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CHAPTER

INTRODUCTION

“Kep pak sai sa, kep kha sai muang”

Put vegetable in the basket, put people in muang

---Thai proverb

Rationale

This is a study of simultaneous political development during the last chapter of
“traditional” state in the Mekong at the edge of modernity in terms of changing
geopolitics, peripheral cooperation, and territorialization of space. Its main theme
illuminates a series of political and economic phenomenon taking place along the
Mekong involved with DPai Nam and Siam which are believed to have shared the same

spirit of political transformation under the project of early modern state-making.

Part of the story possibly took root by the late eighteenth century elsewhere in
the mainland. In 1785, the eldest son of Burmese king Bodawpaya took 30,000 men
crossing the Arakan Yoma Mountains, the Arakan kingdom then was captured and its
thousand year history as an independent polity finally came to an end. The conquerors
divided their new territory into four governorships, each backed by a garrison. Three
decades later, between 1819 and 1823, several extensive campaigns launched by
Bodawpaya’s grandson, Bagyidaw, by which, the Burmese kingdom then extended to
the Manipur valley and the Brahmaputra valley of Assam. In the heart of the
mainland, in March 1827, Siamese general, Mom Chao Thap led the Senaborirak
army with the order of Rama III of Siam to place Vientiane, “the city as populous as
Bangkok”, with wild animals, and leaving nothing behind but weeds and water." All

its population was then in a massive re-settlement in the present-day Thai side of the

" Chao Phraya Thiphakarawong, The Royal Chronicle of the Third Reign of the Bangkok
Dynasty (in Thai) (Bangkok: Khuru Sapha, 1961), pp. 64, 75




Mekong, and in the next few years, the Thai brought all the former Vientiane
territories under direct administration.” To the east of Bangkok, Siem Reap and
Battambang were entirely cut off from jurisdiction of Udong/Phnom Penh and were
incorporated into Siamese politico-economic system.’ In the Malay Peninsula, small
polities in southern Thailand long been considered as locating at the frontier of the
“Thai South and Malay North” then became targets of Siamese extensive campaigns

in continuous attempt of direct control.”

In the eastern side of the Mekong valley, in 1834, Vietnamese general Truong
Minh Giang entered Phnom Penh, set up Trdn Tdy thanh [the Western Comandery],
and placed the kingdom into 25 districts and prefectures following the Vietnamese
administrative system. The conquerors brought along with claim that it was the time
for barbarians to be civilized and to act like Vietnamese.* Not surprisingly, the
conquest coincided with Ming Mang’s administrative reform sweeping throughout the
kingdom of Pai Nam by which various forms of traditional politics, political layers of
space, and inhomogeneous power relationship were standardized by the centralized

standardization. The Cham lost their last kingdom in central Vietnam in 1832. The

2 See Vella, Siam Under Rama III, (1957); David K. Wyatt, Siam and Laos, 1767-1827,
Journal of Southeast Asian History, Vol. 4, No. 2 (Sep., 1963), p. 13; Mayoury Ngaosyvathn and
Pheuiphanh Ngaosyvathn, Lao Historiography and Historians: Case Study of the War between
Bangkok and the Lao in 1827, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 20, No. 1 (Mar., 1989), pp. 55-
69

? John Crawfurd, Journal of an Embassy to the courts of Siam and Cochin China, Intr., David
K. Wyatt, (Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 1967), pp. 446-47; Puangthong Rungswasdisab,

War and Trade: Siamese Interventions in Cambodia, 1767-1851, Ph. D dissertation, University of
Wollongong, 1995, chapter 7

* For further discussion, see Damrong, “Historical Background to the Dispatches of Luang
Udomsombat”, in Luang Udomsombat, Rama III and the Siamese Expedition to Kedah in 1839, p. 2,
Lorraine M. Gesick, In the Land of Lady White Blood: Southern Thailand and the Meaning of History
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Southeast Asia Program, Cornell University, 1995); A plural peninsula: historical
interactions among the Thai, Malays, Chinese and others, workshop proceedings, Organised by Asia
Research Institute, National University of Singapore, Regional Studies Program, Institute of Liberal
Arts, Walailak University, Institute of Asian Studies, Chulalongkorn University [Nakhon Sri
Thammarat : Regional Studies Program, Institute of Liberal Art, Walailak University, 2004], Patrick
Jory and Michael J. Montesano, eds., Thai South and Malay North: Ethnic Integrations on a Plural
Peninsula (Singapore: NUS Press, 2008); Suphaphorn Tunslaruk, The Role of Chao Phraya Nakhon Si
Thammarat in Relation to the Central Government and Southern Provinces of Siam during the Reigns
of Kings Rama II and Rama II (in Thai), M.A Thesis, Department of History, Chulalongkorn
University, 1977, Udomsombat, Luang, Rama III and the Siamese expedition to Kedah in 1839: The
Dispatches of Luang Udomsombat, trans. Cyril Skinner, ed., Justin Corfield (Clayton, Victoria: Center
for Southeast Asian Studies, Monash University, 1993)

* See Tran Tay Phong Thé Ky (2007), Minh Ménh chinh yéu (hereafter MMCY),




northern and southern region of Pai Nam appeared as provinces [tinh & ] under Hue’s

control rather than two previous semi-autonomous kingdoms of the Northern and Gia
Dinh citadels (Bic thanh and Gia Pinh Thanh). The move would experience by the
most popular and severe peasant and ethnic rebellions which ever occurred
throughout the Ming Mang’s empire, some thirty-seven revolts in a single year of

1833.°

Such eventful political phenomena placed the Mekong Valley in a
fundamental geopolitical reconstruction as a result of the longue durée political
fragment, economic expansion and demographic growth of the eighteenth century.
Centralized state-making extensively moved to the areas of long autonomy or
considering as periphery and margin of main state either due to its complex terrains or
to its geopolitical overlapping. Chiang Mai, for instance, was engaged with centuries
of such triangle powers of Siamese, Lang Sang and Burmese before Lao muang were
divided in three main polities of Champassak, Vientiane and Luang Prabang, and the
Burmese lost their influence in Laos for the last time in 1798. By this mean, main
principality in northern Thailand had very little choices, but to be the target of

Bangkok’s expansion.

The Lower Mekong, however, captured a distinct perspective in which the
complex terrain of swamp and jungle were considered as huge challenges for any
attempt of state-making, regardless of the Vietnamese or the Khmer. Colonial
historiography described those obstacles went beyond the capacity of traditional
kingdoms of Pai Nam or Cambodia to control and exploit those vast lands of the
Plain of Reed (Pdng Thap Mudi) and the Long Xuyén Quadrangle (T giac Long
Xuyén) of Long Xuyén, Chau DPéc, Ha Tién and Rach Gia. Even in 1943, a colonial
official in Chau Pbc admitted that “the Plain of Reeds is like a gross ulcer on the

956

flank of Cochinchina. Its reduction is absolutely necessary for public order.”” For

those beliefs, efforts of the Nguyén to conquer this specific space seem to have been

> Nguyén Phan Quang, Phong trao nong dan Viét Nam, p. 6

8 Toa dai biéu chinh pha Viét Nam (TDBCPNV) (Records of the delegate of South Vietnam),
File H 62-7, “Administrateur de la Province de Chau Doc a Mr le Gouverneur de la Cochinchine. 1 Oct
1943” Vietnam National Archives Center No. 2 (VNA2), Ho Chi Minh City




overlooked or underestimated and areas outside of Sai Gon were invisible on the early
nineteenth century geopolitical map because they were simply marginal, amorphous,
and amphibious. Colonial narratives, therefore gave exaggerated credit to the French’s
“civilizing touch” whose imagination often illustrated the pre-colonial Lower Mekong
Delta landscape as a vast solitude yet to be reorganized through their hydraulic
technology. Pierre Pasquier, the Governor-General of French Indochina spoke at the
inauguration ceremony for a new canal in the western Mekong Delta for this colonial

spirit:

“What brighter proof of the continuity and benefit of our
policies than this hydraulic management of Cochinchina, pursued since
the first days of the conquest, continuing 60 years without pause to
realize a plan that provides, by a network of canals extended by our
engineers in the Mekong and Donai [sis] Delta, development for the
benefit of the Annamite [Vietnamese] people from these alluvial soil,
heavy with silt, heavy with their future crops...

However, the French colonial image of the Lower Mekong is not that simple.
Before the coming of French, historical landscape of the delta’s waterway is far more
complex and sophisticated than what suggested by the colonial view. A large number

of colonial projects were fundamentally built based on Nguyen’s works in the early

nineteenth century.®

Recently, in the same spirit, scholarship on the early modern Lower Mekong
Delta introduces an intriguing concept for the southwest Indochina based on the belief

that those people living around the region have long considered it as “frontier or

border” (Thai: khet, khopkhet; Khmer: can; Vietnamese: bién i%).g Dominated by

nature landscape of amphibiousness and sparsely settled coasts, the region is

described as a space of empty power in at least some three hundred years before the

" Inspection Generale des Travaux Publics, Dragages de Cochinchine: Canal Rach Gia-Ha
Tien (Sai Gon: n.p., 1930), pp. 6-7, trans., David Biggs, in “Problematic Progress: Reading
Environmental and Social Change in the Mekong Delta”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 34,
No. 1 (Feb., 2003), pp. 77-96, idem, Quagmire: Nation-Building and Nature in the Mekong Delta
(Seattle and London: University of Washington Press, 2010), Brocheux, Pierr, The Mekong Delta:
Ecology, Economy, and Revolution, 1860—-1960 (Madison, WI: Center for Southeast Asian Studies,
1995)

¥ David Biggs, “Problematic Progress”, p. 77
% Li Tana and Nola Cooke, eds., Water Frontier, (2004), p. 1




emerging Siam and Dai Nam. Thus economic and political traits of the area were
characterized by the fluid human mobilization and empty labels of ethnicity, the
emergence of Chinese diasporas, international trade and political autonomy. Even
until the early nineteenth century, “the hands of states were anything but invisible.”"*
Narrative of “Water Frontier” is vivid and intriguing despite the fact that it seems to
persuade the reader that “centralized state” had no “visible” role to play to engage

with its uniqueness of social, demographic, economic, and political change.

However, the view recently has been debunked by increasing scholarship on
state factor in creating regional political coherence. Victor Lieberman points out in
the same period of time of early nineteenth century, Siamese and Vietnamese central
state were de facto main player in the Mekong valley.!' And therefore it is possible to
argue that the hands of state were no longer invisible but to directly involve both
economically and politically. The Nguyén Court, for instance, in the reign of Minh
Mang controlled the price of rice in the Lower Mekong twice a month, built canals,
roads to connect its military system, and offered Vietnamese as lingua franca for all

those barbarians throughout the region.'?

Generally speaking, this period of transition between traditional and colonial
mainland is significantly overlooked under the impact of colonial historiography in
which the “law of Asian inertia” presents no change of indigenous society and makes
no progress on Chinese or Indian civilization through a thousand years until the

westerners came with modernized institutions.”> On the other hand, the period has

0L Tana, “The Water Frontier: An Introduction”, in Water Frontier, pp. 1, 5, 10-11. A same
voice, but in a broader context can be also found in Anthony Reid, ed., The Last Stand of Asian
Autonomies (London: Macmillan, 1997)

'"'See Victor Lieberman, Strange Parallels, Vol. 1 (2003)

12 Choi Byuing Wook, Southern Vietnam Under the Reign of Minh Mang (Ithaca: Cornell
University, 2004), pp. 101-129

P See G. E. Harvey, A History of Burma (London, 1925, rpt. 1967), p. 249. Similar
perspectives also can be found in D. G. E. Hall, Early English Intercourse with Burma, 1587-1743
(1928; rpt., London, 1968), 11-12; W. A. R. Wood, A History of Siam (London, 1926); Etienne
Aymonier, Le Cambodge, 3 vols. (Paris, 1900-1904), I, pt. 2. In case of Vietnam, see A. Schreiner, Les
institutions annamites en Basse - Cochinchine avant la conquete francaise, 3 vols. (Sai Gon, 1900-
1902), 1, 53-54, Cf. C. B. Maybon, Histoire modern edu Pays d’ Annam (Paris, 1920), P. Pasquier, L’
Annam d’ autrefois (Paris, 1907); and discussion in Nola Cooke, “Colonial Political Myth and the
Problem of the Other: French and Vietnamese in the Protectorate of Annam” (Australian National
Univ. Ph.D. diss., 1991)




been underestimated by national historiography due to the belief that rulers like in
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia had failed to face the quest of modernity and led their
country to be extremely vulnerable for colonial expansion. Subsequently, any
recognition of change has been denied academically. As a result, the first half of
nineteenth century mainland is a long-lost chapter of regional history in which
Cambodia and Laos were described in the “dark age”, Vietnam was in time of chaotic
feudal society, and Siamese historiography is isolated and closed itself within the

framework of “old Siam”.”

This thesis aims to shed light to part of this lost chapter by unfolding political
movement along the Mekong valley as a way Vietnamese, and Siamese to extents,
responding to quest of colonial threat, emerging economy, demographic fluidity,
political centralization, and territorialization of space. It is admitted that although not
all of these responses came to success, many were on its way to shape the contours of
modern geo-politics and their significance could not be obviously neglected. Among
important keys for understanding political integration in the mainland is to illuminate

the agenda of the Mekong basin as a political entity.

The river itself presents as a socio-political corridor dividing two main
domains of Siam and Pai Nam where in the first half of the nineteenth century was
full of constant confrontation and political rival to govern and annex new land. As
buffer states, political fragmentation in Laos and Cambodia offered vivid examples of
how early modern state-making destroyed traditional power network and brought new
institutions of direct administration and territorial re-organization. In response, from
the local perspective, local struggles in Vientiane, Luang Prabang, Champassak,
Malay Peninsula, Cambodia and many places in Vietnamese highland against
centralization shed light upon a possible forms of “pre-nationalist movement” by
those who were in fear of losing identity, autonomy and being assimilated. The

rebellion of Chau Anu to reunify Lao muang from Bangkok influence, the Khmer

* For further discussion, see David Chandler, Cambodia before French: Politics of A tributary
kingdom (1973), idem, A History of Cambodia (2008); David K. Wyatt, Thailand: A Short History
(Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 2008); Truong Hiru Quynh, Phan Pai Doan, Lé Mau Han, eds., Dai
Cuong Lich sir Viét Nam [A Summary of the History of Vietnam], 3 vols. Hanoi: The Education
Publishers, 2006




response to Vietnamization’s policy, and the Malay revolts of Songkhla, Patani,
Kedah show the large scale of impact can be found regarding to the expansion of
Vietnamese and Siamese central state. The phenomenon however is not simply to
draw a clear boundary between the hill peoples of Zomia and valley kingdoms,"*
rather than a process in which state expanding its full sovereignty could be

experienced in various forms, physical terrains and diverse socio-economic structures.

Due to the fact that since 1824, the first Anglo-Burmese War resulted in the
Burmese loss of the Lower Irrawaddy delta, the kingdom in fact was no longer a main
power in the mainland, this thesis therefore takes the main focus on two other political
players [big states, phramahanakhon in Thai] in the Mainland, Siam and Dai Nam,
those who constantly struggled with each other along the Mekong basin. It is believed
that this confrontation is the mainstream of regional politics and the hope is that by
going beyond our traditional interpretation to this conflict neither between a Buddhist
King (Cakkravarin) and a Confucian King [Son of Heaven] but the clash between two

early modern state-making projects.

By using such traditional political narrative, study of the Vietnamese past has
been largely neglected early nineteenth century as a transitional period. At the
regional level, there also is very little scholarly recognition to the emerging central
state and their unprecedented attempt of expansion, regardless of their success or
failure. My focus is principally on explaining a series of significant political events
that took place in Vietnam and mainland Southeast Asia during the first half of
nineteenth century. This new landscape witnessed the emergence at the same time of
three political domains of Siamese, Burmese and Vietnamese who presented as key
players in shaping the mainland at the edge of modernity. What is interesting is that
throughout the region, there were significant movement of peoples moving southward
to exploit new land in the Lower Mekong delta, the Chao Phraya basin, and the
Irrawaddy River delta. Other flows of fluid population reached to the hill and

mountainous regions which are called today as Zomia, the Southeast Asian massif

14 See James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland
Southeast Asia (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009)




stretching from Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, and Myanmar. P The
demographic shift was followed by expansion of trading network, building society of
multiethnicity and the creation of the new form of administrative system. Regarding
this framework, Victor Lieberman points out the race was much closer one as to
which political system would ride the way of economic and technical change. All the
great powers such as Siam, Burma and Vietnam did increase in centralization and
cohesion in a new burst of energy at the end of eighteenth century.'® The centralized
expansion, introduction of ideology of boundary, administrative management, full
state sovereignty reaching to the hill, and other state-making infrastructures presented
changing the mainland political terrain. And through these changes, contour of a new
power paradigm was being shaped, especially in the cases of Siam and Pai Nam. This
thesis thus brings to light the answer of how this phenomenon occurred in Vietnam
and how Vietnam contributed to this political transformation in the Mekong basin via

its regional involvement.

Eighteenth century Vietnam witnessed significant power shift and changing
geopolitics. Territory expanded southward and power moved northward. With a thirty
day-campaign in July 1802, Nguyén Anh (or Ong Chiang Sua, in Thai), whose power
was generated in the south, completely controlled the North [Bdc Hd] and brought
two hundred year-division to an end. For the first time through thousands year history,
Vietnamese coherently marked their geographical distribution over a vast space which
was roughly tripled in size in the last several centuries. By connecting different
Vietnamese spaces and groups, new rulers, the Nguyén, had a stronger regional role to
play as a “small dragon”."” Followed this historical phenomenon, there are three main

basic issues need to unfold:

1. Sources of dynamism allowing the Nguyén to be a regional power

"> Willem van Schendel, “Geographies of Knowing, Geographies of Ignorance: Southeast Asia
from the Fringes,” a paper for the workshop Locating Southeast Asia: Genealogies, Concepts,
Comparisons and Prospects, Amsterdam, March 29-31, 2001, James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being
Governed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009)

16 Anthony Reid, ed., The Last Stand of Asian Autonomies: Responses to Modernity in the
Diverse State of Southeast Asia and Korea, 1750-1900 (London: Macmillan, 1997), p. 17

'” See Buttinger, Joseph, The Smaller Dragon: A Political History of Vietnam (New York:
Praeger, 1958)




2. New geo-politics in Pai Nam associating with the Vietnamese spatial
consciousness, territorial re-organization, power orientation and the
creation of Vietnamese “world order”

3. And the number of ways in which the rise of Pai Nam brought political

transformation to the Mekong valley.

In other words, this thesis will examine Vietnamese history through the
perspective of regional integration. A view has been rarely touched by Vietnamese
national scholarships those who have a strong belief that foreign relation during the
first nineteenth century Vietnam was insignificant either with European or with
neighbouring countries. That was the Nguyén’s weakness and failure and because of
this, a high cost, the independence of Vietnam, had to pay.” Outside Vietnam,
however, certain scale of academic concerns has been paid to political integration in
the Mekong region and associating the Siamese-Vietnamese relation with the
difference of diplomatic worldview, religious worldview, and economic and political
interests. This thesis will gradually unfold those problematic differences and suggest
its own version of interpretation, but before that, a glance over previous scholarship is

essentially necessary.

Generally speaking, previous scholarships concerning to the theme can be

taken into three forms.

Firstly, we look at characteristic of Hanoi-based historians in the second half
twentieth century who saw early nineteenth century Vietnam with no significant
regional relationship. This belief was mainly employed by nationalist scholars with a
strong claim that basically, the Nguyén was in the crisis age of “the Vietnamese
feudal system” [ché dé phong kién Viét Nam].'® Therefore, this dynasty was
politically characterized in name of a “reactionary” monarchy who blindly maintained

a closed-door policy which crippled the nation’s economic development and

* The exception is Pang Vin Chuong, Quan hé Thai Lan —Viét Nam cubi thé ky XVIII-nira
dau thé ky XIX [Siamese-Vietnam Relationship in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century]
(Hanoi: Nxb Dai hoc Su pham, 2010) which will be discussed following

18 Uy Ban Khoa Hoc Xa Hoi Viét Nam, Lich sit Viét Nam, Tap 1 [History of Vietnam, Vol.
1], (Hanoi: Nxb Khoa Hoc Xa Hoi, 1971), pp. 368-386
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ultimately weakened Pai Nam when it had to face the full force of the French

imperialism."’

The second approach was structurally favoured in employing the Chinese
model which was set off by the very first generation of western scholars during the
Indochina war. John Whitmore and Alexander Woodside were among those pioneers
who tried to figure out a possible frontier between the Southeast Asian part and the
Chinese part of Vietnamese identity. For an examination of the Nguyén’s political
model, we have Woodside’s outstanding 1971 book, Vietnam and the Chinese Model:
A Comparative Study of the Nguyén and Ch’ing Civil Government in the first half of
the nineteenth century. In this book, the author shows the extent to which Chinese
elements were imported into Vietnamese political ideology and practice. In other
words, the Nguyén Vietnam was seen as a product of the interaction between the
Chinese world and the Southeast Asian world, a cultural and political hybridity.
Recently, Liam Kelley discusses a distinctive cultural frontier between Vietnamese
and Chinese through consciousness of the Vietnamese elite and intellectuals.”’ With
the help of Woodside’s and Liam’s Sinicization paradigm, we can gain very
intriguing top-down insight into traditional Vietnam’s political, social, and cultural
structure. But this model sometime prevents historians from perceiving pragmatic
motivation behind the sense of Confucianism or as Choi Byung Wook suggests in
case of Cochinchina, “the Woosdside’s influential concept has also sometime
prevents historians from perceiving the serious efforts of the Hue Court to manage its

recently unified territory”.”*

Regarding to the early nineteenth century Vietnam’s political organization,
most of western scholarship employed the notion of “regionalism” as a dominant

theory and described two hundred year conflict between the seventeenth and

' Bruce Lockhart, Re-assessing the Nguyén Dynasty, Crossroad 15, 1 (2001), p. 16

2 See Alexander Woodside, Vietnam and the Chinese Model: A Comparative Study of the
Nguyén and Ch’ing Civil Government in the first half of the nineteenth century (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1971)

*I'See Liam C. Kelley, Beyond the Bronze Pillars: Envoy Poetry and the Sino-Vietnamese
Relationship, (Honolulu: Hawai’i University Press, 2005)

2 Choi Byung Wook, Southern Vietnam Under the Reign of Minh Mang (Ithaca, N. Y:
Cornell University Press, 2004), p. 10
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nineteenth centuries as regional struggle for power and unification.” Meanwhile,
Vietnamese scholars simply point out that the Tay Son significantly contributed to the
reunification of the kingdom and Nguyén Anh was one who adventitiously benefited.
By this mean, this view undoubtedly underestimate the Nguyén’s role in creating new
administrative system and conducing reform between the 1820s and the 1830s and
simplify full meaning of political reunification.” Other research, such as Pornpen
Hatrakool’s Report on a Preliminary study on the social and economic history of
Vietnam during the Nguyén Period (1802-1883), (2007) pays more attention to the
notion of centralization from the perspective of political, economic and social control.
The author suggests that early nineteenth century Vietnam, the monarchical rule
reached its highest centralized power at the point that going to decline and cease
abruptly. As a result, it implemented severse pressure on land and taxes policy, and
worsened the peasant economy and their livehood.?* The phenomenon thus led to
unprecedented peasant movements throughout the kingdom and caused destruction to
many socio-economic institutions. The work reflects an important interpretation of the
early Nguyén’s socio-political history from the Marxit perspective and those who
pays sympathy for it. The view to some extent still dominates the academic circle
within Vietnam to produce explanation for the waxed and waned state organization
and political management. It is true in many ways that early nineteenth century
Vietnam was in a transitional phrase. And as I shall elaborate more below, there is
also a clear evidence for the evolution of power relationship and political
reorganization when burgeoning centralization called a new quest for re-construction

of political system.

* Discussions in Li Tana, Nguyén Cochinchina: Southern Vietnam in the Seventeenth and
Eighteenth Centuries (Ithaca, N. Y: Cornell University Press, 1998), Li Tana, An Alternative Vietnam?
The Nguyén Kingdom in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, Journal of Southeast Asian
Studies, Vol. 29, No. 1 (Mar., 1998), pp. 111-121, Nola Cooke, Regionalism and the Nature of Nguyén
Rule in Seventeenth-Century Dang Trong (Cochinchina), Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 29,
No. 1 (Mar., 1998), pp. 122-161, Keith W. Taylor, Surface Orientations in Vietnam: Beyond Histories
of Nation and Region, The Journal of Asian Studies, Vol. 57, No. 4 (Nov., 1998), pp. 949-978, Victor
Lieberman, Strange Parallels, (M. A. : Cambridge University Press, 2003)

» For example, Nguyén Minh Tuong, Cai cich hanh chinh dudi thdi Minh Ménh
[Administrative Reform under the Reign of Minh Mang] (Hanoi: Nxb Khoa Hoc Xa Hoi, 1996)

# Pornpen Hatra~k001, Report on a Preliminary study on the social and economic history of
Vietnam during the Nguyén Period (1802-1883), (Bangkok: Toyota Foundation, 2007), pp. xi, 373
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The third discourse of early nineteenth century Vietnam mainly focuses on its
regional relation, even in some case, the image of Pai Nam was re-captured through
historical narratives of either Laos or Cambodia via the notion of “tributary system”
[hé thong triéu cong), “thudc quoc” [dependent polities] or “muang khun” [dependent
vassals]. Among those, there are David Chandler’s Cambodia before the French
(1973), Eiland’s Dragon and Elephant (1989).% Nature of Vietnamese regional
relationship in fact was limited in some case within the framework of top-down
approach through religio-political concepts such as the clash between the Siamese
Cakkravatin and Vietnamese Son of Heaven, and therefore, they may see no change in

geopolitical organization and power paradigm.”®

This narrative may be useful to understand traditional cultural politics in the
Mekong valley from state level, but in some specific case, the interpretation only can
be acquired by going beyond state ritual and ceremony and looking at the practical
motivation of contenders. The expansion of full state sovereignty, collecting tax and
corvee, depopulation, and assimilation are component parts of a single and unique
policy conducting by Siam and Pai Nam. In many cases, it is likely that Siamese and
Vietnamese were acting according as their actual military and economic capacity and
purpose rather than impulsively followed any fixed diplomatic guideline. And it is
found that this way of acting could be better fit with the rhythm of consistently

creating a new political and social structure rather than to be considered as “pre-

25 See David Chandler, Cambodia Before the French: Politics in a Tributary Kingdom, 1794-
1848, Ph.D. dissertation, University of Michigan, 1973, Filand, Michael Dent, Dragon and Elephant:
Relations between Vietnam and Siam, 1782-1847, Ph. D. dissertation, George Washington University,
1989, Morragotwong Phumplab, The Diplomatic Worldviews of Siam and Vietnam in the Pre-colonial
Period (1780s-1850s), M.A. Thesis, National University of Singapore, 2010

2 For further discussion, see Tambiah, S. J., The Buddhist Concept of Kingship and its
Historical Manifestations: A Reply to Spiro, Journal of Asian Studies, 37: 4 (August, 19788), 801-09,
Tambiah, S. J., World Conqueror and World Renouncer: A Study of Buddhism and Polity in Thailand
against a Historical Background (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), Sunait
Chutintaranond, Cakkaravatin: The Ideology of Traditional Warfare in Siam and Burma, 1548-1605,
Ph. D. dissertation (Ithaca, N. Y: Cornell University, 1990), Sunasit Chutintaranond, On the Both Sides
of the Tenasserim Range: History of Siamese Burmese Relations, (Bangkok: Asian Studies
Monographs, Chulalongkorn University, 1995), Alexander Woodside, Vietnam and the Chinese Model,
Chapter 5. The Emperor, the Bureaucracy, and the World outside Vietnam, pp. 234-295, Yu Insun,
Lich su quan he Viet Nam-Trung Quoc the ky XIX: The che trieu cong, thuc va hu [History of the
Vietnamese-Chinese Relationship in the nineteenth century: The Tributary Institution, Real and Vain],
Tap chi nghién ciru lich st [Journal of Historical Research], No. 9-10 (2009)
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modern-imperial policy”.”” Recently, Puangthong Rungswasdisab’s War and Trade
suggests that historians could actually deal mainly with economic factor as a driven
force of both Siamese and Vietnamese involvement in Laos and Cambodia.®
Nevertheless, in fact, very little concern regarding to political organization has been
addressed, how much efforts had been made by the Siamese and Vietnamese in
creating new political units in the overlapping zone and periphery and the following

structural change of power or state organization.

In short, those previous narratives of the Nguyén undoubtedly have made the
significant contribution to improve our understanding the birth of the Nguyén in
particular and new united Vietnamese in general. However, the long and eventful
evolution of Vietnamese society is not capture by those static phrases such as “feudal
system” or “tributary network™. What is lacking, however, is that to put what occurred
in Vietnam into the regional context of new political terrain which describing earlier
in the mainland. Because of this neglect there is still no a coherent view of the pattern
of political development in the mainland in which what happened in the western
(Burma) and central mainland have been significantly drawn academic attentions in
some way. Victor Lieberman in his outstanding book, Strange Parallels, suggests that
the eastern part of the mainland is “the least coherent territory in the world”.* The
term however may not perfectly fit the context of nineteenth century Vietnam,
especially as one looks at Vietnamese spatial organization and power orientation from
the regional context. It is crucial significance to demonstrate that political discourse in
Vietnam was perfectly fallen in line with a larger scale of regional change. At the
same period of time, the Siamese came to capture Chiang Mai, northern Malay
Peninsula, claimed sovereignty over the Khorat Plateau, and annexed Laos and

western Cambodia as parts of its new territory.” In the eastern side of the mainland,

2" Phan Huy L& et al., Lich st ché d6 phong kién Viét Nam [History of the Vietnamese Feudal
Regime], Vol. 3, (Hanoi: Nxb Giao Duc, 1965), pp. 92-93, 95, 100, 106, David Chandler, An Anti-
Vietnamese Rebellion in Early Nineteenth Century Cambodia: Pre-Colonial Imperialism and a Pre-
Nationalist Response, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 6, No. 1 (Mar., 1975), pp. 16-24

** Puangthong Rungswasdisab, War and Trade: Siamese Interventions in Cambodia, 1767-
1851, Ph. D. dissertation, University of Wollongong, 1995

** See Victor Lieberman, Strange Parallels Vol. 1, (2003)

30 See Vella, Walter, F., Siam under Rama 111, 1824-1851 (N. Y: Locust Valley, 1957), Theam
Bun Srun, Cambodia in the Mid-nineteenth Century: A Quest for Survival, M. A. Thesis (Canberra:
ANU, 1988), Ngaosyvathn Mayoury and Pheuiphanh Ngaosyvathn, Paths to Conflagration: Fifty years
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the Vietnamese for the first time have annexed the Lower Mekong delta, moved
toward to the highland areas in the north and the central, and once attempted to turn

Cambodia into its part of territory.’’

The significance of this approach is that an effort goes beyond notions of “old
Siam” and “new Siam”, “traditional Vietnam” and “colonial Vietnam” which mainly
dealing with changes following by the coming of colonial power and ignoring internal
factors of change within each society.*” The study, however offers an alternative view
to changes from pre-modern to early modern politics of the mainland which is
traditionally overwhelmed by western scholarship through examining the discourse of
state making in early nineteenth century Vietnam and Siam and its impact over the
Mekong river valley vis-a-vis attempt to control the region by Siam and Vietnam via

the motivation of emerging market economy, control land and population, and full

state sovereignty expansion.

By this mean, the thesis implies that early nineteenth century is a significant
chapter has been lost in the twentieth century Vietnamese nationalist historiography.
Yet, several modern historical issues cannot be clearly unfolded if historical context
over this period of time is not carefully and comprehensively analyzed. In addition,
through the illumination by using new approach and political history’s ideology, it is
implied that there is an alternative to interpret this particular period of time and space
as a significant transitional stage of making the modern mainland. The idea of time
and space has become a key framework for Vietnamese historiography in last decades
although many still lack academic attention to those particular dimensions. It is once
suggested that nineteenth century Vietnam cannot be understood if it is not clearly
remembered that the Vietnamese people had only recently expanded south, from

present-day northern Vietnam. The Nguyen kings were the first Vietnamese rulers in

of Diplomacy and Warfare in Laos, Thailand and Vietnam, 1778-1828 (Ithaca, N. Y: Cornell
University Press, 1998)

1 Quéc su quan Triéu Nguyén, Pai Nam Thuc Luc [Records of Pai Nam] (Hanoi: Nxb Giao
Duc, 2004), Trén Tay Phong Thd Ky, pp. 148-153

32 See Nidhi Eoseewong, Pen and Sail (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 2005), pp. 3-4; Nguyén
Thé Anh, Kinh Té x4 hoi Viét Nam duéi cac vua triéu Nguyén [Vietnam’s economy and politics under
the Nguyén’s Kings] (Sai Gon: Trinh Bay, 1968), Nguyén Thé Anh, Viét Nam dudi thdi Phap d6 ho
[Vietnam under the French Colonization] (Sai Gon: Lua Thieng, 1971)
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history to administrate the Mekong delta as well as the Red River delta.”” Other call
for changing spatial approach to Vietnamese history by creating a new humanistically

grounded alternative for thinking about place and space in the country’s history.*

To reconfigure “time” and “place” in changing geo-politics of the early
nineteenth century Mainland, one need to address the conceptualization and
consciousness of Vietnamese and Siamese of space and spatial organization. This can
be done in a number of ways, but most importantly is to put their conceptualization
and activity in a broader context of the Mekong basin and examine how the new idea
of power had been constructed in association with agenda of state-making. By doing
so, this thesis will gently challenge the traditional views proposed both by Vietnamese
nationalist and foreign scholarship and provides an alternative understanding political
structure of the mainland Southeast Asia in early modern history. It is believed that
the change in the nineteenth century Vietnam cannot be understood if it is not clearly
remembered that what happened in Vietnam was not regionally a unique
phenomenon. During the same era, the Burmese also pushed from the north to the
south and the Siamese from east to west. And by the start of the nineteenth century,
all this movement had resulted in a radical reorganization of mainland Southeast Asia
and formed a fundamental pattern of historical experience that would differentiate
Vietnam from the Chinese context.>> Within this framework, the more Vietnamese
moving south, the more dynamic political transformation they created. As a result,
“fundamental a configuration between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries
resembled Burmese and Thai patterns more closely than that of China”.?® The
interaction between Siam and Myanmar in the pre-colonial time, however, has much
more scholarly attention than that to the eastern part of the Mainland. And therefore,
there is little connection has been found between Vietnamese and the rest of the
mainland and body of knowledge from Vietnamese perspectives is still playing a

minor role in understanding political transformation in the region.

3 Alexander Woodside, Vietnam and the Chinese Model, p. 22-23

** Charles Wheeler, Rethinking the Sea in Vietnamese History: Littoral Society in the
Integration of Thuan Quang, Seventeenth-Eighteenth Centuries, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies,
37(1), February 2006, pp. 152

33 Tana, Li, Nguyén Cochinchina, p. 15

36 Victor Lieberman, Local Integration and Eurasian Analogies: Structuring Southeast Asian
History, c. 1350-c. 1830, Modern Asian studies, 27, 3(1993), p. 539
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From this angle of version, this thesis also challenges previous Vietnamese
scholarship who intentionally isolating Pai Nam from the rest of the world and
presents a belief that the main theme of the Nguyén foreign policy was not
consistently “closed-door”. In addition, putting the narrative of the Nguyén into the
regional context and finding out the reasons of its emergence from regional historical
environment, this paper implies that previous research describing early nineteenth
century Vietnam as a crisis age need to be fundamentally revised. It has come with the
suggestion that the political organization of the Nguyén and its military system was
among the most advanced, effective in traditional Vietnam. The Vietnamese
reorganized their new geo-political space and built new social model which included
plural cultures and ethnicities. Detailed examination of those institutions shows that
the Nguyén should be seen as a new image of the mainland’s power rather than the
decline. Such nationalist view basically basing upon the Marxist historiography leads
to misunderstandings of political integration in the mainland by simply presenting

Vietnam as a victim of Siamese aggressive policies over Laos and Cambodia.

“Apart from Cambodian issue, Siamese invasion of Ha Tién for
many times is another reason for the conflict between Nguyén Lord and
Siamese Kings.

The peaceful diplomatic negotiation was broken down as
Siamese increased their aggressive policy after the first Anglo-Burmese
War (1824-1826), repelled the Vietnamese influence in Laos, and directly
threatened Pai Nam’s security in the southwest. From 1834 to 1847, this
was the zenith of the conflict between Siam and Pai Nam because Siamese
intensively and seversely made wars and conducted invaded policies
eastward, and therefore, [Siamese] directly violated Vietnam.

... In the course of carrying expansionist policy eastward, Siam
always found Vietnam as the largest obstacle. Therefore, Siamese policy
toward Vietnam was double-dealing, outwardly friendly, peaceful, and
helping each other; inwardly, waiting for opportunity to invade and remove
Vietnangsse influence from Laos and Cambodia, but their plots always
failed.”

37 biang Van Chuong, Quan hé Viét Nam-Thai Lan , pp. 11, 168, 169, 170
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In addition, the form of political pattern of the early nineteenth century
mainland is believed to have fundamental link with one of the most important and de

facto core of the twentieth century historiography, the notion of making nation state.

There is a famous story describing how Thailand’s modern boundary was
shaped. It is said that after partly capturing Burma, the British came to Siam and
consulted the Siamese court of its kingdom’s borders. The response showed that
borders were not the Bangkok’s main concern, as they issued to the British
instructions to enquire the local people, who knew better than anyone else where the
border was. Later, being asked for a cooperation to fix the mutual boundaries, Siam’s
surprising response was to offer that the British draw for themselves the borderline
which they proposed.”™ In other words, constructions of modern state’s geo-body is
purely presented as the result of the adventitious factors such as the importation of
colonial geographical and political categories and their practical applications such as
land surveying and map-making.* The view seems to have a wide scholarly
recognition through the theme of colonial and national historiographies in which the
narrative of a modern nation state making in Southeast Asian was overwhelmingly

dominated by western scholarship.

Recently, these views have been challenged in various angles. lan Harris
suggests rethinking of Cambodian political discourse on territory in the past by using
the Buddhist notions, and Geoff Wade raises doubt on “the relevance of the
Westphalian system to Asia”.** Others, like Penny Edwards and Tomas Larrson argue
that what the previous scholarship did, Thongchai in particular, that the transition to

the modern understanding of a state as bounded territory resulted merely from the

¥ See Thongchai Winichakul, Siam Mapped: A Geo-Body of a Nation (Chiang Mai:
Silkworm Books, 1994)

3 Carl A. Trocki, Chinese Revenue farms and Borders in Southeast Asia, Modern Asian
Studies 43, 1 (2009), pp. 335-362

% Tan Harris, Rethinking Cambodian Political Discourse on territory: Genealogy of the
Buddhist Ritual Boundary (sima), JSAS, 41, 2 (2010), Geoff Wade, “ASEAN Divides”, (online), New
Mandala, 23 December 2010 http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/newmandala/wp-
content/uploads/2010/12/Wade-ASEAN-Divides.pdf




18

imposition of Western concepts such as modern mapping and surveying techniques.*!
The tendency, of course, is a source of inspiration for the re-configuration of
Southeast Asian historiography in last decades, following a call to historians for going
beyond Eurocentric, colonial, nationalist history. Therefore, rethinking of political
transformation over the Mekong valley will be possibly a good model to re-define our

understanding of the early modern state making at the edge of modernity.*

Vietnamese historiography has virtually come along with those trends for
decades in which a clear frontier between traditional and modern discourse has been
rigidly presented, and the coming of French has been described as a watershed of
modernity. In term of politics, the making of modern Vietnam, like other countries in
Southeast Asia, is merely seen as a product of colonialism and the setting of its
boundary also purely benefited from the French colonial policies. This research
project is an effort to gently challenge these views by taking a look at the Vietnamese
political discourse of the early nineteenth century. Dealing mostly with primary
sources vis-a-vis employing indigenous concepts of political philosophy, it responds
to the academic calls for setting a new terrain of Southeast Asian History in which the
idea of modern nation state has been criticized from different methodological
orientations and political ideologies. Its main focus will center on the Vietnamese
conceptualization of geo-political space, and the consciousness of boundary,
sovereignty and territory. Their significance has been largely neglected in writing on
the making of the modern Vietnamese geo-political body. Vietnamese nationalist
scholarship traditionally gives much credit to the Tay Son Movement and overlooks

the Nguyén’s role in reunification of the kingdom.* On the other hand, the political

4 Penny Edwards, The Cambodge, (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i, 2007), p. 177, Tomas
Larrson, Intertextual Relations: The Geopolitics of Land Right in Thailand, Political Geography, 26
(2007), p. 779

2 For Siam, see Thongchai Winichakul’s Siam Mapped, Eoseewong (1994), Nidhi
Eoseewong, Pen and sail: literature and history in early Bangkok including the history of Bangkok in
the chronicles of Ayutthaya (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 2005), for Burma, see Thant Myint-U, The
Making of Modern Burma (Cambridge University Press, 2001). For Vietnam, see Alexander B.
Woodside’s Vietnam and the Chinese Model (1971), Keith W. Taylor’s Surface Orientation (1998),
Choi Byung Wook’s Southern Vietnam under the Reign of Minh Mang (2004).

* See Van Tan, Tra 16i 6ng Lé Thanh Khoi, tac gia sach “Nudc Viét Nam, Lich Sir va Vian
Minh” [Response to Mr. Le Thanh Khoi, author of the Book’s “Vietnam: History and Civilization],
Tap chi Nghien cuu Lich su [Journal of Historical Study], No. 12 (1960); Vin Tén, Ai da thong nhat
Viét Nam Nguyén Hué hay Nguyén Anh? [Who reunified Vietnam, Nguyén Hué or Nguyén Anh?] Tap
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history of early nineteenth century Vietnam structurally looks at its political system
rather than political philosophy. Alexander Woodside, for instance, described the
early nineteenth century Nguyén as a product of the clash between the Chinese model
and Southeast Asian political organization. The same discourse has been also
discussed elsewhere by Li Tana and Nola Cooke.* In the last decade, scholarly
attention started focusing on the importance of regionalism in shaping the pattern of
Vietnamese history. Keith Taylor (1998) is among the first scholars who suggested
the rethinking of space and region in Vietnamese history in terms of “surface

orientation,” although his argument is in the need of further discussion.*

In fact, most of modern scholarly attentions have focused on individual
national political history rather a coherent view point regionally. By generalizing
these models of political development in Siam, Burma, and Vietnam, what may come
to our understanding is a common political trend in which the expanding of central
administrative system and transformation from kingdoms based on single ethnicity
into those based upon multi ethnicities and cultures can be clearly seen. The previous
scholarship on the Nguyén’s political model is useful for analyzing different levels or
factors in shaping Vietnamese political ideology and practice. However, what may not
be covered though this notion is the pragmatic function of the administrative system.
As mentioned above, the political terrain of the nineteenth century mainland was
characterized by the expansion of centralization, the control of trading sources and
taxes, manpower, and the extension in large scale of administrative establishment
over political peripheries. The lower Mekong, Khorat Plateau, Malay Peninsula, and
the Tai World of Laos, and northern Thailand stretching north to Sipsong Banna no

longer enjoyed their autonomous status but to face “the last stand of autonomy”. The

chi Nghién ctru Lich st [Journal of Historical Study], No. 51 (1963), Nguyén Phwong, Chung quanh
van dé ai da thong nhat Viét Nam, Nguyen Hué hay Nguyen Anh? [Regarding to the issue of who
reunified Vietnam, Nguyén Hue or Nguyén Anh?], Tap chi dai hoc [Journal of University], so 35-36
(1965)

* Nola Cooke, Nineteenth-Century Vietnamese Confucianization in Historical Perspective:
Evidence from the Palace Examinations (1463-1883), Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 25, No.
2 (Sep., 1994), pp. 270-312, Nola Cooke, The Composition of the Nineteenth-Century Political Elite of
Pre-Colonial Nguyén Vietnam (1802-1883), Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 29, No. 4 (Oct., 1995), pp.
741-764; Li Tana, An Alternative Vietnam? The Nguyén Kingdom in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth
Centuries, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 29, No. 1 (Mar., 1998), pp. 111-121

3 Taylor, Keith W., Surface Orientation (1998)
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Siamese and Vietnamese of valley kingdoms started reaching to the hills with a larger
scale politically, militarily, and economically. Vietnamese tried to include other
ethnicities into their new political entity especially during the time of Minh Mang in
order to cultivate their culture, custom into “civilization™ as the Viet.* The effort also
resulted in creating a number of political units setting under direct control from Hue
or Sai Gon and in changing the contours of Vietnamese geo-body as seeing nowadays.
The Siamese policies toward Lao, Mon, and Khmer showed the same spirit as they
were resettled under Siamese control and became subjects of taxation and corvée

labour system.

This thesis is not to directly deal with any competing narrative between
colonial and national discourses on the shape of the modern Vietnamese boundary and
territory, rather than to suggest that spatial consciousness and geopolitical
reorganization were de facto core of the Vietnamese motivation in engaging over the
Mekong valley.*’ For this purpose, it copes mainly with a number of issues, including
the aftermaths of the process of “the Southward advance” and how this agenda
contributed to change structure of history of this country. The Vietnamese, who
originally located in the Red River delta, had made a significant expansion between
the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries by which the territory was tripled in size. Most
importantly, the Southward movement [Nam Tién] created different spaces of
“Vietnamese speakers” as suggesting by Keith Taylor.*® How the Vietnamese at that
time conceptualized their own space and others? Then, when all those kinds of space
was first united in 1802, how they described themselves in differentiating with their

neighbors ethnically, culturally, politically, and territorially. Looking for responses to

* Quéc sir quan Tridu Nguyén, Minh Ménh Chinh Yéu [Abstract of Policies of Minh Mang,
hereafter MMCY] (Hue: Nxb Thuan Hoa, 1997), Qudc sir quan Triéu Nguyén, Kham Dinh Pai Nam
Hoi dién Su Lé [Official Compendium of Institutions and Usages of Imperial Vietnam], 1851, Hanoi:
Vién Han Nom VHv 1570, Choi Byung Wook, Southern Vietnam under the Reign of Minh Mang
(Ithaca, N. Y: Cornell University Press, 2004), chapter 4. Minh Mang’s “Cultivation” (Gido Hoa) of
Southerners, pp. 101-128

*" For Vietnamese premodern boundary has been discussed in Bradley C. Davis, States of
Banditry: The Nguyén Government, Bandit Rule, and the Culture of Power in the post-Taiping China-
Vietnam Borderlands, Ph.D dissertation, University of Washington, 2008; Kathlene Baldanza, "The
ambiguous border: Early modern Sino-Viet relations" , Ph.D dissertation, University of Pennsylvania,
2010

8 See Steven M. Graw, “Nam Tién and the Development of Vietnamese Regionalism,” M.A.
Thesis, Cornell University, 1995
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those questions will provide a reconstruction of the early nineteenth century
Vietnamese political discourse from their own perspective. The new narrative will
make the significant contribution to examine different concept of Vietnamese/ groups
of Vietnamese speaker in the early nineteenth century and those of the previous times

in organizing space, in conceptualizing ethnicity, and in orienting regional power.

In addition, this thesis shows a different picture of traditional boundary in the
case of Vietnam. The practice of border, sovereignty has been long in effect through
history of the Viet’s political domain. Their cosmology, cartography, and body of
geographies of knowledge were effectively involved in territorial organization and
management. On the other hand, this thesis points out territorial consciousness of the
Vietnamese is also fundamentally different from those of Siamese, Burmese or
Cambodian contemporarily. The early nineteenth century Vietnamese through
extensive regional involvement had transferred their ideology of administrative
establishment, land cadastral and taxation into other peoples who also took part in

shaping new political paradigm throughout the Mekong valley.

Objectives of the Thesis

This thesis essentially tackles three interrelated problems: 1. What is the
significance of the rise of the Nguyén Dai Nam in the regional political landscape, 2.
How the emergence of Vietnamese promotes political integration in the Mekong
valley? 3. How this political interaction resulted in shaping new power paradigm,

most notably in Siam and Pai Nam? And by doing so, it focuses on:

1. To analyze Vietnamese historical perceptions in works on pre-colonial

Vietnam, the early nineteenth century.

2. To examine to what extent the rise of the Nguyén dynasty and the unified
Vietnam in the early nineteenth century contributed to changes in mainland Southeast

Asia’s political structure and pattern of power.

3. To investigate the role of the Nguyén in building political integration in the

early nineteenth century Mekong river area and the impact of the unified Vietnam on
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redefining the paradigm of power in the region before the formation of the French

Indochina.

Major Arguments

This thesis is constructed as a series of related case studies, connected by the
theme of early state making project. The phenomenon evoked dynamic political and
geopolitical development along the Mekong valley in shaping modern contours of the
region by the two main actors of Vietnamese and Siamese. That is the unprecedented
reorganization of state in space by expanding centralization, by creating
territorialization, and by establishing state infrastructure and state institution into

complex terrain and marginalized area.

My first argument is that the Mekong valley is better understood as an
integrated social and political space regardless of the divided physical terrain and
cultural diversity. As states in the Vietnamese littoral and Chao Phraya basin kept
moving into this region, a paradigm of power has been created through the interaction
among the Vietnamese, Lao, Khmer, and Siamese for longue duree perspective of
hundred years. Prior to the early nineteenth century, the Mekong geopolitically
performed as a “field of power” overwhelmingly run by variously traditional power
relationship, “network of loyalty”, kinship, and central-peripheral model. State power
recognized the existence of the inhomogeneous political space; and at the frontier of
the core politics, still having vast space in position of ambiguity and unidentification
where peoples could enjoy much less governed by the center or even “self-

governing”.

My second argument is that such power paradigm has been severely
challenged by early nineteenth century Siamese and Vietnamese state making project
in order to approach closer to modern form of state organization geopolitically. The
extinguishment of traditional power relationship and replacement of directly territorial
and administrative management from center gradually and fundamentally produces a

new geopolitical structure throughout the Mekong region by design of state. This
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organization involves most of the regional polities and peoples living in vast area of

the mainland.

By using power of geography and cartography, Siam and Pai Nam K'F§ could
recognize space practically visualize their project on map, and thus effectively design
various categories of state infrastructure. It is also involved with unprecedented
human movement and resettlement along state network. For several decades, the two
projects both found partly successes by converting mountain, fallow, swamp, and
amphibious and complex terrain with new human landscape and economic structure
in incomparable scale which the region never experienced before. Hundred thousands
of people were collected and removed under these managements. Infrastructure and
state authority then came in producing administrative units. As a result of centralized
design, new power paradigm of the Mekong basin has been shaped, place the space

seeing like a “field of power’ into the space of “seeing like a state”.

Research Methodology

To analyze these problems, I have chosen the Annales approach of applying
intensive, interdisciplinary study to a well-defined geo-political space and extending
that study over the longest possible span of time, given available materials. Using

geo-politics as a focal point, I will unfold a series of transformations

The study relies mainly on documentary research, drawing heavily on
documents from both primary and secondary sources including Vietnamese
chronicles, edicts, gazetteers, and local records. It also attempts to integrate and
compare available sources in Thai, Khmer, Laos, French and English. It relies
primarily on archival materials both in un-published and published forms, with

Vietnamese dynastic chronicles being employed with caution.

Those materials are available in Vietnam National Archives and national
library in various forms and languages. These Vietnamese sources will be enriched by
the collections at Singapore’s Libraries and Thai Libraries, including western

published and primary sources in western languages.
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Significance and Usefulness of Research

1. This study provides a better understanding of the Vietnamese politics in the
early nineteenth century, both conceptualization of political philosophy and its

realization.

2. This research will be a reference for further studies on political relations in

the mainland Southeast Asia in the pre-colonial time.

3. Through surveying the case study of Vietnam, this research is in some ways
to contribute to current scholarly approach to the political model of mainland
Southeast Asia in the pre-modern period vis-a-vis the shape of geo-political body at

the edge of modernity.

Literature Review

At the start of the nineteenth century, mainland Southeast Asia presented a
new political terrain in which Burmese, Siamese and Vietnamese were key political
players. However, it is a common fact that there has been a large scholarly neglect in
historical narrative from the Vietnamese perspective in comparison with those in
Siam and Burmese. As a result, Vietnam and political integration in the eastern part of
the mainland lack a coherent view which can illuminate the pattern of Vietnamese
history and its regional interaction. Regarding to the early nineteenth century
Vietnamese history, previous scholarship, both Vietnam nationalist and foreign,

focused on several “agendas” which vary in competing narrative and interpretation.

Narratives on early nineteenth century Vietnam

Early nineteenth century Vietnam is de facto focal point of the controversy
between nationalist historiography and Western scholarship for decades. Vietnamese
traditional historical narrative presented nothing rather than a lost opportunity of
modernization and claims for Nguyén’s responsibility. Marxist scholars, such as Phan

Huy Lé, Truong Hiru Quynh, and Phan Pai Doan viewed the early nineteenth century
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as a decline of thousand year-Vietnamese feudal system.*’ Following the Marxist
theory of history, Vietnamese society was described in severe political, social, and
economic crisis in which, rulers, the Nguyén had completely failed to find a way for
social evolution.”® The Conventional Marxist Historiography overwhelmingly shows
negative face of the Nguyén, the dynasty of ineffective oppressive and reactionary
policies. The Nguyén victory over the Tay Son in 1802 was described as “the victory
of the most reactionary and feudal clique in the Vietnamese civil war”.”' Of the
Nguyén’s political discourse, the standard of pre-d6i moi historiography on the

e 1Y

Nguyén shows that “the Nguyén restore a reactionary feudal regime”, “the extremely

2 13 2 13

absolutely monarchy”, “strengthening the apparatus of repression”, “the rotten and
corrupt mandarinate”, “a system of heavy oppression and exploitation”, “backward
and reactionary economic policies”, “agriculture in decline”, and “blind foreign
policy”.”?

Other scholars such as Nguyén Phan Quang pays attention to social and ethnic
conflict and suggest that the phenomenon was result of the political and economic
crisis.”® “Under the Nguyén, most of the peasant class was seriously reduced to
poverty; the potential of the kingdom was destroyed.” And the economic and political

conditions are suggested as main reasons of peasant and ethnic minorities’

movements against the central government in Hue.’* In all, under the theme of

* Truong Hitu Quynh, et al., Pai Cuong Lich st Viét Nam [A Brief History of Vietnam],
(Hanoi: Nxb Giao Duc, 2006), Nguyén Quang Ngoc et al., Tién Trinh Lich sir Viét Nam [The Process
of Vietnamese History], (Hanoi: Nxb Dai Hoc Quoc Gia, 2006)

%% Pai Nam Thuc Luc, Vol.1, (Hanoi:, 1962), Loi gioi thidu [Introduction], pp. 6-7

*' Tran Van Giau, Su Phat trién cta tw tuéng & Viét Nam tir thé ky XIX dén cach Mang thang
Tam [The Development of Vietnamese thought from the nineteenth century to the August Revolution],
Vol. 1, (Hanoi: Khoa Hoc Xa Hoi, 1973), p. 10

52 Bruce Lockhart, Re-assessing the Nguyén Dynasty, p. 16, see Uy ban khoa hoc xa hoi Viét
Nam, Lich st Viét Nam [History of Vietnam], Vol. 1 (Hanoi: Khoa Hoc Xa Hoi, 1971)

33 Nguyén Phan Quang, Cudc khoi binh cira Lé Vin Khéi & Gia DPinh [Le Van Khoi’s raising
an army (1833-1835)] (Hochiminh City: Nxb Thanh pho Ho Chi Minh, 1991), Nguyén Phan Quang,
Phong Trao Nong Dan Viet Nam nua dau the ky XIX [Vietnamese Peasant Movements in the First half
of the nineteenth Century] (Hanoi: Khoa Hoc Xa Hoi, 1986), Nguyén Phan Quang, Viet Nam The Ky
XIX [Vietnam in the nineteenth century (1802-1884)], (Hochiminh City: Nxb Thanh Phé Ho Chi
Minh, 2002)

>* Nguyén Phan Quang, Vai Suy Nghi ve tinh hinh xa hoi va phong trao nong dan o Viet Nam
nua dau the ky XIX [Some thoughts of the state of society and peasant movements in Vietnam in the
early nineteenth century], in Ky Yeu Hoi thao khoa hoc, Chua Nguyén va Vuong trieu Nguyén trong
lich su Viet Nam tu the ky XVI den the ky XIX [Proceedings of the Conference on the Nguyén Lords
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nationalist historiography, nineteenth century Vietnam is narrated as a unique and
regretful chance for modernization which being lost because of the rulers’ reaction
and failure to begin making the “progressive” transition from a crisis “feudal”

economy to one where capitalism could be emerged.’

Foreign scholarship views the early nineteenth century Nguyén from various
angles and diverse approaches in which the discourse of history is interpreted in
different versions. Most of them go beyond the notion of “feudal”, “crisis”, and “class
struggle” which are purely believed to be products of the Marxist historiography, and
find themselves in the ideas of the ‘“political model”, “regionalism theory”,

“Vietnamization”.

The first generation of western scholars, for instance, tends to look at
traditional Vietnam as a political model in between China and Southeast Asia.
Whitmore and Woodside examine structure of this model in two distinct and typical
periods, Lé Thanh Tong of the second half of the fifteenth century and Minh Mang of
the first half of the nineteenth century.’® Woodside came across the Chinese political
model and analyzes the state structure of the Nguyén, “concerning with the problem
of Chinese cultural influences and their limitations in the politics, literature,
education, and society”.”’ In this respect, even the most prominent Nguyén’s king,
Minh Mang, was found as a small model of L& Thanh Tong, the Lé’s great king who
built up the glory of Dai Viét as a Confucian kingdom, although Ming Mang himself

and the Nguyén Dynasty in Vietnamese history from the sixteenth century to the nineteenth centuries],
(Hanoi: Nxb The Gioi, 2008), pp. 365-66

%3 Vin Tan, Nguyén Binh Chiéu, mét nha tri thirc yéu nudee ndng nan, mot nha tho 15i lac cia
dan toc Viét Nam [Nguyén Dinh Chieu, An ardently patriotic intellectual and outstanding poet of the
Vietnamese nation], Nghien Cuu Lich su [Journal of Historical Research], 143:2 (1972). Van Tan,
Nguyén Cong Trir va nhiing viéc ong lam hoi thé ky XIX [Nguyén Cong Tru and his works in the
nineteenth century], Nghien cuu Lich su [Journal of Historical Research], 152: 5-14 (1974), Phan Huy
Le et al., Lich su che do phong kien Viet Nam [History of the Vietnamese Feudal Regime], Vol. 3,
(Hanoi: Nxb Giao Duc, 1965), Truong Hiru Quynh and D5 Bang, eds., Tinh hinh ruéng dat va kinh té
nong nghiép dudi tridu Nguyén [The State of Agricultural land and peasant life under the Nguyén
Dynasty] (Hue: Thuan Hoa, 1997)

¢ See John K. Whitmore, The Development of the Le Government in Fifteenth Century
Vietnam, Ph.D. dissertation, Cornell University, 1968; Alexander Woodside, Vietnam and the Chinese
Model (1971)

37 Alexander Woodside, Vietnam and the Chinese Model, p. 1
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was not favor by the new circumstance and was stuck inside the world of Neo-

Confucianism in dealing with the west.”®

By putting the Nguyén political organization on the Confucian platform,
Woodside, Nola Cooke, and Li Tana share the same argument, more or less, that there
is a continuity of Confucian tradition in Vietnamese society between the fifteenth and
early nineteenth century in which Confucian notions were significantly refracted
throughout the Vietnamese perspective. Correspondingly, the model could be seen as
a product of the clash between Vietnamese political idea and Chinese political
philosophy. In comparing the civil structures of China and Vietnam, on the basis
of Chinese and Vietnamese historical records, government statutes, popular and
classical literature, they bring into focus the similarities and differences of the
two societies as well as the influence of the former upon the latter. The
comparison becomes a classical study in the modification of the Chinese cultural
pattern in a Southeast Asian environment. Experience with comparable studies of
Korea and Japan leads to the expected conclusion that Vietnam never
succeeded in completely conquering the difficulties of domesticating the Chinese
institutional model and furthermore that this model never completely stifled
Vietnamese ingenuity. Among the features examined are the tensions between
the Vietnamese environment and the imported Chinese institutions, the dualism of
the Vietnamese monarchy, certain recurring divergences in social structure and
social ideology, the impact of narrowly channeled Confucian acculturation upon
the political options of disenchanted intellectuals, and a wide range of general

and specific institutional comparisons.

In addition, a great scholarly concern also draws to examine “Vietnamese
Confucianism”, the framework is believed to be a key for any understanding early
nineteenth century Vietnam.” Confucian approach however will limit historians from

perceiving the economic and social change in the grassroots of society. And because

¥ Choi Byung Wook, Vung Dat Nam Bo Duoi trieu Minh Mang [Southern Vietnam under the
Reign of Minh Mang], (Hanoi: Tuvanbooks and Nxb The Gioi, 2011), p. 17
* See more in Liam C. Kelley, “Confucianism” in Vietnam, pp. 314-370
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of this gap, new ‘“agenda” was presented, the discourse of “regionalism” in

Vietnamese history.

“Regionalism theory” suggests that there are different models or ways to
become modern Vietnamese and the sixteenth century made a milestone to create
those historical “episodes”. Cochinchina has been acknowledged as one among
those.>® Taylor however suggests of a more diverse political landscape among
Vietnamese speakers by pointing out different ways of “acting Vietnamese” in
different times and places. Denying the existence of "Nam Tién" as a modern
Vietnamese historiographical invention, he believes premodern Vietnam can be
strategically read as many specific episodes at different times and places that have no
apparent relation to one another and no logic of connection.®” The idea promotes new
approach to the Nguyén as a first ruler who controlled a united space of the
Vietnamese. “Nguyén Anh was the first person to organize Nam Bo as a region
capable of participating successfully in war and politics among Vietnamese
speakers”. ®! Therefore, Taylor’s paradigm presents that by the early nineteenth
century, establishment of new dynasty is the first step to reorganize Vietnamese
political space and to incorporate diverse peoples, cultures into more united domain.
At the same time, Nola Cooke and Victor Lieberman see regionalism as driven force
of Vietnamese political and territorial evolution. Both also point out the Nguyén’s
challenge to overcome regional development and established state control over new
vast territory. Most recently, Choi Byung Wook looks at southern Vietnam as a case
study to analyze the “central policy and local response” during the reign of Minh
Mang. He points out the very process of centralization and the Vietnamese
assimilation are the main reasons of peasant and ethnic movements to against the
court in Hue. ®* And the Nguyén’s effort to set up territory and conduct

“Vietnamization” had gone into Cambodia between the 1820s and the 1830s.”

%% See Li Tana, “An Alternative Vietnam” (1998)

80 Keith Taylor, “Surface Orientation”, p. 951

*! Ibid, p. 967

52 Choi Byung Wook, Southern Vietnam under the Reign of Minh Mang, pp. 194-95

5 David Chandler, A History of Cambodia (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 2008), pp. 149-
161; Tran Tay Phong Thé Ky (2007)
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Dai Nam: a Regional Power and Regional Integration

To view Dai Nam as a regional power, scholarship has basically employed the
context of “tributary system”. Woodside suggests that “essentially, Sino-Vietnamese
court could not adopt and use Chinese institution without adopting and using the
Chinese world view” and sought the respect of foreigners by maintaining publicly that
his own unchallengeable political virtue.** Nguyén kings, from Gia Long to Ty Diic,
had tried to build themselves a Chinese-style tributary system based on “Pai Nam
Imperial World Order”.® The view has popular influence among scholarship on
premodern Vietnam who tries to characterize the kingdom as part of “Chinese world”,

and by doing so, drawing a contradiction with the rest of Theravada Mainland.*®

However the approach has its own problem. Generally speaking, it could not
give a comprehensive explanation of economic and territorial integration by merely
using such kind of religio-political framework.®” This narrative is traditionally found
in the Nguyén’s foreign policy which is mostly seen in the theme of “world view” or
security reason rather than economic or territorial factor. It is obviously that using the
concept of “tributary” only may not bring to light an adequate answer to the question

of economic control and territorial establishment in early nineteenth century Vietnam.

Those previous scholarships offer us a fundamental starting point for any
further discussion of the rise of the Nguyén and the change in the paradigm of power
in the early nineteenth century mainland Southeast Asia. The two discourses were
examined before as distinct historical “agendas”. In this thesis, those will be brought
on the same political context of the mainland, the expansion of centralization and
domination in large scale of early modern state making in which, a series of
significant political events taking place in Vietnam and the mainland will be

illuminated from a new angle of vision.

% Alexander Woodside, Vietnam and the Chinese Model, p. 234
% Yu Insun, Lich sitr quan hé Viét Nam — Trung Qudc, p- 12, note 66
% David Chandler, Cambodia before the French, pp. 4-5; Eiland, Michael Dent, Elephant and

Dragon, p. 1
%7 Puangthong Rungswasdisab, War and Trade, p. 4
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The new discourse on early nineteenth century Vietnam shows how the second
and the third generations of either western scholarship or west-based scholars
approach the subject from a very different perspective with that of the first one.
Whitmore, Woodside, O’ Harrow, Taylor, Yu Insun, Momoki Shiro have and firmly
maintained their stand on nationalism in constructing early modern Vietnamese
historiography which mainly relied on diverse materials of chronicles and records
between the thirteenth and the nineteenth centuries with the belief that ideology and
practice of Vietnamese “nation”, even creation of geo-body have been gradually

shaped for long.®®

Taylor recently renounced the “united national theme” and strongly promoted
for new belief on “regionalism theory” with the idea that there is no connection
between the traditional Vietnamese political entities and the modern one. Both Taylor
and Li Tana have pointed out, Vietnamese historiography, either in North America or
in Vietnam, have overemphasized the analysis of national and regional groups.”” And
therefore, many others introduce how precolonial Vietnamese were holding different
version of histories rather than a single one, including cultural politics. Choi Byung
Wook, Nola Cooke, Wynn Wilcox, Yumio Shakurai, Victor Lieberman all propose a
new model for Vietnamese history of the nineteenth century which they are strongly
convinced that the understanding the pattern of the Southern Vietnam is indispensable
key in understanding the whole country. In other words, history of Vietnam was being
led from the southern model which successfully brought Nguyén family to the throne
by convincingly defeating model of the north. Wynn Wilcox, for instance, suggests
the strait of “transnationalism and multiethnicity” in the early Nguyén Anh reign. It is

resulted from the uniqueness phenomenon of extreme desperation and thus the

68 Stephen O' Harrow, Nguyén Trii's "Binh Ngo Dai Cao" of 1428: The Development of a
Vietnamese National Identity, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 10, No. 1 (Mar., 1979), pp.
159-174, Momoki Shiro, “Nation and Geo-Body in Early Modern Vietnam: A Preliminary Study
through Sources of Geomancy” in Sun Laichen and Geoff Wade, eds., Southeast Asia in the Fifteenth
Century: The China Factor (Singapore: NUS Press, 2010), pp. 126-153

% See Taylor, “Surface Orientations in Vietnam” (1998); Li Tana, Nguyén Cochinchina, esp.
pp- 99-116
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Nguyén ruler was willing to accept assistance from any person with ability, regardless

of one background or nationality.”

The concern may be paid further to another point, the role this diversity played
to introduce modernity into Vietnamese history which colonial historiography used to
take advantage by portraying those French individuals as pioneers of the civilized
mission in Indochina. Those French men were considered as indispensable figures in
winning the Tay Son wars, and therefore, they are catalysts in making the contours of
modern Vietnam by presenting military technology and European cartography.’'
Political transformation in the early nineteenth century Pai Nam is not that simple.
One needs to search for root of social and political change by looking at the larger

scale of transformation in Vietnam both from the core state and periphery.

In fact, some of previous research has been looking at the “move” and “shift”
of political space both in each country of the mainland and throughout the region as a
whole. Some of the possible dominant features of cultural politics have been pointed
out, like the emphasis on territoriality, standardization political unity, and
strengthening centralized control. Ethnic minority and national integration
interestingly started becoming the significant agenda in Siam and Pai Nam and
Bangkok and Hue were in the need of carrying policy in dealing with those new
territory, new diversity, and new resistance in an early form of “nation state” but
existing as space of empire.”> All modern states in the mainland comprise quite
considerable number of ethnics, for instance, fifty-four in Vietnam, one hundred and
thirty-five in Myanmar, c. forty in Thailand. In fact, however, little work in dept has
been done to reveal how those multiple ethnicities have been historically incorporated
in a single flag and share the same position in map of nations. The process of course,
can be traced back beyond the colonial discourse, and early nineteenth century is

among such important periods which are neglected. As Ben Anderson comments, this

" Wynn Wilcox, “Transnationalism and Multiethnicity”, p. 195

! For the transformation of European military technology and cartography, see K. Whitmore,
“Cartography in Vietnam”, in The History of Cartography, Vol. 2, bk. 2, eds. J. B. Harley and David
Woodward (Chicago University Press, 1996); Frédéric Mantienne, “The Transfer of Western Military
technology to Vietnam”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 2003

2 Benedict Anderson, “Studies of the Thai State”, p. 27; Clive J. Christie, A Modern History
of Southeast Asia (I. B. Tauris & Co Ltd: New York, 2000), pp. 2-5
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neglect reflects an axiomatic view of Thailand as “Tai-land”, Vietnam as “Viet-land”,
and Burma as “Burmans-land”, since all those classic kingdoms, back to eighteenth
century, were wet-rice agricultural core area dominated by a single ethnic group.”
How this simple social and political had been changed when those valley kingdoms
moved to the hills and complex terrain where diversity and flexible adaptation were
keys for success. Valley state had to transform itself although in this process of
interaction, people always simply looked for changes at the highland society rather
than at centralized state. The interaction had equal motivation of change for both.
Complex inter-ethnic mixes was an essential and long-lasting product of this
phenomenon which in many case, one can see how social structure was fundamentally
changed. It is important to realize that both founder of the Thonburi and Chakri
dynasties were mix-Chinese ethnicity. It is said that king Mongkut’s word for it that
the bride of his great-grandfather was “a beautiful daughter of one of the richest
Chinese families in Ayutthaya”, in other words, that Rama I was half Chinese.”* Why
a small, almost unknown, and half-Chinese official from remote Tak province could
successfully gain the Siamese support and expelled the Burmese within six months?
Part of the answer probably could be found in new social structure in which what one

is doing is much more important than who one is and where one comes from.

Not only social organization but also political structure of rising central state
also needed to be reconfigured. In most of pre-modern kingdoms, the state was
defined by its center, not by its boundaries, not by its populations, but by its rulers.
For this reason, it was relatively easy for Mon, Lao, Persians, Chinese, or Malay to be
loyal to the monarch. They were, after all, in common his subjects. Their ethnic
identity in no way determined the degree of the access to him.”” And the loyalty is
believed to have more roles to play in this circumstance. This old structure
undoubtedly based on the network of loyalty but saw diversity as potential threat.
Kings of Ayutthaya needed to strictly separate different ethnic groups into different

villages to prevent them from any rebellion. Unfortunately, the fear of those kings had

3 Benedict Anderson, “Studies of the Thai State”, p- 28

™ Skinner, Chinese Society, pp. 19-26
> Benedict Anderson, “Studies of the Thai State”, paper submitted to the conference on The

State of Thai Studies, Chicago, March 30, 1978, p. 31
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become truth, not for a single time, and the list of Ayutthaya’s kings becoming
victims also was not single.”® The Chakri Kings, however saw diversity means more
manpower, more military forces, and more taxation. Thus, all those ethnic diversity
were put surrounding Bangkok intermingle without any separation, but for economic
and military purpose, even the Vietnamese, those came from Siamese enemy

country.”’

Traditionally, some measures of control were exercised over the vassal states
and over the distant peripheries with hereditary governorship, however through a
system of marriage alliances. It was the policies of the Thai kings to acquire the
daughters of heads of dependences to fill the royal harem. These women formed a
permanent bond between the Bangkok and government and the leaders of vassal state

and provinces.””®

The Vietnamese kings at the same time, enjoyed the network of
vassal state which they strongly believed to include Britain and France. However,
early nineteenth century saw in both Pai Nam and Siam the re-constructing of
geopolitics economically, politically, and demographically. Raise of new centers
those owning better agricultural condition, easier access for international trade, and
demographic growth. Sai Gon and Bangkok are model of the emerging center of the
early nineteenth century, amid the loss of traditional powers like Ayutthaya and
Thang Long/ Ha No6i. In addition, part of the reason for the success of Bangkok or Sai

Gon was the ability to connect and control periphery and semi-periphery which now

became part of core-state. Periphery became source of central state’s economic and

76 Van Vliet, Jeremias, The Short history of the kings of Siam, trans., Leonard Andaya; from a
transcription by Miriam J. Verkuijl-van den Berg; edited by David K. Wyatt (Bangkok : Siam Society,
1975); Chris Baker, et al., Van Vliet's Siam (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 2005), Dirk Van der
Cruysse, Siam and the West 1500-1700, trans., Michael Smithies (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books,
2002), Dhiravat na Pombejra, “A Political History of Siam under the Prasatthong Dynasty, 1629—1688”
(Ph.D. thesis, London, 1984)

" Edward Van Roy, “Twixt Land and Sea: Bangkok’s Plural Society on the Verge of

Modernity”, MS
" Walter F. Vella, The Impact of the West on Government in Thailand (Berkeley and Los

Angeles: University of California Press, 1955), p. 327
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political dynamism.” The Tay Son movement would be an intriguing example of

rising periphery in this category.

This thesis also comes across the changing spatial re-organization both in
valley state and in areas beyond rivers and mountains. When state conquered the hills,
it brought along with new cultural politics and different administrative management.
The Siamese in fact had transferred those ideas to the Khorat Plateau where Lao
peoples were majority. In a larger scale, the Nguyén tried to apply Vietnamese
standard of politics, culture, and language to all ethnicities within its domain, from the
Tay, Nung, and Tai in the northern mountains to the south of Khmer and even in
Cambodia between 1835 and 1840.% Many documents show various form of
resistance of the highlander against the conquest of the valley, but not all the political
ideology of the central state had been rejected. Muangs in Khorat and Laos had
adapted a certain form of central state in organizing their political space and seeking a
more independent position. Chau Anu for instance, who was trained in Bangkok but
inspired by the model of Vietnamese central state, applied it to reunify Lao muangs
and against Bangkok influence. For those people like Chau Anu, of course, Laos is at
the center of political space, not the periphery. And the expansion of Siamese and
Vietnamese idea of central state to a certain extent, did impact on their political
transformation. Two little-studied Lao chronicles, Phonsawadan Phu Khiao and the
Phongsawadan Xamneua during the 1840s, suggest that those people in Vientiane
probably were influenced by the Vietnamese cadastral and census practices to manage

their own political system.*’

Structure of the Thesis

In Chapter 11, “Paradigm of early state in the Mekong valley and the regional

engagement of Pai Nam”, 1 will propose a pattern of political changes in the mainland

" Eric Wilson, The Tay-Son Uprising (1771-1802): Periphery/Semi-Periphery/Core
Dynamics in Early Modern Viet Nam, paper presented at the Symposium: Southeast Asia and World
History, Siem Reap, Cambodia, 2-4 January 2012

% David Chandler, A History of Cambodia (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Book: 2008), pp. 149-161

*! Michael Vickery, “Two Historical Records of the Kingdom of Vientiane”, in Christopher E.
Goscha and Soren Ivarsson, eds., Contesting Visions of the Lao Past: Lao Historiography at the
Crossroads (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2003), pp. 3-34
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Southeast Asia in a longue duree perspective and examine different element of
Vietnamese regional involvement over the time. The foundation of this structure
essentially compromised various suggested models among scholarship on Southeast
Asia in the last century whose analyses of political transformation in the region
experience variously angles of version and perspectives both on the “inside” and on
the “outside”, most notably, the competing narrative between “localization” and

“Indianziation”, “Sinicization”, and Euro-centric view.

Recognizing the space as a paradigm, it seeks to produce new category of
spatial element based on not only physical distinction but also following human
fluidity and power relationship among state and non-state population. By this mean, it
explores the early form of power paradigm in the Mekong region and its role in
shaping the area as an integrated social and political space regardless to the physical
division and cultural distinction between Siamese, Lao, and Cambodian Theravada
world and Vietnamese Sino-frontier. And putting all such kinds of sociopolitical
interaction in a space, process of geography can precisely assist to generate new scale
of human landscape relating to those relationships, in which I suggest template of
power relationship along the Mekong prior to the eighteenth century as an

inhomogeneous field of power.

In this field, Vietnamese has a critical and increasing role to play. Given the

Vietnamese unification as a source of power dynamics along the Mekong, this chapter

also makes the argument that the rise of Pai Nam KX in the early nineteenth century

marked a watershed of power orientation of early modern Vietnam. For thousand
years of political relation and sharing partly cultural similarity, foreign affairs in the
Vietnamese perspective were very much dependent on the north-south axis. Not only
playing as economic power, source of “civilization” and political recognition, the
continuous threat from possibility of being invaded by Chinese dynasties placed a
special attention and vigilance over the Vietnamese power relationship. However, the
northern frontier was surprisingly pretty quiet over the period of time and there was
also no longer possible for an alert on the Chinese invasion. Having comprehensive

and updated information about the north through different channels, Hué likely
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became more confident to deal with the Qing than other previous dynasties.®
Therefore, more focus was shifting to the south and the western frontier. The idea that
Vietnamese moving from the “Chinese World” to “Southeast Asian World” is not
about the changing of political institution or ideology, but the turning of concern and
attention from the northern periphery to the southern space. What comes across
clearly from the sources is that mainland’s neighbours played indispensable role in
Hue’s foreign policy which the dynasty produced large amount of knowledge, spent
commitment, and used large scale military movement. By this mean, the Nguyén set a

new level of regional engagement.

Chapter III, “Early nineteenth century Vietnam: A politics of space” will
examine detailed transformation of the Vietnamese power paradigm between the
eighteenth and early nineteenth century. The case of Vietnam will help to build up our
model of political transformation in the mainland with its full defining function and
dominated feature. I suggest that early nineteenth century Vietnamese saw the
extensive reconstruction of geopolitical space through territoriolization and
standardized administration run by centralized state. To do so, the centralized state
uses power of geography and cartography to recognize, conquer, and rebuild space as
part of its state-making project. Such process of spatial reconstruction not only
involves with connecting different spaces of Vietnamese speakers but also

territorializing periphery and semi-periphery into state domain

In chapter IV, “The Mekong valley: a space of state—-making”, the argument
then will be extended over the Mekong valley, concerning to what I suggest as
Siamese and Vietnamese early modern state-making project. This chapter first
devotes to several political, economic, social, and cultural institutions that facilitate
the rise of centralized state. By considering the emergence of the Nguyén as a start-off
point, I draw connected lines between Siam and Pai Nam in expanding over the
Mekong basin and argue that the region was increasingly in the quest of
‘centralization’ both encouraging by internal development and competition and

external threat. Therefore, Vietnamese and Siamese responses in the Mekong valley

%2 See Yu Insun, “Lich st quan hé Viét Nam-Trung Qudc (2009)
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all come from the same spirit of early nation state making and were greatly assisted

by increasing body of geographies of knowledge and development of cartography.

Part of this discussion will try to reveal to some extent stories beyond what has

been called “the shadow of the throne”®’

and approach to smaller political polities
along the Mekong those not only played as victims by also adapters. It will show how
full state sovereignty moved to the hill and how the hill responded, not only escaping
as it has been generally viewed. As a result of the economic, political and social
change, this chapter also acknowledges political transformation as a regional
phenomenon, precisely in the Mekong basin. My argument is that that the space was
in transforming, with different scale, into state-making. The process places the
Mekong valley’s field of power into the space of centralization, of territorialization
and standard political management. In addition, I also discuss the creation of
multiethnic society, reorganization of proto-national space and reconstruction of

geopolitics throughout the Mekong valley with the belief that contour of early modern

political structure was being shaped.

8 F. N. Trager and W. J. Koenig, Burmese Sit-tans 1764-1826: Records of Rural Life and
Administration, Association for Asian Studies Monographs, No. 36) (Tucson: University of Arizona
Press, 1979)




CHAPTER II

PARADIGM OF EARLY STATE IN THE MEKONG VALLEY
AND THE REGIONAL ENGAGEMENT OF DAI NAM

This chapter explores the early form of power paradigm in the Mekong region
and its role in shaping the area as an integrated social and political space regardless to
the physical division and cultural distinction between Siamese, Lao, and Cambodian
Theravada world and Vietnamese Sino-frontier. Recognizing the space as a paradigm,
it seeks to produce new category of spatial element based on not only physical
distinction but also following human fluidity and power relationship among state and
non-state population. As Lefbvre suggests, “social space is a social product” in which
social scientist may seek for building concept of production and the act of producing
space. And because “space is never empty, it always embodies a meaning”,' history of
the region can be read differently if one goes beyond pre-acknowledge of modern
national boundary, in time when the idea of Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam

has not appeared yet and therefore pattern of inter-regional relationship was more

fluid and flexible in place.

The central Mekong, in both sides, were prominently dominated by the Laos
prior to the nineteenth century and demographic influx along the lower Mekong up to
the Tonle Sap of Khmer, Vietnamese, Chinese, Cham and others was highly free.”
Other examples of political fluidity can be seen among the Tai principalities and
many groups at the frontier of state whose power was negotiated and population was
in “multiplicity and interpenetration ... continual yet uneven overlappings,

. . . 3
intersections, and collusions”.

Putting all such kinds of sociopolitical interaction in a space, process of

geography can precisely assist to generate new scale of human landscape relating to

' Lefbvre, Henri, The production of space, translated by Donald Nicholson Smith (Oxford,
Basil Blackwell, 1991), p. 154

? Trdn Tay Phong Thé Ky, p. 150

3 Lisa Lowe, Critical Terrains (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), p. 5
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those relationships. “Social relations exist to the extend they possess spatial
expression: they project themselves into space, becoming inscribed there, and in the
process producing that space itself.”*In this context, there has been possibly an
alternative approach to historicize geographical studies of the Mekong area and
offering a critical spatial analysis for the region as a whole in term of human
interaction. Victor Lieberman recently presents a version of the mainland integration
for roughly one thousand years in the premodern history in term of territorial
consolidation, administrative centralization, and cultural integration.SAt the center of
his paradigm are the main kingdoms playing as centralized hub to expand state-

institution in space and creating power relation with peoples along the Mekong.

Power network in the Mekong valley can be narrated differently based on
various political patterns. The way state expressing its influence and managing land
[territory] and people [population] has been long in academic controversy. Competing
narrative of power organization in Southeast Asia reflects the fact that state is
exclusive and uneasy to define, particularly using western concept of politics.® The
clash between external perspective and internal one [localization] in describing state
structure produces various power paradigms. It is important to briefly go through
those conceptualizations for a better understanding how states, prior to the early
nineteenth century, along the Mekong practice authority, and organize politics in

space.

Apart from the state-zone, recently James C. Scott reminds nicely and
dramatically that along the Mekong region, apart from agrarian state, there also are
large number of population and groups living at the world of periphery, the area of
penumbra of less governed or virtually autonomous people.” A clear distinction

between those “state” and “non-state”, between those ‘“state-governed” and “self-

* Sachchidanand Sahai, The Mekong River: Space and Social Theory, p. 7

> Lieberman, Strangle Parallels, vol. 2, pp. 11-2

% See David Marr and A.C. Milner, eds., Southeast Asia in the 9™ to the 14™ centuries,
(Singapore: ISEAS; Canberra: Research School of Pacific Studies, 1986); Stuart-Fox, Martin,
“Political patterns in Colin Mackerras, ed., Southeast Asia”, in Eastern Asia: An Introduction History,
(Longman, 2000); Vickery Michael, Society, economics, and Politics in Pre-Angkor Cambodia, the
Seventh-eighth centuries (Tokyo: Tokyo Bunko, Center for East Asian Cultural Studies for UNESCO,
1998), pp. 322-23
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governing” peoples in many case seems exaggerated, but at least it relocates and
diversify views toward the suggestive historical relationship between different layers
of physical terrains. Using paradigm of power as a departure point of approach, this
chapter aims to seek a template of power interaction in the Mekong basin by looking
at the colliding of different spatial layers, of various political organizations, and of
religious and cultural diversity. Continuously, central state kept moving up to the
mountain and hill, into complex terrain, and into blank space of power. However, |
suggest that power paradigm in the Mekong basin before the early nineteenth century
is defined by space of inhomogeneity. Within political domain of state power, there
has been existence of different layers of political organization and recognition. The
differentiation of center, periphery, semi-periphery, and overlapping zone implies that
“state” was performing as a “field of power”, and hegemony in controlling frontier
rather than a united centralized political entity. In spite of the process of state
expansion, the maintenance of traditional power relationship along the Mekong is the
defining trait of regional politics and geopolitical structure. The situation however
was fundamentally facing severe challenges as Siamese and Vietnamese intensified
their project of centralization and established new linkage of central-peripheral

version by territorialization of space.

Interestingly enough, the rise of Siam and Dai Nam is unprecedentedly
parallel, and those are both responsible for the reconstruction of the Mekong’s human
landscape. Despite of the fact that national historiography puts claim on each other for
the spark of several decade-confrontation, the rise of Vietnam as a regional
geographical entity stretching thousand miles along the eastern littoral. The collecting
space of the early nineteenth century expends the Vietnamese view of geopolitics.
Prior to the late eighteenth century, the eastern mainland is considered as “field of
power” of different families and “feudal” lords whose authority was fragmented and
peripheral. At times, there were military campaigns of the L& dynasty to Laos, Nan,
and Chiang Mai in the late 15" century, the moving of the L&-Trinh’s control over the

Tai area in northwestern mountain, more consistently, the Nguyen Cochinchina’s
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involvement in Cambodia since the 1620s, and the Tay Son campaign in Laos.®
However those implications are often influential in small scale and short term
appearance of the Viet into the Mekong region. New Vietnamese geopolitics of the
Nguyén fosters the move further by facilitating spatial connection along the Mekong
valley with others power centers of Laos, Cambodia, and Siam. The production of a
single political power in the eastern mainland subsequently leads the central and
lower Mekong to be the target of a united ambition. As in the middle mainland,
Siamese centralization also extensively expanded along the north-south axis, Laos and
Cambodia were precisely placed into a peripheral corridor in between. Such power
paradigm brings autonomous groups of most remote parts along the Mekong into
dynamic challenge. The raise of Vietnam contributes to the increasing competition not
only limits within Cambodia like during the Nguyén Cochinchina, but a regional
colliding along its western frontier from the Tai world of Laos to the Lower Mekong,
and islands in the Gulf of Thailand. It is an unparalleled phenomenon occurring in the
mainland as geopolitical shape of the whole Mekong space is oriented by only two

main political players.

Given the Vietnamese unification as a source of power dynamics along the

Mekong, this chapter also makes the argument that the rise of Pai Nam X® in the

early nineteenth century marked a watershed of power orientation of early modern
Vietnam. For thousand years of political relation and sharing partly cultural similarity,
foreign affairs in the Vietnamese perspective were very much dependent on the north-
south axis. Not only playing as economic power, source of “civilization” and political
recognition, the continuous threat from possibility of being invaded by Chinese
dynasties placed a special attention and vigilance over the Vietnamese power
relationship. However, the northern frontier was surprisingly pretty quiet over the
period of time and there was also no longer possible for an alert on the Chinese
invasion. Having comprehensive and updated information about the north through

different channels, Hué likely became more confident to deal with the Qing than other

¥ See John Whitmore, Two campaigns (2001), idem, “Tai/Vietnamese interaction” (2000),
Hoang Anh Tuan, “Rice politics” (2012), Michael Vickery, ““1620” , a cautionary tale”, in Michael
Arthur Aung-Thwin and Kenneth R, Hall, eds., New Perspectives on the History and Historiography of
Southeast Asia: Continuing explorations (Routledge, 2011), pp. 157-166
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previous dynasties.” Therefore, more focus was shifting to the south and the western
frontier. The idea that Vietnamese moving from the “Chinese World” to “Southeast
Asian World” is not about the changing of political institution or ideology, but the
turning of concern and attention from the northern periphery to the southern space.
What comes across clearly from the sources is that mainland’s neighbours played
indispensable role in Hué’s foreign policy which the dynasty produced large amount
of knowledge, spent commitment, and used large scale military movement. By this

mean, the Nguyén set a new level of regional integration.

2. 1. Paradigm of the Early State

There is probably no other area in the world where our understanding of the
past is changing so fast as in Southeast Asia. Also, there is no place of area study in
which great academic attentions have paid to unfold the traditional pattern of political
evolution than those for Southeast Asia. In the last century, both “outside” and
“inside” scholarships have competed in understanding the region either as a distinct
unity or the sub-cultural zone of India and China, and seeking for renewable
conceptualized framework under which state in the region is narrated. Not
surprisingly, the narratives variously show how the political image of Southeast Asia
was looked through different angles of version which have never gone into one same

direction.

Various forms of political movements experienced in the region during the last
century are in many ways involving with the production of historical knowledge. The
competing narrative between colonial, national, postcolonial and post-national
historiographies interpreted different images of Southeast Asian past.'” Consequently,
each generation of historian has produced their own version of understanding regional
political template which various and usually controversial. Involving to the pattern of

power relationship and political organization in space, three following notions can be

? See Yu Insun, “Lich st quan hé Viét Nam-Trung Qudc, (2009)

19 Abu Talib Ahmad and Tan Liok Ee, eds., New Terrains in Southeast Asian History (Athens:
Ohio University: Research in International Studies and Singapore: National University of Singapore
Press, 2003), especially, chapter 1. Writing at the Interstices: Southeast Asian Historians and
Postnational Histories in Southeast Asia, by Thongchai Winichakul, pp. 3-29
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put on the discussion: the Indianized state, mandala, and the Sino-Vietnamese model

of tributary system.

Classical scholarship presenting by George Coedes, R. C. Majumdar, and D.
G. E Hall employed traces of art history and inscriptions as initially main categories
to reconstruct early Southeast Asian history. As a result, vestiges of Hindu temples,
the distribution density of the Sanskrit stelae, and Indian original myths gradually
opened to the hypothesis of an Indianization era in the region. In a recent
classification for Southeast Asian historiography, this Eurocentric approach to the
regional history from the beginning of the 20" century to roughly the 1950s is
recalled as “externalist historiography”.'" Such western assumption see the colonial
tendency of paving a solid way to understand early political organization of the so-
called “Indianized states” via the themes of Indian kingship, religion and political
rituals.'? Southeast Asia was acknowledged as none but part of a greater source of
civilization, such as “further India”, “Greater India” and “ancient Indian colonies”.
The dominant template of the early twentieth century scholarship is the tendency to
see history as shaped by influences external to the region rather than as the product of

an internal dynamic."

The emergence of Southeast Asia as part of area studies after the World War
II, struggled to understand the region as a unity, as a domain of comparable if
castrating societies, whose histories are distinct from the history of the Indian

Subcontinent and East Asia.'* Various narratives of political history of traditional

" Victor Lieberman. Strange Parallels: Southeast Asia in Global context, ¢. 800-1830. Vol. 1:
Integration on the Mainland (Cambridge University Press, 2003); Majumdar, R.C. Ancient Indian
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of Southeast Asia, ed., by Walter F. Vella, translated by Susan Brown Cowing (Hawaii: East-West
Center Press, 1968); Hall, D. G. E, A history of South-east Asia (London: Macmillan Limited, 1955)
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Southeast Asia place the region at the crossroad of not only of inter-Asia political
movement but also of theoretical conceptualization. On the other hand, the dichotomy
between colonial and indigenous historiography became focal discussion among
scholarship on the region from the 1960s. Paul Mus and Van Leur offer a different
perspective and interpretation by emphasizing more on the local factors and the of
South East Asian autonomy.'> Debunking any outside approach to the regional
historical discourse, Van Leur's analysis is significant for those start thinking of
localization in southeast Asian part, and it is hardly avoid quoting his remark on
Indonesian history, that “with the arrival of ships from western Europe, the point of
view is turned a hundred and eighty degrees and from then on the Indies are observed
from the deck of the ship, the ramparts of the fortress, the high gallery of the trading

house”.'¢

Inspiring by Van Leur, autonomous historiography started emerging during
the 1960s with John Smail and Harry J. Benda whose works opened an exhaustive
discussion on the “inside-outside dichotomy and the significant role of “the local”."”
By exploring the internal life of pre-colonial societies, those scholars commonly looked for,
not to exclude foreign influences, but to indicate local response and adaptation to the external
materials and forces.'® For historian of early Southeast Asian history, it seems to be a
proper time to embody a new template under the theme of “localization” in seeking a

new understanding of, and new illumination on “local knowledge”, “local genius” and

and oriental despotisms: Early Southeast Asia in the eyes of the West (Hull, England: Centre for South-
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Structure of Southeast Asian History: Some Preliminary Observations, Journal of Southeast Asian
History, Vol. 3, No. 1 (Mar., 1962), pp. 106-138; idem, Decolonization in Indonesia: The Problem of
Continuity and Change, The American Historical Review, Vol. 70, No. 4 (Jul., 1965), pp. 1058-1073

18 Lieberman. Strange Parallels, vol. 1, p. 11
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the character of Southeast Asian agency in shaping regional paradigm of power and

culture.”

In an attempt to indigenize concept of state in Southeast Asia before the
coming of western power and political system, scholarship goes beyond western
category of political science as producing concept for early Southeast Asian political
network, the ‘mandala’. It is suggested to be applicable to the entire premodern period
until the indigenous kingdoms were gradually replaced by territorial state with
defined borders.”” The Focus has been shifted more on the leadership in interpersonal
relation of the “big men” or “men of prowess” which he considers as a cultural trait in
early Southeast Asia. Wotlers’ explanation leads to a suggestive paradigm of “a
variable circle of power centered on a ruler, his palace, and the religious center from
which he drew his legitimization”.”!

Examining the mandala template as a power paradigm, it is clear that the more
focuses are placed on power than politics. Such precolonial structure in some way is
visualized as “galactic polity” which bases on a “concept of territory as a variable
space, control over which diminished as royal power radiated from a center”. The
royal center “ideologically represents the totally” and “there is a faithful reproduction
on a reduce scale of the center in its outlying components”.”* And because: “The
manada organization of space was not, however, an individual harsh reality in earlier
Southeast Asia, though many ward have been recorded... Centers of spiritual authority
and political power shifted endlessly”.*® In the mandala paradigm, structure of power
and its network are far more significant than spatial organization of state. Rulers live
with central-peripheral orientation and consequently recognize the existence of
different layers of politics at the same time. The view of “seeing like a state” is not so
important in this circumstance because state has no capacity, and more significant, the

feeling that such authority control is unnecessary as center keeps moving consistently.

' Wolters, History, Culture, and Region, p. 57

2% Reynolds, Seditious Histories, p. 38

2! Stuart-Fox and Mary Kooyman, Historical dictionary of Laos (MetHuén, New Jersey and
London: Scarecrow Press, 1992), p. 85

2 Tambiah Stanley Jeyaraja, Culture thought, and social action: An Anthropological
perspective (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1985), pp. 260-61

2 Wolters, History, Culture and Region, p. 28
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Therefore, premodern power structure of the mainland is mainly dealt with the
center and the leadership rather than politics and periphery. In the Tai world,
dominant element of socio-spatial structure is ban-muang political system, a small
polity focus on rice growing river-plain with dependent villages in more remote areas

of the river valley and in the mountainous areas of the surrounding watershed.**

Competing narrative of early state/ political organization in Southeast Asia
reflects various interpretations in shaping contour of social and power structure for
thousand years before the colonialism. These controversies concern to power
relationship, kinship, kingship and politico-religious practice of legitimation and
authority. At the regional level of power paradigm, the practice of power over space
and indigenous conceptualization of geopolitics becomes focal convergence of debate
contributing to pattern of intra-regional interaction. Such indigenous imaginary spatial
depiction relates not only to the practice of authority but also to the management of

land and manpower on the geographical surface.

Conventional scholarship on Southeast Asia regularly draws a contrast
between the structure and dynamics of the early regional polities on the one hand and
those of western and Chinese ones on the other. The Chinese is believed as pioneer in
developing a “truly modern” bureaucracy by which there is no land is not belonged to
the imperial domain and there is no single person not belonged to the imperial subject.

As a result of this assumption:

“China and Southeast Asia are characterized as enjoying two
totally different ratios of people to land: in China, as in Europe, land is
the scarce resource that the state must occupy and guard (hence the
crucial role of walls — or fences — open country), while in Southeast
Asia people are the scarce resource that political actors, state and non-
state, must attract or capture (hence the importance of the walled place-
city or citadel as the focus for the gathering of followers and slaves —
albeit there was never a stark distinction between “free” and “slave” as
in Western contexts). The high ratio of people to land has, it is thought,
permitted Western and Chinese state greater freedom to apply coercion

# Andrew Walker, The Legend of the Golden Boat, p. 6



47

on subjects since the latter cannot “vote with their feet” and abscond to
“empty” hinterlands.”*
However, recently the premises have been questioned by Richard O’Connor
about those distinctive features of the region, manpower-not-land center-not-

. ... 26
boundaries, and power-not-politics.

Coming across several proposal paradigms, the Oriental despotism, hydraulic
society of monsoon Asia, the Marxist Asiatic mode of production (AMP), the
mandala, the Theatre state (Negara), and the Dynastic state, many of them directly
deal with the quest of political and economic organization over space such as
collecting people at the frontier, resettling them in the core center, and then utilizing
those manpower for cultivating land, building state project, and warfare.”’ Apart from
that, prior to the nineteenth century, large area of mainland Southeast Asia was living
in absence of state structure at the frontier of agrarian societies.” The relationship
between two “worlds” 1is largely neglected due to the fact that traditional
historiography mainly concentrates on the center’s version and keeps virtually silent
of all peripheries. Work by James Scott sheds light upon more evidences concerning
to the core-periphery model of premodern social formation. Thongchai suggests in his
work that there is the weakness of the central control in peripheral area, and the lack
of clearly defined conceptualization in making the border. In his words, power
radiated “like a candle’s light”, from a central point, diminished with distance. At the
same time, complex terrains of jungle, mountain, and “blank space” of the

borderlands were exhausted altogether or overlapped with the dim radiances of other

25 Andrew J. Abalahin, “Can Heaven have two Sons, or Did the Chinese get Funan right?
Imperial Chinese as Primus Inter Pares among Sino-Pacific mandala polities”, paper presented at the

International Conference on Imperial China and its Southern Neighbors, ISEAS, Singapore June 2012

%6 Richard O’Connor, “Critiquing the Critique of Southeast Asia: beyond texts and state to
culture history”, in Anthony Reid, ed., Southeast Asia Studies: The Pacific Perspectives, (Temple,
Arizona: Program in Southeast Asian Studies, Monograph Series, Arizona State University, 2003), pp.
74-80

*" Van Tao, Phuong thuc san xuét chdu A — 1y luAn Marx - Lénin va thuc tién Viét Nam
[Asiatic mode of production: Marx-Leninist theory and the Vietnamese circumstance] (Hanoi: NXb
Khoa hoc xa héi, 1996); Wittfogel, Karl, A., Oriental Despotism: A Comparative Study of Total Power
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957); Clifford Geertz, Negara: The Theatre State in Nineteenth-
Century Bali (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1980; Wotlers, History, Culture and Region
(1999), Stuart-Fox, Martin, Political Pattern in Southeast Asia”, in Eastern Asia: An Introductory
History, ed., by Colin Mackerras (Longman: 2000); Craig J. Reynolds, Seditious History, pp. 31-52

28 James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed, pp. 3-4
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remote centers. Some borderlanders, like the “tribal people wandering in the mountain
forest [who] were subjects of no power” seem to escape central authority and
regulation altogether. Because of the lack of a clearly defined boundary, borderland
was likely a “zone of ambiguity, flexibility and nonchalance, well outside the
historical trajectories of the region’s main power”.”

In this part, by analyzing different ways premodern society manages space, |
try to cast light on suggestive power paradigm concerning to periphery, semi-
periphery and beyond. The dominant assumption is that before the eighteenth century,
state in the region is believed in no ambition to extend its domain by focusing on
controlling land. The practice of this tradition may be various from people to people.
The Burmese for centuries tried to maintain the power structure and administrative
system over the three main political spaces of the nuclear zone, the zone of dependent
provinces, and the zone of tributary.’® Other, like Srivijaya, Champa enjoyed the
“politics of plunder”.”! For the Indian Golconda King in the 1680s, the Siamese vast
land is space of “forests and mosquitoes”, meanwhile his kingdom is smaller, but full

» 32

of men”.” In fact, the population density in the Southeast Asia in 1600 was roughly

5.5 persons per square kilometer (compared with roughly 35 for India and China).*®

% Thongchai, Siam Mapped, (1994), pp. 73-75, 79, 99-100; Andrew Walker, The Legend of
the Golden Boat, pp. 6-7

* Victor Lieberman, Burmese Administrative Cycles: Anarchy and Conquest, c. 1580-1760
(Princeton, N. J: Princeton University Press, 1984)

3! Chau Ju-kua, Chau Ju-kua: his work on the Chinese and Arab trade in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries, entitled Chu-fan-chi, trans. from the Chinese and annotated by Friedrich Hirth and
W.W. Rockhill (Oriental Press, 1966);Oliver Wolters, Early Indonesian Commerce: A Study of
Srivijaya (Ithaca, N. Y: Cornell University Press, 1967), Momoki Shiro, Was Champa a Pure Maritime
Polity? Agriculture and Industry Recorded in Chinese Documents”. Presented at 1998 Core University
Seminar, Kyoto University and Thammasat University, “Eco-History and Rise/Demise of the Dry
Areas in Southeast Asia”, Kyoto University Japan, October 13-16, 1998, Kenneth R. Hall, “The Politics
of Plunder in the Cham Realm of Early Vietnam”, in Art and Politics in Southeast Asia History: Six
Perspectives, ed. Robert van Neil (Honolulu: University of Hawaii, Center for Southeast Asian Studies,
Southeast Asian Paper, No. 32, 1989), pp. 5-32, idem, “An Economic History of Early Southeast Asia”,
in Cambridge History of Southeast Asia, Vol. 1, ed., Nicholas Tarling (Cambridge University Press,
1996), pp. 252-60,

32 Nicolas Gervaise, The Natural and Political History of the Kingdom of Siam, trans. John
Villiers (Bangkok, 1989), p. 27

3 Colin McEvedy and Richard Jones, Atlas of World Population History (London, 1978), pp.
16697, Anthony Reid, Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce, 1450-1680, vol. 1, The Lands Below
the Winds (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988), p. 15; James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being
Governed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), p. 4
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Thus, there is no surprise that the Siamese during the Ayutthaya and early Bangkok

Era searched for manpower from any directions and in any military campaigns.**

However, those examples indicate the obvious fact that indigenous ideology of
space and boundary seem to overlook and underestimate in modern scholarship on
Southeast Asia. In this respect, there is a clear and rigid frontier dividing the
premodern geographical discourse and the shape of modern nation state: the coming
of western ideas of geography, territory, and boundary. The phenomenon sometime is
described as a revolution helps to dismiss “the law of Southeast Asian inertia” which
have dominated the indigenous peoples for thousands years.”> Among scholarship on
Southeast Asia, Thongchai has successfully described the evolution of Siamese
perception of space, territory, boundary, and sovereignty between the traditional
cosmology and modern geography. The suggestion is that, “as with other nations
outside Europe, historical regards Siam’s struggles against European imperialism in
the nineteenth century as the advent of the modern nation”. By this mean, despite
“premodern societies never lacked the knowledge and technology to conceive the
space”, the fact is “the geo-body” of the Siamese modern nation is essentially a
product of “modern geography”, “clashes of concepts of boundary”, conflicts and
treaties with the West, and the introduction of mapping in western style as a new

technology of space.”®

Traditional idea of space in Southeast Asia was significantly relied on
religious cosmology, and submission rather than the precisely geographical
expression. Therefore, examining the idea of God-king [Devaraja], universal Buddhist

monarch Cakkravatin may provide a better understanding that flexibility and fluidity

3* David Chandler, Facing the Cambodian Past (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 1996), p. 91,
mentioned a palm leaf chronicle at Wat Srolauv [1856], in north central Cambodia suggested that
during the wartime, many Khmer escaped into Siam and King Rama III “allowed to settle and grow
rice” along the border; also Mayoury Ngaosyvathn and Pheuiphanh Ngaosyvathn, Paths to
Conflagration, p. 231. The search for manpower was continuous increase in Siam between 1778 and
1828. Mayoury and Pheuiphanh also demonstrated vividly this phenomenon in case of Laos, see “Slave
Raids in Lao Areas”, pp. 45-50. Puangthong also mentioned about the Siamese control the Khmer
population in Cambodian western provinces of Battambang and Siam Reap, Puangthong
Rungswasdisab, “War and Trade”, chapter. VI; Pasuk Phongpaichit & Chris Baker, Thailand:
Economy and Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 13

35 Victor Lieberman, Strange Parallels, vol. 1, p. 8

36 Thongchai, Siam Mapped, pp. x, 13, 18, 37, 68-69, 113
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of space is part of regional traditional political culture. The concept of mandala itself
lies on inter-and-intraregional relationship stipulating by kinship, religious
relationship and loyalty network. That is, “in practice, the mandala represented a
particular and often unstable political situation in a vaguely definable geographical
area without fixed boundaries and where smaller centers tended to look in all

directions for security.”’

The fluid power organization however is built in space with different
categories. The idea of “selfness” and “otherness” can be critical, but it seems
strongly overlooked in analyzing the structure of pre-modern society. The way
“selfness” and “otherness” are defined very much influences on the recognition of
state/peoples toward space, and identity: where state authority should stop, and who
should be included into its list of subject. What did people of Angkor, Ayutthaya,
Pagan, and Dai Viét really mean when they mentioned about themselves and the
others? And what was the sense of belonging implicated to different ethnics within
those political domains? As Victor Lieberman points out, the situation of early Tai
political interaction between the 13" and the 18" centuries is that “Tai-speakers per se
had no collective identity, but a separate language and religious and social
organization often permitted individual Tai groups to maintain their distinctiveness

vis-a-vis Mons, Khmers, and hill peoples”.*®

And in 1428, a Pai Viét’s mandarin, Nguyén Trdi announced victory over the
Ming’s invasion:

“Now think upon this Pai Viét land of ours

Truly is it a cultured nation

Our mountains and rivers have their characteristics features,
But our habits and customs are not the same from north to south
It was the Trieu, the Dinh, the Ly and Tran

Who is succession built this country

Even as the Han, the Tang, and Sung and Yuan,

Each was sovereign in its own domain”.*’

" Wolter, History, Culture and Region, pp. 27-8

38 Lieberman, Strange Parallels, vol. 1, p. 241

%% Nguyén Trai, Binh Ngb Pai Cao, translated in Stephen O’ Harrow, Nguyén Trii’s Binh Ngo
DPai Cao of 1428: The Development of a Vietnamese National Identity, Journal of Southeast Asian
Studies, Vol. 10, No. 1 (Mar., 1979), pp. 159-174, MomokiShiro, Geo-body Vietnam (Singapore: NUS
Press, 2010),
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The main subject of the proclamation was citizens of Dai Viét Kk kingdom
who were equally civilized and independent as Han Chinese # A. The declaration
therefore had no place for “barbarians” and other ethnics who could not read Chinese
or Sino-Vietnamese, practice wet-rice agriculture, and follow Confucian repertoire
regardless of their location inside the kingdom’s domain or not. In other important
work on geography, Dw Dia Chi [Geography, c. 1435], there was no clear
differentiation among ethnicity apart from the civilized Viet J# and barbarian non-
Viet who live in un-healthy space.* In this worldview, the feeling of selfness and the
differentiation of otherness was ethnically and culturally too strong which until the
late eighteenth century Nguyén Anh instructed that “Hdan di hitu han”: the Viet [#%]
and the barbarians must have a clear border.” The view also reflects from the Viet’s
legal system. All the non-Viet are generally regarded with suspicion and some
disdain. Article 333 in the Lé Code held that any government functionaries or
employees who contracted marriages with indigenous highland chiefs would be

punished.*

The idea of “selfness” and “otherness” comes into association with distinctive
various layers of space from the state view. As state moves beyond space, it also
encompasses different linguistic and cultural zones, economic nature and political
organization. And therefore, a power paradigm is not only speaks for geopolitical
structure but also the way state organizes its structure and manage economic network.
These elements are interdependent and thus any motion for change can be equally

important to shape new template of integration along the Mekong.

Research in the last decades shows the economic integrity of mainland
Southeast Asian history in the pre-modern period.* Several economic networks

stretched from the northern mainland Southeast Asia to the Lower Mekong River

* Nguyén Trii, “Du Dia Chi” [Geography], in Nguyén Trai Toan Tap [Completed collections
of Nguyén Trii’s Works], Vol. 2 (Hanoi: Nxb Vin hoc va trung tdm nghién ctru Qubc hoc, 2001)

4 DNTL, 1, 5:23 b, see Choi, Southern Vietnam, p. 34

*2 Hickey, Sons of the Mountains, p. 154

# See Vu Duc Liem, From Bangkok to Sai Gon: The Emergence of An Economic Space,
1782-1858, paper presented at the 11™ International Conference on Thai Studies, (Mahidol University:
Bangkok, 2011)
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Delta in the south.* This new economic landscape of the nineteenth century
mainland, however, poses the quest of reconstructing the contemporary correlative
political landscape in which, economic interaction was generated. By sharpening the
tools of historical analysis we can easily to realize that there is a convergence of view
of scholarship relating to political history of the mainland Southeast Asia in pre-
modern time. At the first glance, the political interaction in the mainland still is
dominantly captured by the traditional perspectives, especially in the cases of Siam
and Vietnam as key political players. That traditional model of politics and power
under influence by religious philosophy, notably the Buddhist cakkavatin and the
Sino-Vietnamese tributary system, nonetheless, seem not to show very well either the
scale of political development in the early nineteenth century mainland or the
practical application of local political philosophy in shaping their power network over

the Mekong River Valley on the eve of establishing of the French Indochina.

In this respect, this academic gap has been challenged elsewhere by the very
scholars who have been mainly interested in early regional political history.
SunaitChutintaranond, a prominent Thai historian, has conducted numerous research
on pre-modern Siamese-Burmese warfare in general and on the idea of cakkavartin in
particular. He points out that the cakkavartin concept functioned as an ideological
motivation of Siamese and Burmese kings in traditional warfare. In reality, the kings
created within their imaginary Jambudipa the realm of their own mandala or ‘field of
power’, in which they contended to become the most powerful cakkavartin king.
However, their mandala never overlapped until the first half of the 16™ century, after
the old Mon kingdom was totally incorporated as part of the Burmese political
domain and after the interior capital, Toungoo, was abandoned and replaced by Pegu,
who also wanted to control over the trans-peninsular traffic with the Gulf of Siam.
Furthermore, in the practical level, Sunait has, in his analysis, suggested that the

outbreak of warfare was a result of important demands politico-economically in Siam

4 Chiranan Prasertkul, Yunnan trade in the nineteenth century: Southwest China's cross-
boundaries functional system, (Bangkok: Institute of Asian Studies, Chulalongkorn University, 1989),

Puangthong Ruangswasdisab, War and Trade: Siamese Intervention in Cambodia, 1767-1851, Ph. D
dissertation, University of Wollongong, 1995, Li Tana and Nola Cooke (eds). Water Frontier,
(Singapore: Rowman & Littlefield publishers, INC, 2004)
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and Burma, notably, the control of seaports, trading routes, sources of trading goods,

manpower and corvée system, collecting taxes, and so on.*’

The significance of those suggestions is that they encourage scholarship to go
beyond the traditional scholarly perception on Siamese-Vietnamese power
relationship which tends to play down the local factor, and underestimate local level
of development in the premodern time. Further, there has been an encouragement for
an alternative way to approach the Siamese-Vietnamese political system of the early
nineteenth century through a more practical perspective, a politics of pragmatism. The
more emphasis should be drawn to the movement of peoples and authority in space in
creating new landscape of political organization. Essentially, the Mekong valley
performs in a common rhythm of change running by both Siamese and Vietnamese
mass project of political reconstruction. As a result, a structure of geopolitics comes

out.
2. 2. Structure of Power in the Premodern Mekong Valley

This part explores the integration of the Mekong Valley as a social and
political space by bringing together movement of peoples and changing geopolitics in
space and time. Such integrated view of the Mekong has been neglected in some way
due to the fact of complex terrain, of ethnic and cultural diversity, and of waned and
waxed politics. Dealing with the Mekong basin as a whole, the place from historical
perspective presents defining features to acknowledge its existence and signify a
coherent spatial structure among the Chao Phraya basin in the west, the narrow littoral
in the east and the Mekong itself in the middle. As a geographical entity of more than
307,000 square mile-drains (795,000 square kilometers) land, stretching from the Tibetan
plateau to the South China Sea, the Mekong river creates a huge network of human landscape.
It is estimated that seventy-seven percent of its drainage area lies within four countries

traversed by its lower basin — Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam.*®

* Sunait Chutintaranond. Cakravartin: the Ideology of Traditional Warfare in Siam and
Burma, 1548-1605, Ph. D dissertation, Ithaca: Cornell University, 1990, idem, On both sides of the
Tenasserim range: history of Siamese Burmese relations, (Bangkok: Institute of Asian Studies,
Chulalongkorn University, 1995)

% Sachchidanand Sahai, The Mekong river: Space and Social Theory, p. 15
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Through history, politically speaking, with the exception of Angkor and
seventh century Lan Xang of Sourigna Vongsa, Lao and Khmer polities are relatively
weaker than its neighbours of Ayutthaya and Dai Viét A and usually playing as
vassal states. Economic and demographic superiority of the latter undoubtedly and
inevitably allows them to be hubs of imperial consolidation.*’ Therefore, power
structure of the Mekong relies significantly on centers are not directly locating along
this river (Sai Gon is exceptional in this sense). For centuries, Thang Long/ Ha Noi,
Hué, Ayutthaya, Thonburi, and Bangkok run the template of historical development

throughout the region by expanding influence toward the Mekong basin.

Fifteenth century Le dynasty of PaiViét led an extraordinary campaign into
the Mekong through muang Laos, Nan, Chiang Mai and possibly even to the
Irrawaddy basin. In the late 1479, the chronicle of Dai Viét sur ky toan thu X% 550

—

4>FE[Complete History of Dai Viét]reported that emperor Lé Thanh Tong 22815
dispatchedtroops in a western campaign, to the area of LanXang and other Tai polities
in the middle Mekong. Citing the Chinese classics (the Books of Changes and of
Poetry and the Rituals of Zhou), the king called on his forcesto spread righteousness
and virtue through the mountains. This doubtless screened his preparations and troop
movements as he and his staff worked out the major campaign itself. The campaign
emerged fully planned in September (8th lunar month) of 1479 and entailed a
staggered attack along five separate routes through the mountains against the
opposing Tai positions.**Later, the dynastic chronicle also mentions that the Le king
in Thang Long [Ha N§i] was informed of full victory, even some commanders’ letters
introduced the King that Vietnamese troops went over Nan, Chiang Mai and only

stopped at the Irrawaddy River’s bank.

“In the year of pig [1479], August, 23", king Lé Thanh Téng dispatched
180,000 troops to campaign westward in order to defeat AiLao/ LanXang [Laos] who

was attacking border areas. After capturing Lan Xang, Vietnamese troops were

" Lieberman, Strange Parallels, vol. 2, 2009, pp. 14-5

8 John K. Whitmore, “The two great campaigns of the Hong Duc era (1470-97) in Dai Viét,
South East Asia Research, p. 132; idem, ‘Colliding peoples: Tai/Viet interactions in the 14" and
15" centuries’, Association of Asian Studies, San Diego, CA, 2000
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described that in glorious victory and “went into Kim Sa River [ Irrawaddy River],

next to Burmese southern borders, received Burmese Letters and came back”.*

The campaign unsurprisingly became well-known among Tai polities and was widely
recorded in many chronicles of Nan, Chiang Mai and even in a Burmese Yazawin
(chronicle) of Chiang Mai, Zinme Yazawin.’’In the document, the Vietnamese is
mentioned as “Sein Kathe”, and the event is happened in the year of 1483 (instead of

1479 in the Vietnamese dynastic records).”’

“The Viet said, “our lord ordered 400,000 men and four commanders to destroy
and capture Muang Khoua, Muang Nan and Chiang Mai to bring under
authority all the lands captured. We marched again Langchang and captured it.
From Langchang, we came to Nan. Over 400,000 warriors were assembled and
encamped there when Thao Kha Kan came with over 40,000 men and attacked
and defeated us. Three commanders were killed and over 200,000 warriors were
also killed. We dare not say definitely whether 100,000 [Gi-reverse] of them

. 52
remained or not”.

In addition, Nan and Chiang Mai did cooperation and defeated Vietnamese
troops. Lord of Muang Nan, Thao Kha Han fight against Viet with only 40,000 troops
and under supporting of Chiang Mai King, Sri Saddhamma Tiloka Cakkavattiraja. In
the battle fields, the 400, 000 Viet were defeated; over 10,000 were captured alive and
the dead numbered over 300,000. The head of three commanders were cut off and

presented.>

* Pai Viét St KyToan Thu [hereafter DVSKTT], pp. 489-90

%% Thingyan, Sithu Gaman, Zinme Yazawin: Chronicle of Chiang Mai, translated by Thaw
Kuang and Ni NiMyint. (Yangon: Universities Historical Research Center, 2003)

I bid, p. 36

32 Ibid, p. 40

33 Ibid, p. 39
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It is important to realize that the campaign has made the tremendous impact in
northern Mainland Southeast Asia at that time not only because for the first time
Vietnamese had dispatched troops westward, into Tai world, but it supported for
regional integration in which Dai Vié¢t, LanXang [Laos], Lana and other Tai Polities
were step by step engaging together in a new regional political and economic
network. Because of its significance, the construction of the historical event is crucial
to help promote our understanding how and in what ways, Vietnam could move
hundreds thousands troops westward, for thousands of kilometers, and how local

people’s responses that led to the defeat of Vietnamese.

The fifteenth century Vietnamese movement into the Mekong opened for new

interaction of Burmese, Tai and others into the central and lower Mekong.>*Chiang

> Jon Fernquist, The flight of Lao war captives from Burma back to Laos in 1596: a
comparison of historical sources, SOAS Bulletin of Burma Research, Vol. 3, No. 1, Spring 2005;
Marini, G.F. de., A New and Interesting Description of the Lao Kingdom (1642- 1648), translated by
Walter E. J. Tips and Claudio Bertuccio (Bangkok: White Lotus Press, 1998); Grabowsky, Volker,
Forced Resettlement Campaigns In Northern Thailand During the Early Bangkok Period. Source
Materials on Thai History ¢ 1600-1855: Reappraisals and Discoveries, 5th International Conference on
Thai Studies - SOAS, London 1993; Grabowsky, Volker., “The Northern Tai Polity of Lan Na (Babai-
Dadian) Between the Late 13th to Mid-16th Centuries: Internal Dynamics and Relations with Her
Neighbors.” Asia Research Institute Working Paper No. 17, The National University of Singapore,
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Mai, Ayutthaya, Burma, and Nguyén Cochinchina became more active powers during
the sixteenth and seventh centuries in involving with LanXang and Cambodia politics.
Wartfare, war captives and caravan trade foster the connection between the Mekong
and other centers not very far from it. With the rise of the Burmese, Tai Ayutthaya,
and Lana, sixteenth century central Mekong became more dependent on the western
mainland. The flow of war captive is among the main human movement among those
powers. The campaign of Bayinnaung in LanXang between 1565 and 1571 for
instance, was reported by the traveler, de Marini that after conquering Pegu and Siam,
the “king of Ava” conquered Laos whose inhabitants “he removed and forced to go to
Pegu to populate that country”. By the end of that century, a thousand of them tried to
escape to LanXang through Chiang Mai, an ally of Pegu. >

To the lower Mekong, the emergence of the Nguyén Cochinchina and its
moving both southward and westward rapidly filled a “blank space” of power left by
the decline of the Khmer division. By the middle of the seventeenth century, after
annexation of Ha Tién and the most parts of the lower Mekong, Nguyén Lord directly
involved with Cambodian politics where they faced Siamese same ambition to control
the Khmer kingdom and seaports in the Gulf of Thailand. Politics of rice, manpower,
and to some extent, of land, place Cambodia as victim in the between of a “tug of

war” game for centuries before

If one looks at the Mekong valley from this perspective, it is intriguing to
describe the whole region as fields of power. And toward the end of eighteenth
century, more powers appeared to challenge autonomous existence of the Mekong’s
periphery. Centers of the “field” were consistently shifted among Angkor, Lana,
Sukhotai, LanXang, Auytthaya, Thongburi, Hanoi, Hué, and Sai Gon. Although
except Angkor and Sai Gon, other centers do not directly involve with the Mekong
River, they enormously engage with political influence of the Mekong’s space. Thai
and Vietnamese in the last one thousand year perspective deal with groups along the

Mekong as periphery of their state making. The Vietnamese went southward along the

2004; Cushman, Richard D, The Royal Chronicles of Ayutthaya: A Synoptic Translation, edited by
David K. Wyatt (Bangkok: The Siam Society, 2000)
> Marini, G.F. de, A New and Interesting Description, p. 26
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coast meanwhile the Thai went down along the Chao Phraya River. Imperial
historiography thus narrates Laos and Cambodia as fragmentary histories or sub-
histories of the main stream created by Vietnamese and Siamese.

Changing power network in the Mekong has come as the Siamese and
Vietnamese started territorially recognizing the region and showing their increasingly
interest toward hills and mountains. Of course, these are great powers along the
Mekong, comprising Angkor and LanXang, but when the Siamese and Vietnamese
came to power by the late eighteen century they faced no challenge in dealing with
polities along the Mekong. Between the 16" century and the 18" century overlapping
influential zone between Siam and Pai Viét was significantly expanded into
Cambodia and Laos, particularly to economic and population centers. The
confrontation was widely conducted by military expedition to control manpower,
trade and fertile land for agricultural cultivation. The Vietnamese continuously moved
southward and finally annexed Champa as well as the Lower Mekong Delta which
was somehow under the patronage of the Khmer kings. In the central mainland, Lana,
Lanxang, Burmese, Ayutthaya, Cambodia were always in the situation of warfare.
This political landscape suggests that the paradigm of power in the mainland was in
the time of transition from the classic mandala system into more centralized
kingdoms of the premodern era. The two maps below describe the Mekong region
between 14™ and early 19" centuries. During this period of time, a vast area has been
incorporated or annexed into part of central state. Others were increasingly becoming

dependent or being attracted by central power for protection and security.

% David Chandler, “Cambodia before the French: Politics in a Tributary Kingdom, 1794—
1848”. (PhD dissertation, University of Michigan, 1974, Eiland, Michael, Dragon and Elephant:
Relations between Vietnam and Siam, 1782-1847, Ph.D dissertation, George Washington University,
1989, Bun SrunTheam, Cambodia in the Mid-19" Century: A Quest for Survival, MA Thesis, The
Australian National University, 1981; Mayoury Ngaosyvathn, Paths to conflagration: fifty years of
diplomacy and warfare in Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam, 1778-1828, (Ithaca: Cornell University, 1998),
Ralph Smith, “Cambodia” and “Vietnam” in a regional perspective (16th —19 Centuries), in N. T. Anh
and Alain Forest, eds., Guerre et paix en Asie du Sud-Est, (Paris, Editions L'Harmattan, 1998)
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What clearly comes from the maps is that, there is consistent expansion of
state institution into the “blank space of power” along the Mekong. Defining feature
of the Mekong space is margin of several state making and if one looked at this area
from the last five hundred year perspective, Siamese and Vietnamese made an

extraordinary advance by expanding along both side of the river and this process of
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expansion creates. By the late eighteenth century, power relationship then became
more diverse and complex, especially in the case of Laos and Cambodia. the natural
feature of the Mekong provided the western powers a border that could easily be defined

and controlled. However such colonial boundary “divided traditional polities possessing

political and cultural identities that had developed over centuries”. For many groups living

along the Mekong, the river “was never a border but their most important lifeline (saisiwit).””’

Historically speaking, their economic activities, power relationship and human mobilization
were expended to both banks of the river in a landscape of uncontested sovereignty of modern

nation-state.

In term of territorial integration in the mainland, periodization can be taken
into three main phrases, prior to the early nineteenth century.

The first phrase, early centuries AD to the 15™ century, it is the time of early
kingdoms and empires.”® The paradigm of power in the mainland this period shows
that those main mandala systems almost had no overlapping zone. Accordingly, the
main way of maintaining power network is to build a “loyalty network”, rather than
military campaign. It means that the mean of kinship relation, religious ceremony
were widely used to attract smaller political entities from any directions. Those
smaller mandala have more than one choice, in case they do not want to become a
vassal state, it has chance to escape to build a new kingdom or established a new
mandala far from this political and military threat. The Mons has moved southward
far from Bagan, the Cham has moves southward far from the Vietnamese, the Khmer
abandoned Angkor, and later political centers of the Tai kept moving southward far
from older ones to the north.

The second phrase, from the 16" century to the 18" century, overlapping zone
was expanded, especially over economic and population centers as well as strategic
port cities where trading benefits was generated. The confrontation among mandala

was widely conducted by military expedition, even in order to destroy each other.

37 Christopher E. Goscha and Sorenlvarsson, eds., Contesting Visions of the Lao Past: Lao
Historiography at the Crossroads (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2003), p. xvii, also see Volker
Grabowsky, “Chiang Khaeng 1893-1896: A Lue principality in the Upper Mekong Valley at the Center
of Franco-British Rivalry”, in Contesting Visions of Lao Past, pp. 71-96, idem, Chronicles
of Chiang Khaeng: Tai Lu principality of the upper Mekong (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 2011)

** H. Kulke, “The early and the Imperial Kingdom in Southeast Asian History”, in David G.
Marr, Anthony Crothers Milner, eds., Southeast Asia in the 9th to 14th centuries, (Singapore: Institute
of Southeast Asian Studies, 1986), pp. 1-23
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This seems to go beyond the Indian primitive concept of mandala which intentionally
differentiate at least three types of neighbors: allies [mitra], enemies [ari], and
neutrals [madhyama)].” In fact, most of main mandala in the mainland those days
came under conflict in order to control manpower, trade and new fertile land for
agricultural expansion. The Vietnamese continuously moved southward and finally
annexed Champa as well as the Lower Mekong Delta which was somehow under the
patronage of the Khmer kings. On the central mainland, Lana, Lanxang, Burmese,
Ayutthaya, Cambodia were always in the situation of warfare. This political landscape
suggests that the paradigm of power in the mainland was in the time of transition from
the mandala network into centralized kingdoms of the era of pre-modern state making.
Thus, it is clear that the diverse political pattern during this period came as results of

political confrontation between the autonomy and centralization tendency.

The third phrase, from the late eighteenth century to the early nineteenth
century is characterized by the political centralization in which only three main
powers could engage with regional competition. In this respect, the new political
context contributes to the emergence of centralized kingdoms and to expand their
power over several overlapping zones. The vital change of the power paradigm of
power in the mainland this period is that the building of “loyalty network™ was placed
by annexation territory, sending troop in capturing permanently, and putting tributary
zones under direct central control. This territorial extension needs new effective
internal administrative system which was followed by new political philosophy, that
is, in our belief, the political of space over core, periphery, and overlapping zone. And
the rest of this paper will show how this political philosophy contributes to shape the

new paradigm of power in the mainland Southeast Asia between 1820 and 1851.

% R. Shamasastry, Kautilya,’s Arthasastra, 4™ ed., (Mysore, 1951), pp. 290, 303-04, 329-30
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2. 3. Confucianism, Power, and the World Order of Pai Nam

Competing narrative of the Nguyén is now becoming a focal point of modern
historiographical debate in Vietnam. At least dozen of both national and international
conferences since 1977 have been organized in efforts of “re-recognition” (nhdn thirc
lai) and “re-assessment” (ddnh gid lai) the Nguyén. Two among those controversial
agendas deal with state of development of the Vietnamese society and its foreign
policy toward the western powers which are described as the direct responsibility to
the Vietnamese colonialism. Vietnam’s regional relation however maintains a pretty
empty space, especially with other mainland countries of Laos, Cambodia and Siam.
The reason mainly contributes to this can be precisely found in the modern political

and territorial relationship between those nations.

Recognizing the Mekong valley as a political space, this section shall brings
some elements of the controversy of the Nguyén regarding to the creation of regional
integration. It will unfold the rise of Vietnam by examining different elements of
power and diplomatic world view in forming Hué’s foreign policy. A closer analysis
is made to define the root of Nguyén authority and factor impact on Pai Nam’s
western expansion. The issue deals with lot of contradictory views, even within
characteristics of nationalist narrative although scholars share the same source of

dynastic chronicles.

Before the national conference in 2002, holding on the occasion of two
hundred year the establishment of the Nguyén (1802), it is a common view that the
dynasty was weak and had to rely on foreign support to come to power. It is highly
shameful, from the nationalism discourse, to “let the snake into the family henhouse”
(cong rdn cdin ga nhd). In addition, Nguyén Kings had portrayed as failed and
incapable rulers either in domestic policy or foreign affairs concerning to the
involvement in the Mekong basin. The famous figures have been cited over and over
in historical textbooks show a grey picture of Pai Nam society in the early nineteenth
century. Four hundred rebellions and revolts of peasants, highland ethnics, soldiers,
and even mandarins were recorded for only five decades. Dyke in the Red River delta

was continuously broken for eighteenth years. Subsequently, most part of the Tonkin
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were in starvation, people fled from natural disaster, heavy taxation and corvee
obligation. Demographic drain was becoming increasingly popular and hundreds of
villages disappeared. The social conflict between ruling class and the peasant was
unprecedented. ® This was a society in serious fever, as described by French
missionary. As a result, within five decades under the Nguyén rule, Pai Nam

increasingly became weaker and finally fallen prey to the French colonial expansion.

However, the assumption may lead to another contradictory view if one looks
at the Nguyén’s engagement with neighboring countries. Large scale intervention in
Cambodia and maintaining balanced competition with Siam in Laos place Hué as a
key player in the Mekong valley. Reading through eventful movements, one is struck
by the possible scrutiny for the query that where such power comes from, and the
political philosophy behind Nguyén’s foreign policy. Three factors are put on
discussion because of their interdependence, Confucianism, power and the world

order of Pai Nam.

The “re-introduction” of Confucianism into Hué authority, particularly in the
time of Minh Mang is among the most significant political and social changes of the
early nineteenth century Vietnam and left a huge impact on the destiny of the
kingdom later on. It was defined by the process of “Confucianizaton” vis-a-vis with
unprecedented territorial extent. The process involved with adoption of Chinese
institutions, upholding the Chinese idea of empire and the way to rule it. Both Minh
Mang and Thieu Tri presented a strong support for revising the examination system
and taking more laureates to be mandarins.®' The most significant contribution created
by Confucianism in this context was a systematic Vietnam’s classic culture and an
orthodox generation of intellectuals deriving from the elite group. Neither the quest of
development and protection the country was successful by the Nguyén in using the

ideology as their de facto core concept of power. Ironically, looking at Confucianism

“Truong Hitu Quynh, Phan Pai Doan, Pai cuong lich st Viét Nam [A Summary of Vietnam
History] (Hanoi: Giao Duc, 2006)

IR, B. Smith, “The Cycle of Confucianization in Vietnam”, in Walter F. Vella, ed., Aspects
of Vietnamese History (Honolulu: The University Press of Hawaii, 1973), p. 22; Pornpen Hatrakool,

Report on a Preliminary study on the social and economic history of Vietnam during the Nguyén
Period (1802-1883), (Bangkok: Toyota Foundation, 2007)
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in searching for power, the Nguyén may chose a “wrong” way as Keith Taylor
provocatively argues that the more engagement with this political idea, the weaker the
Vietnamese ruler were as it widens the social, cultural and political interest between

the elite and the rest majority subjects of the kingdom.*®

However, there were two main challenges for the Nguyén project placed on
economic and religious elements. The first came from the land system as the amount
of private land overwhelmed that belonging to the commune. It took three decades for
the Nguyén to conduct land registry system through Pai Nam." The date clearly
indicated that market-oriented economy was becoming the mainstream in which, by
the nineteenth century, private ownership of land was the norm, while only 20 percent
of land continued to be publicly owned in Tonkin, and in the Mekong Delta, the
number in 1838 was 6.41 percent.®’ The table bellow shows proportion of private and

public land in early nineteenth century Nguyén:

Nguyén Dynasty distribution of private/public lands

‘ Percentage of | Percentage of | Percentage of
Region Year . )
public lands private lands other lands
Thai Binh 1805 31.43 53.24 15.33
Thura Thién 1815 60.87 32.10 7.03
Mekong Delta 1836 6.41 92.43 1.16

Sources: Phan Huy L¢, Nguyén Duc Nghinh, and Pllilipe Langlet, Dia ba Thai Binh, p. 464,
Nguyen Pinh Dau, Nghién ctu Dia ba triéu Nguyén: Thua Thién, 112-13; idem, Tong két
nghién ctru dia ba Nam Ky, p. 151

In fact, the Nguyén significantly failed in addressing most of the economic
issues of land-ownership, the peasant drain and abandoned villages, water
management, trade, mining, market and handicraft. The loss of peasant and

abandoned rice-field were extremely popular either in the Red River or the central

62 Liam C. Kelley, “Confucianism in Vietnam” (2006)

* Of these registries, 1,044 volumes with 16,884 registers are preserved in National Archives |
(Hanoi) and 526 volumes with 1,635 registries at the Institute of Han Nom Studies. See Nguyén Dinh
DPAu, Tong két nghién ciru Dia Ba Nam Ky Luc Tinh, idem, Nghién ctru Dia ban Triéu Nguyén

6 See Phan Huy Lé, “Research on the Vietnamese Village”, in Anthony Reid and Tuyet
Nhung Tran, eds., Vietnam Borderless History (2006), p. 31
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region.** And the core function of the economic and social system was to server state
machine and military machine. As a state privilege, lands were first distributed to
bureaucratic officials and soldiers. The practice of the Nguyén authority in addition
illuminates more for the characteristics of power relationship in Vietnamese society.
The Nguyén law, Hoang Viét Ludt Lé -8 (1813) shows extremely antagonistic
power relationship between state and people. By borrowing most of the Chinese Qing
code which originally used to suppress the Han’s resistance against outside
Manchuria, Hué put its own subjects into a confrontation with state through strict
social and military control. Moreover, provincial organization was largely militarized
with numerous standing armies. The whole economic network mostly used for
military purpose and to serve the court. Private ships were called for transport state
taxes (mostly rice from the Red river and the Mekong basin) to Hué for many months
annually. Skillful handicraftsmen throughout the kingdom were annually collected to
Hué and other centers for state duty.® Since the time of Minh Mang, the society saw
the coming back to strict Confucianism after deeply engaging economic and monetary

.66
market for centuries.

By strengthening state control, four emperors ruled over Pai Nam in the early
nineteenth century: Gia Long 3 (1802-1820), Minh Mang #ify (1820-1841), Thi¢u
Tri &1 (1841-1847), and Ty Duc i % (1847-1883) consistently took the Chinese
model to create their own political organization. In spite of western supports receiving
on the road to the throne, Hué soon came to realize that European expansionism was a
potential thread for their sovereignty, including the presence of the Christian
missionaries. To escape from this fear, Nguyén Kings approached themselves closer
and closer to the Confucianism tradition.” However, it is interesting to be aware that

an intentional scenario to engage with Confucianism was prepared for decades before

% Yumio Sakurai, “Peasant Drain and Abandoned Villages in the Red River Delta between
1750 and 1850, in Anthony Reid, ed., The Last Stands of Asian Autonomies (Lor}don: Macmillan,
1997), pp. 133-152; Nguyen Phan Quang, Phong trao noéng dan Viét Nam ntra dau the ky XIX, pp. 25-
26

5 Nguyén Thé Anh, Kinh Té, x4 hoi, (1968) ,

% Hoang Anh Tuan, Silk for Silver (Leiden: Brill, 2007), idem, Cong ty Pong An Ha Lan &
bang Ngoai, 1637-1700, in Su tir va réng [Lion and Dragon], (Hanoi: The Gioi, 2008), p. 50

67 Truong Buu Lam, A Story of Vietnam (Denver, Colorado: Outskirts Press, Inc, 2010), p.

119
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Nguyén Anh came to full authority over the whole Vietnam. There was an
extraordinary consciousness with which the first Nguyén emperor relied upon a
“Confucianism restoration” in order to solidify his power, and significantly prepared

for such “restoration” during the 1790s when his war with Tay Son was at zenith.®®

Through those affairs, the central state surprisingly showed their mistrusted in
peoples and indicated the fear of losing power into the people’s hand. Hué’s power
not only was based on large number of military forces, but also on the manifestation
of orthodoxy related to persecution of Christianity and people movements throughout
the kingdom. Four hundred rebellions during five decades during the early Nguyén
defined a drastic change in term of power relationship resulting from breaking down

local and central balance, and ethnic relationship.

The World Order of Dai Nam: Another Chinese Empire in the South?

Alexander Woodside in his standard book on early Nguyén suggests that Sino-
Vietnamese court could not use Chinese institutions without adoption the Chinese
world view.” However, trajectory development of Pai Nam’s foreign policy is binary
and fluctuant, especially to western power. Like Sakoku $[ [Close kingdom] of the
Japanese Tokugawa, Nguyén Vietnam also involves with the controversy of whether
the kingdom engaged with the outside world and what was level of this engagement.
A bias assumption comes from the very western perspective that Hué was in “bé quan
toa cang” [close door, isolate port]. However what clearly comes from the source is
that the Nguyén was created dichotomic categories toward their policy with
neighbourers on the one hand and with the western power and their elements on the
other. Shedding light on this contradiction, one can acknowledge the complex

interpretation relating to template of Dai Nam regional relation.

Adoption of Sinic culture produced th