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Event Review: US-Asia Relations Under the Biden 
Administration
by Wilson Rowe 

     On March 23, 2021, 
the Carolina Asia 
Center hosted the 
event “US-Asia 
Relations Under the 
Biden Administration,” 
consisting of two 
speakers, Kyle Ferrier, a 
Fellow and Director of 
Academic Affairs at the 
Korean Economic 
Institute in America, and Evan A. Laksmana, Senior Researcher at the 
Centre for Strategic and International Studies of Jakarta, Indonesia. 
As the name indicates, the event revolved around the US-Asian 
relationship under the new Biden Administration, with a focus on 
Korea and Southeast Asia.   
     In Southeast Asia, the arrival of a new American administration 
does not mean a return to the Obama-era status quo; in fact, not 
much will change from the Trump Administration due to America’s 
continued competition with China in the region. However, this 
concentration on the Sino-American competition in Southeast Asia 
is somewhat a faulty approach, as Southeast Asia is not just a 
multilateral grouping under the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN), but also a collection of individual countries with 
their own interests. The problem with much of America’s foreign 
policy in the region, going back to the last administration, is that it 
views its relationships in the context of the US-China competition: 
every relationship with Southeast Asian countries revolves around 

ISBFA Ed 3. 1

Table of 
Contents  

Stories:  

Event Review: US-Asia 
Relations Under the 
Biden Administration  

The Myanmar Coup 

April Events  

Apr. 14, 3:00 - 4:00 pm 
The EU economy and 
the pandemic: short-
term pain and long-term 
gain? 
Register Here 

Apr. 15, 2:00 - 3:00 pm 
Discussion: “First Time in 
15 Years: Understanding 
the Upcoming 
Palestinian Elections” 
with Khaled Elgindy 
Register Here 

Apr. 20, 7:30 pm  
Abenomics and the 
Japanese Economy: A 
Conversation with Takeo 
Hoshi 
Register Here 

April Newsletter 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/the-eu-economy-and-the-pandemic-short-term-pain-and-long-term-gain-tickets-148779297885
https://zoom.us/meeting/register/tJYsf-uspj8tGdI8G96QwySF9PwTUVBh6CxL
https://ucsd.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_58Has4MrR8inV_o6pHlA9A


April 12th, 2021 Edition 3

either gaining their assistance in combating China or prying these countries away from 
China’s influence. In reality, all Southeast Asian countries value strategic autonomy and a 
strategic partnership with America and this transactional relationship does not suit their policy 
preferences. Furthermore, the United States’ approach to foreign policy in Southeast Asia sets 
the tone for the rest of the international community, which will interact with Southeast Asia in 
the same way the United States interacts with the region. Thus, it is evident that the region 
would prefer a relationship that values and improves its strategic autonomy and is not just 
focused on engaging with China.  
     In Korea, the new Biden administration signals a return to square one, which is positive 
compared to the Trump Administration’s relations with the region. During the Trump era, the 
United States took a transactional approach to the Korean peninsula, as in Southeast Asia, 
which undermined progress, particularly in the realm of democracy in North Korea. 
Furthermore, Trump’s confrontational attitude with China perturbed South Korean officials. 
China is an important trading partner for South Korea and plays a key role in mediating South 
Korea’s relationship with North Korea. With too much disturbance, any future collaboration 
with China could be undermined. Biden has tried to return to a more cooperative relationship 
with South Korea, toning down the confrontational rhetoric with China and lessening the focus 
on transactionalism. The Biden Administration hopes to be “collaborative when it can be, 
while adversarial where it must be,” returning to the status quo under the Obama 
administration. While there are still significant challenges down the road, the policy reset is 
gladly welcomed in Korea.  

     Overall, both regions are optimistic due to the Biden administration’s early policy goals, 
although they do not want to be used as pawns in great power competition. Thus, China, not 
surprisingly, remains a major question for US-Korean and US-Southeast Asian relations. In 
Southeast Asia, many nations are a bit skeptical of America’s insistence that China is a major 
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threat. Because of America’s history in the region (the Cold War, Vietnam, etc.), many 
Southeast Asian nations also consider the United States as a threat and its rules-based order is 
just not credible. The region depends on China for growth and economic integration and 
many Southeast Asian countries are more worried about internal security and domestic 
politics than China, so they are hesitant to involve themselves in the competition between the 
US and China.  
     South Koreans have a more cynical view of China. 83% of Koreans had no confidence that 
the Chinese president, Xi Jinping, would do the right thing in world affairs. Furthermore, many 
Koreans see China as a threat. However, despite these negative perceptions, there are 
structural issues that limit Korean actions towards China. Economically, Korea is very 
dependent on China, mostly through exports, which is an issue that will not shift overnight, 
even though Korea is working to reduce this economic dependence and Korean companies 
are starting to move out of China and relocate to Southeast Asia. Additionally, China will 
always influence North Korea, making some type of cooperation with China necessary for 
South Koreans.  
     Lastly, an interesting point that came up during the event was the possibility of a future 
isolationist American president in the mold of Donald Trump in 2024 or 2028. Admittedly, this 
is somewhat of a concern for Korea, but at the same time, Korea views this as more of an 
American problem, as it is too early to determine if the Trump administration has actually 
negatively impacted activity in the long-term in the region (although the relationship between 
the US and South Korea will never be the same). The American presidency in 2024 or 2028 will 
not change the issues in the region and the same concerns will remain no matter who is in the 
Oval Office. Even though the Trump administration caused major short-term damage to the 
relationship, China did not step up into the role vacated by the United States, thus in fact 
limiting the total restructuring of East Asia that could have been possible with effective 
Chinese leadership.  
     This event underlined several key points that make understanding Asia-US relations so 
important.  Asia, as a region, is increasingly becoming the United States’ main priority in the 
world, which makes understanding the relationship dynamics between the region and 
America essential to understanding not only the foreign policy of the United States, but also 
the global trend of diplomacy. The China-US rivalry will mold much of future world politics 
and much of mainstream contemporary discourse seems to suggest that outside countries will 
have to choose one side or the other. However, as this talk demonstrates, many of these 
countries do not necessarily want to play into this game of power politics. Furthermore, many 
Asian nations do not necessarily see China as a grave danger to the international order and 
the United States as the order’s protector, due to close ties with China and also America’s 
questionable history in the region. The China-US conflict, while increasingly prevalent on the 
international stage, is not as black and white as some policy makers suggest.   
     The Biden Administration’s approach to the region over the next few years will be crucial in 
establishing a new international order after the turbulence of the 2008 financial crisis, the 
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COVID-19 crisis, and the Trump administration’s rejection of multilateralism. The current 
neoliberal order is under major stress and it remains to be seen whether it can be reformed or 
if it needs to be discarded. Asia will play a major role in this future and thus events such as 
these are essential to understanding the world to come. 

The Myammar Coup
by Naman Kejriwal

     On February 1, 2021, democratically elected members of the National League for 
Democracy, Myanmar’s ruling party, were deposed by the Tatmadaw, Myanmar’s military, 
which vested power in a stratocracy. The Tatmadaw declared a year-long state of emergency 
and asserted that power had been handed over to the Commander-in-Chief of Defence 
Services, Min Aung Hlaing. A coup d’état occurred the day before the Parliament of Myanmar 
was due to swear in the members elected in the November 2020 General Election, thereby 
preventing this from occurring. 

     To understand the magnitude of the situation, we must examine the history of Myanmar’s 
struggle for democracy. Myanmar became independent on January 4, 1948, and was under 
military rule from 1962 to 2011. In 2012, Aung San Suu Kyi assumed the role of State 
Counsellor of Myanmar, a role akin to a head of government. Kyi rose to prominence during a 
pro-democracy protest that took place on August 8, 1988 and in 1989, her party won an 
election. However, she was placed under house arrest and the military refused to cede power 
in. Her party managed to bring democracy back only in 2012 and remained in power through 
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2020. Her party won the most recent elections in November 2020 by a landslide. However, the 
military took similar actions as in 1989 and accused her party of election fraud. 
     Numerous communication channels stopped working – phone lines to the capital 
(Naypyidaw) were interrupted, the state-run Myanmar Radio and Television company 
announced that they were unable to broadcast due to “technical issues,” and that a 
widespread internet disruption was reported beginning around 3 a.m. The military disrupted 
cellular services throughout the country, using “kill switch” tactics in which it shuts down the 
internet and various other communication channels. The military subsequently announced on 
military controlled Myawaddy TV that it had taken control of the country for one year. A 
statement signed by acting president Myint Swe declared that responsibility for “legislation, 
administration and judiciary” had been transferred to Min Aung Hlaing. Following a meeting 
convened by the National Defence and Security Council (NDSC), the military issued a 
statement declaring that fresh elections would be held. Notably, the NDSC is an executive 
body that has disproportionate membership consisting of Tatmadaw members and therefore 
it was no surprise that the meeting was chaired by Myint Swe, the acting president, and 
attended by top military officials. 
     In opposition to the coup, numerous forms of civil 
resistance efforts have re-emerged. Such efforts include 
acts of civil disobedience, labor strikes, a military boycott 
campaign, and formal recognition of the election results by 
elected representatives. The three-finger salute has been 
widely adopted as a protest symbol, while netizens, active 
and keen participants on the internet, have joined the Milk 
Tea Alliance, an online democratic solidarity movement in 
Asia. 
     On February 4th, telecom operators and internet 
providers across Myanmar were ordered to block 
Facebook until February 7th to ensure the “country’s 
stability.” MPT, a state-owned data carrier, also blocked 
Facebook Messenger, Instagram, and WhatsApp services, 
while Telenor Myanmar blocked only Facebook. Facebook 
had been used to organize the civil disobedience campaign’s labour strikes and the emerging 
boycott movement. Following the Facebook ban, users flocked to Twitter, popularising 
hashtags like #RespectOurVotes, #HearTheVoiceofMyanmar, and #SaveMyanmar. On 
February 5th, the government extended the ban on access to other social media platforms 
including Instagram and Twitter. On the morning of February 6th, the military authorities 
initiated a nationwide internet outage. 
      While many countries expressed concern in response to the coup, others encouraged 
dialogue between the government and the military in order to resolve this issue. The White 
House has threatened to impose sanctions on coup perpetrators. Cambodia, Thailand and 
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Vietnam, on the other hand, explicitly refused to support a side, characterising the coup as an 
internal matter. As of now, the Tatmadaw’s long term plans are unclear. The uncertainty of the 
situation is perhaps best summed up by renowned historian Thant Myint-U who has recently 
tweeted, “The doors just opened to a very different future. I have a sinking feeling that no one 
will really be able to control what comes next.” 
Sources 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-55902070 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2021_Myanmar_coup_d’%C3%A9tat 3 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/8888_Uprising 

Announcements:

1) To keep up with all things ISBFA, please follow us on social media! You can find us on 
Instagram @unc_isbfa and on Twitter @UNCISBFA. Our Instagram page can be accessed from 
the link below:

https://www.instagram.com/unc_isbfa/

3) If there are any further inquiries (collaborations, membership, etc.), please do not hesitate and 
email our President, Reo Aono at: 

reo1@live.unc.edu

IR Meme of the Month:
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