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Introduction:

It is now over six years since George W. Bush assumed the Presidency of the US, over five since the attacks of 911 and the launching of the war on terror, and over three since the invasion and occupation of Iraq.  Of these only one has a certain end point, namely the Bush administration itself.  The war on terror continues with Al Queda having morphed into a loosely configured network that re-emerges through the acts of home-grown extremists.  This war’s battles are now largely being fought patiently and carefully by intelligence and police agencies.  Any sense of military victory in the war in Iraq is lost.  Whenever the U.S. coalition forces withdraw they will leave an unfinished societal reconstruction project whose progress will be measured in generations.  

Rather than planning for these longer-term futures, increasingly in the US the attention span of analysts and politicians is on the short term horizon defined by the presidential election process and the declining fortunes of the mission in Iraq.  One sees little time being spent in official Washington contemplating global and regional trends and their implications for the U.S. leadership.  On the other hand outside the U.S. the lens is reversed; regional players are looking beyond the present to assess the longer term legacies of the post-2000 agenda and to position themselves accordingly.  This short paper takes up these considerations as they apply to Asia and Asian states, particularly Southeast Asia and the ASEAN states.

Since its withdrawal from Vietnam over three decades ago, Washington has traditionally remained generally inattentive to Southeast Asia (in contrast to Northeast Asia), involving itself only sporadically in response to the political crises of regimes it had supported and to ensure access to the rapidly developing markets of the Asian “tigers”.
  The U.S. (non)response to the Asian Financial Crisis of the late 1990s only served to cement this perception in the minds of Southeast Asian leaders.  This changed after September 2001, when the Bush administration labeled Southeast Asia the “second front” of terrorism and took steps to re-involve itself in the region.  As discussed below regional reactions to this post-2001 agenda have been mixed.  On the one hand, a great deal more US foreign assistance has been channeled to a select number of Southeast Asian states.  Regional government leaders have agreed to a myriad of bilateral security and military relationships with the US, effectively creating an informal second regional hub and spokes arrangement.  On the other hand, the combination of US policies outside the region and perceived anti-Islamic rhetoric has alienated Southeast Asian publics, especially in majority moderate Muslim states.  These have been vociferous in their condemnation of the US.  The result has been a disturbing gap between regimes and civil societies.  However, Washington’s inattention to regional restructuring has been more than compensated for by Beijing’s economic and political strategies.  Overall, US influence in Southeast Asia appears to be waning, with China having capitalized on opportunities to expand its influence.
As these events have unfolded “on the surface”, at subterranean levels the correlates of power are experiencing a series of tectonic shifts.  How the US and Asian states adapt to them will determine the longer term peace and stability of the region.  Four important trends are identifiable:  (a) China’s rise has continued successfully and now must be contended with on economic, political, and security dimensions. (b) Developments in what were formerly isolated subregions on its periphery, i.e., South Asia, Central Asia and Afghanistan, and the Middle East, now have determining effects on East Asia. (c) Trans-Pacific regionalism and its associated institutions, (APEC and the ARF), may be left on the wayside as the forces of East Asian regionalism gain momentum.  (d) The advances of democratization in Southeast Asia have suffered a series of set-backs with the re-assertion of authoritarian regimes.  

Not all of these can be considered below.  The paper proceeds by considering, first, the important transitions that the Bush administration set in motion; second, the implications of the rise of China; third, the impact to date of the war on terror, particularly as seen in Southeast Asia; and fourth, a “glass-half-full/glass-half-empty” assessment of the prospects for positive re-engagement of the U.S. in regional matters.

The George W. Bush Administration:  New Priorities and New Policies


Traditionally, Republican and Democratic administrations have shared certain continuities in U.S. foreign policy in Asia. However, the Bush administration came to office with the perspective that the previous administration had mismanaged US-Asian relations in general and the U.S.–Japan relationship in particular, had been too solicitous of China, too restrictive of Taiwan, too engaging of North Korea, too hesitant in renewing military ties with Indonesia, and too enamored of multilateralism.  Its overall record was characterized by conservative critics as one of “unwarranted U.S. activism,” involving a “promiscuous expansion of security relationships.”
 

The distinctive parameters of the Bush administration’s foreign and security policies—policies determined to assert and sustain American hegemonic authority as the world’s global power—emerged both through action and their articulation in key policy documents, including the U.S. National Security Statement and the Quadrennial Defence Review.
  In sum, these looked to rely on the U.S. military’s so-called “full spectrum dominance” of air, land, maritime and space environments, the reservation of the right to preventive attack should American interests appear to be threatened by hostile regimes, and a unilateralist attitude and response to regional issues.  Established multilateral institutions and international regimes were regarded as hindrances to U.S. agendas and thus to be avoided or dismantled (the latter especially in the arms control arena).  Instead, Washington advanced an ad hoc strategy, assembling “coalitions of the willing” in which its leadership in the mission’s definition and prosecution would be unchallenged, most notably in the campaign in Afghanistan and the invasion and occupation of Iraq.
In further contrast to its predecessors, no East Asia strategy document has been published by this administration.  While analysts maintain that “five fundamental interests” continued to inform U.S. strategy towards the region, (retention of access to Asian markets, continuance of a permanent American military presence in the region, prevention of the rise of a dominant regional rival, maintenance of military bases and facilities to assure freedom of access and maneuver, and advancement of democracy),
 the Bush administration looked to a reorientation of priorities and recasting of policies to advance these interests.  In economic terms, the emphasis turned away from APEC to bilateral FTAs and to concern in Congress over ever-growing trade deficits.  In military terms, the Global Posture Review initiated the reconfiguration and redeployment of US forces in Asia—a “places not bases” approach that looked to significant consolidation of assets on Guam and the negotiation of forward servicing arrangements with Singapore and others.
  In political/security terms, a bilateral, hub-and-spokes system of security relationships with Asian partners was incrementally reinforced and ties strengthened with Australia, Singapore, the Philippines and Thailand.  However, the centre of gravity of US interests remained outside this region, concentrated on Northeast Asia as usual but now also on Central Asia and South Asia.  Southeast Asia did not appear on the Bush administration’s radar screen, despite its economic importance to the United States as its fifth largest trading partner and the geostrategic significance of its sea lines of communication for the U.S. Navy and for the transit of much of Asia’s energy supplies.

Southeast Asian Reactions to the Bush Administration
When President Bush took office, statements that his administration intended to give more attention to Asia were welcomed. Still, even before the terrorist attacks of 911, the desire of Southeast Asian leaders for American involvement was not worry-free.  First, they were uneasy right away by Bush’s reference to Australia as the region’s “deputy sheriff,” interpreting this to mean that Washington may be delegating authority to a surrogate instead of being seriously involved itself.  Second, they were apprehensive about Bush’s view of China as a “competitor and potential regional rival”.  Third, Southeast Asian policy-makers were concerned by the administration’s stated preference for bilateralism and, at times, unilateralism.

The U.S. invasion of Iraq struck a twin blow to relations and the attitudes of Southeast Asian populations.  By proceeding without United Nation’s approval, American actions undercut the norms of sovereignty, territoriality, and non-interference seen as fundamental to the legitimacy of Southeast Asian states and to their collective, ASEAN-engineered regional institutionalization.  By fostering the impression of having mounted a campaign against Islam, Washington alienated the moderate Muslim populations of key Southeast Asian states.  The overall impact, despite Washington’s efforts to smooth relations with Southeast Asian leaders, was to confuse, and frustrate.  Southeast Asian critics characterized the US as having embarked on a “neo-imperialist strategy” to use and reinforce its primacy, with policies of “benign selfishness” driven by U.S. domestic priorities and thus impermeable to outside influence. 


The ambivalence of Washington toward multilateralism and its eschewing of diplomatic approaches have led Asians to consider new arrangements. Condoleezza Rice’s decision to skip the ASEAN foreign minister’s meeting and the ARF in 2005 was taken as a sign of lack of American interest and stimulated an already growing interest in a wider Asian grouping. Belatedly, the Bush administration spoke of appointing an ambassador to ASEAN and has advocated a US-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement down the road.
  Washington appears to continue to view the ARF, on the other hand, as an overly-large, underperforming “talk shop” that does not merit significant bolstering, despite its being the only region-wide security institution in which it is included.
 The one multilateral organization that has interested the Bush administration is APEC, which it calls “by far the most robust, multilateral grouping in Asia”.
  However, Washington’s attempts to mobilize the organization for security purposes may have been counterproductive. As Bruce Vaughn, a Congressional Research Service analyst, has observed, the downgrading of APEC’s utility by Asians became apparent when, despite President Bush’s attendance with APEC leaders in Korea in November 2005, regional leaders deemed this meeting to have been “trumped” by the December 2005 East Asian Summit (EAS) meeting in Malaysia, to which the United States was not invited.
  In 2006, Malaysian Prime Minister Abdullah Badawi urged the APEC forum to return to its original purpose of promoting economic growth and to leave security concerns to the ARF.

China’s Good Neighbor Policy in Southeast Asia
Coincident with the apparent decline in interest by a distracted Washington has been the increased attention of China to Southeast Asia, otherwise characterized as a “charm offensive.” Beijing has moved with alacrity to take advantage of the openings Washington has left in the region. 

Southeast Asia is important to China for two-way trade, investment, tourism, and educational exchanges. In recent years, as it has become the world’s second largest energy consumer, Southeast Asia has become important for China’s energy security—as a transit route, with eighty percent of its oil imports traveling through the Straits of Malacca and also as a current and future energy supplier from the off-shore fields of Southeast Asian waters.

China’s attempts to woo Southeast Asia consist of a package of well crafted policies featuring economic incentives and goodwill measures along with a strong diplomatic effort. The policies have focused on building trade relations, encouraging confidence-building measures, and offering development assistance without conditions. Beijing’s bilateral relations have been concentrated on the poorer mainland Southeast Asian states. If this courting of the poorer states has caused some unease by the others in ASEAN, it has been partly assuaged by China’s steadfast support for multilateral arrangements. For example, in November 2002, China signed a “declaration of conduct” governing the peaceful negotiation of disputes in the South China Sea. At the same time, China and ASEAN agreed to create the world’s largest FTA by 2010. In October 2003, China signed the ASEAN Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, Furthermore, Beijing has played a leading role in establishing the Asia Bond Fund (over American and IMF objections) to bail out economies in crisis. 

Beijing has changed from viewing multilateralism in Southeast Asia as being “constraining” to seeing it as useful for promoting China’s regional goals. This translates into strong support for various regional organizations, including the new 16-member East Asian Summit. China prefers ASEAN+3—an all-Asian forum—and has assumed a leadership role in the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). In both the ARF and EAC, China is trying to initiate a new security forum. China’s vigorous and broad-based engagement with Southeast Asia offers a sharp contrast to the narrow focus of post-911 U.S. policy on combating terrorism. 
China Rising: The Southeast Asian Perspective
As a result, China’s relationship with Southeast Asia has undergone a significant shift. As recently as the 1990s, Beijing was viewed mostly with fear and suspicion. Now the relationship reflects increasing cooperation and growing confidence. Nonetheless, the ASEAN governments remain concerned about the long-term possibility of Chinese dominance and prefer that a major power balance be maintained.  ASEAN does not want to be forced to choose sides between China and the United States or China and Japan.
 

Relations between China and individual ASEAN states are being buttressed by trade, aid, diplomatic agreements, and prospects of joint ventures. China’s voracious appetite for energy has emerged as a key ingredient. Beijing has reached arrangements with Thailand, Burma, Lao PDR regarding transportation of oil up the Mekong, with Burma for gas and oil supplies through new pipelines, with Malaysia for liquefied natural gas, and with Indonesia.  Beijing’s relations with the Philippines have been smoothed as prospects for peaceful joint energy exploration in the South China Sea have increased. Beyond energy agreements, two-way trade is further cementing the ASEAN-China relationship, and China is emerging as the engine of regional economic growth and integration. China-ASEAN trade was $130.4 b in 2005, and has been increasing at about twenty-five percent a year since 2003.


China is also using educational programs to promote social and cultural links.

For example, twice as many Indonesians went to China to study in 2004 as went to the United States. On the other hand, faced with problems obtaining visas, given U.S. security concerns, a dwindling number of Southeast Asian students chose to study in America.


The success of China’s “charm offensive” has led to a widely held perception in Southeast Asia, one reiterated in Washington by concerned regional experts, that the United States is losing the competition for influence in the region.

The U.S. War on Terror:  Southeast Asia as a Second Front

Five years after the attacks of 911, the 2006 National Security Strategy leaves little doubt regarding the continued, singular priority of the United States.  

America is at war. This is a wartime national security strategy required by the grave challenge we face – the rise of terrorism fueled by an aggressive ideology of hatred and murder. . . .The United States is in the early years of a long struggle, similar to what our country faced in the early years of the Cold War. 
  

Southeast Asia’s role in this war on terror continues also as a critical second front—a role assigned to the region within months of the September attacks with the discovery of internationally and regionally-linked terrorist cells in several states plotting against the U.S. and its regional assets.  With its combination of large Muslim populations, dissident and separatist movements, porous borders and ease of transnational communication, under-resourced and occasionally compromised intelligence, police and military services, Washington characterized Southeast Asia as a fertile breeding ground for terrorist operations.  Tragic events such as the attacks in Bali in 2002 and Jakarta in 2003 and 2004, the arrests of key international terrorists, and evidence of links between Al Qaeda and Jemaah Islamiyah and Abu Sayyaf have served to confirm this assessment.


With its immediate retaliatory attack on the Taliban government of Afghanistan, the U.S. established that its primary strategy in combating terrorism would be a campaign conducted largely by military means.  For Southeast Asia, this has had several important consequences.  First, it has promoted the view of the Bush administration having adopted an overly simplified notion of the problem—a “one size fits all” approach that ignored regional and local conditions.  Second, this was reinforced by strident rhetoric from key US officials.  Countries were expected to choose sides; their leaders accordingly expected to publicly endorse Washington’s regional and global initiatives. Third, there has been a channeling of relationships with Southeast Asian states through their national security agencies—their militaries and especially their intelligence and counter-insurgency components. 

Key among these have been the Philippines, Indonesia, and Singapore—the most direct engagement being the deployment of U.S. commando units in the Philippines to assist armed forces of the Philippines to combat the Moro Islamic Liberation Front insurgency in Mindanao and to target Abu Sayyaf networks.  Indonesia has posed greater challenges for Washington, the White House having to maneuver around 1999 Congressional bans on dealing with the Indonesian military.  However, with Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono in the presidency removing these restrictions became feasible, resulting in a significant adjustment in US-Indonesian relations.  Singapore, traditionally welcoming a U.S. presence in the region, was pleased to deepen its military and security cooperation with Washington as a “forward positioning” and servicing location.  Relationships with Malaysia and Thailand, on the other hand, have been more delicate.  However, despite the sometimes inflammatory denunciations of key political figures, the Malaysian government too has quietly expanded its cooperation with the U.S. military, allowing over-flights and engaging in military-to-military training exercises.  Thailand, with its well-established defense relationships with the U.S., also quietly has provided increased support for Washington’s efforts, including the use of locations for the holding and interrogation of captured Al Qaeda operatives.


These relationships have been facilitated by a variety of selectively focused, direct and indirect, monetary and non-monetary benefits to the states involved.  Central, of course, has been the increase in economic and security assistance flows to Indonesia and the Philippines. 
 Rewards have come in other forms as well.
  


Multilateral approaches have been utilized selectively by the Bush administration.  Collective gestures of solidarity and cooperation have been orchestrated at the ARF and in ASEAN contexts and agreements, such as the U.S.-ASEAN Counterterrorism Work Plan and U.S. offers to fund the Southeast Asia Regional Centre for Counterterrorism.  However (as discussed earlier), the U.S. has found APEC a more amenable institutional platform, in part because counterterrorism initiatives could be couched in non-political, functional terms as efforts to facilitate commerce and safe transit of people and material.  Bush administration strategies to mobilize “coalitions of the willing” have met with mixed, and mostly token, success in Southeast Asia.  For the Iraqi mission, the only commitments to provide (non-combatant) forces came from Thailand (450 soldiers) and the Philippines (51 soldiers and police). Singapore sent a navy supply ship to the Gulf but no land forces. For the Proliferation Security Initiative, only Singapore has become a participant.


In the U.S. war on terror, the advancement of democracy and the promotion and protection of human and political rights, albeit prominently touted in official statements, has effectively become a secondary concern.  Certain governments have instrumentally adopted the rhetoric of anti-terror to suppress internal dissent and have leveraged security and intelligence cooperation with the United States to quiet Washington’s opposition to these practices.  In Southeast Asia, Washington has muted its concerns over the treatment of dissidents in Vietnam and of stringent legislation such as the Internal Security Acts in Malaysia and Singapore.  (That being said, an exception has been Burma, on which the US has continued to maintain attention and to attempt to orchestrate pressure for change.)
The War on Terror:  Southeast Asia’s Ambivalent Cooperation

As evidenced in their immediate response to the events of 911, Southeast Asian states and their populations were in accord in their condemnation of terrorist attacks against civilian populations.  Accordingly, the ASEAN states have been willing to cooperate with Washington by, among other things, agreeing to share intelligence, freezing funds linked to terrorist groups, and enhancing bilateral military-to-military relationships (with their attendant economic benefits).  They have not, however, been comfortable with the execution of the U.S. war on terror. In essence, they have not been convinced that this is their fight—at least as the United States has chosen to prosecute it.  As dissatisfaction has grown, a shared sense of purpose with Washington has dissipated.


For Southeast Asian public, particularly among Muslim populations, the war on terror has come to be seen as a war against Islam.
 The invasion of Iraq and subsequent revelations of U.S. violations of human rights have only made matters worse, provoking overblown rhetoric by opposition politicians and religious leaders that has tended to polarize domestic politics.
 The Bush administration’s depiction of the conflict as being against “evil” has further turned hearts and minds and diminished support in the crucial “war of ideas”.


Of particular concern has been the gap opened between Southeast Asian civil societies and their governments—between the expressions of support and cooperation by pragmatic government policymakers and rising, strident anti-U.S. sentiment expressed in popular and elite opinion in the region.  Key Southeast Asian leaders have found themselves in delicate balancing acts, seeking to sustain U.S. regional engagement and stamp out regional, transnational terrorist networks, while at the same time placating their domestic audiences. Thus, President Megawati pledged cooperation with America in its fight against terrorism after meeting President Bush soon after 911, but, faced with angry demonstrations on the streets of Jakarta upon her return to Indonesia, quickly withdrew her endorsement. After the invasion of Iraq, favorable opinions of the U.S. in Indonesia fell from 75% in 2000 to 15% in 2003.
  Most recently, President Yudhoyono felt it necessary to qualify Indonesia’s relationship with America carefully as that of “a friend and equal partner, not an ally”.
  

The Philippines and Thailand, two US treaty allies whose leaders had answered Washington’s call and deployed troops to Iraq, had to withdraw these forces earlier than planned because of the domestic unpopularity of the war. In 2004, regional leaders rejected Washington’s offer to take an active security role in guarding the vital Straits of Malacca. Only Singapore supported the initiative. Malaysian leaders have offset the quiet cooperation of their military and intelligence agencies with American counterparts with vocal public opposition to U.S. actions in the Greater Middle East.

At the January 2007 ASEAN Summit, the leaders signed their first convention on counter terrorism, focusing on sharing intelligence to track suspects and money, and agreeing to extradite suspects. However, they couched their cooperation by affirming that “terrorism cannot and should not be associated with any religion, nationality, civilization or ethnic group.” Further, in a clear departure from the hard-line U.S. approach, they pledged to try to rehabilitate and reintegrate convicted terrorists back into society.
 

Finally, regional experts argue that the effectiveness of the regionally-based modes of multilateral consultation of ASEAN and its institutions remain underappreciated as a means of building transnational consensus and cooperation.  U.S. efforts to manage and balance within Southeast Asia are seen as incomplete and inefficient and ultimately undermining of the “incipient community” embodied in ASEAN.

No Clear Visibility:  Looking Ahead to a Post-Bush United States

With the George W. Bush presidency moving into its final eighteen months, having been forced to acknowledge that the war in Iraq has gone wrong and having lost partisan control of Congress, what directions can one foresee for U.S.-Southeast Asian relations and US-Asian relations more generally?

It is fair to acknowledge that the Bush administration has modified certain of its initial policy stances in ways that open up more positive possibilities for progress and collaboration with Asian states.  The primary example is the Bush administration’s adoption of a more flexible strategy towards negotiations with Pyongyang.  While the end goal of a non-nuclear armed North Korea remains elusive, Chris Hill’s skillful, more nuanced, and more patient approach to the Six-Party Talks has engaged the North Koreans (along with other regional members) in dialogue and the preliminary steps towards a longer-term solution.
  Many of the point persons of Bush’s first term, whose hard line positions and associated rhetoric raised hackles abroad, have now been replaced, e.g. Bolton and Rumsfeld.

In Southeast Asia, Washington’s generous and effective post-tsunami relief efforts delivered by US forces have been much appreciated by both leaders and publics.  So too have the large economic assistance packages offered to Indonesia (earmarked for education) and to the Philippines.  The recently announced U.S.-ASEAN Enhanced Partnership and related U.S. initiatives have been cited as “evidence that Washington is recalibrating its policy towards Southeast Asia.”

Furthermore, current levels of Southeast Asian public antipathy towards the U.S. need not be viewed as permanent.  Recent poll results revealed that significant portions of the publics of key Asian states--India (58%), China (53%), Indonesia (46%) and Thailand (37%)—regarded the bilateral relations between their countries and the US as improving.  Of the Asian countries involved, only in South Korea was this trend reversed.
  
However, while this improvement is a welcome sign in Washington, the overall attitude of key Asian publics remains highly negative.  In essence a fundamental erosion of trust has occurred—one that will take substantial time and policy change to restore.  Thus, majorities in both Thailand and Indonesia responded that they did not “trust the US to act responsibly in the world” and saw that US as “playing the role of policeman more than it should be”.  Public opinion in the Philippines though was quite different with an 85% level of “trust” and only 31% concerned at the US role as policemen.  While this reflects a traditionally more positive attitude towards the US in the Philippines, it presumably also reflects the sense that US assistance in the fight against the MILF and terrorist groups has been seen as appropriate for local conditions.
Overall, it is difficult to envisage any substantial change in US policies toward Asia, particularly Southeast Asia.  Increasingly over the last year, one sees a Washington that is preoccupied and distracted--preoccupied with the war on Iraq--distracted by the upcoming presidential election.  Indeed with the stand-off between the Democratic Congress and Republican White House the two have been inextricably intertwined.
Thus, in the words of a seasoned US analyst:  “For US foreign policy now, Iraq is considered the first, the second and the third priority, and all other issues fall to the bottom.  In addition, there is no major crisis issues in US-ASEAN …relations right now, which allows US policymakers to put ASEAN low on the list.”

In the short run, having the 110th Congress controlled by the Democratic Party does not seem likely to have any significant or positive impact concerning Asia.  Signals are mixed, with suggestions that likely preoccupations with “unfair trading practices”, human rights policies, and nuclear weapons issues seem “serious and troubling for smooth U.S. relations with Asia.
”  Some observers suggest that key individuals in powerful Congressional Committee roles, such as Senator Leahy, may force greater attention to issues of governance that tended to be glossed over regarding governments otherwise seen as cooperative in the war on terror.  Coming at a time when democracy does not appear to be faring well in Southeast Asia, (the exception being Indonesia), US policy makers, while not likely to reverse directions on assistance policies, etc., are also not likely to be inclined positively to policy change.

Overall, the region will continue to sit very low on Washington’s radar screen.  As a recent Stanley Foundation task force concluded: “Across the board, the US lacks an overall strategy for Southeast Asia that coordinates trade, aid, and investment with the broader US goals in the region,”
  This conclusion is drawn in pointed contrast to Chinese policies toward the region guided by the so-called “Beijing consensus” that provides generous aid without contingencies and that has been selectively targeted to capitalize on western policy sanctions against regimes—notably Thailand and Burma.  The Congressional Research Service review of the foreign affairs, defence, and trade issues facing the new Congress is indicative.  Four “challenges and interests” in Southeast Asia are noted briefly:  fighting terrorism, “assessing and responding to China’s growing influence,” promoting trade (especially FTAs), and human rights concerns regarding Burma and establishment of military ties with Indonesia.”

For Southeast Asian analysts it is difficult to be that optimistic—to foresee Washington giving a higher priority to Southeast Asia in general, and more specifically to expect it to be able and willing to address the sore points raised by its conduct of the post-2001 counterterrorism campaign.  In part this is because for many Southeast Asians addressing the underlying pathologies of the war on terror extends beyond their regional borders, requiring a whole scale reorientation of attitude and policy on the part of the United States.  Desker and Ramikrishna, for instance, argue that three changes are requisite for there to be an improvement in the image of the West among Muslim Southeast Asian populations:  reconstruction and rehabilitation of Afghanistan [and presumably Iraq], progress towards resolving the impasse between Israel and the Palestinians (a situation that invokes “primordial resentment”), and appropriate conduct in military actions.
  Simon Tay calls for the U.S. to “live up to its values” and to employ its position of primacy to provide stability through cooperative leadership for the region.
  These are calls for fundamental, not instrumental or pragmatic, changes—changes that are not very likely to be forthcoming from the next U.S. administration, whichever party candidate wins. 

In Washington attention to Asia is focused upon the crisis points of Northeast and South Asia—North Korea in the former and the situation of Pakistan in the latter.  But, ambivalence over Washington’s larger role vis-à-vis Asia prevails.  India clearly has moved onto the central stage; however, the nagging issue of the US-India nuclear energy deal prevails and trade issues stand to move into the spot light as the US election draws closer.  Regarding China, there are few clear signals from Washington.  Michael Shiffer (Stanley Foundation) and Gary Schmitt (AEI) recently concluded that “designing a US policy toward China will take far more sophistication that US policymakers from either political party have previously shown.”

One looks to a new administration, blessed with a cooperative Congress, to address the broad issues concerning China, India, and the engagement of the US in the rising momentum of East Asian, rather than trans-Pacific regionalism.  Whether or not this occurs is problematic.  American society as a whole is deeply divided; domestic social and economic issues will require concerted attention from any new administration.  Thus, what is particularly worrisome is the growing concern of a US withdrawal from international engagement in the aftermath of its inevitable, painful exit from the Iraqi conflict.  For Southeast Asians, in particular, this conjures memories of sustained Washington inattention following US withdrawal from Vietnam.  While one can not conceive of a US administration that ignores Asia as a whole, one does not see a coherent US strategy towards the region forthcoming within the next several years. 
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