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Introduction
Marc H. Opper and Matthew Galway

The Cold War was anything but ‘cold’ in Asia, let alone Southeast 
Asia. US President Richard Nixon once remarked: ‘The Cold War isn’t 
thawing; it is burning with a deadly heat.’1 Whether it was the decades-
long conflict in the former French Indochina or insurgencies in the Coral 
Triangle, Southeast Asia was a theatre for some of the twentieth century’s 
most defining conflicts. As is too common, the superpowers of the United 
States, the Soviet Union and China tend to receive the most scholarly 
attention. Big-power politics, détente, rapprochement and triangulation 
are all Cold War buzzwords that invoke memories of the period and enforce 
the primacy of superpower dictation of era-defining events. But aside 
from extant vertical analyses of the Cold War in the region, scholars have 
taken great strides in understanding the aetiology, processes and outcomes 
of conflicts in Southeast Asia during the Cold War. Scholars of Cold War 
Southeast Asia have shifted the paradigm towards focusing on the agency 
of Southeast Asian actors themselves rather than foregrounding them only 
insofar as they responded to the dictates of Moscow, Washington, DC, 
or Beijing.

Initial efforts straddled the line of Cold War history from above and from 
below by examining how decolonisation movements across Southeast 
Asia and the ongoing superpower rivalry worked hand-in-glove.2 Some 

1  Richard Nixon, quoted by Sarah Slobin, ‘A Nation Challenged: Hearts and Minds’, The New 
York Times, 11 November 2001.
2  Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of Our 
Times (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 5; Christopher Goscha and Christian 
Ostermann, ‘Introduction: Connecting Decolonization and the Cold War in Southeast Asia’, in 
Connecting Histories: Decolonization and the Cold War in Southeast Asia, 1945–1962, Christopher 
Goscha and Christian Ostermann, eds (Washington, DC, and Stanford, CA: Woodrow Wilson 
Center Press and Stanford University Press, 2009), 1–12.



EXPERIMENTS WITH MARXISM-LENINISM IN COLD WAR SOUTHEAST ASIA

2

highlight the multiple dimensions of specific conflicts during Southeast 
Asia’s Cold War.3 Hack and Wade have flipped the script, so to speak, to 
shine the spotlight on local forces that ‘drew in’ outside actors ‘for their 
own ideological and material purposes’.4 Day and Liem instead foreground 
social  and cultural phenomena of the Cold War in the region, either by 
examining cultural dimensions of the Cold War in Southeast Asia or by 
highlighting oral histories.5 Tuong Vu and Wasana Wongsurawat stress that 
‘Asian actors’ visions and political loyalties during the Cold War spanned 
a much wider range—not limited to the nation-state as the ideal political 
community’.6 Ang provides a methodical history of Cold War Southeast 
Asia by exploring the ‘mindsets’ of major political actors and how their 
world views were moulded by the ‘cultural ideals that reflect their own 
traditions and their response to universalist and international aspirations’.7

This volume complements this new wave of recent and forthcoming 
scholarship of the Cold War in Southeast Asia and stresses the agency of 
Southeast Asian actors over the intellectual and political forces that entered 
their worlds.8 Our focus in the pages that follow is on such forces and 

3  Odd Arne Westad and Sophie Quinn-Judge, eds, The Third Indochina War: Conflict between 
China, Vietnam, and Cambodia, 1972–79 (New York: Routledge, 2006).
4  Karl Hack and Geoff Wade, ‘The Origins of the Southeast Asian Cold War’, Journal of 
Southeast Asian Studies 40(3) (2009): 443, doi.org/10.1017/S0022463409990014; and Goscha and 
Ostermann, ‘Introduction’, 9. See also Goscha and Ostermann, Connecting Histories, 335–402.
5  Tony Day and Maya H.T. Liem, Cultures at War: The Cold War and Cultural Expression in 
Southeast Asia (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2010); Sangjoon Lee and Darlene Machell 
Espena, ‘Asian Cinema and the Cultural Cold War’, Asian Cinema and the Cultural Cold War Virtual 
Conference 2021, jointly organised by Wee Kim Wee School of Communication and Information, 
Nanyang Technological University, and School of Social Sciences, Singapore Management University, 
20–22 May 2021, available from: www.acccw2021.com/; and the forthcoming study by Hajime 
Masuda in the Re-conceptualizing the Cold War: On-the-Ground Experiences in Asia project, 
National University of Singapore and NUS Museum, 29–30 June 2021, available from: networks.h-
net.org/node/22055/discussions/5181889/call-papers-%E2%80%9Creconceptualizing-cold-war-
ground-experiences-asia%E2%80%9D.
6  Tuong Vu and Wasana Wongsurawat, eds, Dynamics of the Cold War in Asia: Ideology, Identity, 
and Culture (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 3.
7  Ang Cheng Guan, Southeast Asia’s Cold War: An Interpretive History (Honolulu: University of 
Hawaiʻi Press, 2018), 3.
8  See Anna Belogurova, The Nanyang Revolution: The Comintern and Chinese Networks in Southeast 
Asia, 1890–1957 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2019), doi.org/10.1017/ 97811 08635 
059; John Sidel, Republicanism, Communism, Islam: Cosmopolitan Origins of Revolution in Southeast Asia 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2021); Christopher Goscha, The Road to Dien Bien Phu: A History 
of the First War for Vietnam (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2022); Joseph Scalice, ‘Crisis of 
revolutionary leadership: Martial law and the communist parties of the Philippines 1959–1974’ (PhD 
diss., University of California, Berkeley, 2017); Dominique Caouette, ‘Persevering revolutionaries: 
Armed struggle in the 21st century, exploring the revolution of the Communist Party of the Philippines’ 
(PhD diss., Cornell University, Ithaca, NY, 2004); and Kasian Tejapira, Commodifying Marxism: 
The Formation of Modern Thai Radical Culture, 1927–1958 (Kyoto: Kyoto University Press, 2001).

http://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463409990014
http://www.acccw2021.com/
http://networks.h-net.org/node/22055/discussions/5181889/call-papers-%E2%80%9Creconceptualizing-cold-war-ground-experiences-asia%E2%80%9D
http://networks.h-net.org/node/22055/discussions/5181889/call-papers-%E2%80%9Creconceptualizing-cold-war-ground-experiences-asia%E2%80%9D
http://networks.h-net.org/node/22055/discussions/5181889/call-papers-%E2%80%9Creconceptualizing-cold-war-ground-experiences-asia%E2%80%9D
http://doi.org/10.1017/9781108635059
http://doi.org/10.1017/9781108635059
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actors’ responses to them, whether in intellectual engagement, praxis or 
ongoing adaptations thereof, across peninsular and archipelagic Southeast 
Asia. Our volume brings together several left-wing Southeast Asian 
political actors who engaged with revolutionary ideology and indigenised 
it in theory and praxis in their respective polities. Extant scholarship has 
accomplished this separately, but neither across as expansive a geographic/
temporal range nor with the actors under examination as the primary 
focus of their respective analyses. Contributors to this volume focus 
on individuals and political parties as they wrestled with revolutionary 
ideologies in different times, different ways and different contexts. 
Each chapter explores the adaptations and examines how the various 
indigenisations took on distinct forms because of temporal, geographic 
and sociocultural factors. Not all the actors under analysis became avowed 
Marxist-Leninists or Maoists; rather, they took these ideological discourses 
seriously and, in varied ways, the lasting imprint of such intellectual and 
practical engagements was evident. In this way, our volume’s overarching 
theme of individual agents’ dialogic engagement with revolutionary 
ideologies from without, which they approached as useful tools to 
reverse the historical trends that exploited and oppressed them, adds to 
the extant historiography of and debate about Cold War narratives in its 
focus on a diversity of engagements with such ideologies and the resulting 
adaptations. The gap this volume seeks to fill is that relating to individual 
agency and the diversity of engagements in the process of indigenisation, 
as each chapter supplements and/or revises our understanding of Cold 
War narratives through placing primacy on Southeast Asian–language 
primary sources—often by the figures and parties themselves—to track 
such engagements. The goal, then, is to provide a fuller perspective of 
what these ideological discourses meant to individuals and organisations 
in theory and praxis across an expansive temporal scope.

The second part of the Nixon quote above states: ‘Communism 
isn’t sleeping; it is, as always, plotting, scheming, working, fighting.’ 
Previous studies of left-wing ideologies in the region have tended to cast 
communism in the same light: as an insidious, activating agent that turns 
ordinary people into extraordinary (and extraordinarily violent) zealots. 
Such studies elide complexities regarding what drove people to engage 
with radical ideas or cast those who did as passive recipients who were 
easily duped or ‘intoxicated’ because of foreign pressures.9 The results are 

9  See Julia Lovell, Maoism: A Global History (London: Bodley Head, 2019).
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studies that conceive of left-wing ideologies as readily available blueprints 
for ‘organisational weapons’. Cold War warriors have variously described 
these ideologies as: 1) part of an international communist conspiracy, 
2) the rantings of madmen, and/or 3) nonexistent and merely a post 
hoc justification for violence. In the context of the Cold War, these 
characterisations (made by incumbent governments and even scholars) of 
insurgent ideologies usually stress their foreign origins and role in facilitating 
Soviet or Chinese control over a region. This partisan predisposition is in 
many ways what Guha calls the ‘prose of counterinsurgency’: the tendency 
of conflict narratives, based as they are on incumbent documentation, 
to reflect the imperatives of counterinsurgents.10

This is most evident in discussions of the ideology of the Communist 
Party of Kampuchea (CPK, Paks Kummuynīst Kampuchea)—an 
especially extreme case—and studies of the ideology of the Partai Komunis 
Indonesia (PKI, Communist Party of Indonesia). Although there is no 
question the CPK committed heinous acts of violence against the civilians 
of Democratic Kampuchea (1975–79), its ideology is nevertheless still 
worthy of analysis in a way that avoids constant normative condemnation 
or an exclusive focus on the violence of its rule. As for the PKI, although 
it was once the largest and oldest Asian communist party, there has been 
no meaningful analysis of its ideology for nearly a half century.11

The analytical purpose of this book, importantly, is to neither condemn 
nor justify, but understand how ideologies arose in intellectual thought 
streams, to track their transformation when they reached Southeast Asian 
milieus and explore the way they were implemented in praxis. Indeed, 
the paucity and distortion of our knowledge of these ideologies provide 
fecund ground for scholarly exploration. Our aim is to build on studies like 
Tuong Vu’s essay on Vietnamese communist ideology. Vu draws on newly 
available materials and previously overlooked Vietnamese Communist 
Party (VCP) internal documents and reports to argue the VCP ‘never 
wavered in [its] ideological loyalty during the period when key decisions 
about the civil war were made (1953–1960)’. It bent, but never broke from 
its ‘binary world view’ (arguably Manichean, of good socialism versus evil 

10  Ranajit Guha and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, eds, ‘The Prose of Counter-Insurgency’, in 
Selected Subaltern Studies, Ranajit Guha and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, eds (Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press, 1988).
11  Rex Mortimer, Indonesian Communism under Sukarno: Ideology and Politics, 1959–1965 (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1974); and Donald Hindley, The Communist Party of Indonesia, 1951–
1963 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1966).
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capitalism) despite major disputes within the Soviet Bloc leading up to, 
and in the aftermath of, the Sino-Soviet Split. The VCP, Vu concludes, 
‘did not downplay socialism but in fact boldly promoted it with the 
new formulation “To be patriotic is to build socialism”’.12 The bulk of 
this edited volume, accordingly, will consist of the presentation of the 
contents of these revolutionary ideologies on their own terms and their 
transformations in praxis by using primary source materials that are free 
of the preconceptions and distortions of counterinsurgent narratives. 
A unifying strength of our work is its focus on using primary sources in 
the original languages of the insurgents themselves.

Studies of ideology in Southeast Asia
The imperative of colonial powers, local elites and the US Government 
to prevent the spread of communism fuelled a boom in research (both 
academic and non-academic) on communism in Southeast Asia after 
World War II. Studies from this period have provided some of the most 
thorough analyses of the origins, processes and outcomes of communist 
movements in the region. Yet the overwhelming focus of research during 
the Cold War was on practice rather than theory. Research examined 
the leaders and organisations of left-wing movements, their interactions 
with other left-wing movements and with the Soviet Union and the 
People’s Republic of China, and how they deployed violence, inter 
alia. Largely absent from these studies was a thorough discussion of 
revolutionary ideology.

Charles B. McLane’s Soviet Strategies in Southeast Asia is an important 
work on the region.13 McLane’s proficiency in Russian gave him important 
insights into Soviet policy. His personal and professional connections, 
too, granted him access to material that was otherwise classified and to 

12  Tuong Vu, ‘“To Be Patriotic is to Build Socialism”: Communist Ideology in Vietnam’s Cold 
War’, in Dynamics of the Cold War in Asia: Ideology, Identity, and Culture, Tuong Vu and Wasana 
Wongsurawat, eds (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 34.
13  Charles B. McLane (1920–2008) specialised in the international relations of the Soviet Union. 
He served in the US Army during World War II in the Psychological Warfare Division. He served as a 
cultural attaché at the US Embassy in Moscow for several years in the early 1950s, earned a doctorate 
at Columbia University in 1955 and taught at Dartmouth University from 1957 until he retired 
in the 1980s. ‘McLane, Charles’, in A Maine Writer [online] (Augusta: Maine State Library, 2020), 
available from: www.maine.gov/msl/maine/writdisplay.shtml?id=97836.

http://www.maine.gov/msl/maine/writdisplay.shtml?id=97836
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prominent political leaders of the time (including Ngo Dinh Nhu of 
South Vietnam and Phoumi Nosavan of Laos). He opens his book with 
a discussion of theory, albeit in a dismissive manner:

Whatever one may think of the relationship between theory and 
practice in Soviet foreign policy, the deference Moscow pays to 
theory compels us to know what it is, or what it is said to be. 
It is possible to discover this without succumbing to the Marxian 
notion that theory, or ideology, is derived from certain immutable 
laws. In reality, as the following discussion will show, much of 
Soviet theory, and indeed much of Soviet practice itself, is 
contrived, answerable to no fixed logic and as fluid as theory and 
practice are in less pretentious systems.14

McLane then proceeds to analyse the debates around the approach of 
the Soviets and the Communist International (Comintern, or Third 
International) to revolution in East and Southeast Asia, and in colonial 
countries more generally. He devotes special time and attention to debates 
over defining the stage of history in which colonial countries existed and 
the related question of whether communist movements there should ally 
with bourgeois-democratic national liberation movements.

Each subsequent section of McLane’s book opens with a discussion of 
the Soviet Union’s approach to revolution at the time and examines 
how communist parties in Southeast Asia implemented Soviet policy. 
He concludes the chapter with the following observation:

[W]ith regard to the importance of theory … it is not sufficient 
to argue either that theory determined Soviet policies in the East 
or that it merely graced them. No formula has ever been devised 
to explain when a given Soviet action relies on doctrine and when 
doctrine is appealed to subsequently to rationalize the action. The 
versatility of theory in Soviet behavior, or perhaps the versatility 
of its practitioners, is such that few have satisfactorily explained 
its function.15

McLane was chiefly interested in ascertaining the extent to which theory 
determined practice and vice versa, but largely depicted Southeast Asian 
communist parties as passively receiving doctrine from Moscow and 
implementing it with varying degrees of success. Completely absent is 

14  Charles B. McLane, Soviet Strategies in Southeast Asia: An Exploration of Eastern Policy under 
Lenin and Stalin (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1966), 3.
15  ibid., 78–79. Emphasis in original. 



7

INTRODUCTION

recognition that Southeast Asian communist parties had an active role 
in the reception, analysis and adaptation to a new context of Marxist-
Leninist theory.

Another impressive history is Justus van der Kroef ’s Communism in 
South-East Asia. He presents a broad history of the origins of Southeast 
Asian communist parties and an examination of their policies and 
organisations in the 1970s and early 1980s. His study also highlights 
these parties’ diplomatic relations with Beijing and Moscow and what 
he calls the communist parties’ ‘programs and tactics’, where he comes 
closest to considering ideology as he identifies their common theoretical 
characteristics. He lists these as: 1) a belief that countries exist in 
a  democratic phase of historical development (national bourgeois and 
new democratic, among others); 2) the challenges to the development of 
class consciousness posed by the existence of multiple ethnic groups and 
religions; and 3) recognition that increasing socioeconomic inequality 
will stimulate the further development of class consciousness.16

But van der Kroef ’s analysis—detailed as it is—does not consider the role 
of ideology beyond these common characteristics and fails to indicate 
whether any communist party in Southeast Asia developed a novel 
revolutionary ideology except for the extreme case of the CPK. He states 
that the CPK’s class analysis of Democratic Kampuchea under its rule 
held that 90 per cent of people were revolutionary, 8 per cent were a 
‘middle force’ who were sympathetic to the revolution and 2 per cent were 
‘hesitant and undecided’.17 Other than stating that this classification was 
‘innovative in emphasis’, van der Kroef holds that this was in agreement 
with Leninist and Maoist class concepts, but otherwise does not elaborate 
on possible theoretical development by the CPK.

More recent attempts by Robert Alexander, William Heaton and Thomas 
Marks explain the rise of Maoism in intellectual thought streams either 
through the scope of international relations, as a nationalist response 
to the limitations of the Bolshevik model of organisation, or through 
the perspective of strategy and operational art vis-a-vis Mao Zedong’s 
military tactic of ‘People’s War’.18 Other scholars such as Kenneth Fuller, 

16  Justus Maria van der Kroef, Communism in South-East Asia (London: Macmillan, 1981), 134.
17  ibid., 133–34.
18  Robert J. Alexander, International Maoism in the Developing World (Westport, CT: Praeger, 
1999); William R. Heaton, ‘China and Southeast Asian Communist Movements: The Decline of 
Dual Track Diplomacy’, Asian Survey 22(8) (August 1982): 779–800; and Thomas A. Marks, Maoist 
People’s War in Post-Vietnam Asia (Chiang Mai, Thailand: White Lotus, 2007), xv.
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Huynh Kim Khanh, Bertil Lintner, Cheah Boon Kheng and Donald 
Hindley, among others, explore the emergence of radical ideological 
discourses such as Marxism-Leninism and Maoism on a micro-scale. 
Their studies focus on specific national communist parties and their 
ideological formulations, engagements, successes, defeats and continuing 
struggles to survive.19 Although each of these is a pathbreaking study, 
the problem with their analyses is an oversimplification of a complicated 
dialogue between external ideological discourse and its recipient. Radical 
ideological discourses like Maoism appear as events rather than a complex 
program, vocabulary, syntax or critical interpretative paradigm with which 
Southeast Asian radicals interpreted their own global positionality.20 Such 
radicals then engaged with ideas in praxis, and always with agency, in 
pursuance of ways to practically reverse negative historical trends in their 
respective homelands.

Another important work is Clive Christie’s Ideology and Revolution in 
Southeast Asia, 1900–1980. As with McLane’s earlier study, Christie’s 
scope is broad and examines communist parties and their ideologies in 
Burma, Cambodia, East Timor, Indonesia, Laos, Malaya/Singapore, the 
Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam. Christie’s book:

represents an attempt to analyse the ideological background to the 
endeavours of Southeast Asian intellectuals, writers and political 
leaders to respond to Western dominance; to come to terms with 
what was seen as the ‘malaise’ of traditional Asian societies; to 
formulate effective strategies of resistance to the West; to create a 
political and ideological base for the newly emergent independent 

19  Kenneth Fuller, A Movement Divided: Philippine Communism, 1957–1986 (Quezon City: 
University of the Philippines Press, 2011); Huynh Kim Khanh, Vietnamese Communism, 1925–1945 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1986); Bertil Lintner, The Rise and Fall of the Communist Party 
of Burma (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Southeast Asia Program Publications, 1990); Cheah Boon 
Kheng, Red Star Over Malaya: Resistance and Social Conflict during and after the Japanese Occupation, 
1941–1946 (Singapore: NUS Press, 2003); Donald Hindley, The Communist Party of Indonesia, 
1951–1963 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1966). See also Part III in Arif Dirlik, Paul 
Healy and Nick Knight, eds, Critical Perspectives on Mao Zedong’s Thought (Atlantic Heights, NJ: 
Humanities Press, 1997), 267–385.
20  Matthew Galway, ‘Specters of Dependency: Hou Yuon and the Origins of Cambodia’s Marxist 
Vision (1955–1975)’, Cross-Currents: East Asian History and Culture Review 31 (2019): 126–61, doi.
org/10.1353/ach.2019.0021; Matthew Galway, ‘Red Service-Intellectual: Phouk Chhay, Maoist China, 
and the Cultural Revolution in Cambodia, 1964–1967’, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 52(2) (June 
2021): 275–308, doi.org/10.1017/S0022463421000436; and Fabio Lanza, ‘Global Maoism’, in 
Afterlives of Chinese Communism: Political Concepts from Mao to Xi, Christian Sorace, Ivan Franceschini 
and Nicholas Loubere, eds (London and Canberra: Verso and ANU Press, 2019), 85. 

http://doi.org/10.1353/ach.2019.0021
http://doi.org/10.1353/ach.2019.0021
http://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463421000436
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states; and—in broader terms—to reflect on and understand the 
long-term historical significance of the relationship between 
the West and Asia.21

Although ambitious, Ideology and Revolution is not without its faults. 
The most glaring of its shortcomings is its uneven coverage. Indonesia 
and Vietnam receive extensive coverage whereas the author devotes a 
mere three pages to the Malayan Communist Party (MCP). Christie does 
examine the ideology of the Vietnamese and Cambodian communists in 
detail, with a particularly welcome emphasis on CPK ideology. However, 
the source material for the book consists of works in English, French and 
Bahasa Indonesia at the expense of swathes of important source material in 
the original languages of the varied parties under examination. Christie’s 
focus is also not exclusively on communist parties, but also on nationalists 
more generally. This is doubtless a strength of his book, but it also limits 
the volume’s ability to examine thoroughly anti-imperialist, mostly left-
wing revolutionary movements.

In addition to the understandable linguistic limitations of previous 
studies, an important conceptual shortcoming of the extant work on 
revolutionary ideology in Southeast Asia is that very little attention 
has been paid to how Southeast Asian revolutionaries wrestled with the 
development of new theories of revolution. Most revolutionaries in the 
region engaged in dialectics with Marxism-Leninism, which represented 
for them a radical ideological discourse and critical interpretative paradigm 
with purportedly universal applicability. In seeking to apply its general 
principles to their respective revolutions, Southeast Asian revolutionaries 
also adapted it, as with any idea or ideology travelling between cultures. 
The goal was to render it congruent with contemporary norms so that 
it could address more faithfully the specific challenges a revolutionary 
party faced in its country and historical situation. A fuller analysis of the 
indigenisation of revolutionary ideology thus requires an examination of 
the international milieu in which theorists devised such ideologies, the 
intellectual development of the men and women who formulated new 
theories of revolution and an assessment of their efforts in light of the 
Marxist-Leninist-Maoist canon.

21  Clive J. Christie, Ideology and Revolution in Southeast Asia, 1900–1980 (Richmond, UK: Curzon 
Press, 2015), 2.
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Theory and approach
To understand the development of distinctly Southeast Asian variants of 
Marxism-Leninism-Maoism requires a fuller appreciation of what Karl 
Mannheim termed the ‘social milieu’ of the intellectuals who engaged 
with left-wing ideology. This will allow an understanding of the origins 
of ‘radicalisation’ among intellectuals or political elites.22 A social milieu 
includes the prevailing ideological forces, the dimensions of these 
intellectuals’ upbringing and the nature of the texts that they produced. 
It also includes the physical and intellectual sojourns that they undertook 
that brought them into contact with radical ideas and people who shaped 
their world views.

One useful approach is by Sinologist Philip Kuhn, whose analysis of 
the origins of the Taiping vision uncovers the processes whereby ideas 
were shaped by social experiences. Kuhn explores the transformation 
and indigenisation of Christian doctrine into a characteristically Chinese 
millenarian ideology. He identifies three salient aspects of an external idea’s 
indigenisation and implementation in practice that are relevant to our 
exploration of ideology in the pages that follow: 1) the original language 
of composition of the material(s); 2) the historical circumstances from 
which these materials emerge; and 3) the process by which such ‘foreign’ 
or ‘external’ materials became important to, and were made normative by, 
sectors of society outside the group that initially appreciated and received 
them.23 These features provide us with a useful guide to tracking how 
ideas intertwine with the historical situations and sociocultural milieus in 
which they emerge and take on certain features that tie them inextricably 
to the interpreters who first engaged with them.

The development of communist ideology in Southeast Asia represents 
an important and underappreciated instance of what Edward Said 
called ‘travelling theory’. Said identified the three critical conditions, 
or processes, for the movement of ideas across cultures as production, 

22  Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge, Louis Wirth 
and Edward Shils, trans (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1936), 265.
23  Philip A. Kuhn, ‘Origins of the Taiping Vision: Cross-Cultural Dimensions of a Chinese 
Rebellion’, Comparative Studies in Society and History 19(3) (July 1977): 350.
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transmission and reception.24 This volume seeks to illustrate the utility of 
Said’s triad by exploring the reception of theory in Southeast Asia—that 
is, the nature and form of adaptation and the processes by which ideas 
move from abstract theory to adapted theory to implemented practice. 
Southeast Asia’s ethnogeographic diversity, along with the range of 
experiences of the intellectuals under analysis with lived cultures, makes it 
all the more important to track their complex encounters and dialectical 
engagements with radical thought. This includes the fraught (and often 
multiple) failings of adapting ideas intellectually from without to suit 
socioeconomic situations within strata and social topographies with 
which the leftists under analysis had little prior exposure.25

Defining ideology
Any focused analysis of ideology requires unpacking the term ‘ideology’. 
As a concept, ideology’s meaning has evolved many times since its 1796 
coining by French aristocrat and philosopher Antoine Louis Claude 
Destutt, comte de Tracy (1754–1836), who termed his science of ideas 
an ‘idéologie’ during the French Reign of Terror (1793–94). More 
recently, Louis Althusser defined ideology as ‘the imagined existence (or 
idea) of things as it relates to the real conditions of existence’.26 Hannah 
Arendt regards it as something distinct from mere opinion. For Arendt, 
ideology ‘claims to possess either the key to history, or the solution for 
all the “riddles of the universe,” or the intimate knowledge of the hidden 
universal laws which are supposed to rule nature and man’.27 Common to 
these definitions of ideology as a concept is that they do not address the 
centrality of practice, or how ideology moves from thought or world view 
into the realm of direct action—a key feature that differentiates ideology 
from abstraction.

24  Edward W. Said, The World, the Text, and the Critic (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1983), 226–47. Also quoted in Timothy Cheek, ‘Chinese Socialism as Vernacular Cosmopolitanism’, 
Frontiers of History in China 9(1) (1 January 2014): 106. Cheek has referred to these three aspects 
elsewhere as the social conditions of a theory’s origination, institutionalisation and constraint in a new 
context, and the ‘possibilities for revivification of the radical resources of theory once again’.
25  Matthew Galway, ‘Boundless revolution: Global Maoism and communist movements in Southeast 
Asia, 1949–1979’ (PhD diss., University of British Columbia, Vancouver, 2017). See also Matthew 
Galway, The Emergence of Global Maoism: China’s Red Evangelism and the Cambodian Communist 
Movement, 1949–1979 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2022), 1–19.
26  Louis Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy, and Other Essays (New York, NY: Monthly Review, 1971), 
162.
27  Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (San Diego, CA: Harcourt, 1968), 159.
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Although the definitions above are useful, ideology exists as a set of 
intangible ideas that exercise force in the tangible world. Stewart Hall 
holds that ideology is an important tool of hegemony that ‘stabilize[s] 
a particular form of power and domination; or which reconcile[s] and 
accommodate[s] the mass of the people to their subordinate place in the 
social formation’.28 This understanding takes as its object ideology as 
promulgated by a governing party or elite in defence of an established 
political authority. However, the formulation and promulgation of ideas 
are hardly the preserve of incumbent governments and are often deployed 
by oppositions (armed and nonviolent) with pretensions to reform the 
state or capture power.

For the purposes of this book, it is useful to consider two separate but 
related definitions of ideology. The first is a more narrowly empirical 
definition advanced by Francisco Gutiérrez-Sanín and Elisabeth Wood, 
which describes ideology as:

[A] more or less systematic set of ideas that includes the 
identification of a referent group (a class, ethnic, or other social 
group), an enunciation of the grievances or challenges that the 
group confronts, the identification of objectives on behalf of 
that group (political change—or defense against its threat), and 
a (perhaps vaguely defined) program of action. Ideologies also 
prescribe—to widely varying extent, from no particular blueprint 
to very specific instructions—distinct institutions and strategies as 
the means to attain group goals.29

The second, more sociological definition comes from Clifford Geertz, 
who understands ideology as a system for understanding and action when 
‘institutionalized guides for behavior, thought, or feeling are weak or 
absent’. Ideologies, then, serve as ‘maps of problematic social reality and 
matrices for the creation of collective conscience’.30 To understand how 
ideology functions, one must grasp the ‘relationship between the socio-
psychological stresses that incite ideological attitudes and the elaborate 
symbolic structures through which those attitudes are given a public 

28  Stewart Hall, ‘The Problem of Ideology: Marxism without Guarantees’, in Stuart Hall: Critical 
Dialogues in Cultural Studies, David Morley and Kuan-Hsing Chen, eds, 2nd edn (New York: Routledge, 
1996), 24–25. 
29  Francisco Gutiérrez-Sanín and Elisabeth Jean Wood, ‘Ideology in Civil War: Instrumental Adoption 
and Beyond’, Journal of Peace Research 51(2) (2014): 215, doi.org/10.1177/0022343313514073.
30  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 218, 220. 
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existence’.31 Ideology acts as a meeting ground for some kind of novel 
challenge posed by external factors (not necessarily foreign, but external 
to the status quo) and existing cultural systems. Thus, Gutiérrez-Sanín 
and Wood’s definition places primacy on ideology as a set of political 
paradigms whereas Geertz’s characterisation illustrates the broader 
sociological origins of ideology in general and, for the purposes of this 
volume, revolutionary ideology in particular.

Both definitions of ideology draw attention to an important aspect of 
understanding the development of left-wing revolutionary ideologies in 
Southeast Asia. The indigenisation of Marxism-Leninism and Maoism 
was a sociological process that occurred in areas where revolutionary 
elites engaged with concepts that provided plans for mobilising against 
prevailing domestic and international power structures and founding 
a  more egalitarian system. Chen Kuan-Hsing’s notion of ‘critical 
syncretism’ is especially helpful in this regard, as it endeavours to ‘move 
beyond the limits of colonial identification on the one hand, and the 
postcolonial politics of resentment on the other hand’.32 Although rooted 
in cultural studies, his concern is to ‘avoid reproducing colonialism and 
to go beyond the politics of resentment that bind colonizer and colonized 
together’.33 As Chen details further:

The key issue here is the object of identification. The formation 
of the colonized subjectivity has always been passive, reactive, 
and imposed, and the colonizer has been its only object of 
identification. In the decolonization movement, nativism and 
identity politics shift the object of identification toward the self. 
This self, however, is still conditioned by an active dis-identification 
with the colonizer … The direction of identification put forward 
by a critical syncretism is outward; the intent is to become others, 
to actively interiorize elements of others into the subjectivity of 
the self so as to move beyond the boundaries and divisive positions 
historically constructed by colonial power relations in the form 
of patriarchy, capitalism, racism, chauvinism, heterosexism, or 
nationalistic xenophobia.34

31  ibid., 207. 
32  Chen Kuan-Hsing, Asia as Method: Toward Deimperialization (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2010), xiii.
33  ibid., 72.
34  ibid., 97.
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For our purposes, the utility of critical syncretism lies in Chen’s goal to 
turn attention to those local practices of anti-imperial or leftist activism 
that have been hitherto airbrushed out of public consciousness. ‘Critical 
syncretism takes an alternative understanding of subjectivity as its starting 
point’, he continues, and:

[t]he aim is not simply to rediscover the suppressed voices of the 
multiple subjects within the social formation, but to generate 
a system of multiple reference points that can break away from 
the self-reproducing neocolonial framework that structures the 
trajectories and flow of desire.35 

Our goal is thus to restore focus on and, arguably, primacy to those 
local norms, modes, resources and ways of seeing the world in dialogic 
engagement with thoughts and practices that entered Southeast Asian 
leftists’ life trajectories.

The role of revolutionary metropoles
Contributions to this volume focus on the indigenisation of revolutionary 
ideologies and their praxis in Southeast Asia. But importantly, none of 
these  ideologies formed in a geopolitical vacuum. The revolutionary 
metropoles of Moscow and Beijing, principally, served as beacons of 
revolution for colonised peoples in Southeast Asia. Although neither 
Moscow nor Beijing led a revolution in Southeast Asia directly, they 
nevertheless provided inspiration and support to revolutionaries from, 
and in, the region. Such metropoles were also rich wellsprings for the 
theoretical and empirical writings that underpinned Southeast Asian 
radical intellectuals’ own approaches to revolution. Beyond the written 
word, some of the men and women who led and/or participated in leftist 
movements in Southeast Asia often visited the Soviet Union and/or China, 
further informing their views of socialism, capitalism and revolution.

The 1919 founding of the Comintern and subsequent flow of 
revolutionaries and radical ideas to and from Moscow set Southeast Asia 
on a path to independence, revolution and social transformation. Anna 
Belogurova’s study of the MCP shows that Moscow and Beijing provided 
important intellectual resources to Malayan communists that led them to 
develop their concept of a multiethnic Malayan nation. For example, the 

35  ibid., 101.
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conflicting interpretations of the term minzu (民族) by the Comintern 
and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) led to the Comintern’s 
sponsorship of a ‘Malayan’ national party and a revolution by ‘Malayans’. 
This ultimately ‘conformed to the nascent idea of a national Malayan 
identity among Chinese immigrant communists and their jurisdiction over 
both the Nanyang and Malaya’. The MCP case highlights the centrality 
of revolutionary international organisations that were operational in 
Southeast Asia. As Belogurova avers, ‘local developments—whether in 
Singapore or Shanghai or Manila—cannot be understood without a basic 
understanding of global interactions’.36

The importance of revolutionary metropoles as sites of theoretical 
innovation and cosmopolitan experience is also evident in the sojourns 
of many Asian radicals who formed clandestine global networks in 
cosmopolitan Asian ‘core’ cities such as Tokyo, Shanghai, Hong Kong, 
Singapore and Hanoi. As Tim Harper notes, radical intellectuals such 
as Indonesian national hero Tan Malaka (born Ibrahim Gelar Datuk 
Sutan Malaka, 1897–1949; ‘Tan’ is a Minangkabau courtesy name) and 
Vietnam’s Nguyễn Ái Quốc (Hồ Chí Minh) travelled not as men of luxury 
or comforts, but often as itinerant workers, students and, frequently, exiles 
en route to becoming communists. Their sojourns from colonised spaces 
to cosmopolitan capitals and major epicentres of radical or avant-garde 
thought led them to forge lasting global networks. As Harper explains, 
would-be radicals like Tan Malaka, Manabendra Nath Roy and Hồ 
Chí Minh:

were the first to travel in large numbers far beyond their own 
countries, to meet each other across Asia, Europe, and the 
Americas, and to begin to explore what they had in common. 
Their itineraries might begin in Saigon, Sumatra, or Calcutta, 
but they then dispersed across three oceans to Tokyo, Paris, 
Amsterdam, San Francisco, New York, Berlin, and Moscow, before 
converging again in Asia, in Canton, Shanghai, or Singapore … 
They experienced a world of connections but also a world upside 
down: the underbelly of the great port cities of empire where they 
found they were able more freely to organize and act. The sites of 
their struggles were the waterfront, the lodging house, the coffee 
shop, the clandestine printing press in the back alley. They made 
these places centres of global awareness, and their experience of 

36  Belogurova, The Nanyang Revolution, 56, 233.
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a secret underworld of empire helped shape a spectrum of radical 
ideas—about class and national identity, the position of women, 
the function of art and literature, the history of the future.37

John Sidel’s book on the cosmopolitan origins of Southeast Asian 
revolutions builds on Harper’s study with its focus on major Southeast 
Asian cores, ranging from Hanoi to Jakarta and Manila. Such sites served 
as important spaces for transcontinental encounters and networks. 
Sidel contends: 

With the deepening integration of these areas of Southeast Asia into 
the world capitalist economy in the latter half of the nineteenth 
century full-blown market societies began to crystallize, giving 
rise to new social classes, modern public spheres, and diverse 
new social imaginaries and modes of consciousness, expression, 
association, and action, most notably in the urban port entrepôts 
of the region, but also radiating out into their rural hinterlands 
through the market’s expanding circuitries.38 

Such cosmopolitan spaces provided fecund ground for intellectuals to 
forge new connections, undertake ambitious sojourns and encounter as 
well as wrestle with new ideas that would one day underpin their respective 
Weltanschauungen.

Shanghai served as such a space for Tan Malaka. His correspondences 
with Henk Sneevliet (1883–1942), Dutch labour leader, Indies Social 
Democratic Association (ISDV) founder and Comintern functionary, led 
him to visit the Comintern’s Far Eastern Bureau in Shanghai in January 
1923. Alongside the Pan-Pacific Trade Union Secretariat, the Far Eastern 
Bureau played a fundamental role in supporting communist activities in 
Asia.39 In line with the Comintern’s overarching mission, Tan Malaka was 
sent to Rangoon (Yangon) as an operative to establish a liaison nexus 
between India and the Dutch East Indies.40 Before Tan’s departure, 
however, Shanghai arose in his thinking as a symbol of many past 
injustices and a signal of a future yet to be realised. He began to interpret 
the dark side of the international concessions and Japanese colonialism 

37  Tim Harper, Underground Asia: Global Revolutionaries and the Assault on Empire (London: Allen 
Lane, 2020), 19.
38  Sidel, Republicanism, Communism, Islam, 14.
39  Onimaru Takeshi, ‘Shanghai Connection: The Construction and Collapse of the Comintern 
Network in East and Southeast Asia’, Southeast Asian Studies 5(1) (2016): 116–17, doi.org/10.20495/
seas.5.1_115.
40  Ruth T. McVey, The Rise of Indonesian Communism (Singapore: Equinox Publishing, 2006), 127.
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a decade later in Indonesia as signals of Dutch colonialism’s impending 
downfall.41 Shanghai thus served a dual function: as the headquarters of 
Asian communist activity and as a specific space in which the very forces 
that communists sought to overcome were laid bare. Foreign visitors’ 
awareness of what Rebecca Karl describes as a ‘shared world stage’ of 
colonialist/imperialist subjugation ultimately came to light.42 

Likewise, interwar Paris served as an important locus where intellectuals 
from the broader Global South convened, experienced and, through 
comradeship during study, found their radical ‘voices’ that fuelled their 
respective revolutions. Interwar Paris, Michael Goebel notes, was host 
to ‘roughly 100,000 non-Europeans by 1930’ and ‘more people from 
the Global South than any other contemporary city worldwide, except 
perhaps New York’.43 Activists and leftists from across the Global South 
flocked to Paris to study and expand their horizons, and many emerged 
from their social experiences there as radical figures who would lead 
anti-imperial movements in their homelands. Not unlike Tan Malaka’s 
experience in Shanghai, ‘colonial subjects’ in Paris ‘witnessed at first hand 
the discrepancy between universalist republican ideals and discriminatory 
practices, kindling skepticism about France’s “civilizing mission”’.44 
As time passed, the same intellectuals came to recognise their plight was 
not in isolation, as a ‘heightened awareness, often through comparisons 
and extrapolations from one case to another, helped enable new forms of 
thinking because interstices cracked open room for experimentation and 
alternative ideas, as well as practical leverages’.45

Importantly, the influence of revolutionary metropoles was highly variable 
between different parties and over time. The CCP’s experience was 
somewhat typical in this regard. The Comintern provided direct support 
for the CCP’s establishment and oversaw some of its early activities. 
However, Comintern influence diminished considerably after the 

41  Abidin Kusno, ‘From City to City: Tan Malaka, Shanghai and the Politics of Geographical 
Imagining’, Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography 24(3) (2003): 327–39, doi.org/10.1111/1467-
9493.00162. On Tan Malaka’s important writings, see Tan Malaka, From Jail to Jail, Helen Jarvis, 
trans. (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2017).
42  Karl’s focus is on this revelation in prewar China of a ‘shared world stage with other peoples and 
countries’ that were dealing with a ‘temporal/spatial problem inherent in a modern global history’. 
Rebecca Karl, Staging the World: Chinese Nationalism at the Turn of the Twentieth Century (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2002), 198.
43  Michael Goebel, Anti-Imperial Metropolis (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 10. 
44  ibid., 4.
45  ibid., 9.
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mid-1930s, after which local communists like Mao Zedong took on most 
of the ideological work. Indeed, one of the ways Mao established himself 
as CCP leader was by taking on a role as a theoretician and formulating a 
novel form of Marxism-Leninism. In Southeast Asia, both the MCP and 
the CPK initially drew ideological inspiration from Moscow and Beijing, 
respectively, before striking out on their own and engaging in their own 
formulation of Marxist-Leninist ideology. 

A sociology of intellectuals
This book is a study of ideology and praxis in revolutionary movements 
in Cold War–era Southeast Asia. Those who spearheaded the various 
political organisations under analysis were intellectuals. This makes it even 
more important to adopt an approach that examines how intellectuals 
positioned themselves as visionaries and radical reformers. Here, we 
use a ‘sociology of intellectuals’ approach to track the politicisation of 
intellectuals-turned-worker/peasant visionaries to reveal the connection 
between ideological journeys and political actions. But this sociological 
approach does not treat these intellectuals merely as idealistic patriots 
or social reformers who sought foreign ideologies only insofar as they 
were useful for national liberation and social transformation; rather, this 
approach reveals the dynamic between ideological explorations, social 
experiences and the pursuit of political power.

Three distinct approaches to the sociology of intellectuals—at once 
transforming and transformed—have evolved across decades of 
scholarship in the twentieth century. Charles Kurzman and Lynn Owens 
identify such approaches as: 1) intellectuals form a class in themselves, 
whose proponents include, among others, Julien Benda (the foundational 
sociologist of intellectuals) and, more recently, Pierre Bourdieu; 
2)  intellectuals as class-bound representatives of their group of origin, 
which is a position Antonio Gramsci and Michel Foucault have notably 
held in their scholarship; and 3) intellectuals as amorphous, classless and 
unbound to their group/class of origin (proponents of this approach 
include Karl Mannheim and Edward Shils).46

46  Charles Kurzman and Lynn Owens, ‘The Sociology of Intellectuals’, Annual Review of Sociology 
28(1) (2002): 63–90, doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.28.110601.140745.
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This book treats intellectuals as simultaneously class-bound and free to 
transcend class. In the predominantly agrarian societies of Southeast Asia, 
intellectuals were networked individuals engaging in situated thinking and 
responding to the ‘cyclical phenomenon’ of colonial/post-independence 
exploitation, stark rural–urban divisions and underdevelopment.47 
As Mannheim once intimated (albeit not about literati from the region): 
intellectuals’ education introduced them to ‘opposing tendencies in 
social realities’—notably, languages, syntaxes and critical interpretative 
paradigms—‘to attach themselves to classes to which they originally did 
not belong … to choose their affiliation’.48 Yet the intellectuals’ role was, 
as Foucault and Gilles Deleuze hold, as a revolutionary force. As grounded 
in their class, too, intellectuals are ‘to struggle against the forms of power 
in relation to which [they are] both object and instrument: within the 
domain of “knowledge”, “truth”, “consciousness”, and “discourse”’.49 
By dint of their training and situated thinking, they are ‘cogs in the power/
knowledge machine and thus may explore and disable it’.50

For our purposes in the pages that follow, however, the best working 
approach to intellectuals is from Edward Said. He regards the intellectual as:

a representative figure that matters—someone who visibly 
represents a standpoint of some kind, and someone who makes 
articulate representations to [their] public despite all sorts of 
barriers … intellectuals are individuals with a vocation for the art of 
representing, whether that is talking, writing, teaching, appearing 
on television. And that vocation is important to the extent that it 
is publicly recognizable and involves both commitment and risk, 
boldness, and vulnerability.51

The intellectuals under analysis were indeed in the business of representing 
and balancing commitments, risk and vulnerability to considerable degrees 
throughout their careers. An idea or ideological discourse did not arise 
in our intellectual founders’ thinking solely for its utility in interpreting 
their exploited situation, but because it was the most effective strategy 

47  Samir Amin, Les effets structurels de l’intégration internationale des économies précapitalistes: une 
étude théorique du mécanisme qui a engendré les économies dites sous-développées [The Structural Effects 
of the International Integration of Precapitalist Economies: A Technical Study of the Mechanism that 
Generated the Underdeveloped Economies] (Paris: Université de Paris, 1957), 1–9, 139–41, 484–85.
48  Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia, 156–58.
49  Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze, ‘The Intellectuals and Power’, Telos 16 (1973): 104.
50  Kurzman and Owens, ‘The Sociology of Intellectuals’, 70.
51  Edward W. Said, Representations of the Intellectual: The 1993 Reith Lectures (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1994), 12–13.
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in helping them to reform society and/or seize state power. A ‘sociology 
of intellectuals’ approach is therefore most useful in explaining why 
young intellectual patriots and social reformers (not mutually exclusive) 
in Southeast Asia turned into radical nationalists, hardened communists 
and, in the most excessive cases, brutal killers of not only their nation, but 
also their comrades once they had state power in hand.

A key challenge and opportunity for the intellectuals and movements 
under examination is translation. The works of Marx, Lenin, Stalin, Mao 
and others were translated into the local vernacular, to be sure, but there 
quickly emerged a problem: the works written by foreign socialists were, 
of necessity, written in service to revolution in other social contexts and 
could not be easily applied to local circumstances.52 This realisation left 
revolutionaries staring into what Alasdair MacIntyre called in his analysis 
of Aristotelian and Confucian treatment of the virtues ‘the void’: the space 
between the prescriptions of established theory and local reality.53 Geertz 
provides an equally helpful explanation of this void and how it gives rise 
to ideologies. In his view: 

It is a confluence of socio-psychological strain and an absence of 
cultural resources by means of which to make sense of the strain, 
each exacerbating the other, that sets the stage for the rise of 
systematic (political, moral, or economic) ideologies.54 

In this light, one may regard linguistic translation as but the first step in a 
broader process of using foreign concepts to understand local realities and 
then using local realities to expand on established ideology. The process 
of translation thus gives way to indigenisation.

Theoretical indigenisation refers to the method of formulating, applying 
and reformulating ideology over time. One may conceive of the 
indigenisation of revolutionary ideology in Southeast Asia as occurring 
because of both exogenous and endogenous influences. Said’s ‘travelling 
theory’ provides an important framework to this effect. As he articulated 
in his ‘Traveling Theory’ essay:

52  See Oliver Crawford, ‘Translating and Transliterating Marxism in Indonesia’, Modern Asian 
Studies 55(3) (May 2021): 697–733, doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X20000104.
53  Alasdair Macintyre, ‘Incommensurability, Truth, and the Conversation between Confucians and 
Aristotelians about the Virtues’, in Culture and Modernity: East–West Philosophic Perspectives, Eliot 
Deutsch, ed. (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 1991), 117–18.
54  Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, 220.
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Like people and schools of criticism, ideas and theories travel—
from person to person, from situation to situation, from one period 
to another. Cultural and intellectual life are usually nourished and 
often sustained by this circulation of ideas, and whether it takes 
the form of acknowledged or unconscious influence, creative 
borrowing, or wholesale appropriation, the movement of ideas 
and theories from one place to another is both a fact of life and a 
usefully enabling condition of intellectual activity.55

For Said, a ‘recurrent pattern’ forms for the movement of ideas across 
cultures: a point of origin; the passage of an idea from one place and 
time to another and its introduction, acceptance and toleration; and its 
rebirth through ‘new uses [and] a new position in a new time and place’.56 
This last pattern may constitute the process of indigenisation (termed 
elsewhere normativisation, normalisation and localisation).

In Southeast Asia, indigenisation entailed combining the universal 
principles of Marxism-Leninism with the circumstances of a country. 
In  practice, it meant ascertaining the period of historical development 
into which a country fell, the structure of society, the distribution of power 
and the means by which existing political and economic arrangements 
could be challenged to bring about greater political, economic and social 
equality. For example, in China, Mao was the most important figure in 
the ‘Sinification of Marxism’—an intellectual movement that gave birth to 
several distinctly Chinese approaches to revolution. These included (but 
were not limited to) the mass line and the united front and, more broadly, 
the reconciliation of the place of the peasantry within the larger process of 
proletarian revolution. Likewise, in Southeast Asia, the indigenisation of 
ideology spawned several distinct ideological innovations that constituted 
components and even the basis of revolutionary movements in the region.

The cynical reader may ask: ‘Does any self-professed Southeast Asian 
communist party constitute a legitimate subject for study?’ The answer 
must be in the affirmative so long as the party and its leadership sought to 
do anything more than act as a printing press for works by Marx, Lenin, 
Mao and other prominent left-wing theorists. Our approach regards 
the process of reception, analysis and adaptation as constituting the 
indigenisation of ideology, independent of its successful implementation and 
the attendant overthrow of the existing order.

55  Said, The World, the Text, and the Critic, 226.
56  ibid., 226–28.
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This book’s chapters illustrate the various stages and processes of the 
indigenisation of Marxism-Leninism and Maoism across Southeast 
Asia. The first chapter, on Indonesia, is illustrative of the early stages of 
indigenisation: there, communists confronted a social reality in which 
Islam was central to social life. Marxism could not be relevant in Indonesia 
unless it coexisted with Islam. To reconcile and intertwine Marxism and 
Islam was the first step in creating a body of theory rooted in the social 
reality of Indonesia. Chapter Six examines a later stage of indigenisation 
by showing how Malayan communists applied revolutionary theory 
to Malaya, only to confront a deeply problematic ‘void’: spontaneous 
support for the MCP did not materialise as its leaders had planned.

In response, the MCP drew on the Marxist-Leninist and Maoist canon 
to formulate a new theory of revolution that they held would bridge 
the ‘void’ between leftist theory and local practice. Chapter Two, on 
Kampuchea (Cambodia), highlights the process whereby Maoism arose 
for one CPK leading figure to fill this void. As an ideological system 
with a built-in critical interpretative paradigm, ideological discourse 
and radical vocabulary for interpreting global cyclical inequality, Mao’s 
analyses of China’s rural plight and diagnoses of China as semifeudal and 
semicolonial resonated with Cambodian intellectuals who recognised a 
shared experience of global market-capitalist exploitation with Maoist 
China. As Cambodia’s political scene became inhospitable for progressives 
like Hu Nim, who engaged with Maoism as discourse in writing, Maoism 
as radical praxis became an attractive alternative to fill this void with 
concrete, radical action.

Indigenising communism across 
Southeast Asia
The leaders of communist movements across Southeast Asia faced similar 
questions and challenges as they sought to attain independence, political 
power and social transformation. The ways in which Southeast Asian 
revolutionaries responded to these challenges constitute three of the main 
themes of the chapters that follow.

The first of these challenges was that, although Marxism-Leninism-
Maoism provided a theoretical framework for understanding political and 
economic underdevelopment, local conditions throughout Southeast Asia 
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precluded mechanical application of the Soviet or Chinese experience. 
The cultural, economic, ethnic, geographic, political, religious and social 
diversity of Southeast Asia necessitated revolutionary intellectuals to 
acknowledge what Brantly Womack calls ‘the reality of the embedded 
situation’ to ‘fill’ the space between the prescriptions of established theory 
and local reality.57 Just as Mao had to find a way to reconcile the local with 
the universal, the domestic with the international, so, too, did Southeast 
Asian revolutionaries. Chapters Two, Four, Six and Eight all explore 
this theme in action in Southeast Asia, with each examining certain key 
processes of ‘Kampucheanisation’, ‘Filipinisation’, ‘Malayanisation’ and 
‘Laoisation’, respectively. Chapter Two examines the Kampucheanisation 
of Maoism through close textual exegesis and an intellectual biography 
of a CPK minister. Chapter Six highlights the primacy of violent 
struggle in ‘Malayanised’ Marxism-Leninism and its role in transforming 
ordinary civilians into MCP supporters. The focus in Chapter Four is 
the transformative power of translation and interpretation of Maoist 
texts, as well as the practical dimension of ‘Filipinised’ Maoism. Chapter 
Eight explores how ‘the national question’ that was already a constituent 
part of global revolutionary theory became an integral component of 
‘Laoised’ Marxism-Leninism and played a role in shaping the practice 
of the Pathet Lao’s movement to capture state power. All four chapters 
shine overdue light on how radical figures in Southeast Asian communist 
movements applied Marxism-Leninism creatively to their respective 
historical situations and, in so doing, produced an indigenised variant 
that purportedly maintained the universality of the original theory.58

A second, related challenge was drawing on local cultural and historical 
resources to articulate ideology in a way that made it relevant to local 
conditions. In some cases, this meant finding ways to integrate religious 

57  Brantly Womack, The dialectic of domestic and international in the history of the Communist Party 
of China, Working Paper Series (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia, 2020).
58  On this phenomenon in Mao’s adaptation of Marxism-Leninism, see Nick Knight, Rethinking 
Mao: Explorations in Mao Zedong’s Thought (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2007), 199. Arif Dirlik 
argued likewise: 

Mao did not reduce Marxism to a Chinese version or view China merely as another 
illustration of universal Marxist principles. His exposition of the relationship is at once 
metonymic (Chinese Revolution reduced to aspect or function of Marxism in general) and 
synecdochic (intrinsic relationship of shared qualities). The result was a conception of the 
relationship that insisted on China’s difference and yet represented Chinese Marxism as an 
embodiment of Marxism. 

Arif Dirlik, Marxism in the Chinese Revolution (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005), 97–100. 
Emphasis added.
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systems into an atheist and materialist ideological system. In  others, 
it meant drawing on local history and experience to articulate new 
revolutionary paradigms. The results of these efforts were strands of 
communism that, like Maoism, retained the essence of Marxism-Leninism, 
but were simultaneously embedded in local conditions. In Chapter One, 
Lin Hongxuan places Islamic identity in the spotlight in his discursive 
analysis of the interplay of religion and Marxism during the Indonesian 
nationalist movement. Chapter 10 examines how the Hmong developed 
a genuine commitment to Marxism via engagement with Marxist and 
Maoist materials through the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT), 
with many drawn to radical thought because of hardship and a desire 
to ameliorate their standards of living. Chapter Three explores U Nu’s 
early engagements with Marxism to frame his brand of socialism around 
Buddhist moralism, which in turn guided political and economic reforms. 
Whether it was faith or historical conditions that hastened one’s receptivity 
to radical, or at least anti-imperialist, thought, each case here highlights 
how local frames of knowledge and awareness of local conditions go hand-
in-glove with ideological adaptation and practice.

Third, the application of ideology and the evolution of the political 
environment birthed a dialectical process of theorisation and application as 
old theoretical paradigms reached the limits of their practical applicability. 
In its examination of the Partai Republik Indonesia (PARI, Indonesian 
Republican Party), Chapter Five explores how Indonesian communist 
exiles adapted their strategies, broke from the Comintern and played 
important roles in influencing the Indonesian nationalist movement in 
the Dutch East Indies. Chapter Nine explores VCP General Secretary 
Lê Duẩn’s concept of ba dòng thác cách mạng (‘three revolutionary tidal 
waves’) of world revolution, as the Vietnamese communists—now in 
power and without an occupying enemy to defeat—set their collective 
sights on ‘exporting’ this concept to the world. Chapter Seven analyses the 
theory and practice of cải tạo (‘reeducation’) in South Vietnam and how 
the now-governing Vietnamese communists drew on foreign and domestic 
resources, not to mention their past experiences, for the theory and 
practice of their prisons. These three chapters emphasise the importance 
of creative adaptation once an ideology—in theory and/or in practice—
has either failed or outlived its utility. In each case, the framers needed to 
uncover new resources from within and/or without to revivify the guiding 
ideology and legitimate the continuance of the revolutionary course.
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Crafting theory, making revolution
This book is divided into two thematic sections that examine left-wing 
ideologies in theory and praxis across Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaya, 
Burma (Myanmar), the Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam. The first 
section contains chapters that place primacy on intellectual engagements 
with Marxism-Leninism and Maoism in Southeast Asia. The second 
section examines those intellectual engagements and indigenisations in 
praxis, whether in communist party–state contexts or in revolutionary 
base areas.

Part One: Intellectual engagements with 
Marxism-Leninism and Maoism

In Chapter One, on the Dutch East Indies (Indonesia), Lin Hongxuan 
(National University of Singapore) shows how Islamic identity and 
Marxism coexisted and were sometimes even deeply intertwined in the 
political imagination of the Indonesian nationalist movement from 1927 
to 1941. Through a discursive analysis of socialist and Islamist newspapers, 
female authors and novels of the first half of the twentieth century, Lin 
shows that putative Indonesians were engaged in a complex and diffuse 
project of ‘translating’ the world to Indonesia, selecting what they saw 
as the most valuable intellectual fruits of Europe and Asia and adapting 
them to the Indonesian context. This process was multivalent: it could 
take the form of learning from the Islamic heartlands, building on an 
older dynamic of Islamic reformism/modernism emanating from Cairo 
since the nineteenth century, or it could take the form of applying Marxist 
critiques of capitalism and imperialism to the Dutch East Indies. It could 
also take the form of women’s rights activism—clearly influenced by 
the European suffragette and socialist movements but refracted through 
the lens of Islamic identity and culture. This project of translation and 
adaptation ultimately undergirded the Indonesian nationalist movement’s 
intellectual dynamism and adaptability, which positioned it well to 
make connections between Islam and Marxism that we often consider 
counterintuitive today.

In Chapter Two, Matthew Galway (The Australian National University) 
explores how future CPK Central Committee member and Minister for 
Information Hu Nim (aka Bhoās) encountered radical texts, including 
Maoist materials in French translation. In Cambodia’s global 1960s, 
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he  engaged with them creatively with a view to implementing major 
structural changes in Cambodia, against the backdrop of Phnom Penh’s 
radical urban culture. The chapter tracks Nim’s involvement in radical 
student circles in Paris in the 1950s and his eventual membership in the 
China-curious, progressive Samāgam Mittphāp Khmer–Chin (Khmer–
Chinese Friendship Association). Galway argues that Nim was a networked 
individual responding to crises, for he experienced globalisation and 
capitalism as ever-present alien hegemonies. But he did not merely graft 
foreign radical ideological discourse on to the Cambodian situation; 
rather, as a close textual exegesis of Nim’s writings and political career 
reveal, his reception of radical ideas was at once dialectical and dialogic. 
Nim spoke back to, and with, these discourses by indigenising them to 
suit Cambodian realities, and ultimately proposed novel solutions that 
he framed through serious engagement with radical foreign thought. 
Thus, contrary to claims that he and other Paris-educated Cambodian 
leftists were mere figureheads, Nim’s reception of and engagement 
with radical thought as critical interpretative paradigms and radical 
vocabularies and syntaxes were central to the production of what became 
Cambodian Maoism.

In Chapter Three, Khine Thant Su (University of Wisconsin, Madison) 
turns attention to U Nu, who partially reconciled Marxism with 
Buddhism and authored short stories in which he explored the question 
of whether Marxism was compatible with Buddhist values. One such 
story, entitled ‘I Am a Supporter of Bon Wada’, was published through 
the Nagani Book Club in the late 1930s. Nu made himself into a character 
in this story, called Ko Nu, debating with a character named Ko Sein 
whether communism actions were incompatible with Buddhist values. 
But despite these engagements with Marxism, he held that it could only 
bring about material liberation from colonial rule and was ultimately 
incapable of providing spiritual liberation. In the post-independence 
period when he embarked on creating a socialist welfare economy, U Nu 
similarly argued that socialism was merely a step towards restoring 
Burmese society to its original prosperity as symbolised by the Buddhist 
notion of the Padaythabin, the ‘Tree of Fulfilment’. As prime minister 
(1948–1962), U Nu emphasised moral reform as the starting point for 
political and economic reform. Why did he believe that the reversal of the 
social problems brought on by colonial rule must begin not with further 
engagement with Marxism, but with moral reform of society via revival of 
Buddhist ethics? Su argues that U Nu established an alternative form of 
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modernity in Burma by pairing his political and economic reforms with 
moral education of the people—a modernity that actively resisted Euro-
American cultural hegemony. In examining U Nu’s speeches and writings 
from the 1930s to the 1950s, Su illustrates that U Nu’s understanding of 
what constituted moral action in political and economic matters changed 
in response to the different political contexts of the colonial and post-
independence periods.

Chapter Four, by Ramon Guillermo, Amado Mendoza, Dominic Sy 
(University of the Philippines, Diliman) and Teo Marasigan (independent 
activist and critic), presents a study of the Philippine translation, 
dissemination and multigenerational reception of the Lao wupian 老五
篇 (‘Five Old Articles’) or Five Constantly Read Articles of Mao Zedong. 
Although less well-known internationally than the Little Red Book, these 
articles were some of Mao’s most popular works in China, and were used 
during the Cultural Revolution as an educational tool for the formation 
of socialist consciousness. After the reestablishment of the Communist 
Party of the Philippines in 1968, the Five Old Articles went on to play 
a significant role in the nationwide dissemination of Maoist ideas in the 
archipelago. Repackaged as a basic text for activists and translated into 
Tagalog as Limang Gintong Silahis (‘Five Golden Rays’), these essays have 
become the most durable, memorable and popular of Mao’s works in 
the country. By looking into the translation and interpretation of these 
texts across 50 years of Philippine activism, this study shows how the 
Five Old Articles were not simply read as guides to the development of 
a proper socialist consciousness. Rather, they were also transformed into a 
distinct kind of ‘ethical technology’ for mass activists within the practical 
and ideological development of Philippine Maoism, which both broke 
away from and established continuity with existing moral discourses in 
the country.

In Chapter Five, the volume’s second chapter on Indonesia, Kankan Xie 
(Peking University) explores the PARI, formed by Tan Malaka, and its 
clandestine activities outside the Dutch East Indies in the aftermath of the 
1926–27 uprisings. Kankan argues that although PARI members played 
a limited role in shaking the foundations of Dutch colonial rule, their 
operations outside the colony exerted an important and lasting influence on 
Indonesian politics. Importantly, as Kankan shows, PARI broke from the 
Comintern and espoused a nationalistic approach to anticolonial struggle 
that did not abandon wholesale its ideological commitments. Although 
communist movements largely went dormant inside the Dutch East Indies 
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because of the colonial government’s full-scale suppression, PARI activists 
adapted accordingly, and even managed to influence the country’s nationalist 
movement through noncommunist networks. Once communism regained 
its prominence during Indonesia’s national revolution of the post–World 
War II period, however, ideological debates between different leftist groups, 
which dated back to the PKI’s split after 1926, remained central to the 
power struggles over the legitimacy and leadership of the new communist 
movement. Kankan’s chapter sheds long overdue light on the importance 
of PARI as the closest reincarnation of the PKI during the interwar years, 
irrespective of the fact that it never succeeded in establishing a significant 
presence in Indonesian nationalist politics.

Part Two: Indigenisation in praxis

Chapter Six, by Marc H. Opper (American University), explores the 
ideological origins of the MCP’s strategy of violence against civilians 
during the early years of the Malayan Emergency (1948–60). Drawing 
on previously unavailable and overlooked source material, Opper shows 
that when confronted with the imperative of leading a revolution in a 
relatively developed capitalist colony, the MCP developed a novel Marxist-
Leninist social ontology that held that violent struggle could forge often 
reluctant civilians into resolute supporters of the party. This ideological 
development had important implications for the behaviour of the MCP 
and its prospects during the emergency and ultimately represented an 
important attempt at the Malayanisation of Marxism-Leninism.

In Chapter Seven, Hoang Minh Vu (Fulbright University Vietnam) 
examines the theory and practice of ‘reeducation’ after the Government 
of the Republic of Vietnam collapsed in 1975. Vu argues that the VCP’s 
reeducation system had Soviet and Chinese elements, but was also 
shaped by Vietnam’s socialist and colonial-era penal institutions. VCP 
leaders accused roughly 200,000 people of serving the fallen Republic 
of Vietnam (RVN), and subsequently incarcerated them for their alleged 
crimes. These prisoners became ‘students’ in secluded camps in which the 
VCP subjected them to political reeducation classes and reform through 
manual labour during sentences that ranged from one week to more than 
two decades. The VCP’s goal was to rehabilitate them in the socialist 
mould, which could only be done through hard lessons, strenuous labour 
and a total overturning of their world views. Low rations, poor health care, 
difficult terrain and the harshness of the work and punishments meant 
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that many died in the process. The VCP ultimately denied graduates 
certain vocational and educational opportunities in the new socialist 
society, and many emigrated from the country. Vu’s chapter thus sheds 
light on certain obstacles to applying foreign theories to practice and the 
complex interplay between radical thought and the negative, often violent 
legacy left by the long shadow of European colonialism.

Chapter Eight, by Nicholas Zeller (University of Wisconsin, Madison), 
argues that CCP and communist Pathet Lao thinking on the question 
of national liberation and its role in socialist revolution was mutually 
constitutive and informed by the onset of the Lao civil war (1959–75). 
From the short-lived neutralist coup d’état of Captain Kong Le in August 
1960 to the conclusion of the Geneva conference on Lao neutrality in July 
1962, both parties developed commitments to armed struggle as the only 
viable path to national self-determination and the role of a specifically 
revolutionary nationalism in achieving that goal. The chapter begins by 
clarifying the deep Marxist roots of socialist internationalism and writing 
on the national question. It then turns to People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) intelligence reporting on the Kong Le coup and its mutual efforts 
with the Pathet Lao before and during the Geneva conference to create 
the right international and domestic political conditions for revolution. 
This history reveals that Marxist-Leninist ideology, as it applied to CCP–
Pathet Lao relations, was not driven by nationalism as though it was some 
outside force. Rather, nationalism, or ‘the national question’, was already 
part of the political theory of international revolution that was given 
practical life in Laos in the early 1960s.

Chapter Nine, by Khuê Diệu Đỗ (Harvard University), explores the origin 
and evolution of the concept of the ‘three revolutionary tidal waves’ in 
post-unification Vietnam. Advocated by VCP General Secretary Lê Duẩn 
during the early years of the Vietnam War until his death in 1986, the 
‘three revolutionary tidal waves’ became the cause, direction, legitimacy 
and ambition of the Vietnamese communists for more than two decades. 
They believed that the global socialist revolution, the workers’ movement 
in capitalist countries and the national liberation movement in the 
colonised territories (with Vietnam as its vanguard) composed the three 
‘tidal waves’ of world revolution. Thanks to the force of history, the party 
asserted, these high tides rose to create the ‘collective strength’ of the era to 
attack imperialism on all sides. Its original goal was to seek international 
support for Hanoi’s war efforts; reunification in 1975 significantly boosted 
the position and, ultimately, arrogance of Vietnam. This culminated 
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in the VCP’s decision to ‘export’ this concept to countries in the Non-
Aligned Movement, as leaders stressed the importance of the third ‘wave’. 
International events such as the US–China diplomatic normalisation, 
Vietnam’s invasion and occupation of Democratic Kampuchea in 1979, 
the 1978–80 Sino-Vietnamese border war and the collapse of the Eastern 
Bloc ultimately weakened the role of the first ‘wave’ and highlighted the 
magnitude of the third wave. Although scholars now consider the ‘three 
revolutionary tidal waves’ one of the most prominent legacies of Lê Duẩn, 
this chapter sheds overdue light on the VCP’s designs to export its 
revolution globally on completing its initial revolution for independence 
and reunification.

In Chapter 10, Ian G. Baird (University of Wisconsin, Madison) examines 
the process whereby ethnic Hmong in northern Thailand began studying 
with the CPT, both in their mountain villages and in secret schools 
located in northern Laos along the border with China. By the late 1960s, 
many CPT-aligned Hmong were engaged in armed conflict against the 
Thai military, although most only joined after their villages were burned. 
Soon, much of the Hmong population in northern Thailand was living 
in mountainous CPT base areas, which were effectively territories 
under the full control of an aspiring amnat lat (‘Maoist state’) within 
the geographical body of Thailand. Most lived in these expansive base 
areas until they fell apart in the early 1980s. It is true that the Hmong 
knew little about Marxism when they first joined the CPT. Most joined 
in response to harsh discrimination and because of Thai military attacks 
on their communities. Many also wanted to obtain formal education, 
and they generally desired equal rights in Thai society. It is incorrect, 
however, to assume that all the Hmong who joined the CPT had little 
interest in or knowledge of Marxism. Although no Hmong ever joined 
the Central Committee of the CPT, by the time the party disintegrated, 
several Hmong leaders had gained provincial political leadership positions 
and had become committed Marxists. In this chapter, Baird takes a first 
look at Hmong Thai engagement with Marxism and Maoism during the 
CPT period.
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