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FOREWORD

The International Studies Center (ISC) wishes to express
its appreciation to Ambassador Nadhavathna Krishnamra for
permitting the ISC to publish his thesis “Thailand’s Policy towards
Cooperation within ASEAN 1967-1979: A Commitment to Regionalism
or Complement to Alignment?” under the new title of “Thailand and
ASEAN 1967-1979” as the second volume in a series of books on
ASEAN history, after Ambassador Thakur Phanit’s ASEAN’ First
Decade, published in 2020. While the first volume was on the
subject of regional integration in Southeast Asia, this second
volume focused more on Thailand’s policy and role in that effort.

Ambassador Nadhavathna'’s thesis also covered mainly the
first decade of ASEAN, from 1967 to 1979 to be precise. The study
found that, at first, Thailand’s ASEAN policy reflected largely
the concerns of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in its atctempt to
claborate policy options through various schemes of regional
cooperation. But evidence showed that participation in decision-
making widened after 1976, as the importance of ASEAN for
Thailand increased over time. Thailand’s policies towards
ASEAN in its first decade were dominated by a concern that
cooperation should enhance bargaining power vis-a-vis friends

and foes alike through the fostering of greater regional solidaricy.
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In pursuing these policies, Thailand acted as a crucial “broker
and buffer” within ASEAN, which allowed it to play a positive
mediation role which allowed consensus to be formed on
controversial issues, such as in the founding of the Organisation
itself, the launching of the ZOPFAN Declaration, and on the
Kampuchean issue. The study also found that, due to policy focus
on political cooperation, Thailand’s effort to promote greater
economic cooperation during this period was more ambiguous.
Nevertheless, the study concluded that the frequently-held view
that Thailand was a 1argely passive player in ASEAN cooperation
should be reassessed.

As Ambassador Nadhavathna’s thesis is printed for the
first time, ISC decides to keep this book as close to the original
thesis as when it was written, presented to, and accepted by the
Institut Universitaire de Hautes Etudes Internationales,
I'Universite de Geneve in 1997. Lastly, ISC hopes that this book
will provide a useful additional narrative to the discourse on
ASEAN studies, especially with regard to Thailand’s role and

policies within the Organisation during its first decade.

International Studies Center

July 2024
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ABSTRACT

The study is an attempt at analyzing cooperation within
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) from one
national perspective, through an examination of Thai policy
towards initiatives within ASEAN during the period 1967-1979.
Thailand’s policy within ASEAN is analyzed within a holistic
framework, incorporating political, economic and functional
cooperation, with each of the themes loeing discussed in turn, as
well as through case study examinations of its position on various
issues. It is found that Collective Political Defence provides a
useful conceptual tool for the examination of Thailand’s regional
policies in this early period of ASEAN’s existence, although it
is better suited to the political sphere instead of the more
disputed economic and technical spheres, and reflected
Thailand’s dominant security concerns during these years.
Moreover, the holistic approach is seen to be more applicable
with respect to planning than in terms ofimplementation, and
coordination became an important problem within Thailand as
within ASEAN as a whole. The evidence derived here suggests
that Thailand’s ASEAN policy reflected largely the concerns of’

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in ics attempt to elaborate policy
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options through various schemes of regional cooperation, as
opposed to strict bilateral alignment with the US and purely
military—oriented approaches to national security, although
participation in decision—making did widen particularly after
1976. The role of long-serving Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman
was particularly signiﬁcant in driVing Thailand’s initial interest
in regional cooperation.

Although the founding of the Association was greeted
with little external or domestic interest at the time, for Thailand
was entertaining several concurrent options in regional
cooperation, it is shown that the importance of ASEAN for
Thailand increased over time. This was also seen in the
enhancement of the overall significance of the Organization in
regional relations even if bilateral solutions loy member states
went hand in hand with initiatives within ASEAN. Thailand’s
policies towards ASEAN were dominated by a concern that
cooperation should enhance bargaining power vis-a-vis friends
and enemies alike through the fostering of greater regional
solidarity, and that it should above all remain flexible and

responsive to the members’ concerns. Due to its concern fOl”
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regional order, Thailand placed great importance on ASEAN
political cooperation, and this aspect of its activity has marked
its participation above all others. Thailand’s strategic perception
meant that ASEAN, despite a genera] desire to reduce great
power interference, recognized that such powers did indeed have
interests in the region. However, relative governmental
instability in the later years contributed to a lack of overall
perspective even while Thailand was p]acing greater importance
on ASEAN following the overthrow of military rule in 1973.
Nevertheless, an overwhelming theme that emerged was that
consciously or unconsciously, Thailand acted as a crucial broker
and buffer within ASEAN. Its removal from the central ASEAN
security relationship involving Malaysia, Indonesia and
Singapore allowed it to play a positive mediating role which
allowed consensus to be formed on controversial issues of
cooperation, such as in the founding of the Organization itself,
the launching of the ZOPFAN Declaration, as well as on the
Kampuchean issue, although its involvement in efforts to
promote greater trade cooperation was more ambiguous. The
Frequently—he]d view that Thailand was a largely passive player
in ASEAN cooperation should therefore be reassessed in the

light of its valuable contribution to ASEAN decision-making.
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

There is no generaily accepted rule for transiiterating Thai
names into English. In the study, Thai names are romanized
according to the most common actual use. This applies especiaiiy
to the names of those persons granted titles in the pre 1932
period.‘ Thus references are made to Pridi Banomyong instead
of‘Luang Pradist Manudharm, his given title. On the other hand,
the name Pihulsonggram is used as that persona]ity preferred to
use his given title of Luang Pibuisonggram as his surname.
Generaiiy, however, foiiowing common usage, Thai personaiities
are referred to in the text by their first name and not by their
surname, and hence Thanat for Thanat Khoman and Bunchana
for Bunchana Acthakor. This shall be app]ied throughout the
study with the exception of the bihiiography where the Western
manner is adopted, with the given name foi]owing the surname.

Personalities ofroyal descent in accordance with the Court
Provisions are referred to with their names preceded by the
appropriate abbreviated titles e.g. MC for Mom Chao, MR for
Mom Rachawongse, and ML for Mom Luang, in deciining order of
seniority. Mom Chao denotes the lowest order of royaity, while

the iatter two tities have commoner status.
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The mode of spelling, while generally following the most
common actual use, as far as possible follows the system laid
down loy the Royal Institute. However, where other authors
quoted in the text have used anocher spelling, the original format

will be presented.
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CHAPTER

1

INTRODUCTION



Southeast Asian regional cooperation as expressed in the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is regarded
as a rare expression of successful regionalism. ASEAN, however,
was born out of a conjunction of national interests, and the study
is an attempt at analyzing ASEAN cooperation through the
national perspective of one of its founding members, Thailand.
This is performed through an examination of Thai policy towards
initiatives within ASEAN during the period 1967-1979, the first
twelve years of the Organization’s history. Its objective is to find
out the motivation behind Thailand’s actions within the ASEAN
process and to what extent its policies within the Organization
reflected the general trend of Thai foreign policy.

The years 1967-1979 have been chosen as they were years of
détente worldwide, and yet for Southeast Asia, there was both
conflict and cooperation, two very different phenomena. The
Eastern twelve year cycle provides a useful benchmark with
which to analyze factors of continuity and change, starting from
the founding of ASEAN in 1967 to the period of political
confrontation unleashed by the Vietnamese invasion of
Kampuchea in late 1978, and subsequent developments in the
region which unfurled during 1979. The study ends in 1979 as it
is considered that the main scructures for ASEAN political and
economic cooperation had already been established by that time,
and to have continued beyond that crucial year would have
meant placing an undue emphasis on the Kampuchean problem,
to the detriment of other factors. In important respects, the
period 1967-1979 also sees Thailand’s external orientation
completing a full circle: from the maintenance of commitment

to the United States despite the formation of ASEAN in the late
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1960s; the move towards equidistance and greater policy
autonomy in cooperation with ASEAN in the early and middle
1970s, and then towards a renewed reliance on external powers
in the aftermath of the Vietnamese invasion of Kampuchea in
late 1978, albeit with a pronounced emphasis on regional
solutions through ASEAN.

The study does not seck to paint for Thailand a constant
leading role in Southeast Asian regional cooperation in the
postwar period. It is the central contention, however, that the
Kingdom’s geographical position makes the study of its regional
policy of special interest. Due to crucial geopolitical factors,
Thailand has always had to give keen attention to developments
among its neighbours and within the region as a whole. This has
been translated into an interest in forms of regional cooperation
at key points in the recent history of the region, and in the form
of ASEAN during the period studied. This line of policy did not
arise through popular demand but was a policy decision, and
the focus of the study leans on this aspect of cooperation. A key
assumption is that a policy of regional cooperation is largely
consistent with key Thai foreign policy traditions and not really
a departure as many have tended to assume.

The study examines this Thai role in regional cooperation
through the testing of various hypotheses. The central hypothesis
proposed is that from the 1960s onwards regional cooperation
was a defiite policy option for Thailand. Certain key policy-
makers such as Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman recognized and
promoted the benefits of regional cooperation, and in the pursuit
of this line of policy, they had political as well as economic aims.

Nevertheless, membership of ASEAN did not necessarily pose
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Thailand with a hard and fast choice between alignment and
regiona]ism. Instead, it served to demonstrate a suitable degree
of policy independence for Thailand which was useful both for
domestic and external consumption. Hence a further hypothesis
is elaborated that ASEAN initially served to supplement existing
policy mechanisms and only held out hope as a realistic
alternative in the longer term. The argument is advanced that
Thailand’s long history as an independent member of the
international system led it to retain a belief in the role of great
powers and in bilateral relations with them as a primary
framework for external interaction, which meant that faich in
the regional framework was gradual and cautious. As such the
question is posed whether policies within ASEAN would be
aimed primarily at the maintenance of the integrity and viability
of the Association, or at some wider and more ambitious
objectives.

A central premise of this study is that an examination of
Thailand’s participation in ASEAN not only sheds light on its
attitudes towards regional cooperation, but also highlights the
relative importance of individual themes in its foreign policy.
Despite its role as a prime mover behind the creation of ASEAN
and constant official pronouncements that the Association
constituted the cornerstone of Thai foreign policy, Thailand is
often perceived as having a peripheral role within it. The study
furcher aims to discover the source of this impression, and
examine how the perception of its role has evolved over time. It
is thus essentially a scudy of Thai policy towards official and
unofficial cooperation within ASEAN, and not of its relations

with the countries of Southeast Asia in general. Accordingly, it
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is also not concerned with the policy of other Southeast Asian
countries and that of‘particular ASEAN members, except as a
comparison. It is primarily occupied with describing Thailand’s
aims and objectives on particular issues of cooperation, with a
view to uncovering its general concerns, and to discover the
motives behind its diplomatic strategy and tactics within
ASEAN. The approach adopted is therefore primarily historical.
However, political science tools have been adopted where
appropriate in the discussions of foreign policy, regionalism and
the system of international relations.

The policy of Thailand would seem to suggest that
subsequent to its founding in 1967, ASEAN as an organization
grew out of a crisis of confidence in the role of external powers
in the region. Despite ambiguity at the beginning as to whether
it rea”y intended ASEAN as an alternative to alliance with the
United States, given the security imperative of its military
leaders, Thailand seemed to share the common perception that
the countries of Southeast Asia had to join together to increase
their economic and political bargaining power. The conception
of a developmental state was characteristic of chis policy
convergence, centred in the belief that economic development
was crucial to internal stability, and within the ASEAN
framework this eventually gave rise to the idea of national and
regional resilience. Nevertheless, even after its membership of
ASEAN, Thailand’s interest in regional cooperation seemed to
be constantly balanced by concerns regarding the state of its
bilateral relations, particularly with the great powers. Moreover,
regardless of whether there was a clear commitment to

regiona]ism7 it is clear that po]icy—makers in ASEAN referred
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more to cooperation rather than integration, thereby reinforcing
the national perspective on such issues. The study tests this
apparent ambivalence through the examination of Thailand’s
position on particular issues of political, economic and functional
cooperation.

An attempt will be made to discover whether Thailand’s
position on Southeast Asian regional cooperation was static or
that there was a gradual evolution in its attitudes towards
regiona] cooperation, accelerated or de]ayed by internal
developments. Nevertheless, while Thailand came to place an
emphasis on ASEAN as the cornerstone of its foreign policy, it
must also be admitted that membership in the Organization
only reflected one aspect of its multi-faceted interaction with
countries of the region. At the same time, notwithstanding the
fact that membership of ASEAN was only one policy tool, within
the existing policy constraints Thai decision-makers did ensure
that the Organization helped to support specifically national as
well as wider regional interests, and Thailand’s role was crucial
to the direction of ASEAN, particularly in the late 1970s.

This study takes largely the policy dimension of Thai-
ASEAN relations. Thus the emphasis is placed on examination
of government policies towards operation within ASEAN,
secking to explain the factors that have influenced such policies
and the policy-makers particularly within the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. However, the government dimension is not the
only one affecting intra-ASEAN relations, and substantial
private sector participation has come to characterize ASEAN
endeavours, particularly in the economic areas. On the other

hand, during the period discussed this wider participation was
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in its embryonic stages, which supports the policy bias adopted
in this study. Moreover, the study is not meant to be a
comprehensive review of Thai foreign policy carried out during
the period, but foreign policy is discussed where it is deemed
relevant ASEAN experience. Nevertheless, among many facets
the creation of ASEAN was a political act of foreign policy, and
this po]icy aspect has to be investigated.

In examining Thai policies within ASEAN, the study secks
to fill a perceived gap in the academic scholarship on Thailand
and its attitude towards regional cooperation in Southeast Asia.
As such, it highlights the elements of continuity and change, at
the same time trying to elucidate any theoretical underpinnings
for Thailand’s regional policy. There have been no lack of works
on Southeast Asia, but past studies have concentrated on the
general development of ASEAN or on the overall foreign policies
of the individual states. Certain useful studies do nevertheless
exist of individual member countries’ policies towards ASEAN
and regional cooperation in Southeast Asia. One recent work is
Dewi Fortuna Anwar’s Indonesia in ASEAN which suggests, for
example, that an examination of individual member country
attitudes is important in the overall analysis of ASEAN’s

evolution as:

It is possible that some of the objectives and
aspirations that have been ascribed to ASEAN have in
fact been put forward by one or two of its members, and

not really shared by the rest of the group.’

At the same time, works on Thailand’s external relations

tend to provide a general review of its foreign policy-making,
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while analyzing the overall evolution of Thai foreign policy
within the same period. Typically, policy towards Southeast Asia
is treated as the sum of Thailand’s various bilateral re]ationships.
Shorter monographs that do touch on the relationship between
Thailand and ASEAN largely concentrate on particular aspects,
such as on economic cooperation or security cooperation, and
also tended to limit themselves to assessing benefits and
liabilities for Thailand instead of the way that policies were
derived.

Little attempt has yet been made, in the author’s view, to
analyze Thailand’s policy towards ASEAN cooperation in a
comprechensive manner, integrating political and economic
approaches and placing policies adopted towards ASEAN within
the overall context of foreign policy over an extended period.
This perhaps reflects the perception of a vast difference between
the development and security aspects of cooperation, but the
effect has been to produce a de facto dichotomy and institute two
discrete areas of Thai participation in ASEAN, with little linkage
between the two. It is also often assumed that the policy of
regional cooperation had very little relationship with other
aspects of foreign policy, such as with respect to Indochina. For
an example, policies within ASEAN as seen on the Kampuchean
issue as from 1979 are often not seen within the Thai diplomatic
tradition, but rather if they constituted a new departure, and
hence the Kampuchean issue is treated as a specific case study.
In an effort to provide a holistic perspective on cooperation
within ASEAN, an attempt will be made to find out whether a
Conceptua] framework to accommodate Thai attitudes to

regional cooperation is possible. In addition, much current
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scholarship is concentrated on the developments within ASEAN
subsequent to the Fourth and Fifth Summits in 1992 and 1995,
respectively, or on the future directions for ASEAN into the 2:*
century from a prescriptive point of view. Recent attention is
thus focused on the post Cold War period to the relative neglect
of the formative years of ASEAN. Hopefully, a reassessment of
the first twelve years of ASEAN from one national perspective
will help elucidate issues of national interest and better explain
or enable us to understand the evolution of decision-making
within ASEAN, particularly the linkage between national
policies and ASEAN policies.

In performing the research, it must be admitted that
substantial problems do exist concerning the availability and
accessibility to sources. From its origins ASEAN has stood for
the minimization or avoidance of discussion of national and
bilateral differences for the sake of a wider regional solidarity.
Therefore, official ASEAN documents are often found to be
sterile in nature, hiding specific national positions or areas of
disagreement. No verbatim records exist of the various meetings,
such that a scholar has noted of the crucial ASA period that:
“records have very limited uti]ity as historical documents, and
even its confidential records will leave future historians with the
feeling that something is missing.™ Interviews with various
personalities involved with ASEAN contribute towards
compensating for such lacunae, but also come across a
manifestation of much the same problem, with the responses
given to questions tending to avoid direct criticism or discussion
of one particular member country’s role. Official pronouncements
should not therefore be taken at face value, and have to be taken

in their specific contexts.
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In discussing Thai foreign policy, various collections of
official documents compiled by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
of Thailand (MFA) have been utilized, as well as issues of Foreign
Affairs Bulletin (FAB), which provides a useful regular summary
of Thailand’s foreign relations, and other official publications.
To the extent that it was possible, unpublished documents
relating to Thai foreign policy from the 1960s onwards, as well
as to Thailand’s participation in ASEAN, have been consulted
in the MFA archives. As a corollary, relevant volumes of Foreign
Relations of the United States (FRUS) and other collections of US
documents have been consulted to provide a perspective on the
important Thai cooperation with the US in Southeast Asia
during much of this period. The study also relied extensively on
the use of collections of ASEAN documents compiled by the
ASEAN Secretariat in Jakarta, such as the Statements by the
ASEAN Foreign Ministers at ASEAN Ministerial Meetings and ASEAN
Documents Series. However, many of the documents on ASEAN
political and security cooperation, as well as equivalent MFA
position papers, remain classified and may only be alluded to
indirectly. Thus in order to supplement printed source materials,
some reliance has been placed on interviews with Thai
personalities and diplomats associated with policies towards
ASEAN.

Substantial emphasis has also been placed on the study of
speeches of the major personalities involved. In this exercise, it
is forcunate that there is a substantial body of speeches by certain
Thai foreign policy-makers, and particularly by long-time
Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman who was both a prolific writer

and giver of interviews. Nevertheless, an analysis of speeches has

INTRODUCTION 29



its specific limitations as it does not necessarily reveal the many
nuances in policy over time. Thus while the study has as an
essential element an investigation of published printed sources
and archival materials and the conduct of personal interviews,
it also intends to discuss the implications of some of the new
literature highlighting aspects of Thailand’s postwar regional
diplomacy.

In terms of secondary literature, Thai works have been
consulted at various locations in Bangkok, including the MFA
library and the various f‘acu]ty and institute libraries of
Chulalongkorn University. Among these works are included
some monographs and collections relating to Thailand’s postwar
diplomacy, in an attempt to trace the evolution of Thai diplomacy
on regional cooperation. Works in English and other languages
have been consulted at the library of the Graduate of International
Scudies (GIIS), the Modern Asia Research Centre (MARC)
library, and the library of the United Nations Offices in Geneva,
as well as at other libraries in Europe. For examp]f; recent general
histories of Thailand such as David K. Wyatt’s Thailand: A Short
History have been consulted. General studies of the origins of
regional cooperation in Southeast Asia such as Arnfinn
Jorgensen-Dahl’s Regional Organization and Order in Southeast Asia
and Michael Antolik's ASEAN and the Diplomacy of Accommodation
have also proved particularly useful, and have been quoted
extensively. Meanwhile, articles in Saranrom Journal, the MFA’s
in-house journal, often provides insights into current thinking
within the MFA beyond formally-stated positions. Thus older
materials have been consulted to provide a contemporary

viewpoint on the period studied, but more recent studies,
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particu]ar]y articles in the relevant academic journa]s7 have also
been used to provide a sense of perspective.

The study is divided into 8 main chapters, and the overall
organization of the research is thematic. Within certain chapters,
however, some account is taken of chronology. The first 3
chapters are aimed at providing analytical tools for the study,
including a general theoretical framework; a discussion of the
Thai role in Southeast Asia and in the origins of regional
cooperation; and an analysis of Thai foreign policy-making.
Chapters 4 and 5 investigate whether, and if so, how, actual
participation in ASEAN initiatives in po]itica], economic and
external cooperation, respectively, served Thailand’s basic foreign
policy goals and if such goals may be seen to have evolved over
time or not. Chapters 6 and 7 provide case study examinations
of Thailand’s participation in ASEAN activities. Finally, the
Conclusion provides an assessment of Thailand’s involvement in
regional cooperation at the end of the period studied, with a
view towards subsequent developments.

The chapters are organized as follows:

1) In the first chapter, a theoretical framework is
introduced. The two themes of regional cooperation and foreign
policy are treated. Although it is not the intention here to discuss
in great detail such theoretical issues as integration theory, and
thereby risking an overinflation of the attractions of theories of
regionalism to policy-makers, Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman’s
idea of a “Collective Political Defence” is placed alongside
conventional theories of coalition-building and regional
integration. Thailand’s participation in ASEAN is analyzed from
a foreign policy perspective as to the extent it would serve Thai

political and economic interests.

INTRODUCTION 31



2) In the second chapter, the role of Thailand in Southeast
Asia is placed in a historical context and the circumstances
behind Thailand’s involvement in the negotiations leading to the
founding of ASEAN in 1967 analyzed. Thailand’s key role in this
process necessarily modifies the proposition that ASEAN merely
grew out of the reconciliation process between Malaysia and
Indonesia. It is considered whether the issue of timing was
important in assessing if Thai participation in ASEAN was
inspired by real regional considerations or by shorter term
concerns in alleviating the regime’s policy difficulties in 1965-1967,
as ASEAN became a new instrument for actua]izing an
independent position.

3) The third chapter discusses Thailand’s foreign policy
environment and decision-making processes, assessing the role
of various bureaucratic agencies, particularly within the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, including the Department of ASEAN Affairs
as the official ASEAN National Secretariat of Thailand. Internal
and external factors are discussed, and some importance given
to the discussion of the role of individual personalities,
particularly that of Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman, in the
determination of Thailand’s ASEAN policy. In a larger
framework, the place of ASEAN in the overall context of Thai
foreign policy is also examined.

4) The fourth chapter investigates Thailand’s role in
ASEAN political cooperation, including its position on
initiatives such as the attempts at the neutralization of Southeast
Asia as from 1971 onwards; the political consultations on regional
order of 1973-1975; and the Summit process of 1976-1977. An

importance is given to discussion of how ASEAN political
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cooperation helped to fulfill Thailand’s security goals. Thai
attitudes to fundamental organizational issues are also discussed,
such as that of ASEAN membership, as well as che various
proposals to reorganize ASEAN's institutional structure during
this period.

5) The fifth chapter analyzes Thailand’s role in ASEAN
economic and functional cooperation, which became more active
subsequent to 1976-1977. This aspect of cooperation constitutes
the second leg to Thailand’s quest for security, and is also
concordant with the general policy goal of modernization.
Although the study encompasses a mere 3 years of ASEAN’s
intensified economic cooperation, it is proposed that many of
the Organization’s activities from 1967 onwards should also be
considered as paving the ground for this wider cooperation.
Moreover, ASEAN’s general interaction with its external
dialogue partners is also investigated. ASEAN external
cooperation allowed Thailand to engage in wider international
role-playing, whilst providing additional support for security
and modernization objectives. The evolutions in this field during
the period discussed were to prove crucial for subsequent
developments as the mechanisms for economic cooperation
established in this period, however flawed in their implementation,
continued to serve ASEAN until 1992.

6) The sixth chapter attempts a more detailed analysis of
decision-making within ASEAN. The overall relevance of
consensus is discussed from the perspective of Thailand and its
partners. Thailand’s decision-making within ASEAN and vis-a-
vis external powers is analyzed through a case study examination

of its role at the crucial 1976 ASEAN Summic in Bali in
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comparison to other key meetings during the period under scudy.
Special attention is placed on how Thailand is perceived within
ASEAN, both by its partners as well as by external actors.

7) The seventh chapter discusses the ramifications on
Thailand of Vietnam’s invasion of Kampuchea in late 1978 and
its effects on subsequent Thai policy towards ASEAN and
Southeast Asia as a whole. Thailand’s reinvigorated partnership
with ASEAN, as well as with certain individual powers, from
this period onwards may be said to have set the tone for much
of its regional policy until the conclusion of the Indochinese
conflict, and even beyond.

8) Finally, the Conclusion attempts an assessment of the
overall relationship between Thailand and ASEAN in the period
concerned, judged against the initial hypotheses. An atcempr is
also made to analyze whether Thailand has had a significant
influence on individual initiatives within ASEAN or on the
general evolution of the Organization during the period, and in

what manner.
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This Chapter aims to provide an overall theoretical
framework for the study. ASEAN was founded within the context
of the wide popularity of regional approaches during the 1960s,
and thus it is necessary to apply various analytical tools developed
during this period to relate it to its environment. In discussing
the relevance of classical approaches to the process of regional
cooperation in Southeast Asia, however, it is suggested that there
are certain specificities within the Southeast Asian example
which should be further investigated. These specificities are
highlighted by the examination of the rationale behind Thailand’s
ASEAN policy, which appears to provide many avenues for

future research.

REGIONS AND REGIONALISM

Regionalism as a concept has had a powerful influence on
international relations since the end of the Second World War,
despite the founding of the United Nations as a global
organization in 1945. Yet the concept has remained fairly vague
throughout its history. Nevertheless, it may be taken for our
purposes as an approach to international relations using the
region as the main avenue of interaction. The region thus emerges
as a focus of identity or even loyalty. There are also problems
with defining the term ‘region’ itself, which has been a constant
source of practical and academic debate. Geographical, as well
as political, economic or cultural ateributes, have been used to
give flesh to the concept. The current consensus appears to be
that there are no natural regions, and that regions are social

constructs rather than natural entities.?
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“Both ‘region’ and ‘regionalism’ are ambiguous terms,”
writes Hurrell, “the terrain is contested and the debate on
definitions has produced little consensus.™ It may be seen,
however, that the terms are less important than their implication,
for they open further avenues for a useful investigation of related
themes. Particularly challenging is the idea of regionalism as an
intermediate step between nationalism and globalism. The
modern debate between g]obalism vVersus regionalism is itself an
old debate, dating back to the ‘regional debate’ at the 1945 San
Francisco Conference on International Organization when
global solutions within the United Nations framework were
Chaﬂenged by the proposa] to include regiona] organizations
within the postwar international structure.* Paralysis within the
United Nations, and particularly within the Security Council as
from the 1950, further encouraged the formation of alliances or
organizations on a regional and inter-regional basis. Nevertheless,
it will be seen that in historical terms the idea of Southeast Asia
with which we are concerned here was a rather recent
phenomenon, as it has only been recognized as a region since
the Second World War. Moreover, today the concept of Southeast
Asia is again challenged by wider formulations such as that of
East Asia or Asia-Pacific, as well as by a general globalization
trend blurring regional distinctions altogether in a wider
interdependenceﬁ

Despite definitions of regionalism premised on placing it
as the first step on the road towards a community based on a
particular region, it is the contention here that regionalism as
such does not necessarily provide any quantitative measure of

cooperation. This necessitates the use of more precise definitions
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such as regional ‘cooperation’ and ‘integration.” Alagappa
describes regional cooperation rather succinctly as: “cooperation
among governments or NON-government organizations in three
or more geographically approximate and interdependent
countries for the pursuit of mutual gain in one or more issue
arcas,” which constitutes a fairly comprehensive definition from
a Southeast Asian perspective, and this will be furcher
investigated.® Integration, meanwhile, suggests a far closer
association, a merging of interests into a single whole, although
the process may be disaggregated into the political, economic
and other component fields’ In this context, regionalism is an
umbrella concept that covers all forms of cooperation premised
on a particu]ar region, regardless of the extent of
institutionalization or the depth of such activities.

In practical terms, various stages may be identified for
cach of the fields of cooperation on the way towards integration.
In the economic field, the stages towards regional integration
range from a free trade area, a customs union, a common market
and finally to an economic union.® In the political field, the
relevant stages range from cooperation and harmonization
through to confederation. Elements of economic and political
integration may also be combined with other fields within a
single framework, as in the European example. In this study,
reference is made to regional cooperation rather than integration,
for it is asserted that while cooperation was accepted as a goal,
there was less consensus in Southeast Asia as to whether
integration may be regarded as the final objective.

The theory of regional integration may be seen to have

developed after the Second World War. Centred on integration
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efforts in Europe, it developed as a field of political science
largely separate from the study of international organization
which involved the UN and its specialized agencies. As such the
experience of the Second World War was an important
inspiration, and the initial concepts put forward included
idealistic proposals for federalism such as that proposed by
Altiero Spinelli as a means to prevent the recurrence of
international conflict. Prevention of conflict was also central to
the idea of a security community which arose out of the postwar
North Atlantic experience.’ Such ideas were dominated by a
concern for the pooling of sovereignty and of sharing of
resources, given the fear in Europe of the destructive powers of
national chauvinism and totalitarian autarky that had
contributed to the two World Wars which so ravaged the
European continent. They may therefore be considered to have
had an important normative element and classified as belonging
to the liberal tradition, concerned as they were by prospects for
peace and cooperation.

One of the most important theories which emerged was
that of functionalism. As developed by David Mitrany,
functionalism typically drew its inspiration from the experience
of the Second World War and functionalist ideas may be seen
to have p]ayed a crucial part in inspiring cooperation efforts in
Western Europe. In this approach, technical as well as social and
cultural, or ‘functional’; links would inculcate cooperative
behaviour and engender greater integration between the states
involved. It stressed the importance of process and adopted an
indirect approach to integration as a means of achieving world

peace.Ina furcher refinement, Karl Deutsch introduced the idea
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of transactions as an important indicator of this process. In his
view, the intensity of cultural, social and political flows and
transactions may also lead to a possible convergence among

10

different political regimes.” In this horizontal bottom-up view,
integration would culminate in the atcainment of a sense of
community among the participants, and facilitate the
actualization of a world community. Nevertheless, Mitrany
himself was rather distrustful of the contribution of regional
organizations to the process, including in Europe, fearing that
they would not remain open and would become exclusive. In so
doing they would cease to become functionalist and would
instead enhance power projection by states.” Other limitations
have been perceived by subsequent scholars, and with these in
mind Michael Haas observes: “The functionalist logic may
explain the rapid growth into technical regional organizations
in Asia, for the success of one led to efforts to begin others, but
the ultimate goal of depoliticization of technical issues through
collective decision-making has not been reached thus far.™
Neofunctionalists such as Ernst Haas and Leon Lindberg
furcher developed such ideas and instead put the stress on
institutions: that the building of a community does not depend
on mass support or on identical aims, but on the existence of
institutions as the executing agents. As such neofunctionalism
may be regarded as a sort of synthesis between federalist and
functionalist themes, requiring greater cencral direction and
coordination to arrive at the objectives. The neofunctional
approach may also be regarded as a typically European liberal
one, focusing on the cooperative efforts of regional elites

spurring integration, this time from the top down. Spillover into
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other spheres of endeavour would result, widening the scope of
cooperation.” It is thus that Michael Haas asserts that within
Asia, neofunctionalism appeared to apply in the case of ASEAN,
largely basing his argument on the role of the ASEAN Secretariat
founded in 1976 which he seces as increasing its areas of
competence into broader fields and thereby spurring cooperation
among members of the Association.* However, it may be seen
that neofunctionalism better explains the evolution of regional
insticutions rather than their creation. In any case, it will be seen
that the ASEAN experience showed that institution-building
was the least of the concerns of its founders, and in particular
the Thais who were more concerned with practical cooperation.
Perhaps with such trends in mind, Nye therefore observes that:
“the neofunctional approach is more suited to the analysis of
cases such as common markets in which significant institutions
have been created or market forces released than it is to the
analysis of loosely structured relationships.” In the ASEAN case,
regiona] elites were also far more restricted than in the example
provided by European par]iamentary democratic regimes, which
limited the circle of potential advocates of the regionalism that
was expressed in ASEAN.

The evolution in international politics by the late 1970s,
however, has great]y affected the perception of international
institutions. Inertia within the UN and regional organizations
became such that the stress in theoretical discussions moved
away from the study of formal institutions to a renewed emphasis
on the state or to less formal cooperative frameworks such as
international regimes. The experience of European cooperation

also came to reveal the limitations of functional integration.
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With the relative slowdown in the European process during the
late 1970s and early 1980s, a new stress was placed on the
continuing importance of national decision-making in furthering
cooperation and hence ‘intergovernmentalism.” The recognition
of the place of intergovernmentalism in integration theory thus
approximates to the concerns expressed by the promoters of
regional cooperation in Southeast Asia in progressing from
primarily national solutions, with the preservation of national
sovereignty being an overwhelming concern.® Morcover,
intergovernmentalism marked a move away from ‘ideal type’
classical models, although much of the normative framework
still remained. Most importantly, the greater awareness of the
role of government leaders and bureaucracies in propelling
cooperation has fed into discussion of the impulse behind the
current revival of European integration and evolution into the
European Union.”

Integration theory thus provides important pointers for
examining Southeast Asian regional cooperation, particularly
in providing a framework within which concerted policy actions
taken by states may be studied. It is illustrative of the
organizational dynamics around which cooperation centred
around a distinct region could be rationalized. This applies
specifically with regards to the prevention of conflict through
resource-sharing and the fostering of technical links which would
encourage a process of spillover. Certainly, Southeast Asian
leaders frequently talked about reforging long-lost ties, and
stressed the importance of technical and cultural cooperation

18

among €21Ch other, particu]ar]y in the €21T1y days. However,

important differences setting apart the Southeast Asian
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experience have also been highlighted. What is of primary
importance is not necessarily that Southeast Asian leaders did
not think in terms of prior precedents or of functional and
neofunctional integration. Rather, they seemed to have taken
such considerations in mind, but not as ideal types. What was
crucial was the retention of flexibility, not only to adapt to
changing situations, but also to local circumstances. Hence the
broad and holistic instead of a focused integrative perspective
of cooperation, and the ‘untidy’ framework of international
institutions in Southeast Asia. Moreover, ASEAN statesmen at
the time, however far-seeing, tended to consider Southeast Asia
as being rather peripheral to international events, and thus while
they may have considered cooperation in Southeast Asia as a
stepping stone to a wider peace they saw that real progress in
achieving international peace and prosperity depended more on
the role of the great powers. In this perspective, regional impulses
had limited application, and Southeast Asian leaders were more
concerned with stabilizing their own region rather than
normative concerns with a wider peace. Therefore, while such
themes as intergovernmentalism have continuing relevance, the
apparent incompleteness of integration theory in explaining the
Southeast Asian experience, and in particular the factors that
motivated Thai policy-makers, leads us to seek additional
clarification in policy convergence.” This necessitates a discussion
of foreign policy in general, and the impetus that it gives to
regional cooperation. A general discussion of foreign policy
objectives and their determinants helps to elucidate national
priorities and rectifies the omissions of the conventional theories

of regional cooperation.
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FOREIGN POLICY AND REGIONALISM

Avital aspect of international relations research, including
in the study of foreign policy, is the question of level of analysis.
Two basic levels have been identified: the national level and the
systemic level In this study, the focus is largely on the national
level, concentrating on the institutional structures of Thai
foreign policy as a guide to its stance on regional cooperation.
In discussing foreign policy, it is important to assess in turn the
determinants, goals and instcruments behind the policy of
individual states. As a first step, the various determinants driving
policy goals must be examined, which are interpreted by policy-
makers in more subjective terms of national interest. In the case
of Thailand, a concentration of academic research on the study
of earlier diplomacy has highlighted the roles of personality and
idiosyncratic aspects. Santaputra in his study of Thailand’s
foreign policy up to the 1940s, for example, uses Rosenau’s 5 sets
of variables for explaining foreign policy: idiosyncratic, role,
governmental, societal and systemic, and has highlighted the
importance of personal and idiosyncratic, and to a lesser extent,
systemic factors in driving policy decisions. However, the period
under study saw a gradual and sometimes arduous transformation
in the nature of policy-making as well as the widening of Thai
interests, and therefore fresh perspectives on Thai policy are
required.

Avariety of determinants seemed to have played a role in
driving Thailand’s foreign policy: permanent factors such as
geopolitics, physical endowments and history, as well as more

temporary attributes such as the personality of policy-makers
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and ideology. Thailand’s troubled relationship with its
neighbours, and particularly its long and exposed land borders
given the lack of natural frontiers, seemed to have placed a
premium on security. Due to its history7 particular]y in the years
prior to the Second World War, nationalism appeared to have
played a small role in the post 1945 period, in contrast to many
of its newly-independent neighbours. Meanwhile, personality
gained added importance as policy determination was generally
limited to a small number of persons, according to particular
issue areas. By contrast, ideology has not normally played a part
in Thailand’s foreign policy, which was based on more traditional
concerns. However, the growing alignment with the US as from
the 19508 meant that Thai policy-makers employed ideological
criteria in the conduct of foreign relations. In particular, the
threat posed by communism to the Kingdom’s central institutions
of Nation, Religion and Monarchy provided an ideological
underpinning to Thai policy in Southeast Asia, as well as to the
maintenance of internal order. This became a source of internal
po]icy debate, which may be interpreted as a clash as to whether
ideology was a permanent factor underpinning policy, or merely
a temporary factor that could be adjusted to the exigencies of
the time. It will be shown that the entrenchment of ideological
aspects of policy in a departure from general flexibility partly
resulted from the government’s own efforts at identifying the
source of greatest threat and the appropriate response, and hence
‘friend’ or ‘foe,” and which caused tensions within the policy-
making circle. Yet while espousing the Cold War ideology of
anti-communism, formal and informal contacts with communist

countries were not excluded.” The element of ideology continued
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to drive certain political and military leaders into the 1970s, but
the dominant approach from the period became one of
pragmatism. At the same time, there seemed to be little concern
with ‘moral” aspects of foreign policy, although such high
principles as the UN Charter and the importance of honouring
national commitments have been upheld consistently in all
policy statements.

Driven by the above determinants, security, development
and regime maintenance are often referred to as the major goals
of the foreign policy of developing countries.® Other goals are
also present, albeit less important to national requirements
though depending on the nature of the administration in power,
such as international role-playing. In taking actions to
accomplish policy goals, however, the Thai government did not
a]ways appear to be a unitary actor, neither did the various
government agencies have clearly coherent outputs. Much indeed
depended on personality and personal relationships in pursuing
particu]ar goa]s, a fact which will be illustrated throughout this
study. Allison in his seminal study on foreign policy decision-
making thus suggests that: “monoliths are black boxes covering
various gears and levers in a highly differentiated decision-
making structure...chat large acts are the consequences of
innumerable and often conflicting smaller actions by individuals
at various levels of bureaucratic organizations in the service of
a variety of only partially compatible conceptions of national
goals, organizational goals, and political objectives.™

An overwhelming preoccupation for Thailand throughout
its history was to maintain security and national independence.

This was carried out through essentially pragmatic policies, with
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a distinctive perception of national interest. It was with an eye
to national interest that Thai policy-makers have often referred
to their foreign policy as that of “Thai-ism,” a theme which tends
to confirm the postulates of structural realism.® In this manner,
the concept of national interest renders persuasive a realist
paradigm of the international system. It is asserted that the

th

traditional Thai stance as from the 19" Century viewed the
international system as not necessarily benign. It was a world
dominated by the great powers, and Thailand as a small and
weak power had to tread carefully in international relations to
protect its interest.”

In this respect, the priorities of Thailand were not that
dissimilar from those of many of its Southeast Asian neighbours
which had been colonies while Thailand had been the only state
to remain independent.” This was seen in frequent references to
Thailand’s status as a ‘small state, a concept which had overwhelming
currency within po]icy circles except during the prewar Prime
Ministership of Pibulsonggram under the inspiration of Luang
Vichitr Vadhakarn when a vigorous policy was pursued.® Such
pursuit of a vigorous and active policy contrasted with the
advocacy of a neutral and moral policy or “righteous reactive
policy” deemed suitable for a small state. Indeed, right up to
the end of the 1980s, many Thai scholars saw that Thailand was
not even an actor in international politics, and if so, only as a
small power in regional terms. This same perception also applied
to many of Thailand’s newly independent neighbours, with the
exception of Indonesia with its large size and significant
population, which nevertheless was also miscruscful of great

powers after its colonial experience and its protracted
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independence struggle Thus Jorgensen-Dahl proposes chat
while in Thailand and Singapore:

unfavourable perceptions of the international
system tend to be somewhat softened by a greater
confidence in their own ability to handle what are
perceived to be negative external forces. The view of the
international system in general as basically hostile is
nevertheless firmly embedded in the beliefs of the leaders
of the ASEAN states®

The exertion of this influence of ‘realism’ on policy-makers
may help to account somewhat for the strong influence of
external factors, including external political and economic
threats and the magniﬁed communist menace, on regiona]
po]icies as a whole. It may also be seen that this genera]
conceptualization led to certain prescriptions as to the policies
that should be pursued by the country, inc]uding a strong faich
in international law and international organization to safeguard
Thailand’s interests.* Such cautious policies were encouraged by
the Foreign Affairs Advisors who had helped to guide its foreign
affairs from 1892 up to 1949. However, with the experience of the
League of Nations and paralysis within the UN Security Council
in mind, it was deemed that this was insufficient assurance for
Thailand’s sovereignty. Thailand certain]y did not regard itself
as self-sufficient, and thus to maincain ics security it relied on
alliances and collective arrangements as well.

The policy of ‘bending with the wind’ may be seen to have

formed a part of this threatening vision of the international
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system on Thailand’s security. As a small power, secking
accommodation with the dominant power like a frail clump of
bamboo swinging in the direction of the prevailing wind was
the sure-tried method for preserving national sovereigney. It
remains, nevertheless, a source of considerable academic debate
within Thailand whether the dominant trend in Thai foreign
policy has been the preservation of equidistance and neutrality
or ‘bending with the wind.’ It is perhaps more useful to see that
while Thailand recognized the usefulness of accommodating
certain great powers given its relative weakness, it has often tried
to preserve a certain distance vis-a-vis great power conflicts. Too
much has probably been made of the absence of a colonial
tradition leading Thailand to acceprt alignment in the postwar
period. As will be seen, the myth of a traditional Thai propensity
for neutrality was, and continues to remain, a powerful one in
the national psyche. In practice, Thai policy-makers were
prepared to resort to various formulas for the preservation of
national sovereignty and integrity, with the greatest freedom of’
manoeuvre being regarded as desirable. Given Thailand’s proud
record of maintaining its sovereignty throughout the colonial
period, the assertion of policy independence was a constant
obsession of policy-makers, and Foreign Minister Thanat
Khoman spoke of the attempts to open channels to the PRC as

from 1969 in such terms:

(The action) stems from a principle of our foreign
policy, that of being objective and independent. An
indcpendcnt po]icy, a national policy, of course that

policy has been somewhat beclouded by the necessity
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created by the communist aggression in South Vietnam,
of having to agree to the stationing of foreign troops in
Thailand...I should like to say that this exception—or this
temporary dcnting of our principlc of forcign po]icy—was
due to the necessities of the time, the requirements

created by the communist aggression in South Vietnam»

Indeed, it will be seen that both Bangkok and Washington
maintained that US bases in Thailand were in fact Thai bases
and that US troops were only granted permission to use such
facilities jointly with Thai forces for the duration of the conflict
in Vietnam.* Moreover, the choice between neutrality or
accommodation may be translated into the mere expression of
preferences. It is perhaps safest to say that as much balance was
maintained for as long as possible, but when it seemed that one
side might have the upper hand and that fundamental national
interests might be harmed if Thailand did not adjust its policy,
accommodation was resorted to. In this manner, what was
achievable was actually what mattered most, given the hard-
headed pragmatism of Thai diplomacy. Nevertheless, later Thai
policy-makers by the mid 1970s spoke increasingly of the need
to assert an independent policy, and of “filling the vacuum’ within
the region. This was partly in reaction against the previous policy
of strict alignment with an external power, and ASEAN became
associated with the new mood. For example, Konthi
Suphamongkol, a former senior Thai diplomat, speaks of
involvement in ASEAN as constituting a return to more

traditional policies:
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As far as Thailand is concerned, it constitutes a
mere revival of its traditional foreign policy that our
ancestors so successfully carried out since the 19th

Century.?

[t may therefore be seen that the idea of Thailand as a small
state has been central to the Thai perception of international
relations. As a related theme, some also see as the national
characteristic a capacity for compromise, drawn from Buddhist
religious teachings, particularly the concept of ‘the middle way.*
In this manner, a policy of regional cooperation was therefore
consistent with Thai perceptions of the country’s position within
the international system as a whole. Regional cooperation
enabled small states which were relatively weak on their own to
combine their power so as to be able to exert a voice in the
international arena. Thanat Khoman, for instance, has mentioned
that Thailand as a small country could not rely solely on military
forces, but must also build on constructive policies, on its
brainpower and diplomacy.” It will be seen that Thailand’s long
history as an independent state entertaining extensive
interactions with foreign powers motivated policy-makers
towards pro-active attempts at organizing regionzﬂ cooperation.
However, there was hesitancy in asserting any regional
leadership, due to the recognition of residual suspicions within
the countries of Indochina of Thailand’s previous involvement
in the area, often resurrected by problems on the borders. It will
also be seen that a cautious and incremental approach was
adopted towards regional cooperation, for within the confines

of the alignment with the US, visionary approaches were limited
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in official circles. Nevertheless, the upholding of regional
cooperation as a policy, seen as necessary for obtaining bargaining
power over allies and enemies alike, may be regarded as
concordant with deeply-felc concerns to regain Thailand’s
traditional policy flexibility.

The question may be posed whether regionalism was a goal
or an instrument. It is the assertion of this study that while in
fact it may have been both, regionalism should be regarded more
as a policy inscrument. Regionalism in the case of ASEAN
became valuable as a policy instrument as it fulfilled multiple
foreign policy goals. Through regional organization, such goals
as security and development were thus accomplished, as well as
role-playing and symbolic functions, which enabled Thailand to
be associated with policy independence and lessening the
impression of commitment.® In practice, however, common
interests are often obscured by national interests. National
interest is described as a combination of the national position
and the outlook of the policy-makers. In this manner, objective
factors such as geopolitics, political system and social structure
interact with more subjective factors involving the values and
perceptions of policy-makers to formulate policy? Proponents
of the primacy of national interest such as Stanley Hoffman
thereby stress the importance of the nation-state within the

international system:

The nation-state survives, preserved by the
formidable autonomy of politics, as manifested in the
resilience of political systems, the interaction between

separate states and a single international system, the role
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of leaders who believe both in the primacy of ‘high
politics’ over the kind of managerial politics susceptible
to functionalism, and in the primacy of the nation,
struggling in the world of today, over any new form,
whose painful establishment might require one’s lasting

withdrawal from che pressing and exalting dai]y contest.*

In assessing national interest, it is crucial to stress the
important linkage between foreign and domestic policy. “Foreign
policy has never been an entirely autonomous realm,” suggests
Rothstein, “there is no way that foreign policy decisions can be
completely separated from the domestic political system.™ The
goals of foreign policy therefore have to be concordant with
domestic ones, and this was particularly true of Thailand under
military rule during the late 1950s and 1960s. Even in the 1970s,
despite the efforts to keep the domestic sphere separate from
the external sphere, the internal anti-communism of the Tanin
Government contributed to a deterioration of Thailand’s
relations with countries in Indochina. Indeed, foreign policy may
be regarded as a tool of domestic policy, particularly in terms of
national development and role-playing. Moreover, foreign policy
may also be seen as an independent, as well as a dependent
variable, and prolonged reliance one particular line of policy,
such as alignment with the US, may lead to pressures for the
development of alternative directions, such as towards greater
independence or regional cooperation.”* Such themes will be
further elaborated upon during the course of this study.

As for the wider evolution of regionalism since the end of
the Second World War and the process of decolonization,

regionalism in the developing world has taken various directions,
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although the different formulae were not mutually exclusive and
were combined by various states to optimize foreign policy
options. Of these, inter-regional groupings were the most
inclusive, being broad-based coalitions of great potential
influence, but often with little coherence and solidarity, such as
the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) and the Commonwealch.
Fu]l—ﬂedged regional groupings such as the Organization of
African Unity (OAU) and the European Community (EC), or
even ASEAN, also commanded substantial importance. At a
subsidiary level, sub-regional groupings such as the Meckong
Committee, however, appeared less vibrant. During the latter
half of the period studied, Thailand was member of only regional
and sub-regional groupings, and could not call upon much incer-
regional support on a multilateral level. It could thus be expected
that Thailand would increasingly place substantial importance
on regional cooperation within ASEAN, as well as rely on the
inter—regional connections of its ASEAN partners in maximizing
its foreign policy leverage.

Despite the encompassing nature of regional cooperation
and the clear expectation of a wide range of benefits from the
pursuit of such a policy, it is nevertheless alleged that regionalism
as a policy was on the whole not taken seriously. An observer’s
sceptical view of Southeast Asian regional cooperation is
provided by a prominent scholar of US-Thai relations, who takes
a realist line in suggesting that for Southeast Asian policy-
makers, and particularly the Foreign Ministers: “regionalism was
a safe, fashionable subject, toward which goal they could
accomplish lictle.™ However, if regional cooperation is taken as

an element of foreign policy, rather than more normatively as a
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desirable end in itself, such ventures may be seen to provide

policy options of some significance.

REGIONAL COOPERATION IN SOUTHEAST ASIA
IN THEORY AND PRACTICE

It may be said that regionalism in Southeast Asia poses a
challenging problem. It remains unclear whether the idea of
Southeast Asia as a distinct region is a permanent or temporary
concept. In any case, it appears that the agenda is not set merely
by the countries forming the region alone, but also by those
external powers who have interacted with the regional states
and have helped to shape the destiny of Southeast Asia since
carly times. Following the end of the Second World War and the
process of decolonization, the idea of Southeast Asia appeared
to be a rising concept, an identity reinforced in the 1950s and
1960s by the general popularity of regionalism worldwide. Even
as theories of regionalism had lost their salience by the late 1970s,
the identity of Southeast Asia was more than ever entrenched,
as a result of rather than inspite the division of the region into
two blocs, ASEAN and Indochina# In the 1990s, however, this
identity appears to be declining in face of de facto economic
integration with a wider East Asia.* This is occurring
paradoxically at the same time as ASEAN is for the first time
becoming fully representative of the whole of Southeast Asia
through its ongoing expansion of membership to cover the
Indochina countries and Burma.

In contrast to the postwar situation, prior to 1945 there

were relatively few concrete ideas for regional cooperation in
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Southeast Asia. Most of the countries still remained under
colonial rule, and different systems of colonial domination were
perpetuated, with the result that the focus of social and cultural
attention or political and economic exchanges was directed
towards the respective colonial metropolises instead of towards
the immediate region. Even in Thailand, the one country that
remained uncolonized, attention was focused on adjustments
and adaptations to Western modes, and therefore to the
dominant great powers. Meanwhile, the issue of promoting
regional sentiment may be seen as problematic as there were
fears that advocacy of such a policy as cooperation among
territories of the region under the inspiration of Bangkok could
arouse Western suspicions of Thai irredentism and anti-colonial
postures.* Given the legacy of territorial disputes with the
colonial powers prior to the First World War, Thai leaders were
already wary of foreign intervention in the Kingdom, and did
not want to provoke the colonial powers unnecessarily. Thus in
the years prior to 1941, Thailand had to rebut Western claims of
it forming an Asian League in collaboration with Japan, with
whom it was already forming substantial economic ties.”

As a]ready noted, while traditional relations among
countries in the region have been extensive and multifaceted,
the idea of Southeast Asia itself was a relative recent phenomenon#
The area was usua]]y referred to with reference to its giant
neighbours, China and India, and hence terms such as ‘Indochina’
or ‘Further India’ were used to refer to parts of the region.® In
terms of historical heritage, moreover, there was a divide between
mainland and maritime Southeast Asia, although this did not

prevent intensive contacts between the different territories
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Colonialism further disrupted intra-regional flows so that by

th

the onset of the 20" Century, Southeast Asia was a confusing
mosaic of religions, empires and traditions. Anti-colonialism
did nevertheless bring diverse national groups together, as seen
in the Vietnamese nationalist Phan Boi Chau’s founding of an
East Asia United League in Japan in the early 1900s with
Vietnamese, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Indian and Filipino
members.’' References to a distinct region known as ‘Southeast
Asia’ were probably first made by scholars in the interwar period.
However, the first popular use of the concept arose during the
Second World War when a South-East Asia Command (SEAC)
was created by the Allied powers in 1943 for strategic and
administrative purposes. The criterion was that there was a
region which was not part of China, nor of India, and was
distinct from the Pacific.®

Yet the idea of Southeast Asia as independent from wider
approaches took some time to take hold. In the years after the
Second World War and with the beginning of decolonization,
the idea of solidarity among the developing and emergent states
of the so-called “Third World” was strong, stimulating impulses
such as the 1955 Afro-Asian Conference in Bandung and leading
up to the founding of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) in
1962. Anti-colonialism was a major factor motivating the foreign
policies of newly-independent countries such as India and
Indonesia, and hence their regional policies. Within Asia, the
idea of a common Asian or East Asian identity based on deep-
rooted cultural values was also compulsive, given the influences
of the newly-emergent giants: India and China.?® Even among

Thai policy-makers, particularly at a time when various
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concurrent policy options were being entertained, it was more
common to refer to ‘Asian soiidarity’ with regards to common
values. It was uplifting to talk of the rich legacy of Asian culture
and craditions, and in this regard the idea of cooperation within
the more limited region of Southeast Asia perhaps appeared
more prosaic and down-to-earth, even ‘second-best.™ It was in
this view that Thai Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman at the
Cameron Highlands Ministerial Meeting of the Association of
Southeast Asia (ASA) spoke that even after attainment of
independence by the countries of Southeast Asia, countries

outside the region:

did not realize the desire in our hearts to be
masters in our house and our abiding faith in the Asian
Culture and traditions and particularly in our capability
to shape and to direct for ourselves the future destiny of

our nations.”

Al though the idea of Southeast Asia was already becoming
strong, policy-makers were unsure about the political effectiveness
of such a region, and thus broader approaches as seen in the 1966
‘Asian peace moves’ to end the conflict in Vietnam involving the
wider Asian region were attempted. As will be shown, this wider
approach was largely eschewed for a more restricted cooperation

56

by 1966-67, although not yet exclusively* Growing fear of
domination by India or China on the one hand, compounded
by ideological constraints against cooperation with the lacter
after 1949, and on the other hand fears of economic domination
by Japan, reinforced pressures to cooperate among close

neighbours in Southeast Asia sharing common political and
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socio-economic systems as well as similar level of economic
development. Accordingly, by the early 1970s, for political and
economic reasons the relative identities of South Asia, Southeast
Asia and Northeast Asia were strengthened to the detriment of
the wider Asian identity which had until then been predominant.”
At the same time, the question of maintaining all available
options open as well as the fluidity of desirable membership
attests to the flexibility maintained by the promoters of regional
cooperation in the face of the changing international sicuation.s®
The discussion therefore tends to support further the contention
that the idea of Southeast Asia was more a social construct,
influenced by social and political factors, when referred to in
terms of regional cooperation.

In this connection, it should be noted that though the
commonality of experience within Southeast Asia was often
alluded to in ASEAN, this perception was not always so. During
the ASA period Thanat Khoman, in pointing out that it was
common interests rather than past links which united the
founders of ASA, claimed that the three members “have little in
common either ethnically, historically or culeurally.™ It was only
later on that affinities instead of differences were stressed.
Moreover, political relations within Southeast Asia had in
pre-colonial times always been dominated by the concept of
hierarchy, accompanied by notions of tribute with the symbolic
role of China at the apex.® Formal equality between states never
existed in Southeast Asia prior to 1945, and in the historical past
there were no leagues of free Southeast Asian states as found in
Western Europe such as in Switzerland, Italy or in the Baltic

arca based on equality and bound by legal compacts for common
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purposes. Instead, power relationships dominated, and the idea
of equality among regional states and a mutual sharing of benefits
as in the formula of the “spirit of equality and partnership” of
the 1967 Bangkok Declaration took some time to take hold.® This
may help to explain why Thailand also found it difficule to
encourage cooperation with its closest neighbours in the first
years, in that it had the recent past been a domineering power
within the continent, imposing unequal relationships on
tributary territories, and thus certain fears were aroused of Thai
intentions of hegemony. The lack of a wide groundswell of
pressure for Southeast Asian regional cooperation meant that
such a policy was advocated by only a few determined individuals
within the national elites. This highlights the significance of the
role of certain individuals such as Tunku Abdul Rahman for.
Malaysia, Adam Malik for Indonesia and Thanat Khoman for
Thailand.

In many ways, Tunku Abdul Rahman may be regarded as
the father of regional cooperation in Southeast Asia. Architect
of the Federation of Malaya and its first Prime Minister (1957-
1970), his main motivation in promoting policies of regional
cooperation was for the long-term survival of Malaysia in the
Southeast Asian environment, and his efforts should be seen in
the background of the troubled creation of Malaysia. The Tunku
was also concerned with the threat of communist insurgency
following the Malayan Emergency of 1948-1960, and hence his
interest in national development to combat such a menace.
Different priorities motivated Adam Malik, Foreign Minister of
Indonesia (1966—1977), who appeared to have been preoccupied

with a political message. Indonesia wanted to show that it could
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play a responsible role in the region after the years of Konfrontasi
during which it had attempted to ‘crush’ Ma]aysia. Participation
in regiona] cooperation would be a concrete demonstration that
Indonesia should not be considered as a threat to its neighbours,
and hence Indonesians stressed Jakarta’s leading role in the
formation of ASEAN. After the Sukarno years, Indonesia also
required a certain regional stability within which to concentrate
on the task of economic reconstruction.” The Philippines, for
its part, had long been considered a half-Western power with its
Spanish rule till 1898 and then American administration, as well
as its geographical position somewhat removed from the
continent. It thus wanted to assert itself as an Asian power by
engaging in common endeavours with its neighbours. As a
senior Philippines dipiomat observed during the ASA

negotiations:

In a poiitical sense, we have what has been
described as a split personality, undesirably so as far as
our ties with Asia are concerned. The West views us as
part of Asia but our Asian neighbours regard us as
western, and in particular as American. The unhappy
result is that we are not trusted by our own neighbours
and we are occasionally taken for granted by our western

friends.®

In addition, regional cooperation played an important
domestic role in the Phiiippines in providing concrete evidence
of policy success for the incumbent government, as seen under
President Garcia with ASA and President Macapagal with
MAPHILINDO. This need for a policy achievement applied
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particu]arly to the Marcos Government which had been newly
installed since December 1965, and hence its receptiveness to
ASEAN.“ As for Singapore, the city-state was eminently
practical in its consideration of regional cooperation. It also
wanted to establish itself as a member of the Southeast Asian
community, considering the perception of its Chinese identity
among its larger neighbours.”” However, in the wake of
the announcement in mid 1967 of imminent British withdrawal
from the region, cooperation with its neighbours was deemed
crucial to its survival.

For a long time, Thailand had seen a need for development
hand in hand with security so as to establish an appropriate
position for itself within the international community. In the
postwar period, such concerns were magnified by the spread of
communist ideology within Southeast Asia, which led to an
overall concern with the economic development of the region
as a whole as well as of Thailand itself. This was seen in numerous
pronouncements made by various government leaders, such as
in Foreign Minister Prince Wan’s speech at the  Council
Meeting of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) in
1955 in which he explained Thailand’s interest in the economic
development of its neighbours as being motivated by the fact
that: “the more prosperous these countries become, the more
cffective they stand as barrier against communist infilcration in
Southeast Asia.™® With the launch of ASA and ASEAN it may
be seen that there was a change in emphasis to development as
an integral element of security. As will be shown later in this
study, this was a central aspect of the development cabinets of

Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat whose legacy was handed on to his
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successors. Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman may also be seen
to have put this developmentalist preoccupation into his concept
of Collective Political Defence underlying regional cooperation.
[t was recognized, however, that development was threatened
by the wider regional instability, and hence efforts were also
exerted by Thailand to ensure a regional order so that the free
market system upheld by Thailand could be sustained.

The experience of the initial five members of ASEAN thus
revealed the overall importance of closer ties and greater
responsibility towards neighbours in the launching of regional
cooperation, a factor which will be further elucidated during
the course of this study. Yet practical aims, more than an innate
idealism, motivated the regiona] leaders: there was no “Zurich
Speech” such as that delivered by Sir Winston Churchill in
September 1946 that could act as an inspiration to Southeast
Asian regional leaders as in Europe. Above all, there was no
questioning of national sovereignty as an ideal, and the reference
to ‘the peoples of Southeast Asia” as constituting the basis of
cooperation was very much in the abstract. Moreover, there was
an ongoing ambivalence as to how regional cooperation and
national development could be reconciled in practice. Gordon
refers to his interviews with regional leaders during the formative
stages of ASA that: “many leaders have spoken with considerable
enthusiasm about their personal attraction to the goal of regional
cooperation, and a moment later have ticked off many obstacles
in the path of achieving this goal. The ambivalence, no doubr,
derives from their commitment to regiona]ism, which they tend
to regard as a ‘good,’ and their simultancous strong commitment

to rapid economic development, which is of course also seen as
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a ‘good’.. What led to the establishment of ASA was the belief
that the inconsistencies can be resolved.™ Nevertheless, despite
the importance given to the forging of regional solidarity by
ASEAN’s founders, the advocacy arguably fell short of the idea
of‘creating a po]itical community.””

The role of external inspiration has been of no less
importance to the evolution of regional cooperation in Southeast
Asia, particularly in motivating various regional leaders at crucial
stages. As Thanat Khoman stated at the * AMM in 1967: “The
modern trend either in politics or economics points towards
closer cooperation and even integration. Southeast Asia cannot
escape the present day exigencies.” In the immediate aftermath
of the Second World War and withdrawal from India, the British
were keen to stabilize their positions in Southeast Asia through
collective means. This led to the formulation of various British
proposals as from the late 1940s for a regional consolidation
which were eventua”y to lead to the creation of the Colombo
Plan in 19507 Economic stabilization was seen as a means to
ensure political stabilicy which would enable the countries of
Southeast Asia to better resist communism. By contrast, the US
appeared to show an initial lack of interest for regional ventures
in Southeast Asia and retained a preference for bilaceralism as
seen in its relationship with the Philippines and Japan, as well
as in the abortive Mutual Defence Agreement of 1952 with
Indonesia. Washington was particularly distruscful of British
schemes in Southeast Asia due to lingering suspicions that they
served to perpetuate British colonial influence in the region. At
the same time, the US was also wary what it described as the rise

of “anti-Western Asiatic consciousness” as exemplified in the
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1947 Asian Relations Conference and arising out of an anti-
colonialism which might rebound to harm its interests in a key
strategic region.”’ Thus with the US’s growing involvement in
containing the advance of communism in Indochina, US policy-
makers did begin to develop some sympathy for regional
solutions to promote regional order from around the late 1940s
onwards. This was seen in its participation in SEATO and in a
region-wide approach to planning, especially from the 1950s.
Following the creation of ASA, the US Ambassador in Bangkok
opined:

I think a multilaceral organization for economic

and political purposes of the Asian nations would
eventually be better than SEATO if we backed such an

organization with our power and bilateral treaties wich

Thailand, etc.7

Washington’s previous reluctance had also partly resulted
from its belief that regional ventures had to be indigenous and
arising from regional initiative and yet viable. It did not want
such ventures to become an excuse for requests by various states
for additional US funding” Nevertheless, Washington policy-
makers eventually came around to a policy of support for
regional cooperation, as seen in Attorney-General Robert
Kennedy’s trip to Asia in January 1964 during the height of
Konfrontasi. It may be seen that the theme of regional development
was central to President Johnson’s famous speech at Johns
Hopkins University in April 1965.7¢ This evolution in the US

position towards regional cooperation and economic development
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was made in the clearest manner by the provision of substantial
financial support for a multilateral instrument such as the Asian
Development Bank (ADB) under the Johnson Administration.”

The example of regional cooperation elsewhere was also
important in the shift in Washington’s position by the mid r960s,
as well as a growing recognition that before the US could
extricate itself from Vietnam, it was necessary to fbrge a certain
regional solidarity so as to stabilize the states in Southeast Asia.
When questioned, Thanat himself emphatically denied that it
was necessary to consult the Americans in the formation of
ASEAN, but considering the closeness of Bangkok’s alignment
with Washington, it was likely that the US became aware of such
cfforts early on” Explicit US support for Thai efforts in regional
cooperation, as well as the important idea that the US presence
served as a shield behind which such enterprises could be
organized, was seen in President Johnson’s Speech welcoming
Bunchana Atthakor as the new Thai Ambassador to Washington

in January 1968:

Your Excellency’s Government has played a
leading role in bringing about more harmonious relations
among the nations of the area and in 1aying the
foundation for the rapidly growing movement for
regional cooperation and development in the Pacific
Area and in Southeast Asia. In these activities you have
our full support. Behind the shield of our mutual defence

cffort, the future of a new Asia is being built based on

peace, partnership and prosperity.”
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It is thus probably valid to conclude that by 1967, both
Thai and US policy—makers were We]]—acquain ted with arguments
for regional cooperation, as separated from collective security
within the scope of the Manila Pact.

Comments by Thai leaders also seemed to echo the claim,
often made by prominent American personalities as well as
scholars, that US forces provided a security umbrella behind
which indigenous efforts could be launched. During the early
months of 1967, Thanat Khoman was seen to make a revealing
observation: “How can you have a regional cooperation if you
have someone ready to jump at your throat all the time. We need
a protective umbrella as Europe did.” Before this security
umbrella, the US sought to provide economic aid to further
promote regional stability, and this development theme was
carried on from Presidents Johnson through to Nixon. The US’s
concern with stimulating economic development in the region
was also seen in bilateral terms through the US role in the
rchabilitation of Indonesia from 1966 onwards following the
accession to power of General Suharto. As an illustration of this
US concern and of the close partnership of Bangkok with
Washington, during Prime Minister Thanom Kittikachorn’s visit
to the US in May 1968, US Secretary of State Dean Rusk asked
the Thai Prime Minister how Indonesia could be bound together
to the other countries of Southeast Asia, and that the US was
pleased to give the fullest encouragement.®

Nevertheless, though it may be seen that the US response
to the creation of ASEAN was positive, it was low-key. In this
respect, the argument of the ‘kiss of death’ should also be noted,

being essentially that too close an association by US spokesmen
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with a venture would identify that enterprise with US interests
and hence damn it in the eyes of other countries, just as SEATO
was identified with US strategic concerns. It was probably with
this in mind that William P. Bundy, the US Assistant Secretary
of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, spoke of functional
organizations as well as broader associations such as the Asian
and Pacific Council (ASPAC) and ASA in the following terms:

Let me emphasize that in these broader
governmental groupings we play no part whatever. These
are Wholly Asian initiatives and, to the extent that such
organizations have a political aspect, it must be WhOHy

in accord with the desires of East Asian and Pacific

participants.*

Although there is no concrete confirmation of a deliberate
‘hands off” policy having been adopted towards ASEAN, this
concern may have played a part in the apparent indifference
shown by Washington initially. This accorded with the general
Thai desire to foster greater regional awareness and forge an
independent identity for ASEAN, as well as to create a general
distance from the US in both bilateral and multilateral terms.
US economic aid continued to be largely given on a bilateral
basis, as well as through broad multilateral frameworks as the
ADB, and it will be seen that no formal link was made with
ASEAN until 1977. At the same time, US interest in regional
cooperation was not confined to Southeast Asia. Nye observes
that this renewed American interest in regiona] organizations

was in fact global: “In the mid 1960s, as the enormous costs of

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 69



involvement in Vietnam became apparent and American foreign
policy attitudes became introspective, an increasing number of
Americans proclaimed the wisdom of supporting regional
organizations as a middle ground between acting as a global
policeman and withdrawing into a fortress America.” The
promotion of greater self-reliance on the part of Washington’s
partners worldwide during the course of the 1960s was therefore
seen to be in the US interest. Furthermore, the interest was not
limited to policy-making circles, for on the fringes many
American scholars and analysts also advocated such policies.*
The positive position which was adopted by Thailand’s main ally
may therefore have provided a powerful impetus to indigenous
cfforts at regional cooperation.

At the same time, the example of the European Community
was doubtless equally powerful in motivating the advocates of
regional cooperation in Southeast Asia. As Thanat Khoman
explained in an interview regarding his conversations with
European leaders such as the long-serving Belgian Foreign

Minister, Paul-Henri Spaak:

Mr. Spaak told me that the US had helped to
create the European Common Market. The Europeans
were able to set up the Common Market with the
approval even support of the US...(regional solidarity
and cooperation) is aimed exactly at what the Europeans
had been doing, creating a sense of European solidarity,
OECD and other organizations like the Common Market

(ASA) is exactly the same as what Monnet was trying to

start in Europe.
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Thus in the view of the most ardent Thai advocate of
regional cooperation, the European example was a crucial model
for Southeast Asian regionalism, and itself also intrinsically
linked to the US policy of consolidating various regions for the
Free World. At the same time, one cannot deny that the
European efforts were inspired by prominent Europeans such as
Monnet, Spaak and de Gaspari even if US support proved to be
important in the formative stages.* In retrospect, the example
of Europe was probably also closest to that of Southeast Asia.
Following the destruction of war there was a need for
reconstruction and development, while the communist threat
and tensions posed by bloc politics were also ever-present in
both regions. However, Rieger has posited that the perception
of the European Community in the eyes of the countries of
ASEAN has in fact undergone important changes during the
course of time: in the early years and through the 19708 the
European example was thought to be worth emulating, an
impression which lessened during the uncertainty within the
European process in the early 1980s, although now the tide
appears to have turned yet again. These changing perceptions,
as echoed by the evolution in the field of integration theory, have
invariable affected the musings of ASEAN leaders on the
relevance of the European example.”?

Thanat’s assertion that he drew inspiration from the
European Community therefore requires further investigation.
On numerous occasions, he had admitted chat he was motivaced

by the European examp]e:
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It should be put on record that, for many of us
and for me in particular, our model had been and still
is, the European Community, not because I was trained
there, but because it is the most suitable form for us
living in this part of the world, and that inspite of our
parallel economies which are quite different from the

European ones.™

However, other personalities involved in the negotiations
for the founding of ASEAN in 1966-67 such as the then Malaysian
Permanent Secretary for Foreign Affairs Tan Sri Ghazali Shafie
also gave an explanation of the genesis of ASEAN stressing the
importance of Malaysia-Indonesia cordiality as being equivalent
to Franco-German reconciliation in the creation of the European
Community.® It has a]ready been seen that the 1960s were the
heyday of regional cooperation and accordingly its influence was
pervasive. Certainly there were elements in ASEAN which were
communautaire in spirit: both encompassed wider stabilization
activities although concentrated on economic, social and
technical cooperation. As with the EC, ASEAN did not have a
military content. Just as in Europe where there existed
institutions such as NATO and the Western European Union
(WEU) which performed the security functions, Asia had an
equivalent in SEATO up to 1977. However, it could be asserted
that ASEAN was a]ready inherent]y more po]itica] than its
European counterpart as there was a greater division of work
within Europe, due to the proliferation of institutions, while
Asia as a whole had few multilateral institutions. The subsequent

evolution of regional cooperation in Southeast Asia did also
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contrast with the wider European process which moved towards
greater multilateral dia]ogues as seen in the convening of the
Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE)
from 1973 onwards, considering the limited role of détente in
Southeast Asia. Nevertheless, Thai Foreign Minister Chatichai
Choonhavan held out hope for a similar process of regional

reconciliation in a 1975 speech in which he declared:

Just as in Helsinki last week the 35-nation East-
West Security Summit Conference at long last confirmed
post WWII realities in western Europe. So I venture to
hope that, in the not too distant future, the post WWII
and post-Vietnam War situation in Southeast Asia and
the wider Asia and Pacific region will also be similarly

stabilized >

That such initiatives for regional reconciliation failed to
gain support within Southeast Asia not only indicated the degree
of polarization within the region, but also important differences
in perception between the parties involved. As will be seen, this
restricted the scope for a wider cooperation encompassing the
whole of Southeast Asia.

It will be seen during this study that the European
Community not only inspired ASEAN by example and in
theoretical terms, but also in more concrete respects. The EC
was able to transmit the benefic of its experience to ASEAN
through its formal deve]opment cooperation, such as via the
funding of various studies on the possibilities for the enhancement

of ASEAN cooperation during the course of the period under
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study. Most importantly, the ‘push-pull’ factor may be seen to
have played a part in stimulating ASEAN cooperation. The
external cooperation of the Organization was formalized partly
as a result of the demands from ongoing economic negotiations
with the EC, particularly after Britain’s membership of
the grouping in 1973, as well as fears of growing protectionism
within the EC and the developed world. Accordingly, the
structure of ASEAN external cooperation was laid down in the
carly 1970s with relations with Europe, as well as other developed
countries such as Japan, firmly in mind. As Roy Jenkins, then

President of the European Commission, commented:

ASEAN has an important role to play to ensure
the peaceful development of its part of the world.. We
know from our own experience how difficult it is to move
to closer regional integration, but we know that,
paradoxically, external influences can often help to

overcome difficulties.

It may be further asserted that given that there was no
indigenous precedent in terms of political relationships within
the region, Southeast Asian leaders were likely to use at least an
interpretation of the European examples, past and present, for
the purpose of their own regional organization.

Nevertheless, there were crucial differences between the
two regions which should be highlighted, for they had important
policy implications. These included long-term historical and
cultural factors. The European experience was long in gestation

th

with its intellectual inspiration harking back to the 19" Century
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and even beyond. It also had a strong democratic strain, arising
out of Western humanist ideas as well as the fight against
totalitarianism during the Second World War, which was
completely lacking in the Southeast Asian formulations. The role
of‘par]iaments and other non-bureaucratic groups was crucial
throughout important stages in the European process, from the
creation of the Council of Europe in 1949 and even in the run-up
to the 1975 Helsinki Conference on European Cooperation and
Security, while to this day ASEAN still lacks a representative
regional parliament. Thus it is noted by Ernst Haas that:
“Pluralism of groups, values and institutions is the hallmark of
western European political life,” which may not be present in
other regions.”” Mitrany, for his part, remained a fervent admirer

of such democratic inspirations within Europe:

It rests indeed squarely upon the most
characteristic idea of the democratic-liberal phi]osophy,
which leaves the individual free to enter into a variety
of rclationships—rcligious, po]itical and professional,
social and cultural-each of which may take him in
different directions and dimensions and into different

groupings, some of them of international range.”

By contrast, Southeast Asian regionalism stressed other
aspects of relationships. For example, it contained important
external elements such as the expression of anti-colonialism, and
was policy-led. If the role of elites was common to both
experiences, then in the ASEAN case it was po]itical elites, rather

than the wider group of social elites and opinion-formers that
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was present in Europe, who played the crucial roles in motivating
actions. As such, it was rather more a community of policy than
a community of spirit. The national backgrounds cannot also be
ignored, for the nature of decision-making in the ASEAN
countries cannot be divorced from the structure planned for the
Organization. It may be seen that all the ASEAN countries in
1967 possessed parliaments but which varied in terms of
representativeness. Certainly, the view was that executive/
bureaucratic influences should lead in policy-making on regional
cooperation, and as there were no parallel tracks moving towards
the same aim, the top-down policy approach remained pervasive

With this in mind, what kind of vision of Europe as a
relevant example for Southeast Asia did Thanat and his Thai
colleagues subscribe to? This has been a source of much
speculation in the light of the numerous comments by Southeast
Asian leaders of a European inspiration. The question may be
approached from the viewpoints of structure, content and
decision-making. The evidence suggests that, despite certain
far-reaching comments, Southeast Asian leaders did not mean
the adoption of the entire EC infrastructure as it was agreed
from the start that ASEAN should be practical and less formal.»
A minimalist approach to structure and formality was adopted,
with the 1967 Bangkok Declaration being sparse in its
prescriptions, unlike the rather Comprehensive Treaty of Rome.*
In terms of content, for the Thais ASEAN nevertheless also
meant a comprehensive range of cooperation, as with the EC,
including political, economic, social and cultural dimensions.
Other issues, such as legal and constitutional questions, have

been 1argely igﬂOTGd, or at ]east have remained vaguc. AT‘IOthGT
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important source of difference between the European and
Southeast Asian situations laid in decision-making, in particular
the application of the ASEAN consensus model, in national as
well as regional terms. This involved the principle of musjawarah,
or consultations, for arriving at decisions via mufakat, or
consensus. Nevertheless, it is also noted that consensus and
consultations as such are not necessarily unique to ASEAN. As

a noted study of ASEAN regional politics suggests:

The significance of musjawarah as a mode of
conduct in international negotiations lies not in its
unique or peculiar features, because there are none which
are not known or practised elsewhere, but rather in the
emphasis and the position it has been given as the mode

of conduct in the relations between the ASEAN group

of states.”

In the case of Thailand, while consultations do indeed
feature prominently in social interactions, it may be asserted
that the Malay village acmosphere in which musjawarah and
mufakat are fostered is somewhat removed from the world of the
policy-makers. However, Thailand as a middle power within
ASEAN fully accepted the principle of equality within ASEAN
and that of consensus as a mode of action. A final factor which
set the Southeast Asian example apart from Europe was seen in
the external orientation: there was a difference in the treatment
of superpowers. While stressing their autonomy, the members
of the EC did not seck to disguise which power bloc they
belonged to, whereas ASEAN members with their proximity to
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Vietnam, where violent conflict was being fought, strongly
asserted their policy independence and their non-appartenance
to any one power bloc. In this light, ASEAN could be seen in
symbo]ic terms as a Complement to multilateral security
arrangements and bilateral alliances, enabling the countries of
Southeast Asia to maintain their independent image by a
political investment in indigenous regionalism.

Regionalism in Southeast Asia has therefore been shown
to be a recent and rather fluid phenomenon, with key actions
being driven at the beginning by a few prominent individuals
within each of the countries concerned. The key role played by
such personalities, who were outward-looking in their approach
to international affairs, tends to suggest that external influences
and ideologies p]ayed a larger role than might have been
expected, at least in the Thai case. However, it will also be
investigated whether Thai leaders conceptualized their own ideas
of regional cooperation and the extent to which such concerns

affected policy outputs.

THE PLACE OF COLLECTIVE POLITICAL DEFENCE
IN INTEGRATION THEORY

While Thais are not known for their fondness for dogma
and theoretical formulations and flexibility was a major concern
in guiding the participation in regional cooperation, there were
attempts to justify interest in regional cooperation at a
conceptual level. Among Thai policy-makers, Foreign Minister
Thanat Khoman appeared to have had the most coherent and

comprehensive vision for regional cooperation. Thanat’s vision
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comprised various themes, parts of which were emphasized or
deemphasized as necessary throughout his long public career
and, it must be said, according to their political usefulness.
Among the most well-elaborated elements of Thanat’s themes
was the concept of ‘Collective Political Defence’ which formed
the basis behind his ideas for regional cooperation, as set out in
various speeches such as the important statement to the Council
of Foreign Relations in New York in May 1968, and in various
interviews during the course of 1968-1969.%°

The prominence given to the theme of Collective Political
Defence by Thanat Khoman seems to suggest, for Thailand at
least, that security had an important part to play in his scheme
of regional cooperation. However, the concept was only
crystallized in the 3 years following the creation of ASEAN, which
tends to indicate that its importance grew during this time, and
that at the beginning it was not necessarily tailor-made to fit
ASEAN. The concept was kept deliberately vague and in terms
of generalities precisely to enable it to be reformulated to adjust
to Ch:mging circumstances. Nevertheless, it may be said that a
quest for bargaining power, regional order and development
appeared to have been the first priorities, and remained fairly
constant themes. What was notable was that no reference to
Collective Political Defence seemed to have been made prior to
the founding of ASEAN in 1967.”

In examining the term Collective Political Defence, it is
probably necessary to divide it into its constituent parts. Firstly,
‘collective,” which appears to be the most straightforward
clement, and can be taken to mean joint actions by all the

members of a body for their mutual benefit, as well as actions

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 79



taken by other members for the benefit of one or more of their
number. ‘Political’ is rather more problematic, but was taken loy
Thanat to mean all areas of cooperation, excluding the milicary

dimension:

We must use other means than military means to
shore up our positions, our independence and our
security. The only available means are diplomatic and
political ones, political consultations, political and
economic cooperation. By political, of course, I mean not
only political but economic, cultural and social measures

as well.'®®

In this defiition of “political, Thanat was probably alone
among the ASEAN statesmen in considering such a broad
dimension of the term, although his interpretation was not
apparently challenged in public. However, it was probably
inserted to distinguish the concept from the more orthodox
formulations of military defence and hence military collective
security, such as through SEATO. Lastly, ‘defence’ is taken to be
the purpose of the collective actions, and can be provided for
one of the members or for ASEAN as a whole. Thus ‘defence’
could apply both to Thailand when threatened by events in
Indochina, as well as for ASEAN in filling the vacuum of power
within Southeast Asia in the late 1960s. One can argue that
‘defence’ presumed defence against something, external or
internal, but the precise definition of threat has often remained
deliberately vague, at least partly due to the concern that ASEAN
should not alienate the countries of Indochina and the PRC.

Certainly, strong efforts were taken to avoid the impression of
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ASEAN being antagonistic to any particular country or ideology.
At the same time, it is equally possible to argue that ‘defence’
was also a rather negative policy, though it arose at a time when
it was felc that a ‘positive’ policy was difficult to achieve.
However, it appeared that Thanat often used the term ‘security’
interchangeably with ‘defence, which lends a more far-reaching
impact to his proposals, for the use of ‘Collective Political
Security’ as an alternative formula also further clarifies the wider
perspective of the word ‘political,’ which now seems to have
indeed been specifically included to distinguish Thanat’s new
form of collective security from the more traditional type of
collective security under the 1954 Manila Pact founding SEATO.*
As such, the new form of collective security comprised a broad
definition of security to encompass all aspects of cooperation,
excluding the military one, a definition which was generally
accepted within ASEAN, considering its general compatibility
with the wider concerns of other regional leaders and notions
such as Kerahanan Nasional (National Resilience) which was
promoted by Indonesia. On the other hand, as with the ongoing
debate on comprehensive notions of ‘security,’ it was more often
the case that while policy-makers upheld the notion in principle,
in terms of implementation the more narrow traditional
concepts of security have continued to predominate, as will be
seen in the discussion of ASEAN political and economic
cooperation."

[t is, moreover, the contention of this study that Collective
Political Defence as proposed by Thanat and his colleagues
should not be thought of merely in terms of defence against

communism, but also as an instrument for the general assertion
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of policy autonomy against all forms of interference from
external powers. Policy autonomy was aimed at not only for
Thailand burt also for Southeast Asia as a whole vis-a-vis
interference from erstwhile allies such as the US, as well as
countries identified as distinct threats. Accordingly, it should
be seen as an heir to the tradition laid down by the Thai
statesman Pridi Banomyong at the time of the Southeast Asia
League in 1947. Indeed, it may be seen that some of those within
the Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) who had been
admirers of Pridi Banomyong in the 1940s, later promoted
policies of regional cooperation and forging close ties with
Thailand’s neighbours. In view of Thanat’s admission that he had
been inspired by the example of Pridi Banomyong amongst
others in the immediate postwar years, it is interesting to see
Pridi writing his memoirs in the 1970s ascribing his aims in terms
very similar to that of Collective Political Defence, such as in
reference to “a desire for mutual defensive assistance among small
countries in Southeast Asia in face of impending threats from
two emerging giants, China and the newly-independent India.™

The main elements of Collective Political Defence as
expounded by Thanat and the MFA may therefore be identified
as: a) the promotion of a comprehensive form of regional
cooperation, with an emphasis on joint diplomatic action; b) a
cooperation which would be carried out primarily to support
national capabilities, although with a view to promoting greater
autonomy of the region as a whole; and ¢) flexibility in adopting
common approaches only when deemed necessary. An important
but unstated element behind the concept was that of informality,

for there was no treaty obligation involved. As the MFA's radio
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station observed in 1972: “Political collective security, for all
intents and purposes, does not envisage a conclusion of
contractual accord. On the contrary, it depends primarily and
solely on the collective will of the countries concerned to protect
their concurrent interests and to promote the well-being of their
respective peoples.”™* As such, it conformed entirely to the policy
requirements set by Thailand. Whatever the case, Collective
Political Defence was used to justify the inclusion of political
issues as from 1968-1969 into what was until then outwardly an
association for economic and cultural cooperation, and for
putting such issues at the forefront of ASEAN's priorities. With
hindsight, these concerns may be regarded as having constituted
a major factor in ASEAN’s political development. As a theory,
Collective Political Defence further provided a useful tool for
presenting the Thai public with concrete justification. for
Thailand’s involvement in ASEAN in a manner which could be
casily understood-that of a defence of Thai security. Accordingly,
controversial positions adopted by the government could be
defended domestically on the grounds of Collective Political
Defence being exerted on behalf of ASEAN as a whole. This
justificative role may also be extended into the realm of policy
adjustment& which could under Collective Political Defence be
put to the maintenance of ASEAN solidarity, a facet which
became clear in the early 197055 In fact, Thai diplomats used
the term Collective Political Defence in various regional fora
and not merely within the ASEAN context, and also combined
it with the notion of creating a ‘power base, and thus it reflected

wider concerns of the Thai government. This was seen in writings

by Bunchana Atthakor:
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Each individual country is not strong enough both
in terms of military and economic capabilities to offer
an effective resistance against a massive and combined
attack by the Communist side. What Southeast Asia
needs, at least for the time being is, therefore, the
existence or the presence of a power which can be a
defensive counterweight against the Communist power...
(One can also see) many concrete efforts of the nations
in the area to create a Southeast Asian power base of
their own. This power base will not ncccssarily be a
military one. It can be a political base as well as a social
and economic one which will give significance and
weight to their voice in world politics.*

Collective Political Defence therefore had internal as well
as external usages, building upon a convergence of the ASEAN
political regimes.

Viewed in the light of contemporary theoretical approaches,
however, we have already seen that there appeared to be certain
problems with Southeast Asian regionalism. It could be argued
that most of the major theorists of regional integration had
formulated their theories well before the founding of ASEAN,
failing to mention the Organization altogether or have claimed
a specificity that could not be fitted within the framework of
integration theory. Whatever the case, few have app]ied a pure]y
theoretical approach to the phenomenon of ASEAN’s evolution.”
Yet even the most prominent among the theorists of regional
integration had admitted by the mid 1970s that the focus on the
region should be questioned for its identity becomes fuzzier as

competing foci of policy gained greater prominence, although
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asserting that in Asia and Latin America while there is a
commitment to modernization regional integration has
remaining relevance. Recognition of such issues only underlies
the importance of flexibility and the lack of normative content
within Southeast Asian cooperation, and the importance of
externalities.™ Nevertheless, certain additional observations may
be made regarding compatibi]ity with previous models. The
national basis of cooperation was crucial in Southeast Asia, and
Collective Political Defence fitcted within this state-centred
framework. For a start, there are grounds to believe that ultimate
federalism was rejected a]together by the ASEAN founding
fathers: it had already been attempted in Southeast Asia in the
case of Malaysia, proving only partly successful as seen in the
separation of Singapore in 1965. At the same time, neofunctional
concepts seemed to have acted as a powerful spur to cooperative
ventures in ASEAN: in expecting networks of communication
to spread, the ASEAN founding fathers could be regarded as
having anticipated spillover. Moreover, in the long run ASEAN
leaders, including Thanat Khoman, did expect cooperation to
form a community of states within Southeast Asia. However,
not only did ASEAN’s founders show a lack of concern with
institution-building, but such concepts as Thailand’s Collective
Political Defence and Indonesia’s National Resilience may also
be said to be state-centric, tending to reinforce national
sovereignty rather than leading to its transfer. There was no
vision of going beyond the nation-state, and there was a firm
stress on cooperation and not integration. Thus the vision of
regionalism was strictly limited, for the Thais were as jealous of

national sovereignty as the newly emergent nations of Southeast

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 85



Asia, if not more, due to their wartime experience and cheir
proud diplomatic record.

In the light of its conceptual background, ASEAN may be
seen largely as a policy response to external challenges, both in
economic and in political terms. In this sense, the neorealist
position and systemic perspectives help to further elucidate the
nature of its actions. Moreover, Collective Political Defence
appeared to suggest that Southeast Asian regionalism had much
to do with the politics of alliance formation, and economic and
political elements may be seen to be integrated within a single
framework. Liska, for example, introduces a broader framework
of alliance beyond traditional military assistance, although he
emphasizes formal ties linking members of an alliance together
which tends to differentiate the informal linkages within
ASEAN from such concerns. Of particular interest is his
discussion of the functions of alliances, including aggregation
of power, interallied control or restraint of allies, and promotion
of international order, some of the concerns shared by ASEANs
founders.® In this perspective, shorn of formal alliance
commitments, participation in ASEAN itself may even be
regarded as a loose alignment. However, considering the existing
alignment with the US, which held priority, the ASEAN option
could only serve as a supplement at the beginning. Moreover,
the main drawback to such approaches and that of neorealism,
as Hurrell suggests, is that they tend to ignore domestic factors
and the identity of the actors involved.” The sharp break
between domestic and systemic factors would ignore, for
example, the ambiguity in the Thai case as to the respective roles
played by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the military, and
the legitimizing function played by ASEAN in domestic terms.
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Seen from these perspectives, Collective Political Defence
and other concepts expounded by ASEAN leaders catered more
specifically to the situation in Southeast Asia than conventional
theories. It therefore appears that theories dominating
discussions of the European experience by themselves perhaps
offer an insufficient explanation for the Southeast Asian
experience in regional cooperation as seen in the case of Thailand.
They do, however, offer guidance as to the factors that motivated
regiona] leaders at the time, and could be combined with
national and systemic perspectives to provide a more
comprehensive rationale behind regional approaches within
Southeast Asia. Hurrell’s “stage-theory” approach, for example,
is persuasive in its suggestion that particular concepts may have
to be adapted to different eras of cooperation in accordance with
an organization’s natural development.™

The question is also asked whether in the scope of
Collective Political Defence, ASEAN constituted a security
community as in classical formulations. Deutsch describes
“peaceful change” and the absence of violence as a means of
political action as central to his idea of a security community,
in which interactions between the members and to a lesser extent
with external powers are regu]ated by an agreed code of conduct.™
The ASEAN Declaration itself referred to respect for justice and
the rule of law, as well as principles in the UN Charter as a guide
for relations among states in the region (Operative Para. 3 (2)).
With this in mind, Pranee Saipiroon in her study of ASEAN
governments’ attitudes towards regional security has drawn
attention to the close link between the avowed objectives of

ASEAN and the imperatives of security revealed in the speeches
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at Bangkok in 1967." Various scholars have certainly ascribed to
ASEAN a security role: “ASEAN became a security regime of
collaboration with understood norms, rules, and decision
procedures, which gave due emphasis to interests shared, to
well-understood constraints, and to collaborative processes for
mitigating the worst effects of anarchy."‘” At the same time,
others see it more as a loose political entente, given the relative
paucity of formal mechanisms: “ASEAN has given psychological
reassurance and symbolic support for the member countries—not
as a traditional security alliance, but as a political entente among
friendly countries.™ It is also pointed out that the ASEAN
governments’ claim to institute a framework for regional order
was opposed by the Indochinese states and thus the Organization
could not speak for Southeast Asia as a whole, being essentially
sub-regional in substance such that its credentials in constituting
a Southeast Asian security community was circumscribed.”
However, Collective Political Defence itself provided no detailed
framework for regional order, nor did it appear that ASEAN
was designed to account for all types of transactions between
the members of the Organization. Certainly, there were no
sanctioning mechanisms against aggression, although non-
aggression was implicit in the 1967 Bangkok Declaration and was
clearly defined in the 1976 Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in
Southeast Asia. At times, Thanat did seem to speak in terms
similar to that of collective security, but emphasizing the

political element and the restricted nature of membership:

Our experience has shown that the existing

collective defence organizations have been weakened by
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the divergences of interests and differences in attitude
among their members which are separated by political,
geographical, cultural and linguistic barriers. A more
closely-knit association of nations with common
aspirations and similar aims appears to offer the best
way of achieving security and progress for its individual

members as well as for the region as a whole."?

Nevertheless, despite such linkages it may be said that for
the Thais regional cooperation within ASEAN seemed to be
definitely separated from traditional collective security, which
was defined in terms of military cooperation with the US against
communism.

It therefore appears that in overall terms Collective
Political Defence perhaps lacked precision to provide a detailed
examination of actions taken on all individual issues of ASEAN
cooperation. To a certain extent, it was also situation-specific,
being closely related to the relative weakness of Southeast Asian
nations vis-a-vis international developments in the 1960s through
to the 1980s. It may be asserted that with the new-found
confidence of Southeast Asian states into the new Century,
Collective Political Defence now has lictle relevance, as opposed
the ongoing applicability of other concepts such as National
Resilience. However, for the purpose of this present scudy it does
provide a framework with which general Thai actitudes towards
regional cooperation in its component fields, at least in the initial
years, may be examined in a holistic manner.

Following the departure of Thanat in November 1971 with

his distinctive interpretation of Collective Political Defence, the
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concept was seen differently. Collective Political Defence often
came to be seen merely in political terms, taken by its literal
meaning."® This became clear in the years after 1975, and
particularly as from late 1978 with the Vietnamese invasion of
Kampuchea. Observers came to see Collective Political Defence
largely in terms of political support given by the ASEAN
countries for Thailand’s position as a frontline state vis-a-vis the
instability in Indochina, as shown following the incidents on the
Thai-Kampuchean border in 1979 and 1980." That many Thai
leaders at that time also described the concept in such political
terms also revealed its evolution from the ideas pronounced by
Thanat Khoman a decade earlier, and a reversion to a more
orthodox understanding of ‘political” At the same time, it also
revealed the enduring impact of the concept on Thai policy-
makers. On the other hand, few references have been made to
Collective Political Defence by policy—makers in the more recent
past, even if the notion of comprehensive security that is inherent
in Collective Political Defence is much talked about within both
the ASEAN and the Asia-Pacific organizational formacts.
Apart from Collective Political Defence, Thanat Khoman
has also made references to an ‘Asian Concert, linking ASEAN
and other regional organizations in Asia to the Concert of
Europe which grew up in the aftermath of the 1815 Congress of
Vienna with aspirations of assuring regional order. The specific
linkage was that there was the same commonality of purpose
within the Asian, and more specifically ASEAN, states as in the

" Century European example. Both wanted to contain

mid 19
what was perceived as an expansionist power while their

members generally shared similar socio-political aspirations, and
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sought to maintain a balance of power between the states in
their respective regions without formal institutions or binding
obligations.* Inherently, such ideas as an Asian Concert or an
Asian balance of power assumed the importance of political
objectives, and moved towards neorealist themes. However, it
was also an assertion of the Asian countries’ wish to determine
their own destiny in reaction against what was seen as the
Western countries’ arbitrary treatment of crucial issues affecting
the Southeast Asian region, such as in the opening of peace talks
by the US with North Vietnam without reference to its Southeast
Asian allies, as if the US was acting as a European power of the
19" Century, deciding the fate of far away nations at a whim.” In
many ways, such references to an Asian Concert may further be
regarded as an attempt at an expansion of the scope of activities
foreseen by Collective Political Defence to cover the wider Asian
region, as illustrated partly in ASPAC. In this regard, it was not
surprising that many references to such an expanded regional
cooperation framework and to ‘Asian’ solutions were made in
1969, at a time when ASEAN was in difficulties due to bilateral

problems between its members. Thus in a March 1969 interview,

ﬂaanat declared:

We do not have much choice except to band
ourselves together and create not necessarily a military
alliance but a group of nations working togcthcr for
practical purposes to try to safeguard our national
interests as well as our common interests. You may call
it an ‘Asian Concert’ in the same way that the Concert

of Europe was created in the last century.”
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According]y, the concept may be regarded as a wider
alternative to Collective Political Defence within ASEAN,
although the two were apparently not incompatible and did go
hand in hand for some time. This Asian Concert concept was
also specifically Thanat’s and alchough his successors sometimes
spoke in a similar vein, the term does not appear to have been
used by others, nor have there been subsequent conceptualizations
of a vision for ASEAN. Nevertheless, a common element between
the concepts of Collective Political Defence and Asian Concert
lay in the desire to create a ‘power base’ among the members,
for characteristic under the approach of Thanat was the eagerness
to defend national interests through the maximization of
bargaining power, with a judicious mixture of pragmatism and
opportunism.” That such ideas had common currency within
Thai policy-making circles was shown in that other Thai policy-
makers, including Bunchana Acthakor and Pote Sarasin, also
frequently referred to the idea of building up a power base during
this period. What is striking, however, are the similarities behind
the various regional concepts proposed during this period, with
common clements stressing the need for greater regional
solidarity and enhancement of bargaining power to promote
stability and prosperity.

Thus in Thai attempts at a conceptual formulation for
Bangkok’s participation in regional cooperation, a dominance
of‘political themes seems to have emerged within a framework
of comprehensive cooperation in all fields. Relative silence was
maintained on the possibility of military cooperation, due to the
perception of the availability of alternative channels of military

support, as well as the perception of Collective Political Defence
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through ASEAN and other organizations as alternative methods
to military means to attain Thailand’s foreign policy objectives.
It will be seen, however, that the implementation of theory into
practice and the circumstances of Thailand’s domestic and
external politics led to the accommodation of such concerns

with Thailand’s overall policy.
CONCLUSION

An investigation of the theories of regionalism has revealed
the widespread popularity of regional solutions throughout the
world during the 1960s and 1970s, as apart from the global impulse
of the postwar period embodied in the United Nations. The
universality of the experience has led to the formation of a
separate field of study of the regional phenomenon. In the desire
to prevent conflict among each other and in the recognition of
the importance of doing so largely through the formal promotion
of economic cooperation and cultural means, much similaricy
laid behind the ideas promoted by Southeast Asian states and
the European example and with functionalist themes. However,
precisely because the lower level of pre-existing institutionalization
in Southeast Asia and the generally higher degree of insecurity
and incompleteness of security linkages, there was a greater need
for concurrent national solutions on the part of Southeast Asian
states. Certainly, various characteristics have been identified
which differentiated the priorities of Southeast Asian policy-
makers from their counterparts elsewhere. The general lack of a
normative framework may be noted, and the commonality of
political culture prevalent in Europe and Latin America was not

present in Southeast Asia which was marked by a far greater
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diversity. Classical theoretical approaches, while useful for
understanding the contemporary role of ASEAN and particularly
the push-pull factors that may have motivated ASEAN’s
promoters, may therefore not fully explain the ASEAN
experience. Cooperation took place within an essentially
intergovernmental framework, with little concern for
institutionalism. In particular, the national emphasis on
cooperation and the imperative of the preservation of national
sovereignty, constituting the common emphases of developing
or new states, as well as the more specific concern of Southeast
Asian states with enhancement of bargaining power, have been
highlighted. This theoretical discussion leads us to look into
certain specificities which lay in the domain of national policy
determination.

With the primary goals of Thailand’s foreign policy being
based on a quest for security and development, such concerns
were bound to guide Thailand’s attitude to regional cooperation.
Regional cooperation as an instrument served both goals and
also exhibited important symbolic concerns. Role-playing in
regional terms served not only to disguise Thailand’s preference
for firm security guarantees through an essentia]ly bilateral
association with great powers, but also served such concerns by
a]leviating many of their most harmful effects through the formal
assertion of policy independence. Moreover, as regime
maintenance may be regarded as an additional goal of policy,
regional cooperation thus had to serve the preferences of
Thailand’s military leaders as well in the early part of the period.
Nevertheless, beyond these concerns the overriding importance

of promoting greater autonomy should be stressed.
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The idea of Southeast Asia itself is shown to be problematic
and a relatively new phenomenon in geopolitical terms, albeit
with a distinct historical tradition and cultural affinities. The
countries making up the region also faced different, and
sometimes conflicting, loyalties. There has been more or less
constant tension between policy solutions based on Southeast
Asia and wider perspectives, with the East Asian or Asia-Pacific
identity having more recently shown a resurgence, and such
dynamics will probably continue to propel developments in
regionalism as a whole. Therefore, implementation of regional
cooperation in Southeast Asia as a concept relied heavily on the
inspiration provided by a few determined individuals within the
national political and bureaucratic elites. The discussion has
shown that this observation applied in particular to Thailand
whose long-time Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman played a
leading role in motivating national efforts towards regional
cooperation. External inspiration from Europe as well as less
obviously from the US also appeared to have played an important
role in motivating such individuals, who have been shown to be
cosmopolitan and not at all inward-looking in their worldview.
ASEAN, moreover, grew up in the aftermath of the tremendous
growth in regionalism throughout the world during the 1950s
and 1960s, and was inextricably linked to such concerns. At the
same time, there was a convergence among Southeast Asian states
of the necessity of asserting a greater regional autonomy, which
laid a greater importance on building a new regional awareness
and sense of solidarity. On Thailand’s part, Thanat Khoman
openly admitted inspiration from the example of Europe,

although one of his important preoccupations was also to stress
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a distinctive regional identity. The prior example and subsequent
active support of the EC on an organization-to-organization
basis, and the encouragement of the US behind the scenes,
including the theme that US forces provided a shield behind
which regionalism could be organized, was not denied by Thai
leaders. This tended to suggest that, at least for Thailand, regional
cooperation was initially overshadowed by existing US-Thai
cooperation, and while commitment to the alignment was
maintained by Thailand’s leaders it could only act as a supplement.

The conclusion may therefore be made that a wide variety
of influences motivated Thai policy-makers into a policy of
regional cooperation and subsequently helped to sustain a Thai
commitment. In their eyes, regional cooperation was at once
emulative of previous examples, and yet original. Asia’s specificity
laid not in that it involved a new form of cooperation but instead
in its reinterpretation to remove the normative/prescriptive
format from European examples so as to render more flexibility
and room for manoeuvre for the participants. This element of
originality led to attempts to conceptualize the interest in
regional cooperation in Southeast Asian terms. In this regard,
Collective Political Defence appears as a possible conceprual
framework, involving comprehensive cooperation in all policy
areas except the military field. Hence it may be employed as a
conceptual tool to assess Thai policies within ASEAN during
the period under question within a broad holistic structure as
is the main aim of this study. A major objective will therefore
be to judge Thailand’s policies within the Organization from the
point of view of Collective Political Defence. Nevertheless,

although a comprehensive range of cooperation was proposed
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within the framework of Collective Political Defence as
advocated by Thailand in order to accomplish key foreign policy
goals, it would become clear that particular aspects of
cooperation were given emphasis. Considering the example of
the European Community, one would have thought chat
economic and cultural elements would have had equal, if not
overriding, importance to questions of political stability. It will
be seen, however, that Southeast Asian leaders opted for practical
policy implementation and stressed those elements which were
deemed as having priority. Political as well as economic
imperatives laid behind cooperation and both were integral to
the process. It was held that without cooperation to preserve
political order, economic development could not be undertaken.
On the other hand, even if it came lower in the list of priorities,
cconomic development served in the long term to create a more
sustainable political stability, and served an important
justificative role. Economic and cultural cooperation were seen
by Thailand as supplementary to political approaches which were
regarded as vital to the survival of Southeast Asian states, though
this did not prove inconsistent with the objectives set by other
member states. Moreover, no clear model was provided for
regional economic development, which gives a clue as to what
will be seen as a lack of an overall framework for ASEAN
cconomic cooperation, which tended to support national
development. This led, not surprisingly, to a certain degree of
ambiguity as to the main preoccupations of regional cooperation.

Nevertheless, it may be said from this Chapter that Thai
policy-makers led by Thanat Khoman had a definite conception

of the overall role of the Organization from the beginning. This
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conception seems to have been based on practical, and to a lesser
extent, theoretical and idealistic, considerations. The probability
of theoretical inspiration behind Thai proposals also supports
the contention of a long-term plan for ASEAN cooperation, not
a short-term expedient or an ad hoc formulation. Functional
themes were reflected in the attempt to high]ight technical and
cultural contacts between member countries as the formal basis
for cooperation, as it was recognized by ASEAN’s founding
fathers that the realization of ASEAN’s goals would be a long-
term and gradual prospect. Most importantly, in terms of
implementation there was significant pragmatism involved in
getting regional cooperation on its feet, and it will be seen that
within a comprehensive framework planned for ASEAN,
po]itical exigencies altered the emphasis and more particu]arly
the immediate priorities behind ASEAN cooperation. Indeed,
ﬂexibi]ity was an element which marked regionalism in this part
of the world from institutionalist approaches elsewhere.

On the other hand, it will be seen that Thailand did not
seck to obtain official endorsement of the concept of Collective
Political Defence from its ASEAN colleagues, in contrast with
Indonesia and its advocacy of National or Regional Resilience,
for it was not regarded even by its promoters as providing an
adequate programme for regional order. It was specific to
Thailand’s requirements, and the idea was also not restricted to
the framework of ASEAN and in fact laid behind the various
concurrent formulas for regional cooperation promoted by
Thailand in the early years. This indicated that for Southeast
Asian states, a tidy concentric structure of cooperation was not

a priority, and such preferences may explain their relative
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openness to interlocking regional scructures right into the post
Cold War period. However, owing to such concerns Thailand
made it understood that during times of crisis in relations with
Indochina, it should obtain special consideration from its
ASEAN colleagues as “frontline’ state. Accordingly, it may be
said that Collective Political Defence had as an assumption a
hostile international environment, requiring common solutions
by the smaller regiona] states. Collective Political Defence was
also used for internal purposes of justification and legitimation,
sustaining faith in the Organization both within government
circles and the public at large. However, while Collective
Political Defence as a Thai proposal may be fitted into the
existing body of theory, the concept, together with various other
concepts expounded by regional leaders, was peculiar to the

requirements of ASEAN, and primarily to Thai concerns.
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CHAPTER

3

THE ROLE OF THAILAND
IN SOUTHEAST ASIA



A discussion of Thailand’s role in Southeast Asia is
incomplete unless one goes back into history and the origins of
Thai involvement in the region, for Thailand alone among the
states of Southeast Asia has remained independent throughout.
This has played a powerful influence on subsequent Thai foreign
policy right up to the present. After reviewing brieﬂy the impact
of Thailand’s historical development on its policy in Southeast
Asia, this Chapter goes on to discuss its role in the evolution of
regional cooperation among states in the region. It is suggested
that despite the alignment of Thailand with the US during much
of the period under study, regional cooperation was one avenue
in which considerable policy autonomy was shown, on the part
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs within Thailand, and by

Thailand as a whole within the regional sub-system.

THE HISTORICAL ORIGINS OF THAI DIPLOMACY

It is now accepted that there was a gradual movement of
T ai populations into the peninsula of Southeast Asia known by
popular tradition as Suwannaphum or the ‘Golden Land.” By the
13 Century a number of Thai kingdoms had been created,
including Sukhothai and Lanna. The former has been depicted
as the progenitor of the modern Kingdom of Thailand, known
in those days as ‘Siam, but perhaps a more accurate description
was that there was a multitude of power centres, although
the structure was hierarchic. However, for our purposes it is
probably useful to concentrate on power centres in the central
plains of the Chao Phraya Basin to which the modern Thai

kingdom claims descent. In a manner typical of the dynastic
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states of the time, the nature of Sukhothai’s dominance was
temporary, and by 1378 Ayudhya had risen to eclipse the former.
What was perpetual, on the other hand, was interaction with
neighbouring peoples such as the Burmese and the Khmer, and
the rise of Siam was to be at the expense of the ancient Khmer
kingdom of Angkor* Ayudhya in its turn came to acquire a
regional role, particularly in trade relations with other regional

th

states and with Western outposts. However, in the i7" Century,
following French attempts to obtain influence within the
Kingdom, there was a backlash against the foreign presence,
leading to a certain self-imposed isolation from international
affairs.* This process was confirmed when, following protracted
conflict with the Burmese, Ayudhya was sacked in 1767 and its
population dispersed.

An important factor in Siam’s traditional foreign relations
was its place in China’s tributary system from time of King
Ramkamhaeng (1283-1317). In accordance with the Southeast
Asian dynastic system Siam, whilst an independent entity, paid
tribute to China, receiving tribute in turn from subject
territories. Although it constituted a useful tool for the added
recognition of its regional legitimacy, for Siam this relationship
did not mean subjugation to China’ Rather, for the kings of
Siam, the significance of the relationship laid more in that it
enabled profitable trade and economic relations with the far-
flung Middle Kingdom. With the onset of colonialism, however,
this relationship was gradually downgraded so that by the middle
of the 19" Century, the link with China was broken altogether.®

Although defeat at the hands of the Burmese resulted in

severa] years OF turmoil and Famine, What was notable was the
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rapid recovery of Siam’s regiona] status by the ear]y 19" Century
under the first kings of the Chakri dynasty. For the first time
since the 1680s, the Kingdom was fully opened up to foreign
trade. Dynastic rivalry continued with traditional adversaries,
Burma and Vietnam, focusing on control over the Lao kingdoms
to the North and domination over Cambodia, and lent an
important long-term legacy as to the perceptions of threat.
However, with the onset of colonialism, the perception of
Siamese leaders became focused on the colonial powers as the
main source of threat to Siam’s sovereignty, instead of its
traditional neighbours. The 1855 Bowring Treaty concluded with
Britain was the first of the ‘unequal’ treaties with Western
powers, imposing on Siam extensive consular jurisdiction and
restrictions on tariffs and trade. These restrictions were to imbue
subsequent Thai statesmen with an important element of anti-
colonialism that has often been neglected in the academic
literature, although lacking a formal colonial cradition the Thais
have generally been prepared to accord a greater latitude to the
Western powers than their neighbours. At the same time,
however, Siam sought to maintain friendly relations with all cthe
Western powers in an attempt to balance one power against
another, although an emphasis was placed on conciliation of
Britain which was perceived as the dominant power” Moreover,
to maintain Siam’s sovereignty within the international system,
the Siamese monarchs embarked on a modernization process
with the help of sundry foreign advisers. In this process, both
internal and external factors may be seen to have operated.
Recent studies have suggested that the concept of exclusive

sovereignty and clearly defined borders was only recently applied
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to Southeast Asia. Siam thus played an active, and not passive,
role in the reshaping of regional relationships, which centred on
the incorporation of outlying buffer territories over which
sovereignty was often previously shared with various other

regional overlords:

Siam was not a helpless victim of colonialism as
generally thought. Siam entered the contest with the
European powers to conquer and incorporate these

marginal states into its exclusive sovereign tcrritmry‘8

This consolidation of the Kingdom began under the reign
of King Mongkut (1851-1868) and continued under his son King
Chulalongkorn (:1868-1910). The task of maintaining Siam’s
independence against Western powers was nevertheless difficult,
and there was significant concession of territory to Britain and
France, with the 1893 Paknam Incident involving Siam and the
latter being a notable landmark. For the first time, the term
‘bending with the wind’ was used to characterize Siamese
diplomacy as it made judicious territorial concessions in the face
of overwhelming force, and became a buffer between British
India and French Indochina.?

Since 1893, it may be seen that attempts were made to
establish a degree of equidistance between Siam and the great
powers, given the relative decline in British imperial supremacy.
This reflected a continuation of the strategy of maintaining
friendly relations with all powers in order to minimize potential
enemies. At the same time, Siamese policy-makers sought to

further integrate Siam within the international system so as to
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avoid pretexts for colonial domination. Such was the reasoning
behind its active participation in international diplomacy from

10

the time of the First Hague Conference of 1899." Siam observed
strict neutrality on the outset of the First World War, and then
subsequently joined the allied powers in the hope of obtaining
favourable treatment in the postwar settlement.” It was a source
of national pride that Siam thus became a founding member of
the League of Nations. By the 1920s its external position had
stabilized such that a first treaty revision with the Western
powers became possible in 1926, giving greater policy autonomy
to the Siamese government.

An event which was to have great significance for
subsequent Siamese diplomacy was the change from absolutism
under the Chakri kings to constitutional monarchy in June 1932.
Under the new regime, the maintenance of the Kingdom’s
independence and internal order remained a key objective,
especially as foreign intervention was feared either for the
restoration of absolute monarchy or for the imposition of
colonial rule using internal instability as an excuse. Accordingly,
a basic policy guideline was maintenance of goodwill to all.”
However, nationalism also became an increasingly important
factor as a source of internal legitimation and popular
mobilization.

As the constitutional regime gained confidence,
a comprehensive treaty revision became part of government
policy and a national priority from 1934. Full sovereignty was
formally celebrated in June 1939, but at the same time this newly-
regained sovereignty was also threatened by the shadow of

international conflict. The 1930s thus saw a reaffirmation of what

THE ROLE OF THAILAND IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 105



was to be regarded in subsequent decades as Thailand’s traditional
policy of neutrality, as seen in Foreign Minister Pridi Banomyong’s
article in a government publication entitled “Unimpaired
Balance in World Relationships is Watchword of Siamese Foreign

Policy™

The Government of Siam is fully cognizant of the
geographical and political position of Siam in this part
of the world, and it is our principlc to maintain Cqual
friendliness in our relations with all forcign powers on
the basis of these considerations. Siam does not, and will
not, favour any nation or any country in particular; and
she does not, and will not, grant any special rights and
privileges to one country to the detriment of any other

country.”

Amidst Western suspicions of a growing alignment with
Japan given the expanding economic and political ties between
the two Asian monarchies, Siamese diplomacy sought to balance
the influences of Japan and Britain, and non-aggression treaties
were signed with Japan in 1939 and with Britain and France in
1940.4 On the other hand, increasing nationalism under the
Government of Pibulsonggram resulted in a change of the
Kingdom’s name from ‘Siam’ to “Thailand’ in June 1939.5 Pan-Thai
ideas were fostered by the influential Director-General of
the Fine Arts Department, Luang Vichitr Vadhakarn, who
popularized the concept of Suwannaphum, or ‘Golden Land,
which became a reinterpretation of historical themes to produce
the idea of a Greater Thailand incorporating substantial parts

of continental Southeast Asia with T"ai populations. Subsequently,
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irredentist tendencies were fanned which finally led to war
against France in November 1940, culminating in the Tokyo
Convention of May 1941 which gave Thailand certain of the
Indochinese territories under dispute.

Thailand’s war record is a source of considerable academic
controversy, focusing on the uncertain response to invasion by
the Japanese on 8 December 1941 and subsequent accommodation
with the invader. Neutra]ity had failed to shield the Kingdom
against Japanese demands for passage through Thai terricory,
and the Western powers, beset by their own problems in the
wake of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour, refused to come
to its aid. The primacy of ensuring national survival was evoked
by Prime Minister Plack Pibulsonggram, who also employed the
metaphor of ‘bending with the wind’ when arguing his case for
accommodation in front of the Thai Cabinet.” This process of
accommodation culminated in the declaration of war by
Thailand against the allied powers in January 1942. Subsequently,
Thailand played a small role in the conflict whilst remaining
a]igned with the Japanese. At the same time, a resistance
movement, the Seri Thai, also grew up against the official policy
of collaboration in Bangkok. This heterogenecous movement was
led by the Regent, Pridi Banomyong, in Thailand and the Thai
Minister to Washington, MR Seni Pramoj, in the United States.
It will be seen that the different roles of Pridi Banomyong and
Pibulsonggram in maintaining Thai sovereignty during the
Second World War was complicated by the subsequent political
struggle between these two personalities.™ The legacy of the Seri
Thai, however, was to be crucial in the determination of

Thailand’s postwar position and of the nature of internal politics.

THE ROLE OF THAILAND IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 107



THAILAND'S DIPLOMACY IN THE POST 1945 PERIOD

The postwar settlement posed grave problems for Thai
policy-makers owing to Thailand’s previous association with the
Japanese. There was, however, differential treatment by the
victorious powers as while Britain and the Commonwealth
countries pressed for war reparations including in the form of
rice, the United States, which had never recognized the Thai
declaration of war in 1942 and was initially keen to avoid the
re-establishment of colonialism in the region, sought to cushion
Thailand against excessive demands made by Washington’s
partners.” Again, as at the turn of the Century, Thai policy-
makers can be seen to have resorted to utilizing international
organization to assert Thailand’s respectability within the
international system. In its quest for rapid membership of the
United Nations, and the associated benefits accorded to ‘peace-
loving’ states under the UN Charter, Thailand quickly accorded
recognition of the Soviet Union and China, and abandoned
previous territorial claims in Indochina to placate France such
that membership of the UN was obtained in December 1946.

In terms of foreign policy, initially there was an effort to
return to a neutral position, though Thailand was sympathetic
to attempts to overthrow colonialism in neighbouring territories.
However, the internal position of the postwar democratic
regimes was not strong and the 1947 coup d’¢tat finally removed
from power the advocates of such policies. An important linkage
between the internal and external orientation of the country
was made apparent by the return of Field Marshal Pibulsonggram

to power in 1949. A certain obsession with the communist menace
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was to characterize much of subsequent Thai diplomacy. This
was centred on perception of the revolutionary role of the
People’s Republic of China (PRC), given the communist
insurgency in Malaya as from 1948 and the links between Beijing
and the overseas Chinese population, as well as the political
orientation of the regimes in Indochina, as primary security
threats. The bipolar nature of the Cold War which emerged only
reinforced Thai perceptions of what alignment to adopt. This
marked an increasing association with the US, bearing in mind
the lessons of the prewar years and the failure of neutrality to
guarantee Thai sovereignty. It should be noted that in this period
the US was seen in a particularly favourable light in Bangkok

20

circles due to its support of Thailand in the postwar settlement.

In the aftermath of the Second World War, the US had
initially adopted a neutral position towards Southeast Asia. It
was sympathetic to anti-colonial movements which had foughe
the Japanese and were now making demands for independence,
but at the same time was mindful of the sensitivities of its
European allies which had clung on to their colonial possessions.
However, events in Europe and elsewhere in Asia contributed
to a change in its policy. The communist takeover of power in
various countries of Central and Eastern Europe during the
course of 1947 led to the announcement of the Truman Doctrine
and a policy of global containment of communism. The setbacks
suffered by the Nationalist forces in China by 1949 also lent an
urgency to actions to combat communism in Asia, including
through cooperative schemes with other powers.* The US thus
became sympathetic to Thai requests for assistance against

communist threats, and in September 1950 a bilateral Economic
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and Technical Cooperation Agreement was signed with Thailand,
followed in October by a Military Defence Assistance Treaty.
Thailand revealed its support for US policies by providing troops
for UN operations in Korea and recognition of the Bao Dai
regime in Vietnam, whose legitimacy was contested by Ho Chi
Minh and the Vier Minh, as well as by generally supporting its
“friends’ in international fora. This marked a clear move away
from its cautious traditional concern with remaining on friendly
terms with all. Indeed, the position on Vietnam as proposed by
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, but ignored by the Prime
Minister, had been to adopt a wait-and-see attitude, bearing in
mind Thailand’s long-held opposition to colonialism and the
assessment that the Bao Dai regime could only exist with French
support.” Nevertheless, it was probable that Pibulsonggram felc
he needed to make a firm commitment to the Free World as
Thailand already possessed some notoriety for its past equivocal
and non-commicttal foreign policy. By 1951, therefore, the
Government of Pibulsonggram was able to declare in its Policy
Statement that Thailand belonged to the camp of the Free World
and was firmly anti-communist.*

With their overwhelming security preoccupations, Thai
policy-makers were seriously alarmed by the 1953 crisis in Laos
and the presence of Vietnamese troops on Thailand’s borders.
This contributed to an enthusiasm for regional efforts at
collective security, finally leading to involvement in the
Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) through the
signing of the Manila Pact in September 19545 The primary
motive for entering SEATO was thus mi]itary security, and

realization of the Organization’s wider potential came late and
g P
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was linked to the question of economic aid.** Subsequently,
Thailand participated in the Bandung Afro-Asian Conference
of 1955 as a defender of Free World policies in Asia, following
due consultation with its ‘friends.”” It did, nevercheless,
experience a post-Bandung foreign policy euphoria as some
comfort had been gained from the assurances of the possibility
for peaceful co-existence with the PRC made by the Chinese
Premier Chou En-lai to Prince Wan, the chief Thai delegate.
However, the radicalization of Chinese policy during the era of
the Great Leap Forward, and the fall of Pibulsonggram by 1957,
ensured that Thailand’s flircation with non-alignment was short-
lived.

Despite increasingly close cooperation with the US and
private assurances made by various US Administration
spokesmen of an ongoing interest in Thailand’s sovereignty and
territorial integrity, Thai leaders throughout the 1950s continued
to remain disappointed with the extent of Washington’s
commitment to the defence of Thailand. This first arose in the
aftermath of Sino-US talks in Geneva in August 1955, which
aroused fears of the softening of Washington’s line and possible
recognition of the PRC.* Disappointment with SEATO also
grew, and Thai disenchantment with the Organization’s inaction
towards developments in Indochina reached its climax during
a fresh security crisis in Laos during 1959-1962. Public
remonstrances such as the Thai walkout at the Geneva
Conference on Laos over the seating of the communist Pachet
Lao delegation, as well as various speeches by Thai government
leaders against SEATO’s inactivity, were such that the US became

serious]y worried by Thai threats to leave the Organization or
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move to neutralism. To compound such actions, Thailand even
opened negotiations with the Soviet Union in a seeming move
away from alignment.*® As the result of these numerous pressures,
the Kennedy Administration finally agreed to make a public
assurance in the Thanat-Rusk Joint Communiqué of 1962, which
was a formal understanding that the US would provide bilateral
support for Thailand if the latter was threatened, bypassing the
need for unanimity within SEATO, even though the legal basis
for that support would be collective security guarantees within
the scope of the Manila Pact. The importance placed by Thai
policy—makers on such a document may be illustrated by the fact
that in an unprecedented public display Prime Minister Field
Marshal Sarit Thanarat went to Bangkok’s Don Muang Airport
to greet Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman on his return to
Thailand after signing the Communiqué.* Its actual impact may
also be gauged from the fact that subsequent cooperation
between Thailand and the US drew force from either the original
1954 Manila Pact or the 1962 Joint Communique itself.
Nevertheless, there appeared to be an apparent reluctance among
policy-makers to see US troops, whether or not under SEATO
auspices, stationed permanently in Thailand for fear of
repercussions on its ‘independent’ image and its freedom of
manoeuvre.”

After death of Sarit in 1963, his successor Field Marshal
Thanom Kittikachorn and the military leaders maintained a
pro-US policy.® Concrete Thai support for the US role in
Southeast Asia continued throughout the period of “Escalation’
in US involvement from 1964 onwards, following the launch of

the aerial bombardment of North Vietnam through Operation
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Rolling Thunder and the sending of American combat troops
to South Vietnam. Close collaboration with the US was seen in
the ready assent given to the building in Thailand of facilities
for the US air effort in Vietnam and the permanent deployment
of US troops on Thai soil for the first time, even though
infrastructural facilities such as forward airfields and the
Sattahip naval base had been prepared since the time of Saric.
Also for the first time, Thai forces were despatched to Vietnam,
while Thai units also fought in Laos in various guises, constituting
the concrete expression of a traditional preference for fighting
enemies away from Thailand’s actual borders. A senior army
commander involved in such activities, General Pichitr
Kullavanijaya, later explained Thailand’s actions in the following
terms: “Fighting outside the country was better so we could avoid
damage to the country as well as to people’s morale.™ At the
same time, the US military build-up in Thailand was sustained
through the 1960s into 1968. In return for its cooperation,
Thailand received substantial aid from the US, both in terms of
cconomic aid and military subsidies. Alcthough the flow of aid
had been seen to have slowed down between 1960-1964 in the
aftermath of investments in the big infrastructure projects of
the 19508, there was a fresh expansion of aid on a large scale as
from 1964-1965 following the granting of military facilities in
Thailand to US forces* As an examp]e, the Accelerated Rural
Development Programme (ARD) designed to bring the benefits
of economic development to the localities was heavily funded
by the US. Voices of dissent against over-reliance on this line of
policy were heard, but they were muted amidst the general

preoccupation with security and anti-communism. Nevertheless,
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such concerns were present including within the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs as shown in subsequent writings by Wongse
Pholnikorn, a former senior diplomat:

I totally disagreed with the policy of the military

J

regime to interfere and send troops to Vietnam because
what (the North Vietnamese) fought for was reasonable
and correct...It was wrong for Thailand to take part in
the Vietnam War from both the humanitarian and good-

neighbourliness point of view.’
g p

However, it is observed that while opposition existed
among certain diplomats, particular those of the earlier
generation who believed that the traditional diplomatic self-
reliance was being compromised, and who certainly made their
views known, they were not considered an important factor in
the power equation and could be ignored.® Morecover, other
diplomats, particularly those involved with SEATO on a day-
to-day basis, strongly believed that association with SEATO and
the US brought concrete benefits for Thailand and that the
relationship should be sustained. Thus for much of the time there
was not necessarily a strict dividing line between the positions
of the military and civilians within the bureaucracy, and an

outward consensus was maintained.

THAILAND'S ROLE IN REGIONAL
COOPERATION 1945-1965

Much of the initial inspiration for Thailand’s regional

policy after 1945 can be traced back to the impact of the Second
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World War. After the destruction of the war years, the postwar
period was marked by substantial intellectual ferment, both in
Europe and Asia. The Second World War had demonstrated that
the Western presence in Southeast Asia was not so permanent
and unassailable as previously assumed. In many places in Asia,
ideas for closer relations between Asian peoples emerged.
A landmark event was the Asian Relations Conference (ARC)
in New Delhi organized by Prime Minister Pandit Nehru of India
in March-April 1947 Nehru admitted that he had been inspired
into holding such a conference following a tour of Southeast
Asia and discussions with Aung San of Burma, among other
regional personalities: “It so happened that we in India convened
the Conference, but the idea of such a conference arose
simultaneously in many minds and in many countries.”®
Following the New Delhi Conference, Aung San also advocated
closer cooperation among the peoples of Southeast Asia with his
idea of a ‘South-East Asia Economic Union’ to consist of Burma,
Indonesia, Thailand, Indochina and Malaya.# That the Burmese
leader even urged Thai leadership in regiona] affairs was
significant in the perception that Thailand, as the only state in
Southeast Asia which had remained independent throughout
the colonial period, had a positive role to play.# At the same
time, the example of developments in Europe was also a powerful
influence on other forms of regional organization in Asia. [t may
be seen that the Economic Commission for Asia and the Far
East (ECAFE) was created by the UN Economic and Social
Commission in March 1947 as a quid pro quo for Asian support
for the establishment of the Economic Commission for Europe

(ECE) in Geneva.® Thailand eagerly participated in ECAFE
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activities, and Bzmgkok became the site of its headquarters after
it was transferred from Shanghai in 1949 following the communist
takeover of the Chinese mainland.

[t was in this climate of growing pan-Asian sentiment that
the Thai governments inspired by Pridi Banomyong hosted
liberation movements such as the Lao Issara, Khmer Issarak and
the Viert Minh. In Bangkok on 1 January 1947 the idea of a Union
or Federation of Southeast Asia was launched by the various
Indochinese resistance movements in exile, apparently
independently of Thai initiatives. Edwin Stanton, the US
Minister in Bangkok, was asked to forward the proposal to the
UN Security Council, but the response of the US Government
was negative.* The need for a sponsoring power for such
initiatives probably led to discussions between the resistance
leaders and Thai statesman Pridi Banomyong, whose anti-
colonial sympathies were clear. At the same time, however, the
British may also be seen to have played a role in urging Pridi
towards efforts at “regional consolidation,” having themselves
tried to foster regional cooperation through the perpetuation of
the wartime Southeast Asia Command (SEAC) in the Office of
the Special Commissioner in Singapore and other associated
organs. These various influences led to an initial meeting of
regiona] representatives in ]uly 1947, which brought about the
formation of the Southeast Asia League under Thai Government
sponsorship in Bangkok in September, involving representatives
from the three Indochinese states, Burma, Malaya, the Phi]ippines
and Indonesia.* The Thai MP Tiang Sirikhan became the
League’s President. According to Thanat Khoman, Pridi was

motivated by the consciousness that with the possibility of a
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power vacuum in Indochina caused by the prospect of a French
withdrawal and considering Thailand’s long history of
independence, Thailand should be an initiator of schemes to
unite countries of the region, not under any Thai hegemony, but
as equal partners.7 This view is supported by Wongse Pholnikorn,
a former Seri Thai member and an admirer of Pridi within the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, who attested that Pridi had told
him he had in mind the idea of Southeast Asian countries coming
together so that they may joint]y determine their destiny,
without having it being dictated to them by the great powers.*
Nevertheless, in addition to these elements of regional idealism,
it was also possible that Pridi thought that regional leadership
could compensate in national terms for the return of Indochinese
territory to the French and pressing domestic problems, at a
time when anti-colonialism was a feature of Thai diplomacy. This
anti-colonialism was exhibited when Thai delegates at the first
session of ECAFE in Shanghai in June 1947 voted together with
India and the Philippines for the granting of full membership
to dependent territories.® Moreover, in the first statement ever
made by a Thai representative at the United Nations, Foreign
Minister Arthakitti Banomyong at the 2" UNGA in September
1947 declared that the Thai Government supported the principle
of self-determination and that: “nothing could better promote
stability in South-East Asia than the realization of the national
aspiration for freedom of the peoples in that region.™ As seen
in the testimonies of Konthi Suphamongkol and Wongse
Pholnikorn, many of those involved with the Seri Thai supported
such policies, although the League itself only lasted a couple of

months.
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A policy of regional cooperation, however, did not have a
national consensus at this stage. There was internal opposition
to the League and its supporters who came mainly from among
the politicians of the Northeast Isan region, such as Tiang
Sirikhan and Tong-in Phuriphat. It is interesting to note that
while the Indochinese resistance movements in Bangkok
supported the League and their leaders such as Prince
Souphanouvong of Laos occupied important posts within the
Organization, the client governments of the French in Laos and
Cambodia tended to be dismissive of Thai ventures, with French
sources citing a fear of “crafty” Siamese initiatives or that of
“Siamese domination.”™ In fact, the presence of left-wing
Indochinese leaders in the League played into the hands of
clements within Thailand opposed to the dominance of Pridi’s
group in Thai politics, especially the army which had been
eclipsed since 1945, and the League was denounced by such right-
wing elements as paving the way for the institution of a republic
in Thailand, or of seeking the separation of the Northeast of
Thailand within a Southeast Asian formula* The coup d’¢tat of
November 1947 and the eclipse of Pridi and the Isan supporters
of the scheme in the National Assembly henceforth put paid to
plans to incorporate the whole of Indochina into a common
network of cooperation within Southeast Asia. Nevertheless,
although the contemporary impact of the Southeast Asia League
was small and the Organization short-lived, its significance laid
perhaps in its inspiration to a generation of Thai diplomats such
as Thanat Khoman and Konthi Suphamongkol that a regional
perspective was a desirable and worthwhile policy for Thailand.

It is also interesting to note that beyond Thailand no evidence
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has yet been found in Vier Minh and Lao writings that recall Thai
cfforts at regional leadership in this period, which may suggest
that the League was of peripheral importance even to the
Indochinese resistance movements, although the subsequent
conflict which divided the region may have played a part in this
apparent neglect.

It is also often taken for granted that Thailand ruled out
regional cooperation as a whole after the experience of the
Southeast Asia League, which ignores various attempts to create
regional groupings in the late 1940s. Rather, the emphases were
different: the policy was not rejected as a whole, only certain
formulas, such as cooperation with liberation movements.
Further caution was caused by suspicions of communist
inspiration behind certain regional ventures, such as the Calcutta
Conference of Youths and Students of Southeast Asia Fighting
for Freedom and Independence in February 19485 At the same
time, considering Thailand’s subsequent alignment, pleas
emanating from Bangkok for regional cooperation were also
often not reciprocated among certain newly independent states.
Thanat Khoman was to write of his experience in advocating

regional cooperation during this period that:

It was an uphill task to rally people to this worthy
cause. The reason was that a number of nations in this
area had just emerged from colonial bondage, and they
were suspicious of western countries and those who play

with them among which Thailand was included.’*

Internal developments within Thailand also militated

against a policy of solidarity within Southeast Asia. In the late
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1940s, the League’s former advocates were vigorously pursued by
their political opponents. For example, Tiang Sirikhan, the
former President of the League, was imprisoned in May 1948 on
charges of high treason for conspiring to establish a separate
state in the Northeast and then in cooperation with the resistance
movements to establish a Communist Federation in Southeast
Asia’ After the so-called ‘Grand Palace Rebellion’ launched by
Pridi Banomyong and his supporters in February 1949, the Seri
Thai were eliminated as a political force In subsequent years,
a crucial base of support for regional cooperation among
politicians and intellectuals within Thailand was therefore
conspicuously missing.

In this light, subsequent ideas for regional cooperation
came solely from the government leadership and bureaucracy.
To some extent such attempts at regional organization in
Southeast Asia were inspired by the announcement of the
Atlantic Pact leading to the creation of the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) in April 1949, as well as by ideological
concerns of anti-communism and particularly the threat
emanating from the newly-founded People’s Republic of China
As such they represented a different emphasis from endeavours
in 1946-1947 as they were more motivated by ideo]ogica]
considerations than by a genuine belief in regional force. In June
1949 Pibu]songgram advocated a security pact in the region,
involving the Philippines, India, Burma and Thailand, but when
Philippines President Elpidio Quirino’s idea of a wider Pacific
Union emerged in July after a meeting between Quirino and
Chinese Nationalist President Chiang Kai-shek in Manila, the
Philippines was allowed to take the lead in developing furcher
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ideas’® There was, moreover, still some remaining attachment
to the cautious traditional policy of remaining on friendly cerms
with all and a reluctance to engage in binding external ties which
could limit policy flexibility, as seen in the comments of the last

Foreign Affairs Adviser, Kenneth Patton, in July 1949 that the
Thai leadership:

should insist on a policy of cooperation with the
United Nations and be careful to avoid Thailand being
drawn into any rcgional pact which would limit future
liberty of action. The constitution of a united front
against the Chinese Communist Government if accepted
by the country, could in my opinion, create undesirable
responsibilities without affording any military, financial
or other effective aid for the anti-communist front in

the Far East.®

It also appeared that with the increasing alignment of Thai
regimes with the US, Thai leaders generally approached regional
schemes with greater caution for fear of possibly upsetting
Thailand’s major ally by default. Nevertheless, taking place before
the Thai recognition of Bao Dai as Emperor of Vietnam and the
despatch of troops to Korea, the US was tempted to see Thai
moves towards regional initiatives in mid 1949 in positive terms
as the first clear actions taken by Thailand against the communist
threat. Under the policy document NSC 48/2 approved by
President Truman in December 1949, allocating funds for ‘the
general area of China’, the US had revealed itself to be
sympathetic to regional associations and had resolved to study

the necessity for collective security arrangements separate from
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such bodies.* In fact, among the important considerations for
Thai leaders in taking such regional initiatives appeared to have
been the requirement for a certain Viability or endorsement by
the US, the major military power in the region. Despite the
general readiness of the US to support regional ventures from a
distance, therefore, and even though the concept of a Pacific
Union was reformulated to encompass economic and cultural
cooperation, with the continuing US reluctance to back such a
venture in concrete terms in the belief that the role of Chiang
Kai-shek in the proposed body would prove problematic to its
long-term viability, Thailand also remained relatively cool

 Quirino’s proposals did culminate in the

towards the project.
Baguio Conference of May 1950, although the Philippines’
ambitious plans for an anti-communist alliance involving
economic, cultural and political cooperation, including a
multilateral trading arrangement, faltered on the poor response
and lack of adequate follow-up.”

Prince Wan’s tenureship of the post of Foreign Minister
as from 1952 has become associated with Thailand’s membership
of SEATO. Thailand’s involvement in regional collective security
was linked to its concerns over the 1953 security crisis in Laos
and French withdrawal from Indochina following the 1954
Geneva Conference. Indeed, Thailand’s pressure may be seen to
have been crucial in encouraging greater involvement by the US
and thus in the reformulation of the US position towards the
region. Thailand’s keen interest in such a multilateral formula as
SEATO was illustrated in its actempt to make the alliance as
close to the Norch Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in

Europe as possible, as shown in the clear instructions for Thai
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delegates at the 1954 Manila Meeting.* Once again, Thailand’s
accommodationist reputation may be regarded as having proved
beneficial in the prevailing atmosphere dominated by the
domino theory, and may have played a part in the success of Thai
moves to press for security guarantees through SEATO. Despite
this apparent success, it appeared that throughout the 19508 non-
a]igned countries actual]y received more US aid than certain
‘committed’ countries such as Thailand, which mitigated the
overall achievement. SEATO did have economic, social and
cultural functions as outlined in the Pacific Charter accompanying
the Manila Pact, but they did not constitute the essential part
of'its activities which remained security—oriented in nature. The
Organization, moreover, was flawed in that it had on]y three
Asian members, being Thailand, the Philippines and Pakistan,
and was thus exposed to accusations of being a tool of the
Western powers rather than a bona fide regional enterprise.
However, inspite of SEATO’s various limitations, Thailand
nevertheless accorded priority to the Organization and Pote
Sarasin, the Thai Ambassador to Washington, returned to
Bangkok to become the first SEATO Secret::try—Generzll.G6 In
turn, the fact that Bangkok eventua]]y hosted the SEATO
Secretariat revealed Thailand’s importance wi thin the Organization.
Meanwhile, it was also during this period that Thailand became
a member of the Colombo Plan for Cooperative Economic
Development in South and Southeast Asia in October 1954,
obtaining vital funds for economic development in the process.

Some first moves to improve ties with newly-independent
neighbouring countries may also be seen during this period.

Despite tensions with Burma due to apparent Thai tolerance of
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the presence of armed elements hostile both to Rangoon and
Beijing on the common border, Thailand participated in the 6"
Buddhist Council hosted by Burmese Prime Minister U Nu in
1954 as a symbol of religious solidarity and bilateral reconciliation.
This was followed by the signing of a Treaty of Amity and
Friendship with Burma in October 1956. Similar treaties had
previously been concluded with other regional states, such as
with the Philippines in 1949 and Indonesia in 1954. While
significant in terms of enhancing bilateral relationships, such
treaties nevertheless failed to secure for Thailand the security
on its frontiers which it felt was required, and problems remained
with other neighbours such as Cambodia. Thus they proved of
limited value in the stabilization of Thailand’s regional
relationships, and a lasting impression that emerged from the
1950s was that Thailand was less interested in cooperation with
its neighbours than in fostering ties with the great powers.
With this in mind, the Bandung Afro-Asian Conference
of 1955 further awakened the potential for regional reconciliation.
Thailand active]y participated at Bandung, a]though in the view
of certain regional states, it had appeared hesitant at first,
revealing some crisis of identity.” In the event, positive results
were obtained from the Conference, and it was a source of
considerable national pride that Foreign Minister Prince Wan
was elected Rapporteur at the Meeting. The atmosphere at
Bandung as well as the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence
expounded by Chou En-lai and Nehru served to reassure the
Thais of China’s peaceful regional role. Subsequent to the
Meeting, moves were made to open channels to China and to

render more flexibility in foreign policy. Internal discussions
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were also opened on the merits of a policy of neutralism.® Left-
wing parties were even able to issue statements to the effect that
as there was no longer any threat of aggression against Thailand,
the holding of SEATO manoecuvres in the Kingdom was
‘provocative.” However, this atmosphere of optimism proved to
be short-lived given developments within both Thailand and
China, and Thailand’s alignment with the US was re-confirmed
with the overthrow of Pibulsonggram by Sarit Thanarat in
November 1957. Nevertheless, unofficial contacts with China
continued until Sarit’s second coup d’¢tat in October 1958, as the
result of which a strict policy of anti-communism was
established.”

A significant development in Thai actitudes cowards
regional cooperation may be seen in the appointment of Thanat
Khoman as Foreign Minister from 1959 onwards. As Ambassador
to Washington, Thanat had been a key member of Field Marshal
Sarit’s brain trust when the latter was planning his 1958 coup
d'etat, and upon his appointment he had made a declaration that
he wanted to enhance ties with neighbours.” In fact, the Policy
Statement of last Pibulsonggram Government in 1957 had already
contained words that the Government wanted to enhance
relations with neighbours, while in February 1953, that same
Government had announced a new policy of ‘good
neighbourliness.”? However, we have seen that although there
had been intermittent talk of regional ventures during the
Pibulsonggram years, they did not appear to have a priority.
Certainly, if the level of diplomatic representation is any
indication, the fact that Thailand’s representation in many

neighbouring countries including Laos, Vietnam and the
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Philippines remained at Legation instead of Embassy level until
the second half of the 1950s suggested that low priority was given
to formal relations with neighbours. It will be shown that
subsequent to 1959 there were more sustained and coherent
regional policies, possibly in an effort to differentiate a new and
active foreign policy from that of the previous administracion.

Thanat Khoman, who had received his education in France
in the 1930s and subsequently entered the Thai diplomatic service,
had been a Seri Thai member during the Second World War and
an admirer of Pridi Banomyong. Morcover, he had witnessed
first-hand the evolution of Japan’s wartime Greater East Asia
Co-Prosperity scheme as a staff member of the Thai Embassy in
Tokyo between 1941-1943. While posted to New Delhi during the
postwar ferment as Charge d’Affaires, he also wrote articles for
Thai newspapers on the desirability of regional cooperation.’
There are therefore substantial grounds to indicate that he was
familiar with the arguments for greater regional solidarity. The
Policy Statement of the Sarit Government as declared on 12
February 1959, in which Thanat would have had a hand, thus

contained the words:

Good understanding and close cooperation
between friendly nations, particularly those in the
Southeast Asian area, will hclp to maintain peace and

prosperity in this region of the world.”»

In an emulation of Pridi Banomyong, Thanat spoke of his
carnest desire for Thailand as the only country within Southeast

Asia to have remained independent to launch regional
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initiatives.”® Meanwhile, it may be seen that there was also a
gradual shift in the Thai position on SEATO, for in the view of
Thanat while the Organization provided an important military
shield for Thailand, it also obstructed Thailand’s efforts to foster
an indigenous regional cooperation due to the participation in
the Organization of two colonial powers, Britain and France,
whose own interests in the area were fading” It was also probable
that Thanat did not feel such an attachment to SEATO as an
organization as it was not his own initiative, but rather that of
his predecessor, and therefore he was more ready to seek other
alternatives.

Given this background, Thailand’s participation in the
Association of Southeast Asia (ASA) was strongly influenced by
its disappointment with SEATO over the Organization’s reaction

to the situation in Laos. As Thanat Khoman subsequently wrote:

For Thailand, in particular, its disappointing
experience with SEATO taught it the lesson that it was
useless and even dangcrous to hitch its dcstiny to far
away powers who may cut loose at any moment their ties

and obligations with lesser and distant allies.”®

However, it will be shown that such interest in regional
cooperation which arose out of pique with the behaviour of great
powers and their impact on regional affairs did not preclude
future, and more intensified, cooperation with them. It did,
nevertheless, force weak countries such as Thailand to find
alternative tools which could act as a powerful bargaining

counter vis-a-vis ostensible allies as well as more hostile powers.”
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Meanwhile, it may be seen that the origins of such a body as
ASA, the first truly indigenous organization for regional
cooperation in Southeast Asia, laid in discussions between
Malaya and the Philippines on how to promote greater
cooperation in Southeast Asia for the benefit of regional security.
These led to the joint announcement made by Malayan Prime
Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman and President Garcia of the
Philippines in January 1959, followed by the proposal of a
Southeast Asia Friendship and Economic Treaty (SEAFET) in
late 1959.%

membership in the Tunku’s letter presenting the concept to other

Eight countries were mentioned for possible

Southeast Asian leaders in October 1959.* Thailand was at first
hesitant about becoming involved as it remained preoccupied
with the situation in Laos and may have been unsure of the
viability of the proposed organization. One cannot also ignore
the implication that in the early days of the negotiations
Thailand still retained some residual confidence in SEATO.
Thailand’s subscription to the project may be seen to have
occurred during course of 1959 as the situation in Laos
deteriorated, and its dip]omacy became more active thereafter.®

In ]uly 1959, Thailand produced a ‘Pre]iminary Wor](ing
Paper on Cooperation in Southeast Asia, stressing the economic
benefits of cooperation as well as informality of format for an
indigenous Southeast Asian effort at regional organization.
However, distinct political motives were also apparent in that
the Working Paper also suggested that the new organization
“take up and consider any concrete and practical problem
affecting the Southeast Asian region or some of its members,

regardless of whether such problem is political, economic, or
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otherwise.”™ This statement perhaps indicated what was to
become a longstanding Thai objective in regional cooperation:
that the organization involved should be able to discuss all
potential issues of interest. However, for reasons of political
exigency, attempts had to be made to deny any political
intention, and thus only economic, social and cultural
cooperation were formally mentioned. Apart from Thanat, other
Thai policy-makers were also involved in the discussions at the
periphery, as indicated in an interview given by Finance Minister
Sunthorn Hongladarom around the same time: “In principle we
think it is a good idea, at least, for countries in this area to get
together and pool their resources..We have been kept informed
of the developments in connection with the proposal, and we
are very much interested in the idea.™ However, in common
with Malaya and the Philippines, the initial organizational
aspects of the negotiations were handed by the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. In this regard, it appeared that influential roles
in the formulation of the Thai position were played by Thanat
Khoman himself as well as by close colleagues such as Konthi
Suphamongkol.*

Unfortunately for the future of the new body, efforts to
widen prospective membership proved largely unsuccessful,
despite Thanat’s trips to neighbouring countries such as
Cambodia, Burma and Laos to obtain broader support.” As a
consequence, the gestation of the new regional organization
proved to be a long and tortuous process. Impatient with the
delay, n February 1961 Garcia, Thanat and the Tunku at a meeting
in Kuala Lumpur therefore resolved that the organization should

finally be established, and a Joint Working Party on Economic
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and Cultural Cooperation Among Southeast Asian Countries
Comprised of technical and planning officials met in Bangkok
in June to finalize the details of cooperation.® A final decision
was then taken that there was the required minimum viability
with three countries as founding members, leading to the signing
of the first Bangkok Declaration on 3r* July 1961 by the Foreign
Ministers of Malaya, the Philippines and Thailand, founding the
Association of Southeast Asia (ASA).

There were, however, continual problems with che
perception of ASA as being anti-communist, given the
ideological orientation of its founders. The Tunku’s October 1959
Letter had specifically mentioned the goals of the proposed
Association as being economic, scientific, cultural, educational
and social cooperation, but also included a provision for political
cooperation “if so desired.”™ The alignment of the Philippines
and Thailand with the US was also clear. Members therefore felt
it necessary to make successive reassurances that ASA was not
an anti-communist bloc at ASA Ministerial Meetings, as well as
at international fora such as the United Nations General
Assemb]y (UNGA) during 1961-1962. That these assurances were
made at the highest level was seen in King Bhumibol Adulyadej’s

speech on a visit to Malaya in 1962:

ASA is the natural outcome of our long and
friendly relations and of the modern concept of
international coopcration...thc countries of the world
have need to review their economic activities in terms
of regions and areas. It would seem preferable to pool
their resources for quicker and better results. The

organization of ASA is the reply to this challenge. It has
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no political or military significance. Its main objective
is to provide facilities for development of countries in

the region.”

However, it is the contention that the denial of political
significance meant more the denial of ‘ideological” overtones,
rather than a rejection of any possibility for diplomatic or
political cooperation. It will be seen that this distinction in
objectives would be made even clearer within ASEAN.

Thanat's speech at the UNGA in 1962 also played on similar
themes of ASA not being directed against any country and
having no political expression, combined with the reiteration of

Thailand’s traditional desire for an independent policy:

In a world marked by deep division, by incessant
struggle and curmoil, Thailand wants to be its own self.
It wants to be free and independent to follow its own
destiny without being tied to anyone’s coat-tail. None of
the political concepts so far advanced by various political
groupings now in existence appeals to it, for each and all
of them suffer from apparent defects and do not suited
the character or the aspirations of our people.. What we
seck is to be truly free to determine our individual and
national life, and to be completely objective in facing
both national and international issues and, ﬁnally, to be
fully independent in order to reach decisions on our

own.!

Despite such assurances, ASA was denounced by
prominent states within the region, notably by Indonesia under

President Sukarno, which saw it as an imperialist front. A senior
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Indonesian diplomat commented that: “we certainly canvass the
idea of greater Afro-Asian development on a large canvas, but
not minor regional groupings which may develop into small
blocs...The spirit behind the ASAS is anyway anti-this and anti-
that and Indonesia does not want any part in a negative policy
in international affairs, we want to be positive, constructive.”
Observers have also noted that ASA was “barely known at all
outside the area,” but at the same time have admirtted that it
constituted “a substantive illustration of an indigenous effort
toward regionalism.™ ASA’s activities were eventually suspended
due to the Philippines-Malay dispute over Sabah, with a last
Ministerial Meeting in April 1963. However, the national organs
survived within the respective foreign ministries throughout this
period.

Upon ASAs quiescence, Thailand did not remain inactive,
though it was not included in the MAPHILINDO scheme of
July 1963. However, despite its exclusion it appeared to have kept
relatively silent on this latter project, which aimed to unite
Malaya, Indonesia and the Philippines in a common venture to
promote cooperation in economic, social and cultural fields and
thereby avoid the worst effects from conflicting territorial
claims. Bangkok’s silence was perhaps wise considering Thailand’s
concerns about antagonizing its neighbours and ics own doubts
about the long-term viabilicy of MAPHILINDO. It was certainly
not in the Thai interest to support an ethnic Malay organization
which had its constituency across various states of the region,
considering its own Muslim minority in the South. This may be
seen in comments by Thanat Khoman after the May 1966 Bangkok

talks between Malaysia and Indonesia: “We are not interested in
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anything racial.. We like practical cooperation, not cooperation
on a racial basis.™* In the event, MAPHILINDO failed to get off
the ground with the outbreak of Konfrontasi, picching Indonesia
against Malaysia in the aftermath of the announcement of the
creation of the Federation of Malaysia by September 1963, and
by the tensions caused by Philippine claims over the Malaysian
territory of Sabah. Diplomatic relations between Malaysia and
both Indonesia and the Philippines were thus suspended within
two months of the approval of the Manila Accord by the Heads
of Government of the three countries.” However, MAPHILINDO
was significant in being a political association based on an
economic framework, which may have provided an important
precedent for Southeast Asian leaders in subsequent ventures.”

In the final analysis, while Thai policy-makers sought to
maintain a maximum of options under the ASA framework,
ASA may Certainly be regarded as a complement to collective
security in SEATO. Its aims under its founding document were
speciﬁca]]y limited, and it ruled out mi]itary cooperation at a
time when Thailand felt threatened by the military sicuation in
neighbouring Laos. Thanat Khoman himself described the
original SEAFET project as “parallel and supplementary” to
SEATQ.” There were also indications that Thailand could be
reasonably satisfied with ASA’s non-military nature, as seen in
its reluctance to attend the proposed Manila conference of anti-

9 Critics have nevertheless

communist powers in January 1961
argued that in this period there was no independent or long-term
policy, only “ad hoc responses” to circumstances, but while it
certainly did not result in a reduction in commitment to the US,

there was substancial investment in such a move towards
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fostering indigenous regional cooperation” At the same time,
Thailand did not want SEATO abolished while there was no
ready alternative. Certain]y, ASA by itself offered an
insufficient alternative to SEATO, as seen in the ongoing Thai
quest for a security guarantee from the US throughout the
formative period of ASA right up to the signing of the Thanat-
Rusk Joint Communique in 1962. The idea that during this period
Thailand might have used its participation in ASA while
threatening withdrawal from SEATO to obtain greater leverage
over the US should not also be excluded, seeing as the 1961
Bangkok Meeting founding ASA took place in the midst of the
deliberations of the Geneva Conference on Laos. As last seen
in the 1956-1958 period, Thai threats to move towards neutrality
could be seen to have alarmed US officials and drove them into
action to appease Thai critics. A similar dynamic may have
worked in this case. At the same time, the policy also worked as
a hedge against the possibility of US retrenchment and for
improving Thailand’s relations with neighbours.

In the longer term, it may be seen that experience in the
founding of ASA was to greatly influence Thai participation in
ASEAN. In many respects, ASA constituted an experiment, not
only for Southeast Asian regional cooperation as a whole, but
also for Thailand in particular. It was the first substantial
example of an indigenous regional cooperation largely free from
external inspiration. The emergence of ASEAN took the example
of ASA in mind, and further developed themes which had been
barely crystallized by the time that ASA was formed. Much
idealism had been engendered by ASA but which remained
unfulfilled, and by the time of ASEAN more practical
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considerations would be dominant. Nevertheless, important
clements of continuity that was to mark the basis of the Thai
approach to regional cooperation may already be seen in ASA.
These included a general concern for informality and a
comprehensive view of cooperation to encompass political
consultations, if necessary, as well as joint economic approaches.
In both substantive as well as organizacional terms, therefore,
what commentators have called Thailand’s “cautious and
incremental approach” to regional cooperation had its origins

102

in this modest organization.

BILATERAL RELATIONS AND THEIR EFFECTS ON
THAILAND'S REGIONAL COOPERATION POLICY

While Thailand was generally keen by the 1960s to foster
better relations with its neighbours, it may be seen that the
nature of bilateral relations had important effects on the course
of its policy of regional cooperation. It has been shown that by
this period, regional cooperation had become an increasingly
important option within the range of policy instruments
available to Thailand. At the same time, the convergence of
political regimes by 1965-66 had led to a degree of rapprochement
between Thailand and the countries to its South. However, it is
the contention of this study that the formula of ASEAN that
was to evolve was not due to any inherent suitability of
membership or a concrete image of Southeast Asia as seen by
Thai leaders, but reflected more the political requirements of
the moment as well as the restrictions posed by the state of

bilateral relationships among the countries of the region.
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Indonesia constituted the largest and most populous state
in Southeast Asia, and as such was considered a great asset within
any regional venture in terms of sheer size and diplomatic
influence. Relations between Thailand and Indonesia were
generally cordial throughout the post-colonial period. Thailand
had supplied arms to Indonesian nationalists at Jogyakarta
during the independence struggle, and a Thai mission was opened
in Jakarta in 1951. As a sign of the good relations, a Treaty of
Friendship was signed between the two countries in 1954. As
already shown, despite initial misgivings Thailand also attended
the Bandung Conference hosted by Indonesia in 1955. Indonesia
constituted a substantial market for Thai agricu]tura] exports,
particularly rice, although the Kingdom imported relatively lictle
in return from Indonesia. At the level of heads of government
and heads of state, the relationship was also good, and there was
an exchange of visits at the highest level during 1960-1961. In
strategic terms, some Thai po]icy—makers were worried about
Indonesia as a potential security threat considering its large size.
Territorially, only Indonesia is larger than Thailand within
ASEAN, with a land mass of 1,919,443 square kilometres versus
513,115 square kilometres, while Indonesia has roughly 3 times the
population of Thailand or the Philippines.* Nevertheless,
despite the proximity of the island of Sumatra to Thailand, the
general geographical distance of Indonesia’s core largely negated
that threat perception, while Thailand in turn was seen to
represent no threat to Indonesia’s leadership of the Malay world
and thus no rivalry existed between the two nations. Indonesia’s
close relationship with the PRC during the early 1960s in the

period of Sukarno’s Guided Democracy, however, was a cause
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for some concern in Bangkok, as was the adventurous nature of
its foreign policy in upsetting the regional balance in archipelagic
Southeast Asia. On the other hand, by 1966 there was a definite
rapprochement of political regimes as the military-dominated
rule of President Suharto gained the upper hand in Indonesia
and changed the existing ]ef:t—leaning policy. It quiCHy became
clear that the New Order was fu]]y compatib]e with the regime
of Thanom in Thailand. With its non-aligned and Islamic
credentials, association with Indonesia thus became an even
more desirable factor in international relations. Furthermore, it
has been suggested that the Javanese as exemp]iﬁed by Suharto
may be likened to the Thais, with a preference for a careful,
softly-softly approach to relations.> As will be seen, the political
transition in Indonesia was crucial to the founding of ASEAN,
for Indonesia employed its active participation in regional
cooperation as a symbol of its new policy orientation. Thailand’s
receptiveness to such overtures and the relative absence of
Indonesian-Thai tensions made it possible for subsequent active
collaboration between Jakarta and Bangkok on matters of
regional cooperation.

Thailand’s good relations with Malaysia constituted
another vital part of the jigsaw. Of Thailand’s potential partners
within ASEAN, Malaysia has had the longest interaction with
it as a neighbour. Malaysia constituted Thailand’s second largest
trading partner, again largely in terms of foodstuffs and
commodities, and there was a vibrant cross-border trade and
tourist exchange. Both were monarchies within Southeast Asia,

which contributed towards a close cultural and political affinity.

Under the premiership of Tunku Abdul Rahman, who was half-
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Thai, Malaysia was also strongly anti-communist, which furcher
propelled close cooperation between the two countries, including
within multilateral organizations such as ASA and ASPAC.*
Meanwhile, Malaysian Foreign Minister and Deputy Prime
Minister Tun Razak entertained close relations with Thanat
Khoman, including socially on the golf course.” Such amicable
relationships were concretized by Thailand’s action in providing
‘good offices’ to help resolve the Malay-Philippines dispute over
Sabah, and the conflict between Malaysia and Indonesia,
between 1963-1966. As a participant pointed out, while ‘good
offices’ implied a more discrete action than that of a mediator,
Thanat took an active part in initiating the discussions: “the
three Ministers had several meetings both directly and often
with the presence and participation of the Thai Foreign
Minister...a series of private bilateral consultations were held
between the Thai Foreign Minister and each of the other
Ministers at various times and places.™ Certain problems did,
nevertheless, emerge from time to time to cloud the general
friendly relations between Malaysia and Thailand. Such problems
generally centred around the borders between the two countries,
although close security cooperation had begun carly on in the
days of the Malayan Emergency as from 1948, leading to the
setting up of a Joint Border Commission and the conclusion of
a border agreement in 1965 allowing ‘hot pursuit’ of communist
insurgents across the border. There was remaining Malay concern
at the possibility of Thai irredentism over the northern Malayan
states, and an even stronger Thai concern at the perceived
sympathy for Muslim separatists in Thailand’s southern provinces

by their co-religionists in Malaysia!® The separatist issue was
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furcther complicated by the ethnic nature of the communist
insurgency in the border regions. Despite the close border
cooperation, the Malaysians frequently felt cthac Thailand was
often more concerned with the separatist problem and was
content to allow communist groups to subsist to form a buffer
group on the common border. However, at the time of the
founding of ASEAN, Malaysia’s main preoccupation laid with
the forging of better relations with Indonesia, and so the
question of the borders with Thailand was not a major cause for
Kuala Lumpur’s concern. Thanat Khoman was thus able to
employ his good personal relationships with Malaysian leaders
as a contribution towards the re-establishment of relations
between Malaysia and Indonesia, and to employ regional
cooperation as a means to concretize this reconciliation process
and obtain Thailand’s other policy objectives.

Singapore had tradicional played an entrepot role for
Thailand in respect of primary commodities as well as in
manufactures as it did for much of Southeast Asia. It thus
emerged in the post-colonial period as Thailand’s largest trading
partner within ASEAN. Strong cultural and commercial links
between the Sino-Thai families and their relatives in Singapore,
as well as educational ties, also bound the two business
communities together, particularly those in the southern
provinces of Thailand. Problems that did occur after Singapore’s
independence from Britain in 1963 centred on the nature of the
business relationship, with some jealousy on the part of Thai
entrepreneurs of Singapore’s status as a regional business centre,
particularly in respect of its traditional entrepot activities

regarding commodities such as natural rubber, tin and Vegetab]e
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oils." Concerns, moreover, were expressed at the level of
smuggling trade which accrued to the benefit of‘Singapore.“‘ This
contributed to a general rivalry between Bangkok and Singapore
as a regional centre for Southeast Asian exchanges, with Bangkok
having the upper hand in political exchanges and Singapore
dominating the economic exchanges. Indeed, in common with
many contemporary observers, Thailand did not initially regard
Singapore as a very important player in regional political
relations upon its separation from Malaysia in 1965. The island-
state concentrated on developing an international non-aligned
profile in the early years while lessening its association with
Britain and 1\/[2[]21}7sia.”z However, it will be seen that by 1967, the
strategic perception in Singapore had evolved from a strict non-
alignment towards a greater appreciation of the usefulness of a
superpower presence in Southeast Asia, which was close to
Thailand’s own concerns. Certainly, within Thailand there was
no great fear of the possibility of Singapore’s emergence as a
‘fourth China,” in contrast to the concerns of Malaysia and
Indonesia. Anti-Chinese sentiment within Thailand was largely
directed at the PRC itself and there was the recognition that Lee
Kuan Yew himself was strongly anti-communist. In this manner,
Singapore’s new political orientation, as well as its status as a
non-Malay state, helped to facilitate Thailand’s readiness to
include it in its plans for regional order.

Last but not least, Thailand has consistently enjoyed
friendly relations with the Philippines. This dated from the time
when Thailand was a strong supporter of Philippine independence
in the postwar settlement, and accorded diplomatic recognition

to the new state on 21 September 1946. The two countries
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exchanged legations in 1949, which were upgraded to embassy
status in 1956." Since 1949, a Treaty of Friendship also bound the
Philippines to Thailand, and Thai students regarded the
Philippines as an important regional centre for higher studies.
There were therefore strong cultural ties even though there was
no substantial trade between Thailand and the Philippines. At
the same time, few outward differences appeared to mar Thai-
Philippine bilateral relations, although the geographical distance
between the two countries and the latter’s removal from
continental Southeast Asia as a whole has sometimes led to a
difference in strategic perception. Both, however, were firmly
anti-communist in terms of leadership. They also shared close
ties with the US and were founder-members of regional
organizations such as SEATO, ASA and ASPAC, which led to
a wider community of interest in political and strategic terms.”
Moreover, both agreed on the important view that while strategic
ties with the US were necessary, cooperative relations with
Southeast Asian states could act as a desirable supplement.

It may therefore be said that Thailand generally enjoyed
privileged links with its future ASEAN partners on the eve of
the founding of the Organization. In terms of alliance
terminology, it certainly had no alliance handicap vis-a-vis
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Singapore. This,
however, was not the case with regards to relations with its other
neighbours, despite it sharing more important historical, ethnic
and religious affinities with Burma, Laos, Cambodia and to a
lesser extent, Vietnam. Indeed, the Kingdom’s long borders with
neighbouring countries on the continent has contributed to

constant bilateral problems, such that Thailand’s case appeared
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to support the argument that geographical contiguity is a
contributory factor to conflict.” In this regard, it was no wonder
that of the countries bordering on Thailand, Malaysia with the
shortest border of 647 kilometres seemed to have enjoyed the
most cordial relations with Bangkok in this period. The borders
with Burma were by far the longest at 2,387 kilometres, followed
by Laos with 1,810 kilometres. Meanwhile, although the border
with Cambodia was re]ative]y short at 798 kilometres, it was
badly marked and heavily disputed.”” Most of the border issues
resulted from the nature of Thai relations with Western powers
during the colonial period, during the course of which the
Kingdom was forced to demarcate its boundaries, often at a
disadvantage. With this legacy in mind, anomalies occurred
regarding Thailand’s borders with those neighbours which were
former colonies of Western powers, frequently leading to
acrimonious disputes which were magniﬁed by the difficulties
in the internal consolidation of the states concerned. In the face
of such difficulties, Thailand’s attempts to reserve its options on
border issues were regarded with a dim view by continental
neighbours."

An additional reason why relations between Bangkok and
neighbouring capitals in the postwar period had not been totally
smooth was the weight of historical baggage and the legacy of
pre-colonial hostility. In particular, the scruggles between
Vietnam and Siam over the trans—Mekong territories in the 18"

th

and 19" Centuries have left a long—]asting ]egacy7 although the
impact of historical memory within Southeast Asia has tended
to be extremely selective in nature. In fact, prior to the 19"

Century the relationship which was the most problematic was
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that with Burma, with a long chronicle of conflict between the
two Kingdoms while for a large part of its history Vietnam had
fallen under direct Chinese influence and did not constitute a
direct threat.™ Nevercheless, it may be said that historical factors
reinforced the ideological threat posed by the communist regime
in North Vietnam in the years after 1947, such that there were
no official relations between Bangkok and Hanoi until 1976. Even
regarding South Vietnam in the pre 1975 period, relations with
the government in Saigon with which Thailand shared ideological
affinities and common membership of certain regional bodies,
as well as close association with the US, were not very smooth.
Thailand’s dispatch of troops to South Vietnam in 1967 upon the
request of the South Vietnamese government marked the summit
of the improvement in relations with Saigon, but the relationship
at the top level was often tense, particularly in the early 1960s
during the persecution of Buddhists by South Vietnamese
President Ngo Dinh Diem, while by the ear]y 19708 there were
additional bilateral problems concerning maritime jurisdiction
and fisheries.” Meanwhile, on Thailand’s Western borders
problems occurred between Thailand and Burma on Bangkok’s
alleged support for anti-government forces or exiled politicians,
especially considering Thailand’s occupation of the Shan states
during the Second World War.” At the same time, Burma
particularly after 1962 tended to concentrate on domestic
problems and did not interest itself very much in international
affairs, while it remained concerned with the reaction of the
PRC to any association with pro-Western states. Thus it did not

appear very promising as a partner in regional cooperation.
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More intensive and closer interactions with Laos and
Cambodia throughout history have fostered long—term prejudices
with, for example, the paternalistic and often patronizing feeling
in Bangkok propagated by popular historiography of the idea of
such countries as having formerly been ungrateful and
untrustworthy vassals.”* In turn, at the very least Thailand has
been accused of providing shelter for political refugees from such
countries, and at worst in actively promoting anti-government
organizations. More recently, Thailand’s occupation of trans-
Mekong territories in Laos and Cambodia between 1941-1945 after
the Franco-Siamese conflict aroused fears within Cambodia of
persistent Thai atctempts at domination. This, for example, made
the issue of cooperation with Cambodia a very sensitive matter.
In the 1960s, diplomatic relations had been broken off by
Cambodia on many occasions amidst much acrimony. Thailand
was accused, in cooperation with South Vietnam, of supporting
anti-government Khmer Serei guerrillas!® To compound such
problems, the personal relacionships between Thai leaders such
as Sarit Thanarat and Thanat Khoman with Prince Sihanouk
were also tense, particular after the International Court of Justice
(ICJ) ruling on sovereignty over the disputed Khao Phra Viharn
in favour of Cambodia in 1962.* Thus at the time of the founding
of both ASA and ASEAN, relations with Cambodia were poor.
Meanwhile, although Thailand shared the greatest culcural
affinities with Laos, tensions occurred intermittently between the
two ‘fraternal’ states. The strong Thai interest in maintaining a
friendly regime in Vientiane throughout the period meant that
its military involvement in Laotian affairs, often without the

knowledge of the MFA, was intensive and sustained. The military
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in particular highlighted the strategic importance of Laos to
Thai security as the basis for its ongoing concern. Bilateral
problems were further compounded by the strict observance of
neutrality in formal terms by the Laotian and Cambodian
governments, which made their participationina discrete group
of countries of a distinct political complexion undesirable. Such
factors ensured that the scope for Thailand’s cooperation with
those two countries was rather limited.

[t may therefore be said that the state of bilateral relations
between Thailand and other countries in Southeast Asia by 1966-
67 largely dictated the choice of Thailand’s partners in regional
cooperation. The generally friendly relations with countries to
its South and an increasing identity of interest with such
countries led Thailand to concentrate its efforts subsequently
on motivating Malaysia, Indonesia and the Philippines as
priorities for a regional partnership. At the very least, there was
a definite, even if secondary, Thai interest in ensuring that its
Southern flank did not disintegrate into disorder, which might
further aggravate communist insurgency or invite direct
intervention by communist powers in the affairs of the region.
The inclusion of other countries, including Singapore, was seen
as desirable but not indispensable, for a core group was now
identified. With hindsight, it could be said that reliance on such
a group concretized the switch by Thai diplomacy from a focus
on continental Southeast Asia as an avenue for political action
to archipelagic Southeast Asia. Ideological and political
differences meant that Thailand did not achieve cooperation
with the countries with which a priori it shared the greatest

historical and cultural affinities. Instead, it moved towards and

THE ROLE OF THAILAND IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 145



arca in which it shared political and, to a lesser extent, economic
ones. Accordingly, Thanat stressed more the existence of
COMMON interests among countries proximatce to each other,
rather than mere geographica] contiguity, and thus the major
factor in promoting future cooperation was the furtherance of

common interests.”

THANAT KHOMAN AND
THE FOUNDING OF ASEAN 1966-1967

There is a tendency to ignore or overlook the linkage
between ASA-ASEAN and the Asian and Pacific Council
(ASPAC), as well as the aspects of continuity between the years
1961-1967. This has by implication given the academic treatment
of ASEAN and ASPAC an overwhelmingly political dimension,
to the exclusion of other crucial elements. Nevertheless, it is clear
by the ASA example that Thai policy—makers already recognized
the potential of regional cooperation as a policy tool. The Thai
record on regional cooperation in the first 20 years following the
Second World War has also been shown to be not as sterile as it
first appears, even if it is notable that membership of SEATO
and ASA occurred at moments of relative crisis for the Kingdom.
Thailand’s subsequent role was to focus on the part played by
Thanat Khoman as conciliator in regional disputes, putting his
personal relationships with Malaysian and Indonesian leaders
to good use. Thai initiatives in this period consisted in the
launching of several concurrent policy options, and would rely
much on secret diplomacy to accomplish the required objectives.

ASPAC constituted one such option, being the

embodiment of an idea to promote a wider Asia-Pacific
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cooperation in all fields, but without the active participation of
the US so as to assert a formal independence of objective by the
members. Founded at a meeting in Seoul in June 1966, ASPAC
comprised nine members: Australia, Japan, Malaysizy New
Zealand, the Philippines, South Korea, South Vietnam, Taiwan
and Thailand. The inspiration of South Korea was crucial to the
launch of ASPAC, within the wider perspective of formalizing
a political coalition to sustain and coordinate the efforts of the
Free World in maintaining a free market system over that of a
planned economic system in East Asia and the Pacific.” However,
despite such political overtones it may be seen that the general
direction of the Organization was eventually decided by its
diverse membership. With the opposition of Japan to any
security or anti-communist content in the new Organization,
the formal stress was placed on economic matters, although it
was also clear that po]itica] objectives were maintained by some
of its most prominent members, including Thailand. Thanat
Khoman was a prime mover in realizing this transformation
within ASPAC towards a more comprehensive cooperation and
in getting the Organization on its feet, notably by playing a
mediating role in Seoul. While ASPAC was not a Thai initiative,
Thanat Khoman saw in it a broad coalition within which to
realize Bangkok’s policy options and to involve South Korea,
Taiwan and Japan in a common network of cooperation with
Thailand. Having already hosted preliminary talks at the officials
level in March-April 1966 prior to the Seoul Ministerial Meeting
in June, Thailand chaired the ASPAC Standing Committee
during its first year and hosted the Second ASPAC Ministerial

Conference in Bangkok in July 1967. Indeed, its activities in Seoul
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and thereafter have led some commentators to regard Thailand
as “the architect of ASPAC.™ That it saw ASPAC as part of the
widening of policy options available to it beyond military
collective security was suggested by its subsequent activities
within the Organization. It did not press for a military element
in ASPAC, and indeed redoubled its participation in the
Organization even after this aspect was excluded by Japan.™ The
hand of Thailand was again revealed in ASPAC’s adoption of a
flexible, non-institutionalized consultative nature. However, as
with ASA, ASPAC continued to remain tainted with anti-
communist overtones, considering the political affiliations of its
members, and was pointedly excluded by non-aligned countries
such as Indonesia, as well as Singapore. This limited its practical
and symbolic value to Thailand, although it continued to
participate actively within ASPAC throughout its existence. In
terms of legacy, moreover, ASPAC provided a lesson for ASEAN
in that once it was publicly accepted that political issues were
included in the range of cooperation, it was difficult to deny the
ideological inclination of the Organization as a whole.®

The year 1966 was also notable for the founding of the
Asian Development Bank (ADB) to promote economic
development in the region, although the ADB had a wider
membership involving both developed donor countries as well
as Asian countries. In this regard, Thailand as a founding member
of the body had expressed an interest in hosting the ADB
Secretariat. Thailand’s bid was motivated by the fact that
Bangkok was already the regional seat of UN organs such as
ECAFE and other international bodies such as the Food and

Agriculture Organization (FAO), the International Labour
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Organization (ILO) and the International Civil Aviation
Organization (ICAQO), but of the nine potential sites including
Tokyo, Manila was instead chosen.™ Meanwhile, the Southeast
Asian Ministers of Education Organization (SEAMEO) was
founded in 1965. Thailand also played a major role in the founding
of the Southeast Asian Central Bank Group (SEACEN) in
Bangkok in February 1966, revealing its continuing interest in
fostering cooperation among states in the region in various
different functional fields. However, considering the difficulties
encountered within organizations with a disparate membership,
as shown particularly in SEATO, Thailand was more keen to opt
for cooperation with restricted circle of Southeast Asian states,
although this was not yet the exclusive solution as it continued
to keep wider options open.

[t is often quoted that the idea of a new organization was
launched from late 1966 onwards, with the Bangkok Meetings
between Indonesia and Malaysia to resolve the Konfrontasi being
crucial to the process. At the same time, it was possible that
various bilateral discussions between Malaysia, Indonesia, the
Philippines and Thailand during the course of 1965-66 to discuss
normalization had already raised the possibility of reviving a
form of regional cooperation.” The general desire at this time
was to provide regional solutions to problems, the greatest of
which was consolidation of the reconciliation between the
parties in dispute.” Thanat himself mentioned the importance
of his conversations with Indonesian Foreign Minister Adam
Malik at the Celebration Dinner in Bangkok on 1 June 1966
scaling the reconciliation as constituting the origins of the

process.* This highlighted Indonesia’s key importance, but was
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it the main force behind the founding of ASEAN? Anwar's
explanation of Indonesia as the prime mover behind the creation
of ASEAN is more plausible only if it is accepted that a basic
understanding for the revival of regional cooperation had already
been reached by July-August 1966, but that due to Indonesia’s
specific circumstances the New Order leaders had to make sure
that Sukarno would be smoothly eased out from power.
Following this process, Indonesia could then launch the necessary
internal and external initiatives with full confidence.’” This is
suggested by the Joint Statement issued on the occasion of
Thanat's visit to Indonesia in August at the invitation of Malik,

in which the two Foreign Ministers:

agreed that close and mutually beneficial
cooperation amongst the countries of the region would
be the best means to ensure the continued progress and
prosperity of their peoples, and at the same time it would
contribute signiﬁcantly towards efforts to preserve peace
and security in the area. They, therefore, agreed on the
necessity of taking practical steps to provide an effective
framework within which such cooperation could be

furcher promoted.”

This view is apparently supported by Thanat’s own
comments, which stressed the importance of getting Indonesia
on board: “it was a very serious threat to the free nations of
Southeast Asia to have a close cooperation between Indonesia
and China. However, if one were to accept the argument of
the centrality of Indo-Malay reconciliation in the founding of
ASEAN, then by extension the role of Thailand was also crucial

as a mediator between the various parties.
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The generally confused picture of this period is caused by
the impression that there were at least three contending options
for regional cooperation: firstly, for the revival and expansion of
ASA; secondly for an extended or ‘Greater” MAPHILINDO to
cover other Southeast Asian countries; and thirdly, the founding
of a new organization.” It is the contention here that Thailand’s
emphasis was on the revival of ‘regional cooperation, and not
stressing any organization in particular, though a purely
Southeast Asian one was desirable. Moreover, the basic rationale
for cooperation remained the same for ASEAN as for ASA: that
Southeast Asia consisted of small nations; possessed only a feeble
voice in the outside world; and was vulnerable to external
interference from outside powers.® In 1966 alone, ASA was
relaunched and ASPAC founded, with the hand of Thailand
being prominent behind both moves, although neither of them
as yet contained Indonesia. Hence Thailand was sensitive to the
sensibilities of Indonesia which did not want to join ASA, an
existing body it had previously opposed. What was important
for Thailand’s role was that Thanat was relatively open to the
idea of a new organization. In this regard, it may be seen that
Thanat had subscribed to the 1959 SEAFET scheme fairly late
on, and did not therefore regard ASA as ‘his’ organization. This
was in contrast to the Tunku who seemed intent on the
preservation of ASA, and appeared rather distruscful of
Indonesian manoeuvres.* Nevertheless, Malaysia also agreed on
the general need for regional cooperation, as shown by Home
Affairs Minister Tun Ismail’s speech of June 1966 on the
desirability of an embracing regional organization encompassing

nine countries:
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The name of an embracing regional association
does not matter. It need not be ASA. What is important
is that the organization should be based on the principles
of economic, social and cultural cooperation, I cannot
think of a single country in South-East Asia which would

repudiate those principles.®

Thailand was, moreover, a factor in avoiding prolonged
reference to an expanded MAPHILINDO, which might have
been a preference of the Filipinos and the Indonesians but
resisted by the Malaysians.* Certainly, it would have been
difficult to accommodate the ideology of MAPHILINDO to the
membership of Thailand. Here, perhaps, lay the significance of
the Thai role. Thai negotiators were able to synthesize their own
sponsorship of a revival of regional cooperation in whatever form
with an Indonesian demand for a totally new organization, in a
manner as to suit the sensibilities of the other participants.

It is not the aim of this study to say which was precisely
uppermost in the minds of each of the regional states, but it
suffices to say that there was a convergence of interests. All
parties agreed on the need for economic development to
concretize regional stability, while the assertion of greater
regional solidarity was deemed necessary in the light of rapid
changes in the international and regional situation. Although
there were no concrete manifestations of a US withdrawal from
Vietnam at that juncture, there was already a distinct Thai
discomfort, and particularly Thanat's, at the extent of anti-war
propaganda in the US. Such popular activism was seen as

undermining official resolve in Washington to remain engaged
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in Southeast Asia, despite verbal assurances by US representatives.
Reporting back to Bangkok after actending an international
conference in June 1967 at which US efforts Vietnam were
attacked, Thanat indignantly complained that it was
“incomprehensible that American money to the amount of one
million US dollars has been spent to have us and all of us attacked
and insulted.”™® Already marked by 1966-1967, Thai suspicions of
the US political system was to expand in later years. As we have
seen, there was also a greater determination to proceed with
indigenous ventures after the perceived failure of SEATO with
its heterogencous membership.*

Both Ghazali Shafie and Ali Murtopo have written about
their respective roles, and the circumstances that laid behind
the formulation of the Malaysian and Indonesian stances have
been Fair]y well covered by existing scho]arship. However, the
motivating forces behind the respective policies of Thailand, the
Philippines and Singapore are less well discussed. In respect of
Thailand’s policy, two alternative interpretations could be
proposed. In the first interpretation, there was a dual track
policy: Prime Minister Thanom Kittikachorn and the military
leaders pursued support of the US, and Foreign Minister Thanat
Khoman may or may not have been informed of the details of
the state of bilateral negotiations. In this interpretation ASEAN
was of less importance to Thai policy. Thanat was allowed to
concentrate his energies on regional reconciliation in the
archipelago, and was authorized to proceed with some role-
playing and engage in regional cooperation partly to compensate

for the MFA’s exclusion from decision-making on Thai-US
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relations and important security issues. Alternatively, ASEAN
was deliberately intended as a policy initiative which was sold
by Thanat to the military leaders, partly as a Complement to
alignment. Given the generally cautious Thai policy, perhaps an
amalgamation of the two positions is more plausible, alchough
the central role of Thanat is evident in both. It is true that Thanat
had been an influential member of Sarit Thanarat’s entourage,
but after the passing away of Sarit in 1963, his role was arguably
less important vis-a-vis the new triumvirate of Prime Minister
and Minister of Defence Thanom Kittikachorn, Deputy Prime
Minister and Minister of the Interior Prapat Charusachiara, and
Deputy Minister of Defence Thawee Chullasapya. By late 1966,
there were press speculations that “powerful elements in the
Government are anxious to edge him out.” A policy of regional
cooperation, as well as Thanat’s consideration of candidacy for
the International Court of]ustice at that time, may therefore
be seen as an attempt to create an international role for himself
to counterbalance domestic uncertainty as to his position. In
this light, Thanat's promotion of regionalism has been described
as “something of a personal crusade which was tolerated but
never enthusiastically supported by other Thai leaders.”™* Indeed,
a process of estrangement from the military leadership that was
to lead to Thanat’s exclusion from the 1971 National Executive
Council may a]ready be detected in this period. However, such
differences should not be over-emphasized at this early stage,
for Thanat continued to actively support the military’s efforts.
Furthermore, Thanat remained firmly anti-communist, and
throughout this period may be seen to have vigorously advocated

the continuation of US bombing efforts in Vietnam, including
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after the announcement of US bombing halt in October 1968.
The central question also has to be asked whether there was a
security crisis in the region in 1966-1967. In contrast with the
founding of SEATO or indeed of Thai participation in ASA, the
founding of ASEAN did not coincide with a security alert. Indeed,
the last months of 1967 were a time of relative confidence for the
struggle in Vietnam prior to the Tet Offensive of February 1968,
although insurgency within Thailand had itself intensified.
Moreover, to say that for Thailand regional cooperation
at that stage was a firm alternative to alignment is probably too
simplistic as its advocacy coincided with an escalation of US
involvement in the country, as suggested by numerous indicators.
Many Thai writers nevertheless seem to suggest that the
relaunching of regional cooperation during the course of the
1960s constituted a perceptible break with the US alliance and
led to efforts to devote more attention to neighbours.'®
Agreement was reached for the US to use U-Tapao airbase for
B-52 bomber aircraft in March 1967, with two of the main
negotiators being Thanat and his personal assistant Dr. Sompong
Sucharitkul, who was a key resource person in drafting the
ASEAN proposals. The U-Tapao Agreement was greeted with
enthusiastic comments from US Secretary of State Dean Rusk:
“no country has been stronger in its support for the concept of
collective security, and no country has been quicker to recognize
that collective security carries obligations as well as benefics.”#
Indeed, the expression of close Thai-US ties cannot be clearer
stated than in President Johnson’s visit to Thailand in October
1966 and December 1967, and particularly in the visit of King
Bhumibol and Queen Sirikit to Washington between 27-29 June
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1967, during which Johnson “noted his admiration for the
constructive role of Thailand in furthering regional economic
and political cooperation in Southeast Asia.” It was also in 1966
that the landmark Treaty of Amity and Commercial Relations
was signed with the US, which among other provisions granted
US businesses privileged status in Thailand above all other
foreign enterprises. During the course of 1967, the first Thai
combat troops were despatched to Vietnam. In June 1967 the
Queen’s Cobras regiment arrived in Vietnam and in October,
the despatch of the Black Panthers Division was announced.”
Exactly one month after the signing of the Bangkok Declaration,
King Bhumibol, attended by Thanat, inaugurated the new
SEATO Headquarters in Bangkok amidst pomp and circumstance.
Moreover, it was only in July 1967 that the British made a firm
public declaration about withdrawing from positions east of
Suez, when the negotiations for a new regional organization had
a]ready been under way for over a year.”

On the other hand, to say that ASEAN was a mere adjunct
to existing cooperation with SEATO and the US is to downplay
previous efforts in ASA and ASPAC as well as Thailand’s role
in the regional reconciliation process. Nevertheless, while useful
as an option it is safe to assume that decision-makers were unsure
about the relative potential of any regiona] organization in
particular at that stage, and thus a cautious approach characterized
the Thai moves. In contrast with other potential members, such
as the Philippines or Singapore, Thailand neither sought to exert
its presence or show that it was an integral part of Southeast
Asia, nor unlike Indonesia did it need to reassure its neighbours

of'its peaceful intentions or regional legitimacy. What it wanted,
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however, was greater security and a sustainable economic
development. In a number of ways, ASEAN served to enhance
both. Membership of ASEAN also gave Thailand various
additional benefits. Association with non-aligned Indonesia
could lessen its ‘committed’ image in the eyes of the international
community, which also helps to explain why Thailand expended
considerable efforts at trying to obtain the membership of other
Southeast Asian states, including non-aligned Burma.

It is perhaps useful to cite long-term and short-term
objectives by the p]ayers involved. There was a common
perception within Thailand of security and the preservation of
national sovereignty as a primary concern, but diverging
conceptions of how to achieve it. Thus for the Foreign Ministry
p]armers, the long—term objective must have been to promote
regional order with its political and economic implications, but
in the short-term to complement the existing alignment by
stressing an allegedly vibrant policy independence as seen in
promotion of regional cooperation. In this perspective, there is
much to recommend the contention that the more Thailand
committed itself to the US, the more cogent the argument for
regional cooperation.™ It is also noted that from the origins,
ASEAN was designed to create options for Thailand.* Others
have suggested that already by 1967 Thanat was feeling that
Thailand was ‘in too deep’ with the Americans. It suited the
Thai penchant for ambiguity to have acquiesced to a certain
primacy by powerful states such as China and Britain in the past,
and the US in the 1960s, while maintaining its independence.
However, when the relationship threatened to tip the balance

towards too close an association, it was considered necessary to
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take actions to rectify such impression. As for Thanat, he admitted

in a 1967 interview that in order to safeguard Thailand’s security:

We have a two-step programme. First, an
immediate or short-range programme, and second, a
long—range programme in the social, economic and
political fields. On the international level we have the
same thing...First, we must have a collective defense
system, to counter the immediate threat to our security,
and then to have a system of built-in resistance through
regional cooperation.‘s(’

Thanat has subsequently emphasized the attempt to create
regionai solidarity, and more especiaiiy the economic element
behind moves towards regional cooperation.’’” However,
observers have also noted the predominantly political goal of

the founders.s®

For the military leaders, meanwhile, the emphasis
appeared to have been for the short-term only. Consent was
given to a policy ofregionai cooperation as a mechanism behind
which the alignment could be further developed and sustained
without arousing further unwelcome criticism, both domestic
and external. A conclusion may therefore be drawn that while
Thailand may have been playing two foreign policy cards, it in
fact also fielded a number of players. Meanwhile, military
preoccupations appeared to have characterized the Prime
Minister’s own actions, which sought to promote closer miiitary
cooperation with the US. Some significance could be drawn from

the fact that Thailand’s response in November 1967 to South

Vietnamese requests for further military reinforcements came
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from the Prime Minister’s Office, and not from diplomatic
channels of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. From a wider
perspective, the launching of regional cooperation appeared to
be fully consistent with Thailand’s traditional diplomacy and
Thanat’s policy of not putting all eggs in one basket. At the same
time with membership of various regional organizations, each
with different ateributes, support for collective security could
be further maintained.” Accordingly, throughout the course of
1967, at various regional fora including ASA, ASPAC and
SEATO, Thanat advocated that peace and security would fall
primarily within the scope of nations in the region. All in all, it
was a policy which imposed few immediate costs to the military
leadership and had the potential to open options for the future
and thus could be safely promoted. In final analysis, whatever
the long-term policy was, the net short-term effect from the
various perspectives was to complement the existing alignment
with the US. This was pointedly noted by ASEAN’s opponents.

In shor, it is argued here that ASEAN has all along its
gestation been consistent with Thailand’s bilateral milicary ties.
Whatever the case, Thanat became the first to realize that with
the danger of Thailand becoming too closely identified with the
US, a policy of regional cooperation would work to lessen that
impression. To put it another way, the policy was not proposed
in opposition to the ongoing support of the US in Vietnam, but
rather to alleviate its worst effects. In the long term Thailand
sought enhanced bargaining power, economic development and
greater stability internally and regionally, but in the short term,

it needed additional cast-iron guarantees for its security.
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Regional cooperation as a whole, and ASEAN in particular, was
long—term and defensive in character, whereas maintenance of
the alliance with the US allowed it to strike at threats away from
Thailand’s borders in Vietnam, which was a traditional
preference. ASEAN was thus only a tentative option grafted
onto existing policy, and much of the discussion of regional
cooperation had a ‘shadow play’ element. At the time of the
founding of ASEAN, there was no significant academic or
technocratic community within Thailand advocating a policy of
regional cooperation, and only policy concerns were in question.
Moreover, within policy circles there was more enthusiasm in
certain quarters than in others, and there was much uncertainty
as to the long-term prospects for such an initiative.

The final months of shuttle diplomacy during January-
August 1967 were to prove decisive for the form of regional
organization that was to emerge. ASA had a]ready been
reactivated when its Standing Committee met in Bangkok in
March 1966 and a Ministerial Meeting in August, which
strengthened the hand of those who sought to prevent a
MAPHILINDO formula. Anwar in her study of Indonesia’s
policy towards ASEAN suggests that its was Indonesia which
drew up the proposal of a Southeast Asian Association for
Regional Cooperation (SEAARC), to comprise Thailand, the
Philippines, Malaysia and Indonesia. Other sources, however,
indicate the key role of Thailand in drafting the initial proposals,
although Indonesia was also keen to emphasize that it did not
wish to impose a framework on its prospective partners, and so
the role played by Thailand both in the genesis and in negotiation

process for SEAARC as go-between and broker was crucial
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Whatever the case, the initial proposal for a new regional
organization had been circulated by December 1966, and in
substance closely reflected the public position to be adopted by
Indonesia, which does suggest close cooperation between the
two countries. Subsequent drafts were later presented by
Philippines and Indonesia during the course of June-July 1967.
A division of Tabour seems to have operated. Indonesia occupied
itself with internal arrangements within Jakarta and wich
obtaining wider membership among the countries of Southeast
Asia. To this end, Anwar Sani, the Director-General for Political
Affairs of the Indonesian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and other
close colleagues such as Abu Bakar Lubis visited Burma and
Cambodia, as well as the Philippines and Singapore, the lacter
of which had been excluded from the original SEAARC
proposals.® Thailand spent its time persuading Malaysia of the
relative merits of ASA and a new organization.® In the beginning
of May 1967, Singaporean Foreign Minister Sinnathamby
Rajaratnam arrived in Bangkok to set out the options that
Singapore was prepared to enter into regarding regional
cooperation, including membership of ASA or of a new
organization.® On 23 May, Adam Malik and the Tunku met with
Thanat at Bangkok Airport and agreed on a new regional
grouping, and that furcher efforts should be made to enlarge

' However, at the conclusion of Malik’s

prospective membership.
subsequent trip to various Southeast Asian countries to achieve
that objective, Sani reported back to Bangkok of the continuing
lack of success in persuading the other countries to join the
proposed grouping, although it was indicated that Burma and

Cambodia would not at least oppose the new body.®
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A meeting was originally set for July 1967 for the founding
of the new organization, to coincide with the Second ASPAC
Ministerial Meeting scheduled to be held in Bangkok between
5-7 July. However, it was eventually decided that the new
organization, and Indonesia in particular, should not be
associated with ASPAC, and a date was set for August instead.
The ultimate meetings therefore took p]ace at Bangsaen and
Bangkok in August 19677 Following a formal opening session
of what Thanat described as “the Conference on Regional
Cooperation” in Bangkok on 5 August, the negotiations moved
to Bangsaen, at a Thai government guesthouse in the seaside
resort outside Bangkok. After the greater part of the details had
been worked out, the Foreign Ministers then reunited in Bangkok
on 7 August for the final formal sessions, leading to the signature
of the Bangkok Declaration which formally established ASEAN

8 The Thai aim, it appears, was

in the afternoon of 8 August 1967.
to ensure that the Organization was successfully established and
hence it played a conciliating role, and did not propose any
additional issues for inclusion in the agenda of the Meeting
which could prove contentious.

Informality was the hallmark, both of the Meeting and of
the Organization which was founded. The Bangsaen talks were
held in a very informal acmosphere, with frequent recesses. Even
at the subsequent ‘formal” Bangkok sessions held at the MFA
offices in Saranrom Palace, when difficulties were encountered,
the Foreign Ministers retired to Thanat's office to resolve such
matters between themselves.® Dr. Sompong Sucharitkul,
Thanat’s personal Assistant, played a significant role in

amalgamating the various national positions and drafting the

162 Thailand and ASEAN 1967-1979



proposed Bangkok Declaration, whose political elements
nevertheless echoed the Indonesian position and was reminiscent
of elements of the 1963 Manila Accord.” Despite the prior
preparation, certain issues required additional discussion before
they could be amicably resolved. The question of foreign bases
was an issue for considerable debate between Indonesia and the
Philippines. Upon the insistence of the Philippines, the reference
to “arrangements of collective defense should not be used to serve
the particular interest of any of the big powers” was removed
from the original formulation. The inclusion of the reference in
the first place, however, has led some to question why Thailand
which collated the final draft for presentation to the delegates
had permitted such allusion despite its close association with
the US and its SEATO membership.” As this study has argued,
the answer probably laid in Thailand’s recognition that the
participation of Indonesia was vital to the viability of ASEAN,
particularly in highlighting the independent nature of the new
body to which Thailand was eager to associate itself. In its
concern to ensure that Indonesia subscribed to all aspects of
cooperation, Thailand was thus prepared to accommodate
Jakarta’s concerns to a wide extent.

A commitment to free trade among the five countries was
proposed by Singapore, but quickly rejected by the other
delegates as premature, alchough concrete proposals for
cooperation in the areas of tourism, shipping, fisheries and trade
as advocated by Singapore were referred to in a separate Joint
Press Release.” Membership of the new Organization was also
at issue, with Sri Lanka’s initial inclusion in the draft Joint Press

Release, which was then deleted due to Sri Lanka’s continuing
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hesitation about associating itself with such a body.” In addition,
the role of ASA was discussed, but there was no mention of ASA
itself or of other regional organizations in the Joint Press Release
or in the Declaration, such were the concerns regarding ASEAN’s
identity. Moreover, despite the formal emphasis on economic,
social and cultural cooperation, once the details were finalized
it emerged that in terms of substance as well as in the preamble,
the ASEAN Declaration was more political than the ASA
Declaration, although politics was not explicitly mentioned.
There was also an overall concern with the minimization of
differences, which was to become characteristic of ASEAN.
Finally, it was deemed that the name Southeast Asian Association
for Regional Cooperation together with its acronym ‘SEAARC’
was too unwieldy, and thus the name Association of Southeast
Asian Nations or ‘ASEAN’ was apparently proposed by Adam
Malik and accepted by all those present.7

There appeared to have been a compromise over ASA as
well, possibly to soothe the Tunku’s sensibilities over the de facto
untimely demise of a cherished project. One week after Bangkok,
a Meeting of the ASA Joint Working Party met in Manila to
consider the state of the ASA projects, followed on 28-29 August
by an ASA Ministerial Meeting in Kuala Lumpur to formally
decide on the future of the Organization. It was eventually
decided to wrap up the Organization and to transfer the existing
ASA projects to ASEAN.7

On Thailand’s part, the emergence of ASEAN may thus
be seen to have been the work of Thanat and a few close associates
within the MFA. There appeared to have been no wider foreign
policy debate beyond that of the Cabinet.” This seeming
indifference may be placed in contrast to the high level
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representation of the Thai leadership at ASA Meetings held in
Thailand, and even more recently, the 2™ Ministerial Meeting of
ASPAC hosted by Thailand a month earlier which was opened
by Prime Minister Thanom and held its plenary sessions at
Government House. This heightened the impression that
ASEAN’s founding in August 1967 was not apparently treated
with great significance neither by contemporary observers, nor
by certain government leaders themselves. Nevertheless, though
the Prime Minister was not apparently present to give his
sanction to the Organization, there were signs that he was
informed at all the crucial stages, inc]uding on the state of
negotiations with the various parties.” The invitation to the
other countries to attend the Meeting was issued by the Thai
Government, and not merely by the Foreign Minister had it
merely been Thanat’s show. At the Bangkok Meeting, a key
member of the Prime Minister’s national security staff was
present, as well as Thanom'’s own daughter Songsuda Kittikachorn
as Assistant Secretary to the Thai Delegation. No indication has
therefore been found that this was an initiative completely
independent from that of the Government leadership, but at
least there is an indication of a difference in emphasis by those
involved in the ASEAN negotiations on behalf of Thailand.

At the end of 1967, Thailand was therefore a prominent
member of several regional organizations: ASA-ASEAN, ASPAC
and SEATO. The only overlap between these bodies may be seen
between ASA and ASEAN, which was soon rectified by the
phasing-out of the former. Otherwise, the various organizations
were seen to be complementary in serving different dimensions

of Thai interests.”
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CONCLUSION

Thailand has therefore been a major player within
Southeast Asia ever since the establishment of the first Thai
kingdoms. Throughout its history, it has developed the image of
a flexible and yet cautious diplomacy. Its primary foreign policy
concerns, as reiterated by successive administrations, were to
maintain national independence and security. However, it may
be seen that directions in Thai foreign policy were also largely
based on perceptions of threat. Thus in the colonial period in
order to ward off the threat from Western powers, Thailand
sought to become a member of the Western international system,
while in the post-colonial period, the primary threat became
that of communism. For much of the recent period, Thailand
sought as much as possible to maintain the maximum degree of
flexibility and sovereignty vis-a-vis the superpowers. However,
when it proved necessary, it was prepared to align itself with the
dominant power and subsequently to alter its alignment
according to the circumstances to obtain required policy goals.

Thailand’s foreign policy from 1950 onwards, and
particularly since the 1960s, has been marked by cooperation
with US efforts in Southeast Asia. This was premised on
countering the threat posed to the national security of Thailand
and its central institutions by communism in Southeast Asia.
As such Thailand accepted US military and economic aid, and
made political and material contributions to US initiatives in
the region. This was such that the policy became one associated
with Thailand’s military leaders, whose influence and power

depended heavily on the continued collaboration, and whose
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belief in the will of the US to remain engaged continued
relatively unshaken into 1967. The closeness of the relationship
has left an indelible mark on Thai policy in this period, and has
led one to question any commitment to alternative avenues of
external interaction. However, the examination of its
participation in the formation of ASEAN has shown that the
relationship did not prevent the launching of independent
initiatives on Thailand’s part. Too much has been made of a
monolithic and inflexible Thai policy in this period of alignment.
Instead, the research suggests that Thais were also able to manage
the relationship to secure overriding security objectives, while
in due course working to hedge their bets with efforts in regional
cooperation. Lip service to regional cooperation had indeed been
made by previous governments with lictle by way of results, for
it was perceived that relations with great powers were more
beneficial for Thailand’s security. Isolated incidents of regional
enthusiasm did arise, for Thailand retained a regional vision
throughout, although the substance of policy often ran in a
different direction. In this case, however, Thailand’s participation
in ASEAN should not be taken as a pure exigency of the time,
but as part of an overall evolution within the policy of certain
decision-makers, going back to the early 1960s and even beyond.

Thailand’s key role in the formation of ASEAN also
modifies the proposition that regional cooperation grew merely
out of the reconciliation process ending Konfrontasi. While
important, particularly in identifying Indonesian and Malaysian
concerns, the reconciliation thesis downplays the vital
coalescence of interests between the disparate countries of

Southeast Asia. Within Thailand, a complicated interplay of
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external and domestic factors may be seen to have driven efforts
in regional cooperation. Nevertheless, we have seen that alchough
there were internal reasons, often ignored, in motivating
Thailand towards ASEAN, it was external factors which carried
the most influence. Externally, given the polarized atmosphere
of the Cold War, Thai policy-makers were fully aware of the
limitations of regional cooperation as a policy, but Thailand’s
moves were accompanied by a real enthusiasm that such actions
would create greater bargaining power and promote regional
order, as well as contribute to national development. Participation
in ASEAN was not a mere token gesture at regionalism, and
reflected considerable farsightedness and long-term objectives
by its Thai promoters, rather than a quest for short-term gains.
At the same time, it is possible to make the following
specific conclusions with regards to Thailand’s entry into
ASEAN. Firstly, despite concerns about future US intentions,
participation in ASEAN did not yet mean a break with the US.
It is indicative that for Thailand the creation of ASEAN did not
signify any reversal of alliances, and was not yet a definite
departure from a largely bilateral policy of alignment. This is
consistent with the hypothesis of the primacy of bilateral
linkages in determining national policy, and as such relations
with the dominant power. The evidence points out that
throughout the gestation period of ASEAN, and for many
months thereafter, Thailand showed concrete manifestations of
its ongoing support for US efforts in Southeast Asia. This
extended from exchanges of visits at the highest level to assent
for the use of additional military facilities in Thailand. Seen in

terms of the alignment, the involvement in ASEAN imposed so
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few costs on the Thai-US relationship that it cannot be said to
have prejudiced the close cooperation between the two parties.
It did, on the other hand, provide Thailand with many benefits,
including creating preconditions under which a more flexible
policy could be justified by palliating the heavy reliance on the
United States, and gave a certain specificity to Thai participation
above common concerns among Southeast Asian countries. As
a policy initiative, therefore, it initially played a distinctly
supplementary role. Once the crucial decision was made for a
revival of regional cooperation to palliate the perceived over-
reliance on the US, the actual riming was re]ative]y unimportant.
Indeed, the final decision was largely left to the Indonesians,
which implies that ASEAN should not be regarded as catering
to short-term concerns.

Secondly, the moves between 1965-1967 also indicated the
key motivating role of Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman and his
collaborators within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In contrast
with the case of Indonesia or Malaysia, the Thai military did not
apparently play an important role in the discussions for the
founding of ASEAN. Morecover, even if the military dominated
Thailand’s strategic cooperation with the US there is evidence
to indicate the key role of the Foreign Ministry in helping to
foster regional order. The restricted circle of negotiators behind
the creation of ASEAN as shown in the example of Thailand was
also illustrative of policy-making in this period, both in Thailand
as well as in the ASEAN countries as a whole. While the initial
goals for ASEAN may have been prudently limited, it is probably
fair to say that the Organization’s potential to develop as a power

base was recognized by its Thai supporters. It may also have
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involved a complex interplay between the personalities at the
apex of power hitherto ignored. Thus there may have been two
tracks to Thailand’s foreign policy, with the regional track as
promoted by the Foreign Ministry being somewhat independent
of the leadership’s line.

Thirdly, for Thailand at the beginning, the main goal in
pursuing this line of policy was to promote a general ‘regional
cooperation.” A variety of region formats was attempted, with
an emphasis on the long-term viability of each of the organizations
concerned. It appeared that no particular framework was
stressed, and an organization such as ASEAN being strictly
limited to countries in Southeast Asia did not have particular
priority at this stage. In fact, the question of ultimate membership
of the various organizations in the region was to remain relatively
undefined for several years. This multidimensional Thai stance
demonstrated the classic Thai preference for a balancing of
options, given its simultaneous participation in ASA-ASEAN
and ASPAC, as well as SEATO. Indeed, among the countries of
Southeast Asia Thailand may be said to have had one of the
widest experiences in regional cooperation in its various different
manifestations. Contrary to current perceptions, a commitment
to ASEAN as the main mechanism for regional interaction did
not come until later, though there did seem to have a]ready been
apreference for ASEAN as a purely Southeast Asian enterprise,
given Thailand’s unhappy experience with SEATO and a general
recognition of the problems with heterogeneity of membership.
Symbolically, ASA and ASEAN also marked an important, and
yet almost unconscious, move away from Thailand’s traditional

concerns with its continental neighbours, particularly in
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Indochina. The new focus of attention would be towards
cooperation with the countries to the South, which had
previously been a peripheral area for policy-makers in Bangkok
as shown in the nature of existing bilateral relations, although
it would be seen that Thailand’s continuing interest in events in
Indochina made a distinct imprint on its ASEAN policy.

Fourthly, common elements to the Thai approach on
regional cooperation may already be detected at this early scage.
These included a cautious and incremental genera] stance; a
minimalist approach to structure and organization; and a
comprehensive approach to the subjects of cooperation, and
particularly that certain options should not be ruled out. Some
of these elements were not pecu]iar]y Thai and rather exhibited
a general ‘Asian’ approach to policy issues, but were particularly
marked in Thailand given its cautious and flexible diplomacy.
Formal equality among the participants was adopted. It appears,
nevertheless, that Thailand was prepared to accord Indonesia
the provisional status of ‘first among equals’ in terms of regional
arrangements. In this regard, the initial denial of political
activities for ASEAN was largely a function of ideological
divisions within Southeast Asia, and it was clear that most
members wanted to maximize the benefits from the Association,
which meant not excluding possible options. Certainly, in the
Thai view ASEAN had a clear political function and possessed
a political value beyond its stated objectives and the quest for
regional solidarity.

In retrospect, taken along with ASA, the move towards
indigenous regional cooperation proved to be of major

significance for Thailand, although it was not necessarily seen
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as such in contemporary terms. At the time, considering the
non-military nature of ASEAN and its predecessors, regional
cooperation for Thailand did indeed appear to have acted as a
supplement to alignment with the US and collective security
commitments through SEATO. To look at it another way, while
ASEAN may be seen as a long-term alternative to SEATO, in
the short-term it also served to justify a policy supporting

Escalation in Vietnam.
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CHAPTER

4

THAILAND’S FOREIGN POLICY
ENVIRONMENT



This Chapter aims to analyze the factors governing
Thailand’s foreign policy determination processes.
An understanding of the underlying factors behind Thailand’s
diplomacy would enable a better understanding of the
environment from which policies on ASEAN were derived,
which in turn sheds light on Thailand’s general atticude towards
regional cooperation. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ interaction
with the other agencies regarding ASEAN issues is investigated.
It is shown that there was a gradual evolution in the relationship
between the various agencies, which he]ped to determine the

development of Thailand’s policies within ASEAN.

THE EVOLUTION OF THAILAND'S ADMINISTRATIVE
AND BUREAUCRATIC STRUCTURE

Policy-making reflects the nature of the administrative
structure, and with this consideration in mind it is necessary to
discuss the evolution of the administrative and bureaucratic
structure in Thailand. Studies of the evolution of the Thai
administrative system have stressed the importance of the
original executive role of the monarchy and the bureaucracy. The
overthrow of absolute monarchy and the institution of the 1932
system based on parliamentary democracy introduced a
constitutional monarchy. Within this constitutional structure,
the King played a largely symbolic role, and substantial power
and authority was instead vested in the Prime Minister as the
chief executive, although a hierarchic social and political
structure was perpetuated.” Administrative power was instituted

in the Cabinet, chaired by the Prime Minister, and power rested
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with the Executive rather than the Legislative branch of
government. [t also entrenched the bureaucratic dominance of
power structures, both civilian and military, such that the term
‘bureaucratic po]ity’ has been attributed to the Thai state as from
1932 onwards.” Serving and former civilian and milicary
bureaucrats predominated in the Cabinet and in Parliament,
working through well-established chains of authority. Despite
the weaknesses which have been shown in this vertical approach,
which have been rectified by various scholars, in particular with
subsequent social changes that broke the framework of the
dominance of bureaucratic politics and the role of the milicary,
the applicability of the concept to much of the period under
study has important implications for policy-making? Accordingly,
Dhiravegin has described the polity as an ‘atomized society,
under which power was central to getting things done. Within
a generally passive societal framework the control of
administrative and bureaucratic structures became an essential
source of power and legitimation. Moreover, there was a lack of
effective balancing force to restrain those in power, owing to the

weakness of pluralistic forces:

The social milieu was characterized by the absence
of organized groups as countervailing forces necessary
for power ba]ancing and for bargaining in the democratic

process.*

Thus, a major characteristic of the Thai polity throughout
the 1960s and early 1970s was the dominance of a strong executive,

as well as a general weakness of representative institutions, which
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had an important influence on the overall decision-making
process. At the same time, governments were preoccupied by a
quest for internal stability, and sought to forge a domestic
consensus that this was an overriding necessity.

However, within this bureaucracy—dominated structure
there appeared to be a general belief in the force of constitutions,
though there were frequent changes of constitutional instruments.
The forms of democratic government were largely observed
during much of the period. Even governments arising out of
coups d’etat made declarations of policy as a matter of course,
lending to the appearance of democratic government’ Policy
statements thus had an important symbolic value. Central to
such declarations of policy was the commitment to defend the
three centrals of institutions of Nation, Religion and Monarchy
as instituted by King Vajiravudh after 1910 in the nation-building
process.® There was often, however, an appreciable gap between
the substance of declarations of policy and the manner in which
they were implemented. This was particu]ar]y the case as regards
Thailand’s relations with its neighbours, with the implementation
of its border policies often clashing with its general declared
policy of fostering amical relations with other regional states’
Nevertheless, it is possible to identify various core elements
within the foreign policy part of all policy statements, namely:
the observance of international agreements and obligations and
the preservation of national sovereignty and integrity.* Beyond
these core elements, other concerns such as cooperation with
neighbouring countries or in regional organizations were stressed

as deemed necessary by individual governments.
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The ]eading role of the mi]itary in national affairs which
had been evident since 1932 was reconfirmed after 1949, and
especially with rise of Field Marshal Saric Thanarat who
inaugurated the mi]itary—dominated rule of the Revo]utionary
Party with his coup d’¢tat of 1958. The military justified its
political role by pointing out that the separation of civil and
military functions has been relatively recent, and that from the
Ayudhya period until the late 19" Century, civilian and milicary
administration was interchangeable? Accordingly, in the popular
military view the military are inseparable from the state, and
the separation of powers as in the Western democratic manner
is artificial within the Thai context. Moreover, from 1959
onwards, the military drew power from its identification with
the institution of the monarchy, as illustrated in a military

information booklet:

In the 736-years long history of Thailand, the
military’s standpoint has always been to rally behind the
lcadcrship of all Thai kings in dcfending and safcguarding
national independence and sovereignty. Therefore, it is
a duty of the military to continue to sacrifice for
independence and sovereignty of the country, having the
royal strategy of His Majesty the King, national strategy
and military strategy as guidelines of conduct for every

service."”

The maintenance of national security thus went hand in
hand with the quest for internal stability during much of the

period under study, accruing to the influence of the military.
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[t may therefore be said that the administrative scructure
of Thailand exhibited an authoritarian mould, even though a
democratic period was heralded between 1973-1976 following the
overthrow of the military government. In particular, the years
1975-1976 were marked by the rise of Parliament as a representative
institution, with a corresponding decline in the power of the old
bureaucratic elements, particularly that of the military. For the
first time, non-bureaucratic sources of influence emerged within
the national power structure, as revealed by the number of
businessmen and professionals elected to the House of
Representatives, and by the number of businessmen within the
Cabinet.” While this democratic period was marked by
substantial political instability, the achievement of the period
was the establishment of Parliament as an incegral element
within the national power structure. Subsequently, a hybrid
system was instituted as from 1980 to 1988, which has been
dubbed ‘demi—democracy.’12 Nevercheless, even under the
framework of demi-democracy, whereby an unelected Prime
Minister presided over a Cabinet drawn largely from the various
political parties, the parties maintained their individual
identities and constituted vital sources of political action.

At the same time, the question of an effective adminiscrative
and governmental structure is also posed, with important policy
implications. It is suggested that the Thai state “has been
characterized by both strengths and weakness when those terms
are viewed in terms of societal autonomy.”™ In this regard,
autonomy is regarded as an aceribute when a state is capable of
initiating major policy shifts without regard for domestic

political and economic groups, and that ‘strong’ states have a
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high level of autonomy whereas ‘weak’ states are constrained by
societal actors. However, prior to 1973 societal actors in
Thailand remained weak, and the situation was marked by
overwhe]ming bureaucratic strength. [t will be seen, nevertheless,
that che bureaucracy itself despite speciﬁc centres of
professionalism lacked adequate mechanisms and human and
financial resources to implement policies properly, and that a
major problem was an adequate coordination of policies. Such
problems tended to increase upon the institutionalization of
democratic government with the addition of non-bureaucratic
factors. Nevertheless, the well-established bureaucratic structure
provided an important source of continuity through the
democratic transition, including in the conduct of Thailand’s

foreign relations.

THE MAKING OF THAI FOREIGN POLICY

We have seen that in the Thai elites’ perception of the
external world, certain factors were regarded as constants. Owing
to Thailand’s geostrategic location, the primacy of security was
acknowledged and perpetuated in the conduct of Thailand’s
external relations. The historical trend showed that apart from
relying on an internal resilience Thailand also had to call upon
external sources of support, and hence the importance of
diplomacy and international organizations, as well as allies, in
maintaining Thailand’s sovereignty. This has enshrined a certain
institutional memory into Thai diplomacy, leading one certain
foreign scholar to note in 1960 that: “The foreign service is good,

although as yct attuned more to cxtracting the largest possible
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advantage out of the Western great powers than to maintaining
sympathetic links with the new Asian states.™ These factors have
thus moulded the perception of Thai policy-makers, just as they
contributed towards the shaping of Thai foreign policy. A major
factor in the making of Thai foreign policy was that in the period
studied, there was an increasing multiplicity of sources for the
formulation of policy, which contributed to a particularly
distinctive policy style.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) from its
headquarters in Saranrom Palace has traditiona”y played the
major role in Thailand’s external affairs as the main organ of
foreign policy. During much of the period studied, however, the
MFAs role in the formulation of policy was strongly contested
by other institutions, such that on certain matters, it was
completely eclipsed and relegated to the position of a mere
executing agency. Officially founded in 1875 upon the separation
of foreign affairs from the other functions of Krom Tha, its long
history and significant continuity in terms of personnel within
the MFA has contributed towards its domestic reputation within
the bureaucracy as a whole for professionalism and integricy.*
This may be secen through the personality of two long-serving
postwar Foreign Ministers: Prince Wan Waithayakorn Krommun
Naradhip Bongsprabandh (1952-1958) and Thanat Khoman (1959-
1971). Their successors such as Charoonphan Israngkun
(November r971-December 1972, October 1973-February 1975) and
Upadit Pachariyangkun (October 1976—February 1980) had also
for a long time been associated with the MFA. Eventhough Maj.-
Gen. Chatichai Choonhavan (March 1975-April 1976) and Pichai
Rattakul (April 1975-October 1976) possessed a different

THAILAND'S FOREIGN POLICY ENVIROMENT 181



background, they may also be said to have relied heavily on the
resources of the MFA.7

When the Foreign Minister possessed a strong personality
and a good grasp of the necessary details, he could exert an
enormous influence on policy. This may be said to have been the
case during Thanat Khoman’s long r2-year incumbency at the
MFA during which he was also able to build up a working
relationship with the military leaders. Nevertheless, it has been
suggested that: “Dr. Thanat’s prodigious energies seem often to
have precluded the participation of others, particularly on the
policy formulation side.™ As the analysis of the founding of
ASEAN appears to indicate, Thanat's preference did seem to be
to work within a rather restricted circle of confidantes.” Indeed,
by gathering around him a circle of highly talented and promising
junior diplomats, he could be said to have instituted a policy
Cabinet in the continental style. However, in choosing to work
with a limited group of subordinates, Thanat also tended to
bypass the various Directors-General in making his own imprint
on policy. Moreover, discussions with some of those formerly
associated with the MFA seemed to suggest that while his energy
and intellectual panache was admired, particular]y in sustaining
the MFA’s influence vis-a-vis bureaucratic challenges, Thanat’s
prickly personality not infrequently served to alienate many of
those within the MFA* Nevertheless, it may be said that good
working relationships were generally maintained between
the Foreign Minister and the MFA during most of the period
under study.

In contrast to the prominence of the Foreign Minister, the

role of the Deputy Foreign Ministers have been relative]y
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unimportant in policy terms as they were usually delegated
supporting or administrative roles, with the post often being
filled by senior career diplomats. In this manner, the role of the
Deputy Foreign Minister was often dependent on whether the
Foreign Minister was prepared to delegate important duties, or
whether he wanted to conduct his own policy. Below the Foreign
Minister and the Deputy Foreign Minister was the permanent
structure of the Ministry, headed by the Permanent Secretary
and his Directors-General, who headed the various departments.
The relative importance of the Permanent Secretary also
depended on the style of the Foreign Minister. Under Thanat
Khoman, who tended to conduct his own policy as the years
progressed, the role of the Permanent Secretary was relatively
subdued.” However, after 1971 the Permanent Secretary played
a greater role in supporting the Foreign Minister, a role which
was magnified by the frequent changes in government and the
appointment of politicians as Foreign Minister to accrue to the
overall influence of permanent officials within the MFA. As for
the permanent staff of the MFA ictself, its members were
dominated societally by traditional Civil Service families, and
in terms of educational background initially by political science
graduates from Thammasat University on the one hand, and on
the other by graduates from foreign universities, although many
of the former also went on to receive higher degrees abroad. As
time went by, the proﬁle of new entrants into the MFA
broadened to include those with a more varied educational and
societal background, although the impression of a close-knit

clite group of dedicated public servants remained.”

THAILAND'S FOREIGN POLICY ENVIROMENT 183



It must be stressed that the Prime Minister has a
potentially influential role in Thai foreign policy. On individual
issues, moreover, there appeared to have been no clear division
of responsibility between the Prime Minister and his Foreign
Minister. Important decisions during the period were taken by
Sarit and Thanom in cooperation with the military. Indeed,
Thanom was his own Foreign Minister from December 1972 to
October 1973 (and prior to that he had indirect oversight of the
Ministry with Charoonphan Israngkun as acting Foreign
Minister from November 1971 to December 1972). The alliance
with the US was driven by successive Prime Ministers in
association with the military, from Pibulsonggram and Sarit
through to Thanom. As long as military men occupied the key
posts, it was unlikely chat the general alignment would be
Changed.23 Already during the time of Pibu]songgram, the
recognition of the Bao Dai regime in Vietnam in 1950 revealed
the importance of Prime Ministerial power when Pibulsonggram
forced the decision on recognition through the Cabinet, leading
to the resignation of his Foreign Minister, Pote Sarasin. It may
be seen, however, that the exercise of this power depended on
personality as well as governing style. Thanom, a generally mild-
mannered career officer, was often described as “more chairman
of the board than chief executive,” given the relative influence
of colleagues and collaborators such as Minister of Interior
Prapat Charusathiara.* However, it is also suggested that in 1971
Thanom was able to override the earlier decisions of the National
Security Council and the Cabinet on the recognition of the PRC
to co-sponsor a US resolution that would have provided a seat

for Taiwan in the General Assembly while the PRC assumed
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China’s permanent seat in the Security Council, revealing that
on questions of national security, Thanom could be found to
have acted decisively as he saw fit.»

Prime Ministerial influence over foreign policy may also
be seen during the transition from the Government of Tanin
Kraivixien to that of General Kriangsak Chomanan between
1976-1977. The anti-communism of the Tanin Government could
be contrasted with the conciliatory approach of Kriangsak in both
domestic and external terms, and yet during the two governments
there was a single Foreign Minister, Upadit Pachariyangkun.
It will be seen that Upadit played a role in moderating the anti-
communist approach of Tanin as Prime Minister in external
terms. However, throughout the two governments his most
important role, as a former diplomat within the MFA, was
arguably to ensure that those within the MFA went along with
shifts in government policy. As it emerged, Kriangsak’s policy
were similar to those of the MFA, with an emphasis on
accommodation with Indochina, but Kriangsak also lent a
personal touch with his ‘kitchen diplomacy.™ The general synergy
between Kriangsak and the MFA was to contribute to what was
regarded as a successful balancing diplomacy conducted by
Thailand amidst the reassertion of great power rivalry in the
region during 1977-1979.

It is crucial to the explanation of Thailand’s external
relations that quite apart from the intervention of the Prime
Minister, the MFA is not the only organ of foreign policy, either
in formulation or in implementation. One must take into
account the important role of the military in national security

affairs and hence in policy towards neighbouring countries.

THAILAND'S FOREIGN POLICY ENVIROMENT 185



This was enshrined during the period 1958-1973 by the fact that
the Prime Minister was also a serving military officer. Within
the national hierarchy, the post of Minister of Defence was
regarded as crucial, as was that of Army Commander-in-Chief.
For a long time, the latter post was filled by Field Marshal Prapat
Charusathiara, who was often regarded as the strongman behind
the Thanom Governments of 1963-1973. Meanwhile, throughout
the period the post of Minister of Defence was occupied by
serving or former military officers, which tended to further
reinforce the institutionalization of military influence.
According to key military officers, the military constituted a
factor of major importance in border areas in the implementation
of policy, and thus, had to be consulted upon formulation.”” Most
importantly, the military had the cartographic expertise with
which to determine the location of Thailand’s borders, and
although the MFA’s Treaties and Legal Department was
responsible for interpreting Thailand’s treaties with European
powers which had caused so many problems with its neighbours,
the latcer was frequently forced to defer to military preferences.
The military also dominated the Communist Suppression
Operations Command (CSOC) which was founded in 1965 to
coordinate counter-insurgency and anti-communist activities
and whose operations often had an impact beyond Thailand’s
internal boundaries® A contemporary commentator thus spoke
of the military being able to put “barbed-wire entanglements
around Thailand’s foreign policy,” and that “one of the weaknesses
of past Thai Cabinets has been that each minister functioned as

an autonomous authoricy.™
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The military also handled important issues such as military
aid during this period. As will be seen, cooperation with the US
and the importance of military aid in national terms meant that
close relations were entertained by certain Thai military leaders
with their US counterparts. There was thus a tendency to
conduct security planning with the US in mind, and to rely on
external channels of information even if each of the Armed
Forces possessed an intelligence capability as did the Supreme
Command and the central organs of the Ministry of Defence.
As will be seen, it was of some significance that elements within
the Thai military at various echelons of power often had a
different conception of national security from that of the Foreign
Ministry. In the latter period a frequent complaint made against
the MFA was that it often failed to consult with the military on
vital political questions that had security implications, or that
policy changes occurred too swiftly without allowing the military
adequate time to adjust.” An additional check on the
independence of the MFA also laid in that many of the
diplomatic posts throughout the 1950s and 1960s were often
occupied by military men or those from other agencies seconded
to the MFA in political appointments. This was certainly true
with regards to representation in the neighbouring countries,
such as in Vietnam and Cambodia, as well as in certain ASEAN
Capita]s, particu]arly where close military cooperation with such
countries was deemed important. With this in mind, according
to a senior Thai diplomat, foreign policy towards neighbouring
countries was security-oriented, particularly in respect of
borders, where a buffer policy was often maintained. Initiatives

in such areas were often run independently of the channels of
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the MFA, and indeed of Bangkok itself. Hence Thai troops could
be sent to Laos and training provided to troops of the Lon Nol
regime in Cambodia without any prior consultation or active
input by the MFA. With this perspective in mind, the MFA
concentrated on “turning enemies into friends” or at least in
minimizing potential enemies by increasingly promoting
accommodatory postures within the region to offset negative
implications of overcommitment to the US.*

Within the Prime Minister’s Office have been established
various agencies which during the time of Sarit he]ped to
concentrate bureaucratic power under the Executive. Certain of’
these agencies possessed some role in the field of foreign
relations. One such agency was the National Security Council
(NSC), which originally founded as the War Council in 1944 with
the task of coordinating wartime policy, and was reorganized
under Sarit in 1959 with both internal and external responsibilities.»
It was primarily charged with setting the broad lines of policy
on national security, with subcommittees discussing individual
issues of concern* Key decisions such as the despatch of troops
to Korea in 1950, the establishment of relations with the PRC
during 1971-1976, as well as support for the Coalition Government
of Democratic Kampuchea (CGDK) in 1982, were debated in
such arena. The policy agreed upon was then implemented by
the MFA. The National Security Council Secretariat deve]oped
at the same time with a wide mandate on the study of‘security
policy and as linkage between military and civilian policy/
bureaucratic circles, headed by the Secretary-General of the
National Security Council who also had a Cabinet seat.

Individual resource persons, including from the MFA as seen in
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Dr. Sompong Sucharitkul during the late 1960s, were also
appointed to the NSC Planning Council. The NSC was chaired
by the Prime Minister, and for much of the period its members
usually included the Ministers of Defence, Finance, Foreign
Affairs and Interior, as well as the Supreme Commander, with
the Secretary-General of the NSC as Secretary, although
membership changed over time and tended to increase as the
years went by, making the body less manageable. Potential
bureaucratic conflicts between the NSC and the MFA, however,
were lessened by the fact that there was lictle recourse to the
National Security Council by the Prime Minister until the
civilian cabinets of the 19708, which felt a need to gauge mi]itary
opinion on various issues, and by the fact that the initial
Secretaries-General of the National Security Council also had
backgrounds within the MFA» The first Secretary-General,
Luang Vichitr Vadhakarn (1959-1963), was a former Ambassador
and Foreign Minister, as was his successor Phraya Srivisarnvaja.
Thereafter, the National Security Council Secretariat was headed
by military men such as General Chira Vichitsongkhram and
General Lek Naewmalee, which served to ensure the dominance
of a military perspective in the body. However, a new era of
professionalism was heralded by the appointment of Air Chief
Marshal Siddhi Savetsila as Secretary-General, and coordination
with the MFA was furcher improved by Siddhi’s subsequent
appointment to the post of Foreign Minister in February 1980.
It appeared, however, that few ASEAN issues were debated
within the National Security Council before the Indochinese
problem resurfaced in late 1978. In so far as it was perceived that

ASEAN and its individual member countries could serve to
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promote Thailand’s security, cooperation within ASEAN was
discussed and incorporated into the wider national security plan,
although on the whole the NSC was not involved with the details
of policy towards the Organization on a day-to-day basis.
Nevertheless, it was important for the MFA to obtain the views
of the NSC Secretariat as well as from the Ministry of Defence
and the Armed Forces on such subjects as possible military
cooperation within ASEAN so that a national position could be
determined which had the support of all the relevant agencies.
As such representatives from the NSC Secretariat and the
Supreme Command attended ASEAN Ministerial Meetings and
Informal Meetings of ASEAN Foreign Ministers, as well as
Summit Meetings, on several occasions.

One issue on which cooperation between the NSC and
the MFA was notable was that of refugees. On the issue of
Indochinese refugees, a clear po]icy line had been developed by
the NSC since 1975. It may be seen that this policy was approved
by the Cabinet, although a policy on refugees was not officially
approved by Parliament until its inclusion in the Policy
Statement of the Government of General Prem Tinsulanonda
in March 1980 A largely tripartite structure was developed to
coordinate Thailand’s response: the NSC being responsible for
overall policy towards refugees; the MFA (through its Department
of International Organizations) responsible for international
political actions, particularly with protecting the national image
abroad and obrtaining the necessary political and material
support from the international community; and the Ministry of
the Interior, and to a lesser extent the Armed Forces, as the main

implementing agencies on the ground. This was widely seen as
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one of the most effective forms of interagency cooperation seen
in Thailand, one that ensured a common position to be
maintained, such that this tripartite decision-making was also
applied on refugee questions within ASEAN and in other
international fora.”

Also within the Prime Minister’s Office was the Department
of Central Intelligence (DCI) whose role has remained shrouded
in relative secrecy but which was also charged with coordinating
central intelligence®* As part of its normal functions, it compiled
news summaries and intelligence estimates for presentation to
the Prime Minister and top policy-makers, including on
developments within ASEAN. As such, it has a role in the foreign
policy decision-making process. However, during the period
under study it has been criticized for being “concerned with
gathering information, primarily about opposition groups and
only secondarily about Communist movements inside Thailand.
The government’s sources of information about surrounding
areas seem scarce and not reliable.™

As for the other bureaucratic agencies, certain Ministries
also played a role in external relations in accordance with their
specific responsibilities. These included the Ministry of the
Interior regarding refugee issue, and the Ministry of Commerce
on multilateral trade negotiations. Despite the cooperation
between the MFA and the Ministry of the Interior, the strong
line of the latter on security issues was reinforced by the fact
that the Minister of the Interior in this period was usually a
military officer (Field Marshal Prapac Charusathiara up to 1973),
or a person connected with military circles. The centralization

of the Thai polity since the 1880s had meant that the provinces
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fell directly under the control of Bangkok and that the provincial
governors reported to the Ministry of the Interior. As such, the
impact of the Interior Minister on foreign affairs was often
controversial, particularly when it is considered that nearly half
of Thailand’s provinces bordered on foreign countries. One
episode of this was seen in Interior Minister Samak Sundaravej’s
statement of 8 December 1976 that Hanoi would launch an
invasion of Thailand in February 1977 in response to unrest
among Vietnamese refugees, an action which raised tensions
appreciably on Thailand’s borders with Laos and Cambodia.*
With regards to international economic questions, the Ministry
of Finance, the Bank of Thailand, the National Economic and
Social Development Board (NESDB) and the Bureau of the
Budget guided the main lines of economic policy, aided by a
significant interchange of personnel in the 1960s and 1970s.
Meanwhile, the Ministry of Economic Affairs, which became the
Ministry of Commerce, builc up a specific expertise on
international trade. Despite this informal consensus on economic
issues, a frequent complaint was that Thailand lacked adequate
coordination mechanisms on economic affairs, such as on
questions of primary commodities, whereas certain other
countries in the region, such as Malaysia, had specific ministerial-
level mechanisms for this purpose.# As will be seen, such
problems were to continue to plague Thai economic diplomacy
for some time to come.

With foreign policy questions touching on the responsibility
of other key agencies, the ultimate onus of coordination was
fbrma]ly resolved at the level of the Cabinet, chaired by the

Prime Minister or a Deputy Prime Minister. Thus, while the
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MFA played a major role in the formulation of policy, the
Cabinet or the National Security Council became arenas where
the work of the MFA was reviewed and debated upon before
being approved by the government as a whole. Accordingly, the
foreign policy autonomy of the MFA was limited in particular
issue areas. Nevertheless, the Cabinet itself was unwieldy due to
its large size and was not therefore utilized extensively for policy
purposes. Indeed, when embarking upon measures it was often
possible merely to inform the Cabinet instead of seeking its
approval. According to a scholar of Thai diplomacy in this
period, it was “essentially a consensus institution, in which
members deferred to issues brought forward by colleagues so
that they in turn would not face opposition when advancing

42

their own proposals.™ However, as clearly seen during the
democratic period of 1975-1976, while the Prime Minister was
away on goodwill visits to ASEAN countries or attending the
Bali Summit, updates on his progress were sent to the Cabinet
Secretary so that Cabinet members could at least be informed
of the path of his diplomacy. Thus, to a certain extent, the
principle of collective responsibility was gradually builc up
within the scope of the Cabinet, although the subsequent record
on this matter, as well as observance of the important principle
of transparency, has proved patchy at best.

The period of the 1960s and 1970s may therefore be summed
up as an era when the dividing line between diplomacy and other
branches of the bureaucracy was particularly blurred. At times,
this parallel structure has caused friction and confusion,
particu]ar]y during the mid 19708 when various military leaders

within and outside the Cabinet appeared to take a line different
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from that of the civilian leaders who were trying to disengage
Thailand from strict alignment.‘” As Foreign Minister Pichai

Rattakul was forced to clarify in 1976:

Strictly in forcign po]icy—making, the very plurality
of our present society as well as the network of multiple
centres of decision-making inherited from the past may
at times lead to varying pronouncements on foreign
policy matters. This is a reflection of our free system.
It should not be mistaken by anyone that when a final
policy decision has been made that it is not official or

binding or represents the firm stand of this nation*

Moreover, despite the general lack of politicization within
the MFA as opposed to other government agencies due to the
limited scope of action for interest groups within the existing
diplomatic framework, it was also shown that the MFA was not
always above the vagaries of domestic politics. During the Tanin
Government three of the most senior MFA officials, including
Permanent Secretary Anand Panyarachun and Director-General
for Political Affairs Kosol Sindhavananda, were p]aced under
investigation for actions taken under previous administrations,
particularly in relation to the fostering of contacts with
communist countries, but then subsequently exonerated.# Such
incidents, while admittedly rare, nevercheless reflected the
political problems faced by Thai diplomacy, and highlighted
the difficulties with which relations with neighbouring states
were carried out.

A certain degree of secret diplomacy may also be said to

have marked the 1960s and carly 1970s, arising out of the
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dominance of one group, the military, over the political direction
of the nation. This may be seen to have been a significant factor
in the conduct of foreign relations. It has been revealed that the
initial negotiations on the establishment of US bases in Thailand
was carried out by the military in 1963-64 without the
participation of Foreign Minister Thanat and the MFA.
Moreover, the fact that such negotiations even took place was
not revealed to the pub]ic until much later.* The major
participants in such negotiations were US Ambassador Graham
Martin with Prime Minister and Minister of Defence Thanom
Kittikachorn and Supreme Commander Air Chief Marshal
Thawee Chullasapya.” When he returned from the post of Thai
Ambassador to Washington to become Foreign Minister in 1959,
Thanat Khoman’s role appeared to have been that of a crucial
conduit between the mi]itary group and the US. However, as
time wore on, the US dealt increasingly directly with the
military, forcing Thanat to devote his energies to other areas.
Thanat’s exclusion from the Thanom-Prapat-Thawee axis may
have resulted in his insistence on his involvement in the
subsequent negotiations on the use of the U-Tapao airbase in
March 1967.% Prior to the U-Tapao Agreement, there had been
no instrument regulating utilizacion of such bases by the US,
which in fact suited both sides particularly as the Thai
Government did not want to formally admit to the stationing
of US forces on Thai territory.®

The coordination problems caused by secret diplomacy
were often further compounded by personality clashes and
failures in communication within policy circles. The MFA was

not immune to such personal differences and rivalry. On the
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occasion of President Johnson’s announcement of the US
bombing halt in Vietnam in October 1968 there was considerable
consternation within Thai policy-making community, and
recriminations spread. The Thai Ambassador to Washington,
Bunchana Atchakor, a political appointee, complained to
Bangkok that he did not receive prior notification: it was
subsequently alleged that Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman did
not recommend that the US State Department inform the
Ambassador.® While this revelation reflected personal
differences between the two personalities, this was also another
illustration of the fact that during these years US authorities
prefered to deal with the leaders in Bangkok directly, instead of
through normal diplomatic channels, given that the US
governmental presence in Bangkok at that time was one of the
most substantial in the world.

In his direction of Thailand’s foreign relations, Thanat
eventually faced opposition within the Cabinet, ironically by
persons such as Bunchana who had been recalled from
Washington to become Minister of National Development in
August 1969. Such personality clashes were also linked to
domestic politics, as certain opposition members in the National
Assembly such as the Democrat leader MR Seni Pramoj had also
by the late 1960s become increasingly vocal against the tendency
of over-dependence on the US. As seen in Ambassador
Bunchana’s memoirs, at this time Thanat was already close to
the Democrat party and there was even talk of Thanat replacing
MR Seni as Democrat leader. Taken together with Thanat’s
existing doubts about the strength of US commitment to

Thailand, this may also help to explain Thanat’s increasingly
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vocal anti-US position.® The Foreign Minister’s apparent
revisionism became such that in due course it became necessary
for the Prime Minister’s Office to issue statements clarifying the
official position, such as on the state of negotiations with the
PRC.* Eventually Thanat was edged out of office following the
November 1971 COUpP d’¢tat which instituted a military—dominated
National Executive Council (NEC) to rep]ace the existing
Cabinet, due partly at least to his opposition to the deployment
of Thai troops in Cambodia, the pace of his pro-active China
policy and his increasingly vehement anti-US comments. That
approaches to the PRC were continued after Thanat’s departure
does, suggest, however, that personality played a greater part
than policy in his departure. Thanat’s conflict with Bunchana
within the Cabinet, as well as his frequent differences with
Prapat, appeared to have been crucial. Thanat, moreover,
continued to remain influential, particularly on issues of regional
cooperation. Despite complaining that: “some of my thoughts
and ideas have not always been shared by my colleagues,” in the
months after relinquishing the post of Foreign Minister he
continued to maintain that ASEAN was “an area where I can
continue to serve my country...the closer we get together the
easier it will be for us to work with the outside world.” From
this illustration, it may be said that major lines of policy had to
be concordant with the interests of the dominant group in
power, which in the early 1970s remained alignment with the US.
A conclusion may be drawn that while it may be said that Thanat
and the generals shared some of the concerns regarding Thailand’s
exposure within Southeast Asia, they interpreted the commitment

to the US dif‘?erent]y. There may be said to have been a difference
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of perception between Thanat the pragmatic, hard-headed lawyer
and diplomat, and the generals, more inclined to believe in the
substance of US assurances given the material nature of the
commitments and benefits and the personal nature of the
relationship with US Administration spokesmen and generals.
It is even suggested that the Thai generals did not excessively
concern themselves with antiwar sentiment in the US not only
due to their belief in US Presidential assurances, but also partly
by inclination, due to the relative powerlessness of dissenting
voices within Thailand.

Could the question be posed that did the creation of
ASEAN concretize, at least temporarily, a division of roles, with
the military and national security establishment being occupied
with relations with the US and immediate neighbours, while the
MFA handled relations with ASEAN and the rest of the World.»
The argument seems persuasive, seen from the viewpoint of
constructive policy options open to the MFA. Certainly, ASA
and ASEAN marked the launch of Thai diplomatic activity in a
geographical area which thus far had been of minor interest to
Thailand compared to Indochina. However, it could be seen that
the MFA also fought hard to assert a role in relations with the
US and policy towards the Southeast Asian region as a whole.
It has been shown that a peculiarity of the Thai situation was
that ministries were able to run their own policy independent
of one another, a]though the executive and the military often
ran a parallel policy. Individual ministries scrupulously
attempted to keep to their own domain and to protect their fiefs,
but when policies overlapped, this led to some confusion, which

was demonstrated in policy towards Southeast Asia. As it will
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be seen, MFA attempts to formulate policy on Indochina ran
into opposition from mi]itary circles who were committed to
the concept of forward defense of Thai security as well as active
cooperation with the US in neighbouring territories. Moreover,
even in regards to relations with ASEAN countries, it has been
shown that the ambassadorships until the early 1970s were
dominated by military officers, while close relationships were
entertained by certain mi]itary officers with their counterparts
in ASEAN countries.® Rather, if there was any division of
responsibility, it was the military which preferred bilateralism
whereas the MFA held out greater hope for multilateral
institutions. An ASEAN approach to Indochina could therefore
be interpreted O a certain extent as an attempt to multilateralize
certain exchzmges with Indochina and thereby gain some 1everage
for the MFA. A scholar of Thai foreign policy has thus observed
that: “The history of modern Thailand shows that foreign policy
has always been employed by various ruling elite groups not on]y
to defend the nation’s sovereignty but also to ensure their own
po]itical survival.™ Nevertheless, the MFA has been described
as: “an institutionalized safeguard against penetration,” and that
it was the agency that kept up a front for Thai independence,
making the degree of cooperation between Thailand and the US
seem far less than it was® As the guardian of the national image,
the MFA therefore had a strong interest in disseminating a
positive view of Thai foreign policy. Care thus has to be taken
in interpreting MFA statements as enshrining the entire
substance of Thai policy, much of which was conducted by the
military behind the scenes and in relative secrecy. Indeed, there

was some convergence of interest between the MFA and the
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military. This was fostered through contacts and networks
formed through common membership of the National Defence
College which sought to forge consensus among high-level cadres
on the security perspective. Most importantly, it is pointed out
that the military shared with senior MFA officials a belief that
foreign policy should be managed by an elite and not placed in
the pub]ie arena.”

It is often alleged that there has been a relative lack of
interest by legislative organs in foreign affairs. However, it may
be seen that this was due less to a real lack of interest than to
restrictions in parliamentary mandate and opaque decisional
structures. For much of the period the National Assembly was
unable to launch debates on security issues. Though on occasion
f‘oreign affairs were Forma]]y included in par]iamentary
discussions, as seen in the 1947 debates against the Government
of Luang Thamrong Nawasawat or the 1957 no-confidence
debates against that of Pibulsonggram, such debates proved to
be rare, particularly during the period concerned. The ho]ding
of elections in 1969 brought out the first discussions on foreign
policy since 1958, with the demand by certain opposition
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politicians for a more flexible policy vis-a-vis the US.™ However,
the growing accommodationist reputation of Foreign Minister
Thanat also led to attacks against him in Parliament, including
in a celebrated incident in September 1971 when he was accused
of “carrying out policies favourable to communism.”™ At the
same time, within Parliament the political balance was also often
tilted by the predominance ofmilitary officers and bureaucrats
appointed to the Senate over the elected members of the House

of Representatives, such that Parliament as a whole failed to
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emerge as a major po]itical force. By the end of the period,
however, business personalities were becoming more and more
active in politica] activities, such that by the early 19808, it was
striking that leadership of the three main parties, Chart Thai,
Social Action and Democrat, were increasingly dominated by
representatives of big business.”” With the onset of the
Kampuchean issue, policy towards Indochina became a source
for much internal discussion, including within Parliament.
Nevertheless, suspicions regarding the usefulness of parliamentary
debates on foreign affairs remained within the bureaucracy and
government, such that in the late 1980s, Foreign Minister Siddhi
Savetsila spoke out that: “care should be given to debates on
foreign policy issues to prevent them from being exploited for
partisan politics or personal glory. Every member of Parliament
should also cooperate to deny foreign foes any opportunity to
take advantage of our honest political differences.™

With respect to ASEAN affairs there were few binding
instruments constituting items of vital national interest and
falling under the scrutiny of Parliament. In fact, none of the
ASEAN instruments prior to the signing of the Treaty of Amity
and Cooperation in Southeast Asia (TAC) in 1976 were actually
treaties, and thus did not need to be ratified by the appropriate
national organs. The Bangkok Declaration of August 1967 was a
joint declaration of the five Foreign Ministers, and while
sufficient was a founding Charter and as a declaration of intent,
it was not regarded in national terms as a formal legal
instrument.* Moreover, under most of the Constitutions in force
during the period, only those treaties affecting Thai sovereignty

or changing Thailand’s territorial boundaries needed to be
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submitted to Parliament, and none of the ASEAN instruments
did, which meant that parliamentary debate on ASEAN was
extremely limited. The debate on the 1967 Bangkok Declaration
and the 1976 TAC was probably limited to the Cabinet only.”
Another means by which Parliament could have exerted its
power was the provision under which domestic legislation had
to be passed to bring certain multilateral inscruments into force,
although this only applied to those that affected the civil rights
of Thai citizens or those that were against existing law, which
again involved no ASEAN documents.” Nevertheless, Thai
parliamentarians were eventually given the opportunity to learn
more about the ASEAN process through the Thai National
Assembly’s membership of the ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary
Organization (AIPO) which was set up by the five national
parliaments on 2 September 1977. However, AIPO itself while
complementary to the ASEAN process has had little contact
with regular ASEAN structures and its policy impact has
remained limited. ASEAN business during the period studied
has been only indirectly affected by ]egis]ative scrutiny,
highlighting the role of the Executive and the bureaucracy in
determining the nature of Thailand’s participation.

The contribution of extra-bureaucratic circles to Thailand’s
foreign policy decision-making remained limited throughout
the period under study. Thailand’s press for a long time has been
regarded as one of the most free in Southeast Asia, although
considerable self-censorship was exercised. The published media
was largely Bangkok-based and catered to urban concerns and
interests.”7 Prior to 1973 there was a generally passive press, and

with the prevailing fear of communism there was lictle comment

202 Thailand and ASEAN 1967-1979



on Thailand’s policies in Indochina. Nevertheless, after certain
incidents, various foreign correspondents were singled out for
ofticial criticism, as demonstrated in the celebrated ‘Karnow
Affair® However, with the overthrow of military rule the press
became more vocal and diversified. This ]argely Compensated for
the lack of independent coverage from the state-controlled radio
and television networks.® Thus, in the mid 1970s, large sections
of the press became prominent advocates of an independent
foreign policy, maintaining an appropriate distance from the
US, and promoting closer ties with the countries of the region.
In this perspective, however, it will be seen that ASEAN was
often considered by such circles as a politically reactive instead
of progressive organization, although its popular image improved
after the Bali Summit with the intensification of intra-ASEAN
economic cooperation and the official adoption of a policy of
reconciliation towards the countries of Indochina by the
Organization as a whole.

Academia was usually excluded from policy formulation
throughout the 1960s and early 1970s. Individual academics who
were recognized experts in certain fields were consulted on
particular issues of foreign policy, such as on the important
subject of relations with China, as shown by Dr. Khien Theeravit
and Dr. Sarasin Viraphol of Chulalongkorn University. However,
there generally remained some distrust of academic influence
on most aspects of government policy during this time, for policy
determination was regarded as a professiona] bureaucratic
preserve. For example, few external studies were commissioned
by the MFA, including on regional cooperation as a whole.

Foreign po]icy thus remained out of the arena of academic
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discussions until the 1980s, when it was felt that the quest for
new directions required a wider range of inputs.

On external issues there may be said to have also been a
lack of general interest within the public, except when questions
of national sovereignty and independence were touched. For a
long time, the student movement was closely controlled by the
government leadership with Thanom Kittikachorn as Rector of
Thammasat and Prapat Charusathiara as Rector of Chulalongkorn,
the two most prominent universities based in Bangkok.
Nevertheless, with the expansion of higher education there
emerged an increasingly important student movement. The
accession of Sarit had heralded the attempt to create an
indigenous middle class which saw an expansion of university
education from 95,000 students in 1960 to 186,000 in 1970 and then
t0 868,000 in 1980.° Student activism contributed to the founding
of the National Student Centre of Thailand (NSCT) in 1968, and
culminated in the protests which led to the overthrow of the
Thanom Government in October 1973. During the civilian
governments which followed the overthrow of military rule, the
students promoted a demand for policy independence and open
diplomacy, and partly as a result subsequent governments were
forced to take a greater account of public opinion. The general
demand for greater accountability was eventually reflected in
the Constitution of 1974, which specified that military agreements
needed the approval of Parliament under Section 195. Student
power was also shown in the vocal demonstrations in rejection
of external influences in Thailand. Thus, demonstrations were
organized against the Japanese economic presence in the country,

with a boycott of Japanese goods in late 1972 and demonstrations
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against visiting Japanese Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka in 1974,
and against foreign military bases during the course of 1975-1976.
It was only after the October 1976 incidents which led to the
humbling of the student movement that the reestablishment of
closer ties with the US was more easily permitted.
Nevertheless, popular mobilization was not limited to the
proponents of a ‘liberal” foreign policy, for the mid 1970s were
marked by an extreme degree of‘politica] polarization. The
mobilization of right-wing groups such as Navaphol and the Red
Gaurs in defence of the central institutions of Nation, Religion
and Monarchy led to the burning in effigy of Foreign Minister
Pichai Rattakul and Permanent Secretary Anand Panyarachun
in 1976 for their supposedly capitulative policies towards
communism. Perhaps more significantly, a scholar of the role of
the military in Thai politics has observed that voter turnout in
the two elections following the overthrow of the military regime
in 1973 did not in fact increase, and that the masses were generally
unaffected by the politicized atmosphere of the moment. Instead,
many of the new people brought into the political arena was
mobilized by right and left-wing groups for specific purposes.”
Nevertheless, during this period ASEAN issues appeared to have
activated lictle public interest which on matters of national
security was often focused in a different direction, name]y
towards Indochina. Only when ASEAN and Thailand became
inextricably involved in the Indochinese question after 1978, and
hence in a question of national security, was public awareness
of ASEAN, and more particularly its political role, enhanced at

the national level.
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IMPLEMENTATION AND FORMULATION
OF POLICIES TOWARDS ASEAN

As the main organ of foreign policy, the MFA played a
major role as coordinating agency for ASEAN affairs. This was
further enshrined in a 1968 Cabinet decision to have the National
Coordinating Committee on ASA also deal with ASEAN and
ASPAC affairs” Accordingly, the Minister of Foreign Affairs
acted as Chairman of the National Coordinating Committee on
ASEAN and was the chief Thai delegate to the annual ASEAN
Ministerial Meeting (AMM). The different ministries and
agencies thus formally came under one national umbrella to
assign responsibilities and coordinate positions on ASEAN,
although as it will be seen coordination worked better on paper
than in reality.

Initially, the Heads of Government played a small role in
the ASEAN They were not present at the 1967 Bangkok Meeting,
but became increasingly important within ASEAN as the result
of bilateral discussions between each other, and especially after
the 1976 Bali Summit. In contrast to other ASEAN countries, it
could be asserted that the influence of the Thai Prime Minister
on ASEAN policy in this period was generally passive and
reactive, though not without significance. In the case of Thailand,
Prime Minister Thanom Kittikachorn gave a lot of leeway to
Thanat Khoman on issues of regional cooperation, even
appointing him as Special Envoy to the Kuala Lumpur Foreign
Ministers’ Meeting in November 1971 and to the 6" AMM in 1972
although he was no longer Foreign Minister at that time. It may

be seen that while potentially influential, the Prime Minister
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was often uninterested in the minutiae of policy, and indeed,
was frequently preoccupied with other pressing matters, and
therefore for Thailand ASEAN affairs was usually delegated to
the Foreign Minister and the MFA. Morecover, it may be said
that personality contributed some way towards accounting for
the ]everage exercised by Thanat over his mi]itary Coﬂeagues.
Despite the MFA’s being overshadowed by the Ministry of
Defence and the Armed Forces over crucial issues, on those issues
relating to regional cooperation, Thanat using his personal
relations with the Prime Minister was often able to obtain a
sympathetic hearing such as in signing the Zone of Peace,
Freedom and Neutrality (ZOPFAN) Declaration in November
19717 Indeed, it may be said that Thailand’s participation during
the first 4-5 years of ASEAN was driven by its Foreign Minister
and his close aides, with little or only occasional participation
by the Prime Minister.

It was of some significance that the 1967 Bangkok
Declaration gave the primary role to the Foreign Ministers, who
were its main architects. Pending the creation of a central
secretariat, the Bangkok Declaration further provided for the
creation of ASEAN National Secretariats as coordinating units
within the Foreign Ministries of cach of the member countries,
which were later to become the respective Departments of
ASEAN Affairs. In the case of Thailand, the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs is organized into various functional departments, which
are further sub-divided into divisions and sections. Central to
the policy-making circle are the Directors-General who head the
individual departments, and it is from the level of the department

that positions are formulated and organized into statements of
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policy. Within the departments are the various desk officers
responsible for the general implementation of policy, including
the maintenance of international contacts and the collation and
analysis of information and intelligence. It was within this
framework that the ASEAN National Secretariat of Thailand
(ASEAN-Thailand) was set up within the Department of
Economic Affairs, whose Director-General had already been
given a leading role in fostering regional cooperation since the
1967 Bangkok Meeting in the person of Somchai Anuman
Rajadhon. In fact, the Director-General of Economic Affairs had
already acted as the head of the ASA National Secretariat,
revealing another element of continuity from ASA to ASEAN
at the national level. As we have seen, Thanat Khoman recognized
the importance of foreign economic policy within the wider
scope of external relations, and had himself been Director-
General of Economic Affairs in the late 1940s. It was thus that
ASEAN mactters were initially considered as part of the purview
of the Department of Economic Affairs, and Dr. Sompong
Sucharitkul, who had played a role in drafting the Bangkok
Declaration, became the first head of the ASEAN National
Secretariat of Thailand soon after the Bangkok Meeting
Accordingly, it was indeed possible for Thailand to
outwardly stress the economic and institutional elements of
ASEAN cooperation as were ostensibly the sole aims of the
founding Bangkok Declaration, for the Department of Economic
Affairs as its main subordinate agency dealing with ASEAN
cooperation had no obvious political or security function” It
was probably of some significance that ASEAN matters were
not placed within the Department of International Organizations

which dealt with the UN and its agencies, as were SEATO Affairs
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for some time® This internal assignment of burecaucratic
responsibility within the MFA furcther meant that formal
regional cooperation was largely considered as an integral whole,
at least for an initial period. This was because the respective
National Secretariats for the various regional organizations of
which Thailand was member were officially the same organ
within the Department of Economic Affairs, being referred to
as “the National Secretariat for ASA-ASEAN and ASPAC
Affairs.” ASEAN-Thailand had internal and external functions:
its internal functions laid with coordinating participation in
ASEAN activities with the individual national agencies; and its
external functions in representing Thailand ac various meetings,
including meetings of the ASEAN Standing Committee (ASC)
and meetings of the Secretaries-General of the ASEAN National
Secretariats. However, the lack of sufficient personnel and
resources within ASEAN-Thailand also meant that initiative on
technical issues, including on political questions, came from
somewhere else, leaving it with general organizational
responsibility within the scope of the meetings of the Secretaries-
General of the ASEAN National Secretariats and those of the
ASEAN Standing Committee which were directly under its
purview. The situation may nevertheless be contrasted with
Indonesia, whose ASEAN National Secretariat under Brigadier-
General Soenarso, a mi]itary ofticer intimate]y acquainted with
the regional reconciliation process and the negotiations for
ASEAN, initially reported directly to President Suharto. As
such, channels to the military, as first established during the 1966
Indonesian-Malaysian talks, remained strong and was a feature

which enhanced its influence within the bureaucratic scructure.”
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Within the MFA, the Southeast Asia Division of the
Department of Political Affairs which handled Thailand’s
bilateral relations with other countries of the region dealc with
political questions concerning ASEAN. The Southeast Asia
Division through its country officers had already played an
important part in the founding of ASEAN by helping to bring
various parties together at the 1967 Bangsaen and Bangkok
Meetings and in uncovering the specific concerns of the
individual delegations so that a formula that was acceprable to
all parties could emerge. After 1971, the Department of Political
Affairs handled issues such as the Zone of Peace, Freedom and
Neutrality (ZOPFAN) proposal, which became an important
preoccupation for the Organization This formal distinction
between the political and the economic/organizational
dimension of ASEAN cooperation has continued right up to the
present, and is an arrangement common to most of the member
countries. This was reflected in the composition of Thai
delegations to the respective meetings. For the regular ASEAN
Ministerial Meetings at which all subjects could be discussed,
the work of coordination was carried out by ASEAN-Thailand
and delegates could come from a wide range of‘agencies, typica]ly
including representatives from various branches of the MFA, the
cconomic ministries, as well as from the Ministry of Defence
and different economic and political agencies within the Prime
Minister’s Office. By contrast, delegates to the largely political
Informal Meetings of ASEAN Foreign Ministers, and the
respective Senior Officials' Meetings (SOM), were limited to the
Political Department of the MFA and National Security officials,
and it was rare for officials of ASEAN-Thailand even to attend.
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Delegations to the SOMs were headed by the Director-General
of the Political Department, or the Permanent Secretary himself
or a deputy. While this distinction has ensured that national
interests were firmly defended on vital political issues, it also
meant an additional level of coordination had to be ensured
within the MFA itself, and helped to confound attempts to give
greater internal coherence to ASEAN in later periods.
Although economic and planning officials from technical
agencies had been present at various ASA and ASEAN meetings
from the very beginning, their representation was largely limiced
to the officials level. This had contributed to a sicuation whereby
there was little high-level support within other agencies for
ASEAN beyond short-term and technical issues. As economic
issues became more important within the ASEAN process after
1975, however, other agencies outside the MFA began to play a
greater and more active role, including at the Ministerial level.
These included: the National Economic and Social Development
Board (NESDB); the Ministry of Commerce; the Ministry of
Finance; the Bank of Thailand; the Ministry of Agriculture and
Cooperatives; the Ministry of Communications; and the
Ministry of Industry. In Thailand’s case there was no Ministry
of International Trade and Industry (MITI) as in Japan or a
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) as in Australia.
This meant that the Ministry of Commerce has taken usually the
lead in international economic negotiations within the ASEAN
framework, particularly after the institutionalization of the
ASEAN Economic Ministers’ Meetings (AEM) as from 1975,
although it was initially hampered by a lack of qualified

personnel. Given its formal responsibilities, the Ministry of
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Commerce eventually built up its own expertise on ASEAN
affairs through an ASEAN Division. The AEM process led to a
rapid increase in the activities of other agencies, with a higher
frequency of meetings than the annual AMMs coordinated by
the Foreign Ministries.” In subsequent years, on the other hand,
within Thailand there has been increasing resort to coordination
of economic affairs at the national level by a Deputy Prime
Minister, as seen in the person of Sunthorn Hongladarom in the
Kriangsak Governments and Boonchu Rojanasathien by the time
of the r* Prem Government, which contributed towards greater
coherence in national decision-making on economic issues.
However, the generally dispersed decision-making structure has
meant that initiatives to foster a wider ASEAN cooperation had
to come from the highest echelons of power to be fully effective,
and hence the demands for a Summit meeting.

With the expansion of economic cooperation activities,
the MFA gradually assumed a subsidiary role in the work of the
various ASEAN permanent committees, and was able to
concentrate more on national coordinate and on the work of the
ASC. Meanwhile, some i1t ASEAN Permanent Committees and
9 Ad Hoc and Specia] Committees had been created between
1968-1972, which had developed by 1976-1977 into the five
economic committees and the four functional committees that
have come to characterize the structure of ASEAN cooperation

% Specific national agencies were

during the 1970s and 1980s.
appointed focal points for dealing with the technical subjects
under the purview of these committees. However, the MFA’s
national coordinating functions and the important role of the

ASC within the structure of the Organization meant that it
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remained the primary national interlocutor for ASEAN affairs,
although such functions have often been belittled as being like
little more than those of a postman at times. It may also be seen
that within chis framework the ASEAN Secretariat in Jakarta
p]ayed a distinct]y periphera] role and that national priorities
determined the pace of ASEAN cooperation. The separation of
political, economic and structural issues has also perhaps
prevented greater coordination and limited potential spillover
effects. Nevertheless, as Antolik suggests, this had certain

benefits:

The ASEAN process has utilized compart-
mentalization to control disputes... From its foundation,
its members tried to effect an apolitical image,
concentrating on economics and culture. Even when they
are at odds bilaterally, members can rally to the ASEAN
organization and the cooperative ideals it promotes;
bilateral problems are kept out of the ASEAN contexct.
Such problems do not appear on an ASEAN agenda, nor
are they handled by the ASEAN divisions within the

govcrnments” forcign ministries.®!

At the same time, very few personnel are seen to be
involved with ASEAN business on a day-to-day basis, although
there is a relatively large and dispersed network of respondents,
constituting an embryo ASEAN community within Thailand.

By contrast, non-bureaucratic and private sector inputs
were limited, especially in early years. However, with expansion
of ASEAN's political and economic activities it became necessary

to involve other organs in the cooperative process so as to provide
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additional inputs. Such entities included academics in the
Bangkok-based Institute of Security and International Studies
(ISIS), which constituted part of an ASEAN network of
Institutes of Strategic and International Scudies (ASEAN-ISIS)
which formally emerged in the 1980s, though in Thailand ISIS
was not headed by those with ready access to the political
leadership.82 By contrast, the ]akarta—based Centre for Strategic
and International Studies (CSIS) led by Ali Murtopo and then
Jusuf Wanandi was one of the most ardent advocates of ASEAN
cooperation in Indonesia, with strong links to the military and
the government. Thailand’s ISIS, which constituted part of the
Faculty of Political Science of Chulalongkorn University,
remained strict]y academic in focus and lacked the clout of CSIS,
the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS) in Singapore
or perhaps ISIS in Malaysia. Such a situation reflected the lack
of input by academic circles within Thailand as regards policy
issues, but also the relative independence of such organs. It may
thus be said that Thai academic institutes p]ayed asmaller policy
role to certain of their ASEAN counterparts. There has been a
perceived lack within Thailand of idealogues in non-governmental
or semi-governmental institutions, particularly in non-economic
spheres, who could plead for the cause of regional cooperation,
although many of those involved with ISIS, such as Vinita
Sukrasep, Kusuma Snitwongse and MR Sukhumbhand Paribatra,
have written regularly on ASEAN and Southeast Asia.
Nevertheless, since the onset of the Kampuchean problem in
1979 [SIS-Thailand has played an active role in stimulating debate
on policy towards Indochina, and in particular towards Vietnam,

through writings such as that of MR Sukhumbhand Paribatra.®
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Since the time of ASA, initial consultations between each
of the national chambers of commerce had been launched wich
a view to encouraging private sector cooperation in regional
terms, although Thai business groups appeared relatively slow
to organize themselves with respect to ASEAN. This may have
been because concrete plans for long-term ASEAN economic
cooperation did not crystallize until at least 1971-1973, so that
business circles did not realize the opportunities offered by
ASEAN until quite some time. Certain business personalities
did nevertheless advise Thai policy-makers on aspects of
economic cooperation. A prominent industrialist, Mr. Tavorn
Phornprapa, was present at the 3 AMM in 1969 as an advisor
to the Thai delegation. Such consultations with the private sector,
however, did not occur on a regular basis in the first years, with
the result that business participation in the ASEAN process was
occasional and arbitrarily guided. Nevertheless, following the
institutionalization of the ASE AN Chambers of Commerce and
Industry (ASEAN-CCI), formed out of the national chambers
of commerce and industry of the five ASEAN countries in 1972,
the Joint Standing Committee on Commerce, Industry and
Banking (JSCCIB) participated in the ASEAN process as the
representative of the Thai private sector. Composed of 3 private
sector organizations: the Thai Chamber of Commerce, the
Federation of Thai Industries and the Thai Bankers’ Association,
the JSCCIB represented the major business groups within
Thailand. As will be seen, the private sector’s role was to have
an important bearing on the path of ASEAN economic

cooperation.
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The MFA has thus led Thailand’s participation in ASEAN
cooperation, and a priori appeared to be the agency with the most
positive actitude towards the cooperative process. However, even
within the MFA the emergence of regional or supranational
sympathies may be seen as having been more problematic, for
frequent professional reassignments meant that a national
perspective was ]argely maintained by the ofticials involved.
Indeed, in the more recent period academics and in particular
economists, as well as certain business circles, have emerged as
ardent advocates of ASEAN cooperation. For much of the period
concerned, however, it was to be bureaucratic impulses and

attitudes which dominated.

CONCLUSION

The study of Thailand’s policy-making process reveals the
perpetuation of a hierarchic policy structure through the policy
transformation since the r930s. This structure was dominated by
the bureaucracy, and characterized for much of the period
studied by the influence of the mi]itary. Prior to 1973 decision-
making remained largely restricted within the elite, with few
public discussions. If discussions did take place, they could
largely be ignored by the government and bureaucracy and thus
there were few domestic constraints on policy. The seemingly
authoritarian structure, nevertheless, was not monolithic
although the forms rather than the practices of democracy appear
to have been observed. Subsequently to 1973, and particularly
after 1975, extra-bureaucratic inputs became more influential,
although the transformation towards democracy and greacer

transparency was tentative and gradual.
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[t may be concluded that Foreign po]icy did indeed reflect
the overall development of the Thai political system. In terms
of policy-making, the period under study was marked by a
certain degree of dominance by one group over policy, the
military. Given the relative ideological consensus at the top,
differences thus frequently arose from institutional and personal
rivalry, rather than actual politica] differences. While the MFA
remained the traditional organ of foreign policy, its role was
rather limited in the period up to 1973. The primary importance
of national security over other concerns meant that policy
formulation on a large number of security-related issues was
dominated by the Prime Minister and those connected with the
military. Yet it may also be concluded that despite the fact that
the MFA was not completely autonomous and had to compete
with other agencies regarding the formulation of foreign policy,
it possessed substantial flexibility on certain issue areas. This was
particularly marked in the field of regional cooperation, as long
as it was deemed not to encroach on the security preserve of the
military. ASEAN in this period remained largely the preserve of
the respective Ministries of Foreign Affairs of the member states
as provided by the 1967 Bangkok Declaration, and this framework
was reflected to a great extent in Thailand. Particularly under
the direction of the influential Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman,
the MFA played a key role in formulating Thai positions on a
broad range of ASEAN issues, and thus Thai policies within
ASEAN during this period tended to reflect the MFA line.
However, the subordinate role of the MFA within the national
power structure tends to support the view that ASEAN as a

possible policy option was also subsidiary at the beginning,
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a]though the MFA may be seen to have tried to create a positive
role for itself in the promotion of regional cooperation. At the
same time, poor coordination and the existence of multiple
centres of power within the military-dominated framework
meant that there was the possibility of multiple tracks in foreign
policy. With the reassertion of MFA influence in the 1970s,
greater importance could be placed on policies promoted by
Saranrom, including cooperation within ASEAN, although the
policy options available to Thailand did on the whole remain
limited relative to its partners in ASEAN. As will later be seen,
MFA dominance over decision-making on ASEAN perhaps
promoted a cautious and incremental attitude by Thailand to
cooperation, as well as a tendency to regard issues in largely
political terms. Participation in decision-making widened
beyond the MFA to include other agencies in the late 1970s as
ASEAN economic cooperation intensified, but even in 1979-1980,
it was still limited to bureaucratic and certain business sectors.
Moreover, some inherent contradictions in Thai policy were to
be found in policy determination and implementation.
Meanwhile, broader public awareness of ASEAN or Thailand’s
role within it remained sketchy. Within the wider community,
however, the resurgence of the Indochina question in the late
1970s served to highlight the role of ASEAN to the Thai public
as well as to the world, such that it became much more of a
houschold word than ever before.

The formal internal organization of the Thai bureaucracy
on ASEAN also reflected the official image initia]]y sanctioned
by all the member countries of the Organization as being

primarily a non-political enterprise. At the same time, it revealed
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the complexity of the wider ASEAN structure, incorporating
formal and informal aspects of cooperation between the member
countries, frequently in an ambiguous juxtaposition. In a
reflection of official concerns about outside perception of the
role of the Organization, as well as the national priorities of
Thailand, there was a clear separation of political and economic
or organizational functions within the MFA between the
Political Department and the ASEAN National Secretariat. Thus,
compartmentalization of ASEAN may be seen not only at the
level of the Organization itself, but also at the national level,
with the latter probably helping to reinforce the tendencies of
the former. It is challenging to speculate whether had the
respective ASEAN National Secretariats, namely in Thailand,
been de]egated the authority to formulate po]itical initiatives
instead of being restricted mainly to the formal fields of ASEAN
endeavour, cooperation in this field and national confidence in
such initiatives would have been further stimulated. As it was,
political cooperation was hived off to agencies which had as their
main focus bilateral aims, and particularistic emphases. The same
considerations may also be said to have applied to cooperation
in the economic field, albeit to a much lesser extent, and
remained more problematic with regards to implementation.
The foregoing discussion supports the conclusion that in
operational terms, Thai positions on issues of ASEAN
cooperation represented Thailand’s wider political and economic
concerns, and did not merely involve specific responses to the
Organization’s regular activities. Moreover, the ASEAN National
Secretariat of Thailand did not become an entirely autonomous

unit within the MFA until 1982, and for a long time was
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dependent on the Department of Economic Affairs. This meant
that its members, consciously or unconsciously, had wider
concerns to pursue. By consequence, the structure was unwieldy
and led to difficuley in the formulation of long-term projects for
ASEAN cooperation. This dispersed structure of decision-
making was compounded by meagre resources on the part of the
Thai bureaucracy which nevertheless failed to prevent it from
exerting a long-term influence on ASEAN practices. On the
other hand, the Thai example was not unique and a similar
situation was also reflected in many of the other ASEAN
National Secretariacs, which helps to explain the extent of
national bureaucratic resistance to the expansion of the functions
of the ASEAN Secretariat in Jakarta following its escablishment

in 1976.
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THAILAND’S ROLE
IN ASEAN
POLITICAL COOPERATION



In this Chapter, Thailand’s role in ASEAN political
cooperation is investigated. It is shown how ASEAN political
cooperation helped to fulfill Thailand’s security goals and thus
clevated Thai interest in regional cooperation beyond the mere
desire for greater linkages and regional solidarity within
Southeast Asia that was often outwardly expressed. From the
beginning, Thailand appeared to give more weight to ASEAN
political cooperation, although it was keen to separate such
activities from ASEAN's regular functions. Political cooperation
also reflected the key role of the MFA in formulating Thailand’s
ASEAN policy, and was a major factor in sustaining Bangkok’s
commitment to the Organization throughout the period

concerned.
GENERAL UNDERPINNINGS

Central to the Thai role in ASEAN political cooperation
in the period under study was Foreign Minister Thanat Khoman'’s
concept of Collective Political Defence. The Thai position which
arose from this concept of comprehensive cooperation was that
all items of ‘mutual benefit’ to members should be discussed
within the ASEAN framework. This position was constantly
maintained even though the 1967 Bangkok Declaration
specifically failed to mention political cooperation. Much has
been written about the political role of the organization despite
the fact that the formal structures were designed for economic,
social and cultural cooperation. It may be seen, nevertheless, that
an overriding aim in the creation of the Organization was to

produce a political entente among the countries of Southeast
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Asia. For this purpose, sufficient room was provided by the
prescriptions for regional order and by Operative Para. 2 (7) of
the Bangkok Declaration under the aims and purposes of the
Organization for po]itical activities and that the members would
explore “all avenues for even closer cooperation among
themselves.™ In this regard, there was recognition of the linkage
between political cooperation and the overriding aim of security.
At the same time, although po]icy—makers realized the
importance of mutual consultations and cooperation, they were
careful not to project ASEAN as a political bloc for fear of
arousing opposition from other regional powers. This reflected
the primary importance of China and Indochina as an external
factor in determining the direction of ASEAN’s development.
As such, Thailand believed that the ASEAN member countries
should collaborate on political affairs within the ASEAN group,
though not necessarily within the 1967 organizational framework.
Such activities were regarded as ‘extra-curricular’ and set apart
from the regular activities of the Organization. Moreover, it was
political issues which had impeded cooperation within ASA and
MAPHILINDO, and SO understandably, some of Thailand’s
ASEAN partners were reluctant to emphasize political
cooperation. Malaysia, in particular, appeared insistent on a
‘functional route.

Despite the initial reservations, Thailand was one of the
first ASEAN countries to break the reticence on political
cooperation, convinced that it was that the Organization should
serve the practical aims of member states above all ocher
considerations. In this regard, an important precedent had

already been set by the ca]] FOT an Asian sett]ement OF the
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Indochina issue launched by Thanat Khoman in his Opening
Statement at the 3% ASA Ministerial Meeting in Bangkok August
1966. On that occasion, Thanat justified himself by stating that
economic and social achievements would have lictle meaning if
they were to be swept away by the destruction of war, and hence
the countries of the region should not “abdicate responsibility”
for safeguarding peace and leave it to distant nations.* However,
the then Malaysian Deputy Prime Minister Tun Razak quickly
responded that as such statements were political in nature, they
were ‘outside’ the framework of ASAJ Indeed, a reluctance to
admit that political cooperation was an integral part of the
ASEAN programme characterized the general ASEAN approach
during the first tentative years. Notwithstanding this reticence,
certain Thai leaders wanted to enhance this aspect of cooperation
rapidly, including Deputy Prime Minister and former Foreign
Minister Prince Wan, who looked forward towards the emergence
of ASEAN and ASPAC as a “Collective Political Defence
Organization.™

An clement of continuity throughout the period under
study was the strong belief of Thai policy-makers in the
maintenance of the Association itself as a primary goal of
cooperation. This was a reflection of Thailand’s recognition of
ASEAN’s value in sending a political message of the members’
independent policy. It further served as an extension of Thailand’s
cfforts to maintain political stability to its South to prevent any
cause for interference by external powers in the region, as
previously seen during 1964-1966. To this purpose, Thailand
exerted firm effores at trying to preserve the unity of the

Organization during 1968-1969, at a time when Thai leaders
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continued to sustain fully US operations in Southeast Asia.
Barely one year after the Founding of the Organization, ASEAN
activities had been disrupted by the resurgence of the Sabah
dispute between Malaysia and the Philippines, as well as tensions
between Singapore and Indonesia arising from the former’s
execution of two Indonesian marines in October 1968 for acts
of sabotage committed in 1965 during the period of Konfrontasi.’
For a period of well over half a year between October 1968 and
May 1969, there were no ASEAN meetings at all following the
rupture in relations between Malaysia and the Philippines,
leading to premature predictions of ASEAN’s imminent collapse.

Thai shuttle diplomacy and offer of ‘good offices’ was a
contributory factor in calming tensions between the disputing
parties, although it was substantially Thanat’s own personal
achievement through his good contacts with individual ASEAN
leaders. This may be regarded as a thread of continuity
throughout the period 1967-1979 and is not a redundant
observation for although the other ASEAN members did not
have any intention of pulling out from the Organization, none
seemed to have exerted as much effort as Thailand in this period
in keeping the idea of cooperation alive.* Probably being host to
1967 Bangkok Meeting was influential in this regard: Thailand
did not want an organization which it had devoted significant
energy to establishing and which was inaugurated in Thailand
to fail. Thailand’s task was moreover facilitated by the fact that
it had no major disputes with other ASEAN members, or border
conflicts, save perhaps certain minor differences with Malaysia.
Thus, from the beginning the Kingdom saw its role within

ASEAN as a bridge between members who had problems with
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cach other, which may have further induced it not to be involved
in controversy itself? In addition, an interdependence was
recognized that bilateral problems between countries in the
region could be exploited by external powers such that regional
instability results. Efforts should therefore be made to control
disputes between countries of the region to prevent them from
getting out of hand. That this self-image was of some importance
comes out through interviews with various Thai personalities,
and particularly Thanat who likened the Thai role to that of a
‘gentleman’ within ASEAN, being a friend to all and ready to
help solving problems.® As Prime Minister Thanom Kittikachorn
proudly announced in May 1968:

Bangkok has become the center for harmonizing
actions and reso]ving intraregional differences. The

concept that Asian problems should be solved by the

Asians themselves has indeed been implemented.?

Subsequently, this image of Thailand standing above
bilateral disputes may be seen to have filtered through to Thai
positions on specific ASEAN issues. This was the line emphasized
at subsequent meetings, such as at the 1976 Bali Summit even if
a contributory factor became the lack of a clear-cut policy. The
non-controversial nature of Thailand’s bilateral relations with
ASEAN partners, particu]ar]y regarding territorial issues, was
maintained throughout the period studied, such as in the
successful delimitation of the continental shelf with Indonesia
in 1971 and amicable treatment of border issues with Malaysia,
even if certain misunderstandings did arise from time to time

with the latter.
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POLITICAL CONSULTATIONS AND COOPERATION

Thailand placed great importance on political discussions
within ASEAN as an element of Collective Political Defence. As
from the first ASEAN Meetings, it had always held that the
coordination of positions on international issues would lend
Southeast Asian countries a greater voice in the international
arena, even if there was some hesitation in describing such
activities as a regular ASEAN function. A short time after the

1967 Bangkok Meeting, Thanat claimed in an interview that:

To use a colloquial expression, we can yell louder,
we can shout from the rooftops, and at least try to scare
away the potential aggressors. Of course, also we can
back on the world public opinion than if we were alone,
this is the present meaning of reaching cooperation-in
addition to the present aims of economic, social, and

cultural dcvc]opmcnt.”

As noted, this was a general position that Thailand took
in the regional organizations of which it was member so as to
maximize its voice. It is instructive to examine its stance within
ASPAC, which may be regarded as parallel organization to
ASEAN in the Thai perspective, but with which Thailand could
afford to be bolder considering the greater sensitivity among
members of the lacter.” Such a position also reflected the overall
aims initially set by the MFA for ASEAN cooperation, that the
Organization was an important tool of foreign policy, and
accordingly had to serve Thailand’s wider foreign policy

objectives. As it happened, the pace of regional developments
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accelerated soon after the founding of ASEAN, as exemplified
in President Johnson’s sudden announcement of a partial
ceasefire in Vietnam in March 1968, and that he would not stand
for re-election. Such drastic deve]opments necessitated a higher
pace of diplomatic activity by Thailand than originally envisaged.
Thus, while it may be seen that Thailand had foreseen ASEAN’s
potential in political areas, and that ASEAN was planned partly
to meet such contingencies, it is the contention of this study
that it was forced to become more active in this area to a greater
extent and perhaps earlier than expected, thereby highlighting
this aspect of its participation above other concerns. Accordingly,
as it became increasingly clear that political consultations and
cooperation among the ASEAN countries could prove of value
to Thai foreign policy, Thailand as part of a deliberate policy
attempted to inject political elements into ASEAN. Initially,
this had to be done in a quiet and diplomatic manner for fear
of arousing suspicions among certain of its ASEAN partners, as
well as third countries.

Political consultations were launched within a year of the
founding of ASEAN when the 2 AMM in August 1968 proposed
the holding of informal meetings to discuss political questions
of common concern. Within Thailand, an interagency debriefing
session later that month chaired by the MFA disclosed that at
the AMM, po]itica] matters were discussed, namely the attitude
of the individual member countries towards the situation in
Vietnam. Moreover, it was reported that the Thai delegation had
proposed discussions on political issues to be held as necessary,
including at the UNGA on the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT) which had been signed by Britain, the US and the Soviet

THAILAND'S ROLE IN ASEAN POLITICAL COOPERATION 229



Union in July 1968, and that such proposals were agreed upon
by those present.” One of the first such informal consultations
was held on 13 December 1968 in the Thai resort of Bangsaen,
which had been the cradle of ASEAN just over a year carlier, to
help resolve the Sabah question, and for this purpose was also
attended by Paul Hasluck, the Australian Foreign Minister.* As
such, it was held that the Meeting was outside the scope of
ASEAN, and although the same informality was sustained in
later meetings, there was increasing confidence in admitting the
fact that the ASEAN Ministers did indeed meet to discuss
political affairs. Subsequently, such informal meetings were
regularized as from the Singapore Meeting following the 5™
AMM in April 1972 and joint statements issued. As Thanat
reported to Prime Minister Thanom following the Singapore
Meeting, he gave his support to such moves as they gave
importance to the Thai position which was for greater political
cooperation among the member countries from the very
beginning.” The MFA’s radio station, the Voice of Free Asia,
described the Singapore decision and the subsequent deliberations

at the Manila Foreign Ministers’ Meeting in July 1972 as:

An implementation of the concept of collective
political defence...This has always been an implicit
ingrcdicnt in the Comprchcnsivc po]icy of rcgiona]
cooperation in Southeast Asia. This concept calls for a
broader range of cooperation than that envisaged in the
various joint undertakings in the economic, social,

cultural, scientific and technical fields.
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The ASEAN Foreign Ministers also met in New York
during the annual Autumn sessions of the United Nations
General Assembly (UNGA) to assess international events and
coordinate positions at the UN, and in due course such meetings
of Foreign Ministers during the UNGA became a regular fixture.
Indeed, they became a major contribution to maintaining
intimacy between ASEAN ministers due to their informality of
format. Other meetings were held at various ASEAN locations
as deemed necessary, and allowed the appearance of confidence
during the policy adjustment to the July 1969 Nixon Doctrine,
which anticipated a reduction of direct US involvement in
Southeast Asia while signa]ing a commitment to provide ongoing
military support, to be turned into reality. Self-reliance, instead
ofbeing a mere motto, could be at least partia]ly realized through
greater cooperation with like-minded nations. Thailand played
an active part in promoting such political discussions, especially
after 1971, primarily focusing on the normalization process with
China, which led to the Kuala Lumpur Foreign Ministers’
Meeting in November 1971 and launched the idea of a Zone of
Peace, Freedom and Neutralicy (ZOPFAN). During discussions
in Singapore in April 1972, Thailand even proposed that a fresh
Southeast Asian attempt be made to find a solution to the
conflict in Vietnam. This initiative was followed up in July in
Manila, leading to an ASEAN decision which was reflected in
the Joint Communique: “The Meeting is of the view that ASEAN
countries should explore the possibility of making concrete
contribution towards the final settlement the Indochina
question.”” However, in the Paris peace negotiations of 1972 the

ASEAN countries were excluded from p]aying an active role,

THAILAND'S ROLE IN ASEAN POLITICAL COOPERATION 231



which meant that the joint approaches had proved ineffective.
Nevertheless, consultations became particu]arly valuable in
discussing ASEAN'’s own response to the peace negotiations on
Vietnam, and following the conclusion of the Paris Peace
Accords in January 1973, an ASEAN Foreign Ministers' Meeting
to Assess the Agreement on Ending the War and Restoring Peace
in Vietnam and to Consider its Implications for Southeast Asia
was held in Kuala Lumpur on 15 February 1973. It was from this
Meeting that several proposals to promote reconciliation with,
and stability in, the countries of Indochina were announced by
ASEAN, including: a meeting of all Southeast Asian leaders;
expansion of ASEAN membership; and ASEAN aid in the
rehabilitation of Indochinese countries.”® Tt will be seen that
Thailand was to play an active part in promoting certain of these
proposals. political activities were further institutionalized after
1976 by the provisions in the Declaration of ASEAN Concord
and in a wider framework in the Treaty of Amity and
Cooperation in Southeast Asia, documents which arose out of
the Bali Summit. Nevertheless, despite the a]ready signiﬁczmt
Thai interest in political cooperation from the beginning as
discussed above, it will be shown that after the events of
December 1978 which led to fresh instability in Indochina,
political cooperation would prove to be of even greater
importance to Thailand.

Coordination was shown in the ASEAN policies regarding
diplomatic recognition extended to third countries. As has been
seen, Thailand has been seen, Thailand had a]ways attached great
importance to the primal issue of relations with China. Alchough

Thanat Khoman had brought about a certain transformation in
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Thai foreign policy by advocating discussions with Beijing from
around 1969, a subject which had formerly been taboo, within
the Thai military leadership there were great misgivings about
engaging in such a policy, and progress was tentative and slow.”
However, after the People’s Republic of China obtained
membership of the UN in late 1971, Thailand earnestly sought to
open fresh channels for dialogue with Beijing, although it
remained suspicious of ultimate Chinese intentions in the region,
and particularly its support for communist insurgency.
Nevertheless, despite the attempts at genera] ASEAN
coordination on this matter such as at the Kuala Lumpur Foreign
Ministers’ Meeting in November 1971 and a]though fellow
ASEAN members were kept informed of the process of
discussions, the ASEAN Foreign Ministers eventually decided
that the normalization process with China should take place at
cach country’s pace due to differences in domestic circumstances.
Malaysia and the Philippines, and to a lesser extent, Thailand,
were keen to establish relations with Beijing at an early stage in
an attempt to reduce Beijing’s support for insurgency. However,
Indonesia had entertained deep suspicions of Beijing’s intentions
since the 1966 Gestapu Plot. Given the agreement to proceed on
negotiations with the PRC an individual basis, in July 1975
Thailand for its part became the third ASEAN country after
Malaysia and the Philippines to establish diplomatic relations
with the PRC, although Indonesia and Singapore refrained from
establishing formal relations with Beijing from the time being.

A policy of joint recognition, however, was adopted
towards the Indochinese states after the events of Spring 1975.°

Previously, the five ASEAN nations had taken a joint stand on
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the issue of Cambodian representation at the UN during 1973-
1974. Although officially neutral with regards to events in
Cambodia after the coup détat of 1970 overthrowing Prince
Sihanouk, the ASEAN nations privately welcomed the prospect
of greater predictability in Cambodian politics and the shift in
Cambodian policy away from the left. Together with Japan and
New Zealand, the ASEAN states proposed that ‘no action’ be
taken on the issue of Cambodian representation in New York.
Such atticude which meant in effect supporting the representation
of the Lon Nol Government and opposing the recognition of
Prince Sihanouk’s Government-in-exile, a position that was
strongly advocated by Thailand.* Following the Indo-Pakistani
conflict in late 1971, joint recognition was attempted over
Bangladesh, although Thai actions to encourage this move faced
reservations. However, all ASEAN countries had recognized
Bang]adesh by February 1972, 2 move hailed as being of some
importance in Thailand in indicating a degree of policy flexibility
vis-a-vis the US for Pakistan had been one of the Asian partners
in SEATO.* Moreover, as a result of such consultations, prior
agreement in principle between ASEAN countries became a
basic mode of action in respect of political activities, after which
individual or joint actions to implement such understanding
could take p]ace as and when deemed necessary.”

Nevertheless, it may be seen that the ASEAN countries
neither attempted to coordinate all their political interactions
with third parties, nor was this an objective of Thailand.
Controversial issues were also avoided as much as possible to
portray the maximum of ASEAN unity* One Thai diplomat

familiar with ASEAN workings explains that joint positions
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were not adopted on all issues of concern in international
relations as the member countries wanted to avoid causing
difficulties among themselves unnecessarily. A notable case of
this was the fact that ASEAN countries did not vote together
in the UNGA debate on the admission of the PRC to the UN in
1971, despite an agreement to coordinate on the issue of the
diplomatic recognition of Beijing. It may therefore be seen that
ASEAN has attempted to avoid contention when possible. Only
where there were common interests and the possibility of a
common viewpoint were joint positions adopted.”

As an illustration of the problems involved in producing
a joint ASEAN position on international issues, the issue of
maritime jurisdiction may be highlighted. On the archipelago
concept advocated by Indonesia and the Philippines, Thailand
initially occupied a middle position. Being a continental power,
its interests were not as affected as Singapore or Malaysia, and
there were no immediate recognizable gains that could be
obtained. Meanwhile, Indonesia’s stance was strongly linked to
its concern for territorial integrity in strategic and economic
terms, as well as its vision of a regional order, and hence it
insisted on the concepe of the archipelago or Wawasan Nusantara.*
As will be seen, this was premised on excluding the great powers
from the region. In recognition of this view, Thailand was
prepared to support the general principle of an archipelagic state,
but it also took the position that the interests of other countries
affected by such a concept had also to be considered. Indeed,
when the issue of the international status of the Straits of
Malacca arose, with Malaysia and Indonesia issuing a joint

declaration on 16 November 1971 that the Straits of Malacca and
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Singapore were not international waters, Thailand was relatively
silent, although it was concerned with the potential effects on
shipping on its western coast, including its port of Phuket.”
Nevertheless, Singapore and Thailand saw the need for caution
on the Malaysian/Indonesian Declaration, fearing involvement
in a fresh Sino-Soviet dispute. China had supported the moves
towards declaring the Straits territorial waters in reaction to
Soviet calls for internationalization, which it saw as part of the
latter’s design to establish hegemony in the Indian Ocean® At
the Singapore Foreign Ministers’ Meeting in 1972, Thailand thus
requested an update on the Malacca Straits issue, and gave some
clarification on its plans for the Kra Isthmus, a canal through
which would have the effect of providing a sea route bypassing
the Malacca and Singapore Straits. However, subsequent
developments have more clearly disadvantaged Thailand among
its ASEAN neighbours. The extension of territorial waters with
the declaration of 200-mile Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ)
within the auspices of the UN Conference on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS) has restricted the scope of Thailand as a fishing
nation, for it had maintained a preference for a more restricted
r2-mile territorial limit in the South China Sea and the Andaman
Sea.® The differences in the interests of the ASEAN countries
placing Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines on the one side,
and Thailand and Singapore on the other, have thus meant that
there was no joint ASEAN position.”

On other political issues not of vital interest to Thailand,
such as over the conflict in the Middle East in 1973, it appeared
that Thailand did not take a stcrong line and was generally

satisfied to follow the ASEAN consensus. In formulating its
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position on the Middle East, Bangkok took regard of the strong
stance taken by ASEAN’s Islamic members, over the Arab-Isracli
disputes in its concern to maintain friendly relationships with
all its ASEAN partners. [t may also have borne in mind the clear
sympathies of Thailand’s substantial muslim minority in the
South towards the cause of the Arabs, as well as the need to
maintain friendly channels to the Arab states to obtain
petroleum supplies. ASEAN was thus allowed to proceed with
issuing declarations of position on the Middle Eastern question
such as in 1973 and 1977. The example of ASEAN political
consultations and cooperation therefore shows that there were
substantial trade-offs between the parties involved, and
concessions in one areca were often exchanged for political

support in another area.

THE QUESTIONS OF NEUTRALITY
AND REGIONAL ORDER

Thailand’s perception of neutrality draws its roots from
various factors, such as: its geopolitical position within Southeast
Asia; its long diplomatic tradition; the example of the colonial
period; and the more recent interwar experience. In the face of
these substantial challenges, Thailand had managed to remain
independent, and this left a strong legacy such that the
preservation of national sovereignty vis- a-vis external powers
became an overriding objective. There was an eternal assertion
of policy independence even while Thailand was receiving
substantial US aid during the period under study. This has

become the subject of somewhat of a domestic political debate
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since the abandonment of a tight alignment in the late 1970s/1980s
and thus far has never been fully resolved.

Firscly, from its geopolitical position, Thailand has
developed a sense of vulnerability, especially with its long-exposed
borders with its troubled continental neighbours. Secondly, from
its long diplomatic tradition, we have seen that Thailand since
the r9th Century had also developed a tradition of careful,
pragmatic diplomacy, of maintaining friendly relations on an
equal basis with all such that a policy of formal neutralicy may
be said to have been traditionally exercised.® In practice this has
meant a balancing of options, and Thai history has revealed
constant tension between pressures for alignment or neutrality.
Especially during colonial times, when faced with the presence
of France and Britain on its borders, it had to balance one
country against another to prevent colonial domination.” Finally,
for Thai policy-makers the Second World War served as an
important example that neutrality and non-aggression treaties
had limited value in the face of overwhelming force exhibited
by aggressive powers, this case Japan. In this regard, it is
suggested that the feeling of defencelessness in the face of
pressure from a major power led Thailand to adopt policies which
“parallel closely the policy of the traditionally neutral small
European powers-Holland, Belgium and Norway-which, wiser
for their proven inability to keep out of great wars, have decided
to seck security in NATO.™ Therefore, while a form of neutrality
was observed by the first postwar governments, the policy was
soon rejected in favour of alignment with the most powerful
state in the region, namely, the United States. Prince Wan,

Foreign Minister at the time of the Manila Conference in 1954,
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declared at that Meeting that Thailand could not rcly on policies
of ncutraiity.34 Accordingly, Thailand did not become a member
of the Non-Aligned Movement despite its participation at the
1955 Bandung Afro-Asian Conference. Prince Wan’s successor,
Thanat Khoman, also shared that same mistrust of neutrality.
Thai diplomats in the postwar period thus refused to concede

that the rejection of a policy of neutrality was short-sighted:

Thailand followed a policy of non-alignment in
international politics long before neutralism was used
by the newly independent nations in Asia and Africa.
History and our own experiences, however, teach us not
to believe that under the present conditions of today’s

world, neutralism can protect, less guarantee, our

security and independence.®

At the same time, a minority within the elite continued
to look nostalgically on the self-styled neutrality exercised
between 1945-1947, though this group remained in essential terms
politically insignificant.

Within the context of the Cold War in Southeast Asia,
Thailand’s reaction to events in Laos and Cambodia in early 1950s
was crucial to its subsequent stance. Official anti-communism
was combined with a traditional focus on the security of borders.
Thailand did not favour the neutralization of neighbouring
countries as it saw that such restrictions that would result would
prevent their effective defence against communism, and tiicrcby
remove the buffers on which Thailand had traditionaily relied.
With this in mind, Prince Sihanouk’s schemes for the

neutralization of Cambodia such as in 1964, taken in combination
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with the neutralization of Laos as from 1962, were seen in a
particular]y bad light.“7 During the height of the Vietnam
conflict, weapons for the Vier Minh were permitted by Prince
Sihanouk to enter through the Cambodian port of Kampong
Som, helping to undermine US efforts at pacification in South
Vietnam. Moreover, it was seen that Cambodian neutrality
would in turn encourage attempts to neutralize South Vietnam
and thereby facilitate a communist takeover in that country.38 In
this regard, Thanat Khoman’s attitude may be seen in his
numerous polemics not only against a policy of neutrality, but
also the viability of great power guarantees for such a position.
Interestingly, some drew example from Thanat’s educational
background in Europe in the late 1930s during which he saw
neutral Belgium being overrun, and great power guarantees for
the sovereignty of Poland and Czechoslovakia turning out to be
ineffective. As Thanat later wrote: “events preceding World War
Two have shown beyond any doubt that small nations cannot
rely on promises and treaty obligations contracted by larger
powers.™ Other references drew on Thailand’s own unhappy
prewar experience with neutra]ity which had failed to prevent
demands being made by]apan that drew a neutral Thailand into
the Second World War. Accordingly, he saw a policy of neutralism
and non-alignment as having some inherent merits but was not
suited to Thailand as it was not a positive one in the circumstances,
referring back to the so-called neutra]ity observed during the

colonial period:

The truth...remains that rather than forging ahead

with positive measures and actions, nations in Southeast
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Asia in those days were obliged to consider principally
negative steps to avoid the dangers and pitfalls of
international competition and rivalry...Although
Thailand was among the first to practise the concept of
neutralism, well before many nations, I do not believe
that we would claim that neutralism should be regarded

as a positive policy.*

At the same time, throughout the 1960s regional cooperation
was held up by Thai diplomats as a viable alternative to non-
alignment, especially in being proactive and positive, and thus
neutralism was referred to as one of the rejected policy options
mentioned as open to Thailand. Wich this in mind, Thanat’s
vision was that any neutralization, if ac all feasible, would have
to involve the neutralization of external interference, as well as
strengthening of regional solidarity. In this perspective, regional
cooperation was seen as an alternative to ‘traditional’
neutralization such as that proposed by de Gaulle: “On our part
we also have a conceprt of neutralization in the sense of
neutralizing external interference either from Communist
China, Moscow or Washington...And such a project of
neutralization can be successful if the various nations of
Southeast Asia can become more independent and united.™ In
practice, however, this has also served to disguise Thailand’s
actual close alignment with the US behind conscientious
attempts to forge regional solidarity.

Nevertheless, despite the official rejection of a policy of
neutralism by 1950, there was for some considerable time

hesitancy by policy-makers in adhering to binding agreements
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with external powers. This was due to a cautious appraisal of the
Changing international situation, given Thailand’s harsh
experience during the Second World War, as well as a reluctance
to abandon what was regarded as traditional policy flexibility.
The regional role of China in fostering revolutionary movements
abroad was to prove to be important in determining options for
Thai policy-makers, who pointed to the experience of non-
aligned countries in 1961-1962 and later during the Cultural
Revolution when local communist groups caused extensive
disturbances throughout Southeast Asia. Subsequent to these
years Thai leaders would constantly refer to the setbacks suffered
by India, Indonesia as well as Burma and Cambodia in trying to
appease China and yet at the same time being undermined from
within by communist agitation instigated by Beijing. Hence
Thailand saw that for non—alignment to succeed, it had to be

recognized by all parties, including by the great powers:

To play the non-alignment game, one has to have
cither the explicit or tacit agreement of both sides, that
they will not trample upon one. If both or one of the
sides are not willing to recognize those who want to stay

in the middle, then one is in the line of fire and non-

alignment is impossible under such conditions.*

With such considerations in mind, the example of the
invasion of Czechoslovakia by the Warsaw Pact countries in 1968
supplied Thai policy-makers with further evidence to justify the
rejection of a conciliatory policy towards communist countries.®
At the same time, the attitude of the US as Thailand’s major

partner was influential in determining the Thai position.
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Although the Kennedy Administration had accepted the
neutrality of Laos in 1962, Washington remained generally
unfavorable to the idea of neutralizing parts of Southeast Asia.
A study of the merits of neutralization by a group of American
academics in the 1960s did become influential in focusing
subsequent discussions on the subject, but the generally negative
official atticude by the US to such trends helped to convince
their Thai counterparts of the US resolve to remain engaged in
the region.*

For much of the period, Thailand saw the role of external
powers as crucial to Thai national security and the security of
the region.# This was consistent with Thailand’s general
alignment with the US and with its long history of diplomatic
interaction with powers external to the region. It could be argued
that the primary importance of the regional balance between
Britain and France during the colonial period was crucial in
serving as a contribution towards the maintenance of Thai
independence, particularly at the turn of the Century. In the
atmosphere of the Cold War, and given general Thai perceptions
of an international system dominated by the great powers, Thai
leaders believed that countries of Southeast Asia was militarily
weak and could only exercise limited autonomy. Great powers
had therefore a necessary, if not also legitimate, role to play in
the region to ensure regional security and prosperity. This
attitude set Thailand apart from certain of its ASEAN partners,
particularly Indonesia with its anti-colonial tendencies which
distrusted great powers and increasingly preferred to promote
its own concept of National and Regional Resilience based on

indigenous power. Malaysia after 1970 under Tun Razak also
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became increasingly inclined to a non-aligned position. In its
perception of regional realities as at the early 1970s, however,
Thailand was generally supported by Singapore and the
Philippines. For its part, Singapore had been non-aligned during
the period 1965-1966 immediately following its separation from
Malaysia, but subsequent to the declaration of British withdrawal
from Southeast Asia, it had placed increasing emphasis on the
role of external powers in maintaining a regional equilibrium.
This was seen in comments by its Foreign Minister, Sinnathamby

Rajaratnam:

To state the Singapore view, we accept power
politics as a fact of international politics. It has been so
for the past thousand years and it will be so for the next
thousand years. The détente signals not the end of power
politics but its remodeling to meet the hazards of a
nuclear age. In this vastly shrunken world, small nations
must accept the fact of great power influence and even
manipulation...The alternative to one-power dominance
of the region is free and peaceful competition by a
multiplicity of powers. It is good for the nimble footed
small nations who understood the game. It is good for

pcacc.4(‘

The relative proximity of views between Thailand and
Singapore in this regard was often revealed in a comparison of
the statements of the leaders of the two countries. Such
commonality was also illustrated in the Joint Communique

3]

issued on the occasion of MR Kukrit Pramojs visit to Singapore

in July 1975:

244 Thailand and ASEAN 1967-1979



They believed that the major powers could play a
constructive role in the region and thus welcomed any
genuine contribution that the major powers could make
in this direction, particularly in the economic
development of the ASEAN states. Nations in the region
should, for cheir part, pay regard to the legitimate

interests of outside powers in the region.”

As for the Philippines, close cooperation with the US and
the extent of threat from insurgency meant that Manila also
valued the continuing presence of US troops within Southeast
Asia and generally regarded atcempts at their complete removal
with some suspicion.*

The role of great powers in Southeast Asia centred on the
question of foreign military bases, particularly those located in
Thailand, the Philippines and Singapore. As has been shown
carlier in the study, the temporary status of foreign bases had in
fact been an issue within ASEAN since 1967, and before that in
MAPHILINDO. Thailand had provided military facilities for
the US since the period of “Escalation’ in Vietnam as from 1964,
and during the phase of ‘Vietnamization’ there was in fact a fresh
US military build-up in Thailand to provide additional airborne
support for operations in Indochina as US troops withdrew from
Vietnam, particularly during the course of North Vietnamese
Spring Offensive in 1972 which threatened to overrun major cities
in the South. At the same time, throughout the period of military
rule policy flexibility was limited, though the announcement of
the Nixon Doctrine in 1969 permitted the public revival of

deep]y—fe]t desires f‘OT greater se]F—re]iance.” In the a&ermath Of‘
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the Cultural Revolution Thanat Khoman did attempt a limited
opening to China and Eastern Europe between 1969 and 1971, but
the pace was controlled although not abandoned altogether after
his removal in November 1971. ‘Ping-pong diplomacy’ vis-a-vis
China was conducted around sports events in 1972 and the Thai
Mission to the United Nations in New York was designated as
the focal point for official contacts. Deputy Foreign Minister
Chatichai Choonhavan visited Beijing in 1973, but a continual
sticking point remained the refusal of China to officially
abandon the policy of support for communist insurgent
movements. However, during Thailand’s democratic period
between 1973-1976 and considering US disengagement from the
region, there was a drastic shift in the official position and it
became government policy to work towards the removal of
foreign bases. This was due to the perception that the bases
became impediments to Thailand’s fostering of better relations
with neighbour& without necessari]y according greater security.
Such an evaluation applied in particular to US forces whose
activities in Southeast Asia had become strictly circumscribed
by the US Congress.* Under the general justification of a new
policy of not supporting the deployment of foreign troops in
any country, Thailand also withdrew its forces serving with the
UN operations in South Korea. At the same time, Thai leaders
continued to advocate that the great powers remain involved in

the region, with one being quoted as saying:
Our viewpoint as far as the new trend in Thai

foreign policy is concerned is let the big powers compete,

let them exhibit cheir wares so that in the end thcy
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balance each other. We would like to maintain

equidistance.”

The withdrawal of foreign bases was specifically mentioned
in the Policy Statement of both the Seni and Kukrit Governments,
and deadlines were set for the withdrawal of foreign military
personnel and hardware and the complete handover of the bases
during the course of 1975-76. This extended even to Malaysian
forces in ‘hot pursuit’ of communist insurgents across the Thai
border, and caused a certain degree of tension between Thailand
and Malaysia throughout 1976. The policy proved nevertheless
controversial in domestic terms and was opposed by various
elements, particularly within the military which saw it as
unnecessarily jeopardizing Thai security and relations with close
ASEAN neighbours. It became associated with civilian
government leaders and the policy line of the MFA, which
advocated a policy of friendship and reconciliation towards
Thailand’s Indochinese neighbours as a priority. The issue of
bilateral military cooperation with Malaysia against communist
insurgency was finally rectified during the Tanin Government
with the conclusion of a new border operation agreement
between the two countries. Moreover, from 1977 onwards and
especially after 1978, it was once again highlighted that external
powers were indeed necessary to assure regional stability. In
particular, it was held that Beijing could play arole in restraining
Hanoi while Washington could provide vital military assistance
to Thailand, even if greater self-reliance remained a desirable
goal.SZ There was thus a renewed readiness to involve the great

powers in the affairs of the region.
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Significantly, Thailand’s loosening of ties with the US
during the middle of the 1970s was accompanied by a greater
public commitment to ASEAN. Prof. Sanya Dharmasakdi’s 1*
Government (October 1973-May 1974), which was appointed by
King Bhumibol Adulyadej in the aftermath of the overthrow of
the military regime of Thanom, was the first to specifically
mention regional cooperation and ASEAN in a Policy Statement,
together with a commitment to foster relations with all friendly
states and neighbouring countries, even those of different
political systems.® This unprecedented public commitment to
ASEAN was made even clearer during Sanya’s 2" Government
(May 1974-February 1975), and was enshrined in government
policy thereafter* Meanwhile, the Mayaguez incident of May 1975
in which US troops launched a mission to rescue the crew of a
US vessel off Cambodia using Thai facilities further compounded
difficulties in US-Thai bilateral relations.” During the course of
the acrimonious diplomatic exchanges which followed between
Bangkok and Washington, Anand Panyarachun, Thailand’s

Ambassador to Washington, announced in an interview that:

I think in the past there has been perhaps too
much rhetoric in regard to US policy...it is dangerous if
the gap between rhetoric and policy is too wide and this
brings in the question of the credibility and...reliability
of one’s words and one’s promises. I think it is also in the
interest of this country and (other) countries in Southeast
Asia, in particular Thailand, should take the responsibility
of defending itself and putting itself in order and of

trying to preserve the integrity of our nation.®
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Increasing self-reliance became a po]icy objective7 with
cooperation within ASEAN as a corollary. Indeed, a major
feature of the mid 1970s was Thailand’s greater emphasis on
ASEAN on all policy areas, accompanying a policy of so-called
‘equidistance’ towards the superpowers. During these years, the
relationship with the PRC was still being carefully fostered, while
US policy towards Asia was in some disarray following the
Vietnam debacle, and thus ASEAN was seen as a logical source
of support given Thailand’s exposed status. A firm commitment
to regiona]ism may therefore be seen to have evolved within the

majority of the government leadership by this period.

THAILAND AND THE ZOPFAN CONCEPT

Considering its previous negative views on neutrality and
non—aiignment and at the same time a generaiiy positive
conception of the role of external powers in the region, it might
be expected that Thailand would reject the concept of
neutralization that laid behind the idea of declaring Southeast
Asia a Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality (ZOPFAN)
outright. However, it will be shown Thailand saw benefit in the
ZOPFAN idea as an additional manifestation of ASEAN’s
poiiticai independence, although it held certain reservations and
saw the realization of ZOPFAN as a 1ong—term project, an ideal
to work towards rather than an immediate objective.” In this
perspective, moreover, ZOPFAN’s poiiticai message was more
important than its substance, for in terms of implementation,
Thai policy-makers continued to uphold the traditional view

that neutrality did not merely rely on the members but had to
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be recognized by others to be effective. Nevertheless, it will be
seen that Thailand played an unexpectedly active and positive
role in gaining ASEAN acceptance for the ZOPFAN project.
In common with the other ASEAN members, Thailand
had already opposed the Soviet Collective Security idea for Asia
when it was first proposed by Soviet Premier Leonid Brezhnev
in June 1969 during the Moscow Conference of Communist and
Workers’ Parties. Thanat Khoman rejected the Soviet proposal
for its vagueness, and instead preferred to promote his own

concept of Collective Political Defence:

The trouble is that we do not know what shape or
form... Soviet suggestion of an Asian Collective Security
has... Itis Very vague just to throw out the idea that Asian
nations should develop their own security. We are doing
that already by what I call ‘collective political security”
But militarﬂy we do not have the mi]itary potcntial. How
could we try to set up a new military alliance®

The Soviet proposal was kept deliberately vague as it was
intended as a balloon to sound out the response of countries in
the Asian region to an initiative from Moscow.” In so doing, the
Soviet Union appeared to be attempting to fill the vacuum
created by the gradual US disengagement from the region in
accordance with the Nixon Doctrine, but more threateningly,
the proposal of Collective Security was also accompanied by a
rejection of existing Asian organizations such as ASPAC and
ASEAN. Acceptance of such a proposal would have also
encountered the antagonism of China, whose containment the

scheme appeared to favour, and was thus unacceptable to Thai
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policy-makers who increasingly placed primary importance on
a ‘correct’ relationship vis-a-vis Beijing.®

By contrast, ZOPFAN was an initiative which came from
within Southeast Asia itself, and as it did not work against the
interests of any single superpower, it was regarded as more viable
and worthy of support by Thailand. Moreover, during the course
of 1970-71 Thanat Khoman was already placing great emphasis
on policy independence. The idea first arose as part of the
attempt by Malaysia to throw off the pro-Western tint in its
foreign policy and press for the neutralization of Southeast Asia
Malaysia had presented its initial proposals for the neutralization
of Southeast Asia to the world in the run-up to the 3¢ NAM
Summit in Lusaka in September 1970, though the response was
lukewarm. It then concentrated its efforts on persuading ASEAN
countries to consider the proposal. In response to such initiatives
launched by Malaysia, Thailand initially showed a cautious and
non-committal attitude. Thai policy-makers held various
reservations and pointed to the role of the PRC in supporting
insurgency in rejecting neutralization. On 30 November 1970,
Thanat had announced: “As far as Thailand is concerned as far
as | can sece it, I do not look at the question so much as
neutralizing Southeast Asia or any part of the world. We have
seen no sign of it here in Asia that Peking has changed its atticude
towards us.®* Notwithstanding this seeming setback, the concept
was presented personally to Thai leaders by Malaysian Prime
Minister Tun Razak on his visit to Bangkok in December 1970,
with Thailand being the first ASEAN country to be approached,
followed by Indonesia. However, it was a]ready clear ac this stage

that Thailand had its own views on the issue.” The question of
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great pOwer guarantees was regarded with some scepticism given
Thailand’s general historical perception, and particularly that of
the failure of the 1954 Geneva Agreements and the inability or
unwillingness of the Western powers involved to discharge their
obligations. At the same time, it continued to view neutralization
largely in terms of neutralizing interference by external powers
in the affairs of regional states.*

Further clarification on the neutralization proposals was
given by the Malaysian Deputy Prime Minister Tun Ismail at the
4™ AMM in March 1971, while the subject was again raised during
Prime Minister Thanom’s visit to Kuala Lumpur in June 1971.
Although on that occasion Thanom appeared to have maintained
the rejection of a guarantee role for the PRC, it was to be Thanat
Khoman who made the first favourable comments on the Thai
side: “Thailand welcomed the proposed neutralization of
Southeast Asia,” Thanat had declared during the visit, “its
primary aim is to safeguard the fundamental rights of countries

37(,3

in the region.” It appeared that the position of the PRC was
instrumental in eventually deciding Thailand’s position, and with
indications that the PRC would obtain entry to the UN in late
1971, it was felt that the countries of Southeast Asia had to make
some kind of response to this development of overwhelming
political importance.®® It is commonly, accepted that much of
the Malaysian move was directed towards China, and equally,
Thailand’s unexpected activity on this issue may be explained
initially in terms of its relationship with China, given that as
carly as 1969 Thanat and certain policy-makers had identified an
accommodation with Beijing as being in the long-term interest

of Thailand. In addition, the announcement in June 1971 of
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Nixon’s momentous visit to China introduced a fear that a sphere
of influence deal might be struck between Nixon and Mao Tse-
tung, and thus Thailand expressed its concern that any agreement
which might result should not “tacitly or otherwise, be implied
as recognition of any party’s paramount power over a given area
as was customary in the past.”” In Thanat’s view, therefore, there
was merit in a stand being made by the Southeast Asian countries
reaffirming their desire to maintain peace and prosperity in the
region, free from external interference.

On 2 October 1971, in view of the PRC’s imminent
membership of the UN, ASEAN Foreign Ministers attending
the UNGA in New York held political consultations and
exchanged views on the role of the PRC in Southeast Asia and
possible responses, including Malaysia’s proposal of neucralization.
The Meeting agreed that ASEAN should broad]y declare its
position with regards to the changes taking place in the region,
and so the Thai Foreign Minister proposed that ASEAN should
issue a general declaration to gauge the positions and responses
of various countries towards such a démarche. It was agreed upon
that a consultative meeting should be held in Kuala Lumpur to
further discuss such matters and that Thailand would draw up
a draft declaration for the members’ consideration.®® Thanat saw
it as the opportunity to make a public assertion of Southeast
Asian countries’ desire, in the face of regional developments, to
assume a greater responsibility for regional order. For this
purpose, Malaysia’s neutralization proposal was incorporated in
ajoint declaration on regional order to be produced by Thailand.
To ensure the observance of neutrality, he was of the view that

this did not necessitate a diplomatic instrument, and drew
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attention to the example of‘Belgium as well as the practical
difhiculties involved in bringing China, the US and the Soviet
Union around the same table to guarantee the neutrality of
Southeast Asia. Rather, he saw the value ofattracting unilateral
declarations by interested countries which might later pave the
way for a subsequent UN resolution.”? Such a process supports
Thanat’s subsequent claim that he raised the idea of a joint
unilateral declaration at the New York Meeting, so that Thailand
was able to produce its own proposals on the subject.”

What originally began as an idea for the neutralization of
the whole of Southeast Asia thus developed into an ASEAN-
sponsored framework for regional relations, the immediate
response to which was as important as the longer-term
implications of the scheme for Southeast Asia. Following their
Meeting in Kuala Lumpur on 26-27 November 1971, the Foreign
Ministers of the ASEAN countries issued the Declaration on the
Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutra]ity in which they stated
their determination to “exert initially necessary efforts to secure
the recognition of, and respect for, Southeast Asia as a Zone of
Peace, Freedom and Neutrality, free from any form or manner
of interference by outside powers.” Furthermore, the Foreign
Ministers also declared that “Southeast Asian countries should
make concerted efforts to broaden the areas of cooperation
which would contribute to their strength, solidarity and closer
relationship.” In this manner, the Kuala Lumpur Declaration
was signed because, despite certain individual misgivings, the
five ASEAN governments agreed on the need for a public
response to the international situation. Although Thanat’s

signature of the Kuala Lumpur Declaration on ZOPFAN on 27
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November 1971 was as Special Envoy of the National Executive
Council (NEC) rather than as Foreign Minister, following the
coup d’état of 7 November, Marshal Thanom gave his endorsement
to such action by subsequently announcing that the ZOPFAN
Declaration “agreed with the policies of the NEC.”

The documents signed in Kuala Lumpur had provided a
compromise under which Malaysia’s proposal of neutralization
could be reconciled with concerns as to the existing role of
superpowers in the region. As a scholar of ZOPFAN has noted,
neutralization of Southeast Asia as had been proposed by
Malaysia was mentioned neither in the operative part of the
Declaration nor in the Joint Communiqué which went with it
There was no mention of military bases or alliances, and while
Thailand and other ASEAN countries continued to host foreign
bases, it was clear that the overall objective of ZOPFAN could
not be fu]]y imp]emented. It was an armed neutra]ity, a fact
which Thanat stressed to Thailand’s military leaders in order to
facilitate their acquiescence to the project. Thanat himself
stressed on his return to Bangkok after the Meeting that Thailand
would maintain its existing defence agreements “until a time
when the prospects of peace, freedom and neutrality are
completely ensured.” While acceptance of ZOPFAN signalled
a move away from the previous Thai rejection of all discussion
of neutralization, a thread of continuity from the Bangkok
Declaration may be discerned in the emphasis placed on the
ideology of regional autonomy free of external interference”
Such concerns also dovetailed with the Malaysian desire to
exclude PRC influence on the Overseas Chinese within Southeast

Asia’® In many respects, therefore, ZOPFAN represented for
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Thailand and its partners as much a balloon as the Soviet
Collective Security proposa] which preceded it by just over a year.

Within two weeks of the Kuala Lumpur Meeting, Thai
delegates at the r* Commission of the 26™ UNGA, as well as
certain other ASEAN delegations, spoke in support of the
ZOPFAN Declaration within the context of the discussion of
the Ceylonese project of resolution of declaring the Indian Ocean
a Zone of Peace and the project of resolution on the reinforcing
of international security which were under consideration in New
York. Thailand’s comments on the comparison between the Kuala
Lumpur Declaration and the Ceylonese proposal, given the
admitted similarities in objectives7 were particularly instructive
in highlighting its views on the ZOPFAN project. Anand
Panyarachun, Thailand’s Permanent Representative in New York,
stressed that the initiative for a type of proposition as the two
Zone of Peace proposals had to come from a majority of countries
in the region and that the consultations between incerested
parties must preceed a detailed accord destined to the realization
of the objectives.” Moreover, at a later meeting Anand pointed
out that Thailand was Fu]]y aware that the ZOPFAN project
could not be applied immediately, and that the cooperation of
Southeast Asian countries and great powers was necessary”® Such
comments further illustrated that the Thai aim had been to
obtain an understanding in principle in the Kuala Lumpur
Declaration, and not a detailed agreement containing specifics.

ZOPFAN in fact led to the ad hoc institutionalization of
ASEAN political activities at the level of permanent officials in
the shape of the Senior Officials Meeting (SOM) set up to study

the proposals upon the initiative of Malaysia” At the same time,
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the MFA exercised caution in its participation, given the
reticence of many Thai leaders. It is clear from instructions to
the Thai delegations to the initial SOM meetings that the Thai
delegates were acting in their personal capacities and thus
observed a wait-and-see attitude. In fact, the initial approach of
the sessions of the SOM was technical and non-binding on the
governments, with the aims of studying the proposals and then
to submit the results to governments at an appropriate stage.®
Yet according to the testimony provided by Phan Wannamethee,
then Acting Director-General of Political Affairs and Head of
the Thai Delegatiom all the other de]egations arrived at the
SOM held in Kuala Lumpur in July 1972 unprepared for a detailed
examination of the implications of ZOPFAN, except for
Malaysia as the host, and Thailand. In keeping with its initiative
in proposing a joint declaration at the Kuala Lumpur Foreign
Ministers’ Meeting, the Thai de]egation was able to produce a
working paper which became the basis for discussions at the
SOM.* The MFA's report to the NEC Chairman (Field Marshal
Thanom) on the return of the Thai delegation from the * SOM
in Kuala Lumpur in July 1972 stated that at the Meeting, other
delegations were informed of Thailand’s special difficulties on
the issue considering its existing security commitments, but
submitted that Thailand should continue scudying the proposal
as it could prove beneficial in different circumstances. As for
the question of neutrality, the MFA report stated that this was
a political decision which had to be taken by the government.*
In chis lay the crux of the Thai position. Thailand publicly
endorsed the idea of ZOPFAN, and continued to maintain its

commitment at the technical level of MFA officials within SOM.
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However, the final steps as well as the timing involved in such
steps required a political decision which laid in the hands of
government leaders alone.

The Thai stance as from 1972 as proposed by the MFA, and
apparently accepted by government leaders, therefore clearly
indicated a preparedness to consider options without prejudicing
Thailand’s overall alignment, a position which echoed the
original approach taken by Thanat in proposing a joint
declaration at the 1971 New York Meeting. Accordingly, there
was no immediate commitment to neutralization associated with
ZOPFAN, as was reconfirmed by ASEAN members in the Press
Statement issued by the 1 SOM:

Preliminary views were exchanged on the proposal
for the neutralization of Southeast Asia as a means of

establishing ZOPFAN. The Committee recognized that

othcr altcrnativc means 1’135 also to bC COI’ISidCI'Cd.&j

Thailand’s role was thus a positive one, considering that
it had taken a position that neutralization constituted only one
option in achieving ZOPFAN. The r* SOM concretized the shift
in approach away from neutralization per se, towards making
Southeast Asia a Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality. The
Meeting itself spent much of its time on definitions and only
succeeded in producing a common definition of the terms ‘peace;
‘freedom’ and ‘neutrality. The definition of ‘freedom’ as freedom
from external interference and ‘neutrality’ as neutrality and non-
involvement in external power conflicts while outside powers

would not interfere in domestic and regional affairs, preserved
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the concerns of Malaysia and also of Thailand, placing a greater
emphasis at this stage on the exclusion of external interference
through support for insurgent movements than on the
obligations of the zonal states.™ The type of neutralization
envisaged under ZOPFAN was therefore a self-centred one.
However, the overall results of the SOM constituted a modest
achievement which was of some disappointment to the Malaysian
hosts, who had hoped to concretize the idea at the carliest
opportunity.” Nevertheless, despite these setbacks Malaysia
remained the primary driving force behind ZOPFAN and
maintained it on the ASEAN agenda.

The Thai working paper produced for the * SOM
constituted a key document in understanding the Thai position,
both in terms of the general position adopted, and also the
rationale behind it. This was despite the fact that it did not
represent an official position paper by Thailand, and in common
with the other documents of the Meeting was described as a
‘technical paper’ that did not bind the government concerned.
Comprising three parts, each of which appeared to stand alone,
the working paper considered not only the theoretical
implications of, but also practical uses for, neutralization. In a
generai introductory Part I, it was held to be “imperative that
regional cooperation, in political, economic, social and culcural
fields, among the neutralized states of Southeast Asia should
proceed unimpeded by neutralizacion. It is not entirely
inconceivable that military cooperation, either bilateral or
multilateral, among the neutralized states themselves, may
proceed or develop in order to strengthen the internal capabilicy

of the region to defend its neutralized status.”™ This stressed the
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idea of an armed neutrality that was so crucial to a po]icy
consensus on the ZOPFAN issue in Thailand, and already
constituted some evolution in the Thai position towards a
synthesis between the ideas of regional cooperation and
neutrality, instead of the two being alternatives. Part II was
entitled “A Comparative Study of Austrian Neutrality and
Neutralization of Southeast Asia.”, being largely a theoretical
discussion on the applicability of traditional ideas of neutrality
to Southeast Asia. The most important element was Pare 111,
entitled “Realities and Trends in Southeast Asia and the
Neutralization Scheme.” The conclusion and the rationale
appeared to lay in the words: “Neutralization has been proposed
mainly as a policy option available now and into the future, for
the countries of Southeast Asia in the conduct of their relations
with outside powers. It is a long-term proposal, which means
that its realization may be far off in time and will proceed step
by step. Therefore, the respective governments will have several
opportunities to review the situation and to make up their minds
in the course of time that will be needed to implement the
scheme.” The evidence suggested that this rationale was
presented both to the ASEAN members, as well as to the Thai
Government as a whole.

Nevertheless, despite official support for ZOPFAN during
the course of the Thanom Government, the individual positions
of the military leaders remained equivocal. Field Marshal Prapat
Charusathiara, Deputy Chairman of the NEC stood for a hard
line on security issues, and particularly for the enlargement of
external linkages to maintain regional security. On 7 August 1972

he was quoted as declaring that Indonesia, Malaysia and
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Singapore were in a position to announce that they were neutral
because they were far from the Indochina war, “but Thailand,
which has been infiltrated by communist insurgents, is unable
to be neutral™ In the light of such comments, contemporary
observers noted that: “there is no one in the inner circle of the
Thai leadership today who is sympathetic to the approach,” and
described Thailand’s participation in the project as a mere
demonstration of ASEAN solidarity. Nevertheless, Pote Sarasin,
the Assistant Chairman of the NEC, in his speech at the 27"
UNGA referred to the common goal of ZOPFAN as a subject
of long-term interest to Thailand, but stressed that “while wars
continue to rage in the region, it is difficult to realize such a
regiona] objective.”"" While it is true that Thailand regarded the
demonstration of ASEAN solidarity as particularly crucial in
this period, comments regarding the scepticism shown towards
ZOPFAN within the leadership invariably failed to distinguish
the actual constructive positions of Thai delegates at. SOM
meetings from the cautious remarks of certain Thai leaders up
to 1973. The glaring contradictions posed by various different
aspects of policy became clear as Thailand came to host an
unprecedented number of US airmen during the phase of
‘Vietnamization. It was alleged that such presence, as well as the
active Thai involvement in Laos, revealed a “striking lack ofany

91

authentic neutrality” Meanwhile, arms transfers to Thailand
reached a peak in 1973, the highest level in the period 1970-1976.
Accordingly, it may be seen that Thai credibility on the issue of
ZOPFAN was seriously questioned during 1972-1973.

While their mandate was limited, it may be seen that Thai

delegates to subsequent SOM meetings after 1972 did not block
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discussions on the initial steps to be taken to achieve ZOPFAN,
and instead preferred a mediating role. Despite the departure of
Thanat Khoman, Thailand’s participation in the ZOPFAN
process therefore followed to a large extent the scenario set by
Thanat and his colleagues, that discussions should be launched
with Thailand’s ASEAN partners with the view to maximizing
Thailand’s options. The 2™ SOM agreed on 14 guidelines for
relations among states within and outside the Zone, and on the
line of action to promote ZOPFAN.” Such ‘initial steps’ were
eventually decided to include four measures, namely: a treaty of
amity within the region; a UN resolution to endorse ZOPFAN;
a denuclearization of Southeast Asia; and the conclusion of non-
aggression pacts with external countries. Nevertheless, having
made a major contribution in preparing the groundwork during
the first year, Thailand was not seen to introduce any fresh
proposals on ZOPFAN and it may be taken that overall foreign
policy flexibility remained circumscribed. To a certain extent,
it must be admitted that the non-committal aspect of the Thai
follow-up on ZOPFAN reflected both the absence of the driving
force of Thanat, as well as the tentative nature of Thailand’s move
to pragmatism until 1973-75. In typical Thai style, the military
leadership did not exclude studies, working groups, and talks on
important and pressing issues such as neutrality, relations with
China and re-examination of ties with the US, but no substantive
commitment was made to concretize an actual shift in policy.
In fact, such moves had been noticed by numerous commentators
since 1968 but never Fu]ly realized, and remained half-measures.*
They merely constituted, as the MFA was forced to stress over

and over again, options, with only symbolic implications.
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As it was, Thailand’s basically firm ideas on neutrality did
not really change in the aftermath of the 1971 Kuala Lumpur
Foreign Ministers’ Meeting. It remained opposed to the idea of
one-sided neutralization, and stressed that the focus of efforts
should be placed on obtaining acceptance by other powers in
combination with building regional strength. As Thanat declared
at the closing ceremony of the Kuala Lumpur Foreign Ministers’
Meeting: “we shall have to gain wider acceptance and support
from other Southeast Asian nations, as well as from the major
powers.” Indeed, one of the decisions of the Meeting as
enshrined in the Joint Communiqué was that individual ASEAN
member countries were assigned responsibility for approaching
the other Southeast Asian states for their views on the contents
of the Declaration® Due to these perceptions, the stress on
furctherance of ZOPFAN rather than neutralization per se.
However, subsequent to 1971 there were no longer any public
denunciation of neutrality within Thailand. Bangkok’s support
for the Kuala Lumpur Declaration may be seen as part of a
diplomatic offensive, holding out the possibility of the
establishment of a working relationship vis-a-vis China and the
other regimes in Southeast Asia. While Thailand sought to
promote a greater self-reliance, in terms of strategic perception
it remained wedded to the idea that great powers had to remain
involved in the area to maintain a regional balance. Moreover,
as we have seen, the Thai idea of neutrality was put in terms of
an armed neutrality, whose basis laid in the rejection of outside
powers’ interference through support for insurgent movements.
In this regard, it may be said that only in so far as there was a
rejection of external support for insurgency was there the

acceptance of an indigenously-maintained regional order.
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Thailand’s approach to ZOPFAN subsequent to the Kuala
Lumpur Foreign Ministers’ Meeting, at the same time supportive
and yet non-committal, may be differentiated from that of the
other members. The differences in approach within ASEAN was
acknowledged by Thai policy-makers, as seen in an interview
given by Foreign Minister Pichai Rattakul in April 1976: “in
principle, neucrality is OK. But in the terms of action, I think
each country may have a different approach while the ultimate
goal remains the same. The Philippines, for example, may adopt
an approach not exactly similar to ours in working towards the
goal.™ The Philippines took a legalistic approach which at first
threatened to stall the discussions at Kuala Lumpur, but had
been mollified by the decision to further discuss the Summit
initiative as proposed by President Marcos.”® In the aftermath
of the Kuala Lumpur Meeting, the Philippine continued to press
for a Summit, linking it to an ongoing requirement to discuss
the question of the PRC, as well as formalizing the commitment
to ZOPFAN by the ASEAN Heads of Government.” In due
course, however, the Philippines as part of its policy adjustment
after 1972 modified its policy towards fostering a greater policy
independence from the US, and contributed substantially to
discussions on various initial measures to implement ZOPFAN.*
The most extreme position appeared to have been taken by
Singapore, which while remaining officially non-aligned sought
to slow progress on achieving ZOPFAN to a more cautious pace,
seeing the manocuvres as potentially dangerous and realizing
the necessity to maintain a balance of power in the region.
Singapore was also suspicious of any scheme which would

institute a regional balance in which the Malay states would be
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dominant and leave the island-state with little room for
manocuvre.” Nevertheless, even Singapore eventua]]y saw merit
in the adoption of particular measures to achieve ZOPFAN. For
example, by 1974 it agreed with the conclusion of a non-aggression
pact within the region, as indicated by Foreign Minister
Rajaratnam: “a non-aggression pact between the countries of
Southeast Asia with which I agree would not prec]ude
intervention from outside, but it would preclude outbreak of
conflicts within the ASEAN group and Southeast Asia.”
Meanwhile, Indonesia which also attempted to promote regional
autonomy, gave public support to efforts at neutralization.
Indeed, certain Indonesians even saw ZOPFAN as an initiative
which had been pioneered by Indonesia. However, Jakarta builc
its own resistance on the proposed requirement of great power
guarantees for Southeast Asian neutrality which it regarded with
suspicion and rejected as detracting from its own advocacy of
National and Regional Resilience through ASEAN, as well as
its sense of regional entitlement which required that Indonesia
alone should be responsible for insticuting regional order. This
opposition was instrumental to the permanent removal of this
feature from the ZOPFAN formula. In a speech to the Press
Foundation of Asia Assembly in September 1971, Adam Malik

had laid down Indonesia’s position:

It seems to me still a rather distant possibility to
ever get the four major powers, given their divergent
interests and dcsigns towards the area, Voluntarily to
agree to its neutralization. Moreover, neutralization that

is the product of ‘one-way’ benevolence on the part of
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the big powers, at this stage, would perhaps prove as
brictle as the inter-relationship between the major

powers themselves.*

By the time of the 3* SOM in Baguio in June 1973, it was
realized by all ASEAN parties that the achievement of ZOPFAN
would not be through a sweeping neutralization of Southeast
Asia, but by the adoption of various political measures in
graduated steps, with the concentration on efforts within
ASEAN itself. A total of 6 SOMs on ZOPFAN took place prior
to the 1976 Bali Summit, which formally endorsed the Report of
the Senior Officials on ZOPFAN and thus the project itself.
Over time, the Malaysians toned down their enthusiasm for the
project but remained the overall sponsor, while the Philippines
and Singapore began to look at the ZOPFAN in a more positive
light. Moreover, around 1973 Indonesia began to interest itself
with denuclearization of Southeast Asia as a means towards the
achievement of ZOPFAN, eventually supported by the
Philippines. Plans of action to realize ZOPFAN were agreed
upon, but remained private documents of ASEAN with no public
declaration of a specific timetable for the implementation of
measures. Piecemeal rather than a wholesale and immediate
implementation therefore characterized ASEAN’s subsequent
approach to ZOPFAN

With hindsight, even though progress on ZOPFAN itself
was tentative and slow, the overall development of ideas on
regional order which was instigated by ZOPFAN proved fruitful
for ASEAN in the long term. In this regard, a fresh momentum

was provided by the need for an appropriate political response
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to the events in Indochina in 1975. Ongoing concerns with the
prevention of intra-ASEAN conflict as well as tensions within
Southeast Asia as whole, which had been a central preoccupation
of Thailand’s Thanat Khoman, sowed the seeds for the Treaty of
Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia (TAC) which was
signed at the Bali Summit in 1976. The TAC may be scen as the
first concrete document for improving regiona] cooperation in
all fields, even before the ASEAN Summit was agreed upon, with
widespread support within ASEAN as from the 8" AMM in May
1975.5 The original idea of a non-aggression pact among the states
of Southeast Asia appeared to have been advocated by the
Philippines and proposed publicly at the 7" AMM in May 1974.¢
However, the Thais felt that it had negative connotations in the
light of such agreements as the Russo-German Pact of 1939 and
given Thailand’s own unhappy prewar experience with non-
aggression pacts, and so a more positive instrument was sought
both in name as well as in content.”” As a senior Thai diplomat
pointed out, behind the Kuala Lumpur Declaration (Operative
Para.ll) was also a commitment to enhance cooperation, although
this was not clearly defined. Thai enthusiasm at intensifying
cooperation so as to actualize ASEAN’s strength and
independence contributed to the commitment to enhancing
ASEAN cooperation within the TAC, which Thai officials
regarded as a successor document to the 1971 Kuala Lumpur
Declaration.*® Indeed, in its general prescriptions to increase
cooperation it might not be stretching the point too far as to
make an inference between this element of the TAC with the
previous efforts to conclude a Treaty of Commerce and

Navigation within ASA, which was also seen as a framework
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agreement for increasing cooperation. The TAC also furthered
the general aims of ZOPFAN and formalized the commitments
in a treaty. Once signed by all the countries of Southeast Asia,
it would have the effect of committing the states of the region
to closer cooperation among themselves, most probably though
not necessarily through the ASEAN framework. Certainly, prior
to the signing of the TAC, the desirability of signing the
document was mentioned in all Joint Communiqués issued during
MR Kukrit's ASEAN visits in ]une—]u]y 1975, revea]ing it as a
priority of the Thai government. The TAC was to contain the
clements of a non-aggression pact within the region (Ch.IV), as
well as a concrete commitment to cooperation (Ch.IILArt.4).
The TAC thus emerged as a composite document, containing
clements of interest to individual members, including the
conciliation mechanism which was a Philippine initiative given
its involvement in disputes with various ASEAN members.
Indeed, the idea of a dispute settlement organ with its legal
implications may be regarded as being, in those days, quite alien
to the spirit of ASEAN which relied on self-restraince and
informal codes of conduct. Its inclusion in the TAC programme
may be attributed to the pressure of Manila with its generally
legalistic approach to the implementation of ZOPFAN. Thailand
itself has had harsh experience with international arbicration
over the Khao Phra Viharn Judgement in the International Court
of Justice in 1962 and thus had its own quiet reservations over
the desirability of such a mechanism.

In a related development to the emergence of greater
enthusiasm for ZOPFAN, Bangkok may be seen to have flirted

with the concept of non-alignment during the civilian
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governments of 1973-1976, as seen in the Seni Government’s
eclared intention to increase cooperation wi ¢ Thir or
declared intention t perat th the Third World

110

countries." This marked a shift towards a more positive
perception of the value of association with non-aligned nations,
although certain reservations remained.

Deputy Foreign Minister Lek Nana was assigned to foster
relations with developing countries in Africa, as well as closer
cooperation with the Third World as a whole. The scope of
Thailand’s foreign relations had already been extensively widened
by the establishment of diplomatic relations with many Eastern
European countries during the course of 1974-1975 under the
advocacy of the MFA. By 1976, the direction of Thailand’s foreign
trade and political relations was therefore more balanced than
it had been since 1945, and now policy-makers felt that some
overtures had to be made to the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM).

As Foreign Minister Pichai Rattakul reflected in an interview

in ]uly 1976:

As far as non-alignment is concerned, Thailand is
now the only country in the ASEAN group that has
Virtually no connection with it. This group and its
influence in international affairs are a rca]ity that can
no longer be ignored. Thailand feels that there can be a
lot of benefit in cultivating closer contacts with non-

aligned countries.™

Indeed, Pichai had declared that: “in our basic approach
and attitude towards international issues [ believe we are a]ready

non-aligned,” although membership of the Non-Aligned
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Movement itself was excluded for the time being.” Thailand’s
reserved atticude towards NAM in this regard reflected its
cautious diplomacy which seemed to have assessed that it could
for the time being depend on its ASEAN allies to represent its
interests in NAM, and that it should not risk overly antagonizing
old friends such as the US, particular]y at a time when
international attention was already centred on Thailand’s
seemingly hasty policy readjustments. However, any discussion
of Thai association with NAM was defiitively put off by the
increasing radicalization of the Organization during the late
19708 with the revival of Cold War tensions. In this regard,
evidence was provided in that the ZOPFAN proposal itself,
which had been endorsed at the NAM Conference in Algiers in
1973, was subsequently denounced by the delegations of Laos and
Vietnam at the Colombo Conference in 1976 and faced difficulties
thereafter due to such opposition within the forum, particularly
after tensions between ASEAN and Vietnam as a result of the
Kampuchean episode.™

Overall, adherence to ZOPFAN was seen as a useful
adjunct to Thai atctempts at reconciliation with the countries of
Indochina, and as such official enthusiasm for the project scemed
to have reached its peak around 1975-78. The Razak-Kukrit Joint
Communiqué of June 1975 paved the way for greater cooperation
towards ZOPFAN, including through the TAC. During the Seni
Government, there was for the first time a pub]ic commitment
to ZOPFAN as expressed in a Policy Statement, albeit in
accordance with the decision of the 1976 Bali Summit which
formally endorsed ZOPFAN as ongoing ASEAN project.™ With

the complete removal of foreign military bases under the Seni
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Government, Thailand also seemed to be fulfilling a major
requirement of ZOPFAN. However, Thailand came to see
Vietnam’s opposition to ZOPFAN as indicative of its hostility
towards ASEAN as a whole, and towards Thailand in particular,
as seen in Vietnam’s advocacy of its own Zone of Genuine
Independence, Peace and Neutrality (ZOGIPAN). When Vo
Dong Giang, Vietnam'’s Deputy Foreign Minister, proposed to a
dinner of Southeast Asian diplomats in New York on 13 June
1978 the idea of the establishment of its own version of a ‘zone
of peace, ASEAN reacted cautiously. The u™ AMM held in
Pattaya between 14-16 July 1978 subsequently discussed the
Vietnamese proposal, based on the report of the Thai Permanent
Representative in New York, Dr. Pracha Gunakasem. According
to a commentator, the Meeting “noted that while ASEAN
countries should react positively to Vietnam’s new overtures, the
regional organization should exercise caution in not being
trapped into a solution whereby a link-up with Vietnam in chis
case could be construed as association with Vietnam against a
particular superpower, China, for example.™® A common
ASEAN approach was also adopted on ZOPFAN during
Vietnamese Premier Phan Van Dong’s visit to ASEAN countries
later in the year.'7 A genera]]y conci]iatory Thai policy, however,
was pursued under Prime Minister Kriangsak Chomanan during
the course of 1978, and the policy of ‘equidistance’ was extended
into a more positive ‘omni-directional’ policy by his successor,
General Prem Tinsulanonda, by the mid r98o0s.

In general terms, the response to ZOPFAN from outside
ASEAN has been sceptical. This was particularly the case within

the other countries of Southeast Asia as well as among the great
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powers whose attitudes Thailand regarded as crucial to
ZOPFAN’s success. It may also be recalled that an important
clement for ZOPFAN was to gauge various countries’ response
to such a proposal, but the response was on the whole not very
encouraging. Burma, which a]ready considered itself neutral, was
generally non-committal and preferred to distance itself from
ASEAN as a whole."® Cambodia in its statement of 23 November
1971, even before the Kuala Lumpur Meeting began, outwardly
supported moves towards neutralization, while the Laotian
Prime Minister, Prince Souvanna Phouma, also lent his support
as revealed in his comments in Kuala Lumpur on 16 December
1972, although the position of both countries became negative
after 1975." As has been shown, Vietnam did not initially regard
ZOPFAN favourably, and stressed that the existence of foreign
bases in ASEAN countries prevented the achievement of real
neutrality.

As for the great powers, whose recognition and respect
for the scheme was regarded as crucial, the Soviet Union, for its
part, preferred to promote its notion of Asian Collective
Security, rejecting a role for ASEAN as a whole.* However, it
began to regard ZOPFAN more favourably as the Sino-Soviet
conflict hardened, as seen in political moves coordinated with
Vietnam during the course of 1978. Accordingly, in July 1978 the
Soviet Embassy in Bangkok released an article by an official
commentator containing words supportive of ZOPFAN as well
as ASEAN, which had “become a reality to be contended wich.™
As for China, which had been the original target behind
Malaysia’s idea of neutralization and was also a focus of Thai

political efforts, Beijing also initially rejected the idea of
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ZOPFAN. Nevertheless, it became clear to Beijing that it was
increasingly necessary to promote better relations with the
ASEAN countries amidst rising Sino-Soviet tensions during the
ear]y 19708, and thus China became the first major power to
reveal public support for the project. Phan Wannamethee,
Deputy Permanent Secretary for Foreign Affairs and the Head
of Thailand’s SOM delegations, disclosed on 29 June 1973 after
discussions with Chen Ji-sheng, China’s Director of Southeast
Asian Affairs, that China welcomed the Kuala Lumpur
Declaration and that a neutralized Southeast Asia accorded with
China’s own view.” China did not, however, abandon its support
for the communist movements in Southeast Asia which so
concerned the ASEAN states, and which served to perpetuate a
mistrust of Chinese intentions within certain sections of Thai
policy circles for some time. For its part, the US was
non-committal, especially with regards to the provision of
guarantees for Southeast Asian security. It further communicated
to the Thais that the idea had to be accepted by all parties or
would become a shield for external interference.® Thus as a
balloon to gauge the great powers’ and other regional powers’
responsiveness to the assertion of regional autonomy, ZOPFAN
proved relatively unproductive, at least until around 1976, and
this applied in particular to the Thai concern with external
powers’ support for insurgency. The general preconditions
specified by Thanat remained unfulfilled, constituting
impediments to the establishment of ZOPFAN according to the
requirements set by Thailand.

In overall terms, ZOPFAN appears as one episode where

Thailand helped to broker a project pushed by another power,

THAILAND'S ROLE IN ASEAN POLITICAL COOPERATION 273



namely Malaysia, and atcempted to repackage it to suit its own
interests, but which also contributed to the project’s ultimate
acceptance by other ASEAN members. It is crucial nevertheless
to stress that from the beginning, Thailand was not a major
protagonist, and its initial active role in the process reflected its
desire to act as conciliator and facilitator. While constructive,
it was not to be found among the most prominent advocates of
ZOPFAN, owing to its own internal differences. That advocacy
was largely left to Malaysia, the originator of such ideas.
Thailand’s attitude to ZOPFAN may be said to have embodied
the Thai view of regional order, and did not imply an automatic
acceptance of neutralization. In this view, regional order
depended on a certain degree of self-reliance among regional
states, which was promoted by the rejection of the use of force
by regional states and by the enhancement of cooperation in all
fields. It did not, however, completely exclude the superpowers
who had legitimate interests in the region and who were
intended to extend recognition to ZOPFAN. It merely signified
a rejection of external support for communist and other
insurgent movements, and for the purpose of ensuring the
region’s effective defence against such threats an armed neutra]ity
would be maintained. From a different perspective, it may be
asserted that the Kuala Lumpur Declaration represented an
attempt by Thanat and the MFA establishment to bring the
primal issue of relations with the PRC and Indochina into the
scope of ASEAN and thus maximize the room for manoecuvre
not only for Thailand itself, but also for the project’s sponsors
in domestic terms. Thai policy on ZOPFAN thus has to be seen

on 2 levels: 1) the exploratory level; and 2) the symbolic level. On

274 Thailand and ASEAN 1967-1979



both counts, regardless of the positive MFA attitude towards
the concept, Thailand’s stance was often handicapped by the
anti-communist attitude of the mi]itary leaders. However, the
examination has revealed that at the ASEAN level Thai po]icy
has often been more constructive than as might first appear.
Certainly, the view that is commonly held that Thailand “merely
held reservations” does lictle justice to its efforts.

Subsequent to 1978-1979, the reassertion of superpower
conflict in the region through the Kampuchean issue dimmed
prospects for an early achievement of ZOPFAN in all its aspects.
In concrete terms, the value of ZOPFAN and the TAC as
instruments for regional order and reconciliation lost their
immediacy due to the genera] level of mutual hosti]ity
engendered. Nevertheless, subsequent to 1979 Thailand continued
to maintain a public commitment to the ZOPFAN project in
opposition to Vietnam’s alternative concepts, due to its
symbolism of portraying ASEAN neutrality amidst regional
tensions and in sympathy to Malaysia’s advocacy, although
it appeared to remain indifferent towards a rapid implementation.
In particular, the so-called Kuantan Principle as enunciated by
Indonesia and Malaysia at a bilateral meeting in March 1980,
which was seen by its authors as part of an attempt to remove
superpower influence in an implementation of ZOPFAN, was
seen with a dim view in Thailand with its stance that China and
the USSR could play a useful role in pressuring Vietnam.™
Moreover, as the then Chairman of the House Foreign Relations
Committee and former political appointee as ambassador, Maj.-
Gen. Chan Ansuchote, pointed out: neutrality required the

“general will” of the people to be neutral, whereas in Thailand
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this merely took the form of an occasional sentiment at the level
of the government or political parties, which was insufhicient.”
Meanwhile, in terms of more recent developments following the
end of the Cold War, the very idea behind ZOPFAN and the
TAC may be seen to have changed. The stress of ZOPFAN and
the TAC have now changed from concentrating on keeping
superpowers out of the region to getting all powers involved
with Southeast Asia within the scope of the ASEAN-sponsored

framework.

THAILAND'S ROLE IN ASEAN SUMMITRY

Despite its advocacy of an informal structure for ASEAN,
Thailand was one of the first countries, together with the
Philippines, to see the importance of meetings at the Summit
level, again for largely political reasons. This position was linked
to its enthusiasm to increase ASEAN’s activities in the political
field, and initiatives favourable to mutual discussions were
supported because it saw a need to consult on poiiticai issues,
both at the Ministerial level and at the level of Heads of
Government. When questioned in 1969 as to what projects
Thailand was working on within ASEAN, Thanat Khoman
replied: “we feel that political consultation is the major
realization...leaders of many countries in Asia should meet as
often as possible and exchange their views.™ As we have seen,
ASEAN had through the 1967 Bangkok Declaration limited the
level of national participation to the Foreign Ministers’ level.
This had been despite the provision for meetings of Heads of

Government in the Manila Accord of 1963 founding
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MAPHILINDO, which was itself formally established by a
Summit Meeting in July 1963.% That the ASEAN framework
made no formal provision for participation by the Heads of
Government reflected the origins of ASEAN as having originated
within the respective Foreign Ministries, but may also have been
due to deference to President Suharto, who was initially
uncomfortable in the international arena and was preoccupied
with domestic issues in establishing the New Order in Indonesia.
An carly Summit meeting also threatened to bring contentious
bilateral issues to the fore and shatter che fragile entente,
negating its positive impact, which may have accounted for the
fact that no Heads of Government were present at Bangkok in
1967. Nevertheless, given the early launch of informal political
consultations by the ASEAN states, and considering the regional
significance of Nixon’s China visit, during the course of 1971
President Marcos of the Philippines called for high-level
consultations among regional states. China’s membership of
the United Nations in October 1971 contributed to a furcher
reassessment of positions by many ASEAN policy-makers on
this matter. As has been seen, the Kuala Lumpur Foreign
Ministers” Meeting in November 1971 had as a quid pro quo
between Malaysia and the Philippines led to a decision that the
Foreign Ministers would recommend that an ASEAN Summit
be held to discuss Nixon’s visit to China and other regional
questions, possibly in 1972. However, subsequent to that decision,
the final agreement by the ASEAN leaders could not be found
and the project was postponed indefinitely. Malaysia, for
example, remained concerned at its potential divisive impact,

and particularly that the question of sovereignty over Sabah
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might be raised. It therefore contended that the Summit had to
discuss substantial matters so as not to denigrate the Meeting’s
importance.

Despite the initial lack of ASEAN consensus on a Summi,
Thailand saw the need for consultations at the highest level to
assess the developments in Indochina and the possibilities for
regional reconciliation following the 1973 Paris Accords so as to
come to an accommodation with North Vietnam. Possibly at the
urging of the Philippines, which had been urging an ‘Asian’
Summit since the 3% AMM in 1969, Thailand’s advocacy of a
high—leve] meeting was eventua]]y extended to a formal Summit
of Southeast Asian countries involving all countries of the region.
The Philippines’ position drew a thread of continuity from
President Marcos” advocacy of an ‘Asian Forum’ to discuss
political issues within the region in the aftermath of Thanat’s
ASA call for an Asian solution to the Vietnam Conflict in 1966,
and may thus be seen to have shared a certain commonality of
inspiration with Thailand. Accordingly, the Thai advocacy of a
1o-nation regiona] meeting was pub]icly supported by the
Philippines at the 6" AMM in 1973 as echoing its idea of an ‘Asian

130

Forum.™ Such wishes, however, were also not fulfilled largely
owing to difficulties in determining a balanced representation
from the various national factions in Indochina, reflecting the
profound divisions within Southeast Asia.™

Fresh impetus for a Summit was provided by the
tumultuous events of April 1975, during which the right-wing
regimes in Saigon and Phnom Penh collapsed, and the
Communist Pathet Lao gained the upper hand in Vientiane. On

his arrival in Kuala Lumpur on 2 May 1975 for the 8" AMM,
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Foreign Minister Chatichai Choonhavan declared to the press
that Thailand was in favour of holding an ASEAN Summit.
While that issue was discussed in Kuala Lumpur, the Meeting
merely agreed upon the enhancement of ASEAN cooperation
without any firm public commitment to such a Summic.* With
this in mind, during MR Kukrit Pramoj’s visit to ASEAN
countries in June-July 1975, the Thai Prime Minister publicly
declared Thailand’s advocacy of an ASEAN Summit Meeting.
President Suharto’s ongoing reluctance was apparently breached
with MR Kukrit’s visit to Jakarta in June 1975. A Joint Statement
released by the two leaders declared that: “it would be useful for
ASEAN member countries to hold a summit meeting among
themselves to coordinate their thoughts and actions in pursuit
of establishing lasting peace in the region.”™ However, prior to
his departure from Bangkok for his visits to Singapore and
Manila in July, MR Kukrit had hinted that it was necessary to
obtain public backing from these two capitals as Malaysia and
Indonesia still took a position that there was no worthy cause
for holding a Summit and wanted informal contacts instead.™
Indeed, following this second leg of his comprehensive ASEAN
tour, MR Kukrit disclosed that Singapore even proposed
Bangkok as the site of such a Summic.¥ Thai press speculation
subsequently concurred that Bangkok was indeed the most
suitable place to hold a Summit as it would send a signal to the
world that the domino effect would be halted in Thailand.»
Perhaps Singapore was wary of such a Summit being dominated
by Indonesia with its own agenda, despite Singapore’s own view
that a Summit was desirable, and thus it promoted Thailand as

a ‘neutral’ party for hosting the talks. The Meeting would also
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have symbolic value in external terms in ]ending support to
Thailand as the ‘frontline’ state. Nevertheless, the crucial role of
President Suharto in the ASEAN process meant that Indonesia’s
weight did indeed take primary consideration, and the First
ASEAN Summit was held in Bali in February 1976, and not in
Bangkok. Subsequently, programme of action of the Declaration
of ASEAN Concord provided that Summit Meetings should be
held “as and when necessary,” and not institutionalized on a
regular basis.”

Thailand’s participation in the advocacy of Summit
meetings revealed that its policy of maintaining a general
convergence with the 1967 Bangkok Declaration was not
dogmatic and was adapted to suit its own requirements as
necessary. A Second Summit was held in Kuala Lumpur in

th

August 1977 on the occasion of ASEAN’s 10" Anniversary, and
subsequently there were even discussions of a Third Summit.
Thai documents seemed to indicate some early MFA enthusiasm

for the possibility of such a Summit:

There have been some preliminary discussions as to
the holding of a third meeting of ASEAN Heads of
Government sometime next year in order to review
recent developments in the region as well as ASEAN
cooperative relations with external countries... it would
only be natural for the leaders of member countries to
get together regularly to assess the progress that is being
made and to give directions for the continued growth of

ASEAN especially in areas of economic cooperation.”®
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However, although extensive ASEAN consultations took
place on the Indochina issue after 1978, the idea of a formal
Summit was eventually dropped. Instead, bilateral consulcations
were held between various leaders to coordinate policy to be
adopted by the ASEAN countries. Thai sources nevertheless
claim that the eventual holding of a Third Summit was the result
of a Thai initiative, formally proposed at the 18" AMM in July
1985.% Following extended negotiations, Third ASEAN Summit

th

was thus held in 1987 on the occasion of the 20™ Anniversary of

ASEAN.

Successive Thai leaders have also found it useful to visit
all ASEAN member countries upon coming to office, which has
become somewhat of a tradition. Perhaps more important for
Thai leaders than for their ASEAN counterparts given the
frequent changes in government, the ASEAN mini-Summits
helped to assert publicly Thailand’s commitment to the
Organization, as well as assert the regional legitimacy of
Thailand’s leaders. In so doing such moves also helped to
propagate a tradition of bilateral ASEAN diplomacy. Thus, MR
Kukrit Pramoj visited Kuala Lumpur and Jakarta in June 1975,
followed by Manila and Singapore in July. Even MR Seni Pramoj
in his short-lived administracion also managed to visic Kuala
Lumpur in July 1976. After coming to office in October 1976,
Tanin Kraivixien visited the ASEAN capitals during November-
December of that year. General Kriangsak Chomanan in turn
made an ASEAN circuit in February 1978, 3 months after
obtaining power, and held various consultations with his ASEAN
colleagues over the Kampuchean issue during the course of 1979.

The visits of Thai leaders were Frequent]y reciprocated by their
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ASEAN colleagues, and Malaysian and Singaporean Prime
Ministers became regular visitors to Bangkok. In fact, it has been
found that among the ASEAN members, Thailand has held the
greatest number of bilateral Summit meetings between 1967 and
1981, proving the importance it placed on Summit diplomacy
and personal contacts in order to achieve policy objectives within
ASEAN.* Tt further revealed the interest of Thai leaders in
maintaining strong bilateral relationships with individual
partners in ASEAN at the same time as more diffuse multilateral

relationships within the Organization.

THE QUESTION OF ASEAN MILITARY COOPERATION

Contrary to the expectations of‘contemporary observers,
Thailand publicly opposed turning ASEAN into a military
cooperation pact. In fact, there was a general convergence within
ASEAN policy circles that overt military cooperation was
dangerous for the Organization as a whole, although the various
ASEAN members differed as to the extent of non-formal
cooperation that was desirable. In this respect, the key factor in
determining the respective national positions was perception of
the potential reaction of the Indochinese countries, China and
the Soviet Union towards such cooperation. Already reluctant
initially to admit to political cooperation, there was even greater
reluctance by ASEAN to admit to specific security or military
cooperation.® While the former became generally accepted as a
regular ASEAN function, the latter was never accepted in the
same manner. This fact was spelt out clearly by successive Thai

Foreign Ministers, such as by Upadit Pachariyangkun in the
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midst of regional speculation on the possibility of Thailand’s

advocacy of a military role for ASEAN in February 1977:

We do not believe in the merit of having military
alliance as such because that will give rise to
misundcrstanding. What we are aiming at within the
framework of ASEAN is to emphasize on the economic
and social cooperation...those who try to tell the world
that Thailand is attempting to make military alliance
among the ASEAN countries in our regional organization

are not accurate and I can categorically deny that.**

It was with such considerations in mind that at an earlier
stage, Thanat Khoman, while upholding the need to maintain
all options, believed ASEAN should pursue other forms of
cooperation first before discussing any possibility of military
cooperation.'? There was substantial continuity in this position
as the same policy was pursued by Thai delegates within ASA
and ASPAC, and thereafter within various ASEAN fora.* As
has been noted, the Thai military had played a minimal role in
the creation of ASEAN, in contrast to their Indonesian and
Malaysian counterparts, even if the military usually entertained
good relationships with their ASEAN colleagues. This was also
fully consistent with a central contention of this study of the
Thai perception of ASEAN as a complement to existing
multilateral and bilateral military cooperation. Within a wider
objective of maximizing Thai security, political and other forms
of cooperation within ASEAN could complement military ties

with other countries and organizations. For Bangkok, it was more
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constructive for ASEAN to concentrate on economic, social and
cultural, as well as political, cooperation so as to build a base of
regional solidarity first. Moreover, to have engaged in outright
defence cooperation would have undermined the peaceful and
independent image of ASEAN without perceptibly increasing
the security of member states. With this in mind, Thanat
promoted the notion of Southeast Asian countries not having
enough miiitary force to defend themselves against external
threats.® In particular, it was stressed that against the miiitary
power of North Vietnam ASEAN cooperation in this field could
not be expected to count for much. Much of the Thai position
therefore had its basis in Thailand’s proximity to the points of
greatest vulnerability in Southeast Asia. For military capability,
ASEAN members instead relied on the forces of other military
powers, namely the regional presence of the US and countries
of the Commonwealth. It must be underscored, however, that
the availabiiity of these facilities did not cause certain Thai
policy-makers, conscious of the need to maintain all possible
avenues for action, to rule out an ASEAN option altogether at
various stages.

When assessing the US withdrawal from Indochina,
certain Thai leaders with their overriding security concerns did
consider widening the scope of ASEAN cooperation. Nevertheless,
it may be seen that in their references to ‘security’ cooperation
for ASEAN, Thai leaders to a large extent really meant
cooperation to achieve regional order through an essentially
enlarged political cooperation. On the other hand, the process
also involved the proposition that ASEAN should have security

functions, although no specific military cooperation was
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envisaged.*® This was seen in Field Marshal Thanom’s Keynote

Statement at the 6" AMM in Pattaya in April 1973;

We should collectively tackle the problems of
security that have 1ong plagued the stability of this
region. This responsibility should not be left to others or
to any nation alone in this region but should be shared
by all of us. Let us appeal to the other countries in
Southeast Asia to bury the differences and, together,

pursue a more constructive course."’

Thanom’s Statement with its references to collective
responsibility in the region, as well as to Thailand’s advocacy of
a conference of all Southeast Asian nations, was fully consistent
with the general diplomatic disposition of Thailand at that time.
Rather than the SEATOizing of ASEAN, there was rather a move
to ASEANize SEATO during the 1970s, with greater emphasis
being given to political consultations, as well as economic and
cultural cooperation so as to maintain the usefulness of the
Organization to its members and prevent further loss of interest.**

Concerns about regional order may also have motivated
subsequent Thai leaders in the aftermath of the events of Spring
1975. The issue of security again became a concern, and the 8"
AMM held in Kuala Lumpur on 13-15 May 1975 was crucial in
airing individual responses to the situation in Indochina,
a]though the informal proceedings have remained shrouded in
relative secrecy.® There was no apparent commitment to mi]itary
cooperation per se. However, although the position adopted was
that care had to be taken not to appear provocative towards the

countries of Indochina, Thailand advocated close consultations
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so that all avenues of cooperation should not be excluded. In chis
regard, the phrase “all avenues of cooperation” sometimes
appeared to be a euphemism for the possibility of including
security cooperation. In particular, in keeping with the evolution
of its line of thinking on ZOPFAN, it was held that the
possibility of such cooperation among the states of the zone as
an ultimate measure should not be ruled out so as to maintain
adequately the region’s neutra]ity, a]though forming apact with
outside powers was deemed undesirable. That such themes
remained a concern was revealed by comments by MR Kukrit

Pramoj on his visit to Manila in July 1975:

The future development of ASEAN cooperation
should be widened and intensified to cover fields which,
in past, we had not considered. Among the fields which
we did not consider in the past is the security field. This
will have to be discussed with member nations before
we ever come to a conclusion.’™®

Such declarations, however, again point to the often
deliberate vagueness of references to security, with no specific
mention of military cooperation. They also have to be seen within
the context of the consideration of a general Widening of
cooperation, and taking into account the relative inexperience
of an incoming civilian administration with regards to sensitive
issues of ASEAN cooperation. In any case, given the public fear
of an alignment with foreign powers by executive fiat in the
aftermath of the events of October 1973, the Constitution of 1974
specified that military pacts had to be approved by Parliament.

However, the Constitution of 1974 was suspended after the coup
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d’¢tat of October 1976, and the Constitution of 1978 which
succeeded it, had no provisions to this purpose.s* Nevertheless,
internal documents relating to the Summit meetings revealed
there was substantial internal consensus within Thailand on a
line of thinking which excluded formal ASEAN mi]itary
cooperation. Even the Thai military in the months leading up to
the Bali Summit agreed that ASEAN as an organization should
not formally cooperate militarily.5* Notwithstanding such
reservations, some elements within the ASEAN defence
community did envisage scope for greater bilateral or trilateral
cooperation among member countries. Various measures were
advocated short of the conclusion of a formal military
cooperation agreement, such as the standardization of armaments
within ASEAN.S It is also clear that discussions on security
cooperation did take p]ace at the Bali Summit as there was a
provision for cooperation “on a non-ASEAN basis between the
member states on security matters” in the Declaration of ASEAN
Concord. Discussions on security cooperation, however, were
not pursued on an ongoing basis after Bali, alchough there were
again instances when the question was raised, such as at the Kuala
Lumpur Summit in 1977 and again during the course of 1979.5*
During the course of the period under study, certain
ASEAN members did reach agreement on enhancing military
cooperation on a bilateral basis. Bilateral military exercises have
been held between Thailand and certain ASEAN countries such
as Malaysia and Indonesia. Enhancing bilateral or trilateral
cooperation may be seen as becoming more important by the
Thai military, particularly after the phasing out of SEATO

exercises by 1977. T]’IGTG was an agreement {:OT the exchange OF
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military information between Indonesia and Singapore in
November 1976, followed by an agreement between the lacter
and Thailand in December 1976. Following an Indonesian
initiative, Kursus Istimewa-KISTA (Special Training Courses)
were held on rotation between ASEAN countries for security
officials as from 1974 so as to acquaint them with the security
and defence policy of fellow ASEAN member countries.s* Care,
however, had to be taken that such activities appeared non-
provocative and remained largely informal, for the benefit of
outside observers. Since the signing of the Agreement of 1968,
Thailand has also promoted military cooperation with Malaysia
on the Thai-Malay border to combat communist insurgency from
the Communist Party of Malaya (CPM) and the Communist
Party of Thailand (CPT). Joint milicary operations were launched
by Malaysian and Thai forces during the course of 1977. In that
respect, therefore, it may be said that ASEAN fulfilled an
important security function for Thailand.

A study of the list of Thai delegates to ASEAN Meetings
reveals that Thai military and national security representatives
attended the initial ASEAN meetings, such as the 2 AMM in
1968 and the various informal Foreign Ministers’ Meetings held
to discuss political issues.s® This doubtless helped to feed the
speculation that Thailand was trying to foster ASEAN military
cooperation. This perception was particularly strong in the run-
up to the Kuala Lumpur Summit in 1977 and focused on the
activities of Prime Minister Tanin Kraivixien, who was pursuing
an active anti-communist policy in domestic terms. In fac, it
was Indonesia which was one of the foremost exponents of some

form of military cooperation by ASEAN countries. Indonesia
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was motivated by strategic concerns over the large size of its
territories in comparison with the Capability of'its armed forces,
and by the belief that military cooperation could strengthen
national and regional resilience.” Yet in Indonesia also there
were certain differences between the perception of the military
and the civilians. Indonesian Minister of Defence General
Panggabean came out at times with statements strongly
supportive of formal military cooperation, and the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs was forced to limit such provocative moves in
its attempts to uphold the ‘free and active’ legacy of Jakarta’s
diplomacy.® Nevertheless, Foreign Minister Adam Malik did
not rule out limited cooperation among the ASEAN states,

including bilateral measures, alcogether:

Regarding suggestions about multilateral military
exercises among ASEAN countries, Indonesia has no
objection against joint military exercises as long as these
exercises are held in a bilateral or even trilateral basis
but not in the framework of ASEAN...such exercises on
a bilateral or trilateral basis would be good for creating

close harmony on national resilience.”

As for the other states, the Philippines was keen to engage
in ASEAN military cooperation as by the mid 1970s it had
become uncertain as to the extent of US commitment to
Southeast Asia. Singapore remained ambivalent as it wanted to
ensure that the US remained engaged mi]itari]y, and was
generaﬂy suspicious of‘any Indonesian-dominated regional order,
although it welcomed greater coordination on security questions.

Only Malaysia maintained its consistent position since 1970 that
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any extension of multilateral security cooperation within the
region was undesirable. It continued to hold that the main threat
facing ASEAN was that of insurgency, and any formal defence
cooperation would be misdirected.

Differences among as well as within ASEAN countries as
to how much military cooperation was desirable may be
illustrated by an examination of the respective positions taken
on the issue of military aid to Cambodia in 1970. Following the
Lon Nol coup in March 1970, the military situation in Cambodia
had deteriorated, causing concern among its neighbours. In an
attempt at an Asian solution to the issue, Indonesia hosted the
Jakarta Conference on Cambodia on 16-17 May 1970 at which u
nations participated, including all the ASEAN countries. The
Indonesian military proposed the sending of troops to support
the Cambodian regime of General Lon Nol, but were forced to
withdraw before the objections of Foreign Minister Adam Malik.
According to Malik, “The communists are just waiting for arms
to be delivered to escalate their activities in Cambodia,” and he
sought to ensure that the Jakarta Conference made no
arrangements to this purpose.® Malaysia contented itself with
providing anti-insurgency training. As for Thailand, in late May
Deputy Prime Minister Prapat Charusathiara visited Cambodia
and announced that Thailand would supply military provisions
to Phnom Penh. Between late May and mid July, Thai milicary
leaders also held talks with South Vietnamese leaders about the
possibility for joint aid to Cambodia, including the possible
conclusion of an alliance. The military led by Prapatc wanted
to send Thai troops to Cambodia, to be justified in terms of

forward defence of Thailand’s own security, but were resisted by
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Thanat and certain civilian Cabinet members for fear of reaction
by the PRC and Vietnam. In this case, there was an apparent
contradiction between the two basic doctrines upheld by the
military: that of ‘fighting the enemy outside the country is better
than inside;” and ‘don’t bring enemies home.” Between May and
July 1970, the official Thai stance appeared to see-saw between
the two opposing positions, and consequently the Thai stance
appeared ambivalent. Much appeared to hinge on whether the
US would be prepared to back in financial terms any proposed
despatch of Thai troops to Cambodia, a course of action which
was formally restricted by recent Congressional moves.“ Finally,
the ‘official’ Thai view was expressed by the MFA spokesman

during the course of Lon Nol's visit to Thailand between 22-23

]uiy 1970:

Lately, there have been unfounded press
speculations that nations on the mainland of Southeast
Asia, inc]uding Thailand, may be planning to set up a
new military alliance to meet growing communist
threats...Thailand has been asked to cooperate with and
assist three nations, not otherwise. However, this does
not mean that those nations have decided to establish a
new military alliance which cannot possibly make sense
between parties with only low or nonexisting rni]itary

potential and capability.‘(‘7

Such re-iteration not only reaffirmed Thailand’s readiness
to provide bilateral support for the regimes in Indochina, but
at the same time a rejection of plans for military pact in the

region. In due course, Thailand adopted a policy of ‘neutrality’
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with regards to the regime in Phnom Penh, a policy which was
maintained until April 1975

In fact, Cambodia remained the focus of the debates on
multilateral ASEAN military cooperation throughout the period,
given its proximity to Thailand and its resultant effects on
ASEAN security. Fol]owing the Vietnamese intervention in what
was now known as Kampuchea, in November 1979 there was an
exchange of correspondence on a statement by the Spokesman
of the Thai Prime Minister’s Office on the desirability of
organizing a meeting of defence ministers of ASEAN, specifically
mentioning that it was a “Thai initiative.” Apparently Prime
Minister Kriangsak indicated that the idea of a meeting of
ASEAN defence ministers could be explored, but he said that
such a meeting could only be for an exchange of ideas and not
for discussing military ties which would violate ASEAN
principles.® The generally poor response within ASEAN to such
an initiative meant that it was not pressed with any vigour, and
was eventually abandoned.

Thailand’s reluctance to engage in formal milicary
cooperation within ASEAN thus showed substantial continuity.
Thailand’s position in 1980, at the end of the period under study,
remained the same as at the beginning: that the costs would far
outweigh the benefits, even if the Kingdom was searching for
greater security. There were occasional departures from this
official line by certain prominent individuals, but the general
po]icy was maintained. Overall, it could be said that while there
Were more pressures on Thailand to encourage cooperation in
this field than on other countries, there were important

offsetting considerations. Indeed, by choosing to obtain military
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support on the Kampuchean issue from the United States and
China and depending on ASEAN mainly for political support,
Thailand could claim with some conviction that it was not

necessary for it to try to turn ASEAN into a military organization.
THE INSTITUTIONAL DIMENSION

An clement of continuity on the issue of ASEAN
institutions was that Thai policy—rnakers may be seen to have
favoured practical cooperation, instead of visible superstructures.
Bearing in mind that Thailand favoured the greatest informality
and the highest degree of flexibility for the Organization from
the beginning, it did not favour an overarching administrative
structure for ASEAN. Hence its advocacy of gradualism and
informality at the 1967 Bangkok Meeting. This is shown by the
study of the respective national positions taken at the Meeting.
In drafting its initial proposals for the founding of ASEAN, the
Philippines had in fact used the term ‘Charter for peace and
progress’ for the founding document. By contrast, the Thai
secretariat and Malaysia wanted a less ambitious title and
preferred the format of a joint declaration for the Foreign
Ministers, which eventuaﬂy prevailed.‘7“ Nevertheless, Considering
Thanat Khoman’s claim that he sought an example in the
European Community, it can safely be said that furcher
institutionalization was not excluded by the Thai side in the long
run. As we have seen, the informality of ASEAN was drawn from
certain members’ previous experience in ASA, which was
transmitted to the new body. In this regard, Thailand’s stance

was consistent with its previous position on ASA, in which it
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had promoted informality whereas at the beginning the
Philippines and even the usually modest Malaya favoured a
grander design, comp]ete with a central secretariat.” Such an
attitude may not have been necessari]y unique within Asia as a
whole which favoured informality and a step-by-step approach
to cooperation, but may be opposed to Western contractually-
based formality in multilateral institutions. Informality was also
characteristic of the Thai stance on ASPAC. At the founding
meeting of ASPAC in June 1966, Thanat recommended the
practice of ASA of‘rotating the secretariat among member states,
and stated that his country would not oppose some kind of
permanent machinery and would bear its share of the expense,
if necessary, but warned against permitting such machinery to
become big and cumbersome.”A similar stance was also seen on
the issue of concluding an ASPAC Charter which was raised by
South Korea in 1968.

[t may be seen that the 1967 Bangkok Declaration involved
minimal legal obligations for Thailand, with ASEAN being
essentially a ‘free association of states.” The Bangkok Declaration
did not specify a legal status or specific legal powers for the
Organization, which had to be identified by implication. In fact,
under Thai law, ASEAN did not have, and continues to lack, its
own legal personality, which required separate legislation to be
passed by Parliament. In a recent study of ASEAN’s legal status,
the MFA's Department of Treaties and Legal Affairs concluded
that according to widely accepted criceria ASEAN was “a
permanent association of states, with lawful objects, equipped
with organs,” but that there was no “distinction, in terms of legal

powers and purposes, between the organization and its member
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states.”” This, for example, distinguished it from the European
Community in which the European Commission was granted
extensive powers to negotiate on behalf of the member states.
Despite the limitations of the Bangkok Declaration, however,
Thailand’s position as formulated by the MFA was always that
the Declaration was necessary and sufficient as a founding charter
for ASEAN. Therefore, it need not, and indeed should not, be
amended or replaced unless absolutely necessary. However,
Thailand remained relatively open on the possibility of
concluding supplementary agreements which would more clearly
define commitments on specific issues. It was President Marcos
who proposed the idea of drawing up an ASEAN Charter to
place the Association on a more formal footing. As Philippine
Foreign Minister Carlos Romulo declared at the 7[h AMM: “We
are in the process of institutionalization of ASEAN...It requires
only the adoption of a Charter to complete the work of
institutionalizing the Association fully—a Charter which will
bind us formally in full commitment to ASEAN goals and
aspirations.”” However, it may be seen at the time that the
signing of the TAC in 1976 largely eliminated the need for an
ASEAN Charter. The TAC bound the signatories to enhance
their cooperation in a wide variety of fields, without removing
the primary importance of the Bangkok Declaration, for in
principle it reflected a wider Southeast Asian perspective.”
The ASEAN structure as provided by the 1967 Bzmgkok
Declaration was based on that of ASA, a system of
intergovernmental conferences. The Foreign Ministers took the
lead in the intergovernmental negotiations and met in an annual
ASEAN Ministerial Meeting (AMM), whose chairmanship
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rotated annua”y between the five member countries. An ASEAN
Standing Committee (ASC) of ASEAN ambassadors accredited
to the country chairing the AMM was also instituted to
undertake the business of the Association in between the regular
annual meeting of the Foreign Ministers. In turn, a committee
of the Heads of the ASEAN National Secretariats screened
various projects and prepared the agenda and detailed
recommendations for adoption by the ASC, as well as performed
general coordination functions. Hence the influential role played
by the heads of the ASEAN National Secretariats on a day-to-
day basis, both at the national and at the ASEAN level. The
Senior Officials’ Meeting (SOM), which had been introduced in
1971, was outside this formal institutional scruccure due to its
origins specific to ZOPFAN, although it was indirectly integral
asitwas headed by the Permanent Secretaries or Director-Generals
of the Political Department, who were invariably more senior
than the Secretaries-General of the ASEAN National Secretariat.
Such arrangements meant, moreover, that organizational issues
were largely a matter left to the discretion of the MFA. This
impression is confirmed by a former senior official of the
Ministry of Commerce, who admitted that as political decisions
were involved on such questions, the MFA took the crucial
initiatives on institutional issues.”™ Given the importance placed
on political direction, much of the Thai position on organizational
issues may therefore be said to have reflected political concerns,
as will be seen on issues such as that of a central ASEAN
secretariat, organizational structure and membership.
Subsequently, much of intra-ASEAN coordination was taken
over by the central ASEAN Secretariat in ]akarta, a]though the
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respective ASEAN Directors-General remained powerful in
general terms. Under this structure were the technical
committees, ad hoc and permanent, chaired by the various
functional agencies of the individual member countries, under
which most of the cooperative projects were planned and
directed.

It was the Philippines that first initiated plans for the
greater institutionalization of ASEAN. As had been the case
with ASA, the Philippines supported a substantial structure for
the organizations of which it was a member, in keeping with its
optimistic regional vision and its more legalistic and formal
approach to cooperation than many of its Asian partners.
Subsequent to the 1967 Bangkok Meeting, Manila was to be
frequently seen to propose ambitious plans for regional
cooperation. Thus, at the 2 AMM in 1968 Narciso Ramos, the
Philippines Foreign Minister, proposed the creation of a central
secretariat, origina]ly as part ofa package of measures invo]ving
an ASEAN Fund, central secretariat and Charter.”7 Such interest
in a central coordinating body was then raised again publicly at
the 5" AMM in 1972. At the same time, the UN Study Group
recommended that “the nucleus of a permanent central
secretariat, as small as is consistent with providing the necessary
services, be set up,” which served to spur further initiatives.”
Indonesia shared some of the Philippines’ ambitions for ASEAN,
given its emphasis on the Organization as the main instrument
of its regional policy, and thus it also sought to improve ASEAN’s
infrascructure. In particular, Indonesia favoured a more
centralized structure which would enable a clearer sense of

direction to be given to the Organization, with Jakarta being
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able to exert a greater influence.” With this in mind, it proposed
Jakarta as the site for an ASEAN Secretariat from the time of
the 6" AMM in April 1973, at which the decision was taken to
form a central secretariat and that studies to this purpose should
begin. In turn, Manila was formally proposed by the Philippines
in 1974, complete with an attractive package of benefits. A
bidding contest appeared to be inevitable, but following
extensive consultations between Indonesia and the Philippines,
Manila’s bid was withdrawn in favour of Jakarta. A decision was
then taken by the ASEAN states that the ASEAN Secretariat
should be located in the Indonesian capital, with the consensus
agreement being enshrined in the decisions of the 7" AMM in
May 1974.% As from the initial decision in April 1973, however,
it may be seen that there were ongoing discussions regarding the
shape and form of the ASEAN institutions as a whole.
Thailand’s position was relatively slow to emerge, although
it was reluctant to see too early an institutionalization, believing
as it did that the Organization should first achieve some concrete
results. Underlying the arguments was often the unspoken
assumption that institutionalization entailed considerable
expenses and did not always mean more effective cooperation.
By extension, this also suggested that informal intergovernmental
consultations on political and economic issues were given greater
priority than programme—based cooperation which may require
greater secretarial and financial resources, but without
necessarily producing clear benefits in the short term. ASEAN
officials thus spoke constantly about minimizing expenditure
and avoiding any duplication of work. However, Thailand moved

towards the idea of a central secretariat during the course of

298 Thailand and ASEAN 1967-1979



work of the UN Study Group, and as part of its reappraisal that
ASEAN cooperation had to be elevated. The initial ambiguity
pressed for by Thailand in 1967 has nevertheless enabled such
changes to the ASEAN institutional structure to be made
without the need to update ASEAN’s founding document.
Thailand for its part had also considered running for the
seat of the proposed ASEAN Secretariat, with its pride at
Bangkok being the secat of SEATO, ECAFE and other
international organizations in mind. However, it also seemed to
have possessed political objectives in making its final decision
not to run. Jakarta was instead supported by Thailand as
Indonesia’s friendship was valuable considering its political
position as a non-aligned country with good islamic and Middle
Eastern contacts.® Indonesia was also one of the only Southeast
Asian countries with an international stature, having been a
member of the International Commission for Control and
Supervision (ICCS) after the 1973 Peace Accords in Vietnam.
Within Thailand, there was also no great fear of the possibility
for Indonesian domination of the Organization. In recurn,
Thailand could be reasonably satisfied with the selection of
General Hartono Rekso Dharsono as the first Secretary-General
of the ASEAN Secretariat as he had been Indonesia’s Ambassador
to Bangkok during 1969-1970. Nevertheless, it was forced to
acquiesce in his removal in 1978 by Indonesia following his
criticism of the Indonesian army leadership during the student
unrest of that year. Indeed, Thailand’s Foreign Minister Upadit
Pachariyangkun as the incumbent ASC Chairman had to
undertake the job of formally notifying Dharsono to vacate his

182

post.®* Moreover, although the post of Secretary-General of the
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ASEAN Secretariat was rotated among the member countries,
due to alphabetical ordering it was not to be until 1984 that there
was a Thai Secretary-General with the appointment of Phan
Wannamethee, a senior Thai diplomat.

Although Thailand was keen to endow ASEAN with the
greatest effectiveness following the decision to move towards a
central secretariat in 1973, its vision was of a limited mechanism
for the Association. Most importantly, the position as formulated
by the MFA was that any central secretariat should mere]y be
an adjunct to, and not a replacement of, the mechanisms
established at Bangkok. Early on in the process, an MFA Policy
Memorandum recommended that: “The Central Secretariat
should have only the status of an additional permanent body.™"
Thailand’s position, as opposed to the grand design of Indonesia
and the Philippines, contributed towards the final consensus
decision taken by ASEAN on a limited secretariat, with a
Secretary-General, an Assistant to the Secretary—General, three
Bureau Directors and three professional Officers, as well as a
body of locally-recruited staff. In chis, it was supported by
Singapore, which specifically feared that Indonesia could
dominate the ASEAN agenda with a 1arge central secretariat
based in Jakarta* Thailand’s position also showed continuity
from the stance taken on ASA, as shown in its Working Paper
at that time in which it had argued for the administrative
machinery to be “kept at a minimum” and that the Association
should be an “informal” and “practical” organization.™ This
probably had something to do with its experience in SEATO,
with the restrictive Wording of the Manila Pact, which had

prevented members from reorienting the organization as
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Thailand thought was necessary, such as moving to majority rule.
A more specific analysis thus tends to give lie to the general
comments that Asian states as a whole preferred informalicy
with regards to the structure of regional institutions. While such
preferences were indeed expressed, this did not prevent the
emergence of divergences based on perception of national
interest. Meanwhile, even after the creation of the ASEAN
Secretariat, control remained very much in the hands of the
member states. Under the 1976 Agreement on the Establishment
of the ASEAN Secretariat, the professiona] staff of the Secretariat
were appointed by the ASC upon nomination by member
governments, and as such were mostly seconded from various
national agencies, retaining a national perspective. Most
symbolically, the ASEAN Secretariat was headed by the
Secretary—Genera] of the ASEAN Secretariat as mere]y the ‘Head
of the Secretariat’ with a limited brief, and not Head of the
Organization as a whole.

After the restructuring process launched by the Bali
Summit decisions in 1976, Thailand also sought as much as
possible to maintain ASEAN's overall congruence with the 1967
structure. Initially, in response to Philippine proposals in 1974,
it was apparently proposed that there could be instituted a
Council of Ministers, together with a small central secretariat.’®
However, following extended discussions within the MFA and
between the MFA and other agencies, it was deemed suitable to
attempt to preserve as much of the 1967 structure as possible.
The basis for this position was that Thailand did not have a single
Minister who could oversee economic cooperation

comprehensively. Thus, it was important to have a mechanism
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at the ministerial level to oversee the wider ASEAN cooperation
and to avoid the non-proliferation of committees. Moreover, it
was again deemed suitable to preserve the Bangkok Declaration
as it did not only specify the organizational structure, but also
the basic political commitment to cooperate in the various fields.
Some have suggested that this preference for the old structure
was due to a lack of vision or direction, and this may well have
played a part. However, as it had p]ayed a major role in the
drafting of the Bangkok Declaration, Thailand saw that its
interests were comprehensively dealt within the existing format,
whereas in a new round of bargaining this might not remain so.
It may also be seen that Thailand was ready to support efforts
to improve the efficiency of the Organization as a whole,
although it saw a need for continued political direction. This
position was sustained by the MFA in the aftermath of the Bali
Summit, which saw the launch of an enhanced ASEAN economic
cooperation, requiring a further review of the ASEAN
insticutional structure. Alone of the ASEAN members, Thailand
sent an MFA representative as its chief delegate to the Ad Hoc
Committee of the ASEAN Economic Ministers on the
restructuring of Permanent, Special and Ad Hoc Committees
Related to Economic Matters held in Kuala Lumpur in December
1976. Nevertheless, the 3 AEM in January 1977 took a position
that the committees of the ASEAN Economic Ministers (AEM)
should report directly to the AEM and not through any
intervening body not responsible to the Economic Ministers,
namely the ASC.*” Moreover, at their next meeting in June, the
AEM in formulating their recommendations to the ASEAN
Heads of Government proposed that they should only report to
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the Heads of Government and maintained that the ASC be
replaced. This position was immediately rebutted by the ASEAN
Foreign Ministers at the 10" AMM in Singapore in ]uly7 as
revealed in the comments of the Thai, Philippine and Malaysian
Foreign Ministers.™ Thus on the eve of the Kuala Lumpur
Summit in 1977, there was an apparent impasse between the
respective positions of the AMM and AEM.

Within Thailand itself there were considerable differences
of emphasis between the MFA and the Economic Ministries. The
Ministry of Finance, which was responsible for the overall
coordination of Thailand’s economic policy, argued that it should
take a more prominent coordinating function. On this issue,
therefore, the divisions appeared to lie between different
bureaucratic agencies rather than on country lines, for most of
the other countries experienced the same differences, with the
exception of Indonesia whose Foreign Minister supported a
greater role for the Economic Ministers. Indeed, Indonesian
proposals drew heavily on the European example, and advocated
abolishing the ASC altogether and to hand over a majority of
the coordinating functions to the new ASEAN Secretariat, while
a Council of Ministers would remove the monopoly of power

® A compromise was reached

away from the Foreign Ministers.
at the 2 ASEAN Summit in Kuala Lumpur in August 1977,
whereby the ASC and the Foreign Ministers in the AMM
remained the central coordinating body of ASEAN; although
the economic committees could report direetly to the AEM, and
the AEM to the Heads of Government while keeping the Foreign
Ministers informed through the ASEAN Secretariat.

Notwithstanding this compromise, the subject of an appropriate
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institutional structure to facilitate cooperation and maximize
cffectiveness proved to be a source of ongoing debate within
ASEAN. This was seen in the creation of the Task Force of
officials and businessmen, which presented its Report to 16"
AMM in 1983, in the Report of the ASEAN-CCI Group of
Fourteen of 1987, and in the discussions leading up to the 4"

Summit in 1992.%°

THE QUESTION OF ASEAN'’S
ENLARGEMENT 1967-1979

Thailand regarded the issue of ASEAN membership as
important from the beginning, secing it as determining the place
of the Organization in regional terms. Although it had pressed
for the establishment of ASA at the earliest opportunity, even
with a restricted membership, it came to see that membership
was one issue which had helped to doom the Organization, which
turned out not to be viable in regional terms with only three
members. Indeed, Gordon observes of the founding of ASA that:
“had officials of the three states not been so concerned with
finding a ‘neutral’ fourth member of the proposed group, ASA

M191

would very likely have been established months sooner.™" From
the start, therefore, Thailand encouraged the widest possible
membership for ASEAN, and indicated that the new Organization
should eventually encompass all the countries of Southeast Asia.
Thanat Khoman's speech at the Closing Ceremony of the 4™ ASA
MM in Kuala Lumpur in August 1967 constituted a good

recapitulation of the Thai position:

304 Thailand and ASEAN 1967-1979



Ultimately, I also hope that even those who have
shown hostility towards us will also sce the benefits of
cooperation instead ofseeking to expand and dominate.
[t may take ten years, twenty years or more, but the time

will come when they will sit with us, work with us, for

their own good as well as for our mutual benefits.?

It is also useful to recall that an important element in the
discussions at Bangkok in 1967 was that of membership, where
the position of Sri Lanka was discussed and then dropped.”
However, under the Bangkok Declaration, ASEAN was merely
“open for participation to all States in the Southeast Asian
Region” which subscribed to the aims, principles and purposes
of the Association, and there was no mention of “entitlement”
as in Art.IV of the Charter of the Organization of African Unity
(OAU).»* Thus it was up to interested parties to make formal
applications to join ASEAN by subscribing to the Association’s
basic documents, after which it depended on the discretion of
the existing members to decide on the expansion of membership
on the basis of consensus.

Thailand saw the expansion of membership as increasing
ASEAN's regional relevance and bringing greater balance to the
Association. With this in mind, between 1970-1975 it sought to
involve Laos and Cambodia as far as possible in ASEAN
activities. After 1975, moreover, it saw the offer of ASEAN
membership as a symbol of reconciliation in Southeast Asia and
a willingness to cooperate with all, including past foes.” Given
Thailand’s past association with US policy in Southeast Asia,

Thailand gave its early advocacy of ASEAN’s expansion a
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symbolic significance as an aspect of its ‘good neighbour’ policy
rather than considering the practical implications of such a
move, such as the possible dilution of ASEAN solidarity or
ideological affinity. Through its pronouncements on the
desirability for expansion of membership during 1973-1978, it
showed a keenness to depart from an anti-Vietnam image in
cooperation with the Philippines, and generally supported
Malaysian moves to increase ASEAN membership. At the same
time, it was a distinctly political position, in maintaining that
ASEAN was “The 10gica] framework for establishing peace,
progress and stability in the region,” instead of paving the way
for a new inclusive organization specifically designed to cater
for the Indochinese countries, much as ASEAN was initially
designed to cater for Indonesia’s entry into regional cooperation.”
Nevertheless, in a conciliatory speech reminiscent of Abraham
Lincoln, Prime Minister MR Kukrit Pramoj announced in July
1975 that: “peoples and nations are reaching out, or trying to
reach out, to mend the fences, to settle the differences that at
one point in time had the fervour of a struggle between good
and evil. Reality dictates that we must think anew because the
times are new. We must disenthrall ourselves from old prejudices
and evolve a policy which is rational for our own time.™” In
advocating expansion of membership Thai policy-makers may
have also borne in mind the consideration that with the inclusion
of Burma and Indochina within ASEAN, Thailand would most
probably be projected into the forefront of the Organization,
becoming the geographical and political core of the enlarged

body instead of its frontline.
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By contrast, Indonesia and Singapore generally harboured
suspicions of the effects of an expansion of membership on
ASEAN’s integrity. In 1969, Singapore had spoken out against
the possibility of South Vietnam’s membership in ASEAN,
stating that ASEAN should concentrate primarily on economic
cooperation and not burden icself with the ideological
complexities of the region’s military and security problems.”
This position was maintained so that as late as 1978 Singaporean
Foreign Minister Rajaratnam took a line that: “we are still a lictle
bit weak in the knees...any extra partner is a burden, so I don’t
see any immediate plans or the possibility of expansion,” which
clashed with Thai Prime Minister Kriangsak’s advocacy of an
‘open door” policy regarding membership.” As for the Indonesian
position, it appeared that at the beginning Jakarta had been so
sympathetic to a broadening of membership to stress the non-
aligned nature of the Organization as to even speak of involving
the two Vietnams.** However, this had by 1975-1976 changed to
a concentration on ASEAN solidarity as a building block of
regiona] order, rather than ma](ing ASEAN all-inclusive. It was
thus receptive, to a certain extent, to enhanced cooperation
within ASEAN on the one hand, and bilateral or less formal
cooperation with Indochinese countries on the other* This line
of thinking was explained by General Ali Murtopo of the State
Intelligence Agency (BAKIN), who was close to the Indonesian

President, in the influential journal Indonesian Quarterly:
A policy of cooperation should not necessarily

mean the immediate inclusion of the countries of

Indochina into the mcmbcrship of ASEAN as some have
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suggested. Perhaps for certain reasons it would not even
require their membership into the association, not just
a matter of timing, it needs to be stressed here that the
membership of ASEAN as well as on the possibility of
future cooperation between the two groupings of
Southeast Asia is by no means to prejudice the possibility
of cooperation between the member countries of ASEAN

on the one hand and the countries of Indochina on a

bilateral basis.**

At the same time, Thailand also qualified its stand by
taking a position that ASEAN had to be seen to work, and that
the Organization should not one—sidedly solicit additional
membership for that action might indicate a sense of weakness
and insecurity. Other countries which were interested in
membership should instead make the first positive moves. Such
a position reflected the belief that ASEAN should maintain a
certain reserve so as Not to create an impression of alarm at
regional developments. Again, the question of image was
important, and Thailand wanted to show to third parties that
ASEAN was indeed the vibrant and viable organization as it had
maintained all along and would not be destabilized even without
the membership of Indochinese countries, leading again to some
contradiction in its policy. Indeed, a study of ASEAN statements
and declarations reveals that official ASEAN calls for other
countries to join the Association were genera]iy limited,
considering the differences in emphasis between the various
members. It was up to particular member countries to lobby
potential applicants on an individual basis, most notably during

their tenure ship of the chair of the ASEAN Standing Committee.
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Joint ASEAN calls were nevertheless made in the aftermath of
the Paris Peace Accords ending the conflict in Vietnam, such as
at the Kuala Lumpur Foreign Ministers’ Meeting in February
1973 in which a meeting of all Southeast Asian nations was called
for and expansion of membership was stated as desirable.
Thailand for its part may be seen to have concentrated its efforts
on enticing countries on the continent, namely Burma and the
Indochina states. As has been shown, an associated move was
the attempt to organize a meeting of regional states. In this
regard, Thailand was successful in its efforts at lobbying delegates
to the 6" AMM in Pattaya in April 1973 to obtain an ASEAN
agreement on “the desirability of convening a conference of all
Southeast Asian nations at an appropriate time.” Prime Minister

Thanom explained the Thai move in a speech in May 1973 in
which he declared chat:

Thailand firmly believes that all countries in the
region of Southeast Asia must assume primary collective
rcsponsibilitics in contributing to efforts towards the
establishment of a condition for political stability,
economic and social enhancement, and genuine peace in
the region. Our proposal to convene a Conference of all
Southeast Asian nations is intended to serve no other
purpose than this. It would serve first to remove existing
misundcrstanding and suspicions and then pave the way
to productive and peaceful cooperation among the

countries of the region.”

A similar reasoning was also seen behind Deputy Foreign

Minister Chatichai Choonhavan’s numerous comments on this
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initiative between 1973-1975. However, the idea eventually faded
away as it failed to obtain sufficient support among the parties
concerned, and was superseded in priority by advocacy of an
ASEAN Summit.

While the other countries of Southeast Asia did not
formally apply for membership of ASEAN, a certain degree of
interest was shown by various governments in the progress of
the Association in the years prior to 1975. Such tendencies were
actively encouraged by Thailand, pending final decision on
membership. Observer status, formal or informal, at the annual
ASEAN Ministerial Meetings was the intermediate solution
offered by ASEAN. Laos sent observers to ASEAN Ministerial
Meetings in 1973 and 1974, Cambodia between 1970-1974, and
South Vietnam between 1969 and 1972. After the Indonesian
occupation of East Timor in 1975-1976, and especially after
observer status became associated with accession to the TAC,
association with ASEAN became even more a form of regional
non-aggression agreement, as seen in the case of Papua New
Guinea which attended AMMs as an observer in 1976, and after
1978. Likewise, Brunei Darussalam, which had opted out of the
Malaysian Federation in 1963, became an observer as from 1980
until its full membership upon achieving full independence from
Britain in 1984.

In fact, regardless of its advocacy of expansion of ASEAN
membership and in contrast with its good bilateral relations
with the ASEAN countries, Thailand’s relations with its other
neighbours were problematic. As has been shown, prior to the
creation of ASEAN, the state of bilateral relations with the other

countries of Southeast Asia was not very smooth. Subsequent to
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1967, its efforts to promote ties on the continent remained
relatively unfruitful, and it had to go through Indonesia as an
intermediary to extend an invitation to North Vietnam to attend
the 7" AMM in Pattaya in 1973 It was a reflection of its negative
image with its hosting of US bases that such invitations were
not accepted. Following the 1970 coup d’¢tat in Cambodia,
bilateral relations between Bangkok and Phnom Penh improved
markedly, a although there was no ASEAN consensus on
Cambodian membership. Meanwhile, after 1975 various
differences continued to separate the new communist states from
ASEAN. Despite the officially declared policy of being on
friendly terms with all, Thailand was seen as an ASEAN ‘hawk’
in the period 1976-1977 and after 1979. Even before the formal
creation of the Lao Peop]c”s Democratic Repub]ic, there were
problems on the Mekong by late 1975, which continued into 1976
under the Tanin Government, leading to the closure of the
border and severe economic disruptions on the Laotian side. By
contrast, Malaysia’s initiatives in Indochina seemed to have
encountered greater success, particu]ar]y in view of its declared
neutrality after 1970, its offer of technical assistance and the
goodwill visits made by Foreign Minister Tunku Ahmad
Rithauddeen in 1978.2% Nevertheless, Vietnam in particu]ar
preferred bilateral relations with the ASEAN countries and
rejected formal membership of ASEAN, as indicated by

comments by its Deputy Foreign Minister, Phan Hien:
Since the end of the war in Indochina, a new

situation exists in Southeast Asia. Why should we be

absorbed into an alrcady existing organization whose
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past is known...when it is a question of the cooperation
of nine Southeast Asian countries a new formula has to

be worked out to assure equality between the five

206

ASEAN members and the four other nations.

It may thus be seen that a failure of perception between
the two sides was at issue. By the 1980s, however, with its
opposition to Vietnam'’s intervention in Kampuchea, Thailand’s
stance on ASEAN membership had somewhat altered. In face
of arguments for renewed regional reconciliation, particularly
between the ASEAN countries and Vietnam, Thailand revealed
itself to be cautious, contrast to its previous conciliatory position
towards the Indochinese countries prior to the crisis.

Thus, while there was some concern in various quarters at
the potential effects of expansion of membership on the unity
of the Organization, it is perhaps misleading to state that
ASEAN was always “cautious and reserved” regarding the issue
of membership.*7 This negative perception has arisen largely as
a result of regional tensions during the course of the 1980s.
Moreover, there were differences in the respective national
positions taken by the ASEAN countries, though it may be said
at this stage that there was not a widespread perception of any
inconsistency between Thailand’s efforts to foster relationships
on the continent and its membership of ASEAN, at a time when
the question of membership remained largely politically
motivated and not yet tinged with economics as in the 1990s.
However, while it is true that ASEAN’s membership did remain
remarkably stable throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the accession
of Brunei Darussalam in 1984 and Vietnam in 1995 has not

appreciably affected ASEAN solidarity.
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With regards to participation in other regional bodies,
Thailand has always remained racher pragmatic and flexible. It
has been shown that Bangkok in reflection of the traditional
MFA line constantly sought to juggle its foreign policy options
to maximize their effectiveness. At the time of its founding in
1967, ASEAN did not have particular priority among other
regional cooperation options. When ASEAN was in difficulties
during 1968-1969, Thai policy-makers sought to emphasize
involvement in ASPAC. As seen in the rhetoric of this period
through the speeches of policy-makers, 1969 probably marked
the heyday of wider ‘Asian’ solutions. However, when ASPAC
itself became redundant after 1971 and a liabilicy by 1973 following
the PRC’s UN membership, the importance of ASEAN was
stressed instead. A]ready by the time that Thailand came to chair
the ASPAC Standing Committee again in June 1973, it was agreed
that the annual Ministerial Meeting of the Organization should
be postponed. Australia and Malaysia had failed to send
representatives to the Meeting, and it emerged that Australia
and Japan which had already accorded diplomatic recognition
to the PRC and were always wary of the ideological leaning of
the Organization found it difficult to maintain any relationship
with Taiwan through ASPAC.** Speaking before the start of the
Standing Committee Meeting held in Bangkok, Klos
Visessurakarn, Thailand’s ASPAC-ASEAN Director-General,
thus announced of the annual Ministerial Meeting that “its
definite postponement might mean the end of ASPAC.™
Following such difficulties in even organizing meetings, ASPAC
ceased to have any meaning, including for Thailand, and the

Organization was formally wound up by its members in 1975.
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At the same time, Thailand continued to participate
actively in the various functional regional organizations which
existed in Southeast Asia. However, such organizations tended
to remain encapsulated and limited in their scope, and thus of
limited politica] value. Such was the failed dream of the Mekong
Committee, which was set up to harness the energies and
resources of the Mekong River to benefit the development of
the riverine states, comprising Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and
South Vietnam, as well as donor countries. As W.J. Van de Oord,
its Executive Agent, wrote: “so few people realize that Thailand,
Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam together are almost exactly the
same size as the original European Common Market, 1 million
square kilometres.” In his view, cooperation in hydroelectricity
and irrigation could be as powerful a tool for regional integration
as coal and steel in Europe, and yet political differences meant
that cooperation was kept at a pure]y practical level.>®
Nevertheless, cooperation between Laos and Thailand was
maintained even during the worst regional tensions through the
purchase by Thailand of e]ectricity generated by Laos’ Nam
Ngum hydroelectric dam, revealing the cooperative potentia]s
provided by resource—sharing. Although the activities of the
Meckong Committee lapsed after the events of Spring 1975, by
July 1977, there was already an agreement by Thailand, Laos and
Vietnam to revive its operations in an Interim Mekong
Committee even if Kampuchea remained outside in its self-
imposed isolation.

Thanat Khoman has often referred to what he described
as the ‘natural selection’ process governing the survival of regional

organizations. His position was that since it was not possible to
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have one overarching regional organization because of regional
differences arising out of the Cold War, then it was necessary to
have two or more.” During the midst of the Sabah dispute in
1968, Thanat Khoman commented: “which will do better, ASEAN
or ASPAC, we don’t know yet. In the future, one or the other
may drop out. Or they may merge.”* However, he also mentioned
that while it was good not to have all ‘eggs in same basket,
meaning membership of only one organization, there were also
problems, to use a Thai saying, of Jab Poo Sai Kradoang (putting
crabs in same basket), with various states constantly seeking to
withdraw from membership of a regional organization as if they
were a group of busy crabs.” Despite the best efforts exerted by
Thailand in trying to hold together the members of various
cooperative schemes, a range of alternatives was therefore
maintained by Thailand, whose policy was defined in terms of
concentric circles of cooperation, with ASEAN as the core

behind such ventures:

Regional efforts can complement and are
supplementing the broader frameworks or arrangements
of such organizations as the United Nations and
SEATO..Thailand for one envisages that sub-regional
organizations, like ASEAN, should serve as the core or
the inner ring, supplemented by a larger body, like
ASPAC, which is in turn complemented by international

organizations with wider membership.”*

Thailand certainly did not allow sentimentality to delay
necessary actions in withdrawing from organizations it deemed

redundant, although it continued to seck to maximize its options.
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An internal decision was taken in Thailand on the future of
SEATO in early 1975, and the question of SEATO was discussed
in Thai-Philippines discussions during Prime Minister MR
Kukrit Pramoj’s visit to Manila in July. In the bilateral discussions
on the future of SEATO, the Thai position was that every
ASEAN country had links to allies: the Philippines with the US,
Malaysia and Singapore with the Commonwealth, and Indonesia
to a certain extent with NAM and the Organization of the
Islamic Conference (OIC), while Thailand only had the vague
assurances under the 1954 Manila Treaty, and thus, it wanted to
keep the Treaty whether it worked or not. Meanwhile, the
Philippines was anxious to remove all vestiges of SEATO as it
wanted to obtain observer status in NAM, but Thailand wanted,
as a senior diplomat put it, “to keep the door ajar.™s Following
the discussions, an announcement was nevertheless made that
the Asian parties wanted the Organization to be dissolved,
although as a first compromise the Organization was to be
wound up gradually, and not immediately as the Philippines
originally wanted. At the final 20™ Meeting of the SEATO
Council in New York in September 1975, the Thai position
remained to keep the Treaty, and although the other four
countries agreed with Thailand and were prepared to pub]icly
reaffirm that the South-East Asia Collective Defence Treaty
remained in force, owing Philippine reservations a compromise
was reached in which the understanding would be recorded, but
not publicly referred to.® Accordingly, a formal decision was
taken by the contracting parties for the dissolution of SEATO
by July 1977, with the informal understanding that the Manila
Pact would remain in force? This did not stop SEATO’s last
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Secretary-General, the Thai diplomat Sunthorn Hongladarom,
lamenting what he called the “premature decision” of the political
leaders, claiming that: “ASEAN is five nations which are
comparatively weak; they can help one another but there is a
limit as to what they can do. In SEATO we had four highly

7218

developed countries which are in a much better position to help.
SEATO was therefore disbanded largely on the decision of the
regional states, with the external powers effectively on the
sidelines.

Accordingly, by 1977 ASEAN was the main body for
regional cooperation in Southeast Asia, and was widely accepted
as such. It also meant that for the first time, Southeast Asian
cooperation became the dominant theme for inter-governmental
cooperation in the region. Thailand has been relatively silent on
the issue of Pacific economic cooperation, although by the early
1980s Thanat Khoman was actively advocating the Pacific Basin
concept, believing that participation in a larger group would
help enhance ASEAN bargaining power and that hesitation
about dilution should not prevail.® Despite the talk of a wider
Asia-Pacific cooperation, however, with the demise of ASPAC
such themes remained muted for a long time and failed to get
oft the ground at the inter—govemmental level until the late 19805
with the launch of Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC),

primarily under Australian inspiration.

CONCLUSION

Despite oﬁicially stressing the benefits of economic

cooperation and thus the functional basis of the Organization,
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it became clear that from the start Thailand regarded po]itica]
cooperation as being central to ASEAN’s range of activities. It
is the contention of this study that the comprehensive Thai
approach to regional cooperation, as revealed through the
advocacy of Collective Political Defence, made politica] activities
an integral part of Thailand’s original aims for the Organization.
It did appear, on the other hand, that the relative importance
of such themes was magnified subsequently, contrary to
expectations, due to the unfavourable turn of regional events.
Overall, Thailand may be seen to have played a generally active
role in ASEAN political cooperation throughout the period
under study, and it is the contention that it came to see the
greatest potential benefit in this field. In this regard, its emphasis
tended to differ slightly from its colleagues in that it appeared
less interested in intra-ASEAN political relations than in the
external implications of ASEAN political cooperation vis-a-vis
third parties. Of primary concern was that ASEAN political
cooperation should support the wider scope of Thai foreign
policy, though not necessarily lead. In this sense, ASEAN
cooperation was shown to be subsidiary to national concerns
and a first conclusion may be made that political cooperation
within the Organization was driven by the MFA which
constituted a major factor in sustaining Thailand’s commitment
to the Organization in this period. The MFA regarded the
Organization as primarily a tool of foreign policy, and thus
ASEAN cooperation was utilized to further Thailand’s wider
foreign policy goals.

Given the members’ hesitancy at including all questions

within the scope of ASEAN, political cooperation was necessarily
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ad hoc and issue-oriented. ZOPFAN did provide a sort of
roadmap with which to work towards, but considering the
reservations of the individual member countries, progress
towards that goal was slow. Thailand’s policy towards ASEAN
political cooperation was driven by the realization that a joint
approach to issues of mutual interest to the five member
countries limited Thailand’s political exposure arising from its
wider policy concerns, and enabled it to obtain broader support
than if it acted alone. Such joint approaches allowed informal
coalitions, to be formed around the Organization on particular
issue areas, and increased Thailand’s bargaining power in the
most concrete manifestation of its own concept of Collective
Political Defence. Thailand therefore tended to play a pro-active
role in initiating ASEAN political actions. In the midst of the
rapidly changing international and regional situation, political
consultations enabled Thailand to coordinate its policies of
external adjustment without appearing diplomatically isolated,
particu]ar]y with reference to the prima] issue of relations with
China and Indochina. As an illustration, political consultations
with other ASEAN leaders enabled a useful exchange of views
on the policies adopted towards China and Indochina, which
allowed Bangkok to modify the pace adopted towards the
relevant negotiations as necessary. In particular, ASEAN political
cooperation served increasingly to backstop Bangkok’s gradual
assertion of policy independence vis-a-vis Washington during
the course of the 1970s. During the course of the period 1975-1979,
however, Bangkok also came to recognize the limitations of
ASEAN political cooperation. Hence as the situation in

Kampuchea deteriorated in 1978, it began to look increasingly
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to Washington and Beijing as sources of support. Nevertheless,
ASEAN political cooperation demonstrated how the
complementary function of the Organization with regards to
alignment and collective security in time was transformed into
a firmer commitment to regionalism.

The field of political cooperation revealed how concerted
po]itica] efforts were exerted by Thailand within ASEAN to
show to the countries of Indochina in the post 1973 period that
the Organization and its individual member countries posed no
threat to them, despite ideological differences. The distinct
impression was that Thailand attempted not only through
bilateral means, but also through ASEAN; to establish a modus
vivendi with Indochina. However, national efforts to strengthen
Thailand’s security through increasing military capabi]ity and
the internal suppression of communism, as seen particularly
during 1976, large]y negated such efforts. A more positive image
seemed to have emerged from the Thai position on ZOPFAN,
which was more refi