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U.S. Strategy for Southeast Asia

Prapat Thepchatree

Abstract

The objective of this research is to study US strategy towards Southeast
Asia. The research findings is that there are 3 main objectives of US strategy
towards Southeast Asia : strategy to maintain US regional hegemonic role,
strategy to hedge or contain Chinese influence, and strategy on the war on
terror. US implements this strategy through two channels. The first channel is
bilateral relations. Since the end of World War II until the present time, US
has established network of bilateral military alliances with countries in the
region, particularly with 5 traditional alliances, namely, Japan, South Korea, the
Philippines, Thailand, and Australia. This strategy is called “hub and spokes”
strategy. The second channel that US uses to implement its strategy is
multilateral channel. US is dominating APEC. However, US relations with
ASEAN is not close enough, particularly, if compared with ASEAN-Chinese
relations. Although US still maintains its hegemonic role in the military front,
but in the political, diplomatic, and economic fronts, China has come up with
pro-active policy towards ASEAN and Chinese influence is rapidly increasing.

This research recommends 3 keywords for future Thai — US relations :
mutual interest, balanced relations or equilibrium and middle-of-the-road policy.
These 3 keywords can be translated into 2 levels of Thai policy towards US :
bilateral and multilateral levels. At the bilateral level, concerning Thai policy
towards US hegemonic role strategy, Thailand has no choice but to maintain its
alliance with US. As regards Thai response to US hedging strategy towards
China, Thailand should formulate middle-of-the-road policy, balance
engagement and equi-distant policy towards US and China. Thailand should be
careful concerning cooperation with US on the war on terror. Again, the

recommended policy is to strike a balance by cooperating with US but, at the
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same time, avoiding to put Thailand as the target for terrorism. At the
multilateral level, Thai primary objective is to push for a healthy balance of
power or equilibrium in Southeast Asia. But ASEAN is losing equilibrium
status because of rapid rise of Chinese influence and the rapid decline of
American influence. Therefore, Thailand should engage US and encourage US
to increase its profile in ASEAN to counter balance Chinese influence. Thailand
should push for ASEAN — US summit, ASEAN — US FTA, and ASEAN — US

strategic partnership.

Keyword : U.S. strategy, Southeast Asia, Thai relationship - the United States
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®'U.S. Presidential Candidates’ Views on Relations with Asia” Comparative Connections October 2008.
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