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One contributing factor to the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 was the internal and 
external pressure on the Soviet Union to fulfill human rights commitments made in the 1975 
Helsinki Accords.1 Thirty years later in what some academics have labeled the “New Cold 

War,” the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has demonstrated patterns of human rights violations 
in both its domestic and foreign policies.2 Although it is a signatory of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (UDHR), the PRC vocalizes its promotion of economic rights at the expense of 
civil and political rights.3 Despite its human rights record, the PRC has gained influence across the 
world, leveraging strategies like One Belt, One Road (OBOR).4 Governments and business leaders 
in third-party countries choose the PRC out of pragmatism, instead of choosing the U.S., which 
promotes and abides by international laws and norms.

The promotion of human rights has been a U.S. national security interest since the Declaration 
of Independence. Although democracy and human rights policies have always been a priority for 
the U.S., President Joseph Biden has given greater vocal support to and explicitly named human 
rights as one of the administration’s foreign policy priorities.5 The U.S. Department of State has 
publicly condemned the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) for its actions in Hong Kong, Xinjiang, 
and Tibet.6 The administration’s 2022 Indo-Pacific Strategy envisions “competing with the PRC to 
defend the interests and vision for the future that we share” with allies and partners over the next 
decade.7 The Department of Defense (DoD) Indo-Pacific Strategy is “centered on the idea that free 
societies respect individual rights and liberties.”8 Despite this stance, the DoD does not generally 
view human rights as within its purview, apart from abiding by the Law of Armed Conflict.9 There 
is an opportunity to tie human rights to security by using U.S. Army Special Operations Forces 
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(ARSOF), who are designed to “shape the 
operational environment” on behalf of national 
objectives.10 The three ARSOF branches are well 
suited to contribute to U.S. human rights efforts: 
Civil Affairs engages with local populations with 
a focus on governance, Psychological Operations 
are experts in influence, and Special Forces are 
experts in the indigenous approach.11

After the atrocities of World War II, an 
international human rights movement prompted 
global action.12 In 1948, the UN General 
Assembly adopted the UDHR, which detailed 
inherent and inalienable basic rights and 
fundamental freedoms that apply to all human 
beings.13 International human rights law dictates 
government obligations to respect, protect, and 
fulfill fundamental human rights. Human rights 
fall under two broad categories: negative rights 
and positive rights. Negative rights encompass 
civil and political rights and are restraints on 
State power or freedom from the State (e.g., 
freedoms of assembly, speech, and religion).14 
Positive rights encompass economic, social, and 
cultural rights and enable one to change one’s 
socioeconomic condition or freedom through 
the State (e.g., food, housing, education, and 
healthcare).15 

With the UDHR as the foundation, nine 
core international human rights instruments, 
or binding treaties, were established with 
corresponding UN Treaty Bodies, which 
serve as monitoring committees to ensure 
implementation.16 The PRC and the U.S. have 
both signed seven of the nine treaties.17 As 
human rights law is difficult to enforce, it matters 
less who is a signatory to these treaties and more 
about who abides by the critical components of 
these treaties. 

The Genocide Convention was the first 
human rights treaty adopted after the UDHR, 
yet it focuses on prevention and lacks a UN 
Treaty Body. The crime of genocide falls under 
the criminal jurisdiction of the UN International 
Court of Justice for states or the independent 

International Criminal Court for individuals. 
Another inter-governmental body, the UN 
chartered Human Rights Council (HRC), is 
mandated to promote and protect human rights.18 
The council consists of forty-seven members 
elected by the UN General Assembly (UNGA). 
The U.S. had been a member since the HRC’s 
inception in 2006 until the Trump Administration 
withdrew the U.S. from the HRC in June 2018, 
but the UNGA re-elected the U.S. in October 
2021.19 The UNGA has also elected the PRC to 
the HRC every three years; however, in 2020, 
the PRC lost the votes of 41 member states from 
its 2016 bid.20 

Lastly, a significant aspect of the 
international human rights regime is the regional 
human rights treaties in Europe, Africa, and the 
Americas, but notably not in Asia. The exception 
to this is the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) human rights declaration 
in 2009, which mandated the creation of the 
ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on 
Human Rights to promote and protect human 
rights in Southeast Asia.21 

Although the human rights community 
viewed this as primarily a step forward for human 
rights in Asia, the report’s language caused 
some controversy. Specifically, international 
human rights organizations and other critics 
point to the phrase that indicated that the treaty 
would consider rights in “regional and national 
contexts,” which created a loophole for human 
rights abuses.22 

The U.S. can claim its asymmetric advantage 
over the PRC by highlighting how it exploits 
these loopholes and violates human rights 
treaties.

After the atrocities of World War 
II, an international human rights 
movement prompted global 
action.
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Cultural Perspectives 
on Human Rights

The UN member states globally accept the 
universality of human rights; however, many still 
believe in cultural relativism, where morality 
varies from culture to culture.23 The Western 
concept of natural rights developed during the 
European Enlightenment from philosophers such 
as John Locke, which influenced the language 
and politics of the American and French 
Revolutions.24 However, developing countries 
broadly value economic and social rights above 
civil and political rights; they view basic needs 
as a precursor to enjoying the luxury of civil 
liberties and democracy.25 During the 1990s, 
this argument was labeled “Asian Values” and 
was used to push back against the universalism 
argument for human rights and justify 

authoritarian regimes in the Indo-Pacific.26 In 
this light, the developing world views the West 
as not caring or insensitive to economic and 
social grievances, like poverty and hunger.27 This 
perspective makes the Western conception of 
human rights less morally compelling. Although 
the 1997 Asian financial crisis largely discredited 
the “Asian Values” discourse, the sentiment has 
not disappeared from the region.28

The Chinese perspective blends 
Confucianism with communism in its human 
rights approach. These ideologies “recognize 
private interests but view them as belonging to 
the collective group.”29 Exercising individual 
rights would “be self-defeating as it would 
harm the collective interest” and thus harm 

one’s own interests.30 The UDHR emphasizes 
individual rights, yet Chinese cultural values 
contradict this stance.31 Chinese rulers have 
had Confucian obligations to their citizens but 
never developed limitations on their power that 
reflected international human rights norms.32

Apart from ideological viewpoints, Clifford 
Bob’s Rights as Weapons outlines a Legal Realist 
perspective on human rights. This perspective 
views rights as reflecting the unique political 
balance in a specific time and place.33 He 
outlines ways in which states, and those opposed 
to them, use rights claims as weapons to counter 
threats, mask motives, overturn laws, suppress 
subordinates, and break coalitions.34 Chinese 
Marxists viewed human rights as a policy and 
ideological weapon of the West, as evidenced 
by the Chinese word for right as a combination 
of the words power and interest.35

After the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests, 
the CCP used these realist tactics to co-opt human 
rights as a means to consolidate power.36 The 
CCP used human rights language in legislation 
reform to create a “new social contract of growth 
in return for political acquiescence.” In other 
words, the CCP justified the denial of civil and 
political rights in exchange for economic and 
social rights. In the latest Freedom House annual 
report, the PRC scored second-worst for political 
rights and civil liberties.37 The role of national 
law in the PRC is to maintain social harmony 
instead of arbitrating between individual 
claims.38 According to Amnesty International, 
maintaining this harmony leads to the harsh 
repression of human rights defenders, journalists, 
political opposition, and ethnic minorities.39 
The CCP exerts social control through internet 
censorship, a combination of a lack of state 
transparency and a lack of freedom of individual 
expression.40 The Chinese public generally 
believes this trade-off protects them from the 
social divisions and political chaos caused by 
political pluralism and liberal democracy.41

The UN member states globally 
accept the universality of 
human rights; however, 
many still believe in cultural 
relativism, where morality 
varies from culture to culture.
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Narrative Competition

Grounded in Sun Tzu’s concept that the goal 
of warfare should be to win without fighting, 
the CCP wages three warfares in the information 
environment: psychological warfare, public 
opinion warfare, and legal warfare.42 To wage 
this information warfare, xinxi zhanzheng, the 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has created 
its fifth branch of service, the Strategic Support 
Force, consisting of information-related 
capabilities.43 The PLA’s psychological warfare 
consists of five broad tasks: (1) present its own 
side as just, (2) emphasize its advantages, (3) 
undermine the opposition’s will to resist, (4) 
encourage dissension in the enemy’s camp, and 
(5) implement psychological defenses.44 The 
first two tasks are most relevant to this study, as 
the researcher does not assess U.S. or Chinese 
domestic affairs. A 2018 RAND study found that 
the CCP “excels” in nearly every information-
related capability assessed, partially due to 
high prioritization and lack of restrictions for 
information operations.45 One salient example is 
the spread of disinformation about the origins of 
COVID-19.46 The CCP is largely unconstrained 
from conducting psychological warfare abroad, 
and it oversees “civil affairs-like projects” 
alongside Chinese investments to maximize 
influence with government leaders and domestic 
audiences.47

The CCP has built a global network of media 
outlets to “disseminate narratives that promote 
Chinese successes and defend the CCP.”48 CCP-
owned media outlets like the Chinese Global 
Television Network (CGTN) operate in six 
languages.49 Due to State ownership, CGTN 
recently lost its license to operate in the United 
Kingdom and received further restrictions in 
the U.S. under the Foreign Missions Act.50 To 
sidestep skepticism, the CCP has outsourced 
narrative dissemination by signing content-
sharing memoranda of understanding with local 
news outlets to provide free content “in exchange 

for more positive or less critical coverage” of the 
PRC.51

Diplomacy

The CCP’s diplomacy is a continuation of 
the three warfares strategy. Historically, Chinese 
foreign policy embraced the Confucian concept 
of harmony and Zhou Enlai’s principles of 
peaceful coexistence.52 This translated to risk-
averse and non-confrontational diplomacy. 
Under President Xi Jinping’s leadership, 
however, the CCP has employed more forceful 
and assertive tactics known as Wolf Warrior 
diplomacy, which draws lessons of how to 
“exhaust a greater force” from the Tao-te Ching 
to conduct strategic competition with the U.S..53 
The CCP employs Taoist tactics by peacefully 
“neutralizing potential rivals... and encouraging 
political deference” toward Chinese positions to 
control its perceived sphere of influence in the 
Indo-Pacific – its foreign policy priority.54

Wolf Warrior diplomats seek to actively 
influence public perception in favor of Chinese 
interests. For example, the CCP seeks to 
counter American human rights accusations 
by publishing a human rights report on one 
country: the United States. The 2020 report 
cites “incompetent pandemic containment,” 
racial discrimination, “American democracy 
disorder,” social unrest, social inequality, and 
disrespect for international rules.55 Additionally, 
Chinese diplomats are helping to export anti-
democratic tactics to autocratic leaders, spread 
disinformation, and promote its undemocratic 
agenda in international organizations, like the 
United Nations, in its efforts to alter the global 

The CCP is largely unconstrained 
from conducting psychological 
warfare abroad, and it oversees 
“civil affairs-like projects” 
alongside Chinese investments...
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norms and the rules-based international order.56

Although these policies persist, the Biden 
Administration is attempting to reinvigorate the 
topic of human rights. Human rights are a central 
feature of Biden’s foreign and national security 
policies and a primary pillar of the Summit for 
Democracy in December 2021.57 Washington 
vocally criticizes the PRC for its human rights 
abuses. It counters PRC narratives about the U.S. 
human rights record with arguments like: “There 
can be no moral equivalence between rights-
respecting countries that fall short in progress 
toward their ideals, and countries that regularly 
and massively trample on their citizens’ human 
rights.”58 The Trump administration’s final 
statement from the State Department formally 
accused the PRC of crimes against humanity 
and genocide against the Uyghur population in 
Xinjiang Province.59 The Biden administration 
maintained this stance, and for this reason, 
the U.S. and its allies imposed a diplomatic 
boycott on the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympics.60 
In March 2022, the Biden administration also 
accused Myanmar, a military government that 
the PRC supports and supplies with weapons, 
of crimes against humanity and genocide against 
the Rohingya population.61

Economic Statecraft

Economic statecraft has increasingly 
become the instrument of choice as globalization 
has strengthened commercial ties throughout 
the global economy. The PRC, specifically, 
prefers the use of economic statecraft because 
it “allows Beijing to shape the choices of others 
without resorting to military threats or the use of 

force.”62 The CCP uses a combination of positive 
and negative inducements. It uses OBOR to 
create favorable political leverage through 
foreign direct investment and trade agreements. 
Conversely, they use negative means or coercion, 
such as threatening to restrict access to the large 
Chinese consumer market.63

ARSOF in INDOPACOM

DoD’s vision for the Indo-Pacific is nested 
with the whole-of-government approach toward 
a free and open Pacific. The U.S. Indo-Pacific 
Command (INDOPACOM) strategy “recognizes 
the linkages between economics, governance, 
and security” and seeks to enhance governance, 
the rule of law, and resilient civil societies to 
strengthen the international system.64 The 
primary way INDOPACOM envisions achieving 
this is through Indo-Pacific partnerships.65 

Below the level of armed conflict, 
“ARSOF serves as the Army force of choice for 
dominating in competition, ... primarily through a 
partnered approach, to proactively advance U.S. 
interests, defeat adversary attempts to expand the 
competitive space, and deter an escalation of 
violence.”66 Outlining “What We Do,” the April 
2022 U.S. Special Operations Command Vision 
Statement explains that ARSOF units “shape the 
environment to reduce risk, prevent crises, and 
set conditions for success in competition and 
conflict... cultivate strong relationships with our 
global network... and illuminate irregular threats, 
foster partners’ resilience, and create dilemmas 
for our adversaries.”67 Put simply, ARSOF set 
conditions, build relationships, and observe 
and mitigate threats. To support integrated 
deterrence, ARSOF offers outsized effects at 
lower political risk, enduring relationships with 
both local and interagency partners, presence and 
understanding, and information and influence 
campaigns.68

The ARSOF core activities relevant to 
this study include Civil Affairs Operations, 
Counterterrorism, Foreign Internal Defense, 

Economic statecraft has 
increasingly become the 
instrument of choice as 
globalization has strengthened 
commercial ties...
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Military Information Support Operations, 
Preparation of the Environment, and Security 
Force Assistance.69 The three ARSOF branches 
have regionally aligned and trained forces with 
language and cultural expertise to support the 
Theater Special Operations Command-Pacific 
(SOCPAC). 

Cross-Functional Teams, named Pacific 
Augmentation Teams within SOCPAC, are 
composed of small elements from each of these 
three branches and are the ARSOF elements 
persistently engaged in several Indo-Pacific 
countries. Operational Detachments-Alpha from 
the 1st Special Forces Group continue to conduct 
training with partners like the Royal Thai Army 
and Thai Counter-Terrorism Operations Center.70 
Civil-Military Support Elements from the 97th 
Civil Affairs Battalion have recently provided 
medical supplies and care to those affected by 
Typhoon Odette in the Philippines and conducted 
medical first responder training to Bangladeshi 
partners.71 Military Information Support Teams 
from the 5th Psychological Operations Battalion 
have reduced popular support for extremist 
groups, like Abu Sayyaf in the Philippines, and 
helped implement emergency communication 
systems in Sri Lanka.72 The 1st Special Forces 
Command’s Information Warfare Center 
supports ARSOF operations by massing the 
effects of information-related capabilities in the 
information environment.73 

The study analyzes Bangladesh and 
Thailand, bound by their internationally 
recognized borders.  The two countries illustrate 
contrast – unique in several important ways – 
highlighting the range of possible ARSOF 
actions across two sub-regions. Bangladesh is a 
majority Muslim country in South Asia, where 
Chinese influence is arguably outpacing the 
U.S.. Thailand is a primarily Buddhist country 
in Asia and, by some measurements, is the most 
influential state within ASEAN. Both countries 
are within the PRC’s perceived sphere of 
influence and have potential grievances related 

to human rights. The cases are bound in time, 
beginning in 2012, when Xi Jinping became 
General Secretary of the CCP, until the present.

The researcher analyzed Bangladesh and 
Thailand through informational, socio-political, 
and economic lenses to explore Chinese 
influence. The collected evidence is from 
multiple types of open-source digital material. 
The research was then analyzed using a CFA 
framework to identify critical vulnerabilities of 
CCP operations in these countries. Lastly, these 
interpreted vulnerabilities are opportunities 
for ARSOF to use human rights as a strategic 
competition tool to exploit America’s asymmetric 
human rights advantage to decrease Chinese 
influence. 

Analysis 

The findings from the case study analysis 
answer three secondary research questions: How 
can ARSOF and their partners (1) highlight 
Chinese human rights violations, (2) promote 
democracy and human rights over authoritarian 
practices, and (3) undercut Chinese exploitive 
economic practices in Bangladesh and Thailand?

The PRC prioritizes its near abroad through 
its efforts to expand its presence and influence. 
Figure 1 (page 90) attempts to illustrate the 
CCP’s interests and activity in the region. The 
PRC is reliant on the Strait of Malacca maritime 
choke point, which facilitates the transport of 
energy supplies to the PRC and a significant 
portion of global trade.74 The CCP fears that U.S. 
and/or Japanese navies could exploit this supply 
chain vulnerability by blocking energy and other 
supplies moving through the Strait of Malacca 
to mainland China.75 OBOR was launched, 

...vulnerabilities [of CCP 
operations] are opportunities for 
ARSOF to use human rights as a 
strategic competition tool...
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in part, to address this “Malacca Dilemma.”76 

Figure 1 depicts the two relevant land-based 
OBOR economic corridors most relevant to 
this study and illustrates the sea-based strategy, 
coined by security analysts as the “String 
of Pearls” strategy.77 Strategic investments 
in ports along this string of pearls, as well as 
along these economic corridors, would enable 
the PRC to project influence, and potentially 
naval power.78 CCP tactics to execute this vision 
present differently depending on the context, as 
illustrated in the case studies below.

In the era of strategic competition, smaller 
powers develop strategies to maximize their 
interests. Bangladesh holds a “Friendship to 
all and malice towards none” foreign policy 
doctrine, which seeks to primarily balance 
between the PRC and India and secondarily 
between the U.S., Russia, and other larger 
powers.79 Caught more directly in the U.S.-PRC 

rivalry, Thailand has adopted a hedging strategy 
to “avoid becoming too close – and hence too 
dependent – on any single external power” and 
thus the U.S. and the PRC are “neither enemy nor 
friend.”80 In fact, Thai public opinion has more 
confidence in Japan and the European Union 
as trustworthy partners and as their third-party 
choice to hedge against the U.S.-PRC rivalry.81 
Although some experts argue that both states 
have fallen into a “gravitational shift toward 
China” in response to inconsistent commitment 
from the U.S., both states have resisted PRC 
influence in important ways.82

Bangladesh

Bangladesh recently celebrated fifty years 
of independence.83 Bangladesh was colonized 
as a part of India under British rule until 1947 
and then became the Pakistani province, East 
Pakistan, until its war of independence against 

Figure 1. The CCP’s Plan to Address the Malacca Dilemma 
Source: Adapted by author from Chris Kiyaseh, “China’s Economic Imperialism,” Reformer, September 

27, 2020, https://medium.com/reformermag/chinas-economic-imperialism-477ed22cdd9e.
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Pakistan in 1971.84 India, which intervened 
to aid Bangladesh in this war, sees itself as 
Bangladesh’s “big brother.”85 Since gaining 
independence, Bangladesh has sought to balance 
the influence of regional and global powers. 
The appetite for geopolitical competition 
within Bangladesh is mixed, with 30% equal 
approval ratings for the PRC and the U.S. and 
41% approval of India in a 2020 citizen poll.86 
As alluded to above and illustrated in figure 
3, the CCP seeks to increase relations with 
Bangladesh for geopolitical reasons: access 
to a deep-water port in the Indian Ocean and 
a ground connection to the region through the 
Bangladesh-India-Myanmar economic corridor, 
which could collectively bypass the Strait of 
Malacca choke point.87 

Bangladesh has balanced its cooperation with 
the U.S. and the PRC in the military environment. 
The PRC is Bangladesh’s primary supplier of 
military equipment, including two submarines.88 
Notably, Bangladesh has not allowed Chinese 
military vessels access to its deep-water ports.89 
Although the U.S. also supplies equipment, it 
focuses on multilateral exercises for persistent 
engagement.90 Bangladesh is one of the largest 
contributors to UN peacekeeping efforts, and 
training these troops has become a significant 
opportunity for DoD cooperation.91 Additionally, 
Bangladesh ranks 7th on the Global Climate 
Risk Index.92 Thus, disaster preparedness has 
also been a mainstay of defense, specifically 
ARSOF, cooperation efforts.93 

Beyond the military environment, the rest of 
this case study section presents the analysis of the 
remaining operational variables associated with 
the DIME construct. Figure 2 (page 92) depicts 
the Critical Factor Analysis for Bangladesh. 
The research’s resulting themes, or critical 
requirements, are in light gray. The analysis of 
these themes, or critical vulnerabilities, are in 
dark gray. The opportunities for ARSOF action 
are in white at the bottom, which answer the 
secondary research questions 1A, 2A, and 3A.

Information Environment

Bangladeshis primarily consume information 
via the internet, while traditional television and 
newspaper outlets still communicate to older 
and lower-income populations.94 Considered 
to be in a state of “digital emergence,” 
Bangladesh has seen vast increases in internet 
and social media penetration, with 73% of the 
population having access to the internet and 
two-thirds of the population accessing the 
internet on their phones.95 The government 
of Bangladesh responded to this trend with 
the 2018 Digital Security Act, which surveils 
individual online activity, sometimes leading to 
arrests, and blocks access to both international 
and local news sources if deemed to “destroy 
communal harmony.”96 The Digital Security 
Act was considered a potential theme because 
it appears to be moving Bangladesh closer to 
authoritarianism by using tactics similar to the 
Chinese. Despite concerning trends, this did not 
present a vulnerability for the CCP, nor did it 
provide a clear opportunity for ARSOF activity. 

In the public diplomacy realm, the CCP 
offered COVID-19 assistance and expertise, in 
exchange for developing sister-city arrangements 
to increase cultural linkages between the two 
countries.97 In addition to strengthening foreign 
relations, the CCP uses programs like these to 
distract from its domestic authoritarianism, like 
the repression of freedom of speech it used in 
the initial cover-up of the virus. ARSOF has 
provided its own assistance to Indo-Pacific 
partners and should coordinate with the U.S. 
Embassy’s Public Affairs Office to support future 
public diplomacy opportunities that undermine 
CCP efforts at distraction from human rights 
issues.98

Bangladesh has balanced its 
cooperation with the U.S. and the 
PRC in the military environment. 
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Pro-Chinese Messaging

The CCP has employed a “charm offensive” 
in Bangladesh.99 The CCP employs a robust 
public diplomacy campaign and highlights 
projects like the 8th Friendship Bridge, 
completed in December 2021.100 In addition to 
promoting Chinese-Bangladesh cooperation, 
they also emphasize pro-PRC disinformation, 
such as the “Real Xinjiang” video production 
to dismiss Uyghur genocide allegations.101 This 
charm-offensive is more prevalent than wolf-
warrior tactics because Bangladesh-PRC ties 
are less strong and the strategic competition 
space is more crowded than others in the region. 
The exception to this approach was the CCP’s 
unprovoked warning to Bangladesh not to join 
the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) 
partnership.102

Mediation of the Rohingya Crisis

Over one million Rohingya refugees have 
fled Myanmar for Bangladesh to escape religious 
persecution.103 These refugees are relocating to 
Bhasan Char, a previously uninhabited island 
at severe risk of climate disasters.104 The 
UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights in 
Myanmar recently commended Bangladesh on 
its “humane response” to housing the refugees.105 
The CCP has attempted to mediate between 
Bangladesh and Myanmar in an effort to project 
power in the region and minimize the Uyghur 
issue.106 Since 2018, however, the CCP has failed 
to make progress and, in fact, openly supports 
the Myanmar military government responsible 
for the Rohingya crisis.107 The initial hypothesis 
was that messaging could appeal to Bangladesh’s 
Muslim majority to express solidarity with 
the religiously persecuted Muslim Rohingya. 
Many Bangladeshis, however, view the crisis 
as a burden and claim “refugees are taking 
away jobs and engaging in illegal acts such as 
drug trafficking.”108 Citizens living along the 
Myanmar border, where the refugee camps 
were established, have either been displaced 

or affected by a decrease in the provision of 
services and an increase in security threats, like 
trafficking and radicalization of refugees.109 
Therefore, Bangladeshis may be less sympathetic 
to Uyghur-Rohingya solidarity messaging but 
more open to a narrative that attributes partial 
blame to the PRC for their grievances. 

ARSOF has an opportunity to partner with 
government and non-governmental organizations 
to improve the conditions surrounding the 
refugee camps and address Bangladeshi citizens’ 
concerns. Themes to stress in U.S. messaging 
should be Chinese silence and ineffectiveness 
as a mediator and how little the CCP cares 
about the security threats the alleged genocide 
and subsequent crisis has created. ARSOF and 
multilateral partners, like Japan and India, could 
partner with the Bangladeshi Army and Border 
Guard, already deployed to the region, to provide 
support to foreign internal defense to address 
security threats. These efforts would complement 
existing U.S. Embassy counterterrorism 
efforts, as well as U.S. humanitarian assistance 
provided to aid the government’s response to the 
Rohingya. 

Bangladesh Summary

Despite a trend towards autocracy and 
increased human rights abuses, there are 
opportunities to partner with Bangladesh 
to push back on the PRC. The following 
recommendations suggest activities for ARSOF 
and their partners in Bangladesh:

1A. ARSOF and partners should expose 
CCP disinformation in Bangladeshi media 
while stressing Bangladeshi independence 
and sovereignty.

The CCP has employed a “charm 
offensive” in Bangladesh.
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2A. ARSOF and partners should address 
Bangladeshi grievances surrounding 
the Rohingya refugee camps, to include 
providing multilateral FID support to address 
security concerns. ARSOF messaging 
should amplify the CCP’s ineffectiveness 
as a mediator and fueling of the crisis 
through political and military support to the 
Myanmar military government.

3A. ARSOF and partners should identify 
and amplify contradictions to the “open, 
clean, and green” rhetoric of OBOR 
activities. Additionally, ARSOF should help 
facilitate a working group centered around 
HQKDQFLQJ�UHVLOLHQF\�WR�35&�LQÁXHQFH�

Thailand

Historically known as Siam, the country 
has been independent since 1238 and was the 
only Southeast Asian state to resist colonization 
by European powers during the 19th and 20th 
Centuries.110 In 1954, the U.S. and Thailand 
became treaty allies under the Southeast Asia 
Treaty Organization.111 During the Vietnam 
War, Thai soil served as a key logistics hub 
and staging base for regional operations.112 
Meanwhile, the CCP provided political and 
military support to the Vietnamese Communist 
Party and the Khmer Communist Party (Khmer 
Rouge) in Cambodia.113 The 1978 overthrow of 
the genocidal Khmer Rouge and the subsequent 
Chinese retaliation “was a genuine threat to 
Thai national security and sovereignty,” thus, 
Thailand continued to receive U.S. foreign 
aid and military assistance.114 After decades of 
security cooperation, the U.S. officially labeled 

Thailand a “major non-NATO ally” in 2003.115 
Although the U.S. has stronger military 

ties, the PRC has stronger economic and social 
relations with Thailand. Perhaps the turning 
point in Sino-Thai relations was when the CCP 
“came to the financial rescue of Thailand with 
‘no strings attached’,” after the 1997 Asian 
financial crisis.116 Today Xi’s CCP, as discussed 
in the chapter introduction and illustrated 
in figure 3, seeks to increase relations with 
Thailand for geopolitical reasons: access to 
deep-water ports, a ground connection to the 
Strait of Malacca through the China-Indochina 
Peninsula economic corridor, and to cultivate 
Thailand as a key ally within ASEAN to advance 
CCP interests.117 The CCP and Thai government 
have renewed discussions about a potential canal 
or land bridge project across the Kra Isthmus, 
the narrowest part of the peninsula, as a partial 
solution to the PRC’s Malacca dilemma.118 
Although the land bridge would be more feasible 
and cost-effective than the canal, either project 
would face significant tradeoffs, like isolating 
the low-level insurgency south of the project 
site.119 The feasibility assessment for this project 
is scheduled for completion in 2023.120

Since becoming a constitutional monarchy 
in 1932, Thailand has had nineteen military coup 
d’état and coup attempts.121 The most recent 
2014 coup was a turning point in U.S.-PRC 
competition and relations with Thailand: the U.S. 
condemned the coup and paused many aspects of 
diplomacy and cooperation, and as a result, the 
PRC grew closer.122 The 2019 election restarted 
and reinvigorated U.S. cooperation, namely 
through military partnership and exercises.123 

This shift in policy is crucial for the U.S. because 
experts assess that “given its size and location... 
[Thailand] is the most important “swing-state” in 
the U.S.-China strategic contest in the region”124

The rest of this section presents the analysis 
of the non-military instruments of national 
power in Thailand. Figure 3 (page 95) depicts 
the Critical Factor Analysis for Thailand. 

Although the U.S. has stronger 
military ties, the PRC has 
stronger economic and social 
relations with Thailand.
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The research’s resulting themes, or critical 
requirements, are in light gray. The analysis 
of these themes, or critical vulnerabilities, are 
in dark gray. The opportunities for ARSOF 
action are in white, which answer the secondary 
research questions 1B, 2B, and 3B. 

Anti-U.S. Messaging 

The CCP uses networks of social media 
bots to amplify its disinformation and anti-
U.S. rhetoric. An example of a popular Chinese 
narrative is that the U.S. orchestrated the protest 
movements in Hong Kong and Bangkok.125 
Another example that went viral in Thailand 
is video footage of an Ecuadorian prison riot 
that the CCP framed as U.S. violence against 
Asians.126 These narratives travel quickly within 
Thai social media networks as misinformation 
or without knowledge that they are false. This 
phenomenon is particularly true within Sino-
Thai communities, discussed further in the 
Socio-Political section.

Media Content Sharing

In 2018, the CCP signed a cooperation 
agreement to establish 11 media partnerships 
with Xinhua and CCTV, which feed news 
content to Thai media outlets, like the major 
Thai language TV channel TNN 24.127 Thus, 
Chinese state media and the CCP narratives 
result in “vast amounts of Chinese state media 
content dominating portions of the news.”128 This 
is an example of an activity where many within 
Thailand may be unaware of this vulnerability 
to PRC influence.

ARSOF and their partners have an 
opportunity to expose disinformation of CCP 

origin in Thai media. When combating anti-U.S. 
messaging, one theme to stress is Thai distaste 
for the U.S.-PRC rivalry and to frame CCP 
narratives as an intrusion on Thai independence. 
U.S. messaging should also promote local Thai 
content creation and foster a higher degree of 
press freedom, where possible. 

Chinese Diaspora

One reason the previously discussed Chinese 
narratives resonate so easily within Thailand is 
because of the substantial Chinese diaspora, 
eight million (14% of the Thai population), the 
second-largest after Indonesia.129 Sino-Thais 
are a significant target audience for the CCP, 
particularly with only 46,000 North American 
and 200,000 European expatriates living in 
Thailand.130 As China has developed and grown 
more powerful, Sino-Thai people feel a renewed 
connection with China, especially since anti-
Communist and anti-Chinese sentiments in 
Southeast Asia have subsided significantly 
in the past several decades.131 Although many 
Chinese families in Thailand have lived there 
for generations, the CCP has recently made 
more deliberate efforts to leverage this revived 
sentiment.132

ARSOF messaging efforts should separate 
the CCP from the Chinese people and China writ 
large. Themes in this messaging should embrace 
their Sino-Thai heritage while appealing to 
their sense of pride in being Thai citizens. This 
messaging would drive a wedge between the 
CCP and its target audience before the CCP 
exchanges these positive attitudes for political 
capital.

Mekong Dams

The Thai population relies on the Mekong 
River for their food and livelihoods. Chinese 
upstream activities, particularly those related 
to its eleven upstream dams, have created 
significant concerns among the Thai.133 As the 
second-largest concern about the PRC, this issue 

As China has developed and 
grown more powerful, Sino-
Thai people feel a renewed 
connection with China...
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has become depoliticized and one of the few 
unifying issues among the Thai people.134 Of the 
remaining five downstream states, in response 
to public discontent, the Thai government has 
been the only downstream country pushing 
back against PRC activity along the Mekong.135 
The PRC’s Mekong activity infringes on 
the Thai population’s Right to Adequate 
Living Conditions. In a 2020 concession to 
environmental activists, the Thai government 
reversed its decision that would have allowed for 
PRC dredging operations, intended for 500 ton 
PRC barge traffic, which would have displaced 
communities and degraded ecosystems along the 
Mekong.136 The U.S. recently announced plans 
to expand its consulate in Chiang-Mai, close to 
the Mekong River on Thailand’s northern border, 
and has an ongoing messaging campaign for a 
“Free and Open Mekong,” which could add 
pressure and scrutiny on the sub-region.137

Like in Bangladesh, there is an opportunity 
for ARSOF and their partners to identify and 
amplify PRC contradictions in OBOR activity to 
its “open, clean, and green” rhetoric. Similarly, 
ARSOF and their partners could facilitate a 
working group centered around enhancing 
resilience to PRC economic dominance and 
influence. This initiative could begin by 
coalescing around egregious abuses along 
the Mekong River and grow to address other 
grievances related to PRC activity. ARSOF 
can also leverage Thai environmental concerns 
through public diplomacy efforts that provide 
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HA/
DR), specifically to assist in the frequently 
flooded Chao Phraya flood plain in central 
Thailand.138 This activity would draw a sharp 
contrast between PRC and U.S. concern for 
environmental rights.

Thailand Summary

Although Thailand’s hedging efforts fuel a 
desire to maintain an arms-length from the U.S., 
there are opportunities for ARSOF to collaborate 

with local partners to compete against the 
PRC. The following recommendations suggest 
activities for ARSOF and their partners in 
Thailand:

1B. ARSOF and partners should expose 
CCP disinformation in Thai media and 
promote local content creation while 
stressing Bangladeshi independence and 
sovereignty.

2B. ARSOF and partner messaging should 
separate the CCP from China and the 
Chinese people while appealing to their 
sense of pride in being Thai.

3B. ARSOF and partners should identify 
and amplify contradictions to “open, clean, 
and green” rhetoric and Mekong activities. 
ARSOF could assist with HA/DR support 
to contrast U.S. and PRC concerns for 
environmental rights. Additionally, ARSOF 
should help facilitate a working group 
centered around enhancing resiliency to 
35&�LQÁXHQFH�

One important caveat to these 
recommendations is that ARSOF units on the 
ground must confirm assumptions made in 
this study and consult with local partners and 
the U.S. Embassy to determine the best course 
of action. The analysis found opportunities 
common to both countries to expose CCP 
disinformation and emphasize host nation 
independence in the information environment, 
as well as opportunities to facilitate working 
groups aimed at strengthening resilience to 

Although Thailand’s hedging 
efforts fuel a desire to maintain 
an arms-length from the U.S., 
there are opportunities for 
ARSOF...
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detrimental Chinese business practices in the 
economic environment. In the socio-political 
environment, the analysis of Bangladesh 
presented an opportunity to assist in addressing 
grievances caused by the Rohingya crisis. The 
analysis of Thailand presented opportunities to 
drive a wedge between the CCP and the Sino-
Thai diaspora and address grievances caused by 
PRC activity along the Mekong River. 

These recommendations intend to empower 
both negative and positive rights: they promote 
the exercising of civil and political rights 
by highlighting CCP infringements on their 
freedoms. They also empower Indo-Pacific 
governments to provide social, economic, and 
cultural rights. The closing chapter continues the 
discussion of these opportunities by providing 
strategic context and conclusions, which help 
answer the primary research question through 
a cross-case analysis of common themes to 
recommend action for ARSOF operating in 
INDOPACOM. 

Conclusions

This section presents a broader U.S. 
strategic approach beyond the country-specific 
CFA framework, which can undergird ARSOF 
contributions at the operational and tactical 
levels.

Democracy versus the “China Model”

The State Department’s Integrated Country 
Strategy for Thailand expresses a “failure to 
consolidate democratic gains,” which could 
also describe large swathes of the Indo-
Pacific region.139 President Biden was “strong 
on democracy rhetorically out of the gate,” 
but the “strategic challenge [is to] get buy-

in from allies and partners that are not all 
democracies.”140Although well-intentioned, 
accusations “of human rights violations in 
countries receiving foreign aid leads to a decline 
in public support for aid.”141

Instead of pressing a human rights agenda, 
the USG should compete with and undermine the 
“China Model,” which is appealing to autocratic 
governments. As discussed in the literature 
review, developing countries often view civil 
and political rights as a luxury that developed 
countries enjoy. The populations in developing 
countries often agree to social contracts with 
autocratic leaders to first achieve social and 
economic development. The U.S. Government 
could undermine the “China Model” of an 
economy with capitalistic tendencies under an 
authoritarian regime by separating the economic 
model from the political model. 

Addressing the economic model, the 
U.S. should present the argument that better 
human rights protections produce better 
economic development results. Evidence from 
development research shows that by “investing 
in human rights, the economic growth rate of 
a country is likely to increase. The positive 
effects from freedom and participation rights 
on economic growth are channeled through 
institutional and economic factors such as 
government effectiveness, investments, and 
trade.”142 Addressing the political model, the 
U.S. should argue that repression of civil society 
yields instability and/or regime change in the 
mid to long term. In a 2011 Chenoweth and 
Stephan study of nonviolent protest movements, 
the data show that 57% of campaigns succeeded 
in producing democratic outcomes, and 35% of 
those that failed had democratic outcomes five 
years afterward.143 Instead of attempting to export 
democracy and human rights to other contexts, 
the “U.S. must convince and demonstrate that 
doing so is in their own interest.”144 This effort 
is not likely to produce short-term gains but will 
yield success over time. 

...the U.S. should present the 
argument that better human 
rights protections produce better 
economic development results.
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Leveraging Protest Movements

“Conflict is inevitable between and 
among populations and governments,” which 
begs the question: how can these conflicts be 
constructive?145 Often, conflicts result from a 
disparity between the rights of a state and those 
of an individual, or in a non-Western framing, 
between the rights of the government and the 
collective public. In these circumstances, the 
government has three options: (1) repress 
protests, (2) ignore protests, or (3) make 
concessions. Unlike this study’s argument that 
strategic competition is not a zero-sum game, 
these interactions are zero-sum: autocratic power 
is either consolidated in option one or transferred 
to the people in option three.146 While repression 
creates conditions for instability in the mid to 
long-term, as alluded to above, by expanding 
public discontent, concessions degrade 
autocracies by expanding space for civil society 
and increasing the government’s responsiveness 
to its population. Both case studies described 
ways the Bangladeshi and Thai governments 
made concessions to their populations’ desire to 
push back on CCP activities and OBOR projects 
in their respective countries. 

The Right to Assist framework proposed by 
Peter Akerman and Hardy Merriman suggests 
outsiders can aid this progress with specific 
capacity-building measures that would raise the 
cost of and mitigate the effects of repression 
on civil society.147 The U.S. should exercise 
caution because adversaries, like the PRC, 
are quick to accuse the U.S. of orchestrating 
protest movements in other countries. The 
U.S. should first ensure movements are rights-
based and not regime change-oriented; then, 
any assistance should emphasize the benefit 
to these independent nations’ overall stability 
and prosperity, outside of strategic competition 
framing. By expressing grievances through 
peaceful assembly, citizens are expanding their 
civil and political human rights.

Shared Values versus Zero-Sum Game

As Indo-Pacific allies and partners are 
hedging between great powers, U.S. action 
should not force a zero-sum game but instead 
appeal to shared values and interests. The U.S. 
seeks to “advance a free and open Indo-Pacific” 
and “drive regional prosperity” as two principal 
components of its Indo-Pacific Strategy.148 The 
U.S. can achieve both aims without opposing 
every PRC action. In fact, Chinese investment 
is contributing to Indo-Pacific prosperity and 
development. Instead, the U.S. should observe 
and highlight violations of shared values and 
actions detrimental to these goals. 

For example, the U.S. intends to empower 
regional partners and organizations like 
ASEAN.149 The U.S. can emphasize the 
ASEAN principles of “openness, transparency, 
inclusivity, a rules-based framework, good 
governance, respect for sovereignty, non-
intervention, complementarity with existing 
cooperation frameworks, equality, mutual 
respect, mutual trust, mutual benefit and respect 
for international law.”150 Democracy and human 
rights messaging should be reframed in these 
terms, specifically as the Western framework 
emphasizes the individual rather than the benefit 
of these rights to the collective good. This 
reframing would also de-emphasize the belief 
that the U.S. is using third-party states purely to 
advance its interests in the U.S.-PRC ideological 
rivalry. The U.S. “goal should be to help them 
hedge.”151

Recommendations

As Indo-Pacific allies and 
partners are hedging between 
great powers, U.S. action should 
not force a zero-sum game but 
instead appeal to shared values 
and interests.
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The 2022 National Defense Strategy centers 
around the concept of integrated deterrence, 
particularly against the PRC, America’s number 
one pacing threat.152 The recommendations 
in this study do not prescribe tasks to tactical 
ARSOF units. Instead, the recommendations 
provide a framework for ARSOF to leverage 
the vision for “What We Do” to contribute to 
the U.S.’ integrated deterrence of the PRC in 
INDOPACOM. To answer this study’s primary 
research question, ARSOF can contribute to 
U.S. efforts that exploit America’s asymmetric 
advantage in human rights to compete with the 
PRC in INDOPACOM in the following ways:

Build Relationships

1. Find a balance of partners who have 
mutual interests with the partner 
nation and seek to build resiliency 
WR� 35&� LQÁXHQFH�� 7KH� QHHG� IRU� VROLG�
partnerships undergirds all strategic 
documents on these issues. 

2. Earn local buy-in for all ARSOF 
activities. ARSOF’s by-with-and-
through approach will mute the “New 
Cold War” mentality by increasing the 
sustainability and trustworthiness of 
the initiatives

3. Work closely with the U.S. Embassy 
and interagency partners to ensure 
unity of effort and added value. 

Integrated Deterrence by 
Denial: Set Conditions

1. Facilitate working groups to enhance 
societal resilience to empower local 
partners and “psychologically harden 
SRSXODWLRQV�DJDLQVW�DGYHUVDU\�LQÁXHQFH�
operations.”153 Strengthen cognitive 
awareness by identifying potential 
vulnerabilities of the partner nation.

2. Emphasize the partner nation’s 
independence from great powers. 
Separate China and the Chinese People 
from President Xi and the CCP.

3. “Cultivate opportunities for progress” 
by identifying opportunities to support 
civil society and democratic practices 
and undermine authoritative tactics.154 

Integrated Deterrence by Punishment: 
Observe and Mitigate Threats

1. Address grievances that directly and 
indirectly result from CCP human 
rights violations, such as displaced 
and disaffected populations along the 
Myanmar border in Bangladesh and the 
Mekong River in Thailand. 

2. Expose CCP disinformation. Leverage 
a neo-colonialism narrative that paints 
the CCP as encroaching on partner 
nation sovereignty despite the PRC’s 
non-interference policy.

3. Identify opportunities to subvert CCP 
LQÁXHQFH� E\� ´,PSRVLQJ� FRVWV� DQG�
creating dilemmas... by shaping and 
amplifying grievances that divert 
resources, challenge adversaries’ 
cohesion, and undermine [its] strategic 
positions.”155

Implications

I f  ARSOF implemented  the 
recommendations proposed in this study, 
Indo-Pacific partners would view the PRC 
and authoritarian tactics less favorably, thus 
influencing their alignment toward U.S. allies 
and partners. Although Bangladesh and Thailand 
are only two Indo-Pacific states with their own 
specific cultures, ARSOF Cross-Functional 
Teams can apply this framework to their mission 
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countries. The study is not entirely generalizable; however, it could provide a baseline understanding 
of how one could approach the DoD gap in both addressing human rights concerns and integrated 
deterrence in the grey zone by leveraging ARSOF’s persistent engagements abroad.

Concluding Remarks

Indo-Pacific states are caught in the middle of the U.S.-PRC strategic competition. Many 
seek to hedge between two or more great powers. U.S. action to directly challenge the PRC or 
forcefully push the democracy and human rights agenda in these states would likely produce a 
negative backlash toward the U.S.. Indirectly competing with the PRC to promote democracy over 
authoritarianism would be more effective than direct competition but will carry more complex 
second and third-order effects. The benefit of ARSOF as a strategic competition tool is that they 
are trained to understand the operational environment and navigate complexities in “politically 
sensitive environments.”156

Another advantage that ARSOF provide is “sustained presence” and “sustained engagement.”157 
America is “seen as diplomatically disengaged and undependable.” because of its inconsistent 
engagement over the last several decades, which is now a “pronounced weakness” of the U.S. in 
competition.158 ARSOF’s value proposition contributes meaningfully to the U.S. strategy in this 
regard: “to remain a steady, present, attentive, engaged, and predictable partner.”159

Strategic competition looks different in different places. ARSOF provides outsized influence 
through their bottom-up indigenous approach that complements the U.S. top-down strategy. The U.S. 
can “win” this competition by effectively arguing in favor of and encouraging others to adhere to 
the international rules-based order and corresponding liberal values and assisting allies and partners 
in becoming more resilient to PRC influence. IAJ
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