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ABSTRACT 

 

China’s meteoric rise has produced a series of challenges for states around its 

periphery. In Southeast Asia, small and medium sized states are exposed to 

different challenges accompanying China’s rise, the nature of which depend on 

their geographical location, historical relations with China, and their contemporary 

political and economic interdependence with China. While maritime Southeast 

Asian states view China’s approach to the South China Sea dispute cautiously, 

mainland Southeast Asian states have no major territorial disputes with China and 

remain more optimistic about its regional role. Whether these states are really 

moving into China’s sphere of influence is an open question, but how they are 

reacting is important because they will likely shape the dynamics of regionalism in 

Asia for some time to come. They will also be important in shaping the nature of 

the US-China relationship in Asia, which will in turn have global implications.   

This thesis investigates the strategies being adopted by small and medium sized 

states in Southeast Asia ─ Cambodia, Laos and Thailand ─ toward rising China 

and the reasons why they are adopting it. It will be argued that these three states 

are neither forming alliances with other states to balance China’s influence, nor are 

they fully bandwagoning with China. Although China’s economic and political 

rise is furnishing them with tangible economic benefits for their development, it is 

unlikely these states will terminate their alliances with the U.S. (in Thailand’s 

case), or Vietnam (in the case of Cambodia, and Laos). Instead, they will continue 

to hedge on China. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

States rise and fall in terms of their power and status. Some emerge as the premier 

powers and hegemons of their day, while others drop out of the ranks of leading states, 

and a few even suffer the loss of their statehood.1 Today, scholars are debating whether 

China’s rise contributes to global and regional economic development and stability, or 

whether it might lead to conflict between China and the dominant power in the region, 

the United States. The rise of China as an increasingly confident and powerful 

international actor presents a number of challenges for member states of the international 

system.2 Today China possesses considerable economic and military power as well as 

influence in international affairs.3 Although China will likely lack the power to dominate 

East Asia in the decades to come, China still has a growing coercive capacity that poses 

serious potential challenges for Washington, its allies in the region, and other states in 

Asia. 4 The potential rise of China to great power status is generating a debate on how 

the U.S. and its allies should manage the challenges it creates, and how its rise will 

affect regional and international structures established by Western states at the end of the 

Second World War.  

 

According to realist theory, we should expect states that view China as a threat to 

balance against it by forming a coalition or alliance with another great power. Waltz 

holds that “Secondary states, if they are free to choose, flock to the weaker side; for it is 

the stronger side that threatens them. On the weaker side, they are both more appreciated 

and safer, provided, of course, that the coalition they join achieves enough defensive or 

deterrent strength to dissuade adversaries from attacking.”5 Conversely, secondary states 

should be expected to fully bandwagon with China if they view its rise as benign, 

                                                 
1 P. Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, New York, Random House, 1987; S. Chan,  China, 

the US, and Power Transition Theory: A Critique, New York, Routledge, 2008, p. 2.; M. Olson, The 

Rise and Decline of Nations: Economic Growth, Stagfla tion, and Social Rigidities, Yale University 

Press, London, 1982, p. 1. 
2 B. Gilley and A. O’Neil, Middle Power and the Rise of China, Washington, Georgetown University 

Press, 2014, p.1. 
3 T. Christensen, Shaping the Choices of a Rising power: The China Challenge, New York, W.W. Norton 

& Company Inc., 2015, p. xix.   
4 Christensen, Shaping the Choices of a Rising power: The China Challenge , p. xix.   
5  K. Waltz, Theory of International Politics, New York, Random House, 1979, p. 127. 
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because bandwagoning rarely involves costs and is driven by the prospects for economic 

gain.6  

Power transition theory suggests that China might attempt to restructure the existing 

international system and the existing regional order in ways that suit its interests in the 

way that Japan, Italy and Germany tried to do before and during the Second World War, 

attempting to discourage regional cohesion and penalize balancing.7 It also suggests that 

the US, for its part, might attempt to resist that restructuring process. 

So far, however, none of these expectations have been fulfilled.8 China has not yet tried 

to reshape the international or regional order, and the US has not yet adopted a 

containment strategy against China. Importantly, for this thesis, the small and medium-

sized states of Southeast Asia have not yet adopted pure forms of either balancing or 

bandwagoning. This poses a puzzle for regional Southeast Asian politics, and signals 

that the dominant theories for understanding the dynamics concerning rising powers fail 

to explain recent international politics in Southeast Asia, as David Kang and others have 

argued.9 Furthermore, power transition theory also fails to explain how secondary actors 

react to the ascendency of China. Liberal approaches have also failed to explain why 

economic interdependence between Asian states has not resulted in the minimizing of 

the distrust between them.10 Over the past thirty years, Southeast Asian states have 

become tied into increasingly economically interdependent relationships with China,11 

                                                 
6  R. L. Schweller, ‘Bandwagoning for Profit: Bringing the Revisionist State Back In’, International 

Security, vol.19, no.1, 1994, p.74. 
7 B. Percival, The Dragon Looks South: China and Southeast Asia in the New Century, U.S.A, Greenwood 

Publishing Group, 2007, p.23. 
8 K. Cheng-Chwee, ‘The Essence of Hedging: Malaysia and Singapore’s Response to a Rising China’, 

Contemporary Southeast Asia, vol.30, issue 2, 2008, p. 160; See also A. M. Murphy, ‘Beyond 

Balancing and Bandwagoning: Thailand's Response to China's Rise’, Asian Security, vol.6, no.1, 2010, 

p.2. 
9  D. C. Kang, ‘Getting Asia Wrong: The Need for New Analytical Frameworks’, International Security, 

vol. 27, no. 4, 2003, p.70; see also M. Alagappa (ed.), Asian Security Order: Instrumental and 

Normative Features, Stanford, Stanford University Press, 2003; A. M. Murphy, ‘Beyond Balancing and 

Bandwagoning: Thailand's Response to China's Rise’, Asian Security, vol.6, no.1, 2010, p.2. 
10 M. Yahuda, ‘The Limits of Interdependence, Sino-Japanese Relations’, in R.S. Ross and A. I. Johnston, 

(eds.), New Directions in the Study of Chinese Foreign Policy, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 

2006.  
11  R.S. Ross, ‘Balance of Power Politics and the Rise of China: Accommodation and Balancing in East 

Asia’, Security Studies, vol.15, no.3, 2006, p.392.  
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and China has boosted its investment and grant aid to the region.12 However, China has 

not been able to eliminate the “China threat” perception in many Southeast Asia states.13  

Realist and liberal theories, in other words, fail to explain the responses of small and 

medium-sized states in Southeast Asia to a rising China. There is also disagreement 

about exactly what kind of strategies are being pursued by these states towards China.14 

The following section will provide the background to Southeast Asian states’ relations 

with China and their responses toward China in the contemporary period, which are 

debated among scholars in Southeast Asia.  

 

Southeast Asia at Glance  

The term “Southeast Asia” refers to the geographical area that includes the states of 

Myanmar, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei, Indonesia, East Timor, Laos, 

Cambodia, Vietnam and the Philippines (see figure 1).15 The region covers a total area of 

4,450,838 km2 and contained a total population of nearly 600 million people in 2011. It 

consists of 11 states, all of which are members of ASEAN, except Timor-Leste. 

Southeast Asia is positioned south of China and east of India.16 Prior to the colonial 

period, Southeast Asia had been part of a world trading system that linked China to the 

Middle East and Europe and the region also experienced various forms of cultural and 

religious penetration from Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity.17  

In the contemporary global landscape, Southeast Asia is a region of rising strategic and 

commercial significance. Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong has argued that: 

                                                 
12  J. Kurlantzick, Charm Offensive: How China’s Soft Power is Transforming the World, U.S.A, Yale 

University Press, 2007, p.98. 
13  Y. F. Khong, ‘Coping with Strategic Uncertain ty: The Role of Institutions and Soft Balancing in 

Southeast Asia’s Post-Cold War Strategy’, in J.J. Suh, Peter J. Katzenstein, and Allen Carlson (eds.), 

Rethinking Security in East Asia: Identify, Power, and Efficiency, Stanford, CA: Stanford University 

Press, 2004, pp. 172-208; see also E. S. Medeiros, ‘Strategic Hedging and the Future of Asia-Pacific 

Stability’, Washington Quarterly, vol. 29, no. 1, 2005-2006, p. 146. 
14  S. Seng Tan, ‘Riding the Chinese Dragon: Singapore’s Pragmatic Relationship with China’, in J. 

Tsunekawa (ed.), The Rise of China: Responses from Southeast Asia and Japan, NIDS Joint Research, 

Series  No.4, Japan, The National Institute for Defense Studies, 2009, <http://www.nids.go.jp/  

english/publication/joint_research/series4/pdf/4-1.pdf>, consulted 10 June 2012, p. 21. 
15   D.R. Sardesai, Southeast Asia: Past and Present, 6th ed., Los Angeles 2010, Westview press, p.5. 
16   L. Chong Yah, Southeast Asia: The Long Road Ahead, 2nd ed., Singapore, Nanyang Technological 

University, World Scientific Publishing Co., 2004, p.7. 
17   D. McCloud, Southeast Asia: Tradition and Modernity in the Contemporary World , Oxford, Westview 

Press, 1995, p.8. 
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Southeast Asia has become a new focus for the great game of international relations. 

It is prosperous and brimming with opportunities, and more states are entering the 

fray. Other regional and extra-regional players are keen to engage. 18 

 

U.S. specialists observe that “Geographically, Southeast Asia includes some of the 

world’s most critical sea lanes, including the Straits of Malacca, through which 

pass a large percentage of the world’s trade. The Straits also are important routes 

for U.S. naval deployments around the globe, including the Middle East and South 

Asia.”19 Due to its significant geographic location, diversity and dynamism, the 

region is considered one of the most important areas of the world, over which great 

powers aim to have influence and prevent any single power dominating the whole 

region.  

 

Figure 1: Map of Southeast Asia

 

Source: http://www.worldofmaps.net/en/asia/asia-maps/map-south-east-asia.htm 

                                                 
18   L. Hsien Loong, ‘Address to the ASEAN Day Lecture’, 7 August 2007, Speeches by H.E. Lee Hsien 

Loong, Prime Minister of Singapore, Singapore, <http://www.aseansec.org/20820.htm>, consulted 20 

March 2014.  
19   M. Manyin, M. John Garcia, and W. Morrison, ‘U.S. Accession to ASEAN’s Treaty of Amity and 

Cooperation (TAC)’, CRS Report for Congress, 5 May 2009, p.3. 

http://www.worldofmaps.net/en/asia/asia-maps/map-south-east-asia.htm
http://www.aseansec.org/20820.htm
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Southeast Asia’s Relations with China during the Cold War  

The most hostile period of ASEAN-China relations occurred during the Cold War. After 

the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, China under Mao Zedong 

promoted communist ideology in the region and strengthened relations with Chinese 

immigrants in respective Southeast Asian states. The 1956 Chinese constitution stated 

that “the Chinese Communist Party’s endeavours to develop and strengthen China’s 

friendship with all other states in the camp of peace, democracy and socialism headed by 

the Soviet Union…It supports the struggle of the communists, progressives and 

labouring people of the whole world for the progress of mankind.”20 China condemned 

all non-communist states as enemies of China and supported insurgency movements in 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam, Singapore, the Philippines, and Thailand.21  

This led many key Southeast Asian leaders to view China as a threatening power, aiming 

to subvert their nations. As a result, they adopted a strong limited balancing against 

China. The Indonesian ex-president Suharto strongly accused China of supporting 

Communist activities in his country.22 The Malaysian government accused China of 

supporting the Communist insurgents who launched guerrilla activities on Sarawak, the 

border state between Malaysia and Indonesia.23 Lee Kuan Yew similarly viewed China’s 

support of Communist movements in Singapore as threatening, and strongly suppressed 

their movement.24 As a result of China’s support for the communist movement 

throughout the region; major Southeast Asian nations such as Indonesia, Malaysia, 

Singapore, the Philippines, and Thailand allied themselves with the U.S and closely 

monitored Chinese minorities in their states.25 Furthermore, Thailand and the Philippines 

joined the United States, France, Great Britain, New Zealand, Australia and Pakistan in 

the creation of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) in 1954 to counter 

                                                 
20 The Constitution of the Communist Party of China adopted at the 8th national Congress of the  

Communist Party of China, 26 September 1956 in Documents of Chinese Communist Party Central 

Committee, September 1956 to April 1969, Volume I, p. 4. 
21  W. Bert, The United States, China and Southeast Asian Security: A Changing of the Guard?,  New 

York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2003, p. 110. 
22  J. Gitting, ‘Suharto’, The Guardian, 28 January 2008, <http://www.guardian.co.uk/obituaries /story/ 

0,,2247840,00. html>, consulted 15 March 2008. 
23  E. Janner Sinaga, ‘ASEAN: Economic, Political and Defense Problems, Progress and Prospects in 

Regional Cooperation with Reference to the Role of Major Powers in Southeast Asia’, a dissertation 

directed by Harold C. Hinton, The George Washington University, 18 February 1974, p. 269. 
24  L. Kuan Yew, The Singapore Story: Memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew , Singapore, The Straits Times Press, 

1998, p. 487. 
25  Kurlantzick, Charm Offensive: How China’s Soft Power is Transforming the World, p. 13. 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/obituaries%2520/story/%25200,,2247840,00.%2520html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/obituaries%2520/story/%25200,,2247840,00.%2520html
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communist expansion.26 Significantly, Thailand and the Philippines also sent their troops 

to help the US suppress Communism in Vietnam and Laos. Thailand sent about 11,568 

soldiers from 1965 to 1970 while the Philippines sent approximately 2,020 soldiers from 

1965 to 1967 and considerably less from that point onward.27 In addition, they also 

joined Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore in forming ASEAN in 1967 with the aim of 

tackling perceived communist threats from both China and Vietnam in the region.28   

China did enjoy close relations with some regional revolutionary leaders, especially Ho 

Chi Minh in Vietnam; and Prince Souphanouvong and Kayson Phomvihane in Laos.29 

These leaders aligned with China and the Soviet Union in order to achieve revolutionary 

success. China dispatched 320,000 Chinese engineering and anti-aircraft troops to North 

Vietnam between 1965 and 1969 to support Vietnamese communist fighting against 

troops from the United States, South Vietnam and the U.S. allied states.30 In 1964, China 

sent about 100,000 troops, as well as vehicle engineers, doctors and military aid, worth 

about Yuan 1,189 billion to assist the Lao revolutionary movement.31 With support from 

China, revolutionary movements in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia were able to take 

control of the states and establish a new regime following Marxist-Leninist ideology in 

1975.  

At the Asian-African conference held in Bandung, Indonesia in 1955, Beijing took the 

opportunity to reassure Southeast Asian states of its commitment to non-interference in 

internal affairs of other states by articulating the Five Principles of Peaceful 

Coexistence32 and stating that it would no longer recognise dual citizenship of Chinese 

people living overseas.33 Zhou Enlai’s statement impressed King Sihanouk of Cambodia, 

and resulted in Sino-Cambodia diplomatic establishment in 1958 and Cambodia’s active 

                                                 
26  The U.S. Department of State website, ‘MILESTONES: 1953-1960’, < https://history.state.gov/ 

milestones/1953-1960/seato>, consulted 4 March 15.  
27  R. Blackburn, Mercenaries and Lyndon Johnson’s “More Flags”: The Hiring of Korean, Filipino, and 

Thai Soldiers in the Vietnam War, North Carolina, USA, McFarland & Co., 1994, p. 158.  
28  Percival, The Dragon Looks South: China and Southeast Asia in the New Century, p.6. 
29  Other states were not mentioned in this section due to the limited scope of the thesis. Detailed 

discussion on communist movement in Cambodia, Laos, and Thailand are discussed in the three case 

studies. 
30  C. Jian, Mao’s China and the Cold War, North Carolina, USA, the University of North Carolina Press 

2001, p.7.  
31  Paper from the Lao Desk official for China, ‘Historical background of Lao -China relationships’, Lao 

MOFA, Vientiane, 5 September 2005, p. 2. 
32  The Five Principles of Coexistence are mutual non-aggression; mutual non-interference in each other’s 

internal affairs; equality and mutual benefits; and peaceful coexistence.  
33  I. Storey, Southeast Asia and the Rise of China: The search for security , New York, Routledge, 2011, 

p.20. 

https://history.state.gov/%20milestones/1953-1960/seato
https://history.state.gov/%20milestones/1953-1960/seato
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support of China to gain diplomatic recognition.34 In 1970, Malaysia, proposed a 

concept of Southeast Asian neutrality to create peace and stability in the region aiming at 

accommodating China and other powerful states to be committed to a policy of non-

interference and co-existence.35 This idea was welcomed by China, ASEAN member 

states and other Western states.36 Malaysia became the first Southeast Asian country to 

establish diplomatic relations with China in 1974.37  

While China gradually improved its relations with non-communist Southeast Asian 

states in the region in the 1970s, the relations between China and its old fraternal states 

like Vietnam and Laos deteriorated due to the Cambodian crisis in 1978. Vietnam 

intervened in Cambodia’s affairs by removing the Chinese backed-Khmer Rouge 

government in December 1978, which angered China, and led to Chinese retaliation 

toward Vietnam by launching an offensive attack on the north of Vietnam from 16 

February to 17 March 1979.38 Laos and Cambodia (under a new Vietnamese-backed 

government) criticized China’s attack and viewed China as a threat. During the 1980s, 

China continued to provide material support to the Khmer Rouge so that it could regain 

power back from the Vietnamese-backed government led by Heng Samrin and Hun Sen 

through assistance from Thailand, which at that time felt the communist threat from 

Vietnam. In return for Thailand’s support, China halted its support of the Communist 

Party in Thailand.39  In 1989, Vietnam withdrew all troops from Cambodia,40 leading to 

the UN supervised Cambodian election in 1993 and general election in 1997.41 Sino-

Vietnamese relations later improved gradually after the Cambodian crisis was resolved.  

China’s relations with Southeast Asia improved markedly in the late 1990s due to the 

supportive role Beijing played in the Asian financial crisis of 1997-98. China did not 

devalue its currency during the crisis in order to avoid hurting further affected Southeast 

Asian states.42 It also assisted Thailand with US$1 billion in its economic recovery43 and 

                                                 
34  L. Xiaokun and Z. Shengnan, ‘A monarch for his people’, Chinadaily, 16 October 2012,  

     <http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2012-10/16/content_15819681_2.htm>, consulted 4 March 2015. 
35  Ibid., pp.101-102. 
36  The Global Security Website, ‘The Failure of Communist Ideology’, <http://www.globalsecurity.org/ 

military/ library/report/1997/Jambi.htm>, 1997, consulted 4 March 2015.  
37 ‘Building value in ties with China’, New Straits Times Press, 4 March 2015. 
38  S. Erlanger, ‘Vietnam Promises troops will Leave Cambodia by Fall’, The New York Times, 6 April 

1989. 
39  A. Smith, ‘Thailand’s Security and the Sino-Thai Relationship’, China Brief, vol. 5, no. 3, 2005, p. 1. 
40  Erlange, ‘Vietnam Promises troops will Leave Cambodia by Fall’. 
41  S. Richardson, China, Cambodia, and the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, New York, 

Columbia University Press, 2010, p. 180. 
42  B. Vaughn and W. Morrison, ‘China-Southeast Asia Relations: trends, issues, and Implications for the 

United States’, CRS Report for Congress, 4 April 2006, p. 1. 

http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2012-10/16/content_15819681_2.htm
http://www.globalsecurity.org/%2520military/%2520library/report/1997/Jambi.htm
http://www.globalsecurity.org/%2520military/%2520library/report/1997/Jambi.htm
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offered an aid package worth more than US$600 million to help overcome the 

Indonesian financial and economic crisis.44 Through the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF), China contributed US $400 million in stand-by loans as a package of an IMF 

rescue package and also increased its export credit facilities worth of US $200 million to 

affected ASEAN states.45 Dr Mahathir, Malaysian Prime Minister, said in 1999 that: 

China’s performance in the Asian financial crisis has been laudable, and the states 

in region are greatly appreciated China’s decision not to devalue the Yuan. China’s 

cooperation and high sense of responsibility has spared the region a much worse 

consequence. The price China has to pay to help East Asia is high and the 

Malaysian people truly appreciate China’s stand.46 

 

Southeast Asian states were disappointed with inadequate U.S. engagement to assist 

them during the crisis due to U.S. reluctance to help affected Southeast Asian states 

either directly or through the IMF.47 Furthermore, ASEAN countries were displeased 

with the role of the IMF and the U.S. lack of engagement in the Chiang Mai Initiatives 

to help affected Asian states.48 Due to a scheduling conflict, Condoleezza Rice’s absence 

from the 2005 ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) in Vientiane also caused displeasure 

amongst ASEAN leaders.49 This absence “represents a setback for the U.S. efforts to 

persuade that Washington really cares about their region”.50 By contrast, in 2005, China 

not only attended the ARF meeting in Laos, but also visited Indonesia, Brunei and the 

Philippines in April, Singapore and Malaysia in May, and acceded to ASEAN’s Treaty 

of Amity and Cooperation (TAC) in 2003 before the U.S.A, which enabled it to attend 

the first East Asia Summit in Malaysia in 2005.51  

                                                                                                                                                
43  Ibid., p. 637. 
44  M. Richardson, ‘Beijing wins plaudits for good neighbourly values’, The Australian, 20 April 1998,  

    < http://global.factiva.com/ha/default.aspx>, consulted 5 March 2015. 
45  I. Wibowo, ‘China wins hearts in SE Asia’, The Jakarta Post, 5 February 2007. 
46  ‘Sino-Malaysian Forum Held on Economic Recovery’, Xinhua, 21 August 1999. 
47   H. Intaek, ‘The Asian Financial Crisis: Opportunity More or Less Taken’ in M. Borthwick and T. 

Yamamoto, A Pacific Nation: Perspectives on the U.S. Role in an East Asian Community, Japan 

Center for International Exchange, Publication, <http://www.jcie.or.jp/books/abstracts/ 

P/pacificnation.html>, 2010, p.181. 
48  Ibid., p.182. 
49  ‘Indonesia regrets Rice’s absence at regional security forum’, Xinhua news, 17 July 2005, 

<http://english.people.com.cn/200507/17/eng20050717_196564.html>, consulted 5 March 2015. 
50  R.A. Cossa, ‘Condoleezza Rise’s ‘Unfortunate’ Decision’, PacNet Number 30, Pacific Forum CSIS, 

Honolulu, Hawaii, 2005, < http://csis.org/files/media/csis/pubs/pac0530.pdf>, consulted 7 April 2015. 
51  R. A. Cossa, ‘Rice’s unfortunate Choice’, Asia Times, 28 July 2005, < http://www.atimes.com/atimes/ 

Southeast_Asia/GG28Ae03.html>, consulted 7 August 2015. 

http://global.factiva.com/ha/default.aspx
http://www.jcie.or.jp/books/abstracts/%20P/pacificnation.html
http://www.jcie.or.jp/books/abstracts/%20P/pacificnation.html
http://english.people.com.cn/200507/17/eng20050717_196564.html
http://csis.org/files/media/csis/pubs/pac0530.pdf
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/
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Southeast Asian States’ Policies towards Rising China  

China-ASEAN relations are much more complex today than they were in earlier 

periods.52 Formally, the PRC and ASEAN have moved from a Dialogue Partnership in 

1991 to a Strategic Partnership in 2003.53 Today, China is perceived as the Asian 

economic growth engine in many ASEAN states.54 China adopted a Joint Declaration on 

Strategic Partnership with ASEAN in 2003, involving cooperation in political, social, 

security, and regional affairs. China became ASEAN’s largest trading partner in 2009 

and ASEAN is now China’s 3rd largest trade partner.55 The ASEAN-China FTA (Free 

Trade Agreement) entered into force in 2010, with bilateral trade increasing from US 

$319.5 billion in 2012 to US $350.2 billion in 2013.56 In 2013, total investment between 

China and ASEAN states reached US $14.09 billion. Of this amount, ASEAN’s 

investment inflow to China was US $8.35 billion and the total China’s investment 

outflow to ASEAN members stood at US $5.74 billion. Singapore ranked as the number 

one country which invested/received the biggest amount of investment in/from China of 

about US $7.32 billion and US $2.4 billion.57  Thailand ranked as the second top 

investor in China, investing about US $480 million in China while Laos became the 

second top recipient of Chinese investment, attracting about US $800 million from 

Chinese investors. 58   

There is considerable disagreement in the academic literature about the behaviour of 

Southeast Asian states towards China over the past two decades, and disagreement about 

how to classify that behaviour. Some argue that most Southeast Asian states have 

adopted or are adopting balancing strategies. Others argue that they are adopting 

bandwagoning strategies.  

                                                 
52 Although the South China Sea disputes have caused tensions between China and some ASEAN 

members, it does not yet lead to serious deterioration because both China and ASEAN states are jointly 

seeking solution to the on-going conflicting claim of ownership and are currently developing the COC 

(code of conduct) in order to resolve the issue through a peaceful mean, based on rule of laws and 

principles on the basis of equality and mutual respect. 
53  ASEAN-China Centre website, ‘Message from ACC Secretary-General Ma Mingqiang’, 

<http://www.asean-china-center.org/english/2014-01/22/c_133062360.htm>, consulted 8 March 2015. 
54   I. Storey, ‘The United States and ASEAN-China Relations: All Quiet on the Southeast Asia Front’, 

Publication, The Strategic Studies Institute, U.S.A, 2007, pp. 3-6.  
55  ASEAN-China Centre website, ‘key Indicators on Trade & Investment’, <http://www.asean -china-

center.org /english/2014-03/06/c_133164797.htm>, consulted 8 March 2015. 
56  ASEAN Secretariat website, ‘ASEAN-China Dialogue Relations’, 

<http://www.asean.org/asean/external-relations/china/item/asean-china-dialogue-relations>, consulted 

9 March 2015.  
57  ASEAN-China Centre website, ‘Key Indicators on Trade & Investment’, <http://www.asean-china-

center.org/ english/2014-03/06/c_133164797.htm>, consulted 9 March 2015.  
58  Ibid.,  

http://www.asean-china-center.org/english/2014-01/22/c_133062360.htm
http://www.asean.org/asean/external-relations/china/item/asean-china-dialogue-relations
http://www.asean-china-center.org/%2520english/2014-03/06/c_133164797.htm
http://www.asean-china-center.org/%2520english/2014-03/06/c_133164797.htm
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Evelyn Goh argues that Southeast Asian states are pursuing an indirect balancing 

strategy against China.59  Kang disagrees with this view and argues that Southeast Asian 

states are not balancing against China and claims they are bandwagoning with China.60 

As a result, they are generally pursuing broadly accommodative strategies toward China, 

which is ‘bandwagoning’ rather than balancing.61 Rose cites Thailand as an example of a 

country that had “shifted from alignment with the US to alignment with China”.62 Liow 

explains that small states are bandwagoning with the rising power because they are weak 

and not able to balance against stronger powers; however, they also bandwagon with the 

great power not because of fear, but to satisfy great powers’ need for allies; and 

importantly to advance their own political, economic and strategic interest.63 Larson 

suggests that weak states are likely to bandwagon with a threatening power because 

alignment with a potential hegemon serves to consolidate their regime authority “by 

putting an end to external subversion, undermining the political position of domestic 

rivals, providing them with a source of economic assistance and an aura of invincibility 

by association with the great power’s victories”.64 Therefore, according to this group of 

scholars, Southeast Asian states are likely to avoid antagonizing China but bandwagon 

with Beijing for benefits.  

However, T.V. Paul argues, “no single strategy today explains state responses to China’s 

rise, but overall there has been a hedging approach with diplomatic engagement, soft 

balancing, and limited hard balancing”.65 They hedge on China by maintaining and 

deepening security ties with the U.S and emphasise developing multilateral institutions 

as a means to stimulate constructive Chinese participation in regional security issues.66 

Evelyn Goh defines hedging as “a set of strategies aimed at avoiding (or planning for 

                                                 
59  E. Goh, ‘Great Powers and Hierarchical Order in Southeast Asia: Analyzing Regional Security 

Strategies’, International Security, vol.32, no.3, 2007/2008, pp. 131-132; see also A.M. Murphy, p.2. 
60  D.C. Kang, ‘The theoretical roots of hierarchy in international relations’, Australian Journal of 

International Affairs, vo.58, no.3, 2004, p.70. 
61   Ibid., pp. 66-85; see also R. S. Ross, ‘Balance of Power Politics and the Rise of China: 

Accommodation  and Balancing in East Asia’, Security Studies, vol.15, no. 3, 2006, p.355. 
62  R.S. Ross, ‘The Geography of the Peace: East Asia in the Twenty -first Century’, International Security, 

vol.23, no.4, 1999, p.84; see also M. Vatikiotis, ‘Catching the Dragon’s Tail: China and Southeast Asia 

in the 21st Century’, contemporary Southeast Asia, vol.25, no.1, 2003, p.71. 
63  J. C. Liow, ‘Balancing, Bandwagoning, or Hedging?: Strategic and Security Patterns in Malaysia’s 

Relations with China 1981-2003’, in H.K. Leong and Samuel C.Y (eds.), Southeast Asia: Global 

Changes and Regional Challenges, Singapore, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2005, p.283. 
64  D.W. Larson, ‘Bandwagoning Images in American Foreign Policy: Myth or Reality?’, in R. Jervis and 

J. Snyder (eds.),  Dominoes and Bandwagons: Strategic Beliefs and Great Power Competition in the 

Eurasian Rimland, New York, Oxford University Press, 1991, pp.3-102. 
65  T.V. Paul, ‘Strategies for managing China’s rise’, Harvard Asia Quarterly, vol.16, no.2, 2014, p.12. 
66  E. Goh, ‘Meeting the China Challenge: The U.S. in Southeast Asian Regional Security Strategies’, 

Policy studies 16, The East-West Center Washington, 2005, p. 2. 
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contingencies in) a situation in which states cannot decide upon more straightforward 

alternatives such as balancing, bandwagoning, or neutrality. Instead they cultivate a 

middle position that forestalls or avoids having to choose one side [or one 

straightforward policy stance] at the obvious expense of another”.67 By adopting a 

hedging strategy, it does not mean that secondary states fully accept China’s power in 

the region and no longer view China as a potential threat to their national security. 

However, by adopting hedging, these states can reap benefits from China’s economic 

rise while at the same time engage China in accepting the rule of law and indirectly 

balance the power of China domestically and regionally.  

This thesis argues that smaller states in Southeast Asia are neither balancing against nor 

bandwagoning with China, but hedging,68 which for this essay is defined as a mixed 

strategic approach consisting of soft balancing, engagement and limited bandwagoning. 

States can adopt soft balancing by “restraining the power of a state through international 

institutions and concerted diplomacy through limited informal alliances and economic 

sanctions, while making aggressive actions less legitimate in the eyes of the world and 

hence its goals more difficult to obtain”.69 Soft balancing can also mean the formation of 

limited diplomatic coalitions or entities through upgrading existing alliances. In this 

regard, conducting joint military exercises and coalitions in international organisations 

serve as soft balancing.70 Southeast Asian states adopt soft balancing by avoiding 

establishing a formal military alliance with Washington, but encouraging it to maintain a 

U.S. military presence in Asia to constrain China.71  

States can also engage great powers by “attempt[ing] to influence the political behaviour 

of a target state through the comprehensive establishment and enhancement of contacts 

with the state across multiple issue-areas.72 They can engage a rising power through 

“diplomatic contacts (e.g. extension and elevation of diplomatic relations, summits, high 

level meetings, etc.), military contacts (e.g. military exchange, joint training or exercise, 

                                                 
67  E. Goh, ‘Understanding “hedging” in Asia-Pacific Security’, PacNet Number 43, Pacfic Forum CSIS, 

Hawaii, 2006, <http://csis.org/files/media/csis/pubs/pac0643.pdf>, consulted 26 November 2015.  
68   A detailed discussion of hedging strategy is in chapter one.  
69   Paul, ‘Strategies for managing China’s rise’, pp.14-15. 
70   ITY. Chen and A. Hao Yang, ‘A harmonized Southeast Asia? Explanatory typologies of ASEAN 

states’ strategies to the rise of China’, The Pacific Review, vol. 26, no.3, 2013, p. 276.  
71   D. Roy, ‘Southeast Asia and China: Balancing or Bandwagoning?’, Contemporary Southeast Asia, 

vol.27, no.2, 2005, p. 310. See also K. Yuen Foong, ‘Coping with Strategic Uncertainty: The Role of 

Institutions and Soft Balancing in Southeast Asia’s Post-Cold War Strategy’, in J.J. Suh, P. 

Katzenstein and A. Carlso (eds.); Rethinking Security in East Asia: Identity, Power and Efficiency, 

Stanford, Stanford University Press, 2004, pp. 172–208. 
72   E. Resnick, ‘Defining Engagement’, Journal of International Affairs, vol. 54, no. 2, 2001, p. 559.  

http://csis.org/files/media/csis/pubs/pac0643.pdf
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confidence building measures, intelligence sharing), economic contacts (e.g. agreements, 

foreign aids and loans, coordination of macroeconomic policies), and social contacts 

(e.g. cultural exchanges, improvement of tourism, youth exchange programs)”.73 They 

can also “attempt to socialize a dissatisfied power into accepting the rules and 

institutions of the pre-existing international order”.74 Last, states can adopt strategies of 

limited bandwagoning with great power by “taking active steps to curry favour or 

benefit from the military or economic might of another country”, but to a limited 

degree.75  

Hedging is adopted by a state to achieve two main objectives. Firstly, to minimize risk 

contingency with regard to uncertainty about a rising power’s behaviour in the future, 

states need to avoid being dragged into great powers conflicts in order to prevent any 

single power from dominating their sovereignty as well as the region. Secondly, states 

adopt hedging to maximize interests offered by a rising power as well as their traditional 

powers. Maximizing multi-sources of interests from many powerful states is of great 

interest. By adopting a hedging strategy, a state can play off one country against another 

to balance power and increase their advantage over states that are more powerful.  

Figure 2: Hedging Concept 

                                                               Hedging 

 Engagement         Soft balancing Limited bandwagoning  

 

 

 

 

The definition above is slightly different from existing definitions of hedging in the 

literature in that it tries to include general concept of strategies, not many detailed 

various strategies, namely engagment, soft balancing and limited bandwagoning to 

reflect mainly how smaller states respond to rising China, which is the focuss of the 

                                                 
73   J. Lee, ‘Hedging against Uncertain Future: The Response of East Asian Secondary Powers to Rising 

China’, Paper Prepared for the International Political Science Association XXII World Congress of 

Political Science, Madrid, Spain, 2012, p.7. 
74   Roy, ‘Southeast Asia and China: Balancing or Bandwagoning?’, p. 305. 
75   Kang, ‘The theoretical roots of hierarchy in international relations’, p. 347.  

              Aims 
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thesis. It is acknowledged that in practice more strategies such as hiding, neutrality, 

accommodation, transcending, enmeshment and hard balancing76 might be applied to 

smaller states’ relations with China based on the real situations, ability and national 

characteristics of each country. In addition, this thesis further adds that in order to gain 

better understanding of hedging behaviour of each country toward China, one should not 

only rely on that definition but also consider some important internal and external 

factors for analyses. For instance, externally, a smaller state chooses to hedge against 

China by adopting a stronger or lesser degree of balancing, bandwagoning or engaging 

activities toward China, depending on how individual countries currently perceive 

China, its historical relations with China, and its geographical location vis-a-vis China. 

Internally, factors such as elites’ relations with Chinese leaders, shared value of political 

ideology and political system, the country’s social-economical development level, and 

national economic and social development policy goal, have influenced smaller state’s 

hedging strategy toward China. Furthermore, one should not assume that secondary 

states must choose to balance against or bandwagon with or hedge against China when 

facing China’s increasing relative power, benefits or threat accompanying China’s rise. 

In fact, there are many more reasons that lead them to hedge against China, as noted 

above.  

According to these reasons, Cambodia, Laos, and Thailand, having current good 

relations with China, facing no existing conflicts, and viewing China as a benign power 

rather than threat, have adopted soft balancing combined with bandwagoning and 

engagement. To achieve this, they strenghten and enhance economic and poltical 

relations with China for benefits while at the same time fashioning good relations with 

other powers  ̶  the U.S. and Vietnam  ̶   and engage China within ASEAN to balance 

powers and bind China into the rule of law. In comparision to the Phillippines and 

Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, and Thailand avoid any direct confrontation with China and 

use peaceful bilateral means to solve disputes with China if they exist. Furthermore, they 

also take a neutral position on South China sea disputes and avoid forming  any millitary 

alliance with the U.S. and its allies that aim to encircle or contain China, including the 

Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP).  However, these three countries welcome the U.S. and 

other powers’ constructive role in the region to balance power with China and engage 

China in ASEAN. For small and middle sized countries, although the U.S. is still the 

primary superpower in the world, the rise of China has brought them economic and 

                                                 
76 See discussion of the list of strategies from page 52 to 54.  
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political benefits for their national development. As such, they view hedging as a good 

policy that maximizes interests associated with China’s rise and miximizes risks of 

potential threats arising from unforseeable future behaviour of China. 

The Significance of the Research 

Conventional realist and liberal scholarship in International Relations generally 

overlooks the roles and behaviour of small and medium-sized states.77 This thesis 

contributes an empirical analysis of how small and medium-sized states in Southeast 

Asia are responding to China’s rise, particularly those geographically located near China 

and currently facing increasing Chinese influence in their home states. Significantly, it 

will tackle the puzzle of why small and medium size states ─ namely Cambodia, Laos 

and Thailand ─ choose to hedge on China instead of adopting pure bandwagoning and 

pure balancing strategies. This thesis does not analyse the responses of regional 

institutions, such as ASEAN, toward China nor how ASEAN interacts with China at the 

regional and multilateral level. Instead, it analyses bilateral relations between China and 

small and medium sized Southeast Asia countries to identify how these individual 

countries respond to China in a non-consensual approach as distinct from the ASEAN 

way. As there are few studies of these states’ interactions with China, the assumption is 

that small and vulnerable states like Cambodia and Laos, which continue to receive 

significant aid and investment from China, should adopt pure bandwagoning strategies 

toward China. In contrast, a medium sized country such as Thailand, which has been the 

U.S.’s long-serving ally and has continuously enjoyed their security protection since the 

Cold War, should adopt a strong balancing strategy against China. However, the existing 

data suggests neither of these assumptions is correct. Not only do key middle powers 

such as Vietnam, Malaysia, the Philippines and Singapore view China as a threat and 

thus, hedge on China. So too do Cambodia, Laos and Thailand, which do not have 

territorial disputes with China, and as such are enjoying the benefits.  

Although the adoption of a hedging strategy by Southeast Asian states are shown in the 

works of Evelyn Goh and T.V. Paul, this thesis does not repeat Goh’s work, focussing 

on key Southeast Asian countries. Its specific focus is on small and medium sized states 

in Southeast Asia that do not have territorial disputes with China, and view China as less 

                                                 
77 I.B. Neumann and S. Gstöhl, ‘Introduction: Lilliputians in Gulliver’s World?’, in C. Ingebritsen, I.B. 

Neumann, S. Gstöhl and J. Beyer, (eds.), Small States in International Relations, Seattle, USA, 

University of Washington Press, 2006, pp.3-36. 
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threatening. This demonstrates a slight difference in their hedging behaviour toward 

China as compared to other Southeast Asian countries. Cambodia, Laos and Thailand 

show less concern for China’s rise. Consequently, they adopt a strong bandwagoning 

policy toward China by allowing strong Chinese influence to increase. At the same time, 

to retain their sovereignties and independences, with the exception of Thailand, 

Cambodia and Laos depends on Vietnam’s power to counterweight China’s increasing 

influence rather than the United States. This contradicts Goh’s claim that the adoption of 

a soft-balancing policy “includes not only military acquisitions and modernization but 

also attempts to keep the United States involved in the region as a counterweight to 

Chinese power”.78 

This research aims to explain why these states avoid adopting pure balancing and pure 

bandwagoning strategies but choose to hedge on China instead, and to explain how their 

hedging strategies relate to other strategies adopted by other key Southeast Asian states. 

In order to achieve these aims, two research questions guide this thesis: What strategies 

are adopted by small and medium sized states in Southeast Asia? Why have these states 

chosen hedging strategies rather than balancing or bandwagoning strategies, in response 

to China’s rise?  

The first question is important because China’s rise is perceived to be having a 

significant impact on the foreign policies of small and medium-sized states, but there is 

disagreement about the nature of that impact and its implications for their relationships 

with China. Some argue that if China is viewed as a threat to their security, these states 

will be hostile to rising China and look to form alliances with other big powers or other 

small and medium sized states, to balance against China. If this occurs, the region may 

face conflict and instability. Conversely, some think that if China is perceived by 

regional elites to provide more benefits than threats, small and medium-sized states will 

bandwagon with China for economic growth and regional security.  

The second question is important because these states’ adoption of a hedging strategy 

seems to contradict mainstream realist and liberal expectations of how these states 

should behave. This question needs to be addressed in order to find out how they hedge, 

and whether they hedge differently or the same, and what variables cause their hedging 

behaviours. Providing answers to these questions will allow one to understand why pure 

                                                 
78  E. Goh, Meeting the China Challenge, Policy Studies 16, East-West Center Washington, 2005, p. vii.  
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balancing and pure bandwagoning are not pragmatic strategies for small and medium 

size states in Southeast Asia to adopt in their relations with China. 

Research Methodology 

Studies of small and medium-sized states’ behaviour in international relations normally 

employ one of two approaches. The first one is a “horizontal section”, which focuses on 

the position and conduct of weak states in relation to other actors in the international 

system. The other is a “vertical section”, focusing on an in-depth study of the foreign 

policy of weak states in a given period of history.79 This thesis adopts the first approach, 

analysing the behaviour of Cambodia, Laos and Thailand in the period of debating 

power transition between China and the U.S in Southeast Asia. This aims to assess how 

their relations with major powers, especially China, shape their behaviour.  

In order to answer the research questions, this study employs mixed methods, drawing 

on confidential and recorded interviews with officials and analysts, as well as close 

reading of primary and secondary written sources. The research involved 43 interviews 

with scholars, historians, think tanks, journalists, government officials, policy makers, 

and foreign diplomats. Semi-interviews were conducted in Singapore, Cambodia, China, 

Laos, Singapore, and Thailand. Interviews with key interviewees took about 40 to 60 

minutes depending on their expertise. A standard set of questions was used for officials 

and analysts related to each case, but in some cases the questions were adjusted 

according to the area of interviewees’ expertise and organisations for which they work. 

Nine interviewees felt comfortable to sign the interview consent forms to be recorded 

and quoted, while seventeen others preferred to chat “off record”, indicating that they 

preferred not to be quoted, Twenty-six interviewees gave permission to be recorded but 

some preferred not to be quoted. This group included government officials and foreign 

diplomats concerned about the sensitivity of their work. As a result, data quoted from 

interviewees is carefully selected.  

A wide range of primary and secondary sources were analysed during the research. 

These include official documents, archival records, media texts, and newspapers, 

obtained from the National Library of Australia in Canberra, National Library of Laos, 

the Lao Institute of Foreign Affairs library and the Institute of Politics and 

                                                 
79  M. Handel, ‘Weak States in the International System’, in C. Ingebritsen and I. Neumann and S. Gstohl 

and J. Beyer, Small States in International Relations, Seattle, University of Washington Press, 2006, p. 

150. 
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Administrations library in Vientiane, as well as libraries in Thammasat and Kasetsart 

Universities in Bangkok. Furthermore, statistics, speeches of leaders, publications from 

government agencies in Cambodia and Laos and Thailand’s governmental websites were 

also obtained. Moreover, available academic works, pertaining to the case studies were 

selectively used for analysis.  

This thesis uses a case study approach in order to answer the research questions. This 

approach is an effective method in generating an in-depth, multi-faceted understanding 

of a complex issue in its real-life context. It is an established research design that is used 

extensively in a wide variety of disciplines, particularly in the social sciences.80 George 

and Bennett argue four strong advantages for a case study approach: their merits for 

“testing hypotheses, particularly for theory development; their potential for achieving 

high conceptual validity; their strong procedures for fostering new hypotheses; their 

value as a useful means to closely examine the hypothesized role of causal mechanisms 

in the context of individual cases; and their capacity for addressing causal complexity”.81 

These strengths also make it an applicable approach for “theory development across all 

schools of thought and that they can incorporate both material and ideational 

variables….and for addressing qualitative variables, individual actors, decision-making 

processes, historical and social contexts, and path dependencies”.82 It also serves as a 

useful method to “study discourses, identities, and interactions systematically and to 

explore complex causal relations in social and physical sciences.83  

In conducting a case study research, a “structured focused comparison” is utilised as an 

approach to compare similarities and differences in responses toward China from 

Cambodia, Laos and Thailand. This approach helps answer the thesis questions “what 

strategies are being adopted by secondary states in Southeast Asia” and “why they do 

not adopt a single set of pure balancing or pure band wagoning strategy but hedges on 

China”. It avoids adopting a single case study approach because although “Individual 

case studies [are] often instructive; they did not lend themselves readily to strict 

comparison or to orderly accumulation” of knowledge.84 With a single case study design 

approach, there is also the risk of selection bias or over-generalization of results; using 

                                                 
80  S. Crowe, et al., ‘The Case Study Approach’, BMC Medical research Methodology, vol. 11, issue.1, 
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MIT Press, 2004, p. 109. 
82   Ibid., p. 9. 
83   Ibid.,  
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counterfactual analysis to posit a control case85; and omitting “scientific consciousness” 

and ability to address all the interesting aspects of a historical event.86 Lijphart argues 

that findings from a single case cannot be given much weight in the evaluation of 

hypotheses and theories.87 In addition, the comparative case study is an effective tool to 

examine “‘deviant’ cases, or cases whose outcomes are not predicted or explained well 

by existing theories as they allow investigators to identify new or left-out variables”.88 

Furthermore, it allows researchers to have different types of fair comparisons of cases or 

allow inferences on additional types of cases.89 It can help strengthening concept-

formation by bringing into focus suggestive similarities and contrasts among cases.90 

The research method is structured by formulating general questions that “reflect the 

research objective and that these questions are asked of each case under study to guide 

and standardize data collection, thereby making systematic comparison and cumulation 

of the findings of the cases possible”.91 Through semi-structured interviews with policy 

makers, academics, and experts in the thesis topic, which I have no control over them, I 

can observe new variables, missing in the literature; confirm predicted variables in the 

theory, or even find out other intervened variables that lead to independent variables in 

my case studies.  

The thesis is focused on the variables that made Cambodia, Laos and Thailand that 

shape elite perceptions of China as a threat and as a benign power in different periods of 

their interaction with that state, before 1978, between 1978 and 1997, and from 1997 

until present. It also explores the variables shaping policy makers’ choices to implement 

different policies towards China.92 It compares three key independent variables; namely 

diplomatic and politics, security and economics and how they hedge against China in 

order to retain sovereignty and prevent China from dominating their states. It tackles the 

question of “why” these Southeast Asian states adopt a soft balancing, engagement, and 

                                                 
85   D. Laitin, ‘Disciplining Political Science’,  American Political Science Review, vol.89, no.2, 1995, pp. 
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86   George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, p.70. 
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65, issue. 03, 1971, p. 691. 
88   A. Bennett, ‘Case Study Methods: Design, Use, and Comparative Advantages’ in D. F. Sprinz and Y. 
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limited bandwagoning as well as a hedging strategy (a combination of these strategies), 

but not a single set of strategy to address a complex challenges facing in regional 

political dynamics and their domestic constraints.  

“Given the inevitable scarcity of time, energy, and financial resources, the intensive 

comparative analysis of a few cases may be more promising than a more superficial 

statistical analysis of many cases”,93 this thesis focuses on three case studies—

Cambodia, Laos and Thailand. These three case studies were selected based on the 

criteria that they represent small and meduim sized countries in Southeast Asia and they 

are implementing a hedging policy toward China. Even though Myanmar is a medium 

sized country like Thailand, it is not selected because it does not enjoy similar good 

relations both the U.S. and China as compared to Thailand. Furthermore, Myanmar has a 

limited role to play in ASEAN due to it having been subject to sanctions from Western 

countries while Thailand is not only the founder of ASEAN, a major U.S. non-NATO 

ally, the second biggest economy in Southeast Asia and ASEAN-China coordinator 

(from 2012 to 2015), but also an important country linking China with the rest of 

Southeast Asia through Laos. This has made Thailand a particularly important middle 

power to investigate through research. Other countries outside the region could be used 

as case studies too,  but were not included in this thesis due to its focus mainly being on 

Southeast Asia where China and the U.S. are competing for dominance and where China 

is located. Countries that are not hedging against China are not included in the study 

because no Southeast Asian country adopts a single policy (pure balancing or pure 

bandwagoning) toward China. Even though the Philippines is exerting  a strong degree 

of balancing against China due to the South China Sea disputes by allowing the U.S. 

access to its military bases, filing a case for international arbitration, and strenghtening 

cooperation with the U.S. and Japan, that does not mean it views China as an enemy and 

denies economic cooperation with China; it is a tactic to deal with a rising power by 

using the U.S. power and instititions to handle relations with China.  

In general, Cambodia, Laos and Thailand share many similarities, but they are different 

in terms of social economic development, political system, and size of the states and 

population. Firstly, they are small and medium sized states experiencing rising China’s 

economic influence while existing dominant powers are still in charge in their domestic 

politics—the U.S. (for Thailand) and Vietnam (for Cambodia and Laos). All three cases 
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embrace China’s rise and are located near China. Historically, they had unsmooth 

relationships with China due to China’s support of Communism (Thailand case), and 

Sino-Vietnamese conflicts over Cambodia (Cambodia and Laos cases). Empirically, all 

three countries have established close strategic relations with China and are embracing 

China’s rising influence in their individual country for economic and political interests. 

Despite unprecedented China’s increasing power in their states, they are hedging on 

China to seek benefits, retain sovereignty and secure an alternate option in facing 

China’s potential threat in the future.  

Justification of Case Study Selection 

Case Study of Cambodia 

Cambodia is one of the least developed states in Southeast Asia and has endured many 

hardships since its independence from France in 1953. It suffered from the American 

bombing during the Indo-China war, the genocide of the Khmer Rouge, and political 

turmoil during political reconciliation periods that led the U.N and other important 

powers to intervene in Cambodia. Given this background, Cambodia has been 

developing quickly under the leadership of Prime Minister Hun Sen.  

Cambodia is a useful case study to represent how small states respond to China’s rise for 

numerous reasons. Firstly, Cambodia has been caught up in wars between global powers 

(the former Soviet Union and the U.S.) and regional powers (Vietnam and China) 

competing to gain influence over this former Indo-China country. As a weak state with a 

history of being invaded, it is interesting to learn how Cambodia has attempted to 

manage its relations with its more powerful neighbours who are constantly competing 

for influence. Secondly, scholars have tended to ignore Cambodia, paying more attention 

to stronger and more active states in Southeast Asia such as Indonesia, Malaysia, and 

Singapore. This neglect results in a lack of understanding of the role that weak states 

play in accommodating the interest of rising powers like China. This is to say that if 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and other more economically developed ASEAN 

members are able to reshape ASEAN policy, agreements, and structures, a small state 

like Cambodia can play a similar role to protect its own interest as well as to support the 

interest of external ASEAN great powers. For example, during its ASEAN 

Chairmanship in 2012, Cambodia assisted China in preventing the South China disputes 

between China and other ASEAN claimants from being discussed and escalated. 



21 

 

Thirdly, Cambodia is strategically located. Historically, if Chinese influence expanded 

rapidly in Cambodia, Vietnam was likely to feel insecure, and vice versa. As such, these 

two states competed to have influence over Cambodia. This pattern was evident when 

the Vietnamese-backed government of Heng Sumrin and Hun Sen took power in 1979;  

China felt encircled, refused to recognise this government, and continued to assist the 

Khmer Rouge in their efforts to regain power. Furthermore, when Vietnam felt 

threatened under the anti-Khmer Rouge regime sponsored by China in the 1970s, it 

resulted in Vietnam’s invasion to overthrow that regime.94  

The relationship between Cambodia and China is also unique, given the fact that 

Cambodia has a different political system, and Hun Sen has an ongoing connection with 

Vietnam. Considering the confrontation between China and Vietnam over the South 

China dispute, and their historical conflicts, one might expect that Cambodia would side 

with Vietnam on this issue in order to balance against China. However, Cambodia’s 

current behaviour contradicts this expectation. 

Case Study of Laos 

Laos was selected as a case study for this research because it is a small vulnerable state 

sharing similar suffering from wars and power competition between China and Vietnam. 

Unlike other mainland Southeast Asian states,95 Laos has no major conflicts with its 

neighbours and maintains good relations with surrounding states especially with 

Vietnam and China.96 This makes Laos’ policy interesting to research in order to identify 

how good relations are maintained and how Laos manages relations with its two 

strategic friendly states (Vietnam and China) to minimize risk of being trapped into 

single power domination.  

Furthermore, Laos’ geographic location also provides an interesting case for study 

because of its unique location—the only landlocked country in Southeast Asia that 

shares borders with two influential powers (Vietnam and China) and the rest with other 
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bigger powers (Thailand, Myanmar and Cambodia). This unique geography makes it a 

necessity for this small country to maintain good relations with all surrounding states 

especially with its two most influential. This means that if relations with China are 

mismanaged, Laos will face a direct threat from rising China along its border as well as 

a loss of economic gain and political support. This already occurred in the 1980s when 

Laos was hostile to China, condemning China’s invasion of Vietnam. In response, 

Beijing provided propaganda support and training facilities in Yunnan for the Lao anti-

government insurgency to overthrow the government.97 On the other hand, if Laos is too 

close to China, Vietnam might feel insecure if its influence declines sharply in Laos, the 

strategic allied country that shares the longest border (2, 130 Km)98 and a special solid 

relationship. This can potentially damage relations between Laos and Vietnam, and in 

turn could result in stronger power competition between Vietnam and China, and 

insecurity for Laos.  

Secondly, the case study of Laos is interesting because while the U.S has significant 

influence over many states in the region, its influence in Laos is limited. Laos’ policy 

focus is therefore aimed at managing dominant powers, China and Vietnam, and other 

important donor states, such as Japan, Australia, and Thailand.  One American Lao 

specialist claims that the U.S has historically provided relatively little foreign assistance 

to Laos. In 2009, U.S assistance to Cambodia amounted to US $65 million; however, in 

the same year, the U.S helped Laos to the sum of US $5 million.99 Nevertheless, a Lao 

government source claims that from 2009 to 2010, China’s total aid to Laos was worth 

US $40.5 million, with US $7.6 million in grant aid, while Vietnam and Thailand 

provided assistance of US $28.9 million, and US $30.4 million, respectively. Of this 

amount, US $17.1 million and US $20.4 million was grant aid.100  

Thirdly, Laos is located next door to Yunnan province, which China aims to make an 

international passageway linking China to South and Southeast Asia.101 In 2010, China 

launched the Bridgehead Strategy to develop Yunnan, which borders Myanmar, Laos 
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and Vietnam, into a social and economic corridor between South Asia and Southeast 

Asia.102 Storey claims that “since 2000, Beijing has paid special attention to the 

development of Laos’ transportation infrastructure, particularly highways linking China 

with Thailand via Laos. Laos itself has been keen to promote itself as a “land linked” 

country rather than a landlocked one, though it recognizes that China and Thailand stand 

to gain the most”.103 Martin Stuart Fox argues that “Laos could even become in the third 

millennium what it was five centuries ago, the centre of the region, a crossroads of all 

the regional trading routes”.104 In Yunnan, 12 railroads, connecting the province with 

other parts of China as well as Myanmar, Laos and Vietnam, have been constructed or 

are in progress.105 Furthermore, on 7 April 2010, Laos and China signed a Memorandum 

of Understanding (MOU) on the construction of 421-kilometre high-speed railway, 

linking Vientiane, the capital of Laos with Yunnan province of China.106 This project is 

part of an extensive Chinese-built network connecting China to Southeast Asia.  Apart 

from that, China is financially helping Laos to construct roads, bridges and commercial 

navigating routes to link Laos with Thailand and China.107  

Lastly, there is little discussion in scholarly literature on Southeast Asia about Laos’ 

foreign relations despite its ability to manage relations with influential powers. As a 

chair of many regional and international summit meetings, such as: the 23rd 

Francophonie ministerial meeting on 20 November 2007; the 10th ASEAN summit 

meeting in 29 November 2004; the First Meeting of States Parties to the Convention on 

Cluster Munitions (CCM) (the Global Summit on Cluster bombs) on 9 November 2010; 

and the recent 9th ASEM Summit Meeting on 5 November 2012, Laos has contributed to 

the success of those meetings in the past despite its small size and its least economic 

development. Notably, Laos will host the next ASEAN summit meeting in 2016, its 

ability to mediate an ongoing conflict between China and some ASEAN members at that 

meeting without harming its interest, and its contribution to the launch of ASEAN 
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Economic Community in 2015 will be a challenge. As such, it is important that scholars 

understand more about this country. 

Case Study of Thailand 

Thailand is an appropriate case study for testing the theoretical literature on how middle 

powers respond to great power shifts. Thailand’s pragmatic approach distinguishes it 

from other ASEAN states. Firstly, Thailand is the single Southeast Asian country that 

has maintained relatively friendly relations with both China and the U.S since the mid-

Cold War. It enjoys strong economic, political, and cultural ties with the two most 

powerful states in Asia.108 Other Southeast Asian states like the Philippines and 

Singapore have maintained close relations with the U.S., but do not have close relations 

with China. Similarly, states like Laos, Cambodia, and Myanmar have close relations 

with China but their relations with the U.S. are not as strong.  

Secondly, although Thailand is one of Southeast Asia’s largest states, there have been 

relatively few studies of Thai foreign and security policy. Thailand is the only Southeast 

Asian country that has not been colonised. Its pragmatic policy has allowed it to 

accommodate the region’s major powers without losing its autonomy or jeopardising its 

sovereignty. Conducting research on Thailand offers unique insights into how this state 

has responded to China’s rise without relinquishing its alliance with the United States.  

Thirdly, Thailand’s intimate contemporary relationship with China poses an interesting 

puzzle given its status as a strong American ally. Traditional international relations 

theory would predict that Thailand would take a stronger stance in supporting U.S. 

interests in the region, for example, by joining the United States to counterbalance 

China’s influence; supporting the U.S position with regard to the South China Sea issue; 

and refraining from cooperating closely in strategic and military matters with China. 

Yet, this expected behaviour is not evident. Instead, Thailand has strengthened its 

military cooperation with China, and is bandwagoning with it for economic and political 

reasons.  
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Lastly, Thailand is a suitable case to test whether a state is able to maintain close 

relations with two great powers simultaneously. Do Thailand’s growing relations with 

China imply a declining relationship with the United States? If it does, this has 

implications for how the U.S.A. might behave. U.S. power projection in the region 

depends on Thailand’s cooperation, especially with regard to the use of the Utapao 

airbase. During the recent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, these assets were important for 

U.S. freedom of action.  Thailand could feasibly choose to stop supporting the U.S in 

this manner, dramatically curtailing the ability of the U.S. to exercise its influence in the 

region.  The failure of the U.S.A. in assisting Thailand’s recovery from the 1997-98 

Asian financial crisis and its preoccupation, during the first decade of the twenty-first 

century, with conflicts in the Middle East, has drawn Thailand closer to China. 

Chachavalpongpun acknowledges that Thailand and the U.S have been close allies, but 

he argues that the winds of change are currently favouring China, and that Thailand is 

repositioning itself accordingly.109 Similarly, Ian Storey suggests that “as Washington 

“pivots” or “rebalances” toward Asia, strengthening U.S.-Thai relations needs to be a 

priority if Washington is to counter the increasingly close political, economic and 

security relationship between Bangkok and Beijing”.110  

Main Arguments 

This research analyses Southeast Asian hedging behaviour by examining three cases – 

Cambodia, Laos and Thailand – and argues that they are hedging on China even though 

they are seen as being close to China. They are not forming a coalition with other small 

states or the other big power, such as the United States, to counterbalance rising China. 

They are also not adopting a pure bandwagoning strategy with China either, by 

distancing themselves from other important powers and do not fully depend on China for 

their security and their economic well being. Cambodia, Laos and Thailand are hedging 

to fulfil their short-term interests, adopting indirect non-military balancing against China 

to try to minimize any potential risks arising from China’s future behaviour.  

In comparison to the Philippines, these countries avoid adopting a direct or a strong 

indirect balancing policy against China while the Philippines is current adopting direct 
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confrontation with China. In April 2012, the Philippine navy detained Chinese fishermen 

who were allegedly intruding into its marine territory at the Scarborough Shoal.111 In 

2013, the Philippines brought an arbitral case against China to seek a ruling on its right 

to exploit the South China waters in its 200-nautical mile exclusive economic zone as 

allowed under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea.112 In 2014, it 

joined the U.S. and Japan to balance against China by reaching a 10-year pact with the 

United States. That agreement allows the U.S.A. to deploy more American troops in 

military bases of the Philippines to counterweight China’s rise.113 In order to assist the 

U.S. counter China’s rise, the Philippines allocated a 70-acre facility at the former Subic 

Naval Base to house U.S. warships and fighter planes as well as Japanese troops and 

equipment.114 Notably, in 2015 Defence Minister Voltaire Gazmin of the Philippines 

stated publicly to Japanese Defence Minister Gen Nakatani that the Philippines would 

“allow the United States, Japan and other allies to access its military bases under the 

plan to roll back China’s expansive claims in the West Philippine Sea (South China 

Sea)”.115  Both Japanese and the Filipino defence ministers also called for an increased 

US military presence in the region, and specially based U.S. forces in the Philippines. 116   

Secondly, these states do not view China as a threat, but as a new balancer to the U.S. 

predominant power in Asia, which has brought and can bring economic advantages and 

strategic cooperation for national benefits. They will continue to hedge as long as China 

continues to: offer them benefits that other powers cannot provide, does not force them 

to take sides, or try to become a hegemon in the whole region. Thirdly, they are retaining 

close allies like the US, for Thailand, and Vietnam, for Cambodia or Laos, to balance 

domestic powers in order to retain sovereignty and maximize benefits from all powers.  

Lastly, although China’s influence is rising in these states, American influence in 

Thailand, and Vietnamese influence in Cambodia and Laos will not be replaced as long 
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as these traditional powers continue to provide constructive engagement and assistance, 

and serve as a strong balancer to increasing Chinese power in their respective states. 

However, China’s rise in these states, as well as in other states in the region, signal that 

China is gaining more influence in small and medium sized states around it, which can 

shape Southeast Asian regional order or influence these states’ foreign policies.  

Structure of the Thesis 

This thesis is divided into seven chapters. Chapter one provides a framework for the 

thesis. It examines discussion on the relevant scholarly literatures on power transition 

theory and the ongoing debate on power transition in Southeast Asia between the U.S.A. 

and China. Then, it defines small and middle powers in the international system 

including their responses toward great powers and refers to their roles. Finally, it 

discusses the literature on hedging and its significance, which is widely used by 

secondary states in Southeast Asia.  

The second and third chapters focus on a case study of Cambodia. Chapter two provides 

a background to Cambodian-Chinese relations. It argues that the currently close 

Cambodian-Chinese relations were founded during late King Sihanouk’s period from 

1941 to 1970 when China was seen as an emerging power helping Cambodia remain 

neutral in power conflicts between capitalism and communism. Cambodia, therefore, 

moved closer to China and established diplomatic relations with Mainland China on 19 

July 1958.  However, once the Vietnamese backed government (the People’s Republic 

of Kampuchea) led by Heng Samrin, Chea Sim and Hun Sen came into power in 1980, 

bilateral relations deteriorated. China was seen as a threat to Cambodian authority as it 

continued to support the deposed Khmer Rouge government and Sihanouk to regain the 

power and put pressure on Vietnam to withdraw from Cambodia. As such, Cambodia 

maintained close relations with Vietnam and the former Soviet Union and adopted a 

balancing strategy against China.  

Chapter three provides discussion on contemporary Cambodian-Chinese relations. It 

argues that as a result of political clash between co-Prime Minister Hun Sen and the first 

Prime Minister Norodom Ranariddh, who was ousted in a coalition government during 

1997, Prime Minister Hun Sen began to change his policy toward China and turned to 

China for assistance to counter Western sanctions. Consequently, Cambodian-Chinese 

relations have improved, consolidating significant political, economic and security 
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fields. Cambodia’s approach to China, at present, is therefore not aimed at balancing 

against China but bandwagoning with it for economic and political support. 

Furthermore, it also argues that despite Cambodia’s increasing close relations with 

China, Cambodia shows no intention of fully bandwagoning with China, but continues 

to retain close relations with its influential traditional power (Vietnam) in order to 

balance power and secure national interests and sovereignty. Nevertheless, Cambodia 

has gone further than other states to secure closer relations with China as compared to 

Laos and Thailand.  

Chapter four and chapter five look into the case study of Laos’ response toward China. 

Chapter four focuses on historical relations between Laos and China. It argues that the 

Lao-Chinese bilateral relation established in 1961 was profoundly formed during the 

Lao revolutionary period from the 1960s to 1975. At this time, Laos bandwagoned with 

China and relied on Chinese assistance to realise its revolutionary movement until 

declaring independence and establishing the Lao People’s Democratic Republic on 2 

December 1975. China was seen as a benign power for the communist movement in 

Laos, and as a major contributor to achieving victory over the U.S. for Pathet Lao 

(former name of the current ruling party of Laos).  It also argues that as a result of 

conflict over the Cambodian crisis between the two influential powers, China and 

Vietnam, Laos’ and China’s relationship deteriorated because Laos sided with Vietnam 

and condemned China’s attack on Vietnam with regards to Vietnam’s invasion and 

occupation of Cambodia in 1978 to overthrow the Khmer Rouge government which was 

supported by China. From this period until 1988, bilateral relations between Laos and 

China did not improve. It was not until 1989 that both states re-established bilateral 

relations and jointly began consolidating good relations. At this time, China was seen as 

a powerful communist country remaining after the dissolution of the former Soviet 

Union that could help Laos develop. Laos’ policy during this period was focused on 

maintaining strategic close relations with both Vietnam and China. 

Chapter five is devoted to providing an assessment of contemporary Laos’ response to 

China. It argues that since the re-normalisation of relations between Laos and China, 

their bilateral relations have been profoundly consolidated and upgraded to a close 

strategic partnership. China’s influence in Laos has increased dramatically and is 

unprecedented. As such, Laos does not view China as a threat and shows no intention of 

forming a coalition with other neighbouring states or the U.S to counterbalance China. 



29 

 

Far from containing China’s influence, Laos has comprehensively bandwagoned with 

China for economic and political benefits. Given the fact that China’s influence is 

increasing rapidly in Laos, China has not yet replaced Vietnam’s influence. This said, 

Laos hedges on China by bandwagoning with China on one hand, and retaining close 

relations with its traditional ally, Vietnam on the other. This aims to balance powers and 

to accommodate both states’ interests in order to secure national interests.  

Chapter six and seven are devoted to the assessment of the case study of Thailand. 

Chapter six provides an overview of Thai-Chinese bilateral relations background. It 

looks into historical conflicts between the two states due to Chinese support of the Thai 

Communist movement in Thailand between 1942 and 1972. It argues that Thailand’s 

relationship with Mainland China before diplomatic establishment in 1975 was hostile. 

This resulted in Thailand’s adoption of a balancing strategy against China. They 

tightened close relations with the United States, and provided full cooperation to the 

U.S. mission to suppress communism in Indochina states (Cambodia, Laos, and 

Vietnam) by sending troops to the American-led war in Vietnam and Laos and allowing 

the U.S. to use its military bases to bomb Communist guerrillas along the Ho Chi Minh 

trail. It further argues that Thai-Chinese relations changed from enmity to amity when 

China ceased to support Thai communists, and Thailand began to improve relations with 

China to counter the communist threats from Vietnam, later leading to the establishment 

of bilateral diplomatic relations in 1975. Thailand’s approach to China during this period 

was mainly cantered on securing Thailand from communist expansion domestically and 

regionally. Given that China remained an important source of assistance to safeguard 

Thailand from communist threat, as the U.S. provided less commitment to protect it 

since its withdrawal from Vietnam, Thailand continued to hedge on China by allying 

with the U.S. and their allies to secure national interests and prevent it from being 

dominated by a single powerful country. 

Chapter seven sheds lights on the new era of contemporary Thai-Chinese relations 

arguing that Thai-Chinese relations have been solidly consolidated. Thailand continues 

to bandwagon with China in the most important areas of cooperation, namely political 

and diplomatic, security, and economic and investment. The focus of bilateral relations 

in this period is more obvious within economic relations as Thailand has more ability to 

export, and import from China. The chapter also argues that even though China’s 

influence in Thailand is increasing, the United States still has an important role to play in 
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Thai politics. As a medium-sized country, Thailand has a higher ability to manoeuvre 

relations with China. It hedges on China by bandwagoning with China on the one hand, 

while on the other hand adopting a soft balancing strategy against China by maintaining 

its allied commitment to the U.S. and promoting good relations with the American allied 

states, such as Japan. This means that Thailand’s economy does not totally depend on 

incomes generated from trade with, and investment from, China. Notably, Thailand’s 

important roles in ASEAN coupled with its less dependence on Chinese grant aid and 

loans make Thailand capable of resisting China’s request if it contradicts with its 

national interests.  

The final section of this thesis is the conclusion. It summarizes key findings of the 

thesis. It compares how the three case studies hedge on China differently and identifies 

key factors that allow them to hedge on China and the lessons learn from the three case 

studies.
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CHAPTER 1:  THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK:  

ASSESSING SMALL AND MEDIUM SIZED STATES’ 

STRATEGIES FOR DEALING WITH GREAT POWERS 

 

1.1 Introduction 

The study of small and medium-sized states arguably does not attract enough scholarly 

attention given their increasing role in the international system. Keohane stresses that “If 

Lilliputians can tie up Gulliver, or make him do their fighting for them; they must be 

studied as carefully as the giant”.1 Small and medium sized states make up the vast 

majority of states in the international system and international organisations such as the 

UN, OECD, NATO, EU2, ASEAN and EPEC, and consequently play an influential role 

as a group to secure their national interests, and to shape the policy of those 

organisations. Moreover, secondary states also have important roles in assisting 

powerful states to fulfil those states’ national agendas by utilising their equal votes to 

support and pass resolutions drafted by powerful states. 

Small and medium-sized states also matter during periods of power transition. Although 

they may not be able decisively to influence the outcome of a challenge to a hegemonic 

power, they can act in ways that complicate the rise of the challenger and aid the 

existing hegemon, or in ways that help the rising power and complicate the responses of 

the hegemon. The role of small and medium sized states in power transitions have not, 

however, been examined in detail. This chapter examines power transition theory and 

the roles that small and medium sized states - so-called ‘secondary states’ - can play. It 

defines small and middle powers as well as their roles in the international system. It 

argues that secondary states are not obliged to adopt a pure policy of either balancing or 

bandwagoning against a rising power. 

1.2 Power Transition Theory in International Relations 

In an anarchical system, realists believe that the state must rely on their own resources to 

provide security or resort to alliances for protection because there is no world 

                                                 
1  R.O. Keohane, ‘Lilliputians’ Dilemmas: Small States in International Politics’, International 

Organization, vol.23, no.2, 1969, p.310.  
2 Ibid., p. 9.  
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government to oversee and regulate states’ behaviour. Robert Gilpin claims that states 

expand when they can; when they perceive relative increases in their power; and when 

changes in the relative cost and benefits of expansion make it profitable for them to do 

so.3 According to realists, as the other state’s intention is unpredictable, states can secure 

peace by balancing power with both internal and external actions. Kenneth Waltz further 

claims that states will seek to balance against potential threats by aligning militarily with 

others to form countervailing coalitions (external balancing) and/or increasing their own 

defence capabilities (internal balancing).4 As long as the balance of power can be 

maintained, there is peace, and the independence of small nations is maintained.5 

The realist interpretation of international security has been supplemented by power 

transition theory, which claims to have provided more empirical analyses of major 

causes of war and conflicts in the international system. Power transition theorists argue 

that the international system is not just anarchical but also hierarchical, comprising of:  

(1) the dominant state, which is not necessary a hegemon; (2) the great powers, having a 

significant proportion of the power of leader; (3) the middle powers, which have 

regional significance, but which are unable to challenge the dominant state or the 

structure of the system; and (4) the small powers at the bottom level.6 All states in the 

system recognize the presence of this hierarchy and the relative distribution of power in 

the system. The dominant powers set their preferred rules and control most of the 

wealth, enjoy most of the prosperity, and hold the most power in the international 

system.7 Power transition theory posits that the hierarchical system is stable and order is 

preserved through a combination of benefits and actions that the central power provides 

to the lesser powers. Order is maintained by the central state and conflicts resolved 

through the central state’s use of force to impose order on the rest of the lesser states. If 

lesser states challenge the central state, the central state reserves the right to use force to 

restore order. Good relations with the central state ensure survival, and even prosperity 

by the lesser states through a continual flow of goods, trade, and technology. Rejection 

                                                 
3 R. Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1981. 
4 Waltz, Theory of International Politics. 
5 A.F.K. Orangski, World Politics, 2nd ed, New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1968, p. 274. 
6 R. Tammen, et al., Power Transitions: Strategies for the 21 st century, New York, Chantham House, 

2000, pp.6-7. 
7  Ibid., pp.6-7.  
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of this hierarchy brings conflict as the central power intervenes to re-establish the 

hierarchical order.8  

According to power transition theory, conflicts between states in the international 

system, involving the late comer rising power and the existing dominant power, are most 

likely to occur during power transition periods. When a new challenger is rising that has 

potential to overtake the dominant nation in terms of relative power, it becomes 

dissatisfied with the distribution of power and benefits.9 These rising great powers are 

unwilling to accept a subordinate position in international affairs because they believe 

they will receive greater power and benefits if they become dominant powers.10 In this 

situation, if a dominant power resists these claims from a rising power, war is likely. 

Power transitions between dominant powers and new rising powers do not, however, 

always lead to conflict. If rising powers are satisfied with the existing international order 

because they benefit sufficiently from the status quo and are willing to follow the rules 

that the dominant nation creates, manages and defends.11 Douglas Lemke argues that 

satisfied states — especially rising and dominant democratic states — do not fight each 

other because they have nothing to fight over.12 Democracies are likely to be satisfied 

with an international status quo established by another democracy.13 For example, 

during the power transition from Britain to the United States (1865-1945), neither 

launched war against the other. DiCicco and Levy argue that “states that are powerful 

but satisfied will have little motivation to challenge the dominant state for its preeminent 

position and the accompanying ability to shape the international order. Only the 

powerful and dissatisfied states pose a threat”.14  

Power transition theory has limitations. In particular, it tends to focus on great power 

relations and how transition of great powers to dominant power status can lead to peace 

                                                 
8   D.C. Kang, ‘Hierarchy and Stability in Asian International Relations’, American Asian Review, vol.19, 

issue. 2, 2001, p. 131. 
9   Tammen, et tal., Power Transitions: Strategies for the 21 st century, p.21. 
10  A.F.K. Organski  and K. J. Kugler, The War Ledger, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1980, p.19. 
11  R.L. Tammen and J. Kugler, ‘Power Transition and China-U.S Conflicts’, Chinese Journal of  

International Politics, vol.1, issue.1, 2006, p. 36. 
12  D. Lemke and W. Reed, ‘Regime Types and Status Quo Evaluations: Power Transition Theory and the 

Democratic Peace’, International Interactions, vol. 22, no.2, 1996, p.160. 
13  M.R. Brawley, Liberal Leadership: Great Powers and their Challengers in Peace and War , New York, 

Cornell University Press, 1994, p. 147.  
14  J.M. DiCicco and J.S. Levy, ‘Power Shifts and Problem Shifts’, The Journal of Conflict Resolution, 

vol. 43, issue.6, 1999, p. 182; see also Organski, 1958, chapter. 12; Organski and Kugler, 1980, pp. 19-

23, 39; D. Lemke and J. Kugler (eds.), Parity and War: Evaluations and extensions of the War Ledger, 

Michigan, U.S.A, the University of Michigan Press, 1996. 
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and violence. It fails to explain small and medium-sized states’ responses to a power 

transition between two great powers or to acknowledge the roles they might play during 

this time of change. Realism and power transition theory are therefore unhelpful in the 

context of this present project, because they have too little to say about the behaviour of 

small and medium-sized states in circumstances of power transition. 

1.3 Definition of Small States  

When defining small states, scholars adopt different perspectives. This is because there 

is no agreement on how we should define a small state, what similarities we would 

expect to find in their foreign policies, or how small states influence international 

relations.15 States may be weak in one area, but simultaneously powerful in another. For 

instance, Romania is a major power in its relations with Moldova but a small state in its 

relations with Russia, while Sweden is a small state in the European Union but a great 

power in relation to the Baltic counties. Generally, scholars adopt two approaches to 

define small states. 

Those applying a quantitative approach define small states based on what they are, such 

as size of their states, GDP, economic development. According to Waltz’s definition, the 

ranking of states “....depends on how they score on all of the following items: size of 

population and territory, resource endowment, economic capability, military strength, 

political stability and competence”.16 Anckar defines small states as those with a 

population of less than 1 million inhabitants,17 while others claim that small states have 

population of under 1.5 million,18 300,000,19 or 100,000.20  In contrast, Barston holds 

that small states should have maximum population of 10-15 million, while Kuznets 

claims about 10 million.21 Vital, on the other hand, suggests that developed weak states 

                                                 
15  R. Steinmetz and A. Wivel, ‘Small States in Europe: Defining the Issues at Stake’, in R. Steinmetz and 

A. Wivel (eds.), Small States in Europe: Challenges and Opportunities, Farnham, Ashgate Publishing, 

2010, pp. 3-14.  
16  Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 131.  
17  D. Anckar, ‘Regime Choices in Microstate: The Cultural Constraint’, Commonwealth and Comparative 

Politics, vol. 42, issue.2, 2004, pp. 206-223. 
18   A. N. Mohamed, ‘The Diplomacy of Micro-States’, Clingendael Discussion Papers in Diplomacy, 

no.78, the Hague, Netherlands Institute of International Relations Clingendael, 2002, p.1. 
19   E. Plischke, Microstates in World Affairs: Policy Problems and Options, Washington D.C, American 

Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research, 1977, 21. 
20   I. B. Neumann and S. Gstohl, ‘Introduction: Lilliputians in Gulliver’s World?’, in C. Ingebritsen, et al., 

(eds.), Small States in International Relations, Seattle, USA, University of Washington Press, 2006, p. 

6. 
21   R. P. Barston,‘The External Relations of Small States’, in A. Schou and A.O. Brundtland (eds.), Small 

States in International Relations, New York, Wiley Interscience Division, 1971, pp.41-50.  
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should have about 10-15 million22 and underdeveloped ones about 20-30 million.23 If 

using this approach, a landlocked country like Laos with only 6.5 million people in 2011 

will be categorized as a small state.24  If compared to other landlocked states like Bhutan 

with only 672,000 inhabitants in 201025 and Fiji with 852,000 inhabitants in 2011,26 

Laos is obviously a larger state.  

The second approach to defining small states is the qualitative approach, which 

considers small states based on their influence in the international system. Neumann and 

Gstöhl argue “the simplest way of defining small states is to see them as those states that 

are not great powers. This is the definition that follows directly from the historical 

development in the 19th and 20th centuries when the number of small states rose sharply 

as a consequence of decolonization and the break-up of empires”.27 Rappard further 

claimed that smallness depends: 

neither on population nor area. Nor does the status of a Small State and in any 

relation to its place in history, to its neutrality or belligerency in the World War, to 

its geographical situation, to its form of government, to its possession of colonies, to 

its degree of civilization, to its per-capita wealth, nor to its aggressive or pacific 

policies. In fact, the so-called Small States within the League of Nations have 

nothing in common which distinguishes them from others, except that they enjoy no 

permanent representation on the Council.28 

 

Miller, on the other hand, assesses small states by considering their military and 

economic weaknesses. He asserts that weak or “failed” states lack a monopoly over the 

means of violence in their sovereign territory, as they lack an effective set of political 

institutions. These states are unable to extract sufficient military and economic resources 

from their societies to suppress ethno-nationalist or separatist challenges. Numerous 

African states belong to this category along with Afghanistan, some post-Soviet and 

                                                 
22   S. Kuznets, ‘Economic Growth of Small Nations’, in Robinson, E.A.G (ed.), Economic Consequences 

of the Size of nations, New York, St. Martins Press, 1960, p. 14. 
23   D. Vital, The Inequality of States: A Study of the Small Power in International Affairs, Oxford, 

Clarendon Press, 1967, p.8. 
24  U.S. Department of State, ‘Background Note: Laos’, <http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2770.htm>, 

consulted 20 June 2012. 
25  The U.S. Department of State, ‘Background Note: Bhutan’,  

      < http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/35839.htm>, consulted 20 June 2012. 
26  The U.S. Department of State, ‘Background Note: Fuji’,  

     <http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/35839.htm>, consulted 20 June 2012. 
27   I.B. Neumann and S. Gstöhl, ‘Lilliputians  in Gulliver’s World?: Small States in International 

Relations’, Working Paper I, Centre for Small State Studies, Institute for International Affairs, 

University of Iceland, Iceland, 2004, p.4. 
28   W.E. Rappard, ‘Small States in the League of Nations’, Political Science Quarterly, vol.49, no.4, 

1934, p. 544. 

http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2770.htm
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post-Yugoslav republics, and other poor and fragile states from Central America, Asia, 

and the Middle East.29 Vandenboch shared similar views on the definition of small states 

and asserts that: “a small state... is a state which is unable to contend in war with the 

great powers on anything like equal terms...Their military weakness made them 

diplomatically weak. As a result, they played an insignificant role in world politics. The 

great powers generally ignored them as vassals rather than as equals”.30  

1.4 Definition of Middle Powers  

The concept of the middle power first appeared in scholarly literature in the 16th century, 

when the Italian philosopher Giovanni Botero classified states into three groups, namely 

empires, middle powers, and small powers.31 The term “middle power” has been used in 

the discourse of Australian and Canadian diplomacy since 1945.32At present, however, 

scholars find it problematic in providing a precise definition of these powers.33 Even at 

the United Nations, there is no agreed definition or list of middle powers.34  

Middle powers are different in terms of size, GDP and roles in the international system. 

According to Schweller, they range “from small, highly developed states (Israel, 

Denmark, Singapore and Finland) to medium-sized developed states (South Korea, 

Australia, Canada, Spain, Ukraine, South Africa, Argentina) to large developing states 

(Egypt, Mexico, Indonesia, Iran, the Philippines, Nigeria)”.35 Jordaan thus defines 

middle powers as states that are “neither great nor small in terms of international power, 

capacity and influence, and demonstrate a propensity to promote cohesion and stability 

in the world system”.36 Scott, on the other hand, posits that a middle power literally 

                                                 
29   B. Miller, States, Nations, and the Great Powers: The Sources of Regional War and Peace, U.K, 

Cambridge University Press, 2007, p. 96. 
30   A. Vandenboch, ‘the Small States in International Politics and Organization’, The Journal of Politics, 

vol.26, issue.2, 1964, p.294.  
31   R. L. Schweller, ‘The Concept of Middle Power’, Paper prepared for the “Study of south Korea as a 

Global Power” Project, Ohio, Columbus, Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2014, p.1. 
32   A. F. Cooper, R. Higgott and K. Nossal, Relocating Middle Powers: Australia and Canada in a 

Changing World Order, Vancouver, UBC Press, 1994, p.17. 
33   C. Ungerer, ‘The ‘Middle Power’ Concept in Australian Foreign Policy’, Australian Journal of Politics 

and History, vol. 53, no. 4, 2007, p.539.  
34   R. Mackay, ‘The Canadian Doctrine of the Middle Powers’, in H. Dyck & H. Peter Krosby (ed.), 

Empire and Nations: Essays in Honour of Frederic H. Soward, Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 

1969, p. 136. 
35   Schweller, ‘The Concept of Middle Power’, p.2. 
36   E. Jordaan, ‘The Concept of a middle power in International Relations: distinguishing between 

emerging and traditional middle powers’, Politiko: South African Journal of Political Studies, vol.30, 

issue. 2, 2010, p. 165.   
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means a power (state), which possesses quantitative assets and qualitative influence 

lying between big powers and small powers in state rankings.37  

Liberal scholars like Cooper, Higgott and Nossal observe there are four different 

definitions of middle powers exist in the literature, each depending on different criteria. 

The first defines a middle power based on its qualitative character such as area, size, 

complexity and strength of economy, military capability, and other comparable factors. 

The second definition depends on the state’s geographical location; if the country is 

physically located in the middle between two great powers or power blocs, it is a middle 

power. For example, Turkey is located between the European Union and the Islamic 

states.38 The third definition takes a normative view of middle powers, which assesses 

them based on their capacity to serve as mediators for conflict resolution. The last 

definition depends on the diplomatic behaviours of middle powers, such as “their 

tendency to pursue multilateral solutions to international problems, their tendency to 

embrace compromise positions in international disputes, and their tendency to embrace 

notions of ‘good international citizenship’ to guide their diplomacy”.39 

In international relations, middle powers often attract attention as ‘junior partners’ of big 

states, which ally themselves with great powers in order to avoid being attacked by other 

less friendly big states, and to take advantage of benefits associated with great powers or 

alliances with them.40 They can also play significant roles in regional initiatives, seeking 

to “cultivate regional grouping [s] in response to security concerns, improving trading 

networks and responding to the pressures of globalization”.41 In Southeast Asia, middle 

powers like Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines, Vietnam and Thailand can 

play important roles in ASEAN, aiming to facilitate economic growth, social progress, 

and to secure peace and stability. Scholars of IR also focus on the roles middle powers 

can play in international humanitarian organizations and non-government organizations 

(NGOs) in order to help solve human security and other problems.42  

                                                 
37   D. Scott, ‘Australia as a Middle Power: Ambiguities of Role and Identity’, Seton Hall Journal of 

Diplomacy and International Relations, vol. 14, issue. 2, 2013, p. 111.  
38   A. Patience, ‘Imagining middle powers’, Australian Journal of International Affairs, vol. 68, no. 2, 

2013,  p.214.  
39   Cooper, Higgott and Nossal, Relocating Middle Powers: Australia and Canada in a Changing World 

Order, pp.17-19. 
40   Patience, ‘Imagining middle powers’, p.217.  
41   Ibid., p.219.  
42   R. M. Behringer, The Human Security Agenda: How Middle Power Leadership Defined US 

Hegemony, London, Continuum, 2012, p.21. 
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1.5 Significance of Small and Middle Powers  

The study of small and middle powers does not attract enough scholarly attention as do 

great powers. But, secondary states play important roles in the international arena. As 

Keohane argued in 1971, “…the United States is linked to smaller and weaker allies 

through a series of bilateral and multilateral agreements….These [smaller and weaker 

states] are the badgers, mice and pigeons ─ if not the doves ─ of international politics, 

and in many cases they have been able to lead the elephant”.43  Neumann and Gstöhl 

observe that small states are the majority in the world community, which can 

collectively help push forward or obstruct great powers’ initiatives in international 

organisations.44 They can influence big powers’ decisions by protesting the actions of 

more powerful states precisely because of their relative capacities, as seen in the case of 

the Olof Palme’s protest of the U.S led war in Vietnam, and criticism led by small 

powers on America’s treatment of prisoners during wartime.45  

In Europe, small states (particularly in Scandinavia) play a key role in introducing 

powerful legacies to EU values, such as equality and social justice, to mediating conflict, 

working for stronger environmental standards, and for techno-sociological innovations.46 

Furthermore, Finland was also given a vital mediating role for the opposing parties in 

the former Yugoslavia crisis because of its “neutral position” and “a tough even-handed 

negotiating style” while a big country like Germany was unable to play a similar role. 47 

Likewise, Finland was also able to push its first political initiative as an EU member, the 

so called “Northern Dimension Initiative” in EU official policy in 1998, which has 

placed “the security, stability and sustainable development of Northern Europe… of 

major interest to the Union and the states in the region”.48 Another example is Sweden’s 

ability to influence other EU members to take an active role in establishing an EU policy 

                                                 
43   Keohane, ‘The Big Influence of Small Allies’, p. 161.  
44   Neumann and Gstöhl, ‘Lilliputians in Gulliver’s World?’, pp.2-3. 
45   C. Ingebritsen, ‘Conclusion: Learning from Lilliput’, in C. Ingebritsen and I. Neumann and S. Gstohl 

and J. Beyer, Small States in International Relations, Seattle, University of Washington Press, 2006, p. 

290. 
46   I. Christine, ‘The Scandinavian way and its legacy in Europe’, Scandinavian Studies, vol.74, no.3, 

2002, p.264. 
47   Ibid., p.257. 
48   D. Arter, ‘Small State Influence Within the EU: The Case of Finland’s ‘Northern Dimension 

Initiative’’, Journal of Common Market Studies, vol. 38, issue. 5, 2000, p. 678-679.  
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towards the Korean peninsula, leading to the EU council’s approval to send Swedish 

Prime Minister Göran Persson to visit the Korean peninsula in May 2001.49 

Similarly, great powers also consider cooperation from middle powers as important to 

fulfil their regional and global policy. This was evident in the American-led war in 

Afghanistan in 2001 and in Iraq in 2003, which involved extensive cooperation and 

involvement from the American allies which are middle powers such as the United 

Kingdom, Australia, and Canada. Gilley and O’Neil posit that “great powers like the 

United States and China are so often frustrated by middle power foreign policies that do 

not ‘get into line’ and why new norms, policies, and institutions emerge that are not 

initiated by great powers”.50 This explains that middle powers do not only play a 

supportive role to the fulfilment of powerful states’ policy objectives but may also be an 

obstructive force to great powers’ policies when their interests come into conflict.  

Today, middle powers’ roles and responses to great powers’ policies are considered to 

be vital. This is because middle powers are not suspected of having intentions to 

dominate other nations as they have inadequate power to do so.51 They are instrumental 

in achieving great power objectives as policy makers are willing to pay for the price for 

support from small states. This is seen in the case of the U.S. fight in the Vietnam War, 

when it paid the South Koreans, Thais and Filipinos to get involved.52 These 

characteristics enable them to play a significant role in mediating disputes between great 

powers, and between developed and developing states.53 They also have active roles in 

providing cooperation and collaboration in the process of reforming various issues on 

the international agenda.54 

 Small and middle powers can seek benefits through forming good relations with a great 

power. Morgenthau argues that forming alliances with big states can be an advantageous 

strategy, enabling smaller powers to “add to their own power the power of other nations” 

                                                 
49   R. Bengtsson, O. Elgström and J. Tallberg, ‘Silencer or Amplifier? The European Union Presidency 

and the Nordic States’, Scandinavian Political Studies, vol. 27, no.3, 2004, p.327.  
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or to “withhold the power of other nations from the adversary”.55 By maintaining close 

working relationships with interested sub-units of the U.S. government such as the 

Army, Navy, or Air Force, CIA or USAID, they can bargain with or extend influence 

over the U.S in a situation that American government agencies are dependent on the 

alliances for their missions, especially in large-scale military installations in return for 

substantial aid. Israel is a good example of this strategy.56 Secondary states can “seek to 

further their interests by trying to preserve as much autonomy as possible while 

influencing the actions of the great powers upon which their security and survival 

ultimately depend. They seek to expand their influence over the great powers mainly 

through international organisations”.57 Vayrynen explains that these states use the 

institutional approach because in peacetime, they are able to exercise influence through 

international institutions and through the ability of these institutions to create and 

enforce rules and regulations.58 Fox similarly holds that in order to reduce risks of being 

dominated by great powers, secondary states trend to use diplomacy as the tool to 

negotiate with powerful states at the international and regional conference because 

diplomats from small and medium sized states outmatch representatives from big states 

at the conference table.59  

A combination of strategies comprising limited alignment with great powers, 

engagement of big powers in international organisations, and soft balancing strategies 

are termed as “hedging” by some scholars. Although they do not reach an exact 

definition of hedging strategy, they agree that in order to hedge on a big power, 

secondary states must bandwagon with a more powerful country for profit. At the same 

time they need to exert a soft balancing strategy toward the same country by forming 

close relationships with other powers in diplomatic, economic and military areas, and 
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engaging a great power into the international and regional organisations. The following 

section will discuss in detail definition and the essence of hedging. 

1.6 Hedging Literature Review   

1.6.1 Hedging Strategy 

The hedging concept is borrowed from finance and has been brought into IR to refer to 

an alternative strategy distinguishable from balancing and bandwagoning. It has been 

used not only to describe small-state reactions to power ascendancy, but also big-power 

strategies.60 Goh defines hedging as the strategy used when engagement policies are 

pursued at the same time as indirect balancing policies.61 She suggests that Southeast 

Asian nations adopt a twin “hedging” strategy, which comprises of deep engagement on 

the one hand and on the other, ‘soft balancing’ against potential Chinese aggression or 

disruption of the status quo.62 Hedging behaviour in Southeast Asia comprises three 

elements. First is indirect or soft balancing, which mainly involves persuading other 

major powers, particularly the United States, to act as counterweights to Chinese 

regional influence. Second, hedging entails complex engagement of China at the 

political, economic, and strategic levels in the hope that Chinese leaders may be 

persuaded or socialised into conduct that abides by international rules and norms. The 

third element is a general policy of enmeshing a number of regional great powers in 

order to give them a stake in a stable regional order. Southeast Asian states are hedging 

against three key undesirable outcomes: Chinese domination or hegemony; American 

withdrawal from the region; and an unstable regional order.63 On the other hand, Kang 

defines hedging as the strategy between balancing and bandwagoning; its aim is to seek 

benefits from the dominant state, but also attempt to retain as much as independence as 

possible.64 According to some, balancing is a strategy that secondary states apply in 

responding to a rising power with an aim to counterbalance, contain and make aggressor 
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less offensive. Waltz claims that balancing against power is universal.65  Roy further 

explains that either states can balance against a perceived potential adversary internally, 

by shifting resource allocations to strengthen its defensive capability, or externally, by 

cooperating with another state that fears the same adversary.66  

In comparison, bandwagoning is defined as “the opposite of balancing. If balancing 

refers to the choice of joining the weaker side in a conflict, bandwagoning is the choice 

of allying with the stronger side”.67 There are two main reasons why states adopt a 

bandwagoning strategy. Firstly, they align with a rising power in order to avoid being 

attacked by it.68 Secondly, they choose to align with the winning side in the hope of 

realizing economic gains.69 Schweller asserts that Southeast Asian states consider 

balancing to be an extremely costly activity that most states would rather not engage in, 

but sometimes must do to survive and protect their values.70 Adopting a bandwagoning 

policy by aligning with a powerful state, on the other hand, allows secondary states to 

protect their benefits and to secure economic and political gain offered by a rising 

power.71  

T.V. Paul views hedging as a mixed strategic approach, which includes soft balancing, 

diplomatic engagement, and limited hard balancing.72 Ciorciari similarly claims that 

hedging is a mixed strategy consisting of low-intensity balancing or even limited 

alignment, which is used to reduce the risk of entrapment, protect the weaker party’s 

autonomy, and make it easier for the state to simultaneously engage rivals of its great-

power partner.73 Medeiros claims that hedging involves the twin pursuit of policies that 

stress engagement and realist style balancing.74 Moreover, Munn defines hedging “as a 

strategic behaviour under the conditions of high stakes and high-uncertainties, in which 

a country seeks to offset risks by pursuing multiple opposite and mutually-counteracting 
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options, as an effort to insure its long-term interests in a fluid international 

environment”.75 Other scholars argue that a hedging strategy is primarily used by states 

as a long-term insurance policy that involves engaging the potentially-threatening state 

in an effort to socialize it into accepting certain norms of international behaviour, and 

strengthening their diplomatic and military relations with it so that they can effectively 

influence the target state’s foreign policy behaviour.76 Kuik further explains that 

“hedging is an act in which states seeks to protect their interests by pursuing a bundle of 

contradictory options, with the ultimate goals of maximizing benefits from a rising 

power when all is well and simultaneously preparing for possible worst-case 

scenarios”.77 

In other words, the adoption of a hedging strategy allows the hedging states (big and 

small) to reap as much economic and diplomatic profit as possible from a rising power 

when things are smooth, while at the same time it also serves to reduce the hedger’s loss 

in case things go wrong.78 Chung holds that the adoption of hedging by South East Asian 

states is motivated by the need to “optimize economic benefits and minimize security 

risks in response to an environment of uncertainty, primarily driven by the rise of China 

as an economic and military power. The region hopes to maximize economic 

opportunities with China, but is uncertain as to its future foreign and security policy 

orientation”.79 Furthermore, there are some other scholars that define secondary states’ 

response toward China as well as Southeast Asian states’ behaviours toward a rising 

China in the same category as hedging. For example, Simon claims that most analysts 

agree that Southeast Asian states have pursued “dual-track’ strategies to advance their 

policy interests.80 Murphy holds that “for small states dealing with rising powers, policy 

choice extends well beyond balancing and bandwagoning to include engagement, buck-
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passing, and mixed strategies such as hedging”.81 Manicom and O’Neil claim that 

secondary states respond to the rise of China by pursuing a combination of strategies 

between bandwagoning and balancing.82 

Although hedging strategy is defined by some aforementioned scholars as a strategy, 

ranging from bandwagoning, alignment, enmeshment, engagement up to soft-balancing 

and hard balancing, which are distributed along a spectrum, existing definitions of 

hedging lack sufficient depth to understand clearly if all countries, regardless of their 

economic and political power in the international system, should hedge the same way or 

in different ways. This is because the U.S., being the strongest economic and military 

power in the world, might hedge against China differently to Laos, which is 

economically weak and dependent on China’s assistance. Similarly, when a state 

chooses to hedge against a rising power over the preceived threats, the definition above 

also can not explain to what extent a state should choose to balance against, engage or 

bandwagon with a rising power in its hedging behaviour. Just like the case of Vietnam 

facing threats from China over the South China Sea conflict, Vietnam chooses to hedge 

against China instead of taking a pure balancing approach against it. By relying only on 

the existing definition of hedging stragy, it is not possible to gain good understanding of 

how Vietnam hedges differently or similarly with other countries that view China as a 

threat and why it is hedging in that way. 

1.6.2 Essence of Hedging 

Smaller states choose to hedge on a rising power rather than adopt a pure realist 

balancing or pure bandwagoning policy toward China for numerous reasons. The current 

international and regional system allows smaller states to hedge on China to avoid the 

adoption of a single policy, which does not provide the best interest for them. According 

to Cheng-Chwee Kuik, Southeast Asian states can hedge when there are four existing 

conditions. First, there is the absence of an immediate threat that compels these states to 

ally with another great power for protection.83 The rise of China is just a potential threat, 

not yet an immediate threat as perceived by the rise of Nazi Germany or Japan during 

the Second World War. Second, there is an absence of any competing ideological camps, 

                                                 
81   Murphy, ‘Beyond Balancing and Bandwagoning: Thailand's Response to China's Rise’, p.2. 
82   J. Manicom and A. O’Neil, ‘Accommodation, realignment, or business as usual? Australia’s response 

to a rising China’, The Pacific Review, vol. 23, no.1, 2010, pp. 23-44. 
83   Cheng-Chwee, ‘The Essence of Hedging: Malaysia and Singapore’s Response to a Rising China’, p. 

165. 



 

45 

 

which compels states to enter into opposing camps as occurred during the Cold War, 

when states had to choose to ally with the U.S., the leader of the Capitalist camp, or the 

former Soviet Union, the leader of the Communist camp. Third, there is an absence of an 

all-out Great Power rivalry that forces smaller states to choose sides.84  Fourth, Paul 

further asserts that smaller states can hedge on China at present because the rise of 

China, militarily and economically, is just a concern or a potential threat that does not 

yet pose any serious challenge to the sovereign existence of other great powers, which 

would compel other great powers and their small allies to balance against China.85 

A hedging strategy is a necessary strategy that allows smaller states to prepare for risk 

contingency, and reap benefits from a rising power. Avoiding the adoption of a pure 

single strategy allows smaller states to enjoy freedom of action and helps reduce 

tensions among major power actors by not joining any great power, leaving either great 

power feeling insecure.86 Hedging is a suitable strategy that “works for the best and 

prepares for the worst. A policy that focuses on merely return-maximizing without 

preparing for risk contingency ─ and vice versa ─ is not a hedging strategy”.87 By 

adopting a hedging strategy, smaller states can maximize short-term benefits from a big 

power (China) while simultaneously attempting to offset or minimize longer-term risks 

that might arise in worse case scenarios. 88  

Adopting a pure balancing strategy is considered unnecessary at present because China 

is not yet viewed as an immediate threat. Balancing against China is therefore 

provocative, and counter-productive, which can in turn push China to become hostile to 

balancing states and can turn potential threat into reality. Furthermore, it is also 

economically unwise as it causes balancing states to miss out on an opportunity to reap 

economic benefits from China through trade and investment with and from China.89  

Hedging provides maximum leveraging power with the rising power, allowing smaller 

states to cultivate collective and private goods offered by the rising power such as trade 
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and investment. While at the same time, signalling to the rising power that if it changes 

course into an aggressive manner and become a drastic revisionist,90 it would face a 

serious hard balancing coalition from these states to counteract that unwanted 

behaviour.91 Baviera argues that accommodation of China serves ASEAN’s interests in 

several important ways. Integration with the Chinese economy secures the ASEAN 

economies from being overpowered by it. It also transforms China into a major 

stakeholder in Southeast Asia, thus securing its commitment to a peaceful and stable 

regional environment that will allow national development efforts to be sustained on 

both sides.92  

However, adopting a pure bandwagoning strategy is also not pragmatic because it is 

risky to lose sovereignty and limit states’ freedom of action.93 This is because by fully 

bandwagoning with a single great power, smaller states must depend on a single great 

power, which puts their survival at the mercy of other states.94 Thus, it limits their 

leveraging power over that rising great power, China. Adopting a pure bandwagoning 

strategy also compels smaller states to choose one great power at the expense of another. 

This can potentially drag them into great power conflicts and antagonise another 

opponent, the United States. Consequently, ‘putting all the eggs in one basket’ regarding 

security protection from China, is not a wise strategy as it invites other risks as 

mentioned. Goh asserts that many states in Southeast Asia maintain military 

relationships with not just a single great power and preferably do not commit themselves 

to join any potentially antagonistic stances against other states.95 Sutter similarly claims 

that even though China’s influence and power over Southeast Asian states is on the 

increase, and although Southeast Asian leaders generally have welcomed China’s 

diplomatic and political advances, along with economic and security opportunities, 

Southeast Asian states have also shown hesitancy to move under China’s dominance.96 

In general, scholars agree that hedging is a strategy between pure balancing and pure 
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bandwagoning. Therefore, smaller states adopt strategies between them to achieve two 

objectives—economic and political gain, and risk-contingency. States apply limited 

bandwagoning, engagement and soft balancing to different degrees depending on threats 

perceived toward China. For example, while Singapore adopts a stronger degree of soft 

balancing by strengthening military cooperation with the U.S. and actively engages 

China in the rule of law, Laos, on the other hand, does not view China as a threat. It 

therefore exerts a strong degree of limited bandwagoning with China, and has limited 

military cooperation with the U.S. 

The flexibility of hedging allows a state to minimize risks and maximize benefits offered 

by a rising power at the same times, making it attractive for not only great powers but 

also secondary powers. For example, the U.S. also adopts a hedging policy toward 

China. It is apparent that the Obama administration has avoided direct confrontation 

with China or adopted a hard balancing strategy against China in the same style that it 

applied toward the former Soviet Union. Currently, Obama adopts a soft balancing 

strategy against China to retain its supremacy in Asia and counter Beijing’s power by 

launching its pivotal policy to Asia in order to “reenergize the U.S. relationships with 

traditional allies and partners that share America’s values and interests, wielding 

American leadership in the Asia-Pacific after the relative neglect of the region under 

President Bush”.97 On the other hand, he adopts a limited bandwagoning policy toward 

China to avoid fierce confrontation and seek benefits with China. This was evident in 

2009, when Obama postponed the meeting with Dalai Lama, the Tibetan religious 

leader.98 Furthermore, his decision not to sell F-16 fighter jets to Taiwan in 2011 also 

indicates the U.S. avoidance in confronting China.99 Likewise, China’s policy toward the 

U.S. also contains elements of hedging. Foot claims that while Beijing shows its 

accommodation with the current American-dominated global order, it also hedges on the 

U.S. to secure its interests.100 China’s hedging behaviour on the U.S. is seen through a 

limited bandwagoning policy and a soft balancing policy with the U.S. at the same time. 
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This is evident when China aligned with the U.S. to express concern in the joint 

statement with regard to [China’s ally], North Korea’s claimed uranium enrichment 

program and called for early resumption of the Six-Party talk process.101 It also tried to 

maintain smooth relations with the U.S. by agreeing to resume military to military 

exchanges with the U.S. in 2011 after the U.S. arms sale to Taiwan was suspended in 

2010.102 However, China has also adopted soft balancing against the U.S. by 

strengthening bilateral relations with Southeast Asian states to prevent any potential U.S. 

led containment coalition of China in the region. China supports the development of 

ASEAN plus three [China, South Korea and Japan], a regional dialogue established in 

2007 to address key regional issues on security, economics, social issues and the 

environment, which excludes the U.S.103  

Goh further suggests that Southeast Asian states are also hedging against China. They 

adopt a middle position to balancing, bandwagoning, or neutrality. They hedge on China 

by maintaining and deepening security ties with the U.S, and developing multilateral 

institutions as a means to stimulate constructive Chinese participation in regional 

security issues.104 They engage China and other great powers, such as the U.S., Japan, 

and India, by adopting a two-pronged strategy: namely, omni-enmeshment105 of major 

powers and complex balance of influence, and creating a hierarchical regional order by 

bringing great powers in the region.106 Zhang also supports that Southeast Asian states 

are hedging against China by seeking U.S. leadership as a security provider and 

deepening strategic relations with each other to preserve their independence and freedom 

of action. The U.S. serves as a natural offshore balancer in the South China Seas dispute 

between them and China.107 McDougal similarly argues that while these states welcome 

the U.S. increasing role in the region, they also keep China fully engaged by a 
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combination of hedging and accommodation to avoid direct confrontation with China. 

They have also used “a soft balancing strategy to engage China via various economic, 

political, and even security dialogues while undertaking diplomatic and political-military 

overtures toward the U.S. and other regional powers such as Japan, India, and Australia 

to enlist them as security partners to balance China’s rising influence”.108 In response to 

hedging strategies adopted by Southeast Asian nations, China uses a counter hedging 

strategy to achieve five aspects: 

 (1) settling the Spratly islands dispute as much in China’s favour and with as little 

involvement from non-claimant states as possible; (2) preventing Taiwan from using 

trade and investment links with Southeast Asia to play off China’s growing 

influence in the region; (3) weakening bilateral alliances between the United States 

and Southeast Asian states and resisting any heightening of Japan’s security role in 

the region; (4), strengthening political, military, and infra-structural linkages with 

Southeast Asian states; and (5), acting as the engine of economic growth and 

putative financial backer for the region. 109  

 

Individual Southeast Asian states are also hedging on China in order to increase their 

power advantage, and prevent China from dominating their sovereignty and the region. 

In the case of Malaysia, it has engaged China in multilateral regional organisations to 

balance the power of the U.S. in the region and to socialise China into regional order.110 

Malaysia is currently bandwagoning with China by becoming a major political and 

diplomatic ally of China, and developing economic, strategic and political perspectives 

on a range of issues with this rising power.111 However, it has prevented and denied any 

possibility of domination by any big power including China in Southeast Asia in order to 

safeguarding its independence, as well as its insistence on keeping an ‘equidistant’ 

relationship with all major powers. 112   

Singapore has hedged against China by providing military facilities and port access for 

the U.S. naval and air forces. It regularly participates in bilateral and multilateral joint 
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exercises with the US.113 Singapore has attempted to keep the US engaged and involved 

in Southeast Asia to deter any attempts at Chinese hegemony.114 Besides this, it has 

maintained its political independence by keeping her close relationship with Taiwan, 

despite Chinese displeasure.115 While Singaporean policy makers have tried to maximise 

economic interests with China by expanding its economic linkages with China, it has 

concurrently engaged China in multilateral fora, and remained close with the U.S.—

politically and militarily.116 This is because it wants to enjoy privileged access to 

American technology, training and base access.117 Notwithstanding this, Singapore also 

shows a certain tendency to bandwagon with China in order to avoid instigating hostility 

with this rising power because it realises that China is rising—militarily and 

economically—and that antagonising China can result in the loss of vast commercial 

benefits that it can tap from China.118  

By strengthening its traditional alliance with the United States, the Philippines hedges on 

China. In 2000, it supported the U.S. invasion in Iraq by sending 60 medical personnel, 

25 police officers, 50 soldiers and 39 social workers to Iraq to assist in humanitarian 

aid,119 and allowed the U.S. to use its Laoag airport and Batanes Island during the war in 

Iraq and Afghanistan in early 2000s.120 In 2014, it held joint military exercises in 

Palawan, the island closest to the contested areas of the South China Sea, involving 

about 5,000 sailors and marines from two states.121 While adopting a soft balancing 

strategy against China, Manila has engaged and bandwagoned with China for benefits. 

In May 2000, President Joseph Estrada signed the Joint Statement on the Framework of 

Bilateral Cooperation in the Twenty-first Century to strengthen bilateral cooperation 

with China in defence, trade and investment.122 In 2004, the Philippines signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding on defence cooperation with China, setting up the 

consultation mechanism, enhancing cooperation against terrorism, and combining 

                                                 
113    Goh, ‘Southeast Asian Perspectives on the China challenge’, p.826. 
114    M. Cai Dexian, ‘Hedging for Maximum Flexibility: Singapore’s Pragmatic Approach to Security 

Relations with the U.S. and China’, Journal of the Singapore Armed Forces, vol. 39, no. 2, 2013, p.8. 
115    Ibid., p.5. 
116    Ibid.,  
117    Ibid., 
118    Ibid., p.4. 
119    R. Cruz De Castro, ‘The US-Philippine Alliance: An Evolving Hedge against an Emerging China  

Challenge’, p. 407. 
120    ‘United States seeks access to Philippine bases as part of Asia Pivot’, Reuters, 24 April 2015. 
121    F. Whaley, ‘U.S. and Philippines Hold Joint  Military Exercises’, The New York Times, 29 September 

2014.  
122    Ben Yue ‘Asia Weekly: Philippines opens its arms’ ChinaDaily Asia, 13 September 2013, 

<http://www.chinadailyasia.com/business/2013-09/13/content_15088169.html>, consulted 1 August 

2015. 

http://www.chinadailyasia.com/business/2013-09/13/content_15088169.html
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military exercises.123 Today, the Philippines shows a stronger tendency to balance 

against China due to its dispute with China in the South China Sea. In response to 

China’s assertiveness, the Philippines adopted a two-track diplomatic strategy toward 

China by advancing its limited arms build-up and seeking the U.S. security guarantee.124 

It also uses “the instrumentalities of a regional organization, the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and international law, specifically the United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) to constrain an increasingly 

assertive China”.125 

Vietnam hedges against China by strengthening closer relations with the U.S. amid 

ongoing conflicts with China on the South China Sea ownership. In order to balance the 

power of China, in 2008 Vietnam held its first strategic dialogue with the U.S. 

addressing political, security, and defence issue. Furthermore, since 2009, Vietnam 

gradually opened its naval bases to the U.S Navy for port visits and ship repairs.126 In 

2011, the U.S. Navy Ship also visited Vietnamese naval base at Cam Ranh Bay for the 

first time in 38 years.127 In addition, in 2015, the Vietnamese Communist Party Secretary 

General Nguyen Phu Trong visited Washington to build trust and improve relations.128 

On this occasion, Obama pledged to return his visit to Vietnam later this year to 

strengthen relations.129 To secure its economic interests with China, it has engaged with 

China by promoting economic ties and broadening a greater level of economic 

interdependence.130 Table 1 below summarises definitions of strategies discussed above. 

Table 1: List of strategies adopted by secondary states toward a rising power 

 

 

                                                 
123     R. Robles, ‘Warming Ties Mark Arroyo’s Beijing Visit: China’s Emerges as the Philippines’ New 

Foreign Ally after Manila’s Pull out from Iraq”, South China Morning Post, 1 September 2007.  
124     R. De Castro, ‘The Philippines Confronts China in the South China Sea: Power Politics vs. 

Liberalism-Legalis m’, Asian Perspective, vol. 39, issue. 1, 2015, pp. 72-73. (pp. 71-100) 
125     Ibid., p. 73.  
126   Cheng-Chwee, Nor Azizan and Abd Rahim, ‘The China Factor in the U.S. “Reengagement” with 

Southeast Asia’, p. 332. 
127     Ibid., 
128    ‘Vietnam Communist Party Chief to make first U.S. Trip’, The Guardian, 4 July 2015, 

<http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/jul/04/vietnam-communist-party-chief-to-make-first-us-

trip>, consulted 4 August 2015.  
129     D. Boyer, ‘Obama says he’ll visit Vietnam soon, meets with leader Nguyen Phu Trong’, The 

Washington Times, 7 July 2015, <http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2015/jul/7/obama-says-

hell-visit-vietnam-soon-meets-with-lead/>, consulted 4 August 2015. 
130     L. H. Hiep, ‘Vietnam’s Hedging Strategy against China since Normalization’, Contemporary  

Southeast Asia, vol. 35, no. 3, 2013, p. 362. 

http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/jul/04/vietnam-communist-party-chief-to-make-first-us-trip
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/jul/04/vietnam-communist-party-chief-to-make-first-us-trip
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2015/jul/7/obama-says-hell-visit-vietnam-soon-meets-with-lead/
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Strategies Definitions 

Hiding   Discounting threat or declaring neutrality, hoping that “the storm would 
blow over”.131  

 Under the unpredictable situations of power shift, small states find 
themselves helpless with their severely limited national capabilities. In 
addition, hasty actions, such as siding with one or another, often demanding 
hostile attitude toward other great powers, are too much of a risk for small 
states. Under these circumstances, they may prefer to remain undetermined; 
simply wishing all things would pass by. A state to have chosen the 
strategy of hiding when it faces a rising power but does nothing or declares 
neutrality despite the absence of efficient measures or capabilities to 
preserve such political stance.132 

Neutrality   Political decision and measures of a neutral state freely takes in peace/war 
times with the aim of securing the credibility and the efficiency of its 
legally binding neutrality.133 This policy is also aimed at ensuring the 
security of neutral states in accordance with their national interests.134 

 A policy of a neutral state like Switzerland consists of 5 functions: 
Integration: ensure the internal cohesion and peace among the different 

cultural and confessional groups. 

Protection:  possibility to stay out of the wars in neighbouring regions and 
to remain independent. 

Economy:   continue business with all parties in conflict 

European balance: correspond to the geopolitical interests of the main 
continental powers. 

Good offices: give the chance to offer mediation or negotiation services and 
demonstrate solidarity. 135   

Accommodation  Defined as, attempts to cooperate and craft stability that are short of slavish 
bandwagoning (in situation where states do not fear a larger state).136 It also 
means compromising or yielding on unreasonable demands of a rising 
power. 137 

 Small states’ accommodating strategies in time of power shift are twofold: 
satisfying the rising power, and adapting to the new environment. 
Admitting improved international status of a rising state, as well as its 
undeniable prominence followed by offering political or economic favours 
to it, small states can please the ascending power. In addition, small states 
may adapt themselves to changes in regional or international order, and it 
may build new interstate relations caused by the power transition. Through 

                                                 
131    P. Schroeder, ‘Historical Reality vs. Neo-realist Theory’, International Security, vol. 19, no. 1, 1994, 

p. 117 
132    Lee, ‘Hedging against Uncertain Future: The Response of East Asian Secondary Powers to Rising 

China’, p.5. 
133    V. Panchaud, ‘Neutrality of Switzerland: a Brief Introduction’, Professional Paper No. 15, 2009, 

p.108.  
134   Department for Disarmament Affairs, United Nations, ‘Concepts of Security’, United Nationals 

Publication, New York, 1986, p.10. 
135  Panchaud, ‘Neutrality of Switzerland: a Brief Introduction’, p.109.  
136  Kang, ‘Between Balancing and Bandwagoning: South Korea’s Response to China’, pp. 1-28. 
137   Lee, ‘Hedging against Uncertain Future: The Response of East Asian Secondary Powers to Rising 

China’, p.6. 



 

53 

 

these efforts, small states can avoid antagonising great power and even 
establish an amicable relationship with it. 138 

Hard balancing  Military build-ups and defence spending, or countervailing military 
alliances aimed at an adversary.139  

 States adopt this strategy by building and updating their military 
capabilities, as well as creating and maintaining formal alliances and 
countering alliances, to match the capabilities of their key opponents. The 
traditional realist and neorealist conceptions of balancing are mainly 
confined to hard balancing.140 

Soft balancing 

 

 Defined as “restraining the power of a state through international 
institutions and concerted diplomacy through limited informal alliances and 
economic sanctions, while making its aggressive actions less legitimate in 
the eyes of the world and hence its goals more difficult to obtain”. Soft 
balancing, in short, allows states to pursue a hedging strategy as it gives 
time to consider harsher hard balancing at a subsequent point in time.  141 

 Soft balancing involves tacit balancing short of formal alliances. It occurs 
when states generally develop ententes (friendly agreement or 
understanding) or limited security understandings with one another to 
balance a potentially threatening state or a rising power. Soft balancing is 
often based on a limited arms build-up, ad hoc cooperative exercises, or 
collaboration in regional or international institutions; these policies may be 
converted to open, hard-balancing strategies if, and when security 
completion becomes intense and the powerful state becomes threatening.  142 

Bandwagon  Attempt to curry favour with a state through military alliances or economic 
diplomatic cooperation.143 It also means that ‘taking active steps to curry 
favour or benefit from the military or economic might of another country’.  

144 

 States bandwagon with a rising power for two main purposes. The first one 
is for a defensive purpose, minor powers may try to neutralize threat and 
thereby avoid possible attacks from the ascending power by joining the 
latter. The second one is for gain profits derived from ascending powers’ 
expansion by “being on the winning side”.145 

Engagement   Attempt to influence the political behaviour of a target state through the 
comprehensive establishment and enhancement of contacts with the state 
across multiple issue-areas.146 

 Also defined as a “state’s attempt to socialize a dissatisfied power into 

                                                 
138   Ibid., p.6. 
139   Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p.118. 
140   T.V. Paul and J.J. Wirtz and M. Fortmann, Balance of Power: Theory and Practice in the 21 st 

Century,  California, Stanford University Press, 2004, p. 3. 
141   Paul, ‘Strategies for managing China’s rise’, pp.14-15. 
142   Paul and Wirtz and Fortmann, Balance of Power: Theory and Practice in the 21 st Century, p. 3. 
143   Kang, ‘Between Balancing and Bandwagoning: South Korea’s Response to China’, p.8. See also Goh, 

Betwixt and Between: Southeast Asian Strategic Relations with the U.S. and China, p.4.; and Waltz, 

Theory of International Politics, p.126. 
144  Kang, ‘The theoretical roots of hierarchy in international relations’, p. 347.  
145  Schweller, ‘Bandwagoning for Profit: Bringing the Revisionist State back In’, p.88.  
146  Resnick, ‘Defining Engagement’, p. 559. 
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accepting the rules and institutions of the pre-existing international 
order”.147 Engagement can be undertaken both bilateral and multilateral 
forums and settings. Example: Asian states have been pursuing diplomatic 
engagement with China at multilateral forums such as ARF, ASEAN.148  

 Instruments of engagement policy include diplomatic contacts (e.g. 
extension and elevation of diplomatic relations, summits, high level 
meetings, etc.), military contacts (e.g. military exchange, joint training or 
exercise, confidence building measures, intelligence sharing), economic 
contacts (e.g. agreements, foreign aids and loans, coordination of 
macroeconomic policies), and social contacts (e.g. cultural exchanges, 
improvement of tourism, youth exchange programs). Through these 
interactions, minor powers can try to induce its target to a more moderate 
and peaceful path. Although secondary states’ influence over shaping 
perceptions and behaviours of a rising power is not as powerful as great 
powers,’ engagement it is a considerable option.149 

Transcending  Overcoming the power-centric logic of realpolitik through institutional 
and/or normative arrangements.150 

 Due to their obvious lack of efficient political and military capability, small 
states may depend on other instruments of influence: multilateral 
institutions and international norms. In the platform of multilateral 
institutions and regimes, barring a few exceptions, minor powers can enjoy 
relatively equal right to voice their concerns and opinions about regional 
and international affairs and set the issue agenda. Therefore, bringing the 
rising power into this realm of multilateralism, if successful, can be a useful 
way of exercising influence over it. Appealing to international norms, such 
as non-intervention, respect for sovereignty, peaceful resolution of 
interstate conflicts and many more can be another way of transcending.  151 

Hedging  A mixed strategic approach consisting of soft balancing, engagement and 
limited bandwagoning.  

 Hedging is the most accurate term to describe the strategy when 
engagement policies are pursued at the same time as indirect balancing 
policies.152 Hedging behaviour involves indirect or soft balancing, 
engagement and policy of enmeshing. 153  

 Kang defines it as the strategy between balancing and bandwagoning, it 
aims that seeking to gain benefits from the dominant state, but also attempt 
to retrain as much as independence as possible. 154 

 T.V. Paul views it as a mixed strategic approach, which includes soft 
balancing, diplomatic engagement, and limited hard balancing.155  
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This thesis challenges conventional realist and liberal theories, which suggest that 

secondary states in Southeast Asia will and should adopt a balancing or bandwagoning 

strategy toward China. Instead, it finds that they are hedging toward that rising power. 

Contributing to the literature on how smaller Southeast Asian states are responding to 

China, this thesis provides an explanation of the political, economic and strategic drivers 

of hedging behaviour.  
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CHAPTER 2:  HISTORICAL RELATIONS OF CAMBODIA’S RESPONSE 

TO CHINA 

 

2.1 Introduction  

Cambodian-Chinese relations can be traced back to the Khmer Empire, when Cambodia 

maintained tributary relations with the Middle Kingdom dating back to the 17th and 18th 

centuries.1 For about a decade after the founding of the People’s Republic of China 

(PRC), Cambodia adopted a soft balancing strategy against China. Things changed 

under the late King Sihanouk. First, Cambodia established official diplomatic relations 

with China on 19 July 1958.2 Second, King Sihanouk changed Cambodia’s stance 

toward bandwagoning with China. During the 1960s and 1970s, Cambodia remained 

neutral towards, and hedged against the U.S., aiming to stay away from great power 

conflicts and avoiding being dragged into the U.S. efforts to suppress communism in the 

region. In 1978, however, Cambodia, led by a Vietnamese-backed government under 

Heng Samrin and Hun Sen, adopted a soft balancing strategy against China once again 

during the Cambodian crisis, as the government perceived China as a threat to 

Cambodian security. 

This chapter provides a brief historical profile of Cambodia. It will discuss how 

Cambodia began to improve relations with China and hedged between the U.S. and 

China to remain neutral. In addition, it will show how Cambodia was forced to take 

sides with the U.S. in an ideological conflict between the Capitalist-world led by the 

U.S. and the Communist-world led by the former Soviet Union and China. As such, 

Cambodia’s relationship with China was affected under Lon Nol’s government. 

Furthermore, it will show that China supported the Khmer Rouge to seize power. As a 

result, Cambodia, under the Khmer Rouge, bandwagoned with China to resist 

Vietnamese influence. Finally, the chapter will chart how China’s relations with 

Cambodia under Hun Sen’s government developed from enmity to amity, which 

transformed Cambodia’s response to China from strong soft-balancing to a stronger 

                                                 
1    C.A. Thayer, ‘China’s relations with Laos and Cambodia’, in Jung -Ho Bae and Jae H. Ku (eds)., 

China’s Internal and External Relations and Lessons for Korea and Asia, Seoul, Korea, Korea 

Institute for National Unification, 2013, p.190. 
2    ASEAN-China Centre website, ‘Cambodia and China’, <http://www.asean-china-center.org/english/ 

2010-07/09/ c_13391412.htm>, consulted 2 January 2013. 
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level of limited bandwagoning, which hedged on China and Vietnam between 1978 and 

1997.   

2.2 Cambodian Profile 

Geographically, the Kingdom of Cambodia is situated in Southeast Asia, covering a total 

area of 181,035 square kilometres. It shares a 541 km border with Laos to the northeast, 

an 803 km border with Thailand to the northwest, a border of 1,228 km with Vietnam to 

the East, and with the Gulf of Thailand lying to the Southwest.3 During the last 50 years, 

Cambodia has experienced many political and regime changes due to domestic conflicts 

coupled with interference from external powers. Consequently, Cambodia’s formal 

name was changed six times following its independence from France in 1954. This 

reflects the country’s political turmoil, and frequent periods of war.4 Approximately 1.7 

million Cambodians were killed during the Khmer Rouge regime, a time when 

Cambodia was formally known as ‘Democratic Kampuchea’.5 Today Cambodia is 

composed of 20 provinces, 4 municipalities, 183 districts, and 1609 communes.6 It had a 

total population of 14.8 million in 2012.7  

Politically, Cambodia is a constitutional monarchy. The current king, Norodom 

Sihamoni, acceded to the throne on 29 October 2004 after King Sihanouk abdicated. 8 

The country is formally a pluralistic-liberal democracy and the constitution sets out in 

Article 51 that “the power of the Legislative, Executive and Judicial branches shall be 

                                                 
3    Central Intelligence Agency, ‘Cambodia’, The World Factbook,  

     < https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/cb.html>, consulted 1 July 2013. 
4    When King Sihanouk ruled Cambodia between 1953 and 1970, Cambodia was called the Kingdom of 

Cambodia, having the King as the head of state. However, General Lon Nol launched coup d’état 

against King Sihanouk and renamed Cambodia as the Khmer Republic from 1970 to 1975. But soon 

after Khmer Rouge seized power, the People’s Republic of Kampuchea was introduced between 1975 

and 1979. The name was changed again to the People’s Republic of Kampuchea from 1979 to 1989 

when Vietnam invaded Cambodia to get rid of Khmer Rouge. Nevertheless, after Vietnam’s 

withdrawal, Cambodia was renamed as the State of Cambodia from 1989 to 1993, and later to the 

Kingdom of Cambodia until now after upholding King Sihanouk as the head of state; see S. Sheehan 

and B. Cooke, Cultures of the World: Cambodia, 2nd ed, New York, Marshall Cavendish Benchmark, 

2007, p.25. 
5    Reuter, ‘Khmer Rouge leader accepts responsibility for Cambodia’s Killing Fields’, The Telegraph, 30 

May 2013, < http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/cambodia/10089229/Khmer-Rouge-

leader-accepts-responsibility-for-Cambodias-Killing-Fields.html>, consulted 15 July 2013. 
6    Royal Embassy of Cambodia to Australia and New Zealand, ‘Geography’,  

     < http://www.embassyofcambodia.org.nz/geography.htm>, consulted 15 July 2013. 
7   The World Bank, ‘Cambodia: Country at a Glance’, World Bank Report, 2013,  

 <http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/cambodia>, consulted 15 July 2013.  
8   Council for the Development of Cambodia, ‘Political System’, 2013, < http://www. Cambodia invest 

ment.gov.kh/country-overview/political-system.html>, consulted 23 July 2013; see also ‘Cambodia’s 

King ‘Abdicates’’, BBC News, 7 October 2004, <http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/3722294 

.stm>, consulted 22 July 2013. 
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separated”.9 According to journalists, the King is seen merely as a symbol of unity for 

Cambodians, and as a figurehead who does not possess power in Cambodian politics.10 

Hun Sen, who has governed the country since 1985, is a dominant Prime Minister who 

has long been the most powerful figure in Cambodian politics. Although five political 

parties won seats in the 2008 general election, the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP), 

under Hun Sen’s leadership, has dominated Cambodian politics for nearly three 

decades.11  

In 1993, Hun Sen served as co-Prime Minister with the first Prime Minister Prince 

Norodom Ranariddh. In the 1998 general election, his party won the election but had to 

form a coalition with FUNCIPEC (National United Front for an Independent, Neutral, 

Peaceful, and Cooperative Cambodia Party) because it did not win enough seats to 

govern in its own right. However, the CPP won a majority of seats in Parliament during 

the 2003 and 2008 general elections, which cemented Hun Sen’s political power in 

Cambodia.12 However, in the most recent general election, on 28 July 2013, the CPP 

won 68 seats out of the 123 seats in the parliament, down from 90. In contrast, the 

opposition, Cambodian National Rescue Party (CNRP), led by Sam Rainsy, won 55 

seats (up by 23 compared to the 2008).13  In addition, the CNRP leader refused to accept 

the result of the election, claiming that there were irregularities in the vote and calling 

for the United Nations and non-governmental bodies to take part in an investigation.14  

                                                 
9    Council for the Development of Cambodia, ‘Political System’, 2013. 
10   N. Soman, ‘We should be United’, the Cambodian Post, 26 October 2012,  

     < http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/we-should-be-united >, consulted 23 July 2013; see also C. 

Dewey and M. Fisher, ‘Meet the world’s other 25 royal families’, The Washington Post, 22 July 2013, 

<http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/worldviews/wp/2013/07/22/meet-the-worlds-other-25-royal-

families/>, consulted 23 July 2013. 
11   The latest general election in 2008, the Cambodian the CPP won 90 seats; Sam Rainsy Party (26 seats); 

Human Rights Party (3 seats), Norodom Ranariddh Party (2 seats); and League for Democracy Party (2 

seats), making the CPP gaining absolute power in Cambodia politics. See C. A. Thayer, ‘Cambodia: 

The Cambodia People’s  Party Consolidates Power’, Southeast Asian Affairs, vol.  2009, issue.1, 2009, 

p.86. 
12  ‘Profile: Hun Sen’, BBC News, 15 July 2004, < http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/138761.stm>, 

consulted 2 July 2013; see also ‘Cambodia profile’, BBC news, 7 June 2013, < 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-pacific-13006542>, consulted 2 July 2013. 
13   P. Chan Thul, ‘Cambodia’s ruling party won Sunday’s general election but with a much -reduced 

majority’, Reuter, 28 July 2013, <http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/07/28/us -cambodia-election-

idUSBRE96R01G20130728>, consulted 7 August 2013. 
14  P. Chan Thul, ‘Thousands protest in Cambodia as opposition rejects poll result’, Reuter, 6 August 

2013, <http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/08/06/us -cambodia-election-

idUSBRE9750K120130806>, consulted 7 August 2013. 
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http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-pacific-13006542
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Cambodia’s economic performance in 2014 remained strong, with an economic growth 

of 7 per cent largely driven by the garment sector, construction and services.15 The 

garment sector is an important export sector in Cambodia, employing 400,000 people 

and contributing US $4 billion to the country’s economy of US $13 billion in 2012.16 

The World Bank reported that Cambodian GDP in 2014 was valued at $16.71.06 billion 

with a GDP growth at 7 per cent in the same year.17 China is Cambodia’s top source of 

investment, with their total investment between 1994 and 2012 amounting to US $9.17 

billion.18  

2.3 China’s Support of Cambodia’s Neutral Policy  

Cambodia gained full independence from France in November 1953.19 During the Cold 

War, Cambodia viewed the rise of Communism in the region as a threat. The King 

feared that communist China and North Vietnam would occupy Cambodia. As a result, 

Cambodia adopted a policy of soft balancing against China, with limited cooperation, 

and waited for five years until it established formal diplomatic relations with China in 

1958. In order to safeguard Cambodia from the Communist threat, Cambodia resorted to 

U.S. assistance. U.S sources reveal that in 1959, the U.S provided US $170 million 

military aid to Cambodia while France provided US $25 million, and Japan US $4.3 

million.20 Between 1955 and 1963, the United States provided US $409.6 million in 

economic grant aid and another US $83.7 million in military assistance to assist 

Cambodia recover from its war of independence against France. Amongst other 

purposes, these funds helped empower Cambodia’s internal security forces, and paid for 

the construction of an all-weather road to the seaport of Sihanoukville, giving Cambodia 

its first direct access to the sea, and access to the South Western hinterlands.21  

                                                 
15  The World Bank website, ‘Overview: Cambodia’, 2015, 

<http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/cambodia/overview>,  consulted 9 October 2015 
16  ‘Cambodia’s Economy: Not a Complete Stitch-up’, The Economist, 29 September 2012,  

     < http://www.economist.com/node/21563763>, consulted 1 July 2013. 
17   The World Bank Website, ‘Cambodia’, 2015, <http://data.worldbank.org/country/cambodia>, 

consulted 9 October 2015. 
18   Agencies, ‘Chinese delegation visits Cambodia to boost trade, investment ties’, The Global Times, 22  

July 2013, < http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/798137.shtml#.Ue3fp21p29w>, consulted 23 July 

2013. 
19   P. Schier and M. Schier-Oum, Prince Sihanouk on Cambodia, 2nd edn., Hamburg, Germany, 

Mitteilungen des Institutes fur Asienkunde, 1985, p. XII. 
20   CIA FOIA, ‘National intelligence estimate Number 67-59: Cambodia’s International Orientation’, 26 

May 1959, p.3. 
21  ‘Cambodia-U.S Relations’, GlobalSecurity, 2 June 2012,  <http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/ 

world/ cambodia/forrel-us.htm>, consulted 25 July 2013. 
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Even though the U.S provided strong financial support to Cambodia, Leifer claims that 

King Sihanouk believed that the U.S was not fully committed to providing Cambodia 

with the same reliable security safeguard it offered to the Philippines.22 As a result, 

Cambodia perceived that relying on the U.S. sole security guarantee was neither a wise 

nor effective option. When the Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru visited 

Cambodia in November 1954, Sihanouk learned of an alternative: India’s neutrality 

policy, which Sihanouk perceived provided greater benefits than adopting a policy of 

pure bandwagoning with a single country. As a result, Sihanouk declared in 1954 “since 

he [Nehru] expounded his five principles in International Relations which were bearing 

fruit in lessening international tensions, I have been following them”.23 A year later, 

King Sihanouk led his delegation to attend the Afro-Asian conference at Bandung, 

Indonesia. During the conference, the Chinese Premier Zhou En-Lai, the head of the 

Chinese Communist delegation, invited him to lunch. Zhou acknowledged Sihanouk’s 

neutral position, and personally assured him that “China would adhere faithfully to the 

five principles of co-existence in its relations with Cambodia”.24 Zhou reassured 

Sihanouk that China would not harm Cambodia’s security.25 At this conference, 

Sihanouk took further action by stating that Cambodia was a neutral country, urging 

stronger powers such as China and the U.S to provide security guarantees to smaller 

states including Cambodia.26 He also stressed that “In our foreign relations we have 

favoured neutrality...we are neutral in the same way Switzerland and Sweden are 

neutral-not neutralist like Egypt or Indonesia”.27 He argued, “by practising genuine 

neutrality which eliminates any pretext for aggression we have a chance of not bringing 

down a storm on our heads; and a storm can be dangerous where there is no lightning-

conductor”.28  

Leifer argues that China was pleased with Cambodia’s neutral policy as long as 

Cambodia did not enter into close military alliance with the U.S to contain China.29 At 

the same time, Zhou’s statement at the conference impressed Sihanouk. Zhou stated: 
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The Chinese Delegation has come here to seek unity and not to quarrel, to seek 

common ground and not to create divergences.... Asian and African states and their 

peoples have suffered and are still suffering from the calamities of colonialism. All 

the Asian and African states gained their independence from colonialist rule 

whether these states are led by the communist or nationalists. We should seek to 

understand each other and respect each other, sympathize with and support one 

another and the Five Principles of Peaceful Co-Existence may completely serve as 

a basis for us to establish relations of friendship and cooperation and good 

neighbourliness.30 

 

King Sihanouk responded positively to the Sino-Indian concept of the five Principles of 

Peaceful Coexistence.31 He supported China’s position on important international issues, 

such as the convening of a conference to discuss the prohibition of nuclear weapons, and 

China’s quest to replace Taiwan’s seat with the PRC at the United Nations.32 

Importantly, Sihanouk made it clear that Cambodia did not wish to join any defence 

organisation and would not accept the protection offered by SEATO.33 Instead, he 

consolidated close relations with Prime Minister Nehru of India, President Sukarno of 

Indonesia and President Tito of Yugoslavia. Zhou, the Chinese Communist leader, also 

became a close friend.34  

While maintaining good relations with the U.S., King Sihanouk continued to adopt a 

limited bandwagoning policy toward China. In order to strengthen and improve relations 

with China, he visited China in February 1956 and signed a joint declaration on 

Cambodia-China Friendship.35 On this occasion, Mao Zedong reassured him that despite 

their different political systems, China and Cambodia’s relationship was as close as 

family.36 Mao also praised Sihanouk for Cambodia’s neutrality policy, and Zhou Enlai 

provided quiet assurance that China would protect Cambodia from the North 
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Vietnamese.37 Four months later, after the King’s visit to Beijing, Zhou Enlai paid a 

reciprocal visit to Cambodia38 and provided a gift of approximately US $22 million to 

Cambodia.39 In return, at the end of 1956, Sihanouk expressed his support for the PRC to 

be given legal standing at the United Nations, and announced that Cambodia de-

recognise Taiwan.40 Sihanouk’s active role in assisting China to gain a UN seat was 

highly appreciated by Chinese leaders, and served as a key driver of closer relations.41  

Between 1956 and 1964, China granted US $22.4 million to Cambodia for the 

construction of four factories and various enterprises of economic and social value, as 

well as light and heavy arms for 22,000 military personnel and anti-aircraft guns and 

bazookas.42 Sihanouk’s close relations with China were designed to act as a 

counterweight to threats from Cambodia’s neighbours, as well as to restrain the North 

Vietnamese movement in Cambodia.43 As the perception of threat toward China 

lessened and their bilateral relationship improved, both states officially established 

diplomatic relations in 1958.  

Sihanouk’s move to adopt a neutral position was aimed to balance the power of the U.S. 

in Cambodia by adopting a limited bandwagoning strategy with both the U.S. and China. 

By also adopting a soft balancing strategy, he avoided a formal alliance agreement with  

the U.S and China. Leifer argues that Sihanouk welcomed aid from the West while at the 

same time avoiding being beholden to the U.S., and ensuring Cambodia’s freedom of 

action.44 Sihanouk also proclaimed himself “friend to all, ally of none”,45 stressing 

Cambodia’s neutrality policy and its desire to avoid being seen as supporting any single 

side. The King also believed that the key to domestic stability and international security 

lay in a policy of neutrality.46 By avoiding full bandwagoning with either the U.S. or 

China, Cambodia hedged against both states to safeguard itself from being dragged into 

great power conflicts and to maximize interests from both sides. This was evident from 
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the King’s statement in 1958: “We are receiving some US $25,000,000 in economic aid 

from China over a period of two years, with no conditions attached. But we do not forget 

that American economic and military aid amounted to almost US$ 40,000,000 for the 

1957-58 budgetary years and that it was also offered unconditionally”.47 Additional 

sources note that from 1955 to 1963, the United States provided more than US $400 

million to Cambodia in economic aid and over US $83 million in military assistance.48 

Apart from maximizing returning benefits, hedging against the U.S. and adopting a 

limited bandwagoning policy with China also helped Cambodia to minimise risks of 

antagonising China, a growing power located in close proximity. King Sihanouk told the 

U.S Reporter in the 1989 that: “The influence of France and the United States may come 

and go, but China was a constant factor in Southeast Asia”.49 He also saw the necessity 

for Cambodia to avoid provoking China because of Cambodia’s sensitive geographic 

position. If it failed to carefully manage good relations with its neighbours—China, the 

former Soviet Union and Vietnam—it would risk harming national security, especially 

as Cambodia could not rely solely on the U.S security protection. Sihanouk clearly 

understood his dilemma: 

We are wedged in between two medium-sized nations of the Western bloc and 

only thinly screened by Laos from the scrutiny of two states of the Eastern bloc, 

North Vietnam and the vast People’s Republic of China. What choices have we 

but to try to maintain an equal balance between the ‘blocs’?50 

 

Furthermore, having close relations with China also weakened any possibility for North 

Vietnam to occupy Cambodia because China, one of the main supporters of North 

Vietnam, gave an assurance to safeguard Cambodia.51 Obsorne claimed that China 

reassured Sihanouk during his 1956 visit to Beijing that it would protect Cambodia from 

domination by the Vietnamese communists.52 This served Cambodia’s national interest 

to bandwagon with China to safeguard it from North Vietnamese threats. Nevertheless, 

even though Cambodia benefited from hedging between the U.S. and China, it could not 
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continue to maintain good relations with both states. This was because Cambodia’s 

neutrality did not serve the U.S. interest, which required Cambodia to engage in its 

policy to suppress communism in the region.  

2.4 Coup d'état against Sihanouk  

Although Sihanouk pledged to maintain a good relationship with both the U.S. and 

China, he actually failed to maintain a close connection with the U.S. and moved closer 

to China. King Sihanouk realized that it was important for Cambodia to maintain close 

relations with the communist powers for security reasons.53 Osborn further claims that 

Cambodia, under King Sihanouk’s rule, was critical of American’s role in Vietnam War. 

As a result, Cambodia assisted China to supply military aids to the National Liberation 

Front for South Vietnam (NLF) through the Cambodian port at Sihanoukville.54  

The U.S. resented Cambodia’s involvement, and in November 1963, the U.S. and South 

Vietnamese troops entered Cambodian territory without permission to suppress North 

Vietnamese troops operating in Cambodia.55 In response, in March 1964, Sihanouk 

organised a “spontaneous” demonstration of anger against the British and American 

embassies.56 In 1965, as a further protest of the military intrusion into Cambodian 

territory and amidst growing U.S. influence in the Cambodian armed forces57, he cut off 

diplomatic relations with the U.S. in response. His decision to end American aid—over 

30 per cent of military aid to the Cambodian army—resulted in an almost 14 per cent 

decline in Cambodian revenue. Reduction of aid caused resentment and pressure from 

the army and the King’s supporters.58 Although diplomatic relations were restored in 

1969 in exchange for the U.S. pledge to respect Cambodia’s independence and 

sovereignty within the present territorial boundaries,59 at the beginning of that year 

America continued to “conduct a four-year, sustained, large scale bombing campaign in 

Cambodia aimed at North Vietnamese troops in the country”.60 Mysliwiec asserts that 

Nixon’s administration had been secretly bombing Cambodia without the knowledge or 
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authorisation of the U.S. Congress. Approximately 550,000 tons of bombs was dropped 

on Cambodian territory, about twenty-five times the explosive force of the atomic bomb 

that dropped by the U.S in Hiroshima, Japan, and three and a half times as many bombs 

as were dropped on Japan during World War II.61  

At this time, Sihanouk’s power was declining. Although grassroots Cambodians 

worshipped him as the “God Father” who brought independence to Cambodia, the elite 

groups in Cambodia had no faith in his approach. General Lon Nol and his associates 

believed Sihanouk was not doing enough to remove Vietnamese troops from Cambodian 

territory. Furthermore, bureaucrats also resented his total control over policymaking and 

personnel decisions. Intellectuals opposed his policies of press and speech censorship, 

and young graduates were frustrated by the lack of job opportunities.62 Moreover, the 

U.S. viewed Sihanouk as unpredictable and untrustworthy and welcomed his ouster.63  

The U.S seized the opportunity to support General Lon Nol, Prime Minister, and 

Minister of Defence under Sihanouk’s administration, and his pro-Western cousin Prince 

Sisowath Sirik Matak to launch a coup against King Sihanouk while he was travelling 

from Moscow in March 1970.64 The National Assembly also withdrew its support of 

Sihanouk. Unable to return home, Sihanouk sought refuge in Beijing. In March 1970, he 

established the National United Front of Kampuchea (FUNK) to fight against General 

Lon Nol, and accused the U.S for masterminding the coup against him. FUNK asserted 

that: 

In order to destroy the peace and neutrality of Cambodia and to transform it into a 

neo-colony and a base of aggression against Vietnam and Laos, it would be 

necessary to kill, or at least to set aside, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, who was the 

incarnation of the policies of peace, national independence, and neutrality, 

unanimously supported by the Khmer people.65   

 

Sihanouk further warned that “the longer the United States insists on maintaining 

unpopular and pro-imperialist regimes in our states, the more it will draw upon itself the 

hatred of our peoples and will, in consequence, build up both their revolutionary 
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movements and their fighting solidarity”.66 It was estimated that for the fiscal year 1971-

1972 Washington gave one billion dollars in direct and indirect aid to support the Lon 

Nol regime in Phnom Penh.67 Another scholar claims that between 1970 and 1975, the 

U.S.-assisted Lon Nol government with around US $1.18 billion in military assistance 

and another US $503 million in economic aid in order to strengthen the new 

government.68 

Despite being ousted, Sihanouk received significant support internationally, especially 

from China. When Sihanouk fled from Moscow to Beijing, Zhou Enlai told Sihanouk at 

the airport, “You [Sihanouk] remain the Head of State, the only one. We will never 

recognize another.”69 Zhou promised, “If Sihanouk was ready to fight, the Chinese were 

ready to support him”.70 Premier Kim II Sung of North Korea was another Sihanouk 

supporter. He ordered the withdrawal of North Korea’s embassy in Phnom Penh, 

claiming that it was “better to leave a Cambodia without Sihanouk than to remain in a 

Cambodia with Lon Nol”.71 Corfield further claimed that on 21 March 1970, Pham Van 

Dong, the Prime Minister of North Vietnam travelled secretly to Beijing to offer his 

support to Sihanouk.72 In the presence of Zhou Enlai, he reiterated to Sihanouk that 

“after victory, Cambodia would be ‘independent, sovereign, neutral and free of any 

Vietnamese military presence”.73  

2.5 Khmer Rouge in Power 

Although Lon Nol’s regime viewed China as a threat and adopted a balancing policy 

against China, it could only do so for a short period. This is because China backed the 

Khmer Rouge to seize power in April 1975 and as a result took over Cambodia. Three 

important factors lead to the overthrow of Lon Nol’s regime and the ascent of the Khmer 

Rouge. 

Firstly, Lon Nol’s government faced resistance from pro-Sihanouk groups in rural areas. 

Although the coup gained some support from the elites and well-educated in Phnom 
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Penh, the grassroots people in the villages of Cambodia, who viewed Sihanouk as the 

“Godfather” of the country, were angry about the coup. On 26 March 1970, about 

25,000 people from 150 villages gathered, and demanded Sihanouk’s return. Many 

peasants viewed the coup as a bad omen for the country. As such, about 300 peasants 

organised a rally against the government and demanded an explanation for the 

overthrown of Sihanouk.74 This caused the government to be viewed unfavourably by 

the rural majority. 

A second factor leading to the Khmer Rouge’s acquisition of power was the training and 

support they received from China, and pro-Sihanouk forces. Storey asserts that during 

the 1960s, China supported Sihanouk and the Khmer Rouge army to defeat the Lon Nol 

regime.75 Although the exact amount of aid rendered to the Khmer Rouge before they 

took power in 1975 is unknown, it is clear that China became the main supporter of the 

Khmer Rouge. Once the Khmer Rouge gained power in September 1975, China granted 

a US $150 million interest free loan and a non-repayable subsidy of US $20 million to 

cover Cambodia’s trade deficit.76 According to Burchett, in 1975, China also agreed to 

provide the Khmer Rouge with a total of 13,300 tons of arms and ammunition (although 

only 3,200 tons were delivered). Furthermore, from 1976 to the end of 1978, China 

delivered arms and equipment which included an anti-aircraft artillery regiment, four 

escort vessels, four fast torpedo boats for naval forces, equipment for a tank regiment, 

submarines and tankers.77 By the end of 1978, China had delivered at least 200 tanks, 

300 artillery pieces, 6 jet fighters, and 2 bombers to Kampuchea.78 Similarly, Kiernan 

claimed that by the end of that year, the PRC had equipped the Khmer Rouge with 300 

armoured cars, 30,000 tons of ammunition.79 Furthermore, China also provided financial 

and technical support for the construction of several large infrastructure projects, 

including a military airfield at Kampong Chhnang.80 China also sent 15,000 advisers to 

Cambodia to oversee the implementation of its aid projects.81  
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The final important factor in Lon Nol’s overthrow was the U.S.’s declining desire to 

continue to wage war in Vietnam, resulting in their reluctance to further assist Lon Nol’s 

government to fight the Khmer Rouge. Between 1969 and 1973, the U.S. started to 

withdraw troops from Vietnam after suffering great losses.82 Washington faced pressure 

from the American public regarding massive losses of U.S. life, over-spending (two 

billion dollars every month), devaluation of the dollar and increasing prices of goods, as 

a result of the war.83 As such, about two million Americans were involved in the Peace 

Moratorium, the largest public demonstration in Washington in U.S. history calling for 

the end of the U.S. presence in Vietnam.84 As a result, while President Richard M. Nixon 

was in power from 1969 to 1974, he began planning to withdraw US troops. In 1975, 

North Vietnam defeated South Vietnam, making Vietnam a new Communist country in 

Southeast Asia.85 It is estimated that that by 1973 approximately 1,100 Chinese soldiers 

died, and 4,200 were wounded in the Vietnam War.86 America, on the other hand, 

suffered 56,000 dead; 303,000 wounded and an expenditure of US $109 billion. The 

Vietnamese government claimed to have lost about 3 million people.87 By 1975, which 

was the same year of the collapse of the Lon Nol government, the U.S. had lost the war 

in Vietnam to the North Vietnamese Communists, and had completely evacuated 

American soldiers and administrators from Vietnam.88  

Under the Khmer Rouge regime, Cambodia strongly bandwagoned with China for 

military and economic support. China assisted the Khmer Rouge to resist Vietnamese 

influence in Indo-China.89 China estimately spent US $80 million annually to purchase 

arms and other supplies for the Khmer Rouge.90  Abuza similarly asserts that “the 

Khmer Rouge was one of the single greatest beneficiaries of the Cold War competition, 
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receiving massive Chinese military aid to carry out armed resistance to the Soviet-

supported Vietnamese occupation”.91 Chinese assistance averaged US $8.3 million a 

month in the 1980s.92 Asia Times revealed that China provided over US$ 1 billion to 

Democratic Kampuchea before 1979 and another billion dollars after 1979 in order to 

fight against the Vietnamese invasion”.93 Even though the Khmer Rouge regime 

received Chinese support, it lost its local power and popularity because of its brutal 

treatment, and mass killings of over one million Cambodians. Although permitted to 

take part in the first coalition government in 1982, its party was no longer the major 

power actor in Cambodia it had been in 1975-1978.   

Nevertheless, the Khmer Rouge’s anti-Vietnamese policy led Vietnam to invade 

Cambodia to overthrow the Pol Pot regime in December 1978.94 This led to Cambodia 

having a new government under the Kampuchean People’s Revolutionary Party (KPRP). 

They viewed China as a threat. Therefore, they led Cambodia to adopt a strong level of 

soft balancing against China during this time.  

2.6 Cambodian Crisis 

Once the Khmer Rouge came to power in 1975, they resisted Vietnamese influence and 

claimed ownership of the southern region of Vietnam, which had historically been a part 

of the Khmer Empire.95 With the support of Beijing, Khmer Rouge troops launched a 

series of attacks on the Vietnamese border from Ha Tien to Tay Ninh in April 1977, and 

Vietnam retaliated with aerial bombing.96 Viewing the Khmer Rouge as a threat to its 

security, Vietnam invaded in Cambodia in 1978 with more than 100,000 troops. It 

overthrew the Khmer Rouge government, forcing Pol Pot to flee to Thailand .97 Vietnam 

then installed a new pro-Vietnamese government led by Heng Samrin and Hun Sen. This 

government viewed China as a threat and felt insecure through China’s continuous 

support of the Khmer Rouge to regain power. After its overthrow, the Khmer Rouge 
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launched a guerrilla war against the Vietnamese-backed government throughout the late 

1970s and 1980s.98 China continued to support the Khmer Rouge claim to a seat at the 

UN, and provided military assistance to continue their guerrilla war, asking the Thai 

government to provide temporary camps for the Khmer Rouge and allow China to 

deliver weapons to them via Thai territory.99 Thailand’s acquiescence to Chinese 

requests was caused by its fear of Vietnamese aggression.100 As such, senior Khmer 

Rouge leaders were able to access funds up to US $5 million at a time via the Chinese 

Embassy in Bangkok.101 

Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia greatly angered China, and increased tension 

between China and the Soviet Union, as China believed the Vietnamese troops had been 

backed by the Soviet Union in the invasion to overthrow the Khmer Rouge.102 In 1978, 

Vietnam had signed a Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation with the Soviet Union, 

which further confirmed Vietnamese integration into the Soviet bloc.103 China 

considered Vietnam’s action as entering an anti-China alliance, thus contributing to the 

strategic encirclement of China, as well as an opportunity for the expansion of Soviet 

power into Southeast Asia.104 Furthermore, China thought that the Vietnamese 

overthrow of its proxy, the Khmer Rouge, was ungrateful given the past assistance it had 

provided to Vietnam. In the past, China had supported Ho Chi Minh’s fight against the 

French and the U.S. by providing arms, money, and 100,000 Chinese military 

volunteers.105 Zhang argues that China was displeased with Vietnam’s behaviour, which 

included Vietnamese cooperation with the Soviet Union to encircle China; the 

mistreatment of ethnic Chinese living in Vietnam; Hanoi’s “imperial dreams” in 

Southeast Asia; and Vietnam’s opposition to Beijing’s attempt to repatriate Chinese 
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residents in Vietnam to China.106 As a result, in 1977, China ended all economic 

assistance to Vietnam and increased support to the Khmer Rouge government.107  

In order to teach Vietnam a lesson for being “ungrateful”, China launched three attacks 

on Vietnam.108 In the first, between 17 and 25 February 1979, China destroyed the 

Vietnamese first line of resistance, and occupied the provincial capitals of Cao Bang and 

Lao Cai and the key border towns of Cam Duong and Dong Dang, the gateway to Lang 

Son. The second stage lasted from 26 February to 5 March 1979, when China fought in 

Lang Son and its surrounding areas in the east, and Sa Pa and Phong Tho in the 

northwest. After that, China undertook its final attack to secure peace while demolishing 

military installations in the border region with China prior to a complete withdrawal by 

16 March.109 Nevertheless, the Vietnamese fought against the Chinese with success. 

They were able to push back Chinese forces approximately 25 miles from the border 

without using their first-rank troops. Instead, they used second-rank forces, keeping their 

best men near Hanoi in case the Chinese decided to expand the area under their 

control.110 Vietnam claimed it killed about 25,000 Chinese soldiers and wounded about 

37,000 Chinese troops.111 China declared victory against Vietnam after the one-month 

war and claimed that its more than 300,000 troops deployed in Vietnam were able to 

capture three Vietnamese provincial capitals and more than a dozen border cities and 

country towns, while its troops had killed and wounded about 57,000 Vietnamese 

troops.112 Meanwhile, during this time, Vietnam was also conducting military operations 

in Cambodia. 

The Sino-Vietnamese conflict over Cambodia showed that both states viewed Cambodia 

as a crucial country. They would not tolerate any ruling Cambodian government seeing 

them as a threat and adopting an anti-Vietnamese or anti-Chinese policy toward them.  
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2.7 Cambodia’s Response to China under Hun Sen’s administration (1979-

1989) 

After successfully driving out the Khmer Rouge in 1979, Vietnam maintained a military 

presence in Cambodia until 1989.113 To make sure that Vietnam could retain influence in 

Cambodia, and prevent the return of the Khmer Rouge to power, on 10 January 1979, 

Vietnam installed Heng Samrin as Head of State in the new People’s Republic of 

Kampuchea (PRK).114 In addition, Hun Sen was appointed as Foreign Minister and later 

as Prime Minister in 1985 at the age of 33.115 Eventually, Vietnam declared it would 

unconditionally withdraw all troops by the end of September 1989 after remaining in 

Cambodia for ten years and three months.116 Gen. Nguyen Van Thai, deputy director of 

the political department of the Ministry of Defence claims that Vietnam left Cambodia 

due to the confidence that Prime Minister Hun Sen was capable of defending Cambodia 

without Vietnamese troops.117 Chandre also argues that by 1989 Vietnam had decided 

that the People’s Republic of Kampuchea was sufficiently strong to defend itself.118 

At the beginning of Hun Sen’s period in office, he led Cambodia to adopt a strong level 

of soft balancing against China. This is because China interfered in Cambodia’s internal 

affairs by providing continuous support to King Sihanouk and the Khmer Rouge in their 

attempts to regain power. In the early 1980s, China together with external powers—the 

U.S., Thailand and some ASEAN states—helped the Khmer Rouge regain power by 

providing military and financial support. They also prevented Hun Sen’s government 

from attaining a seat at the United Nations (UN), despite having control over Cambodia, 

as they viewed his administration as illegitimately installed by Vietnam. Hun Sen 

branded China as an intruder in Cambodian internal affairs. He also claimed in 1988 

“China was the root of everything that was evil in Cambodia”.119 He condemned the 

Khmer Rouge as “slaves of the Chinese emperor”120 and declared “the PRC to be the 
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root cause of all Cambodia’s problems”.121 However, a key change in Hun Sen’s 

relations with the PRC occurred when he launched a coup d’état against Prince 

Norodom Ranariddh in 1997, the first Prime Minister in the coalition government, 

leading to him facing international sanctions and pressure. 

 

2.8 Hun Sen’s Coup d’état and Improvements in the Relationship with China  

After the coalition government was formed, following the UN supervised Cambodian 

election in 1993, Hun Sen and Prince Norodom Ranariddh officially co-chaired the 

position of Prime Minister. However, in reality, both sides were not on good terms and 

competed for power. On 21 June 1997, Hun Sen accused Ranariddh of bringing the 

Khmer Rouge troops into Phnom Penh without permission, and of illegally importing 

weapons into the capital. By July 1997, Hun Sen and his military supporters launched a 

coup to oust Prince Norodom Ranariddh, the second son of King Sihanouk, leading to 

the deaths of over one hundred FUNCIPEC military officials and forcing Ranariddh to 

flee to France.122 Hun Sen claimed that Ranariddh had started the fighting and the coup 

had been an act of “self-defence”.123 Soon after the coup, Cambodia under Prime 

Minister Hun Sen faced criticism and sanctions from western governments and major 

donor states, namely the U.S., Japan, Australia, and European states. The ASEAN 

meeting in July 1997 reached a decision to indefinitely postpone any discussion of 

Cambodia’s application to join ASEAN in April 1996. Given the ‘ASEAN Way’ of non-

interference in the internal affairs of other states, this decision was not unusual.124 In 

response, Hun Sen worked to mobilize unity from all Cambodians to resist external 

interference in Cambodian politics. In a news conference in 1996, he argued that: 

[Cambodians] should join hands to work to prevent foreigners from interfering 

excessively in our internal affairs. If you are happy you can give aid, but you should 

never talk about my affairs…. What I have done is defend the country’s 

independence and sovereignty…. If you interfere too much, it is time for you to get 

out.125 
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In order to support the flagging national budget, Prime Minister Hun Sen looked to 

China for an alternative source of aid and political support126, which led to the 

improvement of relations with China in 1997.127 He realised that while Western states 

including the U.S. and its allies criticized Cambodia, China was content to do business 

with Cambodia, and was more attractive than America as a security partner, mainly 

because China shared Cambodian resentment of the American focus on human rights 

and democratisation.128 Furthermore, while the international community condemned the 

coup and isolated Cambodia, China not only recognised the outcome of the coup and 

provided financial aid to Hun Sen.129 Oudom Det claims that “while the U.S. supported 

fraction against Cambodian governments in the past, China did not interfere in 

Cambodian internal affairs as long as Cambodia was a good friend of China. In addition, 

whereas the U.S. viewed leaders from small states as being unimportant, in contrast, 

China viewed the opposite. This is evident in China’s treatment of King Sihanouk as a 

highly regarded person.130 As such, Hun Sen began to view China as the powerful 

country with the potential to bring economic development to Cambodia.131 

Richardson notes that while Australia, Japan, and the EU merely expressed concern over 

the violence of the coup, the U.S. suspended about US $25 million in aid and spent at 

least US $5 million to assist a group of FUNCINPEC and Sam Rainsy-aligned 

politicians, who had fled to Bangkok during the coup, to fight back.132 The U.S. also 

pressured the United Security Council to leave the Cambodian seat vacant in 1997 as 

punishment for Hun Sen’s illegitimate seize of power.133 Beijing, on the other hand, 

became the first country to recognise Hun Sen’s government after the coup, and assisted 

Cambodia by opposing any imposition of sanctions on Cambodia and warned western 

states to distance themselves from Cambodia’s affairs.134 Four months after the coup 

took place China extended a US $10 million loan to Cambodia to replace the aid 

suspended by Cambodia’s traditional donors.135 Jeldres claimed that China delivered 116 
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military cargo trucks and 70 jeeps valued at US $2.8 million to Cambodia to compensate 

for the cessation of military aid by Australia and other states.136At a ceremony to mark 

the delivery of the military vehicles, Prime Minister Hun Sen expressed thanks for “the 

PRC, which has firmly adhered to the principle of peaceful coexistence, continues to 

respect the Kingdom of Cambodia’s independence and sovereignty, and does not poke 

its nose into Cambodian internal affairs”.137  

One might question why China diverted its support to Hun Sen despite having 

traditionally close relations with King Sihanouk and his party, FUNCIPEC. According 

to Storey, China shifted its support to Hun Sen because in the mid-1990s, Beijing was 

offended by FUNCINPEC’s consolidating relationship with Taiwanese investors, as 

evidenced in Ranariddh’s decision in 1995 to allow Taiwan to open a Taipei Economic 

and Cultural Representative office in the capital.138 In 1993, while maintaining 

diplomatic relations with the PRC, the Cambodian government under Ranariddh’s 

leadership allowed Taiwan to operate a liaison office in Phnom Penh. During this time, 

Taiwanese businesses in Cambodia—both legitimate and illegitimate—continued to 

grow while those from China were limited.139 Prime Minister Hun Sen further accused 

Ranariddh of receiving money from Taiwan to buy arms and train alleged terrorists in 

Cambodia. Taiwan immediately rejected the accusations.140 

For Beijing, FUNCIPEC’s actions in consolidating relations with Taiwan were 

considered a betrayal of China’s traditional support for this party.141  As a result, China 

diverted its support to Hun Sen who was seeking China’s support immediately after the 

coup and assessed him as a capable man who was able to help China achieve its interests 

in Cambodia and the region. The second factor was China’s reassessment of Cambodia’s 

future politics, which was in Hun Sen’s favour at this time. The CPP’s power had been 

increased vis à vis FUNCIPEC, as seen in its ability to take control over key ministries. 

As relations between Ranariddh and Hun Sen began to deteriorate, China anticipated 
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that Hun Sen would emerge as Cambodia’s dominant political force. Hun Sen was able 

to attract China’s support.142  

Jeldres, a former senior private secretary to King Norodom Sihanouk, has nevertheless 

argued, “Beijing does not care who runs Cambodia, as long as the ruler is amenable to 

helping China maintain its strategic position in the region”.143 According to this claim, 

whether it is Hun Sen, King Sihanouk, Pol Pot or Prince Ranariddh who governs 

Cambodia, China supported them because they were friendly with China, and able to 

help China protect its interests. Viewing China as the main supporter of his regime, 

Prime Minister Hun Sen has adopted a pro-China policy and steadily accommodated 

Chinese interests.  

 

2.9 Conclusion 

During the Cold War, Cambodia was a pawn in the proxy war between greater powers. 

As a weak state, it did not have many options but to accommodate the great power 

interests of China and the U.S.. Although it tried to hedge on these two states during 

King Sihanouk’s reign, this policy could not last long as it did not serve the interests of 

the great powers, which forced a smaller state like Cambodia to take sides. Importantly, 

during the Cold War, Cambodia faced the dilemma of either joining the capitalist camp 

or the communist camp. These two opposing camps led by the U.S., and other one led by 

the former Soviet Union and China, did not give Cambodia much option to hedge. 

However, King Sihanouk led Cambodia toward China, and viewed China as an essential 

power to balance the U.S. power in Cambodia. Although Lon Nol and Hun Sen adopted 

a strong level of soft-balancing against China, none of them chose to fully balance 

against China. Hun Sen remained closer to Vietnam, but avoided confronting China 

directly. This allowed him to turn to China after the 1997 coup in order to weather 

Western sanctions and seek China’s economic and political support to develop 

Cambodia. 

China’s involvement in supporting all Cambodian governments, except the pro-U.S. 

government led by General Lon Nol, showed its consistent desire to secure influence in 

Cambodia in order to prevent Cambodia from fully bandwagoning with the U.S. or 
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joining the Soviet Union to balance against China. To secure this, China even entered 

into war with Vietnam as punishment for invading Cambodia. On the other hand, having 

good relations with China was beneficial for Cambodia because military assistance from 

China helped safeguard it from the North Vietnamese threat. An important factor to 

consider here is that after Cambodia became independent from France, the influence of 

China and Vietnam outweighed that of the United States. When the U.S supported Lon 

Nol’s government gaining power, this government only survived for five years before it 

succumbed to resistant groups supported by China and North Vietnam. The U.S. was a 

distant power geographically far from Cambodia. China gained not only support from its 

backed-governments, the Cambodian King, and anti-Vietnamese Cambodians, but also 

from Thailand (the U.S ally), who feared the Communist threat from North Vietnam. 

The PRC promoted good relations with all forms of governments in Cambodia that 

protected Chinese interests regardless of whether Cambodia was under the rule of King 

Sihanouk, extremist communist troops under Pol Pot, and democratically elected forms 

of government such as Hun Sen’s administration. This pragmatic approach has 

consolidated Sino-Cambodian relations.  
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CHAPTER 3:  CONTEMPORARY RELATIONS OF CAMBODIA’S 

REPONSE TO CHINA 

 

3.1 Introduction 

“Although some international community members have not yet clearly understood 

the real situation in Cambodia, a number of friendly states have maintained their 

just and fair stance on the Cambodian issue. Among them, the PRC, which has 

firmly adhered to the principle of peaceful coexistence, continues to respect the 

Kingdom of Cambodia’s independence and sovereignty and does not poke its nose 

into Cambodian internal affairs.”1 

 Prime Minister Hun Sen’s statement at Phnom Penh National Radio 

 9 December 1997 

 

China’s influence in Cambodia has been steadily increasing since 1997. Despite 

relations being interrupted during the Khmer Rouge regime, and Prime Minister Hun 

Sen’s administration in the early 1990s, China and Cambodia have overcome these 

difficulties and now enjoy closer relations than at any other in point in recent history. 

This chapter will discuss Cambodia’s relationship with China under Prime Minister Hun 

Sen’s administration since his 1997 coup. This juncture is important because it signalled 

a key change in the status of bilateral relations.  

The chapter makes a series of arguments. Firstly, it argues that Cambodia is adopting a 

strong degree of limited bandwagoning with China for economic, political and security 

benefits. This is evident in increasingly close relations in these three sectors. Secondly, 

even though Cambodia greatly benefits from investment and grant aid from China, 

Cambodia does not fully bandwagon with China but hedges against it. Its hedging 

behaviour consists of a strong degree of limited bandwagoning and low level of soft-

balancing. It hedges on China by retaining close strategic relations with Vietnam, and 

strives to maintain good relations with the U.S.. Although China is not viewed as a threat 

to Cambodia, it is Cambodia’s strategy to diversify its relationship with many foreign 

states to maximize benefits and reduce risks at the same time. Thirdly, despite showing a 
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higher degree of alignment with China compared to neighbouring states, Cambodia’s 

ability to fully bandwagon with China is limited by its traditional alliance with Vietnam, 

and economic dependency on the U.S. While showing a strong trend to bandwagon with 

China, Cambodia has concurrently tried to preserve its autonomy by maintaining an 

alliance with Vietnam and extend cooperation with the U.S. to avoid domination by 

China, and to absorb benefits offered by all powers. Importantly, U.S. re-engagement 

with the region serves as a strong balance to China’s influence as well as for Cambodia 

to prevent China from dominating Cambodia.  

3.2 Political and Security Relations  

Cambodia and China have strategically fostered closer cooperation to serve mutual 

national interests. Cambodia constantly consolidates close relations with China. 

Cambodian Foreign Minister Hor Nam Hong once stressed that “Cambodia always 

attaches great importance to developing special friendly relations with China, and makes 

it an indispensable part of our foreign policy... It serves not only the fundamental 

interests of the peoples of the two states, but also peace, stability and prosperity of the 

region”.2 In April 2006, Cambodia and China announced the establishment of an all-

round cooperative partnership during Premier Wen Jiabao’s visit. In December 2010, the 

relationship entered a new era, as the two states upgraded their alliance to a 

‘comprehensive strategic cooperative partnership’, which stresses more cooperation in 

the fields of investment, agriculture, energy, education and youth exchanges.3 

Cambodian leaders have frequently visited China to facilitate closer cooperation and 

consolidate relationships, steps that have led to more Chinese investment and aid. 

Chinese leaders, in return, have paid numerous visits to Cambodia, each time stressing a 

willingness to cooperate more closely with Cambodia. Prime Minister Hun Sen has 

made the most frequent diplomatic visits to China, at least seven times between 1999 

and 2012.4 President Jiang Zemin became the first Chinese Head of State to visit 

Cambodia in 2000. His visit led an exchange of visits at all levels, as well as to enhance 

                                                 
2  Vannarith, ‘Cambodia: Between China and Japan’, p. 8. 

3  L. Chenyan, ‘China-Myanmar comprehensive Strategic Cooperative Partnership: a Regional Threat?’, 

Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, vol. 31, issue.1, 2012, pp.57-58.  
4 Chinese Embassy in Phnom Penh, available at <http://cb2.mofcom.gov.cn/index.shtml> and Ministry of 

Foreign affairs of Cambodia, < http://mfaic.gov.kh/mofa/Default.aspx ?home=default>, consulted 4 

April 2013 

http://cb2.mofcom.gov.cn/index.shtml
http://mfaic.gov.kh/mofa/Default.aspx%2520?home=default


 

80 

 

cooperation in a wide range of areas.5 The frequent visits from both sides affirm their 

increasingly close relations. 

Cambodia’s policy of increasingly aligning with China is seen in Hun Sen’s decisions 

following his coup. For example, Hun Sen reversed Prince Ranariddh’s policy of 

supporting Taipei by shutting down the Taiwanese representative office in Phnom Penh, 

claiming that Taiwanese companies had sponsored “terrorism” by training and supplying 

arms to Ranariddh’s forces.6 He immediately banned Cambodian government officials 

from making official visits to Taiwan or attending any functional meeting hosted or 

sponsored by Taipei.7 In 2005, Hun Sen described China’s anti-secession law as “highly 

necessary to the cause of China’s national reunification”, and in 2007 labelled Taiwan’s 

bid to join the UN a “threat to peace, stability and security in the region”.8 In May 1999, 

Cambodia condemned NATO’s accidental bombing of the Chinese Embassy in 

Belgrade. Likewise, in April 2001, it offered its support to the Chinese government over 

the EP-3 reconnaissance plane incident.9  In 2002, it refused to issue a travel visa to the 

Dalai Lama to attend the World Buddhist Summit in Phnom Penh, and in early 2008, 

condemned the riots in Lhasa as an attempt by Tibet’s spiritual leader to sabotage the 

Beijing Olympics.10 Cambodian authorities have also limited the activities of the Falun 

Gong (the spiritual movement banned by Beijing in 1999) to conduct any activity in 

Cambodia.11  

Furthermore, in 2005, Cambodia withdrew its support for Japan’s bid to become a 

member of the UN Security Council after apparently being pressured by the Chinese 

government.12 In 2010, at China’s request, Phnom Penh handed over to China 20 

Uighurs from Xinjiang Province who had sought refugee status in Cambodia despite 

Cambodia being a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention. This step was criticised by 
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the UN, the United States and non-governmental organisations.13 Soon after, China 

supplied 257 military trucks and 50,000 military uniforms to the Cambodian army.14 

Recently, Cambodia has played down the negative environmental impact of Chinese 

dam construction along the upper reaches of the Mekong so as not to offend Beijing.15 

Ian Storey recently wrote in The New York Times “As long as Hun Sen stays in power, 

which he is likely to do for a long time, we can expect Cambodia’s relationship with 

China to remain intact”.16  

3.3 Defence Cooperation 

Cambodia’s relationship with China in the defence sector was cemented during King 

Sihanouk’s period. In 1960, the People’s Republic of China and the Kingdom of 

Cambodia entered into the ‘Treaty of Friendship and Mutual Non-Aggression’. Under 

Article 4 of the treaty, “each contracting party undertakes not to commit aggression 

against the other and not to take part in any military alliance directed against the 

other”.17 This was a key component of King Sihanouk’s neutrality policy. Sihanouk was 

also careful not to align with the Soviet-backed Vietnamese government to encircle 

China.  

At present, Cambodia continues to maintain good strategic relations with Vietnam, but at 

the same time, it clearly looks to China for military aid. This is a significant change for a 

country that has traditionally depended on Vietnam.18 China is now Cambodia’s largest 

military aid provider.19 The history of Chinese military assistance to Cambodia over the 

last decade and a half supports this claim. In the aftermath of Hun Sen’s coup in 1997, 

China granted US $2.8 million in military aid, and since then it has continued to supply 

                                                 
13   Storey, Southeast Asia and the Rise of China: The search for security , p.183. 
14   ‘China gives 257 military trucks to Cambodia’, Intellasia, 25 June 2010,  

<http://www.intellasia.net/china-gives- 257-military -trucks-to-cambodia-130766>, consulted 19 

January 2013. 
15   M. Osborne, ‘Cambodia: The Endgame of Politics?, in Daljit Singh and L. C. Salazar (eds)., Southeast 

Asian Affairs 2007, Singapore, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2007, p. 124. 
16   Ch. Han Wong, ‘U.S. Faces China Hurdle in Cambodia’, The Wall Street Journal, 15 November 2012,  

      < http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324595904578120582308358540.html>, consulted 

24 March 2013.  
17   ‘The Treaty of Friendship and Mutual Non-Aggression between the People’s Republic of China and 

the Kingdom of Cambodia’, Annex document in Chang Pao -Min, Kampuchea between China and 

Vietnam, Singapore, Singapore University Press, 1985, p. 182. 
18   During this time, Vietnam’s troops still remained in Cambodia until 1988, it started to withdraw from 

Cambodia. Vietnamese influence over Cambodia continues to grow under Hun Sen government. But, 

China’s influence is noticeably increased after the 1977 coup.  
19   Vannarith, ‘Cambodia: Between China and Japan’, p. 9. 

http://www.intellasia.net/china-gives-%2520257-military-trucks-to-cambodia-130766
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324595904578120582308358540.html
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various types of military logistic support and training.20 Paul claims that in December 

1997, China delivered 116 military cargo trucks and 70 jeeps valued at US $2.8 million 

to Cambodia in support of Hun Sen at the time of Western sanctions.21 In October 2002, 

Beijing announced it would triple its military aid to Cambodia in 2003 and it lent 

Cambodia US $12.5 million in interest-free loans.22 In 2005, China gave Cambodia six 

naval patrol boasts to help Cambodian naval police fight drug and human trafficking and 

piracy in the deep-sea port of Sihanoukville.23 Between 2005 and 2007, China donated 

total nine patrol boats and five warships to Cambodia.24 In addition, in a significant 

display, in November 2008, China sent its navy ship, the Zhenghe, to Sihanoukville port 

for a nine-day good-will visit, the first time China had sent a military vessel to 

Cambodia.25 In 2012, Beijing constructed a military training facility in Cambodia and 

pledged to provide US $17 million in military funding.26 Moreover, a few days before a 

meeting of regional defence ministers took place in May 2012, China increased military 

aid, promising US $20 million to help Cambodia construct military training schools and 

hospitals.27 The Phnom Penh Post revealed that in the same year, China granted 

Cambodia another US $19 million in defence aid as part of a military agreement signed 

between the two states.28 Furthermore, China agreed to train Cambodian military 

officers and instructors in China, and supplied medical provisions to the Cambodian 

military.29  

The close Cambodian-Chinese defence relationship reveals Cambodia is not attempting 

to militarily balance against China. Instead, Cambodia has depended on Chinese military 

aid. Although their military ties have not led to a formal alliance, their relationship is 

strong enough to ensure Cambodia remains nominally neutral and will not join another 

country to contain China or obstruct China’s interests. The trajectory of Cambodia’s 

                                                 
20   Ibid.,  
21   Marks, ‘China’s Cambodia Strategy, p.95. 
22   ‘Cambodia politics: Politics and Cambodia’s Strategic Value’, EIU ViewsWire, 1August 2003. 
23   ‘China gives Cambodia six naval patrol boats’, Intellasia, 6 September 2005, 

<http://www.intellasia.net/china-gives-cambodia-six-naval-patrol-boats-11945>, consulted 19 January 

2013. 
24   Burgos and Ear, ‘China’s Strategic Interests in Cambodia: Influence and Resources’,  p.620. 
25   ‘Chinese military vessel makes first ever visit to Cambodia’, Chinaview, 05 November 2008,  

       < http://news. xinhuanet.com/english/2008-11/05/content_10312833.htm>,  consulted 26 March 2013. 
26   ‘China Provides Military Aid to Cambodia’, Radio Free Asia, 29 May 2012, < http://www.rfa.org 

/english/news /cambodia/aid-05292012165100.html>, consulted 19 January 2013. 
27 ‘China Offers $20 Million in Military Aid Ahead of ASEAN Meeting’, Voice of America, 29 May 2012, 

<http://www.voacambodia.com/content/china-offers-20-million-in-military-aid -ahead-of-asean-

meeting-155432515/1356122.html>, consulted 19 January 2013. 
28  ‘China gives Cambodia millions before meet’, The Phnom Penh, 29 May 2012. 
29  ‘China Provides Military Aid to Cambodia’, Radio Free Asia, 29 May 2012. 

http://www.intellasia.net/china-gives-cambodia-six-naval-patrol-boats-11945
http://www.voacambodia.com/content/china-offers-20-million-in-military-aid-ahead-of-asean-meeting-155432515/1356122.html
http://www.voacambodia.com/content/china-offers-20-million-in-military-aid-ahead-of-asean-meeting-155432515/1356122.html
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relationship with China, and its policy to accommodate China’s rise, is clear in defence 

cooperation, but is also evident in the economic realm of the relationship. 

3.4 Economic Relations  

China has been the biggest source of foreign investment in Cambodia. This was the case 

even before the two states upgraded their bilateral relations to a comprehensive strategic 

partnership in 2010.30 According to data from the Cambodian Investment Board, 

Chinese investment ranked top in terms of total investment in Cambodia between 

August 1994 and December 2012, amounting to US $9.1 billion, and accounting for 

21.09 per cent of total investment. South Korea ranked second after China and 

accounted for 9.94 per cent, worth US $4.3 billion.31 In 2013, Chinese investment 

amounted to US $500.3 million, increasing by over US $176.2 million in 2012.32 This 

amount excludes the recent Chinese investments in a 400 km rail line (US $9.6 billion), 

and a steel plant and a sea port (US $1.6 billion) worth a combined US $11.2 billion.33 

Remarkably, in 2011 alone, Chinese investment in Cambodia topped US $1.9 billion, 

more than double the investment of the ASEAN states combined, and ten times higher 

than that of the U.S. 34  

Statistics from the same source further demonstrate that China is still ranked as the 

number one investor from January 1994 to September 2011, with a total investment 

worth US $8.8 billion. Its investment outstripped that of South Korea and Malaysia, 

ranked second and third with a total investment of US $4.02 billion and US $2.6 billion 

respectively. The U.S ranked fifth overall, with the highest annual investment of only 

US $144 million in 2011 (see Table 2). In 2013, Chinese total investment in Cambodia 

stood at US $427 million and its cumulative investment reached US $9.6 billion between 

                                                 
30  M. Stuttard, ‘Exclusive interview: China-Cambodia friendship to continue’, CCTV news, 20 October 

2012, < http://english.cntv.cn/program /asiatoday/20121020/105835.shtml>, consulted 1 January 2012. 
31  Data from Department of Export-Import Department, Phnom Penh, Cambodia, September 2014. 
32  Ibid., 
33  P. Chan Thul, ‘Chinese firm plans US $11 billion rail, port, steel projects in Cambodia’, Reuters, 2 

January 2013, < http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/01/02/cambodia-ch ina-investment-

idUSL4N0A71JL20130102>, consulted 18 January 2013. 
34   M. Osborne, Cambodia: China pervasive, US welcome’, Lowyinterpreter, 25 January 2012. 

http://english.cntv.cn/program%2520/asiatoday/20121020/105835.shtml
http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/01/02/cambodia-china-investment-idUSL4N0A71JL20130102
http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/01/02/cambodia-china-investment-idUSL4N0A71JL20130102
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1994 and 2013.35 The second and third largest investors are South Korea and Japan, 

investing US $287 million and US $212.3 million.36 

 

Table 2: Top Investors in Cambodia (Jan 1994 to September 2011, in million USD) 

 

Country 

 

2006 
 

2007 
 

2008 
 

2009 
 

2010 
2011 

(Jan-

Sep) 

 

1994-Sep 2011 

Total Rank 

China 717 180 4, 371 893 694 1, 147 8, 866 1 

South 
Korea 

1, 010 148 1, 238 120 1, 026 134 4, 027 2 

Malaysia 28 241 3 7 167 231 2,609 3 

UK 4 26 6 6 11 2,222 2,378 4 

U.S. 62 3 672 2 36 144 1,285 5 

Taiwan 48 40 22 27 92 69 827 6 

Vietnam 56 139 21 210 115 246 812 7 

Thailand 100 108 74 178 2 0 746 8 

Singapore 12 2 52 273 37 0 363 9 

Russia 278 0 103 235 0 0 618 10 

Total 4,440 2, 656 10,889 5,856 2,691 5,674 39,886 - 

 

Source: Cambodia Investment Guide, Council for Development of Cambodia 2012 cited in H. Pheakdey, 

‘Cambodia-China Relations: A Positive-Sum Game?’, Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, 

vol. 31, issue. 2, 2012, p. 60.   

 

These statistics show two important factors. Firstly, China has increased its strong and 

growing economic interest in Cambodia. As such, Cambodia’s economic development 

greatly relies on Chinese investment to bring in huge capital inflow, jobs creation, 

technology transfer, and income generation from royalties. Secondly, China’s economic 

power is increasing over the region. China has a huge financial capacity to invest in 

                                                 
35   ASEAN-Chinese Center Website, ‘Chinese investment in Cambodia up in 2013’, 20 January 2014, 

<http://www.asean-china-center.org/english/2014-01/20/c_133059657.htm>, consulted 31 August 

2015.  
36   ‘South Korea leads Asia’s big three as Cambodia’s leading Investor’, The Phnom Penh Post, 31 

January 2013, <http://www.phnompenhpost.com/business/south-korea-leads-asia%E2%80%99s-big-

three-cambodia%E2%80%99s-leading-investor>, consulted 31 August 2015. 

http://www.asean-china-center.org/english/2014-01/20/c_133059657.htm
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/business/south-korea-leads-asia%E2%80%99s-big-three-cambodia%E2%80%99s-leading-investor
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/business/south-korea-leads-asia%E2%80%99s-big-three-cambodia%E2%80%99s-leading-investor
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Cambodia and other states in which it has strong interest. One may argue that the U.S. 

and Japan also have strong financial capacity, but their investments in Cambodia are still 

relatively low. Based on interviews with economists at the Council for Development of 

Cambodia, there are two main—so called “pull” and “push”—factors, which enable 

increasing Chinese investment in Cambodia. The first factor attracting Chinese investors 

to come to Cambodia is that Cambodia has a large young workforce who possesses skills 

to work in light industry and agri-business where wages are cheap. Secondly, as a least 

developed country, Cambodia has been given Generalized System of Preferences (GSP), 

and Normal Trade Relations (NTR) from the E.U. and the U.S., which allows products 

manufactured in Cambodia to enter in these states with zero and low tariffs imposed. As 

such, Chinese investors can produce commodities in Cambodia and export to these 

developed states. The increasing Chinese investment in Cambodia is also affected by a 

“push” factor, meaning that Chinese government has a policy to promote investment in 

the region.37 

As far as Cambodia’s trade relations with China are concerned, bilateral trade between 

the two states has been promoted and increased. To facilitate bilateral trade, China 

provided tax exemptions for 418 items or tariff lines for Cambodian products to enter the 

Chinese market.38 This partly contributes to a rapid increase of bilateral trade. 

Cambodia’s main imports from China are raw materials for the garment sector, 

machinery, foodstuffs, electronics, furniture, medicines and cosmetics. Cambodia’s main 

exports to China are agricultural products, rubber, fish, timbers, some garments and 

textiles.39 Between 2008 and 2013, the trade volume between the two states rose from 

just US $2.74 billion to over US $6.15 billion. In 2013, Cambodia’s exports to mainland 

China alone totalled US $282 million, increasing by 21.6 times as compared to 2008, 

which was only US $13 million, and mainland China’s exports to Cambodia reached US 

$3.02 billion, rising over 300 per cent.40 Nevertheless, Cambodia still maintained a 

significant trade deficit with China, ranging from US $920 million in 2008 to US $2.74 

billion in 2013. However, this deficit is not harming Cambodia’s economy because 

Cambodia needs to import technology, materials, and machinery to supply factories in 

                                                 
37  Interview with one Cambodian economist in Phnom Penh, 3 September 2014. 
38   Ch. Sotharitho, ‘Trade, FDI, and ODA between Cambodia and China/Japan/Korea’ in M. Kagami 

(ed)., Economic relations of China, Japan and Korea with the Mekong River Basin States, BRC 

Research Report No.3, Bangkok Research Center, IDE-JETRO, 2010, Bangkok, Thailand. p.17. 
39  ‘Cambodia, China trade leaps to 498 million USD in Q1:data’, English People’s Daily Online, 8 June 

2011,  < http://english.people.com.cn/90001/90778/90861/7402901.html>, consulted 18 January 2013. 
40  Data from General Department of Customs and Excise, Ministry of Finance of Cambodia, 2014. 

http://english.people.com.cn/90001/90778/90861/7402901.html
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Cambodia. Hence, Cambodian or foreign manufacturers in Cambodia can utilise those 

imports from China in producing exporting products overseas with revenue generated 

from exports compensating for a trade deficit with China.41     

Apart from trade and investment, China’s soft loans and grant aid to Cambodia are other 

important gains stimulating Cambodia to adopt a strong limited bandwagoning policy 

with China. Prime Minister Hun Sen publically praised China’s grant aid in 2006 and 

described China as Cambodia’s most trustworthy friend, assisting it with millions of 

dollars without ordering Cambodia around.42 He stressed that Cambodia had achieved 

strong recent economic growth owing to China’s steady technical and financial 

assistance.43 According to his claim, China’s assistance is an invaluable factor, vital for 

its economic development, which Cambodia does not want to take any risk in losing it 

by upsetting China. Recently, China’s assistance to Cambodia has increased 

considerably with China becoming its biggest aid donor, reportedly to be focused on 

helping Cambodia develop infrastructure. During the Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao’s 

2012 visit to Cambodia, he pledged US $53 million to assist Cambodia on water 

resource management.44 Moreover, Wen also provided grant aid worth US $24 million 

as a gift to be used for any project, and provided another US $420 million as a soft loan 

for 2012. Importantly, he also promised to consider Hun Sen’s request for a soft loan 

between US $300 million to US $500 million per year for the next five years.45  

From 2004 to 2011, China has lent more than US $800 million to Cambodia to build 

roads and three Cambodia-China friendship bridges; one in Stung Treng province; one in 

the outskirts of Phnom Penh, and the third in Kandal province. A fourth bridge costing 

US$32.8 million was constructed to the Southeast of Phnom Penh in 2011 using a 

Chinese loan.46 In using funds from the US$27.5 million Chinese soft loan, China helped 

                                                 
41   Interview with Ho SIVYONG, director of Export-Import Department, Ministry of Commerce of 

Cambodia, 2 September 2014. 
42   H. Beech, ‘Cambodia Keeps Taking, Gives Little’, The Times, 22 June 2007,  

      < http://www.time.com/time/world/ article /0,8599,1636209,00.html>, consulted 17 January 2013. 
43   ‘China’s aid contributes greatly to Cambodia’s economic growth: Hun Sen’, ASEAN-China Centre, 3 

February 2012, <http://www.asean-china-center.org/english/2012-02/03/c_131390044.htm>, consulted 

13 January 2013.  
44  ‘China offers Cambodia US $53 million to develop water resources’, Asia News NetWork, 19 

November 2012, < http://www.asianewsnet.net/news-39074.html>, consulted 17 January 2013. 
45   ‘China gives Cambodia aid and thanks for ASEAN help’, Reuters, 4 September 2012,  

      < http://www.reuters.com /article/2012/09/04/cambodia-ch ina-idUSL4E8K41I320120904>, consulted 

17 January 2013. 
46   ‘Construction on 4th Cambodia-China Friendship Bridge begins in Cambodia’, China English News, 6 

July 2011, < http://news.xinhuanet.com/english2010/china/2011-07/06/c_13968923.htm>, consulted 

17 January 2013. 

http://www.time.com/time/world/
http://www.asean-china-center.org/english/2012-02/03/c_131390044.htm
http://www.asianewsnet.net/news-39074.html
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english2010/china/2011-07/06/c_13968923.htm
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Cambodia to build the fourth Cambodia-China friendship bridge across Tonle Sap river 

in the capital to reduce traffic congestion and accelerate economic development.47 

Osborne claims that in 2010 alone, “China committed itself to total aid of US $1.2 

billion in grants and loans at a time when a US shipment of military vehicles had been 

frozen”.48 Furthermore, on the occasion of Hun Sen’s visit to China for the second 

summit meeting of the Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) in Kunming in 2005, China 

provided Cambodia with a US $400 million aid package.49 From 1992 to June 2009, the 

total amount of Chinese aid to Cambodia stood at US $923 million.50 Richardson claims 

that Chinese aid to Cambodia from 1991 to 2002 was believed to amount between US 

$870 million and US $1.8 billion.51 

Notably, while Hun Sen’s 1997 coup caused Cambodia to suffer greatly as a result of 

Western sanctions, China assisted Hun Sen with a US $10 million loan.52 A year after 

the new government was formed, China provided a US $200 million loan for agriculture 

and infrastructure, and grant aid worth US $15 million for military equipment, and 

another US $18 million in foreign assistance.53 During Hun Sen’s 1999 visit to China, 

China granted Cambodia US $18.3 million in aid and a US $200 million line of 

commercial credit, making Cambodia the recipient of the highest amount of Chinese aid 

in that year.54 Kem Lay asserts “The national revenue of Cambodia is around US 

$2billion, but the expenditure is around US $3.5 billion. Therefore, Cambodia needs 

grants and loans around US $1 billion. Right now, Cambodia is facing a reduction of aid 

worth of US $300 million”.55  

Cambodia does not only bandwagon with China for economic benefit. It views having a 

good relationship with China as vital to securing its strategic interests, a topic dealt with 

in the upcoming section.  

                                                 
47  ‘Work on 5th Cambodia-China Friendship Bridge begins in Cambodia’s capital’, Xinhua, 2 November 

2011. 
48   Osborne, ‘Cambodia: China pervasive, US welcome’, Lowyinterpreter, 25 January 2012. 
49   ‘Cambodia economy: Large aid package from China’, EIU ViewsWire, 8 November 2005. 
50   ‘Cambodian-Chinese Friendship Benefits Two Peoples: Hun Sen’, Xinhua News Agency, 13  

September 2009. 
51   Richardson, China, Cambodia, and the Five Principles of Peaceful  Coexistence, p.193. 
52   Chanda, ‘China and Cambodia: In the Mirror of History,  p. 7. 
53   Richardson, China, Cambodia, and the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence , p.193. 
54   Chanda, ‘China and Cambodia: In the Mirror of History’, p. 7. 
55   Interview with Mr. Kem Ley, free land Social Development Research Consultant of Cambodia, Phnom 

Penh, 27 August 2014. 

http://www.rfa.org/english/news/cambodia/china-aid-05062010103420.html
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3.5 China in Cambodia’s Strategic Interests 

China is a significant ally for Cambodia, on which it depends for “political, strategic and 

economic support and assistance to counterbalance Vietnam’s and America’s influence, 

playing off one power against another as in the past (King Sihanouk’s pro-China 

policy)”.56 Cambodia’s close relationship with China also provides a shield to resist 

Western pressure on human rights and democracy issues. China shares Cambodia’s 

resentment of the American focus on human rights and democratisation.57 China not 

only does not interfere in Cambodia’s internal affairs, it also uses its veto at the UN 

Security Council to help prevent any resolutions imposing sanctions on Cambodia.58  

Jeldres points out that Hun Sen embraced China because Western and certain Asian 

powers did not like his undemocratic ways of holding onto power.59  

Notably, as China’s influence is rising dramatically in Cambodia, the U.S. has sought to 

contain China by engaging with Cambodia. As such, the U.S. toned down its pressure on 

Cambodia’s record on human rights and democratisation. Obama’s visit to Cambodia in 

2012 “seemed to stake out a middle way on human rights, discussing them behind closed 

doors but maintaining a public silence, possibly an effort to assuage activists who 

criticized him for making the stop in Cambodia at all.... human rights issues received 

little coverage in the government aligned press”.60 Un agrees that Cambodia succeeded 

in diverting U.S pressure from human right protection in Cambodia to a focus on anti-

terrorism, anti-drug trafficking, and countering China’s influence to some degree.61 

Secondly, China’s economic rise provides Cambodia with economic incentives such as 

grant aid and soft loan, which is important for Cambodia to develop and to sustain the 

regime survival. As such, it is important that Cambodia moves closer to China for that 

incentive.62 

Another strategically significant factor leading Cambodia to adopt a strong limited 

bandwagon with China is Cambodia’s desire to balance against Thailand’s threat 

                                                 
56   Email interview with Dr. Mong Hay Lao, a Political Analyst of Cambodia, 18 August 2014.  
57   Chanda, ‘China and Cambodia: In the Mirror of History,  p. 8. 
58   Interviewed with an official from Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Cambodia, Phnom Penh, 24 August 

2014.  
59   Jeldres, ‘Cambodia’s Relations with China: A Steadfast Friendship’, p.120.  
60   S. Strangio, ‘Authoritarian Hun Sen plays the U.S. off China, but the U.S. takes long -term view’, 

YALEGLOBAL online, 7 December 2012, <http://yaleglobal.yale.edu/content/obama-visits-china-

tilting-cambodia>, consulted 14 December 2012. 
61   C. Un, ‘Cambodia in 2011: A Thin Veneer of Change’, Asian Survey, vol.52, no.1, 2012, p.206. 
62   Interview with one Cambodian Political analyst, the Australian Defense Force Academy, University of 

New South Wales, Canberra, 24 July 2014. 
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perception and Vietnamese influence, thus allowing it to hedge between two states and 

avoid being dominated fully by any single power.63 Vannarith claims that until now, 

Cambodian elites still view Thailand as a threat, therefore, inviting China as an external 

power to counterbalance this threat perception and replacing France.64 The 2011 border 

dispute incident over the ownership of the Preah Vihear temple between the two states, 

leading to at least 8 deaths, and the fleeing of ten thousands of people from the disputed 

area, shows the existence of disturbing relations.65 One Cambodian prominent scholar 

and journalist asserts that Cambodia sought China’s assistance for weapons to fight with 

Thai troops in this territorial conflict while Vietnam did not render assistance to 

Cambodia.66 For Cambodia-Vietnamese relations, although their good relations are 

maintained, many Cambodians retain resentment over the Vietnamese invasion67 in 1979 

and remain wary of the Vietnamese threat to their security. Although there is no official 

documentation suggesting that Cambodia today fears Vietnamese influence and wants to 

balance against Vietnam, during King Sihanouk’s administration, Leifer claims that 

Sihanouk viewed “Cambodia’s immediate fear is not from the local allies of the U.S.   

and Thailand nor from the Communist China; it is from a reunited Vietnam, under 

Communist control and demonstrating traditional Annamese expansionist tendencies”.68 

Sihanouk also thought that “hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese are threatening to turn 

Cambodia into another Vietnam”.69  

Furthermore, Cambodia’s historical anti-Vietnamese sentiment was also witnessed 

during the Khmer Rouge’s rule. Pol Pot stated in 1978 that  “Our strategic duty is to 

protect our territory with total mastery [and] to protect our territory and our 

Kampuchean nation forever…[We] will not allow Vietnam to swallow Kampuchean 

                                                 
63   Ibid.,  
64   Interview with Dr. Chheang Vannarith, lecturer at University of Leeds, and former Executive Director 

of the Cambodian Institute for Cooperation and Peace, Phnom Penh, 23 August 2014; see also Lefer, 

1967, p.142.  
65   ‘Q&A: Thailand-Cambodia temple dispute’, BBC, 7 November 2013, 

<http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-12378001>, consulted 6 November 2015.   
66   Interview with Puy Kea, correspondent of the Japan Times, Phnom Penh, 26 August 201; interview 

with one Cambodia scholar, Phnom Penh, 23 August 2014. 
67   While there are many Cambodians who appreciated Vietnam to intervene in Cambodia in 1978 to get 

rid of the Khmer Rouge, there are also those who retain resentment over Vietnamese influence in 

Cambodia. It happens in many other states as well where the native citizens including some politicians 

have an anti-view against immigrants from overseas.   
68  M. Leifer, ‘Cambodia Looks to China’, p.30. 
69  Le Monde, July 26, 1983, cited in J R. Pouvatchy, ‘Cambodian -Vietnamese Relations’, Asian Survey, 

vol.26, issue 4, 1986, p. 449. 
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territory without putting up a fight”.70 Thayer has written that although Hun Sen showed 

loyalty to Vietnam on various issues, such as the border demarcation, he also avoided 

being very close to Vietnam because of fear over Cambodian resentment of Vietnam and 

the risks of endangering the growing influence and investments of China.71 As a 

consequence, Cambodia has attempted to reduce Vietnamese influence by adopting a 

strong limited bandwagon with China, politically and economically. By doing so, Thayer 

and Storey believe that it will allow Cambodia to play both states off against each 

other72 and hedge against them. Han Wong also believes that Hun Sen is implementing a 

strategy to play states off against each other, not only between China and the West, but 

also between China and Vietnam.73 Ciorciari further points out that “during the late 

1980s, Chea Sim and Hun Sen attempted to distance themselves from the Vietnamese 

and Soviet embrace, and was concerned about the high political price of such 

dependence”.74 Vannarith observes that, Hanoi’s influence in Cambodia has been 

profoundly weakened. Cambodia-Vietnam relations are also strained by two main 

issues; resentment over Vietnamese residents and land border conflicts.75 For these 

reasons, from Phnom Penh’s perspective, it is important for Cambodia to move closer to 

China. 

3.6 Cambodia’s Response to China in ASEAN 

Cambodia joined ASEAN on 30 April 1999 as the tenth member.76 Among ASEAN 

members, Cambodia is viewed as the closest country to China.77 One commentator even 

                                                 
70  ‘Cambodia’s Pol Pot Comments on SRV Coup Plots’, FBIS-PRC, 29 September 1978; see also J. 

Ciorciari, Limits of Alignment: Southeast Asia and the Great Power since 1975, Washington, 

Georgetown University Press, 2010, p.197. 
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claims that Cambodia is a de facto proxy of China within ASEAN.78 This is due to 

Cambodia’s strong dependency on China’s huge investment, grant aid and loans as well 

as its position, which is in favour of China’s interest on the South China Seas disputes.  

Cambodia supported China’s position to solve the South China Sea dispute bilaterally 

with all relevant parties and through direct negotiations with China.79 It argues that the 

South China Sea issue should not be internationalised or multi-lateralised.80As the 

ASEAN chair in 2012, Cambodia failed to guide the meeting, to issue a joint statement 

following the meeting due to the disagreement on the inclusion of statements expressing 

a concern over “the confrontation between the Philippines and China at Scarborough 

Shoal”, and “desire to solve overlapping territorial dispute in an Exclusive Economic 

Zone with China”. This event further reinforced the view that Cambodia has fully 

bandwagoned with China.81 Chavala argues that Cambodia put ASEAN’s future in 

jeopardy by protecting China’s interest during its 2012 ASEAN chairmanship.82 The 

Philippines blamed Cambodia for ASEAN’s failure to address the worsening situation in 

the South China Sea and branded Cambodia a close ally of China.83 The China 

Economic Review claimed that the former Chinese president Hu Jintao’s official visit to 

Cambodia, one day before the ASEAN summit meeting in April 2012, was aimed at 

lobbying Cambodia to block any attempt to internationalise or multi-lateralise the South 

China disputes between China and ASEAN members, which included Vietnam, the 

Philippines, Indonesia and Brunei.84  Sutter and Hunag similarly believe that China used 

diplomacy and leverage over Cambodia to keep the issue off the agenda.85 

However, available sources show that Cambodia is not fully bandwagoning with China. 

Since the late 1990s, Hun Sen has maintained an independent foreign policy to keep 
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doors open to key foreign states including China, the U.S. and Vietnam.86 Cambodia 

“supports a de-escalation of conflict between the claimants to avoid endangering peace 

and disrupting trade activities in the region and beyond. The recent clashes between 

China and two ASEAN states, the Philippines and Vietnam, pose a serious security 

concern”.8788 Despite being seen as a close client to China, Cambodia attempts to 

balance increasing Chinese power at home by diversifying its relations with other 

powers. This was evident when after Cambodia established a Comprehensive Strategic 

partnership with China in 2010, Hun Sen also concluded a ‘strategic partnership’ with 

Tokyo in December 2013 and jointly stressed with his Japanese counterpart that both 

states support freedom of air navigation in the region, which irritated China to some 

extent.89 Furthermore, Hun Sen’s comment during the 2015 East Asia World Economic 

Summit in Jakarta, questioning why only four ASEAN states (Brunei, Malaysia, 

Vietnam and Singapore) are included in the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) shows 

Cambodia’s intention to accede to the world’s biggest trade agreement, which accounts 

for 40 per cent of the world economy and including the U.S. and Japan, but not China.90  

Notably, despite increasing Chinese influence in Cambodia, Cambodia continues to 

boost friendship and cooperation with Vietnam. In 2013, Hun Sen expressed gratitude to 

Vietnam for saving the Cambodian people from genocide under the Khmer Rouge 

regime in 1979 and encouraged more Vietnamese investment in Cambodia.91 

Furthermore, he also downplayed the anti-Vietnamese incident in 2014 caused by a 

Vietnamese diplomat’s statement that South Vietnam, or the former Kampuchea Krom 
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provinces, belonged to Vietnam prior to France’s official transfer of the land in 1949. 

Instead of asking Hanoi to clarify this contentious historical interpretation, Phnom Penh 

just arrested 11 anti-Vietnamese demonstrators in order to avoid worsening diplomatic 

relations with Hanoi. 92  

3.7 Cambodia’s Pragmatic Approach to China: A Hedging Policy 

Today, Cambodia is neither balancing against China nor fully bandwagoning with it. 

Instead, Cambodia is implementing a hedging strategy93, which comprises a limited 

bandwagoning policy, and a soft balancing strategy against China at the same time. 

Cambodia is adopting a hedging strategy for numerous reasons.  

Firstly, from the point of view of Cambodia’s elite, it is not a wise policy to adopt pure 

balancing against China. China’s economic rise provides incentives for bandwagoning. 

Antagonising China might lead to a great loss of economic interests, and would make 

Cambodia too dependent on Vietnam, which would further antagonise a political 

opposition party and its supporters who view Vietnam as a threat and oppose the current 

government being close to Vietnam. In addition, joining the U.S. to contain China is also 

not productive because the U.S. role in helping Cambodia is limited and unpromising 

while China’s assistance is significant and ongoing.94 Importantly, China is not a threat 

that should be fully balanced against. China does not interfere in Cambodia’s foreign 

policy by asking it to reduce cooperation with Vietnam and the U.S.. Put simply, 

Cambodia does not want to challenge the U.S. or antagonise Vietnam or even Thailand. 

Vannarith argues that “Cambodia is very realistic. Cambodia’s policy is greatly 

depended on national interest. No permanent enemy, only eternal benefit… Who can 

help Cambodia develop its economy is important partner”.95 

Secondly, although adopting a pure bandwagoning policy toward China would bring 

interests that are more promising, it is still not an option for Cambodia either. This is 

because it raises the risks of encirclement by the U.S. (and its allies) if they try to 

counter the Chinese threat. An overly strong dependency on China would limit 

Cambodia’s autonomy and antagonise its traditional alliance with Vietnam, which could 
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cause trouble along the border. Today, Cambodia needs both China and Vietnam, and it 

needs to befriend every country because “once you lose one side and are drawn closer to 

the other side. Eventually, the stronger one will dominate the relationship because you 

do not have choice to turn to others. But if you have good relations with other sides, then 

you can have the leverage”.96 Notably, in an international system where power is 

asymmetric, it is hard to predict states’ behaviour once they become great powers. 

Cambodia’s ongoing effort to retain some degree of soft-balancing against China leaves 

an option for Cambodia to resort to other powers for assistance in case China conducts 

any acts that can potentially harm Cambodian national interests.  

3.7.1 Vietnamese Factor 

Thirdly, Cambodia is hedging on China because it is a suitable policy which allows 

Cambodia to achieve two main objectives at the same time—to maximize national 

interests, and minimize risks as discussed above. It is evident that while Cambodia 

adopts a limited bandwagoning policy and engages with China, it retains a close 

traditional friendship with Vietnam. As such, Vietnamese influence is still functioning 

and upheld by the current ruling party, even though it is weaker than in the past. 

Politically, Prime Minister Hun Sen regularly stresses his gratitude to Vietnam and vows 

to retain close relations with this country.97 Furthermore, in 2012 Hun Sen strongly 

rejected the longstanding notion that Vietnam invaded Cambodia. Instead, he argued, 

“The presence of Vietnam’s military in Cambodia was for the sake of the Cambodian 

people. That presence has led to the revival of Cambodia today”.98  

In the security realm, Cambodia continues to receive military training from Vietnam. 

From 1979 to 2012, more than 12,000 Cambodian military personnel were trained in 

Vietnam.99 In December 2005, Cambodia conducted joint naval patrols with Vietnam 

and received two patrol boats from this country.100 By the end of 2008, the two states 

had conducted three patrols in the waters of the Gulf of Thailand. Both sides also set up 
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a communication channel to exchange information and “jointly address issues as they 

arise”.101  In September 2010, two Vietnamese naval ships paid their first port call to 

Cambodia since the end of the Cambodian conflicts.102 In 2013, defence ministers from 

both sides entered into an agreement to intensify exchanges involving staff at all levels, 

experience sharing in military building, staff training, and naval joint patrol.103  

As far as Vietnamese trade and investment in Cambodia is concerned, Vietnam is 

playing an important role in boosting the Cambodian economy alongside Chinese 

investment, particularly at a time when Cambodia is looking to reduce its trade 

dependency with Thailand due to their recent conflicts.104 In 2009, despite the global 

economic downturn, trade between Vietnam and Cambodia valued at US $1.333 billion, 

with Vietnam’s trade surplus dropping slightly to US$961 million. In 2010, bilateral 

trade increased from US$1.83 billion to US $2.829 billion in 2011, increasing by 54.75 

per cent,105 and in 2012, the two-way trade value was estimated at US$3.3 billion.106 

Notably, Vietnam is now among the top five investors in Cambodia. In 2010, Vietnam 

had 41 foreign direct investment (FDI) projects worth US$566 million in Cambodia. In 

2011, the number of projects rose to 90 and investment capital reached US$2 billion. 

Vietnamese enterprises so far have invested in 124 projects in Cambodia with total 

registered capital of some US$2.5 billion, four times higher than the figure in 2009.107 

For these reasons, it is unlikely that Cambodia will adopt a full bandwagoning policy 

toward China when it can still enjoy economic aid from Vietnam and other states. 

Depending solely on China will not only limit Cambodia’s option to enjoy benefits from 

other states such as Vietnam and the U.S. but also put its survival on a single power. 

Therefore, as long as Cambodia is not compelled to choose, it will continue to hedge on 

China, Vietnam and the U.S. Even though Cambodia shows the strongest level of limited 

bandwagoning policy toward China than its neighbours, it will not compromise its 

relations with Vietnam. 
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3.7.2 The U.S. Factor 

Another reason that demonstrates Cambodia’s adoption of a soft-balancing strategy 

against China is evident in the effort of Cambodia in strengthening its relations with 

America in order to increase cooperation with this great power. Although U.S. assistance 

to Cambodia is not significant, the United States is still an important counterweight to 

China’s rise, and to prevent China from dominating the region. YaleGlobal claims that 

“Cambodia cannot afford to have strained relations with the United States,” adding that 

the country relies on the U.S. as an export market for its garments, giving the US 

“strategic leverage”.108 Today, the U.S. is the largest overseas market for Cambodian 

products, accounting for half of Cambodia’s garment exports overseas.109 Most 

Cambodian products are destined to the U.S. market.110 Two-way goods trade between 

the United States and Cambodia totalled US $2.9 billion in 2012.111 The Garment 

Manufacturers Association in Cambodia revealed in 2012 that Cambodia exported 

garments and textiles worth US $2.06 billion to the US, more than half of its total 

exports. This industry also creates approximately 50,000 jobs for Cambodian workers.112 

Garment and footwear products represented about 90 per cent of the country’s total 

exports, which are vital to Cambodia’s economy.113   

In addition, the U.S maintained a trade deficit with Cambodia valued at US $2.5 billion 

in 2011, an increase of 17.7 per cent compared to a year earlier (US $380 million).114  

Tomas Lum further claimed that the U.S and Cambodia continue to maintain strong ties 

through aid and trade. In 2012, Cambodia was the fourth largest recipient of U.S. 

assistance in Southeast Asia after Indonesia, the Philippines and Vietnam.115 In 2010, the 

U.S Agency for International Development (USAID) provided approximately US $70 
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million to Cambodia for programs in health, education, governance, and economic 

growth.116  

Moreover, Cambodia has also tightened its defence ties with the United States in order 

to balance powers of China and Vietnam. In 2008, U.S. Deputy Secretary of State, John 

Negroponte, visited Cambodia and a year later, Cambodia’s Minister of Defence, Tea 

Banh, reciprocated with a visit to Washington to develop defence cooperation.117 

Furthermore, U.S Defence Secretary Minister, Leon Panetta, made an official visit to 

Cambodia in 2012 to boost bilateral defence cooperation.118 Significantly, the U.S. 

Secretary, Hillary Clinton, and President Obama also paid official visits to Cambodia in 

2012119 as part of the U.S. strategic pivot to Asia.120 The U.S. also provided Cambodia 

with about US $4.5 million worth of military equipment and technical assistance through 

the Foreign Military Financing (FMF) programme to Cambodia in 2006. In September 

2009, Washington granted Cambodia military equipment worth about US $6.5 million 

under the same program.121  

The U.S. supported Cambodia in hosting a large-scale multinational peacekeeping 

exercise, known as Angkor Sentinel 10, which was attended by about 1,000 troops from 

26 nations focusing on insurgency, terrorism, crimes and ethnic conflicts in July 2010.122 

The U.S. also supported the Cambodian army in conducting counterterrorism training, 
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and conducted small-scale joint exercises with the Cambodian army in 2012.123 In 

addition, in October 2010, hundreds of American and Cambodian sailors performed a 

joint maritime security exercise, the so-called “Cooperation Afloat Readiness and 

Training Cambodia 2010”.124 Although the military assistance provided to Cambodia by 

the U.S. is less than China, it is significant for Hun Sen’s government to gain recognition 

from the United States. Ongoing cooperation also serves to reduce U.S. and Western 

criticisms of Cambodia’s human rights practices and democratisation process. 

Importantly, the existing American influence allows Cambodia to manoeuvre for 

benefits offered by external powers. 

 

3.8 Conclusion 

China and Cambodia entered a new era of relations under the current Prime Minister 

Hun Sen’s administration. Since 1997, Cambodia’s response to China has been 

substantially influenced by the prospect of gains, rather than motivated by threats. Even 

as a small country, Cambodia does not have to choose between a pure bandwagoning or 

pure balancing strategy against China. This is because China is not viewed as a threat 

requiring a strong balancing strategy. Cambodia chooses to hedge on China to balance 

power, retain sovereignty and maximize sources of interests. Cambodia hedges against 

China differently from other states, in the sense that it faces fewer constraints in the 

adoption of a stronger level of limited bandwagoning with China as compared to Laos, 

Thailand and other Southeast Asian states. By exerting a strong level of limited 

bandwagoning with China, Cambodia aligns with and accommodates China’s interests, 

which brings more economic interests and political support from China. On the other 

hand, retaining the influence of Vietnam and the U.S. in Cambodia serves as a good 

balancer to rising Chinese influence in Cambodia. For the time being, a hedging strategy 

is a pragmatic policy for Cambodia. This is because being too close to Vietnam 

displeases domestic political opposition and anti-Vietnamese groups, which damages the 

popularity of Hun Sen’s party. Conversely, fully bandwagoning with China could also 

damage its relations with a traditional power like Vietnam and another great power like 

the United States. Cambodia’s history shows that solely allying with any single power 

backfires. As a consequence, Cambodia under Hun Sen today is carefully implementing 
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a policy that aims to attract benefits from all powers. Overall, the Cambodian case study 

shows that even a country that is close to China chooses to hedge against China. 

Cambodia does not distance itself from Vietnam or neglect any opportunity to strenghten 

cooperation with the U.S. and Japan. Cambodia hedges against China not because of 

China’s threat, but potential risks arising from China’s future behaviour.



 

100 

 

CHAPTER 4:  HISTORICAL RELATIONS OF LAOS’ RESPONSE TO 

CHINA 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Although diplomatic relations between Laos and China were officially instituted in 

1961, relations had been established hundreds of years before when the two states were 

ruled under monarchic systems.1 The leaders of Laos and China have frequently 

characterised their states as close, linked by mountains and waters, and the people of the 

two states have co-existed in peace and harmony.2  

The objective of this chapter is to provide the historical background of the Lao-Chinese 

relationship since 1949.3 The chapter argues that during the Cold War, Laos adopted a 

limited bandwagoning policy toward China for political benefits and relied on Chinese 

assistance to realise its revolutionary movement, which established the Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic on 2 December 1975. As such, China was seen as a benign power 

for Pathet Lao.4 It also argues that as a result of conflict between two influential powers 

China and Vietnam over the Cambodian crisis, the Lao-Chinese relationship worsened. 

As a consequence, Laos adopted a soft balancing strategy against China. This policy was 

changed after the re-establishment of bilateral relations in 1989, when Laos began to 

view China as a main supporter of its political regime and its economic development. 

This resulted in Laos adopting a hedging policy toward China, consisting of a limited 

bandwagoning and indirect balancing strategy. This allowed it to improve good relations 

with China and continue to strengthen the close strategic relationship with its traditional 

ally, Vietnam.  

                                                 
1    V. Sindavong, ‘Lao-Chinese Relations in the New Era’, lectured by Vichit Sindavong, Assistant 

Minister, vice president of the Committee for Lao-Chinese Cooperation, National University of Laos, 

Vientiane, 26 April 2011, p.10.  
2    ASEAN-China Centre Website, ‘Lao PDR’, <http://www.asean-china-center.org/english/2010- 

07/09/c_13392051.htm>, consulted 11 August 2013. 
3    Although Laos and China have relationship even since before the establishment of the Lao PDR, and 

the People’s Republic of China (PRC), this chapter focuses mainly relations between the two newly 

established regimes due to the limited scope of the research. 
4    Pathet Lao is the Communist nationalist group that took over the government of Laos in 1975 after two 

decades of civil war. Today, it is called Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), and led by the 

Lao people Revolutionary Party. According to Stuart-Fox, Pathet Lao literally means “country or land 

of Laos”. This name refers to the anti-French guerrilla movement allied to Vietminh, and to the pro-

Communist, antigovernment insurgency, and to the Lao revolutionary movement in generally. See M. 

Stuart-Fox, The A to Z of Laos, The Scarecrow Press, Maryland, U.S.A, 2008, p. 249. 

http://www.asean-china-center.org/english/2010-%2007/09/c_13392051.htm
http://www.asean-china-center.org/english/2010-%2007/09/c_13392051.htm
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The chapter will firstly provide a country profile of Laos. Second, it will provide a 

historical background of the political struggle within Laos, which was strongly 

influenced by the U.S and China. Third, it will examine the historical relationship 

between Laos and China and the general perception of the Pathet Laos toward China. 

Finally, it will identify key factors leading to the break in diplomatic relations in 1979 

and the re-establishment of bilateral relations in 1989.  

4.2 Laos’ Profile 

Geographically, Laos is located in Southeast Asia, having the total area of 237,000 

square kilometres, which is a similar size to the Australian State of Victoria.5 As the 

only land-locked country in the region, Laos shares a 2,067 km border with Vietnam, a 

1, 835 km border with Thailand, a 535 km border with Cambodia, a 505 km border with 

China, and a 236 km border with Myanmar.6 Due to this strategic location, Laos serves 

as an important land-link for sub- regional cooperation in the Greater Mekong area.7 In 

2012, Laos had a total population of 6.6 million, divided into 49 different ethnic groups.8  

Politically, Laos is ruled by the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party, which upholds a 

Marxist-Leninist ideology.9  The Lao PDR was established on 2 December 1975 in 

succession to the Kingdom of Laos.10 During the 9th Party Congress held in March 2011, 

there were 11 members of the political bureau, and 61 members of the Central 

Committee, elected by 576 delegates who represented more than 191,700 party members 

nationwide.11 The 7th General Assembly of the Lao National Assembly, convened on 24 

June 2011, unanimously elected H.E. Mr Choummaly Sayasone as the President of Laos, 

H.E. Mr Bounnhang Vorachit as the Vice President, and H.E. M. Thongsing 

                                                 
5    Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade of Australia, ‘Laos country brief’, February 2013,  

      < http://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/laos/laos_brief.html>, consulted 3 September 2013. 
6     ‘Border demarcation enhances Laos, Vietnam peace’, The China Post, 6 July 2013,  

      < http://www.chinapost.com.tw/asia/vietnam/2013/07/06/382980/Border -demarcation.htm>, consulted 

8 September 2013. 
7     Lao embassy in Bangkok, ‘Laos Overview’, 17 September 2012,  

      < http://laoembassybkk.com/index.php/lao-history>, consulted 2 September 2013. 
8    The World Bank, ‘Lao PDR’, 2013, <http://data.worldbank.org/country/lao-pdr>, consulted 3 

September 2013.  
9    Lao National Assembly, ‘Chapter I, The Political Regime’, Lao Constitution, 2011, 

<http://www.na.gov.la/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=27%3Achapter-l-the-

political-regime&catid=35%3Aconstitution-of-lao-pdr&Itemid=51&lang=en>, consulted 3 September 

2013. 
10   M. Leifer, Dictionary of the Modern Politics of South-East Asia, 3rd edn., London, Routledge, 2001, p. 

21. 
11   Lao National Assembly, ‘9th Party Congress of the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party Opens’, 17 

March 2011, http://www.na.gov.la/index.php?option=com_content&id=139:9th-party-congress-of-the-

lao-peoples-revolutionary-party-opens-&lang=en, consulted 3 September 2013. 

http://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/laos/laos_brief.html
http://www.chinapost.com.tw/asia/vietnam/2013/07/06/382980/Border-demarcation.htm
http://laoembassybkk.com/index.php/lao-history
http://data.worldbank.org/country/lao-pdr
http://www.na.gov.la/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=27%253Achapter-l-the-political-regime&catid=35%253Aconstitution-of-lao-pdr&Itemid=51&lang=en
http://www.na.gov.la/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=27%253Achapter-l-the-political-regime&catid=35%253Aconstitution-of-lao-pdr&Itemid=51&lang=en
http://www.na.gov.la/index.php?option=com_content&id=139:9th-party-congress-of-the-lao-peoples-revolutionary-party-opens-&lang=en
http://www.na.gov.la/index.php?option=com_content&id=139:9th-party-congress-of-the-lao-peoples-revolutionary-party-opens-&lang=en
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Thammavong as the Prime Minister. Furthermore, it also approved the appointment of 

four Deputy Prime Ministers and a further 24 Ministers as members of Government 

Cabinet.12  

Economically, although Laos is a small developing country, its economy has gradually 

developed. Lao economic growth between 2013 and 2014 stood at 7.8 per cent and is 

expected to growth by 7.5 to 8 per cent in 2015. 13The World Bank further reports that 

Lao GDP in 2014 stood at US $11.7 billion and GDP grew at 7.5 per cent.14 Both the 

ADB and the World Bank agree that economic growth in Laos has greatly benefited 

from development of services, hydropower, construction and agriculture.15 According to 

the 2014 Lao Economic Report, Laos’ total exports were valued at US $2.66 billion in 

2014, of which  mining exports accounted for US $1.2 billion, electricity US $570 

million, garment US $201 million, and timber and wood products US $133.7 million.16 

Lao total imports were valued at US $ 4.2 billion in the same year, of which imports of 

raw materials such as fuel, crude oil, iron, steel accounted for US $ 1.8 billion, and those 

of vehicles, fertilizers, engines, plastics and so on amounted to US $1.2 billion.17 

Statistics from the Ministry of Planning and Investment reveal that between 1989 and 

2012, Vietnam, Thailand, and China ranked as the top three states investing in Laos, 

which amounted to US $4.91 billion, US $4 billion, and US $3.9 billion respectively.18 

Notably, from 2000 to 2011, China overtook Thailand as the second largest investor in 

Laos, with the total investment of US $3.4 billion while Vietnam still maintained its top 

investment at the amount of US $4.7 billion.19 Remarkably, the first 11 months of the 

                                                 
12   Lao National Assembly, ‘Resolution of General Assembly of the Lao 7th National Assembly’, 24 June   

2011, pp.4-5, <http://www.na.gov.la/index.php?option=com_ content&view=article&id= 121&Itemid 

=235&lang=la>, consulted 3 September 2013. 
13  Lao National Bank, ‘Economic Report for 2014’, Government Publication, Vientiane, Laos, 2015, pp. 

1 and 13. 
14  The World Bank, ‘Lao PDR’, 2015, <http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/lao>, consulted 5 October 

2015.  
15   Asian Development Bank, ‘Lao PDR: Economy’, 2013, <http://www.adb.org/states/lao-

pdr/economy>,  consulted 3 September 2013; and Website of the World Bank, ‘Lao PDR Economic 

Monitor June 2013: Sustaining Growth, Maintaining Macroeconomic Stability’, 2013, 

<http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/lao/publication/lao-pdr-economic-monitor-june-2013-

sustaining-growth-maintaining-macroeconomic-stability>, consulted 3 September 2013. 
16   Lao National Bank, ‘Economic Report for 2014’, Government Publication, Vientiane, Laos, 2015, p. 

36. 
17  Ibid., 
18   Ministry of Planning and Investment of Laos , ‘Top 10 FDI States’, Investment Promotion Department, 

<http://www.investlaos.gov.la/show_encontent.php?contID=29>, consulted 3 September 2013. 
19   Ministry of Investment and Planning of Laos , ‘All Approved Investment Projects by Country’, 11 

October 2012, < http://www.investlaos.gov.la/files/rpt_Invest_Summary_Country1A.pdf>, consulted 3 

September 2013. 

http://www.na.gov.la/index.php?option=com_%20content&view=article&id=%20121&Itemid%20=235&lang=la
http://www.na.gov.la/index.php?option=com_%20content&view=article&id=%20121&Itemid%20=235&lang=la
http://www.adb.org/countries/lao-pdr/economy
http://www.adb.org/countries/lao-pdr/economy
http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/lao/publication/lao-pdr-economic-monitor-june-2013-sustaining-growth-maintaining-macroeconomic-stability
http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/lao/publication/lao-pdr-economic-monitor-june-2013-sustaining-growth-maintaining-macroeconomic-stability
http://www.investlaos.gov.la/show_encontent.php?contID=29
http://www.investlaos.gov.la/files/rpt_Invest_Summary_Country1A.pdf
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2012 to 2013, China overtook Vietnam and Thailand to become the biggest investor in 

Laos, with total value of investment of US $1.33 billion.20 

4.3 China’s Support of Laos’ Neutrality 

Zhai argues that after Laos gained full independence from France in 1953, the PRC 

actively supported the country’s neutrality in order to ensure Laos’ non-participation in 

the US-led anti-Communist South East Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO).21 Stuart-Fox 

agrees that “Chinese policy was always to protect its southern frontier by ensuring that 

neighbouring states were either friendly or neutral, harbouring no threatening foreign 

bases on their soil”.22 From 1949 until the establishment of the Lao PDR in 1975, China 

encouraged the government led by Prince Souvanna Phomma to remain neutral in the 

Indochina conflict against France and the US while at the same time, it supported the 

communist movement military (Pathet Lao) to seize the power and pursue a socialist 

ideology. China also played a significant role in Lao internal affairs. The Lao Institute of 

Foreign Affairs observes that Chinese delegations were prominent at international 

meetings on Laos’ issues held in Geneva, in 1954, 1961 and 1962 to achieve 

reconciliation amongst political groups in Laos, strongly opposing U.S intervention on 

Lao internal affairs.23 

Laos adopted a strategy of neutrality in an attempt to balance powers between two 

opposing camps influential in Laos during this period; namely, the Capitalist Camp (the 

U.S. and Thailand) and the Communist Camp (China, Vietnam and Soviet Union) so 

that it could avoid being dragged into great power conflicts and falling into a single 

country’s orbit.24 Prince Souvanna Phouma stressed this during a visit to Australia in 

1967: 

We will always maintain our neutrality. In the first place, this neutrality is a 

protection for Laos. If it were not for this neutrality agreed to in Geneva in 1962, 

then Laos would long ago have been transformed into a battlefield. Since 

                                                 
20  ‘China becomes biggest investor in Laos’, Xinhua, 22 October 2013, <http://www.chinadaily.com 

.cn/bizchina/ 2013-10/22/content_17049866.htm>, consulted 7 April 2015. 
21   Q. Zhai, China and the Vietnam Wars, 1950-1975, Chapel Hill and London, University of North 

Carolina Press, 2000, p. 68. 
22   Stuart Fox, The A to Z of Laos, United Kingdom, 2008, p. 52. 
23   Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Laos, Institute of Foreign Affairs, 50 Anniversary of Diplomatic 

Relations between Laos and China: 25/4/1961 – 25/4/2011, Government publication, Vientiane, Laos, 

2011, pp. 5-6. 
24   Interview with Professor Martin Stuart-Fox, Emeritus Professor, University of Queensland, 13 October 

2015. 
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everybody wishes to limit the conflict, it is necessary to maintain the status of 

neutrality for Laos.25 

 

In pursuit of neutrality, Prince Souvanna Phouma aimed to balance the power of major 

states in Laos by remaining neutral. He then started to form good relations with 

Communist China alongside maintaining good relations with the West. At the Bandung 

conference in 1955, he met the Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai, who verbally assured him 

of non-interference in Laos’ internal affairs.26 A year later in August, he visited Beijing 

and was reassured by Zhou Enlai that China opposed any foreign interference in Laos’ 

affairs.27  In response, the Prince affirmed that his government would carry out a policy 

of “peace and neutrality”, and would not join any military alliance (meaning SEATO) so 

long as the security of Laos was not threatened. Furthermore, Laos would commit to 

prohibit any foreign bases other than those provided in the Geneva accords.28  

Far from being seen as a neutral country, Prince Souvanna Phouma’s move to strengthen 

close relations with China was seen as an attempt to hedge on the U.S. by adopting 

limited bandwagoning with China and the U.S. to balance the power. This move did not 

serve U.S. policy, which required smaller states to support its policy to suppress 

communism. As such, the U.S.A. mistrusted Prince Souvanna and supported a right 

wing political party in Laos to overthrow him.29 Stuart-Fox argues that, “once a new 

Prime Minister Phoui Sananikhone came into power, he fully bandwagoned with the 

U.S., captured the leaders of Pathet Lao—Prince Souphanouvong and another seven 

leaders—putting them in prison. They escaped, however, on 24 May 1960.30  

Under Phoui Sananikhone, Laos strongly bandwagoned with the U.S. to suppress 

communism in Laos, and relations with China worsened. Nevertheless, relations 

between Laos and China began to improve again in 1960 once Prince Souvanna Phouma 

was brought back into power by commander Kong Le, who launched a coup against 

                                                 
25  ‘Press conference given by the Prime Minister of Laos, His highness Prince Souvanna Phouma’, at 

Sydney airport, 31 October 1967, in Department of External Affairs, ‘Visit to Australia by the Prime 

Minister of the Kingdom of Laos’, Documents on Foreign Affairs, 31 October to 9 November 1967, p. 

2. 
26   N. Tarling, Britain and the Neutralisation of Laos, Singapore, NUS Press, 2011, p.29. 
27   A. J. Dommen, Conflict in Laos, London, Pall Mall, 1964, p. 96. 
28   Ibid.,  
29  The U.S. Department of State, ‘U.S. Relations with Laos’, 2 August 2012,  

    <http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2770.htm>, consulted 1 September 2013. 
30  SarDesai, Southeast Asia: Past and Present, 6th edn., pp. 325-326. 

http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2770.htm
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Phoui,31 and distrusted the U.S. influence on the Laos, fearing Laos would be drawn into 

the Cold War conflict.32 A new neutral government, consisting of Prince Souvanna 

Phouma and leaders from Neo Lao Hak Xat (Pathet Lao) was established in Vientiane, 

but was overthrown again in late 1960 by the U.S. backed-government led by Prince 

Boun Oum Nachampasack, forcing them to retreat to military bases of Pathet Lao.33  

Together, the Pathet Lao and Souvanna Phouma established a neutral government in a 

liberated zone controlled by Pathet Lao armies, Xiengkhoung and Houaphan provinces, 

and continued to bandwagon with Vietnam, China and the former Soviet Union. With 

assistance from these states, they resisted suppression from Prince Boun Oum and 

gradually occupied more liberated areas. Until 23 June 1962, the coalition government 

comprising of Prince Boun Oum (the rightist), Prince Souphanouvong (leader of Pathet 

Lao), and Prince Souvanna Phouma (leftist) was finally established.34 However, it failed 

to function effectively again. The U.S. increased its support to the rightist party. In April 

1963, Mr Quinim Pholsena, the leftist foreign Minister was assassinated making leaders 

from Pathet Lao flee to the liberated zone in Xieng Khuang.35  

In 1964, the U.S began to bomb the revolutionary bases of Pathet Lao in Xam Neu and 

Xieng Kuang provinces. It is believed that from 1964 to 1972, the U.S conducted carpet-

bombing of the northern provinces of Laos, along the Ho Chi Minh trail, to suppress 

both the Pathet Lao armies and North Vietnamese troops.36 Over 50,000 Lao people 

were killed by the bombs or by unexploded ordinance left behind.  37  In addition, the 

CIA also recruited nearly 60,000 Hmong people led by Hmong General Vang Pao to 

help suppress the North Vietnamese and Pathet Lao.38 In July 1969, the U.S and the U.S-

backed rightist government deployed over 50 thousand artillery units, 5000 Thai 

soldiers, and 200 American aircraft to attack Pathet Lao at their military base at the Plain 

of Jar, Xieng Khuang, but they were defeated by the Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese 

                                                 
31 Tarling, Britain and the Neutralisation of Laos, p.34. 
32 G. Evans, A Short History of Laos: the Land in Between , Australia, Allen & Unwin, 2002, p.116. 
33 P. Boupha, The Evolution of the Lao state’, Delhi, India, Konark Publishers, 2002, pp.57-58. 
34 Stuart Fox, The A to Z of Laos, p. Xli 
35 Evans, A Short History of Laos: the Land in Between , p. 125. 
36 B. Dakin, ‘Laos and the legacy of Vietnam’, The Guardian, 2 September 2010,  

     <http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/cifamerica/2010/sep/02/laos -usa>, consulted 7 

September 2013. 
37   Lao National Unexploded Ordnance Programme, ‘Quick Facts and Figures’, 2010,  

     < http://www.uxolao.org/>, consulted 7 September 2013. 
38   D. Heywood, Ancient Luangprabang, Bangkok, Thailand, River book, 2006, p. 25. 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/cifamerica/2010/sep/02/laos-usa
http://www.uxolao.org/
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armies.39 The rightist group also forced Souvanna Phouma to replace all left-wing 

ministers in the government with rightist ministers.40  

The new coalition government backed by the U.S did not win grassroots support. Pathet 

Lao or NLHS—with support from China, the Soviet Union, and from Vietnamese 

troops—continued to fight against the U.S, and Hmong guerrillas supported by CIA. In 

1975, Pathet Lao seized power. On 1 December 1975, Prime Minister Prince Souvanna 

Phouma resigned, dissolved the coalition government, and King Sisavang Vatthana 

abdicated from the throne.41 Between 1 and 2 December 1975, the general assembly of 

deputies nationwide was opened, and the meeting declared the abolition of the monarchy 

and the instalment of the Lao People’s Democratic Republic. 42 

The point to make here is that a neutral government led by Prince Souvanna Phouma 

adopted a limited bandwagoning policy toward China in order to hedge on the United 

States. His support for Pathet Lao and failure to help the U.S suppress Communism 

showed his policy to bandwagon with Pathet Laos rather than the United States. Even 

though he declared neutrality and continued to receive American assistance to maintain 

the U.S. presence in Laos, he could not convince the U.S.A. of his neutral policy. As 

such, he was accused of pro-Communist and was overthrown by the U.S. backed 

government. He stated in 1963 that:  

The Americans say that I am a Communist. All this is heartbreaking….I am 

looking for a way to keep Laos non-Communist. To be pro-West, on the other 

hand, does not necessarily mean to be pro-American. To be anti-American does 

not mean to be pro-Communist.….We are against the American policies of the 

moment. We are anti-American because these Americans don’t understand Laos, 

they have regard only for their own interests.43 

 

Stuart-Fox argues that for a small country like Laos, it was hard to remain neutral during 

Souvanna Phoma’s Prime-Ministership in 1950s and 1960s. This was because for the 

                                                 
39   N. Trong Phuc, ‘Vision of President Kayson Phomvihane on the implementing the People War in orde r 

to liberate the country’, in the Party Central Committee for Propaganda and Training, Vision of 

President Kaysone Phomvihane in the constructing and expanding the People Democratic System in 

line with socialism, official documents to be used for the Scientific Seminar on the 85th Birthday 

Anniversary of President Kaysone Phomvihane, Vientiane, 17 to 18 November 2005, p. 126.   
40   G.C. Gunn, Political Struggles in Laos (1930-1954), Bangkok, Thailand, White Lotus, 2005, p.304. 
41   Boupha, The Evolution of the Lao state, p. 94. 
42   Ministry of Culture and Tourism of Laos, 35 Years of the Lao PDR: 1975:2010, Lao News Agency, 

Vientiane, Laos, 2010, p. 31. 
43   A. J. Dommen, Conflict in Laos: The Politics of Neutralization, Revised edition, New York, Praeger 

Publishers, 1971, p. 182. 
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U.S, being neutral meant siding with the communist side, while for the Pathet Lao, it 

meant siding with the capitalism.44 Neither the U.S. nor Pathet Lao wanted Souvanna 

Phomma to remain neutral but sided with them.  

4.4 China as Supporter of the Lao Communist Movement 

Soon after the establishment of official diplomatic relations in 1961, Pathet Laos and 

China established diplomatic relations at the Lao military base at Kangkai, Xieng 

Khouang province. During this time, Chinese leaders, namely president Mao Zedong, 

Deng Xiaoping, and Zhou Enlai formed a close friendship with Prince Soupanouvaong 

(leader of Pathet Lao), comrade Kayson Phomvihane (General Secretary of the LPRP), 

Phoumy Vongvichit, Kinim Phonesena and other important leaders of Pathet Lao.45 

Viewing China as an important supporter of the Lao communist movement, by the end 

of September 1965, General Secretary Kayson Phomvihane visited Beijing to discuss 

Chinese assistance in the Lao revolutionary movement.46 Furthermore, in 1959, Kaysone 

and many other Lao leaders visited Beijing to seek Chinese assistance.47  

In an effort to help Laos achieve its revolutionary success, China dispatched its 

economic and cultural representatives to Kang Kai District, Xieng Khouang province in 

196148 to help the Pathet Lao fight against American suppression of the communist 

expansion in Laos and Vietnam during the “Secret War” in Laos. A U.S source reveals 

that in the 1970s, Chinese military aid transported via the Chinese-built road network in 

northwest Laos included 150 anti-aircraft guns, 37 mm and 57 mm and possibly a few 

85 mm/100 mm.49 Evans further claims that in order to maintain China’s influence in 

Laos during the revolutionary period, China assisted the Pathet Lao (Lao revolutionary 

army) in its cause to liberate the country by providing military weapons and supplies to 

equip the Lao army to fight against the U.S.50 Similarly, Stuart-Fox holds that in 

                                                 
44   Interview with Professor Martin Stuart-Fox, Emeritus Professor, University of Queensland, 13 October 

2016. 
45   S. Bounvilay, 50 years: 1961-2011 of long lasting and firmly Lao-Chinese Friendship, Government   

Publication, Vientiane, 2011, p.3. 
46  ‘Laos-China Cooperation Continues to Grow’, Lao New Agency, 22 April 2013, 

      < http://www.kpl.net.la/english/news/newsrecord/2013/April/22.4.2013/edn1.htm>, consulted 4 

September 2013. 
47   Bounvilay, 50 years: 1961-2011 of long lasting and firmly Lao-Chinese Friendship, p.3. 
48   Xieng Khouang province is the former strategic revolutionary base for Lao revolutionary army to fight 

against the U.S during the Vietnam War. 
49  CIA FOIA, ‘Special National Intelligence Estimate: Communist China’s Reactions to Developments in 

Laos’, 18 February 1971, p.A3-A4, <http://www.foia.cia.gov/search.asp >, consulted 6 November 

2012. 
50   Evans, A Short History of Laos: the Land in Between , p. 121. 

http://www.kpl.net.la/english/news/newsrecord/2013/April/22.4.2013/edn1.htm


 

108 

 

response to Laos’ request, China sent up to 10,000 Chinese troops to assist in 

constructing roads linking Laos with Yunnan.51 Seven thousand of these soldiers were 

engineering troops while the rest were anti-aircraft soldiers.52 In 1970, this number had 

increased to 15,000 Chinese road workers, who were protected by the Chinese army and 

anti-aircraft units.53 The former Chinese Ambassador to Laos, Bu Jianguo holds that: 

In order to assist Pathet Lao liberate the country, and seize their independence from 

foreign aggression; China provided material and military support. Apart from 

providing military weapons to the Lao National Patriotic armies [Pathet Lao], China 

sent communist soldiers to train Lao militants, including one hundred and ten 

thousand Chinese labours to build 7 strategic roads with 800 km long…. 

Furthermore, there were 5 Chinese revolutionists died in Laos were buried at Pasob 

cemetery, Phongsavanh district, Xieng Khuang province; and another 210 Chinese 

dead buried at cemeteries at Xamneu and Oudomsay provinces.54  

 

Although it is not possible to figure out the exact amount of Chinese aid to Laos during 

the revolutionary period, Bounvilay, a Lao Chinese specialist from the office of Lao-

Chinese Cooperation Committee, claims that between 1959 and 1979, China rendered 

financial assistance to Pathet Lao worth 965,6 million Yuan (≈ US $157.7 million). Of 

that, 866,6 million Yuan (≈US $141.5 million) was grant aid, and 99 million Yuan (≈US 

$16.1 million)55 were loans with low interest.56 In order to strengthen closer relations 

with China, after the establishment of the Lao PDR on 2 December 1975, General 

Secretary Kayson led a Lao high ranking delegation to Vietnam and China in order to 

ensure continuous support to the cause of national defence and reconstruction of Laos.57 

The Lao Institute of Foreign Affairs reveals that between 1989 to 2000, China assisted 

Laos with a total amount of 600,54 million Yuan (≈ US $98.1 million). Of this amount 

115, 74 million Yuan (≈ US $18.92 million) was grant aid, 110 million Yuan (≈ US 

$17.9 million)58  were non-interest loans, and 200 million Yuan were low-interest 

                                                 
51   Stuart Fox, A History of Laos, pp. 142 & 178. 
52   Ibid., p.142. 
53   Stuart Fox, The A to Z of Laos, 2008, p. 56. 
54   B. Jianguo, ‘Address on the occasion of the 50 Anniversary of Establishment of Chinese -Lao 

Diplomatic Relations’, 18 April 2011, Speeches by H.E. Bu Jianguo, former Chinese Ambassador to 

Laos, p. 2. See also Bounvilay, 50 years: 1961-2011 of long lasting and firmly Lao-Chinese 

Friendship, p.63. 
55  Exchange rate of Chinese aid above is based on XE Currency Converter as of 2 September 2013. 
56  Bounvilay, 50 years: 1961-2011 of long lasting and firmly Lao-Chinese Friendship, p.71. 
57  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Laos, Institute of Foreign Affairs  of Laos, 50 Anniversary of Diplomatic 

Relations between Laos and China: 25/4/1961 – 25/4/2011, p.21. 
58  Exchange rate of Chinese aid above is based on XE Currency Converter as of 9 September 2013. 
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loans.59 From 2000 until 2010, China increased aid to Laos up to 1.196 billion Yuan, of 

which, 397,9 million Yuan was grant aid, 299 million Yuan were non-interest loans, and 

500 million Yuan were low-interest loans to be used in building infrastructure. 60 

While China was one of the key supporters of the Lao revolutionary movement, the 

Pathet Laos did not fully bandwagon with China for two reasons. First, within the same 

Communist camp, it made sense for Laos to have close relations with all major 

Communist states, namely China, Vietnam and the former Soviet Union, as all of these 

states were key supporters of Pathet Laos, and Laos was not forced to adopt a pure 

bandwagon policy with any single state. As such, Laos sought benefits from all fraternal 

states. Secondly, by maintaining relations with all major states in the communist camp, 

Laos was able to avoid being dominated by a single country. Having good relations with 

China, Vietnam and the former Soviet Union allowed Laos to seek benefits from all 

allies while at the same time limiting the domestic influence of allies. Nevertheless, Laos 

was not in the position to hedge when key major allies came into conflicts, and it was 

compelled to take sides. 

4.5 Indo-China War: China’s Threat Perception 

Laos adopted a soft balancing strategy against China at the end of 1970s. This was due 

to Vietnam and China coming into conflict over Cambodia. Laos sided with Vietnam, a 

strong influential power at that time, to condemn China for launching war against 

Vietnam in 1979. As such, Laos’ perception of China changed accordingly and its 

response to China was cooperative. In other words, Laos adopted soft balancing against 

China by downgrading relations, while strengthening relations with Vietnam and 

Cambodia. 

This incident occurred when China and Vietnam had a conflict of interest over 

Cambodia. China viewed Vietnam’s attempt to increase its influence in Laos and 

Cambodia as an attempt to limit China’s influence in Southeast Asia. Beijing also 

suspected that Vietnam’s closer cooperation with the former Soviet Union was aimed at 

encircling China.61 On Vietnam’s side, the coming into power of the Khmer Rouge 
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between 1975 and 1979 posed a threat to Vietnamese security as the China-backed 

Khmer Rouge government adopted an anti-Vietnamese policy, seeking to reclaim back 

lost territory from Vietnam, and attempting to drive Vietnamese influence out from 

Cambodia.62 These insecurities led Vietnam to intervene in Cambodia and rid 

themselves of the Khmer Rouge at the end of 1978 and caused China to teach Vietnam a 

lesson for overthrowing the Chinese backed puppet government by launching war 

against Vietnam in 1979. 

In these Cambodian-Vietnamese conflicts, Laos tried to mediate between the two states, 

but failed.63 It also tried to remain neutral in order to avoid being dragged into conflict. 

However, its commitment to the Lao-Vietnamese Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation, 

signed in 18 July 1977, and the strong influence from Vietnam and the Soviet Union 

brought an end to its neutrality, especially after China invaded Vietnam in 1979.64 Bruce 

Lockhart, a Lao historian from the National University of Singapore, claims that during 

the Sino-Vietnamese conflict, Laos did not have many options as Vietnamese influence 

in Laos was very strong.65 Kayson Phomvihane, the founder and prominent leader of the 

Lao People’s Revolutionary Party (LPRP), also stressed that “the joint fight between 

LPRP and Vietnamese Communist Party; the revolutionary movements between Laos 

and Vietnam; and the peoples of Laos and Vietnam were the prerequisite for the Lao 

revolutionary victory”.66 It is believed that around 40,000 North Vietnamese, excluding 

those in transit down the Ho Chi Minh trail, were sent to assist Pathet Lao in fighting 

against the United States.67 In 1967, there were 40,000 North Vietnamese soldiers in Lao 

territory, fighting side by side with 20,000 Pathet Lao troops, who were armed, paid, and 

trained by North Vietnam.68 Laos and Vietnam were bound by the Treaty of Friendship 

                                                 
62   More detail on Sino-Vietnamese conflict over Cambodia can be found on Cambodia’s case study 

(chapter two and three).  
63   M. Stuart-Fox, Laos: Politics, Economics and Society, London, Frances Pinter, 1986, p. 186. 
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and Cooperation, reinforcing their mutual commitment to assist each other when the 

other side is under attack.69  

In response to China’s 1979 invasion of Vietnam, Laos adopted a non-military balancing 

strategy by reducing diplomatic relations with China to the charge d’ affaires level, but 

relations were never cut.70 Laos requested China to reduce its Embassy personnel to 12 

staff and to close its military wing. In June 1981, in order to restrict Chinese diplomatic 

activities over Laos’ internal affairs, Lao authorities forwarded a Memorandum of 

Understanding to the Chinese Embassy to cut down the number of diplomats, technical 

staff, including family members who held Chinese citizenship, once more, this time 

down to 5 staff. In July 1981, the Lao Ambassador to Beijing was recalled and in August 

the same year, China recalled the Chinese ambassador to Beijing.71 Beijing immediately 

cut off aid to Laos, and provided propaganda support and training facilities in Yunnan 

for Lao anti-government insurgents.72  

As a result of this interruption to the relationship, about 20,000 Chinese labourers were 

returned to China from Laos.73 Bruce St John claims that Laos viewed China’s invasion 

of Vietnam as a primary threat to a united Indochina and aligned with Vietnam against 

what it saw as Chinese hegemonic expansion.74 In April 1979, Lao President 

Souphanouvong also condemned the Chinese invasion of Vietnam: 

The Chinese power holders who are pursuing a counterrevolutionary policy of 

regional hegemony and big-nation expansionism….are ruthlessly carrying out 

schemes to swallow up our country as well as Vietnam and Kampuchea so as to 

proceed with annexing other states in Southeast Asia…We must maintain high 

vigilance against the adventurous, warmongering schemes of the Chinese power 

holders.... They have trampled on the Kampuchean people . . . and they have launched 

a large-scale war of aggression against the SRV (Socialist Republic of Vietnam) and 

committed barbarous, unforgivable crimes against the Vietnamese people.75 

 

The 4th Lao Party Congress convened a year later in Vientiane, which also prioritised 

comprehensive cooperation with the former Soviet Union and strengthened collective 
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power with Vietnam and Cambodia in order to develop the country along socialist 

lines.76 As a result, Laos depended heavily on economic aid from the Soviet Union. It 

fully bandwagoned with the former Soviet Union, tightening close solidarity and all-

round cooperation with the powerful communist country, recognising it as the 

undisputed leader of the communist bloc.77  This made the former Soviet Union the sole 

biggest aid provider to Laos, accounting for two-thirds of all foreign assistance.78 The 

interruption of relations between Laos and China did not lead to war as the leaders of 

two states restrained themselves from the use of violence and avoided any acts that could 

lead to armed conflict.79  

4.6 Improvement of Laos-Chinese Relations 

After the Cambodian crisis was over, Lao leaders realised that the international situation 

was less tense and it was not in the interest of Laos to remain hostile with China. Lao-

Chinese relations began to improve and were normalised in 1989. At the Fourth Party 

Congress of the LPRP in 1986, General Secretary Kayson stated that: 

Towards China, we always have affection, and care for our friendship with the 

Chinese people; we always affirm that we would uncompromisingly strive for 

maintaining this friendship. China is a great power, one of the permanent members of 

the UN Security Council, with the responsibility for peace and security in Southeast 

Asia, Asia-Pacific and in the world. We hope that relations between our two states 

would be normalized on the basis of respect for each other’s independence, 

sovereignty and territorial integrity, of non-aggression, of equality and mutual 

benefits, and of peaceful co-existence.80 

 

Kittikhoun claims the foreign policy of Laos between 1982 and 1986 was formulated to 

“emphasize ‘Peace, Independence, Friendship without discrimination of difference in 

political system’ in order to open up the country to the outside world to increase friends, 

maximize sources of assistance and develop the country”.81  Laos began to adopt a 

stronger degree of bandwagoning policy toward China, which emerged as a new 

supporter for Laos and states upholding communist ideology.  
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In 1988, Prime Minister Kayson instructed his government to improve relations with 

China. Ambassadors were once more exchanged between the two states.82 Kayson paid 

an official visit to Beijing a year later to discuss the normalisation of relations.83 In doing 

so, he was the first foreign leader to visit Beijing after the Tiananmen Square Massacre 

of June 1989.84 This visit contributed greatly to the revitalisation of friendly relations, 

mutual support and assistance from China, which marked a new chapter of relations.85 In 

addition, it also provided a good opportunity for Prime Minister Kayson to meet 

President Deng Xiaoping. 

Chinese Premier Li Peng paid a reciprocal visit to Laos in December 1990 to reaffirm 

China’s intention to boost bilateral relations with Laos.86 In 1992, after being appointed 

President of Laos, Kayson visited China to consolidate stronger relations cemented in 

the previous year.87 He further stressed his policy to bandwagon with China during the 

5th Plenary meeting of the Party Congress session V held in 1992: “the future party 

direction in foreign affairs is to consolidate friendly and comprehensive cooperation 

with the People’s Republic of China; and to seek and exchange lessons on the Chinese 

reform and opening up the country in order to apply in Lao innovation policy base on 

Lao real characteristics”.88 Four years later, he instructed his party and government at 

the 6th Party Congress, convened between 18-20 March 1996, to “increase the exchange 

of visit both official and private visits with China in order to improve better 

understanding, build up increasing close relations; and attentively implement agreements 

adopted by two governments”.89 Notably, the Lao People Revolutionary Party (LPRP) 

stated clearly in party policy that “Taiwan is legally a part of China, which cannot be 

separated from China. Thus, Laos cooperates with Taiwan only in the area of trade and 

investment. Any official meeting including permission for Taiwanese authority to 
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conduct official meeting with Lao authority is not allowed”.90 This statement 

demonstrated Laos’ alignment to China’s core interests. 

Laos was in a better position to improve relations with China after 1989 for a number of 

reasons. Firstly, the Cambodian conflict had been settled, which left no serious conflict 

between China and Vietnam. Thus, Laos was able to consolidate its relationship with 

China without affecting relations with Vietnam. After Vietnam installed Hun Sen as 

Prime Minister in 1985 and Heng Sumrin as the President, it gradually withdrew its 

troops from Cambodia by the end of 1988 because Vietnam believed that Cambodian 

government forces were strong enough to safeguard its own peace and security.91  

Secondly, China and the Soviet Union at this time began to improve bilateral relations. 

This led to the Soviet Union sponsoring states, including Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia, 

to adjust their policies toward China. Sino-Soviet relations had deteriorated since the 

bilateral split during the Maoist period due to a clash of communist ideologies. During 

Deng’s period, Sino-Soviet conflict intensified, evident in the Indochinese war over 

Cambodia, leading to the Sino-Vietnamese war in 1979. In 1982 the Soviet Union 

realised that its post-1969 strategy toward China had resulted in negative consequences 

for its security. As such, this had made China normalise relations with the U.S. and 

Japan, signing the 1978 China-Japan friendship treaty to show their new strategic 

relations between the United States, Japan and China. As a result, Soviet security was 

threatened and their defence budget increased.92 To repair relations with China, the 

Soviets made a concession to China by solving three major obstacles to improve Sino-

Soviet relations, they: halted Soviet troop deployments in Afghanistan, stopped the 

building up of Soviet forces along the border (including the deployment in Mongolia), 

and ended the Soviet-backed Vietnamese military occupation of Cambodia.93 In May 

1989, Gorbachev also paid an official visit to Beijing, and the two sides discussed a plan 

to reduce forces along the border even though they did not reach an agreement. During 

Prime Minister Li Peng’s visit to Moscow in April 1990, a talk on force reduction was 
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initiated again and the two parties reached an agreement in principle.94 In addition, Li 

Peng’s visit to Moscow also led to the signing of four economic accords, allowing 

Moscow to import Chinese consumer goods and Beijing to buy Soviet nuclear power 

facilities.95 Boupha similarly views that the 1985-86 Soviet-Chinese talks were 

significant turning points leading to relaxation and détente in the world, and the 

dissolution of the Cambodian conflict, which had a great impact on Laos’ revised 

foreign policy. 96  

Thirdly, the declining influence of the former Soviet Union over Laos at the end of the 

1980s was a major factor contributing to Laos’ improvement relations with China. After 

the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Laos realised that implementing a centralised 

economic system was not stimulating economic development. It therefore introduced 

new economic reforms and implemented an open door policy for foreign investors in 

1986. Its control system was transformed into a market-oriented system aimed at 

boosting foreign direct investment and stimulating economic growth. Laos sought 

Western and Chinese aid to compensate for the loss of the Soviet Union’s support as 

well as that of other Eastern European communist states.97 Stuart-Fox claims that during 

the period of Laos’ dependency on the Soviet Union, half of all financial assistance to 

Laos was from the Soviet Union. Besides that, advanced military equipment such as 

anti-aircraft guns, SA-7 surface-to- air missile and transport aircrafts and one thousand 

political, military and economic personnel in Laos were also provided by the Soviet 

Union.98 Therefore, China was perceived as a new source of assistance and fraternal 

strategic partner. 

4.7 Laos’s Hedging Policy Toward China 

At the end of the Cold War, Laos did not adopt a pure bandwagoning or pure balancing 

policy toward China, but hedged as China emerged as a supporter of Laos after the fall 

of the former Soviet Union. The attempt by Laos to balance power and adopt limited 

bandwagoning with influential states has deep historical roots in Lao history. During the 

19th century, before the arrival of the French, Laos had tributary relations with Bangkok, 
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pp.355-395. 
95   CIA website, ‘USSR-East Asia: Moscow Realigning Its Policy’, 29 May 1990,  

<http://www.foia.cia.gov   /browse_docs_full.asp>, consulted 29 November 2012. 
96   Boupha, The Evolution of the Lao state, p.145.  
97   G. C. Gunn, ‘Laos in 1990: Winds of Change’, Asian Survey, vol.31, no. 1, 1990, p. 88.  
98   M. Stuart-Fox, ‘ Lao Foreign policy’, cited in D. Wurfel and B. Burton, the Political Economy of 

Foreign policy in Southeast Asia, the Macmillan Press LTD, London, 1990, p.280. 



 

116 

 

Hue (Vietnam), and China at the same time. By forming good relations with these states, 

Laos could balance one country against the others. If Laos paid tribute only to one 

country, it would be drawn into the orbit of that country.99 

While China’s influence increased after normalisation, Laos continued to maintain 

strategic close relationship with Vietnam and allowed Vietnamese influence to remain 

strong in Laos’ domestic politics; the alliance with Vietnam remained intact. Laos and 

Vietnam committed to uphold the “Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation” signed in 18 

July 1977.100 Article 2 of this treaty stipulated that: 

On the basis of the principle of safeguarding national independence and 

maintaining national security, which is undertaking of the people of each country, 

both sides pledge to support and assist each other whole-heartedly and to 

cooperate closely to increasing the capability of defending and protecting the 

independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity.101 

 

Furthermore, Vietnamese influence in Laos was not yet replaced by increasing Chinese 

power in Laos after the normalisation of relations with China. The late President 

Kaysone Phomvihan once said that “The Mountains may wear out, rivers may run dry, 

but the Lao-Vietnam relationship will last forever.”102 He further stressed in 1981 that 

the military alliance between Laos and Vietnam, as well as the solidarity of peoples of 

two states, are the basics for victory of the Lao revolution.103 Importantly, Lao leaders 

cannot forget that Vietnam helped Laos liberate the country, brining the government into 

power in 1975.104 Vathana and Ruth further hold that in order to assist Laos, Vietnam 

sent military troops of about 24,000 to 30,000 at the end of 1997, and 50,000 to 60,000 

from 1979 to 1983 to safeguard Laos from anti-government guerrillas in the frontier 
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areas.105 Furthermore, Laos continued to uphold special solidarity with Vietnam and 

strengthened all-round comprehensive cooperation with this traditional power.  

4.8 Conclusion 

Since the late 1940s, Lao relations with China have been shaped by wider international 

and regional politics. A neutral Lao government viewed China as a counter balance to  

U.S. power, and adopted limited bandwagoning toward China to assist Laos in 

remaining a neutral state, resisting American intervention in pressuring Laos to ally with 

the United States and helped suppress communist movement in the region. However, the 

confrontation between two opponent camps (Capitalism and Communism) did not allow 

Laos to hedge on either China or the United States. The adoption of hedging policy 

toward China and the U.S. was counter-productive, which resulted in the overthrown of 

a Lao neutral government by the American-backed government. Similarly, Pathet Lao 

(the current ruling party) adopted strong bandwagoning policy with China for 

ideological and military support before taking power in 1975. Then it began to hedge on 

China by balancing powers domestically. Between 1978 and 1988, when friendly 

strategic states came into conflict on the Cambodian issue, Laos could not enjoy good 

relations with China and had to adopt a soft balancing policy against China by allying 

with stronger influential states at that time, the Soviet Union and Vietnam. Its ability to 

balance powers amongst fraternal strategic states and hedging on China came to an end. 

However, it tried not to confront and challenge China because allying with a single side 

during this time was an unwanted option for a small country like Laos. As a result, once 

the Cambodian crisis was over, leading to the improvement of relations Vietnam and 

China, Laos improved relations with China and tried to hedge on China as well as other 

powers to ensure the equilibrium of power balancing back home to maximise interests 

from all key important powers: Vietnam, China, and Western states.  

Chapter five will demonstrate that Laos continues to hedge on China and promote 

cooperation with all important powers, not only with Vietnam and China but also the 

U.S. and its allies. It will show that Laos bandwagons more closely with China for 

benefits in politics and diplomacy, security, and economics while it also adopts a soft 

balancing toward China as a part of its hedging behaviour to balance powers and retain 

sovereignty.  
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CHAPTER 5: CONTEMPORARY RELATIONS OF LAOS’ RESPONSE TO 

CHINA 

 

5.1 Introduction 

Chapter five argues that despite the unprecedented influence of China in Laos, Laos does 

not adopt either a pure bandwagoning or a pure balancing strategy toward China, but 

instead hedges. It is evident that Laos is exerting a strong level of limited bandwagoning 

for economic and political interests while concurrently pursing a comprehensive 

relationship with its traditional ally, Vietnam, and maintaining normal relations with the 

United States. Laos views China as a benign power, which brings both economic and 

political benefits to national development, but is hedging against the possibility that it 

might not remain benign. 

This chapter also analyses Laos’ responses to China’s rise since 2000 across three 

different areas—politics and security, defence, and economics—to examine how and 

why Laos has moved closer to bandwagon with China for economic advantage, and how 

and why it is hedging against China, with the aid of Vietnam, for the purpose of 

maintaining its independence and security. Lastly, it explores why either a pure 

balancing or a pure bandwagoning strategy is not a good option for Laos.   

5.2 Political and Security Relations 

Officially, Laos and China have actively promoted good bilateral relations. Lao foreign 

policy pays special attention to “the consolidation of all-round co-operation with the 

People’s Republic of China”.1 The 2009 visit by Lao President Choummaly Sayasone 

resulted in the upgrade of the two states’ relationships from “a friendly neighbouring 

country, which shares long lasting comprehensive relations” to “comprehensively 

strategic partnership and long lasting relations”.2  The 2011 Lao Revolutionary Party 

Congress emphasised in Laos’ China policy that “the party and state have actively 

enhanced the friendship and traditional solidarity between Laos and China... encouraged 

and supported expansion and strengthening of comprehensive cooperation between the 

two states, based on the comprehensive strategic partnership for long-lasting and stable 

                                                 
1  Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism of Laos, 35 Years of the Lao PDR: 1975-2010, p. 52. 
2 ‘Lao-China relations’, Paper from Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
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Lao-Chinese relations”.3 The Chinese President Xi Jinping stated in 2010 that “China 

and Laos are Communist states led by Communist parties. Regardless of the changing 

situation, the party and the people of China will stand firmly alongside the party and the 

people of Laos. China will support Laos on its road to socialism and its economic 

development”.4  

During the 2006 visit to Laos by President Hu Jintao, he further stressed maintaining 

high-level annual meetings to discuss issues of common concerns; exchanging 

governing experiences; expanding economic and trade cooperation; enhancing mutual 

support in international and regional affairs; and conducting timely coordination on 

major international and regional issues.5 The Lao President reaffirmed the position with 

China that “no matter what changes take place in the international situation, Laos will 

firmly develop comprehensive cooperation with China, which conforms to fundamental 

interest of the two states and their peoples”.6 Laos supports the “One China Policy”, and 

opposes any act to create “Two China” or “One China, One Taiwan”; it also supports 

China’s cause to reunify the country by peaceful means.7 Furthermore, Laos, together 

with Cambodia and Myanmar, do not have trade representatives in Taipei to avoid being 

seen to have official relations with the Taipei authorities.8 This serves China’s interests 

to isolate Taiwan and block moves towards its de jure independence.9  

Laos maintains not only state-to-state relations with China but also party-to-party ties to 

strengthen their fraternal relationship.10 Scholars believe that China is rising politically 

in Laos, which enables it to compete with existing Vietnamese influence in this country. 

Bruce Lockhart, an associate professor at the National University of Singapore also 

asserts that China is succeeding in weakening its Vietnamese influence in Cambodia, 

which is not as strong as it was in the 1980s, when Vietnam could influence their policy 

direction to favour Vietnam. Today, the new leaders in these states have to care about 
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national benefits. The special solidarity, which older generations experienced during the 

revolutionary period, has declined.11 Ian Storey argues that Vietnam has already lost 

Cambodia to China, so it will try its best to retain influence in Vientiane.12 He also 

argues that China wants to weaken Vietnamese influence in Laos to prevent any 

possibility that Vietnam is able to form a coalition with Laos to encircle China.13 

China’s ultimate aim is to displace the political influence of other states in Laos, not just 

Vietnam, but also Thailand.14 Hierbert argues that China is competing head to head with 

Vietnam for influence in Laos.15 

Laos shares a similar ideology with China. It seeks to closely follow the Chinese model 

of development that is economic liberalisation under the control of the communist party 

in order to strengthen and legitimise its political regime.16 Cheng-Chwee Kuik similarly 

points out that: 

A small states’ strategy toward a rising power is driven not so much by the 

growth of the Great Power’s relative capabilities per se, rather, it is motivated 

more by the internal process of regime legitimation in which the ruling elite 

evaluate − and then utilize − the opportunities and challenges of the rising power 

for their ultimate goal of consolidating their authority to govern at home.  It is 

termed as the “Regime Legitimation”.17 

 

By bandwagoning with China, the government of Laos is arguably able to maximise not 

only economic but also its political interest of regime legitimization. 

5.3 Defence Cooperation 

Military relations between China and Laos have progressively developed since the 

normalisation of relations in 1989 with leaders from both states exchanging regular 

visits.18 In 2004, Laos sent representatives from the Ministry of Defence to observe a 

Chinese military exercise, “Iron Fist 2004”, at the Queshan Training Base in Hainan 

                                                 
11    Interview with Bruce Lockhart, Associate Professor, National University of Singapore, 25 April 2013.  
12   Interview with Ian Storey, a Senior Fellow at the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore, 26 

April 2013. 
13    Ibid.,  
14    I. Storey, ‘China and Vietnam’s Tug of War Over Laos’, China Brief, 2005. 
15    M. Hierbert, ‘CSIS LAOS TRIP REPORT’, Center for Strategic and International Studies, 

Washington, 1 November 2012. 
16    Ibid., p. 44. 
17    Cheng-Chwee, ‘The Essence of Hedging: Malaysia and Singapore’s  Response to a Rising China’, p. 

161.  
18    ‘Sino-Laotian bilateral ties’, People Daily Online, 16 November 2006, <http://english. peopledaily.  

com.cn/ 200611/16/eng20061116_322139.html>, consulted 6 August 2012. 
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province, central China.19 In this event, Laos, Brunei, the Philippines, Cambodia, 

Malaysia, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam observed this military exercise.20 China 

regularly organises training programs for Lao civil servants and military officials in 

ideology, defence and other important areas.21 During his 2010 visit to Laos, Chinese 

Vice-President Xi Jinping signed eighteen cooperation pacts involving trade, 

infrastructure, finance, power generation, and military issues.22 Importantly, in 2012, 

Chinese Defence Minister Liang Guanlie visited Laos, reiterating that China will 

cooperate in boosting bilateral cooperation in the defence sector to promote ties between 

the two states and their armed forces to even higher levels.23 This visit also resulted in 

the signing of important agreements covering high-level contacts, personnel training, 

joint military drills, border control and management, maritime security cooperation and 

military industries and trade.24  

Under the ASEAN defence cooperation framework, China also grants about 15 

scholarships to Lao army officials to attend English training courses and diplomatic 

training.25 Hundreds of Lao military and government officials have been trained in 

China and are studying at Chinese universities.26 Groups of Lao government and Party 

officials are also attending management and training courses in China, including military 

training for young officers.27 From 2000 to 2001, China sponsored hundreds of Lao 

officials on study tours and ideological training in China.28 According to the agreement 

on educational cooperation between the two states, from 2011 to 2016, China granted 

300 scholarships annually for Lao students and more if requested by the Lao 

government. Reciprocally, Laos provides 20 scholarships each year for Chinese 

                                                 
19  ‘China launches military exercise’, Xinhuanet, 27 September 2004,  

<http://english.sina.com/special_report/ 040926fist.shtml>, consulted 6 August 2012.  
20   ‘Ibid., 
21   W. Case, ‘Laos  in 2010: Political Stasis, Rabid Development and Regional Counter-weighting’, Asian  

Survey, vol. 51, issue.1, 2011, p.206.  
22  ‘China, Laos Pledge to Strengthen Military Ties’, English People’s Daily Online, 22 July 2010,  

      < http://english. people.com.cn/90001/90776/90882/7076479.html>, consulted 6 August 2012. 
23   Ministry of National Defense of China, ‘China, Laos agree to bolster relations’, News release, 8  

September 2012, < http://eng.mod.gov.cn/HomePicture/2012-09/08/content_4398246.htm>, consulted 

22 November 2012. 
24   ‘Chinese DM says Asia tour fruitful’, Xinhua, 10 September 2012, <   

<http://eng.mod.gov.cn/TopNews/2012-09/10/content_4398406.htm, consulted 16 November 2012. 
25   Data from Ministry of Lao ministry of defense, 3 November 2011, Vientiane.  
26   B. McCartan, ‘Superpower Competition for little Laos’, Asia Times, 25 March 2010, < http://www. 

atimes .com /atimes/ Southeast_Asia/LC25Ae02.html>, consulted 18 July 2012. 
27   M. Stuart-Fox, ‘Laos: The Chinese Connection’, Southeast Asian Affairs, vol. 2009, issue.1, 2009, p. 

146. 
28   Sindavong, ‘Lao-Chinese Relations in the New Era’, p.11. 

http://english.sina.com/special_report/%2520040926fist.shtml
http://eng.mod.gov.cn/HomePicture/2012-09/08/content_4398246.htm
http://eng.mod.gov.cn/TopNews/2012-09/10/content_4398406.htm
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students.29 Currently, there are at least 1,013 Lao students studying in China. In the 2010 

to 2011 academic years, China sponsored more than 258 Lao students to study in 

China.30 Importantly, in 2008 during Chinese Premier, Wen Jiabao’s visit to Vientiane. 

in conjunction with a Greater Mekong Subregion Summit, seven agreements were 

signed between the two states covering economic issues, technology, energy and E-

governance. On this occasion, China offered US $100 million in export purchase credits 

for vehicles and helicopters.31 Stuart-Fox claims that this credit was also spent to 

purchase a Z9 military helicopter from China.32 Furthermore, according to analysts, 

Beijing has demonstrated a willingness to exchange military hardware for commercial 

concessions to help Laos modernise its military.33 The U.S State Department claims that 

China sold 2 Y-12 transporters to the Lao army in 1990.34  

5.4 Economic Relations 

Laos has adopted a strategy of economic pragmatism to maximise economic gains from 

Chinese investment, trade and grant aid. As a result, Chinese economic influence has 

increased to unprecedented levels in Laos, overtaking traditional economic powers such 

as Vietnam and Thailand.  In 2014, China became the top investor in Laos, the second 

biggest importing market partner and the fourth largest export market for Laos.35 In the 

first half of 2014, total imports from Laos to China reached US $1,044 billion, some 150 

per cent of the previous year’s figure. At the same time, the total Chinese exports to 

Laos amounted to US $1,253 billion, jumping over 135 per cent.36 Between 2000 and 

2010, the total value of Chinese investment in Laos was US $3.6 billion, invested in 443 

projects. In 2010, China invested more than US $340 million in 16 major projects, 

making it the biggest investor in Laos that year.37 The New York Times also further 

claims that China’s investment in mining, hydropower and agriculture in Laos totalled 

                                                 
29    Ministry of Education and Sports of Laos, ‘Educational Cooperation Plan between 2011 to 2016  

between Laos and China’, Vientiane, 2 July 2012, pp. 1-2. 
30    Ministry of Education and Sports of Laos, “Lao-Chinese Educational and   Cultural Cooperation for 

2010 – 2011’, Vientiane, Laos, 2012, p. 1. 
31    B. McCartan, ‘China and Vietnam Square off in Laos’, Asia Times, 30 August 2008. 
32    Stuart-Fox, ‘Laos: The Chinese Connection’, pp. 146-148. 
33    McCartan, ‘China and Vietnam Square off in Laos’. 
34    R. B. Gill, ‘The Challenge of Chinese Arms Proliferation: U.S. Policy for the 1990s’, Report,   

Strategic Studies Institute US Army War College, August 1993, p. 73. 
35   ‘China is the largest investor in Laos’, Lao Voices, 1 October 2014,  

      <http://laovoices.com/china-largest-investor-laos/>, consulted 30 March 2015.  
36   Ibid., 
37   Sindavong, ‘Lao-Chinese Relations in the New Era’, p.10. 

http://laovoices.com/china-largest-investor-laos/
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more than US $4 billion in 2012.38 Although Chinese investment in Laos from 2000 to 

2013 was behind investment from Vietnam, its total investment was not far behind (see 

Table 3).  

 

Table 3:  Summary of the top 10 states that have invested in Laos between 1 January 2000 and 

15 May 2013 in US dollars 

No  States  Number of projects  Value  

1 Vietnam 398 5,131,328,095 

2 China 742 4,377,020,321  

3 Thailand 531 3,337, 747, 211 

4 South Korea 258 732, 041, 114 

5 France 149 473, 629,420 

6 Netherlands 12 433, 706, 484 

7 Japan 78 362, 127, 321 

8 Norway  3 357,365,000 

9 Malaysia 82 246,305,226 

10 India 17 160, 837, 638 

Source: Ministry of Planning and Investment. 

 

Recently, China rapidly increased its investment in Laos, making Laos the second 

biggest recipient of Chinese investment in Southeast Asia.39 China also ranks on top in 

terms of investment in the Lao national special economic zones (SEZ). Its investment in 

these economic development zones covers 5 out of 10 SEZs across the country. From 

                                                 
38  J. Perlez, ‘Vietnam War’s Legacy is Vivid as Clinton Visits Laos ’, The New York Times, 11 July 2012, 

<http://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/12/world/asia/on-visit-to-laos-clinton-is-reminded-of-vietnam-

war.html?_r=0>, consulted 1 December 2012.   
39 ASEAN-China Centre, ‘Key Indicators on Trade & Investment’, 2014. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/12/world/asia/on-visit-to-laos-clinton-is-reminded-of-vietnam-war.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/12/world/asia/on-visit-to-laos-clinton-is-reminded-of-vietnam-war.html?_r=0
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the total investment of US $3.66 billion in 10 SEZs, Chinese investment stands at US 

$2.35 billion (see Table 4).40 

 

Table 4: List of Special Economic Zones (SEZ) in Laos 

No. Name of SEZ & 

Date of 

Construction 

Location  Areas in 

Hectares 

Developer Land 

Tenure  

Amount 

of 

Investm

ent in 

US 

$million  

1.  Savan-Seno 

Constructed in 

2003 

Savanakhet 

Province 

954 Lao 

government 

75 years  74 

2.  Boten Beautiful 

Land 

Constructed in 

2003 (upgraded 

2012) 

LuangNamtha 

province 

 

1,640 Chinese 

investors  

50 years 500 

3.  Golden Triangle 

Constructed 

2007 (upgraded 

2009) 

Borkeo Province 

 

3,000 Lao 

government + 

Chinese 

investors 

99 years 86  

4.  VITA Park 

Constructed in 

2009 

Vientiane Capital 

 

110 Lao 

government + 

private Chinese 

investor 

75 years 43 

5.  Saysetha 

Development 

Constructed in 

2010 

Vientiane Capital  1000  Government + 

Private (Lao 

and Chinese 

investors) 

50 years 128  

6.  Phoukhyo, 

Constructed in 

2011 

Khammuane 

Province  

4,850 Private Lao 

investors 

99 years 100 

7.  Thatluang Lake 

Constructed in 

2011 

Vientiane Capital  365 Private Chinese 

investors 

99 years 1600  

                                                 
40 Interview with Dr. Keungham Keonuchan, Deputy Director General for secretariat office for the Lao 

National SEZ, Prime Minister’s office, Vientiane, Laos, 20 May 2013. 
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8.  Long Thang-

Vientiane 

Constructed in 

2008 (upgraded 

2012) 

Vientiane Capital 

 

557.75 Private 

Vietnamese 

investors 

99 years 1000 

9.  Dongphosy 

Constructed in 

2009 (upgraded 

2012) 

Vientiane Capital 

 

53 Private 

Malaysian 

investors 

50 years 50 

10.  Thakhek,    

Constructed  in 

2012 

Khammuan 

Province 

1,035 Lao 

government 

75 years 80 

Source: Lao National Committee for Special Economic Zone, 

<http://www.sncsez.gov.la/index.php/en/tsez>, consulted 5 June 2013. 

 

Along with Chinese investment, Chinese economic aid is now flowing in large amounts 

into Laos. Since the 2009 upgrade of the bilateral relationship between Laos and China 

from good neighbouring country to comprehensive strategic partnership, China’s grant 

aid to Laos increased from Yuan 85 million (≈ US $13.6 million) US in 2009 to 700 

million in 2014 (≈ US $112.6 million).41 From October 2010 to March 2011, China 

rendered grant aid to Laos of 163 million Yuan (US $26 million) and a soft loan of US 

$50 million.42 In 2007, China granted nearly US $100 million to build the Lao National 

Stadium to accommodate the 2009 ASEAN Games in Vientiane;43 more than Yuan 450 

million (US $70.5 million44) for constructing the Lao National Conventional Hall to 

accommodate 2012 ASEM in Vientiane;45 and another US $37.6 million for a low 

interest loan to upgrade Wattay International Airport in Vientiane in 2011.46 From 1990 

to 2005, China rendered financial assistance of about Yuan 1,506.75 million (US $215 

million) to Laos. Of that amount, Yuan 497.75 million (US $71 million) was grant aid.47 

Deputy President of the Lao-Chinese cooperation claims that in the past 20 years, the 

value of aid from the Chinese government to Laos stood at Yuan 5,390 million or about 

                                                 
41   Interview with Mr. ViChit Sindavong, Deputy President of the Lao-Chinese committee, Ministry of 

Planning and Investment, Vientiane, Laos, 25 November 2014. 
42   The Office of the Committee for Lao-Chinese Cooperation, ‘Summery of Lao-Chinese Cooperation for 

2010-2011 and Cooperation Plan for 2011-2012’, Ministry of Planning and Investment, Vientiane, 

Laos, 2011, p. 1.  
43   Radio Free Asia, ‘Laos-Chinese Relations’, broadcasted on 20 July 2008. 
44   Exchange rate as of 5 August 2012. 
45   ‘Beijing Pledges further support to Laos’, Vientiane Times, 31 May 2012, < http://www. 

vientianetimes .org.la/ ASEM9_/aseam_news/news_beijing.htm>, consulted 5 August 2012. 
46   ‘Deputy PM Checks on building projects for ASEM Summit’, Lao Voices, 30 March 2012, < http:// 

laovoices. com/deputy-pm-checks-on-building-projects-for-asem-summit/>, consulted 5 August 2012. 
47   Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ‘Lao-China relation in brief’, Official Paper, Vientiane, 3 June 2006, p. 5. 

http://www.sncsez.gov.la/index.php/en/tsez
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US $1,043 million. Of this amount, Yuan 928 million (US $148.9 million) was grant aid. 

China also extended a special low interest loan worth US $ 1,043 million and another 

business loan valued at US $356 million for Laos.48  

Notably, during the 2006 visit of President Hu Jintao to Laos, China pledged Yuan 100 

million (US $16.3 million)49, and soft loan worth US $245.6 million. It also cancelled 

debt to the amount of US $ 36.7 million. Hu also pledged to cover 50% of total costs of 

the construction of Lao-Thai bridge between Huaxay of Laos and Xiengkong of 

Thailand to link Laos with Thailand and Yuannan province of China through landlink. 

During president Khamtay Siphandone’s visit to China in 2003, China provided 50 

million Yuan in soft loans (US $8.1 million) and cancelled 49,8 million Yuan (US $7.3 

million) to Laos’s debt.50 The same year, China helped maintain the value of the Lao 

currency in 1997 during the Asian financial crisis. 51 

Even though China’s grant aid is less than Japanese grant aid, China still ranks on top in 

terms of giving low interest soft loans with few conditions attached. Data from the 

Ministry of Planning and Investment in Laos shows that from 2009 to 2010, Japan 

ranked as the biggest donor in Laos with total grant aid amounting to US $101.1 million, 

and soft loans worth US $3.75 million. By contrast, China offered less in grant aid, (US 

$7.6 million), but provided the biggest self-loan valued at US $40.5 million (see Table 

5).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
48   Sindavong, ‘Lao-Chinese Relations in the New Era’, p.10.  
49   Exchange rate is as of 6 June 2013 and converted by XE currency converter, <http://www.  

xe.com/currencyconverter/convert/?Amount=109000000&From=CNY&To=USD>, consulted 6 June 

2013. 
50   S. Bounvilay, Output of Lao-Chinese Cooperation, Vientiane, office for committee for Lao-Chinese 

Cooperation, Ministry, 2007, pp. 19 & 14. 
51  Percival, The Dragon looks South: China and Southeast Asia in the New Century, p.42. 
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Table 5: Individual states’ Bilateral Assistance to Laos from 2009-2010 in U.S million dollars  

No. Name of States 

Implementation for 2009-2010 

Number of Projects 
Domestic 

Fund 

Foreign Fund 

Grant Aid Loans Grant Aid Loans Total 

1 Australia 17 _ _ 13.77 _ 13.77 

2 Japan 35 1 _ 101.10 3.75 104.85 

3 New Zealand  14 _ _ 3.52 _ 3.52 

4 Thailand 2 4 _ 20.40 14.00 34.40 

5 South Korea 6 2 _ 9.56 20.50 30.06 

6 Vietnam 13 2 _ 17.10 11.86 28.96 

7 China 2 5 _ 7.61 32.94 40.55 

8 France 12 _ _ 6.13 _ 6.13 

9 Luxembourg 12 _ 0 15.64 _ 15.64 

10 Germany 10 _ 0.42 9.81 0.96 10.77 

11 Sweden 9 _   3.03 _ 3.03 

12 Norway  5 1 _ 2.04 0.56 2.60 

13 Finland  4 _   6.40 _ 6.40 

14 Switzerland  11 _ _ 11.44 _ 11.44 

15 Hungary   0 1     0.48 0.48 

Total 152 16 0.42 227.55 84.57 312.12 

Source: Planning Strategy and Service Division, Ministry of Investment and Planning, 2010. 

 

As far as trade is concerned, the volume of bilateral trade between Laos and China rose 

rapidly from US $113.1 million in 2004 to US $1.28 billion in 2011, which is a tenfold 

increase. In the same period, Laos’ two way-trade with China increased from US $100.5 

to US $478 million, and US $12.6 million to US $803 million (see Table 6).  
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Table 6:  Laos-China Trade Statistics 2004-2011 

Period/year Import from China in  

million USD 

Export to China in 

million USD 

Value in 

million 

USD 

Increasing 

rate in % 

Value  % Value  % 

2011 478 -0.95 803 42.90 1,281 22.72 

11 months (2011) 403 -5.30 771 39.90 1,174 20.2 

2010 484 28.20 571 52.50 1,05 49.3 

2009 377 40.50 367 149.20 744 79 

2008 268 50.70 147 71.50 416 57.5 

2007 164 -3 85 71.30 249 13.9 

2006 169 63.21 50 94.35 218 69.38 

2005 103 2.50 26 101.90 129 13.6 

2004 100.56  12.617  113.184  

 

Source:  Ministry of Industry and Commerce, Laos, 22 March 2012, <http://laoftpd.com /show. 

php?contentI D=428&activityID=56&type=NEWS_TYPE_ID&all=1>, consulted 19 October 

2012.  

 

The increasing trade, investment and grant aids of China to Laos show that Laos is 

adopting a strong limited bandwagon with China and does not view China as a threat but 

an important economic power, on which it can depend for economic interests. There are 

some variables that drive Laos to bandwagon with China.  

5.5 China in Laos’ Strategic Interests  

As a small country, depending on foreign assistance and adopting limited bandwagoning 

with China provides Laos with strategic benefits. Firstly, being a close Chinese 

neighbour is not only beneficial for economic assistance, but also for China’s support in 

resisting Western pressure on human rights issues. The U.S. criticises Laos for not 

protecting human rights and not allowing free and fair election.52 Laos and China share 

similar human rights values and reject other states’ efforts to use human rights issues to 

                                                 
52  U.S Department of State, ‘Country Reports on Human rights Practices for 2012: Laos’,   Report from 

Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labour, 2012, <http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt 

/humanrightsreport/ index.htm?year=2012&dlid=204213#wrapper>, consulted 7 June 2013. 

http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt%2520/humanrightsreport/%2520index.htm?year=2012&dlid=204213#wrapper
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt%2520/humanrightsreport/%2520index.htm?year=2012&dlid=204213#wrapper
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interfere in other states’ internal affairs. The 2000 Joint Declaration on Bilateral 

Cooperation between Laos and China stated that: 

Laos and China affirm their stances that the general principle of human rights 

must suit the actual characteristic of each country; history and traditional 

culture. Any country, small or big, strong or weak has rights to select its social 

system, and development favourable for its national development. No single 

country has the rights to interfere with the internal affairs of any other country. 

Laos and China oppose all forms of utilizing human rights by imperialism in 

order to cause impact to national sovereignty of other states, and interfere in 

their internal affairs.53  

 

Stuart-Fox argues that Laos sought support from China in the face of Western pressure 

for reforms, both economically and politically.54 Similarly, Pholsena and Banomyong 

agree that Laos views China as a solid ally in confronting increasing Western criticism 

of their political regime in general and their leaders in particular.55  

Secondly, as Laos is governed by one party ruling system, it is vital for the government 

to alleviate poverty and bring well being to its people, the grassroots supporters of the 

regime.  To achieve that, China is seen as an important alternative source of assistance 

for Laos, as well as a power balancer. By leaning toward China, Laos is able to diversify 

aid from different states. The collapse of the Soviet Union resulted in the substantial loss 

of assistance. China’s rise does not threaten Laos because the two states have maintained 

close strategic relations. China’s emergence as a great power is therefore an opportunity 

for Laos to seek China’s assistance for its national development. China is now ranked 

number one in terms of investment and grant aid to Laos.56 Parameswaran argues that 

for the least-developed tiny landlocked Laos, Beijing offers the technology, money and 

manpower required to develop its economy and achieve its goal of graduating from the 

United Nations Development Program’s list of least-developed states by 2020.57  

                                                 
53   Joint Declaration on Bilateral Cooperation between Lao’s People Democratic Republic and the People 

Republic of China, 12 November 2000, p. 3.  
54   M. Stuart-Fox, Laos: The Chinese Connection in D. Singh (ed)., Southeast Asian Affairs 2009, the  

Institute of Southeast Asian Study, Singapore, 2009, p. 147.  
55   Pholsena and Banomyaong, Laos: From Buffer State to Crossroad?, p. 44. 
56   Interview with Mr. Phoaungkeo Langsy, Former Director General of East Asia Pacific and Africa, 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Vientiane, Laos, 23 May 2013. 
57   P. Parameswaran, ‘China and Laos: An Uneasy Embrace’, China Brief, vol. 13, issue.5, 4 March 2013. 
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A Lao government official claims that Laos does not need to fully balance against China 

because China is not harming Laos.58 China can ensure Laos receives important aid 

regardless of an unpredictable international economic environment.59  In the past ten 

years, China has assisted Laos in developing infrastructure such as the Lao national 

conventional hall, the cultural hall, the national stadium, the upgrading of the Patouxay 

monument, and the upgrading of the Wattay International airport. In addition, the high 

speed rail way project financed by a Chinese soft loan, which will link Laos with 

Kunming and the rest of mainland Southeast Asia, is projected to help Laos achieve its 

goal of transforming itself from a landlocked to a land-linked country. This in turn,  aims 

to attract more foreign investors to Laos, facilitating the inflow and outflow of goods, 

and reducing the cost of transportation.60 

5.6 Laos’ response to China in frame work of ASEAN 

Laos joined ASEAN on 23 July 1997, a key historical turning point for Lao foreign 

policy. The 2006 Lao Party Congress reveals that if Laos wants to develop and free the 

country from underdevelopment, it needs to expand external cooperative relations and 

integrate the national economy into the world economy in order to develop the country 

and lift itself from the under developed status.61 Being an ASEAN member, Laos, 

together with other ASEAN members, have engaged China in ASEAN, as well as other 

external powers, to balance power and to maximize interests offered by powerful 

nations. In 2015, Lao Foreign Minister Thongloun Sisoulith pledged to “further 

strengthen ASEAN as a peaceful and stable region with a resilient and dynamic 

economy, enhanced connectivity, narrowed development gap, and caring and sharing 

societies” during his chairmanship of the 2016 ASEAN summit meeting.62 Through 

ASEAN membership, Laos has engaged China in many important ASEAN meetings 

such as ASEAN+1 (China) and ASEAN+3 (China, Japan, South Korea), and the 

ASEAN Regional Forum Meeting (ARF) which includes participants from the U.S., the 

                                                 
58   Interview with a Lao senior government official, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Vientiane, Laos, 6 

October 2014. 
59   Pholsena and Banomyaong, Laos: From Buffer State to Crossroad?, p. 43. 
60  Interview with ViChit Sindavong, Vientiane, Laos, 25 November 2014. 
61  Political Report of the 8th General Party Congress’, Official Document, Vientiane, Laos, 2006, p. 4. 
62  T. Sisoulith, ‘address on the occasion of the 48th Anniversary of the Founding of ASEAN and the 18th 

Anniversary of Lao PDR’s accession to ASEAN’, 10 August 2015,  

     < http://www.mofa.gov.la/index.php/activities/state-leaders/1334-message-of-h-e-thongloun-sisoulith-

deputy-prime-minister-minister-of-foreign-affairs-of-the-lao-pdr-on-the-occasions-of-the-48th-

anniversary-of-the-founding-of-asean-and-the-18th-anniversary-of-lao-pdr-s-accession-to-asean>, 

consulted 2 September 2015. 
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E.U. states, Japan, China and Russia.63 This is aimed to hedge on China by including 

more powers in the region, while at the same time providing China with a stake in the 

region so that it engages and commits to regional norms. In addition, Laos signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with China in 2010 to build a high-speed rail 

line from Kunming to Vientiane, all the way down to Singapore, passing through 

Thailand and Malaysia. This cooperation will enable Laos to play a bridging role 

between ASEAN and China, which will bring more development to Laos.64  

In order to help create peace and security in the region, Laos remains neutral in the 

South China Sea conflict. It does not support a united approach against China but 

encourages disputing claimants to seek peaceful means to solve the conflict through 

consultation with China on the Code of Conduct for South China and strengthen the 

practice of Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea (DOC).65 

Michael Wesley claims that the Philippines and Vietnam demand that ASEAN nations 

support them in standing up to Beijing on this issue. In ASEAN, the Philippines, 

Vietnam, Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia are tightening their strategic relationships 

with the United States while Cambodia, Laos and Thailand deepen their links with 

China.66 Wesley argues that China is a lonely state, and does not have many allies like 

the United States; China needs more friends in order to rise peacefully.67 Laos’ position 

accords with its foreign policy, which is formulated to refrain from interfering in the 

internal affairs of others.68 A Lao senior official in the ministry of Foreign Affairs has 

confirmed that Laos adopts a neutral position in the conflict between China and Vietnam 

on the South China Sea issue. Whenever there is a confrontation, Laos expresses 

concerns over the incident and encourages both sides to resort to peaceful settlement. 

Laos will not adopt any stance or position that China and Vietnam cannot accept.69  

Notably, Laos expands cooperation with key ASEAN external powers, such as the U.S. 

and Australia, to help it host the 2016 ASEAN Summit successfully. This is aimed to 

                                                 
63   K. Gilmour, A-M. Humphries and P. Stonehouse, the New ASEANs: Vietnam, Burma, Cambodia & 

Laos, Canberra, EAAU, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 1997, p. 321. 
64   ‘Interview: Laos playing role as bridging country between ASEAN, China: official’, Xinhua, 13 

December 2014.  
65   C. A. Thayer, ‘ASEAN’s Code of Conduct in the South China Sea: A Litmus Test for Community -

Building?’, The Asia-Pacific Journal, vol. 10, issue. 34, no. 4, 20 August 2012, p. 4-5.   
66   M. Wesley, ‘What’s At Stake In the South China Sea?’, Publications, Lowy Institute, 25 July 2012,  

      < http://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/whats -stake-south-china-sea>, consulted 6 August 2012. 
67   Interview with Professor Michael Wesley, Director of ANU National Security College, ANU, 

Canberra, 2 April 2013. 
68  ‘The Political Report of the 7th Party Congress’, official document, Vientiane, 2001, p. 28. 
69   Interview with a Lao senior government official, Vientiane, Laos, 6 October 2014. 

http://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/whats-stake-south-china-sea
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diversify assistance and involves as many powerful states to engage its preparedness for 

hosting the 2016 ASEAN summit meeting. Early in 2015, the U.S. and Brunei provided 

Laos with English Training for 200 security and liaison officials over a 10 month 

period.70 Australia sponsored several workshops to help Lao government officials 

generate knowledge and prepare for the ASEAN summit. These included the invitation 

of American economic experts to provide knowledge on ASEAN Economic Community 

(AEC), and two former ASEAN secretary generals, Dr Surin Pitsuwan from Thailand 

and Ong Keng Yong from Singapore to provide lessons on hosting an ASEAN summit 

meeting.71 Stuart-Fox asserts that “Lao diplomacy has long aimed at balancing the 

influence of stronger neighbours, with the goal of preserving national independence and 

encouraging development aid”. As such, Laos is unlikely to tilt toward China and follow 

the example of 2012 Cambodia’s chairmanship.72 

5.7 Laos’s Pragmatic Policy Toward China 

Even though China’s influence in Laos has been on rise politically and economically, it 

still hedges on China. On the one hand, Laos continues to receive economic and military 

aid from China while on the other, it retains a soft-balancing policy against China by 

promoting good relations with other states, including Thailand, the U.S, Australia, and 

Japan. Although China’s economic and political influence is rapidly increasing in Laos, 

Vietnam’s influence is not being replaced. During the Vietnamese President Truong Tan 

Sang official visit to Vientiane in 2015, the, top leaders of Laos and Vietnam pledged to 

“facilitate all-level visit exchanges, strengthen cooperation in defence and security, 

effectively realise agreements reached at the 37th meeting of the Vietnam-Laos Inter-

Governmental Committee, and promptly issue policies to facilitate cooperation in trade 

and investment between the two nations”. 73 Furthermore, Laos and Vietnam also 

renewed the “twenty five-year Lao-Vietnamese Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation in 

                                                 
70   The U.S. Embassy Website, ‘U.S., Brunei, and Laos Announce English Language Program for 

ASEAN Chairmanship’, 6 January 2015, 

<http://www.pacom.mil/Media/News/tabid/5693/Article/564984/us -brunei-and-laos-announce-

english-language-program-for-asean-chairmanship.aspx>, consulted 2 September 2015. 
71   J. Williams, ‘Address to Lao PDR ASEAN Chairmanship year 2016 Capacity Building Program’, 

Vientiane, 8 May 2015, Speeches by John Williams, Australian Ambassador to Laos,  

      < http://laos.embassy.gov.au/ vtan/Speech_ASEANChairmanship2016.html>, consulted 4 September 

2015. 
72   M. Stuart-Fox, ‘Teething troubles and treading water’, Commentary, Asia & The Pacific Policy 

Society, August 2015, <http://www.policyforum.net/teething-troubles-and-treading-water/>, consulted 

4 September 2015. 
73   ‘Vietnam, Laos agree to give highest priority to each other’, Tuoi Tre News, 24 March 2015,  

      <http://tuoitrenews.vn/politics/26965/vietnam-laos-agree-to-give-highest-priority-to-each-other>, 

consulted 1 May 2015. 
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2002 for another 10 years, deeming it as a prerequisite to a special friendship and all-

round cooperation between two states”.74 According to Article Seven, the treaty “will be 

tacitly renewed for ten years on each occasion if one of the signatories does not notify 

the other side through a document of an intention to cancel the treaty at least one year 

prior to its expiration”.75 In 2012, the treaty was tacitly renewed because none of them 

expressed an intention to cancel the treaty.  

In terms of trade, Laos also bandwagons with Vietnam, continuously receiving 

assistance from Hanoi. Between 2009 and 2010, Vietnamese assistance to Laos 

amounted to US $28.9 million over fifteen projects. Of those, thirteen were grant aid 

projects valued at US $17.1 million and the other two soft-loan projects amounting to 

US $11.8 million.76 This amount was a US $4 million increase as compared to US $24 

million in 2005, and about a US$18 million increase as compared to US $6 million from 

1996 to 2000.77 On average, about 1,884 Lao students have been educated in Vietnam 

each year under government or private scholarships and other sources of sponsorship.78 

This number outweighs the number of Lao students studying in China. Stuart-Fox 

asserts that Vietnamese aid is more comprehensive than that of China. This is to say that 

many more Vietnamese experts are permitted to work with the Lao government in many 

fields such as media, education and agriculture, as well as in the sensitive areas like 

Party organization, security, and in the military.79 Carl Thayer asserts that Laos adopts 

its policy aiming at balancing the three most important political and economic influential 

powers in Laos: China, Vietnam, and Thailand,.80 

Moreover, in order to balance foreign power, Laos “has become more receptive to the 

United States as a counterweight to China”.81 Recently, Laos expanded cooperation with 

the U.S in technical fields and English language training. Significantly, it was the first 

time Laos sent high delegation led by Deputy Prime Minister Dr Thongloun Sisoulith to 

visit the United States in 2011. Likewise, the U.S. sent Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 

                                                 
74      Boupha, The Evolution of the Lao state, p. 149. 
75     Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation between the Socialist Republic of Vietnam and the Lao  

People’s Democratic Republic, Vientiane, 18 July 1977, p.5. 
76      Ministry of Planning and Investment, ‘the Report on the Implementation and Utilization of ODA’,   

Vientiane, December 2010, p.5. 
77      Paper from the Lao desk office of Vietnam, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Laos, 2006. 
78      Ibid.,  
79      Stuart-Fox, ‘Laos: The Chinese Connection’, p. 149. 
80      Thayer, ‘China’s relations with Laos and Cambodia’, p. 205.  
81      Case, ‘Laos in 2010: Political Stasis, Rabid Development and Regional Counter-weighting’, pp. 205-

206; B. M. Howe, ‘Laos in 2012: Growth, Challenges, and Human Insecurity’, Asian Survey, vol. 53, 

no. 1, 2013, p. 152. 
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to visit Laos in 2012 to promote bilateral relations82 Notably, The Vientiane Times (a 

local government newspaper) reveals that this year (2015), the Lao President 

Choummaly Sayasone also had a meeting with President Obama in New York in order 

to promote close relationship with the U.S. and to mark the 60th anniversary of 

diplomatic relations between Laos and the United States.83 Laos’ intention to 

domestically promote a balance of powers does not aim to balance the power of either 

China or Vietnam. It is the Party’s policy to maximise sources of interests and 

strengthen good relations with all states without discrimination of political system. This 

is clearly reflected in the recent Lao Party’s policy adopted in 2011, which has guided 

Laos’ diplomatic activity direction to “promote cooperative external relations of various 

formats, multilateral, multi-directional, multi-dimensional and multi-form, on the 

principle of respect for mutual trust and interest”.84  

 

5.8 Conclusion 

China’s influence in Laos will increase because China is not viewed as a threat to Laos’ 

national security. As shown in this chapter, Laos has adopted a limited bandwagoning 

policy toward China in political, security, and economic fields. Given the fact that the 

influence of China is rising in Laos, it may seem that Laos should fully bandwagon with 

the Chinese power and join in breaking any foreign states’ attempt to encircle China. In 

fact, Laos adopts a hedging strategy because it allows the tiny state to enjoy benefits 

offered by China, secure its sovereignty, and eliminate risks of harming relationships 

with both Vietnam and China. In its hedging behaviour, Laos exerts a strong level of 

limited bandwagoning with, and soft balancing against China. Adopting a hard 

balancing strategy against China would be counter-productive, resulting in a great loss 

of economic and political support from this powerful country. Adopting a pure 

bandwagoning policy with China is not yet an option since Laos can enjoy benefits from 

other states, such as Vietnam, Japan, Australia, Thailand, and the United States, at the 

same time. Adopting a full bandwagoning policy with China not only puts Laos’ 

                                                 
82      ‘Hillary Clinton Makes historic Laos visit’, 12 July 2012,   

         < http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews  /asia/laos/9394069/Hillary-Clinton-makes-historic- 

Laos-visit.html>, consulted 1 December 2012, 
83     ‘Laos, US Presidents meet to bolster diplomatic ties’, Vientiane Times, 2 October 2015,  

         < http://www.vientianetimes.org.la/FreeContent/FreeConten_Laos_US.htm>, consulted 4 October 

2015. 
84     ‘Political Report of the 9th Congress of the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party’, Official Document, 

Vientiane, Laos, 2011, p.92. 
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survival at the hand of one country but can also cause misunderstanding that Laos is a 

client of China. This would make Vietnam concerned about the rise of China’s influence 

in Laos. It has proved to be more beneficial to have close relations with both important 

states as long as Laos does not have to choose a single side and continue to hedge one 

country against the others. Consequently, Laos will continue to hedge through strong 

limited bandwagoning and low level soft balancing with China. It will also strive to 

avoid taking sides and facilitate better understanding of these two states. As a result, the 

influence of China and Vietnam will continue to rise in this country for the foreseeable 

future. 

To sum up,  the Laos case study shows that even the country that shares a closely similar 

political structure and ideological beliefs with China also chooses to hedge against 

China. This is evidenced by Laos choosing to strenghten comprehensive cooperation 

with both China and Vietnam and enhance close relations with other major powers, such 

as Japan, South Korea, Thailand and the U.S. for short term and long term national 

interest. Adopting a hedging policy toward China does not indicate that Laos views 

China as a potential threat, but is aimed to allow Laos to maximize good relations with 

all powers important for Lao national development. Although bilateral relations between 

Laos and China will be further strenghtened in the future, the existing traditional good 

relations between Laos and Vietnam will serve as security to ensure Laos remains 

neutral and friendly in relation to all influential powers.  
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CHAPTER 6:  HISTORICAL RELATIONS OF THAILAND’S RESPONSE 

TO CHINA 1949-1990 

 

6.1  Introduction 

Chapter six analyses Thailand’s relations with China between 1949 to 1974, which was 

the period after the PRC was established. During this time, Thailand viewed China as a 

threat because of its support of communism in the neighbouring states of Laos, Vietnam 

and Cambodia, as well as the Thai Communist party. Thailand allied with the U.S. and 

participated in America-led wars in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia to help suppress 

communism.  

In addition, this chapter examines the second period between 1975 and 1990 when 

Thailand’s perception of China evolved from enmity to amity. Thailand normalised 

relations with China in 1975 and viewed both the U.S.– China rapprochement in 1972, 

and the gradual withdrawal of U.S. troops from Vietnam, as important indicators of the 

imperative to normalise relations with China, in order to counter the more pressing 

communist threat from Vietnam. It argues that before the rapprochement with China, 

Thailand fully bandwagoned with the U.S. to suppress communist movement. However, 

it gradually improved relations with China and hedged against it after 1975.  

6.2 Thailand’s Profile 

Thailand shares land borders with Burma (1,800 km), Cambodia (803 km), Laos (1,754 

km), and Malaysia 506 km.1 Thailand’s maritime economic zones cover 72,200 km2 in 

the Andaman Sea, and 140,000 km2 in the Gulf of Thailand.2  Thailand had a population 

of 66.76 million in 2012.3 It consists of 76 provinces, divided into four main regions: 

North (17 provinces), Northeast (19 provinces), Central (26 provinces), and Southeast 

(14 provinces).4  Economically, Thailand is an upper middle-income country. It is an 

important regional economic hub. However, political instability and other disturbances 
                                                 
1    Central Intelligence Agency, ‘Thailand’, The World Factbook,  

      < https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/th.html>, consulted 15 December 

2013. 
2    Embassy of Thailand in Washington D.C website, ‘Thailand in Brief’, 

<http://www.thaiembdc.org/dcdp/Thailand_in_brief>, consulted 15 December 2013. 
3    World Bank Website, ‘Thailand’, <http://data.worldbank.org/country/thailand>, consulted 15 

December 2013. 
4    P. Mishra, History of Thailand, San ta Barbara, CA, USA, ABC-Clio, 2010, p. 6. 

http://www.thaiembdc.org/dcdp/Thailand_in_brief
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have curtailed economic growth.5 The Asian Development Bank (ADB) reported that 

Thailand’s economic growth in 2012 was relatively low at 4.1 per cent due to patchy 

domestic and external demand. Thai GDP is projected to grow by 3.6 per cent in 2015, 

with inflation at 0.2 per cent.6 The World Bank claimed that the Thai economy grew by 

0.9 per cent in 2014, declining by 4.1 per cent in comparison to 2003 as a result of 

political unrest.7 

With regards to Thailand’s trade, Japan, China, and the U.S. are the three most important 

markets for imports and exports. Japan was Thailand’s most important trade partner for 

three consecutive years between 2010 and 2012. However; between 2013 and 2015, 

China overtook Japan to become Thailand’s most important trading partner. The U.S. is 

Thailand’s third most important trading partner, with two-way trade values remaining 

steady over the last four years (see Table 7). 

Table 7: Important Trading Partners for Thailand between 2010 and 2013  

Year Japan China U.S.A 

2010 1,853,386.5 (15.5%) 
≈ US  $51.8 billion 

1,454,023.0 (12.1%)  
≈ US  $40.7 billion 

980,940.0 (8.2%) 
≈ US  $27.4  billion 

2011 2,007,537.4 (14.7%) 
≈ US  $56.2 billion 

1,722,038.5 (12.6%) 
≈ US $48.1 billion 

1,065,242.8 (7.8%) 
≈ US $33.26 billion 

2012 2,248,501.5 (15.1%) 
≈ US $62.08 billion 

1,990,297.1 (13.4%) 
≈ US $55.6 billion 

1,095,316.0 (7.4%) 
≈ US  $30.6 billion 

2013 1,927,849.7 (13.2%) 
≈ US $53.8 billion 

1,979,968.1 (13.6 %) 
≈ US $55.3 billion 

1,141,801.9 (7.8 %) 
≈ US  $31.9 billion 

2014 1,853,464.7 (12.6%) 
≈ US $51.8 billion 

2,057,965.9 (14%) 
≈ US $57.5 billion 

1,241, 958.7 (8.4%) 
≈ US $34.7 billion 

2015 
(Jan-June) 

859,307.7 (12.5%) 
≈ US $24.03 billion 

1,016, 174.8 (14.8%) 
≈ US $28.5 billion 

631,966.1 (9.2%) 
≈ US $17.6 billion 

Source:  This table is compiled by author using data from Ministry of Commerce of Thailand,                

<http://www2.ops3.moc.go.th/ >, consulted 24 August 2015. 

Note: Exchange rate is based on EX currency converter as of 24 August 2015. 

                                                 
5    Asian Development Bank Website, ‘Thailand: Overview’,  

      < http://www.adb.org/states/thailand/main>, consulted 17 December 2013. 
6    Asian Development Bank Website, ‘Thailand: economy’, 

<http://www.adb.org/states/thailand/economy>, consulted 22 August 2015. 
7    World Bank website, ‘Thailand Economic Monitor’, December 2012’, 

<http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/TEM_Dec_2012.pdf>, consulted 17 

December 2013; and ‘Thailand’s economy expected to grow up to 3.5% in 2015- World Bank’, 3 June 

2015, <http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press -release/2015/06/03/thailand-economy-expected-to-

grow-up-to-3-5-percent-in-2015-world-bank>, consulted 22 August 2015.  
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Although the PRC has overtaken the U.S. to become Thailand’s most important trade 

partner, China is not yet a key investor in Thailand. In 2014, Japan retained its status as 

Thailand’s foremost investor. Six hundred and seventy two Japanese projects worth a 

total of Baht 293.3 billion (approximately US $8.1 billion) were approved by Thailand’s 

Broad of Investment during this period. Japan was followed by the U.S (US $3.6 

billion), Singapore (US $1.2 billion), and  the Netherlands (US $1.11 billion). China 

ranked fourth, with total investment of about US $942 million.8   

Politically, Thailand has been ruled by a constitutional monarchy for more than 75 

years.9 The King is constitutionally the head of the Thai Armed Forces (Article 10, 

Chapter II), and enjoys immunity from prosecution (Article 8, Chapter II).10 Under the 

2007 constitution, “the National Assembly consisted of the House of Representatives 

(the lower house) and the Senate (the upper house). Of the 500 members of the lower 

house, 125 were elected by proportional representation under a party-list system and 375 

elected by geographical constituencies on a first-past-the-post basis. The 150-member 

upper house was only partly elected: 73 of its members were appointed by a selection 

committee”.11 At the 2011 general election, the Pheu Thai Party won a majority (265) of 

the 500 seats in parliament. Ms Yingluck Shinawatra12 became the 28th Thai Prime 

Minister, and the first female to hold that office.13 After remaining in power for two 

years and four months,14 Prime Minister Yingluck announced the dissolution of 

Parliament on 9 December 2013. This was in response to mass demonstrations following 

Parliament passing an amnesty bill that provides former Prime Minister Thaksin 

Chinawatra (Yingluck’s brother), who is presently resident in Dubai, with the 

                                                 
8    Thailand Board of Investment, ‘Foreign Direct Investment: Annually Statistics’, 

<http://www.boi.go.th/index.php?page=statistics_foreign_direct_investment>, consulted 24 August 

2015. 
9     Constitution of Thailand 2007, p. 6, < http://www.isaanlawyers.com/constitution% 

20thailand%202007%20-%202550.pdf>, consulted 17 December 2013. 
10  Ibid., 
11 ‘Thailand’, The Economist, 24 June 2014, <http://country.eiu.com/article.aspx?articleid= 641947648 

&Country= Thailand&topic=Summary&subtopic=Political+structure>,  consulted 22 August 2015.  
12  Yingluck is the youngest sister of former Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, who served as 

Prime Minister between 2001 to 2005, and 2005 to 2006. After being ousted by the 2006 coup, Former 

Prime Minister Thanksin is  living in exile in Dubai. 
13  Australian Government, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, ‘Thailand Country Brief’, 

<http://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/thailand/thailand_brief.html>, consulted 16 December 2013.  
14  Prime Minister was appointed as Prime Minister on 5 August 2011 after a landslide victory in the 2011 

general election. See the Royal Thai Government Website, ‘Prime Minister of the Kingdom of 

Thailand’, 16 December 2013, < http://www.thaigov.go.th/en/the-prime-minister.html>, consulted 16   

December 2013.  

http://www.boi.go.th/index.php?page=statistics_foreign_direct_investment
http://www.isaanlawyers.com/constitution%25%2020thailand%202007%20-%202550.pdf
http://www.isaanlawyers.com/constitution%25%2020thailand%202007%20-%202550.pdf
http://country.eiu.com/article.aspx?articleid=%20641947648%20&Country=%20Thailand&topic=Summary&subtopic=Political+structure
http://country.eiu.com/article.aspx?articleid=%20641947648%20&Country=%20Thailand&topic=Summary&subtopic=Political+structure
http://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/thailand/thailand_brief.html
http://www.thaigov.go.th/en/the-prime-minister.html


 

139 

 

opportunity to return to Thailand.15 In May 2014, Thai Army Chief Gen Prayuth Chan-

Ocha launched a coup against Yingluck, claiming to stop violence caused by a political 

conflict between the anti and the pro-government rallies in Bangkok and other parts of 

the country; to restore order; and to conduct political reforms.16  

6.3 Thai-Chinese Relations Pre-1975 

China (under the Kuomintang) and Thailand maintained close relations prior to the 

establishment of the People’s Republic of China. The people of both states maintained 

regular contact through trade and cultural exchanges. Between 1930 and 1950, many 

Chinese from Guangdong, Hainan, Fujian and Kuangxi emigrated to Thailand to escape 

war and hunger. These Chinese settled in Thailand and gradually assimilated into Thai 

society.17 However, after 1949, when the Chinese Communist Party seized power and 

formed the People’s Republic of China, Thailand viewed China with suspicion because 

the Chinese Communist party supported Communist movements in Indochine states and 

the communist party in Thailand. As a result, Thailand adopted a strong balancing 

strategy against China and allied with the U.S. to suppress communist movement in the 

region. 

Between the 1950s and 1960s, Thai leaders were preoccupied with preventing the 

communist threat both from within their own country and from neighbouring states. 

Chachavalpongpun claims that during the first few decades after the Second World War, 

Thai-Chinese relations transferred from “friend to foe” because of sharp differences in 

political ideology.18 Chinvano argues that following the establishment of the PRC on 1 

October 1949, Thai leaders were suspicious of China’s intentions and felt threatened by 

Chinese communist ideology, which was incompatible with Thai ideals of “Nationhood, 

Buddhism and Monarchy”.19 While Thailand maintained a democratic system under the 

                                                 
15   S. Finch, ‘Stalemate in Bangkok: Protests go on despite Thai PM Yingluck Shinawatra’s surprise 

election offer’, The Independence, 9 December 2013,  

      < http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/thailand-prime-minister-yingluck-shinawatra-

dissolves-parliament-amid-growing-protests-8992632.html>, consulted 16 December 2013. 
16   ‘Thailand military seizes power in coup’, BBC News, 22 May 2014.  
17   Thai Embassy in Beijing website, ‘Relations between Thailand and China’, 

<http://www.thaibizchina.com/thaibizchina/th/thai-china/index.php>, 2008, consulted 29 September 

2013.  
18   P. Chachavalpongpun, ‘Thailand: Bending with the (Chinese) Wind?’, in L. Peng Er. and E. Dürkop;  

(eds.), East Asia’s Relations with a Rising China, Publication by Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, Soul, 

2010, p.370. 
19  C. Chinwanno, ‘Thai-Chinese Relations: Security and Strategic Partnership’, Working Paper, no. 155, 

Singapore, S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, 2008,  p.3, 

   <http://www.rsis.edu.sg/publications/WorkingPapers/WP155.pdf>, consulted 1 October 2013. 
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King as Head of State, the PRC and other communist states maintained a one party 

ruling system. Thailand’s rulers treated the PRC-supported Thai Communist Party not 

only as a direct threat to their own power, but to Thai identity, which powerfully 

embodied the King. The communist victories in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia 

heightened Thailand’s concerns, ensuring it had to actively counter communist 

expansion both domestically and abroad.  

Thailand’s deep concern at the communist threat was expressed by Thai Prime Minister 

Thanom Kittikachorn in March 1967: 

The communists have further committed aggressive acts by smuggling in agents to 

incite Thais against Thais….Red China and North Vietnam…. hope to occupy 

Thailand and destroy the nation itself, the King and the religion… to enslave the 

Thai people in the same manner they have done to the people in mainland China, 

North Vietnam and Tibet.20 

 

Unsurprisingly, Thailand, led by Prime Minister Pote Sarasin, Field Marshal Thanom 

Kittikachorn, Field Marshal Sarit Dhanarajata, and Sanya Dharmasakti21 took strong 

measures to suppress the Thai communist activities. The Anti-Communist Activities Act 

of Thailand, enacted on 13 November 1952, stipulated that those “engaged in 

Communist activities shall be punished with imprisonment from ten years up to life 

imprisonment” (Section 4). Sections 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10 also gave power to the Thai 

authorities to imprison whoever engaged in, or supported, communist activities, whether 

directly or indirectly, for a period of between five and ten years.22 These measures were 

deemed necessary, despite the indigenous Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) 

comprising fewer than 500 members. However, among the considerable number of 

ethnic Chinese in Thailand’s population of 4 million in the 1960s, a number were 

                                                 
20  Prime Minister Thanom Kittikachorn statement at a press conference, March 1967 cited in S. Paribatra, 

From Enmity to Alignment: Thailand’s Evolving Relations with China, Bangkok, Thailand, Institute of 

Security and International Studies, Chulalongkorn University, 1987, p.i.  
21   Mr. Pote Sarasin came into office on 21 September 1957, Field Marshal Thanom Kittikachorn on 1 

January 1958. After that, Field Marshal Sarit Dhanarajata  and Mr. Sanya Dharmasakti came into 

office on  9 February 1959, and  4 October 1973 respectively. All of them played an important role to 

suppress communism and cooperated with the U.S. Before resuming the Prime Minister Post, Mr. Pote 

Sarasin was also appointed as the Secretary General of SEATO in July 1957, the organisation tha t had 

important roles in containing communist and prevent member from communist threats. See Cabinet 

office of Thailand Website, ‘History of Thai Prime Ministers’, < http://www.cabinet. thaigov.go.th  

/eng/pm_his.htm>, consulted 1 November 2013.  
22  Anti-Communist Activities Act of Thailand, 13 November 1952.  
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identified as communists or supporters of communist activities.23 They were monitored 

by the Thai government and were forced to assimilate with Thai culture and adopt Thai 

citizenship. Furthermore, China’s continuing recognition of the citizenship of Thai-

based Chinese was considered harmful to Thailand’s national security. In particular, 

Thailand was worried that if conflict erupted, the ethnic Chinese would assist the PRC. 

As a result, Thai authorities during this time viewed China as a threat and targeted 

Chinese residents in Thailand because they feared that the spread of communist ideology 

was most likely to spread to Thailand via Chinese who had connections with the PRC.24  

According to Martin Stuart-Fox, the CPT came into existence in 1942, after the 

establishment of the Indo-Chinese party in October 1930. Following the establishment of 

the PRC in 1949, the CPT formed close links with the Chinese community in Thailand 

and maintained ideological and organisational relations with Beijing. Thais of ethnic 

Chinese descent were the majority of the Central Committee of the CPT. China also 

played a crucial role in providing shelter for many CPT leaders and in broadcasting—

“The Voice of Thai People”—in Southern Yunnan in order to disseminate news and 

CPT propaganda in Thailand.25  

Another reason for the distrust among Thai leaders toward China was their suspicion of 

China’s intention to establish a Thai Autonomous Region in Yunnan Province in 1953. 

Thailand viewed this as a threat to its security.26 Chinvanno asserts that the “Thais saw 

the Chinese Dai Autonomous Region as an effort to set up an alternative Thai 

government.”27 The Thai ruling class viewed the establishment of the Tai (Dai) 

Autonomous Region in Southern Yunnan province as a base for China to conduct anti-

Thai government activities.28 These concerns led Thailand to join the Southeast Asia 

Treaty Organization (SEATO) in order to seek protection from SEATO members 

                                                 
23  The U.S. Central Intelligence Agency website, ‘Communist Insurgency in Thailand’, National 

Intelligence Estimate, no. 5266, July 1966, pp. 2-3, < http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/ 

document_conversions /89801/DOC_0000012498.pdf>, consulted 1 November 2013. 
24   A. Chinvanno, Brief Encounter: Sino-Thai Rapprochement after Bandung 1955-1957,  Bangkok, 

Thailand,  International Studies Centre, Institute of Foreign Affairs, University of Michigan, 1991, p.2. 
25   M. Stuart Fox, ‘The Communist Parties of Thailand and Laos’, Asian Survey, vol. XIX, no. 4, April 

1979, p. 335. See also K. Theerawit, Chinese Foreign Policy, Bangkok, Chinese Study Centre, 

Chulalongkorn University Press, 1998, p.270. 
26   Chinvanno, Brief Encounter: Sino-Thai Rapprochement after Bandung 1955-1957, pp. 1-2. 
27     C. Chinwanno, ‘Thailand’ in E. Goh, Betwixt and Between: Southeast Asian Strategic Relations with 

the U.S. and China, IDSS Monograph No.7, Singapore, Institute of Defence and Strategic Studies, 

2005, p. 64. 
28     Chinwanno, ‘Thai-Chinese Relations: Security and Strategic Partnership’, p.3. 

http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/%20document_conversions%20/89801/DOC_0000012498.pdf
http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/%20document_conversions%20/89801/DOC_0000012498.pdf
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sharing common communist threats.29 Thailand’s dissatisfaction over this issue was 

clearly expressed by Foreign Minister Wan Waithayakon’s statement at the Bandung 

conference in April 1955: 

Pridi Banomhong,30 a Thai politician, is being openly allowed or even supported to 

organise the training of Thai-speaking Chinese and persons of Thai race in Yunnan 

for the purpose of infiltration into Thailand and subversion in Thailand…I have also 

to know for certain the attitude adopted by the People’s Republic of China in regard 

to the so-called persons of dual nationality in Thailand or, in other words, to the 

Chinese community of 3,000,000 in Thailand out of a population of 18,000,000.31   

 

Wan Waithayakon’s remark reveals that Thailand was resentful over China’s 

recognition of the dual citizenship of ethnic Chinese residents in Thailand, and China’s 

support of Thais with Chinese descent in Yunnan, intruded into Thailand’s internal 

affairs. Analysts assert that while many ethnic Chinese assimilated harmoniously into 

Thai society, there were some Chinese residents who remained loyal to the politics of 

their homeland. Kian Theerawit, a Thai specialist in China’s affairs at Chulalongkorn 

University, claims that in the past, ethnic Chinese residents of Southeast Asian states had 

close links with Communist China. Ethnic Chinese were encouraged to donate money to 

assist China’s involvement in the Korean War, and they cooperated closely with the 

Communist parties in their states of residence.32 Southivong and other researchers from 

the Research Funding Centre in Bangkok further add that some ethnic Chinese who 

emigrated to Thailand in the 1930s and 1940s maintained loyalty to their homeland. 

They built Chinese schools, brought back spouses from China, and sent their children to 

                                                 
29     The U.S. Department of State website, ‘Milestones: 1953-1960: Southeast Asia Treaty Organization 

(SEATO), 1954’, Office of the Historian, <http://history.state.gov/milestones/1953-1960/SEATO>, 

consulted 29 October 2013 
30    Pridi Banomyong was one of the key prominent Thai leaders in the 1932 coup that changed the 

absolute monarchy in Thailand to a consistent monarchy. He wrote the first cons titution for Thailand 

in 1932, and founded Thammsat University. His rejection of King Rama VII’s proposed amendments 

to the constitution and the government’s treatment of the royal family after the 1932 coups caused 

deep offence to the royalists. In addition, he was banded as a communist after he proposed an 

economic plan for the nationalization of assets and the conversion of all workers to the state 

employees. Banomyong became the seventh Thai Prime Minister on 24 March 1932 but after the 

King Rama VIII was assassinated; his government was dissolved on 21 August 1946. He had to live 

in exile in Malaysia, and then China. At the end of his life, he settled down in Paris and died on 2 

May 1983 at the age of 83. See E. Lim, ‘Pridi Banomyong the father of Thai democracy’,  

         < http://www.tour-bangkok-legacies.com/pridi-banomyong.html>, consulted 31 October 2013; and 

Thai Cabinet website, ‘History of Thai Prime Ministers’, < http://www.cabinet.thaigov.go.th/eng 

/bb2_ main21.htm>, consulted 31 October 2013.  
31     W. Waithayakon, ‘Address to the Asian-African Conference’, the ASEAN Day Lecture’, 24 April 

1955,  Speeches by Price Wan Waithayakon, Foreign Minister of Thailand, Bundung, Indonesia, 24 

April 1955. 
32     Theerawit, Chinese Foreign Policy, pp.30-34. 
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Chinese schools. Moreover, they also sent money back to support political activity in 

China. The Thai government under Phibunsongkhram viewed this as a threat to 

Thailand’s security and forced them to obtain Thai citizenship and renounce their 

Chinese citizenship. 33 

6.4 Thailand’s Response to China’s Communist Threat before Formal 

Rapprochement 1975 

In response to its perception of China as a threat to its national security, Thailand 

adopted external and internal balancing measures. Firstly, Thailand sought the help of 

the United States and its allies to balance against China, offering to help the U.S. contain 

the spread of Communism in the region. Thailand became the second Southeast Asian 

country, after the Philippines, to join SEATO in September 1954.34 Under Article IV, 

Paragraph One and Two of the Manila Pact signed in 1954, Thailand was protected 

against communist attack by the United States, Australia, France, New Zealand, United 

Kingdom and the Philippines, all signatories to the treaty.35 Chantasasawat argues that 

from the late 1940s to 1958, the policy of the Thai Government towards China was 

consistent with U.S. anti-Communist policy because this was the key Thai security 

concern. Thailand, under leadership of Marshal Phibunsongkhram, actively sought U.S. 

protection, ignoring prospective benefits of trading with China in favour of large 

amounts of military and development aid from the United States.36  

Anousone contends that, in order to deal with China’s threat, the Thai government under 

Field Marshal Phibunsongkhram sought a security guarantee from the U.S. because 

Thailand considered the U.S. to be the strongest power in the region, having the capacity 

to strengthen Thailand’s military power and equip it with advanced technology.37 

Chanthasavad agrees, claiming that in light of Communist threats from China, Laos and 

Vietnam in 1958 and during most of the 1960s, the Thai authorities relied on security 

protection from the U.S. and served as an American. airbase during the Vietnam War in 

                                                 
33   S. Phongphayboun, D. Vouphanit and P. Chinsakhane, A Study of Southern Chinese: Ways and 

Dynamics, Bangkok, Thailand, the Research Funding Centre, Choulalongkhone University, 2001, p. 

66. 
34   Ibid., 1. 
35   Yale Law School website, ‘Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty (Manila Pact)’,  8 September 

1954, <http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/usmu003.asp>, consulted 29 October 2013.  
36   B. Chantasasawat, ‘Burgeoning Sino-Thai Relations: Heightening Cooperation, Sustaining Economic 

Security’, China: An International Journal, vol.4, no.1, 2006, p.88. 
37  Chinvanno, Brief Encounter: Sino-Thai Rapprochement after Bandung 1955-1957, p.3. 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/usmu003.asp


 

144 

 

1965.38 In 1956, there were about 160,000 Thai military officials trained by the United 

States. In 1961, there were another 200,000. The Thai defence force was also equipped 

with up-to-date U.S. weapons. Furthermore, between 1950 and 1961, about 2,000 Thai 

officers and military personnel were trained in the U.S and Okinawa. By 1969, there 

were over 50,000 U.S. military personnel in Thailand, with nearly 600 aircraft.39 In order 

to support Thailand for its commitment to the U.S. alliance, between 1950 and 1975, the 

U.S. granted approximately US $650 million in economic aid to Thailand, with an 

additional US $760 million for Thailand to be used for purchasing military equipment 

and payment of Thai troops serving in Vietnam. The U.S. also assisted Thailand in 

constructing air bases, activities estimated to be worth US $250 million during the 

1970s.40 

Thailand allowed the United States. to establish military bases in U Tapao, Nakhon 

Phanom, Ubon, Udorn, Don Muang and Korat to bomb North Vietnamese targets in 

Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. By the mid-1960s, approximately 80 per cent of all 

American bombing missions flown against North Vietnam and Laos were launched from 

air bases in Thailand.41 By 1969, Thailand sent 12,000 Thai troops, fourteen per cent of 

the total Thai Army, to help the U.S. fight in the Vietnam War.42 A report to the U.S. 

Congress revealed that by 1971, there were nearly 11,000 Thai soldiers participating in 

the American-led war effort in Vietnam, representing about 15 per cent of the Thai 

Armed Forces. In addition, another 22,000 Thais were sent to fight in the secret war in 

Laos.43 According to a Chinese source, there were approximately 30,000 Thai “guerrilla 

militants”, being organized and trained by the U.S. military personnel in the north-

eastern Thailand bordering with Laos to fight in the American- led war in Laos.44 

                                                 
38  Chantasasawat, ‘Burgeoning Sino-Thai Relations: Heightening Cooperation, Sustaining Economic 

Security’, pp.88-89. 
39  D. K. Wyatt, Thailand: A Short History, London, Yale University Press, 1984, p.288. 
40  R. McMahon, ‘What Difference Did it Make?: Assessing the Vietnam War's Impact on Southeast Asia’ 

in L. Gardner and T. Gittinger, (eds.), International Perspectives on Vietnam, College Station, TX: 

Texas A&M University Press, 2000, p. 202. See also J.E Girling, Thailand: Society and Politics, 

Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1981, p. 96. 
41   R. S. Randolph, The United States and Thailand: Alliance Dynamics 1950-1985, Berkeley, CA: 

Institute of East Asian Studies, University of California, 1986, p. 59. 
42   Wyatt, Thailand: A Short History, p.288. 
43  ‘Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam: April 1973’, Senate Committee on Foreign Relations (93rd 

Congress, 1st session), Washington D.C, Government Printing office, 1973, pp. 620-622, cited in A. 

Kislenko, ‘A Not So Silent Partner: Thailand’s Role in Covert Operations, Counter-Insurgency, and the 
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44   Hsien-wei, K., ‘Thailand-U.S Base in S.E. Asia’, Peking Review, issue. 44, 3 November 1961, p. 13. 
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Thailand’s full alignment with the U.S. to counter communism caused resentment in 

Beijing. In 1959, China accused Thailand of “sending a military delegation to Laos to 

incite the Royal Laotian Amy to attack the former Pathet Lao fighting unit, and worked 

hand in glove with the remnant Chiang Kai-shek troops moving along the Laotian-Thai 

borders to harass the border of Yunnan Province of China”.45  In the 1950s, Thailand 

sheltered the 93rd army of the Kuomintang. This caused China to suspect Thailand of 

conspiring to cause disruption along the Chinese border.46 China also viewed the 

American-Thai combined atomic warfare manoeuvres, and the massive air manoeuvres 

of SEATO states—staged in Thailand—as an enemy act.47 As such, China continued to 

render material and spiritual support to the Communist movement in Thailand.48 Notably 

in 1961, The Peking Review accused Thailand of being an American “puppet”, 

supporting the U.S. intervention in Southeast Asia and enabling U.S. interference in the 

internal affairs of neighbouring states. Thailand allowed American troops access to 

military airfields in various parts of the country, including Chiang Mai, Ubon, 

Udonthani and Takhli.49   

Another way Thailand demonstrated its anti-Chinese stance was to recognise Taiwan as 

the sole legal representative of China at the United Nations and by maintaining official 

diplomatic relations with Taiwan. Thailand supported Taiwan at the U.N. and opposed 

any attempt to replace the Republic of China (Taiwan) with the PRC. For example, 

former Thai Prime Minister Pote Sarasin stated to the media on 18 May 1971 that 

Thailand was concerned about China’s admission to the United Nations. Thailand would 

support Beijing if Red China stopped supplying weapons to communist fighters in 

Thailand as well as ceasing the broadcasting of anti-Thai propaganda.50  

Subsequently, Thailand used its vote in the U.N. to obstruct any resolutions seeking to 

allow the PRC to replace Taiwan. It continued to support Taiwan as the sole legitimate 

representative in the United Nations. However, Thailand changed its stance in 1971, 

when it abstained in the vote for Resolution 2758. This resolution, which facilitated the 

replacement of Taiwan with the PRC at the U.N. was passed with 76 votes in favour, 35 

states against, 17 abstentions, and 3 absentees. Thailand’s change of heart was due to an 

                                                 
45   ‘A warning to the reactionaries of Thailand’, People’s Daily Commentator, 30 May 1959. 
46   Theerawit, Chinese Foreign Policy, p.270. 
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48   Theerawit, Chinese Foreign Policy, p.270. 
49   K. Hsien-wei, ‘Thailand-U.S. Base in S.E. Asia’, Peking Review, 3 November 1961, p.13.  
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attempt to improve relations with the PRC. Although Thailand did not vote to support 

Resolution 2758, Thailand’s removal of its obstruction was seen as an important step to 

paving the way for the establishment of normalised relations with the PRC in 1975.51  

6.5. Thai-Chinese Rapprochement  

From 1949, Thailand balanced against China for almost a quarter of century.52 However, 

when Thai Prime Minister Kurkhit Pramol came to power, this strategy began to change. 

The Kurkhit Administration perceived a change in the power structure in the region, 

with U.S. influence declining, and Chinese influence on the rise. With the U.S. departure 

from the region after the Vietnam War, Thailand wanted to ensure it had a key ally to 

safeguard against potential threats from its closest neighbours. Former Thai Foreign 

Minister Tej Bunnag argues that Thailand viewed China, assuming the permanent 

U.N.S.C. seat and Sino-US rapprochement, as important factors for revising its policy 

toward the great power.53 

 On 3 May 1973, the Thai Cabinet approved direct contact with China—to be conducted 

via the Thai Embassy in Tokyo on matters related to assistance and cooperation from 

China.54 Thailand also gave an order to the Thai Ambassador in New York to secretly 

negotiate with his Chinese counterpart to achieve a normalisation of relations. Finally, 

after several secret discussions between the Thai and Chinese Ambassadors in New 

York, the Chinese government officially informed Thailand in 1975 that “it [was] 

willing to establish formal diplomatic ties as soon as possible”.55 Consequently, in June 

1975, Thailand sent Ambassador Anan Punyarachun to Beijing to draft a Joint 

communiqué declaring the willingness of the two states to establish official diplomatic 

relations. After five days working with the Chinese side, Anan left Beijing on 23 June 

1975 with an official invitation, from Chou En-Lai, for the Thai Prime Minister Kukrit 

to visit China, along with the drafted joint communiqué for the Thai cabinet to 

consider.56 The draft was approved by the cabinet on 24 June 1975.57  

                                                 
51  Kumar Jain, China and Thailand, 1949-1983,  p. 178. 
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In response to China’s invitation, Thai Prime Minister Kurkit Pramoj and his delegation 

flew to Beijing on 30 June 1975. At the airport, Kurkit Pramoj and his delegation were 

warmly welcomed by Deputy Prime Minister Deng Xiaoping, Hua Kuo-feng, Vice 

Chairman of the National People’s Congress (N.P.C), standing committee Wu Teh, 

Foreign Minister Chiao Kuan-hua, and several thousand well-wishers.58 At the 

welcoming dinner, Deng Xiaoping highlighted the close relations China and Thailand 

had enjoyed prior to the establishment of the PRC. He affirmed China’s wish to 

normalise relations with Thailand in his speech: 

Our two states [China and Thailand] are close neighbours, and there is a 

kinship-like traditional friendship between our two peoples. Friendly contacts 

between our peoples can be traced to more than two thousand years ago…. In 

the history of China-Thailand relations, quite a number of Chinese emigrated to 

Thailand and have lived amicably with the people there, adding kinship to the 

relationship between the Chinese and Thai people. After the founding of new 

China, the contacts between our two states were unfortunately interrupted for a 

time, owing to imperialist obstruction and sabotage...We are happy to note that 

in recent years the traditional friendship of our two peoples has resumed and 

developed at a rapid pace…. It is the common wish of our two peoples to effect 

the normalization of relations between China and Thailand [Deng Xiaoping].59 

 

In response, Thai Prime Minister Kurkit expressed his appreciation for China’s warm 

welcome and stated that:  

Even though the Kingdom of Thailand and the People’s Republic of China 

have different political, economic and social systems, this should not constitute 

an obstacle to the development of peaceful and amicable relations between our 

two states on the basis of the principles of Pancha Sila…Thailand warmly 

welcomed the pronouncements of the People’s Republic of China in support of 

ASEAN and the desire of ASEAN states to see Southeast Asia a zone of peace, 

freedom and neutrality…China is a great country…..However, in a long 

friendship, it is perhaps in the nature of things that there should have been a 

moment of some estrangement to the extent that it gave rise to mutual 

misapprehension and mistrust…I would like to express my earnest hope that 

relations between our two states and peoples, which is being reviewed….will 

draw use close together and yield benefits to both sides.60  

 

In their speeches, both leaders acknowledged the disruption in their bilateral relations 

but committed to consolidate their relationship into the future, despite their political 
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differences. On 1 July 1975, Thai Prime Minister Kurkit Pramoj and Chinese Premier 

Chou En-Lai singed the joint communiqué on the establishment of diplomatic relations 

between China and Thailand. This signalled the desire of both sides to remove obstacles 

to their ongoing relationship. Under Paragraph Six, Thailand recognised “the 

Government of the People’s Republic of China as the sole legal government of China, 

acknowledge[d] the position of the Chinese Government that there is but one China and 

that Taiwan is an integral part of Chinese territory, and [moved] to remove all its official 

representations from Taiwan within one month from the date of signature of this 

communiqué”.61 Following the signing of the communiqué, the Prime Minister’s Office 

of Thailand released a statement in line with what it had agreed in the communiqué. It 

declared Thailand’s non-recognition of Taiwan, and cancelled all official agreements it 

had with Taiwan, starting from the date of signatory of the communiqué (1 July 1975).62 

In addition, Thai Prime Minister Kukrit also abolished the Anti-Communist Act passed 

in 1952 and was assured by China of its non-intervention in Thailand’s internal affairs.63  

China took measures to tackle the Chinese dual citizenship issue in Thailand. China 

declared in Paragraph Eight of the communiqué that “it [would] not recognise dual 

nationality. Both Governments [Thailand and China] consider anyone of Chinese 

nationality or origin who acquires Thai nationality as automatically forfeiting Chinese 

nationality. As for those Chinese residents in Thailand who select to retain Chinese 

nationality of their own will, the Chinese Government…will enjoin them to abide by the 

law of the Kingdom of Thailand, respect the customs and habits of the Thai people”.64  

China also reassured Thailand of its stance not to interfere in Thailand’s internal affairs, 

and agreed to respect the independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity of 

Thailand.65 

Although the joint communiqué did not stipulate clearly that China would stop rendering 

support to the CPT, because China had a commitment to morally (if not materially) 

support communist movements worldwide, Mao provided additional personal assurance 
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to Kurkit during his courtesy call on 2 July 1975. Mao told Kurkit that he did not “need 

to worry about the Communist Party of Thailand. It has existed for more than 10 years 

but not a single Thai communist has come to see me here… the best way to combat the 

Communists is to improve living conditions for the rural people… don’t fight them 

because if you send in soldiers they will run away, and when the soldiers leaves they 

will return”.66 Theh Chongkhadikil, a columnist at the Bangkok Post agreed that China 

viewed the CPT as small and lacking the broad base of support it would need to take 

control in the near future.67 

The personal influence of Mao on Thailand’s, and especially Kurkit’s perception of 

China, is also evident when looking at Kurkit’s positive comments after his first meeting 

with Mao. During interviews with the Thai press, he revealed that “I have never met 

anyone with so impressive a personality before”.68 He further added that “Mao was a 

kind old man, who has in-depth knowledge. Even though he is already 85 year old, he 

still has good memory about me and Thailand. His comment on Thailand is valuable”.69  

As bilateral relations improved, high-ranking officials from Thailand and China began to 

engage in diplomacy to consolidate relations. Following the historic visit by Thai Prime 

Minister Kurkit to China in July 1975, and by Prime Minister Kiangsack Sananan from 

the end of March to April 1978, Chinese Vice Premier Deng Xiaoping paid an official 

visit to Thailand in 1978. During the 1980s, Prime Ministers of both states regularly 

exchanged bilateral visits. In 1985, China sent vice President Li Xiannian to visit 

Thailand, which contributed to an improved relationship and also contributed to 

promoting economic relations. Many economic agreements were negotiated during these 

visits, leading to more comprehensive cooperation.  

6.6 Thai-Chinese Economic Relations 

The adoption of Thailand’s limited bandwagoning with China, while continuing to 

become a U.S ally to hedge on China, was clearly seen in its economic pragmatism 

policy toward China created to generate incomes through exports and import energy 

from China at a ‘friendship’ price. After diplomatic relations between Thailand and 

China were normalised, economic relations began to improve. Thai Prime Minister 
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Kurkit claimed that during his official visit to Beijing in 1975, Mao Zedong, said that 

China was interested in buying Thai rubber and raw sugar, as well as rice at world 

market price. During this particular visit, China also agreed to sell crude oil and fuel to 

Thailand.70 With the aim of boosting mutual trade and investment, China and Thailand 

negotiated three important trade agreements on the occasion of Deng Xiaoping’s 1978 

visit to Bangkok namely, the Trade Agreement Between Thailand and China; the 

Protocol on The Establishment of the Joint Trade Committee Between the Government 

of the Kingdom of Thailand and the Government of the People’s Republic of China; 

and the Protocol on the Importation and Exportation of Commodities Between the 

Government of the Kingdom of Thailand and the Government of the People’s Republic 

of China.71  

Statistics from Thailand’s Department of Business Economics, in the Ministry of 

Commerce, show that a year before the establishment of diplomatic relations (1975), 

Thailand’s trade with China had begun to improve. However, the figures clearly 

demonstrate the important impact the establishment of official diplomatic relations had 

on the value of bilateral trade (see Table 8). In the space of just seven years, between 

1975 and 1980, the value of total trade grew by well over 13-fold.  

 

Table 8: Thailand’s Trade with the PRC 1972 – 1985 in Baht Million 

Year Exports  Imports  Total Trade  Trade Balance  

1972 0.0 0.3 0.3 - 0.3 

1973 0.0 0.0 0.0 +0.0 

1974 2.3 91.9 94.2 -89.6 

1975 391.3 343.9 735.2 +47.4 

1976 1,266.0 1,462.5 2,728.5 -196.5 

1977 2,081.6 1,370.6 3,452.2 +711.0 

1978 1,497.6 1,703.7 3,201.3 -206.1 

1979 1,571.9 4,939.5 6,511.4 -3,367.6 

1980 2,530.7 8,535.1 11,065.8 -6,004.4 

                                                 
70  ‘Mao tells Kukrit not to worry’, Bangkok Post , 3 July 1975. 
71  Thailand-China Business Link Website, ‘Major Bilateral Agreements and Documents’, 

<http://www.thailand-china.com/ThaiandChinaLinks/BilateralAgreements.aspx>, consulted 7 

December 2013.  

http://www.thailand-china.com/ThaiandChinaLinks/BilateralAgreements.aspx
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1981 4,063.5 6,982.9 11,046.4 -2,919.4 

1982 7,053.0 5,374.5 12,427.5 +1,678.5 

1983 2,467.5 6,099.2 8,566.7 -3,339.1 

1984 4,295.1 7,448.8 11,743.9 -3,153.7 

1985 7,367.2 6,073.2 13,440.4 +1,293.9 

Source: Department of Business Economics, Ministry of Commerce, Thailand. 

6.7 Thai-Chinese Security Cooperation 

Thailand has bandwagoned with China in a limited way in the security field. Since 1981, 

the Thai and Chinese defence sectors maintained close contact. Almost every senior 

Thai commander of the Army, Navy and Air Force who visited China, often participated 

in study visits intended to build confidence and closeness amongst officials from the two 

states.72 China also assisted Thailand in strengthening its defence capacity by exporting 

various arms, including artillery, munitions, armoured personal carriers, aircraft, tanks, 

missiles and naval vessels, to Thailand.73 Between 1982 and 1985, China provided 24 

tanks (T59), 17 artillery pieces, and 130mm ammunition to Thailand in the form of grant 

aid.74 In addition, between 1985 and 1989, Thailand was ranked the seventh biggest 

import of Chinese weapons, spending US $283 million to purchase Chinese weapons at 

10 per cent of the market price.75 Thailand acquired more tanks, ship-to-ship missiles, 

and armoured personnel carriers (APC) from China than its neighbours, Cambodia, Laos 

and Myanmar. It acquired 503 tanks, 100 ship-to-ship missiles, and 1262 APC, while 

Myanmar imported 285 tanks and 150 APCs. Cambodia reportedly imported 24 tanks. 

Laos, on the other hand, only acquired two Y-12 transport aircraft.76 Furthermore, 

between 1987 and 1992, the Thai Army, Navy and Air Force ordered about 53 T-69 II 

main battle tanks, 760 armoured personnel carriers, six Jianghu-class frigates, and 50 C-

801 ship-to-ship missiles in order to strengthen its defence capacity.77  

                                                 
72  Theerawit, Chinese Foreign Policy, p.272. 
73   R. Bates Gill, ‘China Looks to Thailand: Exporting Arms, Exporting Influence’, Asian Survey, vol. 31, 

no. 6, 1991, p. 528. 
74   K. Vilavid, China’s Foreign Policy, Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok, Thailand,  Fund Support 

Centre and Asia Study Centre of Chulalongkhorn  University, 1998,  p. 271; see also Chinvano, 2008, 

p. 14.  
75   Stockholm International Peace Research Institute database, 1990 cited in R. Bates Gill, ‘China Looks 

to Thailand: Exporting Arms, Exporting Influence’, Asian Survey, vol. 31, no. 6, 1991, p. 535. 
76   D. Byman and R. Cliff, China’s Arms Sales: Motivations & Implications, Washington, U.S.A, RAND, 

1999, pp. 50-53. 
77   Chinwanno, ‘Thai-Chinese Relations: Security and Strategic Partnership’, p. 14 
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Increasingly close Thai-Chinese military-to-military cooperation in the 1980s and 1990s 

was unusual because the two states were former enemies, and had such different political 

system. Although this relationship was not as strong as Thai-U.S. military relations, it 

represented the closest military-to-military relationship of any Southeast Asian state with 

China. Thailand is an exceptional case because it was able to develop close relations in 

this field with both its traditional ally and a new strategic partner simultaneously. For 

instance, while Myanmar, Laos and Cambodia were able to enjoy close military 

cooperation with China, they did not maintain close military cooperation with the U.S. 

6.8 Factors Leading to Thai-Chinese Rapprochement  

Although Thai governments viewed China’s support of communism as threatening, they 

reasoned that China’s growing economic and political strength meant that, eventually, 

establishing close relations would be essential. This section highlights the key reasons 

driving Thailand to adopt a limited bandwagoning strategy toward China. 

6.8.1 Uncertainty Over the Role of the United States 

Thailand established good relations with China because Thai elites were uncertain about 

the U.S. commitment to protect Thailand in the aftermath of its withdrawal from 

Vietnam. Thailand and other Southeast Asian states interpreted the withdrawal of 

American troops from South Vietnam in April 1975 with great concern. There was 

widespread uncertainty amongst U.S. allies in the region as to the nature of the United 

States’ ongoing commitment to South East Asia.78 This vulnerability had precedents. For 

example, the U.S. failed to intervene in Laos’ civil war in mid-1955 upon Thailand’s 

request to prevent Pathet Lao from gaining power in Laos,79 possibly threatening the 

Thai regime, which at the time had adopted a strong anti-communist position.  

In addition, the U.S. failure to win its war in Vietnam and its withdrawal from this 

country made the Thai government question the credibility of U.S. commitments to 

safeguard Asian states, particularly their own.80 Smith shares a similar view that under 

the Nixon Doctrine of 1969, South Vietnam was handed more responsibility to protect 

itself against the North Vietnamese threat. As such, Thailand questioned America’s. 

                                                 
78   J. Wanandi, ‘Politico-Security Dimensions of Southeast Asia’, Asian Survey, vol.17, issue.8, 1977, pp. 

782-783. 
79   Randolph, The United States and Thailand: Alliance Dynamics 1950-1985, p. 33. 
80   A. Acharya, The Quest for Identity: International Relations of Southeast Asia, Michigan, U.S.A, 

Oxford University Press, 2000, p. 70. 
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commitment to save Thailand when it was in real trouble. Therefore, it forged good 

relations with China as an alternative source of protection.81 Chinvano agrees that after 

the Cold War, Thailand and other Southeast Asian states felt that the region was a low 

priority for the United States. In time, the U.S. neglected this region because it faced no 

major conflict.82  

6.8.2 Shared Interests over Vietnam 

The second key reason leading to the Thai-Chinese rapprochement was the threat 

Thailand perceived from Vietnam. Following communist victories in Vietnam, Laos and 

Cambodia in the 1970s, Thailand faced communist threats across the length of its eastern 

flank. Thailand felt that the immediate threat to its security came not from China but 

from Vietnam, which was seeking to increase its influence in Indochina.83 Stuart-Fox 

claims that Thailand, whatever Hanoi’s proclaimed policies toward Thailand, was 

distrustful of Vietnamese intentions in mainland Southeast Asia, especially following the 

invasion of Kampuchea.84 Thailand’s concerns over Vietnamese intentions were not 

new. At the Bandung conference held in April 1955, Thai Foreign Minister Prince Wan 

Waithayakon expressed Thailand’s concern at Vietnam actions: “in view of… [the 

presence of 50,000 Vietnamese refugees in Northeast Thailand,] as well as the invasion 

of Laos by Vietminh forces in 1953 and also in 1954, Thailand has had clearly to face a 

threat of infiltration and subversion, if not of aggression itself”.85 For Thailand, 

Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia in 1978 was a far more tangible threat than earlier 

concerns.86 Likewise, Vietnamese troops stationed in Laos and Cambodia—states with 

whom Thailand shared long borders—were of major concern to Thai security leaders.87 

As a result, Thailand looked to China,88 and formed good relations with this country, 

                                                 
81   A. Smith, ‘Thailand’s Security and the Sino-Thai Relationship’, China Brief, vol. 5, no. 3, 2005, p. 1. 
82   Chinvanno, Brief Encounter: Sino-Thai Rapprochement after Bandung 1955-1957, p. 69. 
83   Ciorciari, Limits of Alignment: Southeast Asia and the Great Power since 1975, p. 202. 
84   M. Stuart Fox, ‘The Communist Parties of Thailand and Laos’, p. 344. 
85   Waithayakon, Speeches by Price Wan Waithayakon, Foreign Minister of Thailand, Bundung, 

Indonesia, 24 April 1955. 
86   Chachavalpongpun, ‘Thailand: Bending with the (Chinese) Wind?’, pp.370-371. 
87  Thailand shares land borders with four states: Laos (1, 754 km), Myanmar (1,800 km), Cambodia (803 

km), and Malaysia (506 km). See CIA website, ‘Thailand’, the World Factbook, < 

https://www.cia.gov/library/ publications/the-world-factbook/geos/th.html>, consulted 4 December 

2013. 
88  Thailand looked to China to help it counter Vietnamese communist threat at this time, because both 

states shared similar concerns over Vietnam’s expanding influence over Cambodia and Laos. Thailand 

viewed China as an important power to help it contain Vietnamese communist expansion along its 

border. However, it still maintained ally with the U.S. and did not seek a new security guarantor to 

replace the U.S. Importantly, Thailand has not had any alliance treaty with China.  

https://www.cia.gov/library/%2520publications/the-world-factbook/geos/th.html
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hoping that China would come to assist in case Vietnam invaded.89 Thailand’s security 

was threatened severely between 1978 and 1979, as Vietnam suppressed resistant groups 

along the Cambodian-Thai border, and intruded into Thailand’s territory. Vietnamese 

troops deployed in Cambodia numbered between 40-50,000 soldiers.90 A decade later, in 

1989, The New York Times predicted that the number would be around 50,000 soldiers 

(Vietnam’s claim), and between 60, 000 and 70,000 (the U.S. claim) by 1990.91  

In order to meet the Vietnamese threat and to end China’s support for the Communist 

Party of Thailand, the Thai government strengthened security ties with China.92 

Together, they provided support to the armed opposition to Vietnamese rule in 

Cambodia. China and Thailand cooperated extensively in funnelling provisions and 

materials to the Khmer Rouge. At the same time, China rewarded Thailand by its 

cancellation of support for the CPT.93 Thai officials characterised Thailand’s pro-PRC 

alignment policy as a deviation from relative neutrality that was needed in order to 

confront the pressing security in the region. One high-ranking Thai official described the 

country’s alignment with China in the early 1980s as “a matter of necessity” to confront 

the threat of the People’s Army of Vietnam.94  

6.8.3 Unilateral U.S. Action from Thai Bases 

The third important factor leading to the normalisation of Thai-Chinese relations was 

Bangkok’s dissatisfaction over a unilateral U.S. decision to use the Thai military base at 

U-Tapao airport to bomb a Khmer Rouge facility without obtaining permission. This 

U.S. action was in retaliation for the seizure of an American cargo ship, the SS 

Mayaguez, by Khmer Rouge troops on 12 May 1975, which passed through water near 

Cambodia en route to Thailand.95 In an attempt to rescue 39 American crew and captain, 

the Ford administration immediately ordered the U.S. Seventh Fleet to sail to the Gulf of 

Siam; and about 1,100 U.S. marines from Okinawa were stationed at the U-Tapao 

airbase. The U.S. launched heavy attacks on Cambodian ports at Kampong Som and on 

                                                 
89   Chachavalpongpun, ‘Thailand: Bending with the (Chinese) Wind?’, pp.370-371. 

90  Theerawit, Chinese Foreign Policy, p.272. 
91   Erlanger, The New York Times, 6 April 1989. 
92   Ciorciari, Limits of Alignment: Southeast Asia and the Great Power since 1975,   p. 202. 
93   Smith, ‘Thailand’s Security and the Sino-Thai Relationship’, p. 1. 
94   Ciorciari, Limits of Alignment: Southeast Asia and the Great Power since 1975, p. 205. 
95   Cambodia under Khmer Rouge justified their seizure of Mayaguez on charge of violating Cambodian 

water; carrying weapons and intelligence equipment; and spying on Cambodia. The U.S denied the 

charged and claimed the ship passing through international war in  the gulf of Thailand. See ‘The truth 

behind the Mayaguez incident’, The Bangkok Post, 2 May 1975. 
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Tang Island, where they believed the American crew were in captivity after being 

transferred by small boat.96 The Bangkok Post reported that on 13 May 1975, the U.S. 

confidentially ordered American bases in U-Tapao and Nakhon Phanom to launch 

attacks on the Cambodian mainland without obtaining permission from Thailand in 

order to avoid the plan being leaked. The U.S. launched F-4 Phantom fighters from 

Udon Airbase in Northern Thailand to bombard Koh Tang Island97 with rockets and 

cannon fire, followed by attacks from A-7 fighters and C-130 gun carriers, flowing from 

Korat Air-base in central Thailand.98 It was reported that after four consecutive days of 

attacks, 41 U.S. soldiers had been killed in a helicopter crash, and an untold number of 

Cambodians were dead and injured as a result of the American bombardment.99  

Thailand’s Prime Minister Kukrit Pramoj described this U.S. activity as a violation of 

Thailand’s sovereignty,100 and protested by recalling its ambassador from 

Washington.101 Although Thailand later accepted an apology from the United States for 

these incidents, in response to domestic demands Thailand requested U.S. forces to 

leave Thailand by March 1976.102 Furthermore, Thailand adopted a more independent 

policy, closing the U.S. bases in 1976. From this point, it began edging toward 

alignment with China.103  

6.8.4 Energy Security 

Another contributing factor to improving Thai-Chinese relations relates to Thailand’s 

demand for crude oil in the 1970s. The Nation revealed that Thailand faced a growing 

oil shortage in 1973.104 As a result, it sent Deputy Foreign Minister Chatchai 

Choonhavan to Beijing in December 1973 to negotiate the purchase of oil. China 

                                                 
96     P. Rungswasdisab, ‘Thailand’s Response to the Cambodian Genocide’, Cambodian Genocide 

Program, Yale University, 2010, p.7, < http://www.yale.edu/cgp/thailand_response.html>, consulted 

4 December 2013. 
97     Koh Tang is an island off the coast of Preah Sihanouk Province in the Gulf of Thailand. The island is  

approximately 43 km southwest off the coast of Cambodia. 
98     ‘The truth behind the Mayaguez incident’, The Bangkok Post, 2 May 1975. 
99    P. Kyne, ‘A Tragedy of errors: the Mayaguez Incident Remembered’, The Phnom Penh Post, 12 May 

2000, <http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/tragedy-errors-mayaguez-incident-remembered>, 

consulted 4 December 2013.  
100    ‘Threat to Relations; Thailand Reports Withdrawal of U.S. Marines after Protest’, New York  Times, 

15 May 1975, AI 
101    ‘Cheepajornlok-China-Thai part 1-1/4.avi’, [online video], 2010, 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T9E7M97oZNM>, consulted 29 September 2013. 
102    Ciorciari, Limits of Alignment: Southeast Asia and the Great Power since 1975, p. 203. 
103    Ibid., p. 203. 
104    ‘China will sell crude oil to Thailand’, The Nation, 16 November 1973. 

http://www.yale.edu/cgp/thailand_response.html
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/tragedy-errors-mayaguez-incident-remembered
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T9E7M97oZNM
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responded positively, agreeing to sell 50,000 tons of oil at ‘friendship’ prices.105 

According to the protocol on importation and exportation of commodities signed in 1979 

between two states, Thailand agreed with China to import two main items, namely: 

Shenli Crude oil (600,000 tons), and Hi-speed Diesel Oil (240,000 tons),106 the most 

sought-after commodities in Thailand at the time.  

6.9 Thailand’s Hedging Strategy Toward China 

Even as Thailand’s relationship with China greatly improved, bringing mutual benefits 

to both partners, Thailand did not fully bandwagon with China. Furthermore, there was 

evidence that Thailand adopted a soft balancing strategy against China in an attempt to 

hedge on this country at the same time. Thailand sought to improve relations with the 

PRC, not to find a new security guarantor but “rather a diversification of relations with 

the major powers and hence greater autonomy in the pursuit of Thai foreign policy 

goals. In this respect, Sino-Thai security cooperation serves not so much to shore up the 

diminished U.S. security role in the region as to emphasise Thai autonomy”.107 

Thailand’s adoption of a soft balancing policy in order to hedge on China is evident 

below.  

Firstly, although Thailand has a “Strategic Partnership” with China, Bangkok makes 

sure that its close relations with China do not affect formal alliance structure with the 

United States.108 Even though Thailand allowed China’s influence to increase for 

security and economic reasons in the 1970s and 1980s, Thailand’s close alliance with the 

U.S. remained unbroken after establishment of its diplomatic relations with the U.S. in 

1932. Thailand was a signatory to the 1954 Manila Pact under U.S leadership, and it 

signed the 1962 Thanat-Rusk Communiqué, which committed the U.S. to providing 

security protection to Thailand when under threat.109 Even though the American 

commitment to fully safeguard Thailand from possible attack was questionable (after 

                                                 
105   Chinwanno, ‘Thai-Chinese Relations: Security and Strategic Partnership’, p.8. 
106    Protocol on the Importation and Exportation of Commodities Between the Government of the 

Kingdom of Thailand and the Government of the People’s Republic of China for the Year 1979, p.1,  

        < http://www.thailand-china.com/getdoc/7da3cd5c-0828-44b6-9e3c-eb44dc39594b/CH-page-2_31-

3-1978.aspx>, consulted 8 December 2013.  
107    W. Mungkandi, ‘Political Aspects of Thai-U.S. Relations’ in C. Neher and W. Mungkhandi, U.S.-

Thailand Relations in a New International Era, California, Institute of East Asian Studies, the 

Regents of the University of California, 1990, p. 65. 
108    Chantasasawat, ‘Burgeoning Sino-Thai Relations: Heightening Cooperation, Sustaining Economic 

Security’, p.88. 
109    U.S. Department of State Website, ‘U.S. Relations with Thailand’, 19 August 2013,  

         <http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2814.htm>, consulted 8 December 2013.  

http://www.thailand-china.com/getdoc/7da3cd5c-0828-44b6-9e3c-eb44dc39594b/CH-page-2_31-3-1978.aspx
http://www.thailand-china.com/getdoc/7da3cd5c-0828-44b6-9e3c-eb44dc39594b/CH-page-2_31-3-1978.aspx
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2814.htm
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Vietnam, the U.S. faced domestic pressure to refrain from sending ground troops to fight 

wars in this region), Thailand made sure that the U.S. influence remained to balance 

power and benefit Thailand’s national development.  

Data from the World Military Expenditures and Arms Transfers, over the period 1964 to 

1986, America remained the biggest supplier of military weapons to Thailand, which 

accounted for 95.8 per cent of transfers from major military suppliers to Thailand. 

Between 1974 and 1978, this figure reduced to 78.8 per cent. Between 1979 and 1983, 

the U.S. share decreased again to 64.4 per cent, before recovering to 69.7 per cent 

between 1982 and 1986. Notably, although Thailand began to purchase weapons from 

China in the 1980s, China still ranked behind the United States as a military supplier to 

Thailand until 1986. Between 1982 and 1986, the value of the U.S. military export to 

Thailand was still greater than that of China, at US $725 and at just US $30 million 

respectively (see Table 9). Consequently, Thailand’s defence force continued to depend 

heavily on the U.S. even after forming diplomatic relations with China in 1975. 

Although it was more economical to purchase Chinese military weapons at the 

friendship price, the Thai army did not depend on Chinese weapons because procuring 

U.S. systems increased the scope for interoperability, which in turn further integrated 

Thai forces into the U.S. global military network. Thus, it gave Thailand an opportunity 

to exercise with the world’s number one military force.  

Table 9:  Major Military Suppliers to Thailand in 1964-1986 in Million US dollars between 

1964 and 1986 

Supplier Totals (US Dm) % 

Fiscal Years 1964-1973 

U.S. 437 95.8 

U.K 13 2.9 

FRG (Federal Republic of 
Germany) 

6 1.3 

Totals 456 100 

Fiscal Years 1974-1978 

U.S. 260 78.8 

FRG 5 1.5 

Canada 5 1.5 
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other 60 18.2 

Totals 330 100 

Fiscal Years 1979 - 1983 

U.S. 850 64.4 

Italy 230 17.4 

UK 70 5.3 

France 10 0.8 

other 160 12.1 

Totals 1,320 100 

Fiscal Years 1982-1986 

U.S. 725 69.7 

China 30 2.9 

UK 10 1.0 

FRG 10 1.0 

France 5 0.5 

other 260 25.0 

Totals 1,040 100 

 

Source: this table was modified by author. The data is taken from the World Military Expenditures and 

Arms Transfers 1963-1973 (1975); 1969-1969-1978 (1980); 1985 (1985); 1987 (1988), available 

in B. Hagelinp, ‘Military Dependency: Thailand and the Philippines’, Journal of Peace Research, 

vol. 25, no. 4, 1988, p. 436. 

 

Table 9 indicates that Thailand started to procure more weapons from China between 

1982 and 1986. This should not be interpreted as Thailand wanting to downgrade its 

security alliance with the United States. Instead, Thailand sought to diversify its arms 

procurement sources, improving security relations with China without jeopardising U.S. 

arms exporting interest in Thailand.110 

Secondly, in order to retain the U.S. influence, and balance Chinese power domestically, 

Thailand continued to enjoy military assistance from the U.S. This assistance was 

important for empowering Thailand’s defence forces. During the Vietnam War, U.S. 

military assistance to Thailand increased from US $96.4 million in 1969 to US $122.1 

                                                 
110  Mungkandi, ‘Political Aspects of Thai-U.S. Relations’, p. 76. 
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million in 1972. However, this assistance declined to US $35.4 million in 1974 and US 

$33.7 million in 1975, when Thailand and China started to improve relations. 

Nevertheless, at the beginning of  the 1980s, U.S. military assistance to Thailand 

increased to US $96.2 million again with US $20.9 million being grant aid.111  

6.10 Conclusion 

Thailand’s response to China, both during and after the Cold War, was shaped 

overwhelmingly by its security concerns over the communist threats from China and the 

Soviet Union. Consequently, bilateral relations between Thailand and the PRC since 

1949 were not smooth. Thailand’s perception of China before rapprochement in 1975 

was hostile and suspicious. Consequently, Thailand adopted a strong limited soft 

balancing strategy against China before 1975. It fully bandwagoned with the U.S. for 

security protection, depending on American military assistance to bolster its defence 

capacity. As one of the two closest U.S. allies in Southeast Asia, Thailand chose to stay 

in the U.S. camp and allowed the United States to use its military bases to launch air 

strikes in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. Thailand also sent its own troops to fight 

alongside American soldiers in the Korean War, the Vietnam War, and the secret war in 

Laos. Thailand joined the Manila Pact in 1954, and acceded to a bilateral security treaty 

with the U.S.—the Thanat-Rusk Communique in 1962—as a means to ensure U.S. 

protection against communism. However, the U.S.-China rapprochement in 1972, 

coupled with the emergence of China as a new supporter for Thailand, stimulated 

Thailand to move closer to the Chinese power and adopt a limited bandwagoning 

strategy with China for economic and security purposes. After 1975, Thailand felt 

threatened by the communist push from Vietnam, and its expanded influence in 

Cambodia and Laos. As a consequence, the adoption of a hedging strategy by Thailand 

against China and the U.S. not only allowed Thailand to resist threats from Vietnam, it 

maximised economic interests gained from both states but also balanced two important 

states. 

                                                 
111 U.S. Overseas Loans and Grants-obligations and Loans Authorization cited in D. I. Steinberge, ‘The 

Role of External Assistance in the Economic Development and Planning of Thailand: Torques and 

Tensions in the American Aid Program’, AID Evaluation Occasional Paper No.6, Document Number 

PD-AAS-326,  U.S. Agency for International Development January, 1986, p. 41,  

     < http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/Pdaas326.pdf>, consulted 10 December 2013.  
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Chapter Seven will show that Thailand continues to hedge on China in order to absorb 

benefits from China’s rise, dramatically increasing China’s economic influence. 

Thailand maintains its alliance with the U.S. and its allies to balance China’s power.  
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CHAPTER 7: CONTEMPORARY THAILAND’S RESPONSE TO CHINA 

 

7.1 Introduction 

Chapter seven argues that Thailand is hedging against China. In its attempt to hedge, it 

adopts a soft balancing strategy against China by maintaining its traditional close 

alliance with the United States and continues to accommodate U.S. interests. However, 

Thailand engaged with China through the exchange of high level visits, acceding to a 

joint action plan to implement strategic cooperation with the Chinese power. At the same 

time, it adopts a limited bandwagoning strategy with China in a wide range of areas, 

including politics, security, and economics in order to maximize interests accompanying 

China’s rise.   

This chapter will assess Thailand’s response to China in three key areas of bilateral 

cooperation: political and diplomatic; security and defence; and trade and investment, to 

demonstrate Thailand’s strong limited bandwagoning policy toward China. The chapter 

will then provide an analysis of important factors that have led to closer relations 

between Thailand and China in the contemporary period, showing that despite close 

Thai-Chinese relations, Thailand adopts a soft balancing strategy toward China as a part 

of its hedging policy, and avoids full bandwagoning. Finally, the chapter will conclude 

with a general assessment of Thailand’s overall strategy in responding to China’s rise.  

7.2 Political and Diplomatic Relations 

Although many Thai governments in the past have worked hard to develop close 

relations with China, Thaksin’s administration, between 2001 to September 2006, has 

been especially successful in accelerating political and economic integration with China. 

Thaksin, during his first visit to Beijing in 2001, acknowledged that “It is always the 

political will of every Thai leader to deepen good relations between China and Thailand 

and peoples of nationals for their common interests….I do not see anything that will be 

an obstacle to Thailand-China relations”.1 Ian Storey asserts that after coming to the 

leadership in 2001, Thaksin prioritised the development of economic linkages with 

China while avoiding upsetting Beijing on a range of issues pertaining to China’s 

                                                 
1    ‘Thaksin: Enhancing Sino-Thai Ties, Will of Every Thai Leader’, The People’s Daily online, 26 

August 2001, < http://www.china.org.cn/english/2001/Aug/18145.htm>, consulted 21 January 2014. 

http://www.china.org.cn/english/2001/Aug/18145.htm


 

162 

 

interests. This strategy has ensured that Sino-Thai relations have become ever closer. 

The relationship China has with Thailand is one of the closest with any Southeast Asian 

nation.2 In order to adopt limited bandwagoning with China, Thailand not only 

terminated its official relations with Taiwan, and asked Taiwan to close its diplomatic 

mission in Bangkok following the Sino-Thai diplomatic establishment in 1975, it has 

also refused to issue visas to Taiwanese officials since 1994. Thailand has also refused 

to issue a visa to the Dalai Lama since 1993.3 Moreover, Thailand’s commitment to 

refuse Falun Gong use of Thai territory as a tool to interfere in China’s internal affairs. 

In 2001, Thailand prohibited Falun Gong from organising activities in Thailand. In 

2003, Thailand also barred Falun Gong from entering the country during the APEC 

summit.4 The U.S. Department of State further asserts that Falun Gong’s activities in 

Thailand are monitored by the Thai government. In addition, Falun Gong’s application 

for official registration was also denied in 2005. In the same year, eight Falun Gong 

practitioners were detained in front of the Chinese embassy in Bangkok after a week- 

long peaceful protest.5 Furthermore, over the past two decades, Thailand has shown 

reluctance to fully commit to U.S. activities in the same way it did during the Vietnam 

War. This is evident in Thailand’s reluctance to allow the United States to use Thai 

bases as refuelling depots for American ships and aircraft in the 1991 Persian Gulf War; 

Thailand’s criticism of the U.S decision to launch missiles at Baghdad in 1993;6 and the 

refusal of a U.S request to position U.S Navy supply ships in the Gulf of Thailand in 

1994.7 Dayley and Neher claim that although Thailand provided some logistical support 

to the United States’ War on Terror, it has resisted becoming a major military partner.8   

Since 2000, senior Thai Government officials have visited China regularly. Thaksin paid 

frequent visits to Beijing during his first term. The importance of China to Thailand is 

demonstrated by it being the destination of choice for new leaders. In May 2007, Prime 

Minister General Surayud Chulanonthe, the head of the interim government (installed 

following the 2006 Coup against Thaksin), paid a his first official visit to Beijing soon 

                                                 
2    I. Story, ‘A Hiatus in the Sino-Thai ‘Special Relationship’, China Brief, the Jamestown Foundation, 

2006, <http://www.asianresearch.org/articles/2950.html>, consulted 7 January 2014. 
3    Storey, Southeast Asia and the Rise of China: The search for security, p. 133.  
4    Story, ‘A Hiatus in the Sino-Thai ‘Special Relationship’. 
5    U.S. Department of State, ‘Thailand’, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labour, 2006, p.8, 

    <http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2006/78792.htm>, consulted 10 June 2014. 
6    P. Chambers, ‘U.S.-Thai Relations after 9/11: A New Era in Cooperation?’, Contemporary Southeast 

Asia,  vol.26, no.3, 2004, p. 3. 
7    K. Snitwongse, ‘Thai Foreign Policy in the Global Age: Principle or profit?’, Contemporary Southeast 

Asia, vol.23, issue.2, 2001, p. 203. 
8    Dayley and Neher, Southeast Asia in the New International Era, p. 66. 

http://www.asianresearch.org/articles/2950.html
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2006/78792.htm
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after assuming his Prime Ministerial post in October 2006. After the general election on 

23 December 2007, the new democratically elected Prime Minister Samak Sundaravej 

also paid an official visit to China at the end of June and beginning of July 2008. After 

Sundaravej’s short-lived government fell, his successor—who was from the same 

political party—Prime Minister Somchai Wongsawat, traced a path to Beijing in October 

2008. Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva visited China twice in 2009 and 2010 and Prime 

Ministry Yingluck visited Beijing in 2012.9 In December 2014, Prime Minister Prayut 

Chan-o-cha visited China after his coup in May 2014.10 The visits of all Thai Prime 

Ministers to Beijing signify the value of China as the key important country of which it 

aims to boost closer cooperation in all fields. Notably, during the imposition of U.S. 

sanctions as the result of the 2006 coup, the stalled Soulayuth government selected 

China instead of the United States for an official visit in order to seek China’s support 

and cooperation. A Thai specialist claims that, at present, the Thai military government 

installed after 2014 coup under Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha has strengthened 

close cooperation with China in response to sanctions from the U.S. and other Western 

states.11  

Members of the Thai Royal Family have also continued to visit China regularly for 

similar purposes, strengthening the relationship and understanding between the two 

states. Chachavalpongpun claims that “the firm ties between the Thai royal family and 

the Chinese leadership, and the well-integrated Chinese community in Thailand 

contribute strongly to healthy Thai-Chinese relations”.12 The Chinese Premier Li 

Keqiang similarly stated to Thai Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn during his 2013 

Bangkok visit that “the Thai Royal family has made important contributions to boosting 

amity between China and Thailand”.13 Each visit of the Thai Royal Family to China is 

televised in Thailand, enabling the Thai people and ethnic Chinese residents to 

                                                 
9   For lists of high level bilateral visits from Thailand and China see Embassy of China in Bangkok 

website, ‘Bilateral Relations’, 15 July 2011, < http://www. chinaembassy.or.th/eng/ztgx/gxgk/ 

t839942.htm >, consulted 1 November 2013, China-ASEAN centre website, ‘Thailand’, 2010, < 

http://www.asean-china-center.org/english/2010-07/09/c_13392393.htm>, consulted 21 January 2014, 

and mass media.  
10   ‘Prayut on two-day visit to China’, Bangkok Post, 22 December 2014, 

<http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/politics/451494/four-agreements-to-be-signed-during-thai-pm-

visit-to-china>, consulted 26 August 2015. 
11   Interview with  Dr. Patrick Jory, a Senior lecturer in Southeast Asian History, University of 

Queensland, 16 September 2015. 
12   P. Chachavalpongpun, Reinventing Thailand: Thaksin and His Foreign Policy, Singapore, Institute of  

Southeast Asian Studies Publishing, 2010, p. 196.  
13   ‘Premier Li meets Thai Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn’, CCTV English News, 13 October 2013,  

        < http://english.cntv.cn/program/newshour/20131013/101976.shtml>, consulted 22 January 2014. 

http://www.asean-china-center.org/english/2010-07/09/c_13392393.htm
http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/politics/451494/four-agreements-to-be-signed-during-thai-pm-visit-to-china
http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/politics/451494/four-agreements-to-be-signed-during-thai-pm-visit-to-china
http://english.cntv.cn/program/newshour/20131013/101976.shtml
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appreciate the close relations between the two states. It is a visible demonstration to the 

populace of the importance the Thai Monarchy attaches to China. Such activities have 

significant influence. For example, a recent poll showed that more than 70 per cent of 

Thais considered China as Thailand’s most important external influence.14 The proactive 

diplomacy conducted by the Thai Royal Family is received positively by the Chinese 

Government. This reveals the pragmatic approach that Communist China extends to a 

country operating under a monarchic system. Among the members of the Thai Royal 

Family, Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn has played an active role in forging stronger 

bonds between Thailand and China. She visited China eighteen times between 2000 and 

2010 and is known to be the closest to China amongst the members of the Royal 

Family.15 The current King’s elder sister, the late Princess Galyani Vadhana, also made 

numerous official visits to China. Other members of the Thai Royal Family, such as 

Crown Prince Maha Vajiralongkorn and Princess Chulabhorn Walailak, have visited 

China on multiple occasions.16  

Beijing has also sent high level leaders to Bangkok to consolidate relations and build 

mutual trust. Chinese leaders ranging from the President, Premier and Ministers have all 

made regular official visits to Thailand in recent times. Hu Jintao visited Thailand in 

2000 as the Vice President and in 2003 as the President, followed by Premier Zhu Rongi 

in 2001 and 2002, Premier Wen Jiabao in 2003 and 2006, President Xi Jinping in 2011, 

and the Chinese Premier Li Keqiang in 2013.17 The Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s 

selection of Thailand as the first country for his first official visit in May 2013 before he 

headed to Indonesia, Singapore and Brunei, shows China’s consideration of Thailand as 

one of the key players in ASEAN.18 This is because among the four states, Thailand has 

maintained the closest relations with China,viewing China as the least threatening. In 

addition, Thailand is also serving as ASEAN-China coordinator until 2015.19 Therefore, 

it has a capacity to assist China in coordinating with other ASEAN members to adopt 

                                                 
14  J. Kurlantzic, ‘China’s Charm: Implications of Chinese Soft Power’, Policy Brief 47, The Carnegie  

Endowment for International Peace, Washington D.C, U.S.A, 2006, p. 1.  
15   Interview with Mr. Thanakorn Seriburi, president of Thailand-China Business Council, and Thai-

Chinese Promotion of Investment, Bangkok, Thailand, 28 May 2013. 
16   K. Vilavid, China’s Foreign Policy, p. 274; and C. Chinvano, 35 Year of Thai-Chinese Diplomatic  

Relations: B.C. 2518-2553: Past, Present, and Future, Bangkok, Openbooks, 2010, pp.108-109. 
17   Interview with vice-rector for International Affairs, Thammasat University, Bangkok, Thailand, 3 June 

2013. 
18   Ibid., 
19   For full list of ASEAN country coordinators with dialogue partners see ASEAN Secretariat website, 

‘ASEAN Dialogue Coordinationship’, <http://www.asean.org/asean/external-relations/asean-dialogue-

coordinator>, consulted 3 June 2013. 

http://www.asean.org/asean/external-relations/asean-dialogue-coordinator
http://www.asean.org/asean/external-relations/asean-dialogue-coordinator
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more friendly relations with the great power. The frequent high-level visits between Thai 

and Chinese top leaders also demonstrate the increasing closeness of the bilateral 

relationship. 

7.3 Security and Defence Cooperation  

Despite maintaining strong military-to-military relations with the United States and 

continuing to rely on U.S. military assistance, Thailand has significantly expanded the 

degree to which it cooperates with China in defence and security matters. 

Chachavalpongpun contends that under Thaksin’s administration, “Sino-Thai military 

links were among one of the most developed in the region—second only to Myanmar, 

China’s quasi-ally”.20 Thailand’s efforts to boost defence cooperation with China are 

demonstrated via the exchange of high-level military visits, the procurement of Chinese 

weapons, conducting joint military exercises, and enhanced cooperation between the two 

states defence sectors.  

In order to strengthen relations with China, most Thai military leaders have continued to 

pay official visits to Beijing after taking positions. In 2000, General Surayud Chulanont 

paid an official visit to China. Notably, the visit to China of Thai Defence Minister 

General Chaovalit Yongchaiyut in 2001 enabled Thailand to become the first ASEAN 

member to establish annual defence and security talks with China, a mechanism that 

paved the way for closer military collaboration in 2001.21 This contributes greatly to 

streamlining Sino-Thai military cooperation, as well as facilitating deeper military ties.22 

Under this cooperation, each year Thai military officers are sent to the National Defence 

College in China to be trained in Chinese strategic thinking and military planning. As a 

consequence, more Thai military personnel can now speak and write Chinese, an 

important component of advancing Thai-Chinese military-to-military relations in the 

future.23 Besides that, more recently, in 2013, General Thanasak Patimaprakorn, the 

supreme commander of the Royal Thai Armed Forces, visited China to symbolise an 

upgrade of military-to-military relations to a new, higher level (see table 10).24  

                                                 
20   Chachavalpongpun, Reinventing Thailand: Thaksin and His Foreign Policy, p. 200. See also I. Storey, 

‘Thai message for China’s military muscle’, Asia Times, 11 July 2008,  

     < http://www.atimes.com/atimes/China/JG11Ad01.html>, consulted 10 January 2014. 
21   Storey, ‘From Strength to Strength: Military Exercises Bolster Sino -Thai Relations’. 
22   Chinwanno, ‘Thai-Chinese Relations: Security and Strategic Partnership’, p. 22. 
23   Ibid., 23. 
24   ‘Fang Fenghui holds talks with supreme commander of Thai armed forces’, People’s Daily online, 27 

June 2013, < http://english.people.com.cn/90786/8301821.html>, consulted 9 January 2014. 

http://www.atimes.com/atimes/China/JG11Ad01.html
http://english.people.com.cn/90786/8301821.html
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Table 10: Selected major visits from Thai Military Leaders to China, 2000 to 2013 

No. Name Position Visiting 

Period 

1.  General Surayud Chulanont Thai Army Commander-in-Chief May 2000 

2.  General Sampao Chusri 
Supreme Commander of the Thai 

Armed Forces 
May 

200125 

3.  General Chavalit Yongchaiyudh Thai Minister of Defence 
June 

200126 

4.  General Sonthi Boonyaratkalin Thai Army Commander-in-Chief 
January 

2007 

5.  General Boonsrang Niumpradit 
Supreme Commander of Royal Thai 

Armed Forces 
21  June 

2007 

6.  General Prawit Wongsuwan Thailand’s Defence Minister 
29April 
201127 

7.  
Air Chief Marshal Sukumpol 

Suwanatat 
Thailand’s Defence Minister 

26April 
201228 

8.  General Thanasak Patimaprakorn 
Supreme Commander of the Royal 

Thai Armed Forces 
25 June 
201329 

9.  General Surasack Kanjanarat De-facto Defence Minister 
11 June 
201430 

Source:  Compiled by the author from various sources, and from C. Chinvano, 35 Year of Thai-Chinese 

Diplomatic Relations: B.C. 2518-2553: Past, Present, and Future, Bangkok, Openbooks, 2010, 

p.95. 

 

Chinese military leaders also paid many official visits to Thailand to strengthen 

cooperation in this realm and to build trust amongst the leadership, paying close 

attention to building solid military cooperation with the Thai defence forces. General 

Cao Gangchuan, the Chinese Defence Minister, visited Thailand twice, in 2005 and 

2007. Similar trips were undertaken by his successors between 2009 and 2013.31 Ian 

Storey argues that Thailand has developed the closest military-to-military relations with 

                                                 
25   C. Thayer, ‘China-ASEAN Relations: Making the Rounds’, Comparative Connections, the Asia 

Pacific Centre for Security Studies, Department of Defense, U.S.A, 2001, p. 1. 
26   Ibid., 
27   R. Sutter, ‘China-Southeast Asia Relations: China Reassures Neighbors, Deepens Engagement’, 

Comparative Connections, the Asia Pacific Centre for Security Studies, Department of Defense,   

U.S.A, 2011, p. 10. 
28   ‘Chinese vice president meets Thai defense minister’, Xinhuanet, 26 April 2012. 
29   ‘Fang Fenghui holds talks with supreme commander of Thai armed forces’, People’s Daily online, 27 

June 2013. 
30   ‘Thai Army delegation visits China amid Western reproach of coup’, Reuters, 11 June 2014. 
31  C. Chinwanno, 35 Year of Thai-Chinese Diplomatic Relations: B.C. 2518-2553: Past, Present, and 

Future, p.96; ‘China to promote relations with Thailand’, Chinese People Daily Online, 15 June 2005; 

‘China’s defense Minister visits Thailand for Thai King’s birthday’, Xinhua News, 30 November 2007; 

The Royal Thai Government Website, ‘Chinese Defense Minister Reaffirmed Security Cooperation 

with Thailand’, 2 December 2009; ‘Chinese defense minister holds bilateral talks with ASEAN 

counterparts on ties’, China Economic Net, 8 May 2013; ‘Thai PM meets senior Chinese Military 

Leader on Relations’, Xinhua, 24 July 2013. 
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China and is one of few states that have successfully developed military cooperation 

with the PRC.32  

Another important element of defence and security cooperation between Thailand and 

China are the joint military exercises. In September 2005, the Royal Thai Armed Forces 

(RTAF) became the first Southeast Asian military to conduct a three-month training 

program with China. The exercise sought to clear landmines along the Thai-Cambodia 

border. In December 2005, Thai and Chinese naval ships conducted their first joint 

exercise in the Gulf of Thailand under “China-Thailand Friendship 2005”.33 This 

exercise involved two PLA-Navy vessels and one frigate from the Thai Royal Navy 

(“Chao Praya”) and lasted three hours and twenty minutes.34 According to China’s 2013 

White Paper, special armed forces from China and Thailand jointly conducted military 

exercises under the code names of “Strike-2007”, “Strike-2008”, and “Strike-2010” with 

the aim to share tactics in special force operations and to boost military ties between the 

two states.35  

Similarly, in 2010 Chinese and Thai marine forces undertook a military training exercise 

codenamed “Blue Strike 2010” near the Sattahip Naval Base in the Gulf of Thailand.36 It 

involved more than 100 Marines from each side and was primarily focussed on anti-

terrorism training.37 Later, in May 2012, China and Thailand hosted a second marine 

defence exercise under the codename of “Blue Commando-2012”. This joint marine 

military exercise was conducted in Guangdong province, lasted for 15 days, and 

involved 372 Chinese and 126 Thai naval officials. Once again, it was said to focus on 

anti-terrorism.38  

Thai military cooperation with China has also involved other states in the region. In 

December 2011, Thailand, Laos, and Myanmar began joint patrols along the Mekong 

River in order to strengthen the capacity of security officials in these states in handling 

emergencies along the waterway to safeguard lives and properties of people using this 
                                                 
32   Storey, ‘China’s Tightening Relationship with Cambodia’. 
33  Storey, ‘A Hiatus in the Sino-Thai ‘Special Relationship’. 
34  I. Storey, ‘China’s Bilateral Defense Diplomacy in Southeast Asia’, Asian Security, vol. 8, issue.3, 

2012, p. 303.  
35  Chinese Government Website, ‘China’s whitepaper of 2013’, <http://www.china.org.cn/government 

/whitepaper/2013-04/16/content_28556977.htm>, consulted 10 January 2013. 
36  P. Chachavalpongpun, ‘Cosy Sino-Thai relations affecting ASEAN unity’, The South China Morning 

Post, 21 May 2013. 
37  Storey, ‘China’s Bilateral Defense Diplomacy in Southeast Asia’.  
38  ‘China, Thailand conduct anti-terrorism maritime exercise’, Chinadaily, 25 May 2012, 

<http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2012-05/25/content_15391488.htm>, consulted 10 January 

2014. 

http://www.china.org.cn/government%20/whitepaper/2013-04/16/content_28556977.htm
http://www.china.org.cn/government%20/whitepaper/2013-04/16/content_28556977.htm
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river. In December 2013, the 17th joint patrol was undertaken. Excluding the most recent 

patrol, this initiative has involved up to 134 ships and 2,455 law enforcement staff.39 

Although Sino-Thai joint military exercises are smaller in terms of the numbers of 

troops involved in the exercises conducted between Thailand and the United States, they 

are significant because they have contributed to better understanding and closer relations 

between military officials from both sides. They have also created opportunities for 

officials to exchange useful lessons on military techniques. In this regard, not only can 

Thai military officials observe Chinese military techniques and weapons operation 

during the joint exercises, Chinese defence officials can also benefit from observing and 

assessing Thailand’s military techniques, which Thailand acquires from U.S. military 

assistance and joint exercise with U.S. military personnel. It is beneficial for China to 

attain this access because only a U.S. close ally can obtain military know-how and 

techniques while China is the United States’ strategic competitor. The U.S. and Thailand 

conduct over 40 bilateral exercises each year, including Asia’s largest military exercise, 

Cobra Gold.40 Thailand firstly invited China to observe this annual Thai-U.S. military 

exercise in May 2002. China participated as an observer by sending six military 

personnel, and continues to observe the annual Cobra Gold exercises.41  

In parallel with undertaking joint military exercise with China, Thailand also tries to 

strengthen deeper military relations by purchasing China’s military weapons. Since the 

early 1980s, Thailand has purchased armaments and military-related equipment from 

China at “friendship prices”.42 Chinese Defence Minister Liang reiterated to Thailand’s 

Defence Minister Sukumpol during his visit to Beijing in 2012, “if Thailand wants to 

buy weapons from China, it will be willing to sell them at ‘friendly prices’”,43 with 

which China aims to cement alliances or promote cordial relations, and securing links 

with oil and natural resource rich developing states.44 Thai purchases of Chinese 

                                                 
39  Agencies, ‘17th joint Mekong patrol begins’, The Global Times, 19 December 2013, 

<http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/833033.shtml#.UvITJ7Q8I6A>, consulted 5 February 2014.   
40   Storey, ‘A Hiatus in the Sino-Thai ‘Special Relationship’. 
41   C. Chinwanno, ‘Rising China and Thailand’s Policy of Strategic  Engagement’ in J. Tsunekawa, The 

Rise of China: Responses from Southeast Asia and Japan, NIDS Joint Research Series No. 4,  Japan, 

the National Institute for Defense Studies, 2009, p. 103 
42  Smith, ‘Thailand’s Security and the Sino-Thai Relationship’, p. 1. 
43  ‘Top brass China visit secures joint missile deal’, Bangkok Post, 28 April 2012,  

<http://www.bangkokpost.com/lite/topstories/290809/top-brass-china-visit-secures-joint-missile-deal>, 

consulted 10 January 2014. 
44  R. A. Bitzinger, ‘China’s Re-emergence as an Arms Dealer: The Return of the King?’, Publication: 

China Brief Volume, vol. 9, issue. 14, 2009, < http://www.jamestown.org/single/?tx_ttnews[tt_news] 

=35242 &no_cache=1#.VdWDMpc_wYc>, consulted 20 August 2015. 

http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/833033.shtml#.UvITJ7Q8I6A
http://www.bangkokpost.com/lite/topstories/290809/top-brass-china-visit-secures-joint-missile-deal
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?tx_ttnews%5btt_news%5d%20=35242%20&no_cache=1#.VdWDMpc_wYc
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?tx_ttnews%5btt_news%5d%20=35242%20&no_cache=1#.VdWDMpc_wYc
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equipment since the early 2000s has been significant. In 2001, the Thai Ministry of 

Defence approved the procurement of Chinese-manufactured rocket-propelled grenade 

launchers, and in December 2002 secured an order of US $98 million in order to buy 

two Thai-designed offshore patrol vessels (OPVs) from China.45 In September 2007, 

under Sulayud’s government, the Thai Army approved the acquisition of Chinese-made 

C-802 anti-ship missiles, worth US $48 million, as part of the phasing out of the C-801 

missiles on board Royal Thai Navy frigates.46 The Bangkok Post reported that Thailand 

entered into another three year project with China in 2012 to develop the DTI-1G 

multiple rocket launcher worth US $4.7 million, on the occasion of Thai Defence 

Minister Sukumpol Suwanatat’s visit to Beijing.47 According to SIPRI,48 the total 

amount of Chinese arms sales to Southeast Asia between 2000 and 2010 was just US 

$394 million, representing only six per cent of China’s total global sales during this 

period. Thailand was China’s second biggest customer in the region, behind Myanmar. 

Specifically, Chinese arms sales to Myanmar were valued at US $183 million; Thailand, 

US $85 million; Indonesia, US $30; Timor-Leste, US $20 million; Cambodia, US $64 

million; Laos, US $7 million; and Malaysia US $5 million.49  

Even though the quality of Chinese weapons is not the same standard as its Western 

competitor, Thailand continues to buy Chinese weapons for some important reasons. 

Firstly, it is more economical to buy a large amount of weapons from China at 

‘friendship prices’ than from other states. This will help Thailand’s military budget buy 

more advanced weapons from the U.S. Secondly, obtaining Chinese weapons to 

empower its military defence capacity can partly assure China that it does not adopt a 

direct balancing strategy against China. Thirdly, the Thai army wants to strengthen 

deeper military-to-military relations with China by providing China’s defence sector 

with some incentives through the purchase of their weapons, using their technology and 

maintaining joint military exercises with China. Maintaining close military-to-military 

relations with Beijing is of great importance for the Thai army. This was evident after 

the 2006 coup which ousted Prime Minister Thaksin, where the U.S. publicly criticised 

the actions and suspended military assistance to Thailand on the occasion of official visit 

                                                 
45   R. Karniol, ‘China unveils new patrol vessel for Thailand’, Jane's Defense Weekly, 24 December 2003. 
46   I. Storey, ‘Thai message for China’s military muscle’, Asia Times, 11 July 2008. 
47   Bangkok Post, 28 April 2012. 
48   SIPRI stands for the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute.  
49  SIPRI Arms Transfer Database cited in Storey, Southeast Asia and the Rise of China: The search for 

security, p. 298. 



 

170 

 

by coup leader General Sonthi Boonyaratklin.50 China, on the other hand, as is its policy, 

did not interfere in Thailand’s internal affairs and also offered Thailand military credits 

worth US $49 million. This amount was double that previously being provided by 

Washington.51  

7.4 Thai Economic Pragmatism with China 

Thailand has strongly bandwagoned with China economically in a limited way to benefit 

from China’s rise. Most Thai governments have regarded China as an important 

economic partner, along with Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos and Burma. Likewise, China 

views the Thai market as important for China’s exports, especially for its landlocked 

Southeast Provinces, such as Yunnan and Sichuan.52 As a consequence, from 1975 until 

2013, Thailand and China reached forty-six bilateral agreements on various fields to 

help streamline cooperation. Seventeen of these are designed to boost bilateral trade and 

investment.53 At present, China is the most important trading partner of Thailand, 

lagging only behind Japan. 

With regards to Thailand’s trade, Japan, China, and the U.S. are the three most important 

markets for imports and exports. Japan has been Thailand’s most important trade partner 

for three consecutive years between 2010 and 2012. However, between 2013 and 2015, 

China overtook Japan to become the most important trading partner. The U.S. is 

Thailand’s third most important trading partner, with two-way trade values remaining 

steady over the last four years (see Table 11). 

 

Table 11: Important Trading Partners for Thailand between 2010 and 2013  

Year Japan China U.S.A 

2010 1,853,386.5 (15.5%) 
≈ US  $51.8 billion 

1,454,023.0 (12.1%)  
≈ US  $40.7 billion 

980,940.0 (8.2%) 
≈ US  $27.4  billion 

                                                 
50  K. Chongkittavorn, ‘Post-Coup Thailand in the eyes of the US and China’, The Nation, 12 February 

2007. 
51  Storey, ‘A Hiatus in the Sino-Thai ‘Special Relationship’. 
52  Ibid.,  
53  Full list of these agreement is available at Kasikorn Research Center website, ‘Major Bilateral 

Agreements and Documents’, 2013, < http://www.thailandchina.com/Thaiand ChinaLinks/ 

BilateralAgreements.aspx>, consulted 13 January 2014. 

http://www.thailandchina.com/Thaiand%20ChinaLinks/%20BilateralAgreements.aspx
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2011 2,007,537.4 (14.7%) 
≈ US  $56.2 billion 

1,722,038.5 (12.6%) 
≈ US $48.1 billion 

1,065,242.8 (7.8%) 
≈ US $33.26 billion 

2012 2,248,501.5 (15.1%) 
≈ US $62.08 billion 

1,990,297.1 (13.4%) 
≈ US $55.6 billion 

1,095,316.0 (7.4%) 
≈ US  $30.6 billion 

2013 1,927,849.7 (13.2%) 
≈ US $53.8 billion 

1,979,968.1 (13.6 %) 
≈ US $55.3 billion 

1,141,801.9 (7.8 %) 
≈ US  $31.9 billion 

2014 1,853,464.7 (12.6%) 
≈ US $51.8 billion 

2,057,965.9 (14%) 
≈ US $57.5 billion 

1,241, 958.7 (8.4%) 
≈ US $34.7 billion 

2015 
(Jan-June) 
 

859,307.7 (12.5%) 
≈ US $24.03 billion 

1,016, 174.8 (14.8%) 
≈ US $28.5 billion 
 
 

631,966.1 (9.2%) 
≈ US $17.6 billion 

Source:  This table is compiled by author using data from Ministry of Commerce of Thailand,                
http://www2.ops3.moc.go.th/ >, consulted 24 August 2015. 

Note: Exchange rate is based on EX currency Converter as of 24 August 2015. 

 

Although the PRC has overtaken the U.S. to become Thailand’s most important trade 

partner, China is not yet a key investor. In 2014, Japan retained its status as Thailand’s 

foremost investor. Six hundred and seventy two Japanese projects worth a total Baht 

293.3 billion (approximately US$8.1 billion) were approved by the BIO during this 

period, followed by the U.S (US $3.6 billion), Singapore (US $1.2 billion), and 

Netherlands (US $1.11 billion). China ranked fourth with total investments of about US 

$942 million.54  Although China is not yet the biggest investor in Thailand, its 

investment increased constantly between 2010 and 2014. In 2010, Chinese investment 

was valued at Baht 10.6 billion (≈ US $299.7 million) but in 2014, this number increased 

to Baht 33.7 billion (≈ US $945.1million) spread across 74 projects.55 

Data from the Bank of Thailand revealed that Thai investment in China increased 

significantly from Baht 3.35 billion to Baht 24.09 billion in 2012.56 The Charoen 

Pokphand group (CP)57 has 70 retail stores throughout China. In 2002, the group opened 

                                                 
54 Thailand Board of Investment, ‘Foreign Direct Investment: Annually Statistics’, 

<http://www.boi.go.th/index.php?page=statistics_foreign_direct_investment>, consulted 24 August 

2015. 
55  Thailand Broad of Investment, ‘PRC Investment Projects Submitted to BOI’, 

<http://www.boi.go.th/upload/content/T%20PRC14_27259.pdf>, consulted 26 August 2015. 
56  Bank of Thailand, ‘Thai Direct investment Abroad Classified by Country’, 2014,  

< http://www2.bot.or.th/statistics/ReportPage.aspx?reportID=649&language=eng>, consulted 14 April 

2014. 
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in China since China opened the country to the outside world. The group’s business involves chicken 

farms, feed mills, Lotus hypermarkets, and Shanghai’s Super-brand mall. Haft of this giant company’s 
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a Super Brand Mall in Shanghai.58 The Nation reports that in 2012, the CP group spent 

over US $9.4 billion to purchase a 15.57 per cent stake of China’s Ping An Insurance 

Group, making Thailand’s overseas investment in China year the largest of all Southeast 

Asia states in that year.59 The owner and his deputy president60 are Chinese ethnic Thais 

who exert influence in China and Thai society.  

As a result, it is important for Thailand to strengthen economic relations with China to 

facilitate its investment in China and mobilise bilateral trade and investment. However, 

the fact that Japan and the United States are still key trading partners and biggest 

investors in Thailand shows that while strengthening economic relations with China, 

Thailand has consistently maintained economic influence of these two economic powers 

to maximise economic interests with all major powers and to ensure that its economy is 

not solely dependent on any single power. By doing this, it can attract three major 

economic powers to invest and trade with it, and secure markets for Thai products in 

these states. Statistics in 2014 reveal that Japanese, American and Chinese investment 

was cantered in metal products and machinery (US $4.1 billion, US $1.18 billion and US 

$864.1 million), with the second largest investment in light industries/textiles (US 

$237.5 million for Japan), in services (US $70.3 million for the U.S.), and in chemicals 

and paper (US $37.5 million for China).61 

7.5 China in Thailand’s Strategic Interests 

Thailand’s China policy is shaped by three factors. Firstly, Thailand has been 

consistently preserving its national independence through accommodating the interests 

of great powers and forming close relations with powerful states that promise to 

                                                                                                                                                
$14.3 billion. See Charoen Pokphand Group website, ‘Dhanin Chearavanont Ranked #58 in the World 

On Forbes 2013 Billionaires List’, <http://www.cpthailand.com/Default.aspx?tabid=68&articleType= 

ArticleView& articleId=1604>, consulted 21 January 2014; and Forbes website, ‘The World’s 

Billionaires’, < http://www.forbes.com/billionaires/list/#page:1_sort:0_ direction:asc_search:_ 

filter:All%20industries_filter:A ll%20states_filter:All%20states>, consulted 21 January 2014. 
58   K. Samphantharak, ‘The Rise of China and Foreign Direct Investment from Southeast Asia’, Journal 

of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, vol. 30, issue. 2, 2011, PP. 70-71.  
59   ‘Thai overseas investment highest in Southeast Asia’, The Nations, 6 December 2012, 

<http://www.nationmultimedia.com/business/Thai-overseas-investment-highest-in-Southeast-Asia-

30195675.html>, consulted 19 January 2014. 
60  The current vice president of this company is also elected as Thailand-China Business Council, and 

Thai-Chinese Promotion of Investment who has influence power to help boasting bilateral trade and 

investment with China. 
61  Thailand Broad of Investment Website, 

<http://www.boi.go.th/upload/content/JAP%202014_61709.pdf>; 

<http://www.boi.go.th/upload/content/U.S.A.14_31846.pdf>; and 

<http://www.boi.go.th/upload/content/T%20PRC14_27259.pdf>, consulted 26 August 2015. Exchange 

rate is as of 26 August 2015,  

http://www.cpthailand.com/Default.aspx?tabid=68&articleType=%20ArticleView&%20articleId=1604
http://www.cpthailand.com/Default.aspx?tabid=68&articleType=%20ArticleView&%20articleId=1604
http://www.forbes.com/billionaires/list/#page:1_sort:0_ direction:asc_search:_ filter:All%20industries_filter:All%20countries_filter:All%20states
http://www.forbes.com/billionaires/list/#page:1_sort:0_ direction:asc_search:_ filter:All%20industries_filter:All%20countries_filter:All%20states
http://www.nationmultimedia.com/business/Thai-overseas-investment-highest-in-Southeast-Asia-30195675.html
http://www.nationmultimedia.com/business/Thai-overseas-investment-highest-in-Southeast-Asia-30195675.html
http://www.boi.go.th/upload/content/JAP%202014_61709.pdf
http://www.boi.go.th/upload/content/U.S.A.14_31846.pdf
http://www.boi.go.th/upload/content/T%20PRC14_27259.pdf


 

173 

 

safeguard its sovereignty. Smith claims that “if one theme characterizes Thailand’s 

foreign policy, it is the ability to take advantage of the rivalries of larger powers. 

Skilfully avoiding occupation during various colonial enterprises, Thai foreign policy 

has cleverly sensed the prevailing winds and adapted accordingly”.62 Thailand’s pursuit 

of this policy was evident during the Western colonisation period, as Thailand 

accommodated the French request to give away its colonised kingdom to France (Laos 

today) in order to retain national independence. During the Cold War, when Thailand 

faced the threat from Communism, it allied with the rising power, the United States. 

When the U.S. lost the Vietnam War, Thailand bandwagoned with China for security 

protection against communist threats from Vietnam.63 Consequently, since the 

establishment of diplomatic relations in 1975, most Thai leaders have viewed China’s 

economic rise as beneficial. As a result, many previous and recent Thai governments 

have employed a limited bandwagoning strategy with China as a part of its hedging 

policy in order to achieve its national interests.  

Firstly, bandwagoning with China allows Thailand to enjoy trade and investment 

benefits. China represents a large and growing market for Thailand’s exports and 

imports; as the Chinese are getting richer, their ability to purchase is also increased. As a 

result, China imports agricultural products from Thailand. Thailand also depends 

increasingly on the Chinese markets for its products.64  The Chinese Premier Li Keqiang 

said during his 2014 Bangkok visit that “only China has such a big market and a huge 

purchasing power which could consume the big agricultural production of rice, rubber  

of Thailand”.65 In addition, the Chinese Ambassador to Thailand further stressed that 

“China has become the No.1 destination of Thailand’s exports, the second largest source 

of its imports, and the largest source of foreign visitors to the country, while Thailand is 

now China’s second biggest trading partner in the 10-member ASEAN”.66 A total of 2.8 

million Chinese tourists visited Thailand in 2012.67 The Thai Tourism Authority claims 
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that these visitors spent a total of Baht 105.94 billion (≈US $32.14 million)68 in 

Thailand.69  

Secondly, having close relations with China in parallel with maintaining a close alliance 

with the United States is serving Thailand’s political interest. Thai policy makers believe 

that China will become a major military power in the region, and its rise to great power 

status will not conflict with the international system.70 Furthermore, Thai leaders 

acknowledge that both states have similar geographical location, historical cooperation, 

complementary economies, and close Chinese ethnic ties.71 As such, it is vital for Thai 

national interests to adopt a strong limited bandwagoning strategy toward China. One 

high-ranking Thai military official stated, “We [Thailand and China] are a close relative. 

As for the United States, we are a close friend. We cannot pick one over the other. We 

still keep close ties with all the superpowers for the balance of power. But under the 

present circumstances, we have to stay closer to our relative than the close friend who is 

far away”.72 Thailand’s adoption of a strong limited bandwagoning policy with China 

along with the U.S. is consistent with its strategy of “adapting accordingly to prevailing 

wind”, but also helps Thailand maintain power equilibrium in Thailand and provides an 

ability to manoeuvre its policy of balancing power.  

Aligning with a single power is more beneficial in situations when a serious threat is 

imminent, evidenced by Thailand’s decision to fully bandwagon with the U.S. to 

suppress and resist communism during the Vietnam War. However, today Thailand is 

not under such threat. It is therefore beneficial for Thailand to maintain closer relations 

with China rather than balancing against it. Smith asserts that Thailand refuses to allow 

the U.S to dominate its foreign policy. This was demonstrated by Thailand’s failure to 

provide full support to the 2003 American-led war in Iraq. Although Thailand did send 

some troops—mainly engineers and medical specialists to help in reconstruction—after 

the U.S occupation, this was done to allow Thailand to maintain its balancing act.73 

Thailand demonstrated some support, but not so much to see it categorised as fully in the 
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U.S. camp. American analysts further claim that although the U.S and Thailand are able 

to maintain their alliance, the U.S. is beginning to regard Thailand’s reliability as a 

partner, and its ability to be a regional leader, as uncertain.74 Similarly, retaining U.S. 

influence in Thailand to hedge on China gives Thailand an option to turn to either the 

U.S. or China if one of them greatly interferes in Thailand’s domestic affairs or forces 

Thailand to act against its national interests.   

Thirdly, adopting a strong level of limited bandwagoning with China economically 

allows Thailand to absorb Chinese support and assistance. Thailand realises that China 

will ascend to great power status sooner or later and if so, it will be China that will  

assist Thailand in economic development. It is hard to expect the U.S. and other 

powerful nations to help Thailand develop.75 When Thailand suffered from the 1997 

Southeast Asia economic crisis, resulting in the collapse of Thailand’s currency and 

subsequent economic recession, China contributed US $1 billion to the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF)’s US $17.5 billion rescue package.76 The Chinese Government 

claims to have provided Thailand and other Asian states with over US $4 billion US 

dollars in aid, within the framework of IMF or through bilateral channels in 1997.77 In 

addition, in order to avoid hurting Thailand and other suffering Southeast Asia states, 

China pledged not to take advantage of the crisis by devaluing its currency. By contrast, 

the U.S. was criticised for not paying enough interest in rescuing Thailand from the 

crisis. Indeed, it supported the harsh conditions accompanying the IMF package, which 

was criticised by the Thai authorities as contributing further to Thailand’s economic 

struggles, and leading to a deeper recession.78 A Thai businessman usefully describes the 

U.S.-Thai relationship in commercial terms. America seeks good relations with Thailand 

because there are economic interests to obtain. Sino-Thai relations are seen less as 

transactional.79   
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7.6 Thailand’s Approach on China in ASEAN  

Thailand is a founder of ASEAN together with Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and 

Singapore on 8 August 1967.80 Thailand supports China’s engagement with ASEAN and 

to counterbalance influences of big powers in the ASEAN region. While Thailand 

hedges on China by balancing China’s power in ASEAN, Thailand, at the same time, 

assisted China to build good understanding with ASEAN member states. This was 

evident when China’s relations with ASEAN states deteriorated in 1994 as the result of 

China’s intrusion into Mischief Island, which the Philippines claimed ownership;  

Thailand helped China to mediate the conflict.81 Furthermore, since Thailand took over 

the role as China-ASEAN coordinator in 2012, it succeeded in generating an 

environment conducive to further negotiations regarding the Code of Conduct (COC) in 

the South China Sea.82 It also supports China to contribute to the building of the ASEAN 

community and connectivity to help ASEAN achieve stability and prosperity.83 China’s 

announcement in 2014 that it would offer loans worth US $20 billion to ASEAN 

connectivity construction84 is therefore in line with Thailand’s strategy to engage China 

in ASEAN.  

In order to maintain good relations with China and support peaceful settlement of the 

South China Seas dispute, Thailand remains neutral over the ongoing territorial disputes 

in South China, believing that “the South China Sea issues should be resolved peacefully 

by the sovereign states directly concerned through direct and friendly consultations and 

negotiations on the basis of international law”.85 Although this position does not please 

some other claimants, particularly the Philippines and Vietnam, who have strived to 

internationalize the issues, sought U.S. assistance to balance against Beijing’s growing 

maritime power projection, and resorted to ASEAN support to deal with China as a 
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group,86 Thailand as a non-claimant state has reason to avoid escalation of the issue into 

a serious conflict. Thailand’s role to help improve China-ASEAN relations is highly 

appreciated by China,87 as the power does not have many friends in Southeast Asia. The 

states considered to be close friends with China are now Cambodia, Laos, and 

Thailand.88 As a result, Thailand “serves as a key country that China expects to play a 

role as a facilitator or mediator in case China has some differences, disagreement or 

disputes with states in this region”89 

7.7 Thailand’s Hedging Policy toward China  

Despite Thailand adopting a strong bandwagoning policy toward China, it also adopts a 

soft balancing policy toward China. This strategy is called hedging, and is a common 

policy that many small and middle states in the region adopt to accommodate China’s 

rise while at the same time preventing China from compromising their sovereignty.90 

Goh argues that Thailand’s China policy is consistent with the general trend of policies 

adopted by ASEAN states, which is to hedge on China. These states “employ a 

pragmatic strategy to absorb economic benefits from China’s rise while at the same time 

safeguarding their national security should a ‘worst-case scenario’—Chinese 

hegemony—eventuate”.91  

Although China’s economic rise is delivering tangible benefits to the Thai economy, 

Thailand has adopted a soft balancing strategy as a part of its hedging policy toward 

China.92 This was evident in 2014, when Thailand depended largely on investment from 

Japan and the U.S. (US$8.1 billion and US $3.6 billion respectively), the two largest 
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investors in Thailand.93 In terms of trade with foreign countries, although China has 

become Thailand’s largest trading partner, Thailand also diversifies its trade with the 

U.S. and Japan, its second and third largest trading partners. This was shown in 2014, 

when Thailand’s total export to China, the U.S. and Japan were similar with 11 per cent, 

10.5 per cent and 9.6 per cent, while its imports from these countries were 16.9 per cent 

(China), 15.7 per cent (Japan) and 6.4 per cent (the U.S.).94  Patrick Jory argues that 

since the Cold War, Thai elites and the middle classes have been pro-U.S. and 

Westernised. Even though Thailand is now governed by the military at present and 

China’s economic influence has been increased, Thailand will not adopt China’s 

communist model because Thailand has undergone a period of democratic openness and 

its democratic norm is strong. Economically, Thailand needs China but in security, 

Thailand needs both China and the U.S. to balance the power.95 Thailand is trying to 

enhance the role of ASEAN and is practicing strategic engagement with all major 

powers.  

Balancing one country against other country is not feasible for Thailand, because the 

country that is balanced against will be seen as the enemy.96 Thailand learned a lesson 

when it closely aligned with the U.S. during the Indochina war.  by allowing the U.S. to 

use its military bases to attack Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam in order to suppress 

communism, it worsened relations with these neighbours. Adopting a pure 

bandwagoning policy toward China can potentially worsen relations with the United 

States.97 This is because it may cause the U.S. to suspect an alliance which will reduce 

military aid to Thailand. One American specialist even argues that America now views 

influence over Thailand as an arena of competition between Beijing and Washington.98 

Hedging against these two powers is important for Thailand as it helps Thailand to 
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prevent Chinese domination and therefore, seeks U.S. involvement to prevent an 

unstable regional order.99 

As such, while Thailand’s economic interests are attached strongly to China, its security 

depends largely on the United States. It remains Thailand’s strategy to diversify relations 

between China and the U.S. to be less reliant on one single power, which in turn allows 

Thailand to have a more independent foreign policy when dealing with powerful 

states.100 It reaches out to all powers to develop its economy and develop the country. 

Most importantly, Thailand seeks to avoid any single power dominating its domestic 

affairs. As a small country, Thailand is unable to say no to requests from the U.S. and 

China in every case. Nevertheless, Thailand’s accommodation of both the U.S and 

Chinese interests does not show its failure to manage relations with bigger powers. In 

fact, Thailand’s ability to accommodate interests of two big powers without having to 

choose a single side allows it to remain neutral and saves it from being dragged into 

conflicts between China and the U.S, now and in the future. Given Thailand’s close 

relations with both powers, if China uses force to reunite Taiwan, and the U.S. 

intervenes, Thailand may stay neutral in the conflict because it does not want to damage 

relations with both influential states.101  

Secondly, there is evidence that Thailand continues to accommodate some U.S. requests 

even though it allows influence of China to increase at home. Thailand will avoid 

becoming like Myanmar before democratisation in 2011 when it had to face strong 

isolation.102 For example, while Thailand declared a neutral stance on Iraq and 

Afghanistan in fear of upsetting Muslim Thais in Southern Thailand, Thailand later 

changed its position after the U.S. request by sending 130 soldiers to Afghanistan in 

2001 to participate in the reconstruction of a runway at Bagram Airbase. Thai troops 

also provided medical services and conducted Special Forces operations.103 This 

deployment represented the first time Thailand had sent troops outside Southeast Asia in 

over 50 years.104 Furthermore, in 2003, even though Bangkok tried to remain neutral and 
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avoid publicly stating whether it would participate in the U.S. coalition to invade Iraq, it 

could not remain so for long. Soon it expressed its full support for the war by 

dispatching over 450 military personnel to help in the reconstruction efforts in the 

Southern city of Karbala in Iraq.105 Thailand’s change of position from being neutral in 

the American-led wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, to participation in the reconstruction in 

these states, reflects its intention to maintain the alliance commitment with the U.S. at 

crucial times when America seeks Thailand’s support. Aming suggests that Thaksin’s 

change of position was also partly due to other states, with larger Muslim populations, 

expressing support for the United States.106 

Another example of Thailand’s ongoing desire to support U.S. interests was its decision 

to extradite Viktor Bout, the Russian arms dealer who was arrested in Bangkok on 

March 2008, to the United States. Bout was accused of conspiring to kill American 

citizens. Initially, the extradition process was delayed due to legal processes and 

Russia’s opposition to handing Bout over to America.107 However, Thailand finally 

decided to extradite him to the U.S. in November 2008, despite facing strong criticism 

from Russia that the extradition was unjust, illegal and undertaken only because of the 

pressure applied by the U.S. government.108 In response, Russia denounced the 

extradition and blamed the U.S. for pressuring the Thai government.109 Thai Prime 

Minister Abhisit denied “Moscow’s complaint that Bangkok kneeled to US pressure and 

said his decision to expel the Russian was correct”.110   

Thirdly, Thailand consistently strengthens its close relationship with the United States 

amid increasing Chinese influence at home. In 2003, the U.S. designated Thailand as a 

Major Non-NATO Ally.111 While Thailand engages in joint military exercises and 

annual ministerial defence consultation with China, it is unlikely that Thailand will 
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<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-pacific-11763221>, consulted 26 January 2014. 
109    Ch. McGreal, ‘Viktor Bout, suspected Russian arms dealer, extradited to New York’, The Guardian, 

17 November 2010. 
110     R. S. Ehrlich, ‘Bribes, lies and a plot over Bout’, Asia Times, 4 December 2010,  

         <http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Southeast_Asia/LL04Ae01.html>, consulted 11 June 2014. 
111    U.S. Department of State, ‘U.S.-Thailand Relations’, Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 19 

August 2013, <http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2814.htm>, consulted 28 January 2014.  
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allow its defence ties with China to be similar to Thai-US military relations. Thailand 

will avoid jeopardising its military ties with Washington,112  because Thai-U.S. defence 

cooperation has remained close since the Cold War. Even though Thai-Chinese defence 

cooperation has been enhanced; it is not as close as Thai-U.S. defence cooperation. 113 

Since the 1950s, Thailand has received U.S. military equipment, training and assistance 

in construction and maintenance of military facility. Both states organize a joint exercise 

programme consisting of approximately 40 exercises per year. The U.S. Pacific 

Command also has 122 personnel stationed in Thailand.114 In early July 2001, the U.S. 

approved the sale of undisclosed number of AIM-120 Advance Medium Range Air-to-

Air Missiles to Thailand.115 In addition, in October 2010, the U.S. and Thailand reached 

an agreement to upgrade Thailand’s Air Force’s F-16s in the United States over three 

years. This agreement is important for Thailand in advancing its fighter aircraft 

capability for the next 20 to 30 years through U.S assistance, which will help Thailand 

retain strategic parity with neighbouring air forces in the region.116  

 

7.8 Conclusion 

Although China’s rise in Thailand is unprecedented, it is unlikely that Thailand will fully 

bandwagon with China and terminate its traditional alliance with the United States. 

Thailand’s  close economic and security ties with China have brought complimentary 

benefits, which do not jeopardise Thailand’s relations with the U.S. at this point. 

However, for the time being, adopting a hedging strategy by maintaining close relations 

with both states is of great benefit to Thailand’s independence and sovereignty. This is 

because allowing any single country to dominate its domestic affairs is risking its ability 

to manoeuvre its relations with major powers. This chapter has demonstrated that 

contemporary Thai-Chinese relations are being consolidated, which is reflected in 

Thailand’s adoption of a strong limited bandwagoning policy as a part of its hedging 

strategy in three key areas of cooperation. Their cooperation in these areas is likely to 

develop in the future because it provides benefits for both states. Thailand will allow 

                                                 
112    P. Chachavalpongpun, ‘Sino-Thai Ties: At a Crossroads’, Prachatai English, 10 May 2013,  
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Studies, Chulalongkorn University on 29 May 2013. 
114    C. A. Thayer, ‘Military Balance in Southeast Asia’, Research paper 11/79, 14 December 2011, p. 14. 
115    Arms Control Association Website, ‘United States Sells Missiles to Thailand’, September 2001,  

        < http://www.armscontrol.org/node/3052>, consulted 29 January 2014. 
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China to have strong economic influence as long as it continues to attain tangible 

benefits from China and it does not have to sacrifice its alliance with the United States. 

Even though China’s influence in Bangkok will not replace the existing American 

influence, it might be influential to make Thailand remain neutral in the ongoing Sino-

U.S. disagreement or contentious disagreement in the South China Sea issue, and 

discourage Thailand’s involvement in any policy pertaining to China. As a long standing 

American ally, Thailand’s move closer to China, and its avoidance in challenging any 

Chinese core interests, suggests indirectly that the U.S. influence in Thailand is 

declining and that Thailand views China’s rise as an opportunity, bringing tangible 

benefits to its national development. 

In conclusion, the Thailand case study shows that even the country with bigger size, 

better economic development as compared to Cambodia and Laos, and a traditional ally 

of the U.S., chooses to hedge against China. This is evident in Thailand avoiding joining 

any U.S. attempts to contain China. Although Thailand conducts an annual Cobra Gold 

military exercise with the U.S., it is not aimed at threatening China as it involves 

participation from a range of countries inside and outside the Asia Pacific region. 

Likewise, Thailand is also not adopting a pure bandwagoning strategy with China by 

distancing itself from the U.S. or form any strategic ally with China to replace that of the 

U.S. in order to enjoy more promising economic interests arising from China’s 

increasing economic power in the region. Instead, it is hedging against China by 

adopting an indirect non-military balancing strategy by strenthening the alliance with the 

U.S. and balancing powers domestically in order to try to minimize any potential risks 

arising from China’s future behaviour to preserve its sovereignty and ability to 

manoeuvre policy toward major powers. Fully bandwagoning with a new rising power, 

China may bring great economic interests but Thailand can benefit more by boosting 

good relations with all economic powers (the U.S. and Japan). Allowing too much 

Chinese influence over Thailand’s economy will jeopardise the economic influence of 

the United States and Japan, which have contributed strongly to the development of 

Thailand’s economy since the end of Cold War. Thailand needs to accommodate rising 

China and maximise their interests accompanying the rise. However, it can hedge on 

China and other powers for as long as it is not yet forced to choose between the United 

States and China. For the time being at least, neither the U.S nor China is likely to force 

Thailand to do so. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

This thesis investigated the responses of three small and medium sized Southeast Asian 

states: Cambodia, Laos and Thailand, toward rising China. In particular, it has focused 

on their interaction with China since the Cold War until the contemporary period. The 

thesis investigated how small and medium sized states in Southeast Asia view China’s 

ascent to great power status, and why they adopt a hedging policy toward China despite 

having other policy options of pure balancing and pure bandwagoning as supported by 

realist claims. In addition, it demonstrated why the three states do not join their 

traditional allies, the United States and Vietnam, to adopt a strong soft balancing policy 

toward China despite their key allies’ interests being threatened by China’s rise in the 

region.  

Key Findings in the Three Case Studies  

Like other Southeast Asian states, Cambodia, Laos and Thailand do not adopt a “pure” 

policy of either a bandwagoning or a balancing strategy. There are some good reasons 

for them to adopt a hedging strategy instead.  

Firstly, hedging is a suitable strategy that “works for the best and prepares for the 

worst”.1 By adopting a hedging strategy, smaller states can maximise short-term benefits 

from a big power, such as China, while simultaneously attempting to offset or minimise 

longer-term risks that might arise in worse-case scenarios.2 Furthermore, it also enables 

states to deal with future uncertainties in great powers’ future behaviour while at the 

same time promoting bilateral cooperation with these powers in order to get the most 

benefits out of existing good relations with them.3 The flexibility of hedging also enables 

secondary states to “easily move back and forth along the bandwagoning-balancing 

continuum, depending on developments in bilateral relations and changes in the 

international environment. In extreme cases, a state may even quickly switch to pure 

                                                 
1 Cheng-Chwee, ‘The Essence of Hedging: Malaysia and Singapore’s Response to a Rising China’, p. 171. 
2 Cheng-Chwee, ‘Making Sense of Malaysia’s China Policy: Asymmetry, Proximity, and Elite’s Domestic 

Authority’, p. 435.  
3 Hiep, ‘Vietnam’s Hedging Strategy against China since Normalization’, p. 337. 
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balancing or bandwagoning strategies without requiring a major overhaul of its foreign 

and security policies”.4  

Secondly, in a globalising world where states are interdependent, it is hard to see any 

country adopting a pure balancing strategy toward a rising country that can bring 

benefits and potential threats at the same time to their national development. For 

developing states in Southeast Asia, such as Cambodia, Laos and Thailand, China is not 

yet viewed as an immediate threat that requires a strong balancing strategy. Balancing 

against China is therefore seem as provocative and counter-productive, which can in turn 

push China to become hostile to balancing states and can turn potential threats into 

reality. Furthermore, it is also economically unwise to antagonise China as it can 

compromise opportunities to reap economic benefits through trade, investment and grant 

aid.5 For example, by adopting hard balancing against China, Cambodia and Laos will 

lose billions in national revenue gained from trade with, and investments from, Chinese 

investors. In 2013, the two-way trade between Cambodia and China reached US $2.83 

billion,6 and China’s investment in Cambodia topped US $9.6 billion from 1994 to 

2013.7 Likewise, Chinese trade with Laos valued at US $1.3 billion between October 

2012 and September 2013.8 

Adopting a pure bandwagoning strategy is not a pragmatic strategy because it risks 

losing sovereignty and limiting states’ freedom of action.9 Thus, it limits their leverage 

over China. Furthermore, adopting a pure bandwagoning strategy also compels smaller 

states to choose one great power at the expense of other great powers, which can 

potentially drag them into great power’s conflicts and antagonise the other great power. 

As a consequence, putting all a country’s eggs in one basket can cause potential harm to 

national interests. 

For the less economically developed states, like Cambodia and Laos, which depend 

greatly on China’s economic aid, hedging allows them to enjoy good relationships with 

both Vietnam (a traditional power) and China, reaping economic and political benefits 

from both states. By adopting a low level soft balancing strategy in their hedging 

                                                 
4 Hiep, ‘Vietnam’s Hedging Strategy against China since Normalization’, p. 337 
5 Cheng-Chwee, ‘The Essence of Hedging: Malaysia and Singapore’s Response to a Rising China’, p. 161.  
6 ‘Cambodia’s trade with China up 31% in 9 months’, Xinhua, 15 November 2013, 

<http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/bizchina/2013-11/15/content_17107820.htm>, consulted 2 June 2015. 
7 ‘Good ties boost Chinese investments in Cambodia’, Xinhua, 22 January 2014, 

<http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2014-01/22/content_17252217.htm>, consulted 2 June 2015. 
8 ‘China becomes largest investor in Laos’, The Economist, 15 November 2013. 
9  Ibid.,  

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/bizchina/2013-11/15/content_17107820.htm
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2014-01/22/content_17252217.htm
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behaviours, they can deal with risk contingency in regard to future behaviours of these 

two states. This means they can turn to China or Vietnam if either one of them tries to 

dominate their domestic affairs. As a result, they adopt a neutral position in the South 

China Seas dispute between China and Vietnam, and actively promote close relations 

with both powers. Even though they are close to China at present, Cambodia and Laos 

also try to accommodate Vietnamese interests. This makes Vietnam increase its 

economic and political influence in these two states to counterbalance China’s influence. 

Fully bandwagoning with either China or Vietnam would also create a risk in making 

either China or Vietnam feel insecure by being encircled by Chinese/Vietnamese led 

coalition against it.  

Moreover, it is unwise to limit sources of assistance to either Vietnam or China once 

they can also gain assistance from Western states by having good relations with the 

major powers. Adopting pure balancing against, or pure bandwagoning with China, will 

put Cambodia and Laos in a zero-sum situation, which forces them to choose, and limits 

choices for them. Adopting a pure bandwagoning strategy with China, Cambodia and 

Laos will not only antagonise Vietnam, and put Vietnam in a zero-sum game, it will 

encounter the loss of political and economic support from this traditional power, which 

can limit their freedom to manoeuvre in relations with China. Likewise, although 

Thailand is listed as an American ally in the region, and it does not fully commit to the 

U.S. policy toward China and greatly depends on the United States. Thailand hedges on 

China and the U.S. by maintaining military and economic relations with both great 

powers to balance their powers in its domestic affairs. It also avoids taking sides in the 

South China Sea dispute to avoid antagonising China and other ASEAN members. 

Thailand’s hedging policy aims to maximise economic relations with China, which 

emerges as a global economic power and maintains strategic relationships with 

traditional allies like the U.S. to secure military assistance, and access to U.S. weapons.  

As far as influential factors are concerned, empirical data shows that policy makers in 

Cambodia, Laos and Thailand are strongly influenced by domestic and external factors, 

which contribute to their adoption of a hedging strategy on China. The fact that they all 

show a low level of soft balancing toward China and a higher degree of limited 

bandwagoning with China reveals they feel more comfortable than other states to move 

closer to China. As there is no existence of conflicts between them, China’s rise is 

viewed as beneficial by these states’ leaders. However, they are aware that in the end, it 
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is in their best interests to retain close relations with traditional allies (the U.S. and 

Vietnam) and expand cooperation with other great powers (Australia, Japan, E.U. states) 

to balance power and secure their sovereignty while at the same time bandwagoning 

with China for economic and political interests. These factors were demonstrated in each 

of the case studies covered in this thesis. 

Cambodia  

Cambodia is hedging against China by showing the strongest degree of limited 

bandwagoning toward China and low level soft balancing toward this Chinese power, as 

compared with Laos and Thailand. This is because there is no strong Chinese hostile 

sentiment among the majority of Cambodians that obstructs current close relations 

between the two states as compared to the period when Cambodia was under control of 

Vietnamese troops after 1978. Despite China having a record of supporting the Khmer 

Rouge, the regime which perpetrated genocide between 1975 and 1979 and executed 

thousands of Cambodian people, many Cambodians also know China’s positive 

involvement, particularly China’s close connection with their King Sihanouk. This 

makes China an influential country, which has consistently been involved in Cambodian 

political development at other times. In addition, China is also seen as less threatening 

than Vietnam for some Cambodians for security reasons. This is because China’s threat 

is centred more on strong economic dependency on China; whereas concern over 

Vietnam is focused on territory encroachment and land concession, which is a sensitive 

issue for Cambodian people.10   

By contrast, there are some Cambodians11 still concerned over Vietnamese influence in 

Cambodia. They are still mindful of Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia in the past; 

and their alleged loss of land to Vietnam12 ─ the territory of Khmer Kampuchea Krom─ 

in South Vietnam13, and the Koh Tral (Phu Quoc in Vietnamese language).14 The anti-

                                                 
10   Interview with Mr. Kem Ley, free land Social Development Research Consultant of Cambodia, Phnom 

Penh, 27 August 2014. 
11   Not all Cambodians have negative feeling about Vietnamese influence in Cambodia. Many people also 

appreciate Vietnamese role to save Cambodians from massacre by Khmer Rouge.  
12   Interview with Puy Kea, correspondent of the Japan Times, Phnom Penh, 26 August 2014; Interview 

with one Cambodian Political analyst, the Australian Defense Force Academy, University of New 

South Wales, Canberra, 24 July 2014. 
13   Clothilde Le Coz, ‘The Plight of Cambodia’s Khmer Krom Community’, The Diplomat, 30 October 

2014, <http://thediplomat.com/2014/10/the-plight-of-cambodias-khmer-krom-community/>, consulted 

11 December 2014.   
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Vietnamese sentiment amongst some Cambodians was also evident during an anti-

government protest in the Capital on June 2004, when anti-Vietnamese protesters 

destroyed a small café owned by Vietnamese people.15 The opposition party’s Sam 

Rainsy also accused Prime Minister Hun Sen’s administration of selling the country’s 

interest by allowing a Vietnamese company to conduct deforestation and cause 

destruction of the environment and the livelihoods of Cambodian people.16 This 

historical constraint therefore prevents the Cambodian government from becoming so 

close to Vietnam, as it will face opposition from these groups of people as well as the 

opposition party.17  

Other important factors causing Cambodian elites to move closer to China and strongly 

bandwagon with this country include the close connection of Cambodia’s elite with 

China. This was evident when Hun Sen started to align with China soon after the 1997 

coup d’état against the first Prime Minister Ranariddh in 1997. Hun Sen closed down 

Taiwanese trade and the cultural representative office in Phnom Penh and prohibited the 

Dalai Lama and Falun Gong’s followers to protest against China in Cambodia. 

Cambodia’s quest for grant aid, trade and investment from China is also another 

important factor. China is the biggest economic player and the biggest donor in 

Cambodia at present. By shaping a policy to allow China to have more economic 

influence in Cambodia, policy makers aim to bring more economic and political interests 

to Cambodia.  

Laos  

Even though Laos is seen to be close to China, it hedges on China and maintains 

stronger Vietnamese influence to balance power. Unlike Cambodia, Laos does not have 

an opposition party and anti-Vietnamese sentiment is not obvious. The Lao People’s 

Revolutionary Party is the sole legitimate ruling party; a country ruled by the one party 

system since 1975. As such, Laos faces no major constraint to be close to Vietnam and 

increase close cooperation with China at the same time.  

                                                                                                                                                
14   J. Mudrick, ‘Cambodia’s Impossible Dream: Koh Tral’, The Diplomat, 17 June 2014, 

<http://thediplomat.com/2014/06/cambodias -impossible-dream-koh-tral/>, consulted 11 December 

2014. 
15   Ibid.,  
16   J. Oaten, ‘Cambodian Opposition leader accused of touting anti-Vietnamese racism’, ABC News, 10 

June 2014, < http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-02-25/an-cambodian-oppn-leader-accused-of-touting-

anti-vietnamese-rac/5281462>, consulted 6 June 2015 
17   Interview with one Cambodian Political analyst, the Australian Defense Force Academy, University of 

New South Wales, Canberra, 24 July 2014. 
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Some important factors that contribute to the adoption of a hedging policy include Lao 

elites’ close connection with both China and Vietnam, no existence of major conflicts 

with China, and the common sharing of political ideology. Laos’ leaders try to keep 

close relations with both China and Vietnam; top leaders maintain and uphold special 

solidarity with Vietnam while strengthening close relations with China. As such, they do 

not adopt pure bandwagoning with China to avoid any harm to their traditional relations 

with Vietnam. On the other hand, Laos’ leaders share their common ideological values 

and political system and view China as an important source of economic aid and 

assistance. This is to say that China is seen as a benign power in the eye of Lao leaders. 

China did not only contribute significantly to assist the Lao revolutionary movement to 

achieve the country’s independence prior to 1975, but is now greatly assisting Laos in its 

path of national development and modernization. Moreover, Lao leaders share similar 

ideological values with the Communist Party of China, and view China as an exemplary 

Communist country, which can provide lessons in building socialism and communism, 

and economic development, to which Laos adheres.18 As a consequence, it is important 

that Laos continues to strengthen close relations with China for economic interests while 

at the same time retain its strategic relations with Vietnam, In this way, Laos will absorb 

benefits from both states and avoid antagonising either China and Vietnam.  

Thailand  

Thailand has also adopted a hedging strategy. Its hedging behaviour is evident in its 

current strong alignment with China in economic terms while being strategically close to 

the United States in security terms. Thailand possesses a higher ability to exercise a 

moderate soft balancing strategy and moderate limited bandwagoning with China as 

compared to Cambodia and Laos. This is because Thailand has a higher level of 

economic development, and attracts investment from various sources, including the 

United States, Japan, and other developed Asian neighbours, such as Singapore and 

Malaysia, to counterbalance China’s economic influence at home. Currently, investment 

from Japan and other Western states helps Thailand avoid over-dependence on China’s 

economic aid and investment. This equips Thailand with more power to manoeuvre 

inside relations with bigger powers, such as the U.S. and China. The research shows that 

some factors that strongly contribute to Thailand’s current China policy including: the 

                                                 
18 Interview with Sikhoun Bounvilay, Lao-Chinese specialist, Vientiane, Laos, 23 October, 2014.  
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elites’ connection with China (a Royal Family and a ruling government); no-existing 

conflicts with China; and a desire for economic benefits from China.  

While elected governments come and go, the Thai Royal family has been powerful and 

influential in Thai politics for a long time. Princess Sirindhorn is selected as a 

representative of the King to help cement a close relationship between Thailand and 

China. From 1981 until 2010, she visited China 32 times. Every Thai government since 

the Thai-Chinese diplomatic establishment in 1975 has maintained close relations with 

China, particularly during Taksin’s administration. This shows that Thai elites’ decisions 

are influential in leading the country’s move closer to China. Secondly, Thailand has 

neither territorial claims of, nor any hostile sentiment brought by historical conflicts with 

China. This has influenced Thailand’s behaviour to comfortably adopt high level limited 

bandwagoning with China despite committing to an alliance with the United States. 

Thirdly, China’s economic interests provide incentives for Thai elites to cultivate close 

relations with China in order to promote trade and investment aimed at maximizing 

economic outcomes. In particular, Thai businessmen investing in China and rich Thai 

business families of Chinese descent in Thailand play important roles in boosting 

economic ties between the two states. As a result, adopting a pure balancing strategy 

against China will severely affect Thai economic interests.  

Furthermore, Thailand has learned the lesson that when it was seriously affected by the 

1997 financial crisis, it was China that helped rescue Thailand while the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF), which is greatly influenced by the United States ,and the U.S. 

itself did not commit enough to help Thailand. Consequently, Thai policy makers 

adopted a hedging policy that provides Thailand with flexibility to favour any rising 

power while committing an alliance with the United States. This serves two purposes. It 

allows Thailand to continue its well-known policy of “bending with the wind”, and it 

enables Thailand to manage China’s influence domestically and regionally, by having 

the U.S. power in its domestic affairs and in the region, to counterbalance China’s 

increasing influence. By doing this, Thailand will be able to deal with future uncertainty 

related to China’s future behaviours. In the worst case, if China becomes a revisionist or 

a hegemonic power, Thailand can adopt a stronger balancing strategy against China by 

cooperating more closely with the U.S. to contain China. Nevertheless, at present, it is 

more beneficial for Thailand to hedge on China in order to absorb interests and prevent 

China’s domination of its sovereignty and domestic affairs.  
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Finally, this thesis found that the rise of China in Cambodia, Laos and Thailand has 

come at the expense of the declining influence of the U.S. and Vietnam in these states. It 

is not possible to define precisely how much China’s influence has increased. It will 

depend on how effectively these traditional powers (the U.S. and Vietnam) can retain 

influence in these states, and how strong their bilateral relations are consolidated and 

maintained. Vietnam is able to maintain stronger influence in Laos than in Cambodia, 

while Vietnam’s lesser influence in Cambodia allows Cambodia to go deeper than Laos 

in adopting a stronger level of limited bandwagoning with China in its hedging 

behaviour. In contrast, while the U.S. was a major influence in Thailand after the end of 

Cold War, its influence in Bangkok is now declining. This is evident “When the Obama 

Administration announced a series of moves in late 2011 to “rebalance” American 

foreign policy priorities to the Asia-Pacific region, including considerable deepening of 

regional alliances, new moves in the U.S.-Thailand alliance were notably lacking. The 

country is not part of the Administration’s signature economic initiative in the region, 

the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) trade negotiations”.19 If Thai-U.S. alliance is strong, 

Thailand could actively provide support for many of Obama’s “rebalancing” 

initiatives.20 Dalpino further claims that “although the U.S.-Thailand alliance made a 

successful transition out of the Cold War framework of the Vietnam War era to a more 

flexible arrangement, it has stagnated in recent years. This has been caused by domestic 

distractions on both sides, difference in threat perceptions, and the expansion of both 

states’ political, economic, and security relations in the region”.21 

In conclusion, realist and liberal theory cannot reflect comprehensive understanding of 

variables that shape policies of the small and medium sized countries toward rising 

China. This is because secondary states in Southeast Asia are not fully balancing against 

China nor are they purely bandwagoning with it as suggested by mainstream IR theories. 

In order to achieve better understanding of secondary states’ policy toward China, one 

should consider other variables which have strong impacts in shaping states’ policies 

toward China. This thesis advocates Cheng Chwee’s argument that “The substance of the 

states’ reactions to a rising power is not so much determined by the growth of the power’s 

relative capabilities per se; rather, it is a function of regime legitimation through which the 

respective elites seek to capitalize on the dynamics of the rising power for the goal of 

                                                 
19 E. Chanlett-Avery and B. Dolven, ‘Thailand: Background and U.S. Relations’, CRS Report for 

Congress, 20 December 2013, pp.1-2. 
20 Ibid., p.2. 
21 Dalpino, ‘Old Alliance for the New Century: Reinvigorating the U.S.-Thailand Alliance’, p.2. 
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justifying and enhancing their own authority at home”.22 After investigating relations 

between Cambodia, Laos and Thailand vis a vis China since the Cold War until present day, 

domestic variables, such as regime survival and the necessity to safeguard national interests 

in three key independent variables (diplomatic and politics, security and economics), have 

shaped states’ policies toward China in each period. During the Cold War, the China policies 

of these secondary states were formulated mainly to address security concerns, which could 

harm regime survival such as communist threat from neighbouring countries (in the case of 

Thailand), and resistance of Western occupation of their countries (in the cases of Cambodia 

and Laos). In the contemporary time, the ruling elites in Cambodia, Laos and Thailand have 

an obligation to develop their countries and provide people with improved well-being and 

better living standards. Consequently, their policies toward China are not aimed at 

addressing only security concerns but also achieving economic development in order to lift 

the countries out of poverty and to maintain popularity of the government.   

In order to secure political and economic benefits, small and medium sized states can 

adopt hedging strategies as an alternative approach to address China’s rise, at a time 

when China is rising with political and economic incentives to offer, and China’s future 

threat remains uncertain. By adopting a middle strategy of hedging, secondary states can 

choose to adopt limited bandwagoning with China for national interests while applying a 

soft balancing strategy to balance and maximise sources of aid. Cambodia, Laos and 

Thailand  chose to adopt hedging policies but pragmatically adopt different levels of soft 

balancing and limited bandwagoning toward China based on their national 

characteristics and the extent of influences from domestic and external factors on their 

ability to form relations with China. Even though China is not viewed as a threat, these 

states choose to hedge on future uncertainty, to avoid antagonising any powers and to 

secure interests offered by great powers. Given these three states are not yet dominated 

by China and may not be in the near future, China’s rapid rise in their domestic affairs, 

implies that they feel more comfortable to move closer to China and view China as a 

new rising great power. Nevertheless, it is unlikely that policy makers in these states will 

adopt a pure bandwagoning policy toward China as it will limit their policy freedom and 

antagonise their friends, and allies, most notably the United States and Vietnam. As long 

as they are able to hedge on great powers, secondary states will choose this middle 

strategy for their long term benefits.  

                                                 
22 Cheng-Chwee, “The Essence of Hedging”, p. 181. 
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