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SOUTH-EAST ASIA; THE CRISIS OF IJH)-COLONIALISM

The complete collapse of the.Saigon and Phnom-Penh regimes in

March and April 1975 provided a victorious and spectacular conclusion
to the national libération struggles waged in Vietnam, Cambodia and
Laos since.. 1954. The totality of these successive victories has

accelerated the present political process in Laos where, since'1972,
a complex political (and sometimes armed) struggle has been going on

between reactionary and revolutionary forces. The former have disap¬

peared from the political scene since the elimination of the right-

wing faction, whose leading members found asylum in Thailand. Their
American advisers were obliged to leave hurriedly after their logistics
bases had been surrounded, occupied and finally dismantled by the'
population. Foreign — in particular American — intervention; "wiiich
for long had been an obstacle in the way of national unity and agreement
on patriotic and democratic objectives,'lost its social base.and the
three countries of the Indochinese peninsula have now reconquered their
independence and national sovreignty-.

These events were made possible at that time by a combination
of several favourable factors. The first of these was the far reaching
crisis in America's political system of which Watergate was but a first,
albeit ominous and spectacular, symptom since it culminated in the

resignation of President ITixon in July 1974. Superimposed on this was a

and more serious phase in the United States' -economic and social crisis,
which caused that country-to reconsider the amount of financial "aid"
it could afford to support the policy of the "vietnamizatioh" and

"kmerization" of the war. The third factor was the monstrous and grotes¬
que climax of the economic crisis and social contradictions which, since
1972, had haunted the Saigon and Phnom—Penh regimes. These hardly
differed, however, from the crises and', contradictions which have shaken
""•"il". >' " " ' •other dependent apd neo—colonialist, regimes in different parts of South-
East Asia since the 1960's. As these crises, whose interaction is evident,
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crystallized, the "psychological moment" was created for a new phase
of national struggle which opened in January 1973 with the signing of
the Paris Peace Agreements. At the same time, the worsening interna¬
tional economic relations led to a reassessment of the "economic order"
which had hitherto reigned in the world. Changes - occurred in the balance
of world political.forces and these led to a strengthening of the non-

aligned block which, during its 4"bh Summit Meeting in Algiers in
September 1973 unequivocally condemned American intervention in Indo¬
china. The triangular policy of American diplomacy launched through
the move towards a certain normalization of U.S.-Chinese relations in

July 1972 did not, moreover, succeed in undermining the support and aid
which the Indochinese revolutionary forces received from the interna*
tional community. , These forces were able to consolidate and expand
their partial victories —not the least of which the total and complete
withdrawal of American forces and the solemn recognition by the United
States of Vietnam's fundamental national rights — and exploit the

"psychological moment" to their advantage, thus bringing to an end

thirty years of struggle against, colonialism and. neocolonialism and
achieving peace in true independence and freedom/

To. ensure "peace" and "stability" in South-East Asia has been, and

remains, a major objective of the United 'States, especially since 1949.
Up to that time, after having granted independence to the Philippines

(1946), U.S. strategy consisted in rebuilding Japan from the ruins and

moulding it into a powerful staging-post for American interest in Asia.

China and, after partition ( 1947 ) s> India, were the two other corner-stones
on which American investments would rest. South-East was to become a

vast reserve of raw materials and a sizeable market for manufactured

goods. Great Britain, joining in this design, also counted on the
emergence in the region oi nationalist forces termpered by the transfer of

sovereignty ("decolonization") and the granting >.of independence on the
model of the Philippines, India and Burma (1948). The success of the

%
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Chinese revolution, however, completely upset this strategic plan of
the United. States and Great Britain and the letter's interest in events
in Indochina and Indonesia was rekindled. The United States granted
financial and material aid to France to sustain her expeditionary
forces. The volume of this aid increased in proportion to the worsening
situation in the field. The United States demanded of the French
colonial power that immediate "independence" be granted to Vietnam.
France, however, opted for the Commonwealth formula, called it the
"Union française" (French Union) and, for want of anyone better, found
its henchman in the discredited person of ex-emperor Bao-Dai. Creat

Britain, for its part, refined the "counter-insurgency" war methods against
the Malayan revolutionary movement, while in the Philippines,
Ramon Magsaysay tried, with the help of the United States and the CIA,
to crush the Hukbalahap revolutionary movement in Luzon Inland, the
country's rice granary. The United States, worried at seeing the
independence movements increasingly escape control by anti-communist

nationalists, intervened actively in settling the Indonesian .problem? it
pressurized Holland to makela sacrifice and ensure success for the

Hagu# . Round Table (1949) et which the transfer of sovereignty to the
then "United States of Indonesia" was agreed. Great Britain dispatched
one of its foremost "decolonizers", Sir Mac Gillivray, to Malaya with
the brief to speed up the "constitutional" process in playing on the
ethnic conflicts between Malays and Chinese while relying on the support
of Tunku Abdul Rahman's Alliance Party. 'The 1955 elections brought
the latter to power in the tense climate of a state of emergency and, in

1957, the attributes of "sovereignty" were transferred to Malaysia. An

immensly important event in this precise context, and one comparable in

i/fe-uscope-and effects to the shock of the Chinese revolution, had!. occurred
in the meantime. The French had been' defeated at Dion-Bifen-Phu in 1954
and this sounded the death knèll for classical colonial rule in- South—-

East Asia and elsewhere in the world, especially in Africa..



ftm/i8
Page 4

Thailand was the only country exempt from such national struggles,
thanks to the specific nature of the history of the Siam Kingdom,
which had succeeded in staying formally independent during the period
of colonial expansion. Due allowance "being made, its status was the
same as that obtained by China. The Western powers enjoyed extra¬
territorial privileges and all manner of protection rights while, at
the same time, the economy of the Kingdom was integrated within the
world capitalist market. The economy was in every respect a oolonial
one consisting basically of exports of certain raw materials (rice,tin,
rubber). The semi—colonial nature of the country enable the feudal class
and the military— bureaucratic caste to assume the mantle of nationalism,
especially during the 1930's, and to rally the population behind the
"Pan-Thai" slogan. Japan was quick to grasp the peculiarities of
colonisil control over Thailand and found it easy to encompass that
country within its sphere of domination at the time of its miliary
occupation of South-East Asia. After the Second World War, the United
States recognized in Thailand a model for independence which it was in
the interest of the Western powers to institute throughout the region,

i

and moved into that country with the agreement of Great Britain. When
the Geneva Agreements were signed in 1954 establishing the temporary
division of Vietnam along- the 17th parallel, the United States had
decided to spearhead the anti-communist battle in Asia. France was

brutally eliminated from South Vietnam and Bangkok was chosen as the
natural headquarters for SEATO (South-East Asia Treaty' Organization), the

setting up of which was announced on 8 September 1954 by the then
American Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles.

V

•Thus ended the first phase of national struggle in South-East Asia.

Every country had obtained nominal independence towards the end of the

1950's and only one, Vietnam, had escaped the orbit of the worldooapitalist
system. The national government was installed in the northern half of Vietnam

the new states readopted the name which had been given to the whole

country in August 1945 after the victory of the insurgency army and
announced in the Independence Proclamation of 2 September the same year^
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the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. In the south, the United States
undertook the task of installing a "nationalist" regime on the model
of those in other South-East Asian countries, but at the cost of a cruel
war of repression. The national struggle in South Vietnam grew under
the leadership of the Rational Liberation Front, founded in December
1960. In 1964-65, the ELF threatened to overthrow the regime and the.
and the Unitsd States decided to intervene with vast numbers of troops(l).
It was against this background of war that the capitalist powers tried,
from the 1960's onwards, to promote neo-colonialism in South-East Asia.
A heavy responsibility rested on_the United States and none of the Wes¬
tern powers wished to see it fail in Vietnam, must less be defeated, for
on American success depended the much sought-after "stability" of the
region. -And when, in 1966, the dissenting voice Qf General de.Gaulle was
raised at Phnom-Penh to condemn American intervention, it reverberated no

further than could bo expected from such heights of solitary grandeur.

South-East Asia's economic situation had deteriorated in the meanwhile.
The end of the Korean War (1950-53) brought about a spectacular drop in
the price of raw materials on the world market. Production had not yet
reached pre -war levels, whereas the population had increased by between
one-fourth and two-thirds. A' certain "stability" had been achieved , it
is true, in countries where "decolonization", combined with armed reppres-

sion, had succeeded in stuhting the growth of revolutionary movements.
From then:on,-promoting economic advance in the region-became the prime
target of the capitalist powers. This was pot a new idea. It had already
been announced back in January 1950 when the economic development plan
for South and . South-East Asia, the so-called Colombo Plan, had been
launched. This plan was based on the following major principlestï) inflow of
of foreign capital, but reinvestment locally of a larger share of profits?
2) diversification of primary export products in order to minimize the ad¬
verse effects of price fluctuations on the world market; 3) programmes for
industrialization; 4) development of tho agricultural sector in the form
of cooperatives and on the basis of smallholdings; 5) application of plan¬
ning techniques and the drawing up pf economic plans,

( 1 )' The number of American troops roso tc more than 560,-000 men» Six
nilili.cn soldiers served in rotation in Vietnam between 1965 and 1972;
15 million metic tons of bombs and mortar shells were unleashed on
Vietnam .



FTM/I8
Page 6.

%■

As Sir Penis Rickett, Vice-President of the World Bank, put its
"even if development does not provide any guarantee for the maintenance
of stability, stability today stands little chance without a certain

degree of development" (l)„ -

Contrary to a widely-held view, the United States was not exclu¬

sively seeking to defend their strategic interests in South-East Asia.

It is true that America emerged from the Second World War as the world's

policemen and did what was necessary to maintain that role. This does

not mean, however, that no economic considerations entered into the
United States' long-term calculations. Its strategy of raising Japan out
of the ruins of World War II while maintaining the monopolistic struc¬

tures of Japanese big capital, indicated that it intended to transform
that country into a basic tool for economic exploitation of South-East

Asia. Even if the overall volume of American investments:in the region
was low (tfjo of its total world investments), one-third of these were in¬

jected into all the•major branches of the Japanese economy, enabling the
United States to exercise relative control over it,

Japan, at the urging of the United States, joined the Colombo group

in 1954 as a donor member, although its possibilities at the time of

playing an economic (and political) role were limited. Until the mid-

sixties, Japan suffered from constant deficits in its current accounts?
covered only by the continuous inflow of American and foreign capital.
Because of its high rate of accumulation.and domestic investment, Japan's
contribution consisted mainly in aid and in public and private loans. The
aid itself, under the heading of "development'aid", only represented a

tiny percentage'of Japan's Gross National Produce' (0.26% in 19*69)» al¬
though the country committed itself to raising' this to 1% of its GITP^
the rate laid down for. all capitalist countries at the OECD conference-

in September 197Õ;» However, Japan refused to eairúark more than 70% of
this aid to "development" as such. So far 50% of Japanese public aid :v: ;:.

has been' used to turn that country in to the -main trading partner

1) Quoted by Jon Halliday■and Gavan McCormack in "Japanese Imperialism
Today", Penguin Books 1973.
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for South—Bast Asia. Export credits (1,080,000,000 US dollars out of
a total of 2,898,000,000 US dollars in 1969) were granted subject to
strict conditions; high, interest rate (4%-5% as against 3% practised
to other OECD countries), short repayment periods, obligation to im¬
port Japanese goods, difficult moratorium etc. That is how 80% of
public and 90% of private bilateral loans were granted, but invest¬
ments as such in South-East Asia only represented a small proportion
of total Japanese investments abroad (14% in 1968). Thus since 19^9?
Japan has become the largest supplier of "aid" in the region, second

only to the United States. However, since 1968, investments have
increased at about the same pace as export credits. The former rose

from 50 million US dollars (1968) to 109 million (1969)7 ike latter
from 363 million (1968) to 621 million US dollars.

The situation had, in fact, changed. The United States, involved
in a costly war, wished Japan to share some of its financial burden.
Prom 1969s Japanese "aid" began to be invested in South Vietnam and a

number of Japanese firms were established there in association with

local capital. Indonesia had changed regime (1) and from'1967? after
the new regime had consolidated power, American and Japanese capital
began flowing in (516 million US dollars and 156 million respectively
in January 1967-December 19TO)• The United States concentrated on

the major resources in Indonesia (oil, copper, rubber, bauxite) where¬
as the role of Japan was to become more significant in other branches
such as manufacture, transport, electric power, fisheries, forest

production, nickel mines, etc. Prom January to April 1971, the amoutt
of Japanese investment was higher than that of all other countries

(during the period, the ifnited States invested 12 million dollars

against over 100 million dollars from Japan) .

Prom I97O onwards, the Japanese share of direct investments of

foreign capital has continued to rise in all South-Bast Asia conr-tries 4

In Thailand, it is larger than and constantly gaining over the United
States (11.5% as against 5% in 1973); in Malaysia Japan is about to

1). The Suharto coup, prepared with help of' the CIA, caused 500,000
deaths^ 90,000 people according to Amnesty International, still
remain in prison today.
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become the largest foreign investor? in the Phillippines, even if
American capital is still apparently dominant role, estimates show
that a large part of Japanese private loans (amounting to more than
300 million US dollars) have already been converted into direct in¬
vestments. Japan is by far outdistancing the United States with 5&7°.
as against 1 $0 of total foreign investments? in Singapore, Japanese,
investments more than doubled in volume between 1965 and- 1970? coming
in third place behind the United States and Great Britain, and in
commercial transactions, Japan is winning over the United States

by a short head. Its export rate increased by an annual 1 Qfo between

1965 and 1968, whe'reas its imports over the same period only rose by

10.4^o. It is true that there has been a general decline in exports
and imports since 1969 while Japan's import needs have increased

rapidly. This is due to the fact that Japan only imports a small
share of its needs in raw. materials; from South-East Asian countries,
and its main suppliers are to be found in the developed capitalist
countries (63$). It has been estimated, however, than in 1975
Japanese exports would account for t$jo of the imports of South-East
Asia.

The economic policy of the South-East countries has hitherto been

based on exports. Foreign capital was invested in the oil and mining

sectors, where modern extraction methods have been introduced and
where the growth rates are the highest. Since production depends on

world demand for certain products (tin, rubber), the result
is high instability in foreign exchange earnings. The deficit in the
balance of payments can only be made good by a continuous inflow of

foreign capital. The trade balance deficit is worsening, and a sombre ex¬

ample of that is the fact that, in 1970, Thailand's trade deficit rose to

over 3OO million US dollars. Foreign debts incurred through loans and
credit as well as through non-transferred profits reinvested locally,
are a dramatic consequence of this state of affairs. The deficit at

present is estimated at more than 13 thousand million US dollars which,
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it is hoped.., will "be reduced to 11 thousand million by 198O (1).
Commercial dependence grows with the increase of import substitution
industries (textiles, agricultural by-products, electric .appliances,

etc), in the form of joint ventures or with predominantly local capital

Industrialisation through increasing exports and import substitu¬
tion industries, mostly concentrated around the big cities (51>9% of
businesses are situated in and around Bangkok and Samutpratarn), in¬
evitably loads to hypertrophy and à swelling of the tertiary sector.

The "dualism" of the South-East Asian economies - a question that
so much preoccupies the Burmese expert H. Myint - is .an insoluble pro¬

blem in the context of neo-colonialist development. The agricultural
sector stagnates, the share-cropping system (between 20$> and 60^ going
to the landlord) remains wide—spread in the regi on. TTsnaxy is a common

practice in the rural areas. Despite agrarian reform designed to
curtail large estates and reduce tenant rents an PAO Report points to
numerous evictions of tenant farmers and reconstitution of old big

estates in new forms, as in the Phillipines. The situation of the
Thai and Malay peasants is going from bad to worse. Tenancies and
other debts, to which must be added the use of expensive techniques

imposed on peasants, lead them to ruin and turn them into landless
peasants. The "green revolution" has first and foremost benefited
landowners and largescale farmers. The shrinking of the domestic marke
is in turn loading to a declino in the import substitution industries.
Some of these, run with foreign capital, convert to the production of
luxury consumer goods. In countries like the Philippines and Malaysia,
where big farmers go in for high-productivity commercial agricultural

production for export, the. "technical revolution" is accelerating sea¬

sonal and permanent unemployment in the rural areas. These rural un¬

employed migrate to the large cities in quest of work turning the towns

(1) The indebtedness of "developing" countries is increasing by an
an annual rate of 15%.
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into islands of consumption in an ocoan of poverty. Slum ana as mush¬
room. Wages are kept low, the workers employed in light industries

(60-8C$> of the total) hardly earn enough to live on (1), and those
are the lucky ones they have a job. Social tensions ran high
in Thailand, Indonesia and Malaysia between 1972 and 1974? with
numerous strikes and mass demonstrations. The world economic crisis

has accentuated the economic distortions, the disparities in national
development and the increasingly unequal distribution of incomes, with

increasing" wealth at one end of the social spectrum and growing ..poverty
at the other.

The stagnation of the South-East Asia countries is the result
of two-fold exploitation, financial and commercial, to which they are

subjected. This situation stems from the fact that "decolonization",

except in Vietnam, brought to power - dominant classes the comprador

and bureacratic bourgeoisies - whose interests are closely linked to
the maintenance of pre-capitalist structures in the rural areas (feudal
and semi-feudal relations of exploitation) and the penetration of

foreign (capitalist) capital. As E. Myint stated euphemistically s

"The administrative machinery (in these countries) tends to favour the-

big man against the small man".

The solution to "underdevelopment" is not an economic one; it is

first and foremost political. Wo solution is possible unless there is

a complete and total break with all form's of political and economic

dependence. Otherwise, in South-East Asia and elsewhere, this type
of neo-colonialist development will inevitably condemn the' majority of
the peoples to raarginalization, to live and die in the twilight zone

of perpetual exploitation and poverty (2). In fact, we can predict
that the new international division cf labour which the capitalist

(1) A small percentage work in the high-productivity, extractive
industries and earn relatively higher wages.

(2) Samir Amin in "Le Développement Inégal - Essai surs les formations
sociales du Capitalisme périphérique (Editions de Minuit, laris,
1972) clearly shows the trend towards proletarianization of the
rural masses in underdeveloped countries.
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powers are trying to promote will "be based in South-East Asia, on

a policy of "export substitution". By that we mean that raw materials
will "be processes locally into finished or semi-finished products. In

addition, more "free trade" enclaves, like Singapore, will be created
as is already happening in Taiwan and South Korea. Japan, in particu¬

lar, is very interested in such a prospect, for it is now threatened
with serious econological problems.

The symptoms of instability have multiplied since 1969/70-
There has been martial law in the Phillippines since 1972. Political

and social unrest is spreadirg in Thailand. Malaysia harbours ex¬

plosive forces, despite the "nationalist" demagogy of its leaders.
In Indonesia, the problems have never let up since the January 1974
demonstrations. The lie bin "state socialism" has failed in Burma, as

witnessed by "the dramatic fall in rice production, corruption and the
bureaucratization of power and, last but not least, the opening up

of the "nationalized" mining industries to foreign capital.

The victory of the revolutionary forces in Vietnam, Laos and
Cambodia in 1975 is "the beginning of the third phase: the struggle

against to crisis of neo-colonialism in South-East Asia.


