
modern Thai politics, as well as to those interested in the establishment of parallel
and contradictory discourses in political life.
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An Old Alliance for the New Century. Reinvigorating the US-Thailand Alliance

Catharin E. Dalpino (Seattle: The National Bureau of Asian Research, Special Report
No. 40, 2012)

In 1954, as the Cold War was heating up in mainland Southeast Asia, the USA
pushed for a Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty that became the Southeast
Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO). SEATO was a piece of the USA’s global
alliances meant to contain communism. While SEATO was conceived as a NATO-
like alliance in Southeast Asia, it included only Thailand and the Philippines from
the region, together with Pakistan and a gaggle of Western allies.

For Thailand, SEATO extended a post-World War II partnership that saw the
country send its troops to Korea and Vietnam, recognise the US puppet regime in
South Vietnam and receive enormous US military and economic assistance. But
because SEATO had no standing forces or ‘‘response protocols,’’ in 1962, as the
‘‘Laos Crisis’’ unfolded, jittery Thai military leaders sought further assurances from
the Americans. The result was a communiqué between Thanat Khoman, Thailand’s
Minister for Foreign Affairs under the military dictatorship, and US Secretary of
State Dean Rusk. The communiqué has been a basis of the alliance between the two
countries for five decades.

Following the communiqué, the Cold War partners negotiated secret military
contingency plans including ‘‘Project 22’’/‘‘Project Taksin’’ and other bilateral
agreements committing the USA to military actions in Thailand and beyond.
The USA spent considerable treasure and diplomatic effort in confirming its
alliance with Thailand. In the USA, the Nixon administration repeatedly deceived
Congress about these agreements (see D. Lawler (ed.), Foreign Relations of the
United States, 1969-1976: Southeast Asia, 1969-1972, Washington DC: United
States Government Printing Office, pp. 27-9, 44-6, 49, 53-4). Of course, under the
military boot, the Thai public was kept in the dark on these arrangements despite
having US military personnel and warplanes based in the country from 1961 to
1976.

Fast forward some five decades and the Cold War alliance continues to underpin
the US-Thailand relationship. The Obama Administration’s recently announced
‘‘pivot’’ towards the Asian region brings this alliance back to centre-stage after,
according to the report under review, years of neglect and stagnation. When
Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta explained the US’ ‘‘return’’ to the region, he
placed this in the context of ‘‘more than six decades of U.S. military presence and
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partnership in this region’’ (http://www.iiss.org/conferences/the-shangri-la-dialogue/
shangri-la-dialogue-2012/speeches/first-plenary-session/leon-panetta/, downloaded
10 July 2012). In fact, the legacy is not of partnership but of imperialism and
domination. While it might seem unlikely that the USA will be able to (re-)establish
any unilateral domination, leaderships in Thailand, Burma, Vietnam and the
Philippines, exhibiting concerns about China’s growing military capacity, have
appeared supportive of renewed US engagement.

The US government’s concerns about Chinese power are reflected in the National
Bureau of Asian Research (NBR) report reviewed here (p. 3). That is to be expected,
for while the NBR describes itself as a ‘‘nonprofit, nonpartisan research institution,’’
it is dominated by military thinking, headed by a retired US admiral and honours
former military leaders (http://www.nbr.org/research/group.aspx?id¼82a0c888-
515e-43dc-9bcb-7ef41e8e9043, downloaded 19 June 2012). The meetings summarised
in this report, while including selected businesspeople, academics and politicians,
were essentially security exercises, with the 2012 Bangkok meeting ‘‘co-sponsored by
the National Defence Studies Institute of the Royal Thai Armed Forces and the
Faculty of Political Science of Thammasat University . . .’’ The report’s orientation is
clear (p. 3).

The report begins with the view that, despite thousands of military and para-
military visits to and exercises in Thailand every year, the US-Thailand alliance is in
need of considerable reinvigoration (on US military activities in Thailand, see the
Wikileaks cable, http://wikileaks.org/cable/2009/01/09BANGKOK213.html, down-
loaded 10 July 2012).

One should ask whether a summary of narrow, security-centred discussions, put
together by an organisation embedded in the US national security apparatus, can
adequately reflect the breadth of change in Thailand and the USA over the past
several decades. For several reasons, the answer is negative.

First, the report provides six rather pedestrian recommendations, most of which
have been on the bilateral agenda for a decade and more: liberalise trade; expand the
long-standing Cobra Gold military exercise; make more frequent visits by senior
leaders; develop a bilateral dialogue on China; support Thailand’s (diminished)
regional role; and make more use of the Utapao airfield for ‘‘humanitarian assistance
and disaster relief’’ (p. 2). The latter recommendation, arising from the use of the
base during recent disaster relief operations, is the most controversial for domestic
Thai politics. This is because of Utapao’s Vietnam War-era use of the base, its
continuing (almost) secret use, and a suspicion that an expanded use would be an
irritant for Thailand-China relations.

Second, the report is locked into a Cold War mentality that means old concerns
with military security remain central, blinding it to changes in Thailand and the
region. So while the report provides some reasons for the ‘‘stagnation’’ of the
alliance, when it is claimed that: ‘‘Unlike during the Cold War, the United States and
Thailand do not share an overriding traditional security threat that drives them
towards cooperation’’ (p. 5), it is as if China-US competition will be a boon in
reinvigorating the old security partnership. Reinvigoration seems to mean
reincarnation. In a related context, Kanishka Jayasuriya presciently observed that
this kind of ‘‘tortured reflection is really a zombie debate where outmoded geo-
political terms . . . are deployed to understand new patterns of international politics
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in a globally integrated economy’’ (‘‘Global markets are the new battlefield,’’ The
Drum, 26 June 2012, http://www.abc.net.au/unleashed/4091270.html).

Third, while the report mentions ‘‘domestic political dynamics,’’ the report is silent
on Thailand’s political struggles. As mentioned, the chosen interlocutors are
representatives of the past: military and civil bureaucrats. That the military has been
a dominant force in Thailand’s politics, through its impunity, guns and coups, is a
reflection of US rather than domestic support. Indeed, since 1973, Thais have
repeatedly shown that they want this military to be depoliticised. That this report
continues to promote a politicised military speaks to a broader failure of US policy
and, indeed, a lack of imagination at the NBR.

Fourth, it seems odd that the report does not mention the monarchy. Along with
the military, the monarchy was central to the US-Thailand alliance. US policy
makers spent a lot of time, money and effort in promoting the monarchy as an
element of counterinsurgency and as the ‘‘face’’ of Thailand internationally. Indeed,
it could be argued that the monarchy owes a considerable debt to the USA for its
‘‘prestige.’’ Given that royals still regularly visit the USA and that the monarchy is
considered central to the hegemony of the royalist elite, its absence from the report
cannot simply be an oversight. Perhaps there was a view that touching on the
monarchy was not politically possible. Yet, as Wikileaks cables show, US officials
have exhibited a remarkable interest in the monarchy and its political machinations.
Maybe the report’s silence on the monarchy is recognition that it is no longer the
‘‘unifying’’ institution the USA once needed it to be. Is the report suggesting that the
Cold War Siamese twins of monarchy and military be separated with the USA
investing its faith and limited treasure in the military? This silence is deafening.

Finally, while the report wants more economic liberalisation, this is a 1990s
mantra that misses the vast changes in the global and regional economic
architecture. Production networks that span the region and globe are missing. The
terrifying financialisation of global markets is not considered. Reinvigorating an
alliance with old geo-political thinking while ignoring the political and economic
fundamentals is a dead-end strategy.
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Beyond the Myth: Indian Business Communities in Singapore

Jayati Bhattacharya (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2011)

The academic literature on the Indians in Singapore has been scant over the past few
decades with no book-length study of the business enterprises of this ethnic community.
Jayati Bhattacharya’s study is, therefore, a pioneering feat, as well as an extremely
laudable general business history of Indian enterprise in Singapore. This book of seven
chapters provides a historical evaluation of the evolution of Indians in business, as
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