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War and nationalism in Asia II: 

South/east Asia 

George Kennan (PPS-23, 1948) 

 “It is urgently necessary that we recognize our own 

limitations as a moral and ideological force among 

the Asiatic peoples. Our political philosophy and our 

patterns for living have very little applicability to the 

masses of people in Asia. They may be all right for 

us, with our highly developed political traditions 

running back into the centuries and with our 

peculiarly favorable geographic position; but they are 

simply not practical or helpful, today, for most of the 

people in Asia. This being the case, we must be very 

careful when we speak of exercising „leadership‟ in 

Asia. We are deceiving ourselves and others when 

we pretend to have the answers to the problems 

which agitate many of these Asiatic peoples…” 

PPS-23 (cont.) 
 “Furthermore, we have about 50% of the world‟s 

wealth but only 6.3% of its population. This disparity 

is particularly great as between ourselves and the 

peoples of Asia. In this situation we cannot fail to be 

the object of envy and resentment. Our real task in 

the coming period is to devise a pattern of 

relationships which will permit us to maintain this 

position of disparity without positive detriment to our 

national security. To do so, we will have to dispense 

with all sentimentality and day-dreaming; and our 

attention will have to be concentrated everywhere on 

our immediate national objectives. We need not 

deceive ourselves that we can afford today the luxury 

of altruism and world benefaction…” 



10/30/2011 

2 

PPS-23 (cont.) 

 “We should dispense with the aspiration to „be liked‟ 

or to be regarded as the repository of a high-minded 

international altruism. We should stop putting 

ourselves in the position of being our brothers‟ 

keeper and refrain from offering moral and ideological 

advice. We should cease to talk about vague and--for 

the Far East--unreal objectives such as human rights, 

the raising of the living standards, and 

democratization. The day is not far off when we are 

going to have to deal in straight power concepts. The 

less we are then hampered by idealistic slogans, the 

betters.” 

NSC-48 on trade (1948) 
• The economic life of the modern world is geared to 

expansion.… 

• Trade between countries based upon government 

financial aid, special privileges or special 

restrictions...does not contain the elements essential 

to stability and to enduring survival.… 

• Production and trade which truly reflect comparative 

advantage offer the greatest prospect for general 

improvement in the standard of living of all peoples 

and the surest basis for enduring peaceful trade 

among nations. The international trade of countries 

which the United States is in a position to influence 

should be permitted, unless overridden by imperative 

security interests, to reflect the natural and long-

established advantages of the several countries in 

the production of specific commodities. 

NSC-48 (continued) 
• The phenomenal economic progress in the United 

States, accomplished with the aid of capital and 

modern technology, has led to extravagant claims by 

other countries that reliance may be placed largely 

upon general industrialization for the improvement of 

the economic condition of their people. This view is 

no less misleading in Asia than in many other parts of 

the world. Nearly all the countries of Asia possess 

special resources and other attributes (some in 

relative abundance) which can be developed to their 

particular advantage, but none of them alone has 

adequate resources as a base for general 

industrialization. (India, China, and Japan are the 

only countries which to any degree approximate that 

condition.) 
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NSC-48 (continued) 

 ... General industrialization in individual countries 

could be achieved only at a high cost as a result of 

sacrificing production in fields of comparative 

advantage. The greatest promise of economic 

progress, apart from general improvement in 

agricultural methods and transportation, lies in a 

highly selective economic development accompanied 

by a vigorous commerce among the several countries 

and with other parts of the world. 

Independence struggles in Asia 

• India and Pakistan 

• Burma 

• The Philippines 

• Indonesia 

• Korea 

• Vietnam 

Indian independence struggles 

• 1942: The “Quit India” movement 

• 1943: 1-3 million die in Bengal famine 

• 1947: independence; partition creates 

Pakistan 
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Independence in Burma 

• 1947: Aung San assassinated 

• 1948: independence; country devolves 

into civil war 

Independence in the Philippines 

• July 4, 1946: Philippines independence 

(Roxas becomes President) 

• Treaties give US corporations privileged 

access and US military bases 

• Development of anti-imperial struggles 

Indonesian independence 

struggles 

• Japanese occupation and “Asia for the 

Asians” 

• Sukarno and the training of anti-colonial 

nationalists 

• Independence struggles against the 

Dutch 
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The Korean War 

• Anti-Japanese nationalism and WWII 

• US intervention at the end of WWII 

• Peasant rebellion and land reform 
• Land reform in the north; growing alliances with 

USSR, China (after 1949) 

• Failure of land reform in the south; reinstatement 
of Japanese collaborators 

• The outbreak of war in 1950 

Vietnamese communist-led 

nationalism 

• Early development 

– Ho Chi Minh rebuffed at Versailles (1919) 

• Development of Vietnamese 

Communist Party (CP, 1930 onward) 

– 1930 party platform 

– Nge Anh and Ha Tinh soviets, 1930-31 

– French suppression 

Vietnam (cont.) 
• Formation of Viet Minh, 1941 

– Land reform put on backburner; 

nationalism emphasized 

– 1944-45: millions of deaths in Tonkin; 

support for Viet Minh grows 

– Ho‟s declaration of independence, 1945; 

British, US, and French rejection 

• The Communist Party as nationalist 

after WWII 

– Viet Minh-sponsored elections of 1946 

– Broad popularity of Ho, Viet Minh 
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Vietnam (cont.) 

• US support for French re-colonization 

– Post-WWII European political context 

– Importance of US support 

• Nationalist/CP struggles against French 

– US-backed French war effort, 1947-54 

– US takes over struggle against Viet Minh 

War and Revolution 

• Membership in the Vietnamese 

Communist Party 

• 1944: 3,000 

• 1945: 6,000 

• 1946: 20,000 

• 1948: 180,000 

Edward G. Landsdale (1955) 
 “…each of the free nations which has a pact with the 

United States, in which we give them close support 

against the Communists, sees a bit of itself in the 

situation of the Vietnamese. And, each of those 

nations, in varying degree, will be measuring what 

our support actually means. Thus, if we lose here or 

withdraw however gracefully, politically powerful 

people in those nations will read their own futures 

into our action. This means that the do-business-with-

China folks of Japan, the anti-American-bases folks 

of the Philippines, and so on, will find their arguments 

strengthened locally to the critical strain point for the 

United States in places we now find difficult enough 

under neutralist and Communist pressures.” 
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Woodrow Wilson Foundation on 

Communism (1955) 

 “[Communism threatens] a serious reduction 

of the potential resource base and market 

opportunities of the West owing to the 

subtraction of the communist areas from the 

international economy and their economic 

transformation in ways which reduce their 

willingness and ability to compliment the 

industrial economies of the West.” 

US Ambassador to Thailand, 

U. Alexis Johnson (1958) 

 “We need not...feel self-conscious about our 

support of an authoritarian government in 

Thailand based almost entirely on military 

strength...[because] aside from the practical 

matter of Thailand‟s not being ready for a 

truly democratic form of government...the 

United States derives political support from 

the Thai Government to an extent and degree 

which it would be hard to match elsewhere.” 

US Ambassador to the UN, 

Henry Cabot Lodge (1959) 
 “We should focus attention on the Declaration 

of Independence rather than on the 

Communist Manifesto where it has been, and 

in doing so we should not endeavor to sell the 

specific word „Capitalism‟ which is beyond 

rehabilitation in the minds of the non-white 

world.” 
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