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The Bush Administration's Evolving Asia Policy

Below is the edited text of Dean Harding's speech, transcribed from the tapes of the
luncheon that took place on March 6, 2002 at the Foreign Correspondent’s Club of
Japan with the assistance of The Asia Foundation office in Tokyo. (For Professor
Harding's bio and bibliography, please scroll down to the bottom of thisfile.)

Professor Harding:

Andyzing the Bush adminidration’s policy towards Asais difficult, because
this adminigration has so far been remarkably inarticulate when it comes to the
expogtion of policy. Mr. Bush isfallowing in the footsteps of another great Republican
President, Calvin Coolidge, known as Silent Cal, who when asked why he was so silent
replied, “1 never got in trouble for something | didn't say”.

Take alook at the State Department website if you want to see what an
inarticulate policy looks like on theweb. Thereis nothing there, and the statements that
are there, tend to go, in avery conservative way, country by country, giving the litany
of bilatera issues and various relaionships, but without giving an over-arching vison. .
Since the Bush adminigtration does not spesk for itsalf, | haveto infer whet | believeits
goproachis. And | will do that by listing five basic principles or orientations. But |
want to emphasize that thisis my interpretation and | am not sureif | canin any far
way spesk for the administration.

The Bush adminigration isin its anti- Clinton mode. It's far more skeptical
[than the Clinton adminigtration was] about multilateralism, and multilaterd
organizations, globdly and regiondly, especidly in the security sphere. The basic
concept was perhaps articulated best by Richard Haass, Director of the Policy Planning
Office in the State Department, when he coined the phrase “ multilateralism ala carte,”
which meant basicaly that the administration will pick and choose which multilateral
organizations and commitments work for the United Sates and support American
foreign policy interests and which do not.

Specificaly with regard to Asia, we can find a sharp contrast between the
Clinton adminigtration and the Bush team. Winston Lord’ s concept of a new Pecific
Community, avery multilateral gpproach to Asa, guided the entire Clinton
adminigtration, not just the Lord term as Assstant Secretary of State. Today, thereisno
talk about a Pacific community in the White House. Even though the President did
atend the APEC summit in Shanghal last fdll, there is rddively little enthusasm for
APEC and thereis no enthusiasm &t dl for the ASEAN Regiona Forum.

To the extent that the adminigtration was prepared to act multilaterdly, it saw
the most appropriate form of multilateralism as a bottom up process of building
connections among the like minded — that is, America sfriends and dlies -- as opposed
to atop down universd vison of bringing everyone together in acommon organization
to discuss common problems. As one adminigtration officia once put it, that kind of
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universdl multilateralism assumes that dl countries are crested equd and, asthe officid
went on to say emphaticaly, they aren’t. So, we can seerdatively little interest in
multilaterd inditutions in the form that they have taken in Adaand of course the form
that they have taken in the UN.

Secondly, the Bush adminigtration is more cautious about the authoritarian
regimesin Agathat may have fundamenta conflicts of interest with the United States,
particularly Chinaand North Korea. The administration came into office explicitly
contrasting its approach, which was to see China as a strategic competitor, with what it
sad was the Clinton adminigtration’s gpproach, which was to see China as asrategic
partner. (Infact, the Clinton administration saw China as a “ potential strategic partner,”
adiginction that waslost on the Bush adminigtration and the Republicans partly
because the Democrats did not redly make it clear that their policy had been
misinterpreted.) Thus we see that contrast in very stark form in two memorable phrases
— China as partner or China as competitor?

There was dso great skepticism about North Korea, and therefore skepticism
about the feasibility of Kim Dae Jung’'s Sunshine Policy towards the North at |east
insofar as Kim was conducting it. The Bush team viewed the Sunshine Policy as
seeming not to demand reciprocity from the North and not to focus sufficiently on the
issues of grestest concern to the United States: proliferation and the conventiona
balance dong the DMZ.

It isnot clear how far this skepticism towards China and North Korea goes..
Some in the Republican Party, if not in the adminidration itsdlf, believe that our policy
should be to try to secure the collgpse of these regimes, or at least their fundamenta
trandformation. Others are prepared to engage with them but on much tougher terms
than the Clinton administration had been willing to do. In either event, the bottom line
is be far more cautious and skeptica about authoritarian sysemsin Adathat are
potential adversaries of the United States.

Theme number three was that the United States should devote its energy to the
task of building up and strengthening our aliances and quas-dlianceswith
democraciesand like-minded states in the Asia Pacific region - especialywith Japan,
South Korea, Audrdia, and (thisis where the word “quas” comesin) India. All of
these were seen as being far better partners for the United States than a country like
China because of the common commitment of these countries to democratic ingtitutions,
and in the case of thefirg three, exigting dliance relationships with the United States.

Now again, how far the administration wanted to go in this regard was not and is
il not clear. Some, such as our new Ambassador to India, Robert Blackwell, had
argued for “multilaterdizing” these bilaterd relationships into something thet might
begin to resemble an Asan verson of NATO. Others saw the difficulty in doing that.
But in either case, , thisthird theme was articuiated so as to focus on our friends, not on
our potential adversaries. And here the tagline was that President Bush would never
spend nine days in Chinawithout vigting our aliesin North East ASa, South Korea
and Japan, on hisway to or from Beljing the way Presdent Clinton did.



The fourth theme concerns reations with Taiwan. This theme can be summed up
asfollows

1) Bemore forthcoming with Taiwan, not because we can describe it asan
aly, but because we see it as afriendly democracy and indeed the
world' sfirst undisputedly democratic Chinese Sate.

2) Bemore forthcoming with regard to a security commitment to defend
Tawan if it is attacked by the PRC (Peopl€ s Republic of China).

3) Bemoreforthcoming in terms of permitting a higher levd of interaction
between American and Taiwanese officids, while preserving the concept
that we have an unofficid relaionship with Taiwan.

Now again, how far the Republicans want to go was never clear. Some
conservatives would like to abandon the “one China” policy. Somewould liketo cal
for the independence of Taiwan, or at least areferendum on Taiwan's future, and back it
up with force. That view, | think, does not have mgority support in the adminigration.
But thebasc gigis be more forthcoming to Taiwan and do not reassert the so-called
“threeno’s,” which had been the unfortunate way in which Mr. Clinton had
summarized our policy towards Taiwan.

And findly, there was an Asadimension to agenerd theme of the Bush
adminidration, which was to re-orient American strategic policy after eight years of
aleged drift and declinein terms of our national defense. Although there was much
speculation and not agreat dedl of evidence before the Quadrennial Defense Review
(QDR) was published right after September 11, the buzz around Washington was that
thiswould contain two dements that would be important to Asa:

1) A commitment to balistic missle defense on ascde far larger than the
Clinton administration had grudgingly agreed to initsfind yearsin office,
and

2) A shift of American conventiona forces from Europe to the Western
Pecific and East Ada, to reflect the fact that now our greatest strategic
chdlenge was managing the rise of China, not maintaining sability in
Europe.

These were the ideas that were expected to inform the QDR.

In summary, we can say that thiswas “anything but Clinton,” and that much of it
was defined as “doing the opposite of whatever Clinton had done.” But, to the extent
that there was a pogitive vison here, the policy was based on the recognition that Asais
amore dangerous place because of North Korea and because of the rise of China, and
that the United States should be less naive about the possibility of engagement with
those countries. Rather, we should ook at Asiain a hardheaded, neo-redist way; dedl
with uncertainties by building up military forces, both conventional and missile defense;
and drengthen rdaions with our dlies.



Now obvioudythose as well informed as you are in the audience can aready see
there are some contradictions here. To cite only one example, how could the
adminigtration talk about being more skeptica towards North Korea and at the same
time talk about building up its relaions with South Korea when the president of that
country was committed to the so-caled Sunshine Policy? Without bel aboring the
contradictionsin the origina vison, let me proceed to give you my views of how
subsequent events have forced modificationsin the Bush administration’ sinitid
approach

After September 11, the most common question | have gottenis. How did the
terrorist attacks reshape American policy toward Asia, and especidly toward China?
Without denying the importance of September 11, it seems to me that with regard to
China palicy, there was aprior event that was equaly important if not more so. This
was the EP-3 incident on April 1, 2001. | am referring to the tragic collison of a
Chinese Air Force plane with an American nava survelllance aircreft in internationd
waters off China's Hainan Idand. Without getting into the question of who wasright
and who was wrong, from astrategic point of view both the incident itsdf and the way
in which the two countries handled it showed the risk of direct military conflict between
the United States and China.

Since the two countries regarded each other as strategic competitors, and since
their militaries had begun to operate in more assertive ways toward one another, an
accident such asthe EP-3 affair was just waiting to happen. Moreover, the ahility of the
two leaderships to manage what might initidly be avery smal event clearly had to be
cdled into question. Both sides were smart enough to redlize the risks the EP- 3 incident
showed, and understood the need to reduce those risks. Therefore it was after EP-3 that
the Bush adminigtration stopped -- and thiswas a deliberate decision -- taking about
China as a strategic competitor, and, while they obvioudy could not return to the
Clinton adminigtration’s formulation, they began talking about a congtructive,
cooperative and productive relationship with China asthe goa of American policy. As
sdf-avowed neo-redigts, the Bush administration had to acknowledge the danger of
competition between arising power like Chinaand a status quo power like the U.S.. But
where they had once argued that this competition is inevitable, they now began to
describe their policy astrying to prevent thet kind of dynamic from playing itself out.

It isimportant to emphasize however, that even though the two countries moved
very quickly to adopt this cooperative framework as the common construct for their
bilatera relationship, the Bush adminigtration has not made the kind of sgnificant
concessions to the PRC on the Taiwan issue which the Clinton adminigration fdt it had
to make in order to consolidate its relationship with China. As the President’ strip to
Beijing in February (2002) showed, the Bush administration has not felt the necessity or
the desrability of doing this. There has been little drawback on American policy
towards Taiwan. In fact, what concerns me is that the Taiwanese are euphoric about the
way in which the Bush administration has restated or re-conceptualized our policy
towards Taiwan. This may produce some problems with the PRC not so much because
of what we said but because of what our Taiwanese friends are saying we meant by the
Bush adminidration’s formulation.



The EP-3 affar therefore served to sabilize US- Chinareations and put them
back on a more cooperative footing. And of course September 11 had an even broader
impact. Let metick off some of the ways in which this has affected US policy towards
Asaand relationships with Asa

First of dl it served to srengthen at least two important bilaterd relationships:
US-Japan and US-Chinareations. Inthe case of the US and Japan, the very rapid and
(from Washington' s perspective)forthcoming way in which the Koizumi government
responded to the common threat of terrorism, gave Americans a great ded of
satisfaction. The contrast between 2001 and 1992 (the Gulf War) was very red and
very dramatic. So this showed to Washington that it had a cooperdtive, active and
energetic Japanese dly.

In the case of China, obvioudy, there were few if any common military
operations, but the way in which the Chinese after avery smal amount of hesitation
gave diplomeatic support to the United States -- and from what we understand
intelligence support -- was very gratifying. It showed that the United States and China
had a common interest in amgjor security problem for the firgt time since the collgpse
of the Soviet Union. That Chinawas willing to work together with the United States to
address this problem persuaded many Americans that while the rise of Chinamight be a
problem for the United States twenty years from now, the common thregt of terrorism
was athresat today. And that put the Chinathreat hypothessin a somewhat different

perspective.

However, other American friends in the region were more nervous, even in the
immediate aftermath of September 11. Many of the friendly nationsin South East Asa
that had sgnificant Idamic minorities, and here | am thinking in particular of Mdaysia,
Indonesia, and even Singapore (athough not the Philippines), were very nervous about
the way in which US operationsin Afghanistan would inflame ethnic problemsin their
own countries. Indiatoo, was quite disturbed. India had been hoping the new overtures
from the United States would mean greater attenuation of the American rdaionship
with Pakistan and of course the struggle againgt terrorism had just the opposite effect: a
drengthening of American relaions with Pekistan. So the Indians were quite nervous
about September 11 and its consequences as well.

Broadly speaking, September 11 forced arefocusing of American security
policy on theimmediate problems of homeland defense as opposed to longer term
broader balance of power issues. The specific reassgnments or redeployments of
American forces that were described when the QDR actudly came out in September of
2001 did not show a massive shift from Europe to East AsSa as had been expected.
Ingtead, it announced the intention to shift forces to the Middle East,South Asiaand the
Indian Ocean. Although the document was obvioudy drafted before September 11,
enough tweaking may have been done to modify much of that part of the documen.
The focus had shifted to homeland defense and the Middle East and away from China
and Eagt Ada, dthough the commitment to baligtic missile defenseremained intact..



And findly, of course, September 11 persuaded the administration that when it
came to the struggle againg terrorism, it had to act multilaterdly in Asa This meant
that the Presdent did go to APEC. Thiswas hisfirst post September 11 foreign trip,
athough it was cut short. He gtill showed what he thought about APEC when hetried
to focus the meeting entirely on the struggle againgt terrorism. That’ s where
multilaterdism playsitsrole and | till don't see much enthusasm [in the
adminigtration] about other kinds of multilateralism or the other purposes of APEC.
But Hill, [the president’ strip to APEC] did indicate that the administration redlized that
multilaterdism did have its place, that sometimesit would reject it, but other times it
would reinforce it and acknowledge its importance.

Let’sturn finaly, to the perceived victory in Afghanistan. 1t had a number of
implications.

1) We could now begin to dowly resume amore normad diplomacy. The
exdusve focus on terrorism from September 11 until January could now
begin to decline and the Presdent could reschedule his trip to the three
countries of North East Asathat he took in February.

2) With the Afghan victory agpparently achieved, the adminigtration could now
begin to tak about the so-cdled “ Phase Two” in the struggle against
terrorismThis expanded the struggle againgt transnationd terrorist
organizations to include unfriendly states that were devel oping wegpons of
meass destruction and delivery sysemsthat could be given to, or fdl into
the hands of, terrorist organizations. This was summarized in the infamous
three-word phrase, Axis of Evil, which identified Irag, Iran and North
Korea as in some sense the next targets.

There has been enormous concern especidly in South Korea, but also in Chinaand
Japan,as to what thismeans -- what specificaly our strategy is going to be. This has
complicated American reaions with much of the world until we clarify wheat this Axis
of Evil strategy and the second phase [of the war againgt terror] imply.We dso have to
add that the first phase in the struggle against terrorism has expanded to other countries.
The Philippinesis one of the places where American forces are now operating, along
with Georgia, Y emen and perhaps other places aswell.

So that is how the Bush adminigtration’s Asa policy has evolved in the last year
plus. To sum up what has been the net effect of the new policy plus the modifications:

1) A renewed desire to build a cooperative relationship with China dthough there
is il consderable skepticism about China s intentions, afocus on alonger-
term threat from China, and some reservations about the prospects for this more
cooperative policy.

2) A preoccupation with terrorism and increesngly with so-cdled irresponsible or
unfriendly rogue nuclear states, which has reinforcedpre-exiging skepticiam
about North Korea.



3) : Terrorism may haveinitidly have srengthened our Asian dliances, but now as
we go on to phase two, there are increasing differences between the US and its
alies over the fight againgt terror. Aswe get back to something that more
resembles business as usud, we may have differences with our alies on other
issues aswell.

4) And findly, thereis ill no over-arching vison, no clear sense of where the
adminigrationisgoing in its Adapolicy asawhole.

Let me conclude with afind thought: Is[the reason the Bush adminigration lacks a
definable policy] because it does not have a policy? Does it mean the adminidration
amply fedsthat you get into trouble formulating grand theories? Or does it have a
policy that it smply does not want to share with us, for example, apolicy of
establishing a unipolar world centered around the United States -- and that, of course, is
something you don’t talk about; it is something you do. | don’'t know the answer to my
own questions, but | am increasingly frusirated, as one who cut his teeth on the andysis
of foreign policy documents back when | was trained to be Chinawatcher: The absence
of an articulated vison of what Americais about in Asaill worriesme, and ayear
plusinto the new adminigtration, we still don’'t have one.
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