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SUBJECT: The Cownunist Threat in Southeast Asia

1. The effort to check Communist advance in Southeast Asia
is adwittedly one of the nost difficult undertokings of US policy
and one which ot present seems to offer no very sure promise of
success. It is sowetimes suggested thot, because the means now
belng employed in this effort are so costly and unpromising, the
only real solution is somehow to remove the rmin source of
Comimunist power in the areq -- Corrunist China. This paper argues
that such a view misjudges both the nature of the Commmnist threat

in Southeast Asia and the feasibility of the alternative proposed.

2. In Southeast Asia, as everywhere c¢lse in the world, the
main source of the Commwnmist threat to existing governuents is
not external but internal. While it is true that China has the
nilitary capability to overrun the states of that area, it is
extrenely unlikely that in the contemporary international elimate

even the Chinese would attenpt so ecourse an act of aggression,
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If the staotes of Southeast Asia £all to communism it will al-
nost certainly be because thelr governments have been ineffectual,
and have failed to deal with the social disorder arising fronm
backwardness and the need for modernization. Their failure in
this regard would allow a native Cormunist rioverient, nourished

by outeide influences, to develop and ultinately overthrow ther.

3« That it is the internal condition of a society which is
the crueial factor in its ability to escape Communist control is
manifest from the experience of these states which are neighbors
of the USSR and its Buropean satellites. All of these states
have been exposed to subversive efforts from the Bloc but none has
been token over. Scandinavia is geographically placed in relation
to the USSR somewhat as Southeast Asia is in relation to China,
but in 45 years this area has never been in any danger of being
taken over by cormunisrie Greece survived a civil wor in vhich the
Corwnnists were supported fron adjacent Dlce territory and there
is no serious Comrunist threat in Greece today. Comunisn failed
to get off the ground in Austrig despite the Soviet occupation.
Turkey has no Comnunilst problen desplte decades of Soviet propa-
ganda and diplomatic pressure. Even so weok and corrupt o govern-

rent as that of Iran has not fallen to Cormunist control. In sone
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of these cases US aid has played a role in their resistence,
but in every case the key factor was a deternined goveriment
coping with internal corrmnisn and with the social conditions

that would favor it,

L. For a voriety of historicol and cultural reasons the
states of Southeast Asia are rore vulnerasble. Most are forcer
colonies which have not yet achieved stable governrents or de-
veloped an effective apparatus of stote adriinistration. The drag
of traditionalism and backwardness on the one hand and the prege-
sures for developrment and modernization on the other give rise to
deep soclal tensions. Politieal leaders who understand very tuch
aﬁout the world scene or even about the forees at work in their
own societies are few. Altopgether the states of Southeast Asia
offer the kind of political-social quagnire in which Communist

subversion operates to best advantage.

5. Even so, the governuents of Burtia, Thailand, Carbodia,
and Molaya are not today exposed to any serious threat of Cormmnist
internal revolutionary war. To some extent their very backwardness
and traditionalisn 1s o protection against the intrusion of

Corrmunist subversion with ideas and methods so alien to the

g@ﬁﬂ#@5ﬂ+FiI;D$E%ﬁAmﬁlﬁﬁnBﬁ*&@a

Approved For Release 2005/11/29 : CIA-RDP79R00904A000800020004-0



Approved FegJRelease 2005/11/29 : CIA-RDP79R009Q4A000800020004-0
GO~ NF ol DB NP Toficl s o pip s

ancient ways. They have the advantages of having already achieved
national independerce and of being able to sustain their populne
tions fairly well by Asian peasant standards. Despite their ine
ternal problens, and the further ones which disruption of the
traditional social fabric through nodernization will bring, they
have a good chance of @scaping Communist subversion if they can
develop tolerably stable and effective governrents under intelldi-
gent and courageous political leadership. Given this latter con-
dition, the abllity of Cormunist China to force then under Cormunist

control merely by external influence will be limited.

6. The nost serious threat to these states over the next
few years arises from the Possibility that the Cormunists right
succeed in winning Laos and South Vietnan. If this should happen,
the Comrmnist push southword would acquire a certain noventun, if
only because it would probably be believed in the repaining
Southeast Asian states that its further advance was inevitable.
There uight then be o loss of nerve and will on the part of the
existing regires: =a traditional spirit of "accommodation" whereas
in the Buddhist cultural pattern could come into Play; and a step-
by=-step subversion of the governments themselyes, with or even

without nass revolutionary action, right oceur. However, there is
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nothing foreordained shout such a process. It is conceivable
that, even if Iaos and South Vietnam were lost to cormmnisn, the
other states of the area would still £ind the strength and will
to preserve their national independence. The wanner in which
communisn won in South Vietnam and Laos could give rise to a
variety of unforeseeable counterforces both within and outside
the area., In any case, the projection of Chinese Cormmunist power
over Southeast Asla would not be a foregone conclusion and other

oubtside Influences would still be a factor in the outcone.

T. The present strugpgle to check the Comrmnist assault on
South Vietnan and Laos is thus of major if not necessarily de-
cisive inportance for the whole area. The two countries are
really involved in a single actlon of revolutionary warfare, since
the mainspring of aggression in both areas 1s located in Hanoi.
The case of Laos 1s relevant to the theme of this analysis pre-
c¢isely because the prospects for halting o Communist takeover
have grown so din: 1t is the classic case which illustrates that
the real strength for a successful resistance to Comrmunist revolu-
tionary warfare rust be found within the society itself and cannot
be supplied wholly fron outside. If Inos is lost to comrmnisnm it

will not be becouse the US has not given enough aid but because
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its governrent is ineffective and has not been gble to iwbue its

people with a will to resist.

8. The vigorous Cormunist regime in North Vietnam, which
is now waging a dangerous revoiutionary war against South Vietnan,
was not created by Corrmunist China and is not acting as the latter's
agent, It found its origins and strength in the anticolonialist
struggle against the French, a struggle which Ho Chi Minh and the
Viet Minh were waging before the Chinese Cormunists won power in
Peiping. Although in the later stages the Vietnamese Coummnists
did receive help from China, their real strength was that they had
coptured the nmovenent for nétional liveration within thelr own
country. It was because they identified themselves with the
nationalist cause rather than because they propagandized the
peasants into believing in Marx and Lenin or Mao that they be-
care strong enough to defeat the French., The revolutionary wor=-
fare they ore waging in South Vietnanm and Laos today is an ex-

tension of that natlonalist struggle.

9. The slogans of natiocnal liberation promise not only to
fulfill socialist and nationalist aspirations but also to rectify
soeinl evils associoted with the colonialist period., The revo-

lutionary mood in the peasant villages which responds to Communist
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leadership expresses a hope that backwardness and poverty can

at last be overcome by a new order of things. The nood of the
Vietnarese peasants is not in this respect different fron that

of peasants in other undeveloped areas of Asin, Africa, and Latin
{merica, but in Vietnan the Coumunists have succeeded in stitula=-
ting and organizing peasant unrest into revolutionary action.

This is not surprising since the traditional soeial order has been
exposed to great strains in the turnoil of o war which has been
going on in Indochina for 20 years. It is the youth whose whole
experlence of politics has been in the disruption of these yenrs

who have provided the Comrmnists with recruits.

10. Unfortunately, in a nation where the pressures for
national fulfillment and for radical soeial change are very
great the governrent in Salgon has allowed itself to be charace
terized as conservative., However prailseworthy its purposes way
be, its methods of rule are traditionol and it has not therefore
been able to associate with itself the aspirations for change
found in the population, It has not been the equal of the
Cormunists in ability to organize its power potenticl -~ politiecal,
econonic, and militory -- for the revolutionary civil war being

vaged against it. Beyond this, it is associated with Western
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bowers, is gunranteed by then through SEATO and is receiving nas-
sive econonic and pilitory ald froo the U3, an ally of the former
coloninal power. It 1s therefore vulnersble to the charge of being
in a degree a continuation of the colonial regire and a hindrance

to nationalist and racialist vindieation.

1l. What we are resisting in Vietnan and Laos, therefore, is
not a projection of Cormunist power from China but a revolutionary
war waged with nationalist slogans and led by Communists who are
Vietnonese. The role of China is a supporting one and this role
1s less important in a naterial thon in a political sense: what
is irportant is that a powerful Cormunist regine exists in Peiping
and declares that it "cannot be indifferent” to g buildup of
Western influence and dilitary power in states on its southern
border. In a material sense, the support of the USSR has been
nore important to Hanoi than China'se But the Communist capability
in Vietnam rests in the first instance on the power and appeal of

the Vietnonese Communists theriselves.

12. Consequently, it 1s incorrect to deseribe US policy in
South Vietnan as merely nibbling at the edges of the real threat.
The real threat, and the heart of the battle, is in the villages

and jungles of Vietnan and Iaos. That battle can be won only by
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the will, energy, and politieal acumen of the reslsting govern-
uents theuselves, US power can supplerent and enlorge their

bower but it cannot be substituted. Even if the US could defeat
the Conmunists militarily by a massive injection of its own forces,
the odds are that what it would win would be, not a political vic-
tory which created o stable and independent govermment, but an une
easy and costly colony. Frustrating and uncertain of outcore as

1t mny be, there is therefore no serious alternative to the policy
we are following -=- alding, encouraging, and cajoling the loeal
govermnents to do the things which they must do, and which only they

can do, to secure their own defense,

13. It 1s obviocus that the collapse of the Cormunist regine
in China would greatly ease the strupgle agoinst commmnisn in
Southeast Asia, if only because the psychological effect of so 1n-
rense an event would alter the whole array of political forces in
that area, and indeed in the entire world. However, it is equally
obvious that any atterpt by the US to bring this about by nilitary
reans would involve the USSR and thus would alnost certainly re-

sult in general nuclear war.

FOR THE BOARD OF NATTONAL ESTTMATES

SHERMAN KENT
Chairoan
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