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ChAPTeR TwenTy-SIX

ReFLeCTIOnS

It is important to stress again that this part of the History of the Opium 
Problem refers to the opium history up to the 1950s (1954 Dien Bien Phu). 
however, this history has the most serious consequences for its future up 
to the present, much more than the other parts. Therefore, these reflec-
tions are devoted to one question: why did such consequences follow 
from the history as described? It is clear that an answer cannot be given in 
a systematic way. That must be reserved for another study, but these 
reflections show that such a study could have several advantages.

1.

The Southeast Asian opium economy was relatively unchanged at the end 
of the Second world war and ready to play its role in the new era of the 
Cold war. Before Afghanistan took over the lead, the Golden Triangle 
region of Burma, Thailand and Laos was the largest producer in the world. 
“They” increased the total production from about 80 tons a year to 1,000-
1,200 tons by the end of the Second Vietnam war.1 

however, that was not yet apparent directly after world war II. Foreign 
opium supplies (Iran, India, etc.) were imported again legally, and the 
overland smuggling from yunnan flourished also. The number of 
Indochinese addicts had grown as well, which was estimated at 250,000 
around 1970. 

Singapore and Malaysia formed exceptions as the number of addicts 
dropped sharply from about 186,000 in 1945 to 40,000 just 25 years later. 

 2.

Three main features of the Southeast Asian opium constellation should 
be highlighted: apart from their mutual competition (with Siam-Thailand 
as a buffer state) there were the continuous attempts of the British and 

1 A. McCoy et al. p. 87.
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French to use all the northern and northeastern borderlands as potential 
inroads into China. The conquest of this huge country, using ‘the Golden 
Road to Cathay’, was the long-term goal. The short-term goal with the 
highest priority was to establish an opium infrastructure; not for long, 
because the white Christian civilization at home was against opium 
addiction and—as a French official wrote—he and his fellow colonists 
‘cannot be the treacherous executioner (le bourreau empoisonné) of these 
peoples’.

This leads directly to the second main feature. The mutual competition 
of the French and British facilitated in all possible ways the trade position 
of the tribal regions in Southeast Asia, and on top of this, the China con-
quest option had the same effect. Together they made the position of all 
the regions of the so-called Golden Triangle nearly unassailable and 
extremely desirable. Since the borderland with China was geopolitically 
the most important one, I propose talking about the Golden Quadrangle.

Both features are directly connected with the third one, which is relat-
ed to the tools to achieve the indicated goals: whoever was in power in the 
Golden Quadrangle always used the tribal narco-military regimes. They 
were armed by foreign narco-military powers, whether official ones and/
or political-criminal ones like uncontrolled secret services with their 
“licenses to kill”. 

3.

Indeed, French involvement in highly war-stricken Southeast Asia was 
strongly intertwined with the British before 1900 and with American opi-
um policies after 1945. The opium production areas in the north or north-
eastern parts of Burma, Thailand and Laos became the practical centre of 
interaction between the western opium policies and their militant ethnic 
producers; the main cities in the realm (Bangkok, Rangoon and Singapore) 
became the distribution and money centers, delivering the opium and its 
derivatives to all corners of the world.

These remote regions could expand and become institutionalized in 
world-economic and world-political schemes because the western mili-
tary and political powers, including their local allies, gathered here to 
fight nationalism and communism. “Vietnam”, the former French 
Indochina, was the country in which these fights were repeatedly decided 
in favor of anti-western policies and could not be connected any longer 
to opium as under the French and American regimes.
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4.

Opium policies became the most beloved tools in the harsh ideological 
and political struggles of the Cold war. The reverse is also true: opium 
production, consumption, distribution and criminality took on world 
dimensions because opium became the main tool in the anti-China poli-
cy. That became clear around 1950 for the insiders and during the Second 
Vietnam war for everybody.

Before that period, the USA’s criticism of classical colonialism and 
imperialism was still strong enough to avoid “classical imperial actions”. 
This was probably the background to the CIA report of 1956, which was 
certainly not welcome to the harry Anslinger crusaders in the USA (see 
ch. 28 below), the Taiwan nationalists and anti-Communists or 
nationalists in Southeast Asia. Still, the Cold war had already left serious 
impacts on this report, starting with the formulation of the task the CIA 
had to fulfill: ‘to obtain sufficient reliable information to characterize the 
possible involvement of Communist China in the opium situation in 
Southeast Asia and in other markets.’2 

The conclusions of the CIA at this juncture are remarkable, and show a 
quite different perception to a decade later in the midst of their strong 
illegal involvement in Laos, Burma and South Vietnam. Therefore, they 
are worth summarizing in the following section.3 

5.

A small amount of raw opium produced by minority tribes in yunnan is 
exported to Burma, the value of which does not exceed $500,000 annu-
ally. Any Communist Chinese involvement could not be more than toler-
ating ‘unruly tribal producers’ busy with their ‘traditional economic and 
social pursuit’. 

The ‘major opium producers in Southeast Asia are Burma and Laos’, 
not China. Coupled with Thai production facilities, they supply a large 
domestic market and provide a sizable export potential. Bangkok is the 
main export center from Southeast Asia, supplying significant quantities 
of opium to Malaysia, hong Kong, Macao and Indonesia. ‘Singapore, hong 
Kong and Macao are important intermediate transit points for the supply 

2 Central Intelligence Agency, p. 24.
3 Idem, quotations come from p. 24-26.
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of opium to other world markets.’ Refinery facilities to service the markets 
for morphine, heroin, etc. are established mainly in Thailand, hong Kong 
and Macao: ‘There is no evidence that Communist China exports opium 
derivatives.’

Southeast Asian producers receive only a very small return for their 
opium crop. Opium produced for the illicit trade is apparently in surplus 
supply. ‘This surplus may be the result of the virtual disappearance of the 
former large Chinese market since the generally successful opium-addic-
tion-suppression campaign of the Chinese government on the Chinese 
mainland.’ The middlemen and government officials get the lucrative 
profits, and do this job purely ‘for personal gain’. Members of local 
Communist parties may be involved in order to finance their activities, 
‘but there is no available evidence indicating that such involvement is 
substantial or that it is systematically directed by the Chinese Communists. 
The trade appears to be dominated by non-Communists … There does not 
appear to be any evidence of Chinese Communist influence in this trade 
[of opium derivatives. h.D.]’. ‘One US seizure report indicates that 
Communist China was the suspected origin of a shipment of contraband 
heroin which was transshipped from hong Kong. hong Kong authorities 
and US Treasury representatives in hong Kong state, however, that they 
have no evidence that opium or derivatives from Communist China enter 
hong Kong.’ These are the CIA conclusions so far.

6. 

Foreign opium was always imported to French and British Southeast Asia 
from India and the Middle east. After the British left the realm, it seemed 
as if Southeast Asia was totally cut off from all foreign opium. On top of 
the British disappearance came the collapse of the French colony. In the 
battle of Dien Bien Phu (1954) the Vietnamese people demonstrated 
again that they wanted to be liberated from western occupation, includ-
ing its opium regime.

At the same time other major developments had created drastic chang-
es in the international opium trade:

a. In 1953 the major opium-producing countries in europe, the Middle 
east and Southeast Asia signed the United nations protocol: no selling of 
opium for legalized smoking or eating. One consequence was that the 
Golden Quadrangle became again a Triangle:
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Although this international accord ended large shipments of Iranian opium 
to the Thai and French opium monopolies, international smugglers simply 
took over the Iranian government’s role.4 

b. Much more serious was the victory of Mao over the nationalists of 
Chiang Kai-shek. The last supporters of the latter (a Kuomintang militia) 
were driven out of yunnan. Consequence:

... the People’s Liberation Army began patrolling the border in the early 
1950s ... most opium caravans were halted. By the mid-1950s People’s 
Republic agriculturalists and party workers had introduced substitute 
crops, and any possible opium seepage into Southeast Asia ceased.5 

c. The changes in the international opium trade thanks to the earlier 
decisions and developments favored Iran. This country became the major 
supplier of Southeast Asia. In 1953 it provided nearly half of all opium 
smuggled through routes via Lebanon, Arab states and europe. This gave 
Iran substantial revenues but also a bad reputation in Asia, which was not 
in the interest of the Shah’s foreign policy. Consequence:

... in 1950 Iran began to reduce production sharply; exports declined from 
246 tons in 1950 to 41 tons in 1954. The final blow came in 1955, when 
the Iranian government announced the complete abolition of opium grow-
ing ... Turkey filled the void in the west, but Southeast Asia was now at a 
crossroads.6

d. There was, however, a strong force counteracting all previous favor-
able developments. The USA did not wanted to accept the loss of this 
French colonial bulwark against the “Commies”and jumped into this 
position. 

7.

Before he started speculating in 1972 about “what Can Be Done?” to end 
‘America’s heroin plague’ (see part 7), Alfred McCoy described a kind of 
film scene symbolic of the international entanglement of several nations 
in one area and in one product, opium and its main derivatives, heroin 
and morphine.7 

4 A. McCoy et al, p. 88 referring to the reports of the Bureau of Narcotics and Danger-
ous Drugs, “The world Opium Situation” (washington, DC, 1970).

5 Idem, p. 88. 
6 Idem, p. 89.
7 Idem, p. 352 ff.
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A crude opium den in a corner of a yao village general store is occupied 
24 hours a day. It is located not far from the Kuomintang (KMT) head-
quarters, whose soldiers frequent the den. near to it lies the rest of a road-
building works started by a US combat engineering unit. It concerns a 
road built under the auspices of USAID’s “Accelerated Rural Development 
Program”. The false impression is given that while development aid 
arrived, it only helped the counterinsurgency: the road is meant to give 
easy access to rugged mountain areas in times of insurgency. what is cer-
tain is that the KMT’s involvement in the international narcotics traffic is 
strongly facilitated by this road.

Before the KMT caravans leave for Burma, arms, mules, and supplies are 
shipped up this road. And after they return, opium, morphine base, and 
no.4 heroin come down the road on their way to the international drug 
markets. The road has reduced the KMT’s transportation costs, increased 
its profit margin, and improved its competitive position in the international 
heroin trade. 

It is a typical example of the way the American secret services worked 
(and work), how the US allies against the “Commies” were supported, and 
how these allies received “additional income” in the narcotics business, in 
particular by doping the generous USA! 

8.

The opium potentials of Southeast Asia were not exhausted with the 
destruction of the French opium colony. earlier, the USA-CIA started to 
develop the former British colony, Burma, into Myanmar and one of the 
largest narco-military powers in the world. This happened with remark-
able success. Although its opium production had decreased since 1996, 
the UnODC Report 2009 on Southeast Asia states in the preface:

worrisome is the situation in Myanmar where cultivation is up for the third 
year in row—an 11% increase from 28,500 ha in 2008 to 31,700 in 2009. 
Most of this increase came in the Shan State where 95% of Myanmar’s 
poppy is grown. More than a million people … are now involved in opium 
cultivation in Myanmar, an increase of more than a quarter over 2008.8 

8 UnODC (2009), p. iii. See also UnODC, 33rd Meeting (2009), p. 6.
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