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While there is a wide range of differing perceptions about the U.S. rebalance in 
Southeast Asia, there is a regional consensus that a strong, sustainable U.S. 
presence is necessary to retain regional peace and stability, which are in turn 
prerequisites for economic growth.

To build an effective strategy to promote its interests in the region, the United States 
needs to digest the fact that in Asia, economics are the foundation for security. 
In other words, any U.S. security and military strategy for Asia will be incomplete 
and ineffective without a comprehensive economic thrust. Current U.S. economic 
offerings are insufficient because they don’t include all of the key countries. Nor do 
they articulate a comprehensive goal that makes sense to Americans seeking new 
jobs as well as Asian partners seeking expanded investment, trade, and the benefits 
U.S. companies bring, including training, education, and investment in communities 
and infrastructure.
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A number of factors are driving Southeast Asia to 
send the United States a strong demand signal 
for engagement:

 ■ Anxiety over China’s rapid economic growth 
and its demonstrated willingness to use 
economic leverage to force neighbors to 
conform with its demands in disputes;

 ■ China’s rapid increase in military capability;

 ■ Admiration for elements of what the United 
States stands for, including democracy, 
freedom, and human rights;

 ■ A well-developed instinct for geopolitical 
balancing. 

President Obama’s administration deserves credit 
for saying and doing many of the right things in this 
context, including sustaining a strong bipartisan 
continuity of focus on Asia. His team has articulated 
an Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)-
focused strategic outlook that sees the new 
geopolitical center of gravity as the point where the 
Indian and Pacific oceans meet, namely in Indonesia, 
ASEAN’s anchor. Former Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton described ASEAN as the “fulcrum” of evolving 
security and economic architecture in Asia.

Function has followed form, for the most part. 
President Obama successfully engaged ASEAN 
by acceding to the group’s Treaty of Amity and 
Cooperation, joining the East Asia Summit, and 
establishing diplomatic relations with a reforming 
Myanmar. Obama’s secretaries of state have not 
missed an ASEAN Regional Forum; his secretaries 
of defense have forged ahead with the ASEAN 
Defense Ministers’ Meeting-Plus and held a U.S.-
ASEAN Defense Forum that the United States 
hopes to repeat annually. The president himself 
elevated his annual meeting with the 10 ASEAN 
leaders to a summit, thereby institutionalizing 
the high-level engagement.

Additionally, steps have been taken to deepen 
bilateral ties with allies and important partners. 
The Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement 
was negotiated in the Philippines, four littoral 

combat ships now have a home in Singapore, 
military-to-military ties with Indonesia have 
been normalized, and the embargo on lethal 
weapons sales to Vietnam has been partially 
lifted. These steps, in addition to concentrated 
efforts to establish comprehensive or strategic 
partnerships with other ASEAN countries, are 
foundational benchmarks. 

These steps are necessary, but not sufficient. 
Southeast Asia worries about Beijing’s perception 
that Washington won’t sustain this level of focus 
and investment in Asia generally and Southeast 
Asia in particular. Most ASEAN members believe 
that Beijing has committed to achieving regional 
leadership by the Chinese Communist Party’s 100th 
birthday in 2021 and regional hegemony by the 
People’s Republic of China’s centennial in 2049. 
ASEAN’s members see China incrementally testing 
U.S. resolve, pushing Beijing’s goals to dominate 
the first and second island chain in the near- to 
midterm. China is testing the limits of its new power, 
and trying to understand where lines will be drawn.

This creates a dilemma for most Southeast Asian 
countries. ASEAN needs China to be secure, 
economically successful, and active in economic 
integration, but it does not want to be dominated 
by China. Nor do any Southeast Asia countries 
want to emulate Chinese values or governance 
systems, including Vietnam. This conundrum is 
well demonstrated by the recent debate around 
China’s campaign to develop a new set of Sino-
centric institutions to supplant, or at least regionally 
augment, existing entities. A good example is the 
proposed Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank. 
ASEAN countries badly need more infrastructure 
investment and feel current mechanisms such 
as the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, 
and the global private sector are not acting quickly 
enough. But they worry a great deal about giving 
Beijing more economic leverage.

To complete the rebalance in Southeast Asia, 
the United States needs presidential leadership 
to build a political foundation for future 
engagement in Asia. President Obama needs to 
talk to Americans himself, in the United States, 
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about why Asia is fundamentally important to U.S. prosperity and 
peace. This above all other actions will convince Asia that the United 
States is committed for the long term. This leadership effort cannot be 
deputized or delegated, though the ground work has certainly been 
laid in speeches by successive Obama national security advisers and 
other key cabinet members.

Asia wonders why talking about foreign policy, trade, and Asia is seen as a 
negative in the context of U.S. domestic politics. Asian partners are being 
told repeatedly that the White House will spend political capital on the 

Trans-Pacific Partnership after the November midterm elections. This is not a good message in Asia. 
It undercuts a belief in a sustainable and serious U.S. commitment to the region. Engagement in Asia 
cannot and should not be something the administration squeezes in during the lame-duck session or 
after elections so it doesn’t divide its political base. The United States must develop an Asia consensus 
that serves as a foundation for policymaking for the remainder of the 21st century and beyond. ▶
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