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The Key to South-East Asia 
(Contributed) 

P R I M E M I N I S T E R 
N E H R U is reported to have 

reminded Foreign Service officers 
hankering after posts in Europe and 
America that our main interests lie 
e lose to our own borders. This is 
a timely assessment of realities, apt 
to be obscured by the dramatic role 
India is often called on to play in 
casing distant international tensions. 
Wi th our eyes cast forever west
ward, we have paid hardly any 
attention to events nearer home. 
Today South-East Asia, in the 
throes of independence from colo
nialism, is in a sad state of disorder 
jeopardising the welfare of millions 
of people. 

For most nations world war end
ed in 1945, but there is still no 
peace where the old order has been 
upset and the new is not yet hi l ly 
established. The retirement, of colo
nial power from Burma, Indonesia 
and the Philippines was the signal 
lor political factions to defy the  
centra! authority, set up rival re
gimes, and persist in sabotage, terror
ism and guerilla warfare to which 
they had earlier become habituated. 
In Malaya and Indo-China the 
colonial powers are still waging war 
on terrorists and insurgents, deter
mined to hold on to their posses
sions to the hitter end. Siam is 
probably the least disturbed, despite 
occasional '" revolutions ". Every
where internal security is a problem 
still to be solved, economic activity 
is unrevived, and the future is fear
fully uncertain. 

Over them ail hangs a threat of 
communist attack conjured up by 
colonialists unwil l ing to part wi th 
authority or jealous of sharing eco
nomic opportunities with new
comers. The defeat of Japan, the 
independence of India and Paki
stan, and the communist revolution 
in China profoundly changed the 
outlook of South-East Asian coun
tries towards their former masters. 
Even peasants and plantation 
coolies learned bitter, unforgettable 
lessons on the price of political sub
jection. Their desire to exploit 
their own resources for their own 
benefit is vet unrealised because of 
the lack of capital and technology 
and the prevailing insecurity. So 
one of the richest regions of the  
world, wi th large exportable sur
pluses of agricultural and mineral 
products, faces stagnation. The loss 
is not only theirs: had Burma and 
Indo-China rice been on the mar
ket at least since the war, India's 

food, foreign exchange and invest
ment position might have been dif
ferent. The tremendous natural 
resources of the region came under 
a single unified administration for 
the first time in history under the 
Japanese military occupation. But 
the experience is not one that the 
people w i l l again undergo volun
tarily. Nationalism came late, but 
it has come1 to stay, 

Indo-China is the key to the 
whole of this region. It was the 
control of Indo-China's resources 
that helped Japan launch an offen
sive in 1941 and overrun South-
East Asia. The French regained 
power after the war, but only 
nominally, for outside the few ports 
and occupied areas the Viet M i n h 
forces range unchecked, offering 
battle at their pleasure, sheltered 
and supported by the entire popu
lation. The setting up of the Bao 
Dai regime in 1949 failed to divide 
them; on the contrary, Bao Dai's 
circle demand fuller independence 
than what was acceptable to Ho 
Chi M i n h in 194b. France's weak
ness in money and men was made 
good by American military and eco
nomic aid; wi th this France raised 
an army of Vietnamese to fight 
their countrymen of the Viet M i n h . 
But American aid was countered by 
China's recognition of Flo Chi 
Minh's Republic of Vic t Nam in 
1950. The lighting continued wi th 
seasonal fluctuations, and the fact 
remains that in Indo-China, as in 
Korea, neither side is able to win 
a decisive victory. After seven years 
of fruitless warfare, France is faced 
wi th the same unpalatable decision 
that was taken by Britain, Holland 
and the United States when they 
set up their colonies as independent 
republics. Had France acted in 
concert w i th these colonial powers, 
she might have been stronger in 
Europe today, wi th all her post-war 
energies conserved and with the 
economic support of an independent 
Indo-China. 

France reached her present plight 
by a series of miscalculations, one 
of which at least has consequences 
for the future of South-East Asia. 
Relying on the traditional hostil
ity between Chinese and Viet
namese, France drove Ho Chi M i n h 
into the jungle in 1946, never ex
pecting h i m to come to terms wi th 
Mao Tse T u n g for Chinese aid in 
his struggle, f a r from rallying to
wards France in fear of China, the 
Vietnamese people welcomed this 

aid, finding much the same satisfac
t ion in i t as France found in ac
cepting American arms and money. 
Thus the blind repression of the 
nationalist idea exposed the people 
of Indo-China to communist aid 
and propaganda now gratefully 
looked upon as the salvation of 
subject people. It is not unreason
able to think that the Vietnamese, 
and their neighbours in Cambodia, 
Laos and Malaya, w i l l be equally 
wi l l ing to accept communist disci
pline as a sure means not only of 
winning but of maintaining their 
own independence. 

Independence;, as some newly 
created republics have discovered, 
is a costly and difficult enterprise to 
organise and maintain. Laos and 
Cambodia, whom France has pro
mised independence of some sort, 
are petty principalities wi th popu
lations of one and three millions 
respectively, without sufficient reve
nue., experience, or personnel to run 
essential services. Other countries, 
though larger and potentially more 
prosperous, may be in no better 
position to ensure their viability. 
Their people never had the oppor
tunities, such as we had in India , 
of helping in the administration. 
The problem for the future is, who 

is to befriend them in their diffi
cult tasks? Wil l they too have to 
choose between American a n d 
Chinese aid? 

Or would it be better for the 
whole of this region to pool its re
sources and unite on some workable 
principle? There wi l l be serious 
obstacles of language, culture, laws, 
and the differences created by the 
diversity of recent colonial regimes. 
But, as the Asian Relations Con
ference; foreshadowed in 1947, a 
common basis for action w i l l have 
to be found for warding off the 
dangers besetting newly born re
publics. What comes from Sir John 
Kotelawala's move to hold a South
east Asian Conference at Colombo 
w i l l therefore be watched wi th keen 
interest. 

64 


