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Colonial Armies in Southeast Asia

Colonial armies were the focal points for some of the most dramatic tensions inherent in
Chinese, Japanese and Western clashes with Southeast Asia. In this volume, an
international team of scholars takes the reader on a compelling exploration from Ming
China to the present day: examining their conquests, management and decolonisation.

The journey covers perennial themes such as the recruitment, loyalty, and varied
impact of foreign-dominated forces. But it also ventures into unchartered waters by
highlighting Asian use of ‘colonial’ forces to dominate other Asians. This sends the
reader back in time to the fifteenth century Chinese expansion into Yunnan and Vietnam,
and forwards to regional tensions in present-day Indonesia, and post-colonial issues in
Malaysia and Singapore.

Drawing these strands together, the book shows how colonial armies must be located
within wider patterns of demography, and within bigger systems of imperial security and
power—American, British, Chinese, Dutch, French, Indonesian, and Japanese—which in
turn helped to shape modern Southeast Asia.

Colonial Armies in Southeast Asia will interest scholars working on low intensity
conflict, on the interaction between armed forces and society, on comparative
imperialism, and on Southeast Asia.

Karl Hack is Associate Professor at the National Institute of Education, Nanyang
Technological University, Singapore.

Tobias Rettig is Adjunct Professor in the School of Economics and Social Sciences at
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1
Imperial systems of power, colonial forces
and the making of modern Southeast Asia
Karl Hack with Tobias Rettig

Why do colonial subjects choose to enlist and to court death under the command of
officers who come from thousands of miles away? Under what conditions do they stay
loyal? When, why and with what results do they revolt?

Questions such as these can be answered only with the greatest difficulty. In part this
is because comparative work on colonial forces is rare, restricted to a few short
introductions to edited volumes, whose collections of articles at first seem to invite
contrast, rather than comparison.* This is compounded by a second problem: the careless
use of concepts. The terms colonial armies, colonialism and imperialism have been
employed so loosely as to spread confusion.? For this reason, we must begin by
examining the terminology surrounding ‘colonial armies’ and what we call ‘imperial
systems of power’.?

The linguistics of domination

First of all, colonialism must be distinguished from colonisation. ‘Colonisation’ is the
settlement, by members of one cultural group, of a territory occupied by people distinct
from them, when also accompanied by an attempt to dominate the space settled. Where
fully successful, this constitutes a settler colony, as defined under Fieldhouse’s fivefold
classification of colonies as: settler, mixed, plantation, occupation and trade (Table 1.1).*

Settlers have a strong interest in arming themselves, at their own expense, against
people whose lands they intrude upon. When settlers win independence their armies can
in turn become instruments of oppression against indigenous remnants, employing their
own ‘colonial’ forces. One example of this is the Native Americans who were formally
recruited as Scouts from 1866 by the United States Army, and used in campaigns against
other Native Americans.’

Colonisation is thus one subcategory of the wider phenomenon of colonialism. For
political scientists, the term “colony’ or colonial territory has come to mean a territory
with three key attributes. First, it is ruled as a unit that is administratively distinct from a
ruling power’s core territory. Or at least it comes to be treated differently, if only as a
result of local revolt.’ Second, there is a lack of consent from the population ruled.’
Third, the majority of the colonial territory’s population is culturally distinct from that of
the ruling power.
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Table 1.1 Fieldhouse’s fivefold definition of
colonial territories

Typology Description Examples

Pure settlement ~ Often separating settler from indigenous landsto  United States, Canada and
colony form a racial frontier of exclusion Australia

Mixed colonies  Settlers have lower relative numbers and a higher ~ Algeria
requirement for indigenous labour

Plantation With a small, dominant settler core, often using Jamaica
colonies slaves and/or bonded labour, and with a resulting

mixed population category
Colonies of Dominated by small numbers of non-resident Philippines and
occupation military and civilian personnel Cochinchina
Trading Enclaves where extraterritorial rights are granted, International Settlements
settlements or often for limited purposes such as those set up in
factories Shanghai

With regard to the lack of consent, for settler and occupation colonies, this often means
acquisition by force. For territories subject to formal agreements (such as protectorate
treaties), it may mean submission in fear of violence (perhaps under the glare of
gunboats) or by a narrow elite who take a collaborative role. The point where a distinct
sense of identity exists, meanwhile, can vary from first contact to a time when the
population of a previously quiescent area gains a new sense of sharply differentiated
identity and interest.?

The core requirement for defining colonial forces is that they are raised from within
territories that qualify as ‘colonial’ in the above sense; or they are raised from non-
metropolitan populations for the purpose of dominating overseas territories. Additional
tendencies include being at least part-funded by the territories such forces are raised in or
stationed in. Colonial forces are not necessarily ‘indigenous’, however, either to the
country of recruitment or to the country of posting. They may be, though. For instance,
the Malay Regiment was constituted from Malays from British Malaya, and remained
locally based. Timorese, meanwhile, were encouraged to form pro-Indonesia militia
groups in East Timor in the 1970s to 1990s. A special case would be those colonial
guardians who were local-born or resident but not ‘indigenous’, such as many of
Singapore’s nineteenth-to early twentieth-century volunteers (part-time territorial forces).
These included separate companies for Europeans, Eurasians, Chinese, Indians and
Malays, with rates of compensation differing by ‘race’.

More often than not, however, colonial troops are not indigenous to the country they
are serving in. Hence the Algerian Zouaves for France, like the Gurkhas for Britain, were
widely deployed outside their area of recruitment, notably in Indochina; likewise, the
Tirailleurs Sénégalais from French West Africa served elsewhere, and also the Indian
troops garrisoned in British Burma and Malaya. Similarly, Southeast Asians were also
deployed in areas they were alien to: Vietnamese soldiers served in East Asia, Europe
and Africa, while Moluccan, Timorese, Alfurian and Madurese soldiers took part in the
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Dutch conquest of Indonesia. In this way, the forces in any one colonial territory may
include local conscripts, full-or part-time volunteers or militias (variously drawn from
indigenous peoples, settlers, ‘mestizo’ recruits or even recent immigrants) and recruits
from other colonial territories.

The important distinction for ‘colonial’ forces is thus the contrast between their
recruitment at a periphery, in contrast to control emanating from a distant, and for the
most part culturally distinct, core or ‘metropolitan’ territory. Their functions may vary
greatly, from contributing to the security of a single colonial territory, through posting
abroad in service of transcolonial security, to service in defence of the core territory that
controls them, either directly, or indirectly as war industry labour and auxiliaries.

‘Colonial forces” might thus be thought of as encompassing all who serve directly and
indirectly in support of an imperial military system. This might require new typologies,
which recognise a whole spectrum of forces, from the elite volunteer, through conscripts,
militias, partisans, auxiliaries, coolies and defence labourers, to military and sexual
slaves. In the Japanese case these categories encompass both the 250,000 Asian romusha
(labourers inveigled by a mix of coercion through local leaders, and deception over
conditions), of whom at least 60,000 died helping to build the Burma-Thailand railway in
1942-3, and the ‘comfort women’ or military sex slaves of 1931-45.°

Core definitions of imperialism and colonialism

Imperialism itself we take to be the domination by one state—a core—of the effective
sovereignty of one or more separate areas—*peripheries’. Colonialism is a subcategory of
imperialism. In colonialism, domination involves de jure or de facto metropolitan rights
and responsibilities over the dominated area. This is described below as formal
imperialism. As such, colonialism can be thought of as further subdividing into
Fieldhouse’s five types of colonial territory, spanning from settler colony to protectorate
and ‘factory’. Beyond colonialism, imperial policies may dominate other areas while
disclaiming permanent or semi-permanent rights. This is another subcategory of
imperialism, described below as informal imperialism.

Either way, the policy areas dominated may include either internal or external policies,
or a combination of both. The ‘periphery’ so dominated may be contiguous, or lie over
the seas. But it must constitute a separate administrative unit, be dominated without the
explicit consent of most of its people and have a population that has, or develops, a
distinct culture and sense of identity and interests. Imperialism encompasses the whole
process of such domination.

Formal imperialism

Formal imperialism or colonialism involves the core territory assuming responsibilities
for a peripheral area. The area so dominated tends to be styled a colony if domination
extends over both internal and external policies. If there is an agreement transferring
more limited aspects of sovereignty—for instance, defence and external affairs only, or
limited to the right to ‘advise’—it is likely to be given a term reflecting this limited
scope, such as protectorate.
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Formal imperialism or colonialism is largely a matter of a legal or de facto
international status, by which the core’s rights and responsibilities over the periphery are
made manifest. But that does not tell us how a colony or protectorate is protected. The
style of dominance can be further divided into methods of direct imperialism and of
indirect imperialism.

Direct and indirect imperialism

At its extreme, direct imperialism implies a monopoly or near-monopoly over the key
functions of state in the peripheral area. Such functions include the use of force and
judicial and tax-raising activities. Direct imperial methods include raising regular, and
regularly paid and drilled, police and soldiers. Such soldiers might serve under non-
indigenous officers down to at least battalion, if not company or platoon, level, with
indigenous NCOs helping to bridge the linguistic and cultural gap between foreigner and
colonial recruit.

Indirect approaches to imperialism involve devolving significant aspects of state
functions to subordinate, localised authorities. These authorities are as often as not
declared to be traditional or entrenched ‘native’ representatives: sultans, rajas, chiefs,
penghulu (village heads) or even Kapitan China (prominent Chinese allowed to hold
sway over their own community in specified areas) and secret society leaders. The sub-
contracting of state and military functions to a third party, such as mercenaries or
companies, could also be classified under this rubric.

This means that ‘colonial armies’ also include ‘indirect’ colonial forces; that is, the
enforcers enlisted by lesser, local authorities. In the nineteenth-to early twentieth-century
Netherlands East Indies, some local officials relied on jagos (literally fighting roosters or
cocks) or village toughs to help to enforce their decisions, while in the American-ruled
Philippines prominent families developed what became virtually private armies.”® In both
cases, it has been argued that this left, and still leaves, a postcolonial legacy of non-state
violence, which colours politics and governance for the worse.

In terms of colonial armies, the English East India Company on the Indian
subcontinent took an increasingly direct approach from the mid-eighteenth century,
recruiting Indians as sepoys (soldiers), directly in company pay, under British officers.
Yet in nineteenth-century Malaya and Singapore the British initially took a more indirect
approach, encouraging the cooperation of Kapitan China. The Portuguese in East Timor,
meanwhile, still placed a significant emphasis on raising native levies through local
chiefs, the liurai, into the early twentieth century. These levies perpetuated militia
‘reperltloires of violence’, which were later tapped by pro-Indonesia militias, right up to
1999.

Direct and indirect approaches are not mutually exclusive. Territories might employ a
mix of both, typically beginning with greater elements of indirect rule, and moving
towards using more direct methods as state formation and increased tax revenues made
this possible.



Colonia armiesin Southeast Asia 6

Informal imperialism

In addition to the contrast between direct and indirect techniques of dominance, there is a
contrast between formal and informal imperialism. Formal imperialism involves
assuming de facto or de jure responsibilities for an area; informal imperialism functions
in the absence of these. It employs threats, financial dominance and ‘gunboat diplomacy.’

Domination is taken to mean the ability to influence policy in a fundamental and
persistent manner, as and when needed; for instance, by enforcing extraterritorial rights
or replacing unsatisfactory rulers. When people talk of a Pax Britannica, or of a twenty-
first-century American Empire, or of a fifteenth-century maritime Pax Ming, it is
informal imperialism that is meant, with its determination to dictate developments in
“failed’ or ‘rogue states’, and states that are seen as threatening international norms of
trade and diplomacy. Examples range from Western imposition of extraterritorial
jurisdiction on a range of Asian states such as China and Thailand (allowing Westerners
to be tried under their own laws), to American intervention in Afghanistan (2001) and
Iraq (2003)."2

Such ‘Pax’, informal imperialism and ‘spheres of influence’ tend to be a function of
empires operating towards the outer reaches of their geographical limit, or of world
powers wishing to avoid excessive accumulations of extra colonies and responsibilities.
At this margin, the imperial powers tend to prefer informal domination to direct rule, and
to keep the duration of any intervention limited."

Imperial systems of power

Beyond these terms, we refer in this chapter to imperial systems of power. Why
distinguish this extra layer? Here we note that some historians and political scientists
have argued that imperialism should be distinguished from colonialism.

For Jurgen Osterhammel, ‘colonialism’ involves the intricacies of ruling individual
colonies; it is the art of domination. By contrast, he argues that ‘imperialism’ is about
creating systems of power, and the related attempt to exercise great power politics. For
Dominic Lieven, an expert on Russia, empires are ‘very great powers’ that dominate
many territories and peoples and influence global politics. For him, the greatest empires
also espouse something like a high religion or culture. They seek to impose their
worldview, not only by means of the stick and carrot, but also by providing an
overarching hegemonic idea for emulation.
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Figure 1.1 The spectrum of
formal/informal and direct/indirect
domination.

One thinks of Britain’s economic globalisation (free trade imperialism) of the nineteenth
century, and of George Bush’s declaratory political globalism (supporting the spread of
democracy and freedom). The latter was boldly stated at the swearing-in ceremony for his
second term as President in January 2005.' For these authors, then, empire is more than
colonial. It is transcolonial, and global: it involves relations between the parts of a wider
imperial system. On this model, colonial security would be the art of dominating and
protecting individual states, while imperial security would be the art of operating broad
power systems. Colonial security would concern itself with this frontier and that garrison,
while the imperial system broods over strategic reserves, and how to keep major shipping
ways flowing, such as the Suez and Panama Canals, and the Straits of Hormuz and
Melaka.®

We hold that reserving the title of empire for these largest few systems, and the name
of imperialism for their practice, is as philologically illogical as it is appealing in its
clarity. Except for narrow heuristic purposes, it is doomed by its defiance of common
usage and dictionary definition. It is also unsatisfactory in excluding events within a
single colony, or acts by a minor power, from the category of imperial, and in focusing
on scale more than the qualitative nature of imperialism. We reject this imperial versus
colonial distinction. Instead we adopt a further idea—that of an imperial system of
power—to describe the military-political—economic—diplomatic matrixes developed to
preserve dominance on a wider scale.

If it is necessary to identify the very greatest superpowers from common or garden
empires (superpowers that have built security systems spanning most of the world known
to them, such as Rome, Spain, Britain, the Soviet Union and the contemporary United
States), one might define them as having, or seeking, global imperial systems of power.
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The idea of a system of imperial power is useful, because it also highlights how the term
‘colonial armies’ is too narrow in focus. In choosing to use ‘colonial armies’ in the title,
we are not so much affirming traditional notions of their study as beginning a campaign
to reexamine, redefine and relocate them. Imperial domination has as often as not relied
upon complex and variegated complexes or systems of power, of which armies are but
one part.

Imperial systems of power also have defining characteristics, despite not necessarily
being self-consciously operated as systems. They are transcolonial or global rather than
merely colonial, and they must be underpinned by financial strength.** They project
power not only by metropolitan armed forces, but also by some combination of overseas
reach in the forms of bases, aircraft, alliances, disbursements and, in the case of maritime
empires, ships. In this regard, Chapter 2, ‘The demography of domination’, looks at the
vital role steamships and gunships played in the ‘new imperialism’ of the latter part of the
nineteenth century.

The “colonial army’, then, is just one component of any given system, though one that
remains vital if domination is to prove sustainable in manpower and financial terms."’
Max Boot has argued that the lack of such ‘colonial’ or at least ‘foreign legion’ troops is
a formidable barrier to the United States taking the challenges of world policing more
seriously. Who is to do the dirty work of ‘nation-building” in failed states, and of
browbeating rogue states, as the body-bags flow from the likes of Iraq? He suggests that a
foreign and illegal immigrant-manned ‘Freedom Legion’ can provide the shock troops for
this. These politically expendable imperial forces—more acceptable body-bag fillers than
boys from the Midwest and New York—could have citizenship as their reward. Why
citizenship should be needed in addition to a good salary relative to their homelands is
unclear, unless it is to avoid the tag ‘mercenary’. Presumably such forces would fit into
the larger post-2001 picture of the United States cobbling together ‘coalitions of the
willing” for specific interventions, and subcontracting military and intelligence functions
to commercial companies and other governments.

Max Boot’s British and French predecessors would have shuddered at this financial
imprudence. For colonial armies were important not only for their willing and expendable
recruits, but also because local salaries were cheaper than metropolitan. Even then the
colonies usually paid. This reveals a serious tension in the contemporary American
position. It has the most far-reaching system of imperial power the world has seen, but
without colonies to fund a true “‘colonial army’. Hence the core power has to pay for most
things. Unless, of course, Max Boot and American neoconservatives revive Athens’
wheeze in the Delian League, and have key allies’ bankrolling of American-raised forces
made regular, rather than ad hoc.'®

Colonial troops in the narrow sense thus constitute a vital component of imperial
power, but are still only one of several components. They are also just one way in which
imperial territories can be turned into security producers, rather than mere security
consumers, with others hosting bases, providing labour and making financial
contributions.

Taking all these definitions and issues together, this book does not merely take
‘colonial armies’ as unproblematic, and offer chapters on micro-aspects of such forces.
Instead, it offers a series of chapters that provoke questions about the very nature of
imperial force.



Imperial systems of power, colonial forces 9

Three themes: imperial systems; discourses of loyalty and revolt; and
Asian imperialism

The chapters in this book fall into three broad themes, namely: imperial systems of
power; discourses of ‘martial races’, loyalty and revolt; and the need to extend the
imperial paradigm to Asian-run ‘colonial armies’ and to the ‘postcolonial’ era.

Systems and patterns of imperial power

Several chapters touch on the issue of wider systems of imperial power: some by looking
at the macro-picture; others by examining microcosms that reveal systemic stresses.
Gerke Teitler’s Chapter 6, ‘“The mixed company: fighting power and ethnic relations in
the Dutch colonial army, 1890-1920’, shows how difficult it was for the Netherlands to
raise enough troops to secure the Netherlands Indies. The Dutch had one of the smallest
domestic populations. In 1900 this meant five million, compared to 40 million subjects
spread over the several thousand islands in the Indies. The Dutch struggled as a result to
find sufficient European officers—despite recruiting many non-Dutch Europeans—and to
find sufficient troops from groups they trusted, such as the so-called ‘Ambonese’. The
latter were mainly Christian converts from small spice islands over a thousand kilometres
to the east of Java.”

Henri Eckert, meanwhile, shows how, in Indochina in the 1880s and 1890s, the
shaping of colonial forces had as much to do with debates between republicans and
royalists in France, between Navy and Army officers in Vietnam and between the French
army and civilians as with events on the ground. His Chapter 5, ‘Double-edged swords of
conquest in Indochina: Tirailleurs Tonkinois, Chasseurs Annamites and militias, 1883-
1895’, shows just how far European games were played out in Asia, as well as revealing
the tensions between direct and indirect approaches to early colonial armies. While
Teitler’s chapter looks at recruitment issues and Eckert’s at issues of control, the editors
tell in Chapter 2 of the French use of Indochinese soldiers and labour in Europe from the
middle of the First World War.

Three chapters take a more explicitly macrocosmic approach to systems of imperial
power. Abu Talib Ahmad in Chapter 9, ‘“The impact of the Japanese occupation on
colonial and anti-colonial armies in Southeast Asia’, surveys the impact of the Japanese
period on Southeast Asia, covering anti-Japanese armies as well as Japanese-sponsored
forces, and militias as well as regulars. He shows how Japanese weakness as much as
Japanese strength fuelled increased use of local militias after 1943, as well as permitting
a growth in the scale and influence of anti-Japanese armies in Burma, Malaya and the
Philippines. Both Japanesesponsored and anti-Japanese forces were to mark the postwar
period, and Abu Talib notes the importance of the Japanese emphasis on seishin in
training, their version of disciplined, hardened, indomitable martial spirit that could make
up for technological inferiority.

Karl Hack’s Chapter 10, ‘Imperialism and decolonisation in Southeast Asia: colonial
forces and British world power’, surveys a still broader period, from the nineteenth
century to the present day. It argues that British territories in Southeast Asia produced as
well as consumed security. It does this by showing how the area consumed security in the
form of troops from India and Royal Navy protection, but produced it in terms of bases,
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agreements, guaranteeing the free flow of international trade in the Melaka Straits (then
written ‘Straits of Malacca’) and being an imperial ‘dollar arsenal’ to the 1950s and
beyond.?® That is, Malaya’s dollar-earning rubber and tin helped to subsidise Britain’s
dollar-deficient trade from the interwar to the Cold War periods.

Hack’s chapter further shows how only a systemic approach can make sense of British
decisions and forces in the region. This ranges from Britain’s use of indirect models of
imperial security—for instance, using Chinese leaders to control Chinese subjects—to the
decisions that led to a relatively benign post-1945 decolonisation process. The latter
happened as Britain—once it had accepted that a gradual evolution towards self-
government was inevitable post-Second World War—prioritised the development of
working relationships with stable, friendly postcolonial elites. Such relationships were
seen as the key to producing postcolonial states that would cooperate with Britain, and so
underpin continuing British world power.

Perhaps even more intriguingly, Geoff Wade’s Chapter 3, “Ming Chinese colonial
armies in Southeast Asia’, takes the systemic approach back in time. His chapter
challenges us to see fifteenth-century Ming Chinese expansion into western Yunnan and
Vietnam, and the epic voyages of Admiral Zheng He (Cheng Ho) across the South Seas
and Indian Ocean, as Asian, and more specifically Chinese, forms of imperialism. As we
will argue below, reflection on the chapters by Abu Talib, Hack and Wade leads to a
further theme, which is just how the biggest ‘global’ systems of imperial power—Ming,
Japanese and British—nhelped to shape Southeast Asia.

Discourses of loyalty, revolt and ‘martial races’

The second big theme is discourses and practices of martial races, loyalty and revolt.
Every imperial power wrestled with the fear that the main populations it ruled—
Burmans, Javanese, Malays, Vietnamese and Tagalogs—might prove unreliable. Each
constructed ‘knowledge’ about its populations, and the ‘martial’ qualities of these, in a
way that was designed to underpin control. Put bluntly, Europeans in particular employed
a ‘divide and rule’ approach that produced ‘plural armies’ to rule over plural societies.*

Hence Taylor writes in his Chapter 8, ‘Colonial forces in British Burma: a national
army postponed’, that the true martial race of Burma, the lowland Burmans who were
feared enemies of the Siamese, were marginalised. The British turned instead to Indian
soldiers from the Raj, and Burmese ethnic minorities, notably hilltribes that had been
converted to Christianity.

Burma was conquered in three phases between 1824 and 1885, and then made into a
province of British India. By 1931 Burmans made up 75 per cent of the population but
just 12 per cent of the indigenous troops, as opposed to Karens, Kachehs, Chins, Anglo-
Burmese and Indians. The rise of nationalism seems to have made the British no less
averse to recruiting Burmans, though Burma’s separation from the British Raj as a
distinct colony in 1937 (with limited internal self-government), and the approach of war,
made compromise inevitable. In 1939-41 the percentage of Burmans among new recruits
rose to 28.5 per cent. But this still left a severe underrepresentation as a proportion of the
regular army (19 per cent), and more so in the armed services as a whole (13 per cent).

Taylor notes that, in response to these limitations, nationalists raised militias. More
famously, Aung San and the ‘thirty comrades’ left the country to receive Japanese
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military training in 1941, only to return with their Japanese sponsors at the head of what
became a ‘Burma Independence Army’, and ultimately the ‘Patriotic Burmese Forces’
after they switched sides to the British in 1945. Taylor shows how parts of this
predominantly Burman force were integrated into the postwar army, and its leaders rose
to high position.

It seems that colonial discourse on martial races was a technique of ‘divide and rule’
that cemented control before 1941, but backfired afterwards. It helped to produce a
postwar country where minorities possessed military traditions cemented by the British
training, but where a Burman elite was determined to limit the former’s regional
autonomy. This Burman elite also emerged with a distrust of the British who had refused
to recruit them in large numbers before the war. This history helped to underpin endemic
conflict between government and minorities from 1948 onwards.*

For French Indochina, Chapters 4 and 5 by Womack and Eckert, together with Re
trig’s article in South East Asia Research® on ‘French military policies in the aftermath
of Yén Bay mutiny, 1930°, show how the French failed to recognise the ethnic
Vietnamese (kinh) as a potential ‘martial race’. This despite a history of fierce anti-
Chinese struggle, of an often bloody Vietnamese colonisation drive southwards and of
internal wars.

Locally recruited French forces in Indochina did come to be composed mainly of kinh
soldiers. But this was a matter of grudging necessity, since France did not have a virtually
inexhaustible ‘barrack in the eastern seas’, as the British did in India. Nor could they rely
heavily on ethnic minorities, as the hill tribes were subjected after the conquest of the
lowlands and delta regions. Instead, the French tapped into precolonial Vietnamese
administrative traditions— themselves Chinese-influenced—to conscript local soldiers.
Even when hill tribes were recruited, notably from the 1920s when rising Viethamese
nationalism worried the French, their small numbers limited their potential.

The ironic exception to French refusal to use the Vietnamese as a ‘martial race’ is
noted by Sarah Womack’s Chapter 4, ‘Ethnicity and martial races: the Garde indigéne of
Cambodia in the 1880s and 1890s’. Womack looks at French tactics in putting down a
revolt in its Cambodian protectorate, in 1885-6. She argues that the French discourses on
the Khmer and Vietnamese formed images of both as poor and untrustworthy soldiers.
But despite this, Womack demonstrates how non-Khmer Vietnamese (then called
Annamese) of the Civil Guard were deliberately deployed in Cambodia. Divide and rule
temporarily took precedence over stereotypes of the Vietnamese as poor soldiers and
police.

The Dutch in the East Indies and the Americans in the Philippines also had problems
identifying acceptable ‘martial races’, as shown by Teitler’s Chapter 6 on the Netherlands
Indies and Richard Meixsel’s Chapter 7 on the Philippines. Forty years of dogged
resistance (1873 to the early twentieth century) turned the Acehnese, in Dutch eyes, into
Muslim fanatics rather than a reliable martial race. Nor did the Dutch see the Javanese as
made of the right stuff. The Javanese, who provided the bulk of the Indies’ population,
could too easily turn out to be a threat to Dutch supremacy if predominant in the army.

Hence from the second half of the nineteenth century the Dutch nurtured Moluccans,
peoples from the east of the archipelago who had been subjected during the conquest of
the spice islands in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In particular they turned the
so-called ‘Ambonese’ into a privileged ‘martial race’. The Ambonese became so closely
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identified with Dutch service that they were sometimes referred to as black Dutchmen.
As with the French, however, the preferred martial races were small in number compared
to the overall population, and the result was grudging reliance on the Javanese as the
largest recruiting pool for a colonial army that was also very much a plural army.

The United States also chose to minimise recruitment of Tagalogs as Scouts, the
American term for their Filipino troops. The Tagalogs, the majority on the most populous
island of Luzon, had been at the forefront of the Philippine rebellion against Spain from
1896, and then of the resistance against American takeover in 1898-1901. In 1924, only
5 per cent of the Philippine Division was Tagalog. The Americans preferred to recruit
from other ‘tribes’, most notably the Macabebe, who had been recruited first for the
Spanish in 1896.%* Only the growing need to recruit more educated soldiers, and distance
from the events of 1898-1901, allowed more Tagalog recruitment. Overall, however, the
Americans appeared relatively uninterested in their local soldiers. Tours of duty for
American officers were generally as short as two years, and these same officers were too
often of mediocre quality, or demonstrated a lack of interest in the indigenous rank and
file. The advent of the Commonwealth of the Philippines in 1935 threatened more
dramatic developments in local forces, but delivered little before the Japanese swept
across the islands in 1941-2.

For the most part, then, and in contrast to the British in India, the other European
powers refused to see candidates for large-scale ‘martial races’. This was partly a matter
of reluctance to overrely on recently conquered and pacified majorities, but was also
partly due to cultural prejudices, which resulted in a kind of martial ‘orientalism’. Asians
might be disparaged as effeminate or not steady in open, shock battle, or Asian martial
traditions were written off as marauding and piracy.” Womack’s Chapter 4 describes, for
instance, the perceived femininity of the longhaired and small Vietnamese soldiers.
Europeans may have suffered from a superficial confusion between outward appearance
and social graces, and martial ability. Local styles of warfare may also have played a part,
by failing to conform to Western conceptions of manly behaviour. In many cases
Southeast Asians did not seek open battle if they thought that losses might be excessive.
This was in stark contrast to some colonial encounters in Africa or India.

This lack of appreciation of local styles of warfare, and the need to maintain European
superiority by denying native soldiers manly qualities, meant that the majority of those
recruited must have been aware of their colonial masters’ ambivalence. They would have
felt that they were not being groomed as an honoured military caste, when contrasted to
the more favoured troops from other colonies such as British-recruited Indians or French-
recruited Zouaves, and from the minorities of their own lands. By contrast, the favoured
few showed how a sense of being a military caste could be created. This was the case
with Moluccan soldiers subject to high expectations and good pay.

It seems that colonial powers created for themselves a dilemma. The very nature of
colonial rule—which required people to take higher risks in distant lands, and to endure
absence from metropolitan career ladders and networks—required payment of a premium
to secure ‘white’ officers. In addition, the recruitment of minorities, by their nature
providing smaller recruitment pools, as rank and file and as NCOs often required their
preferential treatment.

The result of treating Europeans and minorities differently was that colonial armies
were plural armies, though the particular approach to plural forces varied from one
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European power to another. For instance, the British recruited groups into communally
distinct platoons and even battalions, the Dutch did likewise to begin with, but then
mixed different ethnic groups from the Acehnese war, and the Philippine Scout
companies tended to see a single group predominate in each one, but were also mixed.

The reliance on minorities and specific groups could work well where indigenous
martial traditions could be successfully drawn on, as in British India. But the reality by
the 1920s and 1930s was that expanding armies increasingly had to rely on the majority
populations for recruitment if they were to keep abreast of increasing domestic and
international threats. That meant more Vietnamese soldiers in Indochina and more
Javanese in the Indies. Britain found itself in a similar dilemma. It reluctantly increased
recruitment of the Malays in Malaya (into the Malay Regiment from the 1930s), though it
scarcely used the numerous Chinese there at all. In Burma, Burmans remained a small
minority in the army despite their percentage in the military more than doubling between
1931 and 1939.

There was thus a tension between imperial ambivalence about majority populations
and the need to increase their recruitment if colonial armies were to face the growing
international threats of the 1930s. Additional tendencies included the clash of the
imperial prerogative of white control with the requirements of efficiency, and for colonial
forces to become under par for modern warfare. The implications of all this were made
clear by the Japanese onslaught, which crushed British, American and Dutch controlled
armies between December 1941 and early 1942. In short, colonial armies were fine for
policing, but a recipe for disaster in a modern war, weakened by racialised hierarchies,
the absence of ethnic cohesion and a lack of a common sense of mission. There were
echoes here of Habsburg Austria’s performance during the First World War.”® The
catastrophic series of failures from December 1941 called the whole basis of the colonial
paradigm into question.

We should not overdo the gloom or the deterministic slant. In many ways, the amazing
thing is that the vast majority of colonial forces proved so loyal up to and including 1941.
In the American Philippines, for instance, the only notable mutiny, of 1924, was a ‘loyal’
revolt for better pay and conditions. Meixsel’s Chapter 7 shows that despite problems,
including a dismal linguistic gap between American officers and Filipino rank and file,
the Filipino elite rallied behind the Americans to condemn the 1924 Scout mutiny.

Perhaps even more pertinently, Philippine soldiers’ main fear in the 1930s was that
nationalism might undercut their relatively privileged position, in the sense of pay and
security compared to the alternatives. The establishment of the Commonwealth of the
Philippines in 1935 with a large measure of self-governmentand the new government’s
determination to build up its own defence force—raised the spectre of a larger local
military, and so the erosion of their status and conditions. In fact, the Scout mutiny was
soon forgotten, and remained neglected in American and Filipino narratives of the
American colonial period. For colonial soldiers, the comparison that mattered was
sometimes not their inferior pay and status to European officers, but their superior pay
and security compared to alternative forms of employment.?’

Even in what was arguably the most troublesome territory by the twentieth century,
Vietnam, the colonial army performed better than a quick glance might a first suggest. A
nationalist-inspired mutiny of February 1930 proved abortive, most dramatically at Yen
Bay in northern Vietnam. Rettig’s 2002 article on Yen Bay has already traced these
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themes. It shows how the vast majority of the army remained reliable, despite a history of
localised revolts, notably between 1908 and 1918. The nationalist-engineered Yen Bay
mutiny of 1930 represented something new. Though nipped in the bud by loyal forces, it
was part of a Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang (VNQDD, Vietnamese Nationalist Party, along
the lines of China’s GMD) plan for simultaneous mutinies and insurrection. Rettig
discusses the French paranoia and harsh surveillance and control measures that followed,
including executions and imprisonment, dismissals, rotating the majority of soldiers,
increased surveillance and largely futile attempts to keep a better balance between
Vietnamese and non-Vietnamese troops. More than 4.5 per cent of Tonkin’s 12,000
indigenous soldiers received some form of punishment. But he also notes that
Vietnamese militia forces (Garde indigéne), and later troops as well, proved reliable
when used against a communist-directed, rural-based revolt that followed hard on Yen
Bay’s heels: the ‘Nghe-Tinh’ revolt of May 1930 to August 1931.%

In Malaya, meanwhile, the British went one better. Both Hack’s Chapter 10 and Kevin
Blackburn’s Chapter 12, ‘Colonial forces as postcolonial memories: the commemoration
and memory of the Malay Regiment in modern Malaysia and Singapore’, demonstrate
how the British, belatedly and in slightly sceptical mood, did test a majority Southeast
Asian population against its criteria for a ‘martial race’. Their chapters explain how the
British, by tapping Malay traditions of martial valour, and loyalty to their Sultans,
produced a small and initially experimental Malay unit in 1933. This blossomed into the
Malay Regiment, whose 1400 men fought the Japanese bitterly in February 1942, even as
white forces melted away around it.

Blackburn goes further still. He shows how discourses of loyalty and martial tradition
have been harnessed by postcolonial states for nationalist reasons. The final stand of the
Malay Regiment at Pasir Panjang, in Singapore, on 13-14 February 1942 became the
subject of contrasting nationalist historiographies in Singapore and Malaysia. For
Malaysia the Regiment became defenders of Malay culture, martial tradition and self-
confidence. For Singapore the Regiment became one example of different groups who
fought, each in their own way, in defence of what was to become a multiracial,
meritocratic, independent Singapore.

Issues of colonial force thus remain relevant into the ‘postcolonial era’, in which they
occupy places in memory in some cases as nationalist icons, as Blackburn shows, and in
others as anti-independence fighters. Indonesia, for instance, offers examples of those
who fought against independence as envisaged by core nationalists in Java and Sumatra.
Three and a half thousand Moluccans (including Ambonese) notably refused assimilation
into the Republican Indonesian army they had fought, and after independence in 1949
accepted temporary and eventually permanent exile in the Netherlands instead.*®

Blackburn’s contribution hence suggests a distinct area of studies, namely postcolonial
discourses about ‘colonial forces’. This theme remains a potentially explosive subject in
East Asia as well as Southeast Asia, with, for instance, more than 130,000 Koreans
having served directly in the Japanese military (many as volunteers), together with over
80,000 Taiwanese.*

To return to Hack’s chapter, the British approach to martial forces fell hardest in 1942,
The surrender of over 100,000 troops to Japan in Singapore, on 15 February 1942, dealt a
terrible blow to the idea of imperial guardianship. The British response to the failure of
their plural army in Malaya—it was almost half Indian and comprised only a small
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percentage of locally recruited Asian regulars—was dramatic. They returned in 1945,
eschewing the model of trusteeship over largely passive plural societies, and seeking
partnership with populations.® They aimed to turn Chinese, Indians, Malays and
Eurasians into a ‘Malayan nation’, which would find a home in what might eventually
become a ‘Dominion of Southeast Asia’, and so underpin a ‘Malayan’ army comprised of
men from all races. All this came at a time, in 1942—7, when Britain began to envisage
Dominions such as Australia, and perhaps India after independence in August 1947,
partnering Britain in the coordination of their regional defence.

In short, finally and rather belatedly, the British abandoned the Europeans’ favoured
mode of divide and rule, and instead aimed to ‘unite and quit’ by means of nation and
state-building, in a way that would produce postcolonial states willing and able to
cooperate in international defence. In fact it never quite worked. Malay insistence on
retaining the ‘Malay’ character of the ‘Malay Regiment’ ensured that it continued to be
both racially exclusive and the dominant core around which multiracial supporting arms
were assembled.

The other European colonial powers were all but extinguished during the Second
World War, and arguably had less developed images of postwar colonial armies and
postcolonial defence cooperation. Their main task after 1945 turned out to be
reoccupation—a second colonial occupation—and then fighting insurgencies that
ultimately overstretched them, first the Dutch by 1949, then the French by 1954. The fact
that neither Dutch nor French really recovered their colonies’ rural and hill hinterlands
re-emphasises the importance of the Japanese occupation, as described in Abu Talib’s
Chapter 9. It undermined colonial legitimacy, and produced large numbers of colonial
subjects with the military training, spirit and organisation required to mount sustained
guerrilla campaigns.

These issues, of discourses of martial races and colonial forces, thus persist across
periods. The book emphasises this most forcefully by its choice of opening and closing
specialist chapters, namely Chapter 3 by Geoff Wade on Ming China, Chapter 11 by
Geoffrey Robinson on East Timor across the centuries and Chapter 12 by Blackburn on
the postcolonial memory of the Malay Regiment. What these early and late chapters also
have in common is that they raise issues of Asian imperialism, and Asian memories of
imperialism. This forms our third overarching theme.

Asian imperialism and Asian memory of imperial armies

Colonial forces are not specifically a phenomenon of Western raising of Asian forces, but
also one of Asian raising of forces in peripheries, and to police peripheries. Nor can
imperial force be kept only as a category for analysing a supposedly colonial pre-1960s,
as opposed to a mythically ‘postcolonial’ post-1960s. Whether or not the imperial
paradigm is useful depends on the nature of core to periphery relations, not on questions
of date or race.

While Blackburn’s treatment of the Malay Regiment is alluded to above, Robinson’s
chapter on the genealogy of ‘repertoires of violence’ in Indonesia, demands additional
explanation. His Chapter 11, ‘Colonial militias in East Timor from the Portuguese period
to independence’, starts by asking how we explain pro-Indonesian militias’ rampage of
destruction in 1999 East Timor, around the time of that territory’s vote for independence.
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His answer is that two things combined. First, there was political manipulation of local
forces by members of the Indonesian army intent on hiding behind subcontracted forces.
Second, there was the nature of the Timorese militias themselves. Robinson argues that
these drew on traditions, or violent ‘repertoires of action’, that can be traced back to
Portuguese times and beyond. Local levies, historically raised under liurai or local chiefs,
had repertoires of action stressing demonstrative display and destruction, and the taking
of heads. The aims included terrorising and intimidation.

Robinson’s picture hints at a wider pattern of Indonesian manipulation of militias
acquired in various anti-communist, anti-secessionist and anti-militant Islam campaigns.
These were waged not only in outlying territories but in Java too. The generals and
commandos who had been used in the massive purge of the Indonesian Communist Party
in 1965-6, for instance, included officers who had participated in the repression of the
Outer Islands Revolt of 1956-8, the Darul Islam Rebellions, and the infiltration of Dutch
New Guinea in 1961-2, and who would later use this knowledge in the conquest of East
Timor, the maintenance of Suharto’s regime and the fight for Aceh.

Robinson thus links precolonial, colonial and present-day Timor and Indonesia in a
way that raises questions about the presence of ‘imperial’ forces in modern Southeast
Asia. It was in this spirit of pushing the boundaries that Geoff Wade was invited to
contribute Chapter 3, ‘Ming Chinese colonial armies in Southeast Asia’. Where
Blackburn and Robinson push the boundaries of ‘colonial armies’ forwards in time,
Wade pushes them backwards. He asks whether one can talk of Ming Chinese
imperialism in Southeast Asia. Were the forces China sent south and west ‘colonial’, and
if so to what effect?

We may find it easier to answer these questions, and to envisage in concrete form
what imperial systems of power and discourses of martial races mean, by immersing
ourselves in case studies. We now offer two of these, at opposite ends of the scale. The
second case study looks at the colonial soldier as military careerist and part of an
imagined military tradition, in the form of two Malay Regiment soldiers. The first, by
contrast, examines a whole system. It describes Geoff Wade’s Ming China as an imperial
system of power, makes comparisons to other systems, and asks how the Chinese impact
may have helped to shape modern Southeast Asia.

Case study I: Ming China and its impact on Southeast Asia

In October 1407 Admiral Zheng He (Cheng Ho) returned to China, two years after setting
forth on the first of seven maritime expeditions. Having sailed as far as Calicut in India,
he brought with him envays, tribute and a captive: the Chinese ‘pirate’ Chen Zu-yi. The
returning Ming Dynasty fleet reported that Chen had feigned surrender at Old Port,
today’s Palembang in Sumatra, while plotting an attack.*

Chen had made a deadly mistake. Zheng He’s fleet boasted over 317 vessels. It
included water tankers, 62 treasure ships and more than 27,000 men, including 10,000
‘crack troops’. At its peak Ming China’s navy included 400 ships of the fleet, over 2000
coastal vessels and 250 huge treasure ships, each a gigantic, multi-masted junk with as
many as 500 men on board. The biggest ships bristled with hand-guns, muzzle-cannon,
fire lances and rockets.® This was the culmination of three centuries of development in
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maritime strength, from the Sung dynasty in the twelfth century, through the Mongol
Yuan dynasty and its attacks on Japan (1281), Champa and Tonkin (1283-8) and even
Java (1293), to the Ming Dynasty that replaced the Yuan in 1368.3

Zheng He, who was later to attack Sri Lankan rulers as well, spent two months hunting
down Chen’s forces. Ten vessels were sunk, seven captured, and over 5000 people left
for dead. The alleged ‘pirate’ chief—so-named largely because he had his own forces
controlling the Straits—was hauled back to Nanjing, presented to the Emperor and
decapitated. As for Old Port-Palembang, many Chinese ex-military and civilians from the
southern provinces of Guangdong and Fujian already called it home. Old Port was
recognised as a ‘pacification superintendency’ under Chinese Superintendent Shi Jin-
ging. China soon established two guanchang (depots or staging posts) athwart the Melaka
Straits, which divides Sumatra and the Malayan peninsula. Depots were established at the
ports of Samudera and Melaka (the latter spelt Malacca for the British colonial period and
Melaka for other times).*®

There is a striking parallel between the resulting Ming maritime interlude of 1405-33,
and the period between 1786 and the 1840s. In the latter period, increasing trade in the
area preceded the British establishment of ‘factories’ in the Malacca Straits: at Penang,
Malacca and Singapore, with the permission of local rulers whom they overshadowed.
The British, like the Chinese, used select but overwhelming demonstrations of naval
force to overawe, so that afterwards persuasion sufficed, before proceeding to attack
piracy with new technology. British steamships took the place of China’s fifteenth-
century supersized and gunpowder-armed war junks. The contrast between British
persistence for well over a century and a half, and progression from establishing its own
‘guanchang’ to territorial rule, and the short-lived nature of China’s greatest fleets, is
even more striking than the parallels between their outbursts of maritime dominance.

But Wade’s story can be taken further than the short-lived ‘proto-imperialism’ of
Zheng He’s fleets: maritime proto-imperialism, Wade suggests, because it shared the
mid-nineteenth-century British preference for intervention and influence short of
territorial rule. Zheng He himself, the leader of the 1405-7 expedition, was arguably one
of the most successful ever ‘colonial soldiers’. Originally named Ma He, he hailed from
what is now the southwestern Chinese province z of Yunnan, an area then hosting a
number of small, independent kingdoms in its west, as well as Mongol remnants from the
Yuan dynasty.*® Wade’s chapter argues that the conquest and absorption of western
Yunnan was itself an example of Ming landborne imperialism, featuring colonisation by
military settlers and the recruitment of local auxiliary forces.

Wade thus suggests that Ming Chinese ‘imperial’ activity was characterised by three
distinct types of expansion, namely: the ‘proto-imperialism’ of the maritime fleets;
colonisation in Yunnan; and conquest, albeit short-lived, in Vietnam, which briefly
became the Chinese province of Jiao-zhi (1407-28).%’

Zheng He’s life could be seen as encompassing two, if not three, of these types of
‘imperialism’. In the first place, Zheng He was an imperial victim. His capture and
castration resulted from China’s colonising movement to its west, further into Yunnan,
initially to subdue remnants from the Mongol Yuan dynasty, which the Ming Emperors
had ousted. Ultimately Yunnan would be incorporated into China, and the history of its
Tai and hill peoples separated from that of other hill groups, who still range across much
of northern and upland Southeast Asia.*®
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This absorption of Yunnan was part of a process whereby China’s border and tributary
states were gradually domesticated. Even today, when Yunnan’s inhabitants have been
absorbed and national minorities comprise just 8 per cent of China’s total population,
minorities occupy as much as 60 per cent of China’s territory. These outer, less densely
populated regions look, on a map, like a hand cupped over China proper. They include
Nei Mongol (Inner Mongolia) to the north where the fingers would stretch out, Xinjiang
to the northwest at the crook of the hand and Xizang (Tibet) to the mountainous midwest.
The Ia;gt named was the last acquired, or re-integrated, depending on one’s perspective, in
1950.

Just like other great land empires, then, such as Rome, or Russia with its drive to its
south and east from the eighteenth century, China expanded and incorporated border
areas inhabited by other peoples, with ‘colonisation’ by Chinese occurring both before
and after, either peacefully or as a result of Chinese military successes and political
domination.*® As with Russia and the Soviet Union, China has also grappled with the
problem of whether to downgrade or suppress minority languages and cultures, or to
allow them space, and the dilemma that while suppression and homogenisation may
breed resistance, greater autonomy can generate demands for more of the same, and
ultimately for independence. It is noticeable, for instance, that Kazakhstan, one of the
most successful Muslim successor states to the Soviet Union, borders the Autonomous
Province of Xinjiang (absorbed into China in 1768), where disturbances and a distinct
identity have continued to pose problems long after the proclamation of the People’s
Republic of China in 1949.*

China was an empire or imperial system itself, which reached its peak under the
Manchu Qianlong emperor (1736-95). Thus conceived, as an imperial wheel with
concentric circles, its core was central China, surrounded by a circle of colonies (Tibet,
Xinjiang, Mongolia, Manchuria and Taiwan), and this in turn by another circle of
tributaries (Korea, Vietnam or Annam, Burma and for a time Melaka) towards the rim.
Hence in 1428 Vietnam did not leave the Chinese system, but crossed from the first and
second circles (as a ‘province’ in name and a colony in effect) into the third (as a
tributary). Even the core, where non-Han emperors reigned for long periods, could be
seen as an empire or imperial system, in the sense that it unified people of different
languages and dialects, and regions and customs, by means of a unitary bureaucracy,
while ruling these peoples without their consent. The Manchu Qing dynasty’s army, with
its elite banner cavalry divided into Manchu, Mongol and Han components, could be seen
as balancing different groups in order to preserve imperial rule. The deimperialisation of
the Chinese core might then be seen as a function both of gradual triumph of common
cultural traits and lingua franca over particularism, and ultimately of the rise of modern
Chinese nationalism. This culminated in the overthrow of the Qing Dynasty in 1911.%2

The description of China’s historical relations with its periphery, and with some
minorities and areas within its borders, as ‘imperial’ does not to presuppose any further
expansion is likely. Nor does it imply that devolution or decolonisation is inevitable, at
least in the next generation or two. Roman imperialism lasted hundreds of years,
absorbing non-Romans as Roman by citizenship, language and culture. China is on an
upward curve of economic, and probably cultural, influence. Nor is this to deny that
security, rather than a desire for conquest, may have driven a great deal of China’s
relations with its neighbours. But such debate is not merely semantic. Quite the opposite,
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the incorporation of neighbouring peoples into a Chinese imperial system, whether as
notional tributaries offering little more than occasional exchanges of gifts (as Vietnam
did into the nineteenth century), or as parts of China itself, has played a significant part in
shaping not only China, but Southeast Asia.

Back in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, western Yunnan remained to be fully
absorbed by the expanding Ming dynasty. Yunnan abutted powerful Tai kingdoms and
these were subject to further Ming expeditions, following which traditional rulers or
members of their family were recognised by the Ming court as Military and Civilian
Pacification Commissioners. The latter’s continuing rule had, as a quid pro quo, the
meeting of regular Ming demands in terms of silver, gold, troops and labour. Classic
imperial techniques also included disaggregating larger into smaller polities, over which
local rulers were recognised as ‘Native Officials’, with freedom to rule their own peoples
according to customary law. This was a form of Ming ‘indirect rule’, one used as late as
the nineteenth century for people such as the Miao in Guizhou.* It opened these native
officials to Chinese interference in their internal affairs, punishment and gradual
incorporation into the Ming system of administration, every bit as much as it did for
‘native states’ in British India and Southeast Asia, and in the Netherlands Indies.*

It was as a part of this search for security on the western marches of the kingdom (and
how many empires have expanded in the never-ending search for security on a ‘turbulent
frontier’?) that the future Zheng He was captured.*® Castration destined the young Ma He
to training as an imperial eunuch at the Nanjing Taixue (Imperial College), where he
became a trusted servant of the third Ming Emperor Zhu Di (c. 1403-24), known under
his reign name as Yongle.

In turn, perhaps determined to act on a Chinese worldview that depicted itself as the
‘Central Kingdom’, receiving due homage and dispensing peace to peripheral areas and
barbarians (referred to as yi), Zhu Di aimed to take this expansion further. He may also
have been following a pre-existing Ming dynasty trend towards recapturing control of
maritime trade for the state—and turning it into tribute—and of expanding sea power.
The Ming had attempted to ban private overseas trade as early as the 1370s, while
expanding state maritime tribute missions. At the least, this might halt the tendency
towards autonomous Chinese centres of power, wealth and possibly piracy growing up
outside of imperial control. Without a doubt, the emperor planned to extend his reach to
the west and south.*

Zheng He thus focuses attention on some of the manifold aspects of China’s tribute
and ‘imperial system’, and on China’s overlap with the areas we now call Southeast Asia,
but that China then conceptualised as its ‘west’: west by land and west by sea.*” Wade’s
chapter thus implies that Admiral Zheng He, despite his stellar career, was in essence an
imperial administrator-soldier, a eunuchadmiral plucked from the western borderlands,
trained and sent to extend the Ming system of tribute relations to the western seas.

On a more prosaic level, Zheng He’s status as a colonial and colonised servant of the
Chinese emperor helped to fit him for the great expeditions he was to lead, at the head
both of expert mariners and craftsmen, and of prisoners and prisoners’ sons who had been
sentenced to exile. His origin meant he was neither a Confucian traditionalist focused
overwhelmingly on the harmony of the Central Kingdom itself nor a high bureaucrat
needing to remain close to the central court. His grandfather was of Central Asian origin.
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The young man had almost certainly been brought up on stories of India and Arabia, and
his last voyage, of 1431-3, was to be his own pilgrimage to Islam’s most holy cities.

Wade argues that Zheng He’s expeditions formed part of a wider Chinese policy of
pacifying and exploiting the crucial trade routes through the Melaka Straits and
associated routes between China and the Indian Ocean: dominating a kind of maritime
silk route.”® The aim may have been to assert Chinese dominance, as well as to establish
tribute relationships, to encourage trade after the closure of the overland Silk Road or
even to seek out a recently deposed and now vanished ex-emperor, but the result was a
kind of a maritime Pax Ming, or Pax Sinica, from 1405 to the 1430s.*® As with the Pax
Britannica, and American interventions worldwide after ‘9/11°,*° this meant attacking
“failed’ or rogue states—and perhaps overly independent rulers too, such as those of Old
Port-Palembang and Sri Lanka—setting up bases and making clear a willingness to
intervene.

Ming Chinese, as much as British and Americans afterwards, aimed to ‘shock and
awe’ with the foremost weapons of their times. They labelled opposition ‘pirates’,
terrorists or rebels at their discretion, and on this basis had them killed or carried overseas
for extrajudicial detention, exile or execution. All three powers tried to mould the world
in their own image by carrot, stick and threat. In China’s case this included establishing a
theatre of global domination, with foreign envoys encouraged to travel to the capital at
Nanjing, and later at Beijing, with its newly completed imperial complex: the Forbidden
City.

In short, this might be seen as an attempt at giving reality to claims to a ‘world
system’ of power, centred on China as the central or Middle Kingdom. As with the Pax
Britannica, large-scale trade by independent merchants had preceded hard, state-backed
imperialism by many years, with Zheng He finding Chinese at Melaka and at Palembang.
As with American and British systems, the degree of intervention used—trade
agreements, persuasion or brute force—was the minimum necessary to integrate areas
into a global system of exchange, or to ensure that they did not threaten the hegemonic
power’s economic and military security. And finally, as with British and American
imperialism, the degree to which empire or a system of world power supported, and how
far it sapped, the home economy was, and is, open to lively debate.®® The costs of
Chinese imperial gifts—silver, gold and bolts of silk—and of treasure fleets may or may
not have exceeded the tribute collected.

Wade’s picture of a Ming China expanding westward by land and sea, and with some
colonisation in Yunnan, raises interesting questions. Should China be considered a
‘Southeast Asian’ regional player or a foreign power? Should Southeast Asia be seen as a
distinct, unitary area at all for much of this period? Should Chinese expansion into
Yunnan, now part of the People’s Republic of China, and into Vietnam be regarded as
analogous to later Western imperialism? Some historians of China may baulk at the
language, since ‘imperialism’ long ago took its place in Chinese history as a pejorative
term, mainly reserved for Western intrusion into Asia. Indeed, some Chinese historians,
and also some contemporary Southeast Asians, may wish to see Zheng He more as
“friendship envoy’ for China than a shock-troop of proto-imperialism.>? That is a far more
comforting image in what could yet turn out to be the Chinese century.>

It is certainly true that the eunuch-admiral and his fleets are not our normal idea of
colonial forces. This term is normally understood to refer to non-Western forces
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employed in the pay of Western imperialism: the Sikh policeman or the Dutch-raised
Marechaussee with his modern rifle and traditional klewang (short sword) for fighting in
jungle and scrub. Indeed, it could be suggested that what Ming China conspicuously
failed to attempt was the raising of truly colonial forces on the model of later maritime
empires; that is, forces raised in and paid by overseas territories, and encouraged to view
themselves as the loyal military caste of an advanced power.

Ming China can in this way be seen as an example of imperial power that failed to
raise the overseas forces and taxation regimes necessary to maintain a cost-effective and
durable maritime empire. This despite employing colonial forces in its landbound empire,
in Yunnan, in the shape of the forces of the native offices.

It could be argued that Wade’s chapter also suggests an important legacy of Chinese
imperialism: it helped to delineate the region itself. It did this in several ways: by
‘colonising’ and incorporating some ethnic ‘Tai’ and hill-tribe areas into what is now
Chinese Yunnan, so defining the eastern and northern limits of Southeast Asia; by
intervening in the Melaka Straits in a way that facilitated the rise of Melaka, and
protected it from depredations from Thailand (Siam) and from Java’s state of Majapahit;
and by its failure to consolidate itself in Vietnam, which then developed its own
expansi&nary impetus, crushed Champa to its south and attempted to build its own
empire.

Each of these developments marked Southeast Asia in major ways. Melaka, with its
Malay dynasty claiming descent from the preceding, Sumatran-based Empire of
Srivijaya, stamped its mould on successor Malay States across Sumatra, the Malayan
peninsula and Brunei. These areas still bear that civilisational imprint. Yet in Zheng He’s
day, Melaka had only been a few years in the making, having been founded around the
turn of the fourteenth to fifteenth centuries by a ruler fleeing Singapore in the face of
Thai and Javanese hostility.> Melaka repeatedly sent envoys to the China. China in turn
claimed the power to deter other tributary states, such as Thailand, from interfering with
Melaka, and also claimed to have raised the ‘chief of Melaka to the status of king in
1405, and Melaka to a protected polity in 1410.° Melaka as a Muslim Sultanate
consolidated itself and thrived precisely in an era of Chinese-led ‘globalisation’, which
was gathering pace by the late fourteenth century, and peaked at this time. Melaka’s later
fall to the Portuguese in 1511 came at a point when China’s interest and its capacity to
project its power had waned.”’

In this way a brief Chinese period of ‘globalisation” was implicated in South-east
Asia’s delineation. Arguably, it was China’s turning away from this imperial moment, as
from the 1430s it faced greater threats from the Asian plains to its north, that ensured
Southeast Asia would be left as a sort of Asian Balkans, a fracture and splinter zone,
beholden neither to India nor to China alone, but a crossroads where Indian, Chinese,
Arab, and Christian religions, and later a European veneer of bureaucratic norms, could
produce kaleidoscopic variations. Ming China’s 1407-28 conquest of Vietnam was also
to be its last sustained period of rule there, and Vietnam’s peculiar blend of Sinicisation
(in script, Confucianism and more) but anti-Chinese nationalism was to leave it and its
northern, mountainous zone of Tonkin a major barrier to any further Chinese march
southward.”®

In other words, the Ming’s decision to limit its land and maritime reach may have
been as important as its earlier decisions to extend it. On 9 May 1421, just after Zheng He
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set off on his last great trip—his 1431-3 pilgrimage to Mecca—the Forbidden City,
another grand project of Emperor Zhu Di, went up in flames.>® Some might have seen
this as highlighting the strain, if not futility, of the emperor’s mega-projects: canal
extensions, colonialism, maritime fleets and the development of Beijing as the new
capital with its Forbidden City. Even before the Yongle Emperor’s death in 1424, and his
son’s backing for a more inward-looking, low-tax, conservative approach, the father’s
massive maritime fleets were falling out of favour among the mandarins.

Following this, there was a century-long continuation of the ban on private trading to
the west, in addition to the absence of any further tribute fleets to maritime Southeast
Asia. After the ban was lifted in 1567 with the official licensing of trading ships, the
western seas were left to private Chinese traders.®® Where the Chinese state retreated,®
state-backed Portuguese interlopers were able to intercede from the late fifteenth century,
and Dutch and English jointstock companies from the seventeenth, leasing and seizing
their own guanchang or “factories’.*?

Three further major imperial systems of power recommend themselves for study in the
same way, as complexes that shaped Southeast Asia. These are the Dutch, the British and
the Japanese. The Dutch United East Indies Company from the seventeenth to eighteenth
centuries managed to siphon off much of the profits of international trade through the
region, batter Bugis power in Celebes (Sulawesi) and prevent the emergence of any
dominant Malay polity in the area. Both the Johor-Riau Sultanate and the Acehnese,
though still going concerns, had to settle for maintaining separate identity under difficult
conditions. The British, meanwhile, joined the Dutch in bifurcating a ‘Malay’ cultural
zone that had ranged across the Straits of Melaka (Malacca), notably by the Anglo-Dutch
Treaty of 17 March 1824. This recognised Dutch supremacy south of the Straits, and
British north. The British also ended centuries of Burmese—Thai tension as British India
expanded, gobbling Burma up in three stages between 1824 and 1885. They then played a
key role in opening Siam (Thailand) up to low-tariff trade from the 1850s, and to western
advisers and capital (especially British capital) under the late nineteenth-century
reforming King Chulalongkorn (Rama V, reigning 1868-1910).

The dramatic impact of the Japanese from 1941 to 1945, meanwhile, has yet to be
considered in systemic terms. Chapter 2 makes a genuflection in this direction.
Specifically, it enumerates the Japanese colonial territories in 1940, and suggests a three
circle model of the Japanese empire, with core colonies destined for a high level of
integration and Nipponisation (Taiwan and Korea), a second tier or circle in Manchuria
and China and a third outer rim in the Nanyo or South Seas. Each played different roles
within the Japanese system, and what from 1940 emerged as a ‘Greater East Asia Co-
Prosperity Sphere’.

Hence first circle colonies featured the direct recruitment of more than 200,000
directly into the Japanese Imperial Army in wartime, and half as many women as
‘comfort women’, some by trickery, others by force. The different nationalities in the
Imperial Army were not, in contrast to the British and French approach, formed into
completely separate units.®

In the second, more informal or indirect, sphere, Manchuria was notable for the
dominance of the Mantetsu (the South Manchuria Railway concession), the assertive
Kwantung Army, the puppet state Manchukuo, with its own army after March 1932, and
the presence of many Japanese (233,749 by 1930).* This second circle featured the use
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of indirect imperialism, with the notionally independent Manchukuo and the Chinese
administration of Wang Jingwei being notable examples. The latter’s “National
Government” of March 1940 to 1945 dominated the core China area around Nanjing and
the River Yangtze, of over a hundred million people, and enthusiastically joined ‘rural
pacification’ campaigns as a matter of anti-communism, and because it needed to extend
its own sway in rural areas.®®

By contrast, Southeast Asia was in the third circle, and despite its oil and raw
materials, this meant it was difficult to justify giving it high levels of material. The
Japanese Army spared only 10,000 troops for Java, for instance. Even this must have
seemed a luxury once American island hopping across the Pacific started to head towards
Japan in 1944. By that time declarations of ‘independence’ for Burma and the Philippines
had confirmed, in 1943, that Japan would be willing to tolerate a high level of autonomy
here, in return for collaboration.

Vichy-aligned French Indochina and Thailand had, after all, retained their
independence. In 1944, Japan’s increasing weakness persuaded it to increase the use of
nationalists, and the raising of militias and youth groups and their mass inculcation with
Japanese seishin, even in Indonesia, whose resources had at first been expected to remain
under Japanese control indefinitely. The result was the training of tens of thousands of
pemuda (youth) in the militias and auxiliary groups so well documented by Abu Talib’s
Chapter 9.%

Southeast Asia’s systemic position as a third tier of colonies thus combined with the
turning of the tide in the war to dictate a vast expansion of ‘colonial’ forces there:
militias, pemuda youth groups, voluntary forces such as the giyutai and giyugun,
romusha (forced labourers) and auxiliaries (heiho). It also encouraged and made possible
a vast increase in activity by anti-Japanese forces. Both of these types of force
consequently had major impacts on shaping postwar Southeast Asian history. Together
these developments not only frustrated French and Dutch attempts to recover fully their
prewar power, but also ensured postwar insurgency in the Philippines, Malaya, Burma,
Indonee75ia and Vietnam, providing the framework for Cold War and decolonisation
alike.

In short, the systemic view matters. It allows us to explain better both why colonial
armies in the region took the form they did and how those forces impacted on the region.

Case study I1: Men of the Malay Regiment and martial races
discourse

Now we need to swoop down to ground level, switching from the bird’s eye or even
satellite view of empire to a human scale. For Admiral Zheng He and his great fleets are
not the normal image of colonial forces. The stereotype is of a non-Western man—
always a man—commanded by a Western-controlled security machine.® Volumes on
imperial forces look at such men, at their recruitment, management, loyalty, disloyalty
and effectiveness in battle, and at the modernising, social and decolonising impacts on
them of service in nineteenth-and twentieth-century colonial forces.®

For our next example, we turn from the macro to the micro, and from the Ming
dynasty to two twentieth-century Malay soldiers, who between them served in the
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British-raised ‘Malay Regiment’ as well as in Japanese wartime forces. The two men are
Adnan Saidi and Ismail Babu, both soldiers of the Malay Regiment.

What was the Malay Regiment? Until 1932 the Malay States and Straits Settlements
Colony (Singapore, Penang and Melaka, or Malacca as then known)—together referred
to as ‘British Malaya’—were sparsely defended. In addition to part-time volunteers, only
one British and one Indian battalion garrisoned them. After the Singapore Mutiny of 1915
the latter was replaced by a battalion from Burma. Then in 1933 the British, partly under
pressure from the Malay Sultans and also in the light of increasing nationalism in India
and Burma, set up an experimental Malay company to test the ‘martial qualities’ of the
Malays. The British, having disarmed Malays since 1874, expressed doubt that the
Malays were a ‘martial race’.

Malay recruits were given modern training, but the Regiment’s invented tradition and
symbolism dripped with pseudo-historic ‘“Malayness’. There was Malay-style ceremonial
dress, a jawi-scripted badge, which lifted the motto ‘loyal and true’ from the story of the
Malay fifteenth-century warrior Hang Tuah, and visits from the Sultans. Young recruits
were told that they were a test for their race’s valour. They were also an elite, since
limited recruitment meant only the very best were selected from a flood of applicants.
With British preservation of Malay Sultans as sovereign in their States—albeit with
British-advised administrations—the Malay Regiment could remain loyal both to British
officers and to Malay culture and Sultans.”

Shortly after Japanese landings in north Malaya, in December 1941, the Malay
Regiment was expanded from one battalion to two. Its ultimate test was to come on 13—
14 February 1942, when it was holding one of the last lines of defence before Singapore
City, on the west coast of the island, at Pasir Panjang ridge. Blackburn’s Chapter 12
discusses how the events of those two days have been enshrined in film, literature, school
texts and books, and at heritage sites, as a part of the stories of Singaporean and
Malaysian nation-building. This is where our two Malay Regiment men step into the
picture.

The better known of the two is Lieutenant Adnan Saidi (1915-42), of Platoon number
7, ‘C’ company. His unit grimly held on to Opium Hill overlooking Singapore’s West
Coast before being overrun on 14 February, with an extremely high casualty rate on both
sides. The infuriated Japanese reportedly shot, bayoneted and then hung him upside down
from a tree. This was at a time when some British and Australian units were beginning to
splinter, ahead of the British surrender on the following day. He is, in a sense, an ideal
martyr both for Malays and for the British as a representative of a ‘martial class’ at last
proven. It is his story that most underlines subsequent commemoration.

But Lieutenant Adnan was just one of several Malays decorated for their bravery in
Singapore’s final defence. Some others were later captured, and killed upon their refusal
to switch allegiance. One, Regimental Sergeant Major Ismail bin Babu, was to have a
more chequered career. For him, the military was a family tradition and the only obvious
route to a more comfortable life. Ismail Babu was of mixed Malay and Pathan (Indian)
parentage.” His Pathan father had served in the Indian Army, and died fighting alongside
British forces on the Somme. Ismail Babu himself became a King’s Scout, and was later
awarded an MBE (Member of the Order of the British Empire) for gallantry in 1947, for
his part on 14 February 1942,
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So far so good, but he did not die a martyr. After jobs as a railway labourer and
charcoal factory clerk, he sought to improve his growing family’s lot by joining the
Japanese giyutai (volunteer militia corps) of Malaya. This deployed him against mainly
Chinese anti-Japanese forces. Near the war’s end he left this and joined Britain’s Force
136, an organisation infiltrating to work alongside anti-Japanese fighters. Finally, after
the war he rejoined the Malay Regiment, retiring in 1967 as a major. Abu Talib recounts
this fascinating career in his Chapter 9, so giving a glimpse into a world where military
honour and calling blended with calculation to shape decisions taken under stress.

In some ways the very success of the British approach, of nurturing groups such as
these Malays as ‘martial races’ or castes, had within it the seeds of ambivalence. In the
case of many Indian Army soldiers captured in Malaya by the Japanese, this facilitated
their recruitment into the Japanese-sponsored ‘ZlIndian National Army’ (INA). That same
army eventually fought the British in Burma under the nationalist slogan ‘On to Delhi’.
The very success of the British model could thus produce loyalty, efficiency and a sense
of calling. But the loyalty was not to King and officers alone, but more powerfully to
ideals of military service, honour and a cultural identity that could take on its own
impetus. In the absence of British control and officers, those same attributes could result
in loyalty even to the death, or in dramatic realignments.

In the careers of both men, then, we see evidence that the British proved masters in the
art of sculpting “martial races’. They used regional tradition, caste and historical memory
to nurture a sense of military calling and honour, especially in India. As Womack hints in
Chapter 4, the French sometimes viewed this with keen interest, if not envy.

Nor can the British creation of ‘imagined’ military traditions be seen as entirely
arbitrary. When recruiting Sikhs in India, for instance, the British insisted on outward
signs of the Khalsa Brotherhood, the wearing of the kirpan or dagger, keeping uncut hair
in a turban and carrying the Guru Granth Sahib or holy book at the head of the unit on
march. In other words, the British insisted on the elements that most sharply
distinguished Sikhs from the Hinduism that originated their movement—or any chosen
military group from its neighbours.”? In addition to such manipulation of identity
markers, and creation of regimental tradition, people from preferred recruiting grounds
could be given precedence in civil suits, reliable pay or plots in retirement. The heart and
the wallet were made to work together.

It is no surprise, therefore, that Omissi can argue that ‘The idea that some Indians were
more martial than others was not a pure figment of the colonial imagination’.” It had
roots in the customs and self-image of groups such as the Rajputs, castes such as the
Kshatriya and notions of masculinity, which the British fostered and built upon.

Works such as Echenberg’s Colonial Conscripts, dealing with French colonial troops
in Africa, echo these themes. Such soldiers became imbued with what Philip Mason calls
A Matter of Honour, the title of his book on the Raj.”* Omissi refers to this as ‘izzat’: a
sense of honour and standing for the soldier, caste, family and regiment. One might,
perhaps, add a sense of prestige and superiority from being attached to a modern
organisation and given extra education and skills. These may in turn have helped soldiers
to dis'gz;lnce themselves from the crowd, especially when called on to do dirty “policing’
work.

At the same time, the ‘martial caste’ approach could encourage essentialist and
ossifying classificatory fantasies, and intensify divisions. Robert Taylor’s Chapter 8 is
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revealing in showing the lengths the British went to in classifying Burma’s so-called
ethnic groups and subgroups. Such communally-based conjuring of categories was self-
fulfilling in encouraging some groups, and discouraging others, from enlisting. It also, as
we have already noted, tended to produce plural armies, which might reinforce divisions
in society, with dire consequences for postcolonial states such as Burma (Myanmar).

Was it something akin to izzat, the Indian concept of honour, or a sense of being part
of a ‘modernising” and civilising empire, even a globalising force on a higher plane, that
drove on Zheng He in 1407-33? How far did these same forces motivate the Gurkha
rifleman or the ‘Ambonese’ in Dutch employ? Alternatively, how far were men driven by
the need to use skills and traditions to ensure family survival in hard times, while
escaping mundane lives for adventure, as with Timorese levies, or with Ismail Babu as he
signed up as a giyutai? Are these factors the most central to colonial soldiers’ behaviour,
or should they be seen, for the most part, just as ordinary soldiers, motivated in battle by
a more general sense of brotherhood under fire?’

It is not easy to answer such questions. But we do know that colonial forces remained,
for the most part, loyal up to and even into the process of decolonisation. Even colonial
troops from majority populations, often discriminated against in thought if not in
conditions, usually underpromoted and sometimes underarmed, remained for the most
part loyal and effective, at least up to the Japanese Occupation. Perhaps that sense of
brotherhood in arms, plus the basic attractions of secure pay, promotion and pension,
while serving in an institution modern relative to the rest of society, was enough for most
men, in most circumstances.”’

Conclusion

This introduction provides three broad themes that link together what follows, and
together constitute a clarion call for more comparative work on imperial power, together
with greater terminological and conceptual rigour.

The first theme is that ‘colonial armies’ need to be located within bigger frameworks.
These need to encompass both the broader security matrix in each individual territory—
including naval, military, police and auxiliary labour power—and the overall imperial
context. In thus locating colonial armies, studies need to be terminologically exact in how
they describe types of imperial action, and in developing typologies for colonial forces.

The second theme is that of discourses of loyalty and disloyalty, especially as
manifested in attempts to create martial races or castes, and to control supposedly
unreliable groups. Study of this area needs to feed through into wider themes of identity
formation within colonial contexts, and of nationalism. The category of military castes
must be taken seriously as a distinct type of imagined community: imagined from above
by imperial authorities, from below by subjects and from beyond the grave of empires
and by postcolonial subjects.

This type of approach has to be careful to distinguish varying types of reason for
loyalty—indigenous and martial traditions, the natural bonds of a martial ‘band of
brothers’, disciplinary measures and more—and for revolt, especially as between ‘loyal’
and “disloyal’ revolt. The mutinies in French Indochina, which challenged the very raison
d’étre of the colonial state, are a good example of the latter; that in the Philippines in
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1924, which sought better conditions, of the former. Finally, studies need to be self-
conscious about just how far aspects of force behaviour are specifically ‘colonial’, how
far they are manifestations of more pervasive characteristics of military units and their
men.

The third broad theme is that we need to extend the range of circumstances in which
we apply the imperial or colonial military paradigm. Pre-European and post-European
periods can sometimes benefit from such analysis. Asian-sponsored armies, be they Ming
Chinese, Japanese or contemporary, may sometimes be amenable to categorisation as
imperial. At the same time, even when a situation becomes ‘postcolonial’, the issue of the
memory of colonial forces, and the use of that memory politically, may remain salient.
This can be seen for both the ex-colony, as in Malaysia and Singapore, and the
metropolis, as in the case of ‘Moluccan’ and ‘Ambonese’ soldiers demilitarised in the
Netherlands after 1949. However we look at it, to restrict the category of imperial almost
entirely to examples of Western deployment of non-Western forces is in itself a sort of
racism.

Last but not least, this chapter hints at the way studying not just ‘colonial armies’ but
also ‘systems of imperial power’ can open up broader, and important, areas of analysis.
First, it allows us to see how Ming China, nineteenth-century Britain, twentieth-century
Japan and twenty-first-century America all wrestled, and in the last case still wrestle,
with a similar problem: how to manage the very biggest systems of power without
overstretch and underperformance. Policing the frontier, how to train local forces without
losing control of them, who to choose as allies when one’s friend’s enemy will become
your enemy too and how to turn ‘imperial’ areas into security producers in partnership,
rather than truculent security consumers: these are perennial themes.

Another such broader theme is the impact of the very greatest imperial systems of
power on Southeast Asia itself. Ming China clearly helped to protect the Melaka seedling
from the Thai and Javanese attacks that destroyed its predecessor on Singapore, so setting
the scene for six hundred years of Malay history. It also broke up a Tai cultural zone that
had joined western Yunnan with what are now Thailand, Laos and upland Myanmar. Its
manner of failure in Vietnam, meanwhile, could be seen as helping to form Vietnam into
a bulwark against further Chinese expansion southwards. Ironically, its failed
intervention there may even have helped to strengthen Vietnamese military organisation,
and so set Vietnam off on its own expansion, including the conquest of Champa in what
is now central and southern Vietnam. The Dutch clearly siphoned off the profits of much
of the international trade passing through maritime Southeast Asia, and through naval
supremacy probably prevented the rise of any new hegemonic, indigenous power in
insular Southeast Asia, such as Srivijaya or Majapahit. Dutch and British control of
international trade, and actions against local states, seem also to have dispersed
indigenous forces as ‘pirates’, so justifying further Western ‘policing’ of the seas and
coastlines in the first half of the nineteenth century.”

The British also joined the Dutch in splitting a Malay cultural world, in which the
Straits of Malacca had bridged rather than separated Sumatra and the Malayan peninsula.
In 1824 everything south of the Straits (until 1871, excepting Aceh) was recognised as in
a Dutch sphere, everything north as in a British sphere of influence.

All the major European powers, meanwhile, brought with them or later introduced
traditions of imperial force, which included ‘divide and rule’ techniques. This meant
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creating plural colonial armies: armies where men were either put into different units
according to ‘race’ or treated differently according to race, and where men of different
origins met on the parade ground but remained socially separate castes. These plural
armies could have negative impacts on postcolonial states, notably so for Myanmar.
Beyond these, the Japanese imperial system helped to propel the peoples of Southeast
Asia from a colonial to a postcolonial trajectory. Again, that it did this was due not just to
Japanese aims, but to the particular position of Southeast Asia within the imperial system
the Japanese were constructing. That is, it was for Japan the third of three circles, one
where the Japanese resorted to lower metropolitan troop numbers and a greater use of
Japanese-sponsored armies and militias, as the core homeland and first two tiers came
under greater threat.

These are but crude hints of what more analytical, comparative and systemic
approaches could achieve. Even then, this chapter does not go far enough in setting the
scene for the individual dramas that the following chapters bring us. For colonial armies,
and even imperial systems and patterns of power, are insufficient frames of reference in
themselves. As the next chapter, ‘Demography and domination in Southeast Asia’,
shows, the extraneous also has to be contextualised against the indigenous, the imperial
against local populations and terrains.
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Demography and domination in Southeast
Asia
Karl Hack and Tobias Rettig

All figures are relative: none more so than those concerning imperial forces. It is useless
knowing about this battle, or that colonial army, unless we know not only the numbers of
Europeans and their allies on one side, but also the number and quality of their
adversaries. It is equally futile playing with figures for armies, if we are not told about the
populations they policed and protected. This presents a formidable challenge, one
exacerbated for places and periods where numbers change at dizzying speed, such as
modern Southeast Asia. How many readers know the population for Indonesia—the
former Netherlands East Indies—for 1800, 1900 and 1941? How many know the
population for the Philippines on these same dates?

This chapter tackles this demographic and comparative deficit by giving a broad
background to Southeast Asian populations, and to colonial and imperial forces in
Southeast Asia, with a focus on the period 1800-2000. No doubt the level of
sophistication would scandalise a statistician. But the broad brush picture will be sound,
and that is the one that interests us.

How can we go about the Herculean task of sketching in a framework for the
demography of domination? One way is to take slices of history. In 1900, for instance—
roughly the middle of our core date range—the population of Southeast Asia was
between 80 and 85 million, with almost 30 million or one-third of that on Java. At that
time, Europe’s population—even taking all Europe bar Russia into account, rather than
just the western portion most prone to overseas imperialism—uwas around 300 million. In
the words of Charles Hirschman, “Although there were a number of very large cities in
the region and densely settled rice-growing areas in Java, the Red River Delta [of North
Vietnam], and a few other areas, most of mainland and insular Southeast Asia remained a
sparsely settled frontier region in 1900.”* In 1910 the large cities Hirschman alludes to—
all but two of which were also coastal trading ports—included eleven over 100,000,
namely: Mandalay and Rangoon in Burma; the Siamese capital of Bangkok; Hanoi and
Saigon in Vietnam; Georgetown (Penang) and Singapore in the Straits Settlements,
Batavia (Jakarta), Surakarta and Surabaya in the Dutch East Indies; and Manila in the
Philippines.?

The most densely populated regions outside of these cities included the rich, volcanic
soils of Java and the rice-producing plains of Luzon in the Philippines, as well as the
equally intense rice-cultivating river deltas of Lower Burma, and of the Mekong and Red
River deltas in Vietham. Most of maritime Southeast Asia was, by contrast, sparsely
settled. It was characterised by myriad islands, creeks and mangroves, with forests,
mountains and valleys making land communication laborious. Movement by sea and
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river was a good deal more practical than by land throughout the Malayan peninsula,
Indonesia and the Philippines at least until 1900, and in many places for decades after.

For imperial powers this combination of topography and demography had a humber of
implications. It meant that it was relatively easy for a power with technical superiority at
sea to overawe and seize key ports and cities, so establishing trading ports and nominal
sovereignty over the fertile areas immediately adjacent to these. This is what the
Portuguese and then Spanish and Dutch did from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries.

The use of firearms by local rulers was always less pervasive in maritime Southeast
Asia than to the north, and in this earlier period a combination of European capital,
effectiveness in using their own firepower and ability in fortbuilding stood them in good
stead. The European innovation of fixing rows of guns, later cannon, on the decks of their
ships from the fifteenth century allowed them to bombard enemy ships and ports from a
distance. This gave them the advantage over Mediterranean and Indian Ocean opponents
who operated by ramming, boarding or with no or few guns.* They were thus able to
retreat behind sea walls—the typical seventeenth-century Dutch ship outgunned its local
rival by 28 cannon to two—and town walls such as those at Melaka. These towns’
sturdily built walls featured bastions, which allowed their massed firepower to be brought
to bear along the perimeter.* As late as 1825-30, the building of a network of small
fortified posts was to prove crucial to suppressing Prince Diponegoro’s revolt against the
Dutch—the last great revolt in Java.® Local rulers may sometimes have hoped that they
lost little if they retreated with their men, treasure, ships and trade contacts intact, leaving
Europeans the form rather than the substance of an entrepét. The decades were to prove
this a fateful miscalculation.

Fuelled by increasing international trade, these bastions—Batavia in particular grew in
numbers from 8000 in 1642 to 130,000 in 1670—galloped from strength to strength.
From them Europeans could use the monopoly profits from spice and other international
trade to buy alliances, deploy small numbers of their own troops and auxiliaries alongside
allies and play politics. For instance, when the Dutch VOC (the United East Indies
Company, or Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie) joined Mataram’s Sultan
Pakubuwono | against another Javanese potentate in 1706, the Sultan supplied 10,000
men. By contrast, the VOC supplied 930 Europeans and 2500 ‘Indonesians’.® Despite the
Dutch gradually gaining the upper hand in their relationships with such Javanese rulers,
these limited numbers, both of men and of shipping relative to the Indies’ vast coastline,
restricted the extent of their inland dominion well into the nineteenth century.

Up to the early nineteenth century, for most Europeans, Southeast Asia thus remained a
place viewed mainly from the prows of ships and the walls of fortress-ports. Even their
maritime power had to be concentrated against key targets. This allowed Southeast
Asians to continue to contest localities and rivers, and to move freely across borders that
existed more on maps than in reality, as in central Borneo.’

In this respect we should note that industrialisation and the advent of the steamship
transformed the degree of European naval supremacy in the nineteenth century, making
direct rule outside of deltas and the immediate environs of port cities more practical. This
can be seen when we compare the tonnage of three of the main imperial powers with that
of the most developed Asian nation: Japan (Table 2.1).
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Table 2.1 Warship tonnage of select powers, 1880—

1914
1880 1900 1914
Britain 650,000 1,065,000 2,714,000
France 271,000 499,000 900,000
USA 169,000 333,000 985,000
Japan 15,000 187,000 700,000

Source: Adapted from Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change
and Military Conflict from 1500 to 2000 (London: Fontana, 1988), p. 261.

China lagged further behind, with armoured wooden junks in 1840, when Europe was
introducing the first all-metal steamships. Put another way, it has been estimated that in
the nineteenth century China’s share of world manufacturing output slumped from nearly
33 per cent in 1800 to 6.2 per cent in 1900, while the United Kingdom’s soared from 4.3
to over 20 per cent in its peak years in the early 1880s. Furthermore, the sheer pace of
development meant that non-European countries were constantly playing ‘catch-up’ in
military technology when they did pursue modernisation. Even Table 2.2 does not give a
full picture. Three factors combined to intensify the effect of this European lead.

Table 2.2 Relative shares of world manufacturing
output, 1750-1900

1750 1800 1860 1900
Europe 23.2 28.1 53.2 62.0
UK 19 4.3 19.9 18.5
France 4.0 42 7.9 6.8
Russia 5.0 5.6 7.0 8.8
USA 0.1 0.8 7.2 23.6
Japan 3.8 35 2.6 24
China 32.8 333 19.7 6.2
India 245 19.7 8.6 1.7

Source: Adapted from Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change
and Military Conflict from 1500 to 2000 (London: Fontana, 1988), p. 190.

First, European countries’ manufacturing was even more impressive on a per capita basis,
and so in terms of spare capital for investment and innovation, given much smaller
populations than the likes of India and China. Per capita industrialisation of the ‘Third
World” may have been about equal to the West in 1750, but only about one-eighteenth by
1900, and one-fiftieth of the level of the United Kingdom.?
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Second, this fed into accelerating technical improvements. By 1870 France’s share of
manufacturing output was still modest, but its ships and repeating rifles were among the
best. Germany, whose share of world manufacturing output was still smaller in 1860 at
4.9 per cent, already possessed excellent breech-loading rather than muzzle-loading field
artillery, and one of the best drilled and technically most competent armies. In the 1890s
the Europeans added the Maxim gun. Together with efficiently used artillery and the best
rifles and bullets, this helped to turn the 1898 battle of Omdurman, in the Sudan, into a
massacre. Thousands of Sudanese tribesmen were mown down for a total of fewer than
fifty British and Egyptian deaths. Just as China struggled to chase early nineteenth-
century improvements in muzzle-loading guns (trigger-firing rather than the unreliable
wick-fired flintlocks still used in the Opium War of 1839-42), Europe was moving from
the 1§70s to 1900 to another level of mobile, breech-loading field artillery and Maxim
guns.

Third, technical superiority was compounded, from the eighteenth century onwards,
by organisational superiority. The early corruption in overseas companies gradually gave
way to bureaucratic and fiscal discipline and standardised procedures. This in turn
underpinned the raising of larger forces of well and uniformly equipped, intensely drilled,
standing armies, including larger ‘colonial forces’, whose local troops increasingly served
not under their own leaders, but directly under European officers. None of this made
Europeans invulnerable, but the cumulative progress did make resistance increasingly
costly, and Europeans increasingly willing to intervene. The British expansion in India
from the mid-eighteenth century to the ‘Mutiny’ of 1857-8, an expansion that included
the conquest of all of Burma’s coastline, was witness to this changing calculus.'

Another way of viewing this is in terms of the economic sinews of imperial power,
especially the export products that were to underpin the expansion of colonial states,
police forces and armies. Between the sixteenth and early eighteenth centuries this was
reliant mainly on the spice trade, especially as concentrated on a few islands in the
Moluccas (in modern eastern Indonesia, how known as Maluku) and a few ports spread
around the region, as well as on taxes on a few key items. The latter notably featured the
opium farm that provided upwards of 40 per cent of the revenue of the British-controlled
Straits Settlements throughout the nineteenth century, and a not inconsiderable fraction of
revenue in British India, Java, French Indochina and elsewhere.

The Spanish in the Philippines added sugar production to these economic
underpinnings, and the Dutch coffee as well as sugar when they moved into inland Java.
The latter expansion was achieved while keeping the native aristocracy as a ruling layer
just below a very few Dutch for most of the interior, while using this relationship to
extract tribute or deliveries of Javanese sugar and coffee. But while control of
international trade easily funded maritime supremacy, it still did not fund large land
forces. Even the development of Java, combined with a relatively cheap style of indirect
rule, was insufficient to finance itself. The Dutch United East Indies Company or VOC
was bankrupted, and handed its territories over to the Dutch government in 1799.

A further illustration of the uneven nature of European dominance in the eighteenth
century can be found in Dutch-VOC relations with Malay States of Sumatra and the
Malayan peninsula. The Dutch seized Melaka (Malacca) from the Portuguese in 1641,
and easily held this fort, as they did those around the Dutch Indies.
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Melaka served as a watch-post in the Strait of Melaka as well as a collecting centre for
tin, a highly valuable commodity for trade in Europe. The VOC tried to monopolise the
supply of tin, to the chagrin of Malay rulers. This tension reached a climax in the 1780s,
when other Europeans, notably the English country traders, tried to undermine the Dutch
monopoly with the tacit understanding of some Malay rulers. Renowned Bugis warrior
Raja Haji of Riau tried to form a common front against the Dutch and very nearly
succeeded in 1784. His efforts were thwarted by the arrival of a naval fleet led by
Admiral Peter van Braam, representing the deployment not simply of company strength,
as before, but of the military might of the Netherlands fleet itself. Admiral Braam lifted
Raja Haji’s blockade of Melaka, expelled the Bugis from Riau and Selangor, and
imposed a degree of control over both states, thus marking the beginning of the process
of imperial control over the Malay Peninsula.*!

Events in Selangor in 1784 show that the intervention of the metropolitan fleet, while
sufficient to boost maritime supremacy, still did not guarantee durability on land.*
Working with the Siak Sultanate from Sumatra (typically, local leaders viewed the Dutch
as a valuable ally in their own disputes), van Braam’s fleet of six Dutch Navy warships
outgunned the Selangor forces in 1784, seizing coastal Kuala Selangor. They duly
installed a Siak prince there, backed by a small Dutch garrison.

But what naval power and local alliance quickly secured, minimal land power soon
lost. The Dutch just did not have large enough colonial forces to garrison significant
numbers of outposts strongly and consistently. Selangor’s Sultan Ibrahim (reigned 1782—
1826) drove out the small garrison in June 1785. The Dutch then resorted to the more
subtle device of a naval blockade, which secured a July 1786 treaty. Selangor admitted
vassal status and promised to sell its tin to the Dutch, but under its original sultan. For
most purposes he was left independent. Indeed, he had almost as much to worry about
from Thai claims to overlordship in the Malayan peninsula as from Dutch.™

This awkward balance of naval and logistical supremacy, but more tenuous dominance
on terra firma, persisted until at least the mid-nineteenth century. As late as May 1848, a
Dutch expedition could easily use naval power to land on Bali, complete with an army of
2400 (one-third of these being European). Again, naval supremacy was followed by
initial defeat on land, at the hands of a local army of 16,000 (1500 with firearms). The
ratio of dead favoured the Dutch forces ten to one (200 to 2000), but to no avail. As with
Selangor, though, Dutch supremacy in ships and overall resources allowed them to force
a final treaty, with the Balinese recognising Dutch overlordship in external affairs, but
retaining internal autonomy. Contrast this to the events of 1904, sixty years and several
expeditions later: expeditions that had, as yet, failed to finalise Dutch supremacy over all
of the island’s disunited kingdoms.

On 20 September 1906 a Dutch force advanced on Bali’s Denpasar to extract
compensation for the pillage of a shipwreck. The Raja led his followers out. Soldiers,
officials, wives and children, dressed in ritual white, with flowers in their hair, lined up in
full view of the Dutch forces. A priest thrust his dagger into the Raja’s chest, whereupon
his followers turned their knives on each other. Spurred on by shots, the Dutch further
raked the crowd with rifle and artillery fire, leaving a mountain of corpses. This was
Balinese puputan (ending). Around 1100 Balinese chose death this way in 1906-8 alone.
By the latter date, Dutch control was complete. Whatever mix of magic, honour and
despair drove these acts—which against indigenous rivals may have constituted last
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efforts to wrest victory—they were powerful recognitions of a changed reality: traditional
polities could no longer compete.™

Again, nineteenth-century European industrialisation was vital in effecting this
change. It provided the pull of potential markets, and the push of extra European ships
and traders, which were crucial to the development of a new, more pervasive
imperialism. Before 1850, areas such as Sumatra, the Malay states and Indochina
contributed relatively little to world trade, though much to regional. Then plantations and
mines spread rapidly, with vast population movements such as that of the Chinese and
Indians into Malaya underpinning this. In the Netherlands Indies alone the transformation
was startling. There was a transition, from the 1860s to early 1900s, away from a
‘Cultivation System’ (Kultuurstelsel), based on the forced delivery of export
commodities by peasants, to a liberal system of freer trade and production. This was
accompanied by a vast expansion in infrastructure.

By 1900 revenue bases were enlarged and more varied, and mass production and
export of high compass goods—tin, rubber, rice, as well as the older staples such as
coffee and sugar in the Indies—were the rule. In Java, there were 35 kilometres of
railway in 1869. By the 1890s most sizeable towns were connected. In the 1890s the
newly formed KPM (Royal Dutch Steamship Company) massively expanded inter-island
operations. The merchant fleet registered with the Netherlands East Indies multiplied
sevenfold between 1870 and 1930, from 880 to 6253 vessels, while exports grew
fifteenfold.™® Advances in technology, including in the field of tropical medicine, robust
organisation and the financial muscle necessary to maintain and deploy larger colonial
armies, including a majority of locally raised but European equipped, drilled and led
forces, were to be vital to ‘new imperialism’.*®

Between 1850 and 1914, when the European powers expanded inland, Southeast Asia
underwent a transformation. By 1914 it dominated relatively new

Table 2.3 Southeast Asian primary production,
1937-1940, in metric tonnes

British  British French Nethe  Ame Thailand Total Perc

Malaya Burma Ind rlands rican  (indepe entage of

and ochina  East Phil ndent) world

Borneo Indies ippines prod
uction or

exports
Abaca 1.2 - - - 183 - 1842 95.6
Cinchona - - - 10.4 - - 104 80
Coffee - - 15 62.4 3 - 669 7
Maize - - 565 2,037 427 7 3,036 80
Coconut 116 - 10 506 54 - 686 73
products

Palm oil 46 - - 238 - - 238 47.6

Pepper - - - 20 - - 20 70
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Petroleum 1,000 - - 7,400 - - 9,400 45
Rice 324 4,940 3,945 4,007 2,179 1,771 17,165 98
Rubber 501 8 61 432 - 8 1,040 85.2
Sugar - 39 43 547 1,076 19 1,724 21
Teak(m®) - 475 - 400 - 189 1,064 95
Tin 7 2 16 40 - 13.4 134 65

Source: Adapted from Chris Dixon, South East Asia in the World Economy (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1991), p. 110.

world markets, such as those for rubber, as well as old ones it had previously had a more
restricted regional impact on, such as tin.

Perhaps the best symbol of this dual acceleration in European economic penetration
and related technical innovation, and the way these began to transform colonial security
regimes, is the steamship. Sailing ships continued to dominate trade until the latter years
of the nineteenth century, but steam power was increasingly important from its
appearance in Southeast Asian waters. The spread of steamships was to play a vital role
in stemming piracy from the late 1830s to the 1870s, especially with English and Spanish
destruction of communities supporting piracy in the Sulu archipelago and surrounding
islands between the Philippines and Borneo.

The expansion of international trade in the late eighteenth century, especially opium
going to China and tea from it, had created increased opportunities for piracy. The
simultaneous European undermining of strong local regimes, which formerly controlled
or co-opted sea-going communities, further increased the danger. Many Bugis, following
defeat by the Dutch on Sulawesi, turned to piracy. The Sulu (Jolo) Islands, which lie
between the Philippines and Borneo, also found a growing China market for their jungle
and maritime produce—notably sea slugs and birds’ nests—and took to raiding for slaves
to collect it. With the Sulu area falling on the fracture line between British, Spanish and
Dutch empires, European action was limited. The ‘Iranun’ or Lanun pirate fleets grew.
People as far apart as the Visayas in the central Philippines and Singapore feared the
winds that brought annual raiding fleets.

As with the Dutch in Selangor, Europeans initially found that their naval supremacy
had limitations. European navies were foiled by the local fleets’ ability to row against the
wind and up shallow creeks, and by the relatively small number of European ships
available. But between the late 1820s and 1840s steamers began to pursue ‘pirate’
perahu—Iong, low-lying craft with sails, oarsmen and shallow drafts—against the wind
or up shallow creeks, before blowing them out of the water with superior guns. Gradually
the era of large raiding fleets of up to a hundred or more perahu gave way to one of
smaller raiding parties. Technology and overwhelming destructive intent allowed colonial
navies, and the English adventurer James Brooke in Borneo from the 1840s, to destroy
boats and villages alike. For instance, Tempasuk and Maradu were devastated in 1845,
and tEe Spanish descended upon Balangingi, in the southern Philippine Islands, the same
year.
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The year 1845 was in some respects pivotal. Three Spanish war steamers or kapal api
(“fire boats’, recently purchased from the British), a coterie of smaller vessels, Marina
Sutil,*® and locally raised Zamboangas auxiliaries, assisted by artillery, stormed the kota
or walled fortification of Balangingi in the southwestern Sulu archipelago. Some 450
Balangingi were killed, forts were raised, seven villages and 150 vessels were destroyed,
coconut trees were felled and more men were exiled over the following years. More
steamers followed. Eighteen arrived in crates in 1860 alone. The imperial problem was
increasingly one of British ships based at Labuan, Borneo, Dutch ships based on the East
Coast of Borneo and Spanish ships from Luzon and the Visayas countering smaller pirate
attacks around Borneo’s myriad creeks. By the 1870s Spanish tactics of sinking anything
even vaguely classifiable as a potential pirate made even legitimate indigenous trade
difficult in the seas around Sulu.

Nowhere is the impact of technology better symbolised than in the efficacy of the
steamships Diana and Nemesis. The Diana was one of three East India Company
steamships sent to Burma in the 1824-6 war. Burma’s King Bagyidaw, overconfident
following his kingdom’s wave of expansion, had sought to solve border problems with
British India’s Assam by war. The Company despatched 40,000 troops to Rangoon,
where ‘General Disease’ soon took the greater part of 15,000 casualties. It took the
sending of three steamships to transform the situation. According to Headrick one of
these, the Diana,

towed sailing ships into position, transported troops, and bombarded
Burmese fortifications with her swivel guns and Congreve rockets. The
most important function of the Diana was to capture Burmese praus, or
warboats... By February 1826 the Diana, which the Burmese called the
“fire devil’, had pushed with the British fleet up to Amarapura, over 400
miles upriver. The King of Burma, seeing his capital [at Ava] threatened,
sued for peace.*

The King must have been very impressed indeed, since the subsequent Treaty of
Yandibaw ceded Manipur, Arakan and Tenasserim, shearing off most of Burma’s
coastline.

While the Diana helped to intimidate Burma in the 1820s, the British steamship
Nemesis made China’s nineteenth-century junks look like relics when it faced them in the
Opium War of 1839-42.%° Built in 1839, this 700 ton, 184 foot long, 29 foot wide vessel
featured all-metal design and compartments, and being flat-bottomed drew as little as
four and a half feet of water. Going upriver to Guangzhou (Canton) in March 1841 ‘she
practically slithered along the muddy river bed’. Yet despite the shallow draught, which
enabled it to project oceanic power up-river, it was still twice the size of a Chinese junk.
Here was a vessel that could power ahead regardless of wind, in both rough ocean and
shallow river. Furthermore, the European adoption of rifled guns in the eighteenth
century, with their greater accuracy and range, meant its two 32-pound guns and five 6-
pounders, firing shell and grapeshot, made mincemeat of wooden Chinese forts and
junks, which still featured small cannons. Worse still, the junks’ guns had limited scope
for aiming, short of moving the entire vessel.
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Even the ordinary infantryman gained during the campaign, as flintlock muskets were
replaced with percussion fired weapons, secure against the damp, while they also
benefited from the support of field artillery. Though most European vessels were still
sailing warships, the Nemesis symbolised a widening technological gap, and
foreshadowed the European and American gunboats that were to support Western
privileges in China’s Treaty Ports up to the Second World War.?*

More prosaically, from the sixteenth to the early nineteenth centuries, the relief of
troops between Europe and Southeast Asia might have taken two years or longer for a
return journey. The advent of the steamship, the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 and
new modes of communication (notably sea-laid cable from the 1870s) changed this. Now
reinforcements might be asked for and sent in months, and in increasing numbers. In the
past, the Spanish or the Dutch could send but a few dozen armed men on each ship,
paling to insignificance in comparison with Ming Chinese battleships of the early 1400s.
By contrast the French could assemble more than 40,000 troops after news reached Paris
that Captain Riviére’s men in Hanoi were about to be overrun in 1882-3 by a
combination of Vietnamese soldiers and Black Flag mercenary Chinese forces.
Reinforcements arrived too late to save Riviére’s head, which was taken by the dreaded
Black Flags during an imprudent sortie, but were able to relieve the citadel and use it as a
launchpad for the conquest of northern Vietnam.

Nor were increased firepower, manoeuvrability, upriver penetration and speed of
reinforcement the only gains from steampower. Reduced shipping times in larger vessels
ensured troops would arrive in a better state of health.”? Colonial forces still had to
operate in what were, to them, alien territories, battling climate and disease as well as
unconventional styles of warfare and unforgiving terrain. But they stood an ever
increasing chance of arriving in good shape, of adequate supply, of reinforcement and, in
extremis, of evacuation.

Many Southeast Asian rulers grasped that the increasing numbers and armament of
colonial forces had changed the parameters of power. Some took an interest in new
technologies. Vietnam possessed at least four steamers by the 1830s and Vietnam’s last
independent Emperor, Tu Due, acquired four more between 1865 and 1872.2 However,
the Vietnamese, like the Siamese, Burmese and Chinese, were not able to produce up-to-
date steamships in large numbers on their own. A first Vietnamese attempt in 1838 to
build a steamship based upon a purchased Western model failed when the engine
exploded. A second attempt in 1840 was successful. Even then, imitation implied
constantly lagging behind. No Southeast Asian court could compete with Europe’s rate
and scale of industrialisation, and depth of knowledge on the operation of the very latest
technologies. Hence none could expect parity on the battlefield. 1t was to take the
development of a Maoist style of guerrilla warfare, combined with modern weapons left
over from the Pacific War, and afterwards supplied by the Soviet Union and China, to
rebalance the scales from the 1940s.

That is getting ahead of our story, which is currently situated in the nineteenth century.
At that point the advent of the steamship, new types of rifle and other armaments and
improvements gave Europeans the initiative. The availability of quinine also reduced the
deadliness of malaria, and the accumulation of knowledge about tropical conditions made
troops more efficient. But big problems remained.
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First, the sheer number of islands in maritime Southeast Asia—about 7100 for the
Philippines and more than 13,000 (3000 inhabited) for Indonesia—made the development
of further maritime sinews, beyond the handful of ships sufficient for dominating key
ports and islands before 1850, vital if domination was to become pervasive.?* This more
numerous presence had to await the late nineteenth century, following additional
industrialisation in Europe, and the time required for its ripple effect to roll several
thousand miles across the globe, and penetrate even to the recesses and rivers of
Southeast Asia.

Second, once an imperial power moved inland it often faced the fracturing of
territories into river valleys, forests and mountains. This meant there was always the
potential for Southeast Asians to resort to guerrilla tactics. This remained as true in post-
Second World War Vietnam as it was in the forty-year long Aceh Wars (1873-1913) and
in Filipino opposition to American suppression of their independence (1898 to 1901). It
was especially true in less developed regions such as the Burmese highlands and the
cordillera in northern Luzon. Here imperialists sometimes resorted to separating highland
from lowland rule (the Burmese highlands being a classic case, as well as the northern
Luzon cordillera), and working through local rulers in the former.”® Even the United
States initially resorted to enlisting the help of local Muslim chiefs or datus in the
Muslim-dominated island of Mindanao, in the southern Philippines, before gradually
taking more direct control.

Postcolonial states have tended to experience problems policing these same areas, in
part due to differing topographies and identities there, in part due to the legacy of their
separate administration under imperial regimes, and in some cases (notably Burma) due
to an additional imperial preference for recruiting these minorities as colonial forces.

Population densities hence mattered and, to return to our opening theme of
demographics, Europe faced in Southeast Asia an area that was not only technically less
advanced, but also relatively sparsely populated. By contrast to South-east Asia’s 80-85
million people, Europe in 1900, with its 300 million for an area not dissimilar in size,
boasted three to four times the population. Britain, France and Germany all had
populations of over 40 million. Ironically, however, the Netherlands—the European
power overseeing Java’s 1900 population of 29 million people (one of the densest in
Southeast Asia)—had a population of just five million. All this is without reckoning on
the United States, which in December 1898 purchased from Spain the title to the
Philippines, with its 7000 plus islands supporting a meagre seven million people.

What was true of 1800 or even 1900 was, however, becoming far less true by 1941.
The populations of Europe and Southeast Asia grew at very different rates. When
Hirschman wrote in 1994, he could say that:

From a demographic base less than one-third that of European in 1900,
Southeast Asia will have a population larger than Europe’s in the year
2000. Europe’s population will have expanded by about 60 per cent over
the century while Southeast Asia’s population has grown more than
sixfold. In the year 2000, the largest European country of Germany will
have about 83 million people compared to the largest Southeast Asian
country of Indonesia which will have a population of almost 218 million.
Vietnam, Thailand and the Philippines will each be considerably more
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populous than the major European countries of France, the United
Kingdom, and Italy.”®

Putting all this together, we can tabulate the rough populations of Southeast Asian
countries for 1900, the 1940s high-water mark of European imperialism, the 1980s and
today, thus giving both snapshots of the region, and a sense of the breathless rate of
change. For the sake of comparison, we provide two tables, the first (Table 2.4) covering
Asia, the second (Table 2.5) covering those imperial powers that had a major role in
Southeast Asia. For Europe as a whole, figures corresponding to the 15 countries that
made up the 1995-2003 European Union seem more relevant, if not figures for the main
few colonising powers of Britain, France, the Netherlands and Portugal. Either way, these
involve narrower definitions of Europe than that used by Hirschman and hence smaller
figures for Europe’s population.

Nevertheless, the two tables confirm the relative underpopulation of prenineteenth and
nineteenth-century Southeast Asia. Added to that, Reid has concluded that prior to 1800
Southeast Asian population growth rates were low.”” These figures also confirm that
Europe leaped ahead in terms of population in the nineteenth century. Most of the rest of
the world enjoyed a similar phenomenon later, in the twentieth century, just as Europe’s
growth slowed. The result was that the challenge for Europeans ruling Southeast Asians,
and Asians in general, became greater in demographic terms as the twentieth century
wore on. This challenge was further compounded by the growth of a new European-
educated generation of anti-colonialists after 1914, who could voice their grievances in
the language of the colonising power, and adapt modern methods of political organisation
to ferment strikes, riots and coup attempts.

Another way of looking at the figures is to focus on the greatest imperial systems of
power that have impacted on the region. Perhaps the greatest in overall scope and power
were the Chinese (here meaning the Ming dynasty in its fifteenth-century ventures) and
the modern British and Japanese. We will look at these first, and then the smaller scale
French and Dutch afterwards for comparison. Portugal and Spain, among the greatest
imperial powers in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, merit comparatively little
mention, since by the late nineteenth century they were minor players: Portugal being
reduced to the tiny possession of East Timor; Spain being replaced by the United States
in the Philippines in 1898. First, it is as well to get a sense of the overall changes in the
world’s population so that, again, figures such as ‘10,000 crack troops’ (the number of
soldiers on a Ming Chinese fleet sailing Southeast Asian waters in 1407) make more
sense (Table 2.6).

It goes without saying that China outstrips Southeast Asia in demographic terms, and
that this was even more the case before 1900. In 1400, when the Ming Chinese empire
was on the cusp of expanding further into Yunnan, and for a while into present-day
Vietnam, the world population was between 400 and 500 million. Of these about 60
million were in Europe, and 75 million in
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Table 2.4 Southeast Asia and comparative
population figures for 1800-2000°

c.1800° €.1900 c.1940 ¢.1980 2000
Southeast Asia 33m 80-85m 146 m 350 m 524 m
Brunei - 18,000-20,000 40,657 192,832 339,000
Darussalam (1947)
Burma 46m 10.5m 16.12m 29 m (1973) 48.78m
(Myanmar) (1939)
Cambodia <1 m (1860s) 1.7 m (early See 5.8 m (1963) 12.23m
1900s) Vietnam
Indonesia 5-10 m (Java 40m((c29m 69.43m 146.93m 212m
figures for 1800  Java, 11 m (1939) (1980)
and 1845)° Outer Islands)
Laos 1.2m (1800 incl.  0.6-0.8 m See 3 m (1985) 54m
northeast (early 1900s Vietnam
Thailand) estimate for
just Laos)
Malaya (1800- 0.5 m (1800) to 2.4m(1911)¢ 4.74m 13.43 m (1980, 23.17m
1963), Malaysia  0.75 m mid- (1941) now including
(1963-2004) century, Pattani Borneo States)
included
Philippines 2 m (1800) of 7.6 m (1903) 16.36 m 48 m (1980) 75.96 m
whom 0.23 m (1940)
Mindanao and
Sulu
Singapore €.1000 (1819) 226,842 (1901) 769,216 2.41m(1980) 4.01m°®
(1941) (3.26m
resident)
Thailand 28m 8.3 m (1911) 14.46 m 45 m (1980) 62.32m
(1937)
¢.1800° €.1900 €.1940 €.1980 2000
East - - 461,000 555,350  924,642(2004)
Timor/Timor (1980)
Lestef
Vietnam 7 m (north 13 m (estimate  23.5m (1938, 53 m 79.83m
and centre for all Indochina all Indochina)  (1979)
only) in 1906)
India 73m 238.4m (1901) 318.6 m(1941) 675m 1002 m
(1981)
China 100 m 368 m (1911) 582.6 m (1953) 1008 m 1275 m
(Minn) 360 (1981)
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m (1812)

& Million indicated by ‘m’. There were considerably more Southeast Asian polities in 1800 than this
list of those that survived into the twenty-first century. Most 1900 figures from Charles Hirschman,
‘Population and Society in Twentieth-century Southeast Asia’, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies
25, 2 (1994), pp. 381-406. Figures for Southeast Asia 2000 from UN ESCAP, Population and
Development Indicators:
www.enescap.org/esid/psis/population/database/data_sheet/2000/index.asp (2000). Southeast Asia
1940 figures from Peter Duus, ‘Japan’s Wartime Empire: Problems and Issues’, in Peter Duus,
Ramon H.Meyers and Mark Peattie (eds), The Japanese Wartime Empire, 1931-1945 (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996), p. xiii. China and India pre-1981 from census reports as
compiled in http://www.geohive.com/, China and India in 2000 from Office of National Statistics
(UK), Population Trends, 115 (Spring 2004), p. 37, http://www.statistics.gov.uk./

® For pre-1800 Southeast Asia, mostly see Anthony Reid, Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce,
Vol. | (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1988), p. 14.

¢ Compare Reid (see note b) to Robert Cribb, Historical Atlas of Indonesia (London: Curzon,
2000), pp. 69-70. Reid’s figures make Java’s population smaller than the outer islands (3.5 million
for Sumatra alone) in 1800.

“ The Malay States, sovereign though accepting British advice, totalled nearly 1.96 million in 1911,
the Straits Settlements (Penang, Malacca as then spelt and Singapore) adding 714,069. Penang and
Malacca only joined a Malayan Union in 1946. For the sake of comparison, ‘Malaya’ figures
include Penang and Malacca and exclude Singapore.

® The last Singapore figure includes 0.75 million non-residents (foreign workers and expatriates).
Singapore figures are from Constance Mary Turnbull, A History of Singapore (Singapore: Oxford
University Press, 1989), p. 5; Saw Swee-Hock, ‘Population Growth and Control’, in Ernest Chew
and Edwin Lee (eds), A History of Singapore (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 219-
41; Victor Purcell, The Chinese in Malaya (Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 1967), p. 296;
and government statistics for 2000.

fPortuguese conquest was sixteenth century, Dutch seizure of West Timor 1613. Indonesia
occupied East Timor from 1975 to a 1999 independence vote. Timor-Leste became independent on
20 May 2002.

Table 2.5 Population figures for imperial powers in
Southeast Asia, 1800-2000°

Country €.1800 ¢.1900 €. 1940-50 ¢.1980 2000
Europe (excluding 119 m° 300 m, Hirschman, _ 356 m 375m
Russia, USSR and (1800) all Europe except (1981)
successor states)” Russia
UK, France, 48.3 m (Spain 90.5m 111 m (1950) 13458 m 143.55
Netherlands and would add m
Portugal 10.5 m)
UK 15.89m 41.45m 48.23 m 56.35m  58.8m

(1801) (1940) 50.61  (1981)

m (1950)
France 27.4m 38.5m 42.5m (1950) 54.18 m  58.89m
(1981)

Netherlands 21m 51m 9.6m(1950) 1425m  15.86m
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(1981)

Portugal 29m 54m 84 m(1950) 9.8m 10 m
(1981)

Germany 23m 56.4m 69.1m (1950) 78.4m 82m
(1981)

Japan 24.89m 43.8 m (1898) 71m 1179 m  126.87

(1792)° (1981) m

USA 53m 76.2m 132.16m 228 m 275.3m

(1981)

& Million indicated by ‘m’. For sources, see also Table 2.4. Most figures for 1900 column from
Charles Hirschman, ‘Population and Society in Twentieth-century Southeast Asia’, Journal of
‘Southeast Asian Studies 25, 2 (1994), pp. 381-406. World and Europe estimates (defined as the
1995-2003 EU 15, excluding Eastern Europe) from 1980 from Office of National Statistics (UK),
Population Trends., 115 (Spring 2004), p. 37, http://www.statistics.gov.uk./ Japan and USA pre-
1981 from census reports as compiled in http://www.geohive.com/.
® For post-1980 Europe figures (defined as the 19952003 EU 15) see Office of National Statistics
(UK), Population Trends, 115 (Spring 2004), p. 37. For pre-1980 Netherlands figures excluding
Belgium, see Chris Cook and John Stevenson, Modern European History, 1763-1985 (London:
Longman, 1987), pp. 216-17.
¢ Brian Graham, Modern Europe (London: Arnold, 2002), p. 67, for Europe excluding the centre
SPoIand, Slavic states), Balkans and Russia.

Pre-1980 UK figures from Chris Cook and Brendan Keith, British Historical Facts, 1830-1900
(London: Macmillan, 1975), pp. 232-3.
¢ Mikiso Hane, Modern Japan (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1996), p. 53, for ‘the common people’.

Table 2.6 Growth of world population

Year Population
5000 BCE 5-20 million
0 200 million
1300 CE 400 million
1650 500 million
1700 600 million
1750 700 million
1800 900 million
1850 1.2 billion
1900 1.6 billion
1950 2.4 billion
1975 4 billion

1999 6 billion®
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& United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division,
www.un.org/esa/population/publications/sixbillion/sixbillion.htm

Source: Ralph Tomlinson, Population Dynamics and Consequences of World Demographic
Change (New York: Random House, 1976), p. 18.

China. By comparison, Reid estimates 23 million for Southeast Asia as late as 1600, and
33 million for 1800.%

Perhaps more importantly, both Europe and China were about to enjoy population
growth spurts, with relatively few years of overwhelming famine, pestilence or military
devastation. China’s population went from about 75 to 100 million, and Europe from
about 60 to 80 million, in a fifteenth century that saw about 100 million added to the
world’s population. At a time when many areas of Southeast Asia were very scantily
populated, Ming China could field well over a million troops, albeit most scattered
around China’s interior, or needed to secure its borders.” This is also significant with
regard to Europe. Celebrated battles such as that of Agincourt in 1415, during which
6000 English defeated 30,000 French, clearly suggest a much smaller scale of forces.

An opposite point about demographics is that, even when Europe was at its peak as a
percentage of world population and its relative technological lead—in the nineteenth
century—many of the European imperial powers were still tiny compared to their
empires. Even the largest, such as France and Britain, possessed empires far larger than
the metropolitan territories, in terms both of area and population. Britain alone, at its
peak, controlled as much as a quarter of the world’s surface area.

Hence several perennial dilemmas continued to haunt the management of imperial
forces. There were never enough Europeans available to garrison imperial possessions.
They were more susceptible to die of what were to them exotic diseases than in battle,
and the maintenance of supply routes remained a significant problem. Those willing to
serve were not always of the character desired either, as Meixsel’s Chapter 7 notes for the
United States in the Philippines. This is all the more surprising given the small numbers
needed there. In the 1920s there were about 12,000 troops in the Philippines (around
7000 Philippine Scouts and 4500 Americans). The latter figure was the United States’
contribution to the entire Philippine garrison. Even then, most of these troops were
concentrated on the fortress-islands strung like teeth across the entrance to Manila Bay,
and two inland military camps near Manila (Fort McKinley and Camp Stotsenburg).*

The British in particular mastered the art of the possible, of controlling millions with a
core of only thousands of white soldiers and administrators, when conquering British
India. That is, they mastered the art of ruling outlying areas lightly, with District Officers
able to call mainly on a handful of native police under European officers. They also
refined the techniques involved in raising and managing ‘native’ troops commanded by
small numbers of European officers and NCOs.*! Even after the First World War, the
British ran India, with its 300 million plus people and rising nationalism, with an army of
206,000, about a third being British (and even fewer English). More shockingly, they ran
Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) backed up by just one battalion of African troops (800 men
commanded by 30 British officers and NCOs). In 1914 British Malaya (roughly the size
of England) and the Straits Settlements, with the combined population of the two
overtaking three million around the war, were secured by just two battalions of troops
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(one British, one Indian), supplemented by the paramilitary Malay States Guides and
volunteer forces.*

To get a better idea of just how tight the situation could be, consider the forces
available in the Dutch or Netherlands East Indies: present-day Indonesia. The
Netherlands in the seventeenth century had a population of about 1.5 million, reaching 6
million in 1830, before Belgian secession in 1830 scaled it back to 2.5 million. Yet five
thousand ships sailed from Holland between 1605 and 1795 carrying a million people. Of
these a mere one in three returned. Consequently, other European towns and states
supplied most of the soldiers on VOC ships.*® It should be no surprise, then, that before
1799 the VOC relied heavily on alliances with local leaders to bulk out its own forces.
This was sufficient to secure an essentially commercial project by a government-backed
company that was largely limited to the control of trading posts, rather than the
administration of an entire country. Even after the Netherlands government took over the
Indies, in 1799, and after the Napoleonic Wars were out of the way, VOC forces
comprised just 5500 Europeans and 5000 Indonesians in 1815.

The Java War of 1825-30 subsequently forced the Dutch to expand their meagre
forces. The Netherlands Indies population was by then already larger than that of the
Netherlands, and would reach 40 million by 1900. This population was secured by a
colonial army (KNIL: Royal Netherlands Indies Army or Koninklijk Nederlands-Indisch
Leger), which increased from about 29,000 in 1861 (including around 14,500 Javanese)
to a peak of about 40,000 men (including 18,000 Europeans) in the mid-1890s.> By the
latter date the colonial government was in the final stages of vastly increasing its
territories. Forces then simmered down to about 38,000 (including 15,000 Europeans) in
1901.%* The 1901 figure included around 23,000 ‘Indonesians’, among whom 3800 were
Ambonese.

By then the Aceh War had had a major impact, at first negative and later positive, on
Dutch confidence. In 1871 an Anglo-Dutch treaty had removed previous British
insistence that Aceh—the northernmost state on the island of Sumatra—remain
independent. Notwithstanding British preference for preserving trade links there, it was
better for weak Dutch imperialism to move in, rather than risk increasingly assertive
Americans or others doing so. A force of 8500 troops, half as many servants and coolies
again, and 1500 reserves duly took the Acehnese capital (on a second attempt) in 1874.
Then it became bogged down in guerrilla-style warfare against fighters led by local
chiefs, and ulama or religious leaders. This was a potent brew of ‘nationalism’—Aceh
had a proud history—and of jihad. The Dutch lost up to 150 men a month to cholera
alone, disease maintaining its just reputation as the most fearsome enemy of colonial
armies, and the Dutch appetite for expansion was dampened.®

Then in the 1890s KNIL officer Van Heutsz (Governor of Aceh 1898-1904,
Governor-General of the Indies 1904-9) mastered the art of using small forces of
Marechaussee. These local troops were organised in groups of fifteen to eighteen, with
European carbines and short native klewang (sword), under a European officer and two
NCOs: one European and one ‘Native’. Marechaussee units, sometimes abandoning strict
drill and even shoes for a counter-insurgent style, combined disciplined firepower and
flexibility and close-quarters effectiveness amidst alang-alang (elephant grass). Van
Heutsz combined their deployment with the assuagement of local leaders or uleebelang.
His tactics, of European-led but mainly locally raised forces, in flexible columns and
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backed by light artillery, was made more potent by the discovery that treating Islam
favourably also undermined opposition.

The Aceh conflict simmered down, though it never died out. The Dutch went on to
subdue most of the rest of the outer islands within a decade. VVan Heutsz even penned a
standard “‘Short Declaration’ (1898) for rulers to sign, replacing their former obligation
merely to recognise Dutch sovereignty in general with a requirement to follow all such
general orders as the colonial government should issue.*” In addition, by the turn of the
century improvements in army conditions—better clothing, knowledge of medicine,
terrain and even how to keep water fresh longer—were having a cumulative effect.

The Marechaussee also paved the way for mixing Javanese and other ethnic groups in
other KNIL units from 1910.% But despite their success, the Dutch continued to favour
‘martial races’ from minority populations. They especially favoured Christian converts
such as the Timorese, Menadonese (from northern Sulawesi) and Ambonese. The latter
came from islands forming part of the Moluccas in the east of the Indonesian archipelago,
and in particular from the small spice island of Ambon, which had been subjugated by the
East India Company in the seventeenth century. ‘Ambonese’ recruits in fact came not just
from the island of Ambon, but from surrounding islands as well.** ‘Ambonese’ numbers
continued to expand, from 733 in 1871 to more than 5000 in 1911, and slightly more than
10,000 in 1918. As a percentage, ‘Ambonese’ were about 7 per cent of the local, non-
European component of forces in 1861, 16 per cent in 1901 and nearly 30 per cent by
1918.% Debates raged in the 1910s and 1920s on the martial qualities of different groups,
and the best way to combine them. In theory the resulting decision was to equalise pay,
though in practice Ambonese maintained higher pay as ‘first class’ rather than ‘second
class’ soldiers, and most officers expressed a preference for them as late as 1935.**

It becomes clear, then, that recruitment of ethnic minority soldiers intensified with the
Dutch expansion of direct territorial rule in the second half of the nineteenth century,
when Bali, Lombok, northern Sumatra and other areas were brought under increased
Dutch control. Yet despite the wide casting of the net in favour of ‘Ambonese’, and of
non-Javanese in general, and despite ambivalence about majority Javanese, the demands
of expanding direct rule meant that the biggest manpower pool, the Javanese, could not
be ignored. By 1905 Ricklefs has Javanese’ comprising 68 per cent of the Indonesian
troops. The ‘Ambonese’, whose Moluccan islands provided a tiny recruiting pool, had
now risen to 21 per cent of the total.** They continued to provide a vital source of reliable
NCOs, but could never be the mainstay for colonial forces.”* A more sophisticated
breakdown of numbers reveals that the Dutch KNIL used several groups, in addition to
Europeans and Ambonese, to continue to counterbalance the Javanese majority. By 1937
the “‘Indonesian’ component of the KNIL included 12,700 Javanese, 5100 Menadonese,
4000 Ambonese, 1800 Sundanese, 1100 Timorese and 400 assorted others.**

The Dutch thus remained ambivalent towards soldiers from the nominally Muslim
Javanese population. In this respect imperial preference struggled against demographic
reality. Twice, in the First World War and in the 1930s, the Dutch rejected local
nationalist calls for the raising of a ‘native’ militia force.

By the late 1930s the colonial army had expanded again, by about a third, to 60,000
and counting, but the population of the Netherlands Indies had expanded by a similar
proportion. In addition, the 1920s had seen the growth of Indonesian nationalism, and an
abortive communist-influenced revolt in parts of Java and Sumatra, in 1926-7. By 1939
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Indonesia’s total population was nearly 70 million. Put another way, even with rising
nationalism, the Dutch were ruling their colony with a ratio of less than one soldier for
every 1000 people. By comparison, in 1930 the United Kingdom’s armed forces
represented one member of the armed forces for every 100 in the population.®®

In short, a small metropolitan Dutch population was long reliant on non-Dutch
Europeans—notably Germans and Belgians—to help make up the ‘European’
component’ of its forces. As it switched from indirect imperial force (alliances with local
chiefs and their men together with small numbers of company troops) to direct methods,
it tried to use minorities as ballast against majority Javanese. But, despite improving
Ambonese service conditions from the mid-nineteenth century—with better pay, prestige
and pensions—and despite increasing recruitment efforts in the outer islands, the Dutch
still found they had to rely on the majority for the largest number of recruits. The limited
recruiting pool for minorities (at one point it was observed that too much recruitment
endangered the Ambonese economy) and the problems of moving minority soldiers
across an archipelago stretching more than 3600 kilometres from Aceh in Sumatra to the
Moluccas in the east saw to that.

The Dutch did briefly experiment with using West Ashante troops from Africa in the
1840s (around 2100 being used in the period 1837-42), but ended this after mutinies, and
after British complaints that the Ashante king had been selling his slaves for enlistment.
There simply was not either a large metropolitan pool or any other reservoir for imperial
troops that might play a similar role to British India.*

What is notable here then is the small number of troops to population (40,000 in 1900
for 40 million colonial subjects, 60,000 in the 1930s for nearly 70 million), the relatively
high ratio of Europeans to Indonesians at a third to almost a half, the gap between fact
and fantasy as regards preferences for ‘martial’ races, and the way ambivalence towards
majority populations prevented their more effective use.

The reliance on locally recruited ethnic minorities was even less practical for the
French in the early stages of their conquest of Indochina. In contrast to the Dutch
situation in 1800—when conquests from the seventeenth century had secured outposts in
areas such as the Moluccas and Celebes/Sulawesi—the French had not previously
controlled any part of Vietnam, despite French missionaries having converted entire
villages from the seventeenth century. Perhaps more crucially, ethnic Vietnamese (or
kinh) made up the large majority of those lowlands populations that first came under
French control. The people in the periphery, in particular the mountains, would only
come under direct French rule at a later stage.

The French, initially together with a Spanish force from Manila that included Filipino
soldiers, occupied the main southern port of Saigon in 1859. This followed attacks on
missionaries and Catholics, and was accompanied by dreams of securing a staging post
for trade with China. The Vietnamese Emperor, with his capital at Hue in the country’s
centre, ceded the six southern provinces around Saigon in two phases, in 1862 and 1867.
These then constituted the Colony of Cochinchina, which contained fewer than three
million people.*’ France also made sparsely populated Cambodia a protectorate in 1863,
against a background of Siamese and Vietnamese pressure on that territory. Central
Vietnam (Annam) and the more heavily populated north (Tonkin) were made into
protectorates in 1883-5, though not fully pacified until 1897.% Together the four
territories of Cochinchina, Cambodia, Annam and Tonkin were formed into the Union of
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Indochina in 1887 under the leadership of a governor-general. Laos was added as a new
protectorate in 1893.

To help to police these territories, a 1700 strong Vietnamese regiment of tirailleurs
(riflemen) was raised in 1879 in Cochinchina. Substantive expansion came with the
conquest of Tonkin and Annam in the 1880s, a brief war with China in 1884-5 and the
repression of a royalist guerrilla movement into the 1890s. Initially there was a complex
pattern, with ‘natives’ being raised under four headings: civil guard or militiamen paid
for by the protectorate; Tirailleurs Tonkinois infantrymen of the first three regiments paid
for by the Navy (traditionally responsible for overseas expansion); a fourth regiment of
infantry paid by the Ministry of War; and the Chasseurs Annamites paid out of the
Vietnamese royal treasury. This is excluding irregulars, such as coolies, partisans and
village militia temporarily constituted in disturbed areas.

This hodgepodge of forces was much simplified between 1886 and 1891, ultimately
into two main categories: colonial infantrymen and civil guards. By the 1930s the
Indochinese army component could boast some 31 battalions, around 20 of them
indigenous, and right up to 1939 there were just 30,000 troops (17,500 Indochinese and
12,500 Europeans), of whom nearly two-thirds were in Tonkin and nearly one-third in
Cochinchina. With just 23 million people in French Indochina by 1939, this represents a
higher ratio of troops to soldiers than in the Netherlands Indies, at approximately one for
every 750. The proportion of European soldiers was broadly similar.

The high proportion of Europeans is partly explained by the lengthy pacification of
Tonkin up to 1897. Even thereafter, the hard-won Gallic peace was occasionally
disrupted by anti-French movements and agitation, including patriotic attempts to suborn
garrisons, and the threat of unrest in volatile China spilling over into Tonkin. From an
early plan to poison the Hanoi garrison in 1908 and several attempts during the First
World War when French troop presence was at a minimum, violent Vietnamese anti-
colonialism erupted again in the Yen Bay mutiny of February 1930. The latter was an
unsuccessful attempt to spark a military rebellion on the model of China’s 1911
revolution. If Chinese nationalists had helped to spark a revolt among the Chinese Army
and end over 250 years of Manchu rule, the French had every reason to fear that
Vietnamese nationalists might eventually master the same trick. The Vietnam Quoc Dan
Dang (VNQDD, Vietnamese Nationalist Party), modelled on the Chinese Kuomintang,
certainly tried at Yen Bay and several other garrisons. The army and the militia forces
ultimately stood firm, both then and in a subsequent, harshly repressed communist-
influenced peasant uprising of 1930-1 in central Vietnam. The French subsequently
drove the VNQDD and communists underground, but the fears these events inspired
continued to haunt the management of colonial troops.*

It is scarcely surprising, in these circumstances, that the French concentrated their
troop deployment around potentially rebellious population centres, as well as along
frontiers. Around 1930, nearly two-thirds of a total of 30,000 troops were stationed in
Tonkin, along its border and around its main urban centres with their larger European
populations. Most of the remaining one-third were in Cochinchina, mainly concentrated
around Saigon.

The French also tried to increase recruitment from non-Vietnamese groups, notably
from the Highlands. But given their relatively small numbers the main emphasis was on
improving surveillance and control of Vietnamese troops. The declaration of war in
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Europe, in 1939, then reversed French caution. A tripling of forces by 1940—a period
that saw French defeat in Europe and the establishment there of the Vichy Republic in
1940—§3w the European component creep up to 14,500, while the Indochinese soared to
75,500.

Even worse, the French were forced to tolerate Japanese military bases in the country
from 1940 to 1941, and were finally ousted by the Japanese coup de force of 9 March
1945. This set the scene for the rise, in the mountainous north of Tonkin, of the
communist-led, anti-Japanese Viet Minh front. With a warinduced famine killing up to
two million of Tonkin’s eight million people in 1945, the French were soon faced with
the prospect of having to mount a second colonial invasion of the country, against armed
resistance, and in the face of a population that had witnessed humiliation of the French at
the hands of the Japanese.™

Meanwhile, Indochina’s army had been supplemented by a Civil Guard (variously
called the Garde civile (in Cochinchina) or Garde indigéne (in the protectorate
territories). The latter originated from the Police indigéne and ‘native’ guards. The Police
indigéne had been formed in 1863, under civil control, and tasked with maintaining order
after the army had pacified areas. It was fixed at about 300-400 per province, as a kind of
National Guard or armed police, whose members were liable mainly for local service.
Their duties included manning prisons, guarding public buildings and supporting the civil
power. It was rebranded subsequent to a Cambodian revolt of 1885-6 (and the conquest
of Tonkin), which necessitated finding extra forces. The resulting Garde civile or Garde
indigene (one each for Cochinchina, Annam, Tonkin, Cambodia and Laos) reached 4150
for Tonkin alone by 1886, and 8800 in 1891.

Thus expanded, the Civil Guard saw its duties increased to include action against
banditry and regional revolts. Conscription was introduced along the lines of the pre-
existing Vietnamese model, in the form of directing village heads to provide a number of
men for three-year periods of service. As with the Dutch, however, the French struggled
to secure the desired level of European officers, which in the 1890s was six per battalion
of 345, and also faced the problem of the low pay and prestige of the Garde compared to
its European officers.

The French also suffered from tensions over who should control military and quasi-
military operations. At worst this could disintegrate into standoffs in the 1880s, as neither
Civil Guard nor army were sure whose responsibility an action was. Was one dealing
with mere bandits (the Civil Guard) or organised rebels (the army)? Squabbles were
alleviated in Tonkin by distinguishing between border areas requiring external defence
and the Red River Delta from 1886 requiring mainly civil guard. Then in 1891
Territoires Militaires were created in the northern highland regions bordering China,
giving the military unfettered authority there. This meant the military could use its own
intelligence forces, raise auxiliaries in the form of partisans and dabble in politics in these
areas as required. In civilian-controlled areas, the civilians could use their Civil Guard to
try their hand at war. In effect fiefs were created to be dominated by either the military or
civil power. Both army and Civil Guard, meanwhile, could call upon the support of local
police, and the Linh Co, the latter being guards charged with assisting local Mandarins
and officials.”

Ultimately the biggest source of military-civilian tensions, the question of authority,
was resolved in 1891 by making the highest-ranking general in French Indochina
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subordinate to the Governor-General. The decree that appointed Jean-Louis de Lanessan
as Governor-General also made him the Superior Commander of the troops. Lanessan
was made the sole correspondent with France. French Indochina’s generals henceforth
had to direct all correspondence with the metropole through the office of the Governor-
General. Ironically, during the 1939-45 period, a general and then an admiral were
chosen by Paris and then Vichy respectively to direct French Indochina through the
Second World War.

Indochina in turn must be seen as part of a wider French system of imperial power. In
1900, Tonkinese tirailleurs were deployed in the punitive expedition against the Boxers.
Large-scale use abroad of Vietnamese soldiers, and labourers, started midway through
the First World War, when Paris was in dire need of support. From late 1915, more than
80,000 Vietnamese were shipped to France, about half as soldiers, the others as war
labourers. Some served on the Western Front, others in the Mediterranean theatre of war.
After drastic postwar reductions, Vietnamese soldiers were again sent to Europe from
1922, though the number overseas appears not to have exceeded 10,000 at any one time.
This was further decreased from the late 1920s, and especially in the 1930s after the Yen
Bay Mutiny.

Reasons for this reverse included their misuse as ‘lackeys’ of the French army rather
than proper training as infantry, and fear they were bringing metropolitan ideals of liberty
and racial equality back to Indochina. French Indochina nevertheless remained a
manpower pool. During the Second World War about 7000 Indochinese soldiers, mainly
Vietnamese, served in France, despite France’s rapid defeat. Vietnamese were also used
in French concessions in China from about 1925. Even after French defeat at the battle of
Dien Bien Phu in 1954, which ushered in the end of French involvement in Indochina,
units made up from men initially recruited there were deployed in Algeria until 1960.

The French, with fear of demographic eclipse by Germany, thus attempted to utilise
Indochina as a manpower reservoir for the metropolis, as well as for its overseas interests
in the Mediterranean and Asia. Again, ‘Southeast Asia’ has to be seen as just one
component of a bigger imperial system. The use of Indochinese troops was, however, on
a smaller scale than that for Africans, whose forces, such as the distinctive Zouaves
infantry from Algeria, had been used in the conquest of Tonkin. In French West Africa,
where there was a tradition of Tirailleurs Sénégelais, the conscription of a Force Noire
began in 1912. In total, some 215,000 French colonial troops, mainly from North and
West Africa, served in France in the First World War. After 1918, French African
soldiers served in the occupation of the Rhineland, and as far away as the Levant (less so
in Indochina, as it was found that the Vietnamese disliked black African soldiers).>® In
1940, when France sought an armistice from Germany, there were 80,000 African troops
in th%AFrench front line, and De Gaulle’s ‘Free French’ forces also built upon an African
base.

The British were in a still stronger position. They possessed the unique advantage of
having British India pay for a combination of upwards of 60,000 British and 150,000
Indian troops during the late nineteenth century. This Indian Army had its roots in the
switch of the English East India Company, from the mid-eighteenth century, from
subcontracting recruitment to local Indian recruiters who provided sepoys (soldiers)
virtually on a contract basis under their own commanders, to gradually formalising an
Indian sepoy army directly under British officers. The latter increasingly organised Indian
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troops along European lines, with regular pay and training allowing better drill, loyalty
and discipline. Its utility as a reserve did not derive from hugely inflated numbers; the
ratio of Indian Army troops to population was not notably high. It came from its early
professionalism, its mobility when combined with British maritime power and its sheer
scale making the finding of forces of a few hundred or even a few thousand for individual
Southeast Asian interventions manageable.

This was helped by the limited scale of Britain’s Southeast Asian territories, in
comparison to India with its population of 318 million in 1941. Even at their pre-1941
peak Southeast Asian territories under British protection had a combined population of
fewer than 23 million. These territories included Burma and its 16 million people, the
Straits Settlements Colony (Penang from 1786, Singapore from 1819 and Malacca from
1824), British Borneo territories (the Brooke dynasty in Sarawak from the 1840s, the
British North Borneo Company in the 1880s and British protection over the Brunei
Sultanate as well from that time) and the Malay States.

British Indian forces did not need to be stationed in Southeast Asia in very large
numbers, by Indian standards, to do the job required. Admittedly, Burma was gradually
conquered (in three wars from 1824 to 1885) as a border territory of India, and
administered as an Indian province until 1937, with mainly Indian soldiers in its army
and frontier force until after that date. But elsewhere only the tiniest garrisons of Indian
and British troops were required, secure in the knowledge, not least the ‘native’
knowledge, that more could be rushed to the spot in a crisis. The Malay aristocracy in
Perak had the unpleasant experience of confirming this in 1874-5. In 1874 some of them,
by the ‘Pangkor Engagement’, promised to accept a British Resident to advise the Sultan,
and ‘accept’ that advice on all matters except custom and religion. When it turned out
that British ‘advice’ extended to issues such as freeing ‘slaves’, revolt raged, a Resident
was murdered and Indian sepoys were rapidly brought to the Malay state to make British
advice persuasive. Subsequent British Residents to Malay States—the last of nine states
to hold out accepted an adviser in 1914—could assume that the need to heed their advice
was understood, even if the reality was that London was loath to spend money and blood
without compelling reason.

It is difficult to gauge the effect, but the prestige of an imperial system of power such
as the British, with its large manpower reserves, and the degree to which it could make
itself seem part of the furniture of an age were arguably important weapons in
themselves. While Malay Sultans and later Filipino nationalists might quickly learn that
resistance, at least large-scale violent resistance by regular forces, was largely futile,
Acehnese Muslim leaders learned the opposite: that Dutch numbers were limited and
Acehnese mountains and forests neverending. Besides, if Aceh had once been Mecca’s
verandah in the east (as an early Southeast Asian convert to Islam), it may have drawn
spiritual strength from a feeling of being part of its own bigger system, an international
ummah or Islamic community.

At the same time, the bigger imperial systems were particularly vulnerable to signs
that their prestige, and overall strength, might be declining. Hence in February 1915,
when British troops were reduced almost to nothing in Singapore as part of a wartime
concentration on Europe—and the German cruiser Emden ranged the nearby seas sinking
British vessels and shelling Penang—it seemed Britain’s power was not so omnipotent.
This was the moment the Indian Fifth Light Infantry regiment, fearing it might be sent to
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fight fellow Muslims in Turkey, chose to mutiny. The mutiny was put down by a
mishmash of army technical arms, volunteers and even Japanese sailors. But the
reverberations of Japan’s rise—with its defeat first of China in 1894-5 and then of Russia
in 1904-5—were to be felt much more profoundly, symbolised by the remorseless rise of
Japanese exports in the years between the world wars. Most of all, as we shall see in
Chapter 9 by Abu Talib, it was the explosion of Japan’s imperial system of power into
Southeast Asia that was radically to reshape the contours of the region and its military
forces.

This brings us to another imperial system, and another time, namely the early 1940s.
As with the Ming Chinese and British expansions, Japan’s forward movement into
Southeast Asia came after decades of economic penetration, culminating in a wave of
cheap textiles, bicycles, toys and chinaware in the 1920s and 1930s, as well as investment
in mining, plantations and fishing. Some poor Malays welcomed the Japanese in 1941
and 1942, in expectation not so much of racial liberation as of a further wave of cheap
goods.” If Japanese traders could sell undergarments at 15 cents versus competitors’ 25
cents, what could Japanese imperialism do?

It is worth pausing here, in order to tabulate the dimensions of the Japanese empire at
its peak, if only to remind ourselves that Japan was also very much like Britain and Ming
China in another way, in that Southeast Asia was a spillover from these great imperial
powers’ core concerns in South and East Asia. Indeed, even use of the term ‘Southeast
Asia’ is, to a degree, anachronistic for a region that was called other names by imperial
powers for most of the time, namely: ‘East of Suez’ or the ‘Far East’ (Britain); the West
or Nanyang, meaning ‘South Seas’ (China); the Nanyo (South Seas) component of the
Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Order (Japan); or simply Indo-China for the lesser
imperial power, France.

The paradox of the Japanese imperial system’s impact upon Southeast Asia was that it
was both overwhelming and underwhelming. Its initial campaign smashed Western
imperialism between December 1941 and early 1942, showing up the weaknesses of the
Western system of imperial defence. Although usually numerically inferior, the Japanese
had a higher proportion of battle-proven troops from earlier campaigns in China. The
Western colonial troops, ethnically plural, often badly commanded and ill-prepared and
ill-equipped for modern warfare as opposed to colonial policing, were no match. The
metropolitan countries, moreover, were too preoccupied with their own survival—France
and the Netherlands were already occupied by the Germans—to be able to support far-
away dependencies adequately.

The Japanese overran all of Southeast Asia, with the exception of Thailand and French
Indochina, which both obtained status as subordinate allies, in a matter of months. But
then they had to wrestle with the question of how to rationalise and administer this new
imperial layer. Here was a region that had, in essence, been taken for reasons of
economic security, to seize critical war resources that Western embargoes were denying
Japan from mid-1941, and as a matter of opportunism, as a response to Hitler’s invasion
of the Netherlands and France.
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Table 2.7 Southeast Asia and Japan’s wartime

empire
Population Territory
(km?)

Japan 71,114,308 (1940)
Original colonies
Korea 22,899,000 (1940) 220,769
Taiwan 5,212,000 (1940) 35,961
Karafuto 332,000 (1940) 36,090
Kwantung territories 1,134,000 (1940) 3,461
Nanyd (Pacific Islands) 113,000 (1940) 2,149
Total 29,690,000
Second tier territories
Manchukuo 43,234,000 (1940) 1,303,143
Occupied China 200,000,000-250,000,000 ?

(estimate)
Total 243,234,000-293,234,000
Southeast Asia
Borneo 783,000 (1939) 32,258
Dutch East Indies 69,435,000 (1939) 1,904,346
Burma 16,119,000(1939) 605,000
Philippines 16,356,000 (1940) 296,295
French Indochina Timor 23,500,000 (1938) 461,000 740,400 7,330
Thailand 14,464,000 (1937) 513,447
Malaya (including the Straits Settlements of 5,333,000 132,027
Penang, Melaka and Singapore)
Total 146,451,000

Source: Adapted from Peter Duus, ‘Japan’s Wartime Empire: Problems and Issues’, in Peter Duus,
Ramon H.Myers and Mark R.Peattie (eds), The Japanese Wartime Empire, 1931-1945 (Princeton,

NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996), p. Xiii.

The previous East Asian components of Japan’s empire had been relatively easy to
encompass within a pan-Asian logic, of Japan helping similar Asian societies as an older
brother. Japan had announced a ‘New Order in East Asia’ in November 1938, based on
‘mutual cooperation’ between ‘independent’ East Asian states, which shared a writing
system, physical characteristics and similarities in philosophical and religious traditions.



Colonial armiesin Southeast Asia 60

Southeast Asia embraced greater cultural variety, and so presented a greater challenge.
Fortunately, Japan was already developing an ideological basis for broader dominion.

In August 1940 Foreign Minister Matsuoka Yosuke had expounded his vision of a
new ‘Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’. Now pan-Asian themes of cultural
commonality were downgraded, in favour of an image of Asian security and especially
economic cooperation under Japanese leadership. Japan’s new Foreign Minister
Shigemitsu further told the Diet in October 1943 that the war was ‘a war of racial
awakening—a war for the renascence of East Asia...a war of national liberation’. The
turning tide of the war from 1943, of course, sent Japanese merchant ships to the ocean
floor, and turned their aspirations for an economic bloc into a hungry, poorly clad,
inflation and black market-ridden shambles.>® For many, rice substitution meant that the
co-prosperity sphere soon turned into a tapioca empire.

Having swept the Western powers away in a matter of weeks, Japan thus tried to retain
the area’s raw materials, especially Sumatra and Burma’s petroleum, with minimal
garrisons. This was because Southeast Asia remained (notwithstanding its resources)
essentially peripheral to Japan’s metropolitan core, to its first ring of colonies in Taiwan
and Korea (which together provided 200,000 troops integrated into Japanese units) and
also to its second ring of expansion in Manchuria and China. Indeed, one area this book
shows up as in need of serious attention is the overall Japanese approach to imperial
security, with the different approaches between these three rings. There was direct
Nipponisation and recruitment in the first ring, a combination of full-scale military
aggression and more indirect and informal methods of imperialism and alignments with
local 5E;md ‘puppet’ regimes in the second, and maritime empire and influence in the
third.

As Japan’s military overstretch led to a sinking maritime fleet from 1943, and an
advancing American enemy into 1944, this meant two things for its third, Southeast
Asian, circle of empire. First, it meant increased space for left-wing led anti-Japanese
guerrilla forces to thrive, notably in Malaya and the Philippines, thus leaving a legacy of
armed, pro-communist groups in the postwar era. Second, it meant Japan trained
increasing numbers of Southeast Asians as auxiliary labour, irregular troops and even
regular forces such as the giyugun.

Abu Talib’s Chapter 9 in this volume how these Japanese-sponsored forces came to play
a vital part in accelerating and shaping postwar independence, notably in Burma and
Indonesia. In Burma this involved the Burma Defence Army (its name and form changed
several times). This peaked at tens of thousands, changed sides to support the British by
March 1945 and then underpinned the postwar pressure that accelerated independence to
January 1948, as opposed to British visions of a period of empire-bound reconstruction.
In Indonesia it involved training up to a million in youth groups, and smaller numbers in
paramilitary organisations such as the Army of the Defenders of the Homeland (Peta,
37,000 in Java and Bali alone, distributed in battalions around these territories),
Hizbullah (an Islamic paramilitary) and the more regular giyutai (volunteer militia) and
giyugun (volunteer army).



Demography and domination in southeast asia 61

Table 2.8 Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere

structure

Region

Political and security structure

Economic structure ldeology

First circle

Taiwan, Korea

Second circle

(Manchukuo,
Nationalist
Government in
China)

Third circle

Burma,
Indonesian Outer
Islands,
Philippines

Java, Malaya
Singapore

Ally

Thailand, French
Indochina (until
the March 1945
takeover)?

General

Direct colonial administration, direct
recruitment into Japanese forces.

Nominally independent, actually a mix
of ‘indirect’ and informal imperialism,
with Japanese advisers at various
levels. Nominally independent security
forces, as well as Japanese Army
presence.

Military administration (Gunseikambu)
followed by independence. Mix of
small numbers of recruits to Japanese-
controlled armies, and large numbers
to armies, militia and auxiliary labour
organisations sponsored by the
Japanese.

Military government, no independence.

As above for military recruitment.

Military government, integral to
Japanese system.

Independent, informal imperialism in
the form of high Japanese discretion in
use for military purposes.

All categories except allies featured
organisation down to tonori gumi
(neighbourhood associations), whose
cho (heads) were responsible for local
behaviour.

Economic
development
(foodstuffs, semi-
manufactured and
manufactured goods).

Economic
development
(resource extraction,
semi-manufactured
and manufactured
goods).

Resource extraction

Resource extraction

Trade, resource
extraction

Assimilation

Independence

Liberation

Declaratory
parity

& French Indochina was, until 9 March 1945, also an ally due to the Vichy-Berlin-Tokyo axis.

Source: Adapted from Peter Duus, Japan’s Wartime Empire: Problems and Issues’, in Peter Duus,
Ramon H.Myers and Mark R.Peattie (eds), The Japanese Wartime Empire, 1931-1945 (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996), pp. XXVi—-xxxii.
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Where these Japanese-sponsored youth groups and forces were larger, as in Indonesia
and Burma, the results in terms of accelerating decolonisation seem to have been more
dramatic. Where the Japanese-sponsored armies and militias were smaller in number, and
nationalists given less leeway for propaganda, as in Malaya, or there was greater
continuity with prewar organisations as in the case of the Philippine Constabulary, the
postwar results of Japanese-sponsored forces tended to be less dramatic and durable. In
these areas the anti-Japanese armies, mostly left-wing organisations relying on rural
support, seem to have made a more lasting impact. This included laying the groundwork
for later insurgencies in the Philippines (1946-51) and Malaya (1948-60).

Vietnam forms a separate category, in that the Japanese did not remove the French
administration until March 1945, by which point Japanese fortunes were already in
serious decline. Here it was as much French weakness as Japanese intervention that
enabled the Viet Minh to consolidate in the north, and so lay the groundwork for postwar
insurgency and war (1946-54 and 1959-75).

The Japanese period thus created a great variety of Japanese-sponsored and anti-
Japanese forces that could not be ignored. With Japanese surrender in August 1945, the
region headed towards a period of Western ‘decolonisation’. Some might argue, as
Geoffrey Robinson appears to imply in Chapter 11 with regard to Indonesia and East
Timor, that European decolonisation nevertheless did not mean the end of imperial
situations and of ‘colonial armies’. It could be argued that imperial situations persist, and
one might plot, for instance, the changing demographic balance between Java and
Indonesia’s outer islands. Given the outer islands’ population growth in the twentieth
century, and continuing friction between the central government and areas such as East
Timor until 1999, and Aceh afterwards, a case can be made for this. But that is another
chapter, for another book.>®

Much more could be said about the demographics of dominance, and about the
overlap between colonial forces and low intensity warfare. It could also be argued that
the colonial campaigns of the past provide a rich training manual for the small conflicts
of the present and the future. This can be seen, for instance, in works on British frontier
policing and on America’s small wars.*®

The outline presented here will have to suffice for now, as a sort of rough mapping of
the demographic terrain with which ‘imperial systems’, from Ming China to the present
day, have had to work when fashioning their military presence in the region we now call
Southeast Asia. Above all, this chapter sets the scene for the rest of the book, by giving a
satellite’s eye view of the geographical demography of Southeast Asia on the one hand,
and the imperial systems of power that sought to dominate Southeast Asians on the other.
In so doing, it makes the case for seeing not just individual pieces of the puzzle but the
puzzle as a whole, not just conquerors but the dominated, not just armies but navies and
marines, and not just regulars but militias, and even the whole complex of colonial and
anti-colonial forces and discourses. In short, it makes the case for contextualising the
parts against wider imperial systems of power and imagination.
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Ming Chinese colonial armies in Southeast
Asia
Geoff Wade

Introduction

Only a limited a number of chapters in this volume address the issue of whether the
environments in which their military forces operated were “‘colonial’ or ‘imperial’. This is
understandable in that the Asian polities controlled by European powers in the eighteenth
to twentieth centuries are generally accepted as falling under this rubric, which by
extension means that the armies that operated at the behest of the occupying powers were
by definition ‘colonial armies’.

The military forces of Ming China (1368-1644), which operated in Southeast Asia
during the fifteenth century, are not as conveniently pigeonholed. There is little
theoretical discussion of China as a colonial power in any period. Likewise, while
Chinese ‘empires’ and ‘Imperial China’ are often discussed, Chinese ‘imperialism’ is
rarely investigated. There seem to be invisible barriers to investigating the possibility of
the successive Chinese polities having been colonial or imperial in nature, barriers that
need to be investigated.

As a small contribution to this endeavour, this chapter investigates the Ming military

excursions in maritime Southeast Asia and P& Vi€lin the first thirty years of the
fifteenth century, and in upland Southeast Asian Tai polities over a period that extends
from the end of the fourteenth century until the middle of the fifteenth century. It
examines the use of military forces in implementing a range of foreign policies of the
Ming rulers, and then explores whether or not those forces can be considered to have
constituted colonial armies. As an initial part of this investigation, it behoves us first to
examine the overall imperatives of Ming foreign policy and military administration.

The Ming and its foreign policy

The struggles between rival warlords for self-protection and control marked much of the
first half of the fourteenth century in China. The decay of Yuan (1279-1368)
administrative and military control also meant that there was great incentive for the more
powerful of these warlords to contend for greater power.

The inchoate polity that was eventually to secure control over China was one based at
today’s Nanjing, led by a one-time Red Turban rebel leader known as Zhu Yuan-zhang,*
who had taken on the dynastic name Great Ming. The battles that were waged in this
period involved huge numbers of troops, with one battle of the Ming forces against the
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Yuan loyalist Kokd Temdir in 1370 seeing 85,000 of the latter’s troops and 15,000 of his
cavalry horses being captured. By that time, the Ming forces had already taken the Yuan
capital of Dadu (at modern Beijing), and Zhu Yuan-zhang had established a political
force that was to rule China from 1368 until 1644.

To the north, Ming concerns with the Mongols, whom they had driven from China,
were greatly to influence both domestic and foreign policies over the following centuries.
Because of the defensive posture that had to be adopted in the north, the main
opportunities for active interactions abroad were to the south. It was thus that there was
much greater activity on the southern borders of the empire during the early Ming.

The Ming rulers saw themselves, or at least depicted themselves, as being divinely
sanctioned by Heaven to rule China and those beyond, extending to ‘all under Heaven’.
This nominal ‘world order’” and rhetorical system had been used and added to by Chinese
dynasties since the Zhou, over 2000 years before, and this system provided a useful
inheritance for any new dynasty trying to position itself as the pre-eminent polity of the
known world. It was also a basis on which to pursue any colonialism. This system
required that the Ming “‘enfeoff’ rulers of surrounding polities, who were then expected,
as vassals, to submit regular ‘tribute’ to the Great Ming. It was this model that was to
provide the rhetorical and ritual bases of much of the dynasty’s relations with polities
beyond its immediate administrative control.®> The nominal ‘tribute missions’ sent to
China by foreign polities and the sending of Chinese envoys to Southeast Asian polities
by the Ming, both of which were validated by this model, were as much trading missions
as diplomacy, a charade in which none would participate if there was no benefit to be
gained. However, even if one considers that the ‘enfeoffments’ of which the Ming texts
wrote were no more than rhetorical flourishes or exchanges of diplomatic niceties
between polities, we can say, with much certainty, that the Ming was heavily involved in
Southeast Asia throughout the fifteenth century.

The Ming and its military administration

All colonial armies had at least some of their roots in the military systems that existed in
the homeland of the colonising power. It is thus appropriate that a brief overview of the
military systems of the Ming be presented before we examine how these military forces
were engaged in the colonial enterprise.

The Ming dynasty rarely saw a significant period when the military forces of the realm
were not employed on some major or minor military expedition. Coordinating most of
these military activities was the Ministry of War, the central government department that
was at least nominally in charge of personnel management, troop dispositions, strategic
planning, installations, weapons and supplies for the whole military establishment. It
represented the principle of civil control over the military and was staffed by civilians
rather than by career military men. The Ministry of War was frequently involved in
deliberations at the capital on frontier and foreign policies. One of the ministry’s tasks
was to ensure that border polities remained too weak to pose a threat to the Ming. On
occasions, officials of this ministry directly advocated military actions against other

polities. In 1415, for example, while Ming forces were occupying Dai Viét,the Minister
of War Chen Qia urged the despatch of imperial troops to punish the ruler of Champa (a
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polity situated in present-day Central Vietnam) for having assisted the Vietnamese during

the Chinese invasion of their polity.* Again in 1482, the Minister of War advocated the

use of troops against Nang Han-nong, the major female leader of Mengmi (Mongmit), a

Tai polity in Yunnan.®> At the end of the fifteenth century, the Minister of War again

urged that the southern provinces be engaged in military preparations for war against
6

When military expeditions did take place, the ministry played a pivotal role. When

Chinese forces were sent against in the early fifteenth century, the
Minister of War was not only personally engaged in the attack and occupation of the
polity, but also responsible for the subsequent appointment of civil officials in the
aftermath, for the newly created province of Jiao-zhi (roughly corresponding to the north
of present-day Vietnam).” The despatch of troop reinforcements was the responsibility of
the Ministry,® as was the selection of generals to lead expeditions.’

Controlling the forces from the capital were the Five Chief Military Commissions.
These five commissions, comprising the Front, Rear, Left, Right and Central Military
Commissions, oversaw the professional military training of all military forces of the
empire and were responsible for leading them on major campaigns. The heads of these
commissions were the senior military officers of the realm. While policy-making
decisions lay with the civil officials in the Ministry of War, the leaders of the military
commissions were responsible for the concrete planning of expeditions, including
logistics. For example, when the Ming were planning a military expedition against the
Bai-yi (Tai Mao) of Yunnan in 1387, an assistant commissioner-in-chief in the Right
Chief Military Commission was sent to Sichuan to buy ploughing cattle. These cattle
were to be used on farms established to feed the probably long-term expedition.® Of
course, the Chief Military Commissions were intimately involved in the expedition to

conquer in 1406, of which more below. Again in the 1430s and
1440s, the Chief Military Commissions were the major organs involved in the
expeditions against Luchuan in Yunnan.

Under the Chief Military Commissions came the Regional Military Commissions, one
in each province, headed by a military commissioner, who was assisted by vice
commissioners and assistant commissioners. These Regional Military Commissions
administered all military garrisons in the province, and each was directly responsible to
one of the Five Chief Military Commissions in the capital.

Below the Regional Military Commissions came a large number of guard units,
nominally comprising 5600 soldiers each, and commanded by a guard commander.
Subordinate to each guard were usually five battalions, each nominally of about 1120
men, and commanded by a battalion commander. Each battalion was constituted by ten
companies. Independent battalions were those directly administered by the Regional
Military Commission. These included the Embroidered-Uniform Guard, or Imperial
Bodyguard, which was engaged in most of the major military campaigns of the fifteenth
century. Its troops also accompanied Zheng He’s (Cheng Ho’s) forces in their various
maritime military forays, including the attack on Sri Lanka in 1411."" There were
between 400 and 500 guard units throughout China at various periods during the Ming.*?

Together, these various units constituted the basic level military force of each province
and, as they were comprised of men from families for whom military service was a
hereditary duty, these also constituted the residential units for the military families. The
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latter characteristic is perhaps one of the most relevant aspects of the Ming military
system when we examine its role in the colonial enterprise. These military-residential
units, when shifted to new areas of military operation, created the so-called ‘military

colonies’ (THI-E‘.-I', That is to say, when a unit was posted to a new area subsequent to its
subjugation, all the personnel of the unit were shifted with their family members, and
were there required to build fortified stockades or walled cities as well as establish their
own farms to feed themselves and provide surpluses to other areas. This, naturally
enough, greatly affected the environments and the societies of the areas so colonised. The
military colony system was certainly not something that began during the Ming dynasty.
The Han dynasty, which extended from the first two centuries BCE to the first two
centuries GE, was a great employer of the system. The ways in which Chinese military
colonies were used in the expansion of the Chinese states over time and their similarity
(or difference) with the Roman colonia, which were so integral in the expansion of that
empire, are long overdue for study.

We digress. The above overview of the military systems is provided simply to guide
us into the substance of this chapter, which is an examination of the various specific
aspects of Ming colonialism and the role the military forces played in this process.

Ming colonialism

The fifteenth century saw some of the most aggressive attempts in Chinese history to
expand the Chinese state. Many of these efforts were made on or beyond the southern
borders of the Ming state, and constitute, | would argue, a Chinese colonialism. Below |
provide examples of various types of Chinese colonialism, namely: the proto-colonialism
constituted by the maritime voyages in the first third of the century; the unsuccessful
colonialism constituted by the invasion, occupation and attempted incorporation of the

Vietnamese state of also over the first approximately thirty years of the
fifteenth century; and the successful colonialism involving military invasion and eventual
incorporation of the major polities of Yunnan from the last decade of the fourteenth
century until the 1440s.

The maritime voyages: Ming proto-colonialism

In 1399, Zhu Di, a son of the Ming founder, bearing the title Prince of Yan, launched a
civil war against his nephew Zhu Yun-wen, who had been enthroned in Nanjing as the
emperor a year earlier.”® Following a war of three years during which his forces fought
south from what is today Beijing to take the capital at Nanjing, Zhu Di assumed the
throne in July 1402, with the reign title Yongle. Following his assumption of the throne,
the Yongle emperor’s aspirations were somewhat assuaged, but he continued to push
outwards.* To the south, the expansion was through three avenues, namely the invasion

of Yunnan, the invasion of Dai Viétang Chinese maritime expeditions.
By 1403, the Ming had created new military guards in Yunnan, and established new
offices throughout the Tai regions. The years 1405-8 were very important in this process.

Following the invasion of Dai Viétj, 1406, subsequent occupation there lasted until
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1427. Meanwhile, the sending of maritime forces throughout the known world, from
1405 until the end of the Yongle reign, involved unprecedented naval efforts.

The despatch of the various maritime missions to the ‘Western Ocean’ (maritime
Southeast Asia west of Borneo, and the Indian Ocean), as well as other lesser-known
missions to the Eastern Ocean (today’s Philippines, Borneo and Eastern Indonesia) was
thus the third of the three prongs of southern expansion pursued by the Yongle
Emperor.”® The armadas were commanded by eunuchs, the most famous of whom was
Zheng He. It is obvious that these fleets were crewed by a wide range of peoples. Many
of the eunuch commanders were Muslims, the navigators were often non-Chinese and it
is possible that descendants of Fujian Arabs were also included. The mariners would have
been from the coastal provinces, and the troops would have been conscripted from a wide
range of military guards, and probably included descendants of Yuan military forces from
Central or Western Asia. These missions were, like Yongle’s expansion into Yunnan and

his occupation of Dai Vigtintended to create legitimacy for the usurping emperor,
display the might of the Ming, bring the known polities to demonstrated submission to
the Ming and thereby achieve a Pax Ming, and collect treasures for the Court.*

To achieve these aims, the maritime forces despatched needed to be both huge and
powerful. Shipbuilding began almost as soon as the Yongle emperor assumed power. In
1403, the Fujian Regional Military Commission was ordered to build 137 ocean-going
ships.*” In the same year, various military units were ordered to build almost 400 more
ships. In 1405, just after Zheng He departed on his first expedition, Zhejiang and other
regional military commissions were ordered to build 1180 ocean-going ships.'® By 1408,
the task was assigned to a central ministry and the Ministry of Works was required to

build 48 ‘treasureships’ % The various missions comprised
between 50 and 250 ships, making them huge armadas by any scale, which stayed away
from China for several years. The sources differ on the number of personnel who
accompanied these missions, but figures between 27,000 and 30,000 are cited for the
largest. One mission included almost 100 envoys of various grades, 93 military captains,
104 lieutenants, 103 sub-lieutenants and associated medical and astrological staff
members, as well as tens of thousands of troops. In another case cited, 26,800 out of
27,400 on board were the rank and file, the bannermen, the irregular troops, the crack
troops, as well as the sailors and clerks.? It is likely that many of the missions carried in

excess of 20,000 military men. And, like the forces sent to Yunnan and Dai Viét,these
forces would have been equipped with the best and most advanced firearms available in
the world at that time. They were military missions with strategic aims.

To enable these great fleets to maintain the Pax Ming in the immediate region and sail
through the Indian Ocean to Africa, it was necessary to create staging posts in what is

today Southeast Asia. These depots which comprised military
garrisons-cum-treasuries, were established at Melaka, and at the northern end of the
Melaka Strait near the polity of Samudera on Sumatra.* The depots can be seen on the
Wu-bei-zhi maps, which appear to have been the charts used by or drawn from these
voyages in the first half of the fifteenth century. The Melaka Strait was probably more
vital in the fifteenth century, when international linkages were entirely dependent on
shipping, than it is today, and controlling this waterway was an essential first step in
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controlling the region. It was for this reason that the Ming assisted the growth of the new
polity of Melaka (Malacca),® around the Ming maritime base at that place. The links
between Melaka and the Ming thereby remained intimate for much of the fifteenth
century. The degree to which the development of the port city of Melaka and the northern
port polity of Sumatra was a product of Ming policies in Southeast Asia in the early
fifteenth century needs to be further investigated.

Map 3.1 Admiral Zheng He’s maritime
expeditions, 1405-1433.

Source: Karl Hack and Geoffrey Wade.

It is obvious that such a force would have played a major threatening role, ‘to shock
and awe’, useful in encouraging foreign rulers to come to the Ming court. However, there
were other times when more than a military presence was required. The history of the
Zheng He voyages is replete with violence as the eunuch commanders tried to implement
the Ming emperor’s demands. Below, five major military actions are sketched out for the
reader.

The first example is of an attack on the polity of ‘Old Port’ (Palembang) in Sumatra in
1407. In that year, Zheng He returned from his first major mission abroad, bringing with
him a “pirate’ Chen Zu-yi captured at Old Port, for reportedly having ‘feigned surrender
but secretly plotted to attack the Imperial army’.?® The Ming fleet reported 5000 persons
killed, with ten ships burnt and seven captured in the fracas at Old Port. Later in the same
year, the Ming recognised the polity of Old Port, and appointed a Chinese person, Shi
Jin-ging, as ruler.* He was probably appointed by Zheng He to represent the Ming state,
and this polity was in effect a Ming Chinese client state in Southeast Asia. Textual
references to this polity end in the 1430s, when the Ming maritime presence in Southeast
Asia ended, further suggesting that the rulers of Old Port were agents of the Ming state.
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The second military action is that of Zheng He in Java in 1407. When Zheng He’s
troops went ashore in Java, the location of Majapahit, which was the Ming’s major
competitor for regional hegemony in maritime Southeast Asia, some 170

Map 3.2 Chinese maritime map of the
southern Malayan and Sumatran
coasts, showing Melaka, its nearby
Ming depot and sailing instructions.
The map is taken from the
seventeenth-century Wu-bei-zhi, but is
presumed to have been compiled in the
fifteenth century, based on knowledge
gained during Zheng He’s voyages.
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Source: From Wu-bei-zhi, as adapted by Hack and Wade.

of the Ming forces were killed. The Chinese records suggests that the Chinese troops
‘went ashore to trade...where the Eastern king had ruled’, which suggests Ming
involvement in a Javanese civil war. In response, the Ming demanded of the Western
king of Java that he ‘Immediately pay 60,000 liang of gold in compensation for their lives
and to atone for your crime... Fail to comply and there will be no option but to despatch
an army to punish your crime. What happened in Annam can serve as an example.’® The

final reference was to the Ming invasion of P81 Vi€tin 1406 noted above. The methods
of the later European colonial armies in Asia, demanding compensation from the
indigenes following their own military adventures, might be seen as useful comparative
examples of such imperial opportunism, which often also constituted grounds for further
action. The third major military action to be mentioned is the Chinese military threats to
Burma of 1409. In the early years of his reign, while vying with Burma for influence in
Yunnan, the Ming emperor Yongle noted of Na-luo-ta,” the ruler of Burma: ‘Na-luo-ta,
with his petty piece of land, is double-hearted and is acting wrongly... If he does not
reform, | will then order the generals to despatch the army. The troops will attack from
the ocean route and you can arrange to have your native cavalry attack overland. The
despicable fellow will not be equal to that.”®” This reference to a maritime army was to
the armada of the eunuch commander, Zheng He, who together with Wang Jing-hong and
Hou Xian, had been commanded to proceed on another mission to the Western Ocean.?®
A fourth attack was on Sri Lanka in 1411. This was perhaps the event most revealing
about the nature of the eunuch-led maritime voyages. It involved a military invasion, the
capture of Alagakkonara, the ruler of the Rayigama kingdom, and the carrying back of
him and his family members to the Ming court in 1411.*° As was the case in similar
scenarios in Yunnan, the Ming appointed a puppet ruler to replace the king, presumably
to act in ways beneficial to the Ming.*® The Chinese troops who returned from the
expedition to Sri Lanka were rewarded in the same manner and at similar levels to the

forces that invaded Pai Viét.j, 1406, suggesting similar aims of the forces.*

Fifth, there was the attack and capture of Su-gan-la of Samudera. In 1415 Su-gan-la,
the reported ‘leader of the Samuderan bandits’, was captured and taken to China from
Sumatra by Zheng He. While full details of the events that occurred in 1414 and 1415
remain obscure, it is likely that Zheng He and his forces inserted themselves in a civil
war in northern Sumatra, supported the side that was not hostile to the Ming and engaged
in warfare against the other.® Again, we see an instance of the maritime expedition
acting mainly as a military force in an attempt to impose a Pax Ming on what we now
know as Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean.



Colonial armiesin Southeast Asia 76

Map 3.3 Chinese maritime map of the
northern Malayan peninsula and the
Sumatran coast, showing the Ming
depot on an island just off Samudera, a
major fifteenth-century Sumatran
polity, which commanded the northern
entrance to the Melaka Strait.

Source: From Wu-bei-zhi, as adapted
by Hack and Wade.

The examples above suggest that the maritime forces sent abroad in the first third of
the fifteenth century were intended to achieve the recognition of Ming pre-eminence
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among all the polities of the known maritime world. To achieve this they used force, or
the threat thereof. The number of Southeast Asian rulers travelling to China with the
Zheng He missions suggests that coercion must have been an important element. It was
almost unheard of for Southeast Asian rulers to travel to other polities, for both ritual and
security reasons. That such a large number of rulers did travel to the Ming court in this
period suggests coercion of some form. ‘Gunboat diplomacy’ is not a term that is usually
applied to the voyages of Zheng He. However, given that these missions were nominally
involved in diplomacy and as it appears that the ships were indeed gunboats, with
perhaps 26,000 out of 28,000 members of some missions being military men, this seems
an eminently suitable term to apply to the duties of these armadas.

As such, they were missions intended to coerce and obtain control of ports and
shipping lanes. It was not control of territory, which came with later imperialism, but was
political and economic control across space—control of economic lifelines, nodal points
and networks. By controlling ports and trade routes, one controlled trade, an essential
element for the missions’ treasure-collecting tasks. The colonial armies that manned these
ships were the tools necessary to ensure that the control was maintained. In their
methods, the Ming, through these maritime missions, was engaged in what might be
called proto-colonialism. That is, they were engaged in that early form of colonialism by
which a dominant maritime power took control (through either force or the threat thereof)
of the main port polities along the major East-West maritime trade network, as well as the
seas between, thereby gaining economic and political benefits.

The proto-colonialism of the Ming, as suggested in respect of the Zheng He voyages
above, had its equivalent in the later proto-colonialism of the fifteenth-and sixteenth-
century Portuguese voyages. Michael Pearson describes the Portuguese empire as, in
some ways, a continuation of the Italian city states.® He notes that, at the official level,
there was a very tight connection between the Crown and trade. This was undoubtedly
also true in the Ming case. Further, on the basis of Rothermund’s Asian Trade and
European Expansion and Steensgard’s Asian Trade Revolution, Pearson notes that

this was an empire that used military coercion to try and achieve a strictly
noneconomic advantage. Basically a tribute was demanded from Asian
trade; the Portuguese created de novo a threat of violence for Asian
shipping and then sold protection from this threat, as seen in the
requirement to take passes and pay customs duties. No service was
provided in return; in modern terms this was precisely a protection racket.
As we know the effort failed anyway.*

By replacing the word ‘Portuguese’ with ‘Chinese’ we would have an excellent
description of the Ming activities in Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean in the first third
of the fifteenth century. The military who constituted the force on which the Ming
armadas depended can thus be called ‘proto-colonial armies’ and their role was the
maintenance of the Pax Ming, which provided the Ming with political and, at least in
some ways, economic advantage.

The ending of the Ming voyages was one of the reasons why China’s proto-
colonialism never developed into the more formal maritime colonialism pursued by the
Europeans. The factors contributing to the ending of the voyages were numerous. The



Colonial armiesin Southeast Asia 78

death of the Yongle emperor in 1424 was a factor, as was the huge expense of the
missions. Senior civil ministers had been arguing against the missions for decades, as
they were seen as wasteful and an essentially eunuchdriven adventure. After the death of
the voyages’ patron, it was not long before the missions were finally wound down.

The invasion of unsuccessful Ming colonialism

In 1406, in an effort to increase Ming influence and power in the polity that
was known to the Ming as An-nan, rendered ‘Annam’ in most later works,* the Yongle

emperor attempted to send a puppet ruler named Chen Tian-ping

into that polity. was killed as he proceeded into the country. This
killing by the Vietnamese became the immediate pretext for Yongle to launch a huge
invasion, a move obviously planned well before the event. He appointed senior generals,
sea-crossing commanders, firearms commanders, rapid attack commanders and cavalry
commanders.

On a day equivalent to 30 July 1406, the boatborne forces set sail from Nanjing. They
landed in southern China and joined with other forces in the border province of Guangxi,
comprising 95,000 troops from the provinces of Zhejiang, Jiangxi, Guangdong, Guangxi
and Huguang, a further 10,000 cavalry and infantry troops from various other guards and
30,000 ‘native troops’ from Guangxi.*” An additional 75,000 cavalry and troops were
deployed from Yunnan, Guizhou and Sichuan. Guangxi and Yunnan provinces had also
each been ordered to supply 200,000 shi of grain to feed the expeditionary army, and
Yunnan was to arrange for 10,000 troops as reinforcements.® In all, the official account
tells us that some 800,000 troops were mobilised by the Ming for this expedition.*
Firearms were an essential element for this expedition and there is an estimate that about
10 per cent of the troops were thus armed.*® The Ming forces also built boats in Vietnam
to continue their assault, and in January 1407 achieved one of the most significant
victories of the campaign when they took Da-bang City.** Evocative descriptions of the
attack have been left to us, detailing how the Chinese forces disguised their horses with
images of lions in order to frighten the elephants that led the Vietnamese forces, and
advanced with firearms that shot fire-arrows.*

In subsequent weeks, the Vietnamese Eastern capital collapsed and the Western

capital was abandoned to the Chinese. In the middle of 1407 the Vietnamese ruler Hé

and his son were captured, and the short-lived Hé dynasty of came
to an end.” The Chinese forces declared victory, amid claims of seven million of the
Vietnamese killed in this initial campaign to take the polity.** In late 1407, the area was
organised as the province of Jiao-zhi: Ming China’s fourteenth province.”® Jiao-zhi
survived until 1428, by when the Ming forces had been driven out and the provincial
status formally withdrawn.

The colonisation of the country began in earnest and immediately in 1407, with the
invading forces beginning to employ local forces to assist them. The Ming regional
commander Zhang Fu memorialised to the court that, ‘Due to the circumstances, the
expeditionary forces from Yunnan, Guangdong and Guangxi now have depleted ranks.
They wish to select men from the Annam native forces to make up their deficiencies.’*
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The request was approved and the conscription of the local arm of the colonial army
commenced.

New administrative boundaries were drawn, new tax offices, salt offices, Confucian
schools, Buddhist registries and other offices were established, while 7600 tradesmen and

artisans (including gun founders) captured in Bai Vigtere sent to the Ming capital at
today’s Nanjing.*” By 1408, the Chinese had established 472 military and civilian offices
in Jiao-zhi,*® all being administered in a Chinese mode, but with many staffed by
Vietnamese. Within two years, three maritime trade supervisorates had been created in
this new province, the same number as existed in the rest of China. This was a clear
indication of the desire of the Ming to control maritime trade to the south and exploit the
economic advantage of such control.* Other economic exploitation involved grain taxes,
annual levies of lacquer, sapan wood, kingfisher feathers, fans and aromatics, and the
imposition of monopolies on gold, silver, salt, iron and fish.* In addition, eunuchs were
sent to Jiao-zhi with the task of treasure collecting for the Emperor, with an equal amount
of treasure collection appearing to have been done for themselves.

In an attempt to ensure that the colonial administration could carry out its functions,
the colonial military forces (both Chinese and non-Chinese) were deployed against the
remnant Vietnamese forces. Continuing defiance of the Ming by Vietnamese forces was
pursued through guerrilla tactics, and in 1408 a further 40,000 troops had to be marched
in from China as reinforcements, while another 20,000 naval troops were readied.” Yet
troubles remained. The Jiao-zhi Regional Military Commission advised in 1408 that “the
guards and battalions have insufficient soldiers left to fulfil defence duties. The
Guangdong regional commissioner Sun Quan, who led 10,000 troops to transport grain
supplies, has now arrived here and the troops are equipped with ships and weapons.
Permission is requested to temporarily retain them to provide defence.”® The proposal
was agreed to.

New military guards were established in Jiao-zhi. There were the Jiao-zhou Left,
Right and Central Guards within the capital, and the Jiao-zhou Forward Guard to the
north of the Fu-liang River, and appointments of Vietnamese persons who had allied
themselves to the Chinese were made. These were especially valuable in places where the
Chinese troops could not be employed. For example, in a memorial to the court in 1408,
we read: ‘“The Jiao-zhi Provincial Administration Commission has memorialised that the
three areas of Po-lei, Qiu-wen and Ai-liu are narrow passes into Jiao-zhi and are affected
by miasmic vapours. The official troops find it difficult to dwell in these places. It is
proposed raising native forces and establishing guards in nearby Si Prefecture, Tai-ping
Prefecture and Tian Subprefecture.””® The proposal was accepted and implemented.
Where there were insufficient troops available for a military guard, police offices were
established.> Senior Chinese military figures would also command roving forces of up to
2000 Vietnamese troops to be sent wherever there was military service to perform.

This did not prevent a large force from the Chinese occupation army, led by the
Yunnan commander Mu Sheng, being defeated in a major engagement in January 1409.%
In the following month, 47,000 more Chinese troops were despatched to the south and the
senior Chinese commander was ordered to return to the new province.” The occupation
forces were obviously poorly supplied, and the southern provinces were ordered to
produce 50,000 items of clothing and shoes for them. For the following six years, the
Ming colonial forces fought against Vietnamese guerrillas loyal to the new Vietnamese
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emperor khoang, often in pitched naval battles in the seas and rivers, and it
was only in April 1414, after he was captured in Laos, that the occupying forces felt some
firmer control, at least temporarily. New military guards were then established on the
borders that the province shared with Champa, Laos and ‘the Siamese barbarians’, while
many of the Chinese troops returned to China.*’

In order to feed the forces, the troops were also permitted to levy grain taxes on the
civilian population.®® Some of the Vietnamese conscripts were employed on ‘state farms’
solely to grow grain for the military. The system in place in each guard is described in a
memorial from 1410:

The various guards in Jiao-zhi should follow the pattern in Yunnan,
whereby three in ten of the troops remain guarding the city walls, while
seven in ten should be engaged in farming military fields. Each guard
should set up a fort and when there is an alert they should enter the fort
and wait to be deployed. Doing things in this way will ensure that there is
no interference with local agriculture and also that the soldiers are not
unemployed.>®

While at least 8000 ‘native troops’ from nine guards in Jiao-zhi were being employed on
military farms, it was still insufficient to feed the forces, and on numerous occasions it
was necessary to arrange transport of grain from Guangdong and Guangxi into Jiao-zhi.*

The employment of the system in the new colony and in adjacent
provinces provided further means of feeding the army and expanding the range of
Chinese administration. This system involved selling state-monopoly salt to merchants
for grain, which the merchants were required to transport to and provide in the new
colonies for the use of the military forces. The system was instituted in Yunnan during
the Hongwu reign (1368-98), in order to feed the Chinese forces sent to occupy the

region (of which more below). With the Chinese invasion and occupation of Dai Viét,
this system was established there from 1410.% As years went by, better rates were
provided in the new province and thus merchants preferred to sell their grain to the forces
in Jiao-zhi rather than continue to supply Yunnan.®

In order to try to inculcate some allegiance to China, senior Vietnamese military
commanders who gave their allegiance to the Chinese were sent to the Chinese capital at
Nanjing for an audience with the emperor and to receive rewards, and then sent back to
serve their masters in Jiao-zhi as members of the colonial army.®® The appointment of
such people to senior posts was also used as a propaganda weapon by the colonial
authorities.®

Following the capture and execution of the Vietnamese emperor khoang
in 1414, the Ming Emperor recalled the commander Zhang Fu and sent Li Bin to
command the local forces. Yet by 1417, he was facing rebellion by some of the
Vietnamese who had been appointed as military and civil officials.® These included

someone by the name of Le Lol the <native-official police officer of E-le County in
Qing-hua Prefecture’, who was eventually to become the major figure in driving the

Ming out of Dai Viét.eo e following year saw more evidence of problems with the
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colonial army, as it was noted that most of the major guards lacked officers, and that
uprisings by Vietnamese officials who had been incorporated in the military and civil
colonial administration were increasing.®” While reinforcements were despatched from
China, the frequency and intensity of the uprisings grew, grain supplies continued to be
scarce and, in 1422, the Chinese supreme military commander Li Bin died. The death of
the Yongle emperor two years after that also reduced Chinese enthusiasm for maintaining
the troublesome colony.

The growing power and momentum of Le L'ﬁ?"l‘-"*opposition in 1425 presaged the end
of the colonial administration. The inefficiency of the Ming military at this time appears
to have derived from the fact that most military units they deployed were Vietnamese,
albeit sometimes under Chinese commanders.®® A late attempt at reinforcing the colonial
forces in Jiao-zhi was made in 1426, when a further 20,000 troops were despatched there
from various provinces.”

Figure 3.1 A Ming “hook and strike’
siege vehicle.

Source: The late Ming Wu-jing song-yao.
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Figure 3.2 “‘Cloud-ladder’, a Ming
siege vehicle for wall scaling.

Source: The late Ming Wu-jing song-yao.

In addition, a further 1000 tally-slips™ were sent to Jiao-zhi for appointing Vietnamese
to military and civil posts. New commanders were despatched with orders to recruit
30,000 more Vietnamese for the military. New firearms were sent, and the senior Chinese
military commanders already in Vietnam were stripped of their ranks and titles and
required to ‘realise achievements’ in recompense for their failures.” In that same year,
the commanders in Jiao-zhi had to take military men away from their grain farms in order
to participate in expeditions and defence, which deepened the grain crisis.”

January 1427 saw planning in Beijing for another major expedition, involving 70,000
men, to proceed to Jiao-zhi along two routes, but imperial deliberations were already far
advanced in terms of an eventual withdrawal. By May of that year, the major Chinese
citadels in Jiao-zhi were under attack, and the arriving Chinese reinforcements had been

put to flight. By the end of 1427, L& Lotinag sent envoys to the Chinese court seeking
the Chinese withdrawal, and the Ming had recognised that they could not sustain the
military and civil presence necessary both to run a province and to suppress an
increasingly powerful rebellion.”

A process of decolonisation was thus set in train, involving of course the colonial
forces. The imperial orders, after requiring that the Vietnamese find themselves a ruler,
read:
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The Cheng-shan Marquis and Regional Commander Wang Tong and so
on are immediately to lead the government troops back to their original
guards and battalions. All the civil and military officials and clerks,
commanders and troops of the Jiao-zhi Regional Military Commission,
Provincial Administration Commission and provincial Surveillance
Commission as well as all guards, battalions, prefectures, subprefectures
and counties, are to return home together with their family members.
Also, all the grand defenders, eunuchs and palace officials who have been
sent on official duties are to return to the capital.”

The flood of people and materials northwards out of the former colony must have made

the first few months of 1428 a hugely dislocated period for both Dai Viét and southern
China. At the speed at which this occurred it was more a flight than an organised

withdrawal. After some pretence that a descendant of the Trandynasty would be

installed as ruler of the polity, Le I*‘v"iformally assumed the position in 1428, sending a
proxy human figure in gold to the Chinese court.”

The unsuccessful attempt by Ming China to colonise Dai Viéthys extended over a
period of 21 years from 1406 to 1428. During this period, a colonial administration was

established in Pai Vi€tang economic exploitation of the region was pursued with
vigour. The role of the colonial army, comprising both Chinese and locally recruited
persons, was to ensure the security of the colonial administrative apparatus. The use of a
large number of Vietnamese soldiers in the colonial army was eventually to prove a
major flaw in the system, as it was they who eventually rebelled and drove out the Ming
colonialists.

The invasion and occupation of the Yunnan Tai polities: successful
Ming colonialism

In 1369, only a year after Zhu Yuan-zhang had formally founded the Ming dynasty, he
sent proclamations for the instruction of ‘the countries of Yunnan and Japan’.”® This early
recognition of Yunnan as a ‘country’ that lay beyond the Ming was to change. By 1380,
Yunnan was considered to have been ‘China’s territory since the Han dynasty’, providing
a moral basis for the invasion of the region.”’

About 250,000 troops were then deployed in an attack on the polities of the region,
taking Da-li, Li-jiang and Jin-chi in 1382, and settling Chinese military families
throughout the area. Thereby, the Ming founder took control of the major urban centres
of the northwestern part of what is today Yunnan, including several Tai areas.” These
were the first areas to be absorbed into Ming ‘Yunnan’. For much of the Ming, in
addition to being a provincial designation, the term “Yunnan’ was a generic term for
areas to the southwest, extending as far as knowledge extended. In this respect, Yun-nan
was somewhat like the term ‘the West’ in the European movement across the Northern
American continent in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The Ming “Yunnan’ was
essentially the Tai regions to the southwest of China proper.

By 1387, the Ming founder had set his sights on the absorption of increasing areas of
Yunnan. In preparation for an attack on the Bai-yi polity (in Tai, Mdng Mao), to the
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south of his earlier conquests, a military officer was sent to Sichuan to buy 10,000
ploughing cattle. These were to be used to plough the fields necessary to feed the troops
on a long-term expedition. When the invasion did occur, under the commander Mu Ying,
the Ming forces attacked Bai-yi with firearms, and claimed to have taken 30,000 heads."
The Tai Mao ruler Si Lunfa was subsequently charged for all the costs of the military
expedition against him, as a quid pro quo for recognising him as ruler of the Bai-yi.®
When a minister rebelled against Si Lun-fa in 1397, the Chinese state gave sanctuary to
the fleeing Si Lun-fa, sent troops against the rebel and restored Si Lun-fa to his position,
extracting vast tracts of land from him for this assistance. The Ming state also broke
down his former territory into smaller units.® This was the beginning of a policy that was
to be pursued throughout the Ming, and that had profound effects on the upland Tai
polities. The Ming military guards established in the region are detailed in the work by
Liew Foon Ming.**

In the process by which they were gradually absorbed by the Ming, these polities were
subjected to a wide range of tribute demands, labour levies and other levies, including
troop provision. One example is the case of the Tai Mao polity of Lu-chuan, mentioned
above as carved out of the former, larger, Bai-yi/ Méng Mao. In 1389 the Ming court
demanded 15,000 horses, 500 elephants and 30,000 cattle from Lu-chuan and its ruler, Si
Lun-fa.®* These were real rather than symbolic figures. Subsequently, large silver
demands (silver in lieu of labour) were levied on this polity. The annual amount of 6900
liang of silver was initially set and then it was almost tripled to 18,000 liang. When it
was realised that this was impossible to meet, the levy was reduced to the original
amount.®® Diverse other levies were applied to the other polities and enforced through the
use or threat of military force. Again, we see the role of the Chinese colonial armies as
providing the military muscle necessary to ensure that the economic expropriation could
be carried out effectively.

The reign of the Yongle emperor (1403-24) was to see a major advance in the Ming
colonisation of Yunnan. Prior to Yongle’s invasion of the Vietnamese polity in 1406, he
engaged himself in further expansion into Yunnan. The Ming colonisation of the Tai
areas of Yunnan during the fifteenth century was attained and maintained by the actual
use, or the threat, of military force. As such, the Ming established guards throughout the
region to maintain security and political dominance. Independent battalions, directly
under the Regional Military Commission, were established in Teng-chong®™ and Yong-
chang® in Yunnan in 1403,%® and these were to be the major control centres for Chinese
colonisation of the Tai polities over the following century.

In 1403, several new Chiefs’ Offices were established in the area corresponding to the
southwest of the modern province of Yunnan,® and in 1406 a further four Chiefs’ Offices
were established in what is today Sip Song Chau Tai in Vietnam.*® Mu-bang (Hsenwi)
and I\g/{eng-yang were made Military and Civilian Pacification Superintendencies in
1404.

The recognition of these polities by the Ming court came at a cost to their
independence, and when they did not accord with what the new Ming emperor required,
military actions were launched against them. In 1405, for example, the senior Chinese
representative in Yunnan, Mu Sheng, launched an attack on Ba-bai (Lan Na).”* The
attempts at domination extended even to what is today Assam in India, with envoys
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carrying threats being despatched to Dagu-la, the polity of Uttara-kula that lay on the
northern bank of the Brahmaputra River.*

After some sort of recognition or acceptance of the superior position of the Ming
court, through military action or threat, Chinese clerks or registry managers were
appointed to the ‘native offices’ to ‘assist’ the traditional ruler, and ensure that Ming
interests were served. Chinese clerks were appointed to carry out Chinese language duties
in the native offices of Yunnan in 1404,%* while similar circulating-official clerk positions
(to be filled by Chinese) were established in seven Chiefs’ Offices in Yunnan in 1406.%
Gradually, formal members of the Chinese bureaucracy were appointed to assist these
rulers.®® Here, then, we see the beginnings of the process by which formerly Southeast
Asian polities were gradually absorbed into the Chinese empire.

The “native office’ polities were then subject to demands in terms of gold and silver in
lieu of labour, administered by the Ministry of Revenue,” and also required to provide
troops to assist in further Ming campaigns. Mu-bang, for example, was required to send
its troops against Ba-bai (Lan Na) in the 1406 expedition mentioned above.*® This
employment of ‘native troops’ by the Ming colonisers reflected what was being done in

Bai Viét.and what was to be done by later colonial armies in Southeast Asia and
elsewhere.

During the reign of the Xuande emperor (1426-35), Chinese administrative control in
Yunnan was extended, with police offices being established at the major passes in the
Gaoligong Mountains, at Teng-chong and Wei-yuan.® A former military
administration—the Yong-chang battalion—was changed into Lu-jiang Subprefecture, a
civil office under the Yunnan Provincial Administration Commission, as Chinese control
was consolidated. In the same year, the Ming established the Dong-tang Chief’s Office,
within Burmese territory, as an attempt to split the territory and power of the Ava-Burma
polity.'® Other native offices were also set up (that is, recognised and supported by the
Ming and its military), including the Niu-wu Chief’s Office in Ha-ni/Akha territory.'*
Likewise, postal relay stations were established to aid in communications with military
and civilian administrations in the area.'®

It was in the 1430s and 1440s that major Ming military invasions of the Tai polities of
Yunnan took place. The three major attacks against the Tai Mao polity known to the
Chinese as Lu-chuan, extending from 1438 to 1445, have been largely neglected in
studies of Southeast Asian history, and thus so has this aspect of Ming colonialism.*®?
However, they were some of the most important events in the history of fifteenth-century
Southeast Asia, resulting in the fragmentation and colonisation of one of its largest
polities.

This is because the Tai Mao leader Si Ren-fa had, during the 1430s, been making
attempts to recover territory formerly subject to his father (the abovementioned Si Lun-
fa), but atomised by earlier Ming policies.® The Chinese administration, responding to
what it saw as the rise of a new Nan-zhao (Nanchao), made great efforts to expand its
own influence in the area as a means of bolstering defence capacities.’® Thus ‘chiefs’
were appointed as ‘pacification commissioners’ and local commanders were given titles
as police officers either in anticipation of or as rewards for achievements against Si Ren-
fa and his forces.'® The court in Beijing ordered the local Yunnan commander Mu Sheng
to send troops again in 1438, but the Chinese forces were severely defeated.™®’
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Thus 50,000 troops from all over southern China were mobilised in 1439 for the first
major Lu-chuan expedition.'® To feed the forces, the grain price of the salt obtained from
salt wells at Da-li was reduced in order to attract grain merchants to transport grain
there.'® By 1440, it was being claimed that 120,000 troops would be needed if victory
was to be achieved against Si Ren-fa.'® In 1441, the Ming court ordered another
expedition, led by the generals Jiang Gui and Wang Ji.*** Wang Ji was to claim the taking
of 50,000 heads at Shang Jiang on the Salween River within the first year, and claimed
that his forces had taken and destroyed Lu-chuan in 1442, but that Si Ren-fa had
escaped.™? In August 1442, a further expedition was launched against Lu-chuan,*** and
both Wang Ji and Jiang Gui were recalled to lead it. Further details of these military
expeditions are provided by Liew."

The year 1444 saw the capture and destruction of Lu-chuan, the Mdng Mao power
base, the Killing of Si Ren-fa, and the establishment by the Ming of Long-chuan
Pacification Commission (apparently the first use of the term pacification commission

in Chinese history) partially to replace Lu-chuan.*® A former
Lu-chuan chieftain, Gong Xiang, who had gone over to the Ming, was then appointed as
pacification commissioner.™® The Ming decided that this pacification commission would
have, in addition to a pacification commissioner, an associate administrator, as well as
deputy and assistant administrators and local company commanders. These local
company commanders were apparently linked with the Yunnan military system.
Subsequently, a Chinese battalion commander was ‘invited’ to ‘assist” Gong Xiang in his
administration.'*” Here we see all the characteristics of later colonialism in Southeast
Asia. Superior military force is employed to destroy a polity and remove its ruler, a new
pliant ruler is instituted to rule in ways beneficial to the colonial power, he is provided
with advisers from the colonial power and his military forces are made both subject to
and agents of the colonial military forces.

A further major Ming military expedition that was greatly to affect the upland
Southeast Asian polities was that launched in 1448 to capture Si Ji-fa, a son of Si Ren-fa.
In a month equivalent to April to May 1448, imperial instructions were issued to Wang Ji
requiring him to capture Si Ji-fa and the chieftains of Mengyang.'*® The surrounding
polities of Ava-Burma, Mu-bang (Hseinwi/Theinni), Nan Dian (Maingti), Gan-yai
(Meung-la) and Long-chuan were also required to provide troops for deployment against
Si Ji-fa.*® The imperial orders sent to the Ming forces suggest the disruption that such an
expedition would have wrought in the region. The orders warned that ‘He [Si Ji-fa] may
flee into Ava-Burma’s territory and be concealed by the people there. If so, capture
persons as the situation demands, so that the yi**® people will know fear and the Great
Army will not have been sent in vain.”*?* While Wang Ji reported success in his attack on
Si Ji-fa’s stockade,** later accounts tell of how Wang Ji had sought personal advantages
from the ‘native officials’, and how in fact Wang Ji had been defeated by Si Ji-fa.'?
Again in 1454, Chinese forces were despatched, this time against Si Ken-fa and others in
Meng-yang (Mo-hnyin/Mogaung), who had established their own regime in competition
with the Ming appointee.'?

As in the other examples cited above, Ming colonialism in Yunnan involved the
military forces in providing the fear factor necessary to impose effective economic
demands on the colonised areas. This had significant effects on the societies controlled by
the persons recognised by the Ming. In 1447, even the Yunnan administrative
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commissioner Li Guan was concerned about the effects of the exploitative policies,
which the Ming imposed either directly or indirectly, noting that:

native officials have been appointed without adequate investigation and
they have been pressed for payment of gold and silver in lieu of labour.
The yi people have been stirred up and this has resulted in them cherishing
anger and feuding with and killing with each other.... It is requested that
all previously agreed payments of gold and silver be cancelled and that
they only be required to bring local products to the court at fixed
intervals.*?®

Further evidence of the effects of the colonial military forces based in Yunnan is seen in
an account from 1449, which noted that the Ming military personnel based at Jin-chi in
Yunnan were lending money to non-Chinese persons, drawing them into the money
economy and then taking field produce and children in payment for the debts.'® Further
direct exploitation of the people of the region is seen in a reference of 1458, which noted
that land surrounding Teng-chong, the major Chinese military outpost in the region, was
forcibly appropriated by Chinese officials, and the people were divided into farming
families subject to tax levies. This resulted in many people fleeing from the region.*””

Achieving a balance between economically exploiting the newly conquered areas in
Yunnan and trying to maintain social stability (and thereby control) in those areas was
something the Ming and its agents constantly debated over. Despite claims that social
stability was at risk in Yunnan in the 1440s due to the levies, the Ministry of Revenue
refused to reduce any of the gold and silver payments required, claiming that ‘they are an
old system dating from the Hongwu reign, and it is difficult to abolish them’.*?® The gold,
silver and horse demands that the Ming state imposed on the Tai polities of Yunnan and
beyond not only depleted the polities, but also left them open to imposition of other
demands by the Ming. In the 1440s, for example, Mu-bang (Hsenwi/Theinni) deployed
its forces to assist the Chinese forces arrayed against Si Ren-fa in exchange for the
cancelling of an outstanding debt to the Chinese state (which had been unilaterally
imposed by the Ming) of 14,000 liang of silver. In 1448, the gold, silver, rice, paper
money, cowries and horses owed in lieu of labour by eight prefectures in Yunnan, and a
range of mainly Tai polities stretching right across Indochina, were all cancelled as a
reward for their military assistance in destroying the power of the Méng Mao polity of
Lu-chuan.'®

The pattern was continued in Yunnan throughout the fifteenth century and beyond.
Military occupation was the initial step in establishing a colonial administration.
Following the military defeat of the forces of Shi-ba Zhai in Yunnan in 1522, for
example, the Shi-ba Zhai Independent Battalion was established, with a military
contingent of three battalion commanders, three battalion vice commanders, two judges
and 12 company commanders, who were complemented by a civil administration of one
clerk and two police officers.**

Many of the Ming military units in these areas were manned by criminals who had
been unable to redeem their sentences through rice payments and were therefore exiled to
these areas to assist the colonising process. As occurred in Jiao-zhi, ‘military farms’ were
established to feed these military personnel, and it was often the troops themselves who
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had to farm to produce their own grain. These farms were part of the colonising process
because they induced sedentary occupation, allowed the inflow of Chinese people and fed
the military, which allowed colonisation to proceed. The process of expansion was a
continuous one. At the end of the sixteenth century, grand plans were in place to expand
China’s territory southwards from Yunnan, with it being noted that ‘when the six zhao
[pacification superintendencies] are completely brought to peace, Ba-xiong Pass will be
built beyond Meng-mao and thousands of li of land will be opened up with 10,000 mu of
state farms’.**!

The employment of the kai-zhong system in the newly occupied areas also played a
major role in expanding the range of Chinese colonial administration and the areas settled
by Chinese persons. The system involved selling the aforementioned state-monopoly salt
to merchants for grain, which the merchants were required to transport to and provide in
border regions, generally for the use of expeditionary or defence forces. The system was
instituted in Yunnan during the Hong-wu reign (1368-98), in order to feed the Chinese
forces sent to occupy the region. In the 1430s, the system was powerfully revived again
in Da-li and Jin-chi in Yunnan to supply the forces to be used against Si Ren-fa of Lu-
chuan, and was still being employed in 1445 to feed the persons building the walled city
at Teng-chong, the new Chinese military outpost in Yunnan.

One of the essential policies of the Ming state in pursuing its colonial aims in the Tai
regions of Yunnan, and in all its colonial endeavours, was constituted by efforts to keep
colonised polities as divided from each other as possible. This had the dual roles of first
reducing the threat any single polity could pose to China, and second facilitating the
manipulation of these polities. In this manner, Ming China pursued an active policy of
divide-and-rule colonialism, and in this the military forces in Yunnan played an
important role.

The aims of this policy were realised in a humber of ways. A major method was to
break down polities into smaller units, making them less of a threat to Chinese interests.
As has been noted above, during the Hongwu reign (1368-98), Si Lun-fa of Lu-
chuan/Ping-mian sought assistance to regain his territory from chieftains who had
rebelled against him. The Chinese state took advantage of restoring him (and his death in
1399 or 1400) to break up his territory into Luchuan and several other polities, all under
separate rulers.*** A further attempt by the Ming to divide the power of major Yunnan
Tai entities was seen in 1404 with efforts to divide Ba-bai/Da-dian (Lan Na) into two.™*
This was eventually unsuccessful, despite a Chinese-sponsored military attack on Lan
Na."* There was a similar attempt by the Ming state to split the polity of Che-li (Chiang
Hung)*® in two in 1421, so as to reduce its power and allow the appointment of a
Chinese registrar and military commissioner in one of the newly created territories.**®

One hundred and fifty years later, in 1560, when the power of Ava-Burma was
expanding, the Ministry of War also urged in respect of Yunnan that ‘special instructions
should be sent to the various yi noting that they are not permitted to have communication
or form links with each other’.**” At the end of the sixteenth century, the Ministry of
Rites urged that Ava-Burma only be given recognition by the court on condition that it
‘not seek alliances with other tribes’.*® And, all along, it was the power of the Ming
colonial forces in this area and the local forces of other polities that were controlled by
the Ming that provided the threat or actual power that allowed them to pursue these
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policies: policies of divide and rule, which have marked many later colonial regimes in
Southeast Asia.

A corollary of this divide and rule policy was that of ‘using yi to attack yi’. That is, the
Ming were constantly seeking opportunities to deploy the troops of the ‘native offices’
rather than their own troops against those of other ‘native offices’. This was a notable
characteristic of Chinese military policies from well before the Ming dynasty. The use of
similar policies has characterised many colonial empires, either because their own troops
were few in number and they wanted to reduce their own human losses and financial
expenditure, or because their own troops were not familiar with local terrains or resistant
to the climates and diseases. During the Ming, it was far more convenient to employ the
troops of Yunnan polities against other Yunnan polities than to mobilise and move forces
from Chinese areas.

There are many example of this policy being pursued in the Tai areas of Yunnan
during the fifteenth century. In 1389, Si Lun-fa of the Bai-yi (Tai Mao) was ordered to
pursue and capture ‘rebels’ in Yunnan,™*® while two years later the Hongwu Emperor
wished to employ the troops of Ba-bai (Lan Na) to attack the Bai-yi.*** In 1405, the
Chinese commander Mu Sheng of Yunnan employed Chinese and native troops, this time
in an attack on Ba-bai (Lan Na). When the Ming state intended to attack Ava-Burma in
1409, Mu-bang (Hsenwi) was ordered to prepare its troops for an overland attack, while
the Chinese forces were to attack from the sea.** The generals who were proceeding on
expedition against Si Ren-fa in the 1430s were told: ‘Using yi to attack yi was a fine
method used by the ancients. You are to employ it.” Thus, in 1438, the court accepted the
‘offers’ by Mu-bang and Da-hou to deploy 100,000 yi troops against Lu-chuan.**?

Following the defeat of the Lu-chuan forces and Si Ren-fa’s flight to Ava, it was noted
by the Zheng-tong Emperor, in respect of the planned attack on AvaBurma: ‘Using yi to
attack yi was a good tactic used by the ancients. Moreover, Ava-Burma is far in the
distance. The Imperial army will not be easily able to penetrate deeply and an attack will
be impossible without yi troops.”*** After Si Ren-fa’s capture in 1444 and the sending of
his head to the Chinese capital, the growth of Si Ji-fa’s power in Meng-yang began to
attract Chinese attention and it was thus in 1447 that Ava-Burma and Mu-bang were
ordered to provide troops for an attack on Meng-yang.'** Subsequent reports note that
100,000 Mu-bang and Ava-Burma troops were employed in razing Si Ji-fa’s stockades on
Mount Gui-ku to the west of the Irrawaddy. Then the ruler of Ava-Burma was assigned
the task of hunting down Si Ji-fa.'* It is thus clear that, like other colonial powers that
operated later in Southeast Asia, the Ming depended heavily on native military forces to
achieve their military goals.

‘Colonialism’ and the Ming

Having examined three spheres of fifteenth-century Ming military activity in Southeast
Asia, and attached to each a variant of the “colonial’ tag, it is beholden upon the author to
provide some justification for the labels.

Is ‘colonialism’ an appropriate term to apply to these acts by the Ming state? Herold
Wiens suggests a positive response. In his 1954 work China’s March toward the Tropics,
he wrote of the ‘national autonomous regions’ instituted by the People’s Republic of
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China post-1949 as being used to ‘disguise an old colonialism’.**® His work was
researched and published during some of the most intense years of the Cold War and his
book was seen, in some ways, to have been a response to the political dichotomy that
existed at that time. Were his views overstated? Or does the history of China’s expansion
in the early Ming truly suggest colonialism?

The term colonialism itself has a variegated history, being used to refer to the
settlement of Romans in areas conquered by that empire, to the eastward expansion of the
Russian Empire, to the expansion of the Ottoman Turkish Empire and to the overseas
activities of the European powers subsequent to the fifteenth century. The debate over
colonialism has, however, now been so tightly linked with the expansion of the European
overseas empires that its application to China as an agent rather than victim of
colonialism appears to some to be precluded almost by definition.

Others choose to distinguish European ‘imperialism’, funded by the resources of the
industrial revolution, and resulting in deindustrialization and non-food agricultural
production in the colonies, from the earlier European colonial expansion of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries. But can we employ the term ‘imperialism’ to refer to Ming
expansion? Does this Chinese expansion in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries accord
with Joseph Schumpeter’s definition of imperialism as being when ‘a state evinces a
purposeless propensity to expansion by force beyond all definable limits’, so that its
conquering activities occur ‘without being actually the means to some end other than
what is implicit in the very exercise’?'* That is to say, were the expansionist actions of
the Ming state precipitated only by a ‘will to dominate’ or by something more calculated
that can be classed as ‘colonialism’?

Was the early Ming expansion and occupation of other polities a product of economic
demand? Could the words of John Hobson, used in reference to British imperialism, have
been as applicable to the Ming? Hobson noted: ‘From this standpoint, our increased
military and naval expenditure during recent years may be regarded primarily as
insurance premiums for protection of existing colonial markets and current outlay on new
markets.”**

Or was the stimulation to expansion during the Hongwu (1368-98) and Yongle
(1403-24) reigns predicated on the exigencies that caused the Russian Prince Chancellor
Gorchakov, in 1864, to describe Russia’s eastwards push as follows:

The situation of Russia, is that of all the civilised states which come into
contact with nomads who have no well established state organisation...
To provide against their raids and their looting, we must subdue them and
bring them under strict control. But there are others further away...
consequently we too must proceed further still... We march forward by
necessity as much as by ambition.'*®

A number of definitions have been proposed for ‘colonialism’, the diversity of which
suggests that it is a rather elusive concept. In his Modern Colonialism: Institutions and
Policies, Thomas Adam defines colonialism as ‘the political control of an
underdeveloped people whose social and economic life is directed by the dominant
power’. ™ Hans Kohn suggests that ‘colonialism is foreign rule imposed upon a
people’.*®* Michael Doyle considers that ‘Empire is a relationship, formal or informal, in
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which one state controls the effective political sovereignty of another political society...
Imperialism is simply the process or policy of establishing or maintaining an empire.”*?
Ronald Horvath maintains that the important difference between colonialism and
imperialism is that the former involves the presence of a significant number of settlers
from the colonising power in the colonised state.">® Ferro also agrees on this point, saying
that colonisation is ‘associated with the occupation of a foreign land, with it being
brought under cultivation, with the settlement of colonists’.*>*

The ‘salt water doctrine’, which conditions much writing on colonialism and
decolonisation and which holds that the term colonialism exclusively applies to the
relationship between European colonial powers and their ‘overseas territories’, appears to
be an arbitrary division, based on the ‘widespread though unwarranted assumption, which
had its origin in the fifteenth-century age of discoveries, that colonial empires are
established by sea-powers, whereas expansion into contiguous land masses does not
produce...colonialism’.* For this doctrine, territories need to be separated from the
metropolitan state by sea in order to qualify as colonies. The doctrine relies on what has
been referred to by some writers as the “principle of distance’ as an indispensable element
of colonialism. Does this distance produce a qualitative difference in the phenomenon?

The arguments of David Armitage seem to provide a more encompassing and
convincing idea of colonialism. He recognises a narrative of English colonialism that
runs in a straight line from England, through Ireland to the Caribbean and thence to the
eastern seaboard of America.’®® Distance and separation by sea are not the determining
characteristics. It is the ideologies, policies and practices of the colonising power that
determine the nature of the phenomenon. He also sees Scotland, like England, as
‘colonialist’” in that it used settlement, acculturation and economic dependency as a
means to “civilise’ its territorial margins and their inhabitants.™’

The general definitions provided by Osterhammel and Emerson perhaps come closest
to the way in which | am utilising the term colonialism in this chapter. Osterhammel
speaks of it as “a relationship of domination between an indigenous (or forcibly imported)
majority and a minority of foreign invaders. The fundamental decisions affecting the
lives of the colonised people are made and implemented by the colonial rulers.”*®
Emerson defines ‘colonialism’ as the ‘establishment and maintenance, for an extended
period of time, of rule over an alien people that is separate from and subordinate to the
ruling power’.**®

Returning now to the three sets of Ming policies and practices detailed above, and in
the light of the ideas and definitions of Armitage, Osterhammel and Emerson, it appears
that there is some basis for classifying them as the actions of a colonial state.

First, the eunuch-led voyages at the beginning of the fifteenth century constituted a
proto-colonialism, as there was no real rule over a people or territory. There was, instead,
control over nodes and networks. The military who constituted the force on which the
Ming armadas depended can thus be called “protocolonial armies” and their role was the
maintenance of the Pax Ming, which provided the Ming state with a capacity to influence
polities and, at least in some ways, to achieve some economic advantage.

Second, the Ming invasion of Dai Vigtjg perhaps the most obvious example of a
colonial adventure. There was invasion, occupation, the imposition of a military and civil
administration, economic exploitation and domination from a court in the capital of the
dominating power. The colonial armies, both Chinese and ‘native’, were involved in the
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original invasion, the provision of protection to the civil administrators, the suppression
of armed rebellion, the expansion of the borders of the province and the growing of food
to feed the forces. The obvious decolonisation that occurred following the failure of this
enterprise underlines its colonial nature. That is not to say that these armies were always
pliant and loyal tools of domination. Instead, they were frequently conscript forces and
often as willing as any social group to pursue their own self-interests.

Third, the Ming invasion and occupation of Yunnan Tai polities and the ‘southwest’
during the fifteenth century was the most successful of the colonial ventures examined, as
many of the areas colonised during the Ming still form a part of the People’s Republic of
China today. There can be little doubt that these actions by the Ming rulers were colonial
in nature. They involved the use of huge military force to invade peoples who were
ethnically different from the Chinese, to occupy their territory, to break that territory into
smaller administrative units, to appoint pliant rulers and ‘advisers’ and to exploit
economically the regions so occupied. The colonial armies employed in the enterprise
comprised both Chinese and indigenous people, and in many ways the latter fulfilled the
military needs of the Ming. These colonial armies provided the actual or threatened
violence necessary to maintain the Ming colonial administration in the Tai areas of
Yunnan.

Examination of the colonial experience in Southeast Asia has long remained limited to
the period subsequent to the arrival of European forces in the region. The discussion
above, even if not sufficient to sway all readers to all its argument, should at least open
an avenue for recognising that in investigating colonialism in Southeast Asia, we need to
extend the existing temporal limits and include within our considerations the actions of
the successive polities we know under the rubric ‘China’.
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Ethnicity and Martial Races

The Garde indigéne of Cambodia in the 1880s and
1890s

Sarah Womack

In the language of the tactics of colonialism, few phrases are as widely used as ‘divide
and conquer’ or ‘divide and rule’. While it is certainly true that a policy of creating or
manipulating tensions within a society in order to prevent unity was a crucial strategy of
many colonial situations, the strategy itself has remained curiously uncomplicated in
much of colonial history. It is as if ‘divide and conquer’ were simply a modular
technology, one already floating in space, and complete in theory and practice. Because
so many aspects of colonial relationships, from the identities of both ruler and ruled to the
forms of administration and exploitation, were forged in tandem by the colonisers and the
colonised within a unique setting, | would argue that those discourses of power, founded
as they were on concepts and practices involving issues of race and ethnicity that were
constructed in specific environments, had to be reimagined and reinvented from one
colony to another.

In other words, while different colonial regimes may have had similar general goals
and similar ideas of rule, and even in some instances consciously attempted to borrow
those ideas from one another, the decision to borrow, the resulting practice and the
outcome of practice can only be understood within the dual context of the colonial
relationships.

This chapter explores one such ‘modular’ practice of division and conquest. In it, |
examine both what informs the birth of a new practice and the conflicts that arise
between practices as they develop in dialogue with each other. This particular evolution
of images and practices of colonial control is specific to French attempts, at the outbreak
of the Cambodian insurrection of 1885-6, to form a colonial military based on a similar
concept of ‘martial races’ to that used by the British Indian Army. It serves to explain,
through a discussion of the early evolution of the Garde indigéne of Indochina, that this
experiment was itself built on a discourse that discounted the martial qualities of
Indochinese in general and various ethnic groups in particular, and that this same
discourse helped to ensure that the experiment remained only marginally successful.
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Ideal practice

It may be useful, at this point, to make some distinction between the different armed
forces operating in colonial Indochina. Because the various regular troops are discussed
in Henri Eckert’s chapter, 1 list here only those

armed corps, otherwise totally distinct from one another, which, in
contrast to proper troops, are placed, at least in normal circumstances,
under the exclusive orders of the civil authorities, and whose essential
function consists of assuring the maintenance of order and internal
security in the regions in which they are raised... These corps, which
could be subsumed under the general title of militias or police forces, are:
the Garde indigéne de I’Indochine, without any possible discussion by far
the most important, as it is the only one that possesses its own French
contingent and also the only one represented in all countries of the
[Indochinese] Union, except Cochinchine; the garde civile de

Cochinchine, exclusive to that colony; the and link giang
of Annam and Tonkin; the auxiliaries indigenes de la Gendarmerie. To
this list one could add: on one hand, the garde urbaine de I’Indochine, a
local militia created during the war [of 1914-18] that no longer exists
much more than in theory; and on the other hand, certain secondary armed
corps, such as the partisans du Tonkin, the police rurale du Laos and the
police des kong-kock de Kouang-Tcheou-Wan.*

This chapter deals exclusively with the first of these corps, the Garde indigéne. As at
once the most important and the most controversial of the ‘police forces’, the Garde’s
early history is a vital element in the larger history of French conquest and control in
Indochina. When Vietnamese militia forces of the Garde indigéne were called in from
Annam to suppress the Cambodian insurrection of 1885-6, the southern part of Indochina
had been officially under French control for nearly twenty years, since 1867.

Cambodia’s King Norodom had accepted protectorate status just a year after the three
eastern provinces of Cochinchina had become colonies in 1862. But he had enjoyed, and
hoped to preserve, some measure of autonomy. By the mid-1880s, however,
circumstances both in Cambodia and throughout the region had changed dramatically.
Cochinchina was entirely under French control; in the uncertain period surrounding the
Vietnamese emperor Tu Duc’s death in 1883, Annam had also become a protectorate.
The difficult and expensive military campaign for the conquest of Tonkin was draining
men, money and will from the colonial cause, and, in Cambodia itself, relations between
Norodom %nd the French had become tense as the protectorate regime sought to increase
its control.

Options in Cambodia, 1885-6

The Cambodian insurrection of 1885-6 was led by Sivotha, the half-brother of King
Norodom. As part of a protracted struggle to gain the throne, Norodom had two years
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earlier (1884) signed a convention that gave France increased internal rights as
protectorate power in Cambodia, extending far beyond the terms of the 1863 protectorate
treaty. The early part of his rule was marked by uprisings, and vacillations between
France and Siam.® While earlier revolts led by royal pretenders had been targeted
primarily at the king himself, this one, arising throughout the country and enjoying
considerable popular support, held as its goal the expulsion of the French from Cambodia
and the restoration of an independent Cambodian monarchy.* Benefiting from at least the
tacit support of the king, who felt his pride wounded and his power compromised by the
new French Residents, Pierre Badens and George-Jules Piquet, the revolt seriously
threatened the French protectorate for over a year.

One of the more basic reasons for the early success of the poorly armed insurrection
was the reluctance on the part of the French to acknowledge the real nature and goals of
the rebellion. The new Resident of Cambodia, Badens (and later Piquet) refused to
believe reports that the recent extension of French control and subsequent rise in taxes
were genuinely unpopular enough to provoke violence, and looked instead for signs of
Vietnamese or Siamese intervention.”

When it became unmistakably clear that military action on a significant scale was
necessary to save the Protectorate, time was running out and options were limited.
Despite the urgency of raising a force, French authorities chose not to recruit a mainly
Cambodian army, and even refused offers of soldiers from the king, suspecting that at
best they would not pursue the insurgents with appropriate zeal, and at worst that they
might be sent by Norodom to sabotage the suppression.® Instead, the French hoped to
ensure the loyalty of their forces by recruiting an army by culture and nature completely
unsympathetic to the Khmer. Because rates of death from disease among French soldiers
and legionnaires confined these Western troops to the area around the royal capital,
Phnom Penh, the reinforcements would have to be of a constitution acclimatised to
tropical jungles and lowland swamps. The troops that were finally assembled were from
the Garde indigéne of Annam.

The ideal colonial army

It was from an earlier local militia called the police indigéne that the Garde indigéne
evolved in the 1880s. Formed in 1863, the police indigéne was created to maintain civil
order after the regular troops of the French Armée de Terre and Navy withdrew from
newly conquered “pacified” areas. This police force was entirely under the administration
and control of the civil authorities. Its members, though trained as a sort of national guard
in addition to their normal duties and commanded principally by European veterans of
the wars of conquest, were not to be considered soldiers by either the colonial
administration or the military command.” Instead, the police and Garde indigéne were
assigned to such tasks as staffing the increasing number of colonial prisons, performing
coolie work for the French regular military and serving as guards on the railways that
began to spread across Indochina towards the end of the nineteenth century.

Although the police indigéne had already been charged with the duty of preserving
local stability, their strength, fixed by decree at between 300 and 400 men per province,
was deemed insufficient to guarantee the interior security of the protectorates.? These
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forces had the further limitation of being expressly forbidden to operate outside of their
own regions. The Garde, therefore, took over most of the duties of the police indigéene,
but the recruitment practices, hierarchy and duties remained essentially unchanged. At
the time of its formation, the only real differences between the Garde and police indigéne
were the increased troop strength and resulting reliance on conscription, broader
geographical scope and slightly expanded duties. In addition to guarding municipal
buildings, jails, railways and communications networks, the Garde indigéne was now to
assumegthe expeditionary army’s roles of reducing banditry and putting down occasional
revolts.

Necessities of military control

Although the eventual necessity of a military authority separate from the Armée de Terre
had been realised by colonial administrators since the beginnings of the colonies, it was
the Cambodian insurrection of 1885-6 that galvanised the transformation of the police
indigéne, whose duties had been confined to those of a local civil police, into a force
whose primary function was to be the control of internal unrest within the regions of
Indochina. The Garde indigene, as a later colonial administrator put it,

from the earliest times of the French occupation has rendered the greatest
services, and one could say that, if the conquest proper was the work of
the regular army, it is to the Garde indigene that the credit is due for the
internal pacification of the region and the definitive collapse of the armed
bands that, for almost twenty years after the peace treaties were signed,
still ravaged numerous regions.™

With the regular French troops occupied with the conquest of Tonkin, an alternative force
capable of suppressing a highly mobile enemy of around 40,000 with varying degrees of
local support had to be assembled, outfitted, trained and transported throughout
Cambodia within two months.

Although the first manifestation of the colonial military was thus rather ad hoc in
character, its ideal form and deployment had been the topic of debate among both civil
and military policy-makers since the late 1860s."* Within a developing state that to a
considerable extent defined itself in contrast to and in competition with British colonies,
the Garde indigéne was an important exception."? The Indian Army was greatly admired
by French colonisers, who regarded it as an ideal when forming the Garde indigéne. The
chief virtue of the Indian Army from the point of view of the architects of the French
colonial military was its exploitation of the ‘martial races’ among its subjects for the
control of a less warlike majority. Given the geographical and demographic limits of the
Indochinese possessions, the founding strategy of the Garde indigéne was thus to use
recruits from the main ethnic groups of each region to control those of the others.
Historical enmities, such as that between central Vietnamese and Khmers or between
northern Vietnamese and Lao, were to be exploited both to maximise control and to
prevent unity.”* The divisions necessary for conquest already existed—they remained
only to be widened and solidified to ensure the stability of rule.
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Image and practice

Before its military involvement, French knowledge of Indochina in general, and
Cambodia in particular, was remarkable for both its paucity and its impressionistic
quality. It was informed in its earliest stages by the accounts of missionaries, which were
chiefly concerned with describing the spiritual corruption of the natives and the pressing
urgency of Christianisation and the civilising influence of Europe.

Despite the exoticism of their subject and the great commercial interests elsewhere in
Southeast Asia, these reports seem to have enjoyed only a limited readership and a
questionable influence, contributing only a vague sense of Oriental decadence and
sensuality on the part of the Cambodians and a calculating and mercenary shrewdness on
the part of educated Vietnamese.™ With the growing interest in establishing a colony in
Vietnam in the 1850s, French writers increasingly turned to the comparatively great
amount of literature available on China, with whom the Vietnamese, particularly on the
level of the mandarinate, were closely equated.

Cambodia, largely ignored in favour of its richer and more easily accessible
neighbours, was considered merely an impoverished vassal of Siam until interest in it was
dramatically awakened by the diaries of the explorer and naturalist Henri Mouhot,
published in serial form in the magazine Tour du Monde. Mouhot’s descriptions of the
peoples, ruins and natural wealth of Cambodia and Laos galvanised the imaginations of
adventurers and colonisers in Vietnam and established a prototype for impressions of
Cambodia’s Khmer that remained essentially unchanged into the twentieth century.*®

Image and the martial races

Like many colonised groups, the peoples of Indochina were viewed as polar opposites of
the French, but, perhaps unlike some Africans or South Asians, Khmer and Vietnamese
were perceived as differing most from the French in precisely those respects that made
the colonisers ‘manly’ or ‘warlike’. The Khmer that Mouhot portrayed in his diaries were
a lazy and sensuous ‘race’, one of little intellect, drive or creativity.

Besides possessing those faults ‘common to all Asiatics, namely, cunning, an
extraordinary power of dissimulation and idleness’, the Khmer were further alleged to
suffer from a ‘stupid pride’ that prevented them from benefiting from European or even
Chinese philosophy and technology.*® Unimpressed by the court and his own coolies,
who seem to have been the primary source of his opinions, Mouhot viewed the Khmer as
the most derelict of Indochinese ‘races’, one in dire need of the civilising influence of
both Christianity and colonisation.'” The importance of women in agriculture and
commerce completed the image of Khmer men as less independent and self-sufficient
even than their wives and daughters, a situation that boded ill for their success as warriors
for the French.

The Vietnamese, on the other hand, were viewed as culturally and spiritually
impoverished parrots of a decaying China. Not able to invent a culture of their own, and
‘not having for civilisation but that which they have borrowed from the Chinese, the
totality of their ideas, their beliefs and their institutions are Chinese’.*® ‘Imprisoned as in
a chain gang, Annamese literati were incapable of succeeding at anything other than
sterile study.”*® As a result, as well as the ‘refined cruelty and corruption’ natural to their
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‘race’, Vietnamese, like the Chinese, were ‘emasculated by Confucianism’, Chinese
characters and ‘absolute’ monarchy.®® Even the long robes of the upper classes were
viewed as telling clues in the scheming ‘womanliness’ of the Vietnamese character,
which was only exasperated by years of study and memorisation of dead classics.
Although some French officials and scholars remained impressed with the academic and
intellectual achievements of the mandarinate, for many more:

the amazing thing is that this world of old people has never been young,
as far back as we can trace them. It speaks, thinks and feels today as it did
three thousand years ago. The language, the system of writing, the laws
and the rites, uniting to destroy all human spontaneity, have paralysed in
its cradle this fossil race, which is senile without ever having been
anything else... Christianity, which aspires to develop human
individuality, strives vainly in this country against a creed which has
succeeded in crushing it; it is life trying to galvanise death.?

This depiction of the Vietnamese as unchanged since their origins, like the refusal of
early colonial scholars to attribute the construction of Angkor Wat to the Khmer, while
completely speculative and, of course, incorrect, marks a daunting hurdle in the creation
of ‘martial races’ in Indochina.?? A central myth of many of India’s ‘martial races’ was
their European heritage, which allowed them to assume qualities of intelligence,
leadership and individuality otherwise reserved for whites. The colour and culture of
groups like the Gurkhas could thus be explained in one version of this myth as:

the effect of prolonged years of various religions on their adherents, of
early marriage, of premature brides, and juvenile eroticism, of a thousand
years of malaria and hook-worm, and other ills of neglected sanitation in a
hot climate, and the deteriorating effect of aeons of tropical sun on races
that were once white and lived in uplands and on cool steppes.?

Origins common with the colonisers were not an option for Khmers or Vietnamese, who
were thought to have evolved from the mixing of Chinese, Indian and local aboriginal
groups.?® Instead of fallen cousins to the French, the Indochinese were alien races,
defining in contrast to their stupidity and lassitude the creative power and energy of
Europe, and could not be imagined to assume the qualities of virility that constructed
crucial aspects of the superiority of the French.

Image, contrast and context

Though colonial populations in general were viewed as extreme ‘Others’ that, through
their deficiencies, helped to define the virtues of the colonisers, the French were perfectly
capable of making fine distinctions among the ‘characters’ of a vast range of cultures and
ethnicities. Particularly striking for the study of colonial militaries is the difference in
characterisation between Indochinese and West African colonial recruits. One finds it
difficult to imagine the following endorsement of an expanded use of the Tirailleurs
sénégalais being applied to Cambodian or Vietnamese troops:
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The organisation of the black troops is the renaissance of African
civilisation, the crowning glory of our efforts. When a nation has begun to
write such a chapter in the history of humanity, she has a duty to complete
it; she has the right to call to her defence all of her children, even her
adopted ones, without distinction of race. She listens to the accusations of
barbarism and smiles, without even a shrug.

This impdt du sang, or ‘blood duty’, was conceived as the beginning of a policy of
universal male conscription in French West Africa that was permanently to transform
both the French armed forces and the political, military and economic history of the
colony. The goal of the policy, as stated by its architect and chief advocate, Lieutenant-
Colonel Charles Mangin, was to create a vast force noire of 200,000 West Africans that
would supplement and eventually replace French overseas forces, and that could form the
front line in the defence of France against a European enemy.

Although the idea of a force noire, as articulated in Mangin’s 1910 bestselling book of
the same name, caused sensation and scandal among government circles in France, the
idea of an all-African army led by French officers was hardly a new one. There had been
Africans in French forces since the sixteenth century, and since 1857 the Tirailleurs
sénégalais created by General Louis Faidherbe had been the primary army of conquest
and occupation in West Africa.”® Beginning with the tenure of Colonel (later General)
Louis Archinard as commander of French forces in the region in 1888, West African
troops were used almost exclusively for all military purposes, their officers virtually the
only French military presence.?’ In 1908, Tirailleurs sénégalais were sent out of the
colony for the first time to aid in the conquest of Morocco and proved an effective
expeditionary force.?

In sharp contrast to military attitudes towards local recruits in Indochina, French
officers in West Africa, Mangin chief among them, viewed colonial conscription as a
privilege and a reward for Africans. Although the ultimate goal of recruitment was to
sacrifice black lives for white ones, the officers considered it a great opportunity for the
soldiers they led to die defending France. Indeed, a significant part of Mangin’s book La
force noire records the history of black armies from Roman times to the modern era,
reiterating with every page the argument for the suitability of African soldiers for
European battles, in an attempt to establish West Africans as the ultimate martial race.
Continuing in this vein, a later chapter consists primarily of testimonials by well known
military figures who had served in Africa concerning the merits of their indigenous
troops: ‘in Europe’, contributed General Joseph Gallieni, ‘the conduct of these brave
fellows in the face of such superior forces would have covered them with glory’.?°

Mangin and the other colonial officers advocating the creation of the force noire,
certainly not enlightened in matters of race, affirmed and celebrated the conventional
military wisdom that the salient characteristics of West Africans were ‘an
underdeveloped intelligence; remarkable feelings of family, friendship, and devotion;
and, on the other hand, the faults of an infantile character’.*® Rather than dwelling upon
those “faults’, Mangin chose to focus on those parts of the stereotype that best served his
needs:
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The attachment of the Senegalese to France is absolute...it never happens
that one of our soldiers is even suspected of desertion or treason; there has
never been in the ranks the slightest hesitation. The Senegalese are as
proud of their leaders as their leaders are of them, and those who have

seen foreigners say, ‘Senegalese first of blacks, French first of whites’.*

Obedience and loyalty were, for Mangin, the natural expressions of affection, and as long
as his troops followed him, he could believe that they did it out of devotion to France. He
responded with total faith in the loyalty of African soldiers. Indeed, one of the most
extraordinary aspects of the commands of several famous generals in West Africa was
that they largely discounted the potential danger of placing weapons and ammunition in
the hands of men against whom France had only recently fought.

This, | believe, was unique to the French military experience in western and central
Africa. French commanders in Indochina (and it should be remembered that these men—
Gallieni, Lyautey, even, briefly, Mangin himself-were exactly the same men who led
West African troops) were haunted by the possibility of indigenous soldiers turning
against them. As a result, indigenous troops in other colonies were consistently armed
with obsolete weaponry, which in turn helped to prevent them from becoming effective
fighting forces.*> Not only were Indochinese soldiers in the French colonial army still
forced to use muskets at the turn of the century, but volunteers were viewed with deep
suspicion, on the rationale that anyone joining the army of his own free will must have
sabotage in mind. In contrast, West African troops were armed with nearly the same
weaponry as their metropolitan counterparts, and, until the demands of raising the imp6t
du sang made it impossible, many ‘pro-Senegalese’ commanders like Mangin refused to
accept conscripts, preferring to recruit exclusively volunteer troops.*

Like many before and after him, Mangin neglected to consider the fact that, after
killing leaders and burning all crops and villages for miles around, the colonial army was
often the only available source of food, shelter and protection for local populations.
Instead, he indulged his vanity that the men and their families came because they loved
and admired France and its officers, and seems to have genuinely believed that “‘we make
war without hatred; delivered populations joyously welcome their liberators, but even in
our enemies we have always seen the soldiers of tomorrow’.>*

That French officers in Indochina did not tend to see ‘the soldiers of tomorrow’ among
the Khmer and Vietnamese was not entirely due to physical characteristics and lack of
warlike temperament. Indeed, while much of the difference between colonisers and
colonised was expressed in terms of origins, those elements that ‘proved’ the impotence
of the Khmer and Vietnamese were tightly linked to the very current state of politics.

The early encounters between France and the Indochinese states were an important
buttress of the French construction of the Cambodian and Vietnamese characters. While
it would be wrong to attribute to power politics the origins and culmination of the ‘non-
martial races’, the relative ease of the French conquest did not leave the colonisers
impressed with the state of the ‘manly art’ of war in Indochina. In particular, the fact of
Cambodia’s dependency and weakness on the Indochinese peninsula was viewed as a
fundamental proof of its inability to produce men with the skill or temperament of
warriors, with one later historian writing that
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Cambodia does not have, properly speaking, a military history. It had no
origin, nor conquest, nor even military occupation: the necessity of
protecting it against the two gluttonous neighbours who gnawed it each
from its own side and who would have finished by devouring it
completely, forced this land to place itself under our Protectorate.®

Cambodia as the French found it was a country at the mercy of its neighbours. By turns
over the past century a tributary state of Siam and Vietnam, at the French conquest of
Cochinchina parts of Cambodia were occupied by both.*® This was not perceived as
merely a coincidence of geopolitics. If the strength and expansiveness of a state was
regarded as the outward sign of its people’s greatness, a connection assumed by many of
the advocates and architects of colonial Indochina, victimisation had implications for
both state status and national character.*’

While Vietnam had at least offered a struggle, forcing France to stretch its coercive
power in conquest, Cambodia alone out of the countries of Indochina, however
reluctantly or under whatever illusions as to French intentions, had willingly become a
protectorate. Its prostrate position between a state that France was in the process of
conquering and one that was believed to be the puppet of Great Britain awarded
Cambodia the status in French eyes of the last among inferiors.

The formation of the Garde indigéne

In the absence in 1885-6 of a clear ‘martial race’ to use in the suppression of the
Cambodian insurrection, the French employed a different strategy to ‘divide and
congquer’. In addition to finding and exploiting ‘warlike’ peoples in South Asia, the
British had maximised the effectiveness of their control by manipulating tensions
between different ethnic and religious groups. This prevented troops to a considerable
degree from identifying with the people they were meant to suppress, and in cases of
active hostility between the groups that formed the troops and those that made up the
populace, led to a degree of brutality that both served colonial interests of control and
shifted hostility from the British to other South Asian peoples.®®

This is exactly the kind of ethnic manipulation the French hoped to achieve in
Cambodia. Forced by time constraints to choose their soldiers from among men already
in service in one of the polices indigénes, Cochinchina’s Governor Filippini and
Residents of Cambodia Pierre Badens and George Jules Piquet recruited almost all of
their new force from the recently conquered region of Annam (central Vietnam). Not
trusting the martial qualities of their new ‘watchdogs of empire’, the French had chosen
their soldiers from the group judged to be the most hostile towards non-Vietnamese
ethnic groups.®® As a result, the Garde indigéne of Annam, though not the largest of the
gardes, was at once the most controversial and the most widely used, as perhaps the most
‘ideal” example of the divide and conquer ethnic policies of the French colonial army in
Indochina.

Initially created partially in response to Sivotha’s insurrection in 1885, the Garde
indigéne d’Annam served as both the prototype for and a valuable lesson in the use and
misuse of ethnic tension in securing control. Immediately upon their arrival in Cambodia,
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the Vietnamese troops were encouraged to show no restraint in their suppression of
insurgents, and the suggestion was even made that this was an opportunity to express
violently and with impunity whatever enmity had been brewing against the Khmer.*
Evidence suggests that the soldiers took this to heart, for the Garde indigene went on a
rampage in the first half of 1885. At first given only sixty bullets each in an effort to
prevent excessive force or effective mutiny, many troops turned to burning villages as
they passed through them. Thousands of Khmer civilians were slaughtered, while many
thousands more, according to desperate Residents in Kratié and Kampot, were being
driven into the arms of the insurrection.*!

Suddenly realising that their new techniques of recruitment and deployment were
much too successful, the French command decided to introduce a pacifying influence into
the army by recruiting Khmer, who, despite the success of the rebellion, were still
deemed to be unfit for military service. Initially employed only as elephant drivers and
coolies, many of these new recruits resented their subordinate positions and deserted,
allowing the Vietnamese to carry on as before. It was not until they began to recruit
Khmer as soldiers that the French gained the pacifying element they required.* The
Annamese, on the other hand, though relatively placid at home, were now believed to be
strongly prejudiced

Table 4.1 Soldiers and militias in Cambodia, 1886

Infantry 1145
Artillery 41
Legionnaires 483
Annamese Tirailleurs 1120
Annamese Militia 344
Cambodian Militia 939
Total 4072

Source: Dossier 1043, Archives Centrales de I’Indochine, Amiraux de la Cochinchine, AOM.

against Khmer in particular, and foreigners in general, and thus continued to be deemed
particularly useful in controlling non-Vietnamese areas because of their aggressive
approach towards the populaces.

Although Table 4.1 shows the deployment of over 1600 non-Indochinese soldiers
during Sivotha’s rebellion, it should be remembered that Europeans, because of the high
rate of death from disease, only served in and around the major cities. For most practical
purposes, this was an occupation army primarily made up of Indochinese: 1120
Annamese soldiers, 344 Annamese militia troops and 939 Cambodian militia troops.

Both in their initial use in Cambodia in 1886 and afterwards, a great deal of thought
went into finding the ideal mixture of Annamese and local troops. While a wholly
Annamese force was viewed as counterproductive due to the hostility between the troops
and Cambodian or Lao civilians, a purely Khmer or Lao Garde was judged to be too mild
and likely to revolt against the state.* As a result, although their numbers had to be
limited in some areas for fear of inciting open rebellion, Annamese were nearly always



Colonia armiesin Southeast Asia 110

present in the Gardes of Cambodia and Laos in proportions of around half to two-thirds
of the total force.

Practices in conflict

While the colonial military imagined by civil authorities was already destabilised in
concept because of the ‘character’ of the majority of the recruits, an army of ‘martial
races’ also conflicted with the cornerstones of French colonialism. This conflict, while
arising from the same discourse that produced the Garde indigéne, was at cross-purposes
with assembling a truly effective colonial army. Although the founding images of
Vietnamese and Khmer discussed above played a crucial role in shaping the recruitment
and deployment of the Garde indigéne, they might have been overcome if the success of
these groups under arms had been such as to render them retroactively ‘martial’.
Acceptable ideas and practices concerning race and recruitment, however, as well as
financial concerns and administrative debates between proponents of military and civilian
control and of sectionalization and centralization, all conspired to render the Garde
indigéne an only barely effective force.

Race, hierarchy and security

Although the primary focus of this study is on the failure of the ‘martial races’ in the
Garde indigene of Indochina rather than the racialised practices at the foundation of the
colonial system itself, the development of the Garde indigéne cannot be understood
without addressing the Manichaean concepts of race that were largely responsible for
both its form and its functioning. While the Garde indigene at different times had
differing proportions of Europeans within its ranks, its officer corps were consistently
almost entirely European, and for many the central military question was not which
ethnic groups could be most safely relied upon, but to what extent any colonial subject
could be trusted with the arms and training of a professional military. Even after the
decision to use indigenous troops had been made, the illusion of racial and cultural
superiority of the colonisers presented new problems of hierarchy. While colonial recruits
had to be given some opportunity for advancement to maintain their loyalty, they could
not be given authority over European personnel for fear of upsetting the larger structure
of domination on which the entire colonial system depended.

More fundamental than the policies of ethnic manipulation, an essential provision in
the creation of the police that carried over (as did the vast majority of its hierarchy, duties
and administration) to the Gardes was the placement of Europeans in all positions of
authority. The major objection raised to the formation of the police and Garde had been
that to do so would place dangerous skills and weaponry in the hands of a people whose
loyalty to the metropole was tenuous at best. In order to prevent an embarrassing and
potentially fatal successful mutiny by the indigenous gendarmes and troops, all
Vietnamese, Lao and Cambodian personnel were safely legislated into positions
subordinate to
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Table 4.2 Recruitment levels and racial
composition, Annam 1893-1894

31 January 1893 31 July 1893 31 February 1894

European Indigenous European Indigenous European Indigenous
Thanh Hoa 8 446 6 404 8 550
Nghe An/Ha 21 1014 17 909 14 921
Tinh
Quang 6 250 2 136 2 160
Binh/Quang
Tri
Hue 2 50 2 50 2 60
Quang 3 195 3 104 2 79
Na/Quang
Ngai
Binh Dinh/Phu 4 295 3 215 2 120
Yen
Khanh 4 200 2 109 3 415
Hoa/Binh
Thuan
Laos 4 200 12 726 12 526
Total 48 2450 47 2650 45 2531

Source: Report by Briére, Resident Superieur of Annam, to Governor-General, 26 April 1894.
Dossier 21588, Fonds Gouveneur Général/Amiraux, AOM.

French troops. All but the highest-ranking indigénes were placed below even the lowest-
ranking European.** French officers were aggressively recruited whenever and wherever
possible, but even at comparatively astronomical salaries, the colonial administration
could seldom find enough willing recruits, and was periodically forced to adjust the
numbers of indigenous troops accordingly. As a result, the authorities faced the dilemma
of lacking sufficient forces to perform the required functions, and the job of European
officer in the police or Gardes became even more unappealing with the increased danger
and responsibility. For each battalion of police or Garde of 325 indigenes, there was to be
a minimum of six European officers.” In the early years of both organisations, this rule
was taken quite seriously, and often resulted in the rather chaotic sort of personnel
manipulation that occurred in Annam in 1893-4.

The desired number of troops for both years had actually been approximately 2500 for
Annam proper and 1000 for Laos, but due to the alarmingly low numbers of Europeans to
supervise a potentially dangerous element, territorial security was neglected in favour of
personnel control. Due to increasing numbers of serious uprisings and banditry in Laos,
however, the accepted ratio of Europeans to Indochinese was relaxed slightly to provide
for emergency troop transfer to the cities and mountain towns of Laos.*°



Colonia armiesin Southeast Asia 112

This setting of ‘absolute’ standards, their exposure as completely impractical in the
light of the realities of service for both European and native recruits and their subsequent
loosening was characteristic of the early years of the police and Garde, and (since each
revision in troop levels had to be mandated by law) was accompanied by reams of paper
from the Governor-General’s office. Consequently, the administration and command of
both forces was in a state of almost constant confusion, which was only exacerbated by
the recruitment practices for Indochinese personnel.

Faced with the issue of arming its indigenous peacekeepers, the colonial
administration found itself in a particularly awkward position. Due to the limited
responsibilities of the Armée de Terre, and due to domestic French public opinion, it was
necessary to maximise all resources (including, and perhaps especially, human resources)
of the Protectorate. Yet the approval of the Garde’s very existence, by some very
influential civil and military figures, was contingent upon its lack of threat to French
interests. This situation created a very difficult and delicate job for the authorities in
charge of procuring the Garde’s weaponry, who had to decide between effectiveness and
security.

In the end, they chose neither, opting instead to arm the indigenous troops with
muskets produced early in the nineteenth century with an average of only thirty bullets a
person per campaign, bayonets and only four carbine rifles per battalion, a powerful but
incredibly inaccurate style of armament that required a strategy necessarily wasteful in
human life. This compromise enabled troops to do significant damage to either unarmed
civilians or unsuspecting members of their own battalions, but simultaneously rendered
them almost completely useless in confrontations with any seriously armed or trained
resistance force.*” The Indochinese troops were well aware of their position, and, having
in all probability sacrificed their families’ welfares in the course of their three-year term
of conscription, were often unwilling to risk their lives as well. Desertion from high-risk
posts was common, thus producing the greatest ineffectiveness in precisely those places
where an intimidating military presence was most desirable.*®

Military versus civil control

The Gardes indigénes of Cochinchina, Annam and Tonkin were formed by decree of the
Governor-General of Indochina in the 1880s amid a storm of controversy about who was
to control them: a controversy that was to continue until the end of French rule in 1954.
Despite the objections of military leaders, many of whom preferred the newly conquered
population to have as little access to arms and military training as possible, the colonial
administration was firmly behind the creation of a civil guard. Insisting both that its
troops be recruited principally from among the native population and that its civilian
command employ it under all but the most unusual circumstances for local peacekeeping
and policing, the administration regarded the Gardes as essentially co-opting the newly
colonised population for its own continued pacification. Accused of endangering greater
French interests in the region by squandering resources to create a well armed, highly
militarised force independent of the established military command, the Governor-General
encouraged the French government to see the Gardes along much the same lines as the
already functioning indigenous police.
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To view the Garde indigéne, he argued, ‘as constituting in effect a small army in the
hands of the civil authorities is to lose sight of its character, its goal and its organisation,
which are those of a provincial police force, and of which it would not be divested except
by right of exceptional and temporary demand by the military authority in the case of
troop shortages.”*® The five autonomous Gardes indigénes, used only for the maintenance
of internal security (as opposed to the French regular troops, deployed to guard national
borders), were placed under the administrative authority of the Governor-General and,
below him, of the Governor of Cochinchina and the four Residents Supérieurs: of
Annam, Tonkin, Cambodia and later Laos. Troop levels of the various regions were to be
fixed by decree of the Governor-General and funded from local budgets.*

The recruitment of both the agents of the police and the troops of the Gardes was,
before the First World War, rather haphazardly conducted by province and at each sub-
provincial level in a vaguely pyramidal manner. Following the ‘traditional’ practice of
Vietnamese military recruitment, each community was responsible, each year, for
producing a certain number of able-bodied male recruits to serve for three years at a time.
The complicated network of directives from the Residents-Superior, however, which
fixed the numbers for the village, prefecture and provincial levels, were decided upon
through an assessment of the number of militia troops needed rather than of the number a
particular community could realistically provide. The burden on Vietnamese villages was
particularly great because Vietnam alone of the countries of Indochina had a tightly
structured enough system of local government to be able to enforce this kind of
conscription. As a result, conscription in Cambodia and later in Laos was performed
mainly through press gang and cash offers for volunteers. As the responsibilities and
numbers of the Garde indigéne increased, therefore, so did the difficulty associated with
procuring an ever-greater number of men. These men had to fulfil the following
conditions:

(1) have reached the age of 24 at least and 32 at most; (2) be of sane and
robust constitution and of a minimum height that will be fixed in each
province by order of the Resident-General on the advice of the Resident-
Inspector or the Resident-Adjunct; (3) have no convictions of serious
offence before either the indigenous courts or the French courts of the
Protectorate; (4) be a registered subject or the son of a registered subject.>

As a result of these stipulations, many Vietnamese communities were forced to choose
between meeting the requirements of the state and protecting their own livelihood.
Because of the reluctance of villages to contribute their fittest young workers and leaders
to the cause of French rule, officers and administrators of the Garde complained
continuously of insufficient recruits or the appearance, come the provincial deadline, of
contingents of elderly men suffering from rheumatism, anaemia and other afflictions.>
Nor were the personnel problems of the authorities over when the quotas were filled: the
poor armament and grossly inequitable salaries of the Indochinese militia forces caused
considerable dissension in the ranks, which further threatened both the recruitment and
the usefulness of the Garde indigéne.

If the armament of the Garde indigéne made service unappealing for many
Indochinese recruits, the huge salary gap between them and their European counterparts



Colonia armiesin Southeast Asia 114

rendered it insulting as well. Not only were officiers indigénes denied authority over any
European personnel (European personnel in the Garde indigénes were all “officers’—
Garde principal, Garde inspecteur etc.), but the highest-paid

Table 4.3 Annual salaries (in livres) of Police
indigéne, 1882

European personnel Indigenous personnel

Captain 10,000

Lieutenant 8,000 Lieutenant 1,500

Sous-lieutenant 7,000 Sous-lieutenant 1,200

Adjutant 3,600

Petty Officer 3,600

Sergeant 2,000 Sergeant 600
Corporal 380
Enlisted, 1st Class 280
Enlisted, 2nd Class 180

Source: Title 111, Creation and Organisation of the Police Indigéne, 1863-82. Carton 263, Ancien
Fonds, AOM.

Indochinese officers (whose advancement demanded a much longer time in service and a
much higher degree of personal excellence than did that of French officers) received only
three-quarters the pay of the lowest-ranked European officer. Indochinese officers made
roughly one-fifth the money of French officers of equal rank, while the salary of enlisted
men, at around one-tenth to one-twentieth that of their European superior officers, was
barely sufficient to keep their families at home alive.

The glaring inequity in pay between native and European personnel was a great source
of tension within the police and Garde. Tensions created by resentment of the colonial
state and its racist and exploitative policies were aggravated by conscription and inferior
arms, salaries and provisions. Especially in Cambodia and Laos, where colonial rule was
less well established, this periodically gave rise to mutinies of the Indochinese militia
troops against their European superiors. Desertion and immobilisation due to sickness
was also common in the Garde. With rations of only 0.8 kilograms of boiled rice, 24
grams of salt, 5 grams of tea and 20 grams of fish sauce a day, disease caused by
malnutrition regularly led late nineteenth-century recruits in Laos to face French reprisals
for desertion rather than to starve slowly in service of the colonial regime.*

The defeat of the ‘martial races’

Not only was the imagining of the ‘martial races’ informed by myths of culture and
character and necessities of control and coercion, but the experience of the Garde
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indigene was tempered by practices of deployment and hierarchy bound up in sentiments
of fear and insecurity. While the fragmentary and highly gendered images of Vietnamese
and Khmer formed difficult obstacles for the construction of warlike characters, these
impressions alone cannot account for the failure of the concept.

The attempt to create ‘martial races’ in Indochina was ultimately defeated by other
practices arising from the same discourse that made an effective indigenous military, and
thus a ‘militant’ indigéne, impossible. The refusal of the French to arm adequately, to
advance equitably or to pay sufficiently, though each in itself also intended to increase
security and efficiency, created a situation in which the peoples of Indochina could only
become non-martial races. While the strategy of manipulating ethnic tension in Cambodia
(and, later, elsewhere in Indochina) was one consciously adopted and believed successful,
it was not one that could simply be lifted from one context to another without regard for
context.

Even the methods of “‘divide and conquer’, which had been used so often in so many
places, were not a modular technology available to be used, with little modification, by
any colonial administration in any situation, but were as subject to the specificities of
local landscapes as other forms of exploitation. Colonial rule, like colonial culture, was
recreated and reimagined in each of its manifestations, not simply transferred, and as
such can only be understood as a product of those specific relationships.

This failure of the colonial authorities to fit a ‘modular’ practice of conquest and rule
neatly to a situation tailor-made for it should contribute to the defeat of the notion of
modular practices of colonial rule in general, and, | hope, serve to destabilise the image
of unitary and conscious power so often attributed to colonial states. Imperial racism was
not as simple as it was pernicious, and its complexity and omnipresence made it, like
many other aspects of rule, sometimes self-contradictory and often difficult to
manipulate. The inventors of the peculiar racism of warlike peoples could not wield it
adroitly for their ends, and, ultimately, the myth of the martial races proved at best an
uncertain weapon.
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5
Double-edged swords of conquest in
Indochina

Tirailleurs Tonkinois, Chasseurs Annamites and
militias, 1883-1895

Henri Eckert

A colonial war is always a civil war. Colonised people are both fighting the coloniser and
being recruited by him. But this very recruiting can sometimes also be set in conjunction
with the colonisers’ internal struggles. The hesitancies, the absence of a firm objective
unanimously approved, the prevarications and jolts of French colonial expansion have
often been emphasised. But it can also be shown that the constitution of native troops in
Indochina—which was a decisive factor in the military conquest of Tonkin and Annam
from 1883—was an important issue in internal French rivalries." Not only were native
troops contributing to the seizing of their country, they also served to expose quarrels
among the French.

This chapter is concerned with these severe conflicts within the French administration
in Indochina in the mid-1880s, notably between the military and the civil administration,
over the recruitment of indigenous soldiers into the colonial armed forces. To a
considerable degree, those conflicts reflected deep divisions in metropolitan France,
which had their origins in the French Revolution. The conflicts had serious implications
for the colonial project in Indochina, as this was a period in which the French were
engaged in pacifying Annam and Tonkin.

For several years, the conflicts produced an absurd system of native recruitment.
Between 1886 and 1890, France recruited armed natives for a single, identical purpose in
Annam and Tonkin, but under four different names or statutes. There were militiamen,
paid for by the French protectorate; Tonkinois infantrymen in the first three regiments,
paid by the Navy; infantrymen of the fourth regiment, paid by the Ministry of War; and
finally the shortlived Chasseurs Annamites, paid out of the Vietnamese royal treasury.
After the appointment of Jean-Louis de Lanessan as Governor General in June 1891, the
number of categories was reduced to two, each with its own clearly separate field of
operations, and the armed native at the service of France was no longer a source of
conflict among Frenchmen.

A house divided

Without taking on the vigour of a civil war, the French-French rivalries were particularly
deep-seated in the 1880s. The main fracture arose from the French Revolution, already
one hundred years old, but whose complicated legacy produced the agitated political



Colonia armiesin Southeast Asia 120

history of France. In France, there were two main categories of royalists (the legitimises
and the orléanistes),? two categories of bonapartistes (more or less seduced by the uncle
or the nephew, by authoritarian or liberal empire)® and republicans split between
uncountable currents.

Many Frenchmen and politicians navigated between these diverse tendencies
contesting the ascendancy. Defeat against Prussia in the 1870-1 war provoked the
proclamation of a new republic, the third in French history. But republicans lost the
following elections. Despite this, the victorious but disunited royalists did not succeed in
securing a new restoration. It was only in 1879 that the republicans achieved a majority in
the Chamber of Representatives and in the Senate, which allowed them finally to control
the country and start ‘republicanising’ it.

These political divisions had repercussions on the army. They were, however, limited
by the fact that servicemen did not possess the right to vote, or freedom of expression. If
their status condemned them to be only observers, it did not prevent their personal
convictions from developing. These last appear not in the official documents, but in
private papers or recollections published later. The troops fighting in Indochina were no
exception. For example, a lieutenant in Hanoi forbade his native servant to put out flags
on 14 July, the newly introduced national day, which commemorated the great
revolutionary event of 1789. Another young officer, sailing to Tonkin, wondered whether
collective prayer still existed on warships, despite the republic. When units of the
metropolitan army were sent to strengthen the colonial troops, they were called,
sometimes a little disparagingly, ‘battalions of the voters’. The conscripted soldiers
preserved their civic rights, unlike the professional soldiers and officers, who sometimes
felt pride in not being full citizens of a hated republic.

In addition, some parts of the armed services had political reputations. The Navy,
which owed its nickname, ‘La Royale’, not only to the fact that the department was in
Rue Royale in Paris, or the cavalry, where the heirs of the old aristocracy gathered, were
held to be royalist. In contrast, the ‘learned corps’, such as the engineers or the artillery,
would be republican, with the argument that scientific diplomas were more appreciated
than titles of nobility. Officially absent from the army, the political question nevertheless
affected the military, and remained ready to appear at the slightest sign of dissatisfaction.
In addition, there was the traditional rivalry between the different branches of the
military, as between marsouins and lignards, which degenerated several times into
pitched battles in Hanoi.*

The first occurrence of political dissatisfaction within the military in Tonkin arose in
late 1883, when Admiral Courbet, very popular among the expeditionary force, was
replaced by General Millot, a much less charismatic person. In the officers’ popotes,’
political favouritism was whispered, Millot being an ostentatious republican and Courbet
a discreet legitimist.

This line of fracture running through the army should not be overemphasised. A
common ideal of true patriotism also existed among the officers. Moreover, they were all
ready to close ranks against their common foe: the civilians. As we shall see, the major
fracture within French forces was to be found between civilians and the military or, more
exactly, between civil power and military authority. The divorce goes back, once again,
to the French Revolution, which created a break between the regime and the professional,
formerly royal, army, suspected of being aristocratic and royalist. The short-lived First
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Republic developed the mystique of a ‘nation in arms’. Two famous decrees, La Patrie
en danger (1792) and La Levée en masse (1793), led the way to total war and
conscription.® These decrees were not only a desperate attempt to muster badly needed
troops, they were also an exact application of the ideas the republicans would develop
through the nineteenth century. Their model was the farmer of Athens or Rome taking up
weapons to defend the homeland when threatened, but remaining primarily an ordinary
citizen. The new army had to be essentially a citizen army, dare one say a “civilian army’.

The mystique of homeland, nation, republic, freedom and citizenship was held to be
more important than tactical and technical competence. A people’s army was
ideologically thought to be unbeatable. A few years before the seizure of Tonkin, the
republicans could put this doctrine to the test during the Franco-Prussian war. Declared
by Napoleon I11 in 1870, this war led the republicans to power when Paris learnt that the
emperor had been taken prisoner by the Prussians. The new government, out of national
pride, prolonged the war and tried to reorganise the professional army inherited from the
Second Empire. But the ragtag, ill-disciplined volunteers proved no match for the
Prussian veterans. Even worse, Paris mutinied against the new government, and in 1871
the republicans lost both the war and the elections. They had to revise their military
theory by adopting a more realistic view of the conditions of modern fighting and the role
of a well trained standing force. Out of necessity, the army had to be a little more military
than they would have liked.

After several years of uncertainty, the republicans were back in power in 1879. They
started to create the organisation that would eventually enable France to muster millions
of soldiers in 1914. Every civilian had to become a part-time soldier: military training
was dispensed at school, and conscription gradually restored. But defiance towards the
regular army persisted. This was particularly true in the colonies. At this time, the
colonial possessions of France, mainly North Africa and Cochinchina, were ruled by the
army or navy.

The colonial administration had to be changed. Excepting Algeria, colonies were in
the charge of the Navy Department, and so the republican leader, Gambetta, created a
sub-secretariat for the colonies as a means of detaching them from the military. It was
later attached to the Commerce Ministry. In Algeria, the Bureaux des Affaires Arabes
(Arab Affairs Offices), army-run administrative units, were replaced by civilians; and the
first civilian governor was appointed in Cochinchina in 1879, after twenty years of
admirals’ rule. This went smoothly, as those lands were quiet and pacified, the hard work
of pacification having been done in the 1860s and 1870s. Tonkin, the next French
acquisition, in northern Indochina, would prove harder to chew.

Civilians go to war

On 26 May 1883, the Chamber of Representatives in Paris received news that the French
commander in Tonkin, Capitaine de Vaisseau Riviére, had been killed. Unanimously, the
representatives voted for an increase in public expenditure and sent an expeditionary
force to conquer the land. The legislation stated that the military leaders, General Bouét
for the ground forces and Admiral Courbet for the Navy, were to be placed under the
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supervision of a (civilian) commissaire général de la république: a general
superintendent.

The inspiration for this measure was to be found in the period of the French
Revolution, when représentants en mission were sent to control the activities of the
generals in the field. The post of superintendent went to Jules Harmand. This indicated
the determination of the government to strengthen its influence in Tonkin, because
Harmand, consul in Bangkok since 1881, was a former companion of Francis Garnier,
whose adventure in Tonkin he had supported ten years earlier.” The instructions sent to
him jointly by the Secretary of Foreign Affairs and the Navy stated that he ‘is in charge
of preventing any military action from going astray and extending beyond the circle
drawn by present instructions’.? But disagreements soon appeared between Harmand and
General Bouét. The latter was eventually ‘sent on mission in France’, in effect dismissed,
on 18 September 1883. But this victory for civil power was only temporary because the
political and military situation in Tonkin deteriorated.

Most of the local mandarins refused to apply the ‘Harmand Agreement’, which the
Nguyén King Hiép Hoa had been compelled to accept during his brief reign, and which
his ministers signed on 25 August 1883.° Their troops attacked the French garrisons in
cooperation with irregular Chinese troops, the dreaded Black Flags.® Not surprisingly,
Admiral Courbet, now commander-in-chief of the ground and naval forces, came to the
fore. In November, after a rebel attack on Hai Duong, a state of siege was proclaimed,
conferring on him complete civil and military powers. It was now Harmand who had to
return to France, in December 1883. The attempt to subordinate the army to civil power
had been brief.

It seems that Harmand’s harshness and ruthlessness towards the king and the court at
Hué had brought the army back into the foreground.™™ But Admiral Courbet was not
content with making war by seizing the town of Son Tay where the Black Flags were
entrenched. He also asked Cochinchina to supply the necessary administrative personnel
to enforce French domination. Thus the army became involved in administration matters.
This could be one of the reasons why Courbet was pushed aside on 16 December 1883,
the very day Son Tay was taken, in circumstances that look like a political plot. But the
successor to the admiral, General Millot, who arrived in Tonkin in February 1884, also
took charge of the administration: ‘He already made decisions as if he were a governor of
an annexed territory’, writes Philippe Devillers.*> Thus he drove Tonkin towards direct
administration, whereas in Hué the diplomats were negotiating a new text—the Patendtre
Treaty signed on 6 June 1884—which appeared to respect the administrative autonomy of
Annam.

Of course, conflict had to grow between Millot and the (civilian) General Resident in
Hué, Lemaire. His achievements in the field of diplomacy allowed Lemaire to recover the
civil powers given up by General Millot when sailing back to France in September 1884.
But the successor to Millot, General Briére de I’Isle, did not want to share authority, and
demanded total civil and military powers, which he subsequently obtained in December.

At peace in Annam, France was now at war with China as a result of border tensions
and problems, and reinforcements were sent to Tonkin.** In January 1885, Tonkin thus
passed under the responsibility of the War Ministry, in place of the Navy or the Colonies.
This was because colonial troops (at this time from the Navy) were insufficient for the
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war against China. Reinforcements were also found in the country, and the recruitment of
native soldiers began to widen.

Until this point, there was no debate over the use of native soldiers, because they had
not been an issue in the comings and goings between civilians and the military. These
troops existed nevertheless. They constituted a considerable proportion of the forces
brought to Tonkin by Capitaine de Vaisseau Riviére, because the Regiment de Tirailleurs
Annamites, raised in Cochinchina since 1879, was one of the few available units. But, as
in the time of Francis Garnier, native auxiliaries were soon raised in Tonkin. These
volunteers, often seduced by the prospect of plunder, were badly equipped and armed,
and ill-disciplined and led. They participated, nevertheless, in the operations against
China, and took part in all the fighting where French units were involved.

The end of the war against China came on 4 April 1885 with the signing of a protocol,
leading to a peace treaty two months later, and the beginning of pacification in Tonkin.
These events brought the locally raised Vietnamese forces a new and more significant
role in the field, but also made them the object of political disputes. The question of the
recruitment of these troops was first of all the occasion for confrontation within the
administration. The arrival, in 1886, of the first civilian governor, Paul Bert, further
increased conflict between servicemen and civilians.

Maintaining a national army in Annam?

Clause 24 of the previously mentioned Harmand agreement of August 1883 had modestly
stated that ‘France also undertakes to supply to His Majesty the King of Annam all the
instructors, the engineers, the scholars, the officers, etc. whom he will need’. The text
implied that Annam would preserve its own army, which would be, if needed, trained and
supervised by France. But both the Harmand Agreement and the Patentre Treaty stated
in very similar terms that France would undertake to guarantee henceforth the integrity of
the States of His Majesty the King of Annam, to defend this sovereign against attacks
from outside, and against rebellions inside.

Thus from 1883 France could occupy all parts of the territory that it considered useful,
though no explicit mention was made regarding the fate of the royal army or the
recruitment of more natives by France. In November 1884, Lemaire, plenipotentiary
minister and general resident in Annam and Tonkin, pointed out that the decree of 12
May of that year, taken in response to the demand of the commander-in-chief, General
Millot, to create the first and second Régiments de Tirailleurs Tonkinois and organise
their recruitment on regional lines, spoke about Tonkin in terms of ‘ownership and
colony’. Treating the susceptibilities of the court at Hué with caution, Lemaire did not
communicate the whole text.

Nevertheless, the court raised objections. It did not oppose the recruitment of
volunteers for the benefit of the French, but distinguished the case of conscripts, whom, it
argued, should be raised exclusively for the service of the king; that is, for the royal army
that still existed. Thus the court rejected the French seizure of a traditional institution:
conscription. This brought into the open the problem of direct administration. Passing on
the views of the court, Lemaire also explained his personal position. On the one hand he
pointed to the “difficulties which General Millot met in the recruitment of the Tonkinois
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infantrymen’ to demonstrate his opposition to voluntary service alone, which, according
to him, supplied only tramps and produced desertions, and possessed besides ‘the
inconvenience of an irregular and exceptional process in a country where the regime of
conscription is perfectly established, and to bear, as a consequence, as regards our
situation in Tonkin, a character little corresponding to the state of affairs which we want
to create.”™®

On the other hand he suggested by-passing the problem of conscription and gradually
replacing the existing Annamite army, whose tasks would be reduced to those of the
police because France would now protect the realm, by means of a unique army
supervised by France and including both Frenchmen and Annamites. It would be a local
force, with French staff, and placed under the fictitious direction of the king, who would
authorise the calling up. If Lemaire only later foresaw the disarmament of the traditional
Annamite army, he also asserted that ‘the forming of the body of the Tonkinois
infantrymen [Régiments de Tirailleurs Tonkinois] should be the first attempt at the
creation of this new army’, and pointed out that there would be, during the period of the
coexistence of both armies, no increase in the military pressure on the population,
because the royal army was to be recruited especially from the region of Annam, while
the infantrymen would be in the north.

In fact, Lemaire rejected a swift passage to direct administration: he felt it necessary to
protect the susceptibilities of the court and not to use the system of conscription
immediately for the benefit of an army serving exclusively French interests. Even so, his
proposals would see the gradual abolition of the Annamite army, leaving it with only
menial police duties, and in so doing, increasing French control of the institutions of the
realm.
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Figure 5.1 French Indochina, Tirailleur
of the early twentieth century.

Source: Pre-1910 postcard in the collection of Karl Hack.

Despite the legalist considerations of the court, the organisation of the two new regiments
continued, and Lemaire could declare their recruitment almost completed by November
1884. As they mainly consisted of the volunteers recruited from 1883 onwards under the
name of Auxiliaries Tonkinois, it was not necessary to resort to conscription. But the
military authorities, in a demand from General Briére de I’Isle in January 1885, wanted to
hasten its introduction. The civil authorities were more cautious: in February, Felix
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Faure, then Undersecretary of State for the Colonies, asked the General Resident in Hué
to postpone cantonal recruitment, but to persuade the king to decrease the size of his own
army, which ‘comes the day, should not be any more than a guard of honour’.*®
According to Thomazi, Briere de I’Isle later repeated his wish ‘to remove the Annamite
army, replace it by bodies of native infantrymen which villages would recruit under their
own responsibility”.*” Thus it was well before the ‘ambush of Hué’ on the night of 4 and
5 July 1885 that the removal, or the complete reorganisation, of the Annamite army was
envisaged, and the French administration sought to annex the local system of recruitment

solely for its own ends.

A well planned ambush

After the peace with China was signed in June 1885, events at Hué launched several
years of disorder in Tonkin. On the night of 4 and 5 July, French troops in the citadel of
Hué were attacked by royal forces and, after a night of bloody fighting, King Ham Nghi
(reigned 1884-5) and Regent Thuyét fled. It was the beginning of a general uprising in
Annam, which continued for several years in Tonkin. Historians still dispute the causes
of the event: French provocation or Vietnamese patriotism? If, in the past, the French
spoke only about the ‘ambush’ of Hué, and exaggerated Annamite unreliability, it is now
clear that the intentions shown by the new commander, General Roussel de Courcy,
intensified the subsequent subjugation.

Examining the military question shows what his intentions were. General de Courcy
announced to the minister his ambitions for the native forces in Annam and Tonkin on 4
July 1885; that is, on the very day leading up to the so-called ‘ambush’. Having evoked
the creation of the auxiliary units and the two Régiments de Tirailleurs Tonkinois, the
general described the Annamite army, which he felt had a strength of about 70,000 men,
12,000 of whom had been recruited in the neighbourhood of Hué.*®

According to de Courcy, however, it was necessary to add ‘numerous militias [that]
are formed in the most important cities, as also in most of the villages’. These troops,
which the general characterised as ‘ragged, badly armed, without cohesion’, were hardly
a drain on the royal treasure. De Courcy then announced his intention to arrest or to
discharge ‘the Minister of War Tuyet [sic]’, and then to modify the last treaty in order to
reorganise the army and reconstitute it on the same lines as in Tonkin—that is, on the
model of the Regiment de Tirailleurs Tonkinois—by giving it a structure of French
officers, three-quarters French non-commissioned officers and 100 per cent native
corporals and soldiers. It would indeed be the army of the King of Annam, paid by him,
but steered and administered by a French minister of war: ‘25,000 to 30,000 men will be
enough’. In the same report, the general asserted that if this project received the approval
of the ministry, there would be no need for a third division in Indochina, and the
pacification there would soon be completed.*®

But at the very moment that the general was writing his paper, on 4 July 1885, the
person he wanted to arrest, the Regent Thuyét, was putting the finishing touches to
preparations for the uprising that was to plunge Annam into revolt. The dismissal of the
Annamite army, which is sometimes presented as a consequence of the ‘ambush’ of Hug,
was partially decided before this event. More than Lemaire, and with less tact, General de
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Courcy wanted to constitute a new native army, strictly supervised by France, and placed
merely under the formal authority of the King of Annam. After the ‘ambush’, de Courcy
received confidential instructions from the Minister of War on 25 July: ‘pursue the
dissolution of the regular army of Annam, that is royal ground troops and the Navy, the
provincial troops and the artillerymen, keeping only a guard of honour for the king in
Hué” with some French officers; but also ‘maintain the provincial units forming the
particul%r escorts of the prefects and the sub-prefects, as well as the bodies of urban
police’.

These directives envisaged the dismissal of the most annoying parts of the former
army, which were garrisoned in the provinces in revolt, and thus tempted to join in the
anti-French struggle. They also removed those units of inadequate technical standard (the
Artillery and Navy, for example), while leaving, in theory, the police forces untouched.
The movement towards direct administration was less firm than the general might have
wished. By estimating the required strength of the native army at 25,000 or 30,000 men
on 4 July, it is clear that he included the forces necessary for the police, which he did not
want to leave with the mandarins. But instructions from the minister forced him to revise
the army’s strength downwards. In the agreement he now prepared, which imposed
particularly severe restrictions on the new king, Déng Khanh (reigned 1885-9), articles 4
and 5 envisaged a reorganised army of 8000-10,000 men, commanded by a French
officer, and supervised by a French military mission at the expense of the Annam
treasury. In addition, Tonkinois regiments then in the service of France would remain
distinct from the reorganised national army. Some of the unresolved military problems
would thus be settled. Conscription into Tonkinois regiments would be confirmed, the
possible threat from an autonomous Annamite army would disappear (because this army
would be under French control) and, finally, supplementary troops would be available for
the pacification.

This solution, endorsed by an additional agreement to the Patendtre treaty signed on
30 July 1885, which recognised two different native armies, that of Tonkin and that of
Annam, was obviously lame. It confirmed the separation of those regions. It indicated
that the tension between direct administration and respect for autonomy had not been
completely surmounted. On the one hand, the logic of the military authorities on the spot
inclined towards a total takeover of the military instrument; on the other hand, the
government was reluctant to pay the price of this control, and was satisfied to leave local
police forces, a regular army and even a mission of French instructors in Annam, which
its treasury could support.

These last, the French military instructors, were to carry the cost of this lame
compromise when the agreement was implemented. Recruited by phenomenal promises
(Annam would pay), their status remained precarious. Envied yet bullied by their
colleagues in the French army, they had to form units without weapons and without
uniforms, the strength of which melted at first sight—the short-lived Battaillons de
chasseurs annamites.

Numbering 52 active officers and 248 NCOs, the mission left France for Annam at the
end of October 1885. About three months after beginning its work, on 5 February 1886,
the Minister of War, Boulanger, cabled General Warnet, who had just replaced de
Courcy: “‘Send back to Hanoi military mission in Annam and dismiss existing rudiments
of army.” The order, however imperative, was inconsistent. In seven months, the French
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had imposed on a country in revolt first the dismissal of several thousand men from the
royal army, then the levying of some 2000 or 3000 others and finally their dismissal. The
incongruity of the demands is a measure of the mistrust towards the new army. The reply
from General Warnet shows more calm, or a stronger sense of reality in the face of the
rebellion: “‘How to motivate Court Hué dismissal mission and troops in training? Moment
does not seem convenient; preferable to wait for...arrival announced Resident Général. |
stop new recruiting.”** With regard to the national army, this was the last time anyone
sought the opinion of Hué. Differences of opinion over direct administration gave way to
incoherence, but did not deflect from the total takeover of the military instruments of the
realm. Should this takeover extend to the police? This issue set civilians and military yet
more firmly against each other from 1886.

The telegram quoted above mentioned the arrival of a new general resident: Paul Bert.
He was a scientist who had gone into politics at the end of the Second Empire. He was
known, and this worried certain circles in Indochina, for his anti-clericalism. In fact, he
would quickly reassure the missionaries: anti-clericalism was not an export article. On
the other hand, the appointment of a civilian to hold both civilian and military power in
Tonkin boosted antagonism from the servicemen. This time, the native troops were at the
heart of the argument. The government instructions sent to Paul Bert ordered him to set
up a true protectorate. The formula was fashionable in Paris: it was said to be inspired by
the English example, and thus thought to be effective and cheap. Far from being a new
potentate, Paul Bert should establish his residence in Hué, near to the king, whose actions
he should inspire.

However, nothing in the convictions of the new general resident predisposed him to
this role. Convinced colonialist because idealistic democrat and artless republican, Paul
Bert dreamt of establishing in Indochina ‘freedom, equality and brotherhood’ in the
sometimes narrow sense that the Freemasons from the ‘Republic of the Jules’ gave to
these words.?? Before his arrival, Paul Bert showed little favour to the local traditions. In
the Chamber of Representatives, he answered, in December 1885, the criticisms of the
wildest republicans: ‘kings are convenient for a lower civilisation’.”® Even on his way to
Indochina—because Paul Bert was already set to work on the ship, which provoked
ironic comments from some of his travelling companions, including the future consul,
Auguste Francois, of whom we shall speak again—he sent from Suez, on 21 February
1886, a letter to the Minister of War in which he expressed his doubts: ‘the conception of
an organised Annamite army is perhaps the most dangerous of all those which, in this
country of déséquilibration [sic] haunted the spirits’.?* The Minister of War replied that
he wholeheartedly shared this opinion.

A short time after his arrival, Paul Bert had to surrender to double evidence: ‘Here
absence troops threaten complete ruin country’, he cabled on 9 May 1886. Moreover, he
indicated in a report of 23 April how little French security was compromised by the
training of the new Annamite army and the activity of the mission of instructors, because
the troops had no weapons or uniforms, and did not exceed 3000 men. This report
envisaged two solutions to remedy the ineffectiveness of the new army: either make it a
real foreign army, supervised by officers on secondment, with ranks superior to those
they held in the French army; or reorganise it on the model of the Tirailleurs Tonkinois,
with a staff of regular officers but paid for by the royal treasury.
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On 9 May at 11.00 in the morning, Paul Bert cabled from Hué to the President of the
Council, Foreign Secretary: ‘After agreement with military authority, ask you insistently
to ask Minister of War to constitute by decree four battalions of Chasseurs Annamites;
they would have organisation, armament, privileges of the Tirailleurs Tonkinois. Officers
from the mission would take place in their ranks.” The same day, at 15.40, Paul Bert sent
a second telegram bringing one useful refinement: ‘Of course the Bataillons Annamites,
although part of the French forces in the same way as the Tirailleurs Tonkinois, would be
paid from the Annamite treasury.” Five days later, the President of the Republic signed
the decree authorising the creation of the four battalions of Chasseurs Annamites, under
the authority of the Gommander-in-Chief of the Troops, ‘in the same way as the
Tonkinois regiments’.

In a certain sense, these battalions were the indirect heirs of the attempt by General de
Courcy to reorganise the Annamite army. This first project dated from before the
‘ambush’ of Hué. It already bore the marks of French dominion, because the new army
was intended to be steered by a French officer. But it also made room for local resources:
by the number of recruits, first 25,000-30,000 men; but also by the training of native
NCOs and officers. The strength of the mission, stated in an instruction, corresponded to
one Frenchman for every one hundred men. The revolt in Annam, the decline in royal
power that resulted from it and the waltz of leaders (there had been three commanders-in-
chief or superior commanders in one year, besides the new general resident) removed any
trace of indigenous character from the force as finally constituted. In fact, at no time was
there real political reflection, or any intention to retain a key element of sovereign
indigenous power. The only real successors to the former royal armies were the military
house of the emperor, preserved in Hué in a purely honorary role, and, in the provinces,
escorts of the mandarins, variously reorganised according to the regions of Tonkin and
Annam, or transformed into militias. So the question of a national army, or the “‘forces of
the protectorate’, exposed the hesitancies in French policy. The points of discord between
civil and military, between local and central power, were rather easily surmounted
because at heart their aims were identical—to find more troops to fight the rebellion.

Armed civilians against military policemen

Much deeper discord appeared when Paul Bert considered the organisation of the new
protectorate. A major element in this reorganisation was the role of the natives armed by
France. Despite the agreement with the military authorities, Paul Bert was little satisfied
with the solution given to the problem of the former royal army. The transformation of
units into battalions of Chasseurs Annamites on the model of the Tirailleurs Tonkinois
confined them to the army. By that time, in addition to the first two regiments of
Tonkinois organised in May 1884, the army had just raised the third regiment in July
1885 and the fourth in February 1886. The native strength represented half of the 30,000
soldiers present in Tonkin, and Paul Bert undertook gradually to repatriate a part of the
European units.

Could Paul Bert be satisfied with what Charles Fourniau, by analogy with the conflicts
of another century, calls the “Vietnamisation’ of the war? The answer is negative, and for
several reasons. First, Paul Bert gradually changed his view of Indochina. Meetings with
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the king and court of Hué, contacts with local emissaries and the missionaries, brought
him to envisage a separation of Tonkin, to be administered directly by France, from the
central region of Viet Nam, Annam. Annam would stay under the direction of the king. It
would be defended from outside threats by the French protectorate, but would have
charge of its internal order. In September 1886, having noticed that the status of the new
battalions of Chasseurs Annamites was satisfactory, he did not hesitate to share with his
minister more political questions: ‘shall we continue to occupy Annam in the conditions
where we do today?’” Paul Bert noticed that the occupation of 38 military posts by about
7500 men, half of them European, ‘feeds the excitement of the rebels who accuse current
king of delivering his country to the Frenchmen’. But removing them would lead to the
immediate seizing of citadels, ‘very insufficiently defended by miserable mandarin
troops’. According to him, this seizure would bring about the destruction of royal power.
Now the companies of Chasseurs Annamites could help to constitute a local force
sufficient to establish the power of King Déng Khanh: ‘divided, scattered between the
different provinces, they could form in administrative centres a core similar to the elite
company of Tonkinese militias, and all around they would organise and train besides
them sufficient troops to fight against the rebels.’®

For that purpose, this provincial elite company had to be ‘the least French possible’.
Paul Bert intended to return to the decree of 14 May 1884, thinking that it would be more
advisable ‘to consider these troops as pure Annamites’. This was the exact reverse of his
opinion in February of that year, before he came to Indochina, when he did not want any
native troops at all. Furthermore, and although his authorised biographer exonerates him,
Paul Bert felt a certain distrust towards the army. Chailley, his son-in-law, asserts that
‘Paul Bert liked the army, by temperament and by patriotism’.?® But this was in reply to
the judgement of a lieutenant of Tirailleurs, Roger Lambelin, writing under the name
‘Raoul Loky’ in the royalist Gazette de France: ‘Being profoundly unaware of things
pertaining to the army and the navy, he landed in Hanoi with the prejudice that French
officers were only capable of waving swords and that they were not even capable of
raising native soldiers and of maintaining relations with the Annamites authorities.”*
Actually, in his reorganisation of the Chasseurs Annamites, Paul Bert wished to find
officers ready to obey orders from the mandarins. He felt that he could find them
exclusively among dismissed officers who comprised the previously noted mission, and
not among the regular officers. But, he tells his minister, as for the whole of his project,
‘my opinion is still not sufficiently settled, so that I cannot present it to you in a firm
way’. In fact, it was already too late.

Without informing him, General Jamont, the new superior commander of the troops,
ordered the replacement of all the former officers by officers on active duty by July 1886,
because their employment in the regular units that the battalions of Chasseurs had
become was no longer legally possible.”® Paul Bert, when he learnt of the sending of
these replacement officers from France, tried to prevent their departure by cabling the
Foreign Secretary, Freycinet, on 5 October. But it was too late. Until their dissolution in
1890, the battalions of Chasseurs Annamites remained regular units of the army. The
indecision, the hesitancies and the confrontation between civil power and servicemen
now shifted northwards to Tonkin and to the military.
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Enemy brothers in arms

The bone of contention between civilians and servicemen—the militia—was created by a
serviceman, and possibly the one most appreciated by his peers in Tonkin, Admiral
Courbet. In a decision taken by the admiral on 5 January 1884, a body of native
militiamen was established in Tonkin. In this, Courbet acted at the instigation of his
Director of Civil Affairs (Directeur des Affaires Civiles) and in line with his function as
General Superintendent (Commissaire Général de la République), inherited from
Harmand, who had been called back to France on 24 December 1883. Appointed on 7
June 1883, Harmand had installed the first French Residents in Haiphong on 28 July, in
Nam Dinh on 4 August, in Hanoi on 11 August and in Ninh Binh on 15 October. Quite
logically, and in accordance with what had been done in Cochinchina to provide the
Inspectors of Indigenous Affairs (Inspecteurs des Affaires Indigenes) with an armed
force, Courbet resolved to provide these civilian Residents (often former officers) with
the means to make their new authority respected. Thus the body of native militiamen was
in charge “of ensuring the guarding of places of residence, of contributing to the police of
towns, of escorting civil servants into the interior of provinces and, if necessary, of
supplying couriers for the tram service’.”®

However, this militia had only a short-lived existence and did not long survive the
admiral’s disgrace. On 22 May 1884, his successor, General Millot, had the militiamen
transferred to the recently established Tonkinois regiments. At that time, the authorities
looked above all for men trained in the handling of weapons in order to increase the
number of regular troops, and worried little about naming residents or about obtaining an
escort for them. Besides, certain functions allotted to the militia, like the tram service or
the local police, fell to the native mandarins and their own guards, the Linh Co.

It was nevertheless a serviceman, General Warnet, the acting Resident Général while
awaiting Paul Bert’s arrival, who organised, with an order of 11 February 1886, the
placing of the civil guards under the authority of the French provincial leaders and the
native authorities. The numbers forecast varied between 700 men for a small province
and 1100 men for a large one, but the number of rifles reached only 80 and 170
respectively. In fact, the order involved the officialisation of the Linh Co, or mandarin
guard, which had been dissolved or transferred into the infantry as a precaution. It seems
that this order did little more than give the Linh Co a legal existence.

A second body was established by the same order: the Civil Guard of the Residencies
(Gardes Civiles des Résidences). The latter, recruited among former infantrymen and
according to the same rules that they had followed, kept the same uniform, with the
exception of the distinctive colour of the snares, belts, facings and chin straps: red for the
infantrymen and blue for the Civil Guard. The strength of this body was 700 men for all
of Tonkin.*® Thus it is not entirely accurate to attribute its creation to Paul Bert, even if
his arrival prompted the orders of 31 May and 6 August 1886, which gave them the name
of ‘militia’. These militias comprised: on the one hand, elite companies of 125 men, one
per residency, commanded by an officer and placed under the direct orders of the
resident; and on the other, sections of 50 men distributed in the phu,®* and possibly
sections of 25 men in the important or troublesome huyén.** The militia ensured the
guard of residencies, of the tong-doc,® phu, huyén, prisons and public buildings, the
service of official mail, intelligence, customs posts, land and water escorts and other
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missions allowed by the customs of the Annamite administration and the pursuit of
criminals.®

The European staff was reduced. If the elite company placed its 125 men under the
authority of an officer, lieutenant or second lieutenant, and five noncommissioned
officers, the sections of 50 men came under the authority of a non-commissioned French
officer, which in practice gave them a certain autonomy, supervised by the local
mandarins. On 3 August 1887, the total strength of the militia in Tonkin was 4150 men,
and there were 20 elite companies for Tonkin and Annam.

The provisions adopted by Paul Bert reflected the contradictions in the thoughts and
acts of the General Resident. By assigning the missions allowed by the customs of the
Annamite administration to the militias, he wanted to respect local institutions. But by
placing Frenchmen in the main commands, he pushed the lower native ranks into
inactivity and provided the Residents with the only effective units, those with firearms.
The Residents named by Paul Bert were increasingly dashing off to head their companies,
in accordance with the provisions of the order of 31 May 1886, which granted them
control, notably, of the internal police. It was natural for them to compete with the army
in its mission of pacification, and Paul Bert could not ignore this. One could even say that
he wanted it. Paul Bert had welcomed the end of the war with China with comments
reproduced in a local newspaper, L’Avenir du Tonkin (The Future of Tonkin):

Now the war is over, officially at least. But is it not to be feared that if
bellicose men remain at the head of the Tonkinese administration, it will
be reborn and become eternal? The excuses which are easily transformed
into reasons in the eyes of the military, all in good faith, will not be
lacking: Chinese deserters in the mountainous zones, pirates in the delta,
there will be that with which to outwardly justify the preservation of the
military leader. And we shall risk having a second edition of Algeria in
Tonkin.®

What does he find to blame in Algeria? The answer is found in one of his other works,
Lettres de Kabylie (Letters from Kabylia), published two years earlier, in which he wrote:
‘We are no longer in the good times of the Arab Offices [Bureaux Arabes] where
uprising was the most lucrative of speculations.” These Arab Offices corresponded to the
military administration abolished by the republicans, who accused the officers of
maintaining the troubles in order to gain promotions and decorations. In December 1885,
in the Chamber of Deputies, he had had this formula: ‘the warrior calls the war’. So for
Paul Bert, to entrust pacification to the army was to maintain trouble rather than to reduce
it. The strange thing is that he sincerely thought that civilians, whose ambition was
encouraged by the comfortable treatment that the General Resident assured them, would
behave differently.

When competed against, the army was equally limited in its means of action. In fact, it
was the residents who, henceforth, were in charge of providing intelligence for the
military authority, because they alone were supposed to be in direct contact with the
native authorities. In principle, it was also the resident who asked for the assistance of the
military in cases of attack, and he could even demand it. Naturally, these provisions
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deeply affected the officers, who felt subjected to the power of the civilians, whose
competence in war operations they disputed. But was it indeed a war?

In fact, Paul Bert’s thesis did not always allow the civil power to accept the reality of a
Vietnamese national uprising, which would have as its main cause the French occupation,
since, according to the thesis, the reason for the uprising would lie in the unduly arduous,
brutal and badly led subjugation attributable to the military. There could not be a real
war; at the very most there were police operations. Minister Jules Ferry, Ferry le
Tonkinois, as he was nicknamed, made this point and Paul Bert subscribed to it:

What allows me to say that the piracy in Tonkin is in a sense only an
accident, and that it will have only a relatively short duration, is that it is
not inspired by any idea of patriotism or independence. Annamites have
almost no national feeling. There are no pirates over there fighting for a
cause, but simply bands of looters driven by hunger.*

On the contrary, the military closer to the field sometimes made distinctions between
those who qualified as “patriots” and the organised groups of bandits. But it is also true
that the latter did not hesitate to award themselves supposed diplomas of ‘resistance’ to
ennoble their plunders.

In the field, the cohabitation between military and civil authorities became difficult.
From July to August 1886, Paul Bert began to arrange for King D6ng Khanh (installed
just months earlier, in September 1885, after Ham Nghi’s flight) to go on tour around the
country, so as to reaffirm his power. This ‘royal column’ failed in its political purpose,
although it provided a theatre of ceaseless skirmishes between the civilian, Péne-Siefert, a
former anti-military journalist and collaborator with Paul Bert, and the military leader of
the escort, Captain Billet.

In the provinces, the atmosphere was no better. Auguste Francois, future consul in
China, was an invaluable witness to the problems that the differences of opinion between
civilians and the military posed for the tranquillity of a province. He arrived in Tonkin on
the same boat as Paul Bert, who had asked him to join his cabinet. But Francois
appreciated his leader’s methodology very little. He then obtained the post of Resident of
France in Son Tay, where he arrived on 12 April 1886. He left a cutting account of the
period:

It is in this favourable state of affairs that Paul Bert’s genius had
subordinated the military authority to the civil power and created a
completely admirable duality of attributions. It is true that, in order to help
in pacification, he had imagined this: the regular army was designated to
act against any enemy that could be considered organised, against any
force that could be considered rebel, like certain big bands of pirates. The
civil power, consequently mine, had only the right to intervene against
simple piracy and the small local bands that gathered to plunder; and
scattered immediately.

Of course, this clear distribution of power had irritated General Jamais and his officers:
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I should not delay in feeling the manifestation of their bad mood. They
had meant, indeed, to apply the Paul Bert system in all its ridiculous
beauty. One beautiful night in May, at the time of the crimes, | was woken
abruptly by the noise of four rifle butts falling back to the ground, making
the bayonets ring. In the light cast by a lantern carried by a Zouave [an
Algerian colonial infantry] sergeant, | noticed four other Zouaves leaning
on their weapons and a lieutenant planted at the mosquito net under which
I was dressed in pyjamas...

The officer, seeing me awake, moved his right hand to the peak of his
kepi, put his heels together in the statutory position and, without any other
introduction, uttered to me the following speech, clearly pronouncing the
sentences in the tone of military service reports. ‘The Commandant of
Arms sends me to warn the Residence that shots are being fired in the
suburb. The non-commissioned officer on guard in the watchtower reports
that they are possibly pirates. The Commandant of Arms judges
consequently that it is up to the Residence to intervene.’

Having thus spoken, the lieutenant returned his right hand to the seam
of his trousers, as the regulations required. | instantly see what happens.
‘Very well’, | answered. ‘Thank you, lieutenant. Please inform the
Commandant of Arms that | am going to put myself at the head of the
warriors here.” | indicate the six wretched militiamen, spread out on the
tiled floor, that this jumble had not even awakened. ‘And | am going to
carry out a mission. But please, ask the Commandant of Arms to have his
troops ready, because, if by chance I don’t win, we would be dealing with
an organised force and it would be his turn to fight.”

In giving this response, | had remained serious. The lieutenant and his
Zouaves repressed an intense desire to burst out laughing. Nothing could
be funnier than the sight of armed soldiers coming to invite a sleepy man
dressed in pyjamas to strike against an enemy that should have been
repelled without procrastination.

Five minutes later, an orderly of the Commandant of Arms returned,
without a lantern and without an escort of Zouaves this time, to inform me
that the pirates had disappeared and it seemed useless that | be bothered.

The brigands had indeed disappeared, but they had very well had the
liberty to kill an inhabitant of the suburb and to harm two other natives
who would have done well without Paul Bert’s decrees and his way of
understanding the separation of powers.*’

With his sense of humour, Francois managed to ease relations with the servicemen, and
establish effective collaboration. But henceforth pacification depended largely on local
agreement. This was not facilitated by the resumption of conflict between servicemen and
civilians at the highest levels following the death of Paul Bert in November 1886. Paul
Bert had never created unanimity, but had maintained dissension within acceptable limits,
by avoiding giving too much attention to complaints that his circle of acquaintances
brought to him. His immediate successor and close collaborator, Paulin Vial, was the
recipient of all the hostility provoked by Paul Bert and incurred, moreover, the hostility
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of the Gambettists.®® The servicemen thought favourably of him because he did not
hesitate to employ the pacification methods in Tonkin that had been tested in
Cochinchina: the sending of a column of ‘partisans’, supervised by a high mandarin and
with a militia escort, to criss-cross the region and obtain the submission of villages. As
the Cochinchinese mandarin Tran Ba Loc brought calm to Binh Thuan province in
September 1886, his northern equivalent, Hoang Cao Khai, crossed Bai Say from
December 1886 to January 1887.%

If the results obtained seemed satisfactory, the servicemen could denounce the
methods used to obtain information or submission. If, as was said, they did not offend
local custom, they were repugnant to Western standards: and the army was pleased not to
play the role of brute that was traditionally attributed to it by civilian opinion. At the
same time, in January 1887, the army managed to seize the main camp of the
insurrectionary movement, the fortress of Ba Dinh, after three assaults. The siege
mobilised 3000 troops, artillerymen, engineers and numerous coolies. For the army, it
was proof that a light company, a militia, without support weapons and led by civilian
residents with sometimes questionable military competence, was unsuitable for
pacification considering the severity of the situation.

The main defect of the army, however, was that it was expensive. In France, the
Chamber of Deputies needed coaxing when it was a question of paying out millions for
Tonkin. It was thus not possible for the military to proclaim clearly that the situation was
almost catastrophic. The spectre of abandonment always hovered in France, and alarmist
rumours, coupled with demands for military credits, could give it currency. In contrast,
the civilian authorities were bound to present matters in the most optimistic light,
especially since they were under pressure from the mother country to decrease
expenditures. The decision to favour the creation of militia forces was thus not only a
reaction of the civil power to the army; neither was it a question of efficiency in the field,
it was financial realism. The militiamen were much less expensive than the infantrymen,
by avoiding the expenses of barracks and different furnishings, but especially by the
reduction in European personnel, whose salaries constituted the main expenditure in an
infantry regiment.*

It remained to be shown that the less expensive militiamen could be as effective. The
Resident of Hai Duong, Neyret, provided the proof, and much publicity was made of the
bands he scattered and the weapons he seized.** The 400 militiamen that he commanded
in 1887 became 800 the next year, armed with 600 carbines and 200 rifles. Neyret went
well beyond the prescriptions formerly set by Paul Bert, by providing all his men with
modern rifles. But above all, he took advantage of the provisions that gave the militia an
active role in gathering intelligence. In one report he explained that the servicemen in his
province did not obtain enough information from the native civil servants because the
latter were afraid for their safety and did not feel sufficiently protected by the regular
garrisons. However, these civil servants always knew the bandits, and would gladly turn
them in if their protection and trust were better insured. For Charles Fourniau, this meant
the militia ‘protecting the collaborator Mandarin’ by allowing him to inform the French
authorities. The militia could then intervene immediately, because it was not subject to a
hierarchical chain of command, as were the small infantry posts.

Neyret thus became the symbol of the militia’s success. The reaction of the army can
be guessed. The army asserted that the Resident had kept back the intelligence he had



Colonia armiesin Southeast Asia 136

collected and had hidden it from the military authorities. The arguments increased.
Neyret notably accused the Fourth Regiment de Tirailleurs Tonkinois (4th RTT),
recruited in Hai Duong, of selling their weapons to the rebels. Badly offended, General
Begin, the Superior Commander of the troops in 1888, asked for an inquiry. Neyret
handed over 35 weapons taken from the pirates for inspection. Only two were recognised
as coming from the 4th RTT, one lost in 1886, the year of the regiment’s formation, and
the other taken from an infantryman killed in combat. Begin took advantage of this to ask
for the transfer of the Resident, who according to him was the author of ‘obnoxious
charges’ against the 4th RTT.

It seems an inquiry was quickly undertaken, envisaging the abolition of the regiment.
In the Overseas Archives, file R 031 is entitled ‘Inquiry into acts of misappropriation of
public funds and violence blamed on the 4th RTT in 1888°.? But it contains arguments
blaming the Chasseurs Annamites. It is possible that these details constituted a vast
settling of scores, aimed more generally at the regular native troops. It is true that the
prospect of abolishing an infantry regiment of 4000 men was tempting when there was a
need to cut the budget. Constans, the first Governor General of the Union of Indochina,
refuted by telegram the expression used by Begin.*® Neyret, he argued, had not produced
obnoxious charges but had carried out his duty by indicating possible embezzlements.
Constans even suggested moving the regiment rather than the Resident. These exchanges
between the Governor and the Superior Commander did not improve relations between
Resident Neyret and Colonel Pyot, Commandant of the 4th RTT. The affair took such a
turn that the General Secretary to the Governor telegraphed on 14 April 1888 to Pyot, on
a trip to Saigon, that: ‘the relations existing at present between civil and military
authorities in Hai Duong province make the attempt at pacification in this province
problematic. In the presence of the tension in the relations between the two authorities, |
believe success difficult.”

Governor General Constans’s recall to France a few days later and his interim
replacement by Richaud, Resident général in Annam-Tonkin and hence second-highest
civilian in the Indochinese Union, partially defused the affair. Constans was a supporter
of the protectorate; Richaud was not. This stand brought him closer to the military than
his predecessor. ‘Any protectorate that does not lead to conquest is a deception’, he
asserted.* But he could not completely repudiate the militias either, whose low cost was
their best defence. The criticisms they faced forced Richaud to reform them in July 1888.
Henceforth designated the Native Civil Guard (Garde civile indigene), they saw their role
reaffirmed as ‘completely different from that of the army’, according to the interim
Resident General Parreau, who, on 19 July, submitted the text of an order for the
signature of Governor General Richaud.

To the army falls, if need be, the high mission to rush back the attacks
from the outside and to suppress rebellions on the inside. Next to and
outside of the army, the militia...should be more specifically in charge of
ensuring the daily tranquillity of the country with a system of policing that
is both preventive and repressive. This police will be preventive in the
sense that it will try hard to supply the political authority with all the
information that can enlighten it on the state of the country’s spirit, and
repressive because it should look for and pursue criminals. If the
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repression of rebellion is within the competence of the army, the
repression of robbery should belong to the Native Civil Guard.*

The multiple precautions taken by Parreau to balance the two enemy brothers are clear.
But the attempted distinction between robbery and rebellion recalls the attempt by Paul
Bert to distinguish the activities of organised bands from those of common criminals.
With the common sense of a man in the field and his native irony, Auguste Frangois
would have been able to offer the same remark in 1888 that he had made two years
earlier: ‘For the application of this subtle distinction, there was not much else than a
practical method. It was to go first of all to interview the adversary and ask him to
enlighten us on his nature.” But this distinction follows the logic in which the civil power
rejected the insur-rectionary character of the troubles, seeing only piracy.
Acknowledgement of an uprising, by Parreau’s admission, would require the intervention
of the army to the detriment of the militias. However, there is a point at which the
Resident General is not fooled by his own dialectic. One of the first goals he assigns to
the militia is to collect intelligence on the state of the country. This would be of little
interest if the new Civil Guard was chasing only rustlers.

Moreover, in order to deal with such thieves, an order of 19 July 1888 again
established the legal existence of the Linh Co. It should be remembered that these
mandarin guards, arousing the distrust of the French, had preserved only a theoretical
existence. Badly armed and without military training, they were of little value and of
doubtful reliability in the war of conquest then taking place under the name of
pacification. In fact, it was not this order that re-established them, because despite
apparently returning some prestige to the mandarins in the form of their guards, the
reform effectively strengthened French control over every native who carried a weapon.

The text by Resident General Parreau also quoted details of the new organisation of
the Civil Guard. The grouping into companies and sections foreseen in 1886 was
abandoned in favour of posts of varying importance but ‘always under the authority of a
European’. The institution of the militia, created in the past to establish tighter bonds with
native civil servants, passed completely under direct French administration as a result of
the abolition of the former sections devoid of European officers as imagined by Paul
Bert. The European structure was reformed too. The French hierarchy freed itself from
military titles, such as second lieutenant or lieutenant. It now combined numerous ranks,
several classes of Main Guards (Gardes Principaux) and Inspectors. Finally, this new,
total subjugation of the native force to the conqueror was marked by a provision that, in
the event of war or rebellion, all or part of the Civil Guard would take orders from the
military authorities. Naturally, at that moment, rebellion did not exist in Tonkin, just a
little piracy.

Richaud’s reform pursued several objectives: bringing to an end the criticisms of the
militia without depriving the civil administration of its means of action; not annoying the
military; and making pacification more effective without increasing the cost. In fact,
thanks to an improvement in relations with the military, and under the pretence that it was
only dealing with robbery and providing protection to native civil servants, the Civil
Guard became—the more so since the reform of 1888—a real troop that worked for
pacification in the same way as the infantry, by occupying posts and criss-crossing the
country. It owed its existence to its minimal cost. On 13 December 1889, it already
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numbered 6450 men in Tonkin.* In July 1890, the 4th RTT was dissolved. This unit, an
exception among the four infantry regiments, was not part of the Navy’s troops but
depended on the Ministry of War, which could no longer sustain it due to lack of funds.
Some of its men passed to the Civil Guard with weapons, equipment and ammunition.
One year later, in September 1891, the Civil Guard reached about 8800 men.

The transfer of men to the Civil Guard confirms that the soldiers in these two
organisations were being used for the same mission. Other transfers, including transfers
in the opposite direction, would follow throughout the colonial period. As has been seen,
the changing of uniforms was reduced to a minimum. The salacco ribbon and linen belt,
red for the infantrymen, became blue for the Guards.*” The two principal occupations, the
post and the column, were identical. Certainly the conditions of operation differed
between the infantrymen and the militiamen. In the case of the first, integration into the
military system was strong and the autonomy of detachment leaders was weak: they acted
in cooperation with other, sometimes European, troops, and the hierarchy, promotion,
tactics, instructions, daily timetable, provisioning and administration were strictly
codified. In the second, the autonomy of the resident or the inspector in determining the
operations of the detachment was greater, European supervision was much reduced and
the constraints of the regulations were less finicky. But the variety of tasks for the
militiamen—which could include those of the lowly police—sometimes reduced the
effectiveness of the militiamen as combatants.

The bitterness of the conflict between supporters and opponents of the militia had part
of its origin in the traditional rivalry between civilians and the military: but it also arose
from the fact that militiamen and infantrymen performed essentially the same job in
different conditions, which required both to justify their practices. Thus Albert de
Pouvourville, a former officer and legionnaire turned militia Inspector, constantly
reminded his readers of his magnificent adventure in commanding a troop created out of
nothing, as a European isolated in the middle of a hundred militiamen. Here is the portrait
he draws of the Inspector of the Civil Guard:

It is to him alone that the blame for failure or the praise for success should
be attributed. It is he alone who, with the strange maps drawn up by the
Annamites, calculates his path and its stages. It is he, alone, who is going
to agree with the Mandarins on the help with which they can supply him
and on the guides they can give him. It is he, alone, who takes care of the
composition, the assembly, the payment and the food of the detachment
that he leads. It is he, alone, who leads it outside, who finds the favourable
path, who places outposts, who smells and thwarts danger. But what pride
does he not feel, when on horseback and without a minute of rest, taking
care of everything, he goes forth at a trot, followed by a devoted and
sometimes enthusiastic troop.*®

Still, it is important to note that Pouvourville, fine connoisseur and admirer of Vietnam,
whose language he spoke fluently, possessed the ability to take advantage of the
flexibility of the militia’s structures. Yet the army emphasised that the European Civil
Guard personnel were few in number, which would make it more fragile under fire. If its
only leader was killed, a militia detachment frequently scattered. The lack of army



Double-edged swords of conquest inindochina 139

training for the Guards and their officers was also a serious weakness, as it prevented
them from being used to full capacity in combined operations, such as in combination
with artillery. Finally, the pretentiousness of certain residents who wanted ‘to play war’,
often with disastrous results, was also deplored by the servicemen.

Alongside these criticisms, but sometimes laced with jealousy, developed debates that
would last several years, gladly amplified by the French press in the colony. According to
the civilians, the indigenous infantryman might lose all value because he was subjugated
to the military. Discipline and drill would make him lose his native qualities, which only
the more flexible framework of the militia would allow to be exploited. For the military,
the militiaman was poorly supervised, poorly trained and afraid of serious fighting, and
misled his leaders in order not to risk battle. But, said the civilians, the infantryman
lacked respect for the native authorities. On the contrary, it was retorted, it was the
militiaman who slyly abused his privileged position as intermediary between his fellow
countrymen and French authority. Finally, charges of drunkenness and brutality were
levelled at both sides.

The strange thing was that the militiamen, like their officers, were almost all former
servicemen. Pouvourville, an active participant in this verbal jousting, recognised, none
the less, that the Civil Guard, of which he was the herald, owed its value to an order of
1890 that offered officers and non-commissioned officers in the army attractive
conditions of service in the militias, foreseeing the recruitment of Guards and officers
among former infantrymen. Not only did Guards and infantrymen carry out the same
missions, but it was often the same men serving successively with both bodies, a fact that
did not prevent Civil Guards and infantrymen from strongly provoking each other when
they met, far from their leaders, whose causes and prejudices they had adopted.

Did pacification gain in efficiency due to this reform that confirmed the militia in its
role as regular troops? Nothing indicates that this was the case. Richaud, while hostile to
the principle of the protectorate, was resolved to use again the services of the Mandarin,
Hoang Cao Khai. In February and March 1889, a column of 400 partisans and 500 Civil
Guards returned to pacification, employing the same methods as in Bai Say province
during the time of Paul Bert. Innovation lay in the fact that action more political than
military was beginning to be considered. Of course, the fighting, the destruction and the
executions continued. But the objective was to obtain the submission of the gang leaders,
sometimes achieved with a certain ostentation. In July 1889, Hoang Cao Khai led a new
column with even greater numbers into the province of Hai Duong. But Superior
Resident Briére had made it clear that it was important to avoid giving the impression this
was a military operation, although there were no fewer than 800 militiamen. Actually, the
rebel leader, Doc Tich, submitted without a fight after being surrounded in his last refuge.
Real progress in pacification was achieved by a mandarin, combining the operations of
the armed forces and the implementation of an effective policy. It was up to a new
Governor General to develop the political initiatives, and to remedy, at least partially, the
sterile confrontation between servicemen and civilians.

When Jean-Louis de Lanessan became Governor General in June 1891, the situation
was entering a critical stage. During the dry season of 1890-1, the rebellion reached its
peak. The Tonkin Delta was again in turmoil, some leaders had returned to the jungle and
Hoang Cao Khai had returned again to Bai Say to restore order. The new Governor
General thought for a long time about the problems he was charged with resolving. He
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had more extensive powers than his predecessors. The decree that appointed him on 21
April 1891 stated that he would be superior commander of the troops under his direct
orders, and that he alone had the right to correspond with the metropolitan government.
All military reports would go through him. It was not that he felt that the solution must be
essentially a military one. On the contrary, Lanessan decided to lean above all on the
monarchy and on its scholars, breaking with the practice dominant since the beginning of
the conquest. The priority was thus for political action, and in July 1891 Lanessan
obtained a solemn proclamation from King Thanh Thai (reigned 1889-1907), which
proved to be effective in changing the state of mind of the population and of the
mandarins. But a state of mind is volatile if not supported by real security, which is why
Lanessan began to reform the Tonkinese military apparatus.

In accordance with his convictions, which were to make the mandarins the key to
success, Lanessan examined the forces that they possessed, the Linh Co. These escorts for
local mandarins, it will be remembered, had not completely disappeared. They numbered
around 3000 in Tonkin at this time, “but their existence was temporary and precarious’,
remarks Charles Fourniau.”® Indeed, the focus of every suspicion as long as the French
prejudice against the ‘caste of the Mandarins’ remained intact, they had never had a well
defined role, either in the strategies for pacification or in the various conflicts of interest.
Obviously not very military, they barely interested the army. In principle independent of
French authority, they did not interest the residents. Faced with gangs armed with rapid-
firing rifles, this handful of villagers did not much matter. Lanessan chose, nevertheless,
on 11 September 1891 to re-establish them rather than abolish them. The simplest reason
is given by Hoang Cao Khai’s circular to all his subordinates: ‘Now, there are Linh Co
everywhere which are at your disposal. You can no longer say that there is no armed
force or that it arrives too late. You will have no more excuses.”*® As this warning was
accompanied by threats of penalties should violent incidents reoccur, and as the
reputation of the kinh luoc since his expeditions was sky-high, the mandarins could no
longer play a waiting game.”® They had to participate actively on the French side.
Henceforth, pacification was no longer confined to the immediate vicinity of a post or a
residence: it came right into the village. What, then, would be the role of the enemy
brothers, the Civil Guards and the infantrymen?

Lanessan could not fail to notice the fracture between the civil and military authorities.
Rather than try to reduce it with a new, shaky compromise, he chose to institutionalise it
by giving it a geographical dimension. Already in 1886, Paul Bert had established a
distinction between border regions and the delta of the Red River. But by creating
‘military territories’ (Territories Militaries) in the High Region in August 1891, Lanessan
went much further. He distributed fiefdoms to the military and the civilians. The ‘military
territories’, over which the military had full authority, civil and military, allowed officers
to keep their troops in the political domain, thanks to a police force, the Linh Co, and an
auxiliary force of intelligence, the partisans (armed villagers). In civilian territory, the
residents could also count on the collaboration of the native authorities and their Linh Co,
as well as on the self-defence militias sometimes established in the most threatened or
most devoted villages. But especially in the delta, the Civil Guard was freed of its
competitor in uniform, the infantryman, while the army found no more militia in its
military territories.
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The armed participation of the natives in pacification was identical in both cases: at
the base were civilians, villagers and partisans who had more of an intelligence role than
a combat one, even if they could be armed to defend their village or pursue isolated
rebels; at a higher level were the Linh Co, agents of the mandarins who ensured the
covering of the country and were the common police; finally, at the top were the fighters,
the militiamen or infantrymen, who acted under the direct authority of the French civil
residents in the delta and military leaders in the mountainous regions, and who
constituted a mobile reserve. Geographical separation prevented conflicts of power, but it
boiled down to allowing servicemen to dash into politics and civilians to fight wars.
Lanessan did not say this as clearly. But he could not define the mission of the militia
either as police action, because he had already given that mission to the Linh Co, or as an
act of war, for that would be constitutionally insecure and would reignite the military’s
ire. That is why Lanessan invented the formula ‘Gendarmerie de grosse police’.>

His wise judgement—allocating parts of Tonkin to each of the enemy brothers, the
militia and the army—gave satisfaction to many. It provided yet more confirmation of the
very similar roles occupied by infantrymen and militiamen: 4032 of the latter were
immediately sent to infantry regiments. They were mainly personnel already stationed in
the four newly created military territories, and they represented almost half of the
strength of the Civil Guard, since 4761 men remained in the delta. Certainly,
recriminations continued. Pouvourville denounced the bullying of which some of these
former militiamen were victims. Even the existence of the military territories remained
for a long time a knife in the back for many civilians. Certain rebel bands would take
advantage of the differences in policy to try to establish themselves along the borders
between civilian and military territory. But overall the results of Lanessan’s reform were
rather convincing. Insurrection declined quite quickly in the delta, where the dense
network of loyal villages allowed for effective coverage. The large areas, the difficulties
of communication in the military territories and the variable permeability of the Chinese
border made matters more delicate in the High Region. But it was a challenge that
officers such as Pennequin, Gallieni and Lyautey, who became famous in the 1890s, were
able to meet. Pacification was declared over in 1897 by the new Governor General, Paul
Doumer.

Conclusion

Independent of its contribution to the pacification of Indochina—which lies beyond the
scope of this chapter—Lanessan’s actions served above all to bring to an end an absurd
system of native recruitment that had been current for several years. In the procrastination
over the ‘Annamite National Army’, between 1886 and 1890, France recruited armed
natives for a single, identical purpose in Annam and Tonkin, but under four different
names or statutes. There were militiamen, paid for by the protectorate; Tonkinois
infantrymen of the first three regiments, financed by the Navy, while infantrymen of the
fourth regiment were paid by the Ministry of War; and the Chasseurs Annamites, paid for
out of Annam’s royal treasury. After Lanessan, there were just two categories, whose
fields of action were clearly separated. Finally, the armed native at the service of France
was no longer a source of conflict among Frenchmen.
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These basic structures would stay in place, including the Governor General’s
supremacy over the highest military leader in French Indochina, and despite small
modifications, until the Japanese coup de force of March 1945.%

Notes

An earlier version of this chapter first appeared under the same title in South East Asia
Research (2002) 10, 3, pp. 277-308.

1 Tirailleurs and Chasseurs were two categories of light infantry. At the end of the nineteenth
century these two terms were commonly used for French native troops. Tonkinois were
exclusively recruited in the northern part of Vietnam. As the French used the name Annam
both for the whole kingdom and separately for its central part, the term Annamite could refer
to all Vietnamese, or only to the inhabitants of the Hué region. Chasseurs Annamites were
recruited in this central region, as opposed to the Regiment de Tirailleurs Annamites, the first
standing Indochinese unit, which was recruited in Cochinchina only. Saigon, the first part of
what would become French Indochina, was taken by French troops in 1859. Two subsequent
treaties in 1862 and 1867 granted the surrounding provinces to the French. This southern
part of Vietnam was called Cochinchine by the French and became a colony under direct
rule. In 1863, the kingdom of Cambodia became a French protectorate. A first attempt to
seize the northern part of Vietnam, called Tonkin by the French, was repelled in 1873-4. The
second attempt succeeded ten years later. Tonkin and the remaining central part of Vietnam
(called Annam by the French) became protectorates. In 1893, the kingdom of Luang Prabang
and other principalities became a French protectorate, as ‘Laos’. It would become the fifth
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2 This distinction originates in the 1830 revolution, when the legitimate King Charles X was
overthrown and replaced by Louis-Philippe d’Orléans.

3 The uncle is Napoléon. The nephew, Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte, was President of the Second
Republic from 1848 to 1852, and Emperor from 1852 to 1870. His regime advocated
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4 Soldiers of the colonial infantry (Infanterie de Marine) are nicknamed marsouins, i.e.
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5 Officers of the same unit sharing the same table.

6 ‘Motherland at bay’ and ‘Mass calling’ (i.e. mass conscription).

7 In 1873, when only Cochinchina and Cambodia were under French rule, Francis Garnier, a
young navy officer, was sent to Tonkin with a limited force of 173 men to act as a mediator
between the local authorities and a French merchant. Garnier eventually seized Hanoi’s
citadel, and conquered the Red River Delta in six weeks. Lacking back-up, he was killed in
December 1873, and the French withdrew. For an English-language account see Ella
S.Laffey, ‘French Adventurers and Chinese Bandits in Tonkin: The Garnier Affair in Its
Local Context’, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 6, 1 (1975), pp. 38-51.

8 Instructions of 8 June 1883, Documents diplomatiques francais (1871-1914), 1st series, vol.
5, 1933, p. 53.

9 Signed under his reign by Tran Dinh Tuc (kinh luoc of Tonkin) and Nguyen Trong Hiep
(Foreign Minister), this *Agreement’” was a diktat. It handed foreign affairs to France.
Administration of central Vietnam (Annam) was left to the Court, but in fact Annam was
dismembered, its southern part given to Cochinchina, its northern part (Tonkin) put under
direct French administration.

10 Henry McAleavy, Black Flags in Vietnam (New York: Macmillan, 1968). The Black Flags
were remnants of the Chinese Taiping rebels who settled in Tonkin in the 1860s. Unable to
chase them away, the Vietnamese hired them for use against the French. Under Luu Vinh
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Phuoc’s command, they were the best fighting force in North Vietnam, killing two French
commanders: Francis Garnier in December 1873 and Henri Riviére in May 1883. They also
served as a pretext for the imperial court in Hué to invoke China’s help against the French.

11 Court intricacies were byzantine and exploited by the French. Two days before his death,
King Tu Due (reigned 1847-83) chose one of his adoptive sons, who became king in July
1883 as Due Due. Three days later he was dismissed by Regent Thuyét and replaced with
another adoptive son, Hiep Hoa. But King Hiep Hoa, afraid of Thuyét’s bellicose attitude
towards the French, moved him to the Ministry of the Interior. Thuyét then overthrew Hiep
Hoa, who was compelled to commit suicide in November 1883. A 15-year-old prince was
crowned on 2 December as Kien Phuc. At first, France would not recognise him, but its
desire to have the Harmand Agreement endorsed led minister plenipotentiary Patendtre, en
route to China, to compromise. See Philippe Devillers, Francais et Annamites (Paris:
Denoél, 1998), pp. 257-73. Kien Phuc died mysteriously in August 1884, leaving Thuyét
and the 13-year-old new king, Ham Nghi, in charge. Thuyét and Ham Nghi in turn fled from
Hué in July 1885, following implication in a rising against French attempts to tighten control
(see below) despite the Paten6tre Treaty of 1884 having strengthened Annamite rights, on
paper at least.

12 Philippe Devillers, Francais et Annamites, p. 276.

13 This treaty was an amended version of the ‘Harmand Agreement’. Annam regained four
provinces given to French administration. French administrators, called residents, were
given less power in the provinces. Contrary to the Harmand Agreement, this treaty was
ratified by Paris, and remained the reference text for Franco-Vietnamese relations until 1945.

14 Chinese troops had occupied the northern, mountainous part of Tonkin, officially to chase
the Black Flag “pirates’, in fact pursuing their own goals and fighting with them and the
Vietnamese against the French. In May 1884 an agreement was signed with France in Tien
Tsin, stipulating evacuation. But French precipitation in occupying border regions led to an
armed clash at Bac L& in June 1884. War broke out, this time officially.

15 Letter of 18 November 1884, Archives du Service Historique de I’ Armée de Terre (SHAT)
in Vincennes, carton 10H4, dossier 3.

16 Military Archives, SHAT, 10H4 d3.

17 A.Thomazi, La Conquéte de I’Indochine (Paris: Payot, 1934), p. 251.

18 Six months earlier Lemaire estimated a total of 30,000. Considering the numerous units and
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Souvenirs de I’Annam et du Tonkin (Paris: Lavauzelle, n.d.), p. 148.
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32 A huyén is an administrative subdivision of a phu.

33 A tong-doc is the governor of a province.
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part of its contribution.
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The Mixed Company

Fighting power and ethnic relations in the Dutch
Colonial Army, 1890-1920

Gerke Teitler

Introduction

From the outset, the armed forces used by the Dutch in Southeast Asia, although always
rather small, were never made up exclusively of Dutchmen. The United East India
Company soon found it convenient for both military and financial reasons to strengthen
its power with locally recruited soldiers and sailors.® Its European forces, moreover,
counted a considerable number of foreigners among its members, mostly Germans,
coming to the Netherlands from impoverished areas of the German Empire. After the fall
of the United East India Company, its successor (first the Dutch Republic, later the
Kingdom of the Netherlands) continued these arrangements. The Dutch Colonial Army
became, in its European part, a veritable ‘Foreign Legion’. The majority of its indigenous
soldiers were recruited from among the Javanese and, in the east and almost at the
opposite end of the vast archipelago of the Indies, from the Ambonese of the Moluccas
(the Spice Islands).

In the course of the nineteenth century this recruiting pattern was plagued by several
problems. First, it became increasingly difficult to keep the Dutch core among the
European soldiers at the desired strength. Second, the same problem arose regarding the
desired ratio between the European and the politically and militarily less trusted and
valued indigenous soldiers.? Several solutions were tried to solve these troubles, the
majority focusing on how to attract more recruits from European countries. By the end of
the nineteenth century the outcome of these efforts turned out to be rather disappointing.

Consequently, the attention of the Colonial Army was diverted towards doing things
better with the manpower at hand. The mixed company was one of the results of this
reorientation. In the end, the outcome of this experiment was another disappointment.
Still, the arguments both for and against the company deserve to be taken note of. They
shed light on an interesting episode in the development of the Dutch Colonial Army.
They are, moreover, invaluable in helping to highlight the similarities and differences
between the Dutch colonial forces and the military arrangements of other colonial
powers, in both Africa and Asia.
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Table 6.1 Soldiers of the Dutch colonial army by
origin

Year Infantry Cavalry Artillery Engineers Marechaussee

European soldiers of the Dutch colonial army (officers excluded)

1861 9,792 595 1,653 304
1871 8,204 387 1,759 339
1881 10,909 382 1,996 575
1891 9,578 447 1,831 450 14
1901 9,394 422 1,714 515 75
1911 6,573 560 1,504 568 73
1918 4,401 549 1,544 463 101

Ambonese soldiers

1861 1,137

1871 733

1881 1,260 3

1891 2,132 3 67
1901 3,146 657
1911 4,819 587
1918 9,206 221 776

Other Indonesian soldiers

1861 12,675 9 1,100 661
1871 11,894 8 1,109 318
1881 12,302 475 1,166 225
1891 14,189 419 1,163 200 136
1901 16,880 415 1,230 292 587
1911 13,789 387 1,037 391 586
1918 17,942 492 1,898 476 756

In 1900 there were approximately 37 million people in the East Indies, of them 29 million on Java
and Madura. At the same time, there were around 80,000 Europeans and 550,000 Chinese.
Source: Koloniale Verslagen (Colonial Reports), published yearly by the Dutch government.
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The general background

In the Dutch East Indies the army occupied a pariah-like position. At the end of the
nineteenth century the colony had evolved into a commercially minded society,
dominated by businessmen and civil servants. In the Netherlands the army was
traditionally held in low esteem, but in the East Indies this was the case to an even greater
extent. The squalid circumstances surrounding barrack life made volunteering for the
Colonial Army a step taken only by very adventurous or desperate men. Not surprisingly,
in the Dutch language the expression colonial soldier long held a negative connotation.®
Even if the officers could escape this stereotype they still had social problems. The
Colonial Army, constantly fighting somewhere in the archipelago, was always in a state
of mild confusion and its officers seldom stayed in the populous towns for long. The
Colonial Army was small and had no reserve. Consequently, any vacancy had to be filled
by thinning the ranks elsewhere. Because of these factors, most of the officers found it
hard to honour their status obligations.

Table 6.2 European soldiers of the Dutch colonial
army by origin

1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 1911 1918

Officers

Dutchmen 998 1,087 1,201 1,025 872 805 848
Dutchmen born in East Indies and Eurasians 126 136 157 308 446 503 483
Belgians 2 2 2 2
Germans 90 50 2 3

Frenchmen 1 1

Swiss 5 2 3
Luxembourgers 2 1 1 2
Other 5 2 34 13 10 13 15
Non-commissioned officers and soldiers

Dutchmen 6,825 8,227 6,656 8,449 9,143 7,418 5,892
Dutchmen born in East Indies and Eurasians 686 977 1,154 1582 1,755 1,866 1,864
Belgians 1,134 357 3,080 1,134 1,216 383 81
Germans 1,349 1,105 1,874 1,943 1,318 947 550
Frenchmen ? 79 1,484 119 2 3 1
Swiss 2,213 1397 702 316 179 81 25
Luxembourgers ? 14 ? 195 93 35 15

Other 378 111 449 117 56 45 20
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Source: Koloniale Verslagen (Colonial Reports), published yearly by the Dutch government.

The Colonial Army accepted only long-term volunteers (for a minimum of six years). Of
course, it tried to keep the Dutch element dominant. This aim clearly conflicted, however,
with the desire not to let the ratio of European to Indonesian soldiers deteriorate. When
problems arose in realising this goal the Colonial Army readily resorted to accepting
recruits from other European countries. Preferably these had to come from Germany, the
Flemish part of Belgium or Scandinavia. Remarkably, few complaints were heard about
preferential treatment for the Dutch. The Colonial Army seemed in general to have been
rather strict in letting only military abilities count in granting promotions and other
rewards. It only insisted that every ex-officer and every ex-non-commissioned officer
started his career in the East Indies as a private again. After that they were not hampered
when trying to climb the Army ladder, quite often reaching the highest rungs.

The Indonesian soldiers were generally divided into two categories. The smaller of
these comprised Ambonese, Menadonese and a few Alfurian and Timorese soldiers
(together often termed Ambonese, even though Timor, Ambon and Menado—today’s
northern Sulawesi—were separated by hundreds of kilometres from each other). The
members of these alleged warrior races occupied a privileged position in the Colonial
Army, their loyalty to the Dutch being counted on as a matter of course. Many of the
Ambonese were Christians with Calvinistic leanings who came to consider themselves an
elite when the Dutch recruited among

Map 6.1 The Netherlands East Indies
(NEI). In 1824 the NEI comprised the
core area of Java, the “‘Spice Islands’
(the Moluccas), a few other small
islands and enclaves around main
coastal ports on the outer islands. The
NEI secured the remaining inland
portions of the unshaded areas by
treaty and conquest, mainly during the
second half of the nineteenth century.
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Campaigns continued in several
areas—notably Aceh—into the first
decade of the twentieth century.

Source: Karl Hack.

them increasingly heavily from the late nineteenth century. In fact, the Dutch imbued
them with a sense of military prowess, which led to the formation of a special
relationship between the Ambonese and their colonial masters, as evident in military
service across several generations. The mass of the Indonesian soldiers, however, came
from Java. Compared with the Ambonese, they were thought to make inferior soldiers.
The Ambonese considered it an honour to become a soldier. For the Javanese, negative
motives such as escape from extreme poverty often decided their entering the ranks of the
Colonial Army.

During the first part of the nineteenth century the Colonial Army was not confronted
with grave manpower problems. It was a small organisation, while in Europe and the
colony itself there was as yet no shortage of men willing to serve. Whenever a military
crisis arose, and extra soldiers were needed, it was usually met by sending from the
Netherlands a so-called Brigade. This unit was manned by fresh recruits (attracted by
extra money) and volunteers serving with the Dutch Army. With expedients like this the
Colonial Army managed to cope, at least until the 1870s.

Thereafter, the situation changed dramatically, largely as a result of the following
factors. The Aceh War, which started in 1873 against the staunchly Islamic and
independent polity on the northern tip of Sumatra, led to a manpower crisis. Not able to
crush the Acehnese opposition swiftly, the Government decided to blockade the coast and
seal off the pacified regions from the areas still held by the enemy. This linear defence
made the Colonial Army weak all along the frontier, demoralising the troops and clearly
not reducing the number of casualties. Worse still, the war in Aceh did not stop the
fighting elsewhere in the archipelago. In this way, the Colonial Army threatened to
succumb under the weight of its burdens.

Matters were further aggravated by the growing difficulty of finding volunteers in
Europe. Before 1870 Germans had already been held in high esteem. They were to rise
even higher in Dutch opinion after the Franco-Prussian war, but this very event led to
troubles for the Colonial Army. With France looking for revenge, the new German
empire did not want to lose trained soldiers, destined for its Landwehr. Consequently it
began to frown upon the Dutch practice of recruiting soldiers on German soil.

An additional aspect of this recruitment crisis was that even the enlisting of Ambonese
met with difficulties now. So eager were the inhabitants of these parts of the archipelago
to enlist that civil servants began to complain about a shortage of able-bodied young men
and agricultural neglect. The Colonial Army was asking for more and more Ambonese
soldiers, but the bottom of the barrel was evidently scraped to meet the requirements.

To make matters worse, in the Netherlands the volunteer market began to shrink.
Public opinion was turning away from the volunteer principle and it was out of question
to send conscripts to the East Indies. Officers of the Dutch Army were not hampered by
this restriction. Many of them were willing to join the Colonial Army temporarily,
certainly in times of crisis when this meant action and promotion. Colonial officers,
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however, successfully fought the more radical plan to fuse the two officer corps. They
feared that their careers would be hampered by this scheme, suspecting their Dutch
colleagues of taking advantage of their ties to Dutch political circles and to the War
College in The Hague. When this fusion came to nothing, voices were raised in favour of
reviving the brigade-system of the early nineteenth century. These brigades were to be
manned by officers and volunteers of the Dutch Army. Again Colonial officers rejected
the plan. Desperately looking for reinforcements, they nevertheless feared that these
brigades—to be garrisoned and trained in the Netherlands but paid for by the East
Indies—were a cheap way of strengthening not the Colonial but the Dutch Army.

A further attempt to solve the manpower crisis, by creating an army reserve on Java,
also met with little success. Plans for such a reserve dated from the beginning of the
nineteenth century, but only after 1900 were steps taken to put these into effect. The
results were disappointing. The reserve was only meant for Indonesian soldiers, but no
more than a few hundred veterans promised to keep themselves at its disposal. A more
ambitious project for a reserve of peasant soldiers also came to nothing. According to
this plan, deserving veterans (Europeans as well as Indonesians) would be granted
farmlands in border regions in return for police duties and for sending their sons to the
Colonial Army. By bringing schools and hospitals, roads and bridges to these regions the
veterans would also transform them into outposts of civilisation.

These plans were never given serious attention, but the Colonial Army did profit,
albeit on a very small scale, from a Pupil Corps. This was an orphanage where soldiers’
children (mostly Eurasians) would be cared for and taught a military or non-military
craft. Frustrated by the net results of all these projects, attempts were finally made to
improve the performance of the Javanese soldiers, who belonged to the dominant ethnic
group in the East Indies and hence offered the greatest manpower pool. One of these
projects aimed at sending young aristocrats to the Netherlands to attend the Royal
Military Academy. It was hoped in this way to kill two birds with one stone: first, to bind
the Javanese nobility more closely to the Dutch; second, to raise the prestige of the
common soldier in Javanese society. Another attempt to improve military performance
led to the “mixed company’.

Fighting power

The skewed relations among the Dutch, other Europeans, Ambonese and Javanese
soldiers posed a political problem. The first three categories formed a minority, but were
considered trustworthy. The Colonial Army simply could not accept their declining
contribution to its overall strength. Yet the mixed company did not grow out of any
political concern. What gave rise to its inception were mounting worries as to the fighting
power of the Colonial Army.* This organisation was seeing action all over the
archipelago. Hardly any reserve was left on Java to cope with surprises and setbacks.
Even more troublesome were the following two circumstances. First, the Colonial
Army’s campaigns, whether great or small, placed a disproportionate burden on the
shoulders of the Dutch and other Europeans. They were always in the forefront of the
fighting, the first to storm enemy strong points, the last to leave a battlefield if an enemy
proved too strong, always to be counted on to force a decision. In all the formations sent
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out from Java to pacify the outer islands, these two groups constituted a minority. Yet the
number of killed and wounded among these two groups was much higher than among the
Ambonese and Javanese soldiers. Their fighting power was indispensable, but dissipated
wherever the Colonial Army went. Against the background of ever growing recruiting
problems this situation was hardly acceptable.

This manpower crisis was further aggravated by another worrisome development, as
increased recruitment was necessary not only for internal conquest and policing reasons,
but also for imperial defence. During the nineteenth century few policy-makers in the
Netherlands and the East Indies reckoned with an external enemy, bent on conquering
any major part of the archipelago. The British, after returning the colony to the Dutch
after the Napoleonic wars (in 1816), were considered to be rivals, not enemies. Moreover,
the British were counted on to help the Dutch against other countries that might covet the
East Indies. Better a small and inoffensive neighbour between Singapore and Australia
than a strong, aggressive one. At least, it was along this line that the Dutch hoped that the
British would reason strategically.

Two developments were to shatter the confidence of the Dutch: first, the rise of Japan
as a first rate military and naval power in the Pacific, notably with the resounding victory
over Russia in 1905, the first time in modern warfare that an Asian power had prevailed
over a Western great power; second, the rise of Germany as a country evidently bent on
challenging the British empire at sea. One of Britain’s reactions to this menace was the
concentration of ever more capital ships in the North Sea. This move forced the British to
denude some peripheral naval stations of part of their major forces. It was in this light
that the Dutch viewed the British-Japanese alliance of 1902. Might not Britain, by giving
priority to the threat emanating from Germany, hand over to the Japanese its overlordship
in the Far East? If this assumption was correct, then the British—instead of protecting the
East Indies from external aggression—might well open their doors to the Japanese, as an
inevitable price to be paid for the assistance they gave to the British efforts to contain the
Germans.

To the Dutch, the rise of Japan was in itself worrisome enough. The suspicion of a
British-Japanese understanding at their expense heightened their concern. For the first
time in almost a century they had to face the prospect of an external attack on their
Southeast Asian possessions. The Colonial Army now had to solve at least three
problems. First, its hands were tied by the wars of conquest and pacification against
rebellious native peoples. Second, this took a heavy toll from among the very soldiers—
the Europeans—the Dutch most needed against a Western-style enemy like the Japanese.
Third, in case of a war with this northern empire it was most unlikely for the Dutch to be
able to keep open their sea lines of communication with the mother country. This meant
that high quality reinforcements for the Colonial Army would fail to arrive and that an
ever-growing military burden would fall on the indigenous soldiers. Notwithstanding the
loyalty and military virtues of the Ambonese, it was feared that this part of the Colonial
Army would soon succumb under this weight. In the long run these three factors would
cost the Army the war against Japan.

Across this darkening sky a small ray of hope was sent by the concept of the mixed
company.® Until then the European and indigenous soldiers were concentrated in separate
units. While the Dutch were distributed among the other Europeans, the Ambonese, in
contrast, were kept apart from the Javanese soldiers, thus giving rise to a tripartite
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structure. By mixing these three entities it was hoped to kill at least two birds with one
stone. On the one hand, it was hoped in this way to spread during the wars the casualty
rate more evenly over the different races. On the other hand, it was hoped to boost the
fighting power of the Javanese—numerically dominant—by letting them profit from the
examples set by their European and Ambonese colleagues. By raising in this way the
overall quality of the Army it would be possible, moreover, to counter any future
invasion of Japanese troops.’

Advocates of the mixed company pointed out that, as things stood, this unit would
come about anyway. In a confrontation with an external enemy, the losses among the
European soldiers would simply force the army to adopt the mixed company soon after
the fighting had started. Such a reorganisation, however, in the middle of a war was a
recipe for chaos. Much better was to face the inevitable and introduce the mixed
company now that there was still time to let the Colonial Army familiarise itself with the
concept. Besides, it was not a complete novelty. In the past, a few experiments had
already taken place, their outcomes being not unpromising. Most recently, the fighting in
Aceh had witnessed the introduction of mixed brigades (units of about fifteen men) and
even companies of the Marechaussee, an elite counter-guerrilla formation. On the whole,
these units had performed remarkably well. Perhaps the Marechaussee formula pointed
the way to the introduction of the mixed company in the rest of the Colonial Army.

To appreciate the importance of this formula, it is necessary to see that it formed part
of an intellectual reorientation of the Dutch and Colonial Armies that had already led to
important practical reforms.® The starting point of this reorientation can be placed in the
wars of German reunification (1864-70). It was, however, not before the end of the
nineteenth century that it really gained momentum. Two wars were instrumental in
bringing about this change.

First were the Boer wars of 1899-1902 in South Africa, in which the Dutch were
emotionally involved and to which the military responded by sending several observers to
the theatre of operation. The other war that quickened the pace of the discussions was
fought by the Dutch themselves, in Aceh. The observers in South Africa noted that by the
skilful use of modern rifles the defence could add enormously to its strength. With
relatively few troops it could hope to hold an extremely broad front against an attacker.
They concluded moreover that the morale of the soldiers had become more important
than before. Comparing the Boer War with the Franco-Prussian War, they found that
attacking troops lost fewer soldiers. Nevertheless, these troops were brought to a
standstill quite easily. To account for this phenomenon the observers pointed to the
desert-like features of the modern battlefield, where soldiers had learned to conceal
themselves. This empty battlefield had a paralysing effect on soldiers trained along
orthodox lines, confusing them to such a degree that, on the slightest pretext and with
only a few casualties, they often stopped their advance.

In order to solve this problem, the observers proposed radically new training methods.
Under the circumstances now reigning on the battlefield, officers and non-commissioned
officers were likely to suffer heavy casualties and to lose control over their soldiers. In
the opinion of the observers, the most obvious counter-measure entailed just this effect.
Attacking troops could best defend themselves against the accurate shooting of their
opponents by spreading out and loosening their ranks. They should learn to make use of
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whatever shelter they could find and attack not in one long advance, but in many small
rushes in which groups of

Figure 6.1 Marechaussee, or lightly
armed, mobile levees, as used to pacify
guerrilla warfare in Aceh from the
1890s by van Heutsz. They were
organised in ‘brigades’ of about 15-18
men, each with two sergeants (one
‘native’ and one European) and a
European officer. Notice their short
sabres (klewangs). This counter-
guerrilla elite was vital for fighting in
Aceh’s alang-alang (long grass),
where they advanced with klewang in
the right hand, short rifle (carbine) in
the left. They were thus different from
the mainstream, heavily armed colonial
army, whose units also had a more
even mix of local and European troops.
This group wear old-style “‘police’
helmets, later replaced with softer hats.
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Source: KITLV Photograph KB 552. Information from
Jaap Anten.

soldiers could cover each other. This approach forced soldiers, even when their leaders
stayed alive, to look after themselves. It was felt that only soldiers who had learned to do
this in peacetime could be expected to fight effectively. Consequently, training methods
should aim at producing soldiers capable of independent action. Everything else was
superfluous or worse: it trained soldiers for the wrong kind of battle.

These views, at the time rather controversial, were endorsed enthusiastically by the
officers serving with the Marechaussee in Aceh. This unit had been formed in 1890 both
to perform civil-military tasks (guarding bridges and railroads, mapping the many
unknown areas there, registering the native population, checking and protecting people
visiting markets, disrupting the smuggling of weapons) and to bring the war to the enemy
by conducting aggressive patrols far from Dutch-controlled territory. In this jungle
fighting, the Marechaussee brigades learned to confront the enemy at close quarters, such
as when springing ambushes. This in turn meant that firearms declined in importance and
that the soldiers came to rely on the klewang, a short native sabre. Furthermore, the
Marechaussee distinguished itself by its mobility and the independence of action
practised by its soldiers.

The facts and the interpretations

While the fighting conditions were different in Aceh from those in South Africa and
while different tactics were called for, only soldiers who were capable of independent
judgement and action were likely to be successful. Even more importantly, not only the
Ambonese, as was to be expected, but also the Javanese performed rather well in these
surroundings. As the Marechaussee only used mixed units, advocates of this concept
were optimistic about its wider usefulness. Still, it was possible to draw radically
different conclusions from these experiences, often based on opposite assumptions about
the innate or acquired martial abilities of the Javanese. For some, the mixed companies as
in the Marechaussee would catalyse the usually unmartial Javanese into heroic action; for
others, in contrast, all that was required was a Marechaussee-like institution—but
without mixing—in which the Javanese could indulge in Javanese- rather than European-
style warfare.

Those who held on to the first view simply wanted to see the concept introduced now
in the rest of the Colonial Army in order to spur the Javanese to greater martial
achievement. In their opinion, mixing the Europeans (and Ambonese) with the Javanese
soldiers was the only feasible means to end all the problems that troubled this
organisation. First, it would lower the European casualty rate during the fighting and
hence protect the politically and militarily most valuable part of the Army. Second, it
would stimulate the performance of the Javanese soldiers, who were otherwise seen as
hopelessly passive.” According to this view, the Javanese formed an ethnic community
that was almost completely devoid of military qualities. It was only for want of better
soldierly material in sufficient quantities that the Dutch had taken to recruiting them. The
proponents of the mixed company were not pessimistic, however, about the prospect of
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leavening this mass by the heroic examples given by the European (and Ambonese)
soldiers.

Against this negative view of the military capacities of the Javanese, some
Marechaussee experts voiced a different opinion. These officers maintained that the
Marechaussee formula had proven that these capacities were very much present.'
Outside of the Marechaussee, however, it had not been possible for the Javanese to prove
themselves. Instead, they had been forced to wear a European-style uniform (including
shoes), to carry a European-style pack, to carry heavy European weapons and to fight in a
European way with emphasis on firepower. Serving in the Marechaussee, the Javanese
soldier had been freed of these trammels. He was allowed here to wear clothes and
sandals (or even go barefooted) suited to jungle warfare. He was allowed to place
emphasis on jungle tactics, which suited his preference for ambushes and the avoidance
of long drawn out firefights. He was allowed here to use native weapons, like the
klewang and the keris, suited to close quarter fighting.

According to this view there was nothing wrong with the military qualities of the
Javanese and no proof that they were inherently inferior in this respect to the Ambonese.
The key difference was the greater aptitude and willingness of the latter to adapt to a
European style of military organisation and fighting. This view placed the blame for the
apparently wanting fighting power of the Javanese not with these soldiers themselves but
squarely with the Dutch military leadership. The Javanese had simply been misused and
forced to place themselves on a Procrustes bed. The Marechaussee had freed them from
this inhibiting torture machine and had given free reign to their dormant military talents.
The question now was how best to harness these to the Dutch cause.

According to these experts the answer to this question definitely was not the mixed
company, despite the success of the mixed Marechaussee in Aceh; instead, the
effectiveness of the Marechaussee was perceived to reside in the mobility of these anti-
guerrilla units and their adoption of ‘native’ ways of fighting. The concept of the mobile
company hence made the fatal mistake of once again forcing the Javanese to follow the
lead of European soldiers and their way of fighting. This was a sure recipe for stifling
their talents. The solution had to be sought in the opposite direction: keeping the Javanese
soldiers as far as possible from their European colleagues. To the experts this meant in
effect splitting the Colonial Army into two parts: the European soldiers and some of the
Ambonese should be concentrated in one part, and the Javanese in the other. The
organisation, uniforms, packs, weapons and way of fighting of these two parts would
have to be different. Closely linked to these steps were the military scenarios in which
these formations should play their part. The Europeans and Ambonese soldiers were to be
organised in battalions and divisions, and to concentrate on the regular battles in which it
was hoped to defeat an external enemy. The Javanese soldiers and part of the Ambonese,
on the other hand, were to be organised strictly along Marechaussee lines and to
concentrate on two tasks.

The first of these was to serve on expeditions within the East Indies against internal
enemies. The second was to lead guerrilla-style war against any external foe. This latter
implied two missions. One was to harass enemy units that had not yet been dealt with by
the European part of the Colonial Army. In this case the Javanese soldiers would simply
be assisting their European colleagues, who were still felt to have the most important role
in the war. The other task was to wage a full-scale guerrilla war in case the European
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soldiers had been defeated by the invader. In this scenario, the Javanese took the front
stage, being the last hope of the Dutch to retain their colony. It was after all unlikely that
reinforcements sent by sea from the Netherlands would ever safely arrive in the East
Indies.

Not surprisingly, the advocates of the mixed company were quick to point out the
grave political implications of these proposals. In one stroke these plans placed the
Javanese soldiers in a central military and political position. From a Dutch point of view
this meant playing with fire. The loyalty of the Ambonese soldiers was simply counted
on. As to the Javanese, opinions differed, but few Dutchmen were inclined to give them
even the benefit of the doubt.™ Whatever the military merits of the idea to split the
Colonial Army (and the scenarios for which it should prepare) in two, its political aspects
were not sufficiently thought through. And in a colonial setting these aspects mattered
most. To disregard them seemed to testify to naivety.

Stung by this criticism, the advocates of the mixed company pointed out that there was
nothing wrong with their political views. They were not looking forward, just looking
ahead to a future in which the Dutch inevitably would have to place more trust in the
native population. The military realm could not be excluded from this change, provided it
was introduced gradually. Still, the proposal was thereafter put forward with less radical
implications and with slightly different arguments. Its starting point again was a more
positive assessment of the military qualities of the Javanese. To tap these the suggestion
was now to keep the European soldiers apart, but mix the Ambonese and Javanese.*

In this compromise solution no trust was placed in the force of heroic examples. What
hampered the Javanese in fulfilling their military qualities was now purported to be the
discrimination they encountered in the Colonial Army. Any Ambonese recruit, no matter
his individual capacities, was welcomed as if all the supposed martial virtues of his
people were concentrated in his person. No Javanese soldier could ever hope to receive
the privileges his Ambonese colleagues were offered. Under these circumstances it was
only natural that his responses to the Colonial Army were mainly of a negative kind.
Remove the discriminating regulations—was the advice—and the Javanese soldier would
respond in kind. Inducements such as privileges, promotions, decorations and extra pay
should henceforward be distributed to the really deserving soldier, not only to the
Ambonese. To the best soldiers the rewards, and an open competition to determine who
belonged to this category.

Of course, it was feared that the Ambonese reaction to this would be as predictable as
that of the Javanese. The advocates of the compromise pointed out, however, that the
negative attitude of the Ambonese would probably not last long: the really good soldiers
among them had nothing to fear from the change. Besides, any negative influence on the
recruitment of the Ambonese would be amply compensated for by the greater numbers of
Javanese that would flock to the Army. And as this latter group made up the bulk of the
Colonial Army, and the overwhelming majority of the East Indies’” manpower pool, it
was more important to stimulate their military performance than to keep on pampering
the Ambonese.

Another criticism was that mixing soldiers from these two peoples would inevitably
lead to disturbances and brawls. Again, the Marechaussee experiences were used to point
out that these fears were probably unfounded. In its units such incidents were happily
seldom heard of. Moreover, by amply and visibly rewarding the deserving soldiers from
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both peoples, a new esprit de corps would spring up among them, separating this elite
from the common soldiers. Finally, it was pointed out that the principle of rewarding
merit, not ethnic background, was in line with modern military views. That this principle
did not apply to the European soldiers formed an inevitable exception, given the colonial
situation in which they served. Still, this exception could be justified on other than
political grounds. The Colonial Army, after all, had little to complain of about the
military performances of its European soldiers—given of course their training, weapons
and tactics.

The rise and fall of the mixed company

The proposed compromise solution—treating all indigenous soldiers along meritocratic
lines rather than giving preferential treatment to any particular ethnic group—clearly
differed from the initial proposals for the mixed company. First, the European soldiers
were left out of the proposal. Second, its views on the qualities of the Javanese as soldiers
were much less negative.

Still, the Colonial Army chose to organise mixed companies that included the
European soldiers. The alternative proposals were rejected on the paradoxical ground of
being both too radical and not radical enough. It was considered too radical to delegate
the pacification of the East Indies to native soldiers. The proposals were not radical
enough as they did not consider the conscript option. The idea of broadening the
recruitment base of the Colonial Army to all peoples in the East Indies was just then
drawing attention for at least two reasons. First, it meant the ultimate solution to all
manpower problems of the Colonial Army. Second, it was the ultimate proof of Dutch
trust in their colonial subjects. An external enemy would probably not be able to make
headway against the effects of these two factors. So, as long as the conscript debate
raged, alternatives to the mixed company had no chance of implementation. The
compromise proposal was rejected, moreover, as it did not address one of the main
problems of the Colonial Army. It concentrated on the Javanese soldiers and had nothing
to say about the ever-decreasing availability of Europeans.®

The mixed company addressed both problems simultaneously. With better use of the
European soldiers—that is to say, by spreading them throughout the Colonial Army—
better performances might be expected from their Javanese colleagues. This combination
of advantages proved irresistible at a time when the Army Command had to admit that no
improvement was to be expected in the recruitment of Europeans.* It decided to
introduce the mixed company, but also borrowed a leaf from the compromise book. Just
before the First World War the Colonial Army saw the abolition, at least in principle, of
the differences in pay between the Ambonese and Javanese soldiers.”> Problems of a
practical kind, however, delayed the implementation of this decision and six years later
not much had changed. To make matters worse, the mixed company had turned out to be
not so much a failure as simply an irrelevancy. The main reason for its adoption had not
changed. The recruitment of European soldiers still lagged far behind what was needed.
On the other hand, with the end of the Aceh war in 1913 the pacification of the
archipelago was finally completed. Rural and urban unrest still troubled the Dutch, but
large-scale expeditions were now a thing of the past. The mixed company, designed to
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make the best of the available European soldiers by lowering their casualty rate and by
raising the fighting power of the Javanese soldiers, came too late to be of any practical
use. In 1918 it was quietly decided to stop the experiment.

What remained was an attempt to reform the Colonial Army along the lines suggested
by the compromise solution.’® Reacting to signs of unrest and agitation among the native
soldiers in the wake of the First World War, an Army commission proposed abolishing
all pay differences between the Ambonese and Javanese soldiers.’” In practice, this meant
a considerable raise in pay for the members of the latter category. Still, the European
soldiers even now kept their financial distance from their native colleagues. The reason
for this difference (as stated by the commission) was that Europeans had to live up to
different social standards. Even they, however, lost some of their privileges now. The
most important of these was that all non-commissioned officer posts were thrown open to
deserving native soldiers, provided they mastered the Dutch language. With too few
Europeans available to fill these posts, this arrangement meant that, in a sense, the mixed
company lived on. Ambonese and Javanese sergeants were allowed hence-forward to
serve in European companies. The lack of Europeans—the problem it had all started
with—had finally forced the Colonial Army to try a radical solution. It now not just
mixed soldiers belonging to different ethnic and racial groups. It decided to let Europeans
obey the commands of native sergeants—provided of course that the latter were able to
make themselves heard in Dutch.
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The Philippine Scout mutiny of 1924

Richard Meixsel

At nine o’clock on the evening of 27 June 1924, a soldier of the Philippine Scouts
approached the home of the Fort William McKinley Provost Marshal and asked to speak
privately with the army post’s senior law enforcement officer.! ‘Badly scared and
excited...afraid that he would be killed if it were known that he had spoken to an
American’, the young enlisted man revealed that many Scouts were meeting in homes
outside the post and in barracks on the fort. Paid less than half an American soldier’s
wage and denied other financial benefits granted to the rest of the army, Filipino troops
were planning ‘to step out for their rights’ if they did not soon receive an
acknowledgement of equal status with their American comrades.? ‘A few tried and
proven men’ fanned out across the post and adjacent barrios (villages) to learn more.

On 6 July, the Provost Marshal broke up a meeting of enlisted men at the post
hospital. The following day, a significant portion of two infantry battalions refused orders
to drill. Resistance to proper authority remained non-violent but spread to a second
regiment the next day. The ‘strike’, as the soldiers called it, was quickly contained, and
the short institutional memory of the American army in the Philippines—a reflection of
the officers’ brief tours of duty and lack of association with Philippine-based regiments—
ensured that the mutiny would soon be forgotten, at least by Americans. But in the four
decades between the end of the Philippine-American War, in which the Philippine Scouts
had been raised, and the onset of the Second World War, in which the Filipino regiments
were destroyed, the ‘Scout mutiny’ of 1924 proved to be the sole challenge to the
normally placid relationship of Filipino enlisted men to American officers. For that brief
period only were feelings and attitudes that would otherwise have remained unvoiced and
unwritten forced to surface, exposing clearly both American attitudes to the place of
indigenous soldiers in the United States’ only significant overseas possession and what it
meant to Filipinos to serve in the military forces of a colonial regime.

America’s ‘colonial army’ in Asia—the Philippine Scouts—had its origin in the
Philippine-American War.® That war had begun in February 1899 with the American
decision to occupy the Philippines following Spain’s defeat in the Spanish-American War
in 1898. By the end of 1899, in what could be called the United States’ last “all-volunteer
war’, American soldiers had largely defeated the forces of the Philippine Republic.
Already, however, the archipelago’s difficult terrain, hot and humid weather and endemic
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diseases had begun to take a heavy toll on the Americans. In total, disease was to claim
about 75 per cent of the 4165 Americans who died in the war.*

In June 1899, Matthew Batson, an officer who had been impressed by the
achievements of African-American soldiers with whom he had served the previous year
in Cuba, recommended arming native collaborators to assist the army’s advance through
the challenging Candaba swamp region of central Luzon Island (the main northern island
in the archipelago, site of the capital city of Manila and centre of the revolution). In
September 1899 he received permission to do so, and Batson’s small force of Filipino
soldiers performed creditably in the subsequent campaign. The Philippine Republic’s
resort to guerrilla warfare there-after complicated the army’s war effort, reduced
American enthusiasm for the war and led to greater reliance on indigenous soldiery. By
war’s end in mid-1902, several thousand Filipino ‘military auxiliaries” had been recruited
and had performed a wide array of services in support of the US Army. The utility of the
original recruits from the town of Macabebe and other collaborators had exceeded
expectations, so much so that Major General Henry Lawton would refer to them as the
army’s ‘main reliance and support’ in the ever-harsher war against the insurrectos.
Undoubtedly, their most remarkable achievement was the capture of the Philippine
Repulglic’s President Emilio Aguinaldo in a remote area of northern Luzon in early
1901.

Both during and after the war, army officers drew attention to the many and obvious
benefits of using Filipino soldiers. One enthusiast not only recommended replacing
American troops in the islands entirely with Filipinos but argued that the Scouts should
be prepared for overseas occupation duties (such as in Panama) or for expeditionary
service to the Asian mainland, as well. If ‘when inevitable war causes an expedition to
foreign soil [the author meant China], and battle losses are announced’, this officer wrote,
‘such blood shed be that of Filipinos, the American public will view the enterprise with
much less discontent than if each death vacated a place at an American fireside.”®

This degree of enthusiasm was unusual. Despite the generally widespread support for
their association with America’s military effort (at least in the army), their recruitment
had always sat uneasily with some officers. The army commander in the Philippines in
1899-1900, Major General Elwell S.Otis, had only reluctantly agreed to Batson’s
request. Foreign observers had remarked on the army’s seeming rejection of the
European model of colonial conquest. One English officer publicly chided the Americans
for ‘bearing the heaviest burden of the fighting with no plans to raise local troops.
“Americans do not seem to understand the game [he wrote], which is to use one set of
natives against the other”.”’

The army reorganisation act of 1901 allowed the recruitment of as many as 12,000
‘natives’ of the Philippines ‘to be organised as scouts...for the Regular Army’, but the
Filipino soldiers’ place within the army was never clearly articulated. ‘The Scouts are
part of the army’, chief of staff Major General J.Franklin Bell would state in 1908, ‘but
they have not the same status as the remainder of the army. They have no definite
status.”® Any number of examples could be presented to demonstrate the Scouts” muddied
relationship to the rest of the army. The army Judge Advocate General once complicated
the extension of the Enlisted Reserve Corps (ERC) to the Philippines in the 1920s by
ruling that the Scouts were not a part of the regular army. The law stipulated that only
persons ‘eligible for enlistment in the regular army’ could serve in the ERC. Filipinos
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could only join the Scouts; the Scouts were not a component of the ‘regular’ army; thus
Filipinos could not enter the ERC, the Judge Advocate reasoned.’ In 1931, the first
Filipino soldier to complete thirty years of active duty was denied a pension on the
grounds that the Philippine Scouts were not a part of the regular army, and therefore its
members were not eligible to retire and draw pensions.® The Army Register—the
annually published list of active and retired officers of the regular army—noted service in
the Philippine Scouts in italics, an indication that such was considered ‘federal service
other than in the permanent establishment.”**

The army’s ambivalence towards the use of Filipino soldiers and towards a
commitment to American empire in the Pacific was reflected in its refusal to create a
distinct officer corps for service in the Philippines. Until after the First World War, it
relied on an ad hoc arrangement whereby army enlisted men could apply for temporary
commissions as lieutenants in the Philippine Scouts. Contingent on the needs of the army
and good conduct, the men could extend their commissions at four-year intervals and
could (from 1908) be promoted to the grade of captain, but no further. If they remained in
the army long enough to retire, they reverted to a senior non-commissioned officer grade
for pension purposes. To ensure proper order and discipline within the Scouts, companies
were grouped administratively into battalions under the command of regular army
captains. These captains (thirteen in all) were chosen from among those already serving
with regular army units in the Philippines and were allowed to carry the local rank of
major as long as they remained with the Scouts (usually no more than two to three years).
But even with higher rank and emoluments, the army found it difficult to identify officers
willing to serve with the Scouts. A commanding general of the Philippine garrison once
complained to the War Department that he had run through a list of eligible captains
without finding a single one who would volunteer for the duty.*

What motivated soldiers to seek Scout commissions? Regrettably, little is known
about the original Scout officers. Not one appears to have authored a memoir (published
or unpublished) or to have detailed his experiences in articles, letters or some other
written record that has found its way into an archival collection. When their regiments’
tours of Philippine duty expired, many American enlisted men re-enlisted into regiments
arriving or remaining in the islands, and anecdotal evidence suggests that many did so in
order to accommodate Filipina wives or girlfriends. A Scout commission could serve the
same end. Cohabitation with a Filipina was very common; marriage to a Filipina was
uncommon but not unheard of, although it invariably consigned the officer and his family
beyond the social margins of the army community. Former Scout officer James Tierney
remembered one officer who had a Filipino wife and two children. “They never’, Tierney
wrote, ‘appeared on post’. Since few women of ‘respectable’ Filipino families would
consort with American soldiers, the soldier and his family had difficulty finding
acceptance in Filipino society as well.® Eventually, a Philippine Scout commission
became a consolation prize for failure to obtain a commission in the regular army.
Applicants whose lack of educational attainment, or merely poor timing, prevented them
from qualifying for a regular commission sought service with the Scouts. Or they sought
service with the Philippine Constabulary, the insular government’s national police force,
established in July 1901, instead.

The second-class nature of such a commission was obvious to all and a constant
source of aggravation. In one incident, a Scout officer insisted that a regular army
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enlisted man be court-martialled for having spoken disrespectfully to him. The officer
complained that everyone knew ‘the white troops’ looked down on officers who served
with native troops. At least some American regular officers agreed. One wrote that he
‘wouldn’t want them [American Scout officers] in my outfit’. They had little formal
education and were ‘jealous’ of the regulars ‘since their service was limited to the
islands’. American Governor-General Francis B.Harrison complained that the Scout
officers were ‘in a state of continual dissatisfaction’ and always politicking to receive
regular commissioned status. When the army did regularise their status in the early
1920s, most of the officers quickly sought assignments that would take them back to the
United States.™

Enlisted men’s motivations to serve in the Scouts are even less well documented, at
least at the individual level. The original native soldiers recruited by Batson were from
the town of Macabebe, in southern Pampanga Province. Macabebe had long provided
soldiers to the Spanish and had raised a regiment to fight against Filipinos attempting to
throw off Spanish rule in the 1896-8 revolution. Having already taken a stand against
Philippine independence, these men simply transferred their allegiance to the United
States in 1899." Similarly, the army identified disaffected communities in other parts of
the archipelago from which to draw recruits. As in many colonial armies, peacetime
service tended to attract volunteers ‘who saw distinct material advantages’ in army
service.'® Military service seems to have become something of a family tradition in the
Scouts, as well. According to one officer, many ‘applicants for enlistment were
frequently disregarded, and, instead, brothers, cousins, and nephews—even sons—of the
men already in the ranks appeared to take the examinations for enlistment’. Although the
familial extent of recruitment can be exaggerated, Philippine Scout retirement
announcements in the Philippine papers in the 1930s (the decade in which Scouts first
became eligible for pensions) almost invariably mentioned that the departing soldier left
behind a son or two in the regiment.*’

The First World War brought important organisational changes to the Scouts. For the
first decade and a half of its existence, the Scout organisation numbered about 5000
soldiers.*® Battalions could be found listed in the tables of organisation, but for the most
part companies continued to operate independently. Primarily to keep the insular
government from getting its hands on the army’s Filipino soldiers, the wartime
commander of the Philippine garrison had brought the disparate companies and battalions
of Scouts together in provisional units of regimental size. The army had not expected to
maintain these units after the war, but economic and personnel trends soon led in that
direction. The War Department informed the commanding general of the Philippine
Department in October 1920 that ‘Philippine Scout Combat Troops’ would fill a division
numbering nearly 10,000 soldiers. Essentially, this division would consist of the
provisional Philippine Scout regiments. The American component of the garrison would
still be substantial, with nearly 8000 men. Roughly one-half of the American soldiers,
however, would be assigned to the coast artillery. The Philippine Scouts now formed the
mobile army force in the islands.™

Further economic retrenchment in 1922 limited the extent of the Philippine Scout
build-up but at the same time gave Filipino troops an even more dominant role in the
garrison. Confronted by a congressional mandate to reduce the army’s total manpower by
nearly 10 per cent, in mid-year the War Department notified its Manila command that the
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American contribution to the garrison would be just 4500 men, barely half the
commitment projected only 19 months earlier. With slightly over 7000 soldiers, the Scout
contingent would also be reduced, but it now comprised an even greater percentage of the
total garrison. Before the First World War, the Scouts had composed one-quarter to one-
third of total army troop strength in the Philippines; from the early 1920s, Filipino
soldiers would make up about two-thirds of the Philippine garrison.

In the space of five years, Filipino soldiers underwent a complete conversion from
‘scout’ to “soldier’. In 1917, most Scouts continued to serve in independent companies or
battalions. By 1922, the Philippine garrison had come to include Filipino-manned
regiments of all arms and most supporting branches, numerically integrated into the line
of the regular army. The wartime 1 st Philippine Infantry (Provisional) became the 45th
Infantry (PS), the 1st Philippine Artillery (Provisional) became the 24th Field Artillery
(PS) and so on.?® When the 9th Cavalry ended its long sojourn at Camp Stotsenburg (a
large post 55 miles north of Manila) in 1922, its place was taken by the newly organised
Philippine Scout 26th Cavalry Regiment. The Philippine Department created a Scout
signal company and an engineer regiment in 1921. An existing medical regiment was
stripped of its American enlisted men and filled with Filipino soldiers in August 1922.

The greater use of Filipino manpower was not, however, indicative of army
confidence in the capability of Filipino soldiers. Economic concerns drove the reliance on
Filipino soldiers. The jobs assigned to them reflected the operational needs of the
garrison but not the belief that Filipinos were really capable of performing the
assignments. None the less, when prejudice conflicted with operational requirements, the
latter usually won out. An American field artillery officer observed that ‘up until 1917
the military utility of the Filipino was thought to be limited to that of a light
infantryman’, but when the dictates of the war required the return of the Philippine
garrison’s field artillery unit to the United States, the army had no choice but to ‘try the
Filipino in a new role—that of a pack artilleryman’.?* Similarly, Filipino abilities in
operational communications or ‘signals’ failed to impress army officers. The Philippine
Department communications officer found the Scouts’ signal corps skills ‘unsatisfactory
and their ability to perform such duties as they are ultimately fitted for...arrived at only
after a long period of service’. Again, the dearth of American soldiers gave Filipino
soldiers ingress to this additional branch of military service.??

Necessity also forced the inclusion of Filipino troops in the garrison of the all-
important Fortified Islands of Manila and Subic Bays. The army had lavished the bulk of
military expenditures in the Philippines on the four island fortresses spanning the
entrance to Manila Bay and a lone island located at the mouth of Subic Bay, 35 miles to
the north. These forts were constructed at great expense from 1908 to 1919, and once
completed their very existence shaped (or distorted, some officers would have argued) all
subsequent defence planning long after the forts’ weapons had become obsolete and their
modernisation prevented by treaty restriction. As the centrepiece of the army’s defence
effort in the archipelago, the harbour fortresses were considered sacrosanct by many, a
final redoubt from which both the enemy and Filipinos should be excluded at all costs.

With the reduction in the overall size of the military in 1922, the army acknowledged
its inability to man even the harbour defences with Americans. Now, it allocated only 800
coast artillerymen to the Philippines and authorised the recruiting of 1600 Philippine
Scouts to take the place of the 4000 American coast artillerymen called for in October
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1920. When the 43rd Infantry (PS) was deactivated in September 1922, its members were
transformed into coast artillery companies. They were soon joined by men transferred
from other Scout units. In mid-1924, the army reorganised these companies into the 91st
and 92nd Coast Artillery Regiments (PS). American coast artillerymen were reduced to
manning only the ‘key’ batteries of Fort Mills.® Only in the chronically understrength air
service squadrons that had returned to the islands in 1919 did need not overcome
prejudice. ‘National characteristics’—presumably too well known to require definition—
prevented the qualification of Filipinos as either military pilots or aircraft mechanics.*

The use of Scouts in virtually all branches of the army partly explains the significant
changes that came about in the Scout officer ranks after the First World War. Leadership
in the Scout regiments now required the services of professionally qualified officers, not
that of enlisted men given temporary officer status while serving with Filipino troops.
After 1920, while there continued to be a few American officers permanently attached to
the Philippine Scouts, most officers previously assigned to the Scouts transitioned into
the regular army. Thereafter, most of the officers serving with Scout units would be
regular army officers fulfilling their normal two-year foreign service obligation in the
Philippine Islands.?

To these officers, Filipinos seemed to have little in common with their American
counterparts. At a time when few American enlisted men were allowed to marry, for
example, many Filipino soldiers had wives and children. The ‘Scout barrio’ became a
staple of military posts in the Philippines. ‘This neat little village of nipa-covered
bamboo houses’, one officer informed his comrades, provided even ‘the lowest paid
private’ with the opportunity ‘to marry and raise that large family of brown babies so
dear to the heart of every Filipino’.?° Correspondingly, the native soldiers’ standard of
discipline was also far higher than the army norm. Alcohol abuse and venereal disease,
two clear indicators of a unit’s disciplinary standards, seemed at times to define the
American soldier’s experience in the Philippine Islands. For example, at the creation (by
taking soldiers from existing regular army regiments in the islands) of the 31 st US
Infantry Regiment in 1916, the enlisted men of one battalion of ‘Manila’s Own’ were
found to suffer a venereal infection rate of over 30 per cent. By contrast, in 1920, the VD
infection rate for Filipino soldiers was one-ninth the rate for American soldiers in the
Philippines. As the historian of the 57th Infantry (PS), then-Lieutenant John Olson,
recalled, during his tour with the Scouts he never served on a court-martial board; his
soldiers were too well behaved. His compatriots with the 31 st Infantry had just the
opposite experience.”’

Filipino soldiers also excelled in the routines of peacetime soldiering. According to
one Scout officer, the Scouts so outclassed American regulars at Philippine Department
‘meets” (in which individual soldiers and units competed in sports and military
proficiency events) that separate competitions were held.?® Major General Francis
Kernan, commanding general of the Philippine Department in 1919-22, had resisted the
reorganisation of the Scouts into permanent regiments for this very reason. The placing of
a Filipino field artillery regiment alongside the 9th Cavalry at Camp Stotsenburg, Kernan
had pointed out to the War Department, would only lead the Filipino soldiers ‘to think
their work is of as good a quality as that of the negro soldiers, while their pay is less than
half’.? A lasting impression of duty with the Philippine Scouts was the Filipino soldiers’
‘apparent delight in polishing and cleaning’. ‘Spit and polish’ was the mainstay of army
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life everywhere, not just in the Philippine Scout regiments. Captain Charles Ivins
succinctly described this prosaic reality of day-to-day military duty in the 1920s and
1930s: “If an outfit had on clean uniforms, starched and pressed, [and] if the rifles were
clean...the outfit was ready for war.” In the Philippines, this standard was even more
strongly stressed. The Philippine Scouts stood out even in an army that equated show
with preparedness. Reporting the results of an inspection of the 24th Field Artillery (PS)
at Camp Stotsenburg, the inspecting officer marvelled that the guns’ ‘steel looked like
silver and brass parts shown [sic] like gold’.*

The outcome of all this, as the Philippine Department intelligence officer at the time of
the mutiny, Major Walter Prosser, put it, was that American officers ‘found that their
organisations would run themselves and function with slight supervision’.** If some
officers feared that shiny weapons and glistening leather had little to do with fighting
ability, for most the Scouts’ enthusiastic embrace of peacetime routine only enhanced a
tour of duty in the Philippines. Prior to the First World War, Philippine duty had been so
unpopular that the army had required the transfer to the islands of any officer who
volunteered to go. It is no coincidence that the Philippines acquired its reputation as ‘a
two-year vacation with pay in a tropical playground’ in the 1920s, when more officers
found themselves assigned to Philippine Scout regiments. Most of the day-to-day
management of the Scout units was left to experienced and reliable Filipino non-
commissioned officers. When the workday came to end for Americans at noon, the
Scouts continued their military duties under the direction of senior enlisted men.
Ancillary tasks that might have provided American officers with greater knowledge of
their troops, such as barrio officer (the officer assigned to conduct sanitary inspections of
the Scout villages located on the edges of the army posts), for example, might be given
over to an enlisted subordinate, if not to one of the few Filipino commissioned officers
who served with the Scouts.*

Putting further distance between the officers and their men was the inability to speak
each other’s language. In the early years of the Philippine Scouts, officers were required
to learn Spanish, but virtually no officer knew more than a few words or phrases of any
native dialect. At various times, the army apparently encouraged officers to study
Tagalog (the language spoken around Manila and increasingly touted as a ‘national
language’ in the 1920s and 1930s), but one Scout officer recalled that actually knowing
how to speak a native tongue could damage an officer’s reputation. The enlisted men had
less respect for the officer, as did Americans, who assumed the officer’s proficiency
reflected regular resort to a ‘sleeping dictionary’.*®* The evidence concerning English-
language knowledge among enlisted men is contradictory, but while drill commands were
given and understood in English and potential recruits were supposed to be able to read,
write and speak English “at least to a fair degree’, it seems that, in the 1920s, few enlisted
scouts were capable of conversing in the language of their officers.®

The reliance on Filipino soldiers and open admiration for their competence in the daily
routines of military life masked a concomitant belief in their unsteadiness in real
soldiering. As seen, Filipino suitability for broader military service was shaped by the
operational needs of the garrison and congressional constraints on the availability of
white manpower, not by the officer corps’ confidence in Filipino ability. Prosser, for
example, thought that ‘personnel’ was one of the major defects of the Manila Bay
defences, and he was not alone in believing that Filipino soldiers were ‘too dependent
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upon detailed supervision [and] have less natural capacity along artillery lines’.
Furthermore, like proponents of air bombing of enemy population centres who foresaw
the rapid collapse of civilian morale, Prosser suggested that it was ‘not certain that [the
Filipinos] posses[ed] the innate moral stamina to withstand continuous and protracted
shell-fire’.* Lest any officer fail to discern the limitations of Filipino ability and make
the mistake of concluding that the native soldier was no different from or even superior to
the American enlisted man, Philippine Department Headquarters at Fort Santiago
commissioned a psychological study of the Filipino soldier, the purpose of which was to
remind officers of Scout inferiority. Authored by an anonymous but ‘acknowledged
authority on the subject’, Psychology of the Filipino painted a demeaning portrait of the
local soldiery. The ‘Filipino character’ had many ‘grave defects’, the reader learned. It
was emotional, illogical, ignorant, unformed, easily influenced, swayed by preference
and prejudice, submissive yet vain, slothful, inert, careless and lacking in forethought,
competitiveness, pugnacity, creativity and perseverance. Only superficially and with
difficulty could the Filipinos develop the innate fighting ability of the white soldier.*

Colonel Edward L.Munson of the army medical corps was the unnamed author of this
unflattering analysis.*” An 1892 graduate of Yale Medical School and an army surgeon
since 1893, Munson was, by his own account, also a soldier of extensive Philippine
experience. By the time he wrote his report in mid-1924, he had served three tours of
duty in the islands, had been detailed to the insular health service three times over the
past 22 years and had served as director of health or as sanitary adviser to the Philippine
government. He also considered himself no amateur in the field of military science. He
had been a member of a board of officers that had evaluated the harbour defences of
Manila and Subic Bays in 1913 and had studied the ‘general principle of military art’ at
military service schools. Psychology of the Filipino was an abridgement of Munson’s
classified report. In Munson’s view—one obviously shared by senior officers of the
Philippine Department—it was ‘illusory’ to place any faith in the ability of Filipino
soldiers to defend the islands. Despite an appearance of soldierly skill, Munson insisted,
‘the practical results of [military] training will never produce more than a low grade
fighting efficiency in the Filipino soldiers’. Prosser told a correspondent in Washington
that Munson’s paper was ‘the best thing [he had] seen on this subject’.*®

The rapid changes the Philippines Scouts had undergone had led by the mid-1920s to
conflicting but unacknowledged interpretations of the nature and significance of the
Scouts. Arriving in Manila for short, two-year, tours of overseas duty, American officers
embraced the prerogatives of tropical service but did not give much thought to the men
they led, a fact that the mutiny trial would underline. Captain Charles Estes of the 57th
Infantry would state that he had had two men interpret his English to the mutineers in his
company. He acknowledged that he did not know what language they used; he assumed it
was Tagalog. Nor did he know the ethnicities of the men in his company, although he had
been told the names of some of the provinces from which the men came. Another officer
of that regiment, 1st Lieutenant E.C.Lickman, could not name the men in his company
even when they stood before him. ‘I always get them mixed up’, said Lieutenant
Lickman, who had been with the company for two years. And there were other officers
who could read the names of the enlisted men from rosters and know that the names
belonged to soldiers in their companies but could not attach the names to specific soldiers
seated in front of them in the courtroom.* Indeed, the mutiny would only reinforce
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dismissive and derogatory attitudes to Filipino soldiers. An officer who passed through
Manila en route to China in 1926 heard all about the mutiny from fellow officers. ‘One
good white soldier is worth a dozen of the little brown fellows’, he concluded, ‘and the
little brown fellows know it.”* For their part, how could Filipino soldiers not have
recognised that they excelled at the established criteria of regular army achievement and
that they had become the bulwark of American authority in the Philippines? In the
intersection of these two conflicting views lay the origin of the Philippine Scout Mutiny
of July 1924,

A number of factors coalesced within a very few years to heighten awareness of the
discrepancy in the treatment of American and Filipino soldiers. The reorganisation of the
Scout units into regiments and their later combination into a division had brought most of
the troops physically together in two large brigade posts, Fort McKinley, near Manila,
and Camp Stotsenburg, north of the capital. These were the largest army posts in the
Philippines aside from the fortified islands; both had originally been garrisoned mostly by
American troops. This opened the Scouts to the influence of political agitators and labour
organisers at a particularly tempestuous time.

Former army general Leonard Wood had become the Republican-appointed governor-
general in 1921. Wood’s attempts to reassert executive authority after seven years of
Democrat Francis Harrison’s liberalism in granting greater authority to local political
leaders reached a fever pitch in 1923-4. In recent months there had been other labour
strikes, of Filipino workers in Hawaii, of civilian employees at the Cavite naval yard and
even of students at the University of the Philippines.** Facilitating the Scouts’ awareness
of these developments was the presence of many young enlisted men, veterans of the
First World War era Philippine National Guard, better educated and more politically
aware than the older Scout soldiers.

Scout discontent focused on inequality in pay. In 1899, Filipino troops had received in
Mexican dollars what American soldiers received in gold. (Two ‘Mex’ or silver dollars
equalled one gold dollar; for every gold dollar an American received, a Filipino received
a silver dollar.) There was no legal basis, at least at first, for this discrimination. It was, as
Rear Admiral Thomas Washington once explained in justifying wages (he was trying to
get them raised) for Filipino employees of the navy, simply ‘customary that Asiatics
should get one-half of what the white men get in the matter of pay’. When the army
reorganisation bill formally authorising the recruitment of Filipino soldiers had been
introduced in Congress in 1900, common practice was given legal sanction. It had
stipulated that Filipino enlisted men would receive one-half the pay of American troops.
Congressional opposition to the idea that some soldiers wearing American uniforms and
fighting under the American flag ‘should have only half the pay given to the other
soldiers of the United States serving around them’ had led to the provision’s withdrawal,
but an attempt to have equality of pay written into the bill failed. The matter was left to
the discretion of the Secretary of War.*

At one time, Filipino soldiers had drawn slightly more than one-half the wage of
American soldiers, but by the early 1920s Filipinos received much less. A regular army
private earned $21 a month in 1921; the Scout private a mere $8. In the two decades since
the Scouts’ founding, the pay of a regular army private had risen by 61 per cent; a Scout
private’s by 2.5 per cent. In 1921, a Filipino private made 40 centavos (20 cents) more
each month than in 1901.”* The army was neither oblivious to nor unconcerned about the
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growing discrepancy in pay. At least as far back as 1918, a war college division study had
drawn attention to the fact that Scout pay had stagnated for years even though the cost of
living had gone up in the Philippines and Filipinos had been encouraged to expect a
higher standard of living under American rule.** At the time, the army faced more
pressing concerns, but the return of peace brought little renewed interest in the plight of
Filipino soldiers.

Figure 7.1 Philippine Scout battalion
at Regan Barracks, around 1910. The
dramatic backdrop is provided by
Mount Mayon.

Source: Samuel Rockenbach Papers, reproduced by
courtesy of the Virginia Military Institute Archives.

In April 1921, a senior enlisted man of the Scouts took matters into his own hands.
Master Sergeant Bruno V.Madrid, described by his superiors as ‘a Filipino of unusual
intelligence’, emphasised the connection between the pay issue and the changed nature of
Scout service in an article published in the Army and Navy Journal. Madrid pointed out
that Filipino soldiers ‘now perform [ed] duties similar to those of the regular army soldier
in the field and in the garrison’. Justice demanded that Congress provide the Scouts—a
misleading title that he wanted removed—the same ‘consideration and privileges as the
American soldier’.*

Conditions did not improve, and two years later, in April 1923, Madrid took another
approach. Observing the success of other fraternal organisations (back in 1911 white
Philippine Scout officers had founded a ‘Philippine Scouts Association’, and in the early
1920s the handful of native officers had formed the ‘Filipino Officers Society’), Madrid
attempted to form a ‘Philippine Scouts Enlisted Personnel’s Association’ to petition for
equal treatment. The Philippine Division commander held the opinion that the soldiers
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already belonged to a worthy organisation that they could count upon to look out for their
interests: the Philippine Scouts. He did not approve of the enlisted men’s association.*°

Madrid persisted. He was behind the incorporation of a ‘Soldiers” Mutual Aid
Association” in Manila in May 1924. The association’s membership was not restricted to
Philippine Scouts alone, and advancing the ‘economic condition’ of its members was
only one of its stated goals. None the less, its raison d’étre was to obtain benefits for
Filipino soldiers similar to those given to American soldiers, and agents employed by the
army’s intelligence office reported that Madrid was coordinating some kind of
demonstration to be made by enlisted men on 4 July to make officers aware of that. If so,
Madrid came to think better of it. The day passed without such incident.

Paralleling Madrid’s actions, and “ostensibly’ (to quote investigating officers) distinct
from them, was an effort by Scout privates to organise a ‘Soldiers’ Secret Union’. Its
‘constitution” was less sophisticated and more poorly written than the association’s, but
its objective was unambiguous: if Scouts had not received the same pay and allowances
as the other soldiers of the regular army by the end of July 1924, members of the union
would ‘strike together’ until their demands had been met.*” The union apparently began
organising on Fort McKinley in mid-June 1924 in an atmosphere soon characterised by
intimidation and ominous threats to those who refused to sign the constitution. This is
when the young soldier spoke to the post’s provost marshal.

Strike or mutiny, the refusal to perform military duties involved a significant portion
of the McKinley garrison. The authorities raided a secret meeting being held in the
basement of the post hospital laundry on Sunday morning, 6 July 1924, and arrested 26
men (four of them agents of the intelligence office). The next morning, most of two
battalions of the 57th Infantry Regiment refused to drill, although the men continued to
perform routine fatigue duties around camp.”® The men offered no violence to their
officers, aside from the suggestion that one lieutenant be ‘hogtied’. The division
commander remained calm. He was of the opinion that ‘the men were probably ignorant
and did not realise the seriousness of their offence’. He ordered that the potentially dire
consequences of their conduct be explained to each soldier individually and that each be
given the opportunity ‘to recant and return to duty with full privileges’.*® Of 380 soldiers
involved, 104 persisted in refusing to return to work. The next day, 8 July 1924, 202
soldiers of the 12th Medical Regiment at Fort McKinley failed to report for duty. These
men displayed ‘an uglier spirit’ than that shown in the 57th, but 117 ended their
participation in the strike after being addressed by their officers.

The army suspected collusion with Scouts at Camp Stotsenburg and Fort Mills (on
Corregidor Island), but no soldiers at those posts stepped forward to make common cause
with the Scouts at McKinley. No member of the other Scout infantry regiment at
McKinley, the 45th, joined the mutiny either, although the regiment’s officers had no
reason for self-congratulation. That regiment’s sergeant major had refused to tolerate any
disobedience on the part of the 45th’s soldiers. He had earlier been accused of misusing
his immense influence over the men and had been told that any further trouble would
result in his demotion. Military authorities were soon approached ‘by many individuals’
from the 45th proclaiming their loyalty to their officers and to the United States.™

In two mass trials held in Fort McKinley’s YMCA building and lasting from 29 July
to 21 August 1924, the army charged 225 soldiers with either inciting mutiny or refusing
to obey orders, which were violations of the 66th and 96th Articles of War. The defence
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had a difficult task. For all but the 15 ‘ringleaders’, who were tried separately, the issue
before the court was straightforward: had the accused soldiers refused to report for duty
as ordered or had they not? The adequacy and fairness of army pay were irrelevant. The
soldiers’ appointed defence counsel, Major Vicente P.Lim of the 45th Infantry (PS), a
ten-year veteran of the Scouts and the first Filipino graduate of the United States Military
Academy at West Point, knew that most of the enlisted men could not comprehend
anything beyond the simplest commands in English, and that, conversely, the officers
could not speak the men’s languages. In what the local press derisively labelled the
“Tower of Babel Defence’, Lim argued that language difficulties had prevented the
soldiers from understanding the nature and seriousness of their actions. Not only were
there many more distinct dialects spoken by the soldiers than most officers seemed to be
aware, but there were many words in army regulations that could not be easily translated.
“There are few interpreters in the whole Philippines who can off-hand translate into the
native dialects questions asked in English’, he pointed out to the court. The thought that
poorly educated army enlisted men were up to the task was too ludicrous to
contemplate.”> But while it was easy enough to establish that there were serious
communications problems within the Scout units, too many soldiers had obeyed their
officers for the rest to claim that they had not understood what was being said to them.

The officer the men chose to be their collective ‘individual counsel’, popular Major
John Considine of the 26th Cavalry (PS), focused on the role of the non-commissioned
officers. How could such a widespread conspiracy develop, he asked, without the
knowledge of the regiments’ senior enlisted men? Several soldiers testified that NCOs
had told them to obey their officers’ commands while at the same time using prearranged
hand signals to indicate that the men were to persist in refusing to drill. The officers had
their suspicions, and they would have agreed with what Governor-General Wood wrote
in his diary: the senior enlisted men ‘must have known about it, and in failing to report it
in advance certainly fell far short of performing their full duty’. But the army could not
prove—or did not care to prove—that any NCO had participated in the union or had
foreknowledge of the mutiny.*?

A soldier of the 57th Infantry named Tomas Riveral was identified as the moving
spirit behind the mutiny. The 28-year-old Riveral had joined the Scouts in 1919. He had
an exemplary record until 1923, when he was demoted from corporal to private for
improperly scoring targets on the firing range. In the army’s preliminary investigation,
Riveral had claimed that he knew little about the proposed strike; later, he admitted that
he had authored the “constitution’ of the secret union. Like the other ringleaders, Riveral
refused to testify under oath at the trial, but he did make a statement expressing regret for
the hardships the mutiny would cause to the families of the Scout soldiers. He had been
motivated, Riveral said, by the plight of poorly paid soldiers who could not even afford to
buy food for their children. He insisted that the Scouts were not, and could not be,
disloyal to the government. “‘We appear to the white[s] [to be] Filipinos in appearance’,
Riveral read from a prepared statement, ‘yet we are Americans in heart and in service.”*®

Headed by Brigadier General Douglas MacArthur, the commanding general of the
23rd Infantry Brigade at McKinley, the eight men of the court-martial board contained
Scout and regular officers, but no Filipinos. They were unmoved. Riveral was sentenced
to 20 years of hard labour. Three other ‘ringleaders’ received 10- to 15-year sentences.
The majority of the accused received dishonourable discharges and sentences of five
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years in prison with hard labour. Only six men were acquitted. The Judge Advocate
General in Washington thought the sentences excessive and suggested the Philippine
Department suspend the awarding of dishonourable discharges and sift through the
prisoners to identify those soldiers ‘worthy of being restored to the colours’, but officers
in the Philippines did not agree. ‘Opinion is unanimous’ over here, the Department
commander responded, ‘that for military, political and psychological reasons’ all the
soldiers should be discharged and given no chance to re-enter the army. To do otherwise
would have a detrimental impact on army discipline and American prestige. He did,
however, agree to a reduction of the five-year sentences to two and one-half years. The
ringleaders went to Bilibid, and were still in prison as late as 1931. The others served two
years or less with the penal battalion on Corregidor.**

The “inner history’ of the mutiny, so to speak, remained a closed book to the army at
the time and remains so to this day. Only about 40 of the accused privates testified at the
mass trial, and none of the ringleaders did so. They disappeared from history following
their trial and imprisonment.”® Why did those men, and not others, sign the constitution
of the secret union? Why did these few persist in mutinous behaviour? Why did men in
those two regiments and those specific companies participate in the strike, and not
others? Why Fort McKinley, and nowhere else? Why did the NCOs of the 57th Infantry
and 12th Medical Regiment have less authority over their men than did their compatriots
in the other McKinley-based Filipino regiments, the 45th Infantry and 14th Engineers?

In its search for explanations for the soldiers’ behaviour, first and foremost, the army
blamed outside agitators and the ‘seditious political knavery and discontent” of Filipino
politicians for undermining the loyalty of the Philippine Scouts. ‘With universal political
contentment existing the mutiny would not have occurred’, Major Prosser concluded.
Governor-General Wood was equally adamant that ‘the foundation for the Mutiny [had
been] laid largely by the disloyal speeches of [Manuel] Roxas, [M.L.] Quezon, [Sergio]
Osmefia, and others advocating non-cooperation...and impugning the good faith of our
country’. These were the leading Filipino figures in government of the day. Prosser
admitted, however, that an investigation could not prove the involvement of any ‘outside
influence’, and Wood could present no evidence that tied ‘disloyal speeches’ to the
mutiny, either.>®

The army admitted to ill-considered decisions of its own. The breakdown in tribal-
based recruiting was one. Army officers used the word ‘tribe’ to identify the Philippines’
‘ethnogeographic’ groups. The word tribe itself had become pejorative, and many
Filipinos thought that its use unjustly exaggerated the islands’ political disunity.>” The
army attached political significance to tribal designates. Those ‘tribes’ that had
dominated the Philippine Revolution or participated in political activity were potentially
disloyal and thus their members made undesirable recruits. Seen within this context, the
army’s categorisation of Filipino tribes was predictable. The army admitted that the
Tagalogs of central Luzon and the Manila area stood at the top of Philippine society in
‘mental ability’, but this presumed mental superiority did not make the Tagalogs leading
contenders for military service. The ‘mountain tribes’, for example, excelled in physical
prowess, while lowlanders—Ilike the Tagalogs—were generally undernourished and
diseased, capable of working long hours but with limited efficiency. Preparing its first
detailed plan of action in case of insurrection, in 1923, the Philippine Department staff
concluded that the army needed to increase the number of Visayans, Bicolanos,
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Macabebes, llocanos and non-Christian soldiers in the ranks and to distribute the Tagalog
soldiers ‘as widely as possible’. There were virtually no Tagalogs in the army, anyway,
since the army forbade their enlistment other than in exceptional circumstances, and the
staff’s recommendation was dubious, given the events of the following year. In 1924,
only 5 per cent of the Philippine Division was Tagalog, while nearly 40 per cent was
Visayan and another 27 per cent Ilocano.®

Initially, Scout enlistment policy had been along tribal lines, a deliberate adoption of
the old Roman principle “divide and rule’, calculated to take advantage of tribal enmities.
According to Prosser, successive commanding generals had taken differing stands on the
issue of tribal enlistment. Leonard Wood, who had been the senior army officer in the
Philippines from 1906 to 1908, had been committed to the principle of tribal-based
enlistments, but Major General J. Franklin Bell, who commanded the garrison from 1911
to 1914, had ordered ‘the removal of tribal barriers to enlistment’. Thomas Barry
followed Bell in command and ‘practically revoked’ Bell’s policy. Nevertheless, the
increasing administrative sophistication of the organisation undermined the insistence on
tribal-based enlistments. Company officers grew less concerned with unit solidarity and
reliability in combat and instead sought out better educated or educable men who could
perform the routine administrative functions of a peacetime military garrison. Confronted
by a different type of duty, the army concentrated on recruiting more intelligent men,
regardless of their tribal origins. The army had never cared enough to articulate an
inviolable ‘martial races’ ideology, the adherence to which might have outweighed
practicality, and thus, in Prosser’s view, ‘the danger attending this new departure was
forgotten or underestimated during the long period of peace following the last days of the
insurrection’. By the 1920s, members of one tribal group did tend to dominate in any
given company (probably because NCOs recruited from their own families), but they
rarely formed a majority, and the battalions and regiments mixed members of many
ethnicities, who could now make common cause against their superiors. In the wake of
the mutiny, the army’s proposed solution was to reintroduce battalion-level tribal-based
recruiting.*®

The army also admitted to faults in its personnel assignment system for American
officers and enlisted men. Officer assignment policy was an immediate concern. Leonard
Wood asserted that ‘the loss of the old American Scout’ officers had reduced American
influence over the enlisted men and encouraged mutinous behaviour. Many officers
agreed. The officers sent to the islands in the early 1920s and assigned to the newly
formed Scout regiments had no “particular affinity’ for service with Filipino soldiers. The
Philippine Department recommended increasing the length of service in the islands to
three years, identifying officers who possessed the ability to command native troops and
encouraging officers to learn the soldiers’ language.®

American enlisted men did not serve in the Scout units; nor for the most part did they
serve at the posts where Scouts were to be found. None the less, they were a prominent
presence in Manila, and they did not always project a favourable image in either personal
conduct or professional ability. This problem was especially acute in the early 1920s,
when a large number of ‘low type’ soldiers had been sent to Manila from the Siberian
expedition. ‘“They murdered, robbed, and debauched the reputation and good name of the
American soldier for fair’, one officer wrote, while another claimed that so many of the
soldiers were such hardened criminals that the army had built a special compound on
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Corregidor to hold them until they could be returned to the United States.®* An army
review board recommended that white soldiers sent to the islands in the future be ‘the
pick of the army’. The American regiments in the Philippines ‘should be maintained in a
high state of discipline with special attention to their soldierly appearance’. Ideally, the
army should also return to the pre-1912 system of assigning entire units (rather than
individual soldiers) to the Philippines, first ‘weed[ing] out all undesirable men and
replacing] them by exceptional soldiers’.®?

The most telling aspect of the mutiny was the army’s response to it. The army did
nothing—not one thing—that its own investigatory boards recommended to ensure that
there was no repeat of the mutiny. It did not change officer assignment policy, it did not
return to the pre-1912 policy of rotating American regiments in and out of the garrison
and it did not insist upon sending higher quality white soldiers to the islands. Nor did it
reintroduce tribal-based recruiting for Filipino regiments at either battalion or company
level (although it did persist in keeping many Tagalogs out of the ranks, even when the
Scout organisations doubled in size in early 1941).° It did not raise the Scout wage,
either. Only in 1928 was $1 a month added to the Scout private’s pay, raising it to $9.
That was still less than half the $21 per month received by an American army private.®*

Some officers simply thought the episode overblown and substantial change
unnecessary. General Hagood, who was not there but had extensive Philippine experience
(as well as a high regard for his own opinion), expressed the view that ‘the trouble at Fort
McKinley was [not] as serious as it has been made to appear’. But Major Prosser, who
was there and whose office had prepared the press releases dealing with the mutiny, said
that the Philippine Department had deliberately downplayed its extent. He claimed that
the mutiny involved ‘very close to one thousand men’ and caused ‘considerable anxiety’
at division headquarters.®® Accepting the existence of a deep malaise within the
Philippine Scouts, however, would have required a thorough reappraisal of the army’s
commitment to Philippine service. Far better to label the Scouts ‘mercenaries’ (Prosser’s
word) who were, in fact, well paid and suitably cared for by the army, and who had no
legitimate grounds for complaint. As Frank Mclintyre, the army officer serving as Bureau
of Insular Affairs chief at the time, put it: ‘“The Scout soldier has at all times been paid
too highly’, and the benefits Scouts enjoyed as soldiers in American service were, in fact,
‘excessive in view of conditions in the community’. What the army really needed to do,
in MclIntyre’s opinion, was to remind the Filipino soldiers of those facts.®

The Scouts seem to have agreed. Speculation that recruitment of Philippine Scouts
would grow more difficult in the wake of the mutiny proved unfounded. On the surface,
the Philippine Department’s widely repeated assumption seemed reasonable enough, but
it misread the psychology of the Filipino soldier and those who sought to be soldiers.
Perhaps the disobedience of a few had made the rest fearful that access to military service
with the prestigious and relatively well paid Scouts might be jeopardised. The re-
enlistment rate shot up in the mid-1920s and remained at a uniform high to the outbreak
of war in 1941. As the War Department’s finance representative, Captain Lawrence
Worrall, testified before a House of Representatives appropriations committee in 1935;
“Those men, enlisted once, never leave. They build little shacks outside of the posts, and
they and their families live close to their organisation.”®” Enlistment statistics bear him
out. Previously around 80 per cent, the re-enlistment rate rose to 92 per cent in 1926 and
100 per cent in 1932. It averaged over 95 per cent annually throughout the 1930s.
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Desertions among the ranks of the Filipino soldiers were ‘of such infrequent occurrence’
that in the mid-1930s the War Department stopped including them in its calculations of
the army’s desertion rate. Even the already low venereal infection rate dropped by a third
the year following the mutiny, almost as if the remaining Scouts were determined to be
on their best behaviour.®® When later, in 1931, the government initially denied pension
benefits to the first Scout to complete 30 years of active service with the army, the
Philippine Department’s intelligence agents reported that the Scouts were not
contemplating another ‘mutiny’. In fact, the older Scouts resented the continuing talk by
civilians of political independence that they felt was turning the American government
against them; the younger Scouts ‘indulge [d] in war talk, their idea being that a war
would prove their ability’ and demonstrate their loyalty and usefulness to the
Americans.®®

The strikers’ demands had been largely economic, just as Riveral had claimed. The
Scouts were not nascent nationalists. Unlike the mutinous sepoys of 1857, they did not
look back to a golden era of the past which their valour and self-sacrifice could restore.
Nor were they inspired by the independencia rhetoric of Filipino politicians. Despite
Governor-General Wood’s and the army’s contrary assumption, the strikers found little
sympathy from the political elite. Manuel Quezon’s paper, the Philippines Herald,
editorialised that ‘the day would come when an independent Philippine government shall
have to support an army’. It was important that ‘the Scout soldiers should be dealt with
rigorously’ by the army, in order to establish the precedent ‘in this country now’ that ‘a
soldier under whatever circumstance has no right to go on a strike’. In fact, the
intelligence office translated a Tagalog-language newspaper article that reported that ‘the
few scouts, sergeants, corporals or even privates and their families to whom [the paper’s
reporter had] talked’ preferred continued service under the United States government,
even if the Philippines received independence. An American informant passed along to
the army the story of ‘a Filipino sugar man in Negros’ who reported that when several
Filipino politicians had asked some enlisted Scouts about their attitude to independence,
the men responded that they favoured independence only ‘if they would receive the same
treatment” they received under American rule. The politicians’ rejoinder that an
independent government could hardly offer the same benefits drew the disconcerting
reminder from the Filipino soldiers that they ‘had the guns’.”® In a cruelly ironic fashion,
then, the Japanese invasion of the Philippine Islands in December 1941 and the
subsequent destruction in battle of the Philippine Division solved what otherwise might
have been a troubling and potentially destabilising legacy of America’s 40-year
occupation of the Philippines.

In the idolising tradition of colonial military history writing, the Philippine Scouts
emerge as exemplary soldiers, ‘marble men’, so to speak. The soldier-historian of the
most recently published history of the Bataan campaign of 1941-2 dedicated his book to
the Philippine Scouts. ‘The finest soldiers in the Philippines’, he called them.” That
widely held, and fair, portrait of the Scouts, however, is one largely shaped by the shared
sacrifices of American officers and Filipino enlisted men during the difficult early days
of the Second World War. It is a portrait that would have been less familiar before the
war and one into which the events of 1924 fit uneasily, if at all. In 1924, the Scout mutiny
only reinforced dismissive attitudes towards the quality of Filipino soldiers. But by the
1920s, the Philippines had been pushed to the margins of army life. No more than 3-4 per
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cent of the army could be found on duty there at any one time. Short tours of duty,
generous leave policies, the closing of isolated provincial posts during the First World
War and a lifestyle in which afternoons were reserved for sports, socialising and
relaxation all reflected the price of making Philippine duty palatable to the many officers
who had only reluctantly assumed the burden of American empire. The increasing use of
self-reliant native soldiers over the decade had only served to reduce further the army’s
interest in the Philippines. Taking the Scout mutiny seriously would have brought to an
end the undemanding and popular contours of tropical service that had emerged by the
1920s. There existed no constituency in the army for that course of action.
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8
Colonial forces in British Burma

A national army postponed
Robert H.Taylor

Introduction®

After the conquest of the Konbaung kingdom of the Burmese Empire, British Burma was
governed as an integral province of the British Indian Empire. Burma did not become a
self-standing colony in its own right until 1 April 1937 when the Government of India
and Government of Burma Acts of 1935 came into effect. Prior to that time, the British
Indian army was responsible for the external and internal defence of the colony. Even
after the separation of Burma from India, when defence became the responsibility of the
Governor of Burma, in terms of imperial defence Burma was always seen as a satellite of
India. It was the inability of the British to use the Indian army on the eve of Indian
independence to put down a potential nationalist uprising in Burma following the Second
World War that ensured that the colony received independence as early as January 1948.

The first British administrations of Burmese territory experimented with raising local
troops but this experiment was abandoned after three decades. After the first Anglo-
Burmese war in 1824-6, the British raised two local corps, one of Maghs or Arakanese in
Arakan and one of Mons in Tenasserim, but these were both disbanded in 1858 following
the 1857 Sepoy Mutiny in India when policy on raising local corps was changed. One
company of Burma Sappers and Miners was raised from the former forces of the king of
Burma following the third Anglo-Burmese war in 1886, but no further recruitment of
Burmese took place until the First World War. The exigencies of the war, however,
encouraged imperial recruitment of all groups, as occurred twenty years later at the
commencement of the Second World War in Europe.

Following the annexation of upper Burma in 1885 and the neutralisation of what
became Thailand’s Chao Phraya valley at the end of the nineteenth century, the primary
task of the British Indian army in Burma became internal security. Indian troops were
frequently used to control the country and its extensive border areas, especially during the
ten years of armed resistance that followed the dethronement of the last Burmese king in
1886 and again during the Saya San peasants’ revolt in the early 1930s.? At the height of
the resistance to the British in 1887, more than 40,000 Indian and British troops were
deployed in the province, more than twice as many as would be stationed there 30 years
later. The Indian army thus served as a strategic reserve to the British in Burma.?

It was Indian strategic interests that helped to prompt the final annexation of Burma
and the abolition of the Konbaung dynasty in the first place. One of the reasons advanced
for the eventual abolition of the Burmese monarchy, after Britain seized lower Burma
(Pegu) in 1852, was the potential threat to the security of British India that would be
posed if France were to gain dominant influence in the upper Irrawaddy valley and the
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Shan plateau. However, after the 1893 agreement between France and Britain to
neutralise the Chao Phraya valley in neighbouring Siam, there was no longer an obvious
external threat to India and Burma from the east until the early 1940s. With China
weakened by internal disorder and external penetration, Laos and Vietnam under French
control, Siam for all practical purposes within the British sphere of influence and India
part of the same empire, few in Burma or elsewhere in the British Empire felt there was
any threat to the external security of the colony even after the rise of Japanese militarism
in the 1930s.

Burmese historians have summarised the feeble British efforts to recruit their
countrymen in the twentieth century thus:

During the First World War, four battalions of the 70th Burma Rifles were
raised, of which only one consisted of Bamars [Burmans]; a Burman
Company was raised in the 85th Burma Rifles, a unit largely drawn from
the Burma Military Police; and three additional companies of Burma
Sappers and Miners were also created of which the first company was
made up mostly of Bamar. In addition, seven Burmese Mechanical
Transport Companies, and a Chin and Bamar Labour Corps were also
raised. All these units served overseas and rendered good service, one
Company of Burma Sappers and Miners distinguishing themselves in
Mesopotamia at the crossing of the Tigris. However, after the War, the
military shortcomings of Bamars were emphasised and it was decided to
cease recruitment of Bamars and to recruit hill people. During 1923-1925,
Bamars were gradually discharged from all the units except the Burma
Sappers and Miners which was reduced to its original one company after
the War. In 1929, the Burma Sappers and Miners too was disbanded
despite protests in the Legislative Council.*

“The primary role of the Army in Burma was “Internal Security”.”® After each of the
three Anglo-Burmese wars, troops from the British Indian army were retained in Burma
to garrison the towns and maintain control until civilian administrations could be
established to take over their tasks. These administrations were often headed by officers
seconded from the Indian army. When, after the 1852 annexation of Pegu, and more
especially after the 1886 deposition of King Thibaw, there was widespread disorder and
rebellion against the new rulers, more troops were brought in to impose order.® During
the twentieth century both regular British and Indian troops were always stationed in the
country. In 1938 there were a total of 4713 British soldiers plus 358 officers in the
country as well as 5922 Indian army or Burma army troops, of which more than half were
Indian. The total population of the entire country was probably about 16 million at that
time. The core of the British Burma army was created on 1 April 1937 by transferring
units of the Indian army to the command of the Governor of Burma. The Burma
Company of Sappers and Miners, with British officers and NCOs and 380 other ranks
drawn from the plains-dwelling or Burman population, and the Battalion of the Burma
Rifles composed of British and indigenous officers and 715 indigenous other ranks, all of
whom came from the minority populated hill areas, formed the indigenous units of the
British Burma army.’
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Additional paramilitary force was present in British Burma in the form of the armed
Military Police, which had been created from units of the Indian army after the
suppression of the disorders following the 1852 annexation, and expanded in the same
manner after 1886. Subsequently, they became known as the ‘punitive police’ for their
use in punishing whole villages for non-payment of taxes. After the separation of Burma
from India, the Military Police were divided into two units, one primarily for use in
central Burma and under the control of the elected Burmese Home Minister, and the
other, renamed the Burma Frontier Force, for use in the excluded or border areas but
available for deployment in Burma proper and under the control of the Governor.? The
troops of the Military Police, numbering 4294 men in 1941, were almost entirely Indian
and were under the command of British and Indian officers seconded from the Indian
army. At that time, the 10,973 strong Frontier Force was composed of 7376 Indians, with
the remainder coming primarily from the hill areas of Burma.’

Following the separation of Burma from India, the colony had a thriving economy and
buoyant tax revenues up to the outbreak of the war. This made it easier for the colonial
government to contemplate expanding the tiny army it had inherited from India, and as
the threat of external attack on Burma appeared to grow, at least in the eyes of officials in
Rangoon if not in London, the regular colonial army in Burma was increased in size from
the 6000 or so men in the force in 1937. By April 1941, the Burma army had grown to
9879, of which 26 per cent were now of Indian origin. However, when the Frontier Force
and all other armed forces in the country were included, totalling 27,981 men, 37 per cent
of all troops were Indians and only 13 per cent were Burmans. Nineteen per cent of the
regular Burma army were Burmans, as shown in Table 8.1.

Recruitment policies applied in developing armed forces in British
Burma

The principles of ethnic differentiation applied to recruitment of troops in colonial India
were also applied in Burma. Indian officers prepared handbooks outlining the alleged
military attributes of various ‘tribes’ and ‘races’, in reality linguistic and cultural
communities. Details of the time of year for and methods of recruitment were also
outlined. Some hill tribe groups, such as the Kachins and Karens, many of whom were
Christian converts, were favoured. Majority group Burmans were not sought for military
service. The low proportion of

Table 8.1 Strength (other than officers) of the
British Burma Army and the Frontier Force on 30
April 1941 by class (i.e. ethnicity)

Class Regular Garrison Burma Burma Burma Total
army companies auxiliary territorial frontier
force force force
Burman 1,893 52 362 1,189 246 3,742

Karen 2,797 476 171 939 399 4,782
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Kachin 852 377 5 36 855 2,125
Chin 1,258 362 2 7 978 2,607
Shan 1 940 139 1,680
Yunnanese 32 12 44
Lahu 49 49
Wa 29 29
Indian 2,578 112 73 120 7,376 10,259
Chinese 330 22 16 368
Other® 137 2,732 25 2 289
Total 9,876 1,391 3,368 3,272 10,073 27,981

& British, Europeans, Anglo-Indians, Anglo-Burmans, Sino-Burmans.
Source: Burma Office File 66/41.

Burmans recruited was the result of deliberate policy rather than an aversion to military
service on the part of this section of the population.

From 1887 until near the end of the British period, except briefly during the First
World War, it was general army policy not to recruit and train infantrymen from the
plains and delta because, it was argued, they were too expensive to maintain in
comparison with Indian troops and less prepared to accept the methods of discipline and
training of the Indian army. Moreover, as a matter of political policy, it was thought
imprudent to train and arm a large number of Burmans because they had only been
conquered in the previous century and, as in the terminology of the British Indian army, a
‘martial race’ would perhaps be more of a hindrance than an asset to the maintenance of
British rule.® The unwillingness of the army to recruit men from Burma proper was
interpreted by Burmese nationalists as part of the ‘divide and rule’ strategy of the
imperialists. The British government undoubtedly viewed using Indian and hill area
recruited troops as the safest method of maintaining internal security in central Burma.

Major C.M.Enriquez, an officer of the Burma Rifles (Kachins), compiled in the early
1920s a military ethnography, which has subsequently been reprinted as a simplified
guide to the ethnic diversity of Myanmar.™ Displaying the confusion that still makes any
discussion of the ‘races of Burma’ so politically contentious, the volume divides the
population of the country both ethnographically and geographically, implicitly
acknowledging that geography, education and economic conditions were more important
in motivating men to join the colonial army than notions of ‘race’. Enriquez first divides
the population into the ‘big races’, i.e. the Burman, Karen, Shan, Kachin and Chin, thus
presenting the ethnic map of Myanmar set out in the 1947 constitution. He then presents
the 40 “little races’ of his account under three labels: Mon-Khmer, Tibeto-Burmans and
Tai-Chinese. Under the Mon-Khmer, for example, he discusses categories of the Talaing
or Mon, Wa, La and Tai Loi, Palaung, Miao, Yao and Padaung. But the Mon, he remarks,
are usually recruited as Burmans. Among the ‘Tai-Chinese’ he categorised the Shan,
Karen, Taungthu, Kokang Chinese, Shan Tayoks and Ho. The Chins and Kachins, and a
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variety of subgroups, he includes among the Tibeto-Burmans. Consistency of
classification was not a strong point of Major Enriquez’s methodology.

The level of confusing detail in Enriquez’s manual is intriguing. For example,
consider his account of the ‘Gauris’, a subsection of the Kachin, who occupied 14 hill
villages in Bhamo District. He thought they were themselves a ‘subsection’ of the
‘Lahpai’ or were perhaps ‘Atsis’ who once had a Lahpai chief. The Gauris were
subdivided into seven sections, the Lazum, Lazing, Nangzing, Kawlu, Kumbau, Kareng
and Changma. ‘But in any case, though they hold themselves rather aloof, they are
obviously allied to the Kachins.” They spoke a patois of Kachins and adopted Chinese
babies found among them. Because of the growing population densities in their area,
there was significant migration to the plains of Bhamo and many men were recruited into
the army.*

Enriquez’s account makes it clear that Burmans were not recruited into the colonial
army, nor were Shans. While this was a political decision with regard to the Burmans, the
Shans were believed unlikely to show any enthusiasm for military service, perhaps
because of the relative ease of life on the Shan plateau. Were recruitment to be attempted
again, according to Enriquez, the cooperation of the Sawbwas, the recognised rulers of
the Shans, would be required. Among the Karens, recruitment among the hill Karen was
less successful than among the plain Karen, though elders, missionaries and pastors were
helpful in convincing young men to join the forces. Among Chins and Kachins, men who
had served or were serving in the forces were good recruiting agents.*®

While one result of British policy had been to maintain a large proportion of foreign
(i.e. British and Indian) troops in Burma, politically more important for the eventual
government of the country was the disproportionate (in terms of share of the total
population) underrecruitment of the major Burman population. While Burmans made up
75 per cent of the population, in 1931 they represented merely 12 per cent of the
indigenous troops, while the Karen, Kachins and Chin minorities, who composed 13 per
cent of the population, formed 83 per cent of the indigenous troops.** This anomalous
situation would not be resolved until the Japanese assisted the Burmans to organise an
anti-British nationalist force prior to the Japanese invasion of British Burma in the
Second World War.

Even on the eve of the Japanese invasion of Burma and after the commencement of
the war in Europe, as the British were attempting to raise troops for Imperial defence
from all parts of the Empire, recruitment remained heavily skewed towards the minority
communities. During 1940 it was decided to raise four additional battalions of the Burma
Rifles. The new 5th Battalion was to be composed of Burman, Kachin and Chin troops in
equal proportions.
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Map 8.1 Administrative divisions of
British Burma and Frontier Areas,
1930s.

Source: Adapted from Ganga Singha, Burma

Parliamentary Companion (Rangoon: British Burma
Press, 1940), p. 11.
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The 6th Battalion was to be half Karen and one-quarter each Chin and Burman. The 7th
Battalion was to be raised from the existing Burma Police and Burma Military Police,
being about 75 per cent Burman and Karen and 25 per cent Indians (Kumarori and
Gurkha), and the 8th Battalion was to be raised from Sikhs and Punjabi Muslims already
in the Frontier Force. In addition to raising replacement Indian troops for the Frontier
Force from India, it was intended to raise three new Frontier Force companies, two of
which would be Burman.”® Of the new recruits into the Burma Army between the
outbreak of the war in Europe in 1939 and 15 January 1941, 28.5 per cent were Burman,
25.5 per cent were Karen, 9.4 per cent were Kachin, 10.2 per cent were Chin, 4 per cent
were Shan, 2.7 per cent were Yunnanese speaking inhabitants of the Northern Shan
States, 3.2 per cent were Indians, 0.2 per cent were Chinese and 16.6 per cent were others
including Europeans, Anglo-Indians, Anglo-Burmans and Sino-Burmans.*®

The Burman political response to colonial recruitment policy

The explicitly discriminatory policy of the British in developing colonial armed forces in
Myanmar led to a number of differing responses. Among the Karen, Chin and Kachin
communities, from whom the British positively encouraged recruitment, a degree of
loyalty to Britain and pride in colonial military service developed. This was demonstrated
by the loyalty of many of these troops during the Second World War when they remained
loyal to Britain in defeat and provided vital support for operations to reconquer the
country from the Japanese. The loyalty of the minority communities was enhanced
because many of them became Christian. Military service and missionary activities
became routes to modernity and social advancement for young men from what had been
previously extremely poor and politically unsophisticated communities.

Among the Burman majority of the population, however, the discriminatory policies
of the British served to fuel further the nationalism that had developed during the
twentieth century. During the 1920s, the Young Men’s Buddhist Association (YMBA),
the first major Burmese nationalist organisation, repeatedly called on the British to recruit
their fellow countrymen into the army. By the early 1930s, their thwarted demand for the
creation of a national army led to a new form of expression for Burmese nationalism
through the formation of so-called volunteer corps by nationalist political parties. The
first of these, the Ye Tat or Green Army, was founded in 1930.*" The Ye Tat founder was
U Maung Gyi, a conservative politician much trusted by the British. Under Maung Gyi’s
leadership, the army was permitted to drill using staves and have weapons training but
was unarmed. Inspiring a memory of the military prowess of armies of the Burmese
kings, the army, under its flag called the Thayegyi-aunglan (the victory flag of the brave)
with a red background and a green peacock in the centre, marched out on annual National
Day occasions and other patriotic events.*®

Just two weeks after the Ye Tat held its first parade at the front of the Myoma National
School in Rangoon on 1 June 1930, the Dobama Asiayon (We Burmans or Our Burma
Association), also known as the Thakin movement,”® formed its own volunteer corps.
Known as the Bama Letyon Tat (Burman Forearm Army?), it held its first parade at the
Botataung sports field in a much less salubrious section of the capital. In keeping with the
more strongly nationalist, non-cooperative approach to the British of the Dobama
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Asiayon in contrast to the politics of U Maung Gyi, the Bama Letyon Tat sported red
shirted uniforms, signalling clearly their revolutionary intent.?*

The volunteer corps movement became more widespread after the 1936 students’
strike, which brought a new generation of youthful nationalists such as Thakin Aung San
and Thakin Nu into national prominence.” This came simultaneously with the rise of
fascism in Europe, a phenomenon that was closely followed by the politically alert in
Myanmar. The volunteer corps were not armed, but they did have uniforms, usually khaki
shorts and shirts of distinguishing colours. Their most important function, according to a
former British civil servant in Burma, was usually the extortion of money from wealthy
individuals through the threat of beatings or the destruction of property.”® There were
occasional clashes between the different ‘armies’ but they were never a serious threat to
domestic peace.? The volunteer corps often marched through towns to demonstrate their
support for the cause of their party and doubtless to indicate the military or perhaps
revolutionary capacity of the Burmans, then being denied by the British. For example, in
February, 1938, there were 105 parades conducted by the volunteer corps. In May of the
same year, there were 201 parades conducted by the Ye Tat, the Dahma Tat (Hewing
Knife Army), the Bama Letyon and the Thanmni Tat (Steel Army).?> The last of these
was formed by the All Burma Students Union, while the Dahma Tat was an affiliate of
Dr Ba Maw’s Hsinyeitha Wunthanu or Poor Man’s Nationalist Party.

With the outbreak of the Second World War in Europe, the private armies became more
active. The Ye Tat, officially known in English as the All-Burma Volunteers, offered its
services to the government for the defence of Burma, as did sections of other volunteer
corps. In a resolution to the Secretary of State for Burma offering its services and
requesting official recognition as part of the defence forces of Burma, the Burma
National Volunteer Council noted that the aims of the Ye Tat were ‘(1) to promote
physical development; (2) to inculcate good morals; (3) to instil discipline; and (4) to
defend the country’. The resolution went on to note that the organisation was ‘non-
political and non-sectarian’. Though normally considered to be an organisation that owed
its allegiance to U Maung Gyi, the President of the Senate and the first Burman Defence
Councillor in the Governor’s cabinet, its Council was composed of politicians from
various of the older political parties that cooperated with the British. Among them were:
U Ba Win, Member of the House of Representatives and Mayor of Rangoon; Captain
Aye, later a minister in U Saw’s government; Dr Ba Han, Dr Ba Maw’s brother; U
Thwin, a wealthy Senator; and U Aye Maung, H.C.Khoo and M.M.Ohn Ghine, all
members of the House of Representatives and representing different cooperating
nationalist parties. Other members of the Council included two lawyers, one inspector of
national schools, one school superintendent, one businessman, one editor and the
Secretary of the House of Representatives.



Colonid forcesin british burma 193

Figure 8.1 U Saw in his Galon Tat
general’s uniform, greeting supporters
at Shwebo railway station, 1941.

Source: Courtesy of Captain U Aye.
Despite the belief held by British officials in London that the Ye Tat was neither non-
sectarian nor non-political, it had received tacit official recognition by the Governor of
Burma. The Council of the Green Army noted in its resolution to the Secretary of State:

Detachments of the National Volunteers have often been called upon to
maintain order at public functions, such as meetings, exhibitions,
processions, etc. At the Annual Burma Arts and Crafts Exhibition,
conducted under the patronage of His Excellency the Governor, the
general policing work has always been entrusted to the National
Volunteers of Rangoon. His Excellency the present Governor of Burma
has twice inspected the guard of honour provided by the National
Volunteers of Rangoon at Jubilee Hall.

The Council further noted in its request that the corps underwent regular training,
especially in drill, and that none of the contingents of the Ye Tat had been involved in
communal (i.e. anti-Indian and anti-Chinese) riots that occurred in the country in the mid-
1930s.%

As this request for recognition suggests, the organisers of the Ye Tat, and of similar
volunteer corps as well, saw in them something more than just groups of young men
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enlisted in support of a political party. They were seen as a means of developing the
capacity of self-defence for Burma at a time when the British felt that the Burmans were
not fit for military service, and of instilling discipline and patriotism in the young men of
the country.

By October 1939, there were organised, in addition to the Ye Tat, various units of
town guards or Ka Kwy-yay Aphwe, Bama Letyon Tat, Thamani Tat, Dahma Tat and
Galon Tat of the rising politician U Saw and his Myochit (Patriots) Party.?” With the
growing doubts about Burma’s military security following the outbreak of the war in
Europe and with the increase in ethnic antagonisms in the country-side following major
communal riots in 1938 and 1939, other groups were formed. Among these was the All
Burma Aryan Veer Dal, formed by prominent Hindus in Rangoon to coordinate the
activities of the Hindu Volunteer Corps.”® Its activities may have been directed as much
towards the Muslim community as towards the defence of Hindu interests against
Burman groups. In Mandalay, a Thathama Alingyaung (Light of Religion) volunteer
corps was organised in June 1940 by followers of the then Premier, U Pu.?®

Table 8.2 summarises the rise and decline of various volunteer corps in late 1940 and
the first half of 1941. The June 1941 Monthly Intelligence Summary, from which these
figures are drawn, noted that not all the new corps survived very long. Some never got
beyond the paper stage. In the next six months an additional 72 corps were formed, of
which 59 were village defence corps organised at the instigation of the police. Of the 125
Bama Letyon Tat units in existence in December 1941, few were reported to be active
and those that were tended to be located in larger towns and cities such as Rangoon,
Magwe, Myingyan and Tharrawaddy.*

Table 8.2 Gains, losses and total number of
Burmese volunteer corps for the eight and a half
months ending 15 June 1941

Increases Decreases Total live units
Bama Letyon Tat 50 30 123
Galon Tat 29 8 91
Dahma Tat 24 3 31
Ye Tat 19 1 10
Thanmani Tat 3 6 37
Town guards 46 11 56
Village defence forces 56 43 250
Fire brigades 12 16 25
Miscellaneous corps 31 16 75
Total 274 118 743

Source: Burma Monthly Intelligence Summary, Volume IV, No. 6 for June 1941, 1 July 1941.
Burma File | 37, Part IV.
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Of all the volunteer corps, U Saw’s was probably the best trained and equipped. From
the time he announced its formation in April 1938, at the Shwe-Sethaw Pagoda at Minbu,
it grew rapidly and relied heavily on the assistance of former Burman members of the
Indian Army.** By 1941, as noted above, it was the second largest and fastest growing of
the volunteer corps even though it was the last to be organised.

To organise the Galon Tat, U Saw wrote to followers in the districts and received
replies from 24 towns. From that number he expected to recruit 5000 volunteers and
ultimately to have a following of 50,000.%2 The Galon Tat were to have their own Cadet
Officers’ Training Institution for which Saw attempted to buy an aeroplane and a
seaplane for instructional purposes. He wrote to the manager of the Irrawaddy Flotilla
Company in June 1938, making enquiries about purchasing these.*® In December 1938
Saw made further enquiries about purchasing an aeroplane, this time from a London firm.
He was able in the meantime to acquire a second-hand motorboat® and later purchased a
plane for his private use.*® The constitution of the Galon Tat as drafted by U Saw stated
that their object was ‘to train Burmans to be useful and healthy citizens’. Saw was the
first Commander-in-Chief and was assisted by an Army Council of three members. The
Tat was divided into Districts, Subdivisions and Townships to correspond with the Civil
Districts, Subdivisions and Townships.®

The Galon Tat was apparently designed initially by Saw for two purposes. Like the
volunteer corps organised by younger nationalists in the Students Union and the Dobama
Asiayon, the revolutionary potential of the group was obvious. Should the opportunity
arise for a rebellion the Tat would have served as a nucleus of Saw’s own force; but also,
and more likely, it was to serve as the nucleus of his campaign in any future elections.
When, in 1941, it was agreed between the Governor and then Premier U Saw to postpone
the next scheduled election because of the war, that purpose was put on hold. But by then
Saw may have had greater ambitions for the Galon Tat as the nucleus of a Burmese
national army under Japanese tutelage.*” That distinction, however, fell to his one time
political ally and subsequent opponent, Thakin Aung San, and the Dobama Asiayon.

War and nationalism

The saga of Thakin, later General, Aung San and the Thirty Comrades, which has entered
into Burmese political folklore as a tale of youthful heroism and nationalist bravery,
reveals the latent desire to bear arms in defence of the nation that had been building up in
the plains during the years of British denial of Burman military prowess.®® During the
two years that the British were doubling the size of the army of Burma while maintaining
a small proportion of Burman troops, the Thirty Comrades were being trained abroad in
preparation for the creation of a Burmese nationalist force to enter Burma in alliance with
their Japanese mentors.

During December 1941 and January 1942 the first troops were raised in Bangkok and
the southern peninsula of Burma and this small core grew rapidly during the subsequent
months. By May, the Burma Independence Army (BIA) had grown to 23,000 ill-trained
and ill-equipped troops. Because of the areas through which they marched and collected
their new recruits, the BIA was predominantly a Burman force.*® As the BIA and the
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Japanese never effectively penetrated the hill areas during the war, the prospect of
recruiting from the same communities that the British had recruited from never arose.*

The nationalist determination and enthusiasm of the youth Burmese army could not be
gainsaid, and they posed many problems for the Japanese as they attempted to create
order in the country. Soon the BIA was regrouped and renamed as the smaller Burma
Defence Army. This was the force, renamed again the Burma National Army (BNA), that
turned against the Japanese in February and March 1945 and eventually reached a
tenuous modus vivendi with the returning British army under Lord Louis Mountbatten.

A great worry for Burmese nationalists at the end of the war was that the British, as
was declared policy at the time, would attempt to roll back the political clock to the
situation that existed before the war. British plans were that only after a period of
reconstruction lasting perhaps as long as seven years would Burma once more begin
evolving to the position of a self-governing entity in the empire/ commonwealth. Such a
rolling back of the clock implied the dissolution of the Burma National Army, renamed
the Patriotic Burmese Forces (PBF), built up during the war.

Thus at the first meeting of nationalist leaders held at the end of the war to form the
Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League (AFPFL), the first resolution passed was for the
preservation of the nationalist army. The meeting, known as the Naythuyein Mass
Meeting, held on 19 August 1945 and chaired by General Aung San, was attended by
representatives of all the political parties and groups then extant in the country. Following
a lengthy speech by Aung San and the reading of a manifesto on the current world
political situation by Aung San’s brother-in-law and the leader of the Burma Communist
Party, Thakin Than Tun, the meeting passed a number of resolutions, the first of which
stated:

1(a) That the proposal to absorb the PBF into the British Army in Burma which exists in name
only, be cancelled and that instead, the British Army be absorbed into the PBF, with officers
from indigenous races only.

(b) Thata Committee composed of British and PBF representatives be formed to deal with the
reorganisation of this new Burma Army.*

At least in terms of the agenda of the AFPFL in the heady first days after the war, the
protection of the Burma army took priority over the other two resolutions passed at the
meeting calling for the formation of a temporary National Government and the unity of
the people of the country. At the Kandy Conference held on 7 September 1945, Aung San
and Mountbatten agreed to the absorption of up to 5200 PBF troops into the regular
British Burma army. Thus commenced the final stage of the development of the colonial
army.*? Aung San resigned his commission to lead the AFPFL, leaving few of his former
nationalist colleagues to remain in the army. The senior of these was Colonel Ne Win,
who became commander of the armed forces in 1949 and ruled the country from 1962
until 1988. An army postponed does not necessarily result in an army denied and the
Burma army that governs the country today is the direct descendent of the Burmese
nationalist force that the British forestalled. Many of their armed opponents, particularly
in the Karen National Union, have their mythical origins in the distant past of the first
British Burma army.
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