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THAILAND AND ASEAN DURING THE COLD WAR:

POLITICAL AND SECURITY DIMENSION

Abstract



The Cold War period can be defined as a global conflict between two opposing

camps in a bipolar international system. The Cold War context influenced and

forced majority of countries to choose side for reasons of national security and

survival.

During the Cold War period the foreign policy of Thailand towards neighboring

countries Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia and the Philippines who helped

established ASEAN on 8 August 1967 was both directly and indirectly influenced by

the various developments and changes as well as the conflict and cooperation

between major powers throughout the 45 years of the Cold War period.

The main objectives of this research are as follows:

1) to show that the international power structure during the Cold War was a very

important factor that influenced the foreign policy-making of every state;

2) to point out that geopolitical considerations, not high principles (or ideology),

constitute the decisive factor in foreign policy-making; and

3) to show that the international balance of power in the period under study directly

impacted the political and security concerns of every state in the region. The

primary reason for using realpolitik as the theoretical framework for studying,

analyzing and evaluating Thai foreign policy towards ASEAN countries, and vice

versa, is because political and security concerns were dominant at both the



domestic and international levels. The power struggle between the two

superpowers, which included conflicts and wars, drove and shaped the international

balance of power during the Cold War. Each of them wanted an international

balance of power in their favor. In other words, they struggled and strove for

international hegemony.

Michael Leifer has mentioned about ASEAN in his Dictionary of

the Modern Politics of South — East Asia as follows:

Under the Bangkok Declaration 1967 ASEAN's formal purpose was to

promote econmomic and social cooperation but its main achievement has been in

political cooperation. That cooperation has expressed itself primarily in an intra —

mural practice of conflict management and avoidance as well as in acting as a

diplomatic community on regional issues.

A declaratory commitment by its foreign ministers in November

1971 to make South East Asia a Zone of Peace, freedom and Neutrality (ZOPFAN)

has never been realized in important part because of the lack of a shared strategic

perspective among member governments.
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A poor performance in economic cooperation, an aversion to

formal defence cooperation and limited political cooperation was the Sum of

ASEAN'’s record until the success of revolutionary communism in Indochina during

1975.

The members of ASEAN responded to the fall of Indochina by

closing ranks and convening the first meeting of heads of government at the Bali

Summit in February 1976. An official commitment to political cooperation was

expressed in a Declarition of ASEAN Concord while provision for regional order was

contained in a Treaty of Amity and Cooperation. Defense cooperation under the

aegis of ASEAN was ruled out, however. Political cooperation among member

governments was effectively displayed in the wake of Vietnam’s invasion and

occupation of Kampuchea in December 1978.

By employing their regional credentials, the ASEAN states were able

to deny legitimacy to the Government conveyed into Phnom Penh by Vietnam’s

occupying army. They attracted support in the General Assembly of the United

Nations for an annual resolution calling for its military withdrawal form Cambodia

until it took place in September 1989.
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(Michael Leifer, Dictionary of the Modern Political of Southeast Asia 111 50 — 51)
The main findings of this research are as follows:

1) Security and national survival served as the primary foreign-policy objective of all
the states dealt with in this study;

2) Geopolitics, which is related to the international balance of power, was a constant
variable and was determinant in the last instant in foreign policy-making and
decision-making;

3) Ideology was only one of the important foreign policy tools that fostered
international conflict as well as cooperation; and

4) ultimately, political, economic and social differences did not constitute
insurmountable obstacles in developing normal relations between states as long as
these relations were based on mutual interests. Moreover, having mutual interests
did not require sharing common ideology.

Keywords: power structure of the international system, foreign policy, survival,
security, national interests, geopolitic, balance of power system, context, internal

factor, external factor
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