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Abstract and Keywords

This chapter explores the historical origins of today's Southeast Asian nations. Some of
the region's precolonial societies—including Vietnam, Thailand, Cambodia, and Burma on
the mainland, but also Java in maritime Southeast Asia—had characteristics which predis-
posed them to serve as vehicles for modern nationalist movements: ethnic distinctiveness
and homogeneity, and a tradition of political unity and independence. Whether or not this
potential was realized, however, depended on whether the process of colonization rein-
forced or eroded existing political identities. A crucial factor here was the time lag be-
tween the demise of the indigenous state and the spread, via Western education, of a
modern ideal of popular sovereignty. Where this lag was short, as in Vietnam (conquered
in 1885), or nonexistent, as in uncolonized Thailand, nationalist movements crystallized
around old polities and ethnicities rather than around new colonial states and communi-
cation communities (such as French Indochina). Where it was long, as in the case of Java,
anticolonial nationalism created a new national community (Indonesia) coterminous with
the new colonial state (the Netherlands Indies).
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THE subject of this chapter is the history of nations and nationalism in Southeast Asia up
to the end of the period of European colonialism in that region—that is, up to approxi-
mately 1950. Southeast Asia is the region east of India, south of China, north of Australia,
and west of Papua New Guinea. In land area it is about half the size of Europe; in popula-
tion, three quarters of the size (although this proportion was smaller in the past). Today it
comprises the ten countries of ASEAN (Association of South East Asian Nations)—Myan-
mar (Burma), Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia,
Brunei, and the Philippines—together with the new state (and aspiring ASEAN member)
East Timor. A complex topography, combined with multiple prehistoric immigration
streams, a polycentric pattern of indigenous state formation, a historic openness to for-
eign commerce and cultures, and more than four hundred years of competitive interven-
tion by five European powers, have made Southeast Asia a region of intricate ethnic and

Page 1 of 26

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: Universiteit Leiden - LUMC; date: 10 June 2021


https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/page/legal-notice
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199209194.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199209194
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=Nationalism
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=history
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=political geography
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=ethnicity
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=colonialism
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=Southeast Asia
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=Indochina
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=Indonesia

The Origins Of Southeast Asian Nations: A Question Of Timing

political fragmentation. Partly for this reason it has proved—Ilike eastern Europe, another
complex, volatile, post-imperial region beloved of scholars of nationalism—a productive
nursery for ideas about the nature and origins of nations, most notably in the work of
Benedict Anderson.

This short chapter cannot claim comprehensive coverage of its topic. Nor does it aspire to
balanced treatment of the various countries of the region, although each of the modern
nations receives at least some attention. More complete factual accounts of the story of
nationalism, particularly anticolonial nationalism, in Southeast Asia can be found else-
where. (For fuller accounts, see Suggested Further Reading.) Here, instead, the origins of
Southeast Asian nations are explored with particular reference to the two . 264) largest
colonial states of the region, Dutch Indonesia and French Indochina, and in the context of
two theoretical questions, one arising from a fundamental debate in the study of national-
ism, the other from an influential theory of nationalism developed in a specifically South-
east Asian context.

The first question is the vexed one of antiquity: how old are nations? Specifically: do
Southeast Asian nations pre-date the spread to Asia of the formal doctrine of political na-
tionalism, developed in Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which holds
that every nation has a right to its own sovereign state? The second, and closely related,
question is this: why did one of the two giant colonial states of Southeast Asia, the Dutch
East Indies, become a single independent nation (Indonesia) whereas the other, French
Indochina, split upon independence into three nation states (Vietnam, Cambodia, and
Laos)? Was it, as nationalists in all four countries usually claim, because both outcomes
were predetermined by centuries of pre-colonial history? Or was it, as Anderson proposed
in his seminal book Imagined Communities, because the decentralized structure of colo-
nial institutions in Indochina made it difficult for Viet, Khmer (Cambodian), and Lao anti-
colonialists to see themselves as belonging to a single national community, as their Ja-
vanese, Malay, and Dayak counterparts did in Indonesia? Do the origins of today’s South-
east Asian nations, in other words, lie in indigenous affinities and solidarities? Or are they
to be found in the dynamics of Western expansion in the region, and the reaction against
it?

Two Types of Southeast Asian Nation?

At first sight, the answer to both questions seems straightforward: it depends on which
part of Southeast Asia we are looking at. In broad terms, the major modern nation states
of mainland Southeast Asia—Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam—can all plausibly
trace their origin to a major pre-colonial state that was, in turn, associated with a particu-
lar ethnicity and language: Bamar (Burmese), Thai, Khmer, Viet (Kinh). Only the ‘residual’
nation of Laos, consisting originally of that part of French Indochina which lay beyond, or
at the margins of, the spheres of influence of pre-colonial Vietnam and Cambodia, and
was culturally and sometimes politically closer to Siam (Thailand), is harder to see as the
linear successor to an indigenous state. In one case, that of Thailand, the line of descent
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from pre-colonial kingdom to independent nation appears unbroken, since Thailand is the
only country in the tropical world that never came under European rule. In the other cas-
es there was a more or less lengthy colonial interlude (Burma: 1885-1947; Cambodia:
1863-1953; Vietnam: 1884-1954) during which the indigenous state was either abolished
or reduced to the status of a powerless ‘protectorate’, but the memory of its indepen-
dence continued to inspire and shape anticolonial movements.

By contrast, the major countries of island or maritime Southeast Asia—Malaysia, Indone-
sia, and the Philippines—all owe their borders to colonial states (respectively (. 265)
British, Dutch, and Spanish) rather than pre-colonial kingdoms. West (peninsular)
Malaysia became independent from Britain as the Federation of Malaya in 1957; East
Malaysia, comprising the British territories in Borneo, joined it in 1963. Indonesian inde-
pendence was declared in 1945, and recognized by the Dutch in 1949. In the Philippines
a vigorous nationalist movement directed against Spanish rule developed before the end
of the nineteenth century, and an attempt was made to form an independent republic in
1898. Soon afterward, however, the country came under American rule, which lasted un-
til 1946.

In a pattern more reminiscent of India or Africa than of the Southeast Asian mainland,
these three maritime states each incorporated a large number of indigenous political and
cultural units, most of them very small. In one case, that of the Philippines, the indepen-
dent successor state even retained, in African or Latin American style, its colonial name,
while Malaysia and Indonesia both adopted names that were neologisms constructed
from European languages. The island microstates of Singapore and East Timor are equal-
ly colonial in origin. In maritime Southeast Asia it is only the little sultanate of Brunei, be-
ing the remnant of an indigenous polity that fell under British control but refused, on de-
colonization, to join its neighbours in the Federation of Malaysia, which possesses a di-
rect genealogical link with the pre-colonial past.

In the European context it is common to follow Hugh Seton-Watson by distinguishing be-
tween ‘old nations’ such as France, England, and Russia, which ‘acquired national identi-
ty or national consciousness before the formation of the doctrine of nationalism’, and
‘new nations’ such as Italy, Belgium, and Greece, where ‘two processes developed simul-
taneously: the formation of national consciousness and the creation of nationalist move-
ments’.! In mainland Southeast Asia a long process of political centralization, fuelled by
interstate conflict, led over a period of centuries to a growing uniformity of language and
culture within each state, akin to that of the ‘old nations’ of Europe. In island Southeast
Asia, by contrast, political and cultural units remained much less connected with each
other, and nation-building had to wait, as it did in the ‘new nations’ of Europe, until the
imported doctrine of popular sovereignty provided (together with resentment of foreign
rule) a basis for national solidarity other than cultural affinities and historic rivalries.

So far, so good: the countries of modern mainland Southeast Asia, with the possible ex-
ception of Laos, appear to be old, gradually evolved nations, whereas those of island
Southeast Asia (except Brunei) are essentially new nations, constructed by nationalists to
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fill the arbitrary borders of the colonial states that they challenged and ultimately inherit-
ed. When the People’s Council (Volksraad) of the Netherlands Indies debated the intro-
duction of ‘Indonesia’ as an alternative name for the colony in 1921, one (European)
member described it as ‘a good name for a brand of cigar’.?

Closer inspection, however, casts doubt on the simplicity of the old nation/new nation di-
chotomy. In the first place, there is doubt about the degree to which the nations of main-
land Southeast Asia really possessed, before the twentieth century, the ‘national con-
sciousness’ that has been attributed to their counterparts in pre-Enlightenment Europe.
Lower Burma, centred on Rangoon, was annexed by the British (. 266) in 1852, and Up-
per Burma, including Mandalay, capital of the last independent Burmese dynasty, in 1885.
Yet the rise of a Burmese nationalism, as opposed to royalist resistance or agrarian un-
rest, is usually said to have begun only with the foundation of a movement of religious re-
vival, the Young Men’s Buddhist Association, in Rangoon (not Mandalay) in 1906. It was
not until the 1920s that explicitly nationalist political organizations appeared in Burma,
and not until the 1930s that the call for independence from Britain became strong.

In Thailand (Siam), as noted, the indigenous state never lost its sovereignty, successfully
manoeuvring between British and French threats under its great nineteenth-century
kings Mongkut (r. 1851-68) and Chulalongkorn (r. 1868-1910). Nevertheless the idea of a
Thai nation, consisting of citizens and territory as well as king and subjects, may be bare-
ly older than its Burmese counterpart. Nineteenth-century Siam, although loosely associ-
ated with the Thai ethnic group, was a dynastic polity based on personal hierarchy and
supernatural legitimacy rather than territorial sovereignty or mass solidarity. It was not
until 1902 that the king, previously the ‘Lord of Life of Siam’, was referred to as ruler of
prathet thai, or ‘Thai-land’.3 And it was not until 1939 that this became the official name
of the country.

Even in the ‘old nations’ of Europe, as Eugen Weber memorably demonstrated in Peas-
ants into Frenchmen, the creation of nation states out of dynastic states was a slow
process.? But if Thailand is really an old nation like France or England, then it still seems
hard to understand why well into the twentieth century, the Western-educated Thai king
Vajiravudh (r. 1910-25) had to wage a long propaganda campaign in order to convince his
own people of that fact. And if Burma is an old nation, then the apparent acquiesence of
the Burmese political elite in the first decades of British rule, and the subsequent detour
through religious revival en route to the eventual ‘national awakening’, are almost equal-
ly puzzling. As Miroslav Hroch has shown, it is in new, not old nations that agitation for
national sovereignty is characteristically preceded by a preparatory phase of heightened
cultural awareness among the intelligentsia.’? Even in mainland Southeast Asia, then, it
seems that the period of high colonialism and anticolonial nationalism was more than just
a passing hiatus in the history of a set of old, established nations.

Turning to maritime Southeast Asia, conversely, the absence of pre-colonial polities coter-
minous with the colonial and post-colonial states of Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Philip-
pines should not blind us to the fact that these nations, although originating in the first
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place as daring figments of the anticolonial imagination, were in some ways also prefig-
ured, and perhaps shaped, by other types of imagined community that had nothing to do
with colonialism. The Malay (Melayu) ethnic group that gave Malaysia its name, and both
Malaysia and Indonesia their national languages, was already a subjectively perceived
community of sorts—sometimes referred to as the alam Melayu, or ‘Malay world’—long
before its members began to see it as a focus of national solidarity. Like Germans and
Italians before German and Italian unification, pre-colonial Malays were widely aware of
their shared language, culture, and institutions; in some contexts, they also recognized a
common origin in the historic sultanates of Sriwijaya and Malacca.

(. 267) Unlike the major ethnic identities of mainland Southeast Asia, that of the Malays
was shaped more by their long history of commercial interaction—the Malacca Straits,
where Malay ethnicity originated, being one of the world’s great arteries of trade—than
by warfare and state-formation. This helps to explain why a pre-colonial ideal of Malay
political solidarity was not present. By the nineteenth century, however, the Malays did
share a common religion, adherence to Islam having become an essential criterion, along-
side the Malay language, of Malay identity. The idea of the indigenous population as a
community of Islamic believers seems to have paved the way, at least in some degree, for
the idea of a political nation both in Malaysia and in Indonesia.® Throughout Southeast
Asia, from Buddhist Burma and Thailand to the Christian Philippines, nationalist move-
ments have in fact been associated, especially in their early years, with religious beliefs,
institutions, and communities.

It may therefore be too simple to say that the nations of island Southeast Asia are colonial
in origin, and those of mainland Southeast Asia indigenous. Even in the Spanish Philip-
pines, where the dominant religious institution, the Catholic Church, was as European in
origin as the state, the elite constitutionalism and Enlightenment ideals of early national-
ist leaders concealed, among their followers, solidarities based on indigenous Tagalog
magic and millenarianism as well as folk Catholicism and freemasonry. In what follows,
the diverse origins of Southeast Asian nations and nationalism—ancient and recent, in-
digenous and exogenous—are explored in greater depth with the help of a comparison be-
tween Indonesia and Indochina.

Ethnogeographic Integration and Exclusion in
Anticolonial Nationalism

French Indochina and the Dutch East Indies were the two giant states of colonial South-
east Asia, accounting for 60 per cent of the region’s land area and almost two-thirds of its
population. Both produced strong anticolonial nationalist movements, culminating in al-
most simultaneous declarations of independence in 1945 following the surrender of the
Japanese forces that had briefly occupied the region during the Second World War.” There
was a major difference, however. In the Dutch East Indies, nationalists had sought to
unite all of the regions and ethnic groups of the colony into a single nation, and it was as
one nation that Indonesia became independent. In Indochina, by contrast, existing ethno-
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geographic divisions were not abridged by the common reaction against French colonial-
ism, and the independence declared in Hanoi in 1945 was not that of Indochina as a
whole, but of one part only, Vietnam. The remainder of Indochina was to follow its own
paths to independence as two further nations, Cambodia and Laos. The Indonesian and
Indochinese responses to colonialism represent examples of what may be called ‘integra-
tive’ and ‘exclusive’ nationalism respectively.®

. 268) French Indochina has been described as ‘an utterly anomalous entity that owed
its existence entirely to French fiat’.? The construction of this ‘anomaly’ began with the
French conquest of Saigon in 1859, and was completed in 1907 with the last of a series of
territorial annexations at the expense of Siam. The resulting boundaries, determined es-
sentially by the dynamics of Franco-British imperial rivalry, encompassed diverse cul-
tures, and also divided singular ones. Both the Buddhist kingdom of Cambodia (a remnant
of the medieval Khmer Empire of which Siam was also an offshoot) and its historic adver-
sary Dai Viet (Vietnam), Southeast Asia’s only Confucian state, were incorporated, as
were dozens of smaller indigenous polities and ethnic groups. The colony’s western bor-
der along the Mekong, meanwhile, split the ethnic Lao, historically the people of the
Mekong Valley, arbitrarily between the control of France and that of Siam, which served
as a buffer state between French Indochina and British Burma. When Laos became inde-
pendent in 1954, consequently, most Laotians were not Lao, and most Lao lived in Thai-
land.

By the same token, however, Indonesia was no less a product of European fiat. (The term
‘Indonesia’, meaning ‘Indian Archipelago’, was first coined by two British scholars in
1850.) ‘Netherlands India’, approximately three times larger than Indochina in area and
population, was also three times longer in the making, Dutch expansion in the archipel-
ago dating back to the seventeenth century. But Java was the only major island to come
under firm Dutch territorial control before 1850, and many areas, including Hindu Bali as
well as the pagan interiors of Sumatra, Borneo, and Sulawesi, remained virtually indepen-
dent until the early twentieth century. More than four hundred languages were spoken
within the area that the colony eventually came to encompass, while in the north and
west its borders with British Malaya divided the ethnic Malays, historically the people of
the Malacca Strait, between the future states of Indonesia and Malaysia, just as Indochi-
na divided the Lao between Thailand and Laos.

It is true that twentieth-century Indonesian nationalists found some useful historical ma-
terial at their disposal when they sought to project the nation back into the pre-colonial
period. They could, for instance, point to evidence that the fourteenth-century state of
Majapahit had possessed dependencies in many parts of the archipelago. This knowledge,
however, came from colonial scholarship rather than folk memory, and reflected a politi-
cally useful coincidence rather than a real historical continuity.!? Ironically Majapahit, as
a Javanese state, was probably more useful to Indonesian nationalism as a remote ab-
straction than it would have been as a recent memory. In Indochina, where the Viet-
namese king Minh Mang made an unpopular attempt to rule Cambodia as a puppet state
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in the 1830s, the memory of this imperial expansion proved a positive impediment to In-
dochinese unity a century later.

The idea of an Indonesian nation, as already noted, was prefigured in some respects by
that of a Southeast Asian Islamic ecumene. By the beginning of the twentieth century
close to 90 per cent of the inhabitants of Netherlands India were Muslims, and increasing
numbers of them were travelling as pilgrims or students to Arabia and Egypt, where they
were collectively known as Jawi or ‘Javanese’, the Arabic term for anything originating
from Southeast Asia. Michael Laffan argues that their intensifying . 269) interaction
with the central lands of Islam, and with each other via local and international networks
of Jawi ulama (men learned in Islam), gave rise to a new collective consciousness in
rather the same way as did colonial education and travel to Europe, and perhaps with
even greater potential to inspire anticolonial sentiments.!!

Against this, however, it must be noted that Islamic Southeast Asia included parts of what
would become Malaysia, Thailand, and the Philippines as well as Indonesia, and that
whatever the contribution of Islamic ecumenicalism to the spirit of anticolonial national-
ism in the region, it manifestly failed to transcend the borders of colonial states. Nor was
it capable of mobilizing the non-Islamic minorities within the Dutch colony. As a specific,
bounded community including both Muslims and non-Muslims, the Indonesian nation was
in fact coeval with the Netherlands Indies, and was conceived only as that state reached
its full development in the twentieth century. Majapahit was duly invoked to help legiti-
mate it, and even inspired fleeting dreams of expansion into Malaya and Melanesia. But
the success of Malaysia in creating a separate national identity for the Malay Muslims on
the peninsular side of the Malacca Strait, like the story of East (until 1975, Portuguese)
Timor and its long resistance to Indonesian annexation, confirms that if what is now In-
donesia had been divided between many colonial states, it could just as well have become
many separate nations.

The idea of Indonesia as a ‘new nation’, then, stands up after all to close inspection. And
if Indonesia became a single new nation because it came under the control of a single
colonial state, then it remains to be explained why Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos became
(or remained) separate nations despite coming under the control of a single colonial state.
The discussion that follows begins by making a straightforward distinction between two
broad approaches to this question. Explanations that locate the origins of Indochina’s dis-
integration in the pre-colonial past, whatever their theoretical content, are referred to
here as ‘perennialist’. Theories that attribute the breakup to aspects of the situation un-
der colonial rule, conversely, are referred to as ‘modernist’. Both terms are borrowed
from the work of Anthony Smith, although the meaning of ‘perennialism’ here, as ex-
plained below, is slightly different from the way Smith uses it.}2
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Explaining the Divergence: 1. Modernist Ap-
proaches

Nations, in the modernist view, are the products of a set of technological, social, and po-
litical changes—‘modernization’—which began in Europe not much earlier than the eigh-
teenth century. For Benedict Anderson, the most important of these changes concerned
the development of new media of communication.!3 It was commercial printing and mass
literacy that first made it possible for people to feel themselves part of the huge, anony-
mous ‘imagined community’ of a nation. Printed news media (.270) generated a sense of
shared experience and fate that had no precedent in societies based on local and person-
al relationships. Mass publishing gave rise to national consciousness, and the geography
of ‘print-capitalism’ therefore determined the geography of nations.!4

When Europe exported commercial printing to its colonies, each colonial territory typical-
ly became a discrete publishing domain, most often with the imperial language serving as
the main language of the printed media and therefore as the main vehicle for national
consciousness.!® In Indochina, however, the colonial government decided to concentrate
upon promoting mass literacy in the main vernacular languages—Vietnamese, Khmer, and
Lao—rather than in French, which consequently could not become a language of national
unity. Instead, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos each acquired a separate reading public.
Dutch educational policy in Indonesia also favoured indigenous languages, but here one
particular language, Malay, was taught even in areas where it was not the local vernacu-
lar. Although already widely spoken in trade and diplomacy in pre-colonial times, Malay
became the national language of Indonesia essentially because of its systematic promo-
tion by the colonial state, and its consequent emergence as the medium of the nationalist
press and literature.16

A supplementary argument concerns the geography of career trajectories for indigenous
students and officials in each colony.!” The comradeship of the classroom, Anderson
notes, was perceived by Indonesian students as a microcosm of the emergent nation. In
the secondary schools and colleges of Dutch Java, members of a multi-ethnic elite drawn
from all over the archipelago learned to see themselves as natives of the single country
marked out on their classroom maps. Initially a similar situation existed in Indochina,
with the best Khmer and Lao students studying alongside Vietnamese classmates in
Hanoi and Saigon. Later, however, such contacts became less common as educational fa-
cilities improved in Phnom Penh and Vientiane. The Indochinese administration also had a
tendency to restrict Cambodian and Laotian officials to careers in their home territories,
whereas outer islanders in Indonesia could and did seek state employment in Java. Re-
cent research has expanded on Anderson’s arguments by showing how the divisive ef-
fects of French language and administrative policy were enhanced by deliberate efforts
on the part of the French to cultivate a sense of separate nationhood in both Cambodia
and Laos.!8 Inspired partly by a desire to insulate their Khmer and Lao subjects from the
political influence of neighbouring and culturally cognate Thailand, this project was pur-
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sued through the medium of officially sponsored Buddhist religious and cultural institu-
tions as well as through the educational system.

While Anderson’s model is convincing with regard to Indonesian integration, his explana-
tion for Indochinese disintegration does not accord with the chronology of the exclusively
Vietnamese nationalist movement. For a short time at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, according to Anderson, the Indochinese intellectual elite in Hanoi and Saigon did in-
deed understand its ‘Indochinese-ness’ in the same way as the students who converged
on Batavia and Bandung understood their common Indonesian identity.!? It was not until
after 1917, when French education policy shifted toward . 271) decentralization and the
vernacular languages, that this understanding broke down. The only direct evidence sup-
plied by Anderson to support this assertion comes from the memoirs of a Laotian leader.
But it was the Vietnamese, not the Lao, who pioneered anticolonial nationalism in In-
dochina; and well before 1917, nationalists in Vietnam had already determined that theirs
was a Vietnamese rather than an Indochinese nation.

Dating the emergence of Vietnamese nationalism is difficult because of the gradual way
in which it developed out of the royalist resistance movement of the late nineteenth cen-
tury. After the annexation of central and northern Vietnam in 1885, supporters of the fugi-
tive emperor Ham Nghi continued for a time to fight against the French. Their struggle,
although in itself unsuccessful, shaped the experience of the first generation of explicitly
nationalist intellectuals. Phan Boi Chau, who founded Vietnam'’s first modern political or-
ganization in 1904, had himself been involved as a youth in the resistance of 1885, as had
the second most important nationalist of his generation, Phan Chu Trinh. Such men iden-
tified themselves as Vietnamese, not Indochinese, patriots, and while they did not them-
selves belong to the French-educated elite discussed by Anderson, they did have a strong
influence on it. Insofar as nationalists in the first three decades of the twentieth century
were interested in Indochina, they saw it mainly as a gratifyingly enlarged reincarnation
of Vietnam (Annam): a ‘remarkable confusion of two very different geopolitical entities,
the first a traditional remembrance of a unified Annamese empire...and the new one be-
ing a French Indochinese space’.2? After 1930, when dissenting voices in Cambodia and
Laos began to highlight the contradiction between Vietnamese nationalism and Indochi-
nese unity, this expansionist conceit was no longer tenable.

If Anderson sees the appearance of nations as a matter of technological and cultural
transformation, most modernists have seen political change as a more important factor.
For John Breuilly, nations are defined and created by the phenomenon of political nation-
alism.2! There are two preconditions for the appearance of such nationalism: an undemo-
cratic state claiming sovereignty over a given territory, and the presence of an ideal of
popular sovereignty according to which that state should be controlled by ‘the people’.
Defining this ‘people’ in the racial terms suggested by the discriminatory behaviour of the
colonizers, nationalists usually sought to mobilize the whole indigenous population of a
colonial territory in order to depose the European rulers and appropriate their state. In
some cases, however, special features of the colonial system caused the anticolonial re-
sponse to be deflected to the regional level and diffracted into what Breuilly calls ‘sub-na-
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tionalism’. This was likely to happen if the colonial state featured devolution of adminis-
trative and representative functions to regional sub-units, and if it discriminated not only
against ‘natives’ in general, but also between indigenous ethnic groups.22 In French In-
dochina, both diffracting features were present.

Indochina was not technically a single state, but a federation of five territories:
Cochinchina, Annam, Tongkin, Cambodia, and Laos. In Cochinchina, which the French an-
nexed outright in 1867, a direct system of colonial rule was applied. In ®.272) Annam and
Tongkin the Vietnamese mandarinate, complete with its system of recruitment by exami-
nation in the Confucian classics, was preserved in modified form, and in Annam the em-
peror himself retained vestigial powers. The Cambodian monarchy, under French protec-
tion since 1863, also survived, as did the main Laotian principalities. Each territory, more-
over, had its own rudimentary representative council with indigenous membership. A sec-
ond divisive feature of French colonialism in Indochina was that it employed large num-
bers of Vietnamese civil servants in, and encouraged Vietnamese migration to, Cambodia
and Laos. The result was that many Khmer and Lao felt, in the words of Bernard Fall,
‘twice colonized’—first by the French, and then by the Vietnamese.?3

Once again, however, a crucial point here is that it was Vietnam, not Cambodia or Laos,
which first made the choice against an Indochinese identity—and this despite the fact
that with 72 per cent of the Indochinese population, the Vietnamese had little to fear from
Khmer or Lao competition. By contrast the ethnic Javanese, with only 47 per cent of the
Indonesian population in 1930, took a bigger risk when they condemned themselves to
minority status by choosing the integrative option. And if the political geography of colo-
nial Indochina was not conducive to integrative nationalism, it was not obviously con-
ducive to a specifically Vietnamese form of exclusive nationalism either, since the old em-
pire of Vietnam was split into three territories, Cochinchina, Annam, and Tongkin. Mod-
ernist arguments, in short, may illuminate some aspects of the fragmentation of Indochi-
na, but are not in themselves enough to explain why anticolonial nationalism in Vietnam
took an exclusive form at the outset. Another factor, without doubt, was a sense of sepa-
rate Vietnamese identity inherited from before the French conquest.

Explaining the Divergence: 2. Perennialist Ap-
proaches

Most historians of Indochina have assumed, implicitly or explicitly, that Vietnam already
constituted a nation well before its colonization by the French.?4 Anthony Smith uses the
term ‘perennialism’ to indicate the view that nations, although not necessarily ‘primor-
dial’ or ‘natural’, have figured in human affairs throughout the historical record.?®> Most
writers on Vietnam are perennialists insofar as they make two claims. The first is that
both the sense of community described by Anderson, and the political solidarity empha-
sized by Breuilly, were already found in pre-colonial Vietnam despite the absence of ei-
ther citizenship or print-capitalism. The second claim, always implicit rather than explicit,
is that these characteristics predestined Vietnam to become a discrete modern nation
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state (rather than part of one, or a collection of several) once the political and ideological
environment made this possible. ®.273) The first of these claims is assessed below with
the aid of comparative observations from Java. The second will be dealt with more tenta-
tively in the following section.

Before the French annexation, an independent state had existed in what is now North
Vietnam since the tenth century. After a thousand years as a Chinese province, it broke
away from China in 938 and became a separate kingdom. Over the succeeding centuries
this kingdom was to bear several names, including Dai Viet, Dai Nam, and, between 1804
and 1820, Viet Nam. Wars with China, which periodically attempted to recapture its lost
southern possession, gave rise to unmistakably patriotic sentiments. Following the expul-
sion of a Chinese occupation force in 1428, to take a much-cited example, the Viet scholar
and statesman Nguyen Trai wrote a poetic proclamation celebrating his country’s inde-
pendence of, distinctiveness from, and equality with, its northern neighbour:2°

Now think upon this Dai Viet land of ours;

Truly it is a cultured nation.

As mountain and river make for various lands,
so our Southern ways must differ from the North.
It was the Trieu, Dinh, Ly and Tran

who in succession built this country.2’

Even as the Han, the T'ang, and Sung and Yuan,
each was sovereign in its own domain.?®
Sometimes strong, sometimes weak,

yet never lacking heroes,

we beat the ambitious Liu Kung

and crushed Ch'ao Chie with his dreams of grandeur.2?

Statements like this, however, tend to be selected by historians from a great volume of
more ambiguous material precisely in order to demonstrate an anticipation of modern na-
tionalism. At times of confrontation with China, Vietnamese mandarins could certainly
view the customs of their own country in a positive light. But in general they had a deep
admiration for classical Chinese civilization, and found many aspects of local culture ‘bar-
baric’. Their education concentrated almost entirely on the literature, philosophy, history,
and geography of China. Their system of government, with its officials selected by exami-
nation in the Chinese classics, was modelled on China’s. The language of state was Man-
darin Chinese, in comparison to which vernacular Vietnamese was thought ‘vulgar and in-
adequate’.3? ‘Confucius and Mencius are my masters, the Han Dynasty is my fatherland’,
ran a motto of the Vietnamese mandarinate in the nineteenth century.3! The theme of cul-
tural distinctiveness and pride is present in Vietnamese history before the twentieth cen-
tury, but its importance fluctuated considerably, and was particularly slight under the
Sinophile emperors whose reigns immediately preceded the French invasion.

Within the Vietnamese Empire, the dominant ethnic group was the Viet or Kinh. These
made up the majority of the population and virtually the whole of the official class. Origi-
nally a people of the Red River delta, over the centuries they expanded down the coastal
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lowlands, reaching the Mekong delta by the seventeenth century. At each ®.274) stage,
this southward expansion was accompanied by an equivalent extension of state power. Yet
the relationship between ethnicity and political allegiance in pre-colonial Vietham was
neither explicit nor direct. The gulf between the Confucian official culture and the Viet
vernacular culture was not the only reason for this. Another was that as a ‘middle king-
dom’ in its own right, the empire included substantial numbers of Tay, Muong, Cham, and
many other ethnic minority groups. The key to unity was not a common national culture,
but a common set of political institutions, the most important of which was the monarchy.
A ‘son of heaven’ like his Chinese model, the Viethamese emperor personified the state
and the country. The burst of anticolonial resistance that followed the French annexation
of Annam and Tongkin in 1885 was known simply as the can vuong or ‘save the king’
movement.3?

The existence of an ethic of loyalty (trung) to the king was no guarantee of stability or sol-
idarity. For more than three centuries prior to the French conquest, the history of the
country was one of almost continuous conflict between the followers of rival rulers and
pretenders. From 1528 to 1592 the warring Le and Mac dynasties governed separate ter-
ritories, both as hereditary crowns recognized by China. From 1600 to 1775 two great
‘seigneurial’ families, the Trinh and the Nguyen, ruled northern and southern Vietnam re-
spectively as separate and mutually hostile states. A descendant of the Nguyen succeed-
ed in reunifying the country, with Siamese and French help, in 1802, but the resulting
state still proved no match for the colonial onslaught when it came. In 1863 Emperor Tu
Duc ordered the defenders of Cochinchina to lay down their arms as part of his policy of
conciliation toward the French. When the young king Ham Nghi fled his capital in 1885,
the French were able to place his brother on the throne as the first in a series of puppet
emperors. Preoccupied with Confucian ideals of personal virtue, most members of the
mandarinate were prepared to accept the change once it became clear that under the
new regime they would still be able to play their benevolent official roles.33 Ham Nghi
was captured in 1888, and by 1897 Governor General Doumer could report that ‘the
whole country seems to have come to accept our administration’.34

What nevertheless survived from this period to inform later political movements was a
clear memory of Vietnam’s past independence as a single state or ‘country’—quoc, a term
derived from the Chinese kuo—covering the territories which the French knew as
Tongkin, Annam, and Cochinchina. In nineteenth-century texts the quoc is almost always
mentioned in conjunction with the king, the two forming ‘a dual concept, the twin ele-
ments of which were rarely differentiated’.3° But the fact that the quoc had a territorial
dimension, being a country as well as a polity, gave it the potential to be something more
than an extension of the king. The conceptual breakthrough that heralded the rise of
modern nationalism in Vietnam is associated with the Duy Tan Hoi or ‘Reformation Soci-
ety’, a secret anticolonial organization founded in 1904. The essence of the breakthrough
was that, in Phan Boi Chau’s words: ‘the people are in fact the country, the country is the
people’s’.3% Out of this idea came a new term, quoc dan, ‘country of people’: the nation.
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It was under the influence of European nationalist ideas—albeit mainly as interpreted by
Chinese writers—that Phan Boi Chau and his contemporaries decided that ®.275 the
people, not the ruler, were the foundation of the state and the source of its legitimacy.
They did so at a time when intellectuals all over Asia were reaching the same conclusion.
The Vietnamese situation, however, differed from that of many other colonial countries in
that indigenous institutions and conceptual categories already existed to which the new
ideas could be applied. The framework for the new nation was provided by the quoc of
Vietnam: Phan Boi Chau entitled his most important essay Viet Nam vong quoc su, ‘A his-
tory of the loss of the country of Vietnam’.3” This quoc was already established as an ob-
ject of loyalty and emotional attachment, even if that attachment was initially inseparable
from loyalty to the king. The new order could therefore be grafted so effectively onto the
old that, in retrospect, the seam is barely noticeable.

Both the strengths and the weaknesses of the perennialist argument in the Vietnamese
context can be illustrated by a comparison with the group that occupied the equivalent
central position in Indonesia, the Javanese. Like the Viet, the Javanese are a clearly de-
fined and relatively homogeneous ethnic group. They occupy the greater part of the is-
land of Java, and until recently they were not found elsewhere. All speak the same lan-
guage and all accept the same ethnic label, Jawa. The Javanese have long possessed an
awareness of a common history and a common homeland. Their best-known traditional
historical text is called simply Babad Tanah Jawi, ‘History of the Land of Java’.38 Because
the Javanese courts ceased to imitate foreign cultural models (in their case, Indian mod-
els) after the ninth century, and because of the wide influence of popular art forms based
closely upon royal prototypes, the distance between folk and court cultures was smaller
in Java than in Vietnam.

Like the Viet, the Javanese possessed an ideal of political unity. Javanese political tradi-
tion after Majapahit, according to Merle Ricklefs, was ‘predicated upon the assumption
that there could only be a single sovereign in Java’.3? More clearly than in Vietnam, the
ruler’s divine mandate appears to have been limited to a single ethnic community: it was
accepted that a separate state should exist in the west of Java, where the population
spoke Sundanese rather than Javanese. Beyond Java lay other islands that might become
conquests or dependencies, but which always remained foreign countries: tanah sabrang,
‘the lands across the sea’.

In practice, the political unity of Java was not often maintained for long periods. As in
Vietnam, succession conflicts and regional rebellions repeatedly divided the country. But
whereas the onset of French colonialism in Vietnam happened to fall during a period of
unity, the slower growth of Dutch political pressure in Java coincided with a period of dis-
integration. In the early seventeenth century, Sultan Agung, the ‘Great Sultan’, unified Ja-
va under the kingdom of Mataram. But after Agung’s death in 1646, his successor
Amangkurat alienated his vassals and a civil war broke out. In 1677 the Dutch East India
Company intervened to support Amangkurat’s son, who was helped onto the throne in re-
turn for commercial privileges. In 1740 there began another series of wars that led first
to the annexation by the Company of the north coast provinces, and then in 1755 to the

Page 13 of 26

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: Universiteit Leiden - LUMC; date: 10 June 2021


https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/page/legal-notice

The Origins Of Southeast Asian Nations: A Question Of Timing

division of Central Java between two separate courts, Yogyakarta and Surakarta. Further
fragmentation produced two more even smaller polities, ®.276) making four Javanese
princely states (vorstenlanden) in all. This partition persisted until the balance of military
power was decisively tipped toward Europe in the early nineteenth century. Whereas Viet-
nam faced the colonial onslaught as a single state, Java did so in a condition similar to
that of Vietnam a century earlier: as a pair of regional kingdoms preoccupied by their
own rivalry. And by the time the ideal of popular sovereignty spread among the intelli-
gentsia in the early twentieth century, Javanese political unity was a dim memory. In
French Indochina, by contrast, Vietnamese unity remained a living ideal, inadvertently
nourished by the incorporation of the emperor and much of the old imperial bureaucracy
into the colonial state.

Unlike Vietnam, Java had no strong pre-colonial tradition of patriotic resistance to foreign
invasion that could inspire its response to the Dutch. However, there are signs that an ex-
plicitly defensive sense of Javanese solidarity was beginning to evolve during the eigh-
teenth century as a result of prolonged interaction with the East India Company. In the
Serat Surya Raja, a prophetic allegory written at the court of Yogyakarta in 1774, the
Muslim Javanese battle together against the infidel armies of tanah sabrang, symbolizing
the Dutch and their allies from the outer islands.4?

Whatever the similarities and contrasts between Java and Vietnam before the twentieth
century, the idea of a Javanese nation is less speculative than it sounds. An exclusive Ja-
vanese nationalism did exist for a time in late colonial Indonesia, and in the following sec-
tion it provides a starting point for an approach to integration and exclusion in anticolo-
nial nationalism that combines modernist and perennialist elements.

Nations that Might Have Been: Java and In-
dochina

The choice between integrative and exclusive forms of anticolonial nationalism was sel-
dom an immediate or unanimous one. Successful integrative movements usually had to
compete at some stage with exclusive ones, and vice versa. In India, for instance, the
writings of Bombay intellectuals at the turn of the century reveal an exclusively Maha-
rashtran regional nationalism that was later absorbed into the integrative Indian national-
ist movement.*! In this way, the ‘nations that might have been’ leave their mark on histo-
ry in the form of ephemeral ideas and organizations. From the study of such organiza-
tions, it is possible to learn more about why the conceptions of the nation for which they
stood did not ultimately prevail.

The beginnings of nationalism in Indonesia are conventionally traced to Budi Utomo, an
association (and later political party) founded in 1908 by graduates of colonial schools
and colleges in Java. But ‘nationalism in Indonesia’ is not synonymous with ‘Indonesian
nationalism’, and Budi Utomo was an exclusively Javanese organization that consistently
refused to include outer islanders either in its membership or in ®.277 its vision of the
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nation.*2 When the idea of an Indisch, or ‘Indies’ nation—the term ‘Indonesia’ became
popular only after 1920—was subsequently promoted by the Indische Partij, or Indies Par-
ty, a more radical group established in 1912 and led partly by Eurasians, the reaction of
many in Java was to reject it as too artificial, indeed too colonial, a concept to serve as the
basis for the national ‘revival’ that they sought. ‘Our history will develop towards the uni-
ty of the Indisch people, but not towards an Indisch national unity,” wrote Soetatmo Soe-
riokoesoemo of the Committee for Javanese Nationalism, sponsored by the ruler of one of
Java’s princely states, in 1918. ‘An Indies nation—could this be attained—would again fly
into fragments’; the Javanese nation could not ‘sacrifice itself’ in this vain cause.*3

In the end, integrative nationalism nevertheless gained the upper hand. Budi Utomo itself
accepted the principle of Indonesian unity in 1928, and dissolved itself into the Indone-
sian nationalist party Parindra in 1935. As Anderson suggests, one reason for the eclipse
of Javanese nationalism was that the predominance of the Malay over the Javanese lan-
guage, particularly in the press, prevented Java from becoming a modern communication
community in its own right.44 The centralized structure of the colonial education system
also supported integration. These factors, however, were fairly constant over time and
can therefore explain neither why Javanese nationalism appeared in the first place, nor
why it survived for as long as it did. Budi Utomo itself adopted the Malay language for
meetings and publications almost immediately after its foundation, yet did not abandon
its exclusively Javanese conception of the nation until almost two decades later.

The decline of Javanese nationalism was associated not so much with the emergence of
an Indonesian communication community, as with the reorientation of the Javanese intel-
ligentsia away from cultural and social issues toward the specific political goal of inde-
pendence from the Netherlands. The founders of Budi Utomo belonged to the preparato-
ry, cultural phase of nationalism identified by Hroch as a characteristic prelude to the
birth of new nations.*> They were nationalists in the sense that they strove to unify the Ja-
vanese in the pursuit of educational and economic progress on the basis of a rekindled
pride in Java’s cultural heritage and historical achievements. Gradually, however, the con-
viction developed, in Java as elsewhere, that neither economic development nor cultural
pride was compatible with the continuation of Dutch colonial rule. At this point, to quote
Anthony Reid, ‘the problem of imperialism itself became more interesting to most Indone-
sian intellectuals than a continuing search for historical identity’.46 Dutch imperialism
was not limited to Java, and the most effective way to oppose it was to form what future
president Sukarno called a ‘brown front’, comprising all the indigenous peoples of the
Dutch East Indies. With the acceptance of this principle, cultural nationalism was turned
in a new, inclusive direction, embracing ethnic diversity under the motto ‘unity in diversi-
ty’ while promoting Malay (renamed Indonesian) as a national lingua franca.

There are signs that if Javanese nationalism had been able to ‘mesh’ with political institu-
tions corresponding more closely with the geography of the Javanese nation, it might
have done so and avoided dissolution. ‘Javanese nationalism—that means a (®.278)
restoration of independent Java and thus, destruction of foreign rule,” wrote the politician
and educationalist Suwardi Suryaningrat in 1917. Suwardi was an Indisch nationalist, but
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also a Javanese patriot who looked for political as well as cultural inspiration to the
princely states of Central Java, where the remnants of the Mataram empire survived.
‘There in the vorstenlanden,” he declared, ‘they know what Java was, how Java was feared
by foreigners, but also how Java has suffered’.#’” Had Mataram survived as a single large
princely state covering much of the island, it is probable that people like Suwardi would
have been able to envisage Indonesia only in the same way as some contemporary Viet-
namese nationalists envisaged the future of Indochina: as a federation of independent na-
tions. And the indications are that it would not have been difficult to generate mass sup-
port for an exclusively Javanese nationalism on the basis of an existing state. The Pakem-
palan Kawulo Ngayogyakarta, a royalist party led by members of the Yogyakarta royal
household, was still the largest political organization in Indonesia between 1930 and
1942 despite its very limited catchment area.

But Java had indeed suffered, and the tiny vorstenlanden could no longer provide a frame-
work for Javanese independence. For the men who founded Budi Utomo, most of them
young Javanese aristocrats or priyayi, the old ideal of a unified, sovereign Javanese state
was perhaps still a living tradition despite the process of domestication and bureaucrati-
zation to which the priyayi had been subjected by the Dutch during the nineteenth centu-
ry. But for Sukarno’s generation of Javanese, born into an increasingly centralized Dutch
colony at the beginning of the twentieth century, the only really important state was Hin-
dia Belanda, the Dutch Indies, and it was this that they set out to conquer and make their
own.48

In Indochina, where the Vietnamese equivalent of exclusive Javanese nationalism re-
mained dominant to the last, the ‘might have been’ Indochinese equivalent of the Indone-
sian nation left only a fleeting mark on intellectual and political life.*9 Nevertheless, by
the last few years of the colonial period the attraction of integrative nationalism was cer-
tainly being felt in some quarters. In 1930 the recently formed Vietnamese Communist
Party renamed itself the Indochinese Communist Party (Dang Cong San Dong Duong) in
order to carry the anticolonial struggle to Cambodia and Laos as well as Vietnam. The ex-
ponents of Indochinese communism talked in terms of proletarian solidarity rather than
Indochinese national unity; at most they envisaged Indochina as a federation like the
Soviet Union, comprising several ‘nationalities’. But although their vocabulary was differ-
ent, in substance their arguments closely resembled those used by Indonesian national-
ists. The peoples of Indochina were natural allies against imperialism, and any hostility
between them was to be blamed on the French: ‘from the time Indochina was occupied,
the imperialists have continued to carry out a policy of division and maintaining hatred of
this people toward that people’.?% A party periodical went so far as to state that ‘although
the three countries are made up of three different races, with different languages, differ-
ent traditions, different behaviour patterns, in reality they form only one country’.>! Here,
surely, are the beginnings of an Indochinese ‘unity in diversity’ to match that of Indone-
sia.
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(. 279) A more explicit approach to Indochinese nationalism, meanwhile, was being made
at the same period by an organization at the opposite end of the political spectrum: the
Constitutionalist Party, a group of elite Viet politicians in Cochinchina who cooperated
with the French regime. The Constitutionalists believed that Indochina as a whole should
have dominion status within the French Empire, and in 1938 they began talking about the
need to forge a single ‘people’ out of the various ‘Indochinese peoples’. In 1939 one con-
servative Viet writer even looked forward explicitly to the creation of an ‘Indochinese Na-
tion’—albeit still in the ethnocentric form of ‘a single country which Annamese blood will
have fertilized’, rather than as a fully multicultural project.52

If writers on Vietnam have tended to interpret Indochinese communism as a disingenuous
combination of Vietnamese expansionism and proletarian internationalism, the Constitu-
tionalist interest in Indochinese unity has been seen mainly as a symptom of excessive
identification with the French mission civilisatrice.’ Yet despite their deep differences,
these two groups did also have something in common that helps to explain why they both
approached an integrative position reminiscent of Indonesian nationalism: essentially,
both were orientated in thought and action toward the colonial state rather than toward
traditional institutions.

They shared this orientation partly for quite opposite ideological reasons: the communists
saw French imperialism as the central issue and rejected the old Vietnamese institutions
as reactionary, while the Constitutionalists believed in the continuing usefulness of
French tutelage. But an element of common experience was also involved here. By the
1930s the traditional quoc that had inspired early Vietnamese nationalism was no longer
the living institution that it had been for Phan Boi Chau. Most of its functions had been
taken over by the colonial state, and this, for the young men who joined the Indochinese
Communist Party, was the immediate reality. It was a government of Indochina that not
only ruled and persecuted them, but had also educated and in many cases employed
them; and so it was Indochina that they aimed to unify and liberate. The depiction of
French Indochina in colonial school textbooks and maps, together with rapid improve-
ments in transport and communications, had also given them a sense of personal familiar-
ity and identification with the territory of the colony as a whole. The hegemony of colonial
institutions and ideas was most complete in the homeland of the Constitutionalists,
Cochinchina, where the French had exercised direct power for more than sixty years,
where the Vietnamese Empire was no longer a living memory even for the old, and where
the development of colonial education and representative councils had gone furthest.

In Indochina as in Indonesia, it is reasonable to suppose that the longer established and
more intrusive the colonial state became, the greater the potential for integrative, as op-
posed to exclusive, nationalism. This is not to suggest that if the colonial period had gone
on for longer, the existing ethnogeographically exclusive Vietnamese nationalism would
have faded away.°* By 1930 it already had too much momentum for that. But the timing of
its birth, around the turn of the century, was critical.
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» =0 Toward Synthesis: Chronology of Colonial
Conquest as the Key to National Morphology

Whether or not Vietnam can be described as an ‘old nation’ is to some extent a matter of
semantics. Both of the characteristics that modernist writers view as fundamental to na-
tionhood—a sense of mass community and an ideal, if not always a reality, of political soli-
darity—were already present in some degree in pre-colonial Vietnam. But these features
were only sometimes explicitly referred to in political discourse, and remained compo-
nents of an ideological system that, as a whole, often worked against them. Not until they
were selected, augmented, and combined, under the influence of Western rule and West-
ern ideas about popular sovereignty, did they become defining features of the Vietnamese
nation as it emerged in the early twentieth century.

The most important single aspect of the continuity between royalist and nationalist anti-
colonialism was the persistent notion of a quoc, a territorial state commanding—first as
an extension of the emperor, later as an extension of the people—loyalty from its subjects.
It was with vong quoc, the ‘loss of country’ to the French, that Phan Boi Chau began the
intellectual and political journey that led to the quoc dan or nation. But this continuity
was contingent on the coincidence that the idea that ‘the people are the country’ was dis-
seminated close enough in time to the colonial conquest, while the independent quoc was
still a recent memory, to ensure that the country which was lost would also be the country
which the nationalists sought to regain. If all of Vietnam had been colonized early in the
nineteenth century, and its administration incorporated into the colonial state as thor-
oughly as that of Java, such a conjuncture might not have occurred. And if the colonial
conquest had coincided with a period of deep internal disunity, such as the north-south
(Trinh-Nguyen) wars of the eighteenth century, then even the preservation of existing in-
stitutions within the colonial system might have militated against the emergence of a sin-
gle nation—just as it did in divided Java—and ultimately strengthened the countervailing
attraction of an integrative Indochinese nationalism.

It is of crucial importance here that the first generation of Viethamese nationalists were
brought up under the imperial system when the country was still independent. Phan Boi
Chau and Phan Chu Trinh, both sons of imperial officials, had been involved in the ‘save
the king’ movement and received classical Confucian education before they were exposed
to the ideas of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Thomas Paine. They were not rebel children of
the colonial state, but loyal children of the old Vietnamese Empire, suddenly exposed to a
transformed political situation and a new intellectual world. The late date of the colonial
conquest in central and northern Vietnam meant that the transition from royalist anticolo-
nialism to modern nationalism was made within a single generation.

@. 281) The counter-example of Java shows that an ethnic community of sufficient coher-
ence and historic stature can still generate the beginnings of a modern nationalist move-
ment of the exclusive variety, even when it is no longer supported by an indigenous state.
But by the same token, the eventual absorption of Javanese into Indonesian nationalism
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shows that without a strong inherited claim to political sovereignty over the ethnic home-
land, such a movement is hard pressed to maintain its ethnic exclusivity once the capture
of state power becomes the central nationalist issue. Vietnamese political nationalism, by
contrast, was able to grow straight out of the framework of the indigenous state, without
passing through a preliminary ‘cultural’ phase of identity politics and solidarity-building.
Viet ethnic pride and linguistic homogeneity subsequently supported the political move-
ment and were developed within it under the influence of ‘print-capitalism’.

Finally, the federal system of administration in colonial Indochina, although it divided
Vietnam into three, also supported Vietnamese nationalism insofar as it allowed the Viet-
namese to avoid making a conscious choice not to integrate Laos and Cambodia into their
own nation. If Indochina had been as centralized as Indonesia, with no separate adminis-
trations for Cambodia and Laos and no territorial boundaries between them and Vietnam,
an exclusive Vietnamese nationalism would still have been problematic despite the memo-
ry of Cambodia and Laos as separate pre-colonial quoc. Even if such a situation were not
enough to induce the Viet to opt for a multi-ethnic integrative nationalism like that of In-
donesia, it might well have tempted them into the risky ‘Burmese’ gambit of claiming the
whole colonial state, but still calling it Vietnam. That this is less than fantastic is illustrat-
ed by the fact that the first Vietnamese national flag, designed in 1912, featured five red
stars, one for each of the provinces of French Indochina, including Cambodia and Laos.
When Cambodia and Laos eventually became separate countries, they still did so in the
forms given to them as federal substates by the French administration. Vietnamese na-
tionalism, in other words, was only partly a rejection of the colonial administrative frame-
work.

Both pre-colonial and colonial antecedents, to recapitulate, have shaped today’s South-
east Asian nations. Some pre-colonial societies—including Vietnam and the other sup-
posed ‘old nations’ of the mainland, but also Java in maritime Southeast Asia—had char-
acteristics that predisposed them to serve as vehicles for modern nationalist movements:
ethnic distinctiveness and homogeneity, and more importantly, a tradition or ideal of polit-
ical unity and independence established over a long period. But whether or not this po-
tential was realized also depended partly on the way in which the societies concerned
were incorporated into their respective colonial states. Important variables here included
the direction of colonial language policy, and the degree of political decentralization and
ethnic favouritism within the colonial system.

Another factor, seldom discussed in the existing literature but of critical importance, was
what happened to traditional political institutions during the colonization process, and at
what dates. In pre-colonial times, ideals of political unity and independence were focused
primarily on states and their rulers, and only to a much lesser extent on ‘peoples’. When
indigenous states were replaced by colonial institutions, the ideals . 282) associated
with the former automatically began to decline in importance, especially in the eyes of
the new generation of intellectuals and politicians nurtured by colonial education. Unless
quickly revitalized by fusion with the imported doctrine of popular sovereignty on a na-
tional basis, those ideals could fade to the point where the modern nationalist movement,
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when it did arise, was shaped by the colonial state rather than by the memory of the pre-
colonial kingdom. Whether anticolonial nationalism took an integrative or an exclusive
form, then, depended heavily on the time lag between the demise of the indigenous state
and the onset of the ideological changes brought about by Western education.

In this perspective Vietnam was not an ‘old nation’ that ‘survived’ colonialism, but rather
a major pre-colonial state that was conquered almost intact and at a sufficiently late date
to provide the most meaningful frame of reference for the inevitable anticolonial national-
ist reaction of the early twentieth century. Java, conversely, did not emerge as a discrete
nation not because it had ‘never been one’, but because the Javanese state lost its unity
and independence well before the era of nationalism, and was gradually absorbed into a
highly centralized colonial polity that eventually evoked an integrated nationalist reaction
from the whole of an indisputably new nation, Indonesia.

It is worth concluding by briefly considering the relevance of this model to the other
countries of the region. In what is now Malaysia, the absence of a pre-colonial tradition of
political unity among the ethnic Malays tended to preclude them, as a group, from devel-
oping a strong exclusive nationalism, so in their case the ‘question of timing’ does not re-
ally arise. Although sometimes exclusive with respect to the resident ethnic Chinese mi-
nority, Malay nationalism has seldom been inclined to reject colonial borders. The late-
ness and looseness of British control over the individual Malay sultanate of Brunei, how-
ever, was certainly a factor in Brunei’s last-minute choice to opt out of Malaysia, ultimate-
ly following a separate path as an independent microstate.®® In the Philippines, as in
Malaysia, the consistently integrative character of anticolonial nationalism reflected a
lack of large, recently conquered indigenous states—although the relationship between
the pre-colonial Muslim sultanates of the southern Philippines and the later Moro sepa-
ratist movement there may well be worth re-examining in this context.>®

On the mainland, the kingdom of Cambodia was incorporated into the French sphere both
at a relatively late date—it became a protectorate in 1863—and in a relatively pristine
form, its institutions surviving the colonial period more intact than those of Vietnam. Both
circumstances would have predisposed it to an exclusive Cambodian nationalism even if
Vietnam had not rejected the integrative (Indochinese) option. In Thailand the doctrine of
popular sovereignty was grafted directly on to an unconquered indigenous state, without
any sharp hiatus between royalism and nationalism. In Laos in the 1940s an indigenous
principality preserved under French rule, Luang Phrabang, took a leading role in official
nation-building, but it represented only part of the country and its leadership was short-
lived. In Burma the core indigenous state remained independent until 1885—as late as in
Vietnam. But it had already (.283) suffered serious territorial losses to the British well
before its final conquest, and it was subsequently abolished rather than preserved as a
protectorate. This discontinuity helps to explain why twentieth-century Burmese national-
ism began more as a movement of cultural revival, as in Java, than as an ideologically
reinvigorated movement of political resistance, as in Vietnam.
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Here again we see that although it is a mistake to judge the antiquity of modern nations
by the antiquity of the historic states from which they are keen to claim descent, the his-
tory of those precursor states—their rise, and more particularly their fall—may neverthe-
less greatly influence how new nations are imagined and constructed. In terms of the
strength of this influence, the Southeast Asian nations represent a full spectrum. At one
end of the spectrum lie Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam: whether or not these are old
nations may be a matter of debate, but they are certainly countries where the morpho-
genetic link between an old state and a new nation is real and direct. In the centre of the
spectrum are Burma and Laos, where traditions of indigenous statehood served alongside
religious institutions as building blocks for national identity, but not as blueprints for na-
tional sovereignty. And at the other extreme lie Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines,
where, due to longer periods of colonial rule as well as weaker pre-colonial state forma-
tion, links between new nations and old states are either imaginary or absent.
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