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Introdııction

During the period of existence of üıe Comintem, all of Southeast Asia except Thailand was subject o Eınopearı
colonial rule. The British ruled Burma uıd lvialaya. Vietrıam, Cambodia and [aos made up 'Fısnch Indochina'.
The united satg§ ruled the philipines. pornıgal also ruled East Timor, and ıhe Durch nıled Indonesia which
is examined elsewherç in üıis book Cqrıinterıı actiütie.§ in Soutipast Asia were often initiated by Eııropean or
US communiss who viewed as ııanııal allies the colonial subjecrc c victims of üeir enemy, the metopolitan
governmenL

fuıother important coınmon factor waı üe eıistence üıroughout Souttpast Asia of minority commıırıiües
of ethnic Chinese ürad€r§ aıd woıters; for instaııce, in üe l930's, Chiıpse made up half of §aigon's population
and a fıfth of phnom Fenh's.ı under Briıislı nıle, Bıırma and }vial4ıa also saw subsaııtial migration of laboıııers
and moneylenders frrom India As we shall see, chinese and Indian communists played an importaııı part in üe
rise of communism in souüeast Asia

Some Southeast Asian anti-colonial and nationalist goups were banııed by üe Eııropean aıd US rulers,
others were legalised or lolerated at least for a time. But the Cominorn aııd its cmginıent communisı partias
established in Southeast Asia wcrc almost invariably ouüawed uıd rcpressed in thi§ p€riod, eveıı in uncolonised
Thailand- Only rarely, such as in Indochina dııring üe period of the French Popula Fıont government (1936-39),
was communist acüvity tolerated-

The influence and organisation of the Comintern was deıermined in part by the colonial contexü
economic exploiation aııd developmerıt, culnııal adaptation, and rising naıionalism. Landless northern
Vietrıamese peasan§, to take orıe eıample, w€fe prcss_ganged !o work as laboıren in üe new French rubber
planıations in southern Vieoam and Cambodia |ı |Wl a Frçnch ofEcial ıepoıted from Cambodie 'Already 450
coolies havc fled. Iııtost of ıhem have been rccapnııcd and senl bac,k o lıı[emut, and have uııdergoırc punishment
ıhat should frighrcn ıhe resl' Wiüıin ıhıce years, Vieuıarıese rubber planation worters in Cambodia had formed
a communist cell, and in 1935 the communisı orgaııisation in Cambodia sent a r€presentative o üe Pmtuguese
colony of lviacao fg üe fusı Congıess of the Indochina &mmunist Paily.z

A majc ctıaracterisıic of §ouıheast Asia in this period was üe nıımerical predomiııaırce of the peasantry
and üıe overwhelmiııg economic ıole of üe rııral sector, as in raditiorıal times. However, colonial rule and
population g,owth stimıılaıc<l maııy pcasant§ !o move out of subsistence fcrrıing and ino üe farming of cash
croıps for commercial export marlretıı fostcıed by the colonial empires.

For instance, in 1855 a million rcıçs of riceland had been cultivated in Lnwer Burma; its population
of about 1 million pıoduced 162,000 oru of paddy for exporı But by 1905, 6 million acres of riceland sıpported
a population of 4 mitlion people, producing 2 million ons for exporLl

irboutZ1%o of the land was leased to casiı terıarıt farrrıers, a figııre which rose n 427o by 1928. By üıen,
10 million acıes were culüvated with rice in Lower Burma, which now had a populaıion of 8 million. Mgrarıts
from India (to which Burma was joined by Bıiain uııül 1935) made up 7% of üe population Some of üıem
were prominent in moneyleıding, and when üe Deprassion struck, 2 million acres of farmland in lower Burma
were foreclosed upon, provoking anü-Indian rios, although many of the farmers who lost land were also Indian.

ı Ngo Vinh Long, Before ılu Revolwion: Tlıc Vietnaıııese Peasanıs Under ıhe French (Cambridge, MIT
Press, 1973), p. 31; Ben Kiernan, How Pol Pot Caıne to Power: A History of Communism in Kwnpuclua,
1930-1975 (London, Verso, 1985), p. 38, n. 142.

2 Kiernan, How Pol Pot Caııu to Power, p. 8; W.J. Duiker, The Rise of Natioııalism in Vietnam,
]900-194] (Iüaca, Cornell University Press, 1976), pp.2|6,238.

3 Michael 6dqq, Tfo Burma Delta: Economic Development and Social Change on an Asian Rice Frontier
(|9'14), p. 58. Slightly higher figures for üe 1855 acreage and populaüon are given in DavidJ. Steinberg
(ed"), /n Search of Sowlıeast Asia: A Modern History (Honolulu, University of Hawaü Press, 1987), p.23I.
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By 1935, landlords owned 58?o of. ıhe riceland in Lower Burma.a
Roughly similar developrrıen§ occıırred in üe Mekong Delta of soutiıern Vietnam. French officials and

entrepreneıırs dnined large areas and opened up new land. Rice acreage quadrupled o 5.5 million and the
population ripled to 4.5 million by the l930's.5 Vieuıamese rice exports grew from 57,000 ons in 1860 to 1.55
million in 1937. Even more ttıan in Bıırrrıa a small number of absentee landlords, boü French and Vietrıamese,
monopolised üe new lands. In Cochinchina (the Mekong Dela and the area around Saigon) in 1938, üe
wealüıie.st 2.57o of. ıhe landholders each owned over 50 hectares, toalling 45?o of all riceland üere. The poorest
'l2?o of peasan§, on the oüer hand, wiü less üıan 5 ha each, accoıınted for only L57o of. Cochiırchina's
riceland6 iüany were in fact landless teııaıııs, shaı€croppers or rural labouıers, groups which made up 807o of
the Delta population by üe 1940'sJ

In heavily populat«l nqtlıerıı VieEıam, ttıe agrarian strucEıre was morc complex. but still polarised. In
1940 there were 1.5 million lardless.t 62% of ıhe farrıing families owned less üan one actt, wtıile?.O?o owned
less ıharı onçhalf an acre. Tho poorest 90% oi üe landowııers owned orıly 37% of the farmland, while üe
richest l07o controlled 43?o of it.g However, the latter tended to be villagers raüer than absentee landlords.

In Cambodia anoüer viriıal monoculEıre, ıhe ricegrowing aıea increased from 500,000 ha. in 1910 to
1.1 million ha in 1940, and ricc pıoductiuı nearly doubled o l million tons.ıO In 1930, 80% of Cambodia's
landowners owned less tlıan 5 ha, accoınting fot M% of üe culıivated lanü Few peasants were landless, but
ıhe richşt 20%, usuılly not absentcc laııdlcds, owned more ıhan half üe land" The ratios ıçmained ıhe same
unü 1950. Alüough population gpowth meant thaı foıır-fıfths of the populatioıı ııon,, subsistcd on farms of less
ıharı 2 ha, Cambodia was muçh less densely populated or commeıcialised üıan Vietnam, and landlcdism only
became a significaııt pıoblerı in the late 1960's.ıı

ln Thailand's populatal cenral plain in 1930-3l, 36% of üe farmen were landless tenane;ı2 by 1953
the figııre was 49?o,1'
suggesting an increasing commercialisation deşpite the abserıce of colonial rule. Tlııough tade wiü the Wq§q
Thailand, too, had become a major rice eıporter. From 1909 o 1939 the aıea of riceland rose frorrı 1.5 ıo 3.4

' Steinbog (ed"), /n Search of Soutluaıt Asia, pp. 23|4. The figııres cited for rates of tenaııcy refer o
the thirteen main rice-producing disticts of the Burma Delıa

5lbid.,p.235.

6 Nancy Weigersma, Victnam: Pcasant Laııd, Peasanı Revoluıion: Patriuchy and Collecıiüry in the
Rural Economy (London, lvtacmillan, 1988), pp. 85,77.

7 Robert L. Sansom, Tlu Ecoııomics of lıswgency (Cambridge, MIT Press, 1970), pp. 5a-5.

t Alexander B. Wood§ide, Coıııınıııity aııd Revolution in Modern Vietnarı (Bos!on, Houghbn Mifflin,
1976), p. 155.

9 These figures are taken from wuks by the French geographer Pierre Goıırou, as cited in D. Gaıeü
Porter, Tlıe Myıh of tlıe Bloodbaıh: Norıh Vieınaın's Laıul Rğorm Reconsidered (Ithaca, New York, Cornell
University, lnternational Relations of East hojecg Interim Report No. 2, |972), pp.9,I0.

10 Remy Prud'homme, L' Ecoııomie du Cambodge (Paris, PUF, 1969), p. 254, tableau 11.

ıı See Ben Kiernan, "Socio-Economic Strucuıre, 193G.1970", in Kieman and Chanthou Boua (eds),

Peasants aıü Politics in Kampuclwa, 1942-198I (I-ondon, Zed Books, 1982), pp.4ff.

ı2 The figures for üe souü, nortiı and northeast of Thailand were lowen |5?o,27%o and |87o respective-
ly. See David Elliott, "The ScioEconomic Formation of Modern Thailand", in Andrew Turton, Jonathan
Fast, and }vlalcolrn Caldwell (ets), Tlailaııd: Rooıs of Coffict §oringham, Spokesman, 1978), p. 30, citing
Carle C. Zmmerman, Siaın: Rural Economic Survey, 1930-31 (Bangkok, 193l).

ıı 5d by 1964, 567o. These fıguıes are taken from Brewster Grace, "R@ent Developmens in Thai Rice
hoducüon", AınericanUniversitiıs FieldStaffReports, SouüeastAsia Series, vol.23, no.3, 1975, p.8.
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1

million ha., and rice exports rose from 890,000 to over 1.5 million tons, or 507o of. toıal rice production.ıa
Unlike üe oüer main|and Southeast Asian coıınries, üe economy of lvtalaya was dominated not by

rice production but by rubber and ıin. By |929,3 miüion agres in Malaya were planted in rubber, and only 1

million in rice. Peasaııt smallholders in ivlalaya aıd Indonesia, alıeady competing with the Eııropeaıı-nırı rubber
plantaıions üıere, exported ırg;\ arÜ% of all world rubber in 1929.ı5 The Philippinas, to, was a rnajor exportor
not of rice but of processed agdculüat commodiües such as sugar, coconut products, and cigaıs.

The 1930's Depression deüvered a severe stıock o all üe agricıılnıral counnies of Soııtheast Asia which
had become dependent on income froııı Fmary exports. It is instucüve that }vlalaya, Thailand, üe Philipines,
Vietnam, Cambodia and Burma all saw üıe establishment of communist parties or their branches in the year
1930. Not att look rcot at liıaı time, however, aııd üe nationalist issue of iııdepeııdence from colonial rule was
also needed o fan üıe flames of communism in Southeast Asia. This requiıed a good deal of 'cmperation' from
the colonialists, and finesse from the comintern

1.Vieııam

In Febrııary 1922, nııo Soııtheast Asiaıı represerıuıives aüended üe Firsı Congress of the Toilers of the Far East
in Perograü One was a Victnamese.ı6

In l9ll, at the age of twenty-one, I{o Chi Miıü took off to see ıhe world. He briefly enrolled in a
navigaıion cour§e in Saigon, and then sot sail, ftom the city that would one day carry his name. For nro yean
Howorkedoıastıipasakitcüenhan4ravellingbackaırdforüıbenreenFraııce,BostonaıdNewYct Dııring
most of Wold War I, he washed disiıes in a londm hotcl The 1916 EasterRising against Briüsh rute in hcland
caıght his atlention, as an example of an anti<olonial moveınent for independerıce. In lat€ 1917 he moved to
Paris; wiüıin weeks news anived of üıe world's fust commıınist revolution, in Rı§sia.

The First World War had seen 100,000 Vietnamese sent !o fight for Frarıce, a needless sacriiice in Ho's
view. He wrote biuerly ınTlıc Trial of French Colonialism (1923):
"They peristıed in the poetic de.sert of üe Balkans, wondering whether the moüıer country (Fraırce) intended o
insall herself as a favoıırite in ıhe Tıııt's tıaıcm; why else stıould they have been senı here ıo be hacked ıp?"

Ho was lmmeıllatcly 8rrüEd ıo the Rııssian Reıolutiorl Hg becarrığ friendly ,ıriüı Jean longuet, a
grarıdson of Kaıl lr[arx, aıd join€d the Fıcııch Socialist Party, rıoting is 'sympaıhy for üıe stnıggie of the
opprused peoples". At the V€rsailles Peace Confeıence in January 1919, Ho tried to pr€sent a request for equal
righs aııd freedoms for Fıpnch and Vietnamese. This iınmedi8ıely made him well-loown in Fraııce. When üıe
Socialisı Party split and the Fıench Commımist Party was forrıeğ in 1920, Ho became a founding member as
a 'Representative of Indchina". For siı years he kept pricking ıhe conscience of üıe French left by reminding
üem of üe hardships Fıaııce had imposed orı üıe Vieuıamese. But he also wroo about French colonialism in
Algeria, arıd lviaügascu. |n |924 eleçüorıs, his newşaper Le Paria supported the Communist Party because
it was "ıhe only paıty to puı up a coloıııed caııdidaıe in Paris".ı7

Another Vieırıamese, with whom Ho had studied navigaıion in Saigon in 1911, was also greatly
influenced by üıe Russian Revolution. After taking part in a brief workers' stike in 1912, Ton Duc Thaııg also
left Saigon working as a mechanic for üe Freııch rıavy. }Ie later woked in üe Reııaıılt factory in Frarıce.ıt

In 1918, he found himself on a voyage !o Russia, his ship ıaking suppües to fte anti-communist foreign
intervention forces. On üe high seas the French sailors decided o refuse to carry out üeir mission. They
muünied, and Ton Duc Thang joined in. Two years later, back in Vietrıam, Thang secretly organised the first
tıade union there. (When Ho Chi Minh died in 1969, Thang succeeded him as President of the Democraıic Repu_

" Takeshi Molooka, "Rice Expors and the Expansion of Culüvuion", in Yoneo Ishii (ed"), Thailand: A
Rice-Growing Society (Honolulu, University of Hawaii Press, 1978), pp. 283-5.

'5 Steinberg (ed.), /n Search of Sowluast Asia,p.228-9.

16 Anüony Short, Tlıe Communist Insıırrecıion in Maloya, 1948-1960 ([ondon, Muller, 1975), p. 19.

" Jean Lacouture, Ho Chi Minh Ç-ondon, Peücan, 1969), p.

18 Woodside, Community aııd Revoluıion in Modern Vicınam, p. 2O4.
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blic of Vietrıam. Ton Dııc Thang died in 1980.)
In |923, üe year üıe Cominterrı e§tablished its Far Eastern Bureau in Shanghai, üıe French Communist

Party sent Ho Chi Minh to Moscow as its delegaıe !o the Peasarıt International, and he was elected o its
executive comınitıee.ıg He spent the year LgU n üe Soviet Union, studying iviarxism-Itninism at ihe
University of üıe Toilers of ttp East in Tastüenç and met communists from all over the world, including India
and China Aı ıhe Fifüı Congıess of üe Communist Intemational in June-July lVA,Ho warned: "}Ve shall put
forward facs that surpa§xı the imaginatiorı and tempt one to believe that oıır party is deüberately snapping its
fıngen at everyüıing conrıected to the colonies... The revolt of üe colonial peasants is imminenl"a He was
later appointed "plenipotentiary of the Far East€rıı Secıetariat of üe Comintem Eıecutive",a and aı üe end
of I9?/l he moved !o China.

For two years Ho worked in Canıon as aıı interpreter o Mikhail Borodin, üe Soviet adviser o the
Chinese government in Carıtorı.z He made China his base for üıe next twerıty years, organising a Vietnamese
commıuıist movement, naining is officers uıd suıding other rççruis for study in üe USSR, travelling o places
such as Siam and }vlalaya to cmrdinate its acüvities wiü üıose of other Asian communiss and anü-colonialiss,
and coordinating all of üeir activitie.s wiüı üe poücies of üe Soviet Union.

The "fırst truly lvtaıııist organization in lıdochina" was the Tlanh Nien, or Vietnamese Revolutionary
Youü League, which iio founded wiü Vietnamese suıdeııt!ı in Canon n L925? As üıe tato Huynh Kim Khanh
describ€d iı, "Tharıh Nieıı was a new type of anti-colonial organisation... It pcolated a new Vieğumese society
on the basis of a double ıevolution, boüı political ('natiorıal independence') and social ('land !o the ıillo'). From
1925, the cadıes, poücias and meıamorphose.s of Tharıtı Nien determirpd the coıırse of üe Vierumese
revoluüon."ı From 1927 !o l93l, Ho atso served as üe Comintern offıcial wiü reşonsibility for üe "Souü
Seas" region.ğ A poütics of pıoleıarian internuionalism, as Khanh put it, was "grafted" onto a cultıııe of
vietnamese nationalism.E

ı9 Neil Sheehan, A Briglıı Shining Lie: Iolu Paııl Vaın aııd Anıcica in Vieııwııı (New Yoıt, Random
House, 1988), p. 157. Yevgeny Kobelev writes ıhat Ho arrived in Petograd on 30 Juıp, |923. Ho Chi Mlnh
(Moscow, Progıess Publi§ıers, 1989), p. 59.

a Ho Chi Minh quoted in Lacounıre, Ho Chi Miııh,pg.42-3. Lacoutııre cites üe Comintern congess
raııscript published by ıhe Sıaı€ Pııblishing House, (Moscow, l9zs),pp.653-7.

a Kobelev, Ho Chi Minh,p.75.

2 kcouture, Ho Chi Minh,9. M.

a Duiker, Tlu Rise of Natioıalism in Vicnanı, p, 20L.

a Huynh Kim Khanh, Vieıııaıııcse Communism, 1925-1945 (thaca, Cornell Univenity Press, 1982), p.

&.

6 R.B. Smiü, Aı Interıatioıwl Hisıory of tlıc Vieınaııı War, vo|. |, Revolution Versus Contairıment,
1955-196l (London, Macmillan, 1983), p. 80.

6 Khanh, Vietnamese Commwıism, ch. 1. See also Pierre Rousset, Commıııisme et rulionalisme
vieınamien (Paıis, Galilğe, 1978). On p.24 of his book, Khaııh liss two Vietnamese works which he found
"most helpful to understanding üe early hisory of Vietnamese communism": Tran Huy Lieu, Lich su tam

muoi ıam clıong Plwp, [iüsory of üe eighty-year anü-French resistancel, 3 vols. (lfunoi, 195761); and

Tran Van Giau, Gjcı cap cong nlan Vieı-Nam: Tu dan cong s(u thanh lap den cach manh ıhanh cong (Ihe
Vietnamese working class: From üe form*ion of üıe Communisı Party until üe success of the revolution], 3

vols. (Hanoi, 196243\. No suıdy of pre-revolutionary Vietnam is complete wiüout the works of David G.
Marr, Vieınamese Anıi-Colonialism, 1885-1925 and Vieınaınese Tradiıion on Trial, 1920-1945 (Berkeley,

University of California hess, 197l and 1981), and Ngo Vinh Long, Before tlıe Revolution.
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From 1919 a L929, "üe number of workers in Vietnam more than doubled", o about 220,000.u They
were mainly employed ai ports, on ıailroads, in nıbber planaıions and coal mines, or as paid agricuttııral labour
in Cochinchina Worten, and paıticularly those peasaııts who became seasonal workers, w€re to play a part in
Viemam's communisı revolution. Saigon was a city of 250,000 by üıe 1930's, and ttuoughout the coııntry
peıhaps 150,000 Vieuıamese were engaged in non_agricultııral production. But ıııbaıı dwellers accounted for üttle
ovet 57o of the populaıion of Vierıam, while rubber and coal accounted for less thaı, 10% of export value.u
The economy remained pedcniııanüy a rice-growing one, arıd under French rule it had become dependent on
export maıkets. When üe Wcld Depression hit in 199-30, Vietnam was affected as no other world orisis had
affected it before. Rice prices in particular fell dramatically, and in ıhe wake of crop failıııes, pe8saıı6 quickly
felt tiııealened. In northern Vietnam alone, a corıservaıive ııew§paper re,ported in lvtay 1930, "There aı€ now one
million persons who do not haye enoııgh cloües to wear o food to eal'29 However the colonial government
sıill altempted o collect taJ(est even in adıarıce in some cases. This provoked major peasaııt rotest in üe souü,
centre aııd north of üe counry.

From April 1930 to November 193l, üıerp werıo over 500 peasarıt demonsraıions. Land andrice sores
were seized all over Vietrıam. Theıs wğ9 also over 100 workers' §trikes, in many cases in sııpport of üe
peasanb.3o violence was ıısed against landlords, caüıolics arıd Frenchmen The colonial govenıment reşonded
wiü brual and overwhelming forcc. In gıe incideııt roops and aircraft killed nearly 200 peasarıts. Hundıeds
mce were killed before the Freırch regained conrol, taking 10,000 Vietıamesc prisoners.

ln üe mearıtimc Ho Chi Miü had sııcceeded in merging several different communist factions into the
"Vietnamese Commıınisı Party' in Febıııary 1930. Ho had şonrcıed the choice of name, sayıng that
'lndoChina' implied too broad a scope for Viemamese communist activity. But the Comintern üıen intercedeü
insrııcting a ııane change to üe 'Indochina Commıınist Party" at the Cental Commiuee's fırst plenum in
Ocober. Ho Chi Minh was not pr€sent üen, but he üd table his reşorse, which was !o support a poposal from
tiıe Paıty Committee in Cental Vietnam that üe ııaıne ıDt be changed ııntil similar commiuees had been formed
in laos arıd Carıbodia. The plcnıım rejected this, however, and stressed that despite ethnic aııd social differerpes
the thıee countries of Indochina were of necessity "closely relate<l to one another potitically and economical-
ly".3ı On 11 April 193l the Eıecuıive Commitıee of üıe Communist Interııaıional, at iıs Elevenü Plenum,
recognised the Indochina Coınnıınisı Party (ICP) as an indepeııdent secüon of the Comintern.32 It had ttuee
regional commiuees for norıhcrn, ccnral, and southem Vicnam.

By early l93l, rccording o a French poüce commissiorEr, six oııt of ten peasant§ in the cerıtral
Vierıamese pıovinces of Nghe fuı and Ha Tirü had joined üıe ICP or iıs oüıer cgaııisations (sırch as Peasaııts'
Associations).3 In fact üe movement ıherç became Lnown as the Nghe-Tinh nSovie§". inşiıed by the Russian
Revolution Huynh Kim Khanlı has argu€d ıhat it was Ho Chi Minh wip had areınpted to spaık a revoluüorı,
wiüıout involving ıhe ICP lcadcrship.a Though communiss never fully contrrolled the movement, their
involvement at the sidc of the anti-Frerıch prote§ıor§ over the full lengü of the country established the ICP as
the leading party of Vieuumgşg aıığ-calonialism. Though almost üe entire ICP Cennal Committee were arrested,
üe party recovered much better from French repr,ession than other aııü-colonial organisaüons did.

a Duiker, Tlıe Rise of Natioıalism inVicııanıı, p. 191.

'Ngo Viü Long, Before ılıe Revolwion, pp. 31, 102-3.

T 
Quoted in Ngo Viü Long, "The lndochinese Communist Paıty and Peasarıt Rebellion in Central

Vietnam, 193G31", Bulleıin of Concerned Asian Sclıolars, 10, 4, |978, pp. i5-35, atp.|7.

30 lbid, pp. 15-17.

3' See Kieman, How Pol Poı Caıne ıo Power, p. l0,

32 Huynh Kim Khanh, Vietnamese Coırununism, p. l7l.

" Ngo Vinh Long, "The Indochinese Communist Party and Peasant Rebellion in Central Vieuıam", p. 27.

Y lbid., pp. 163-17l. Khanh concluded: "It is to be hoped üaı one day such questions will
be resolved by scholaıs wiüı access to the Comintern's and ICP's archives."
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Unül üen üe ICP had had two maj<ır compeıitors. The Vietnam Nationalist Paıty (or Qıuc Dan Dang,
Vietnamese for Gınmindaııg, ııame of the ruling party in China), a non-communist gıoup, attempted to win over
Vietnamese troops in üıe French colonial army. The plans for a mutiny were discovered, however, and üe revolt
went off halfcocked in Febrııary 1930. Almost all üıe leaders were arrested by üe Fıench, and most executed.
The Nationalist Party almost ceased o exist dııring üe 1930's. It did not succeed in recnıiting many rural
members, and had few in üıe south and centre of Vietnam. One of üe thıee founding lead€r§ of üe Natiorıalist
Party, Pham Tuan Tai, encoııraged his followers to join üe ICP. The leading moderale nationalist, Nguyen An
Ninh, also gravitated towards the communiss.§

In the south was üe Constitutionalist Pafiy of Cochinchina a moderaie, relıatively p,ro-French party
based on üe landed classes who had prospered under French rule there. But becaııse Cochinchina was legally
a colony, not a Protectoate like üıe rıorth arıd centre, üe irüabitans could demarıd gr€ater righs from France.
By üe 1930's leading Vietnamese tıad near eqııality in ıhe professions and brıreaucracy, tiıe right to offer advice
o the Frçnch, and to form paıties and sand for eleçtion fc the Saigon City Council. However this was of üttle
berpfit to üe peasanry (or o Vieoamese of the norttı and centne), and in l93G3l Cochinchina saw the most
widespread peasant 'Soviets" of atl. These werç led by üe ICP from start to fınish, before they were cnıshed.s

Lirle is known about Ho Chi Minh's rcüvities over the next ten years, and some writers have concluded
thaı he wa§ 'in disgracen.' In 1933, Traıı Van Giau, orıe of a number of Vietnamese gradııat€s of the
University of the Toilen of the East who had r€hırrıed home to take part in üe undergıoınd movement, rebuilt
üe lcp structure in cochinchiııa The inilırnce of the constiuıtionalist party declined greaıty in üe 1930's, and
that of üe communiss increased. In the 1933 elecüons for the Saigon Municipal Council, in which 12 seats were
reserved for French citizens, a celition of Trotskyists aııd ICP communists won two of üe six seats set aside
for Vietnamese. In 1935 üis leftis c@lition, cmperating in what was then a uniqır defiaııce of the Cominterrı,
won four of ıhe six Vierıamese sea§, and again thıee in 1937.'t

When ttıe Popular Froııt govemmeııt game !o power in Paris in 1936, and legalised opposition colonial
movemenıs, Vietnamese Commıuıiss werc well placd !o txpand üeir legal oıperations oııtside Saigoı. In 1939
it was üe Troskyiss, howeyer, having broken with üe ICP in mid-l937, who won üe limited elecüons held
in Saigon for a Colonial Couııcil.'9

in üe meaııtimg in coııtrast o the Nuiorıalist, Consütıüonalist and TrotsIryi§t parties, üıe ICP had set
ouı o snıdy carefüy üc problems of ıhc Vieuıamesc pcasanğy. Two of its leaders pubti§ıed Van Dc Dan Cay
CIhe Peasaııt Question), an analysis of life in the counryside. The two auüıor§, Vo Nguyen Giap and Tnıong
Chinh, would boü become leaders of üıe modern Vieuume.se communist govenunent" In 1938 they proclaimed
as follows:
"Peasaııts comprise a maİrity of üıe peoptc, and suffer many layers of opressiaı and exploiıaüon. Therefore
the peasans have a hidden foıte, worthy of anention and worthy of reşecı lile must be aıpaıe of all tiıe
sğeııgtt§ and weakıesses of the peasarıts, but we absolutely mı§t not un&restimate üıem."o
Even üough üe French gıip on the country seemed unshakeable to many Vieğıamese, communist ıBvolution
wa!ı now on üe agenda

1939 saw üe end of üe Popular Front in Frarıce. In Indochina Communiss (and Trotskyists) were

35 lbid., p. 2|7 , and Duiker, Tlu Rise of Natioıwlism in Vieıııım, p. 178, who notes üat "the centrist,
natiorul reformist" Nguyen An Ninh 'in his political views had moved closer to üe rising Indochinese
Communist Party" in üe l930's. See also Rousset, Communisme et nationalisme vietnamien, p. 157.

" Ngo Vinh Long, "The Indochinese Communist Party and Peasarıt Rebellion", p. 17.

37 Khanh, Vietnamese Commııııism, pp. 186-7,257.

1t lbid,, pp. l99, 2034, and Roısset, Communisme eı nationalisme vietnaınien, pp. 1567. The best snıdy
of üe Troskyist-Communist collaboraüon in Yietnam is Daniel Hömery, Rğvolutionnaires vietnamiens et
pouvoir colonial en lııdochine (Paris, MaşĞro, 1975).

'9 Rousset" Communismı eı ıwıionalisme vieınamien, p. 160.

4 Truong Chinh and Vo Nguyen GJap,Tlıe Peasanı Quesion (1937-38), trarıslated by Christine White
(It}ıaca, Cornell Universiry Souüeast Asia Data Paper No. 94, |974), p.25.
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outlawed in September, and 2,000 of üem were arrested. In November, üe sixü pleııum of üe ICP Central
Committee resolved üıaı Japanese fascism and French imperialism were equally inimicat üo üe peoples of Indo_
china In 1940, üe Japanese army moved noops ino French Indochina, whose rulers, coming o terms wiü
Hider's successful invasiorı of Frarıce, relucunüy opened üıe door. ln the same year, Ho Chi Minh crossed the
Chinese border and renırned ıo Vietnarıı for üe firsı time since 1911. He had spent four morc yeanı in üıe Soviet
Union (where he had participaıed in ıhe mid-1935 Sevenü Comintern Congress, which appıoved the decision
of the Execuüve Commitıee to admit ıhe ICP o üe Comintern), and the rest of üe 1930's in places like
Thailand" a British gaol in Hong Kong, and }viao Zedong's Chinese Communist base aı Yenan. His reuırn home
was partly motivated by his üew ıhat a new opporonity was opening up for Vieuıam to seize iıs independence.
In 1941, as und§uted leader of the ICP, he and oüer communists set up a new organisaüon, the League for
the lndependence of Vietrıam, inown as the Viet Minh. Like ı}ıe ICP, tt e Vieı Minh was pledged o fight both
üe French and Japaııese. But before it could achieve is goals, it would have o face Briti§h, Chinese and
American armies as well.

2. Cwııbodia

The fırst Cominterıı r€port on Cambodia was dıawn up by the former leader of the Cogımunist Party of
Indorıesia §emaun who may have visited Cambodia as early as |927 or 1928. Semaıın'§ rsport (it§ datç is
uncertain) noted that communist organisation in Cambodia "remained weak in üıe developmerıt of revolutiorıary
woık": "Most of üıe enorpises ... aro §üll in üıe haıds of Chinese who. dııring strikes and disorders aııong the
local Malay [sjc] popıılaıion, benefit frqrı ıhe rotection of the Frerrch auüorities and are able o ıeplace their
lvialay workers wiü Chinese coolies." A Freııch SOıet6 official noted in 1929: "In fact üe Cambodians, in şite
of üe proxımity of üe Vietnamese and Chinese, have not yet learnt o organize meetings to haıch conşiracies.
They know how o gaüer togeüıer only on pagda feastdays and for funeral @remorıies, which are not very
süable foı inrigues.naı The only French ofiicial killed on active duğ in Cambodia before Wold War Two
was assassinated when he attempted o collect ta:ıes from Cambodian villagers dııring the Khmer New Year
fesüval.'2

As elsewhere, ecoıpmic crisis stnrck Cambodia in üıe early l930's, after a decade of exparısion of üıe
agricultııral economy. Phnom Rnh had feıvg than l00,0m residens in a population of 3 millioıı, and üıer€ wa§
almost no indısrial secor in cambodia Rice could rıot be sold at home or abroa4 and is pice fell &a_
matically.

The firsı commuııisg rctive in Cambodia were Vietrıamese, §ome of whom weıe merıbers of Itro Ctıi
Minh's Thıııh Nien. They were ıoıınded up by the French in a series of arrests in laıe L929.By Octob€r 1930,
the newly-formed Vieoamese Communist Party (VCP) had established a cell among the rubber planation
workers of eastern Cambodia But in April 1930, with the help of üe VCP, Cambodia's first Chinese Communist
Party cell wa!ı establish€d in a baıber shop in lQmpoı province, the region of greaıest concenradoıı of üıe
Chinese minoriıy. The ringleader appear§ to have been a Phnom Perıh portraiı painter and teacher of Chinese
characteş named Nien. French sotırces epear€d ıııuııııe whether Nien was Vietnamese or Chinese, but he
appears o have escaped from China o Saigon after the Gııomiıfung's repression of üe Canon Commune in
1927.He worked in phnom penh wiü a vieuıamese communist activist and with a vieuıamşe-born chinese,
supplying üıe Kampot cell with leaflets in boü Vietnamese and Chinese Out not in Cambodian) which they
disributed üere on }vtay Day and again on üe night of 31 July 1930. Thirty-six people were quickly arrested
and twelve gaoled. The S,üret6 regarded üeir activity as "proof of the Sino-Vietrıamese allinqçg" designed to
engineer "co-peneıralion" of Caınbodia by üıe two communist parties, but was unable to identify üe agent
responsible for liaison between üıeın.

Whoever i[ was, had a wider nel On üıe same night, some of üe same leafles were distributed by the
frst Cambodiarıs known to have become involved in communist activities. These were Ben Kıahom ("Red Ben"),
a24 yeu-oLd coolie at üe Phnom Penh electicity works, and Sau Mel and hak Sim, two t€eııage Cambodians

nı Kieman, How Pol Poı Came ıo Power, pp. 15, 13. See this reference for documentation of much of
what follows.

a2 David P. Chandler, "The Assassination of Resident Bardez (1925): hemonition of Revolt in Colonial
Cambodia", Journal of the Siam Sociery,70, 1 & 2, July 1982, pp.3549.
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from the Saı?vann Monastery, as well a§ l(ıalıom's Vieuıamese wife and two Vielname* lycEe students. From
rees in üıe streets of Phııom Penh, üey hung three red barıners "with Soviet emblems" and slogans in
Vietnamese calling on the poıpulation o establish "a wotrkers' government". The leaflets in Vietnamese ıuged
on üıe proleıariat against both imperiatism arıd the Guomindang in China and protested ıaxes on the local
Chinese. All six were arrestod, aıd fıve gaoled; üıeir faıe is unknown.

On üe eve of 7 Novernber 1930, üıe üıirteenth anniversary of the Russian Revolution, Phııom Penh was
lashed by a üolent storm and suffered an elecuicity blackouı Soon after, Vierıamese leailets were found at üe
port, in üe post office letter_box, aııd in the own center. They appealed for a ıevolt and gave a brief hisory of
üe Russian Revoluüon. But by üıe end of iüay 1931, the French secınity forces claimed they had made a "cleaıı
sweep of all the revolutioııary o,rganizations" in Cambodia The fırst eünic Khmer o join a communist party
was Thach Choeun, a native of Vietrnrn's Mekong Delta He joined the ICP in 1932 while working as a
fisherman in Cambodia, wheı€ ıhe party assigıed him an uninown political mission. The tCP p,rogram, elabo_
rated in 1932, included not only üıe defeaı of Frerıch colonialism, buı also "the ov€trthroııı of üıe indiguıous
dynasües" in Cambodia, Vierıam and Laos, along "wiü all the mandarins and notables [and] confucation of all
their possessions". But arıti-colonial or even ıeformist acıivity of any kind in Cambodia remained miniınal,
deşite the ICP's call for a "frai€(ttal alliaııce of all üe peoples of IndoChina" aıd it§ promise of "üe right of
the Cambodians, kotiarıs, and all oüıer peçles of IndoChina frecly o ıııaııage their own affairs". The Sfırçtğ
reported: "We have not yet come acrcss a single case of contamination of Cambodians." orıly latcr did Choeun's
activities come !o lighq but his name dlsapeears from oıır sffiy after he fled o Cochinchina in 1935. Another
Süretğ repct noted in 1934, "On Janııary 14, üıe uıniversary of üe deatiıs of Lieblnecht, Rosa Luxembıırg and
Lenin, üeıe werç no dernqıstatiqıs or leaflets distributed in Cambodia." Nor would tlısrc bc any oüer
lvianıisçI-eninist activity for at least fifteen years. Cambodiaıı communism would only be conceived by üıe
combination of an indigenous declaraıion of independence from France and a Fıench attempt o frıısrate it and
reassert colonial conğol.

Later in 1934, üıe ICP leaders outlined their policy in an imporuııt "lecq o comrades in Cambodia".
It stressed: nThere is no question of a separaıe Cambodiaıı ıevoluüon. Therç is only a single Indo€hirıese
revolution. Indo-China being ımder the domination of a single imperialist government" all the revoluüorıary forces
must be unified uıd gıoııped ımder üıe direction of a single party, üe ICP. Cambodia @s not have the right
to a sepaıato Cambodiaıı commıınisı puty. The communists there must unite aııd cı€ate a regioıul commitee
which will be placed uııder üe leadcrstıip of the ICP Cental Committee. To cıparc a Cambodiaıı communist
party would harm üıe revolution by dividing the foıces of üıe proleıariaı, and by breaking the leadcnhip of unity
of üe [CP, it would be o fall ino üe rap of the poücy of racial divi§on, set by imperialism."

In lvtaıch 1935, the ICP's First Congıess re-statcd thc Par§'s 1932 programme: "After üe eüction of
the French imperialiso, these miıpriıies [iırcluding Cambodians and ko] will have the right to manage their own
affairs up to and including üe righı !o §ecede and form an indepeııdent §tate and o adopt the poliücal regime
of ıheir choice. The worker peasant and soldier §oviet govenıment of Indo-Chim undertakes not to int€rfeı€ in
their inıernal affain." Tbe eııenuul aim was a TJnion of Soviet Repıbtics of Indo-Chinan; erh poople woııld
be free to join on "a basis of liberty uıd eqııality' anü while coperating in foreigı atrairs and defence matı€tr§,

would "enjoy complete auıonomy within their terriorial liınitsn. The Uniorı would form part of a "World Union
of Soviets". This followed the lines of a Chinese Communist Party open letter o ICP members, which looked
forward o üe day wherı "Soviet Indochina and Soviet China will unite in the World Federation of Soviet
Republics".a3

On üe Vierıamese side, all this militant internationalisrn waı provoked by the French frustration of
Vietnamese nationalism. But in pracüce the ICP remained as Ho Chi Minh had envisaged it, centered on
Vietnam and largely unconcerrpd wiü eiüıer überating or controlling Cambodia Cambodia was a ıarget if under
colonial rule. As an ICP newspaper had put it in 1931: "If üe Vierıamese revolution succeeds but French
imperialism is lurking in Laos and Cambodia, the revoluüonary power in Vieuıam will be shaky."{ Once üıe
Viet Minh seized power in 1945, it estabüshed the "Democratic Republic of Vietnam", not of Indochina llanoi
recognized 1hg n6tignalist declarations of independence in Cambodia and Laos. But it was not until 1951 that

n3 Khanh, Vietnamese Commıınism, p. |74.

{ D.Gareüı Porter, "Vietrıamese Communist Policy Towards Kampuchea, 1930-1970", in David P.
Chandler and Ben Kieman (üs), Revolution aıü lts fftermath in Kampııchea: Eighı Essays §ew Haven,
Yale Southeast Asia Studies Monograph No. 24, 1983), p. 60.
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üe ICP was dissolved ino national partiqs for Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos.

3. Tlniland

As early as 1881, the king of Siam tud hoped for deliverarıce from "üıe hands of those base classes, §oçin|isç
Nihilist, Communisıs..." Hi§ §ucces§or in l91t claimed somewhaı connadicorily thaı there were no classes in
Siam, since all but üe king were eqııal in statısf The Russian revoluüon ended ttp formeğ warm relations
between üe two monaıchies. Diplomatic rclations between the tıyo countries wero not re_established ııntil after
World War [I, by which time Russia had become the USSR and Siam had changed is name o Thailand (in
1939, afıer a coup had ended the absolute moııarchy in 1932). The break thus lasted üe entiıe lifetime of üe
Comintern. Yet in üıe 1920's Comintern leaders üke Ho Chi Minh and üe Indğıesiaıı Tan tvialaka were active
in Siamf

A 1923 report even claimed üat nııo Thai subjects had foıınd üeir way !o Moscow and held high
positions in üe comintern. in lwl,ihığg were two repğts of a British communist (apparently named slaterf
travelling to Bangk* wiü Ttıai comrades educated in Eıııope, as well as rccounB of "a Siamese of bad charac-
ıer', üving in lviarseiltes, rvbo wa§ a "seçatt agenl.. well suppüed with funds whbh his daııghter brings u
intervals from Germany thıough Switzğılaııd". However, as wiü Cambodiaıs, prğwar commuııiss had little
success among ethnic Thai, and were limited to working among the Vietnamese and Chiııese mingities. The
main comintern channel was the "south seas commıınist party", apparenüy Ho chi Minh's Hong kong-based
networkf

The Siamese morıarchy had become noıed from üıe mid-nineıeenth cenuıry for is sophisticaıed dealinş
with üe Wesı It also made a deft appraisal of üıe Comintern. ln lV27, üıe Thai Minister of Foreign Affairs
infcrrıed a US diploırıat of "üıe preseJıt siuıation in so far as Moscow was corıc€rıı€d":
"Siam was a small and unimporuııı coııntry in world atrairs so ıhat any real effort on üe pan of Moscow would
scarcely justify iself. Ttıe object and aim of üe Communisıs therefore was !o use Siam as a sğt of rıeural base
from which to carry on acüvities in souıtpastern Asia Three westem pow€rs possased importaııt colonies in
üe vicinity of Siam... anü.. it wa§ aı thesğ thaı üe acıivitie.s of Moscow weıc really aimeü hince Traido§ said
thaı in üe ıepoıts received froın üıe Sianese lqaıim in Pilis, it had been cleaıty indicated tiıat üe Soüet had
felt it necessary !o incıease ils actiyities in soutbcastcrn Asia arıd o harc a ceııt€r from which o base is woıt
What more logical üıarı thaı Siam should coııstitutc that ceııtg..."a9
In a celehaıed case in 1930, ıhirty Vietnamese exile§, some of üeın communisıs, wetc arıested in central
Thailand arıd deportcd to China5o l\[osı communist documeııs seized in Thailaııd weıe written in Chinese,
sometimes in Thai or Engİi§ı. But one produced on iviay Day 1930 was sigıed by the "Commıınist Woıters
Committee of Siam", aııd aıpthg of üc same year wa§ called "Draft Statement Aııalyzing üıe Government and
Economy of Siam'. These criticized üe imperialist powers, discııssed ttıe condition of the working class in Siam,
and called for ıhe overthrow of the monaıchy, "u1161 the propertyless class are üe leaders, holding absoluıe
power". One of üese documeııts the king fouıd particularly impressive:
"This is very well writren, arıd rıot üe work of someone fooüstı. Also, j, was not witıen in Chiıa, but in §iam.
The auüor is a knowledgeable person well wortlı listening to, and I would üke fc all members of the cabinet
ıo read it in order o ses what communist propaganda in Siam is like. If üe contents of this document were

a5 Benjamin A. Batson, Tlıc Eııd of ttu Absolute Moııarclıy in Siam (Melbourne, OUP/Asian Studies
Association of Ausnalia, 1984), pp. |65, I82 n.22.

6 For references, see ibid., p. 181 n. 19.

r lbid., p. 168.

48 lbid., p. 165_72, 1804.

49 lbid.,p. 170.

50 lbid., p. 175-6.
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disseminated :ımong the agıiculuıral classe.s in Siam, many nighı find iı qüıe convincing."sL
A |977 official history of the Thai Communist Paıty claims üat "in 1930, üe Communist Party of Siam was
founded".52

By 1931 at least ıwo Thai princes did seem wonied. One wamed üe king's wife, Mai Tew: "We mu§t
pr€vent revolution before it is too late. There witt be fighting in the sreets!... Hide your goldl Hide yoıır jewels,
tvtai Tew! The looters will take everything. They will kill gg....53 There was indeed someüing o fear. In June
1932, a combined miüıary-civilian coup ovethıew ıhe absolute monarchy, and one of the first economic plans
of the new ıegime envisqged subsıantial natioııalisationsı although ihese were never implemented. A leaflet
disuibuted in Bangİolç sigıed by ıhe "Communisı Party of Siam - Young Communist Party of Siaınn, aıtacked
both regimes and called for a "Soviet goverııment of Siam".s5 Ttıe radical coup leader, the Paris-educated liberal
socialist uıd head of üe People's Party, Pridi Pharıoırıyong, was eventııally shunted aside by üe pro-Japanese
mititary stnongman ard Thai chaııvinist, Phibun Sorıglrram.

Ttııee represeııtaıives of the Communist Pany of Siam aııended üıe fırst Congıess of üıe ICP in iviacao
in 1935.56 However, the official Thai Communist hrty hisory records thaı the Communist Party of Siam "wa§
severely suppressed by üe rerctioııary regime soon afıer its formation. Leading party orgaıüı were disnıpted
several times and numeıq§ party manbers imprisoned. The dissemination of }viarxism and paıty activiües were
kept within severe limits for a long perioü I aclring experieırce, üıe Paıty could not exert much inflırnce upon
üe society and iıs political ıole was limit€d-" Thc Communist Party of Thailaııd, üıe history continues, was
officially founded only in December 1942.

4. Bıırıııa

The Communist Pany of Burma was founded in August 1939 by a group of radical naıionalist snıdents, who,
Robert Taylm remarks, had 'learned their }vları and Lenin, not through two decades of debao wiüin üe
international Communist morıement that followed the Russian Revolution, but rather through the popularized aııd
reformist texts of Briüsh writers üke John Strachey and the üeoretician of the British Communist Party, R.
Palme Duü,". Oüer such inflıpntial wgts weıe recommeııded by the Indiarı natiorıdist Pandit Neiırıı in his
Imprcssioıa of Sovieı ıtııssüİ All these became acccssible in Burma from about l99, when myalıies aom
a book writıen by anti-British rebel lcadsr }Isaya San funded üe establishmcnt of a librğy of }viarııis litcratıı€.

Briüsh documenB describe Oo Kyaw a§ "thc father of Burmese communisın". Ilaving bceıı influenced
in his youth by Indian ıevoluüonry organisations such as the league Against [mperialism, Oo Kyaw had gone
to londorı ırn1927 to study law; "he tavelled widely in Europe where he contacted seveıal Communist groııpsn.
He sent }ı,tarxist üteratııre home, and was influenüal in radicalising key suıdent leaders in Burma In 1937, ıhe
fırst ivtarxist works were pıülisbd in the Burmese language; "Frcm üıen onwards, socialist ideas iniluenced

5| Ibid., p. 171.

52 'A Brief Inroducıion o the History of the Communist Party of Thailand" , n Ttnitand: Roos of
Conflict, pp. l58-168.

53 
Quoted in Bason, Tto End of the Absolute Monarchy in Siam, p. L72.

y lbid.,pp.245,271l.

55 Patrice de Beer, "Hislory and Policy of üe Communisı Party of Thailand", iı Thailaıü: Roots of
Conflict, pp. 143-157, aı p. 145.

56 Khanh, Vietnamese Commıaıism, p. 187.

57 Robert H. Taylor, Marxism aııd Resistance in Burma, 1942-1945 (Athens, Ohio University Press,
1984), p. 3.
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neaıly every poüücat orgüıisation in Burma"st
But relaıions wiü üe Briüstı Communist Party were "tenuous", according o Robert Taylor. One

Burmese had joined the Anti_Imperialisı Iıague in Britain in 193 1, üe British communist David Freeman visited
Burma in November 1937, and in l93E üe Wckers' Bookshop in london tıad at leası one iniluential Burmese
subscriber a is World Na+,s aıü Vieü,s, üe editor of the All-Burma Suıdent Union paper. "The fırst conıact
betweeıı a Burmese nationalist and a foreign Communist Party", however, acıırred in 1936. While sOdying law
in Lucknow, üe Burmese journalist and novelist Thein Pe tıad joined a BenCi suıdent organizatiCIı and met
Indian Communist Paıty leaden, iırlııding CPI co_fourder Mısafa Ahmed- A Bengali Communist, BN. Dass,
renırned to Burma wiü Thein Pe in 1938, ard a Burma-born Bengali mainained üıe lirü This came o fruition
when üe CPI obıained Comintern p€rmission to spon§or a Communist Party in Burma Indian and Bıınrıese
Ivtarxist suıdy group§ in Rangoon were united u a meeting held on 19 August, 1939. Thakin Aung San was
elected secretary-general of üıe new Paffyj9

The climao was ceroinly favoıırable fc ıhe formaıion of the Commıuıist Party of Bıırma A successful
§nıdent proıest againsı a British crrckdown in 1936 had alıeady beeıı followed by a 1938 oilfreld ıvorkers' §trike.
This led ıo a malıs uprising in 1938-39. In Febıııary 1939 British r,oops massacred 17 demonstraıors, including
severı Buddhist morüs"o

In 19D_30, üıe "Sotıth Seas Communis Party' had esablished a "Plovisional Commicee of ttrc Special
Division, Burman, among üe small ethnic Chinesc commıınity in Rangoon. But it had ütle cqıtact with ethnic
Burman radicals. Bertil Lintner şeculaıes ıhaı '}Iad the wo groups established contact in üe late 1930's, it is
possible that commuııism might even have succeeded in Burman tn 1940, the Burmese communists sent one
of üıeir number, Aung Saıı, to §hanghai to contact üe Chinese CommunistParty, but, foıçed to elude üe Briti§ı
police, he ended ııp in Japaııese-occııpied terriory. S€paıat€d from üıe communist moyemeııt, Aung §an begın
a foıu-year collaboation wiü To§o (whose foıces invaded Bıırırıa in 1%2) befae breaking away agaın on a
new paü, one thaı madc him üe unchallenged leader of Burmşc irdeperıdence. Itre was assassiııat€d in 1947.
His former Party comradcs &om l94O, howev€tr, had been üe first Burmese ıo cğıt rt the Allies in üıe inteıest
of common resisıance to Japaıı€se acupatiou6ı and üıey subseqııenüy built an organised communist movement,
and led an insurgency which en&d orüy in 1989.

5. Malaya

The Souüı §eas Braırch of the Chiıpse CommuııisıParty (CCP), headed by ahovisional Commiüee, was formed
in ivtalaya n L925. The rıext year a laboıır wing called üıe South Seas (Nanyang) Geııeral Iaboıır Union, was
set up under the guidaııce of the Proftıtern.o Wiıhin three years, however, Briüsh colonial repressiorı had
paralysed CCP acüvities in Malaya. In Aprrl 1930, a new ldalayan Communist Party (MCP) was established,
and it inherited üe laboıır orgaııisation, which, after British poüce had largely suppressed it in 1928-31, was
renamed üıe lvtalayan General lıboıır Union in 1934.63

s Bertil Lintner, Tlu Rise aıü Fall of ılw Coııunuııist Parry of Burma (CPB), (Ithaca, Cornell University
Souüeast Asia Program, 1990), p.4-5.

59 Taylor, Marxism and Resisıance in Bıırma, ]912-1945, pp. 5-6,7G2.

* Lintner, Tlu Rise aııd Fall of ılu Comınııııisı Party of Burıııa, p. 4.

6| Ibid., p. 5-7.

62 Anthony Short, T/ıe Communisı Insurrection in Malaya, p. 20, gives ttıe date of üe union's founding
as May |926;Lee Tong Foong, "The MPAJA and üe Revoluüonary Sruggle, 1939-1945', in Mohammed
Amin and Malcolm Caldwell (ets), Malaya: The Making of a Neo-Colony §ottingham, Spokesman, |917),
pp.95-119, gives üe üte as l95.

63 Lee Tong Foong, ibid., p.96, and Michael Morgan, "The Rise and Fall of Malayan Trade Unionism,
1945-1950', in Amin and Caldwell (eds), Malaya, p. |52. See also Cheah Boon Kheng, The Maslced
Comrades: A Sıudy of ıhe Commıııist Uniıed Front in Malaya, ]945-1948 (Singapore, 1979).
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The new MCP was şonsoıed by üe Comintem's Far Eastern Bıııeaıı through üe Pan-Pacifıc Trade
Union Secretaıiat, based in Shaııgİıai. According to Anüony Short, "a meınber of the French Communist Party
arrived in Singapore to help wiü cganisation.' However, he was aııested, and with the laıer arrest of Ho Chi
Minh in Hong Kong, üıe Far East€rıı Bıııeau was nearly el.iminaıed The lvialayan Communist Paıty was left
to sink rooıs in its own naıive soilı

lvialaya's populaüon wa!ı more ethnically divided üran ıhaı of üe oüer Souüeast Asian counries. By
1930, indigenous lvtalays had become a minority, with more üıan half the 4 million population made up of
Chinese or Indians.o Malays were largely resriqed o rice farming and rubber smallholding, arıd Indians made
up 80% of the rubber plantation workforce, while Chinese dominated the tin-mining laboıır foce and small
business acüvity. The MCP succeeded only among eünic Chinese, with üıe exception of one multi-racial laboıır
insurrectioıı. In the aftermaü of üe Depression, a wave of srikes arnong miners, Singapore bus workers, and
other laboıırers, şread o rubber trypefs in 1936. The next year the unıest spıead furttıer, and in üe Banı Aıang
collieries in Selangor protesting wders briefly set up a local "soviet". According o Michael Morgan, "üe
worters took possession of üe popefiy, setring up an interrıal govemrrıent complete with an elabcate defense
system".6

Opposition to the Japaııese invasion of China pıovided üe MCP wiüı its gr€atest appeat. Membership
of the Paıty and of iıs aırcillry bodies was never less than 90% Ctıinese.o

6. Tlıe Philippiıws

Like ivialay4 üe Philippines waıı more ııöaııized and is economy less dominaıed by rice cultivation than üıe
other §outheast Asiarı coııntries. Marıil4 for instarıce, impğted much of its rice from Vietnaııı's Mekong Delta
|n Lng, sugar headed üe naüon's exp(trts, followed by coconut producs, üaca, cigars and embroideries. By
üe 1940's, lhe populıation of üe capıtal alone had reached l million , over 67o of a otal population of 16 million.
The largest group of wor&ers in Maııila were the 12,000 cigar makers, who ıviü printing worters probably
exhibited üe most proleıarian consciousness.r

The fuıst soıcinlist labor movement in the philippirıes had been esıablished by Isabelo de los Reyes, who
bıought socialist and aııarchis litcıanıre hme from Eıııopc in Janııary t90l. A Philippine rcvolution against
Spain tıad broken out in 18!}6. Iı had been very successful until 1898, when üe United Sates replaced §pain
as the colonizing power. Philippiııe armed resisunce o tiıe US continued until l9@, üe year de los Reyes
established üıe Deınocraıic lıbor Union. Thrce months and üıree strikes laıg he was rrested and jailed The
union struggled on under new leadeıship and a slighüy differçnt name. Orı iviay Day, 1913, one of its members,
Crisano Eııangelista, cganized üıe Philip,pine Workers' Congress, "üe biggest aııd best organized labor

a Short, The Coırımunisı Insıırrection in Malaya, p. ?I.

6 Michael Stenson, Class, Race aııd Colonialism in Wesı Mataysia: Ttıe Indian Case (St Lucia,
University of Queensland Press, 1980), p. 5. For detailed figures, see Kernial Singh Sandhu, Indians in
Malaya: Immigration aıü Seulement, 1786-1957 (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1969), p. 175.

6 Morgan adds thaı although üıe soviet did not last long, "The bargaining position and determination of
labour was such üat all employers were forced to grant 5uğştantinl concessions." "The Rise and Fall of
Malayan Trade Unionism", p. l53.

fl Short, The Communisı Insunecıion in Malaya, p. 19.

6 Daniel F. Doeppers, Manila, 1900-1941: Social Change in a l,ate Colonial Metropolis §ew }Iaven,
Yale University Souüeast Asia Studies Monograph No. 27, 1984), pp. 39, and Doeppers, "The Impact of the
Great Depression on Employment and Well-Being in Meropolitan Manila", paper read at üıe meeting of the
Asian Snıdies Association of Austalia, May 1986, w.2,7.
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federaıion uı üe country for nearly two decades".69 As respected leader of üe Philippiııe Printers' Union,
Crisarıo Evangelista was !o be labor's representative in üe fiıst Phiüppine independence mission o the United
Sıaıes, in 1919. By üen a Philip,pine Farmen Union tıad also been founded, with Jacino Manaiıan as is general
secretary. Is leaders included a fcıııer Philippine revolutionary general.

An unnamed Filipino was appaıenüy üe other Souıheast Asian representative who, with a Vietnamese
comrade, attended üe fust Corıgıess of the Toilers of üıe Faı East, at Petogıad h L922.7o In early L924, an
agent of üıe Communi$ Pany of the USA (CPUSA) named William Janequetıe, alias ilarrison George, arrived
in ivtaııila !o attempt ıo set ııp a Philippine communist appaıauıs. Janequere met wiü a number of local laboıır
leaders uıd is said o have been impressed wiü Evangelista and ivtanahan, who in 1930 would become
co-founders of üe Communi§t Party of the Philippines. In lırıe 1924, fıve Fiüpino delegaıes, including nvo
whom Janequeüo met in Manil4 atıerrded the First Congıess of Orienıal Tranşortation Wcken in Canton. ln
üe same yeaı, Crisarıo Evangelisıa andone of üe returıpd delegaıes ruigned from üe Nationalist Party o form
a new Workers' Party.

In July 1925, the Indonesiaıı-born Comintern official Tan tvlalaka anived in Maııila, posing as a Filipino
mısician. He soon 'cut a great swattı among Maııila's intellectual elite and the political §alons". He became
frierıdly wiü Serute hesideııı l[aııırl Quezm, laı€r to become the fırst President of uı independent Philippines,
at well as wiıh üıe last Resideııt üıring üıe ıcvolution, Emilio Aguinaldo. In his ıındercover role, Tan Malaka
met wiıiı Evangelisa and other leftis§, and arıaııged for three Filipinos ıo attorıd a Profintern conference in
Canton, sponsored by üe Pan_Prcific Trade Union Secıeariaı He also speııt time in Siam and Malaya, and was
fiııally unmasked in \,rarıila in Augıst 197. Durch potice pessed for his extradiüon, but after a ten{ay pııblic
cürrpaigı in which Qııezon d€claı€d that Tan lldalalo was entitled o full pırotcctiqı under the US flag, he was
deported ir§tead to üıe Chirpso port city of Anoy.

At ıhe Shanghai Profintern confereıre in 1928, the Fiüpiın delegates were Evangelista and his comrade
Cirüo Bognoı They met futıııe Chinese premier Zhou Enlai and the CPU§A leader Earl Browder, who arrarıged
for üe two Filipino labor leaden ıo go on ıo yisit Moscow. Jacino ivtaııahaıı met üıem üıeıe, on a rip fiııaııced
by the Krestintem. After reuırııing homq Bogınt established a short-üved Philipine section of the Anü-Im-
perialist League.

But in his own absence, Evangelista was ournanoeıırıred by a conservaüve labor faction and lost control
of the Philippiııe Worters' Congıtss, which he had estıblished fifteeıı years earlier. tle left it in |Y29 io e§tablish
a new nAssociation of üe Soıs of Sweaı', known by its Filipirn initids, KAP. Iıı Augtst 1930, the deci§ion wa!ı
made o establish the Commıınist Party of üıe Philippnes (Partifu Koınıııista ng Pilipiıas, PKP), which was
offıcially proclaimed on 7 Novpmber, ıhirt€onü uıniveısary of üe Russian Revoluüoı\ beforg a crowd of 5,000.
It named is newspaper, after knin's, Tirı.f (Spak), and received finaıEial aid from CPUSA figııres WiUiam
Janequette arıd Agııes Smedley.

The Cenral Committee included foıu fanrıers' represıentatives, but was heavily weighted towards urban
workers. It included seven cigarrıakers, fıve printers, foıır woodcuttea, two ınariners, two electician§, rwo
slipper makers, a plumber, a railıoad wort€r, and a clerk Two Chinese were also nominaıed, inclııding a
Comrade "C", who served on üe seven-per§on Politbıııo. Evangelista became Secretary_General of the PKP.

After speaking aı a banned I(AP demonstration on lvtay Day 1931, Evangelisa was arrested and charged
wiüı illegal association and sedition; he was fined aııd sentenced o 18 months in jail. Evangelisıa, }viaııaiıan, and
many oüer PKP leaders were also "bani§hed" !o various provinces for eight years. The PKP was outlawed
W6se, Manaiıan quit üe party, claiming it did not repessnt peasarıı interess. The Party continued to favoıır
the uıban proletariaı. Buı iı retained an organisaüonal networh including a Uniıed Peasant Center, arıd one PKP

o Edııaıdo Lachica Hıık: Philippine Agraian Society in Revolı (Manila, Soüdaridad Publishing House,
1971), pp. 92 and 93, quoting Alfredo Saa|o, Handbook on ılıe Communist Parry of ıhe Philippdnes (Armed
Forces of the Philippinas, 196l).

70 Short, The Communist Insurrecıion in Malaya, p. 19. ShJdies of Philippine communism do not seem to
mention üis, however. My account of its birth is from Lachica, Hııi, chs. 4 and 5, and from Benedict J.
Kerkvliet, The Hıık Rebellion (Quezon City, New Day Publishers, 1979), pp. 50-3. Readers are invited to
consult A.S. Aıaneta. "The Communist Parry of üe Philippines and üe Comintern, 1919-1930", Ph.D.
üssertation, Lincoln College, Oxford, 1965, and oüer references noted by Kerkvliet, p. 50 n. 36.
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leader headed a nationalist associaıion wiıh 40,000 members.7ı
Under President Roosevelt, üe US moved cauıiously owards graııting Philippine autonomy, and üıe

nationalist sruggle houed up. A new independence party, Saldal, won ihıee sea§ in tiıe House of Representa_
üves and a large number of minor elected poss; is mernbership was estimated at over 60,000. On iviay Day
1935, üe Sakdalisıas launched an armed rebellion, arıd weıe cnıshed.

A rpw populist group was the Socialist Party of the Philippirrcs. Based in Pampanga proyince north of
lvianil4 is leader was Pedıo Abad §anos, an admiror of IJon Blum, Normaıı Thomas, arıd Mexicarı PresiĞnt
Caıdefras. A former maFr in the Philippines revolutioııary arırıy, Sarıtos had been paıdoned after serving prt
of a 25-year sent€nce. In 1925-30, a peasaııt uniorı was orguıised by the son of another l890's revolutionry
leader; he received communist üteranııe from Rııssia and China, but prıeferred to join Sanos and ıhe Socialiss.
A second rıual orguıisation, establisiıed by Luis Tanıc in 1932, also joined forçes wiü ıhe Socialist Party in
Ocober 1935. Tanıc became üıe Party's General Secretary.

The next year, üe CPUSA seııt James S. Allen, using the name Dr. Sol Auerbach, wiü a new diıective
for üe PKP. The Sevenü Comintcrn Caıgıcss in 1935 had called for united front tactics to oppose fascism.
Allen also persuded Quezon, now President of a new, aulonomors Commonwealü of üe Philipines, to tBlease
Crisaııo Evaııgelisıa from jail The PKP's leaders were freed in December 1936, and pardoned two years larcr.
ivteaııwhile, Allcn reomed o üc Philippines to eılcourage a Commuııisrsocidi§t m€rger. Aı its üıird congı€s§
in October 1938, üe PKP approwd ıhe plan, and üe Socialiss agreed at a joint convention held on üıe ıwentiatı
anniversary of the Ru§siaıı Revolution Evangelista became chainııan of the ne\[, Frty uıd Abad Sanos
vice-chairmaıı. Luis Tanıc was appointed to üıe PKP Cenral Corıımiree.

Abad sanos remained a moderaıe advocate of rcform,7z il16 §gcialist party candidaıes won eight seas
arıd a numbg of other positioıs in Parıpaııga in ıhe 1940 elecüors.u Deşite some tensiors wiüin üıe PKP,
üe mergo was a remartable auempt !o uııite peasanı and labc movements in a Souüeast Asian country. It
lasted sixteen years.

In Wold War II, Crisaııo Evangelista and Pedro Abad Sanos lead üe PKP-şonsored Hü resisunce
o üıe Japaııese invasion, buı both were capnıred by the Japaııese. Evangelisa was executed in l%2; Abad
Sanos died in Pampuıga in 1945. Luis Tanıc continued ıhe fight as Hü military commander. After üıe war,
six Hıü caııdidarcs won sea§ in ıhe 1946 elecüons o the Philip,piın Congress. Tarırc won his scst in Pampaııga
wiü 80% of the vote. iiowever, üıe coııs€rvüilc Philippine gov€nım€nı barıed the Hııks from takiıg ııp üıeir
sea§,provokinga maİxrebellionaginstthe pcnrarPhilippine gov€rıımenl Defeat€d,LuisTrııc leftthe Party
in 1954.71

Buı a şlinter goup of Hüs participaıod in üe 1968 founding of üe New Feople's Army, which
continues today o direcı perh4s üıe most scrioııs insıırgency in Southeast Asia

?ı Kerkvliet, The Hıık Rebellion, p. 50, and lachica, Huk,pp.89, 70.

72 In April 1940 Abad Sanos said: "We have no intention of importing üe Russian brand of communism
ino this sitıuıion. Russiarı corıditions are utterly different... In fact I feel free to severely criticize the

Soviets. Indeed, we would welcome... nrentieth century capitalism in üe Philippines. [f our workers could
approximate üe living conditions, staır§, and righs that... American workers have obtained under modern
capiıılism, we would be satisfied." Quoted in Kerkvliet, The Hıık Rebellion, p. 53.

'3 Lachica, Hü, p. 89.

7a Lachic4 Hrrk,pp.104-5, 120-1, 134-6.
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