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ABSTRACT

IMPLICATIONS OF THREAT PERCEPTIONS ON SECURITY COOPERATION IN
THE ASSOCIATION OF SOUTHEAST ASIAN NATIONS, by LCDR Steven C. Cade,
USN, 149 pages.

This paper investigates the impact of national threat perceptions on security cooperation
within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). The research includes a
review of alliance theory and a study of security regimes which have historically
influenced cooperation in Southeast Asia, namely the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization
(SEATO), the Five Power Defense Arrangement (FPDA), and security initiatives of
ASEAN and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF).

Using case studies on the key states of Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam, a comparative
analysis identified the following common threat perceptions: security of the maritime
zones; contributions by external forces to internal instability; regional disputes impinging
on the sovereignty of one or more of the ASEAN states; and uncertainty over China’s
interests in Southeast Asia. As an organization of small states not having a significant
security guarantor, ASEAN must consider improvements in cooperative security without
antagonizing China. An acceptable option for ASEAN is to pursue increased military
cooperation in response to non-state-sponsored threats, such as piracy or natural disaster.
This would enhance ASEAN’s capability to defend against less benign state-sponsored
threats while maintaining conditions favorable to diplomacy and regional stability in
Southeast Asia.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this research is to investigate the impact of threat perceptions on
future security cooperation within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).
The research will consist of a review of the objectives of significant security mechanisms
currently in place in ASEAN, a case study development of historical and current trends in
the threat perceptions of Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam, and conclusions drawn from

a comparative analysis of these case studies.

Problem Statement

Collectively, the members of ASEAN have enjoyed tremendous social and
economic success in its first thirty years of existence. Formed out of a desire for non-
aligned social and economic cooperation among Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines,
Singapore, and Thailand, ASEAN formally declared responsibility in August 1967 for
Southeast Asia’s future stability and prosperity.' Today the organization can claim
significant gains in standards of living and economic development among its
membership, which has now expanded to include Brunei, Burma, Laos, and Vietnam. It
has achieved success through consensus, despite the notable differences in government
systems among the member nations.

Many of ASEAN’s accomplishments can be attributed to slow but steady progress

in political, social, and cultural exchanges and dialogue between members. On the other
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hand, much more significant progress, especially economic, can be attributed to
individual policies of ASEAN members.” Perhaps the most important common
denominator in ensuring collective and individual prosperity has been regional stability,
brokered by mutual cooperation and understanding of the security initiatives within
ASEAN.

A credible threat or perception of threat common among the nations of ASEAN
may be the critical unifying element of future security cooperation in Southeast Asia. In
Europe, the shared economic and political goals and similar Western values that
facilitated a strong partnership against a Soviet threat have helped maintain cohesion
amidst NATO’s post-Cold War expansion and an uncertain security environment.’
However, the nations of ASEAN have long held disparate interests, and since the fall of
the Soviet Union could be seen as even more reluctant to pursue a formal multilateral
defense commitment. Nevertheless, the prosperity of the ASEAN nations and the
absence of a well-defined threat 4 la Cold War does not warrant regional complacency in
managing disputes, including considerations of a future security alliance. As ASEAN
expands and faces more difficult security challenges, conflicting views over threats to
security could lead to dissension over such issues as international defense and security
agreements, bilateral and multilateral military activities, and military modernization
programs, becoming impediments to ASEAN collective security. As Walt points out, the
endurance of a cooperative security framework such as an alliance of nations is dependent

on common perceptions among the nations of threats to security.’




Hence the purpose of this research: to examine threa.t perceptions within ASEAN
and their impact on security cooperation. Included in the research is an investigation of
the role of threat perceptions in international affairs and the historical basis for formation
of cooperative security organizations in ASEAN. This is an important step to support the
analysis of threat perceptions in ASEAN characterized by the strategic interests and
international foreign policy of key member nations. Specifically, this work seeks to
answer the following primary and supporting research questions:

1. What is the role of threat perceptions in establishing collective security arrangements?

2. What are the perceived threats to security among key members of ASEAN?

3. Will conflicting threat perceptions prevent development of ASEAN security
cooperation?

4. How will differences in threat perceptions affect future security cooperation measures

within ASEAN?

Background of Problem

Officially, the formation of ASEAN was not for reasons of collective security or
defense against an external threat. Since its establishment, ASEAN has been careful to
promote economic progress among its members while maintaining a nonthreatening
posture towards its more powerful neighbors in Asia. During the Cold War era the
nations of ASEAN shared in common the threat of communism, but limited their
response to diplomatic exchanges vice a more formal collective security organization.

‘Only a limited number of nations in Southeast Asia participated in multilateral security
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arrangements during this period. Specifically, the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization
(SEATO), led by the U.S., included the Philippines and Thailand. The Five Power

Defense Arrangement (FPDA) included Australia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore,
and the United Kingdom.

Notwithstanding this low-profile approach to security issues, throughout its thirty-
year history the leaders of ASEAN have recognized and actively supported the notion of

intraregional security cooperation and open dialogue as integral to economic, social, and

cultural progress. As Donald K. Emmerson writes:

Collective defense was controversial in 1967. . . . The genius of ASEAN’s
founders lay in the sophistication of their naiveté. They knew full well that they
were creating an association for the sake of regional security among its members,
yet, they refused to create any military arrangements conducive to that goal. They
did this knowing that the views of the five founding states on regional security
and how to bring it about, not to mention the founders’ affiliations to powerful
outsiders, were disparate enough to doom any effort to establish or even to
anticipate establishing ASEAN as a military alliance. . . . The way to foster the
long-run security of the ASEAN area in 1967 was to divert the attention of
member countries to constructive domestic tasks, notably, economic
development.®

Indeed, as early as 1971 the ASEAN foreign ministers formally recognized regional
security as a common concern in their declaration of Southeast Asia as a Zone of Peace,
Freedom, and Neutrality (ZOPFAN).” The 1976 “Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in
Southeast Asia” set forth a more explicit underlining of the significance of security within
the organization.®

By the end of 1991, three substantial factors combined to cause ASEAN to shift
its priorities and rethink its policies on multilateral security: the end of the Cold War and

the demise of the Soviet Union, a recognition by ASEAN of the rapid development of
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China’s economic power, and the U.S. decision to withdraw from its military bases in the
Philippines. In January 1992, the ASEAN heads of government summit meeting resulted
in the conceptual development of a multilateral security dialogue. It would include
“consultative partners” of ASEAN and later be formally designated the ASEAN Regional
Forum (ARF) at the July 1993 Annual Ministerial Meeting. The consultative partners
included Australia, Canada, China, the European Community, Japan, New Zealand,
Russia, South Korea, and the U.S., emphasizing from the start the important role these
powers played in contributions to regional security.’

Like its parent organization’s diplomatic support for economic, cultural, and
social progress, the ARF has advanced a consensual approach to security. Its focus is
centered on maintaining an open dialogue on security issues as opposed to forming a
collective security arrangement. It remains to be seen whether the ARF can achieve
substantive progress in resolving significant security problems such as conflict prevention
or resolution. Reviews of ARF initial proceedings have characterized them as informally
structured and tentative in progress. The results of the first meeting of the ARF in July
1994, in which participants agreed on “further study” of confidence building measures
and security cooperation, reflected this unhurried approach.'” In the meantime, the
challenges to regional security only promise to become more complex. India is rapidly
approaching long term rival China in size of population, increasing the strain on the
region’s resources and raising the potential for Sino-Indian-ASEAN economic

competition. Even more pressing for Southeast Asia are the uncertainties related to




China’s defense modernization and claims in the South China Sea, both of which
continue to support fears of regional hegemony.

Issues internal to ASEAN combined with these external influences and others will
pose difficult problems to resolve in a multilateral forum. Increased defense spending,
even though generally regarded as keeping pace with the growing economies of ASEAN,
have brought forth concerns of an arms race in Southeast Asia. Vietnam’s entry into
ASEAN in 1995 and Burma and Laos in 1997 have introduced a greater level of
economic and political disparity to the organization. As U.S. Secretary of State Albright
remarked in her address to the July 1997 meeting of the ARF, “The admission of Burma
presents a challenge: to avoid the possibility of a chasm within ASEAN, between one part
that is open, integrated and prospering, and another that is closed, isolated and poor.”"
The Cambodian coup of 1997 and potential ASEAN leadership changes in the future
decade add additional questions to regional stability and security.

Since its inception, the ARF has successfully negotiated the initial steps toward
developing regional trust and understanding of political-military views of individual
nations and promoting improved multilateral ties. The past two meetings of the ARF, on
23 July 1996 at Jakarta, Indonesia and 27 July 1997 at Subang Jaya, Malaysia, have made
strong progress in developing confidence building measures in support of disaster relief,
search and rescue, and peacekeeping operations and in improving military transparency
through information sharing and personnel exchanges. Recognizing the positive effect on

regional security of more global initiatives, the ARF also endorsed participation in the

United Nations (UN) Conventional Arms Registry as a confidence building measure, the
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authority of the UN Law of the Sea in assisting with peaceful resolution of disputes such
as those in the South China Sea, and support for the establishment of additional nuclear
weapons free zones modeled after the Southeast Asia Nuclear Weapons Free Zone
(SEANWEFZ) Treaty.

Although the ARF’s initial success in security dialogue is encouraging, ASEAN is
far from assembling a comprehensive architecture able to resist a significant challenge to
security in Southeast Asia. Competing interests of regional powers and the expanding
ASEAN membership will make consensus building increasingly difficult and challenge
the progress of ARF in productive regional security dialogue. Instead, its “limited
objective,” as Michael Leifer writes, may be “to improve the climate in which regional
relations take place in the hope that bilateral and multilateral problems may be easier to
manage.”” In this vein, Asia will benefit from the ARF as a viable outlet for discussion
of regional security concerns. However, it appears unlikely that the ARF will be the
proponent for a more formal defense arrangement.

Stepping back from the ARF and viewing current security cooperation within
ASEAN as whole, the organization may well be on its way towards a commitment to
common defense. Consider Stephen M. Walt’s more liberal definition of an alliance as “a
formal or informal commitment for security cooperation between two or more states”
including “a commitment for mutual military support against some external actor(s) in
some specified circumstances.” While formal alliances are easily recognizable by the
existence of a treaty or some other binding contract, Walt argues that informal alliances

may be inferred by “some tangible form of commitment, such as verbal assurances or
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joint military exercises.”’* ASEAN collectively has yet to make the jump to committing
military support against an external threat, but on the other hand it has not yet faced
circumstances which would necessitate such an action. However, bilateral and limited
multilateral defense interactions among the Southeast Asian states are currently in force
in some areas, such as mutual support for fisheries protection, combating piracy and other
transnational crime, and participation in joint military exercises. These activities and the
security dialogue of the ARF have set a precedent for the beginnings of a formal security
arrangement in ASEAN. As Malcolm Chalmers notes, a merit of security cooperation in
ASEAN has been its utility as “a longer term insurance policy, keeping the alliance

option open should a clearer external threat emerge.”"

Limitations and Assumptions

The vulnerability of nations with limited capabilities to counter an external threat
tends to limit public announcement of perceptions of threat. Instead, these nations are
more likely to strike a conciliatory tone in the spirit of diplomatic cooperation and
preservation of national security interests.' This may be especially true of the ASEAN
states, whose very association has emphasized political consensus in decision making and
restraint in confronting its own members on difficult issues, let alone publicizing views of
external threats. Accordingly, documents, such as defense white papers and other
national policy statements included in this research to the extent they were available, are
limited indicators of threat perception. For these reasons, this research concentrates on

evidence of threat perceptions demonstrated indirectly in reporting of government actions
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and decisions related to defense issues and in the extensive research on security
cooperation in Southeast Asia conducted by regional subject matter experts. The
assumption made is that this data is representative of the decisions of the policy-making
elite in each nation and that from these resources the author is able to compile an accurate

interpretation of national threat perceptions.

Delimitations

In the interests of examining a manageable amount of research data related to
current trends in threat perception and security cooperation in ASEAN, the review of
sources focused on the period from 1994 to the present. This period was selected for the
following reasons: the period is post-Cold War/post-Desert Storm, events which brought
an obvious shift in threat perceptions and security priorities worldwide; it follows the
U.S. withdrawal from the Philippines in 1992, at the time considered by many in ASEAN
as a significant weakening in security for the region;'” and it corresponds to the formative
years of the ARF. Sources prior to this period were used to establish the historical basis
of threat perceptions; in many instances current trends in perceptions directly correlated
to historical data.

The author expects threat perceptions of certain nations within ASEAN to convey
more influence over regional security cooperation than others. This expectation is based
on the following factors: actual or declared threat currently perceived by a nation, such
as the Vietnamese concern over Chinese military deployments and claims in the South

China Sea; significant variances from the majority of ASEAN in terms of political
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ideology or economic capabilities, such as is the case with Burma and Vietnam,; historical
influence or stature of leadership within the region, such as can be expected from
Indonesia; and relative military strength among the members of ASEAN, such as
Thailand’s defensive capabilities when compared to that of the Philippines or Burma.
With these factors in mind, this research was constrained to a study of threat perceptions
of Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam.

Brunei, Burma, the Philippines, Singapore, and Laos were omitted from the
research because of their relatively limited military force capability coupled with limited
expectations of political-military influence over collective security arrangements within
ASEAN. This is not to say that these countries do not have a voice in security decisions
of ASEAN, only that their circumstances will most likely limit their influence on
decisions relating to security cooperation within ASEAN and the ARF. Recognizing that
Cambodia’s membership in ASEAN is all but a certain conclusion, it too has been
omitted from the research for the same reasoning. A cursory review of threat perceptions
in Malaysia revealed several similarities to those security concerns faced by Indonesia
and, to a lesser extent, Thailand. Malaysia has thus been left out of this research and a

sharper focus devoted to the threat perceptions of Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam.

Definitions
The following are definitions of terms integral to this research.

External Powers. External powers include the regional powers plus all other

nations having significant interests in Southeast Asia and having the political, economic,
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or military means to exert influence over international relations in Southeast Asia. As an
example, the U.S. is considered an external power under this definition. The impact of
external powers on threat perceptions in ASEAN are considered by exception only; if an
external power poses a credible threat to security or generates a significant threat
perception then it is included as a consideration in the case studies on threat perceptions.

National Security Strategy Objectives. The goals and objectives for maintaining

security of and countering threats to U.S. national interests as set forth in the May 1997
report on the National Security Strategy of the U.S., 4 National Security Strategy for a

New Century.

Regional Powers. Regional powers are those nations in Asia, but apart from

ASEAN, which individually have the political, economic, or military means to exert
considerable influence over international relations within Southeast Asia. For the
purposes of this research, the following countries are considered regional powers:
Australia, China, India, Japan, Russia, and South Korea. Of these six nations, there was
no evidence suggesting that Russia, South Korea, or Australia generated significant threat
perceptions within Indonesia, Thailand, or Vietnam, currently or in the foreseeable future.
By default, therefore, the regional powers considered in the threat perception case studies
nominally include China, India, and Japan.

Regional Stability. An environment characterized by regional economic, social,
and cultural prosperity, close international cooperation, and peaceful coexistence among

the nations of Southeast Asia.
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Security Cooperation. Activities, exchanges, and agreements between nations that
serve to develop or enhance a nation’s military capabilities or contribute to preparation of
a nation’s armed forces for military operations. It includes treaties or formal agreements
related to mutual defense, sales of military equipment, military basing or access rights,
and confidence building measures such as bilateral and multilateral military training,
exercises, or operations, unit and personnel exchanges, and seminars, symposia, Or
conferences whose primary objective is to advance such activities.

Threat. An action or potential action or sanction taken by a nation for the
purposes of coercion of another nation. Klaus Knorr maintains that the action may be
“economic, ideological, or politically subversive,” but that the military threat is most
effective in achieving coercion. Threats include statements of threat or threats inferred
based on actions taken, which are referred to as “actual” threats by Knorr. Threats may
also include “poténtial” threats, based on the capability of a nation to make an “actual”
threat.'"® This study concentrates on military threats in analyzing perceptions. Barring a
significant influence on military threats and threat response, the economic, ideological, or
political aspects of threat perception have not been included in this research.

Threat Perception. The definition for this study is one proposed by Raymond

Cohen: “An anticipation on the part of an observer, the decision-maker, of impending

harm--usually of a military, strategic, or economic kind--to the state.”"’
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Significance of the Study

U.S. national security strategy objectives in Asia focus on sustaining strong
regional economic growth, in turn stimulating economic prosperity at home. The
foundation for the success of this strategy is regional stability, supported by America’s
continued military presence in Asia and involvement in regional security dialogues such
as the ARF. Specifically for Southeast Asia, U.S. strategy calls for “security and
economic relationships that assist in conflict prevention and resolution,” emphasizing the
importance of regional stability to the prosperity of ASEAN.”

While the ability of ASEAN and the ARF to manage future security challenges in
a multilateral format is uncertain, bilateral security cooperation between ASEAN and the
U.S. will remain a critical factor in maintaining regional stability. The U.S. has an active
program of military activities supporting cooperative engagement in the region. These
activities, including military exercises, port visits, exchange programs, and discussions
between senior military leaders, serve to build transparency in U.S. military presence and
support potential coalition operations. Coupled with more formal security assistance and
mutual defense agreements, they complement the efforts of the ARF and are vital
enhancements to regional security.

It is unclear how intraregional security cooperation in Southeast Asia will
complement U.S. support for regional stability. The author has undertaken this research
into regional threat perceptions in the interest of improving understanding of potential
security cooperation measures that may be pursued by ASEAN. A better understanding of

ASEAN threat perceptions and their impact on bilateral and multilateral security co-
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operation will assist defense planners in refining objectives of U.S. security cooperation

programs and reinforce a coherent approach to U.S. relations with ASEAN.
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CHAPTER 2

BACKGROUND AND THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT

The political and economic success of ASEAN has provided the impetus for a
significant number of published works examining the organization and the region. Much
of the older literature, such as Simon’s The ASEAN States and Regional Security (1982)
and Palmer and Reckford’s Building ASEAN (1987), provide well-developed
documentation on a broad spectrum of security issues related to ASEAN affairs, touching
on domestic concerns, international relations, and most especially, economic growth
within the region. Cooperation in regional security, as an important supporting actor in
the success and stability of ASEAN, has by no means been ignored in such studies, but
the backdrop of bipolar competition between the U.S. and the Soviet Union frequently
overshadowed intra-ASEAN security initiatives. Quite appropriately for the times,
research on security challenges of the region frequently focused on anticipating the next
moves of the superpowers and adjusting to their impact on ASEAN, rather than charting a
course for ASEAN to assert itself in a regional conflict management role.

The end of the Cold War brought new uncertainties to the relative security and
prosperity enjoyed by the ASEAN states since the formation of the Association. With
Russian influence in Southeast Asia no longer a factor and new security priorities
contributing to perceptions of U.S. presence in Asia being on the wane, ASEAN suddenly
found it had a more significant role to play in regional security. Thé literature on

ASEAN in the 1990s has reflected this shift in focus. More recent monographs have
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devoted considerable research to examining the challenges to ASEAN security
cooperation and new structures to support resolution of these challenges. Leifer’s
informative summary of the ASEAN Regional Forum is one example.

It is not clear what form security cooperation will take in ASEAN, whether it be a
loosely bound dialogue concentrating on confidence building and sustaining peaceful
prosperity or, at the opposite end of the spectrum of intra-ASEAN relations, ultimately
developing into a unified alliance as a deterrent to an external aggressor. Threat
perceptions are certain to influence cooperative efforts in Southeast Asia regardless of the
format. Recent examples of friction in international cooperation include the contentious
debate over the admission of Burma into ASEAN (perhaps as a counter to Chinese
influence) and long-standing ASEAN concerns over Chinese intentions in the South
Chinese Sea.’

Surprisingly then, there are very few studies that have focused on threat
perceptions in Southeast Asia. Researchers have typically addressed the impact of threat
perceptions on a specific security issue as part of a larger study on regional international
relations, rather than a study dedicated solely to the influence of perceptions on
cooperative security. ASEAN and the Diplomacy of Accommodation by Michael Antolik
(1990) is an example of this methodology, as are more recent monographs exploring the
implications of an expanded ASEAN, such as the Vietnamese perspective of ASEAN
dispute management provided by Hoang Anh Tuan.? This thesis attempts to supplement

those efforts by examining data on current trends in regional threat perceptions and
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analyzing its potential favorable and deleterious effects on intra-ASEAN security

cooperation.

Threat Perception Theory

Three works are particularly noteworthy to mention for their contributions to
threat perception theory. They include Klaus Knorr’s essay on threat perception from his
book Historical Dimensions of National Security Problems (1976), Raymond Cohen’s
Threat Perception in International Crisis (1979), and Regional Hegemons: Threat
Perception and Strategic Response, edited by David J. Myers (1991). Knorr’s work,
from which many of the definitions and terms used in this research was drawn, was
especially helpful to understanding the role of threat perceptions in international relations.
The method of comparative analysis used by Cohen in his review of historical case
studies in threat pérception served as a guide to the methodology of this research paper,
described in the following chapter. Myers’ volume investigates threat perceptions and
strategic response to threat perceptions within different “subordinate state systems,”
regional groupings all characterized by the influence of an aspiring hegemon. The China-
Southeast Asia subordinate state system is one of seven examined.’® His work, and
especially the chapter on China-Southeast Asia by Parris H. Chang and Zhiduan Deng,* is
helpful for its unique interpretation of threat perception theory and historical background
of threat perceptions in the ASEAN region.

In addition to supporting the theoretical development of the definitions provided

in the first chapter of this paper, Knorr highlights some of the difficulties associated with
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research on threat perceptions. An especially important consideration in any analysis of
threat perceptions is that it is an imperfect science. Primarily, it is based on estimates of
historical and current trends using data which may be fragmentary or contain
contradictions; and secondarily, it tries to predict the future, which is an inherently
unreliable undertaking.’ To make matters more difficult, these estimates are not only
concerned with actual or potential threats, but also include a consideration of the
probability of a threat to manifest itself and the form of that manifestation--“the quality
and magnitude of the implied peril.™ As a result, there are a significant number of
variables in threat perception analysis, contributing to the complexity and imperfection of
research in this field.

According to Knorr, an even more significant problem in analyzing threat
perceptions involves preconceived or expected threats, and a nation’s response due to

these preconceptions:

The greatest dangers to realistic threat perception do not inhere in the intellectual
difficulties resulting from poor evidence and future uncertainty. The perceiver
can gain an awareness of these problems and can make allowances for them. The
greater danger lies in rigid preconceptions and attitudes of which the perceiver is
unaware, or not aware enough. Such predispositions make him desire to see
certain things happen, and to make what he wants to do seem justified.”

Knorr cites several historical examples where preconceptions have contaminated accurate

threat perception, thus surprising a nation-state. Germany’s attack of the Soviet Union in

1941 and the 1973 Arab-Israeli War were both cases where predispositions based on prior

experience caused the Soviet Union and Israel to disbelieve indicators of an impending

attack.® Likewise, preconceptions may cause a nation to act more aggressively or
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strengthen its position, evoking hostility from its neighbors. This may further increase

the threat perceptions of the nation and cause international tensions to spiral out of
control.” Knorr’s work points out the importance to this research paper of a review of the
historical basis of threat perceptions in Southeast Asia.

Cohen’s research centered on the role of threat perception during times of
international crisis since 1870. The six case studies which he selected, based primarily on
the availability of historical data and his own familiarity with the nations investigated,
included French perceptions of Germany during the “War in Sight” crisis of 1875, Italian
perceptions of France during the “Invasion Scare” of July 1889, Russian perceptions of
Germany during the “Liman von Sanders Affair” of 1913, British perceptions of
Germany during the Prague crisis of March 1939, Polish perceptions of Germany during
the “Polish Corridor” crisis of March 1939, and U.S. perceptions of the Soviet Union
during the “Turkish Straits” crisis of August 1946. Cohen’s analysis basically consisted
of three steps: a reconstruction of the historical evidence of threat perceptions; a
systematic comparison of the case studies to identify similarities and differences; and
formulation of conclusions.

Like portions of Knorr’s research, and Emest R. May’s in Knowing One’s
Enemies," Cohen uses a historical development of the case study to help identify the
preconceptions of an actor. To aid his research in this area, Cohen devised the following
list of six “background factors” to consider in uncovering evidence of threat perceptions:

1. Previous relations between the perceiver of the threat and the source of the
threat, including historical as well as recent events;
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2. Any previous experience of threat on the part of the perceiver, and other
personal characteristics with a bearing on the subject, including such
psychological factors as exaggerated anxiety and mistrust, personal attitudes,
and philosophical beliefs;

3. The balance of capabilities between the relevant actors, which shall be defined
broadly to include diplomatic capabilities, military and economic means, and

the help of allies;
4. Structural factors such as the influence of bureaucratic forms and procedures,

institutional interests, and contingency planning;
5. The juridical framework (including agreements, international law, and norms
of behavior) within which relations between the relevant actors are conducted;
6. The policy and interest of the perceiver in the area or issue in question.’
Although Cohen emphasizes the use of primary source data to account for the
explicit evidence of threat perceptions, he recdgnizes the inherent difficulty of this
approach due to its limited availability.”” The goal of Cohen’s research, however, was to
supplement the existing theoretical body of knowledge related to threat perception. His
work did not involve an assessment of potential current or future actions by the states
examined, for it was irrelevant to his research objective; in fact, he had the luxury of
being able to compare posterisis history to the data on threat perceptions developed in
each of his case studies. This research paper is aimed at more practical results, and likely
much more subjective analysis, due to its ambition of forecasting a developing situation
in ASEAN. By its currency it is much more limited in availability of primary source
data, and relies to a greater degree on other indicators of threat perception. But like
Cohen and others who have benefited from the comparative analysis method, its
advantage is a subjective appraisal of a complex topic, leading to results which are

“plausible and suggestive, rather than definitive.”"
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It is interesting to note the importance that many of the theorists place on
evaluating perceptions of threat, vice analysis of actual threats. This reflects the reality of
the decision-making process. No decision maker has perfect knowledge when
formulating security policy of a state. Instead, it is only as good as the combined
knowledge gained from intelligence sources, opinions of subject matter expert advisors, a
review of history, and sound judgment of the decision maker. The more resources a
leader has at his disposal in determining a threat and formulating a response, the more
likely a truer picture of the threat will become evident, and an appropriate policy course
of action selected to counter that threat. In Tilman’s analysis, the “reality” of a threat
may be present, but a decision maker “reacts, behaves, and plans his actions according to
perceptions of reality, and two persons may perceive two considerably divergent
‘realities.””"

Given that ASEAN is an organization of nations each with its own unique
perspective, Tilman’s analysis supports a conclusion that a common actual threat to
ASEAN may not translate to a common threat response. The courses of action taken by
each nation may be widely divergent. Not only do historical predispositions figure into
this problem, but differences in government and social structure also are contributing
factors. As Myers points out, a threat originating from a state with similar sociopolitical
background as the threatened state (Indonesia and Malaysia come to mind) may be
“downplayed,” while a threat posed by one state on another with considerable

sociopolitical differences (such as Vietnam and Thailand) may be viewed as a more

significant threat and treated accordingly. Similarly, the personalities in government may
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affect threat perception and threat response, with more authoritarian figures less tolerant
of states who appear to threaten their interests.'®

Differences in threat perceptions then, exacerbated by still more differences in
threat response of individual nations, seem likely to reduce the chances for agreement
within ASEAN on security cooperation measures. The problem would become even
more acute should a common threat to ASEAN be portrayed inaccurately. In his review
of intelligence assessment in Europe prior to the World Wars, May discovered a related
problem associated with the response (or lack of response) of a nation to a perception (or
lack of perception) of threat. Outright deception or inaccurate portrayal of reality
contributed to the inability of one state to see another state’s point of view, which in turn
bred buncertainty in planning and policy decisions. The French miscalculations regarding
invasion by Germany in 1914 and again in 1940 are two examples of this phenomena."’
This problem adds to the subjectivity of this paper’s conclusions on possible responses to

threat perceptions in ASEAN.

Alliances and Small States: Theoretical Considerations
In his book The Origins of Alliances, Stephen M. Walt reviews the historical
record of alliance formation to present a comprehensive description of the role that
alliances fill in response to threats to a state. As noted in the first chapter of this paper,
Walt argues that alliances are not merely limited to formal treaties or commitments
between two states; an alliance may also be inferred from the existence of an “informal

érrangement for security cooperation” between states.”® In response to a threat, states
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may choose one of two options in alliance formation: “balancing,” whereby states ally
themselves against a threat, or “bandwagoning,” in which states ally themselves with the
threatening state."

Walt’s research shows that balancing is far more common than bandwagoning.
He also argues for a distinction between two forms of balancing; one is characterized by a
balance of power and one a balance of threat. The balance of power theory holds that
states ally themselves against a strong state as a reaction to an imbalance of power
between states or coalitions of states. The balance of threat theory is a subtle
modification of balance of power theory. Its hypothesis is that in order to reduce its
vulnerability a coalition of states, even one weaker in aggregate than the power of the
threatening state, may form an alliance against the state representing the greatest threat.
Walt concludes from his research that balance of threat theory helps to better explain the
logic of the formation of alliances, rather than considering alliances only to be a means of
achieving a balance of power.

An alliance may become even more viable if a strong power is willing to assume
the leadership or otherwise support the organization. The threat response of small states
is particularly influenced by alignment with a strong state, for such an arrangement would
represent a significant increase in the aggregate strength of an alliance. According to
Indorf, however, the benefit to small states of an alliance with a stronger power must be
realized through an identification of its strategic aims, preferably using some type of

formal agreement:
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For small states, the form of association with a stronger power acquires the utmost

policy significance. Whatever the final determination is, it needs to be firmly

embedded in a larger strategy. Reciprocal legal commitments, beyond the
proverbial mutual consultation at times of crisis, can offer the best guarantees.

Too often, small states prefer a reliance upon a much more ephemeral relationship

based on friendship which would not impinge upon their non-aligned status. In

the international arena, however, states can only share interests while friendship

should be left as an expression of personal sentiment.*
An alliance with a strong power may at once appear to be a certain benefit to a small
state. However Insdorf also notes that there are negatives associated with such an
arrangement, chiefly a reduction in the small state’s “manoeuverability” in executing its
sovereignty.” This concept perhaps more than any other helps explain ASEAN’s
commitment to non-alignment and cultural aversion to interference in the internal affairs
of its member states.

The formation of an alliance is obviously not the only choice which a state or
group of states may take in response to a threat. Myers proposes four “strategic
responses” to the threat posed by a regional hegemon: (1) accommodation of the desires
of the hegemon; (2) deterrence through defense or alliance formation; (3) state
strengthening, including military, political, and economic strengthening; or (4) attempts
to alter threatening behavior by making counterthreats.”” A more comprehensive study of
threat response in Southeast Asia would likely reveal that all four elements are at work to
some degree within ASEAN. For small states, however, Indorf notes that deterrence of

conflict is the strategy of choice and likewise heavily dependent on a clear definition of

the threat.® It is thus appropriate that this study focus on the impact of threat perceptions
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on security cooperation (and, given Walt’s definition, potential allying) as a subset of the

strategy of deterrence in ASEAN.

Given that ASEAN at present is normally not considered to be an alliance of

nations, a logical question remains: Where does ASEAN currently fit in the spectrum of

security cooperation? Amitav Acharya provides a reasonable response in his analysis of

security trends in Southeast Asia. Briefly, Acharya’s work extrapolates to Southeast Asia

the concepts developed by Karl Deutsch in his respected study on North Atlantic security,

Political Community in the North Atlantic Area (1957). Acharya considers three types of

“regional security systems” in his research. They include the security regime, the

security community, and the defence community, defined as follows:

Security Regime

a.

b.

‘principles, rules and norms that permit nations to be restrained in their
behaviour in the belief that others will reciprocate’.

competitive arms acquisitions and contingency planning usually continue
within the regime, although specific regimes might be created to limit the
spread of weapons and military capabilities.

the absence of war within the community may be due to short term factors and
considerations, such as the economic and political weakness of actors
otherwise likely to use force in pursuit of national aims or to the existence of a
balance of power or mutual deterrence situation. In either case, the interests of
the actors in peace are not fundamental, unambiguous and long-term in nature.

Security Community

a.

strict and observed norms concerning non-use of force, with long term
prospects for war avoidance.

no competitive arms acquisitions and war-planning within the grouping.
institutions and processes (formal or informal) for the pacific settlement of
disputes.

significant functional interdependence, integration, and co-operation.
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Defence Community

a. ashared perception of external threat(s) by members of the community.

b. reciprocal obligations of assistance during military contingencies.

c. significant military inter-operability and integration.**

Based on his analysis of the regional order and economic, political, and military
interactions, Acharya concludes that the Southeast Asia region is most appropriately
labeled as a security regime.”> ASEAN nonetheless conveys characteristics of both a
security regime and security community, and some may even consider its numerous
bilateral military exchanges and exercises as evidence of the beginnings of a defence
community. The maturation of post-Cold War international relations in Southeast Asia
seems likely to support at least a progression toward a more substantial commitment to

security cooperation. This may especially be the case should a significant external threat

challenge the existent regional security system.

Previous Research on Threat Perceptions in Southeast Asia

Based on the number and complexity of variables identified by threat perception
theorists, it is understandably difficult to conduct a broad based assessment of threat
perceptions in ASEAN. As an organization of small states, the ASEAN region poses
additional unique problems. Despite the diversity of its member states, ASEAN has
underwritten its phenomenal development by a concerted effort to foster unity, respect for
state sovereignty, and compromise over international disputes. There exists within
ASEAN a cultural avoidance of contentious debate; consequently, members are reluctant

to upset a cooperative exchange of dialogue and confidence-building measures by making
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irritating public pronouncements of perceived threats. Moreover, cognizant of their
relative weakness and drawing on memories of the involvement of external powers in
past disputes, ASEAN is sensitive to interpretations by potential aggressors and has
sought to reassure its neighbors‘ in the region of its nonhostile intentions.”® Explicit
official statements of threat perceptions would be of little benefit to furthering this
process of cooperation.

Explicit data is arguably the most accurate indicator of a nation’s threat
perceptions; it represents the distilled thoughts of government decision makers.”’ As
defined by Cohen, decision makers include “those ministers and officials who participate
in the conduct of foreign affairs and have unrestricted access to the relevant
information.””® They are, in a sense, the researcher’s primary source in determining a
nation’s mindset, providing certainty of perceptions by their opinions and personal
response to a threat.”’ Such evidence may be historically recorded within a decision
maker’s personal documents, official memoranda of a government, or other diplomatic
papers. While it may offer the most accurate representation of threat perceptions, access
to such source material is limited, especially so if it relates to the most recent experiences
of a nation.*

While not ignoring such primary source data when available, researchers
investigating ASEAN threat perceptions have instead relied primarily on evidence
supplied through other means. In addition to explicit data derived from the personal
response to a threat by decision makers, Cohen postulates three other indicators of threat

perception: observations made by non-decision makers (such as government officials or
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foreign diplomats) of the decision makers’ reactions to a threat; evidence that decision
makers are examining “alternative responses” to a threat, especially through consultation
with advisors or discussion with foreign governments; and finally, evidence that a
decision maker has established some type of “coping process” in response to a threat,
such as mobilizing forces, diplomatic negotiations, or strengthening of defenses.”’ (As
further amplification of this last indicator, Myers offers up three specific examples of
threatening behavior focused on arms considerations: improvements in conventional
arms, acquisition or modernization of nuclear arms, and development of an indigenous
arms capability.”?) These indicators form the basis for the most focused studies on
ASEAN threat perceptions, those contained in Charles E. Morrison’s Threats to Security
in East Asia-Pacific (1983) and Tilman’s study completed in 1984, and more recently
examined in a workshop hosted in 1992 by the East-West Center in Honolulu, Hawaii.”
Threats to Security in East Asia-Pacific is the result of a project sponsored by the
Pacific Forum in Honolulu, Hawaii, to promote improved regional cooperation through
mutual understanding of national threat perceptions. It was initiated in 1981, when
Morrison and Professor Bernard K. Gordon conducted interviews of over three hundred
political and academic leaders in the East Asia-Pacific region. In 1982 the Pacific Forum
hosted a conference to advance the initial work completed by Morrison and Gordon,
inviting the participation of regional experts and government officials. A large number of
conference participants were from Southeast Asia, and hence the study’s emphasis is on

threat perceptions among the ASEAN nations. The chapters which form Threats to
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Security in East Asia-Pacific are the actual papers presented by participants at the 1982
Pacific Forum.*

Morrison’s volume tackles the analysis of threat perceptions from two angles,
with contributors presenting a balance of U.S. and Asian views. First, an investigation of
regional perspectives of threat perceptions and their impact on security cooperation was
undertaken. Perhaps the most significant documentation of threat perceptions in this
section was the data summarized by Gordon and Vasey from their interviews of key
leaders in East Asia.”” Second, national perspectives of threat perceptions are offered by
government and academic leaders of ten East-Asian nations, of which two (Indonesia and
Thailand) are the focus of my research. The Pacific Forum did not offer any overarching
recommendations on security cooperation, other than making a case for the benefits
gained by more dialogue between nations.** However, it did highlight the various
differences in perceptions among the participating nations, achieving its goal of building
transparency in the region, and hence is important background to this research project.
As Morrison notes in his overview of the Forum results:

It is clear that dominant perceptions in individual countries in the region show
considerable differences. The failure of policymakers on either side of the Pacific
to appreciate these differences and devise programs of cooperation that take them
into account can compound misunderstandings and prevent or delay needed or
desirable forms of collaboration. Bridging these concerns and differences in
perception will be a major challenge to both U.S. and Asian policymakers.*’

In keeping with Cohen’s criteria of threat perception indicators, the personal

involvement of key leaders and academic subject matter experts lends credibility to the

Pacific Forum’s efforts. Some of the participants match Cohen’s definition of decision
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makers; all could be considered qualified observers of the threat perceptions of decision
makers in their respective countries. For example, consider the participants from
Malaysia, Thailand, and Indonesia. The perspective of Malaysia is provided by Professor
Zainal Abidin B. Abdul Wahid, former assistant secretary in the Ministry of External
Affairs. Thailand is represented by Deputy Prime Minister Thanat Khoman and Sarasin
Viraphol of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and formerly the political officer in
Thailand’s Beijing embassy. Indonesia’s views are presented by Jusuf Wanandi of
Jakarta’s Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) and a leader in Indonesia’s
ruling political party and M. Hadisoesastro of CSIS.*

Not surprisingly for the period, the threat perceptions of the region were
particularly focused on the intentions of the Soviet Union and the Chinese toward
Southeast Asia. The Kampuchean crisis was ongoing during the period of the study,
influencing to a varying degree ASEAN perspectives of Vietnam and the involvement in
Indochina of China and the Soviet Union. Here geopolitics came into play, as Thailand
considered China an ally in its actions to contain Vietnamese aggression, while other
nations, more detached from the conflict, remained skeptical of the Chinese.”” There was
no consensus on the threat posed by China, with some nations doubting that a threat even
existed or the nature of such a threat.* On the other hand, there was agreement on the
existence of a Soviet threat, with only the “salience and strength” of the superpower’s
hegemony being questioned.* This uncertainty §vas no doubt exacerbated by the reversal
of recently improved ASEAN-Soviet relations caused by Soviet military and political
support for Vietnam’s invasion of Kampuchea.*
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A significant number of issues identified as threats at the 1982 Pacific Forum
were internal to individual nations of ASEAN, such as challenges to economic
development or the threat of communist insurgencies and religious extremism.”” One
example is Abdul Wahid’s discussion of potential instability in Malaysia caused by
inequality among Malay, Chinese, and Indian ethnic groups.* Similarly, Wanandi and
Hadisoesastro’s contributions to the Pacific Forum reflect Indonesia’s principal concern
for the challenges by separatist movements to national unity.* An investigation of
internal threats is important to a full understanding of a nation’s response to threat
perceptions. However, given the considerable number and diversity of perceived internal
threats to the nations of Southeast Asia, it is a topic that is better examined in a separate
study. This research will concentrate on external threat perceptions and look at internal
challenges only as they relate to external relations, such as the influence of Malaysia over
Muslim separatist movements in southern Thailand.*

In his study on threat perceptions in ASEAN, Robert O. Tilman offers a slightly
different approach than that taken by the Pacific Forum. First, he constrained his research
to the ASEAN region alone, aﬁd did not touch on problems in Northeast Asia, as the
Pacific Forum did. Second, while Morrison presents directly the views of key leaders in
each country, allowing the reader to draw his own conclusions, Tilman attempts to
synthesize from the data conclusions for each nation in ASEAN. Like Gordon and
Vasey’s method of data collection which initiated the Pacific Forum, Tilman’s study
draws his analysis from interviews conducted during visits to each of the ASEAN capitals

in 1980, speaking primarily to the “observers” of decision makers.*’
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The most significant challenges to security perceived by Tilman’s interlocutors of
1980 include the long-term prospects of China and the Soviet Union as threats, Japanese
economic influence and potential for rearmament, and perhaps most remarkable,
apprehension over U.S intentions in the region, particularly as they apply to Japan and
China. This third concern is threefold and related to the first two. First, it was associated
with U.S. support for Japan’s rearmament and assumption of a more significant role in its
national defense, stirring emotions in Asians who had not forgotten Japanese aggression
in World War II. Second, it is partially attributable to perceived inconsistencies in U.S.
policy toward China, which at the time was seemingly tied only to containment of the
Soviet Union rather than a full-faith attempt to understand and appreciate relations with
China. Finally, it is related to the unpredictability of U.S. foreign policy in general due to
the process of democracy and the four year presidential election cycle.*®

In addition to providing a historical perspective of threat perceptions in ASEAN,
Tilman’s analysis is beneficial to current research because it contributes to an
understanding of the “transformation process” by which decision makers arrive at a
particular threat perception. When a threatening signal is projected on an actor, the
perception of that signal is influenced by the environment of the actor. Tilman identifies
five categories of influences, what he terms “dimensions,” affecting threat perception:
structural, geopolitical, historical, sociocultural, and economic. This paper is not
concerned with investigating a nation’s internal processing of information as it arrives at
a particular threat perception, but rather an analysis of the end result of this

transformation process, the effect threat perception on a nation’s security activities.
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Nonetheless, it is essential to be cognizant of these influences on threat perceptions for
they help to validate the evidence.

The “Structural Dimension” refers to the influences exerted by the bureaucracy of
the nation perceiving a threat. Upon receipt of a threatening signal, policymakers and
advisors to decision makers will interpret and filter that signal based on a consideration of
their own interests in the bureaucracy.” Perhaps a good example is the case of the
military planner who, in hedging his bets to protect against operational failure,
recommends a particular threat response that will counter a “worst case” perception of the
threat.

The “Geopolitical Dimension” refers to the influence of perceptions based on the
physical proximity of a tflreat. Tilman offers an appropriate description of this effect:
“An enemy that is far away, all other things being equal, certainly seems less threatening
than one that shares a common land border.”*

The “Historical Dimensions” refers to the past experiences of decision makers,
institutions, and nations that shape the views of a projected threat. These influences are
extremely complex. Due to the variety of variables shaping an individual’s historical
perspective, such as how the historical record is portrayed in schools, in media, and on
the local streetcorner, it is difficult to quantify or eliminate bias that may arise from such
influences.”!

The “Socio-Cultural Dimension” refers to the influences exerted due to the
demographics of a country, such as ethnic, cultural, or religious affiliations.’> One

example of the impact of the socio-cultural dimension in the U.S. is the lobbying efforts
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by domestic special interest groups as a means to help shape policy decisions favorable to
foreign affiliations of the special interest group. In a similar vein to Tilman’s socio-
cultural dimension, David J. Myers argues that threatening signals received from states
with similar sociopolitical backgrounds will tend to be minimized, while the same signal
from a state with dissimilar sociopolitical makeup may be seen as a valid threat.”

Finally, the “Economic Dimension” refers to the various influences based on
financial transactions between and within nations. It includes the impact of corruption on
security policy formulation and the influence stemming from foreign investors, trade
imbalances, and the attendant tensions in international relations when one country feels it
is being shortchanged in a financial relationship.* Other than to recognize the
“Economic Dimension” as a factor in the formulation of threat perception, an analysis of
perceptions derived from the influence of financial interactions within ASEAN is beyond
the scope of this study.

A third study that is especially useful to review as background to current research
is the results of the East-West Center Workshop on threat perceptions and the role of
major powers conducted in 1992. Like the conference hosted by the Pacific Forum a
decade earlier, participants in the East-West Center Workshop represented a mix of
academic and government leaders, observers of decision makers, from thirteen nations of
the Asia-Pacific region.”® The United Nations was also represented, reflecting the
growing importance of the region in worldwide international affairs. Unlike the 1982
Pacific Forum, the East-West Center Workshop initially attempted to concentrate on

military related threat perceptions. However, recognizing the potential for political and
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economic threats to incite military confrontation, the workshop discussions expanded to
include consideration of these elements of threat perception.’

The report by Kreisberg and others of the proceedings of the workshop does not
offer a new or unique means of investigating threat perceptions. It is merely an
accounting of the views expressed by the participants and an interpretation of those views
by its American authors. Its value lies in its summary of more recent perceptions in Asia
and its presentation of recommendations for security cooperation derived from improved
understanding of regional threat perceptions among the participants.

Briefly, the East-West Center Workshop identified three areas of greatest concern
to the region: uncertainty over the future intentions of China and Japan; the potential for
regional territorial disputes, especially those in the South China Sea, to become more
volatile; and the threat posed by the North Korean regime, the only near-term significant
military threat cited by participants.””  Of note, a perception of disengagement from the
region by the U.S. was echoed in the views of workshop participants, expressing the
common fear of regional instability should such a move occur.”® This consensus was also
evident in the workshop’s call for new programs in security cooperation, with a greater
level of U.S. support in setting up a regional security framework built on the success of
ASEAN and the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) organization.” The
representative from the Philippines was the only ASEAN member to disagree with this
recommendation, not surprising considering the Philippine Senate’s rejection of the
treaty on U.S. bases one year prior and subsequent withdrawal of U.S. forces from the

Philippines in November 1992.
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The re§ults of the 1982 Pacific Forum, Tilman’s study of 1984, and the 1992 East-
West Center Workshop are important for their documentation of ASEAN’s previous
experiences, and hence essential to an accurate assessment of current threat perception
trends and their impact on future security cooperation. As Klaus Knorr points out,
history is replete with examples where preconceptions in international relations have
detracted from accurate threat perception. This factor contributed to Britain’s
underestimation of Hitler’s intentions at the start of World War II and the U.S. initial
disbelief at the Soviet Union’s deployment of intermediate-range ballistic missiles to
Cuba in 1962.° Ernest R. May offers similar proof in his analysis of intelligence
assessments prior to both World Wars.* As Sun Tzu so succinctly put it, “All warfare is

based on deception.”®
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