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Introduction

Over the past decade, the strategic dance between China and the United States (US) has intensified
across Southeast Asia (SEA), shaping economic policies, military alliances, and regional dynamics. From
Myanmar’s alignment with Beijing to the Philippines’ strategic tilt towards Washington, the region
showcases a spectrum of allegiances driven by internal and external pressures. Just like in a tug of war,
where two teams pull on opposite ends of a rope to win, the competition between China and the US
for influence in SEA is ongoing and fierce; it remains to be seen how these two major powers will try to
shift the balance in its favor and tug the region further into its fold. Although ostensibly, the increasing
division in SEA is unfavorable, individual countries are likely to successfully leverage their position to
reap benefits from the two rivals, ultimately counterbalancing the US and China’s influence in the region.

US-China Engagement in Southeast Asia

In the past few years, China and the US have aggressively increased their engagement with Southeast
Asian countries through economic diplomacy. Under President Biden'’s leadership, the Indo-Pacific
Economic Framework (IPEF) Agreement was established to ensure supply chain resilience and increase
trade in goods with the US." Although IPEF is not exclusive to Southeast Asian countries, seven of the
most critical players in the region are signatories of the trade deal. Other initiatives such as the US-ASEAN
Connect have also been notable in increasing the US engagement in SEA. This program has delivered
tangible outcomes ranging from enhancing health systems to accelerating digital transformation.? The
2023 Asia Society Policy Institute report indicates that President Biden’s economic initiatives in SEA

are an attempt to reduce the reliance of Southeast Asian countries on Chinese economic influence,
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a valid concern for the US as China’s Belt and Road Initiative has flown a total of US$739.65 billion to
Southeast Asian nations.? With the rise of the Chinese economic presence in the region, many countries
have redirected their economic policy towards China, which benefits them more than any other foreign
actors. Regarding economic engagement, China and the US have both made significant attempts to
increase their influence in SEA.

The same case can also be made in the realm of defense. In October 2018, the first China and ASEAN
joint military exercise was conducted, symbolizing the region’s warming relations with China.* Similarly,
the US engaged with Southeast Asian countries through military drills specializing in regional maritime
security, a key priority for the region as outlined by the ASEAN Maritime Outlook in August 2023. In
defending its maritime territorial interests that have been violated by China’s aggressive imposition of
the nine-dash line, military exercises with the US symbolize ASEAN’s deterrence to China’s proposal of
the ASEAN-China Code of Conduct, which aims to limit access to foreign warships in the South China
Sea.’ China and the US have major stakes in the region, and their solid military presence creates even
more fragility, decimating hopes of greater stability in SEA.

The ASEAN Conundrum

Like mistaking diverse gems for a single stone, the tendency to lump all Southeast Asian countries
together overlooks their individual foreign policy priorities, which creates distinct opportunities for
China or the US to engage based on each nation’s unique internal dynamics. Myanmar, for example,
under the leadership of the military junta, is critically focusing its resources on de-escalating conflicts
by ethnic armies. China took the opportunity to become the dominant force. In 2023, the ceasefire
of the three largest ethnic armies—Arakan Army, Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army, and
Ta'ang National Liberation Army—was negotiated by the Chinese government.® On the other hand, the
Philippines has made it clear that China’s claim on the South China Sea violated its national security.
President Marcos, since his first year in office, has made a solid case to side with the US by giving the US
access to four new military bases as a counterbalance to China’s concerning actions, according to the US
Department of Defense.” Different Southeast Asian countries tend to “pick a side”in the US-China rivalry
in accordance with internal needs, making the region even more politically divided.

As an organization, ASEAN faces divisions amongst the stances of its member states, which limits its
ability to leverage benefits from either the US or China, and it needs help finding common ground
between these two big giants of the world today. In McKinsey’s ASEAN report, Kishore Mahbubani and
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Rhoda Severino highlight that ASEAN has served as an effective platform for discussions ranging from
environmental issues to tourism in ASEAN states, which can be measured by the thousands of meetings
held yearly under the ASEAN umbrella.® However, these developments are primarily domestic, so their
purpose and effectiveness in communicating with nations beyond those in the economic alliance is
debatable.

The people of ASEAN have continuously changed views on the increasing engagement of China and the
US in their country. The latest report by the ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute sheds light on a significant shiftin
SEA’s geopolitical preferences.’ For the first time in the five-year history of the annual survey, China has
emerged as the preferred partner over the US among ASEAN nations, with seven out of the ten member
states indicating a higher inclination towards China than in the previous year. The substantial increases
favoring China in Laos and Malaysia are particularly noteworthy, indicating the largest shifts of 29.5%
and 20.3%, respectively. This shift may be attributed to the controversial US position on the war in Gaza,
which is an important factor for Southeast Asian respondents. Above that, the wars in Gaza and Ukraine
have caught major attention from the US, making other foreign policy priorities, such as those in SEA, to
become secondary. China has taken advantage of this by increasing its presence in SEA through defense
and trade deals in recent years. However, the picture is far from uniform, as the Philippines, Singapore,
and Vietnam have seen a decline in preference for China. These differing sentiments ultimately mean
that Southeast Asian nations continue to be divided on their regional view of the benefit of influence
from the two rivals. Although this data highlights public sentiment and not government actions, public
sentiment often flows into legislative chambers and is reflected in a country’s foreign policy intentions.™
This clearly illustrates how public sentiment can be an indicator as a preface or the result of growing
influence in a given Southeast Asian country.

Winning the Game

Despite a fractured ASEAN, the growing rivalry between the US and China does benefit Southeast
Asian nations. According to the Financial Times' fDi Markets tracker of cross-border investment, the US
is the largest investor in capital projects in SEA, having spent $74.3 billion on plant development and
other projects between 2018 and 2022." China invested $68.5 billion during the same period, coming
in second. In the long term, these investments will boost Southeast Asian economies by building vital
industries. More importantly, Southeast Asian countries have individually been able to leverage benefits
for themselves, balancing security guarantees and training from the US while enjoying economic and
trade benefits from the mass producer that China is. This is the case for many ASEAN members, such as
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Indonesia, Vietnam, and Singapore. Although a polar rivalry does shadow the Southeast Asian region,
the astute maneuvering of Southeast Asian nations to strategically align themselves means that the US
and China will bear the primary losses. The ball is thrown back and forth between these two countries
as SEA scores on both sides.

What's Next?

The US-China rivalry puts Southeast Asian countries in a unique spot. They pragmatically have three
options: consistently side with the US, with China, or leverage their position to open engagement
with both rivals. No matter what each country’s position is, the situation has made the region more
divided than ever before. Each country has different national interests and foreign priorities shaped by
circumstances such as public opinion and external threats, making a diverse approach to the US-China
rivalry inevitable. Although the issue will hardly unite Southeast Asian countries, individual states can
have flexible ways to maintain a balance of power and avoid becoming overly dependent on either
the US or China. Some countries have critically engaged in the defense realm with the US and can still
receive infrastructure projects and financial services from China. Such approaches aim to deter China’s
territorial aggressiveness in the South China Sea while ensuring that US goods and services do not
dominate domestic markets. However, despite these efforts, China has continued to assert its claims
through new ways such as the recent introduction of the 10-dash-line—an expansion of the 9-dash-line,
after the installation of the US’s naval base in the Philippines. In navigating the intricacies of geopolitical
tensions, Southeast Asian nations are poised to strategically navigate their relationships with the US
and China, ensuring that neither power unduly influences their sovereignty.
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