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Communism in Korea and 
south-east Asia 

SUMMARY OF EVENTS 

In Korea and some of the countries of south-east Asia, foreign occupation, among other 
factors, had led to the development of communist parties, which were usually in the fore
front of resistance and which played a vital role in the campaign for independence. 

• Korea was under Japanese rule for most of the first half of the twentieth century 
and regained its independence when Japan was defeated at the end of the Second 
World War. However, it was divided into two separate states - the North was 
communist, the South non-communist. After the war of 1950-3, the two states 
remained strictly separate; North Korea, one of the most secretive and little-known 
states in the world, has remained communist until the present day. 

• The area known as Indo-China was under French control, and consisted of three 
countries: Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos. At the end of the Second World War, 
instead of gaining their independence, as they had expected in view of France's 
defeat, they found that the French intended to behave as though nothing had 
happened and to reimpose their colonial rule. Vietnam and Laos, unlike Cambodia, 
were not content to sit back and wait for the French to withdraw. They fought a long 
campaign, in which the communist parties of both countries played a prominent 
part. In 1954 the French adm itted defeat, and a11 three states became completely 
independent. 

Tragically, this did not bring a more peaceful era. 

• Communist North Vietnam became involved in a long conflict with South 
Vietnam (1961-75), which became part of the Cold War. There was massive 
American involvement in support of South Vietnam. Thanks to Chinese help, North 
Vietnam was victorious, but both states were devastated by the war. In 1975 the two 
Vietnams were united under communist rule, a situation which has lasted until the 
present day. 

• Cambodia succeeded in remaining relatively peaceful until 1970, under the semi
autocratic rule of Prince Sihanouk. Eventually the country found itself dragged 
into the Vietnam War. It suffered five years of catastrophic heavy bombing by the 
USA, followed by four years of rule by the bloodthirsty communist Pol Pot and his 
Khmer Rouge regime. By the time he was overthrown in 1979, thanks to the inter
vention of Vietnamese communist forces, Cambodia had probably suffered as 
much devastation as Vietnam. For the next ten years a more moderate communist 
government with Vietnamese backing ran Cambodia, after which the country 
returned to something like democratic rule, with Prince Sihanouk again playing a 
leading role. 
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• Laos also had a turbulent history. Soon after ind . . 
between ri ('llt and left t"I . ependence, c1v1l war broke out 

, . .::, . • un 1 1~ too suffered the same fate as Cambodia - it was 
dr,iwn 11110 the Vietnam War 111 spite of ·1 d · · 

. • • 1• • •• • • • 1 s es1re to remain neutral, and had to 
endt.ire. rnu1sc1 1mmate US bombmo At the end f 1975 , · p h L 

. • b· o h1e communist at et ao 
orgamzat1on took power, and is still in control of th d · · e country to ay. 

21.1 NORTH KOREA 

(a) The communist regime established 

~orea l~ad been unuer Japanese occupation and rule since 1905, following the Japanese 
victory Ill the Russo-Japanese \Var of 1904-5. There was a strono Korean nationalist move
ment, and al a conference hel~I in c;airo in 1943. the USA. the UK and China promised that 
when the war wa~ over. a 11111tcd. mdcpendent Korea would be created. As defeat loomed 
for Jap_an early in _19-t.5. i1 ~cemed that at last a free Korea was a distinct possibility. 

Unfortunatel y for the Koreans. things did not work out as they had hoped: three weeks 
before the Japanese sum~ndcrcd. the USS R dec lared war on Japan (8 Aurrust 1945 ). This 
brought a Ile\\' clement into the equation: the Russians had for many year; wanted to gain 
influence in Korea. and their entry into the war meant that they too would have a say in 
Korea' s future. Ru:-.sian troops in Manchuria \vere closest to Korea, and were able to move 
into the north of the country C\'en before the Japanese offi cially surrendered on 2 
September. Soviet forces worked c losely with Korean communists and nationalists, and 
the Japanese occurying armies \\'Cre quickly di sarmed. The Korean People·~ Rcpuhlic was 
proclaimed. and the co1111111111ist leader. Kim II-sung. soo11 e111erged as the do111inc111t polit
ical figure. Supported by So\'ict troop . . Kim. who ha<l been trained in the USSR. began to 
introduce his mm , ·crsion of Marxism- Lenini sm into the new state. 

Meanwhile. the Americans. who were woITied that the entire Korean peninsula was 
about to be taken m·er by the Ru~sians. hastily sent troops to occupy the south. It was the 
Americans ,,·ho proposed that the di, ·ision between north and south should be along the 
38th parallel. /11 the south. Dr Sy11g111a11 Rhee emerged os the leading politician. He was 
strongly national is t and anti-communist, and was determined to bring about a united Korea 
free of communism. 111 response. Stalin poured massive Russian aid into the north. trans
fom1ing it into a powerfu l mil itary state well able to defend itself against any attack from 
the south. In 1948 Stalin withdrew So\'iet troops. an<l the Democratic People' s Republic 
of Korea was proclaimed. with Kim II-sung as premier_. No~th Ko~ea th~reforc hm! an in~le
pendent communist !!Ovcrnment before the commu111 st victory 111 Ch111a. The followmg 
year, after Mao Zed;;1!! became Chinese leader, the independent North Korea was given 
official diplomatic rec~gnition by China, the USSR and the communist states of eastern 
Europe. 

(b) One state or two? 

The dominatino question in the immediate post-war period was: what /'.ad h ecf~111c of the 
Allied promise ::,of a united Korea? Ideally, th_e Americans wan'.cd a -~1111te.d, ,r'.~111-~ommu_
nist and pro-Western Korea, while the Russians, and after 1949 the Cl11n~ sc. \\ anted a 
unified Korea which was communist. However. neither the USA nor th~ USSR wanted to 
become closely involved; given the entrenched positions of both Kun and Rhee, the 
dilemma seemed insoluble. It was therefore agreed that the probk m be handed ov~r to the 
United Nations, which undertook 10 organize elections for the whole country as a lirst step 
towards unifying the peninsula. 
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Kim refused to hold elections in North Korea, because the population of th 
much smaller than that of the south. so that the communists would be in am· e ~0rth ~as 
country as a whole. However, elections were held in the south; the new Natio~n~nty in the 
~hose Rhee a.s first pr~sident of th~ Repu~lic .of Korea. North Korea responde; bA.sselll~ly 
its own elect10ns, which resulted m Kim s victory. Both leaders claimed to s 1 holding 
whole country. In June 1949 the Americans thankfully withdrew their troop~~ f0rthe 
Korea, where Rhee was becoming an embarrassment because of his corrupt a r~rn South 
tarian rule, which was almost as extreme as Kim's in the north. But the withdrn authon. 
foreign troops left a potentially unstable and dangerow; situation. awa/ 0! a/J 

Only a year later, on 25 June 1950, after a number of border clashes, North K 
forces invaded South Korea. Rhee's armies quickly began to fall apart. and the orean 
nists seemed poised to unite the country under their government in Pyongyang. Th c~mmu. 
diate reasons why Kim launched the attack are still a matter for debate among h~:m~e
(see Section 8.1 ). What is certain is that by the time a peace agreement was signed in ~~~ns 
at least 4 million Koreans had Jost their Jives. and the peninsula was destined to re ~. 
divided for the foreseeable future into two heavily armed and mutually suspicious si:~~ 

(c) North Korea after the war 

Thanks to Chinese help. Kim and his regime had survived. Once the war was over he 
concentrated on eliminating all remaining domestic opposition - first the non-communist 
groups. and then all rivals for the leadership within the Korean Communist Party. Having 
made himself into an absolute ruler. he remained in power, apparently unassailable, for the 
next 40 years, until his death in 1994. Although he was a communist. he had his own ideas 
about exactly what that meant. and he did not merely imitate the USSR and China. 

• He began a programme of industrialization, and the collectivization of agriculture, 
aiming for self-sufficiency in all areas of the economy. ~o that North Korea would 
not be dependent on help from either of its great communist allies. Ironically. 
however, he accepted considerable aid from both of them. which enabled the econ
omy to expand rapidly during the first ten years after the war. Living standards 
improved and the future under Kirn 's regime looked promising. 

• Great emphasis was placed on building up the country's military strength after the 
disappointing performance in the second half of the war. The army and air force 
were increased in size and new military airfields were built. Kim never abandoned 
the dream of bringing the south under his control. 

• The whole of society was strictly regimented in pursuit of self-sufficiency; the sta~e 
controlled everything - the economic plans, the labour force, the resou.rc~s. t e 
military and the media. Kirn' s propaganda system was geared towards butldmg ~~ 
his personality cult as the great infallible leader of his people. The govemmenhat 
total control of the media and communications with the outside world meant t Id 

· the wor · North Korea was probably the most isolated, secretive and closed state m ·st· 
• In the mid-l 960s the principle of_ sel.f-sufficie~cy was officia~ly de~~ed as ~;~~}fi

ing of four themes: ·autonomy m 1deology, mdependence m pohttcs, se 
ciency in _econo~y, a~d self-relianc~ in defence.'. . . went of 

• Kim contmued hi~ antt-south campaign, attemptmg to des~abthze the govemt, which 
the south in a vanety of ways, the most outrageous of which was an at~em:. ( 1968). 
failed. by North Korean commandos to murder the South Kore~n presi_de relatioflS 
With the development of detente in the early 1970s, and the 1mprovtf: with the 
between East and West, the North called off its campaign and began ta s acefullY 
south. In July 1972 it was announced that both sides had agreed to work pe 
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for unification. However, the North's policy was erratic : sometimes Kim suspended 
all discussions; in 1980 he proposed a federal state in which both North and South 
would have equal representation; in 1983 several leading South Koreans were killed 
in a bomb explosion; in 1987 a South Korean airliner was destroyed by a time 
bomb. Then in 199 1, high-level talks were held which led to the announcement of 
a joint renunciation of violence and nuclear weapons. However, it seemed as though 
no genuine progress could be made while Kim was still in charge. 

• During the second half of the 1960s North Korea's economy ran into difficulties for 
a number of reasons. The rift between the USSR and China, which gradually 
widened from 1956 onwards, placed Kim in a difficult position. Which side should 
he support? At first he stayed pro-Soviet, then he switched his allegiance to China, 
and finally tried to be independent of both. When he moved away from Moscow at 
the end of the 1950s the USSR sharply reduced its aid; in 1966 at the beginning of 
Mao's Cultural Revolution, the Chinese cut off their aid. After that, none of Kim's 
development plans reached their targets. Another serious weakness was the exces
sive expenditure on heavy industry and armaments. Consumer goods and luxuries 
were considered to be of secondary importance. There was a rapid population 
increase, which put a strain on agriculture and the food industries generally. Living 
standards fell; life for most people was hard and conditions basic. During the 1980s 
the economy recovered but in the early 1990s, as aid from Russia disappeared, there 
were more difficulties. 

(d) Life under Kim Jong-ii 

In 1980 Kim fl-sung ('Great Leader') made it clear that he intended his son Kim Jong-ii 
(soon to be known as 'Dear Leader'), who had been acting as Party Secretary, to be his 
successor. The younger Kim gradually took over more of the day-to-day work of govern
ment, until his father died of a heart attack in 1994 at the age of 82. By this time North 
Korea was facing crisis. The economy had deteriorated further during the previous ten 
years, the population had increased threefold since 1954 and the country was on the verge 
of famine. Yet enormous amounts of cash had been spent developing nuclear weapons and 
long-range missiles. With the collapse of the USSR, North Korea had lost one of the few 
states which might be expected to show some sympathy with its plight. 

Kim Jong-ii, who was more open-minded and progressive than his father, was fo rced 
into drastic action. He accepted that North Korea needed to move away from its isola
tionism and aimed to improve relations with the south and with the USA. In 1994 he 
agreed to shut down North Korea's plutonium-producing nuclear-reactor plants in return 
for the provision of alternative sources of energy - two light-water nuclear reactors for the 
generation of electricity - by an international consortium known as KEDO (Korean 
Peninsula Energy Development Organization), involving the USA, South Korea and 
Japan. The Clinton administration was sympathetic, agreeing to ease US economic sanc
tions against North Korea; in return, Kim suspended his long-range missile tests (1999). 
In June 2000 President Kim Dae-jung of South Korea visited Pyongyang and soon after
wards a number of North Korean political prisoners who had been held in the south for 
many years were released. Even more startling, in October, American secretary of state 
Madeleine Albright paid a visit to Pyongyang and had positive talks with Kim. North 
Korea reopened diplomatic relations with Italy and Australia. In 2001 Kim, who had 
gained a reputation as something of a recluse, paid state visits to China and Russia, where 
he met President Putin, and promised that his missile testing would remain in suspension 
at least until 2003. 

Meanwhile the situation inside North Korea continued to deteriorate. In April 2001 it 
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was reported that following the severe winter, there were serious food shortages, with most 
people surviving on 200 grams of rice a day. In response, Germany immediately promised 
to send 30 000 tonnes of beef. In May the deputy foreign minister presented a horrifying 
report to a UNICEF conference about conditions in his country. Between 1993 and 2000, 
mortality rates for children under 5 had risen from 27 to 48 per thousand; per capita Gross 
National Product had fallen from $991 per year to $457; the percentage of children being 
vaccinated against diseases such as polio and measles fell from 90 to 50 per cent; and the 
percentage of the population with access to safe water fell from 86 to 53. In 2001 North 
Korea received almost $300 million-worth of food aid from the European Union, the USA, 
Japan and even from South Korea. 

In July 2002 a programme of limited economic reform was introduced: the currency 
was devalued and food prices were allowed to rise in the hope that this would encourage 
an increase in agricultural production. Food rationing was to be phased out and a family
unit farming system was introduced for the first time since collectivization. At the end of 
2003 reports indicated that living conditions inside North Korea were showing signs of 
improvement. However, by the summer of 2005 there were soldiers in the paddy fields to 
make sure that every grain of rice was handed over to the state procurement agency. 
There was even a ban on private selling of produce from kitchen gardens. At the same 
time there was disturbing information about the existence of large numbers of labour 
camps in the north of the country containing thousands of political prisoners, and where 
torture and execution were common - a situation reminiscent of Stalin's gulag system in 
the USSR. 

(e) North Korea, USA and the nuclear confrontation 

On top of all the economic problems, relations with the USA took a sudden turn for the 
worse when George W. Bush came to power there in January 2001. The new president 
seemed reluctant to continue the sympathetic approach begun by the Clinton regime. 
After the 11 September atrocities he issued threats against what he called 'the axis of 
evil' , by which he meant Iraq, Iran and North Korea. The confrontation with the USA 
developed over the question of whether or not North Korea possessed nuclear weapons. 
The Americans suspected that they did, but the North Koreans claimed that their nuclear
reactor plants were to provide electricity. The behaviour of both sides, especia1ly North 
Korea, was inconsistent, and the dispute was still ongoing in 2012. The problem arose 
from the lack of progress with the KEDO project agreed in 1994. Work was not even 
started on the promised light-water reactors; the Americans accused Kim of not complet
ing the promised shutdown of his existing nuclear plants, while the North Koreans 
protested that work on the new light-water reactors must start before they shut down their 
own reactors. In August 2002 work actually began on the first of the light-water reactors. 
The Americans then demanded that Korea allow inspectors from the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) to inspect its existing nuclear facilities, but the Koreans refused 
and blamed the USA for the delay in building the reactors. The Americans imposed tech
nology sanctions on the North Koreans and accused them of supplying ballistic missile 
parts to Yemen. 

After a meeting with the Japanese prime minister, Yurichiro Koizimi, Kim conceded 
that he would allow the inspectors in. However, when this failed to produce a positive 
response from the USA, it was announced that North Korea would restart its nuclear 
power plant at Yongbyon, which had been closed since 1994. The USA then declared the 
KEDO project to be null and void, although Japan and South Korea were prepared to go 
ahead with it. The Americans, who were also threatening war against Iraq, continued their 
hardline stance, claiming that the USA was capable of winning two large-scale wars in 
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different areas at the same time (December 2002). The North Koreans responded by 
announcing their withdrawal from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) signed in 
1970, though they insisted that they had no plans to make nuclear weapons. What they 
really wanted, their ambassador told the UN, was a non-aggression pact with the USA. 
This the Americans refused, claiming that the Koreans already had at least two nuclear 
bombs. At about the same time the UN World Food Programme reported that there were 
serious shortages of basic foods and medicines in North Korea, and appealed for contri
butions of grain. 

January 2003 brought a sudden change in US policy: President Bush, probably under 
pressure from Japan and South Korea, who were anxious to see the crisis resolved, offered 
to resume food and fuel aid to North Korea if it dismantled its nuclear weapons 
programme. The Koreans insisted that they had no nuclear weapons and had no intention 
of making any, and said they were ready to allow the USA to send its own inspectors to 
verify the claims. However, in April 2003 a spokesman for the North Korean foreign 
ministry claimed that they already had nuclear weapons and would shortly have enough 
plutonium for eight more nuclear warheads. This gave rise to widespread international 
speculation and discussion over whether or not the North Koreans really did have nuclear 
weapons; the majority view seemed to be that they did not, and that their tactics were 
designed to force the USA to make concessions, such as economic aid and a non-aggres
sion agreement. Another theory was that, given the recent American and Bri tish attack on 
Iraq, Kim wanted to make Bush think twice before he took on North Korea as well. 

Although some members of Bush 's administration made hostile remarks about Kim 
Jong-il, the president himself was anxious to calm things, especially as American forces 
were becoming embroiled in an increasingly difficult situation in Iraq. In August 2003 the 
Americans softened their approach in talks with the North Koreans: instead of demanding 
that the nuclear programme be scrapped completely before US aid would be resumed, they 
now signified that a step-by-step approach to dismantling nuclear facilities would be 
acceptable and would be matched by 'corresponding steps' from the American side. Later 
Bush announced that the USA would continue to finance the KEDO project and was 
prepared to offer North Korea assurances of security in exchange for a verifiable scrapping 
of its nuclear weapons programme. North Korea replied that it was ready to consider 
Bush's proposals (October 2003). Then in February 2005 the government announced that 
it now had nuclear weapons, and in October 2006 it claimed to have successfully exploded 
a nuclear device underground, without any radiation leak. 

In 2009 relations between North and South Korea became strained after the north 
carried out more nuclear tests, and even more so in 2010 when it was revealed that North 
Korea had opened a new uranium enriching plant. There were several clashes between the 
two naval forces, and then in March 2010 a South Korean corvette, the Cheonan, was 
sunk by a torpedo fired from a North Korean submarine, with the loss of 46 lives. In 
November 2010 the South Korean island of Yeonpyeong was bombarded by North 
Korean shells and rockets. There was considerable damage to both military and civilian 
property, and fo ur people were killed. The North Koreans claimed that the so uth had fired 
first, and in fact the incident took place during the annual joint South Korean-US mili
tary and naval exercise in and around the Yellow Sea, off the west coast of South Korea. 
The North Korean government regards this as part of the preparations for an eventual 
invasion of their territory, and every year tensions rose in case the exercise turned out to 
be the real thing. 

In December 20 11 Kim Jong-il, the Dear Leader, died of a heart attack and his third 
son, Kim Jong-un, was named as the next Supreme Leader. It seemed likely that he would 
continue with broadly the same policies as his father. His administration got off to a disap
pointing start when, in April 2012, a rocket that was meant to send an observational satel
lite into orbit broke up and crashed into the Yellow Sea shortly after lift-off. 
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21.2 VIETNAM 

(a) The struggle for independence 

Vietnam. together with Laos and C?mbodi?, was part of .the Fr.cnch Empire in south-east 
Asia, known as the Indochinese Umon. which was es.tabltshcd 111 188:7. in many ways th 
French were good colonial administrators: they hualt roads. and railways. schools an~ 
hospitals, and even a university in Hanoi. in the north of Vac.tnam. But _there was very 
little industrialization: most of the people were poor pea~ants for wl~om ltfe was a strug. 
gle. During the 1930s. protest movements hcgan to cmer gc .. but these were unceremoni. 
ously suppressed by the French authorities. The French nttatudc encouraged nationalist 
and revolutionary feelings and brought <1 rush of support _for. tlte 11ew Vietnamese 
Co1111111111ist /'arr,·. formed hy /lo Chi Minh in 1929. Ho Cl11 M111h had spent time in 
France. China ar~d ·the USSR: he had always been a committed nationalist, but after his 
travels abroad. he became a committed communist as well. His dream was a united 
ViN11am u11dcr ro1111111111ist rule. During the 1930s, however. there seemed little hope of 
breakincr free from French control. 

The French defeat in Europe in June 1940 raised hopes of Vietnamese independence, 
but these were soon dashed when Japanese forces moved into Indochina. When the nation
alists and communists launched a full -scale uprisi ng in the south of Vietnam, the French 
(now under orders from the Vichy govcn1mL·nt and therefore technically on the same ~ide 
as Germany and Japan) ;-ind Japanese worked together and the ri~ing was brutally crushed. 
'With the communist movement almost wiped out in the South. Ho Chi Minh moved to the 
north and organized the communist and nationalist resistance movement. the League for 
the Independence of Vietnam. known as 'Vietminh ' . 

The Vietminh were forced to bide their time until the tide turned against the Japanese. 
In the summer of 1945. with the Japanese defeat imminent (they surrendered on 14 
August). Ho Chi Minh prepared to seize the initiati ve before the French returned. 
Vietminh forces and supporters took over Hanoi. Saigon and most of the large towns, and 
in September 1945 the Democratic Republ ic of Vietnam was proclaimed with Ho Chi 
Minh as president. Unfortunately the declaration proved to be premature. It had been 
agreed among the Allies that when the war ended. the southern half of Vietnam should 
come under British and French administration. When British forces moved in, it was 
decided that French control should be restored as soon as possible. 

Unbelie\'ably. the British used Japanese troops who were still in Vietnam after their 
government had surrendered, and who had still not been disarmed. to suppress the 
Vietminh in the south. The British were anxious not to deprive their ally of its colonies, 
since this might encourage a general trend towards decolonization. in which Britain might 
also lose its empire. By the end of the year. order had been restored and some 50 000 
French troops had an-ived to take control. At this time, before the Cold War developed, the 
Americans were a.ppalled at what had happened, since they had promised to liberate the 
people of lndo-Chma. As J. A. S. Grenville points out (in The Collins Hist01:v of the World 
in the Twentieth Cemury), this was 

one ~f the most extraordinary episodes of the post-war period. ff the south h~d been 
permitted to follow the north and the independence of the whole of Jndo-Chma had 
been accepted by the British. the trauma of the longest war in Asia, which led to at least 
2.5 million deaths and untold misery, might have been avoided. 

At 0rst the ~rench seemed prepared .to compromise. They controlled the so~th b~: 
recognazed the mdependence of the Vietnamese Republic in the north, provided 1 
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remained within the French Union. However, during the summer of 1946 it became 
increasingly clear that the French had no intention of allowing the north genuine indepen
dence. Ho Chi Minh therefore demanded complete independence for the whole of 
Vietnam. The French rejected this, and hostilities began when they shelled the northern 
port of Haiphong, killing thousands of Vietnamese civilians. After eight years of bitter 
struggle, the French were finally defeated at Dien Bien Phu (1954); the Geneva 
Agreements recognized the independence of Ho Chi Minh's North Vietnam, but for the 
time being the area south of the 17th paraJlel of latitude was to be controlled by an inter
national commission of Canadians, Poles and Indians. The commission was to organize 
elections for the whole country in July 1956, after which Vietnam would be united. 

(b) The two Vietnams 

All the indications were that the Vietminh would win the national elections, but once again 
their hopes were dashed. The elections never took place: with the Cold War infull swing, 
the Americans were determined to prevent Vietnam becoming united under a government 
with strong communist connections. They backed Ngo Dinh Diem, a nationalist and anti
communist, for the leadership of the south. In 1955 he proclaimed the Vietnam Republic, 
with himself as president of a strongly anti-communist regime; elections had disappeared 
from the agenda. 

By this time, both Vietnams were in a sorry state, devastated by almost a decade of 
fighting. Ho Chi Minh's government in Hanoi received aid from the USSR and China and 
began to introduce socialist policies of industrialization and the collectivization of agri
culture. President Ngo Dinh Diem's government in Saigon became increasingly unpopu
lar, causing more people to join the communists or Vietcong, who were enthusiastically 
backed by the North. (For subsequent developments and the Vietnam War of 1961-75 see 
Section 8.3.) 

(c) The Socialist Republic of Vietnam isolated 

The government of the new Socialist Republic of Vietnam,, officially proclaimed in July 
7976, with its capital at Hanoi,faced daunting problems. The country had hardly known 
peace for over 30 years. Large parts of the north had been devastated by American bomb
ings, and throughout the country millions of people were homeless. Their inspirational 
leader, Ho Chi Minh, had died in 1969. Clearly, recovery would be a struggle. 

• The government began to extend its centralized command-economy policies to the 
south, abolishing capitalism and collectivizing farm land. But this aroused serious 
opposition, especially in the great business and commercial centre of Saigon (which 
was renamed Ho Chi Minh City). Many people refused to co-operate and did their 
utmost to sabotage the new socialist measures. The cadres, whose job was to go out 
into the countryside to organize collectivization, were often unwilling and incom
petent. This, together with the corruption which was rife among party officials, 
turned the whole process into a disaster. 

• There were serious divisions among the top party leaders over how long pure 
Marxist-Leninist policies should be continued. Some wanted to follow China's 
example and experiment with elements of capitalism; but the hardliners condemned 
these ideas as sacdlegious. 

• In the late 1970s the country suffered from major floods and drought, which, 
together with collectivization problems and the rapid increase in population, caused 
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serious food shortages. Hundreds of thousands of people fled the country, some on 
foot to Thailand and Malaya, and others by sea (the 'boat people'). 

• Vietnamese foreign policy was expensive and brought the county into conflict with 
its neighbours. The regime aimed to form alliances with the new left-wing govern
ments in Laos and Cambodia (Kampuchea). When Pol Pot's Khmer Rouge govern
ment in Cambodia refused the offer of a close relationship and persisted with 
provocative border raids, Vietnam invaded and occupied most of the country 
(December 1978). The Khmer Rouge were driven out and replaced by a pro
Vietnamese government. However, the Khmer Rouge were not finished: they began 
a guerrilla war against the new regime, and the Vietnamese were forced to send 
some 200 000 troops to maintain their ally in power. To make matters worse, Pol 
Pot was a protege of the Chinese, who were furious at Vietnam's intervention. In 
February 1979 they launched an invasion of northern Vietnam; they inflicted 
considerable damage in the frontier area, although they did not escape unscathed as 
the Vietnamese mounted a spirited defence. The Chinese withdrew after three 
weeks, claiming to have taught the Vietnamese a sharp lesson. After that, the 
Chinese supported the Khmer Rouge guerrillas, and the USA, Japan and most of the 
states of Western Europe imposed a trade embargo on Vietnam. It was a bizarre 
situation in which the USA and its allies continued to support Pol Pot, one of the 
most grotesque and brutal dictators the world had ever seen. 

By the mid-1980s Vietnam was almost completely isolated; its neighbours in the 
Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) were all hostile and supported the 
resistance movement in Cambodia, and even the USSR, which had consistently backed 
Vietnam against China, was drastically reducing its aid. 

(d) Vietnam changes course 

In 7986 Vietnam was in serious crisis. Internationally isolated, the regime had a vast 
permanent army of around one million, which was cripp lingly expensive to maintain; it 
had still not succeeded in introducing a viable socialist economy in the south. With the 
deaths of the older party leaders, younger members were able to convince the party of the 
need for drastic policy changes, and in particular the need to extricate themselves from 
Cambodia. At the Third National Congress of the Com munist Party (December 1986), a 
leading economic reformer, Nguyen Van Linh, was appointed as general secretary. He 
introduced a new doctrine known as Doi Moi, which meant renewing the economy, as the 
Chinese had already begun to do, by moving towards the free market, in an attempt to raise 
living standards to the level enjoyed by Vietnam's neighbours. 

Agreement was at last reached over Cambodia: Vietnamese troops were withdrawn in 
September 1989 and the task of finding a permanent settlement was handed over to the UN 
(see next section). This was a great relief for the regime, since it freed vast sums of revenue 
which could now be invested in the economy. Even so, economic progress was slow, and 
it was several years before the population felt much benefit. One of the problems was the 
rapidly growing population, which reached almost 80 million at the end of the century (in 
1950 it had been around 17 million). 

Signs of progress were more obvious during the early years of the new century. In July 
2000 the country's first stock exchange was opened in Ho Chi Minh City, and important 
steps were taken towards reconciliation with the USA. A trade agreement was signed 
allowing American goods to be imported into Vietnam in exchange for lower duties on 
Vietnamese goods entering the USA; in November, President Clinton paid a visit to 
Vietnam as part of a publicity drive to encourage closer business and cultural ties. 
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In 2001 the ~ommunist Pa~y appointed a new general secretary. Nong Due Manh. This 
was the _country s ':"~st powerful leadership post. Nong had a reputation as a reformer and 
rnoden11ze.r; ~Jne of hts first announcements was that he was aiming for Vietnam to become 
an industnal.11.ed power by 2020. A new target of a 7 .5 per cent annual growth rate was 
announced for th~ next five years. Equality was to be given to the private sector of the 
economy: acconhng !o. a g(~vernment directive. 'all economic sectors are important 
components of the socrnlist-~n~nted market economy'. In an attempt to reduce corruption, 
all party and government off 1c1als were required to declare publicly their assets and inter
ests. Work hegan on a new hydro-electric scheme in the north. which would both provide 
Power ~nd h~lp to control flooding. Another encouraging development was the expansion 
of tourism - tt was revealed that over two million people had visited the country in 2000. 
In December 2002 it was announced that the economy had almost reached its target, grow
ing by 7 per cent during the year. Industrial production had risen hy 1-l per cent. which was 
mainly due to a , harp increase in the manufacture of motor-cycles and cars. In October 
200). the UN World Food Programme welcomed Vietnam's first ever contribution - a 
consignment of rice for Iraq . Vic111am ,rn~ ,um· cm imematirmal donor rf aid inJtead of 
harin.~ to /,(· a rcci1,in11. 

At the same time. Vietnam was hccoming less i:-.olated. In 200 I. as well as closer rela
tions with the l'SA. linb Wl'rl' formed with Rtl',:-,ia. China and the ASEAN countries. 
President Putin nf Rw,,ia paid a \ i ... it and agreement wa:-, reached .ihout economic co-oper
ation and sak, of Ru,,i.111 arm,. Then~ were vi,its from the Chine:-,c leaders Hu Jintan and 
Li Peng. and Victn;1111 ho,tcd \C\'cral llll'l'ling:-, of the Association of South-Ea~t A,ian 
Nations. 

Although Vietnam "l'l'llll'd to ha\e , ul·ccs,fully reformed its comm.and economy. 
following the Chinc,c mn1kl., cry little change tool.: plan~ in the political system. Vietnam 
remained a one-p,trt~ ,tali:. ,, ith thl' Communi, t Party dominating and controlling every
thing. Fllr example. in the ck-.·tio1i.... held in Y1ay 2002. -l9X MPs were elected from 759 
candidates: 51 of tho,c ckcted \\ l'rc not mcmhcr, of the Communist Party and two were 
descrihed a, 'inJcpc:ndcnh · . Hnwcwr. all the candiJates had to he wtted and appro\'ed hy 
the Part) : no othi:r pnlitic~d partic, \h'rl' allowed. and although the newly elei.:tcd National 
As<.embly might he ,rnm~ critkal of mi1w,tcrs than prc\·iou..,Jy. there v,:a-. no pos,..;ihility of 
the communist... hc im.! Jcfcatcd. 

In 2002 and 200.1 thc:rt! \\ -.·r(' di , turhing: rcporh of human rights ahusc,. especially 
pcr:-.ecution of religious groups. indu<lin~ Buddhists and Christians. A Protestant crnn
gelical C'hri,tian 1!roup krnm n as lhc Montagnan.b were the main target. Their memhers 
complained of h~ating :-.. , torture and Jctention on charges of ·reactionary hehaviour' . 
Churchc" were hurnt 00,1,:11 and at least onl'.' Christian was hcatcn to death. Several hundred 
ned into Camhodia. v. here the\ Ii\ cJ in refugee camps. The Victnmnesc gtwcrnment 
demanded that thcv should he ·sent hack to Vietnam. By the end of 200.1. Vietnam's 
foreign relations w~rc bc!!inning to ,uffcr: the USA and th<.' European Union made official 
protest:-. ahout the pcr,ci.:ution and the l lSA offered a-.ylum to the Montagnards. However, 
the Vietnamese gowrnmcnt n:jcctcd thc prott:sts and daimed that the_ reports were 'totally 
false and sl.indcrous· . Nong ,,..a., chosen for a second fi ve-year tcnn m 2006. 

21.3 CAMBODIA/KAMPUCHEA 

(a) Prince Sihanouk 

Before the Second World War. Camhodia was a French protectorate with its own king, 
Monivong ( reigned J 927--l 1 ). although the French allowed ~im very little power. 
Monivong was suci.:ccded hy hi, J 8-ycar-old !!randson Norodom Sihanouk. hut from 19-l I 
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until 1945 Cambodia was under Japanese occupation. In March 1945, as the Japanese 
defeat became inevitable, Sihanouk proclaimed Cambodia an independent state; however, 
French troops soon returned, and he had to accept a reversion to the position that had 
existed before the war. Sihanouk was a shrewd politician; he believed that French rule 
would not survive long and was prepared to bide his time rather than use force. While the 
struggle for independence raged in neighbouring Vietnam, Cambodia was relatively 
peaceful. He placed himself at the head of the nationalist movement, avoided involvement 
in any political party, and soon won respect and popularity with a wide cross-section of 
Cambodian society. 

In 1954, after the French defeat in Vietnam, the Geneva Conference recognized the 
independence of Cambodia, and Sihanouk's government as the rightfu] authority. 
Although he was immensely popular with ordinary people as the architect of peace and 
independence, many of the intelligentsia resented his growing authoritarianism. The oppo
sition included pro-democracy groups and the Communist Party, formed in 1951, which 
eventually became known as the Communist Party of Kampuchea. Sihanouk founded his 
own political party, 'the People's Socialist Community', and in March 1955 he took the 
remarkable step of abdicating in favour of his father, Norodom Suramarit, so that he 
himself could play a full part in politics, as plain Mr Sihanouk (though he continued to be 
popularly known as Prince Sihanouk). 

His new party won a total landslide victory in the subsequent elections, taking every 
seat in the National Assembly. Prince Sihanouk took the title of prime minister, and when 
his father died in 1960, he became head of state, but did not take the title of king. Given 
his continuing popularity, the opposition parties, especially the communists (now calling 
themselves the Khmer Rouge), made very little headway, and Sihanouk remained in power 
for the next 15 years. His rule succeeded in being authoritarian and benign at the same 
time, and the country enjoyed a period of peace and reasonable prosperity while, for much 
of this time, Vietnam was torn by civil war. 

Unfortunately, Sihanouk's foreign policy antagonized the USA. He distrusted US 
motives and suspected that Thailand and South Vietnam - both American allies - had 
designs on Cambodia. He tried to remain neutral in international affairs; he avoided 
accepting American aid and was encouraged in this attitude by President de Gaulle of 
France, whom he admired. As the war in Vietnam escalated, Sihanouk real ized that the 
Vietnamese communists were likely to win in the end; he agreed to allow the Vietnamese 
communists to use bases in Cambodia, as we11 as the Ho Chi Minh trail through 
Cambodian terri tory, which the Vietminh used for moving troops and supplies from the 
communist north to the south. Since he was powerless to prevent this anyway, it seemed 
the most sensible policy. However, the Americans started to bomb Cambodian villages 
near the border with Vietnam, and consequently in May 1965 Sihanouk broke off relations 
with the USA. At the same time he began to move towards a closer relationship with 
China. 

(b) Prince Sihanouk overthrown: Cambodia at war (1970-5) 

In the late 1960s Sihanouk's popularity waned. Right-wingers resented his anti-American 
stance and his collaboration with the Vietnamese communists, while the left and the 
communists opposed his authoritarian methods. The communists, under the leadership of 
Saloth Sar (who later called himself Pol Pot), a teacher in Phnom Penh, the capital, before 
he left to organize the Party, were becoming stronger. In 1967 they provoked an uprising 
among peasants in the north of the country, which frightened Sihanouk into thinking that 
a communist revolution was imminent. He overreacted, using troops to quell the uprising; 
villages were burned, and suspected troublemakers were murdered or imprisoned without 
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trial. He further discredited himself with the left by reopening diplomatic relations with the 
USA. Clashes between Cambodian communist guerrillas (the Khmer Rouge) and 
Sihanouk's army increased, becoming almost daily events. 

Worse still, the new American president, Richard Nixon, and his security adviser Henry 
Kissinger began large-scale bombings of Vietnamese bases in Cambodia. As the commu
nists moved deeper inside the country, the bombers followed and Cambodian civilian 
casualties mounted. By 1970 the leading anti-communists decided that drastic action was 
needed. In March 1970, while Sihanouk was visiting Moscow, General Lon Nol and his 
supporters, backed by the Americans, staged a coup. Sihanouk was overthrown; he took 
refuge in Beijing, and Lon Nol became head of the government. 

Lon Nol's period in power (1970-5) was a disaster for Cambodia. He had rashly 
promised to drive Vietcong forces out of the country, but this drew Cambodia into the 
thick of the Vietnam War. Almost immediately American and South Vietnamese troops 
invaded eastern Cambodia, while over the next three years, heavy US bombing pounded 
the countryside, destroying hundreds of villages. However, the Americans failed to 
destroy either the Vietcong or Pol Pot's Khmer Rouge, both of which continued to harass 
American forces. Even Sihanouk's supporters joined the struggle against the invaders. 

In January 1973, peace came to Vietnam, but the Americans continued a massive aerial 
bombardment of Cambodia, in a final attempt to prevent the Khmer Rouge from coming 
to power. During March, April and May 1973, the tonnage of bombs dropped on 
Cambodia was more than double that of the whole of the previous year. Yet the USA and 
Cambodia were not at war, and no American troops were being threatened by 
Cambodians. Cambodia's infrastructure, such as it was, and its traditional economy, were 
all but destroyed. After the Americans called off the bombings, the civil war continued for 
a further two years, as the Khmer Rouge gradually closed in on Lon Nol's government in 
Phnom Penh. In April 1975, Lon Nol's regime collapsed, the Khmer Rouge entered the 
capital, and Pol Pot became the ruler of Cambodia. 

(c) Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge 

The new government called the cou ntry 'Democratic Kampuchea', a completely inappro
priate term, in view of what happened over the next four years. Prince Sihanouk, who had 
worked with the Khmer Rouge during the previous five years, returned home from 
Beijing, expecting to be well received by Pol Pot. Instead he was placed under house arrest 
and forced to watch helplessly as Pol Pot exercised total power. The Khmer Rouge caused 
even more misery for the unfortunate people of Cambodia by trying to introduce doctri
naire Marxist/Leninist principles almost overnight without adequate preparation. In the 
words of Michael Leifer: 

Under the leadership of the fearsome Pol Pot, a gruesome social experiment was inau
gurated. Cambodia was transformed into a primitive agricultural work camp combining 
the worst excesses of Stalin and Mao in which around a million people died from 
execution, starvation and disease. 

The communists ordered the population of Phnom Penh and other cities to move out, 
live in the countryside and wear peasant working clothes. Within a short time, the urban 
centres were virtually empty, and thousands of people were dying in what amounted to 
forced marches. The aim was to collectivize the entire country immediately, in order to 
double the rice harvest. Even Mao had taken years to get to this stage in China. But the 
party cadres whose job it was to organize the transformation were inexperienced and 
incompetent and most city dwellers were helpless in rural settings. The whole operation 
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was a disaster and conditions became unbearable. At the sa~e time, money, private pro erty, shops and markets were abolished, and sch?ols. hospital~ and m?nasteries closi 
Pol Pot' s next move was to launch a campaign of genocide agamst all edu . · l · h b .. bl f I d. cated Cambodians and against an~body_ he t~oug 1t mtg t e ~apa ~ 0 ea t~g opposition The result - an entire gener~t1on of educ,1ted people.\~as e1the~ ~1lled or dnven into exile. In his controversial 2005 biography of Pol Pot. Ph1ltp Short ttrgues that these atroc·t· · · · d · I · M · · d I Jes were not the product of either a soc10path1c . 1ctator . o~ 11s arx1st. 1 eology, but Cambodian popular culture which had a l~ng history of v10lent extremism. During Pol~: own schooldays in the 1950s. naughty children. were severely beaten and their wounds exposed to red ants. Previous royalist and republtcan gov~rnments ha? re¥ularly tonure<J raped and murdered on a huge scale. In the words of Tnn Stanley m his review of th~ 
biography: 

Short is correct that there is something so uniquely insane about the Khmer genocide that national character is the only way of understanding its eccentric development Neighbouring Vietnam and Laos experienced war and terror at the same time but never attempted such a radical social solution. 

As his paranoia increased. hundreds of Pol Pot· s more moderate supporters began to turn against him. Many were executed and many more tled to Thailand and Vietnam. These included H1111 Sen. a former Khmer Rouge military commander, who organized an anti-Pol Pot army of Cambodian exiles in Vietnam. Some estimates put the total of those who died in the notoriou~ 'killing fi elds' a!-. high J ~ 2 million: just over a third of the total population of 7.5 million disappeared. The tragedy was. as J. A. S. Grenville puts it, that ' if the Americans had not lllrnecl against Sihanouk. one of the cleverest and wiliest of south-east Asian leaders. Cambodia might have been spared the almost unbelievable horrors that followed· . 
E,·e111(1(1/ly Pnl Pot co111ri/)1(1ed to his ow11 dml'llj'a/1: he tried to cover up the failingsof his economic policies by adopting a brash nationalistic fore ign policy. This caused unnecessary tensions \\'ith Vietnam. whose government was anxious for a close relationship with its communist neighbour. After a number of' bonkr incidents and provocations by the Khmer Rouge. the Vietnamese army invaded Cambodia and drove out the Pol Pot regime (January 1979). They installed a puppet government in Phnom Penh. in which Hun Sen was c1 leading .figure. Most of the country was occupied by Vietnamese troops until 1989. Meanwhile. Pol Pot and a large army of Khmer-Rouge guerrillas retreated into the mountains of the south-west and continued to cause trouble. The new regime was a great impro\'emellf 011 Pol Pot's 11111rdero11s govem111e111, but it 1w 1s not recog11ized by rhe USA a11d most other cow11ries. According lo Anthony Parsons (see Further Reading for Chapter 9), the UK permanent representative at the UN, 

instead of receiving a public vote of' thanks from the UN for ridding Cambodia of 3 
latter-day combination of Hitler and Stalin. and saving the lives of coun~lcss Cambodians, the Vietnamese found themselves on the receiving end of draft rcsolutt~ns in January and March 1979 calling for a cease-fire and the withdrawal of 'foreign forces' . 

However, the USSR supported Vietnam and vetoed the resolutions, so no further action was taken. The reason for the UN's anti-Vietnam stance was that the USA and the non~ commu!1ist states of south-cast Asia were more afraid or a powerful Vietnam than the~ were of the Khmer Rouge. For the sake of their own interests they would have preferrc to sec Pol Pot's regime continue in power. 
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(d) After Pol Pot: the return of Prince Sihanouk 

The new government in Phnom Penh consisted mainly of moderate communists who had 
deserted Pol Pot. Uncertainty about what might happen under the new regime caused 
perhaps half a million Cambodians, including former communists and members of the 
intelligentsia, to leave the country and take refuge in Thailand. As it turned out, although 
it was kept in power by Vietnamese troops, the government could claim considerable 
success over the next ten years. The extreme Khmer Rouge policies were abandoned, 
people were allowed to return to the towns and cities, schools and hospitals reopened, and 
Buddhists were allowed to practise their religion. Later, money and private property were 
restored, the economy settled down and trade started up again. 

The government's main problem was opposition from resistance groups operating 
from over the border in Thailand. There were three main groups: the Khmer Rouge, who 
were still a formidable force of some 35 000; Prince Sihanouk and his armed support
ers, numbering about 18 000; and the non-communist National Liberation Front led by 
Son Sann, who could muster around 8000 troops. In 1982 the three groups formed a joint 
government-in-exile with Sihanouk as president and Son Sann as prime minister. The 
UN officially recognized them as the rightful government, but they received very little 
support from ordinary Cambodians, who seemed happy with the existing regime in 
Phnom Penh. Hun Sen became prime minister in 1985, and the opposition made no 
headway. 

The situation changed towards the end of the 1980s as it became clear that Vietnam 
could no longer afford to keep a large military force in Cambodia. For a time there was 
the frightful possibility that the Khmer Rouge might seize power again when the 
Vietnamese withdrew. But the other two opposition groups, as well as Hun Sen, were 
determined not to let this happen. They all agreed to take part in talks organized by the 
UN. The ending of the Cold War made it easier to reach a settlement, and agreement was 
reached in October 1991. 

• There was to be a transitional government known as the Supreme National Council, 
consisting of representatives of all four factions, including the Khmer Rouge. 

• UN troops and administrators were to help prepare the country for democratic elec
tions in 1993. 

The Supreme National Council elected Prince Sihanouk as president, and a large UN team 
of 16 000 troops and 6000 civilians arrived to demobilize the rival armies and make 
arrangements for the elections. Progress was far from easy, mainly because the Khmer 
Rouge, which saw its chances of regaining power slipping away, refused to co-operate or 
take part in the elections. 

Nevertheless the elections went ahead in June 1993; the royalist party led by Prince 
Ranariddh, Sihanouk's son, emerged as the largest group, with Hun Sen's Cambodian 
People's Party (CCP) second. Hun Sen, who had difficulty forgetting his undemocratic 
past, refused to give up power. The UN found a clever solution by setting up a coalition 
government with Ranariddh as first prime minister and Hun Sen as second prime minister. 
One of the first acts of the new National Assembly was to vote to restore the monarchy, 
and Prince Sihanouk became king and head of state once again. 

From this point onwards the political history of Cambodia consisted largely of a bizarre 
feud between the royalists and the supporters of Hun Sen. In July 1997, Hun Sen, with the 
elections of July 1998 in mind, removed Ranariddh in a violent coup; the prince was tried 
and found guilty, in absentia, of attempting to overthrow the government. He had appar
ently been trying to enlist help from what was left of the Khmer Rouge. However, he was 
pardoned by his father, the king, and was able to take part in the 1998 elections. This time, 
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Hun Sen's CPP emerged as the largest singl~ party,. but lacking. an overall majorit 
once again joined together in an uneasy coaht10n with t?e roya~ists. Y, lhey 

As for the Khmer Rouge, their support gradually dwmdled; m 1995 many of thern 
accepted the government's offer of an amnesty. In /997 Pol Pot was arrested b had 
Khmer Rouge leaders and.sentenced t~> (ife imprisonment. He died the f?llowing Yfar~ther 
question of how to deal with the surv1vmg members of the Pol Pot regime caused lne 

. . ·h Id be d ~ . contro. versy. There was a general feeling that they s o~ prosecute ,or cnmes agaj 
humanity, but there was no consen~us about ~ow th1~ shout~ be done. The UN, suppo nsi 

by King Sihanouk, wanted them tned by an mternat1onal tnbuna.l; Hun Sen wanted t~ 
dealt with by the Cambodian legal system, but the UN felt that this lacked the expeni em 

ff · · N d seto carry out e ect1ve prosecutions. o progress was ma e. 
Meanwhile the country remained calm: in 200~) th~ econ?my s_eemed well baJanced 

inflation was under control and tourism was becoming mcreasmgly important, with al~ 
half a million foreign visitors during the year. In 200 l the World Bank provided financial 
aid for the government but, significantly. urged Hun Sen to make more determined effons 
to eliminate corruption. In the autumn and winter of 2002-3 there were serious food shon
ages after extremes of drought and flooding caused the rice crop to fail. 

At the same time the leading politicians were preparing for the elections due in July 
2003. They were to be contested by three main parties: Hun Sen's Cambodian People's 
Party, Ranariddh · s royalist party. and a liberal opposition group led by Sam Rangsi. The 
months before the election were marked by a spat~ of assassinations of leading members 
of all three parties: J 1 people died. and tensions continued hetween Prime Minister Hun 
Sen and the royal family. The rt's1d1 ,f the July dl'ction led to a nmstirntional crisis: the 
CPP won 73 of the 123 seats in the National Asscmb 1 y. the lower house of the Cambodian 
parliament~ the royalists 26 and the Sam Rangsi party 24. This left the CPP nine seatsshon 
of the two-thirds majority needed to form a govt:rnment. Foreign observers reported that 
the CPP had been guilty of violent intimidation and had also used ·a more subtle strategy 
of coercion and intimidation·. The two smaller parties refu<.;cd to join a coalition with the 
CPP unless Hun Sen resigned, but he consistently refused. 

In the months following the election. the violence and assassinations continued; the 
victims were either members or well-known supporters of the opposition parties. Hun ~en 
simply continued to run the country and was still in power in 2012. The country was ma 
far from healthy state. Although there had been some economic growth since 2006, 
Cambodia still relied on foreign aid for about half the government's budget. According to 
a report by the International Food Policy Research Institute, in 2009 the country ranked 
alongside the poorest nations in Africa for deficiencies in nutrition. One of the problems 
was that, whereas ~ietnam and Thailand attract multi-million-dollar foreign ~nvesunen~ 
very few Western investors would even consider Cambodia, because of the violence~ 
the high crime rate. Vast sums of money are still needed for healthcare, basic educauon 
and infrastructure. 

21.4 LAOS 

(a) Independence and civil war 

L h h. d . ~ F h protec· 
aos, t ~ t _ ir co.untry 1~ 1o~mer French Indo-China, was organized as a renc world 

torate with its capital at V 1ent1ane. After the Japanese occupation during the Second but 
War, the French gave Laos a measure of self-government under King Sisavang Von~,fied 
all · d · · · re saus 1 

important ec1s1ons were sttll taken in Paris. Many of the Lao leaders we ve· 
with limited independence, but in 1950 the convinced nationalists fonned a new :~ce. 
ment known as the Pathet Lao (Land of the Lao People), to fight for full indepen 
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The Pathet Lao worked closely with the Vietminh in Vietnam, who were also fighting the 
French. and they were strong in the north of the country in the provinces adjoining North 
Vietnam. 

The 1954 Geneva Accords, which ended French rule in Indo·China decided that Laos 
sltould continue to be ruled by the roJa/ Kovernment. However, it al~o allowed what it 
called regroupment zones in northern Laos, where the Pathet Lao forces could assemble. 
presumably the intention was that they would negotiate with the royal government about 
their future. But the outcome was inevitahle: the Pathet Lao. with its strong left.wing 
connections and its continuing links with communist North Vietnam, wa'i unlikely to 
remain at ~ace for long with a right·wing royalist government. In fact a fragile peace did 
survive unt~I _I 959, hut then fighting hroke out hetween left and right, and continued off 
and on unttl it became part of the much larger conflict in Vietnam. During theJe years 
uws was di\'id(•d into tlire(' ~roups: 

• the Pathct Lao - mainly communist. hacked by North Vietnam and China; 
• the right-wing anti-communists and royalists. hacked hy Thailand and the USA; 
• a neutralist group led hy Pritrn' Somw11w Plwuma. which tried to bring peace by 

creating a coalition of all three fac.:tions. each of which would be left in control of 
the areas that they held. 

In July 1962 a fragile coalition government nf all three groups was formed, and for a time 
it seemed that Laos might he ahlc to remain neutral in the developing. conflict in Vietnam. 
The USA wa, unhappy with this situation hccausc it meant that the communist Pathet Lao 
controlled kc~ an .. ·as of Laos whid1 hordercd on Vietnam (and through which the Ho Chi 
Minh trail would later pass). The AmeriGrns poured in vast amounts of financial aid for 
the Laotian Royal Army and i11 AJ>ri/ /96.J tlrl' 11eutmlist coalitio11 gm·emment was over
thrown hr tll<' right. with ( 'IA hocki11g. A new government of mainly right-wingers and a 
few ncut;·alists \\ as lormed: the Pathet Lao were exdu<lc<l. although they were still strong 
in their areas. Since they were well organi1cd and well equipped. they soon began to 
extend their nmtrol furtlK·r. 

As the war in Vietnam cscal,1tcd. Laos hcg.an to suffer the same fate as Cambodia. 
Between \9h5 and I l)7 _"\ more than two million tons of US hombs were dropped on Laos. 
more than were dropped on Germany and Japan <luring the Second World W,~r. At first the 
attacks were mainlv on prn\'inces controlled hy the Pathet Lao: as support tor the Pathet 
Lao increased and their nrntwl extended further. so the American homhings spread_ over 
more of the l'OUntr\' . An American community worker in Laos later reported that 'village 
after village was le·, cl led: countless people were huric<l alive by high explosives. o~ burnt 
alive by napalm and white phosplmrous. or ri~dled hy ~rnti-pcrsonn~l bomh pe~l~ts .' . 

Peace retumed to [.,ilOS on/\' in /973 with the withdrawal ot the Amem.:ans .t~om 
Vietnam. The three factions sigr~ed an agreement in Vientiane setting up another coahtlo~. 
with Souvanna Phouma as the leader. However, the Pathet Lao gradually extended their 
control over more of the country . In I <.)75, when the North Viet~ames~ tol~k ove~ South 
Vil!tnam ·m<l the Khmer Rouge gained control in Cambodia. the right-wmg forces m Laos 
decided ~~ throw in the towel and tht'ir ka<lers left the l'llllntry. T~e Pathct Lan were ahlc 

. 1 · D h . I l}7c tll''Y ,Jccl<ff<'d thf nu/ of th,• mmwrchy and th(' to take power. anu 111 eccm c1 ., '" . · 
beii1111inJ.: of the I"-w P<'ople ·.'i Jkmocratic R<'J>1tbhc. 

lb) The Lao People's Democratic Republic 

r, · , I ·. R .. t ,timwn f'artr (LPRI'). 1r/zid1 took collfrol i11 1975. 
·tie c,,,1~11111m1s1 u,. to II <'O~> ~I· ·\,· t~,:."c:•11111n ~md .'itill .\'('<' lll('c/ s,•nm' i11 2004. For 20 years 

,\ "Y<'< 111 pmre r. or I 1c ll'.\ <. . 
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before they came to power, their leaders had worked in close co-operation with their allies 
in Vietnam, and it was only to be expected that the two governments would follow simi
lar paths. In Laos the communists introduced farming collectives and brought trade, and 
what little industry there was, under government control. They also imprisoned several 
thousand political opponents in what were called re-education camps. The country and the 
economy were slow to recover from the ravages of the previous 15 years, and thousands 
of people - some estimates put the total at around 10 per cent of the population - left the 
country to live in Thailand. 

Fortunately, the government was prepared to compromise its strict Marxist principles; 
in the mid-1980s, following the example of China and Vietnam, the collectivization 
programme was abandoned and replaced by groups of family-run farms. State control over 
business and industry was relaxed, market incentives were introduced and private invest
ment was invited and encouraged. UN statistics suggested that by 1989 the economy of 
Laos was performing better than those of Vietnam and Cambodia in terms of Gross 
National Product per head. The Party still kept full political control, but after the intro
duction of a new constitution in 1991, people were allowed more freedom of movement. 
The fact that the government, like those of China and Vietnam, had abandoned its commu
nist or socialist economic policies raised the interesting question of whether or not it still 
was a communist regime. The leaders still seemed to think of themselves and describe 
themselves as having communist political systems, and yet their economic restructuring 
had left them with very few specifically socialist attributes. They could just as well be 
called simply 'one-party states'. 

At the end of the century Laos was still a one-party state, with a mixed economy which 
was peiforming disappointingly. In March 2001 , President Khamtai Siphandon admitted 
that the government had so far failed to bring about the hoped-for increase in prosperity . 
He outlined an impressive 20-year programme of economic growth and improved educa
tion, health and living standards. Impartial analysts pointed out that the economy was 
precarious, foreign aid to Laos had doubled over the previous 15 years, and the 
International Monetary Fund had just approved a loan of $40 million to help balance the 
budget for the year. 

None of this made any difference to the National Assembly elections held in 
February 2002. There were 166 candidates for the 109 seats, but all except one were 
members of the LPRP. The state-run media reported that there had been a 100 per cent 
turnout and the Party continued bbthely in power. Nevertheless, dissatisfaction with the 
lack of progress was beginning to cause some unrest. In July 2003 an organization 
called the Lao Citizens' Movement for Democracy held demonstrations and mini-upris
ings in ten provinces. In October another group, calling itself the Free Democratic 
People's Government of Laos (FDPGL), exploded a bomb in Vientiane and claimed 
responsibility for 14 other explosions since 2000. They announced that their aim was to 
overthrow ' the cruel and barbarian LPRP' . The pressure was on for the Party to deliver 
reform and prosperity without too much delay. In 2006 a new leader came to power: 
Choummaly Sayasane was chosen as Communist Party general secretary and president 
of Laos. 
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QUESTIONS 

Explain how Korea came to be divided into two separate states during the period 
1945-53. 

, ·Half a ccntur~ of di,aster for the people of North Korea.' How far would you agree 
with thi" n~rJkt on Kim 11-sung's period of rule in North Korea? 

J What pronkm" faced the gon:-mmcnt of Vietnam in the years following its unification 
in I 976'! Hm\ and \\ ith what succc"" did the go\'emmcnt' s policies change after 1986? 

~ A:--scss tht' L'llT1tributil1n of Prince Sihanouk to !he development of Cambodia in the 
, cars 19)4 to l ll70. E,plain ,, h~ he was m·erthrown in March 1970. 

5 Trat:c the :-.tcp:-. 11~ "hid1 Camnodia/Kampuchca llecame a victim of the Cold War in 
the pcrilld 1 L)()' to I 9l) I. 

ti E,plain "h: and IH)\\ Lao:- l.·ami.? under communist mle in the period 1954 to 1975. 
How "ucc1.'-.,ful h;1d th1.' gll\ 1.?!'llllll'nt hcen in r~huilding Laos by the end of the twenti
l!th ('Clllllr~ ·.

1 

~ There i, a dl)l'Ullll'nt quc.,lil)Jl about CamhrnJia and Prince Sihanouk and their relations 
\\ it h the l · S .\ l 111 the \\ 1.'h" i tL'. 
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