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It is generally countenanced that the wind-swift su­
personic aircrafts and the inter-continental missiles have 
obliterated the significance of the land bases. In support 
of this view, it is contended that no country or part of a 
country is now invulnerable in the wake of an air war 
theatre. The very similar voices are heard for the seaports 
also. It is argued that the seaports and natural harbours 
are not so important, when the naval force may refuel and 
carry out major repairing of ships, even at sea also. At the 
same time, submarines, bombing planes and ballistic mis­
siles have reduced the presupposed defensive strength of 
islands, peninsulas, promontories and the ports of the 
coast, protected by mountains, deserts and jungles.

Though the aforesaid views in regard to the import­
ance of strategy during the time of war are not anarchro- 
nistic in the present situation, the far-reaching conse­
quences arising out of the debacle of the most significant 
strategical points are very clear to every country, irres­
pective of its strength. The big powers, too, though equip­
ped with the most virulent and catastrophic weapons, do 
not fail to recognize the strategical points of the world. It 
has been proved by the several instances that the great 
powers sometimes become so particular about the import­
ant strategical places of the world, that they think their 
withdrawal from the place as a sheer defeat. The U.S.A, 
left no stone unturned to stem the tide of communism from 
penetrating into the Pacific Ocean. The massacre of the 
Vietnamese people by the American soldiers and the grue­
some death of the American soldiers in jungles of Viet-
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nam, are the result of Washington’s diplomacy to maintain 
its advance checkpost against Communism in the East. The 
opponents of American diplomacy cast similar coveting eyes 
of the Vietnamese problems. Both the parties involved in 
Vietnam are preoccupied with an invariable notion to 
make its strongest host in Southeast Asia and eventually 
to put their troops from defensive precautions to offen­
sive projections.

In such circumstances, nobody can doubt the strate­
gical importance of the Southeast Asian countries for In­
dia’s defense and prosperity. There are two main factors 
that make the countries of the region of transcendent im­
portance for India’s well being during the period of peace 
and for India’s defence in the time of war. These two fac­
tors are the following:

i. The geographical location 
ii. Economic situation

i. The Geographical location:
The location of a country always determines its stra­

tegic position in the international affair.1 The Southeast 
Asian region has a unique location in the world geography. 
The region is important not only for Asia but for the whole 
world. For India, the situation of the countries of the re­
gion is as significant as that of an integral part of the 
Union of India. This becomes more vivid, when we make a 
geographical note of the location of the Southeast Asian re­
gion in the world’s map.

First: The region lies between India and China, the 
two great rival powers in Asia. Historically, culturally, 
economically, and even politically, China’s influence in 
Southeast Asia, since a long time, has been no less than 
India’s own influence in the region. Geographically also, 
China occupies the same position. Thus, receiving all the 
privileges which India enjoys in the region, China has al­
ways tended to envelop Southeast Asia. But the old his­
torical records prove that the Indians, who built up great 
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empires, always stemmed the tide of the Chinese influence 
from coming to the Indian main soil.

At the present time, communist China is applying 
every overt and covert method to make the region its sat­
ellite by outmanuevering India’s influence. So now, South­
east Asia’s importance for India has increased many times. 
The situation, created by the Red Chinese regime, parti­
cularly in the Southeast Asian countries, leaves no doubt 
about the belief that the collapse of the region into the 
hands of the Communists w7ill ascertain the prophecy of 
Lenin that “for world Communism, the road to Paris lies 
through Peking and Calcutta.” Mao-Tse Tung has fulfilled 
half of Lenin’s dream, and it seems that if the Communist 
insurrectionary forces fighting at the instance of Mao suc­
ceeded in Southeast Asia, it will be difficult to save Cal­
cutta from the Red forces.

Second: The region is like a land bridge between the 
two continents, Asia and Australia. India and Australia, 
very close friends to each other, are linked through the 
region. If the linking agency is disrupted, India’s close 
contact with Australia will be in jeopardy. It is worthy to 
bear in mind that on the most important Southeast Asian 
issues, India and Australia have endeavoured to follow an 
identical policy. Mr. Desai, the Indian delegate with the 
U.N., said in the Security Council in 1949 that, “Together 
with our colleagues of Australia, we belong to the South- 
East Asian sphere and therefore we are concerned in this 
problem.”2

Third: The Southeast Asian region is a link between 
the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean. India, the great­
est Indian ocean state, has close contacts with the Pacific. 
At the present age these contacts have enourmously in­
creased. In no case can India remain unaffected by the 
events happening in the Pacific. The so-called architect of 
India’s foregin policy, Pandit Nehru, remarked, “Though 
not directly a Pacific state, India will inevitably exercise 
an important influence there.”3 Since the World War II 
and especially after the Communist victory on the main­
land of China, the importance of the area conjoining the 
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two oceans, the Indian and Pacific, has soared very high. 
Of late, China’s continuously growing bellicosity against 
India has added one more point in the importance of the 
Pacific region for India.

Now, it would be worthwhile to discuss the location 
of the different countries, constituting Southeast Asia se­
parately and see how far it affected India.

Burma, India’s closest neighbor, shares a common 
border with India both on land and water. In Assam and 
in N.E.F.A., Burma makes a long border with India. In 
the same way the Bay of Bengal washes the Burmese ter­
ritory. The nearest Burmese outpost is only at a 40 miles 
distance from the Andaman islands.4

The geographical location of Burma is so important 
for India, that the latter can ignore the existence of the 
former at its own peril. Pandit Kunzru has perspicuously 
pointed out: “Whether there is any agreement between 
India and Burma or not, it is clear that the ultimate in­
terests and security of India lay in the continued freedom 
and independence of Burma.”6 Burma has been destined 
at such a geographical location that if it falls into the 
hands of the belligerent expansionist powers or turns it­
self hostile to India, the Indian Government will face a 
pernicious situation in both the cases. A cursory glance at 
the map makes one believe that from Burma, easy and 
successful attacks may be launched against the eastern 
provinces of India, where India’s main mineral resources, 
heavy industries and fertile agricultural fields are lo­
cated.6

The Sino-Pak collusion against India has again added 
one point more to the importance of Burma for India’s 
defence and well-being. It can be mentioned that if Burma 
is friendly to India, then it may prove to be a good agency 
to intercept the Chinese and Pakistani forces meeting to­
gether to attack India. Otherwise, when Burma succumbs 
to the joint bellicose temperament of China and Pakistan 
against India, the destiny of the people will be jeopardy. 
Because, if the Chinese forces hold a base in Burma to
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operate against India, the former’s position will be very 
strong. The Chinese troops will be greatly benefited by 
the Burmese petroleum—scarcely found in China, and this 
opportunity will give an unending momentum to the Chin­
ese government to unleash massive onslaught on India.

The situation of Burma on the bay of Bengal has given 
it an added advantage of availing the opportunity of con­
trol over the vast body of water, as and when required. If 
it goes against India or if it is under the influence of a 
belligerent country, Burma can provide a good land base 
for attacking India. It can also serve as a naval base and 
her military ships can easily disturb the coastal areas of 
India. In these circumstances, India’s position, especially 
its defence, will be put to a lot of strain which may ul­
timately undermine our existence. K.M. Panikkar is right­
ly of the view, “Besides, as recent events have proved, a 
power which controls Rangoon can control the Bay of 
Bengal.”7

The control of the bay of Bengal in the hands of an 
enemy nation will coincide with paralyzing India’s ocean 
borne trade and traffic with other countries. In such 
circumstances it will also become difficult for India to reg­
ulate its international trade through the Arabian sea 
waters and this will cause the origin of multidimensional 
fronts, which is disastrous for the country.

With the development of the Nagas’ and Mizos’ hos­
tilities in the Assam areas, Burma has assumed additional 
strategic importance. The Burmese jungle clad territo­
ries may provide a good refuge to the hostile Nagas and 
Mizos.8 At this juncture it is essential that Burma should 
behave like a good friend and should not help the Naga 
rebellions in their subversive and disruptive activities 
against the Indian government or give them refuge at the 
time when they were being chased by the Indian Police 
or military personnel.

Thailand, the heart of Southeast Asia,9 and quite near 
to the Indian group of islands—Andaman and Nicobar, 
plays an important strategical part for India. Its impor- 
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ance for India can be reckoned in both positive and nega­
tive ways. With its central position in Southeast Asia, if 
Thailand is inclined to India, then the latter may keep vi­
gilance from here on the activities of the countries of the 
region. The Thai government will also not allow to develop 
a situation that may ultimately embroil India’s position. 
During the second World War the importance of Thailand 
was estimated. It appears probable that, had Thailand de­
nied the Japanese troops passage through the Thai terri­
tories or disallowed it to make Thailand its base to attack 
other Southeast Asian countries, and restored to war 
against Japan, the British and the Dutch forces would not 
have been so easily defeated.

Since the Sino-Indian conflicts turned into an open 
war, the importance of Thailand for India has grown very 
high. If favourably disposed to India, Thailand, being an 
anti-Chinese and anti-Communist country, may provide all 
sorts of help to the Indian government to fight against 
the Communist China in Southeast Asia.

The countries of Indo-China, although comparatively 
far from the Indian border, have a long and decisive in­
fluence on the Indian strategic policy, against a threat 
coming from the East. The geographical position of the 
countries of Indo-China is so important that a strong po­
wer based on these countries will be in advantage to 
threaten even India, through Thailand and Burma. In the 
remote ages the countries of present Indo-China had 
proved a strong barrier against an enemy tempted to 
swallow up the whole of Southeast Asia and eventually 
India. The well planned expeditions of the Chinese kings, 
could not touch the Northeast Frontier of India, because 
the great empires built by the Indian princes in Champa 
and Kambuja proved a deterrent to all those expeditions. 
It was the stiff resistance of the great Hindu empires that 
the Chinese generals could not succeed to establish their 
bases in the Indian Ocean and thus India was saved from 
both the sides—land and water. K.M. Pannikkar has aptly 
observed, “If ever the expanding empire of China did not 

13



Southeast Asia Quarterly July 1968

extend its authority to Singapore and if the Indian Ocean 
remains today what its name indicates, it is due to the re­
sistance which Kambuja and Champa put up against the 
continuous pressure of China.”10

At the present age, with the increasing use of the air 
as a war theatre, China’s determination to outmanoeuvre 
India’s influence from Southeast Asia and a considerable 
success to the Chinese Communists in all the three coun­
tries of Indo-China, have greatly heightened the import­
ance of Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam—the constituent 
parts of Indo-China, for India.

In the context of the present swiftly oscillating poli­
tics of Indo-China countries, China appears to be a cons­
picuous menace to India, because the Chinese communists 
have left no stone unturned to absorb the Indo-China coun­
tries—very near to the mainland of China. The Chinese 
government has achieved a grand success in North Viet­
nam and in the Northern provinces of Laos. Cambodia is 
also falling in the orbit of the Chinese Communists.

All these recent developments do not fail to impress 
one that China’s strong hold in the countries of Indo- 
China will create grave menace to the neighboring coun­
tries of Indo-China and ultimately “would open the way 
to India.” 11 Thus the geographical location of the countries 
of Indo-China and the contemporary situation prevailing 
in and around Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam, remind the 
Indian government and the people of India that “India’s 
strategic frontiers” as M.R. Masani observed, “lie in Indo- 
China.”12

Similar to the continental zone of Southeast Asia 
about which we have studied above, the insular countries 
are also the life-blood of India’s defence and prosperity. 
Indonesia, the largest Southeast Asian country, “is a bridge 
or a series of stepping stones between the Indian and Pa­
cific Oceans, linking the Malayan mainland to the north­
ern tip of Australia by its main trend while the northern 
extension through the Philippines, connects Australia to 
the mainland of China by another series of island step­
ping stones.”
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A few points we have just referred to about Indo­
nesia’s geographical location, indicate that India’s farthest 
defence actually lie in Indonesia. Along with it there are 
two other important factors that greatly increase Indo­
nesia’s value for the maintenance of India’s integrity and 
solidarity. First, the Andaman group of islands are only 
90 miles away from Sumatra.13 Second, all the major ports 
and coastal settlements of Indonesia, lie on the northward 
of Indonesia,14 comparatively nearer to India. The above 
mentioned two points ascertain the exigency of Indonesia, 
as India’s safeguard and menace both are extended in In­
donesia. These two facts may be elaborated thus: the joint 
Indo-Indonesian operation against a belligerent power can 
be safely and efficiently maintained, if Indonesia is in 
amity with India. This action will completely save India’s 
sea bases to be a battle ground. But, if Indonesia becomes 
hostile to India, Indonesia’s major ports located in the 
northward of Indonesia, may provide a good base to launch 
attack on India as well as to pulverise India’s maritime 
activities.

Indonesia’s strategical importance for India was 
greatly visualised by the Chinese government and it is not 
inconsistent to say that the Sino-Indonesian far-develop­
ing collusion against India before September 1965, was a 
plan to threaten India’s sovereignty.15 Indonesia’s location 
in the Indian Ocean, adds one more point in Indonesia’s im­
portance for India. The Indian Ocean has been proved the 
nerve centre for India’s independence. India lost her inde­
pendence when her control on the Indian Ocean became 
weak. But at the same time it should not be forgotten that 
the collapse of Indonesia in the hands of an external po­
wer, constrained the Indian government to maintain its 
control on the Indian Ocean routes. This is known to the 
great Indian leaders. Pandit Nehru once remarked, “If 
some kind of colonial administration continues in Indo­
nesia, if it is permitted to continue, it will be a danger to 
the whole of Asia, it will be a danger to us in India.”16

Next to Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore possess
15
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vital strategical importance for India. The Strait of Ma­
lacca, Panama and Suez of the East, is the most important 
place in Malaysia. Its importance will grow many folds 
in the event of an Indo-Indonesian conflict because In­
dia’s influence in the Strait of Malacca will enable the for­
mer to foil the Indonesian aggressive policy against India. 
Otherwise, India’s entry into the East will be sealed, if the 
Strait of Malacca goes in the hands of an enemy.

Singapore, though very small in size, is very import­
ant, so far as its geographical position is concerned. The 
then Chief Minister of Singapore, Mr. David Marshall, 
once remarked that “Although we are a small territory, 
geography has made our destiny a regional destiny.”17 
Singapore also shares a great responsibility in India’s de­
fence.18 An expansionist power, determined to reach the 
Indian border, may be stemmed from Singapore. Though 
Singapore does not possess enough potentiality to stand 
against an attack, India can successfully strengthen the 
government of Singapore.

The Strait of Malacca and Singapore, both have been 
destined to such a marvelous geographical position that a 
country like India, whose more than 75% trade is carried 
out through the Indian Ocean routes, cannot ignore both 
Malaysia and Singapore. It has been aptly pointed out, 
“whosoever controls the Strait of Malacca and Singapore, 
dominate a sea route and strategic key point that is com­
parable in importance with Panama Canal.”19

Since the east Pacific zone became one of the most 
controversial regions in the world diplomacy, the strate­
gical importance of the Philippines reached at its culmina­
tion. The day by day browing conflicts between the West­
ern allied forces led by the U.S.A, and the Communist 
forces, made the countries of the Indian Ocean open “to 
the pressures emanating from the side of the Pacific.”20

Though the Philippines is far away from India, its 
significance in the recent times cannot be ignored. India’s 
friendly relations with the Philippines count a great im­
portance in India’s successful diplomacy. To divert the at­
tention of a belligerent power, stationed in a Southeast 
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Asian country, the islands of the Philippines may prove a 
good base. From the far-stretching island of the Philip­
pines, successive air attacks may be made against a power, 
who is determined to invade India.

ii. Economic richness:—

The storage of economic resources in abundance in 
the countries of Southeast Asia, makes them (Southeast 
Asian countries) very important for India. From the time 
immemorial, the Southeast Asian countries have been a 
centre for the Indian merchants. Being motivated by the 
search for a veritable el dorado, the Indian merchants 
braved their ways through jungle and seas and swarmed 
over the Southeast Asian countries. The Indian merchants 
who with the passage of time became the permanent citi­
zens of the Southeast Asian countries, proved to be a good 
agency in bringing the Indian and Southeast Asian econo­
my very close.

During the time of the Western domination also, the 
region remained a great attraction for the Indian business­
men and a large number of Indians founded business en­
terprises, acquired agricultural land, operated money lend­
ing business, etc., in these countries. The British colonial 
government in India also strengthened India’s economic 
relations with the countries of the region.

Even in the present time, the importance and pros­
pects of close economic relations between India and South­
east Asian region have not decreased,21 rather they have 
increased to a great extent—which may be illustrated by 
some facts given below:

India, the developing industrial country, have num­
erous advantages in the countries of the region to accel­
erate her industrial output. The Southeast Asian coun­
tries are famous for their richness of rubber, tin, tung­
sten, nickel and bauxite.22 These economic resources, will 
be very useful for the Indian industries. The importance 
of these economic resources for India becomes very great 
in the sense that the Southeast Asian countries are not
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in a position to utilize all their economic resources in their 
own industries. And there are certain difficulties before 
most of the countries to become highly industrialized. 
Burma, Indonesia and Malaysia have a large accumulation 
of oil and petroleum.23 These countries jointly produce oil 
3/4 percent of the world output.24 Though the Indian gov­
ernment is extensively busy in exploring its own oil wells, 
there is shortage of petroleum in India. If India succeeds 
in getting the surplus qualities of oil from the oil yielding 
Southeast Asian countries, it will be very beneficial for 
India.

This region is rich not only in the field of mineral 
resources, but it has a large stock of foodstuffs—especially 
rice. For its production of rice in large quantity, the re­
gion is named as the “rice bowl of Asia.”25 Though India 
is an agriculturist country, there is acute problem before 
the Indian government to feed the millions of people in 
India. In such circumstances, the Southeast Asian coun­
tries may be a genuine helper to India.

The next important factor with the Southeast Asian 
economy is, that it is not competitive but it is a comple­
mentary to the Indian economic resources. What India 
needs the Southeast Asian countries have in abundance 
and vice versa. P.A. Narielwala who led an Indian Trade 
Delegation to the Southeast Asian countries said in a 
speech in New Delhi that the “important factor in the 
development of trade between India and these countries 
is that the economy of India and these countries is for­
tunately not competitive but is complementary. Most of 
these countries are rich in natural resources; many of 
which, we ourselves in India, need as raw materials for 
our industries. It is, therefore, possible for the Indian in­
dustries to import raw materials from these countries and 
to export our manufactured goods to meet their require­
ments not only of consumer goods but also of industrial 
products.”26

Narielwala’s report about the future of India’s and 
Southeast Asian economic rapport, clearly manifests that 
it is an imperative cause for the government of India, not 
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to show the slightest slackness to boost its commodities 
into the Southeast Asian countries. Rather, it should pay 
a special heed to strengthen its trade and commercial re­
lations with the Southeast Asian countries. There are two 
most important agencies that may successfully herald In­
dia’s centuries old economic ties with the countries of 
Southeast Asia. First, almost all the Southeast Asian coun­
tries have expressed, more than once, their deep propen­
sities to be in close economic relations with India. Second, 
a large number of Indians, dwelling in the Southeast 
Asian countries, may prove to be a proper agency to intro­
duce and strengthen India’s economic relations with the 
Southeast Asian countries. In this connection it is not im­
proper to say that the Indian citizens, living in the South­
east Asian countries are businessmen and have a decisive 
hand in the economy of the countries they inhabit.

China, the greatest Asian rival of India in the re­
gion, is applying every method to outmanoeuvre India’s 
economic influence from the countries of Southeast Asia. 
The Chinese nationals living in large numbers in almost 
all the countries of the region, are busy to flood the South­
east Asian countries with the Chinese manufactured com­
modities. Though the western countries, highly indus­
trially developed, have captured an unquestionable status 
in the Southeast Asian economy, China’s intention to dwin­
dle India’s economic effect in the region, will create a lu­
gubrious situation for India.

The facts we collected enable me to say that India’s 
defence really exists in the Southeast Asian countries. The 
natural location and economic resources of the region are 
so important that the Indian government, irrespective of 
its internal policies cannot and should not be unaware of 
the Sountheast Asian policies. The recent developments 
arising out of the Vietnamese war, give a beacon to the 
Indian government to be more wary and vigilant towards 
the Southeast Asian countries.

Though the unchallenging supremacy of any external 
and expansionist power in the Southeast Asian region is 
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a doom to India, China, a nuclear power, a potential enemy 
of India and with its great obstruction for India.27 The 
primary object for India is to do her level best not allow 
the Chinese influence in the region. The Indian govern­
ment has to reconsider its policy applied to the Southeast 
Asian countries and it has to pick up the threads of an­
cient cultural relations that can bring the people of India 
and Southeast Asia very close to each other.
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