaning for the future. 
Exacerbating the relationship are the surface level issues: Vietnam's intimacy 

with the USSR, its intrusiveness into Cambodia, and its mistreatment of the ethnic 

Chinese in Vietnam, all Chinese grievances; and the cold war (and bleeding war in 

Cambodia) conducted by the PRC against Vietnam, Hanoi's chief grievance. 

9 Since at least the early 1970s Beijing did not want a clear-cut Vietnamese communist victory (nor 
defeat), preferring an indeterminate stand-off condition for an indefinite period. Given its choice, it 

would have preferred to deal with four Indochina states (including a leftist but separate South Viet
nam). None of this was lost on Hanoi. 
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Most important for the PRC is the nature and future of the Soviet presence in 
Indochina. Beijing faces a genuine strategic challenge: how to force distance be
tween the Vietnamese and the Soviets . It has tried several approaches, none of 
which has been successful . Presently, it pursues what might be called a campaign 
of protracted intimidation, that is , sustained pressure of various sorts-military, 
diplomatic, and psychological-on the Vietnamese, calculating that eventually 
they will seek a modus vivendi with the PRC. 

Cambodia became for the PRC what it did not want it to become, a proxy war 
with the USSR and a test of determination and willpower on the two sides. How
ever, now that condition has devolved to the Chinese seeming to be willing to 
accept a protracted conflict challenge, in part no doubt because the strategy of 
"bleeding" Vietnam in Cambodia puts little strain on the PRC. 

Thus, Cambodia is far more important to the PRC than it is to the ASEAN 
states. Clearly, Beijing does not want a federated Indochina. Whether it could ac
cept some institutional arrangement at a lower level , say, a loose confederation not 
closely associated with the USSR, remains an open question. It comes down to 
what Beijing eventually will settle for in Cambodia. We know what it demands
total Vietnamese military disengagement. Actually, a pullout of the Vietnamese 
army is one of the less knotty concerns for the PRC. More difficult to determine is 
the kind of governing structure it would find acceptable. 

Hanoi's current calculation is that eventually it can break the back of the resis
tance in a series of dry-season offensives and then drive the guerrillas into the 
mountains. Should Hanoi eventually conclude that it cannot pacify Cambodia, it 
might agree to some sort of power-sharing arrangement among the major Khmer 
contenders . 

The "Pol Pot problem" and the idea of federation were once separate matters for 
Hanoi. As discussed above, it seems evident that Hanoi 's long-range intentions are 
to weld the three Indochinese states into a single political entity, although not with 
bayonets but through arrangements perceived as of mutual benefit by the Lao and 
Khmer people (or at least their leaders). However longer the struggle continues, 
the more Hanoi's twin objectives-to rid itself of Pol Pot's reversal of history and 
to achieve Indochinese federation-will tend to merge into a single one. This is 
the PRC's dilemma: The more successful it is in continuing the resistance, the 
more it contributes to the Vietnamese assimilation of Cambodia. 

III 

We began by noting three singular influences on Hanoi's external behavior: a 
rigid fundamentalist political outlook, a penchant for regarding foreign relations in 
terms of dau tranh or struggle, and the frequent absence of economics in shaping 
foreign policy. To a degree all three are personalized , a reflection of the person
alities of the present Hanoi leadership. The question then is what is the meaning 
for the future? 

Hanoi 's state and party operational policies and programs over the years have 
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exhibited remarkable continuity and steadfastness. Speaking historically, it proba

bly can be said that the rulers in Hanoi and the institutions they command have 

been more constant in purpose and more consistent in behavior than those of any 

other society in modem times. The winds of change buffeting the world have as

saulted communist and noncommunist countries alike-but seem scarcely to have 

touched what was formerly the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. There is no fully 

adequate explanation for constancy. But certainly the answer lies with, or begins 

in, the leadership. 
It has been equally puzzling that in the past decade Vietnam has largely escaped 

the social and political afflictions experienced in the rest of Southeast Asia. 10 This 

is not to say that it has not had its troubles. The history of the 1975-85 period 

is largely one of failure, malaise, and crisis. But it is important to bear in mind 

that the nature and quality of trouble in Vietnam are not the same as those of its 

Asian neighbors. 
Thus, as so often seems to be the case in Asia, the future turns on historical 

conjuncture, the forces of circumstances that chum up a particular leader wielding 

such enormous power. Given the heritage of politics of entourage, given the weak

ness of political institutions, it could hardly be otherwise. The history of each 

Southeast Asian country is the lengthened shadow of its charismatic leaders. 

Communist Vietnam has been exemplary in this respect. Its politburo is perhaps 

the most long-lived anywhere. The rulers of Vietnam today are very largely the 

same small group present in 1945 , minus the few claimed by death or incapacity. 

There are forty-year political associations here, both political friends and political 

foes-but even antipathy extending over four decades takes on the quality of 

a bond . 
Now of course the leadership is aged-the average age of the politburo mem

bers is seventy-two, the Central Committee about sixty-nine. The leadership has 

become calcified, characterized by rigid thinking and inflexibility in dealing with 

problems. It has so isolated itself, it seems unable to acknowledge the cause, ex

tent , or sometimes even the existence of problems besetting the society. Each year 

the Hanoi political system becomes more of a gerontocracy. 

An important reason why the Hanoi leadership system worked so well in the 

past was its mastery of the principle of collective leadership. Collective rule has 

been tried in other Marxist societies with little success, but it has· worked well in 

Vietnam. Future rulers probably will make every effort to perpetuate the system. 

They could be thrown off track , however, by a number of developments. There 

could be a bid for power by a single faction . There could be a single individual 

seeking dominant position. There could be a militarization of the leadership, as 

in Poland . 

10 There has been little domestic violence, more the wonder since preconditions fo r it were abundant. 

But the fact is that the "resistance" in Vietnam never amounted to much and today is simply not a 

factor of importance in assessing the internal scene. Likewise, although thi s is perhaps less true than 

it once was, Vietnam does not suffer from weakness in political and social institutions, the curse of 

other Southeast Asian societies. 
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However, as long as the present leaders remain, particularly the " inner circle of 
five" (Le Duan, Truong Chinh, Pham Van Dong, Pham Hung, and Le Due Tho), 
the leadership will behave in a manner consistent with past behavior. Its world 
view will remain unchanged. Policies essentially will be straight-line continuations 
of previous courses of action wi th no abrupt change or radical innovation . 

The leadership in Hanoi then has also been a political constant. But men are 
mortal. Soon there will be a generational transfer of power. Changes in policy 
seem certain then . These may be more inadvertent than deliberate, the new genera
tion telling itself it will remain loyal to the doctrines of the past. But the dif
ferences between the generations-the cosmopolitan gentry replaced by the war
traumatized proletariat-signal that significant , even drastic , modification in the 
way things are done is inevitable. What this change will be we do not know-since 
we do not know which individuals standing in the wings will take the reins of 
power-only that it will come. 
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16. Burmese Domestic Politics and 
Foreign Policy Toward ASEAN 

David I. Steinberg 

INTRODUCTION 

Burmese foreign policy toward the ASEAN states is a product of factors, real and 
perceived, both emanating from external forces and evolving from internal stimuli. 
Some are rooted in the precolonial period, others became manifest during the first 
decade of independent civilian government, and still others were a product of the 
military regime in Burma. All have evolved and shifted, and some are in the pro
cess of change. 

Comprehending the nature of these individual elements and their seasons is re
quired to understand the whole and its dynamics. This chapter will concentrate on 
the internal political and power structure of Burma since 1962 and on how it has 
affected relations with the A SEAN states. Of all the members of ASEAN, it is 
Thailand with which Burmese relations were and are most important because of its 
long , common border, on which there has been constant, often acrimonious, con
tact between the two-contemporary official comments to the contrary. It is there
fore on Burmese-Thai relations that this chapter will focus. 

Burma has long eschewed joining ASEAN or any other Southeast Asian group
ing. For this reason, it has often been characterized as a neutralist state. There is, 
however, a distinction between a neutralist foreign policy and one that is isolation
ist. The former requires continuous international interchange but also a deft, bal
anced handling of relations , especially those involving the major power blocs. The 
latter avoids all such relations in an attempt to limit penetration and egress .1 

The views expressed in this chapter are those of the author and do not necessarily represent the Agency 
for International Development or the Department of State. This chapter has benefited in its revi sed form 
from the comments and questions raised at this conference and especially from those of the commenta
tor, Chao Tsang. Responsibility for errors of fact or interpretation rest , as always, on the author alone. 

1 See K. J. Holsti, "The Iso lation ist Impulse in Foreign Policy," paper presented at the International 
Studies Association meet ing, Toronto, 1976. 
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Isolationist policies (and alliances) are generally believed to be pursued because 
of perceived security, military, or subversive threats , but "concerns over the dam
aging costs of dependency, combined with the perception of cultural threats result
ing from foreign penetration and/or diplomatic-commercial activity abroad" may 
also be factors, ones especially relevant in the Burmese case. 2 

Burma has ranged in policies from suggested alliances with the Western powers 
(contrary to general belief) during the early period of its independence, 3 to strong, 
almost archetypical neutralism, then shifting to isolationist policies, and now to an 
increasingly uneasy blend of what might be called modified isolationism. 

The formal record of Thai-Burmese relations since the latter's independence has 
been virtually exemplary, belying underlying tensions . Thailand was a sponsor 
of Burma's membership in the United Nations . A treaty of friendship was signed 
in October 1955 , border agreements in 1959, 1960, 1963 , and 1973 , an aviation 
agreement in 1969, and a maritime boundary agreement in 1980. Prime Minister U 
Nu visited Thailand in 1954 and 1955. The king and queen of Thailand went to 
Burma in 1960, and Chairman Ne Win to Bangkok in 1973. The Thai prime minis
ter went to Burma in 1980, and his deputy in 1982. The Thai foreign minister has 
paid visits to Rangoon twice since 1980. 

There have been various high-level delegations from Thailand, and a joint border 
committee met occasionally until 1968 (before U Nu went into exile in Thailand) 
and once after 1973 (when U Nu left). There have been numerous dis
cussions on border, insurgent, and narcotics issues . Even the occasional border 
incursions or violations have normally been met with apologies , and in one extraor
dinary case a Burmese subject (Lo Hsing-han , in 1973) was extradited to Rangoon 
in spite of the absence of such a treaty. 

Yet this formal, appropriate record masks a reality that is quite different. Bur
mese attitudes toward Thailand (and, one might add, the reverse) are enveloped by 
suspicions, both contemporary and historical, that have reasonable bases in fact. 
They are likely to continue to influence policies and actions beneath the veneer of 
propriety, which is thin and fragile but still likely to endure. 

The internal Burmese factors that have affected and continue to influence Bur
mese formation and execution of foreign policy toward ASEAN , and especially 
Thailand, are composed of six interacting , closely related elements. These are (1) 
the historical antecedents of contemporary policy, (2) Burman4 perceptions of Bur
ma's international posture and survival, (3) the internal distribution of political and 
military power and their role and vicissitudes within Burma, (4) narcotics and 

2 Ibid. 
3 See Frank N. Trager, Burma from Kingdom to Republic: A Historical and Political Analysis (New 

York: Praeger, 1966), pp. 216-17 . 
4 In modem writings on Burma and in this chapter, the term Burman is used to delineate the major 

ethnolinguistic group in the country (in contrast to minority peoples), whi le Burmese is used to 
describe a citizen of Burma of any ethnolinguistic group. Burmans probably number about two
thirds of the population . 
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other smuggling traffic and their relations to international affairs, (5) military per
ceptions of foreign relations, and (6) economic development in relation to politics 
and foreign policy. Each of these wi ll be discussed in tum , but none can be iso
lated , nor is each dependent solely on Burmese perceptions. Thai responses, real 
or anticipated, and the resultant Burmese attitudes are important as well. 

PERCEPTIONS OF HISTORY 
IN CONTEMPORARY BURMESE POLICY 

The concept of finite, physical borders that explicitly demarcate sovereignty, 
economic autonomy or dependence, ethnicity, and political control or influence 
was, of course, historically foreign to the region. 5 The traditional state in Southeast 
Asia was defined by its capital , the magical center of the universe, not its periph
ery. "Since the traditional idea of power is totally different [from the modem state] 
in character and the idea of uniform lateral application of power is meaningless , 
the concept of a frontier assumes very limited importance. The traditional state is 
defined by its center, not by its perimeter."6 

The imposition of such alien concepts as relatively immutable by the colonial 
powers destroyed the interpenetrating systems of alliances and views of suzerainty 
(in which an area might be subject to several states at the same time) that were 
characteristic of the region. There was no necessary inconsistency in such an over
lapping system, no matter how untidy it seems in contemporary terms. The de
struction of such traditional patterns in the light of modem needs to define sov
ereignty has not , however, eliminated memories of the earlier period that are more 
than vestigial and perhaps inchoately affect current attitudes toward policy. 

The incessant warfare between various Burman kingdoms in their expansionist 
modes and the Thai court at Ayuthia, the actual subjugation of the kingdom of 
Chiangmai at various periods over three centuries , the shifting control of the 
ports (especially Mergui) of the Tenasserim, and the eventual and final destruction 
of Ayuthia in 1767 are not forgotten on both sides of the border. U Nu even apolo
gized to the Thai for it in 1954. Of particular importance, however, are the Shan of 
the Shan plateau. Their domination of central Burma following the collapse of 
Pagan at the end of the thirteenth century is remembered, as is the importance of 
that plateau and its people to repeated Burman attempts to dominate the Menam 
valley. 

Lest these historical realities today seem jejunely arcane, they have contemporary 
relevance. Japan ceded Kengtung and Mongpan states-the first and arguably the 
most important and illustrious of the Shan states-to Thailand in recogni
tion of Thai efforts on Japan's behalf during World War II. The Shan leaders' quest 
for greater autonomy, a form of federalism , or even (on the part of some) in-

5 Edmond Leach, " The Frontiers of Burma," Comparative Studies in Society and History 3(1) (Octo
ber 1960). 

6 Benedict R. O'G. Anderson , "The Idea of Power in Javanese Culture," in Culture and Politics 
in Indonesia, edited by Claire Holt (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1972), p. 29. 
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dependence-their impractical option under the 1947 constitution of leaving the 
"Union" of Burma after ten years and a plebiscite-was the precipitating, if not 
the only, cause of the military coup of March 2, 1962, which brought Ne Win to 
the power he has never relinquished. 7 There are relatively close ethnic, linguistic , 
and even family connections between the Thai and the Shan, and the Burmese 
today are well aware of historical precedent and the centripetal cultural force 
of Thailand on the Shan. Pan-Thai sentiments still exist. The cultivation of the 
opium poppy, its transport , and its refining into morphine and heroin in the Shan
Thai border area-whoever may benefit from all these activities-further exacer
bate the tension . 

That the Burmese court was suzerain over the Shan states was not alone suffi 
cient reason for British annexation of the plateau and its inclusion in the Indian 
province of Burma, for the Burmese had at various times controlled Chiangmai 
and even northern Laos; rather, the Mekong River provided a convenient, clear 
boundary between British and French imperial ambitions, as well as a border that 
would give the British control over the Shan territory as a potential avenue to open 
southwest China to trade through its proverbial back door. 

Burmese history, especially the incessant wars from the fourteenth through the 
nineteenth centuries between Burman (and in the early period, Shan) power in the 
upper Irrawaddy and Sittang river valleys and the Mon, Arakanese, and Thai in the 
south and east, has been interpreted too often as examples of simple ethnic rivalry. 
Recent studies demonstrate that the causes were more complex and bound in other 
factors , 8 but there is an accurate Burman perception that Westerners have at
tempted to manipulate these internal and external Burmese struggles for power 
since their penetration into the region. The British, French, and Portuguese were 
suppliers of military and technical assistance to the various ethnic and other pre
tenders to or occupants of the thrones of Burma and in efforts to wrest control of 
parts of the south from what in some circles might today be called the Burman 
" hegemonists." 

This pattern is also reminiscent of the more contemporary period. In World War 
II, the Karen and Kachin generally backed the British, while the Burmans first 
opted for the Japanese in return for what became a pseudo-independent state. Some 
British elements covertly supported the Karen in the early years of their fight for 
autonomy (although the British Labour government seemed intent on Burma's be
coming a single, independent state), the Americans and the Thai helped the Kuo
mintang forces in the Shan state in the early 1950s, international Muslim organiza
tions backed Islamic dissidents in the Arakan, and high-level and unofficially 

7 For discuss ions of the coup and its aftermath , see Josef Silverstein , Burma: Military Rule and the 
Politics of Stagnation (I thaca: Cornell Univers ity Press , 1977); and David I. Steinberg, Burma 's 
Road Toward Development: Growth and Ideology Under Military Rule (Boulder: Westview Press 
1981). Chao Tsang noted that federali sm was what the Shan desired , but there were some among the 
military who feared the Shan might opt for their right to secede under the 1947 consti tution (Third 
U.S. -ASEAN conference, January 7- 11 , 1985 , Berkeley, CA). 

8 Victor B. Lieberman's Burmese Administrative Cycles: Anarchy and Conques1, c. 1580-1760 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984) is the most detailed study. 
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sanctioned and muted Thai support was provided from 1969 to 1973 for the U Nu 
rebels along Burma's eastern frontier, as well as tacit or active involvement with 
the Shan and the Karen. These are more recent manifestations, from a Burman 
viewpoint, of a continuing phenomenon that is further exacerbated by Burmese 
charges of Thai profiteering from the extensive opium and smuggling trade along 
the frontier. 

From the Burman perspective, then, there is logic to the suspicion that the 
ASEAN countries, and especially Thailand , which has been and is allied with the 
United States, would prefer to see a weak Burma on the western Thai frontier. This 
is especially the case in light of the problems with Cambodia and Vietnam on the 
eastern front. They would prefer to see Burma an internally weak federal structure 
or comprised of a series of nonthreatening buffer principalities with conservative 
internal policies to stand between the essentially moderate Thai state and what are 
regarded as the exessively socialist and leftist regimes that have ruled Burma since 
independence.9 No Burmese government with any shred of nationalist credentials 
could tolerate such a scenario. There is recent evidence that although in the past 
various groups had hoped for independence or a U .N. trusteeship in some of the 
disputed regions, there is a willingness to settle for some sort of real federalism 
within a Burmese union .IO 

FROM BURMESE TO BURMAN, NEUTRALIST TO ISOLATIONIST: 
CHANGING CONCEPTS OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 

U Thant's election as secretary-general to the United Nations was no arbitrary 
event , but one that accurately mirrored both Burmese and international opinion of 
Burma's impeccable credentials as a leader of the neutralist movement. (Had U 
Thant been in Burma after the coup and before he was elected, it is likely he 
would have been jailed along with U Nu as a close associate of the former prime 
minister.) Burma walked a fine line in its neutralist policy during the civilian 
period , delicately balancing its relations among the great powers. Burma paid for 
Russian assistance with rice and stopped U.S. support over American aid to the 
Kuomintang in the Shan state. Burma operated with great care and circumspection 
in its foreign relations . 

Civilian control of the Burmese government for the first decade after indepen
dence until 1958 was titularly multiethnic in spirit and neutralist in concept, no 
matter how closely reality intruded to assure Burman domination of the bureau
cratic process. 11 Although local autonomy was illusory in any significant aspect of 

9 E.g . , the Kayah state's independence was recognized by both Burma and Britain in 1875. In a 
British map produced in London in 1817 , prior to the Frrst Anglo-Burmese war, the border of the 
"Birman Empire" reached just west of Bangkok and included Chiangmai, Nan, and Luangprabang, 
among other places. It is reproduced in outline in David I. Steinberg , Burma: A Socialist Nation of 
Southeast Asia (Boulder: Westview Press , 1982), p. 26. 

10 Nation (Bangkok), January 16 , 1985. 
11 For a study of the background to ethnic issues prior to independence, see Josef Silverstein , Burmese 

Politics: The Dilemma of National Unity (New Brunswick , N.J.: Rutgers University Press , 1980). 
For background information about the ethnic insurrections, see David I. Steinberg , "Constitutional 
and Political Bases of Minority Insurrections in Burma, " in Armed Separatism in Southeast Asia, 
ed ited by Lim Joo-Jock (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1984 ). 
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the distribution of power, state governments were in fact run by the minority 
members of those states (although subject to the Anti-Fascist People's Freedom 
League), and the sensitivities of the major minorities had to be taken into account. 
The system did not work well, but it did function . It was, in essense, a multiple 
society with plural cultures .12 

Military domination changed the balance of the equation, already heavily 
weighted in favor of the Burmans. Burma moved from a society relatively open to 
foreign contact to one closed and isolated, where entry and egress became infre

quent and often surreptitious. The "multiple society-plural cultures" state became 
one in which the multiplicity of the society remained, but the power culture be
came unitary and Burman. During this period , it could be argued, the minority 
groups in revolt had more external orientation (especially the Karen) because of 
trade and foreign exposure and in part in the case of the Karen due to their Chris
tian connections, and it was the central government that was insular. That is not to 
deny that the proper, formal external relations of the Rangoon government were not 
important, but rather to suggest that if there were a predisposition in Rangoon, it 
was more insular; among the rebels, it was external-a matter of survival. 

The military, closely following the 1962 coup, publicly reaffirmed the policy of 
neutralism that had been formulated by their civilian predecessors .13 This reaffirm
ation can be accepted only in the broadest sense. Although it was rearticulated, 
Burma became more isolationist than neutralist about a year after the coup, which 
indicated a major shift of emphasis, in practice if not in rhetoric. How much this 
reflected an ethnic shift in the power structure to Burmans within the military is an 
unanswered question. 

The Burmese military in its colonial incarnation was essentially a province of 
the minorities recruited on the Indian model , and only about 12 percent Burman. 14 

The various permutations associated with military recruitment and alliances during 
World War II and the Karen rebellion, which brought Ne Win promotion to pri
mary military leader, made the military essentially a Burman domain at the higher 
levels. Since that period, and especially following military rule and the spread of 
ethnic rebellions to the Shan and the Kachin (making their leaders suspect), Bur
man domination of the military has assured Burman absolute control over all the 
elements of the distribution of state power and its employ in Burma. Even though 
Ne Win and others of his group may have been Sino-Burman , they operated within 
the Burman cultural context. 

During the period of military rule, including that of the "caretaker government" 

12 The concept is from Manning Nash 's Unfinished Agenda: The Dynamics of Modernization in Devel
oping Nations (Boulder: Westview Press , 1984) and some of his earlier writings. 

13 Josef Silverstein , " The Military and Foreign Policy in Burma and Indonesia," Asian Survey 22:3 
(March 1982). He also makes the point that foreign policy in Burma did not reflect the values or the 
identities of the military since the policies were inherited from their civilian predecessors. This may 
be questioned if isolationism and neutralism are treated as distinct. 

14 Moshe Lissak 's Military Roles in Modernization: Civil-Military Relations in Thailand and Burma 
(Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1976) is the most important work on the subject. One of the prices 
of Karen inclusion in the union was that the commander of the armed forces was to be General Smith 
Dun, a Karen. 
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of 1958-60, the frontiers became less stable than under the previous civilian re
gimes. Although the Chinese Nationalist threat was eliminated as some were evac
uated and many more migrated south to Thailand, other problems intensified so 
that there is now no border area that is trouble-free. This has occurred in spite of 
military-negotiated border agreements with all of Burma's neighbors except Laos, 
where the Mekong provides a convenient and easily demarcated boundary. 

The reasons for such instability rest not primarily with Burma's neighbors (al
though Chinese support to the Burma Communist party in the past and a continued 
Chinese Nationalist presence in northern Thailand are exceptions) but with internal 
Burman political, economic, and sociocultural policies that have intensified minor
ity alienation. The transparent, although unarticulated , complete ascendency of the 
Burmans-constitutional and public exhortations to the contrary-changed the na
ture of policy formulation and may eventually be considered the most important 
aspect of military rule. 

The codification of Burman· domination is implicit in the constitution of 1974, in 
the process of formulation at least since 1968. It expressly protects the rights of 
minorities and their cultures and languages. More importantly, and in contradiction 
to the stated goals, it stipulates that Burma is to be a unitary state;1s control 
is at the center; and whatever modest local authority exists at the periphery is 
there because it has been delegated. The seven administrative divisions (i.e., prov
inces) of Burma proper (the Burman areas), which are matched in perfect symme
try by the seven states (minority areas), present the appearance of an administra
tive balance. 

This is a fiction. On the model of a variety of Eastern European constitutions, 
the Burmese document specifies that although sovereignty is vested in an elected 
Pyithu Hluttaw (National Assembly), the leadership of the state will be under the 
control of the Burma Socialist Program party, the only legal political entity in the 
nation. This in tum means that the military, which founded the party and of which 
two-thirds are party members, will run it. The military leadership effectively is 
now completely Burman. 

Minority disaffection had existed in some groups since independence. It became 
intensified, however, after the coup and predates the constitution of 1974, which in 
a sense simply legalized the military's control of the unitary state. A variety of 
previous events had encouraged a number of the minority groups into revolt, even 
though it may be argued that a degree of "warlordism" may have always existed in 
these areas . During the caretaker period, the military negotiated in 1959 the trans
fer of certain rights to the Shan or Kayah state governments that the sawbwas 
(maharajas) had maintained. Although legal authority over their followers was 
ended, as was their ability to collect certain types of taxes on behalf of their states, 
the social influence of these roles, which had been hereditarily maintained all 

15 The constitution is discussed in Steinberg, Burma's Road Toward Development. The text is available 
(with commentary) in Albert P. Blaustein and Gisbert H. Flanz, eds., Constitutions of the Countries 
of the World (Dobbs Ferry, N. Y.: Oceana Publications, 1982). 
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throughout the colonial period, continued . The military also ended the legal culti

vation of opium, taxes on which went to the Shan state treasuries. 

The Burmans had been the main force of the nationalist movement, which was 

intimately associated with Buddhism and in which socialism figured prominantly. 16 

This combination fostered antagonism toward foreign business and free market or 

capitalist activities , all associated with European imperialism or Indian and 

Chinese exploitation. The economic centralist policies of all governments were ap

parent, but the military exhibited those of an extreme socialist nature about a year 

following the military coup of 1962, after which some 15,000 firms were na

tionalized. 
This encouraged smuggling as the population increased, production either stag

nated or dropped , and consumer goods disappeared from the bazaars. Thailand was 

the focus for much of this trade, and it was effectively used by the Karen rebels to 

finance their operations through transit taxes (5 percent) on goods passing through 

their region and through the extraction and sale of commodities such as teak , tin, 

and cattle in Thailand. Estimates indicate that the Karen received $64 million an

nually from this trade until the Burmese government offensive in 1984. 17 

Another factor affecting center-periphery relations was the movement of the Bur

ma Communist party (BCP) rebellion from Burma proper, where it had been de

feated, to the Shan state along the Chinese border, where Chinese support was 

provided and cadre trained. As Chinese support later diminished , however, the 

BCP became involved in the opium trade as a means of continued financing of 

their rebellion, the only one in Burma devoted to the overthrow of the central 

government. As a result of this shift of venue, the BCP has been able to ally itself 

with a variety of ethnic groups also in revolt, but for different reasons. These 

shifting patterns of support and antipathy may reflect more the economics and mul

tiple alliances of the opium trade than they do ideological persuasion . As a result , 

however, the Burmese military has been unable to dislodge any of the major cen

ters of insurgent power in spite of repeated attempts, including two in 1984, 

against the Karen and Kach in .18 The BCP is in some sense a minority rebellion, 

for its leadership is largely Sino-Burman and its forces recruited from the minor

ity groups. 
Increasing Burman dominance of the central government, then, has had a sig

nificant and intensifying effect on minority revolt, which has resulted in further 

destabilization of the frontiers, especially the Thai border. There has also been a 

change in the distribution of political power that has affected foreign policy. 

16 All standard histories of Burma discuss the nationalist movement. A summary of events in develop

ment terms is David I. Steinberg, "Economic Growth with Equity? The Burmese Experience," 

Contemporary Southeast Asia, September 1982. 
17 Far Eastern Economic Review, September 6 , 1984. If accurate, this would indicate a smuggling trade 

through that region of some $ 1.3 billion and an increase in per capita Burmese gross national prod

uct of perhaps IS percent. 
18 Ibid.; and the Far Eastern Economic Review, October 4 , 1984. 
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POLITICAL AND MILITARY POWER AND THEIR DISTRIBUTION 

The Anti-Fascist People's Freedom League (AFPFL), the overarching political 
agglomeration that was the backbone of postindependence politics, was-until it 
split in 1958 and precipitated the military caretaker government-the single source 
of state power. Because it was heterogeneous, it allowed for almost a full spectrum 
of views, except for the extreme underground left wings .in active revolt, within its 
catholic approach to politics. As power was fragmented and based more on person
al loyalties and entourages than on ideological issues (since advocacy of some form 
of state socialism was almost a requirement for political legitimacy in Burman 
circles), accommodations could be made to both the moderate right and left. Thus, 
U Nu could in the economic sphere espouse socialism and equate the destruction 
of capitalism with a good Buddhist deed (because capitalism bred greed), and in 
1955 he could advocate a stronger role for a revitalized private sector, a role that 
was never realized. He accepted aid from all quarters, was strongly neutralist, and 
just prior to the military coup was considering how better to placate some of the 
minorities, especially the Shan, who wanted greater autonomy. 

The result of this rather amorphous approach to policy formulation-in a sense 
a type of belated pragmatism when things seemed to go wrong-was a wider 
degree of consensus within the broad concepts of (theoretical) neutralism and 
socialism and an inefficient administration always subject to internal political 
pressures . 

The military coup changed this. The tatmadaw (armed forces) became de facto 
the legislative, executive, and judicial organs of the government at all levels, and in 
the first decade of military rule the Revolutionary Council, composed of Ne Win 
and a few of his military subordinates , ruled by fiat. By placing officers in all 
ministries, state corporations, and local administration, the military was able to 
administer effectively the decisions made at the top. 

Rather than such decisions being negotiated through a complex power broker
age system , which is an element of a participatory structure, they were simply or
dered and generally obeyed through military commands. Thus , policy shifts, when 
they did occur, were implemented clearly and relatively effectively. Ne Win him
self could determine when such policy accommodations should take place, and 
although there were increasing signs of disquiet among some of the officer corps
from both the right and the left-Ne Win remained (and still remains) in effective 
command. 

Since 1962, there have been one major po litical and two economic shifts. These 
were (I) the transformation of the Burma Socialist Programme party from a cadre 
to a mass party in 1971, when it held its first congress; (2) the move to intense and 
doctrinaire socialist economic policies a year after the coup; and (3) liberalization 
of the economy beginning in 1972. This liberalization, which ended the period of 
intense economic isolation, ushered in a renewal of neutralist foreign economic 
policy or, one might argue, an amelioration of isolationism. 

With these changes went shifts in the leadership under Ne Win , and especially 
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the unarticulated but clear choice of an heir-apparent. Almost all those who at
tained high positions in the party, and thus in the government as well , were mili
tary colleagues, often those who had served in the Fourth Burma Rifles, Ne Win's 
old regiment. But political decisions and foreign policy choices seem to be the 
province of Ne Win personally. Having resigned from the presidency of the nation, 
a function that is concurrent with the chairmanship of the Council of State, he has 
retained the chairmanship of the party, where real power resides. 

Thus, it was Ne Win who "derecognized" North Korea in 1983, visited Thai
land in 1973 (following which U Nu was no longer granted asylum), and turned 
relations with the People's Republic of China both off and on following the cultural 
revolution riots in Rangoon in 1967. The formation of the unitary state in 1974, 
which exacerbated tensions on the frontiers, could not have been decreed without 
Ne Win's personal approval and strong support. Burma has thus moved from a 
mode of foreign and domestic policy formulation based on inefficient compromise 
to one relatively more efficient but based in large part on the attitudes of a single, 
dominant figure. In a sense, this approach is more "culturally comfortable" 19 in 
the Bumrnn context than participatory decision making, as it is more attuned to 
traditional values and concepts of the nature and employment of power. 

An issue that Burma will have to face is its evolution of foreign policy in the 
post-Ne Win era. There is every indication that a generally neutralist policy will 
continue, for it has served Burma well and seems to have support within Burmese 
ruling circles. Whether it will be isolationist (or, perhaps more accurately, how it 
will be isolationist) is as yet unclear. Foreign policy may become more consensual 
among the top Burman military after Ne Win, but neutralism will not be a suffi
cient guide with which to deal with two elements that affect policy toward Thai
land. These are the policies that will be developed toward the minority insurrec
tions and those related to the Burma Communist party. 

The rebels along the borders have, at various times , demanded autonomy, feder
alism, independence, or local political and/or military control. Thus, to satisfy 
moderate minority opinion would minimally seem to require the dismantling of the 
unitary state, and thus the constitution of 1974, into a system more federal in 
concept and actuality. In negotiations the BCP has demanded that it be allowed to 
retain its troops and party structure. In both instances, Rangoon (i.e. , Ne Win) has 
previously refused to abandon the unitary state and the single party system or to 
allow the BCP to retain its structure within the Burma Socialist Program party. 
Although the 1974 constitution may be more in keeping with the traditional prac
tices than the one devised in 194720 and may be more attuned to the Burman 
concept of what is "culturally comfortable," it is most unlikely that the traditional 
methods of dealing with minorities can be successfully resurrected. 

19 See Anderson, "Idea of Power." 
20 Robert H. Taylor, " Perceptions of Ethnicity in the Politics of Burma," Southeast Asian Journal of 

Social Science 10(1) (1982). 
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The emerging leadership of Burma will most likely come from the military and 
will be a product of a generational shift-those who reached prominence in the 
postindependence era. What this will mean in terms of attitudes toward foreign 
policy-whether or not those so educated will reflect the isolation of envelopment 
in the nationalist cocoon since the coup, and how a Burman-oriented military edu
cation wi ll affect external affairs-is still a matter of conjecture. 

NARCOTICS AND THE SMUGGLING TRADE 

The opium that is produced in the minority hill regions of northern Burma has 
become an important factor both in the economy of the area and in political rela
tions-among the minorities, between the minorities and the Burman central gov
ernment , between Thailand and Burma, and between Burma and the United States . 
So dependent on this trade have some of the groups become that it may become 
equally important or more so to some in the area than the ideological or ethnic 
causes for which initially it was a tool. 

Opium production, and its transformation into morphine and heroin, is suited to 
a region where favorable ecological conditions prevail, where isolation and poor 
transportation require high-value and low-volume produce and make eradication 
virtually impossible under present economic and military constraints , and where 
political conditions prevent either an effective blockade of the area or the over
whelming support by the population for its eradication. Burma meets all of these 
requirements and produces about three-quarters of the total opium crop, which in a 
fertile year may total about 650 tons , in the Burma-Thailand-Laos border region 
called the Golden Triangle. 

All economic efforts to suppress opium production and trade in the region have 
essentially been failures. With support from the United Nations and the United 
States, substitute crops have been introduced in some areas, eradication campaigns 
conducted in others , and sophisticated equipment such as helicopters provided to 
foster mobility in monitoring production and dissemination. All have been less 
than successful. 

Until two decades ago, the Burmese government could ignore the problem , for 
opium was not generally consumed by Burmans , and the volume, although rela
tively large, attracted little international attention. Burma now has a growing num
ber of heroin addicts, and traffic in heroin has important international repercus
sions, especially in the United States. Most important to the Burmans may be that 
production, transport, transit taxation, refining, and sales of opium and its deriva
tives pay for the continuation of many of the armed ethnic insurrections (with the 
notable exclusion of the Karen) and now also for that of the BCP. In Burmese 
eyes, Thai officials at various levels appear to support the trade and to profit from 
it. Such support , if true, has ebbed and flowed at different periods , and it has 
become increasingly clear that crackdowns within Thailand at various times have 
led to the development of alternative export channels through Burma and by sea, 
bypassing Thailand. 

262 



The rapid growth of the production and traffic in opium was generally concur
rent with the imposition of military rule in Burma, the elimination of the sawbwa 
rights in the Shan and Kayah states, the rise of ethnic militancy, and the continued 
although reduced role of the Kuomintang in both Burma and Thailand. During the 
caretaker government , the Burmese press began to refer to what was called the 
"opium rebellion." In order to attempt to deal with the insurgents, the Burmese 
government for a period allowed the local militia, called the KKY, to traffic in 
drugs if they would fight the insurgents. The program was a failure, for both the 
traffic and insurrections continued-even grew. 

The Burmese recognize that their transportation facilities near and along the Jong 
Burma-Thai border are virtually nonexistent, except for a few key crossing points. 
On the Thai side of the frontier, however, the Burmese military regard the transpor
tation network as relatively sophisticated, and it is evident that opium in its various 
stages of refinement and in varying degrees at different times has found its way 
into the international market through Thailand with-the Burmese feel-the con
nivance of some Thai officials at various levels . There is also probably little ques
tion that some Burmese profit from this traffic as well and that those who do who 
are Burman are likely to be military personnel. Burmese suspicions of some of the 
Thai in relation to this traffic color relations with Thailand and make even the most 
innocuous contact between Burman and Thai a matter of some substance. 

Of most concern to the international community is the drug traffic, but there is a 
considerable, if unreported, volume of other smuggling in the same region that 
also supports the rebellions, as well as private trade, and thus continues to dampen 
improvement of Burmese-Thai relations . These include trade into Thailand in jade, 
precious stones, as well as antiques in the north and cattle, teak , tin , and other 
products in the south . In contrast, through Thailand flows the bulk of the consumer 
goods that the Burmese economy cannot produce and that the Burmese govern
ment, because of shortages of funds as well as predilection , would rather not im
port. Smuggling thus fuels the ethnic insurrections and results in a considerable 
loss in revenue in customs duties. Yet the trade is also the ballast that keeps the 
Burmese government afloat, for without it there might be political unrest because 
of a shortage of consumer products. There was even a report that the Burmese 
encouraged smuggling of illicit consumer goods shipments that had been disrupted 
by the government 's 1984 offensive against the Karen.2 1 

Thus , the relationship between smuggling and the rebellions is profound. To 
stop it, the Burmese would be required to open their economy to free trade, which 
they can not afford to do in the short run and are unlikely to be predisposed to do 
over a longer period. In either case, free trade would not deal with the issue of 
opium. Even if the immense profits from it do not essentially accrue to the growers 
or transporters or even the rebels, forces will work to continue its production. The 
Burmese regard the opium problem as both a Thai and a Burmese responsibility. 

2 1 Far Eastern Economic Review, September 6, 1984. 
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MILITARY PERCEPTIONS OF FOREIGN RELATIONS 

The Burma of the Burmans (as opposed to some of the minority areas) was the 
only colonized country in Asia where the traditional elite was not retained in pow
er in some form . Avenues of social mobility since independence have been open in 
theory and in practice. The elites of government , politics, the military, the intellec
tual community, and the sangha (monkhood) were drawn from a wide spectrum of 
class and region. The dichotomy between the retention of the traditional , often 
hereditary, elites among the minorities and the fluidity of status in Burman circles 
created issues in the civilian period that are now overshadowed by a new focus: the 
military as the primary, new avenue to mobility and status. 

Previously, mobility through politics, free higher education, access to education 
and prestige through joining the sangha, as well as through the military, was wide
spread. Since the coup of 1962, politics has been co-opted by making it subser
vient to military leadership, higher education has been expanded to a degree that it 
no longer automatically confers elite status, and the sangha has been registered 
and "purified." Because economic advancement has also been controlled by the 
state, the military has become the primary focus for mobility. It is likely that this 
situation will continue for an indefinite period. In effect, this means that the new 
officer corps will be exposed to a common educational experience at the military 
academy at Maymyo, and it is likely to be more homogeneous intellectually and 
practically than the previous civilian leadership. Thus, there may be less dissent on 
politics on intellectual grounds. 

Mobility through the military channel is real and prestigious. Chosen by merit, 
the males, and to a lesser degree the females, have an opportunity to rise to centers 
of power through higher education. It is significant that although a compulsory 
draft law was passed for both males and females during the caretaker government, 
it has never been enforced , for volunteers have been sufficient to staff 
the tatmadaw. 

It is also significant that the overall size of the military has remained small. In 
spite of the insurgencies that have threatened the very capital of the state and of 
long borders that are virtually indefensible, there has been no major expansion of 
the size of the military (including the police) since the period of independence. 22 

This is in marked contrast, for example, to the Philippines where, under Marcos, 
the size of the military has almost tripled. 

There are economic reasons for this difference. Perhaps one-third of the national 
budget (6 percent of GNP) in Burma is already devoted to defense, and these 
expenditures cut into development and social programs . Because of such costs, the 

22 The Burmese armed forces are variously estimated . The U.S. Arms Control and Disarmament 
Agency estimated them at 175,000 in 1971 and 212 ,000 in 1980. The International Institute of 
Strategic Studies (The Military Balance, 1983- 1984 [London, 1984]) placed them al 179,000, of 
which 163 ,000 were army, 7,000 navy, and 9,000 air force. In addition , there were 38 ,000 People's 
police and 35 ,000 People's militia. The Almanac of World Military Power (San Rafael , Calif.: Pre
sidio Press , 1980) estimates them at 142,000; according to all other sources, this figure is too low. 
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military is not based on a "capital-intensive" U.S . model , as is the Thai army. 
One source, e.g., lists Burma's military expenditures as $175 million in 1982, and 
Thailand 's for only a slightly larger force at $1.4 billion.23 It is thus less mobile 
and requires less logistic support troops , but it is less capable of dealing with the 
insurgencies in military terms. 

The military is thus in a position to shape foreign as well as domestic policies , 
but it is not able to eliminate the insurrections, and it is likely to remain in that 
position for the indefinite future. 

Important as well are the attitudes of the military leaders. Ne Win and others 
have been conservative socially and culturally in public statements, and many of 
the leadership have explicitly indicated that they would not allow Rangoon to suffer 
the destruction of Burmese culture the way foreign influences have destroyed 
Bangkok, whatever benefits in foreign exchange may be garnered. As in many 
societies, the military in Burma seem more conservative in their public social 
statements than their civilian counterparts, although both in Burma have expressly 
focused on the protection of traditional Burman values. 

The Burmese military is , however, not monolithic. In addition to personalism in 
power terms, which seems to be a hallmark of the Burmese political process, there 
may occur another significant split in military attitudes that could affect foreign 
relations . This is the difference between those officers who have been the front-line 
commanders against the insurgents and the opium traders and refiners, and those in 
the military who have retained administrative or party positions far from the fight
ing . Such a split, if one developed , might result in those administratively inclined 
being more amenable to negotiating with the rebels and more conciliatory to Thai 
concerns than the front-line troops. This hypothesis is only speculation, however, 
and what seems more imminent is an emerging, highly personal struggle for politi
cal power in the post-Ne Win period . 

Ne Win, in retiring from the presidency, has indicated that he views the future 
leadership of Burma operating in some form of committee along the lines of Yugo
slavia in the post-Tito period. If history is any guide, then the effective tenure of 
such a group operating in reasonable harmony is likely to be very short. Burmese 
politics has been marked by factions forming and re-forming, based less on ide
ological positions than on personal relations, and it is unlikely that the military is 
immune to this particular Burmese virus. 

The issue of succession is the most important problem that Burma will face, and 
the question of the minorities-and, to a lesser degree, international relations
will perhaps play some role in the maneuvering associated with leaders jockeying 
for position. Neutralism as a general foreign policy stance is likely to be retained, 
although it could evolve into something more strident, a return to isolationism or 
more xenophobic attitudes. In part, this may depend on the success of the econom
ic reforms that have been in place for a decade. 

23 The Military Balance, 1983- 1984. 
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FOREIGN RELATIONS AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

There have been important and positive results of Burma's shift in economic 
policy and the program of liberalization , 24 and Burma's growth rate has been re
spectable by international standards, where in the 1960s in the period of intense 
socialism there was probably decay. Recently, however, there has been a rising debt 
burden, a fall in foreign exchange earnings because of a softening of international 
commodity prices, poor performance in manufacturing and oil production, and a 
likely plateau in rice production increases. 25 There is growing pressure from 
the donor community for Burma to improve not only its economic performance 
but-more sensitive in the Burma context-its economic policies. There is already 
some feeling in highly placed Burmese circles that Burma has exposed itself too 
openly to foreign scrutiny. Should stress continue to be felt in the economic sphere, 
which is likely, then those elements in the military who are nationalistic and per
haps xenophobic might once again regain the ascendency, attempting to 
cut Burma off from outside influences. The policy reforms initiated in 1972, 
which called for improvements in international economic relations , could thus be 
set back. 

Important as well would be the effect of isolation on the internal Burmese econ
omy. This could mean a reversal of the internal economic liberalization (within 
the socialist context), a return to more rigid, doctrinaire policies, and perhaps 
even a bureaucratic purge of the able, more internationally oriented but essentially 
apolitical Burmese technocrats. This would be a major setback for Burmese 
development. 

Thailand and the rest of the ASEAN countries are not donor nations, and Burma 
is more a competitor of Thailand than a complementary producer. Both nations 
produce and export rice, teak, tin, rubber, and other primary products . Burma 
would like to emulate Thailand and diversify its agricultural production and ex
ports, both because the rice market is poor-as is the relative quality of Burma's 
export product and the efficiency of its milling operation-and to become less 
dependent on a few volatile international markets. Burma has considerable trade 
with and through Singapore, and Indonesia, which had shared the neutralist stance 
under Sukarno, was a close ideological associate of Burma during that period, and 
still is the only purchaser in ASEAN of some of Burma's rice surplus. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Burmese foreign policy toward ASEAN and Thailand has had its viscissitudes, 
but within rather narrow bounds. Relations have improved or worsened beneath 
a placid, essentially constant , exterior exposed to the outside world, but the 

24 See Steinberg, Burma's Road Toward Development, for a discussion of this policy shift. 
2s The most recent discussion of contemporary economic trends in Burma is David I. Steinberg, "Bur

ma: Unasked Questions, Unanswered Issues ," Southeast Asia 1985 (S ingapore: Institute of Southeast 
Asian Studies , 1985). 
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present realities of foreign policy, given internal Burmese constraints, are likely 
to continue. 

As long as Thailand views the central Burmese government as more oriented to 
the left in both economic and political persuasions, it may seek quietly to bolster 
the power of buffer groups along its western frontier. The Thai are likely to 
have continuing interest in the well-being of the Shan, although any overt involve
ment in their rebellions , given the international ramifications of such a move, is 
highly unlikely. 

Certain external stimuli for worsening Thai-Burmese relations have been re
moved. Thai rapprochement with the PRC, U.S. friendly relations with Beijing , 
and the end of U.S . involvement in Indochina all have eliminated external factors 
that could cause deteriorating relations between the two countries. The central 
problems facing them now revolve around issues confined to their own borders. 

Although in the best of all possible worlds, Thailand might prefer a neighbor on 
its west that would be conservative in internal economics, pro-Western in its inter
national orientation, and conciliatory to its minorities, all these are unlikely pos
sibilities in this decade. A Burma wracked internally by a major civil war would 
also be considered dangerous. The status quo in Burma is probably the best of the 
likely alternatives , for if Thailand must face east to deal effectively with Cambodia 
and Vietnam, its primary concerns, then a Burma that lacks significant military 
mobility, is neutral in foreign affairs, and has internal but subdued political rival
ries that concentrate attention at home is the best that can be expected. Ne Win 
may consider himself the fourth of the great Burman unifiers, and there is some 
popular, mystical sentiment that he and Aung San are the spiritual descendants of 
King Alaungpaya (1752-60), who set the stage for the conquest of Ayuthia. The 
Thai might look fearfully to a strong, unified Burma, more leftist in orientation. 

Burmese foreign policy will likely continue to be focused toward Thailand in 
much the same manner as in the past. The Burmese may wish for more Thai 
assistance in suppression of the opium trade and for elimination of Thai ac
quiescence in the Shan and Karen sanctuary issues , but unless there are major 
changes in the power structure along the border, a continuation of present policies 
seems probable. 

Burmese foreign policy in large part will be captive to the perceptions of 
the security, political, and economic forces operating internally in that society. 
It is evident that a great deal more attention should be paid to these forces by all 
those who are likely to be affected by Burmese affairs, for the arcane and perhaps 
exotic elements of Burmese internal politics have importance beyond those nar
row confines. 
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IV. ASEAN and the Major Powers 

17. U.S.-Southeast Asian Relations 

Karl D. Jackson 

INTRODUCTION 

Perfection does not exist this side of the grave. And yet commentators in press and 
academe often act as if the only creatures to which this axiom need not apply are 
policymakers. Commentators expect policymakers to possess 20-20 foresight in 
addition to being omnipotent in all arenas of the foreign policy-making bureau
cracy. In contrast, policymakers themselves have distinctly lower expectations re
garding their ability to influence historic outcomes. Policymakers usually perceive 
their trade as involving more coping behavior than grand design, more policy iner
tia than policy initiative, and more muddling through than policy planning. In this 
chapter I will steer a middle course between a commentator's long-term vision of 
U .S .-Southeast Asian relations and the strictly pragmatic short-term operational 
approach that dominates among policymakers on both sides of the globe. 

The two most salient problems in Southeast Asia over the next half-decade will 
probably be the war in Indochina and the turbulence in the Philippines. In the first 
of these, short-term pragmatic policies of ASEAN, the People's Republic of China, 
and the United States have evolved a stable, albeit less than ideal, system of con
flict management. In contrast, in 1985 the twin crises of political legitimacy and 
economic solvency in the Philippines seem far removed from settlement. 1 In com
parison with Kampuchea and the Philippines, the U.S. relationship with Indonesia, 
Malaysia, and Singapore suffers only from the normal problems affecting all bilat
eral relations: controversies such as President Reagan's canceled visit to Indonesia, 
textile quotas, tin stockpiles, weapons procurement issues, refugees , etc . Each of 
these issues has fluctuated in importance over the past few years, and in some 

A grant from the Henry Luce Foundation fostered my interests in the events of mainland Southeast 
Asia, and a stint as desk officer for the Philippines in the Department of Defense in 1983-84 stimulat
ed my concern for events in the Philippines. 

1 This chapter was delivered as a paper in January 1985 and rewritten in June 1985; a postscript has 
been added to take account of the events of February 1986. 
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instances , they have been difficult to settle; however, they are not the types of 

events that could potentially shatter the peace, prosperity, and unity of Southeast 

Asia as the Indochina and Philippine crises could. For this reason , I will concen

trate exclusively on Kampuchea and the Philippines and the development of U.S . 

policy toward them. 

KAMPUCHEA: LONG ON TALK, SHORT ON PROGRESS 

With the fall of Saigon in April 1975, most Americans thought that whatever 

else happened , peace might break out in Southeast Asia. However, the hard reality 

was that the forces of Kampuchean and Vietnamese communism were in armed 

conflict with each other even before they achieved victory over their noncommunist 
opponents. 2 After a brief bout of negotiations in 1975-76, the revolutionary re

gimes in Phnom Penh and Hanoi settled into a pattern of escalating political and 

military conflict. Vietnam probably sponsored assassination attempts against the 

Pol Pot leadership, 3 and, for its part, Kampuchea sought to liquidate all of Viet

nam's political assets inside the Kampuchean Communist party, especially "the 

Hanoi 5 ,000" who had returned to Kampuchea after residing in North Vietnam 

from 1954 to 1970. 
During 1976 local border conflicts took place simultaneously, with a Vietnamese 

attempt to draw Kampuchea into negotiations. In March and April 1977 the Viet

namese began building up their regular forces in southern Vietnam, and Kam

puchea launched major attacks into Vietnam in April and May. September 1977 

witnessed a major Kampuchean attack across the border into Tay Ninh, and Viet

nam launched a general offensive along the entire Kampuchean-Vietnamese bord

er. September-December 1977 marked the first of three large-scale Vietnamese 

invasions of Kampuchea. February and March 1978 were characterized by Kampu

chean attacks on Ha Tien and Tay Ninh while the Vietnamese countered with new 

operations in Takeo and Kampot. 
The second major Vietnamese incursion into Kampuchea took place in June-July 

1978 and involved approximately 80 ,000 regulars . The third invasion commenced 

on December 25, 1978 , led to the capture of Phnom Penh on January 7i 1979, and 
the occupation of the country by the Vietnamese army all the way to the Thai 

border.4 Initially, there was a tendency to characterize the Vietnamese occupation 
as defensive, a last resort after the failure of attempts to negotiate and the early 

punitive expeditions in late 1977 and mid-1978. However, seven years have now 

2 Kenneth M. Quinn , "The Khmer Krahom Program to Create a Communist Society in Southern 
Cambodia," airgram from American Consul Can Tho to U.S . Department of State, February 20, 
i974. 

3 Kenneth M. Quinn, "The Pattern and the Scope of Violence in Democratic Kampuchea," in Ren
dezvous with Death: Democratic Kampuchea, 1975- 1978, edited by Karl D. Jackson (forthcoming). 

4 Karl D. Jackson, " Cambodia 1978: War, Pillage, and Purge in Democratic Kampuchea, " Asian 
Survey 19( 1) (January 1979). 
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passed and although there have been many proposals5 both from ASEAN and Viet
nam , Vietnam has been steadfast in its unwillingness to consider withdrawing to a 
status quo ante featuring an independent Kampuchea with neither foreign troops 
and bases nor foreign control over its internal and external policies. Even if Pol 
Pot and the viru lently anti-Vietnamese leadership of the Khmer Rouge could be 
removed from political control by some combination of ASEAN, the PRC, and 
U.S. diplomatic pressure, it is unlikely that Vietnam and its ally in Phnom Penh 
would find acceptable a coalition that featured power sharing with other Khmer na
tionalists. 

Each of the offers that Hanoi has made in discussion with ASEAN has been 
characterized by a willingness to solve "the Thai-Kampuchean border" problem 
but a distinct unwillingness to restore Kampuchean sovereignty. 6 There has been 
no real willingness to consider a coalition government involving some combination 
of Heng Samrin , Son Sann, S ihanouk , and representatives of the Khmer Rouge 
in spite of the fact that after long years of occupation and Vietnamese economic 
and admini strative assistance, it should be painfully obvious that Heng Samrin 's 
government has developed no leg itimacy of its own and continues to exist only 
through Vietnamese force of arms. Each year Vietnam , and particularly its peri
patetic foreig n minister, Nguyen Co Thach, goes through a ritualized courtship of 
ASEAN; the maximum goal is to obtain ASEAN 's formal acceptance of Vietnam's 
conquest of Kampuchea; the minimal aim is to split Indonesia off from the other 
ASEAN powers. 

The concomitants of this annual courtship are statements by the Indochinese 
foreign ministers indicating new reasonableness. (Each year these begin to be is
sued after the annual Vietnamese dry-season offensive and climax before and dur
ing the U. N. General Assembly meeting , which considers the Kampuchea resolu
tion.) These statements are usually combined with travels by Foreign Minister 
Nguyen Co Thach to the Nonaligned Nations Conference, Australia, or Indonesia. 
Statements designed for public consumption are made in the absence of any real 
change in Vietnam's position. For example, in March 1984 the Vietnamese foreign 
minister had many Southeast Asia analysts watching his every statement and move. 
In early 1984, with the Eighth Indochina Foreign Ministers' Conference, the tone 
of Vietnamese rhetoric on Kampuchea became distinctly softer. If only for the 
purpose of outside consumption, the eighth conference reaffirmed the acceptance 
of the 5-2 form ula, explicitly included the PRC as a negotiating party to any 
settlement, and stopped trivializing the Kampuchean problem by calling it "the 
Kampuchean-Thai border problem." 

5 On proposals and counterproposals , see Karl D. Jackson. " Indochina 1984: Doves of Peace or Dogs 
of War?" in Sourheast Asia Divided: The ASEAN-lndochina Crisis, edited by Donald E. Weatherbee 
(Boulder: Westview Press, 1985). 

6 For a detailed discussion of the proposals on both sides, see Karl D. Jackson , " Indochina 1982-
1985: Peace Yields to War, " in The Nuclear Dilemma and Asian Security, edited by Richard Sol
omon (in press). 
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Furthermore, greater realism emerged concerning the military situation. In fact, 
the January 1984 conference admitted that the formerly " irreversible" situation was 
indeed " deadlocked. " 7 Additional evidence of the potential for a breakthrough was 
provided by the February 1984 visit to Hanoi of the commander of the Indonesian 
armed forces, General Benny Murdani. Indonesia clearly was willing to hear Viet
nam out. The final element was provided by the absence (until late March) of the 
" normal" Vietnamese dry-season offensive. When the Vietnamese foreign minister 
began his trip from Bangkok to Jakarta to Canberra and back through Bangkok , 
great expectations had been raised, especially in Jakaita and Canberra. These ex
pectations were quickly dashed by Nguyen Co Thach 's unwill ingness to respond to 
President Suharto's proposal that would have allowed Vietnamese participation in 
the ASEAN-proposed international peacekeeping force to safeguard the peace dur
ing and after the Vietnamese withdrawal. Apparently President Suharto was per
sonally disillusioned and hurt that Indonesia's considerable efforts on behalf of 
Vietnam had been taken for granted by Vietnam. s Of course, it remains unclear 
whether Nguyen Co Thach 's moderate-sounding publi c statements were intentional 
obfuscation or whether factiona l struggle over Kampuchea had been taking place 
in Hanoi. In any case, the doves of peace of January, February, and early March 
crash-landed with the Vietnamese army's dry-season offensive, which began the 
day after Nguyen Co Thach flew home from Bangkok. 9 

A similar pattern of contradictory signals pervaded Hanoi's handling of the re
education/prison camp detainee issue during the second half of 1984. Hanoi orig
inally had suggested that if the United States was so concerned about human rights 
violations it should accept all of the remaining detainees for resettlement in the 
United States. Washington reacted cautiously but accepted the possibility that a 
major breakthrough might be achieved. Informal discussions were held, and then 
without warning Vietnam quixotically pulled back the proposal by setting condi
tions that it knew were impossible, namely, that the United States in return should 
limit the rights of all Vietnamese exiles to oppose the current regime. 10 Had Viet
nam been sincere about releasing political prisoners detained since 1975? Were the 
moves designed for international consumption to enhance Vietnam's humanitarian 
image during the U. N. General Assembly? Or were the softened rhetoric of early 
1984 and the supposed flexibility on detainees merely part of a long-standing pol-

7 See Wi lly van Damme, "Closer to Compromise?" Far Eastern Economic Review, December 15, 
1983, p. 18; " VNA: Indochinese Foreign Ministers' Communique," in Foreign Broadcast Informa
tion Service (hereafter FB!S), Daily Report: Asia and Pacific , January 3 1, 1984, pp. K 10-11; and 
" Nhan Dan Praises Results of Vietnamese Conference," FB!S, Daily Report: Asia and Pacific, Janu
ary 31 , 1984 , p. K6. 

8 See Rodney Tasker, "ASEAN Toughs It Up," Far Eastern Economic Review, July 26, 1984, pp. 32-
33; and Raphael Pura, " Jakarta's Frustrated Wooing of Hanoi, " Asian Wall Street Journal Weekly, 
June 4 , 1984 . 

9 On the 1984 dry-season offensive, see Indochina Chronology 3(2) (April-June 1984):7-8, 11 . 
10 See Barbara Crossetle, " Inmate Release Hits Snag in Hanoi ," New York Times , December 24, 

1984, p. 3. 
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icy of keeping Vietnam's opponents off balance in the tradition of the fight-talk 
strategy that so effectively debilitated the U .S. policymakers during the Second 
Indochina War? 

In any case, Vietnam's return to the hard line on Kampuchea" brought forth a 
further stiffening by ASEAN, a new unity formed in the crucible of Vietnamese 
intransigence. The joint communique of the ASEAN foreign ministers denounced 
Vietnam for its "illegal occupation of Kampuchea"; "the recurrent acts of Viet
namese aggression along the Thai-Kampuchean border" ; "intentionally made in
cursions into Thai territory"; "annual troop rotations which were meant to deceive 
the international community, the Kampuchean people, and Vietnam's own citizens"; 
and the presence of "at least half a million Vietnamese settlers in Kampuchea." 12 

The ASEAN proposal for settling the Kampuchean problem reiterated earlier 
proposals for settlement on the basis of a completely sovereign Kampuchea that was 
truly independent and neutral with a government selected by the Kampuchean peo
ple. It also emphasized support for Sihanouk's concept of " national reconciliation 
among all Kampuchean factions," which envisions representation for Heng Samrin 
as well as for the Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea (CGDK) in a 
reconstituted Kampuchea. That the communique was issued in Jakarta with the full 
support of Indonesia served notice on Vietnam that its efforts to drive a wedge 
between Indonesia and Thailand on Kampuchea had come to naught. 

U.S. Policy on Kampuchea 

In the immediate aftermath of the Second Indochina War the United States drew 
back from Southeast Asia in psychological tatters. In the period 1975 to 1978 the 
United States not only failed to save its allies in Saigon, Phnom Penh, and Vien
tiane, but, in addition, the phrase " no more Vietnams" echoed through the cor
ridors of power. U.S. bases were withdrawn from Thailand at the request of its 
government. Under the Carter administration very serious consideration was given 
to withdrawing the U.S. bases at Subic Bay and Clark in the Philippines, as well 
as to reducing U.S. military presence in Korea. The new American foreign policy 
in Asia emphasized increasing economic relations, enhancing human rights (partic
ularly in nations friendly toward the United States), and most of all, normalizing 
U.S . relations with the PRC. The overall thrust of U.S. policy was post-Vietnam 
demilitarization of the U.S. relationship with Asia. 

Underpinning this policy were several assumptions that turned out to be only 
partially true. First, it assumed "the East-West conflict of the Cold War has been 
largely displaced by an East-East rivalry." 13 With the exception of the Korean pen-

11 On the return to tough talk, see, "Commentary Urges lndochina-ASEAN Dialogue," FBIS, Daily 
Report: Asia and Pacific, July 9, 1984 , pp. K2-3. 

12 "Reportage on ASEAN Foreign Ministers Meeting," FB IS , Daily Report: Asia and Pacific, July IO , 
1984, pp. Al-5; "ASEAN Ministers Issue Communique After Meeting," FBIS, Daily Report: Asia 
and Pacific , July 12 , 1984, pp. Al-2; and Tasker, "ASEAN Toughs It Up." 

13 "East Asia Today and in the Decades Ahead, " address of Richard Holbrooke, Assistant Secretary of 
State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs before the Women's National Democratic Club, Novem
ber 27 , 1978, Washington, D.C. 
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insula, the Carter administration perceived the most serious conflicts as "Russia 
against China, China against Vietnam, and Vietnam against Cambodia." 14 These 
conflicts would accelerate normalization of relations between the United States and 
Vietnam and would lead Vietnam toward peaceful relations with its Southeast Asian 
neighbors. U.S. -Soviet competition would be turned into increasingly peaceful 
channels worldwide, and new "peaceful equilibrium " would be established. 

The basic assumptions underpinning Carter era policies were swept away by 
events. First, the East-East conflict has ameliorated somewhat as the PRC im
proved its relationship with the USSR. The present position stops short of political 
normalization but clearly involves enhanced trade and aid . Further, the assumption 
that Thailand and all of ASEAN would be shielded by the Vietnam-Kampuchea 
conflict proved true only in 1977 and the beginning of 1978. When Pol Pot was 
driven from power and Kampuchea was occupied by 150,000 Vietnamese troops, 
Thailand's buffer was removed and the conflict between Vietnam and Kampuchea 
was replaced by escalating tension between Vietnam and A SEAN. Of the three 
East-East confrontations between governments specified by Richard Holbrooke in 
late 1978, only the PRC and Vietnam remain in direct conflict in late 1985. Sec
ond , Vietnam-U.S. normalization was the first casualty of the invasion of Kam
puchea. Third , the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan , combined with Soviet or Cuban 
activities in Angola, Ethiopia, and Yemen and the Vietnamese occupation of Kam
puchea invalidated the cardinal assumption that the cold war had ended once and 

for all. 
With the advent of the Reagan administration trends which began with the oc

cupation of Kampuchea (December 1978-January 1979) and the Chinese incursion 
into Vietnam (February-March 1979) solidified. Gone were assumptions that the 
cold war was over. The decline in the U.S. military strength vis-a-vis the Soviet 
Union began to be arrested. There was a new willingness to apply human rights 
criteria to communist countries , and the days of direct public lecturing of allies 
over human rights difficulties gave way to quiet and , perhaps more effective, diplo
matic pressures. Most important, the decision made late in the Carter administra
tion to follow ASEAN's lead on the Kampuchean issue was sustained by the new 
administration. 

From ASEAN's perspective, however, the Reagan administration 's early record 
was marred by U.S. behavior at the International Conference on Kampuchea (ICK) 
in New York (July 13- 17 , 1981). The ASEAN position , decided upon at the 
ASEAN foreign ministers conference in Manila in mid-June 1981, was less un
compromisingly anti-Vietnamese and contained greater safeguards against return
ing the Khmer Rouge to power. 

The ASEAN position at Manila called for withdrawal of all Vietnamese forces, a 
U .N. peacekeeping force, disarmament of all Khmer factions , and an interim ad
ministration to organize free elections .15 In addition , the communique, as well as 

14 Ibid. See also Stephen Barber, "U.S . and Asia: Carter Faces Up to Reality, " Far Eastern Economic 
Review, June 2 , 1978, pp. 20-21. 

15 Nayan Chanda, " Haig Tums the Screw, " Far Eastern Economic Review, July 26 , 1981 , pp. 10-12. 
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statements by the foreign ministers of Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand , and Singa
pore, urged Vietnam to participate in the ICK meeting and tried to assure Vietnam 
that the intent of the ICK would be to find a mutually acceptable solution .16 

The results of the ICK differed markedly from the original ASEAN vision. The 
U .N. peacekeeping force became a " peacekeeping force/observer group. " Instead 
of immediate disarmament of all Khmer factions, the final ICK communique sup
ported "appropriate arrangements to ensure that armed Kampuchean factions will 
not prevent or disrupt the holding of free elections." Likewise, the idea of an 
interim administration disappeared in New York and was replaced by a vague set 
of "appropriate measures for the maintenance of law and order." Only a token 
olive branch was extended toward Vietnam by a statement that "the legitimate 
security concerns of all states of the region" must be respected and any fu
ture elected government should " not pose a threat to or be used against the se
curity ... of other states, especially those sharing a common border with Kam
puchea." 17 

What happened in New York was that the PRC, with strong diplomatic support 
from the United States, brushed aside conciliatory ASEAN positions meant to en
tice the Vietnamese into serious negotiations. The Chinese seemed intent on pre
serving the possibility that their Khmer Rouge allies might actually return to power 
in Phnom Penh in the event of a Vietnamese withdrawal. This appeared to be 
Beijing's reason for opposing immediate disarmament of all Khmer factions and 
the institution of an interim administration. ASEAN representatives at the con
ference proposed that all Khmer fac tions be allowed to participate, including Son 
Sann, Sihanouk, and Heng Samrin representatives. This move was blocked by 
PRC objections . 

The differences between the PRC and ASEAN within the working group were 
so substantial that a situation was barely avoided in which the PRC would have 
been outvoted in public by ASEAN. Such an outcome might have wrecked the 
conference and would certainly have reduced its impact on Vietnam. U.S.-PRC 
relations at the time were already beginning to be strained by Chinese sensitivities 
over proposed U.S. arms sales to Taiwan. When forced to choose between support
ing ASEAN's Manila position and ri sking a conference breakdown as well as fur
ther exacerbating Washington 's bilateral relations with Beijing, the United States 
threw its full weight behind the compromise communique, which favored the PRC 
and the Khmer Rouge.18 In tilting toward the PRC, the United States sacrificed 
ASEAN's interest in finding a political solution. The PRC proved itself adept at 
playing "the American card" as a result of the Taiwan issue and the leverage 

I6See FB IS, Daily Report: Asia and Pacific, June 17 , 198 1, p. 01 , June 19 , 198 1, p. A2, and June 
23, 1981 , p. NI. 

17 See United Nations, General Assembly document , " International Conference on Kampuchea," July 
17' 198 l. 

is Nayan Chanda, "Agreement to Disagree," Far Eastern Economic Review, July 24, 198 1, pp. 13- 14; 
" Kampuchea Conference Draft Declaration Revised," FBIS , Daily Report: Asia and Pacific , July 
17, I 98 1 , p. A l. 
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resulting from its position as the sole supplier of money and arms to the various 

anti-Heng Samrin forces in Kampuchea. As Douglas Pike noted: "Morality vs. 

realism in foreign affairs collided head-on in New York , and morality lost. " 19 

In the intervening period since the ICK in 1981, U.S. policy has been more 

directly supportive of ASEAN policy on Kampuchea. The PRC has increased its 

assistance to the noncommunist opposition and has withdrawn at least partially 

from its earlier position of supporting only the Khmer Rouge. The fact remains, 

however, that it took from the ICK in July 1981 to the ASEAN foreign ministers' 

conference in July 1984 to return to the idea, first enunciated at Manila in June 

1981, that an interim government structure should include Heng Samrin elements. 

The fundamental impediment to adopting the national reconciliation position has 

been the PRC, not the United States. Furthermore, the national reconciliation con

cept , which implicitly recognizes Vietnam's legitimate security interests, has not 

attracted favorable comment from Vietnam. This remains true even though a coali

tion of all parties to the conflict holds the only realistic proposal for establishing a 

legitimate government in Phnom Penh , an objective that has eluded the Vietnamese 

during six years of fighting. 

A second way in which U.S. support for ASEAN has been incomplete concerns 

material support for the noncommunist insurgents inside Kampuchea. In repeated 

instances , in the public press as well as in private, prominent Southeast Asians 

have sought U.S. aid for the forces of Sihanouk and Son Sann. These remonstra

tions are usually prefaced with understanding comments about the Vietnam syn

drome in U .S. foreign policy. Compelling arguments favor such U.S. assistance. 

First, the asymmetries of guerrilla warfare mean each dollar contributed to the 

insurgents requires a $5-$10 investment on the part of Vietnam and/or its Soviet 

ally. Thus, a comparatively modest expenditure of $100 million , for example, could 

ratchet up Vietnamese and Soviet costs by as much as $1 billion per annum. Forc

ing such an investment on the Soviet Union might enhance the U.S. global objec

tive of containing the Soviets and their surrogates under circumstances which dis

proportionately favor the opponents of expansionism. 20 

Second, and more directly germane to the situation in Southeast Asia, providing 

U.S. assistance to the noncommunist factions increases the probability of a lasting 

political settlement with Vietnam. A Son Sann-Sihanouk military force that main

tained its independence from the Khmer Rouge and held the PRC at arm's length 

might be viewed by Vietnam as an "Austrian" solution to the problem of govern

ing Kampuchea. If, in contrast , Son Sann and Sihanouk continue to be supported 

almost exclusively by the PRC, they cannot serve as the basis for a compromise 

solution because dependence on Beijing in Vietnamese eyes is equivalent to al-

19 Douglas Pike, " Vietnam in 1981: Biting the Bullet , " Asian Survey 22(1) (January 1982):75 . 
20 For a full explication of these arguments, see Stephen J. Morri s, " Containment Revi sited: The United 

States and Anticommunist Insurgency, " unpublished paper, 1984; and Stephen J. Morri s, " Vietnam 's 

Vietnam ," The A1lan1ic, January 1985. 

275 



liance with the PRC, and having an immediate neighbor in alliance with the PRC 
would pose a fundamental threat to Vietnamese national security interests. 

Third, American aid, especially covert aid, would enhance long-term Thai se
curity; keeping Thailand's traditional enemy (Vietnam) hopelessly bogged down in 
Kampuchea, according to this logic, precludes serious Vietnamese involvement in 
spreading "the revolution" to Thailand. 

Having made all of these arguments before, 21 I conclude that U.S. weapons aid 
to the noncommunist forces in Kampuchea probably is not a real world option . I 
reluctantly reach this conclusion because the U .S . political system in the post
Vietnam, post-Watergate era is no longer capable of maintaining the covert quality 
of covert operations. One hundred percent unanimity on policy aims does not oc
cur in the real world, and in its absence, secret operations end up in the Washing
ton Post or the New York Times either before they have passed the scrutiny of 
congressional watchdog committees or shortly thereafter. Any operation requiring 
more than a few days' duration and involving even a small number of individuals 
will become public knowledge in Washington regardless of the laws on security. 

Furthermore, substantial resistance to weapons assistance predominates in the 
Departments of State and Defense. High-ranking officials in both departments be
lieve that the factionalized , urban-oriented noncommunist forces simply lack the 
knowledge and capacity to motivate a rural insurgency. This resistance is mirrored 
in the administration's response to an amendment to the foreign assistance act that 
would provide $5 million annually for military assistance to the noncommunists . 
Initially, the administration expressed straightforward opposition to the idea of di
rect aid of any kind to the noncommunists, preferring instead indirect humanitarian 
assistance through the U .N. refugee relief operation. Principal decision makers 
within the administration doubt the military potential of the noncommunists, dis
trust congressional Democrats who will vote aid to the Khmers whi le opposing 
assistance for the Contras in Nicaragua, and fear that the assistance might provoke 
the Vietnamese in Southeast Asia or the Soviets internationally without signifi
cantly altering the military situation inside Kampuchea. 

Personal politics played a vital role in the maneuverings that led the House of 
Representatives to vote aid to the noncommunists . Congressman Stephen Solarz, a 
liberal Democrat , had been instrumental in asking President Reagan "to seize the 
initiative" and " send a clear signal to Vietnam that the United States is genuinely 
interested in freedom for those political prisoners [in Vietnamese reeducation 
camps]. We must find room for this small, clearly defined group which has a 
leg itimate claim to our attention ."22 

Through either callousness or lack of forethought, Vietnamese officials used So-

2 1 See Karl D. Jackson , "U.S. Policy, ASEAN, and the Kampuchean Crisis, " in Economic, Political, 
and Security Issues in Southeast Asia in the 1980s, edited by Robert A. Scalapino and Jusuf Wanan
di (Berkeley: Institute of East Asian Studies, 1982), pp. 134- 39. 

22 Quoted in Bernard Gwertzman , " U.S. Said to Weigh Offers to Receive Hanoi Prisoners," New York 
Times , September 2, 1984, pp. I, 10. 
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larz's late December 1984 visit to Hanoi as the venue for reversing their position by 

demanding that Washington promise to prevent Vietnamese residing in the United 

States from engaging in anti-Hanoi political activities. 23 Solarz returned from 

Hanoi more convinced than ever that the Vietnamese were not serious about find

ing a compromise solution to the Kampuchean crisis. 24 In March 1985 Solarz 

introduced his amendment to supply $10 million in military assistance to the non

communists , saying that "notions that the Vietnamese army ... can be induced to 

withdraw from Cambodia on the basis of appeals to their compassion alone are the 

height of naivete. " 25 The House of Representatives approved the Solarz amend

ment by a wide margin, 288 to 122, on July 9, even though the administration, on 

July 11, continued to voice its disapproval of military aid . 26 The controversy was 

finally settled by including the funds in the military assistance budget but accept

ing the administration's insistence that it be used only for nonlethal purposes. 

Hence, the assistance will be given as Economic Support Funds (ESF), an econom

ic aid program that is run by the Agency for International Development , even 

though the funds are part of the military assistance budget. 27 

Even though the United States continues to resist overt weapons aid, the Solarz 

amendment represents a major turnabout for U.S. policy. While the United States 

provides ESF to Sihanouk and Son Sann, other money given by the PRC and 

ASEAN can be used for military supplies. Giving formal assistance to the Khmer 

People's National Liberation Front and Sihanouk confers a degree of international 

legitimacy not previously enjoyed by the noncommunists. U.S. involvement may 

convince the ASEAN countries themselves to do more as a result of greater U.S. 

commitment to a negotiated and neutral outcome for Kampuchea. As far as Indo

china is concerned, passage of the Solarz amendment is not necessarily " the be

ginning of the end" of the post-Vietnam era, but the magnitude of the change 

means that U.S. policymakers may at long last have reached " the end of the be

ginning" in the process of recovering from the stinging psychological aftermath of 

1975. 28 

23 "U.S . Accuses Vietnam of New Excuses for Captives," San Francisco Chronicle, December 22, 

1984, p. 18 . 
24 Barbara Crossette, "U .S. Group Faults Vietnam for Its Stand on Cambodia," New York Times , De

cember 27, 1984. 
25 "Aid to Cambodian Resistance," Human Events, August 17 , 1985. 
26 Don Oberdorfer, "Schultz Opposes Military Aid for Guerrillas in Cambodia," Washington Post, July 

l l, 1985, p. A23. 
27 Jonathan Fuerbringer, "House Approves Measure to Aid Cambodian Rebels," New York Times , July 

11 , 1985; and Paul Quinn-Judge, " Kampuchea: U.S . May Give 'Nonlethal ' Military Aid to Reb

els," Oakland Tribune, September I , 1985. 
28 On U.S. policy toward Kampuchea, see John C. Monjo, " Cambodia After Five Years of Vietnamese 

Occupation" (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, September 15 , 1983) ; Secretary 

of State George Shultz, "Challenges Facing the U.S . and ASEAN" (Washington , D.C.: U.S. De

partment of State, July 13, 1984); and Richard L. Armitage, " Remarks Prepared for Delivery to the 

Conference on the Cambodian Crisis" (Washington , D.C.: Office of Assistant Secretary of Defense, 

Public Affairs, September 11 , l 984). 
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THE PHILIPPINES: A CRISIS OF IMMOBJLISME 

The direction of U .S. policy toward Kampuchea has just completed its second 
major course correction since the late 1978 invas ion, the first being the reorienta
tion of policy to follow ASEAN after the ICK and the second being the greater 
involvement signaled by the Solarz amendment. There are not likely to be further 
changes in the immediate future in the positions of Hanoi, ASEAN, or Washington 
unless there are major changes on the battlefield or within the CGDK coalition. As 
far as U.S.-Southeast Asian relations are concerned the next several years are like
ly to be dominated by economic decay and political instabi lity in the Philippines. 

The Economic Crisis 

The economic crisis of 1983-84 resulted from long-tern1 weaknesses of the 
economy, which were exacerbated by capital flight in late 1983 and the inability of 
the technocrats to restore economic order. Even with the best poss ible economic 
and political management , the Philippines would have experienced serious eco
nomic problems in the early 1980s. The Philippines has neither the oil of Indonesia 
and Malaysia nor the industrial efficiency of Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore. 
In addition , political and personal considerations of President and Mrs . Marcos 
repeatedly have taken precedence over the technocrats' economic rationality. The 
world recession of the early 1980s (with the attendant rapid decline in earnings 
from such key exports as coconut and sugar) brought the economy to the brink of 
rescheduling before the Aquino assass ination, when the current account deficits 
were $1-2 billion , and $9 billion of short-term debts were coming due. 

The extent of the economic crisis is illustrated by two figures : The gross nation
al product for 1982 (before the rapid devaluation of the peso) was $36.6 billion, 
and foreign indebtedness in late 1983 totaled $25 .6 billion. Foreign indebtedness 
as a percentage of GNP exceeds 60 percent-three times the level cons idered toler
able for a healthy economy. The debt-service-ratio reached 40 percent at the end of 
1982, meaning that 40 percent of the total export earn ings would have been neces
sary to meet interest payments on all debts plus amortization on medium- and 
long-term debts. Even assuming the Philippines had been able to roll over its en
tire short-term debt, the debt-service-ratio was such that six months before Aqui
no's assassination the Philippines was clearly destined to have very serious cash
fl ow problems. 

The peso has been devalued repeatedly: from 9.4 pesos/$US (October 1982); to 
11 pesos/$US (July 1983); to 14 pesos/$US (October 1983); to 18 pesos/$US (June 
1984). In mid-October 1984 the peso was floated and rose to 20 pesos/$US before 
stabilizing at 18.6 pesos/$US. Inflation reached a zenith of 60 percent per annum 
in 1983-84 but declined rapidly in 1984-85 with the stagnation of the Philippine 
economy as a whole. In the first seven months of 1985 inflat ion was running at an 
annual rate of only 5.9 percent; however, thi s is a negative as well as a positive 
sign because it indicates the sharp decline in economic activity. According to offi
cial statistics , unemployment in 1984 was approxi mately 6 percent whereas an ac-
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curate figure is probably closer to 35 percent; austerity measures required by the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the international banking community will 
stimulate unemployment and will probably provoke social unrest, especially in ur
ban areas. Economic growth prospects remain poor. There has been a drop in real 
GNP of 5 .5 percent in 1984, and 1985 will post a further decline of 2 to 6 percent. 
The total population of the Philippines expands over 2.5 percent per annum, mean
ing that the drop in GNP per capita has been very steep and is likely to remain 
negative through at least 1986. GNP per capita stood at $US 776 in 1982; in 1985 
it is below $US 600 and still falling. 

On October 15, 1983, the Philippines asked its creditors for a ninety-day mor
atorium on the payment of principal on the outstanding foreign debt. On April 3 , 
1985 , the Philippines sought its seventh ninety-day moratorium because reschedul
ing agreements with private banks had fallen through repeatedly. Marcos's domestic 
political requirements mandated postponement of the IMF agreement until Decem
ber 1984 desp ite repeated IMF missions to Manila. The new loan package was 
contingent upon floating the peso, cutting the budget, controlling the money sup
ply, and breaking up monopolies in the agricultural sector; but these measures 
could not be enacted until after the May 14 , 1984, legislative elections. 

Furthermore, the level of distrust felt by IMF officials toward the Marcos govern
ment had risen throughout the debt crisis. The Philippine government had estab
lished a dismal record for nonfulfillment of previous agreements with international 
lending institutions. Individuals within the IMF were disciplined when it was dis
closed that the Central Bank of the Philippines had intentionally overestimated its 
foreign reserves by $600 million. Also, a previous agreement set the target 
for money supply growth at 3 percent over an eight-month period; but the actual 
growth in the money supply for the period was more than ten times as high. 

The protracted negotiations involving the IMF, International Bank for Recon
struction and Development, and private banks were completed in December 1984. 
Rescheduling of all official debts was completed by the Club of Paris on December 
21. The total amount of debt to be rescheduled amounted to $16 billion. The IMF 
disbursed the first tranche of a new program aimed at restructuring the Philippine 
economy. Over eighteen months, the IMF was expected to supply $615 million in 
spec ial drawing rights (SDRs). The private banks were to supply $925 million in 
new loans and to continue to provide billions per year in trade financing. Inflows 
were expected from the U.S. and Japanese governments. 

The major question was whether the Marcos government could stay in com
pliance with IMF austerity requirements. The IMF team visited Manila in March 
and held up distribution of the second ;tranche. The Philippines and the IMF subse
quently reset economic targets, and the second tranche was released along with the 
third tranche after the government's performance for May had been assessed. In 
addition, the $925 million in new loans from international banks had been held up 
throughout 1984-85 pending the outcome of the IMF review. The agreement was 
signed on May 20, 1985 , after prolonged resistance by several private lenders ; this 
agreement will bring $3 billion in trade financing as well as the $925 million in 
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new loans. As reported in Manila's Business Day, of the more than 400 foreign 

creditor banks , only eight international institutions now will maintain credit lines 

to the country amounting to $1.53 billion-more than half of the $3.0 billion 

revolving trade facility. On the other hand , ten banks will contribute $384 million 

to the $925 million new commercial loan-42 percent of the total. 

In the midst of the ongoing uncertainty, the Philippine economy continues to be 

lackluster, with negative elements continuing to outweigh positive ones. Inflation 

was down but so were exports, which in the first half of 1985 were 11 percent 

below the already lackluster performance of the first half of 1984. Falling coconut 

prices and a slackening U.S. demand for Philippine-produced electronic compo

nents contributed to this export decline. This trend may be partially alleviated by 

an upturn in coconut prices expected in the latter half of 1985. 

Long-term potential exists for a return to real growth. Most of the economic 

aspects of the problem are amenab le to solution. The real problems continue to 

derive from politics. During his long tenure in office Marcos has built up a set of 

cronies who contro l vital aspects of the economy, for example, coconut and sugar. 

To stimulate economic growth requires opening up the channels to market forces 

rather than containing current constrictive economic practices. However, Marcos, 

in hi s currently weakened condition, cannot afford to alienate the cronies who are 

his wealthy and powerful friends. The cronies constitute a fundamental impediment 

to the solution of Philippine economic problems, and yet Marcos will find it very 

difficult to move against them because in doing so he will be severing one of his 

few remaining political lifelines. The IMF agreement requires full implementation 

of a plan for restructuring the coconut and sugar monopolies by the second review, 

October 1985. If Marcos were to break the monopolies , he would probably lose the 

support of Eduardo Cojuangco and Roberto Benedicto; hence, it is not surprising 

that all reforms to date have been token ones in spite of threats from the IMF, 

private banks, and the U.S. and Japanese governments. 

Taking all factors into consideration, some private bankers characterize the Phil

ippine economy as "terminal" ; however, the finality of this negative assessment 

assumes a continu ing political immobilisme, featuring a political system that can

not replace a weakened leader who refuses to vacate his position in spite of the 

growing crisis and his declining political legitimacy. 

The Political Crisis 

The assassination of Senator Benigno Aquino mobilized opposition to President 

Marcos that is unprecedented in its size and social breadth . Opposition surfaced 

within Marcos's New Society Party (KBL) to his handling of the Aquino affair and 

the Board of Inquiry. In particular, Prime Minister Cesar Virata, Foreign Minister 

Carlos Romulo, and his successor, Arturo Tolentino, each took actions that under

cut Marcos's efforts to sweep the crisis aside. 29 In the May 1984 elections, the 

29 Abby Tan , " Noted Manila Official Bitter at Handling of Aquino 's Murder," Washington Post, De

cember 17, 1983 , pp. A2 1, A32. 
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moderate opposition, clustered around Salvador Laurel , achieved a positive elec
toral showing that was unprecedented since 1972 and was unexpected by virtually 
all observers .30 The Makati business community, which for years had suffered in 
silence, was brought out into the streets and into the election campaign by the 
Aquino assassination and the ensuing economic crisis. At times , Jaime Cardinal 
Sin placed the Roman Catholic Church in direct opposition to the Marcos govern
ment and to Imelda Marcos in particular. The peaceful opposition was supple
mented by the student radicals and protesters, who became a "parliament of the 
streets" under the leadership of Benigno's brother, Agapito Aquino, and senators 
Lorenzo Tanada and Jose Diokno of the postassassination organization called Jus
tice for Aquino, Justice for All (JAJA). Diplomatic sources indicate that JAJA 
is heavily infiltrated by communist party operatives affiliated with the New Peo
ple's Army. 

The almost universally held assumption in the Philippines is that responsibility 
for the assassination of Senator Aquino must rest with either Imelda Marcos or 
chief of the Philippine Armed Forces (AFP), General Fabian Yer. The Agrava 
Commission, after an exhaustive investigation, found that Aquino had been killed 
by a military conspiracy involving General Luther Custodio as well as enlisted 
men under his command in the Aviation Security Command (Avsecom). The ma
jority of the commission also specified that ultimate responsibility must rest with 
General Yer, General Custodio 's superior. General Yer took leave of absence and 
asked for a quick and speedy trial to clear his name. General Fidel Ramos, the 
most respected military leader in the Philippines, assumed command of the AFP. 

Prior to this juncture, General Yer and his military allies controlled all important 
commands and had frozen out General Ramos (the commander of the Philippine 
constabulary) and Juan Ponce Emile (minister of defense). The political resurrec
tion of both General Ramos and Minister Emile, along with the May 14 election, 
may be of singular importance to the possible reemergence of democracy in the 
Philippines. If Ramos's appointment becomes permanent and if he attains real au
thority, this substantially lessens the prospect for a coup in the event of a succes
sion crisis. While General Ramos might seize power to save the nation from chaos, 
as a professional soldier and staunch believer in civilian control, he is unlikely to 
imperil the integrity of the armed forces to save General Yer and Mrs. Marcos. 

President Marcos initially took several steps to cut himself free from the assassi
nation conspiracy and its cover-up. He sent both versions of the Agrava Commis
sion report to a special court prosecutor and instructed the Agrava Commission and 
its staff to cooperate with the court. The indicted conspirators have been brought to 
trial , but Marcos himse lf reportedly has been masterminding the defense. 31 The 
Philippine Supreme Court has ruled that self-incriminatory statements made by 
General Ver and other defendants of the Agrava Commission cannot be admitted as 
evidence to substantiate the existence of a military conspiracy and cover-up. The 

30 William Branigin , "Marcos ls Confident of Victory," Washington Post , May 14, 1984, p. A12. 
31 Guy Sacerdoti, " The President 's Options, " and " Inadmissible Evidence," Far Eastern Economic 

Review, September 17 , 1985, pp. 16-1 8. 
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trial of the former armed forces commander along with a host of other Philippine 
military figures is likely to drag on and ultimately to produce no clear outcome
at least regarding high-level military culpability for the assassination. 

Marcos has exacerbated the domestic political crisis and worried Washington 
intensely by stating that he will reappoint General Ver if he is not convicted. The 
reappointment of Ver would strike a severe blow against the anticorruption reform 
movement within the armed forces. The movement , operating through the 3,000-
member Philippine Military Academy Alumni Association (PMAAA), is rapidly 
increasing its influence among young graduates of the academy and even some 
field and star ranks . To some extent, the movement , operating within a democratic 
and constitutional framework, has been endorsed by acting Chief of Staff Lieuten
ant General Fidel Ramos and Defense Minister Emile. They are convinced that 
unless drastic reforms are instituted , the communist insurgency will escalate to
ward civil war and reach a point where the government might falter. They are also 
convinced that Marcos will not allow this to happen. 32 

The New People's Army (NPA), the military wing of the communist party, con
stitutes the final element of the political crisis facing the Philippines. As in any 
insurgency no one actually knows how strong the NPA has become since its forma
tion in 1969. However, there can be no doubt that NPA strength has been rapidly 
increasing over the past four years, albeit from a very modest base. U.S. Depart
ment of Defense figures for 1984 estimated the NPA at 10,000 guerrillas, 10,000 
sympathizers, approximately 60,000 collaborators within the Communist Party 
of the Philippines, and perhaps another 100,000 sympathizers in the communist
dominated National Democratic Front. 33 Recent estimates place armed strength at 
the 12,000-15,000 level. 

The Philippine government's recent "white paper" on the NPA acknowledged a 
communist "political and military structure" in at least 1,700 of the country's 
42,000 villages. Particularly on the main southern island of Mindanao and more 
recently on the central island of Negros, the NPA has established a parallel government 
structure in many villages and rural areas . Also, the level of terrorism in urban areas 
has been increasing. 

More significant in the long term, the NPA's political cadres, without apparent 
hindrance from the government, are courting liberals, moderates , labor officials , 
lay leaders of the Catholic Church, and human rights activists. Within the 
Church, leftist priests , nuns, and lay religious leaders have formed an underground 
group, Christians for National Liberation, intimately tied to the NPA; and some 
have openly joined guerrilla ranks. Some of these opposition sectors were open to 
working with the communists in last year's parliamentary elections in which 85 
percent of the population voted , ignoring an NPA boycott. Of the 183 legislators 

32 "Backing Reform," Asiaweek, June 14 , 1985, pp. 17- 18. Rodney Tasker, " The Hidden Hand ," and 
" Power to the Reformer," Far Eastern Economic Review, August I , 1985 , pp. I 0-13. 

33 James A. Kelly "S ituation in the Philippines and Implications for U.S. Policy, " statement to the 
Committee on Foreign Relations , U.S. Senate, September 18. 1984. 
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elected, 60 were drawn from the opposition, nearly all from the most moderate 
sectors. Now the NPA has abandoned the boycott tactic and will urge participation 
in local elections slated for May 1986. Some opposition figures have rationalized 
collaboration with the NPA, saying that by so doing they will have a "moderating 
influence" on the communists at the time of final victory. But also in the political 
equation is the NPA's ability to fall back on its 12,000 armed guerrillas who threat
en not only Marcos but also the moderate and responsible opposition, as not all 
moderates by any means are enamored of the NPA's promises. 

The current program of the NPA's National Democratic Front calls for national
ization of most elements in the economy, termination of the U .S.-Philippines Mu
tual Defense Treaty, and closing of the two main U.S. military bases-Clark Air 
Field and the naval base at Subic Bay. 

There can be no doubt that the NPA represents a serious threat to the Philip
pines. However, it is important to place our estimates in comparative perspective. 
For instance, if we double the total estimates cited above, the NPA and its base 
would still constitute only 0.6 percent of the 53 million people who live in the 
Philippines. The NPA looks serious but not awesome if we compare the NPA with 
the Hukbalahap communist rebellion in Central Luzon between 1949 and 1954. 
Accepting 12 ,000 as a reasonable estimate, this is equivalent to 2.2 armed NPA 
guerrillas for every 10,000 persons in the general population. The same statistic for 
the Huks in 1950 was 8 .3 per 10,000 . The Huks, who were defeated by the late 
Ramon Magsaysay, were more than three times as numerous on a per capita basis 
as the NPA is today. Furthermore, the major Huk concentration was within eighty
five miles of the seat of national power, Manila, whereas the NPA's concentrations 
are in Mindanao and northern Luzon. 

A final caveat regarding the NPA is that it has no external sources of support in 
money or materiel. Chinese support for the NPA had amounted to a few hundred 
thousand dollars per year under Mao; this subsidy has since ceased. The Soviet 
Union has no relationship with the Communist Party of the Philippines and, in 
fact, recognizes another communist group as the legitimate representative of com
munism in the Philippines. The Communist Party of the Philippines has perhaps 
not been recognized by the Soviets because they perceive it as pro-Maoist or at 
least pro-Chinese. The absence of sources of heavy armament is a crucial impedi
ment to the NPA. The history of postcolonial rebellion in Southeast Asia confirms 
the vital nature of external assistance. 34 

Massive outside military and financial assistance becomes necessary if guerrillas 
are to become a formidable regular army capable of overawing or annihilating 

34 For confirmation of this conclusion , see Karl D. Jackson , "Post-Colonial Rebellion: Lessons from 
Southeast Asia," in Internal and External Security Issues in Asia, edited by Robert A. Scalapino, 
Seizaburo Sato, and Jusuf Wanandi (Berkeley: Institute of East Asian Studies, University of Califor
nia, 1986); and Karl D. Jackson , " Postcolonial Rebellion and Counterinsurgency," in Armed Com
munist and Separatist Movemellts in Southeast Asia, edited by Chandran Jeshuran (Singapore: In
stitute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1985). 
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government instruments of control (the army and police). Although the long-term 
preconditions underpinning insurgencies are home-grown, in most instances the 
cities cannot be overwhelmed by the countryside unless outside sources provide the 
ammunition, rockets, tanks , training, and spare parts requisite to a successful mili
tary assault on the national army and police force. Without significant foreign assis
tance the NPA can continue to grow and is capable of spreading instability even 
more widely throughout the archipelago, but barring a complete and total collapse 
of the morale of the Philippine army, there is virtually no likelihood that the NPA 
could successfully seize power by storming Manila. The rapidity with which the 
Huk rebellion disintegrated was largely due to the appearance of a dynamic politi
cal leader, Magsaysay. Even though the NPA is a much more modem and sophisti
cated revolutionary organization than the Huks were, in the absence of external 
support the NPA remains vulnerable when and if the Philippine political system 
again generates the kind of political/military campaign that it used so effectively in 
the 1950s. 

The present state of political immobilisme in the Philippines probably precludes 
such a positive outcome in the near future, but gloom-and-doom scenarios are in
appropriate so long as the Philippine political system retains the resilience to bring 
forward new leadership and new programs . If the present protracted succession 
crisis is reso lved by opening up the political system, the NPA will become a solu
ble problem. The more protracted the succession crisis, the larger the problem will 
become and the greater the probability that foreign resources will be made avail
able. Nonetheless , the Philippine system , at least theoretically, retains the capacity 
for generating the type of politico/military campaign that could lead to contain
ment or victory over the NPA. 

U.S. Policy and the Philippines 

Until the assassination of Senator Aquino in August 1983 U.S. policy was predi
cated upon unstinting support for President Marcos. High-profile public initiatives 
on human rights under the Carter administration gave way under the Reagan ad
ministration to a more di screet policy, which emphasized the close connection be
tween U.S. interests and the maintenance of the Marcos regime. 

Prior to the assassination , the United States and the Philippines had just com
pleted a remarkably amiable review of the Military Bases Agreement through 
which the United States retains unhampered use of air and naval facilities at Clark 
and Subic Bay. In recognition of the Philippine contribution to the existing mutual 
defense arrangements, President Reagan pledged his best efforts to gain congres
sional approval of $900 million in security assistance for the Philippines over the 
period FY 85-89: $300 million in Foreign Military Sales credits (FMS), $125 
million in Military Assistance Program (MAP) grants, and $475 million in Eco
nomic Support Funds (ESF) for economic development purposes. Those involved 
in U .S.-Philippine policymaking in Washington and Manila in the early summer of 
1983 remained concerned about the NPA but otherwise perceived that U .S. -Philip
pine relations were on an appropriate course. 
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The illness of President Marcos in late July 1983 underlined the instability inher

ent in depending too heavily on a single individual to support good bilateral rela

tions. The assassination provoked an immediate change in emphasis in policies 

toward Manila. This alteration became apparent in the strong language issued by 

the U.S. Department of State on the day of the assassination. An official statement 

denounced the killing as "a cowardly and despicable act which the United States 

Government condemns in the strongest terms." It immediately served notice that 

the U.S. government expected a full and complete investigation: " The United 

States Government trusts that the Government of the Philippines will swiftly and 

vigorously track down the perpetrators of this political assassination , bring them to 

justice, and punish them to the fullest extent of the law. " In congressional testi

mony only three weeks later, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State John Monjo indi

cated that the U.S. government did not accept the Philippine government's explan

ation of the tragic event: 

The Aquino assassination has rocked the Philippines. It was a tragic event that has 

beclouded the reputation of the Philippine government. Many Filipinos, and not all of 

them opposed to the current government , suspect the complicity of elements of the 

government in the crime. . . . We do not have the answers to those· questions yet. As 

we have stated , we look to the Government of the Philippines to provide them . 35 

In addition , the U .S . government placed itself squarely behind the movement to 

rebuild the democratic institutions that were dismantled when President Marcos 

instituted martial law in 1972. President Reagan's trip to Southeast Asia was can

celed when tens of thousands of Filipinos from all walks of life were demonstrating 

against the Marcos government. The U.S. ambassador repeatedly addressed groups 

such as the Makati Business Group, stressing the need for rebuilding democratic 

institutions and the necessity of having fair and honest elections. In espousing 

these goals he took positions that were more in favor within the moderate opposi

tion than at the presidential palace. 
As the May 14 elections approached, testimony before congressional committees 

made it very clear that continued smooth relations with Washington were depen

dent upon fair elections. Members of the moderate opposition who visited Wash

ington were able to meet with much higher level officials than had been the case 

when Senator Aquino visited Washington. 36 Congressional resolutions , hearings, 

and statements by members all echoed the same message. A clear consensus had 

developed supported by both parties and on Capitol Hill as well as in the executive 

branch; the United States publicly and privately favored genuine elections and eco

nomic reforms to break up the agricultural monopolies that favored the personal 

friends of President Marcos. The United States went so far as to vote against a 

35 John C. Monjo , "The Consequences of the Aquino Assassination for the Philippines and U.S.

Philippine Relations ," statement before Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific Affairs, Foreign Affairs 

Committee, House of Representatives, September 13, 1983. 
36 William Branigin , "Opposition , Marcos Vie for U.S . Backing , Claim to Find It," Washington Post, 

December 23, 1983, pp. Al7 , Al9; " Marcos Faults U.S. role in Philippine Politics ," New York 

Times, March 19 , 1984, p. A7. 
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World Bank loan to the Philippines in advance of the Philippine elections and 
during the protracted negotiations between the Philippines and the IMF. State De
partment officials bluntly and openly stated: 

The U.S . as well as multilateral !ending institutions continue to do all possible to 
ensure that our assistance programs contribute to the reforms needed to establish a 
basis for long-term growth. . . Future assistance, to be effective, should be accom
panied by Philippine efforts to remove the constraints that currently block the realiza
tion of the full potential of the Philippine economy, and we will use all the leverage 
at our disposql to ensure that the necessary reforms take place. 37 (emphasis added) 

The third element of U.S. policy (after democratization and economic reform) 
has been maintaining the mutual security relationship. During 1983-84 a surpris
ingly broad consensus developed concerning the strategic importance of U.S. 
bases in the Philippines. However, in response to repeated inquiries from Con
gress, open testimony began to speak of alternative basing anangements. Whereas 
during the Military Bases Agreement review process there had been extreme reluc
tance to consider alternatives to the Philippine bases, public testimony by Depart
ment of Defense officials spoke of the "continuous effort to review options and 
assess the costs of redeployment. " 38 A clear public message was being sent to the 
Philippine government that although Clark and Subic are highly valued, there are 
alternatives, and the United States is actively considering them . 

Congressional testimony also revealed a sober assessment of the problems of the 
armed forces in confronting the New People's Army: 

Declining defense budgets, mismanagement , and abuses contribute to the combat 
ineffecitveness of many AFP units , and the government's emphasis on the external 
threat, .. . primarily from the Soviets and Vietnamese, . . has resulted in past pro
curement plans that were ill-suited to combat an insurgency. 39 

The administration's policy continues to favor the full amount of security assis
tance due under the terms of President Reagan's "best effort pledge"; however, 
there is renewed emphasis on weapons appropriate to counterinsurgency, such as 
transportation and communication systems rather than heavy weapons and high
performance aircraft. 40 

The period since August 21, 1983, has witnessed a rapid and positive transfor
mation of the situation in the Philippines. The Agrava Commission has canied out 
its inquiry and laid the groundwork for criminal prosecution of those responsible 
for Senator Aquino 's death. There have been massive, and for the most part peace-

37 Statement of John C. Monjo, Deputy Assistant Secretary, East Asian and Pacific Affairs , before the 
Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific Affairs, Committee on Foreign Affairs , House of Representa
tives , October 4, 1984. 

38 Richard L. Armitage, "S ituation in the Phi lippines and Implications for U.S. Policy," statement to 
the Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific Affairs , Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Represen
tatives, October 4 , 1984. 

39 Ibid. 
40 Guy Sacerdoti , "Fewer Strings Attached," and RCJbert Manning, " Foreign Aid Compromise," Far 

Eastern Economic Review, August 8, 1985, pp. 13-14. 
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ful, demonstrations demanding political reform. TI1e succession law has been 

changed; the voting rolls have been updated; press freedom has expanded; and 

electoral districts have been redrawn. Eighty percent of the voters turned out for 

the May 14 election as the moderate opposition demonstrated its very considerable 

vote-getting power. Mrs. Marcos, once heir-apparent to President Marcos , has 

been forced from the center of the political stage, and General Ver has been re

moved from active command of the AFP. If someone had posited such develop

ments shortly before Aquino's death, he would have been dismissed as a dreamer. 

In fact, political evolution over the past two years has been remarkable, and no 

small amount of the credit belongs to U.S . policies favoring steady but orderly 

political transformation. 

As in the case of policy toward lndochina, many salutary measures remain un

done. On the economic side, the U.S. aid budget should probably be increased 

substantially and devoted specifically to stimulating the land reform process that 

has failed to reach fulfillment. Land reform, combined with breaking up the agri

cultural monopolies , would provide a hopeful development message at a time when 

Philippine development programs will be severely curtailed by the budget con

straints implicit in the lMF austerity program. Land reform will not cure the ills of 

insurgency in the short run , but it would plant the seeds of long-term political 

stability in rural areas. 

In politics , U.S. policy should look toward the 1986 local elections and the 1987 

presidential elections . As in 1984, U.S . policy should be squarely on the side of 

genuinely democratic elections. Political immobilisme cannot be reso lved unless 

President Marcos reverses his recent statements and indicates that he will not be a 

candidate for reelection in 1987. The sooner Marcos withdraws, the sooner the 

winnowing process can begin which will produce candidates from within the KBL 

and the moderate opposition. Obviously Mrs. Marcos should be encouraged to 

continue her retirement from elective office. Finally, President Marcos should be 

encouraged to retain General Ramos as chief of the Philippine Armed Forces. The 

ideal political outcome would be if the year 1987 appeared with President and 

Mrs . Marcos on the verge of ret irement and General Ver removed from control of 

troops . Such developments would allow Philippine democrat ic traditions to rejuve

nate the system by producing a new generation of leaders. 

On the military side, the United States should be more assertive in the military 

assistance process to ensure that $425 million in FMS and MAP will result in an 

AFP better equipped to deal with an insurgency. Rather than merely responding to 

Philippine requests, the United States should participate in the preparation of a 

coherent five-year spending plan for the Philippine military. Joint U.S.-Philippine 

operations and exercises should also be encouraged to forge closer contacts with 

the upcoming generation of Philippine military officers; modest expenditures on 

such programs would encourage professionalism and give the Philippine officer 

corps a special stake in the continued physical presence of the U .S. military at 

Subic and Clark. Finally, mi litary reform within the AFP should be given as much 

attention as democratic political reform . Until corrupt and abusive practices have 

287 



been eliminated at the local level, no amount of weapons will tum the insurgency 
situation around. 

As a result of past history the United States retains a special relationship with 
the Philippines, which is currently facing difficult economic and political times 
that require a continuation of the kind of innovative activist policies that have been 
produced in Washington over the past two years. Progress has been substantial; the 
problem now is how to maintain the momentum in order to achieve economic 
liberalization , political democratization , and military reform. 

CONCLUSION 

Both Indochina and the Philippines represent policy challenges to U.S. policy
makers and are likely to do so until the end of the decade. Minor tinkering is 
probably all that remains poss ible with the Kampuchean policy : (1) encouraging 
ASEAN to provide more assistance and training to noncommunist forces to make 
them equivalent in fighting capacity to the Khmer Rouge, (2) reiterating assurances 
to Thailand regarding the possibility of a Vietnamese attack, (3) recognizing Son 
Sann and Sihanouk, and (4) providing funds for nonlethal purposes to Sihanouk 
and Son Sann. 

I do not believe that the Philippines is necessarily on the verge of an Iranian
style political meltdown. However, the problems remain very serious in both 
the long and short term. The situation requires fundamental political , economic , 
and military reform. U.S. policies have been remarkably successful following the 
Aquino assassination. While only a fraction of the job has been done, it has at least 
begun, and the trick wil l be to maintain the momentum until economic, political , 
and military reforms become a reality. 

POSTSCRIPT: MARCOS' LAST HURRAH 

This chapter was written well in advance of the February 1986 climax of the 
succession crisis in the Philippines. The crisis that had gripped the Philippines 
from the assassination of former Senator Aquino in August of 1983 ended on Feb
ruary 25 , 1986, when President Marcos fled the country. This remarkable tum of 
events resulted from constantly increasing pressure from Washington , massive and 
virtually nonstop negative coverage of the Marcos regime by the American mass 
media, a strong showing at the polls by presidential candidate Corazon Aquino, 
intervention in politics by the Philippine Catholic Church, and most importantly, 
crumbling support for the Marcos regime within the upper ranks of the Philippine 
military establishment. To the very end, President Marcos held most of the coer
cive cards, but these were rendered irrelevant by the willingness of tens of thou
sands of Filipinos to place their bodies in front of advancing tanks , thereby creat
ing a standoff that revealed increasingly that the regime had lost its ability to 
dominate the opposition through either political legitimacy or coercive force. 
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Even in December 1985 , sources within the moderate opposition did not think 
there was any way in which they could actually assume power. Even Aquino's 
closest confidants thought that Marcos's mobilization machinery was too strong and 
that it would allow the incumbent president either to buy the election or steal 
it. As one member of the Aquino entourage stated, "We cannot envision how we 
can win but we will try to make something happen , make Marcos commit a fa
tal error." 

Calling the snap election proved to be the fatal misstep for four reasons. First, 
President Marcos assumed that the opposition would be weak and unable to unify 
around a single appealing candidate. He assumed that Salvador "Doy" Laurel and 
Corazon Aquino would not be able to convince their faction-ridden political fol
lowers to fight a united campaign. This prognostication was upset by the interven
tion of Cardinal Jaime Sin , who used his moral weight to enforce unity around the 
Aquino candidacy. The American Embassay also played a part by insuring that the 
two sides would keep talking to one another. The result, in mid-December, was 
what Marcos most feared, the so called Coy-Doy ticket which united the appeal of 
a political innocent whose popular husband had been gunned down with the country's 
only significant opposition political organization, UNIDO, led by Salvador Laurel. 

The second aspect of Marcos's election miscalculation was his assumption that 
the election would be fought according to "Philippine rules of the game." Philip
pine elections during the democratic period prior to the declaration of martial law 
in 1972 always featured rampant vote buying. Philippine elections had always fea
tured patronage democracy on a scale that would have made Chicago's Mayor 
Richard Daley envious. In Philippine presidential elections in the 1960s, 10-20 
percent of the voters exchanged their votes either for direct payments at the polling 
places on the day of the election or for jobs, special favors from government, and 
the like. Voting "early and often" had been more prominent in the Philippine 
democratic elections of 1965 and 1969 than it ever was in Mayor Curly's Boston. 
Hence, in January 1986 Marcos political operatives were confident , even though 
opinion polls in December showed the two candidates running neck and neck with 
more than 15 percent undecided. They assumed that the fence-sitters would be read
ily mobilized by the KBL election machine during the last 72 hours before the 
vote. Aquino had money for neither precinct workers nor bus transportation to the 
polls and had foresworn publicly the utilization of payments at the polling places 
on election day. 

The third aspect that Marcos did not anticipate was that this would be the first 
mass media election in the history of the Philippines. As an American Embassy 
official remarked early in December, "There are three major stories in the world: 
South Africa, Khadafy, and the Philippine elections. South Africa is no longer 
news and covering Kadafy is either boring or dangerous. That leaves only the Phil
ippines." By election day one thousand employees of the American mass media 
had descended on Manila. Many had never been to the country before, and Philippine 
history for most of them began in the summer of 1983 with the assassination of Senator 
Aquino. There was no appreciation of the fact that Ilocano candidates (like Marcos) 
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have always carried Ilocano districts in northern Luzon by thunderous majorities,41 

that the martial law adminstration initially had doubled the rate of growth of real per 
capita income, and that Marcos, with a handwritten 1972 proclamation, had given the 
right to land ownership to all tenants working rice and corn land . To the press Marcos 
was a tired, corrupt dictator who could not possibly be popular, and certainly not 
overwhelmingly so, even with his own ethnic group. As the election approached the 
press was primed to write one story, "How Marcos stole the election." Sticking to a 
"good" versus "evil" story one avoided complications such as explaining past voting 
patterns of northern Luzon, traditions of patron-client politics, and the peculiarities of 
Philippine pork-barrel democracy. 

The fourth aspect that President Marcos did not appreciate was the sincere 
determination of Washington to ensure a fair vote count. The U.S. government 
as part of a bipartisan policy pinned its hopes on NAMFREL, the citizen's 
poll-watching organization. When the policy was put in place there was no realiza
tion that NAMFREL itself would become relatively partisan during the course of 
the campaign. The assumption of the press and American politicans was that 
NAMFREL would operate as it had in earlier elections, as the equivalent, if 
you will, of the American League of Women Voters . For this reason , Senator Lu
gar, head of President Reagan 's official panel of election observers , endorsed the 
NAMFREL count before the voting began . As the vote totals at NAMFREL indi
cated an early Aquino lead , cheers rang out from the " nonpartisan" vote tabula
tors.42 Likewise, when NAMFREL refused (on grounds of fraud) to include the 
majority of votes cast in the Marcos strongholds of northern Luzon, ignorance of the 
political past of northern Luzon combined with NAMFREL's League of Women 
Voters image to make the selective count acceptable to the international press and to 
wide segments of the American government, especially on Capitol Hill . 

When the government election commission (COMELEC) and NAMFREL 
showed different election results, the assumption was that NAMFREL was objec
tively nonpartisan and reliable. NAMFREL refused to count 30 percent of the total 
vote nationally, and a majority of the vote in known pro-Marcos areas where there 
were no NAMFREL volunteers. NAMFREL informally reported (but did not in
clude in its vote count) margins of 98-99 percent in favor of Marcos in some of 
these areas, particularly the Ilocano areas of northern Luzon. In the 1965 election, 
when Marcos won the presidency for the first time, Marcos as an Ilocano received 
95 percent of the vote in purely Ilocano areas; however, NAMFREL in 1986 decid
ed the high percentage favoring Marcos and turnout above the national average 
indicated fraud in northern Luzon and therefore refused to count the vast majority 
of votes from these areas. In addition, foreign reporters, unaccustomed to tradi
tional Philippine election practices, placed great emphasis on instances of vote 
buying and the presence of coercion near the polls. 

4 1 Harvey A. Averch, John E. Koehler, and Frank H. Denton, The Matrix of Policy in the Philippines , 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press , 1971 ), p. 50. 

42 See Rodney Tasker, " Marcos Fights Back to Stem the 'Cory' Tide," Far Eastern Economic Review, 
February 20, 1986, pp. 11 - 12. 
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The election of 1986 was probably the most abuse-filled in Philippine history; 

however, what was unique was not the presence of abuses but the level of outrage 

expressed by the Church as amplified by the mass media. Finally, for the un

initiated foreign observers there was scant appreciation of the difficulty of de

termining the truth from either side in the highly partisan atmosphere of this 

particular election . In any case the true vote totals (which will never be known) 

probably showed the candidates within five percent of one another. Neither candi

date achieved a clear mandate by the numbers , but Aquino won the media war. 

Both sides selectively tabulated returns,43 but Aquino's claims were given cred

ibility by the Church, American politicans, and the American media. For the first 

time in Philippine electoral history there had been a close vote, and neither side 

was willing to accept the outcome. Marcos's solution was to remove vote counting 

from the hands of COMELEC and NAMFREL, giving it to the constitutionally 

appropriate vote-certifying organization, the Batasan, the legislature that just hap

pened to be two-thirds controlled by Marcos's own party. The legislature certified 

Marcos as the winner, but the certification did not increase the legitimacy of Mar

cos's claim either inside or outside the Philippines. 

At this point security was clearly beginning to di sintegrate even in Manila. 

Cracks had begun to appear in the facade of the Philippine establishment. Defense 

Minister Emile and Lieutenant General Ramos for two years had been quietly 

encouraging the military reform movement as part of their struggle to regain con

trol of the military from General Fabian Ver (Marcos's former bodyguard and 

chauffeur who had been made commander of the Armed Forces of the Philippines 

[AFP] in 1981 and reinstated in that position after his acquittal in December 1985 

on charges of complicity in the murder of Senator Aquino). In the immediate 

postelection furor it became increasingly apparent that Marcos would be forced to 

reassert his control by using the armed forces to restore order. Such actions would 

be opposed by the military reform movement, and the logic of the situation re

quired that Emile and Ramos be pushed aside and Ver maintained in control in 

spite of the fact that Marcos had announced Ver's retirement. At this juncture, 

Emile and Ramos did something absolutely unprecedented in the history of the 

Philippine military. They went into open rebellion against the civilian authority of 

President Marcos, and they were given the wholehearted backing of Cardinal Sin. 

Their charges against the Marcos administration echoed those of the Church , the 

opposition, and the foreign observers. With their statements, as well as their per

sonally courageous stand, Emile and Ramos irretrievably committed Washington 

to pushing President Marcos out of power. Official American disenchantment with 

President Marcos had been growing steadily since August 1983 when the panicked 

inner circle of critically ill Marcos apparently carried out the hamfisted assassina

tion of former Senator Aquino. From the assassination onward the attitude of offi

cial Washington permanently soured. Officials who previously argued that there 

was no alternative to Marcos began discussing the post-Marcos era. The assump-

43 Guy Sacerdoti , '" Standing Polls Apart, " Far Eastern Economic Review, February 20 , 1986, pp. 

10- 11. 
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tion was that Marcos had entered a twilight period in which the United States must 
push for internal reform and democratization while simultaneously distancing itself 
from a corrupt and crumbling power structure. The ever rising tide of the commun
ist New People's Army combined with the rapidly declining economic fortunes to 
create a growing sense in Washington that something simply had to be done about 
the Philippines . This sense of foreboding brought Senator Laxalt's October 1985 
mission to Manila to urge President Marcos to undertake vital economic, military, 
and political reforms. The pressure from Washington led in tum to Marcos's sur
prise announcement on November 5 that he would run for reelection. In early 
December 1985 Marcos chose to ignore Washington 's advice when he reappointed 
General Ver after a special court had acquitted Ver in the Aquino murder trial. 
President Marcos seemed , at that point , to have successfully defused Washington's 
pressure by calling an election. What he did not anticipate was that the election 
would be quite unlike any election he had ever fought. 

In the immediate post-February furor the Reagan administration seemed to hesi
tate in taking the final steps necessary to push Marcos from power. On February 11 
President Reagan at a press conference suggested that fraud and violence had 
taken place on both sides. However, by February 19 the administration began to 
sever its connection with Marcos when Secretary of State George Shultz stated that 
"fraud and violence on a systematic and widespread scale" had been the work of 
Marcos supporters. The final outcome became inevitable when Juan Ponce Enrile 
and Fidel Ramos went into open revolt. At that point Washington threatened to cut 
off all military aid to the Philippines, and messages were conveyed through diplo
matic channels that an orderly transition of power required the immediate exit of 
President Marcos. 

No one knows the future at this writing in February 1986 because the outlines of 
the new Aquino administration remain unclear. However, the magnitude of the real 
problems would daunt even the most experienced political administrator. When the 
euphoria of the international press dies down and the New People's Army continues 
killing provincial police and officials , the business class may prove constant in its 
refusal to invest in the Philippines, and the Church 's predilictions for peace may 
collide with the army's desire to take the offensive against the NPA. A point may 
be reached where the panacea of today (a brand-new leader) may give birth to the 
problems of tomorrow as events betray the extent to which the problems of the 
Philippines could not be solved merely by ridding the country of Marcos. 

There can be no doubt that the Philippines will have opportunities to escape 
from the current economic crisis, but these opportunities will evaporate if they are 
not forthrightly seized and immediately implemented. The heterogeneous nature of 
the new ruling coalition may preclude the type of bold approach that could lay the 
foundation for investor confidence and sustained economic growth. Export-oriented 
economic restructuring is probably required, but the new government may feel it
self beholden to the very import substitution capitalists who have been responsible 
all along for slow growth in the Philippines. Finally, the most fundamental problem 
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of an Aquino administration will be to avoid becoming afflicted with the Carter 
syndrome of unfulfilled good intentions yielding to national disunity and renewed 
malaise. 

The above caveats notwithstanding, the Republic of the Philippines embarked on 
a new era, featuring a return to democracy under a leader whose campaign spumed 
the darker, more dishonest sides of the Philippine political tradition. Her attempts 
to institutionalize a new, cleaner form of democratic politics may capture the imag
ination, not only of her countrymen, but also of Washington. Hundreds of millions 
in economic and military assistance may become readily avai lable and something 
akin to a Marshall Plan might be created for the Philippines which in tum might 
inspire renewed confidence among investors at home and abroad. At the very least, 
the seemingly unending downward spiral of the economy and polity in the twilight 
years of Marcos has been replaced , if only temporarily, with renewed hope and a 
modicum of political legitimacy. Observers should guard against heady optimism 
based on euphoria rather than fact, even while recognizing that the election of 
February 7, 1986, has turned a new page in Philippine history. 
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18. ASEAN-U.S. Economic Relations: 
An Update 

Hadi Soesastro 

SIX VIEWS ON THE RELATIONSHIP 

For the purpose of analysis as well as formulation of policies on economic rela
tions between the United States and ASEAN , it is instructi ve to examine the dif
ferent views on the nature of that relationship. t One view regards ASEAN-U . S. 
economic relations essentiaIJy as an aggregation of U.S. bilateral economic rela
tions with the individual ASEAN members. Proponents of such a view point to the 
fact that each ASEAN country stilJ views itself as entirely independent and has 
only marginally constrained its sovereignty for the purposes of ASEAN . Each 
country also wants to enhance its bilateral economic relations with the United 
States and not submerge them in ASEAN. This view, however, may no longer be 
appropriate since it totaIIy disregards the ex istence of ASEAN as an institution of 
increasing importance. 

Thus, the second view suggests the relevance of ASEAN as an economic group
ing to function as a focal point in U.S. relations with the respective countries in 
the region. In addition to efforts to enhance their bilateral relat ions with the United 
States, the ASEAN countries have seriously promoted their association as an eco
nomic entity through the mechanism of dialogues with their main economic part
ners, including the United States. The meeting of ASEAN heads of government in 

1 The following review is based on three studies on U.S.-ASEAN economic re lations, namely, Hadi 
Soesastro, " Future ASEAN-U .S. Economic Relations: Perspectives on Strateg ic Planning," in 
ASEAN Errernal Economic Relations, Proceedings of the Fifth Conference of the Federation of 
ASEAN Economic Assoc iations , Singapore, October 30-November I , 1980 (S ingapore: Chopmen 
Publishers , for the Economic Society of Singapore, 1982); Lawrence B. Krause, U.S. Economic 
Policy Toward 1he Associa1ion of Southeas1 Asian Nations (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institut ion, 
1982); Chia Siow Yue, " Development and Issues in U.S .-ASEAN Economic Relations," in ASEAN 
Security and Economic Development . Research Papers and Policy Studies No. 11 , ed ited by Karl D. 
Jackson and M. Had i Soesastro (Berkeley: Inst itute of East Asian Studies, Uni versity of Cali fornia, 
1984), pp. 11 7-40. 
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1976 recognized the necessity to increase ASEAN economic cooperation with 
"third countries ," groups of countries, and international organizations with the 
following objectives: 

I. To accelerate joint efforts to improve access to markets outside ASEAN for 
their raw materials and finished products by seeking the elimination of all trade 
barriers in those markets, developing new uses for these products , and adopting 
common approaches and actions in dealing with regional groupings and individual 
economic powers. 

2 . To cooperate in the field of technology and production methods in order to 
increase the production and improve the quality of export products, as well as to 
develop new export products with a view of diversifying exports. 

3. To cooperate in adopting joint approaches to international commodity prob
lems and other world economic problems such as reform of the international trad
ing system, reform of the international monetary system, and transfer of real 
resources in the United Nations and other multilateral forums with a view to con
tributing to the establishment of the new international economic order (NIEO). 

4 . To give priority to the stabilization and increase of export earnings of those 
commodities produced and exported by ASEAN through commodity agreements 
including buffer stock schemes and other means. 2 

Apart from those objectives, it is well recognized by ASEAN governments that 
the association can be sustained in part through the interest and attention given it 
by other countries. The United States, as Lawrence Krause has argued , should 
take ASEAN-as an institution-just as seriously as the members themselves do. 
He suggests further: 

An appropriate institutional response would be to create an ASEAN section with
in the Foreign Commercial Service [of the United States]. That section would take 
the responsibility for ensuring an appropriate U.S. policy stance. Also a deputy assis
tant secretary of state shou ld be designated for ASEAN affairs under the assistant 
secretary of state for Asia and the Pacific. Such a person would be responsible for 
institutional developments, including the preparation of ASEAN-U.S . dialogues. 
When the time becomes appropriate, an American ambassador to ASEAN should 
be appointed. J 

As observed elsewhere: "As [the United States] sees ASEAN as a reality and 
approaches it as a cooperative economic union , so does ASEAN respond in that 
same light. " 4 

The third view sees the relations between ASEAN and the United States as a 
relationship between unequal partners, which typifies the North-South asymmetri
cal interdependence in trade, investment, aid, and unequal bargaining strengths .5 

2 See ASEAN Secretariat, JO Years ASEAN (Jakarta, 1978). 
3 Krause, U.S. Economic Policy, p. 81 . 
4 See statement by Charles Robinson in the First ASEAN-U.S. Business Conference, report by the U.S. 

Secretariat (Manila, July 1979), pp. 37-4 1. 
5 Chia Siow Yue, "Development and Issues." 
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Seen from this perspective, 1t 1s unavoidable for both parties to adopt opposite 

views on many bilateral, regional, and global economic issues. However, it is 

widely believed that both the United States and ASEAN have adopted a non

confrontative attitude in approaching those issues in their bilateral relations. Such 

an approach facilitates better communication, but it remains to be seen whether 

ASEAN-U.S. relations can contribute to a satisfactory solution to global North

South problems.6 
Rather than focusing on those conflicting North-South issues, the fourth view 

suggests that ASEAN-U. S. economic relations be seen from the many values and 

interests that both parties share in common. 7 One such common interest is the 

security and stability of Southeast Asia. Both sides understand that economic de

velopment in the ASEAN countries is probably the most important determinant of 

regional stability. A U.S . policy that encourages trade with ASEAN countries and 

facilitates private American investment will be seen as a reaffirmation of a strong 

political and security commitment to the region. However, it may be difficult for 

the United States to transmit signals of security commitments through economic 

measures because the needs of the American economy may not correspond to 

ASEAN's economic requirements. It is equally unclear whether economic coopera

tion between ASEAN and the United States would be better facilitated under a 

more explicit security arrangement. It is widely recognized that politico-security 

considerations remain a major U.S. concern in its approach to the Southeast Asian 

region. However, it is unrealistic to expect that ASEAN would be prepared to 

engage in any arrangement of that sort. 8 It has been argued elsewhere that in spite 

of the many common interests shared by ASEAN and the United States, their 

relations would remain minimal , among other things , because of ASEAN's pre

vailing ambivalence regarding its relations with this superpower. 9 

Thus, despite the recognition of the security-prosperity links in Southeast Asia, 
ASEAN-U.S. economic relations should perhaps be guided by their own economic 

merits . Krause argued that a greater U.S. economic involvement in ASEAN serves 

the United States' own economic interests as well. IO It is not clear at present how 

far such increased interactions would lead to the establishment of more formal 

economic structures, such as a U.S.-ASEAN free trade area, which U.S. trade 
representative William Brock suggested in 1983 . 

A fifth view suggests that ASEAN-U.S. economic relations should be seen in 

the context of American versus Japanese economic interactions with ASEAN. Bi

lateral economic relations between the United States and ASEAN have implica-

6 Soesastro, " Future ASEAN-U .S. Economic Relations ." 
7 See, e.g. , Hans H. Indorf, "Critical Undercurrents in Future U.S.-ASEAN Relations," Indonesian 

Quarterly 12(4) (October 1984) :440-60. 
8 See, e.g . , a discussion by J. Soedjati Djiwandono, "The Soviet Presence in the Asia-Pacific Region: 

An Indonesian Perspective," Indonesian Quarterly 12(4) (October 1984):423-39. 
9 lndorf, "Critical Undercurrents ." 

10 Krause, U.S. Economic Policy. 
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tions far beyond that bilateral relationship. An important factor in this relationship 
is Japan's economic role in the region. A SEAN wishes to see an increased U.S. 
economic presence in part to balance or prevent a Japanese overpresence. This 
should not mean that an increased U.S. economic role is pursued at the cost of 
Japan's economic interests . Seen from a broader strategic perspective, a balance 
between the United States and Japan would be in Japan's own interest since it 
guarantees a stable and enlarged ASEAN-Japan economic relationship. 11 There 
have been indications that in fact, the United States encourages an expanded Jap
anese economic role in the ASEAN region and prefers Japan to take the lead in 
dealing and negotiating new arrangements with ASEAN. Krause has developed a 
different argument: Japan is the dominant economic partner of the ASEAN coun
tries; " if the U.S. is successful in ASEAN, it will be able to meet the Japanese 
challenge in other areas as well." 12 

The sixth, and last , view is that ASEAN-U.S. relations should be put in a 
broader regional framework since the Asia-Pacific context of those countries has 
become increasingly important. 13 

The above views could lead to the formulation of a variety of policy alternatives 
involving different combinations of those views. Of interest would be an examina
tion of the extent to which those different views have influenced the nature of 
ASEAN-U .S. relations over time. Such a review, however, is beyond the scope of 
this chapter. 

In general, bilateral ASEAN-U.S. relations over the last ten years or so , espe
cially since the establishment of the ASEAN-U. S. dialogue in September 1977 , 
have been promoted by ASEAN for a number of reasons. Bilateral U.S. relations 
with individual ASEAN countries remain important , but the AEAN countries have 
increasingly formulated common approaches on many economic issues affecting 
ASEAN and have resorted to the ASEAN-U.S. dialogue as the forum for express
ing their joint proposals and demands for greater economic cooperation in the areas 
of trade, investment , and development. The areas that were most suitable for bilat
eral ASEAN-U. S. dialogues largely coincide with those in the global North-South 
dialogue. It is inevitable that many economic issues in ASEAN-U.S. relations are 
addressed and approached from a North-South perspective. 

ASEAN considers itself-often confirmed by outsiders- a moderating factor in 
the North-South dialogue. Through the ASEAN dialogues ASEAN can contribute 
to the satisfactory resolution of a number of North-South problems, primarily in 
the areas of trade and commodities. Successful negotiations on these issues by 

11 Soesastro , " Future U.S.-ASEAN Economic Relations." 
12 Krause, U.S. Economic Policy, p. 75. 
13 Hadi Soesastro, "ASEAN and North-South Trade Issues, " Indonesian Quarterly 11 (3) (July 

1983):59-82. This suggestion was also made by Krause, U.S. Economic Policy, p. 81. More specifi
cally, on the idea of the so-called Pacific Basin Economic Cooperation, see, e.g., Hadi Soesastro and 
Han Sung-joo , eds. , Pacific Economic Cooperation: The Next Phase (Jakarta: Center for Strategic 
and International Studies, October 1983). 
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ASEAN with the United States and Japan in particular are models for global nego
tiations . ASEAN's motives, however, are not entirely altruistic, for ASEAN should 
attempt to optimize its own gains from these negotiations. 

Some in ASEAN have argued that its position on the North-South dialogue 
should remain inseparable from that of the Group of 77 and that ASEAN should 
not seek a separate path. Others have argued that ASEAN should forge ahead with 
its own arrangements, stressing its own interest first and move toward a more com
prehensive level only when a base agreement has been reached with one or two of 
the major industrial countries, the United States and Japan in particular. This latter 
view suggests in fact that emphasis should be placed on ASEAN dialogues with its 
main trading partners.14 

Thus , the ASEAN-U.S. dialogue, the most viable mechanism for consulta
tion and the only concrete manifestation of relations between the United States and 
ASEAN as a group, has in fact reinforced the North-South nature of that 
relationship. 

Over the years , greater importance tends to be given by ASEAN to these dia
logues partly because it regards them as its most successful achievement. This in 
turn has tended to reduce the function of the ASEAN-U.S. dialogue into a routine 
exercise, in which the same issues are discussed over and over agai n. 

This chapter will examine only the issues and developments in ASEAN-U .S. 
economic relations over the last two years or so.15 The changing international eco
nomic environment of the 1980s, the global recession, and its fragile recovery 
seem to have influenced the way ASEAN assesses its relations with the United 
States, as manifested by the series of ASEAN-U.S. dialogues. ASEAN recognizes 
the need for fresh approaches, but that is as far as it has gone so far. 

THE ASEAN-U.S. DIALOGUES: A REASSESSMENT 

During the preparatory meeting for the fifth ASEAN-U. S. dialogue, both sides 
agreed to include in the agenda an assessment of the ASEAN-U.S. dialogues. At 
the fifth dialogue, in December 1983, ASEAN submitted a memorandum , which 
made the following points: 

1. The agenda of past dialogues consisted of items relating to international trade 
and commodities, investment and finance cooperation , shipping, and development 
cooperation. In the actual dialogues international trade issues were discussed in 
greath length, but most of the issues discussed were those articulated by the dia
logue partners in various international forums. Investment and finance, shipping , 
and development cooperation were not given sufficient attention , and there was 

14 See the discussion by Narongchai Akrasanee, "ASEAN and the New International Economic Order: 
A View from Thailand," and Dorodjatun Kuntjoro-Jakti, "ASEAN, Japan and NIEO: Toward a New 
Strategy of Dialogue," both in ASEAN Economic Cooperation and the New International Economic 
Order, edited by B. A. R. Mokhzani, Khong Kim Hoong, and R. J. G. Wells (Kuala Lumpur: Ma
lays ian Economic Association, 1980). 

is The earlier period has been reviewed by the author in "Future U.S.-ASEAN Economic Relations." 
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lack of focus in the discussion required for evolving constructive structures for 
trade and other economic activities. 

2. In most of the discussions, the U.S. side either took note of ASEAN views 
and requests, or its responses were in the form of clarification or information 
on existing U.S. policies and activities on issues under consideration. In general, 
the dialogues did not result in concrete decisions of mutual benefit to the dia
logue partners. 

3. There has been some progress in the field of development cooperation in 
terms of concrete projects in agriculture, energy, public health, academic training, 
and research. In the main areas of attention in the dialogues, trade and commod
ities , only two major ASEAN requests were acted upon favorably by the United 
States. They were (a) the inclusion of Indonesia in the U.S. -GSP (generalized 
system of preferences), and (b) the reinstatement of Philippine rattan furniture in 
the U.S.-GSP. In investment and finance cooperation, none of ASEAN's major 
requests was granted. 

4. ASEAN believes that in order to strengthen its economic relations with the 
United States , the dialogues should be held at the appropriate ministerial level and 
with relevant government agencies on an ad hoc basis as and when necessary. Fur
thermore, ASEAN suggests that future discussions should be more focused on 
evolving constructive structures for trade and other economic activities as well as 
on the need for technology transfer. It also suggests that the United States establish 
a comprhenesive structure for economic cooperation for ASEAN .16 

In view of the above assessment, the results of the ASEAN-U .S. dialogues have 
been meager indeed, in particular in the area of trade, which has been the main 
preoccupation of the dialogues. 

The disappointing results of the dialogues, however, are not immediately re
flected in U.S.-ASEAN trade performance. Based on the trade growth figures in 
Table 1, it could be concluded that in spite of poor results in the area of trade 
negotiations, trade between the United States and ASEAN has grown faster than 
between the United States and the rest of the world. U.S.-ASEAN trade perform
ance in general has been better than that between the United States and the 
industrialized countries , oi l-exporting less developed countries (LDCs), or non
oil LDCS. 

U.S. imports from ASEAN grew by about 16.7 percent per annum during the 
period 1976-79, compared with 13.8 percent for total U.S. imports. The rate of 
growth of U.S. imports from A SEAN dropped to 8 .4 percent in the period 1979-
83, but during that period total U.S. imports increased by less than 5 percent. 
U.S. imports from Singapore and Thailand remained well above the average rate of 
growth of U.S. imports from ASEAN, whereas U.S. imports from Malaysia dete
riorated most during the 1979-83 period. These different performances suggest 
that some of the problems may be specific to each ASEAN country. 

16 See ASEAN Memorandum on Assessment of the ASEAN-U.S. Dialogue, submi tted to the Fifth 
ASEAN-U.S. Dialogue, Manila, December 5-6, 1983. 
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Table 1 
U.S. Trade with ASEAN (annual average growth, percentages) 

U.S. Exports U.S. Imports 

1976-79 1979-83 1976-79 1979-83 

Brunei 12.4 3.3 9.7 -42.7 

Indonesia 19.1 10.6 13.8 9.6 

Malaysia 14.8 15.9 22.7 - 0.5 

Philippines 17.7 3.6 13 .5 7.0 

Singapore 24.7 12.7 20.5 17.9 

Thailand 29.0 2.6 20.4 12.5 

ASEAN 21.0 9.6 16.7 8.4 

World 12. l 2.5 13.8 4.9 

Industrial 
countries 12.1 2.5 13.0 8.0 

Oil-exporting 
LDCsa 4.4 3.2 13.0 -15.0 

Nonoil LDCs 14.4 3.4 15.9 9.9 

a Less developed countries . 
SOURCE: International Monetary Fund , Direction of Trade Yearbook (Washington, D.C.), various 

issues. 

The United States has become Singapore's largest trade partner outside of its 

intra-ASEAN trade (see Table 2). Trade between the two countries continues to 

grow and is not faced with any serious problem. One main problem area in the 

relations between the two countries at present is the question of piracy and copy

right protection for U.S. products. Thailand has been equally successful in its ex

ports to the United States. Recently, Thai tuna exporters have defeated attempts to 

raise tuna import tariffs in the United States as a result of legal arguments and 

intense lobbying by Thailand's private sector, backed by its government. 17 A sud

den sharp rise-albeit from very low bases-in textiles and garments imports from 

Indonesia resulted in a harsh response from Washington, and since August 1984, 

textiles have been the hottest issue in Indonesia-U.S. trade relations. These recent 

problems suggest that most of the trade problems with the United States will have 

to be dealt with directly in Washington and must involve lobbying in Congress. 

These requirements are not met by the series of ASEAN-U.S. dialogues. 

17 See special coverage on protectionism in Far Eastern Economic Review, November I , 1984. 
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Brunei 
Indonesia 
Malaysia 
Philippines 
Singapore 
Thailand 

ASEAN 

Table 2 
Destination of ASEAN Exports, 1983 (percentage share) 

Destination 

European 
Economic 

United States Japan Community 

8.1 67.7 0.7 
20.2 45.8 4 .5 
13.1 19.4 14.2 
36.3 19.9 16.6 
18.1 9.2 9.1 
15.2 15.5 23.0 

18.3 26.0 10.1 

A SEAN 

13.2 
16.4 
29 . l 
7.3 

25 .5 
14.3 

20.7 

SOURCE: International Monetary Fund, Direction of Trade Yearbook 1984 (Washington, D. C., 1985). 

As suggested by a recent survey, in view of their growing reliance on export 
revenue the ASEAN countries are forced to become more sophisticated in their 
response to protectionism in the industrial countries. "Merely pointing out their 
plight has won them little sympathy in Washington, especially when they are sell
ing more and more to the United States and run trade surpluses with it year after 
year." Furthermore, although all Asian countries have a stake in fighting protec
tionism, none dares rely too much on its neighbors in the battle, since one nation's 
defeat in the trade wars often becomes another's victory. is These observations ap
ply mostly to the newly industrialized countries (NICs) of Northeast Asia. How
ever, one may not be surprised if they soon will become valid in the ASEAN 
region as well. This alone would suffice to encourage ASEAN to design fresh 
approaches and new trade strategies. 

With regard to its trade with the United States, ASEAN must seek new exports. 
Table 2 suggests that such possibilities do exist in view of the fact that ASEAN's 
exports to the United States are still behind its exports to Japan . In 1983, exports 
to the United States amounted to 18.3 percent whereas exports to Japan constituted 
26 percent of total ASEAN exports. It should be noted, however, that nonoil 
(fuels) exports to the United States may be on par with those to Japan. 

Through its dialogues with third parties, especially the United States and Japan, 
ASEAN has emphasized the need for specific actions in the area of trade, namely, 
the establishment of a stabilization of export earnings (STABEX) scheme to stabil
ize export earnings, through loans by the United States and Japan in particular; and 

18 Ibid., p. 7 l. 
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increasingly for greater market access for ASEAN products in those countries. 
An assessment of ASEAN-U.S . dialogues should include an examination of the 

adequacy of ASEAN approaches in dealing with the above issues. This is an ur
gent matter, especially in regard · to market access as a result of the passing 
of the U.S . trade bill on October 12, 1984, which has restrictive and discrimina
tory features . 

COMMODITY ISSUES AND STABEX 

ASEAN's basic policy objectives in respect to commodity exports are threefold: 
(1) the attainment of more stable prices, (2) the steady long-term growth of export 
earnings in real terms, and (3) the securing of improved market access for raw and 
processed primary commodities to the markets of the industrial countries. 

In the past, the ASEAN countries have relied on international commodity price 
stabilization schemes and on the compensatory financing facility (CFF) of the In
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) to solve commodity export instability problems. 
Experience has shown the serious drawbacks of international commodity agree
ments based on supply control and buffer stock mechanisms . These schemes have 
created additional problems, which relate to financing of the buffer stock, fixing 
the basic price range, and administering the quota regulations. It should also be 
borne in mind that theoretically, any supply control program introduces rigidity 
into production and trade and thereby hampers movements toward more efficient 
resource allocation. 19 The existing IMF CFF is also inadequate. 

ASEAN's support for the integrated program for commodities (IPC) is based on 
the fact that the objectives of the IPC go beyond stabilization of commodity prices . 
The IPC also aims at improving the competition for natural products, marketing 
and distribution as well as product diversification , and expanding the processing of 
primary products. 

At the global level, ASEAN has participated actively in the negotiations on the 
Common Fund of the IPC to finance commodity buffer stocks and other measures 
to stabilize commodity prices. ASEAN has also taken active part in the negotia
tions on commodities of particular interest to ASEAN, such as tin and natural 
rubber. These negotiations are carried out together with the negotiations on the 
Common Fund so that specific commodity agreements can benefit from the Com
mon Fund when it becomes operational . 

A number of commodities of interest to ASEAN, such as sugar and vegetable 
oils and seeds, do not lend themselves to the buffer stock approach. Hence, an 
alternative solution is called for. In this regard, the ASEAN countries consider the 
Lome type of STABEX arrangement (provided by the EEC to African, Caribbean, 
and Pacific developing countries) to have merit as a supplementary measure to the 

19 See Mohamed Ariff, Malaysia and ASEAN Economic Cooperation (Singapore: Institute of Southeast 
As ian Studies, 1981 ). 
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buffer stock operations for commodities under the IPC. At the ASEAN-Japan 
summit in Kuala Lumpur, ASEAN proposed that the Japanese work on a similar 
scheme between ASEAN and Japan. The United States and the European Econ
omic Community (EEC) were also approached in the same fashion. 

The Japanese have been willing to consider the proposal. However, the United 
States rejected STABEX in favor of continued efforts in the globally based North
South negotiations. The U.S. State Department specifically opposed Japanese in
volvement in a STABEX scheme. ln the U.S. view, problems of instability in ex
port earnings are more effectively addressed through IMF's CFF. 

In the first ASEAN-U.S. dialogue, STABEX was proposed by ASEAN as a 
transitional arrangement-pending finalization of the IPC-which could at a later 
stage be globalized. At the second ASEAN-U.S . dialogue in 1978, it was sug
gested that STABEX should be viewed as an additional and supplementary mea
sure to the Common Fund and individual commodity arrangements, not as replace
ment. With the agreement reached on the establishment of the Common Fund in 
1980, the STABEX proposals seemed to have been given lower priority on the 
agenda of ASEAN dialogues. 

ASEAN itself thought it to be unfortunate that it had proposed the STABEX 
scheme. It was argued that: (l) the IMF CFF in fact is a good scheme and that the 
conditions attached to it are negotiable and manageable; and (2) STABEX, in the 
form of soft loans , is suitable for the poor African, Carribean , and Pacific coun
tries , former colonies of the European community, which itself should assume mor
al responsibility for helping them; for this reason STABEX was considered unsuit
able for the ASEAN countries. 20 

At the fifth ASEAN-Japan forum in 1982, ASEAN urged Japan to give priority 
to the eventual establishment of a globalized STABEX-type arrangement, thus 
supporting the position of the Group of 77 that such a facility should be additional 
to IMF CFF, other facilities, and actions taken under the IPC to deal with prob
lems of price stabilization. 

Similarly, in view of the slow progress in the implementation of the Common 
Fund, ASEAN urged Japan, which has ratified the Common Fund agreement, to 
support international moves to press on with the efforts in the preparatory commis
sion. In particular, ASEAN stressed the importance of strengthening the second 
account of the Common Fund, which facilitates: (I) R&D aimed at strengthening 
the position of raw materials, (2) transport, marketing , and distribution of raw 
materials, (3) development and diversification of ASEAN's natural resources, and 
(4) local processing of raw materials. 

In regard to solving the commodity problems, ASEAN noted the greater and 
more difficult task toward the conclusion of international commodity agreements 
that constitute the pillars of the fund, although negotiations on the sixth Interna-

20 Akrasanee, "A SEAN and the New International Economic Order." 
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tional Tin Agreement (ITA) and on the International Natural Rubber Agreement 
(INRA) have been concluded within the framework of the IPC. 

Apart from the above international commodity agreements, ASEAN continues to 
seek close support from its dialogue partners in several other areas , such 
as vegetable oil and seeds, tropical timber and timber products, banana, and 
hard fibers. 

In summing up, it can be said that ASEAN's joint approaches through the mech
anism of the ASEAN dialogues with third countries, including the United States, 
have failed to bring about tangible results insofar as bilateral or regional arrange
ments-such as a regional STABEX for ASEAN-are concerned. While it may 
be true that ASEAN's diplomacy on commodity issues at the global level may have 
had some effects, the difficulties in the way of creating and operating commodity 
prices stabilization arrangements remain insuperable. 2 1 

The fourteenth ASEAN economic ministers' meeting in Singapore in November 
1982 considered the need for fresh thinking and new initiatives in the area of 
commodities of interest to ASEAN, including the reassessment of its position re
garding the IPC. Some time ago, the ASEAN countries were advised " to pool 
their resources to step up R&D jointly and remain competitive in raw material 
production rather than attempt to raise raw material prices through commod
ity control. " 22 

TRADE ISSUES AND ACCESS TO MARKETS 

The current international trading system is under great stress as manifested in 
the various difficulties and contradictions in the conduct of trade. These difficulties 
arise from an ever-increasing degree of discrimination and the proliferation of flexi
ble measures of protection (i.e., safeguards); the decline of the unconditional most
favored-nation (MFN) principle (in regard to the implementation of the multilateral 
trade negotiations [MTN] agreemenUcodes on nontariff barriers); the greater tend
ency to resort to bilateral procedures (e.g., voluntary export restrictions); and the 
hardened commercial policy of major importing countries, particularly on agri
cultural products. 

The fourteenth ASEAN economic ministers' meeting in November 1982 took a 
clear position on the above issues in preparation of the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade ministers meeting the same month. Most of the issues have been 
dealt with in the various ASEAN dialogues with major trading partners, focusing 
primarily on improved ASEAN access to markets in industrial countries. 

ASEAN has sought to eliminate existing barriers and to increase the range of its 

2 1 Indeed, a recent study by Seiji Naya attempts to calculate the cost of the STABEX and found the 
financial burden too high to make the proposal attractive or feasible. This information is based on 
personal communication with the author. 

22 Ariff, Malaysia. 
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goods-manufactured goods in particular- that could enter the markets in the in
dustrial countries free of duty or under certain preferences. 

Special barriers to manufactured exports from LDCs have resulted from three 
distinct causes. Industrial tariff reductions have largely come about since World 
War II through reciprocal concessions among industrial countries on a MFN basis . 
As a result , the United States applies lower tariffs to the export of manufactures 
from the EEC, for example, than it does to those of most LDCs. 

Tariff escalation is another source of special barriers. Industrial countries' tariffs 
weigh more heavily on manufactures than on raw materials . Quotas and a variety 
of voluntary agreements constitute another major source of special barriers. Under 
the trade rules adopted by the industrial countries, a sudden surge of imports can 
be met with trade restriction (safeguards). 

The ASEAN memorandum on protectionism, presented at the second ASEAN-
U. S. dialogue, cited the duty cases on textiles and garments brought against 
ASEAN countries by the U.S. Treasury on the grounds that their production is 
subsidized. This issue was finally resolved in ASEAN's favor. ASEAN has also 
brought its disappointments with the multi-fiber agreement (MFA) to the U.S. at
tention since the first dialogue. To counter both special barriers to exports and high 
production cost, the LDCs have urged the industrial world to make a unilateral cut 
in tariff on products imported from LDCs. 

At the various ASEAN dialogues, trade issues in the MTN have been raised by 
ASEAN, and the dialogue partners have been urged to fulfill their commitments 
set forth in the Tokyo declaration and to improve their offers in terms of product 
coverage, depth of cut, and accelerated staging. In the MTN, the Ui:i.ited States 
chose to offer permanent MFN reductions but expected some reciprocity. Other 
industrial countries focused their concessions for tropical products on their existing 
systems of preferences . 

The tariff-cutting formula adopted at the MTN is believed to have a substantial 
effect on the exports of developing countries. At the first ASEAN-U .S. dialogue, 
for example, ASEAN submitted a list of products to be included in the U.S. of
fers, and later each ASEAN country indicated the extent of reciprocity it could 
grant to the United States in accordance with the Tokyo declaration. The United 
States agreed to give concessions to ASEAN exports, for example, on coconut oil 
imports from the Philippines on a zero tariff starting January 1981. 

At the ASEAN dialogues, considerable attention was given to improvements in 
the GSP. ASEAN deems the GSP to be an important instrument for the expansion 
of its exports and the promotion of its industries. Lists of products proposed for 
inclusion in the GSP schemes of Japan, the United States, or the EEC have been 
submitted regularly and jointly by the ASEAN countries at the dialogues. In addi
tion , a number of specific changes were proposed by ASEAN, covering: eligibility 
of all ASEAN countries (when excluded as a beneficiary country as an OPEC 
member); liberalization of the competitive need limitation; liberalization and 
simplification of the cumulative rules of origin (CRO); simplification of procedures 
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and data requirements for product requests; and the GSP as a permanent element in 
the international trading system and, more recently, on the so-called GSP ero
sion.23 

Negotiations on GSP by ASEAN lend themselves to the mechanism of dia
logues, namely, bilaterally between the GSP "donor" and the GSP " recipient. " 
The GSP, it should be noted , involves a unilateral concession by the donor, and its 
GSP donor introduces its own unique preference scheme. As a group, ASEAN 
seems to have gained some concessions from its negotiations on GSP with the 
United States as well as with the EEC and Japan, such as in the application 
of CRO for ASEAN as well as in the expansion of product coverage. However, 
specific studies evaluating the effects of GSP, such as the EEC-GSP on ASEAN 
products24 or on a more global scope, 25 suggest the quite meager trade benefits of 
the GSP. Thus, ASEAN's emphasis on improvements in the GSP, which has be
come an important feature in the agenda of its dialogues, does not seem all that 
meaningful. 

One should examine, however, how far ASEAN has been affected by the U.S. 
move in March 1984 to tighten restrictions on duty-free access to the U.S. market. 
This move was part of an annual product review of the 3,000-plus articles from 140 
countries allowed entry under the U.S. GSP. As of March 30, 1984, imports val
ued at $11.9 billion last year were excluded from the U.S . duty-free list. Some 
$10.7 billion was automatically excluded because of the program's competi 
tive need limitation.26 The remaining $1.2 billion in imports was "graduated" 
from GSP. 

Indeed, the current major issue of wide-ranging implications to ASEAN, which 
has now come to the fore in its negotiations with the industrial countries , is the so
called "graduation" of the ASEAN countries. The graduation, if accepted, im
plicitly means ineligibility for a variety of preferences or facilities, including the 
GSP, thus automatically moving the ASEAN countries from GSP rates to MFN 
rates. For a number of reasons , including political ones, ASEAN strongly rejects 
the graduation concept. Nonetheless , ASEAN needs to consider the U.S. proposal 
for the introduction of a preferential rate, which is an intermediate rate between the 
GSP rate and the MFN rate, which is meant to be applied to countries that have 
graduated to a higher stage of development. 

While most of the above problems are encountered by ASEAN in its trade with 
many industrial countries , some of them are more pronounced when dealing with 
the United States. The U.S . Trade and Tariff Act of 1984 includes an eight-and-a-

23 As importing countries lower many of their tariffs and duties, the difference between the new (MFN) 
rates and the GSP rates is lessened. Thus , LDCs benefit less from the GSP program. The United 
States, Japan, and the EEC refused to recognize the problem of GSP erosion . 

24 See, e.g., the study by Rolf l Langhammer, "ASEAN Manufactured Exports in the EC Markets: An 
Empirical Assessment of Common and National Tariff and Non-Tariff Barriers Confronting Them," 
in ASEAN-EEC Economic Relations , edited by Narongchai Akrasanee and Hans Cristoph Rieger 
(Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1982). 

2s See Tracy Murray, Trade Preferences for Developing Countries (New York: Wiley, 1977). 
26 This competitive need limitation is appl ied when GSP imports of any particular item exceeds 50 

percent of total imports of that item or when the value of that import is above $57.7 million. 
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half-year extension of the GSP, which includes the elements of graduation, and 

eligibility is linked to recipients' respect for intellectual property (patents, trade

marks, etc.). The bill also includes reciprocity measures that allow the president to 

retaliate when barriers to U.S. exports are not removed by negotiation. 

Another main concern of the ASEAN countries relates to U.S. policy on acces

sion by LDCs to the GATT code on subsidies and countervailing measures. U.S . 

policy extends the benefit-of-the-injury criterion to acceding LDCs only if and 

when they enter into a commitment that satisfies the U.S. government to phase out 

their export subsidies . 

CONCLUSION 

Various stopgap measures, while negotiable, definitely remain but are weari

some. Many trade issues encountered in the operations of the international trading 

system today may be the symptoms of only more fundamental problems of the 

world economy today. Thus, trade issues cannot be isolated from other economic 

(and sociopolitical) problems in the monetary, fiscal , and investment fields, which 

must operate in a world economy, especially by the industrial countries. 

In the dialogues with the United States and other countries , ASEAN always 

presents a set of issues covering trade, development , investment, and other areas of 

cooperation. ASEAN is well advised to present these issues in a more system

atically thought-out package. 
There still is a great uncertainty as to whether the world economy will soon 

come out of the recession . Opposing sign are still present. Many trade problems 

may automatically recede with a vigorous recovery of the world economy. However, 

prolonged recession will most likely lead to a collapse of the international trad

ing system. 
At the fifth ASEAN-U.S . dialogue, ASEAN expressed the need for the estab

lishment of a comprehensive trade and economic cooperation program to enhance 

economic relations between ASEAN and the United States. Such comprehensive 

economic structures may indeed be desirable, but they are not easy to design or to 

implement. Much of ASEAN's worry, which led to that proposal , seemed to be 

based on the U.S .-Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI) on the one hand and the effects 

of the slow economic recovery on the other hand. 

ASEAN is less concerned with the effects of the CBI , but it is wondering why a 

similar arrangement could not be made between the United States and ASEAN. 

However, it is far from clear whether ASEAN is politically prepared to engage 

itself with the United States in such a structure. Economically speaking , such a 

structure may not guarantee that the damage to U.S . partners would be minimized 

during a recession or economic slowdown. 
Meanwhi le, the effects of continued protectionism and the more widespread ap

plication of the graduation principle could be divisive for ASEAN. ASEAN should 

not ignore the need for an assessment and reexamination of its own structure. 
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19. Economic Relationships Between 
ASEAN and the United States 

Bruce Glassburner 

INTRODUCTION 

Good economic relations are in the interest of the United States and also of the six 
ASEAN countries. Expanded trade, which comes with reduced trade restrictions, 
would be to the mutual benefit of all. Better international financial institutions, 
which facilitate trade and improve the international allocation of financial re
sources, would also benefit the parties materially. Moreover, good trade and finan
cial relationships are a major aspect of political interaction in the sense that cor
dial, healthy economic relations are supportive of international political order, and 
poor economic relationships sour the political atmosphere. 

Nevertheless, ASEAN and the United States have chronic differences. The most 
obvious feature of the five ASEAN-U .S. dialogues (the first was in September 
1977, in Manila, the most recent in December 1983 , also in Manila) is the 
persistence of contention. At the same time, these relations appear to be very 
cordial-perhaps too much so. It is possible that a less cordial , more active dia
lectic with somewhat more friction could lead to more progress in alleviating 
the problems. 

Not all the issues are of the same degree of importance either politically or 
economically. A fair amount of pure rhetoric on less important issues is retained 
largely for ceremonial purposes. It may be that the process has become so repeti
tive that the significance of some of the issues has been diminished by a sense of 
futility. If so, it is unfortunate because there remain matters of importance on 
which progress is needed. 

From a purely economic point of view, success in U.S.-ASEAN negotiations is 
of greater importance to the six ASEAN countries than it is to the United States. 
Like all large continental nations with a wide variety of resources, internal trade 
provides the United States with the vast majority of its production and consump
tion needs, as well as market demand for output. 
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In 1983, for example, export demand constituted only 9.2 percent of the U.S. 

gross national product , and imports 11.3 percent of aggregate supply. These per

centages are in contrast to exports as a percentage of GNP for the six ASEAN 

countries, as shown in Table 1. The Philippines, despite nearly three decades of 

import substitution, remains twice as trade-dependent (as measured by the export 

ratio) as the relatively free trading United States. Singapore's exports exceed GNP 

by 34 percent , a reflection of that nation's vast entrep6t trade. 

Table 1 
ASEAN Trade Dependence, 1983 

U.S . Trade 

Country GNP (Y) Exports (X) X!Y (%) (% of total)• 

Indonesia Rp. 57 ,695 .0 bil. 13 ,345.0 bil. 23 16 

Thailand B . 899.0 bil. 207.0 bil. 27 13 

Philippines p 282 .6 bi!. 75.3 bil. 20 26 

Malaysia M$ 64 ,272 .0 mil. 36 ,388 .0 mil. 57 14 

Singapore S$ 34 ,485.0 mil. 46 ,155.0 mil. 134 13 
Bruneib US$ 4.1 bi!. 3.9 bi!. 95 13 

• All U .S . trade ratios from FEER (1984). 

b For Brunei , 1982 data, from FEER ( 1984); al so gross domestic product (GDP) rather than gross 

national product (GNP). 

NOTE: Rp. = rupiah; B. = baht ; P= Philippine peso; M$= Malays ian dollar: S$= Singapore dollar; 

US$=U .S. doll ar; bil.=billions; mil. = millions 

SOURCES: International Monetary Fund, International Statistics Yearbook. 1985; FEER (1984). 

To emphasize the point of relative interest further, it is worth noting that U.S. 

exports to ASEAN in 1983 amounted to $9.5 billion and imports from ASEAN to 

$12.3 billion. As percentages of total U.S. exports and imports , these were 4.7 

percent and 3.6 percent , respectively. As indicated in Table I, U.S. trade is ap

proximately three times more important to the ASEAN countries. This imbalance, 

of course, is one of the sources of frustration on the part of the ASEAN representa

tives to the dialogues. Repeated pleas from ASEAN for more liberal treatment are 

met with polite explanations that much has already been done by way of special 

treatment for ASEAN and other developing countries, and, given domestic resis

tance to import competition, little more can be expected in the absence of recipro

cal concessions on the part of ASEAN . 
Other quantitative aspects of U.S. -ASEAN trade and investment are shown in 

Tables 2 through 5. The predominance of petroleum and natural gas is striking , 

constituting virtually a third of total 1983 U.S. imports from A SEAN. In that area, 

U.S. trade provides foreign exchange of great importance (more than $4 billion) 

but does virtually nothing by way of creating employment-which for the larger 
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ASEAN members is of vital importance, given their rapidly growing labor forces. 
On the other hand, U.S. purchase of $2.3 billion in integrated circuits is very 
helpful, as is the $1.3 billion in animal and vegetable products. 

Table 2 
Composition of U.S.-ASEAN Trade, 1983 

(millions of U.S .$) 

U.S. 
Category No. Description Exports 

1 Animal and vegetable products 1,053.6 
2 Wood and paper, printed matter 184.7 
3 Textile fibers and products 299.1 
4 Chemical and related products 1,523.1 
5 Nonmetallic minerals and 123.5 

products 
6 Metal and metal products 5,755.2 
7 Specified, miscellaneous, and 465.9 

nonenumerated products 
8 Special classification provisions 69.9 
9 Temporary provisions 

Totals 9 ,475.0 

SOURCE: U.S. Embassy, Economics Section , Jakarta (1983). 

Table 3 
Leading U .S . Exports to ASEAN , 1983 

(millions of U.S.$) 

Category No. Description 
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Animal and vegetable products 
Wheat 
Cigarettes and cigarette leaf 
Soybeans 

2 Wood and paper, printed matter 
Chemical wood pulp 

3 Textiles and apparel 
Cotton, less than 11/s in length 

4 Chemical and related products 
Crude petroleum 
Chemical mixtures and preparations 

U.S. 
Imports Balance 

1,272.3 -218.7 
334.7 -150.0 
815.9 -516.8 

4 ,866 .6 -3,343.5 
99.6 

4 ,800.0 
536.9 

184.8 
l0 .5 

12,921 .3 

23.9 

955.2 
-71.0 

-114.9 
-10 .5 

-3 ,446.3 

Value 

1,053.6 
353 .2 
144.9 
126 .2 
184.7 
43.4 

299.1 
187.5 

1,523.1 
424.9 
157.2 



Polyethylene resins 114.6 

5 Nonmetallic minerals and products 123.5 

6 Metal and metal products 5,755.2 

Electronic tubes 2 ,134.2 

Aircraft and aircraft parts 720.0 

Mechanical shovels 481. l 

Office machines parts 282.3 

Machines 169.2 

Digital CPUs 113.1 

Electrical switches 98.1 

Parts of comp-ignition engines 93.4 

Steam boilers 60.0 

SOURCE: U.S. Embassy, Economics Section , Jakarta (1983). 

Table 4 
Leading U.S. Imports from ASEAN, 1983 

(millions of U.S.$) 

Category No. Description Value 

Animal and vegetable products 1,272.3 

Coffee 209 . l 

Coconut oil 176.7 

Sugar 107.9 

Pineapple 104.2 

Shellfish 81.9 

2 Wood and paper, printed matter 334.7 

Plywood 158 . l 

3 Textiles and apparel 815 .9 

4 Chemical and related products 4 ,866.6 

Crude petroleum and natural gas 4 ,170.6 
Natural rubber 599.6 

5 Nonmetallic minerals and products 99 .6 

Rubies and sapphires 69 . l 

6 Metal and metal products 4 ,800.0 

Monolithic integrated circuits 2 ,268.0 

Office machine parts 669.2 

Unalloyed tin 249.2 

Main printed circuit boards 100.3 

Hand-held CB radios 83.3 

Other radiotelegraphic equipment 79.0 

SOURCE: U.S. Embassy, Economics Section, Jakarta (1983). 
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Table 5 
U.S. Direct Investment Data for ASEAN , 1983 

(millions of U.S.$) 

Indonesia 
Malaysia 
Philippines 
Singapore 
Thailand 

Total 

• Includes an estimated $600 million outside the oil sector. 

3,042• 
1,118 
1,102 
1,965 

729 
7,956b 

b The latest figure (1978) currentl y available for Brunei was $ 5 million . 
SOURCE: U.S. Embassy, Economics Section, Jakarta (!983). 

At the initial session of the U .S.-ASEAN dialogues, held in Manila in Septem
ber 1977, it was stated in an ASEAN memorandum that "ASEAN's position on the 
North-South Dialogue is inseparable from the position of the Group of 77 coun
tries of UNCTAD ." Allowing for diplomatic hyperbole, that statement gives a 
good indication of how the dialogues have been conducted as far as economic is
sues are concerned. The following list outlines the issues discussed at the 1982 
dialogue, the last year for which full minutes are available. 

l. The international economy and the U.S . role 
2. Trade issues of a wide variety of types 

a. Quotas 
b . Generalized system of preferences (GSP) 
c. General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GAIT) codes 
d . Commodity markets and agreements 

3. Investment and finance 
a. Aid levels 
b. Access to U.S . capital markets 
c. U.S. interest rates 

4. Shipping and private enterprise 

THE INTERNATIONAL ECONOMY AND THE U.S. ROLE 

Despite the rapid growth of the developing world over the last three decades , the 
United States, Western Europe, and Japan remain the world's dominant economic 
forces, 1 their rates of expansion of trade having profound spread effects . Until 
1982-83 U.S. stagflation had been of primary concern in the dialogues, but the 
startling expansion of the U .S. system in 1983 and 1984 changed the tone of the 

1 But not " hegemonic. " See Baldwin (1984), who argues that the United States can no longer " make 
the rules of the game" in international trade. 
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discussion. Real U.S. GNP (1980 prices) fell by 2.1 percent between 1981 and 
1982, then grew by 3.7 percent between 1982 and 1983 , a turnaround of 5 .8 per
centage points! Even more startling has been the leap in the quarterly GNP figures 
between the second quarter of 1983 and the second quarter of 1984-when the 
United States behaved like a Pacific Basin NIC (newly industrialized country), 
with a growth of 10.2 percent. 

Unfortunately, this lusty boom dropped off precipitously in the third and fourth 
quarters of 1984, and some economists predicted that U.S. economic growth in 
1985 will be insufficient to prevent a rise in the rate of unemployment. If this 
should occur, it has ominous implications for the developing countries that rely 
to any significant extent on U.S. markets. Not only does it portend a decline in 
the rate of U.S. demand for imported goods, but also the continued strength of 
U.S. protectionism. 

Protectionism in the United States is a matter of concern to the exporters of 
ASEAN and other U .S. trading partners, not because of the quantitative impor
tance of export sales , which are prevented by that protectionism, but for other 
reasons. Total textile imports by the United States from ASEAN in 1983 were 
valued at less than $1 billion. U.S . tariffs and quotas are designed not to reduce 
imports, but rather merely to slow down their rate of growth. Thus , total trade 
losses from such restrictions in any given year are probably less than 5 percent of 
any nation's total trade bill. However, the United States has played a historic role 
as the leader of the post-World War II effort to liberalize world trade; hence the 
symbolic significance of a rise in U.S. protection is great. 

In addition, protection is concentrated in labor-intensive production areas be
cause of the impact that international competition has on domestic unemployment. 
For the developing countries this is most discouraging because most of these na
tions have high rates of unemployment (both open and disguised), often have rates 
of labor force growth in the range from 2.5 to 3.0 percent per annum , and are 
seeking desperately for ways to expand employment opportunities. As the experi
ence of the Pacific Basin export-led growth cases (Japan , Hong Kong, Singapore, 
Taiwan , and South Korea) has shown , labor surpluses can be turned into full em
ployment and rapidly rising real wages in a strikingly short period of time by 
taking advantage of markets for goods in which their abundant labor gives them 
comparative advantage. 

It is unfortunate, therefore, that so little in the way of trade liberalization was 
accomplished by the Reagan administration during its first four years. Ostensibly, 
the administration believes in the beneficence and efficacy of market forces , but it 
is apparently as readily influenced by vocal economic interests as its opponents in 
the Democratic party. 2 Perhaps, if the boom had come earlier so that it could have 
been exploited as a "window of opportunity" for trade liberalization before the 
pressures of the presidential campaign became dominant, we might have seen 

2 See "The Protection Racket," Far Eastern Economic Review, October 25, 1984. 
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some pulling back from the insidious growth of nontariff barriers . But with Walter 
Mondale making political capital out of the protection issue by playing up the role 
of foreign competition (which was perceived-correctly or not-to be creating and 
sustaining unemployment in U.S. industry), Reagan understandably postponed ac
tion on that front, despite his huge early popular lead and easy victory. 

In his second term President Reagan faces the possibility of a rise in the unem
ployment rate and a Congress of mixed sympathies toward his objectives; so it 
must be expected that domestic economic policy concerns will remain in the fore
front. In any case, the Reagan leadership is suspect on the matter of the genuine
ness of its international trade liberalism. The Republican party has a tradition of 
protectionism. Perhaps this president genuinely believes in freedom of trade and 
will try to take advantage of a political climate that allows him room for maneuver. 
As a very popular lame-duck president, he can afford to be less responsive to 
popular pressure and may envisage an opportunity to make his mark in history as a 
trade liberalizer. By the same token, members of Congress, knowing that he can
not be a candidate in 1988 , are unlikely to be very responsive to his wishes, partic
ularly late in his second term. In sum , prospects for greater U.S. trade liberaliza
tion do not appear to be bright. 

Be that as it may, there is no questioning the fact that over the past two years, 
rapid growth in the world's largest economic system has made a very positive 
contribution to expansion of the world economy. The gigantic U.S. government 
deficits that served to stimulate this rapid growth have, however, had some impor
tant side-effects, discussed later in this chapter. 

TRADE POLICY ISSUES 

Quotas 

The range of specific issues falling under this rubric is almost endless, and 
we will make no effort to comment on all of them. Quotas, whether on textile 
imports to the United States or any other commodity category, are a particularly 
entirely obsolete, and adjustment assistance is the best available alternative. 
quantitative flexibility, that is, they offer the opportunity to sell in the protected 
market so long as the seller is willing to meet competition carrying the handicap of 
discrimination in favor of the domestic producer. Moreover, a part of the increased 
prices paid by domestic consumers is captured as revenue by the government of the 
importing country. 

Quotas are inferior on both counts. Being quantitative restrictions , they provide 
access to the protected market only to those favored by being given a share of the 
quota. That means that the increase in domestic price brought on by the protection 
gives a windfall to the favored foreign producer as well as to the domestic pro
ducer. No revenue is produced by a quota. It is conceivable that an established 
exporter of textiles from, say, the Philippines, will actually find the quota arrange
ment more, rather than less, profitable. However, his compatriots in the Philippines 
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or his prospective competitors from Singapore or Indonesia may find themselves 
shut out of the market altogether. It would be better economic policy for protection 
to be abolished in favor of adjustment assistance in the United States-both from 
the point of view of ASEAN (and other producers of textiles with comparative 
advantage) and that of American consumers and exporters. 

The textile industry is the classic case of a labor-intensive industry and , there
fore, is most appropriately left for the labor surplus nations to exploit. It is undeni
able that the United States has a problem with a textile industry that still employs 
many people. This is an industry that Americans of the older generation, particu
larly in the eastern states, regard with special affection because of its historical 
role as the employer of thousands of immigrants and because it was here that the 
first successful craft labor union organizations were established. But the pattern of 
provision of legal shelters from competition for workers in that industry is now 
entirely obsolete, and adjustment assistance is the best available alternative. 

Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) 

Trade preferences, whether generalized or not, have not proven to be a very 
successful instrument of shelter from protectionism for the developing countries, 
primarily because they have provided an opportunity for window dressing which 
looks like liberalized market access. GSP3 is analogous in one respect to intra
ASEAN trade liberalization, which has been dominated by the lowering of tariffs 
on goods that are traded little if at all or are not likely to be traded very much. 
Similarly, the developed nations that have adopted GSP have been very selective in 
the preferences they are willing to make available. Moreover, neither the theoretical 
nor the empirical arguments for trade discrimination are strong. Reciprocal trade 
liberalization based on the most-favored-nation principle is an economically sound
er approach and is more likely to succeed politically in the United States. 

GATT Codes 

The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) has, in principle, recog
nized the case for discrimination in favor of the developing countries, but it has 
yielded little benefit for developing countries thus far, and it seems unlikely that it 
will do so in the future. Liberalized GSP has its proponents in the U.S. Congress, 
but congressional sentiment would surely be more easily rallied if ASEAN and 
other nations of the "South" would show some evidence of willingness to make 
reciprocal trade concessions. 

This would be not only good politics on the part of the developing nations, but 
also good economics . While levels of protection in the developed countries are 
inconsistent with efficient use of their own and the world's resources, they are 

3 As opposed to preferences to former colonies with established trade patterns with the colonizing 
nation. 
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extremely light by comparison with those of most developing countries, including 

all of the four larger ASEAN members (Glassburner, 1982, 1984). 

It would be useful for ASEAN, in connection with efforts to open markets with

in the association, to attempt reciprocal liberalization, extending to at least some 

major trading partners. Perhaps the Pacific Basin forum is a good place for probing 

this approach. I expect the Reagan administration to react positively to any such 

effort if on ly because it is more likely to make headway in Congress with re

ciprocity than with arguments for liberalized preferences. 

By the same token, I th ink that ASEAN and the "South" generally would stand 

to gain from support of add itional multilateral trade negotiations under GATT, and 

particularly so if they made motions in the direction of participation in the bargain

ing rather than as petitioners for privilege. This i~plies a facing up to the issue of 

" graduation ," by stages, from the status of developing countries (see Chapter 18 

of this volume). 

Commodity Markets and Agreements 

On the issue of international commodity agreements, the developed nations in 

general, and the United States in particular, have been painfully slow to support 

even the Common Fund idea. The capitalist nations of the world are not enthusias

tic about cartels under any circumstances , and although the example of OPEC 

(Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries) deriving advantage at the ex

pense of the industrialized countries may have been stimulating to the spirits-if 

not the economies-of the developing countries, it has not made believers in ubiq

uitous cartel action on the part of the industrialized losers. 
Aside from this understandable reluctance-based on simple economic inter

est-to support with enthusiasm the development of a TINPEC, a RUBBERPEC, 

or a COFFEEPEC, is the fact that management of commodity markets with buf

fer stock action is technically very difficu lt, requiring specific market forecasting 

and subtle timing; and it is also expensive by comparison with alternative policies, 

such as financ ial faci lities designed to provide balance of payments relief. 

INVESTMENT AND FINANCE 

Aid Levels 

The United States has not been the most generous of nations in the granting of 

economic assistance to the poorer nations of the world. Most of the other members 

of the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) have allo

cated considerably larger proportions of GNP to aid .4 This situation is unlikely to 

4 In 1983, U.S. Officia l Developments Assistance was 0. 24 percent of gross national product. This 

compares with a median ratio for OECD nations of 0.47 percent (World Bank , 1984). 
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change under the Reagan administration, many of whose members have grave 
doubts about the efficacy of concessional lending through governments. We will 
not examine these arguments here but only observe that there does not seem to be 
a great deal of passion in evidence on one side or the other of the issue of more 
versus less aid in Washington. 

The administration appears to have the World Bank on the defensive, but that 
may very well pass as soon as there is a change in the presidency of that institu
tion. If Paul Volcker should, indeed, prove to be A. W. Clausen's successor, as has 
been publically rumored, it seems unlikely that it would make major differences in 
the World Bank's approach, or in the U.S. level of support. Conceivably Volcker 
would be an even more vigorous supporter of a strategy of structural adjustment as 
opposed to monetary and fiscal accommodation of balance of payments diffi
culties, but that would be a change in degree rather than of fundamentals. That 
approach is neoclassical, broadly speaking, as opposed to structuralist, and is 
therefore at least roughly consistent with the economic ideology of the present 
U.S. government. 

Cries from the conservative right wing for the curbing of World Bank activites, 
claiming that they lock in structural flaws in debtor countries , will surely continue 
to be heard. As the U.S. right wing endeavors to gain control of the Republican 
party, there is likely to be a good deal of harsh rhetoric on these issues , but radical 
reaction seems unlikely to capture the levers of policymaking. U .S. moderates 
recognize that the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) serve 
the interests of neoclassical economics tolerably well and should provide a defense 
against attacks from either right or left. 

More specifically with reference to ASEAN as an organization, U.S. support of 
association projects, as opposed to national investment programs, has been largely 
one of moral support. The Japanese have been the larger figure in that arena. There 
is a good deal of skepticism concerning the complementation projects, seen either 
as specific projects or as an exercise in multinational planning. National planning 
is bad enough. 

Access to U.S. Capital Markets 

The international climate for private sector borrowing on the part of developing 
countries is not good, and it is unlikely that the U.S. government will do very 
much to improve access. Correctly or not, it is widely believed in the United 
States that American banks were pushed into lending excessively to such countries 
as Mexico and Brazil and then blamed for overextending themselves when debt 
problems became critical. 

U.S. Interest Rates 

A variety of factors have contributed to the very long period of inordinately high 
real U .S. interest rates. Table 6 compares U.S. Treasury bill rates with the rate of 
inflation as measured by the GNP deftator. It shows the consistently rapid rise of 
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real rates of interest from negative real rates in the late 1970s to positive real rates 

up to and exceeding 6 percent per annum. By historical standards, these levels are 

astronomical. Modem capital markets are extremely complex, and it is risky to 

attempt any simple explanation of this quite amazing situation, but it seems ines

capable that the sevenfold increase in the U.S. government deficit lies at the bot

tom of the problem. Whereas in 1979 the budget deficit was $27.9 billion , it ex
ceeded $190 billion in 1983 and is expected to exceed $200 billion in 1985. The 

Reagan administration has been able to accomplish this at the same time that infla

tion has been brought down from more than 9 percent to approximately 3 percent. 

This could be accomplished only by means of noninflationary borrowing, which 

means that private U.S. and foreign borrowers have been induced to purchase U.S. 

government securities by offering them at the high real rates of interest shown in 
Table 6. 

Table 6 
Nominal and Real Interest Rates , 1977-84 

Year Nominal Interest Rate Inflation Rate Real Rate 

1977 5.27 5.80 -0.50 

1978 7.22 7 .39 -0.16 
1979 10.04 8.66 1.27 
1980 l l.62 9.17 2.24 
1981 14.08 9.60 4.09 
1982 10.72 6.02 4.43 

1983 8.62 3.87 4.57 
1984 (A) 9.58 2.47 6.94 
1984 (B) 8.05 n.a. n.a. 

KEY: Nominal interest rate: treasury bill rate, average for period. 

Inflation rate: 1977-83, GNP deflator. 

Real rate: ((1 +r)/(1 + p) -1], where r= nominal rate, p=inflation rate. 

1984 (A): averages, January-July; inflation rate measured by the who lesale price index. 

1984 (8): November 21, 1984. 

SOURCES: International Monetary Fund (1984); International Herald Tribune (Singapore edition). 

November 21, 1984. 

The United States has thus become an international debtor of colossal size, in 

competition with all other prospective borrowers, whether governmental or private. 
This means that there is "crowding out" of weaker borrowers and that all bor
rowers must pay these very high real rates of interest in order to compete with the 

U.S . Treasury. Indeed, most less developed countries must pay a premium as com

pared with the U.S. government because of their more modest credit ratings. 
Unfortunately, this situation is not likely to be altered very much in the near 

future. The alternatives to continued growth of the U.S. government deficit are not 
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politically attractive, even to a lame-duck administration . They call for a radical 

closing of the gap between revenues and taxes . The fond hope of the supply-siders 

in the United States that economic growth would close the gap is only the faintest 

of hopes at this juncture. Rather than seeing growth reduce the deficit, we appear 

to have seen the expanding deficit generate the growth. 5 

Now the administration faces the hard choice between finding ways of raising 

additional internal revenues and reducing government expenditures. Given what 

appears to be an obdurate attitude on the part of the administration toward reduc

ing funds to the military establishment and faced with the prospect of popular 

hostility toward any effort to reduce welfare or other government services, the ad
ministration finds itself confronted by its own election campaign commitment 

against raising taxes-hence nowhere to go. 
As an economist, I hope for, but do not expect , a sharp reversal on the part of 

the administration, preferably on defense expenditures, perhaps as a result of a 

favorable outcome of the November 1985 summit meeting with the Soviet Union, 

to be followed by heavy pressure on Congress to raise taxes. In short, a display of 

genuine statesmanship, forsaking supply-side economics and the right wing of the 

Republican party. The administration's reversal of position on exchange market 

intervention in September 1985 gives grounds for hope for policy flexibility. 

To repeat, I do not expect this to happen, and even if it were to happen, it 

would take us into a difficult period of economic readjustment, quite probably 

involving a resumption of recession (if we are not already there in 1985). The 

alternative to a strategy of "biting the bullet" with reduced defense expenditures 

and increased taxes is a continuation of an untenable state of affairs , which will 

surely lead to a worse situation eventually. The world is hardly ready for a more 

serious recession in the United States, but it is even less ready to cope with a U.S. 

economic disaster involving either a capital market crisis or adoption of an infla

tionary debt-financing policy. While there is some leeway for reinflation in the 

United States, financing a deficit of $200 billion or more by selling any very large 

proportion of it to the Federal Reserve System invites hyperinflation . 
As a footnote to this rather grim picture of U.S. finances, there is a silver 

lining, as viewed from the vantage point of U.S. trading partners-including 

A SEAN. That is the huge U.S. trade deficit. A necessary concomitant of the huge 
capital inflow generated by heavy U.S. borrowing has been a strong dollar, rela

tively weak competition from U.S. exports abroad, and a huge increase in U.S. 

imports. From that point of view, the Reagan administration has served the rest of 
the world well. 

However, the day of reckoning may not be far off. The dollar should weaken 

5 This is not clear-cut. This has been " tight money" deficit financing; hence the source of stimulus was 

not the classic case of deficit-expanded aggregate demand depicted in elementary economics texts. 

Stimulation came from the direct stimulation of increased government expenditure ("balanced-budget 

multiplier effect" ) and the surge of investment associated with high U.S. rates of return. 
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with the growth slowdown and the (probable) decline in interest rates that has 
accompanied shrinking demand for capital, and the import demand in the United 
States will slacken. 

This process has been hastened since late September 1985 , as the result of Fed
eral Reserve coordination with the central banks of Europe and Japan . The yen 
value of the dollar dropped by 13 percent between mid-September and early No
vember. One has to hope that these adjustments will be effective quickly, and lead 
to a healthy resumption of economic growth , but without strong moves to control 
the deficit , the adjustment cannot go very far. From the ASEAN point of view, the 
best bet for a prosperous future would appear to be sustained good growth of the 
Japanese and other Pacific-rim economies, and for resumption of growth in the 
European Economic Community. 

SHIPPING AND PRIVATE ENTERPRISE 

One can readily sympathize with U.S. trading partners who find themselves 
excluded from discussions of rates set by U. S .-based shipping conferences. Unfor
tunately, shipping is one of those areas, like national airlines, where every nation 
appears to regard its own shipping company as a symbol of national pride, with 
the general result that national preference intrudes to raise shipping costs and 
create friction in economic relationships generally. Without defending U.S. policy 
in any sense, it is necessary to point out that ASEAN is not innocent of this folly. 
One would like to see the United States unilaterally liberalize its shipping policy 
and promote international competition on as free a basis as possible. In particular, 
the requirement in some aid contracts that 50 percent of materials shipped be in 
United States bottoms is indefensible. But (to cite an example familiar to me) 
comparable policy on the part of the Indonesian government, giving monopoly 
power to its national shipping company, PELNI , means losses in material welfare 
to the Indonesian people, as well as to their trading partners; and Indonesians can 
afford it much less than affluent American consumers . Fortunately, policy changes 
made in April 1985 have substantially reduced PELNI's monopoly power. 

The Reagan administration is laudably doing what it can to encourage ASEAN 
countries to rely increasingly on their private sectors. However, not much progress 
in that direction is likely to come through discussion of the matter in such a forum 
as the U.S.-ASEAN dialogues . However cogent the arguments put forward by the 
U.S. delegations, they are likely to be met with skepticism and dismissed as U.S. 
government rhetoric. This is unfortunate because, broadly speaking, economic vir
tue lies in moving in that direction in ASEAN, particularly in Indonesia. 

While the Indonesian government has repeatedly stated its intention to move in 
the direction of greater reliance on private initiative and private investment in the 
period of the fourth Five-Year Plan , little, if any progress is discernible in that 
direction thus far. The United States can help Indonesia in this effort (and the 
Philippines in its adjustment program) primarily by getting its economic house in 
order and moving as expeditiously as possible toward stable growth and expanding 
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international trade. Trade liberalization will also contribute positively. This is be
cause the expanding of production capability to take advantage of external markets 
is one of the most accessible escape routes for private enterpreneurs who are ham
pered in their internal markets by reservation of sectors of the domestic economy 
for state enterprises or favored private enterprise. 

CONCLUSION 

The U.S.-ASEAN dialogues serve a useful purpose in that they direct the atten
tion of important people in the governments involved toward reviewing the situa
tion annually and toward the effort to understand one another somewhat better. 
However, the pattern of issues discussed and the tone of the rhetoric have become 
overly repetitive. It would be well to pause for a year and to have a conference on 
the conference to see if there is some way of rejuvenating the agenda. It would be 
fruitful for the ASEAN delegations to drop much of the UNCTAD agenda (quietly, 
of course) and concentrate on trying to convince the United States that they really 
do favor trade liberalization and are willing to make trade concessions in order to 
achieve that objective. 

From the U.S. side, it would be encouraging to see the Reagan administration 
take a firm position on freedom of international trade and do battle with the protec
tionists within its own party and in Congress. An occasional action in the direction 
of unilateral liberalization, for example, with GSP, would be gratifying in this 
regard. However, it is necessary for ASEAN to see the United States for what it is 
rather than as they would like it to be. It is a huge, open society, in which deci
sions are made in the context of political pluralism. The economic system is huge 
and unwieldy, not merely because of its openness and market orientation, but be
cause it is too complex to be easy to understand. 

Probably the United States will face a serious adjustment problem as a conse
quence of its deficit "binge" since 1980. The danger is that the rigors of that 
adjustment will intensify national economic xenophobia. However, the most imme
diate problem is the economic slowdown and reduction of demand for ASEAN 's 
and other imports . For ASEAN's economic future is heavily dependent on an ex
panding international economy and the willingness and ability of the ASEAN 
countries to take advantage of trading opportunities. 
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20. The Soviet Union 
and Southeast Asia 

Leo E. Rose 

Soviet policy continues to be characterized by an awareness of the opportunity and 
need to become more widely involved in the geopolitics of Southeast Asia, but it 
is also characterized by uncertainty and apparent confusion about how this in
volvement can be best achieved. The inconsistencies and contradictions evident in 
Soviet policy toward the "two Southeast Asias" -ASEAN and Indochina-reflect 
a conflict in interest perceptions as well as a propensity to opt for immediate re
wards rather than potential longer term gains in an area that is probably still de
fined as important and manipulatable but not really vital to the Soviet Union . The 
moratorium on basic foreign policy decision making that was an implicit factor in 
what was the third successive "succession period" in Soviet politics (1975- 82, 
1982-83, and 1983-85) has had a fallout effect on Soviet policy in Southeast Asia, 
though it is unlikely that this region figured prominently in Moscow's considera
tions and calculations on the host of more critical fore ign policy problems that 
require attention. 

In any case, Southeast Asia must be a very complex and difficult area for the 
Soviet Union to define priorities and evolve policies that fit into its broader Asian 
and global policy guidelines. Moscow is caught between an interest in expanding 
relations with at least some of the ASEAN states without having to compromise its 
support of Vietnam on Cambodia and related issues-not really a feasible policy 
option at this time. It also faces problems in combining policies that are nominally 
directed at the "normalization" of Sino-Soviet political relations with their present 
policies in Southeast Asia that have an apparent anti-Chinese objective-to incor
porate both Southeast Asias into the Soviet's "containment of China" policy. In 
relations with the ASEAN states there is the dilemma posed by Moscow's ardent 
courtship of the established " bourgeois" governments in most of these states and 
some lingering hopes of becoming the ideological and political sponsor of the 
diverse collection of " revolutionary" parties and organizations-most of them 
with People's Republic of China (PRC) connections-that are dedicated to the 
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overthrow of the existing regimes . And, finally, there is the still-confusing question 

of what to do about the United States in Southeast Asia in view of the proclivity in 

Soviet sources to continue to hope that the U.S.-PRC relationship will eventually 
disintegrate. 

These, then , are some of the questions I will try to address in this chapter

focusing almost exclusively on recent developments. Nothing much will be lost 

because of the lack of a historical background since the same combination of con
flicting policies that Moscow has applied to this confusing complex of oppor

tunities and pitfalls over the past decade or two still characterized Soviet policy in 
Southeast Asia in 1985. 

ASEAN VERSUS VIETNAM 

There can be no doubt that in Southeast Asia the Soviets have given the highest 

priority to their relationship with Vietnam and its two client Indochinese regimes 

in Cambodia and Laos; all other policy considerations have to be adjusted and 

accommodated to this fact of life. As most commentators on this subject have 
noted, there have been both rewards and losses for the USSR in this decision. And, 

as is to be expected, on occasion the Soviets have made some gestures toward the 

ASEAN states-and even occasionally to Cambodia and Laos-that are intend
ed to project an image of the Soviet Union that is not completely tied in with 

Hanoi's objectives and policies in Southeast Asia and toward the PRC. 

Unfortunately, any realistic appraisal of the Soviet role in the region since 1978 

can only conclude that the USSR has become a supportive force for Vietnam; it is 

only the more naive and/or the more optimistic that can view Moscow as a moder

ating influence, much less a check, on Hanoi. If either of these governments has 

been in a subservient position in their relationship, it has been the Soviet Union

at least , to date. This may not necessarily be the case in the future, but as yet there 

is nothing in Soviet behavior to indicate any great compulsion or interest in libera

tion from this demeaning status. We can safely presume that the Soviet objective is 

to bring the Indochinese states into the Soviet orbit economically, politically, and 

strategically, and in the long run Soviet policy there may have this result. But in 

the short run, Moscow seems to feel obligated to provide whatever Hanoi requests 

without any well-coordinated or realistic set of preconditions. The Soviets certainly 
appreciate the benefits that have accrued to them from the Vietnam connection , for 

example, naval and air bases-a physical presence in Southeast Asia. But even 
some Soviets may wonder occasionally if the price has not been too high in terms 

of relations with ASEAN, the PRC, Japan, and the United States. 
The argument has been made by Douglas Pike that the USSR and Vietnam are 

bound together in an extraordinarily close and even intimate association. It is a rela

tionship built on the product of opportunism and dependency, opportunism on the part 

of the Soviet Union and dependency on the part of the Yietnamese. 1 

1 Douglas Pike, " Soviet Role in Asia," House Foreign Affairs Committee, 1983 , pp. 205-6 . 
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This is a correct appraisal in terms of the present policies and sets of objectives 
of both governments since Hanoi could not carry out its current expansionist, 
hegemonistic-based policies in Indochina without the political , military, and eco
nomic support of the Soviet Union. But the appraisal of comparative status be
tween the USSR and Vietnam changes substantially if the subject is shifted to 
viable policy options. Vietnam could achieve most of its basic objectives in Indo
china, if in somewhat modified form, through sensible accommodations with the 
ASEAN states , the United States, Japan, and even the PRC. In the process, its 
near-total current dependence on the Soviet Union would be greatly reduced . For 
Moscow, however, there is no way in which it can continue to play a major role in 
Southeast Asia-dependent as it is upon the balancing role of Soviet military ca
pabilities in the area to the PRC, the United States , and even ASEAN-without 
its Vietnam connection and bases . This places a somewhat different perspective on 
the dependency syndrome in this particular case. Vietnam has not yet had the good 
sense to even explore its policy options in any very thoroughgoing fashion , in part 
perhaps to avoid arousing suspicions and concerns in Moscow while Soviet support 
is still badly needed . This is not, however, a reasonable " permanent solution" to 
the myriad of problems besetting Hanoi and the evident inadequacy of the Soviet 
Union as the sole source of aid. 

The Soviets and Indochina 

The alliance relationship between Moscow and Hanoi took a few years to de
velop after the North Vietnamese had established their control over South Vietnam 
in 1975, perhaps an indication that there are substantial differences in the two 
states' political , strategic, and economic perceptions. But by 1979, Vietnam had 
become so overinvolved in its expansionist programs in Indochina and in meeting 
the Chinese counteractions that Hanoi felt compelled to accept a position within 
the Soviet-bloc system in exchange for the military and economic aid it required. 
As a concession, Hanoi reluctantly granted the Soviets military "access rights" -
now more accurately described as a base-to the Cam Ranh Bay and Da Nang 
facilities. 

Cam Ranh Bay and Da Nang are the only tangible gain the Soviets have made 
in Vietnam that is potentially of long-term significance, but they are indeed impor
tant. Soviet naval and air forces , based at or utilizing these military facilities, can 
now project their power into the Southwest Pacific, the Indian Ocean, the straits 
linking these two oceans, as well as Southeast Asia. Since military power is the 
major instrument that the Soviets can utilize in extending their influence into this 
distant area, given their limited economic capacities and substantial political lia
bilities in Southeast Asia, the base facilities in Vietnam are necessary for an asser
tive Soviet policy in the region. They are, moreover, a relatively small but vital 
link in the Soviet's strategic encirclement of the PRC and thus important to Mos
cow's globally oriented strategic policy or-under a different set of circum
stances-a useful bargaining point in Sino-Soviet negotiations. 

One wonders, however, just how long term the agreement on Cam Ranh Bay 
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will prove to be. When (and if) the Soviets ever become serious in their low-key 
dialogue with Beijing on the "normalization" of Sino-Soviet political relations, it 
would seem unlikely that the PRC would agree to any set of terms that did not 
include the termination of the use of Cam Ranh Bay by Soviet forces. Similarly, if 
Vietnam were to try to achieve a modus vivendi with the PRC on Indochina, Bei
jing would almost certainly insist on Vietnam becoming "another Egypt" with 
respect to Soviet military involvement in Indochina in exchange for a compromise 
agreement on the status of Cambodia and Laos. It may be for these reasons that the 
Soviets have avoided their usual predeliction to use concrete for every con
ceivable purpose in their construction work at Cam Ranh Bay and have, instead, 
brought in mobile equipment and facilities that can be easily and quickly removed. 

This is not intended to underestimate the importance of Cam Ranh Bay to 
the Soviets or the many ways in which this base facility further complicates the 
decision-making process in the USSR at a time when the new Soviet leadership 
appears to be interested in introducing some constructive policy innovations into a 
moribund and outdated foreign policy. We can be sure that the military places a 
high value on Cam Ranh Bay and will agree to the "elimination" of this facility 
only under strong pressure from other forces in the Soviet governing system. It is 
possible, for instance, that the military would not consider the sacrifice of Cam 
Ranh Bay and other forms of direct military involvement in Indochina as a reason
able price to pay for a political accommodation with the PRC on the only terms 
Beijing would now be willing to accept-an approximately equal status in the 
world among communist systems and no coordination of the two countries' foreign 
and strategic policies. The Soviet Foreign Ministry and some Central Committee 
organizations might well be prepared to accept " normalization" of relations with 
the PRC on minimal terms since the existing situation is an enormous complica
tion in Moscow's international relations. However, the probable negative attitude of 
the military could not be easily ignored. 

For the same reasons, the compulsions upon the Soviets to be accommodating to 
the Vietnamese and to avoid any policies and actions in Southeast Asia that would 
threaten the existing partnership are further enhanced by the Cam Ranh Bay and 
Da Nang base facilities. There are, undoubtedly, some important Soviet leaders and 
bureaucrats who would argue for a more autonomous, middle-ground position for 
the USSR in Southeast Asia, but it is doubtful that they would receive much atten
tion from that small but heterogeneous group that dominates decision making in 
the Kremlin. It may have been the case that it was an eager Moscow that pressed a 
reluctant Hanoi assiduously on Cam Ranh Bay and Da Nang, but it is not at all 
clear that, in policy terms at least, the Soviet Union came out better than Vietnam 
in this particular venture. Soviet relations with the PRC, Japan, the United States, 
and, to a more limited extent, the ASEAN states were adversely affected by this 
development, which was correctly seen by everyone not wearing the "China-is-the
ultimate-enemy" blinders as a serious and threatening development to their strate
gic and security interests. Vietnam, meanwhile, obtained what could become a 
very useful bargaining point in some negotiations with these same powers further 
down the road. 
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The heavy economic price the Soviets pay for their supportive role of Vietnam 
has been designed "to anchor the Soviet presence in Vietnam."2 Their economic 
aid program is not only large in absolute terms-estimates run from $3 to 
$5 million a day or about 25 percent of the total Soviet economic aid to the out
side world-but also is directed toward long-term projects scheduled for comple
tion in the 1990s, which is seen as a deterrent to any change in alignment by 
Hanoi. The Soviets provide most of Vietnam's arms-more than $1 billion since 
1980-without which Hanoi could not conduct its expensive operations in Cam
bodia and Laos while at the same time confronting the Chinese on Vietnam's 
northern border. Thus, the economic ties that bind Vietnam to Moscow are indeed 
impressive and not easily dissolved-or so it would appear. 

But here again, the Vietnamese basic dissatisfaction with the USSR as their 
primary source of external assistance has also been indicated on several occasions. 
The Soviets provide comparatively large amounts of economic aid, but some of 
this is of doubtful utility to the Vietnamese as it is dependent upon what the USSR 
is capable of providing rather than upon Hanoi's priority lists. Not only do the 
Soviets lack the capacity to provide some forms of economic assistance that Viet
nam requires badly, but Hanoi 's Soviet connection on its Cambodian adventure has 
cut off Vietnam's economic ties with most of the other major sources of economic 
aid. The probability is that Vietnam would do better on development programs that 
are dependent on external aid without the Soviet alliance and with a much broader 
range of international economic connections . It is true, of course, that it would be 
difficult to replace the USSR as a source of military assistance, but then the tern1i
nation of the Soviet connection would, presumably, be made in the context of 
agreements with ASEAN and with the PRC that would obviate Vietnam's need for 
such massive military assistance. Thus, the " neocolonialist syndrome," based on 
economic dependency principles, seems no more applicable to such relationships 
within the communist system than they are to the usual North-South relationships 
in a world of diverse and competing external-oriented economic systems. Under its 
present policy positions on the key issues, Hanoi will continue to be a Soviet 
dependency economically, but there are other viable and, presumably, attractive 
options available to the Socialist Republic of Vietnam (SRV). 

The Soviet-Vietnam relationship is , of course, the dominant factor in the defini
tion of Soviet policy in Cambodia and Laos as Moscow has publicly, and seeming
ly in practice, supported Hanoi's hegemonistic claims over all of Indochina. This is 
reflected in the Soviet economic aid programs in both countries. In Cambodia, for 
instance, direct Soviet economic aid decreased modestly each year from 1980 to 
1984-though the final figures for 1984 are still in a state of ftux.3 Most economic 

2 Edmund McWilliams, " Vietnam in 1982: Onward into the Quagmire," Asian Survey 23(1) (January 
1983):296. 

3 In mid-1984 , e.g., one well-informed Soviet speciali st on Cambodia was confident ly predicting that 
Cambodia was on the verge of becoming a rice exporter once again (Gennody I. Chufrin, " Five Years 
of the People's Revolutionary Power in Kampuchea: Results and Conclusions," Asian Survey 24(1) 
[November 1984]: 1143). But by late 1984, some Soviet reports were quietly admitting that the USSR 
would have to provide substantial food-grain assistance to Cambodia on a "one-time ad hoc" basis. 
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aid to Cambodia, including some which is Soviet in origin, is channeled into the 

People's Republic of Kampuchea (PRK) through Vietnam under the 1981 trilateral 

agreement on economic relations and is identified as Vietnamese aid to Cambodia. 

The Soviets have also largely abandoned grant aid to Cambodia in favor of project 

aid. This may enhance Cambodia's long-term dependence on the Soviets for some 

key development projects whose benefits will begin to become evident in the 

1990s. However, Cambodia's drastic immediate economic requirements in the 

mid-1980s are met largely by Vietnam, and it is the latter that is the basic concern 

of the beleaguered officials in Cambodia these days. Thus, whether by intent or by 

the compulsions of the limited Soviet aid capacity-or both-the USSR plays a 

subordinate role to Vietnam in the economic sphere in the subordinate Indochinese 

states. 
There were some hopes and even expectations expressed in ASEAN and West

ern sources a couple of years ago that the USSR and the SRV had different inter

ests and, therefore, would evolve somewhat different policies on Cambodia and 

perhaps even Laos. Moscow, it was suggested, would then occupy a middle-ground 

position between ASEAN and Vietnam and could emerge as a constructive force in 

the achievement of a mutually acceptable compromise agreement on Cambodia. 

This may well have been the role the Soviet government would have preferred to 

assume, but once again the compulsions of their subordinate status to Hanoi on 

Southeast Asian policy matters dictated otherwise. From the evidence available 

through 1985 , Moscow carefully aligns itself with Hanoi 's positions on Cambodia 

and related issues and does not stray any distance from these guidelines . Whether 

Moscow has been an influential voice in Vietnam's decision making is not clear. 

But the few steps that Hanoi has taken in the direction of a more moderate and 

accommodating attitude on Cambodia in the past few months would seem to be 

based upon a somewhat more realistic appraisal of what is possible and pragmatic 

by the Vietnamese leadership rather than upon advice from outside. The Soviets 

will certainly go along with these still minor but potentially significant changes in 

Vietnamese policy. Once again, however, this could be reflective of Moscow's de

termination not to be caught marching out of step with Hanoi on these issues . 

Thus, as of now, the Soviets may not be an obstacle to a Cambodia agreement 

(though the state of Sino-Soviet relations at the time might well impact on Mos

cow's response), but it is highly unlikely that the USSR will be a significant con

tributory force to such an agreement unless Hanoi gives the Soviets the go-ahead 

to serve in a mediatory capacity. 

The USSR and ASEAN 

There isn ' t really much to be said on this subject that isn ' t already common 

knowledge. The Soviets have demonstrated a strong interest in expanding political 

and economic ties with the ASEAN states since 1975 , and in some cases even 

earlier. But the high value placed upon the Vietnamese connection and the un

willingness in Moscow to do anything to endanger that relationship has under-
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mined its overtures to the "other" Southeast Asia. Soviet missions appear in the 
ASEAN states on a regular and comparatively frequent basis, but the results are 
almost always the same. The Soviets endorse, and then further exaggerate, the view 
heard in some ASEAN quarters that the PRC is the more serious threat in the long 
run (this qualifying clause is usually dropped by the Soviets) and that a unified 
Indochina under Vietnamese hegemony would be a useful buffer to Chinese ex
pansionism in Southeast Asia. But then the ASEAN leaders note than an over
armed Vietnam backed by the Soviets is the more immediate security threat to the 
ASEAN system, and they ask the Soviets what Moscow can and will do about this. 
The evasive answers received , when stripped of the usual gawdy rhetoric, is "noth
ing" -unless Hanoi asks Moscow to step in and do something. The dialogue usu
ally stops about there, for neither side has anything particularly constructive to 
add . 

Even the Soviet efforts to expand economic relations with the ASEAN states 
have not been particularly fruitful to date. There are very good economic reasons 
for this since the dynamic ASEAN economies have already established highly val
ued economic relations with some of the Western states , Japan, and other Third 
World states. On occasion, an ASEAN leader will expound upon the utility of 
diverting some of their international economic relations to the Soviets and the 
Eastern bloc of states , but on examination (assuming the statement was meant 
seriously in the first place) this has not appeared to be a very attractive policy 
alternative. In any case, the figures on ASEAN-Soviet trade are not much more 
impressive in 1985 than they were in 1975, and Soviet investments in ASEAN have 
been close to nil. Moreover, even if there were not these economic obstacles to 
expanding ASEAN-Soviet trade, the political deterrents would probably produce 
about the same results since one of the economic costs to the Soviets from their 
Vietnam connection has been to limit access to the ASEAN trade system. 

One other still minor complication in ASEAN-Soviet relations that could as
sume greater importance in the future is the evident Soviet interest in some of the 
leftist revolutionary movements in the ASEAN states. Virtually all of these had had 
a pro-PRC orientation in the period following the Sino-Soviet split and the division 
of the communist states and movements into pro-Soviet and pro-PRC camps. How
ever, the advice and guidance coming from Beijing these days, which, in effect , 
instructs the revolutionaries to make temporary adjustments with the existing gov
ernments , cannot be palatable to some of these groups. There appeared to be an 
opportunity here for the Soviet Union to exploit , either acting in coordination with 
Vietnam or behind a Vietnamese facade, but this has not yet been accomplished to 
any significant extent. The problem for Moscow and Hanoi is essentially the same 
as that faced by Bejing , namely, that when a choice has to be made between efforts 
to improve relations with the existing governments or offering themselves as exter
nal sources of support to weak , dissident-ridden revolutionary movements, there 
isn ' t much doubt what the decision will be in any of these capitals these days. Nor 
is it possible now to play coy games with ASEAN governments under which 
friendly formal relations are maintained with the government while supportive rela-
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tions are directed toward a revolutionary movement in a particular country. The old 

PRC distinction between "government-to-government" and "party-to-party" rela

tions in Southeast Asian states is no longer a viable policy option for either China, 

the Soviet Union, or Vietnam. 
The one possible exception within the ASEAN system in 1984-85 is the Phil

ippines, and the Soviets have been directing special attention to this country 

for some time now. The Soviet campaign has been directed at both the Marcos 

government-whose leadership has been highly lauded in the Soviet media on 

several occasions-and at the opposition movements to the Marcos regime for their 

supposedly critical attitude toward the U.S. bases in the Philippines. One good 

example of the diversity in the Soviet approach was provided by the visit of I. P. 

Kalin, deputy chairman of the USSR Supreme Soviet Presidium, to the Philippines 

in April 1983 . Kalin and his delegation praised almost every political grouping in 

the Philippines whatever their political orientation and position, whi le at the same 

time calling for a substantial expansion of USSR-Philippine economic and cultural 

relations. Everyone in the Philippines lauded his statements without commenting 

on their lack of substance in the emerging political context in the Philippines-and 

also welcomed the proposals on expanded economic ties . Some Philippine indus

trial and consumer goods were displayed at an exhibition in Moscow later in the 

year, but nothing much in tangible trade and investment relations has occurred yet. 

One possible revolutionary movement in Southeast Asia that could become the 

target of Soviet policy is the New People's Army (NPA) in the Phi lippines , which 

would appear to be an independent national movement without any substantial 

Chinese or other international links. The NPA has been expanding its activities in 

some areas of the Philippines in recent months, apparently on the basis of internal 

support rather than external aid. According to some reports, the Soviets are now 

indicating a strong interest in the NPA and may even be providing a modicum of 

financial assistance already. But for Moscow to move with any real effect in sup

port of the NPA, it would have to abandon its efforts to woo the Marcos govern

ment factions as well as the moderate noncommunist political movements, which, 

at this point, would appear to have the greater capacity to provide the basic support 

structure for any successor regime. The Soviets might be prepared to gamble on 

the NPA since they have nothing of substance to lose in the Philippines, but a 

policy of support for a revolutionary movement in one ASEAN state would be 

certain to have a negative impact on Soviet relations with the other member states. 

This might seem to be a small price to pay if one consequence of developments 

in the Philippines would be the emergence of a strong anti-American movement 

and demands for the removal of U.S. military bases. This would be a serious set

back for the United States, but it would also raise some very basic questions with

in ASEAN on the regional system itself and on security issues. It is unlikely, 

however, that any noncommunist alternative to the Marcos government would want 

to endanger its relations with its ASEAN. allies on an issue on which there is not 

as yet a broad consensus within opposition Philippine political groupings. 
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CONCLUSION 

Soviet policy in Southeast Asia is not, of course, limited to the regional states, 

as Moscow's relations with the PRC , Japan, the United States, and even the Non

Aligned Movement (NAM) are seriously affected by developments there. Sino-So

viet relations still constitute the main ingredient in Moscow 's decision making on 

Southeast Asia. The Soviet Union has become so deeply and expensively involved 

in this region primarily, but by no means exclusively, because of Moscow's efforts 

over the past decade to use both carrots and sticks in the dialogue with the PRC 

over the normalization of relations. The sticks are, of course, the "second front" 

on the Sino-Vietnamese border, which now has assumed a more threatening char

acter with the expanding Soviet military presence at Cam Ranh Bay and Da Nang 

and in the waters around the contested islands off the Vietnam and Chinese coast. 

The carrot would be a settlement of the Sino-Vietnamese dispute but , as now de

fined by Moscow, on terms that would not require the Soviet Union to "abandon" 

its Vietnamese ally or to surrender its right to use their military facilities in Indo

china. This particular carrot, unfortunately for Moscow, is considered inedible by 

the Chinese, and the current situation in Indochina remains the single most impor

tant obstacle to any real improvements in Sino-Soviet relations. Moscow and Bei

jing will continue to fight their Southeast Asian war indirectly and on carefully 

limited terms , but it still constitutes a confrontation and is defined as such in both 

countries' foreign and security policies. 

Japan-Soviet relations have also suffered a setback because of developments in 

Southeast Asia since 1978. As is usually the case with Japan , its authorities have 

studiously avoided direct involvement in the dispute between the two Southeast 

Asias that are aided by the Soviets and by the Chinese and Americans, respec

tively. But some relatively strict-for Tokyo at least-limitations on eco

nomic relations with Vietnam and, more important, economic policies toward the 

ASEAN states that are strongly influenced by regional political and strategic fac

tors have been introduced by Japan. Southeast Asia, and in particular the Malacca 

Straits, are now seen as vital interests in Japan . Soviet policies that contribute to 

destabilization in Southeast Asia and, potentially at least , threaten the oil lifeline 

between the Indian Ocean and the Western Pacific must now elicit some form of 

response from Japan. There are, of course, innumerable factors in Soviet-Japanese 

relations and in Northeast Asian developments that explain the substantial reduc

tion of the interest and enthusiasm in Japan for a major Japanese role in the de

velopment of the Siberian resources of the USSR, but Soviet policies in Indochina 

and in Afghanistan can only reinforce this policy orientation. 

Finally, there is the old but ever-enduring problem of Soviet-U.S. relations. 

These have been in a state of suspense-in both meanings of the word-since the 

Soviet aggression against Afghanistan in December 1979 . The developments in 

Southeast Asia and, in particular, the extension of Soviet military activities on a 

regular basis where in the past they had made largely token appearances have of 
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course been a contributing factor to the strong sense of concern felt in the United 
States as well as the determination to meet these challenges to American military 
power in areas of vital importance to the United States-as even some of our most 
Eurocentric Eastern Establishment specialists on strategic issues have finally come 
to recognize. A new mood on the renewal of a meaningful dialogue on their strate
gic relationship has become evident in both Moscow and Washington since the 
November 1984 U.S. presidential election. But on the assumption that the di
alogue will be revived in substantive terms, it can be expected that both the United 
States and the Soviet positions on Southeast Asian issues will be strongly influ
enced by disagreements over the Cam Ranh Bay base and direct Soviet military 
involvement in Indochina. This could provide the basis for some important dif
ferences between the United States and one or two of the ASEAN states, which 
sometimes seem to view the USSR as a balancing factor in their region without 
giving proper consideration, in my view, to the critical ways in which the Soviets 
obstruct a broader regional settlement that would be useful to A SEAN, the Indoc
hinese states, the United States, Japan, and the PRC. The U.S. government will 
not be attracted by such simplistic strategic thinking, even in a global environment -
in which the effort will be made to resolve differences with the USSR. 

I will conclude this analysis of Soviet involvement in the very complex and, at 
times, bewildering international politics in Southeast Asia with the point I made in 
the introduction. There are some seemingly attractive and useful opportunities for 
the Soviet Union in this region when each of these are viewed in isolation from the 
broader framework and the more long-term consequences of a particular decision. 
But for every gain there have been serious losses for the USSR. And the ways in 
which Soviet involvement in the region on its current policy basis has seriously 
complicated relations with the ASEAN states, the PRC, Japan, the United States 
(and probably eventually Vietnam) raise doubts about the efficacy of its policies in 
Soviet terms. Moscow could be a useful mediator in the region if it was prepared 
to argue the case for a compromise solution with Hanoi. But there would seem to 
be little likelihood of the USSR 's assuming such a position until and unless its 
more fundamental differences with the PRC and the United States are resolved. 
And this involves basic policy decisions in several areas of the world , not just 
Southeast Asia. 
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21. The People's Republic of China 
and Southeast Asia: 
Protector or Predator? 

Sheldon W. Simon 

INTRODUCTION 

Has the People's Republic of China reemerged on the contemporary international 

scene as the new middle kingdom, playing the role of protector to those neighbors 

willing to acknowledge its regional prominence and predator against those who 

refuse to acquiesce? There are indeed parallels between the PRC's current policies 

toward the ASEAN states and Vietnam and Beijing's historical relations with the 

various kingdoms that ruled adjacent to its southern borders. The essence of Bei

jing's policy, then and now, is that the PRC must play a primary role in determin

ing regional order, particularly with respect to relations with major external actors. 

Neighboring states must, at minimum, deny access for those extraregional actors 

with which the PRC is in conflict. Vietnam currently defies both of these dicta, 

while the ASEAN states-some enthusiastically, others reluctantly-appear to ac

cept Beijing's criteria for cordial relations. 

This chapter explores the dynamics and dilemma of the PRC's contemporary 

relations with Southeast Asia. It hopes to elucidate the trade-offs confronting 

PRC policymakers regarding such goals as regional dominance, disruption of the 

Vietnam-Soviet alliance, and good relations with Southeast Asia's most important 

regional group, ASEAN. Insofar as Beijing works toward the realization of one set 

of goals, there may be sacrifices with respect to others. Moreover, because it lacks 

the capability to exclude either the United States or the Soviet Union from South

east Asia, the PRC must develop policies designed either to coexist with both or 

tilt toward the superpower least threatening to its other goals . Since the early 

1970s, that tilt has been toward the United States. 
The United States' military presence in the western Pacific on the Soviet Asian 

periphery has complicated Moscow's force planning, constituting a tacit deterrent 
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against any Soviet military adventure in the PRC per se. Once it had become clear, 
however, that the United States was committed to balancing the Soviet military 
build-up in Asia, the PRC , since 1982, dropped its earlier rhetoric suggesting an 
alliance between Washington and Beijing. Its new more evenhanded foreign policy 
is designed to restore its status in the Third World generally and to underline its 
independence of any great power as befits its role as an important regional actor in 
its own right. In its new position of selective nonalignment, the PRC warns Third 
World states of the dangers inherent in superpower contention, particularly as each 
competitively arms its local clients . Given the PRC's view of the legitimacy of its 
own primacy in Southeast Asia, dependence on either superpower by Southeast 
Asian states in the long run is unacceptable, for these states will inevitably be 
exploited for superpower advantage.1 

Thus, the PRC has refrained from overtly military collaborative activities with 
the United States . As of early 1985, for example, there were still no definite ar
rangements for U.S . Seventh Fleet port calls along the China coast , a project first 
raised by Deng Xiaoping in 1979 and approved in principle by Secretary Hu Yao
bang in November 1984. Nor has there been a major weapons purchase, though 
several military delegations have held discussions in both capitals. In sum, be
cause of the Reagan military build-up, the Chinese perceive and project for the 
foreseeable future a strategic stalemate between the superpowers, which provides it 
with increased foreign policy maneuverability. Furthermore, by declaring a more 
independent foreign policy in a more relaxed international environment, Chinese 
leaders reinforce the liberal economic policies they are adopting at home. If Bei
jing's strategic environment is seen as relatively stable, then additional resources 
can be devoted to civilian activities, and foreign investment need not be interpreted 
as mortgaging the nation's patrimony to external interests . 2 

Despite the foregoing argument that the PRC is effecting a more evenhanded 
relationship with both superpowers, the PRC readily acknowledges that only the 
Soviets constitute a long-term geostrategic threat and that good relations with the 
United States remain essential to cope with that threat. U .S. and Chinese interests 
with respect to the Soviet presence in Asia are certainly compatible. Insofar as 
there are difficulties in the relationship, they may be traced back to the Ford ad
ministration's Pacific Doctrine, which tried to compensate for a reduced U.S. mili-

Research for thi s chapter was partially supported through travel grants from the U.S. Information Agen
cy and the Earhart Founda1ion (Ann Arbor, Michigan). 
1 This argument may be found in Jonathan D. Poll ack, The Lessons of Coalirion Polirics: Sino

American Securiry Relarions (Santa Monica: Rand Corporation, 1984), p. 8; Donald H. McMillen, 
ed. , Asian Perspecrives 011 /nremarional Securiry (London: Macmillan , 1984), p. 175; and Paul H. B. 
Godwin, " Soldiers and Statesmen in Conflict: Chinese Defense and Foreign Policies in the 1980s, " 
in Chinese Foreign Policy in The 1980s, edited by Samuel Kim (Boulder: Westview Press, 1984). 

2 For authoritative PRC statements emphasizing Beijing 's independence from both superpowers and its 
identification with the Third World , see the M inistry of Foreign Affairs artic le carried by Xinhua in 
Foreign Broadcast Information Service (hereafter FBlS), Daily Reporr: China, September 13, 1984, 
pp. Kl-2 ; and the address by Foreign Minister Wu Xueqian to the Thirty-ninth U.N. General 
Assembly, Xinhua. September 26. 1984 , in FBlS, Daily Reporr: China, September 27 , 1984, 
pp. A2-3. 
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tary presence in the region by encouraging a Chinese security commitment. U.S. 

reliance on the PRC to balance Soviet-Vietnamese actions in Southeast Asia was 

accelerated during the Carter years, based on the belief that Washington and Bei

jing could forge an alliance acceptable to the ASEAN states as long as the focus of 

that alliance was against Vietnam and the Soviet Union. 3 At best, that underlying 

assumption has proved only partially accurate. ASEAN's views of the PRC are 

much less unified and benevolent than the Americans believed, and the associa

tion's perceptions of the Soviets are probably less negative in the long term than 

the Americans had hoped. 

SINO-SOVIET RELATIONS: IMPLICATIONS FOR SOUTHEAST ASIA 

The intractibility of the Sino-Soviet dispute is a source of gratification for all of 

Southeast Asia, including Indochina and ASEAN. As long as the communist gi

ants confront each other, Vietnam is assured that no deal will be struck that might 

remove Soviet protection against the Chinese "elder brother. " For ASEAN, the 

Sino-Soviet conflict precludes a united front of Asian communist states operating 

on Vietnam's behalf from both land and sea. 

At bottom, Sino-Soviet relations will remain strained, not so much because of 

ideological or territorial issues (these are symptoms rather than causes of the over

all relationship), but rather as a result of the Soviet Un ion 's refusal to accept the 

legitimacy of Chinese nationalism . For Moscow, the PRC has yet to repudiate 

Maoism, despite economic liberalization and the Four Modernizations, because the 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has not rehabilitated the "internationalists" with

in the party (read former pro-Soviet leaders) such as Wang Meng and Gao Gang. 

The PRC's new form of market socialism, then, is merely a new nationalist devia

tion rather than an opportunity for rapprochement. 4 

Thus, a major Soviet aim in Asia continues to be the prevention or delay of the 

PRC's attaining great power status . The gradual accretion of Chinese military pow

er will be directed, therl!fore, primarily toward the Soviet border lands and against 

any Soviet As ian ally, that is , Vietnam. Additionally, Beijing's position in the great 

power triangle must remain skewed in favor of the United States. Sino-U.S. rela

tions will remain closer than either Sino-Soviet or U.S.-Soviet relations. Beijing's 

efforts at tension reduction with the Soviets should be seen as a policy 

to improve its leverage in the trilateral relationship without strengthening the So

viet position.s 

3 Leszek Buszynski makes an interesting case that the United States surrendered Southeast Asian 

policy initiatives to the PRC in the aftermath of the Second Indochina War. See his " The United 

States and Southeast Asia: A Case of Strategic Surrender," Journal of Sourheasr Asian Srudies 14(2) 
( 1983):225-243. 

4 This interpretation of the Sino-Soviet dispute is we ll documented by Chi Su, "China and the Soviet 

Union: 'Principled , Salutary, and Tempered' Management of Conflict , " in Chinese Foreign Policy, 

pp. 135-160. 
5 Norman D. Levin and Jonathan D. Po ll ack, Managing rhe Srraregic Triangle: Summary of a Work 

shop Discussion (Santa Monica: Rand Corporation, 1984), pp. 46 , 47. 
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The PRC's dominant strategic view of the USSR is centered on the concept of 
encirclement. The Soviets are seen to be deploying naval forces in the Indian 
Ocean and the South China and East China seas . Vietnam's ties to the USSR, 
comparable to the Soviet base agreements with Ethiopia, are part of a strategy to 
gain control of an arc stretching from the Persian Gulf to the Sea of Okhotsk. 
Thus, Chinese efforts to put obstacles in the way of this build-up and to urge Third 
World states to resist Soviet blandishments constitute a major line of Chinese for
eign policy. 6 As Xinhua explained in 1980: 

The Soviet Union moves from north to south while its proxy, Vietnam , moves from 
east to west to carry out Moscow 's southward strategy that aims at controlling the oil
producing regions in the Middle East, North Africa and the Gulf area, on the one 
hand , and Southeast Asia and the Strait of Malacca on the other, with the Gulf area 
being the most strategically important. The Soviet Union will not be satisfied or stop 
its step without hitting its strategic targets. Control of Afghanistan and Indochina is 
only the first two steps in the southward strategy, and the next step is to seize "oil
supply centers" of the West in the Middle East, ... control the passage from the 
Indian Ocean to the Pacific , and cut off " the lifeline of the West" at sea. 7 

Beginning in 1982, the Chinese and Russians returned to the bargaining table, 
renewing sporadic efforts at normalizing relations . While little progress toward this 
end has apparently been achieved, Hanoi is concerned because one of the central 
problems raised by Beijing in these discussions is the Cambodian issue. Vietnam 
undoubtedly fears the prospect of the Soviet Union's joining the PRC, as it did in 
both the 1954 and 1962 Geneva agreements, to betray Vietnamese interests. Thus, 
Vietnam warned Moscow in the January 1984 Indochinese foreign ministers' con
ference communique that Sino-Vietnamese problems were a matter for bilateral 
discussions and that the Soviets should keep out of these issues. 

Nevertheless, there was some evidence in 1983 that the Soviets were urging both 
the PRC and Vietnam to compromise over the Cambodian issue by providing some 
role for the non-Khmer Rouge elements of the resistance coalition in the Heng 
Samrin government. Soviet diplomatic pressure was apparent when Cambodian 
Foreign Minister Hun Sen visited Moscow in September 1983 and reportedly 
agreed for the first time to accept the possibility that Sihanouk and Son Sann could 
eventually play some role in the country's politics. Vietnamese sources similarly 
indicated a readiness to accept a return of Sihanouk, though in both cases, it is 

6 Francis J. Romance, " Peking's Counterencirclement Strategy: The Maritime Element, " Orbis 20(2) 
(Summer 1976):440-4 1. 

7 Cited in Yaacov Y. l. Yertzberger, Coastal States, Regional Powers, Superpowers , and the Malacca
Singapore Straits (Berkeley: Institute of East Asian Studies, 1984), p. 69. See also Marion K. 
Leighton , "Soviets Still Play Dominoes in Asia," Wall Street Journal, October 14 , 1983. Note, 
however, that there are some reports that the Chinese would be willing to accept a Soviet naval 
presence in Southeast Asia at Cam Ranh Bay if the Cambodian issue was satisfactorily resolved. This 
interpretation of Chinese policy emphasizes that the bases are meant to counter U.S. deployments in 
the Philippines . By inference, this reasoning abandons Beijing's more prominent concerns over a 
Soviet encirclement strategy; see Far Eastern Economic Review, June 23, 1983, p. 14 . 

336 



understood that any resistance personnel accepted in Phnom Penh would be subor
dinated within the Vietnamese client state apparatus. s 

These periodic diplomatic soundings may be interpreted most accurately as 
ploys by Hanoi to separate the Sihanouk and Son Sann elements from the Khmer 
Rouge in the Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea (CGDK). If suc
cessful, the only politically acceptable components of the Cambodian resistance 
would no longer have an effective military wing (the Khmer Rouge forces). The 
co-optation by the Socialist Republic of Vietnam (SRV) of the noncommunist re
sistance elements would lead to their emasculation as a political force; and an 
isolated, illegitimate Khmer Rouge guerrilla army might well rapidly degenerate 
into banditry. From Vietnam's view no role for Pol Pot's forces can be acceptable, 
not because of their previous depradations, but because they constitute a Chinese 
instrument for keeping the Vietnamese bogged down in Cambodia and thereby 
economically weak and diplomatically isolated. 

These hopes seem to have been abandoned in 1984 as Chinese assaults in the 
Vietnam border region were stepped up following Vietnamese attacks on Khmer 
resistance enclaves along the Thai border. The Soviets, in tum , rattled their sabers 
in April 1984 by mobilizing a carrier task group around the Minsk and engaging in 
amphibious maneuvers with marines on Vietnamese beaches for the first time. 
Subsequent Chinese attacks of regimental size on a number of strategic Vietnam
ese positions in late April were described by intelligence sources as the largest 
since the PRC's February 1979 invasion. In another show of force Beijing's south
ern fleet, including destroyers, frigates, and submarines, sailed toward the disputed 
Spratly Islands, most of which are under Vietnamese control. 9 The upshot of this 
flurry of military activity was the postponement in mid-May of a visit by Ivan 
Arkhipov, a first deputy premier, who would have been the highest ranking Soviet 
official to visit the PRC in fifteen years. While the Arkhipov visit was subse
quently rescheduled for early 1985 , Sino-Soviet talks on Vietnam have not led to a 
change in position by either side. 10 

THE PRC AND ASEAN: THE UNEASY PARTNERSHIP 

The PRC faces a legacy of suspicion in Southeast Asia that is difficult to over
come. Over the past three decades Beijing has been viewed as a source of arms and 
training for the pro-PRC communist insurgencies of the region . Although high
level CPC officials have insisted for several years that the "Chinese Communist 
Party has declared on many occasions that it will never interfere ... in the inter
nal affairs of any country by using its relations with the party of that country," this 

s Willy van Damme, "Closer to Compromise?" Far Eastern Economic Review, December 15 , 1983 , 
p. 18 . 

9 Nayan Chanda, " The Deep Freeze, " Far Eastern Economic Review, June 14 , 1984, pp. 46-47 ; 
Michael Parks, "Chinese Are Pessimistic About Better Soviet Ties," Los Angeles Times, July 10, 
1984. 

10 Remarks by CPSU Central Committee secretary Vladimir Dolgikh in Hanoi , in Tass , November 13, 
1984, in FBIS, Daily Report: USSR, November 14, 1984, p. El. 

337 



disclaimer has been received with skepticism. 11 For at least two of the ASEAN 
states (Indonesia and Malaysia) the PRC has been openly treated as a greater threat 
to the region than Vietnam. 12 Even Singapore and Thailand , generally more favora
bly disposed to ties with the PRC, realize that an inordinate military dependence 
on Beijing could jeopardize ASEAN solidarity. 

The perspectives and objectives of the ASEAN states differ significantly from 
those of the PRC on the Cambodian issue. While the former seek a Vietnamese 
withdrawal from Cambodia, they oppose any return of the Khmer Rouge to gov
ernance. Moreover, the ASEAN states do not endorse Beijing's strategy of " bleed
ing Vietnam white." To do so would remove an important buffer to increased Chi
nese influence in Southeast Asia. Furthermore, in the process of carrying out a war 
of attrition against Vietnam, the Soviet presence in the region will inevitably in
crease, postponing even further any realization of ASEAN hopes for a Zone of 
Peace, Freedom, and Neutrality (ZOPFAN). In effect, the ASEAN states face a 
dilemma: If they rely on Chinese military aid to keep the Cambodian resistance 
viable, then they cannot exclude Beijing's political influence in the region .13 

For Thailand , however, the PRC has been the only external power actually will
ing to shed blood on its behalf. People's Liberation Army (PLA) pressure on Viet
nam's northern border is closely correlated with Vietnam People's Army (VPA) 
attacks on resistance enclaves along the Thai-Cambodian frontier. Some Thai mili
tary officials have reportedly stated that even a Hanoi-leaning Cambodian solution 
would endanger Thai security. Therefore, Thailand might have to form long-term 
security ties to the PRC-a development that could lead to severe strains within 
ASEAN .14 As the frontline state, then, Thailand possesses considerable leverage 
for keeping the ASEAN outliers on the Cambodian issue in line. Unless Indo
nesia and Malaysia support Thailand's insistence on a complete Vietnamese with
drawal from Cambodia, they risk pushing Thailand closer to the PRC, an outcome 
all A SEAN members wish to avoid. 

Indonesia is the ASEAN state most dissatisfied with backing Thai security inter
ests. "Unofficial" visits by armed forces commander General Benny Murdani and 
Center for Strategic and International Studies director Jusuf Wanandi to Hanoi in 
late 1983 provided an opportunity for Jakarta to articulate its dissent from overall 
ASEAN strategy on Cambodia and to essay a new initiative toward the SRV by 
reassuring Hanoi that it has a vital security role to play in Southeast Asia if only it 

11 Statement by the International Liaison Department of the CPC Central Committee, Xinhua, Septem
ber 15, 1984, in FBIS, Daily Report: China, September 17 , 1984, p. A3 . 

12 See, e.g ., Merdeka editorial , December 23 , 1983, FBIS, Daily Report: Asia and Pacific, January 6 , 
1984, p. N 1; and the statement by Malaysian Foreign Minister Tengku Ahmad Rithauddeen , in the 
Kuala Lumpur International Service, October 5 , 1984, FB lS , Daily Report: Asia and Pacific, Octo
ber 13, 1984, p. 01. 

13 This point was made to the author in an interview with a Malaysian Foreign Ministry (Wisma Putra) 
official in Kuala Lumpur, May 29 , 1984. 

14 Author's discussions with visiting American proft!ssor William S. Turley at Chulalongkorn Univer
sity (Bangkok), May 19, 1984. See also Alastair l. Johnston , "Changing Party-Army Relations in 
China, 1979- 1984," Asian Survey 24(10) (October 1984): 1038 . 
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were willing to compromise on the Cambodian issue. Fortunately, for ASEAN, 

regional cooperation is at a level sufficient to tolerate differences in security views 

between Thailand and Indonesia. Whereas the Thais increasingly seem to view the 

Cambodian conflict in East-West terms (as do the Americans and Chinese), for 

Indonesia it is primarily a regional issue and potential trap for ASEAN insofar as 

it reinforces the PRC's role as Thailand's backer. 15 Neither Malaysia nor Indo

nesia wishes to see the PRC share U.S. security responsibilities in Southeast 

Asia. The longer the Cambodian conflict continues, the more this apprehension 

will increase. 

THE PRC AND VIETNAM: THE CONFLICT CORE 

The PRC's primary strat~gic goals in Southeast Asia are to deny advantage to its 

international adversaries and to establish a position of dominance vis-a-vis its im

mediate neighbors. Vietnam's decision to align with the USSR both because it 

could provide more reconstruction assistance and was willing to back Hanoi's 

hegemonial position within Indochina ensured that the close relationsh ip between 

the PRC and Vietnam characteristic of the war years could not be sustained. The 

PRC's limited invasion of Vietnam's six northern provinces in February 1979, sub

sequent to the latter's occupation of Cambodia, was intended to demonstrate that 

the SRV would not be protected from Chinese wrath because it had a new treaty 

with the USSR. As Michael Leifer has noted: "The related idea of teaching Viet

nam a lesson had the additional purpose of seeking to explode the myth of Viet

namese invincibility. To this end China was prepared to sacrifice men for limited 

and temporary territorial gain." 16 

Although Beijing's punitive policy has increased the price Vietnam must pay to 

maintain its position in Laos and Cambodia, the costs to the PRC have been con

siderable. Vietnam was not prevented from discharging most of its ethnic Chinese 

into the South Sea or across the PRC's borders. Hanoi 's alignment with the Soviet 

Union was accelerated , thus distorting the PRC's strategic priorities: the object of 

the attack on Vietnam was to counter the extension of Soviet influence, not to 

promote it. Nevertheless, if Beijing's policy is analyzed as a long-term undertak

ing , its geographical position enables it to apply persistent pressure throughout 

Indochina, both through its own armed forces as well as its aid to insurgents in 

Laos and Cambodia, at an acceptable cost. The PRC's purposes are to prevent 

Vietnam from consolidating a puppet regime in Cambodia, to make Hanoi exceed 

its resource capacity, and ultimately to agree to a settlement that would entail a 

complete withdrawal from Cambodia and the tacit recognition that the PRC has a 

major role to play in security arrangements for Indochina. Paradoxically, however, 

15 See the insightful analysis by Sukhumbhand Paribatra of the Institute of Security and International 

Studies, Chulalongkom University, in Far Eastern Economic Review, May IO , 1984, pp. 32-34. 

16 Michael Leifer, " Conflict and Regional Order in Southeast Asia," in Security in East Asia, edited 

by Robert O'Nei ll (New York: St. Martin's Press for the International Institute for Strategic Studies, 

1984), p. 140. 
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a Chinese military threat is also useful to Vietnam's leadership as long as that 
threat is deterred. After more than forty years of continuous warfare, pressures 
exist throughout Vietnam for both political and economic relaxation. These are 
alluded to regularly in annual Vietnam Communist party reports on societal condi
tions, which warn against the rise of individualism and growing desires for private 
benefit. A belligerent PRC helps the current generation of Vietnam's leadership 
legitimate the maintenance of a command economy and a large-scale military, thus 
restraining pressures for political liberalization and economic freedom. 

For Beijing the Hanoi problem has two dimensions, the Sino-Soviet, by which 
Vietnam acts in the service of the USSR to encircle the PRC, and one of regional 
competition. Both the 1979 war and Beijing's continuing military pressure on Viet
nam's border were undertaken to maintain the PRC's credibility-that its warnings 
were not to be taken lightly, particularly by those countries on its borders . Bei
jing's prestige had been damaged by the impunity with which Hanoi had treated 
ethnic Chinese in Vietnam and had toppled the PRC's ally in Cambodia. I7 

Since the PRC had not shrunk from military confrontation with a much more 
powerful neighbor (the USSR in 1969 and 1971), it could hardly be expected to 
retreat from a dispute with a smaller, weaker state, which also happened to be 
scorned as an ungrateful neighbor-one which had accepted $20 billion in aid 
through two Indochina wars and then blatantly betrayed the relationship by turning 
to the Soviet Union to support its Cambodian adventure. IS 

Because Beijing sees its dispute with Hanoi as a manifestation of Vietnam's 
hegemonistic design, no resolution can be achieved until the SRV withdraws from 
Cambodia and a government is installed there which accepts the PRC's security 
interests as legitimate. 

The PRC has also warned ASEAN that unless the Soviet-Vietnam alliance is 
broken, the Russian navy will advance from Cam Ranh Bay to the Malacca 
Straits, constituting a direct threat to the sea-lanes between the Indian Ocean and 
the Pacific . I9 

THE SOUTH CHINA SEA DIMENSION 

While attention has been focused on the Southeast Asian mainland as the pri
mary location for regional confrontation, future conflict zones may well be located 
on the waters and island groups of the region with the PRC as a major contender. 
The South China Sea is rife with conflicting jurisdictional claims growing out of 
overlapping 200-mile exclusive economic zones (EEZs), the potential involvement 
of external powers as backers of one or another disputant , and the reported exis
tence of vast quantities of undersea mineral and energy resources. This heady mix
ture is fermented through the growing maritime capabilities of the littorals, the 

17 McMil len, ed. , Asian Perspectives, p. 179 . 
18 See the excellent discussion in Chang Pao-min, " The Sino-Vietnamese Territorial Dispute," Asia 

Pacific Community 24 (Spring 1984):37- 48. 
19 Vertzberger, Coastal States , p. 70. 
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Soviet Pacific Fleet, the U.S. Seventh Fleet, and, most recently, early stages of a 

PRC blue-water navy. 

The Sino-Vietnam bilateral dispute was carried out to the South China Sea to

ward the end of the Second Indochina War. Vietnam's claim that two-thirds of the 

Tonkin Gulf were territorial waters in early 1974 in part precipitated Beijing's oc

cupation of the Paracel Islands later that year. Conflicting claims were further 

staked when Hanoi seized six Spratly islands in 1975, in violation of what the PRC 

declared had been Vietnam 's earlier recognition of Chinese sovereignty there. In

terestingly, Beijing hinted in 1979 that it might be willing to make concessions on 

its land boundary dispute with Vietnam if the latter would be "reasonable" on the 

South China Sea issues. 20 When the PRC began oil exploration in the Gulf of 

Tonkin in late 1979, it stayed away from the disputed areas by confining its ac

tivities to an area east of the 108° east line claimed by Vietnam as its sea boundary. 

Vietnam , too , has proposed the principle of "equal and mutual benefit" as a 

basis for the division of the South China Sea, suggesting that Hanoi might be 

prepared to divide the Gulf of Tonkin if Beijing agreed to recognize Vietnamese 

sovereignty over the Spratlies. The PRC's reticence in taking up this offer is at 

least partly attributable to several ASEAN states' claims to parts of the Spratlies 

too. That is, a Sino-Vietnam condominium in the South China Sea could under

mine the PRC's united front with ASEAN against the USSR/SRV encirclement. 

The South China Sea dispute with Hanoi is portrayed as another component of 

Hanoi 's hegemonistic designs and has become inextricably intertwined with the 

continuing war in Cambodia. An ironic footnote to this assessment is the PRC's 

tacit acceptance of the KMT's occupation of the largest Spratly island, Itu Aba, 

since 1946, for it gives Beijing a stronger claim to the Spratlies than Vietnam. 2 1 

In late May 1984, the Sixth National People's Congress of the PRC discussed 

incorporating the Spratlies into the Hainan Island administrative region . Possible 

military action by the PRC and Vietnam around the islands have discouraged 

oil exploration in the vicinity. Beijing's intransigence contributes to the percep

tion among some ASEAN states that the PRC constitutes a future threat to re

gional stability. 22 

To dramatize its claims to the South China Sea littoral, Beijing sent elements of 

its fledgling blue-water Southern Fleet to circumnavigate the region in May 1983. 

The ships sailed to the southernmost point claimed by the PRC-James Shoal, 

only about twenty nautical miles north of Sarawak. The PRC's warships have re

cently been equipped with lines for the transfer of supplies at sea, and the South

ern Fleet also added an oiler and submarine support ship. 23 Nevertheless, Beijing's 

ability to project force on a sustained basis as far south as the Spratlies is severely 

20 An excellent discussion of these issues may be found in Chang Pao-min, "Sino-Vietnamese Ter

ritorial Dispute." 
2 1 Ibid., p. 44. 
22 Richard D. Fisher, Jr. , "Brewing Conflict in the South China Sea," Asia Studies Backgrounder 

(Washington, D.C.: Heritage Foundation , October 25, 1984), p. 4. 
23 George Lauria! , " Bluewater on a Budget," Far Eastern Economic Review, July 28 , 1983 , p. 38. 
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limited. The area is outside the range of its land-based naval air, while the islands 
are within range of Vietnam's air force and , of course, Soviet Badger aircraft oper
ating from Cam Ranh Bay. 

As a prelude to its force build-up in the South China Sea, the PRC has been 
developing the Paracels as a new naval base. In particular, the fac ilities on Woody 
island could be used as a stag ing point for a future campaign to capture the Sprat
lies. It contains faci lities to serv ice the major warships of the Southern Fleet, pro
jected to become the country's largest. 24 If, however, Vietnam continues to be the 
beneficiary of Soviet arms transfers-including Petya-class frigates , SU-17 fighter 
bombers, Koni-c lass frigates, and Foxtrot submarines-it is extremely unlikely 
that the PRC will be in a position to enforce its claims. 

THE PRC AND THE CAMBODIAN CONFLICT: 
IS THERE A SOLUTION? 

From a geostrategic perspective there are serious differences between the 
ASEAN states and the PRC over the future balance of power on the mainland of 
Southeast Asia, more precisely concerning Vietnam's role. Because Indonesia and 
Malaysia perceive the PRC as the principal source of threat to the region , they 
insist that Vietnam has a legitimate ro le in helping to establ ish a regional order, 
providing Hanoi agrees to reduce its security dependence (though not necessarily 
abo lish it) on the Soviet Union. 

While Indonesia and Malaysia seem prepared to accept Hanoi's preeminence 
within Indochina, the issue still to be settled is the character of Vietnam's role. 
Hanoi's January-February 1985 military destruction of both the Khmer People's 
National Liberat ion Front (KPNLF) and Khmer Rouge base camps along the Thai 
frontier and the almost inevitable spillover of some fighting once again into Thai
land appear to have solidi fied ASEAN and strengthened its stand against Vietnam . 
In its toughest statement to date, the ASEAN foreign ministers on February 11 , 
1985 , called on the international community to ass ist all Khmer freedom fighters , 
implicitly including , for the first time, the Khmer Rouge.2s The latest ASEAN 
foreign ministers' statement was a logical follow-up to their July 9-10, 1984, meet
ing, which had also castigated Vietnam's "aggression" on the Thai
Cambodian border. In the ir July commuique, the ASEAN states endorsed Prince 
Sihanouk's proposal for "national reconciliation" in Cambodia. ASEAN's inter
pretation of thi s concept is that talks should take place between the Heng Samrin 
regime as simply one Cambodian faction and the Sihanouk and Son Sann compo
nents of the coalition. Vietnam presumably would not be represented in these dis
cussions.26 The idea is, however, a nonstarter, primarily for two reasons. First, as 
indicated earlier, Hanoi would never voluntarily relinquish control of the Cambo
dian regime, an outcome at least theoretically possible if the Heng Samrin group 

24 Fisher, "Brewing Conflict," pp. 7-8 . 
25 See the report in the Bangkok World, February I I , 1985. 
26 Rodney Tasker, "ASEAN Toughs It Up," Far Eastern Economic Review. July 26, 1984, pp. 32-33. 
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was to become a minority in a new coalition. Second, the Khmer Rouge, as the 
militarily strongest faction within the CGDK, refuses to engage in any dealings 
with Heng Samrin. Nor is there any evidence that the PRC is willing to endorse an 
ASEAN proposal that would exclude the Khmer Rouge from participating in a new 
government of "national reconciliation ." 

Resolution of the Cambodian issue centers on the question, will Beijing accept a 
Hanoi-dominated Indochina as long as there is no direct military threat to Thailand 
and Soviet base facilities are reduced, say, to the pre-1980 situation? Such an out
come might be preferred by ASEAN, but would it be acceptable to Beijing? In 
effect , this outcome would unite Vietnam with ASEAN to insulate the region 
against the PRC. Another problem with this so lution would be its unacceptability 
to Thailand , which sees the consolidation of Vietnamese influence in Indochina to 
be a direct threat to its borders . The other ASEAN states cannot provide the same 
kind of guarantee against the erstwhile threat that the PRC can. 27 

In restraining Vietnamese hegemonism, the PRC argues that it not only checks 
the regional ambitions of a small state but also restrains the global threat of a 
superpower. Indeed, the Soviet military presence at Cam Ranh Bay has been the 
key to the PRC's acceptability as a tacit ASEAN ally. Beijing's cordial relations 
with ASEAN may well depend on a continuation of the Cambodian stalemate. 
Should a settlement be achieved, in all probability the old endemic suspicions of 
the PRC's regional intentions will again dominate ASEAN 's policies toward it. 

Beijing has publicly stated its support for the various ASEAN-initiated U .N . 
resolutions on a solution for Cambodia, including the proposal "that after Viet
nam's withdrawal of its troops , Cambodia is to become a democratic, peaceful, 
neutral, and nonaligned country under international supervision." Neverthe
less , the PRC continues to provide more aid to Pol Pot's Khmer Rouge than to the 
other noncommunist elements of the resistance. 28 This refusal to abandon the 
Khmer Rouge suggests Beijing's disinclination to jettison its primary instrument of 
influence in Cambodia in exchange for a settlement that would still leave Vietnam 
as the dominant state in Indochina. "B leeding Vietnam" remains Beijing's top 
priority. 

The PRC has tendered its own interpretation of the ASEAN foreign ministers' 
four-party coalition idea, which emerged from their July 1984 annual meeting .29 

This concept would, according to Beijing, legitimate a Khmer Rouge role in a new 
Cambodian government of reconciliation, presumably attendant upon a Vietnamese 
withdrawal. However, the PRC was reported to have rejected an ASEAN sugges-

27 A very good succ inct analysis of thi s dilemma is found in Michael Leifer, "ASEAN Under Stress 
Over Cambodia," Far Eastern Eco110111ic Review, June 14, 1984 , pp. 34-36. 

28 Xinhua statement by CPC Secretary General Hu Yaobang, January 24, 1984 , in FBIS, Daily Reporr: 
China, January 25 , 1984, p. A2; and testimony by Ass istant Secretary of State for East Asian and 
Pacific Affairs Paul Wolfowitz , in United States-China Relations: Hearings Before the Commi11ee on 
Foreign Relations. U.S. House of Representatives (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing 
Office, April 3 , 4 , June 5 , 1984), p. 246. 

29 Agence France Presse (Hong Kong), Ju ly 26, 1984 , in FBIS , Daily Reporr: Asia Pacific , Ju ly 27, 
1984, p. HS. 
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tion that some of the most notorious Khmer Rouge be removed from Cambodia in 
order to facilitate a political settlement. The PRC also appeared to veto prospects 
for any secret meetings between Sihanouk and Heng Samrin representatives in 
Paris to discuss implementation of the July ASEAN resolution on a reconciliation 
government. Bejing seems to be saying that its support for the resistance coalition 
is premised on the maintenance of its tripartite composition. 30 That is , the PRC is 
willing to rely only on the Khmer Rouge to protect its interests in any future 
Cambodian government. If that is Beijing's bottom line, however, then the political 
compromise with Vietnam and the Heng Samrin government desired by ASEAN 
may be unattainable. 

Vietnam's efforts between November 1984 and February 1985 to break the politi
cal stalemate through a decisive military victory over the resistance may be seen as 
a device to convince ASEAN and the United States-if not Beijing-that they are 
bankrolling a losing proposition and would be better advised to seek an accom
modation with the Heng Samrin regime on terms acceptable to Hanoi. 

The PRC's response to Vietnam's military juggernaut in western Cambodia has 
been measured. On the one hand , the PRC has increased the size of its military 
forces on Vietnam's border from twelve divisions in 1979 to nineteen in early 
1985 . Foreign Minister Wu Xueqian in Bangkok reportedly reassured Thailand 
that the PRC would "teach Vietnam a lesson" if Vietnamese forces carried their 
attack on Cambodian guerrillas into Thailand. The phrase was the same used prior 
to Beijing's 1979 invasion of Vietnam's six northern provinces. In fact, Beijing 
stepped up artillery barrages along Vietnam's frontier. 3l It also promised to in
crease military aid to Son Sann's KPNLF forces and dispatched a large military 
delegation to Thailand to arrange logistics. 

On the other hand, Beijing has not launched a second full-scale assault on Viet
nam, comparable to 1979, despite the decimation of KPNLF and Khmer Rouge 
base camps. There are at least two explanations for this caution. One is political
the PRC has finally positioned itself so that it is improving relations with the 
Soviets (the January 1985 visit of Soviet First Deputy Premier Ivan Arkhipov was 
described as particularly cordial) and is simultaneously negotiating some military 
purchases from the United States, as reported in accounts of U.S. Joint Chiefs 
head General John Vessey's visit, also in January. Chinese leaders may not want to 
jeopardize current political arrangements with the superpowers by initiating a new 
military adventure. 32 

The other explanation is military. Unlike 1979, Vietnam now deploys some 60 
percent of its frontline forces north of Hanoi. A Chinese attack would be met with 

30 Nayan Chanda, " Sihanouk Stonewalled ," Far Eastern Economic Review, November I , 1984 , 
pp. 28-32. 

3 1 Paul Quinn-Judge, " Current Tension on China-Vietnam Border Goes a Long Way Back ," Christian 
Science Monitor, January 16, 1985 ; John F. Bums, "China-Vietnam Clashes Stepping Up," New York 
Times , January 24 , 1985 . 

32 Richard Nations, " Hanoi's Slow Learners ," Far Eastern Economic Review, February 7, 1985 , 
pp. 10-11. 
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much larger forces than its predecessor six years earlier. Therefore, the PRC has 
taken the tack that Vietnam's advances in Cambodia are militarily insignificant. 
Specifically, the PRC Foreign Minister claimed that the Vietnamese simply over
ran empty Khmer Rouge base camps as the guerrillas slipped away with their 
weapons . According to Prince Sihanouk , Chinese leaders told him they would not 
intervene in Vietnam unless it appeared that the resistance was about to be com
pletely crushed. 33 

The PRC's apparent diplomatic retreat from the January threats has probably 
raised doubts within ASEAN about its reliability against Vietnam. The PRC has 
sought to alleviate these concerns by accelerating the delivery of new supplies to 
the guerrillas and by urging ASEAN to remain united against Vietnamese gambits, 
such as those proffered at the tenth Indochinese foreign ministers' conference in 
January 1985. In the conference communique, the foreign ministers raised the pros
pect of free elections that would exclude only the Khmer Rouge. Hanoi seemed to 
be offering its own variant of Sihanouk's proposal for a national reconciliation 
government, although with the proviso that the Heng Samrin regime be the core 
and not a minority faction . 34 

ASEAN appealed to U.S. Secretary of State George Shultz at the July 1984 
foreign ministers' conference to convince Beijing that Hanoi 's interests must be 
considered in any Cambodian settlement. But the United States continues to main
tain a low profile, believing it benefits in the short term by providing moral support 
to ASEAN , military aid to Thailand, and political backing to the PRC. Isolating 
Vietnam and the USSR in Southeast Asian security affairs at very low cost, while 
maintaining close relations with ASEAN and the PRC, is a comfortable policy for 
Washington, especially since Southeast Asia comprises a region of low priority to 
U.S. policy planners. 

An optimal political solution is at least theoretically possible. It concedes to 
Vietnam a coalition government in Cambodia that would incorporate both Heng 
Samrin and noncommunist elements and be favorably disposed to Vietnam. In ex
change, Hanoi would withdraw its forces. This change of military deployments and 
political complexion in Cambodia would mitigate Vietnam's dependence upon the 
Soviet Union and reduce the perceived Soviet threat to the region in ASEAN , the 
PRC, and the United States. It would meet the Thai and ASEAN concerns that 
Bangkok had been relying too closely on the PRC as a security guarantor against 
Vietnam. It would permit Hanoi to avoid subordination to the USSR and reduce 
the PR C's hostility. 35 

33 " China Belittling Vietnam 's Advances in Cambodia," New York Times, February 19 , 1985. Sihan
ouk 's statement of February 7 is reported by Agence France Presse (Hong Kong) in FBIS , Daily 
Report: Asia Paci.fie, February 8, 1985, p. JS. 

34 Hanoi's diplomatic goals toward ASEAN and the United States, growing out of the January 1985 
Indochinese foreign ministers' conference, are discussed in Nayan Chanda, "Hanoi Drops a Hint ," 
Far Eastern Economic Review, January 31, 1985, pp. 12-13. 

35 The ramifications of this possible solution are discussed in Buszynski, "United States and Southeast 
Asia," p. 240. 
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Nevertheless , despite offers to hold elections, which emanate intermittently from 
Hanoi, skepticism is warranted. As Karl Jackson has noted, the whole concept of 
power sharing with noncommunist elements is antithetical to the manner in which 
a Leninist party operates once it is in power. 36 Moreover, there is little incentive 
for Hanoi to compromise on the issue of power sharing if the Vietnamese believe 
they have the Khmer resistance in retreat. 

Because the PRC traditionally has sought a dominant influence over the coun
tries along its Southeast Asian borders, it would probably reject any solution that 
did not provide a role for its surrogate, the Khmer Rouge. If the Khmer Rouge are 
excluded from a settlement, even though Vietnam's overall position in Indochina is 
weakened by an agreement not to station its forces outside its own territory, Bei
jing would view the outcome as a loss. That is, the settlement would demonstrate 
that Beijing was unable to control events in its immediate neighborhood, the 
primary reason for attacking Vietnam in February 1979. If the PR<;:: accepts the 
negotiated settlement suggested above, the PRC acknowledges that it has fought in 
vain over the past six years and that it is indeed a "paper tiger" in regional 
security affairs . 

Can a moderate leadership in Beijing, bent on trying to reform and modernize 
an increasingly resistant military establishment, risk the possibility of being ac
cused of betraying the nation 's security interests and giving in to both the "great" 
and "small" hegemonisms in Southeast Asia? Deng Xiaoping has enough diffi
culties orchestrating his domestic economic, administrative, and political reforms 
without having to worry about an attack on his flank by a disaffected military, 
which would accuse him of insufficient patriotism and concern for national se
curity. In all probability the PRC will remain a protector to Thailand , a predator to 
Vietnam, and an incipient problem for the other ASEAN states, which worry about 
what role Beijing desires in Southeast Asia if and when its modernization program 
reaches fruition in the early twenty-first century. 

For now, the status quo, despite its not inconsiderable costs and ambiguities, 
seems to be the most probable future. From ASEAN's perspective, it is not an 
intolerable situation. After all, as long as the PRC, Vietnam, and the USSR are at 
sword's point with one another, they cannot tum their less than benevolent inten
tions upon the remainder of the region. 

36 Personal communication, February 15 , 1985 . 
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22. ASEAN and the Great Powers 

Zakaria Haji Ahmad 

Barely eighteen years old in 1985, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations has 

existed since 1967 but was, in fact, a languishing body until resuscitated by the 

dramatic events surrounding the U.S. withdrawal from and subsequent collapse of 

South Vietnam. As a result of the debacle of 1975, as well as the Vietnamese 

invasion of Cambodia in 1978 , there has been a united, political stand for an or

ganization whose explicit objectives are socioeconomic in nature. 1 In evaluating 

ASEAN as an actor in the international relations of Southeast Asia, one must bear 

in mind that the association has been active for only a decade and is still evolving, 

with the addition of Brunei to the original list of five member states occurring as 

recently as January 1984. 
In reviewing ASEAN's relations with the great powers, namely, the United 

States , the Soviet Union, the People's Republic of China, and Japan , we must 

mention that above all else, the grouping is a noncommunist association, and as 

such it has an ideological raison d'etre that cannot be discounted. As G. H . Khaw 

has noted, ASEAN's formation in 1967 was " criticized by Vietnam, the PRC, and 

the Soviet Union as an anticommunist military alliance serving American inter

ests," even though in the late 1970s ASEAN " was avidly courted by these three 

communist countries."2 ASEAN is not only a noncommunist association but also 

an anticommunist one. All the ASEAN countries are basically democratic in a 

Western sense, albeit with varying degrees of state control over individual rights 

and liberties. Similarly, as an economic grouping, the ASEAN member states have 

free-market economies, though again with varying degrees of state control. At the 

The views expressed here are those of the author and do not necessarily represent or reflect those of 
!SIS Malaysia and its supporters . 

' For an account of the evolution of ASEAN , see Khaw Guat Hoon , "ASEAN in International Poli
tics ," in Politics in the ASEAN Stares, edited by D. Mauzy (Kuala Lumpur: Maricans , 1985), pp. 
225-63. 

2 Ibid., pp. 236-37. 
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same time, ASEAN's objectives and postures are sometimes ambiguous, an ambi
guity in its basic nature that has been a strong point in its favor in relations with 
the great powers. For example, although ASEAN does not regard itself as a mili
tary pact , in some respects it is a security partnership, and military/security ties 
have been constructed on bilateral and trilateral bases among the member states . 

Two caveats are pertinent. In utilizing the term great powers, I follow Jorgen
sen-Dahl 's thinking,3 that is, the United States, USSR, PRC, and Japan are all 
external to the region, and yet each has the capacity to influence events in South
east Asia. When discussing ASEAN, I consider the organization as a unit, in spite 
of divergent views and differences in each member's bilateral relations with the 
great powers . Nonetheless, for the sake of parsimony, I shall deal only briefly with 
the subregional dimensions of ASEAN's relations with the great powers. 

ASEAN's relations with the great powers have increased in importance only 
since 1975 . Indeed, the real period of modern Southeast Asian relations began 
when all the countries of the region had to deal directly with one another as sov
ereign states without the direct involvement of external powers. There are two 
areas that deserve analysis: the ASEAN position on Cambodia and ASEAN di
alogues with the United States and Japan for the purposes of facilitating coopera
tion . Responses to both problems illustrate ASEAN's tilt toward a Western-type 
approach to international relations and modernization. 

The problem of Cambodia is a central element of ASEAN's relations with the 
great powers. It is not only a rallying point of ASEAN solidarity and for its sus
tained existence as a cohesive, regional grouping, but it is also responsible for 
the attention external powers pay to ASEAN and to Southeast Asia as a whole. 
As long as the Cambodian situation is viewed as an international problem, the role 
and involvement of the great powers cannot be divorced from the calcula
tions of ASEAN as well as its antagonist , Vietnam. Apart from an international 
solution for Cambodia, the refugee problem and their eventual placement in other 
countries constitute yet another factor for great power interests in Southeast Asia. 
However, the spectacular economic performance of the ASEAN members during 
the 1970s is also a prime factor in drawing the attention of the great powers to 
the organization , as well as noncommunist Southeast Asia's wealth and strategic 
location. 

Despite the noncommunist , ideological underpinning of ASEAN, it is erroneous 
to regard it as a bloc. Indeed , from 1975 and until the present, there has been a 
conscious desire within ASEAN officialdom4 to deny the division of Southeast 
Asia into a two-bloc region , with Vietnam leading Indochina on the one hand and 
ASEAN on the other. ASEAN is a grouping of sovereign, individual nation-states 
at varying levels of modernization and with national interests that are not always in 

J Amfinn Jorgensen-Dahl, Regional Organization and Order in Southeast Asia (London: Macmillan , 
1982), p. 239. For a different interpretation of "great powers ," see Fuad Hassan, " Great Powers' 
Interests in Southeast Asia," Indonesian Quarterly 12(2) (1984) : 164-70. 

4 This view is based on the author's interviews with several Malaysian diplomatic officials. TI1ere is 
probably less cognizance of ASEAN as a bloc among its own diplomats . 
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concord. Indeed, it has readily been observed that the ASEAN member states are 
basically economic competitors, which explains to some extent the lack of intra
ASEAN regional economic cooperation. s 

ASEAN's style and pattern of decision making provide clues to an understand
ing of its cohesion or lack thereof. Decision making is based on consensus ( musya
warah-mufakat ), whereby any dissenting opinion essentially stalemates a dis
cussion and delays decision and where agreement is reached laboriously after all 
parties are satisfied there are no disagreements . 6 In the area of economic co
operation especially, a formula has been worked out because of fears of Singa
pore's presumed ability to gain in any cooperative economic endeavor. Decisions 
prior to January 1984 (when Brunei became the sixth ASEAN member) could be 
obtained on a four-plus-one basis, that is, when Singapore concurred with the other 
members. 7 

This four-plus-one formula was achieved only after difficulties were resolved 
over negotiations regarding ASEAN Industrial Projects (AIP) in terms of equity 
participation. Although Singapore decided not to go along with its own AIP, it 
agreed with the decision of the other four partners over the status of their AIP 
projects. After Brunei's entry, however, it is not clear if a system of four-plus-two 
or five-plus-one will become the new norm. As ASEAN's newest member, Brunei 
has not yet engaged fully in the negotiating processes of the association, although 
this may be due to organizational and logistical problems. Thus, in ASEAN diplo
matic discussions with the European Economic Community, decisions arrived at 
by the resident ASEAN ambassadors through ASEAN committees in the various 
European capitals have to be transmitted back for Brunei's assent since it does not 
yet have full diplomatic representation in the EEC. 

Although the formulas worked out govern economic questions, it is apparent that 
their bases are political in nature and have much to do with competing national 
interests as well as lingering mutual suspicions. Lack of progress in regional eco
nomic cooperation reveals that political problems exist within ASEAN . Attempts 
to achieve some form of cooperation continue, however, and this is significant 
in and of itself. Regional unity is most apparent in trade negotiations between 
ASEAN and other countries , and the importance of such efforts is underscored by 
the willingness to go to the highest official levels to achieve economic cooperation 
whenever an impasse develops. It also indicates commitment on the part of the 
highest echelons of the ASEAN leadership to continue the search for cooperation 
and unity with A SEAN. 

In the political sphere, but specifically over the Cambodian issue, the consensus
building mechanism takes on a different form, though essentially the pattern may 

5 See Han H. Indorf, Impediments to Regionalism in Southeast Asia (Singapore: Institute of Southeast 
Asian Studies, 1984), pp. 48-64 . 

6 See Pushpa Thambipillai and J. Saravanamuttu , ASEAN Negotiations: Two Insights (Singapore: In
stitute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1985), pp. 1- 28. 

7 For an elaboration , see Zakaria Haji Ahmad and Withaya Sucharithianarugse, The World of ASEAN 
Decision-Makers: A Study of Bureaucratic Elite Perceptions (S ingapore: Institute of Southeast 
Asian Studies , in press). 
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also be likened to a four-plus-one formula. In this case, however, it is the other 
members that go along with the fifth actor, that is, Thailand. ASEAN consensus is 
predicated on Thai perceptions of the Cambodian issue. As ASEAN's frontline 
state-since it borders Cambodia and is faced with the threat of Vietnamese ag
gression-Thailand's interests dominate and structure ASEAN's relationship with 
the great powers, especially regarding the central issues of Cambodian self-deter
mination and Vietnamese military withdrawal. It seems clear that bringing Brunei 
into ASEAN has not diluted the willingness to give primary consideration to Thai
land's frontline interests. 

The members of ASEAN have jointly espoused the principle of the Malaysian
initiated Zone of Peace, Freedom, and Neutrality (ZOPFAN) for Southeast Asia; 
however, the notion is paid lip service and is not seriously pursued by the ASEAN 
countries . s The major reason for downplaying the ZOPFAN at present is the per
ceived lack of a guarantee of a neutral Southeast Asia. By neutral I mean " nonin
terference" by the great powers. A study of ASEAN perceptions indicated that as 
an ideal ZOPFAN "still is the symbolic expression of the desire for regional inde
pendence from great power conflict" but that "it is not considered a practical 
alternative to the maintenance of a regional balance of power."9 Hence, the exis
tence of foreign military bases in ASEAN is not regarded as contradicting the 
ZOPFAN principle as idealized but not as practiced. In this regard, a U.S. mili
tary presence is welcome and, indeed , is seen as an insurance against the threat of 
external aggression in the region. 

The United States is probably more welcome today in ASEAN than ever be
fore, in spite of its defeat in Vietnam in 1975 . Alone among the great powers , the 
United States enjoys a position of not being hated , albeit not necessarily being 
loved. It is seen as the only power able to exert itself in the region, providing 
a balance of power by deterring Vietnamese, Soviet, and Chinese expansionism 
amid the constant flux of Southeast Asian international relations . ASEAN has 
called for greater U.S. action over the Cambodian issue, especially in terms of aid 
to the Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea (minus the Khmer Rouge). 
However, in spite of the expressed interest in continued retention of U.S. bases in 
the Philippines, in the long term ASEAN believes that less reliance should be 
placed upon the U.S. role in the region. The United States is still traumatized by 
its Vietnam experience (the "Vietnam syndrome"). Nonetheless, aid has been 
given steadily to Thailand and the Philippines to bolster their military capacity and 
political resilience. However, the U.S. diplomatic role in Southeast Asia will re
main circumscribed as long as there are no diplomatic relations between the United 
States and Vietnam. On a different plane, the developing countries of ASEAN look 
to the United States as a source for their manufactured exports and hope that U.S. 
trade policies will not undermine ASEAN efforts to secure the optimum prices for 
primary commodities. 

8 See Khaw Guat Hoon, "ASEAN," pp. 230-31. 
9 Pacific Forum, Pacific Forum ASEAN Trip Report (Honolu lu: 1984). p. 3. 
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The United States is thus seen to be benign in its approach to ASEAN , but no 
one in ASEAN expects the United States to become more involved than it already 
is in Southeast Asia. One aspect of this view is the concern that the United States 
is too engrossed in its rivalry with the Soviet Union . Even its role in Southeast 
Asia is perceived by the United States in terms of U.S.-USSR power rivalry. 10 A 
related issue is whether the United States would prefer Japan and the PRC to play 
a larger role in Southeast Asian security as "surrogates. " Any U.S. actions along 
these lines would be viewed as potentially destabilizing to the long-run security of 
the region , insensitive to ASEAN fears , and fulfilling only U .S. national interests. 

The majority of ASEAN member states are, however, more wary of the roles of 
the other three powers, namely, the Soviet Union , the PRC, and Japan. Although 
the members realize that the PRC is not likely to mount an invasion of an ASEAN 
country, 11 there is considerable fear of its power in the region. This is because 
historically most of the communist parties that have waged and are still waging 
insurrection in virtually all the ASEAN countries, save for Brunei, have been or 
are pro-Beijing. For Malaysia, especially, it is very irritating that even though there 
are normal diplomatic relations , the Chinese Communist party continues to have 
moral ties with the outlawed Communist Party of Malaysia.12 As long as paradoxi
cal situations of this nature persist , the ASEAN countries will view the PRC's 
objectives as anything but benign . 

Fear of the Chinese in ASEAN cannot be overstated. Overseas Chinese in the 
various countries usually dominate the business and trade sectors , are viewed with 
resentment and hostility, and are perceived as a potential fifth column. For this 
reason, the recent increase in Sino-U .S . security ties is viewed with concern by 
ASEAN .13 Various ASEAN spokesmen , especially in Malaysia and Indonesia, 
point to the specter of the PRC as the long-term threat to the region . ASEAN 
remains fearful of the implications of U.S. aid to the PRC , especially the sale of 
some military weapons along with nuclear technology (presumably for civilian 
use). 

As the PRC proceeds with its modernization and becomes more of a " capital
ist" state, one wonders whether the Chinese threat is more economic than military 
in nature. The PRC could become a serious competitor, particularly in manufac
tured goods already produced by the ASEAN countries . In addition , the PRC may 
draw away investments that otherwise would find their way to the ASEAN coun
tries. A frequently asserted fear is that the United States may be using the " China 
card" in its global rivalry with the Soviet Union, thus sacrificing the interests of 
the ASEAN states in the process. There is also the fear that a continuing Chinese 

10 Ibid., passim. 
11 Michael Yahuda, " The Chinese Threat in Southeast Asia: Illusion or Reality?" (Kuala Lumpur: 

Institute of Strategic and International Studies, Occasional Paper no. 1, in press). 
12 The Malaysian communist problem is discussed extens ively in Zakaria Haji Ahmad and Zakaria 

Hamid , "Violence at the Periphery: A Survey of Armed Communism in Malays ia," in Armed Com
munist Movements in Southeast Asia. edited by Lim Joo-Jock and S Yani (Singapore : Institute of 
Southeast As ian Studies , 1984). 

13 See Pacific Forum, U.S.-China Relations and the Future of the Asia-Pacific Region (Honolulu , 
1984); and Pacific Forum, Pacific Forum ASEAN Trip Report. 
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interest in Southeast Asia means Soviet involvement because of Sino-Soviet rivalry. 
Thus, the Chinese presence makes it more difficult to remove great power competi
tion from the region .14 In addition, there is also concern that a U.S. -PRC-Japan 
consortium of interests is developing in order to thwart Soviet expansionism in 
Southeast Asia and the western Pacific. 

Paradoxically, fear of the Chinese has not precluded a coincidence of position 
between ASEAN and the PRC on the situation in Cambodia. Both ASEAN and 
the PRC believe that the Vietnamese invasion and occupation is illegal and that 
Vietnam should withdraw and allow for a process of self-determination by the 
Cambodian peoples. This coincidence of position does not mean that ASEAN 
agrees with the PRC's " final solution" for Cambodia. However, by maintaining 
a relationship with the PRC on the Cambodian issue, ASEAN has obtained a 
means for restraining the Chinese input into local communist parties . In order 
to maintain ASEAN's support on Cambodia, the PRC may be required to tone 
down, if not virtually halt , assistance to the pro-Beijing communist movements in 
noncommunist Southeast Asia. Indeed, at the close of the 1970s, counterinsur
gency operations in ASEAN posted significant gains because government prop
aganda could state that the PRC, the "mentor" of the indigenous communist par
ties, had, in fact, sided with ASEAN over Cambodia. On the other hand , ASEAN 
has not yet fully resolved the question of the role of the Khmer Rouge in post
Vietnam Cambodia, an issue that is related to the PRC's continuing support of this 
strongest partner of the Cambodian resistance. 

Within ASEAN, there has been concern that frontline state Thailand may be 
tilting in the Chinese direction against its traditional and historical enemy, Viet
nam. In this regard , U.S. aid to Thailand (and to the PRC as well) indicates a 
Sino-U.S. -Thai consortium of interests against that of Vietnam and the Soviet 
Union. It may be argued that ASEAN support for its frontline partner forecloses 
many of the possible diplomatic solutions to the Cambodian issue and that Thai
land has the most to gain from the ASEAN position on Cambodia. Furthermore, it 
may be posited that in Thailand , the PRC has gained its entry into Southeast Asia 
and ASEAN. 

ASEAN views the USSR quite differently from the PRC. Although the notion 
prevails that the USSR, like any communist state, should be kept at arm's length , 
if it were not for current Soviet support for Vietnam in sustaining the occupation 
of Cambodia, the USSR would be more welcome as a legitimate, external actor 
in Southeast Asia. The USSR has gained considerable military facilities in Viet
nam, 15 but for a variety of reasons it has less capacity to project this force for 
military or political ends in Southeast Asia. The Soviet proposal for a collective 
security system for Asia has been received with lukewarm enthusiasm for ASEAN, 
and its diplomacy in general has suffered because of the repeated exposure of 

14 Pacific Forum ASEAN Trip Report, passim. 
15 F. A. Mediansky, "Soviet Strategic Interests in Southeast Asia," Southeast Asian Affairs 1984 (Sing

apore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1984), pp. 33-47. 
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covert Soviet operations in the area. I6 In large part , the Soviet attempt to become 
"the new boy on the block" has been thwarted by lack of Soviet diplomatic finesse 
as well as by skillfull U.S. diplomacy. 

Sentiments have been expressed in Malaysia that the Soviets should be "encour
aged" to play a role in Southeast Asia to "balance" the Chinese threat. However, 
in Indonesia and Malaysia, the "Malay countries" of ASEAN with clearly ex
pressed fears of the PRC, an understanding has grown that the best solution for 
ASEAN would be a region or subregion (including especially Vietnam) that 
would be free of both the Soviet and the Chinese presence. This understanding was 
expressed in the Kuantan Principle proposed in 1980 by Tun Abdul Razak and 
President Soeharto. 

Fear of the Soviets has not been downplayed by ASEAN security officials. In 
private, government officials talk of Soviet designs for gaining influence by subver
sion and other means. That the Vietnamese are portrayed as Soviet proxies (or vice 
versa) does not facilitate Soviet attempts to downplay their own adversarial role in 
East-West confrontation scenarios in the region. Moreover, in early 1985 Soviet 
leaders such as Deputy Foreign Minister Mikhail Kapitsa attempted to gain influ
ence by stating that the Soviet Union can "guarantee" peace for Southeast Asia 
once a Cambodian solution has been reached; in ASEAN circles this was inter
preted as being of dubious intent. I7 The Soviets are also perceived as wanting to 
sow division in ASEAN over differences in views over Cambodia. Is In addition, 
ASEAN officials remain wary of Soviet initiatives that could embroil the region 
further in the Sino-Soviet rivalry. 

The triangular relationship among the United States, the USSR, and the PRC in 
the Asia-Pacific regionI9 is less apparent within ASEAN. Save for Singapore and 
to a lesser extent Thailand, fear of the USSR is not as apparent. The United States 
is not seen as a reliable ally, and over the last five years there has been increasing 
emphasis in ASEAN on self-reliance in defense and security matters. In Thailand 
there has been a greater reliance on the PRC in terms of an overall security um
brella against the threat of Vietnam, as well as a steady source of arms aid. But 
the question of a triangular relationship does not arise because, in large part, the 
United States, the USSR, and the PRC cannot ignore the role and interests of 
Vietnam. 

16 Robert C . Hom , " The Soviet Threat in Southeast As ia: Illusion or Reality?" unpublished mimeo , 
1984. 

17 Barbara Crossette, "Soviet Diplomatic Effort in Southeast Asia Seen, " International Herald Trib
une, April 9, 1985. 

18 Ibid. 
19 The so-called Great Triangle between the United States, the USSR, and the PRC has been exten

sively researched. However, there is a strong likelihood that thi s conception is becoming less valid. 
Inter alia, see Raju G. C . Thomas, ed. , The Great Power Triangle and Asian Security (Lexington, 
Mass. : D. C. Heath, 1983); Charles Ebinger, Great Power Rivalry in the Far East (Washington , 
D.C.: Center for Strategic and International Studies, 1977); R. Solomon, ed., The China Factor 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1981); B. Schwartz, "The Moscow-Peking-Washington Tri
angle," Annals of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences 414 (July 1974):4 1-50; and A. 
Friedberg , " The Collapsing Triangle: U.S. and Soviet Policies Toward China, 1969-1980, " Com
parative Strategy 4(2) (1983): 134-36. 
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Irrespective perhaps of the various facets of the triangular relationship of the 
great powers , Vietnam almost certainly can act independently of the consequences 
of such a triangle of interests. That is, Vietnam probably has the inclination to 
disregard these powers even at the risk of the consequences of such actions. In 
the final analysis, Vietnam will regard its own interests as the most vital and 
not be dependent on any external great power. This is of course a moot point since 
the three-sided relationship does revolve around Vietnam in the Southeast Asian 
context. 

While the United States, the PRC, and the Soviet Union are viewed largely from 
a security and political perspective in ASEAN's relations with them , in noncom
munist Southeast Asia Japan, as the world's second largest economy, poses as an 
economic power without military might. However, it is Japan, alone among the 
four great powers, that some forty-four years ago invaded Southeast Asia and at
tempted to rule the region as part of its "Greater Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere," and 
this episode of history is not forgotten by the current Southeast Asian ruling elites. 
In the postwar period, Japan has become ASEAN's most important trading partner, 
prompting the characterization that "Southeast Asia is to Japan what Africa is to 
Europe or Latin America is to the United States."20 

As developing countries with policies of industrialization, the ASEAN countries 
have become increasingly frustrated with Japan 's policies on imports. Even though 
Japan remains a primary and significant source of foreign investment, the ASEAN 
countries have become increasingly perplexed by Japan's restrictions of access for 
ASEAN's manufactured goods. Although in a sense symbiotic , Japan-ASEAN 
trade is unevenly balanced because Japan exports chiefly industrial goods to 
ASEAN while ASEAN exports primarily raw materials.21 Nonetheless , the largely 
economic role of Japan provides inputs to ASEAN's political stability and econom
ic growth, which in turn contributes to the security, resi lience, and general well
being of noncommunist Southeast Asia. The question is whether in the long run 
this relationship will become increasingly difficult as ASEAN attempts to indus
trialize but remains unable to penetrate the Japanese market in spite of so-called 
market liberalization measures. 

In Cambodia, Japan has played a positive role in undergirding ASEAN's posi
tion by maintaining the suspension of aid to Hanoi. In 1984, Japan attempted to 
play a larger role by seeking to take an active lead in peacekeeping operations for 
a Cambodian settlement, as well as by underscoring international negotiation ef
forts. The Japanese role in ASEAN thus far has been appreciated. However, 
ASEAN remains apprehensive about Japan's playing a bigger security role in the 
region, either at the behest of others or because circumstances warrant increased 
activity to ensure the security of the sea-lanes through which Japan receives more 

20 Zakaria Haji Ahmad, "The United States, Japan, and Southeast As ia," paper read at the firs t Ma
laysia-U .S. Scholar Colloquium, in Kuala Lumpur, Apri l 22-23, 1985. 

21 For an elaboration of Japanese trade issues, see Narongchai Akrasanee, ed., ASEAN-Japan Rela
tions: Trade and Development (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asia Studies, 1983). 
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than 80 percent of its energy needs and supplies. 22 It is unlikely that Japan would 

return to its militaristic posture of the 1940s as long as the United States remains 

the dominant power in the Pacific. 23 Japan at present is a positive factor for 

ASEAN and for regional security, but the future remains less clear. Trends in Sino

Japanese trade and other relationships portend a sharp decline in the animosity that 

characterized the relationship in the earlier part of this century. 24 A Sino-Japanese 

alliance could have negative repercussions on the ASEAN region. However, poten

tially negative effects could be mitigated if Japan proved willing to play a more 

international role25 and consulted with ASEAN to bring about mutually beneficial 

results in economic , political , and security matters. 26 The image of Japan will also 

be enhanced to the extent that it supplies a developmental model for Southeast 

Asia. 
In terms of the ASEAN dialogue with the United States and Japan, the data 

indicate lack of real progress on issues like technology transfer, market access, 

shipping rights, and trade imbalances, which are major obstacles to better rela

tions. In particular, ASEAN is perturbed by the failure of Japan and the United 

States to realize that resolving these problems would contribute to greater security 

and more durable relationships with ASEAN . 

The issue is not just a question of inequity in an interdependent world but is 

related to a seeming lack of appreciation of the needs of the Third World by the 

free, industrialized powers. On the other hand , ASEAN has discovered that the 

communist powers, the very countries most opposed to the ASEAN political econ

omy, are willing buyers or alternative customers for ASEAN goods. Although such 

goods are mainly primary commodities, ASEAN in large part enjoys a favorable 

trade balance with these countries. 27 Both the Soviets and Chinese have bought 

rubber stockpile releases from ASEAN countries and generally seem receptive to 

more extended trade ties. In 1984, Malaysia even considered the Soviet Union as 

an alternative source of supplies for heavy-lift helicopters because purchasing them 

in the USSR would also redress the unfavorable trade balance. 28 However, it is 

22 Such a fear of Japanese actions over sea-lanes are recognized as "acceptable" since any attack on 

those lanes of communication is considered an act of war (Pacific Forum ASEAN Trip Report). 

However, Japanese reponsibility in the patrolling of sea-lanes 1,000 nautical miles radiating from 

Tokyo is less clear and still subject to U.S.-Japan discussions. 

23 B. K. Gordon, "Pacific Futures for the USA, " paper read at the National Univers ity of Singapore

Singapore Institute of International Affairs International Conference on "Moving into the Pac ific 

Century: The Changing Regional Order in the Asia-Pacific ," in Singapore, November 5- 6, 1983. 

24 See J. Mann , "China and Japan: How They Buried Centuries of Hate," International Herald Trib

une, May 6 , 1985. 
2s Of the sort proposed by Akio Morita of the Sony Corporation ; see his " Japan: Where to Go from 

Here?" Japan Times, March 12, 1985. 
26 Zakaria Haji Ahmad , " Political and Security Dimensions in ASEAN-Japan Relations: A Malays ian 

Perspective," paper read at the Asian Dialogue, Third Phase, in Oiso, Japan , June 29-July I , 1984. 

For a rather positive perspective of Japan's role in Southeast Asia, see M. Shibusawa, Japan and the 

Asia Pacific Region (London : Royal Institute of International Affairs , 1984). 
27 See the views and perceptions contained in Pacific Forwn ASEAN Trip Report. 

2s Zakaria Haji Ahmad, "Malaysia in 1984: No More Free Lunches? " Asian Survey 25(2) (February 

1985):212. 
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unlikely that the Soviets or the Chinese will be able to make diplomatic or politi
cal inroads in ASEAN as a result of extensive trade ties. As the PRC modernizes, 
it is more likely that it will become a serious competitor in manufactured consum
er and industrial goods, and thus it is not certain if it can play a positive role in 
ASEAN's economic development. 

Such circumstances on a more general level denote the complexity of the inter
national arena for the ASEAN countries as they continue to search for solutions to 
their political, economic, and security challenges. ASEAN has no interest in being 
drawn into any conflict between the great powers , though inevitably it has had to 
deal with external actors in the Southeast Asian region. In this sense as well, 
Cambodia has been not only a catalytic factor for ASEAN solidarity but a dilem
ma, because solving the Cambodian problem requires the involvement of great 
powers from outside the region . 

Of course, in the event of a major conflict ASEAN would have little choice but 
to become involved on the side of the noncommunist powers. Great power involve
ment in the Cambodian question complicates the possibility of finding a Southeast 
Asian solution to this Southeast Asian problem. Worse still, Vietnamese 
intransigence and its 1985 military campaign in Cambodia raise the danger of 
escalation; one leading Thai scholar, Sukhumbhand Paribatra, has referred to this 
situation as the " beckoning of war."29 

For the most part , ASEAN has resisted the temptation to form a military pact , 
although this has precluded neither security cooperation on a subregional basis nor 
the need for a security element in the organization's make-up. Over the last dec
ade, there have been noticeable shifts toward military self-reliance because of de
clining faith in promises of help from great powers such as the United States or 
even from fellow members of ASEAN. It can be argued, of course, that self
reliance is the best strategy for ASEAN in the long run because it means that great 
power military intervention becomes less relevant to Southeast Asia. 

Nevertheless , the role of the great powers, especially in politics, security, and 
economics, will remain important . ASEAN cannot discount the possibility of a 
Sino-Soviet rapprochement, which in turn will have different repercussions on 
the regional security situation in Southeast Asia. The great powers do not act 
unilaterally, nor do they have their individual policies in perfect concert. Thus, 
ASEAN has discovered the paradox that in spite of political affinities, U.S. and 
Japanese trade policies tend to corrode political linkages while Soviet and Chinese 
trade behavior tends to ameliorate political antipathy. Such politico-economic nice
ties, however, do not signal that ASEAN will be drawn into an anti-Western or 
pro-communist orientation. The ASEAN countries will continue to function as a 
political grouping with socioeconomic objectives independent of any great power. 

ASEAN is unwilling to be drawn into grandiose economic schemes that will 
dilute the very basis of its own unity. The decision was made in 1984 to restructure 
the ASEAN dialogue with Pacific countries as a group and not as previously on an 

29 Sukhumbhand Paribatra, " The Beckoning of War, " Nation Review (Thailand), May I , 1985 , p. 4. 
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individual basis. Although this will mean dialogues on a six-plus-five basis , it 

would be premature to expect concrete results from this effort. ASEAN's reluc

tance to be drawn into a " Pacific community" grouping is based on a fear that 

advanced countries will dominate, to the detriment of the equality that has been a 

hallmark of ASEAN as a regional body of individual member states. 30 

It is now a decade since the end of the Vietnam War and the real beginning of 

ASEAN. The fundamental questions that are being raised relate to the future: 

Where does ASEAN go from here? How long can ASEAN maintain its position on 

Cambodia? Should political/security cooperation in the organization be enhanced? 

How will it relate to the interests of the great powers? These are difficult issues , 

and they remain dependent on the general well-being of the individual members. 

ASEAN's unity on Cambodia and its common stand vis-a-vis its dialogue partners 

is primarily an outcome of the shared positions of its present leaders . Whether or 

not this can be sustained through the generational leadership changes of the 1980s 

remains to be seen. 
Finally, ASEAN's relations with the major powers is as much a regional body's 

posture as it is an outcome of six individual sets of bilateral relations with exter

nal actors. In spite of different national interests, the best interests of ASEAN, 

through the consensus formula, have remained the mainstay of the group's cohe

sion. The great powers will continue to exercise an influence on ASEAN and 

Southeast Asia. The region will continue to manifest international tension and 

hence will not be free from interaction of the interests , both positive and negative, 

of ASEAN and the great powers. 

30 Zakaria Haji Ahmad , "Obstacles to Greater Pan-Pacific Cooperation: A View from ASEAN, " paper 

read at the Global Community Forum , at Kualu Lumpur, December 2-4, 1984; and Zakaria Haji 

Ahmad, "ASEAN-Pac ific Cooperation: The Long Way Ahead," Asia Pacific Community, Fall 1985 . 
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