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CENTERS OF POWER

IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

AT THE END OF THE
EIGHTEENTH CENTURY
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Centers of power in Southeast Asia at the end of the eighteenth century,
from the book In Search of Southeast Asia (Honolulu: University of
Hawaii Press, 1987).
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Formation of major states of modern Southeast Asia from the book In
Search of Southeast Asia (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1987).
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The Modern in Southeast Asia
Shiraishi Takashi

Associate Professor for History and Asian Studies, Cornell University

Two Contrasting Maps

What immediately comes to my mind when I consider the
modern world in Southeast Asia are two maps published in
In Search of Southeast Asia, the standard textbook in the
United States on modern Southeast Asian history.! The maps
depict what we envision when we think of Southeast Asia
today. Although they are not the kind of maps that Southeast
Asians in the past, for instance, at the end of the 18th century,
used to represent their world, my concern at present is more
elementary.

The first map depicts Southeast Asia at the end of the
18th century (fig. 1, p. 171); the second one, at the end of the
19th century (fig. 2, p. 171). The difference between the two
maps is readily apparent. In the first map, the state is defined
in terms of the center. Just as light fades as it radiates out-
ward from the source of light, state power gradually weakens
as it spreads outward from the center to the periphery. The
state was perceived that way in both theory and practice; the
political entities called muang in Siam and negara in the Java-
Malay world were two examples of this type of state. In other
words, the notion of the sovereign state did not originally exist
in Southeast Asia. Dynastic states based on the suzerainty prin-
ciple consisted of a collection of states called muang, negara,
and soon.

By the end of the 19th century, however, the situation had
radically changed. The second map shows the emergence of
a new type of state. The states here are defined in terms of
boundaries clearly demarcated on a map. Since the borders
were established as a result of treaties between sovereign states,
the states on the map are sovereign entities. (The chief party
concluding a treaty in a colony was the government of the
imperial power, a sovereign state.)

From this, one can say that major changes occurred in
Southeast Asia while this shift was taking place. What hap-
pened during this process was that the foundations of the
modern state were laid, and the rule of the state began to spread
throughout the territory defined by national borders.
Moreover, the creation of telephone and telegraph networks
and the construction of railways and roads, which began in
the second half of the 19th century, were initially launched
inside of national boundaries.

A similar phenomenon also occurred in the realm of cul-
ture. For instance, sejarah, or annals, written in Malay were
widely copied, read, and enjoyed around the Malay world
down to the 19th century. Indeed, manuscript copies of
Hikayat Perang Sabil (Story of the Holy War) from Aceh in
Northern Sumatra have been found as far away as Sulu and
Makassar. In short, literature, even when copied, was rooted
in the oral tradition. In the 19th century, however, the princi-
ple of the state defined by national borders inevitably
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penetrated even the world of literature. Literature became the
subject of study by European scholar-bureaucrats. Texts were
not copied, read, and enjoyed, but rather collected, printed,
and studied in a library, exactly like scientific specimens. In
the case of the Malay world formerly established in the region
surrounding the Straits of Malacca and the Java Sea, this
process led to the creation of English-language Malay studies
in the British colony on the Malay peninsula, and to Dutch-
language Malay studies in the territory held by the Netherlands
on the other side of the Straits.

I am not questioning here whether such changes were right
or wrong. What I am trying to say is that Southeast Asia
entered the modern era while those changes were taking place.
Had they not occurred, the nation-states that we know today,
which inherited boundaries defined by the beginning of the
20th century, would not have been established in Southeast
Asia. The historical and literary traditions of that region, as
we know them, would not have existed either. Had French
Orientalists not restored and studied the monuments at Angkor,
how could the site have been held up as a symbol of the Khmer
nation’s former glory by Prince Norodom Sihanouk and Pol
Pot in the latter half of the 20th century?

Accordingly, one may conclude that the modern era in
Southeast Asia began with the shift from the world expressed
in the first map to the world expressed in the second map. To
understand its significance, we must consider Southeast Asians’
attitude toward the establishment of the world represented in
the second map, and examine the changes that occurred in the
posture that they adopted regarding the reality in which they
lived.

Regional Order in Asia
In Search of Southeast Asia contains another important hint
regarding Southeast Asia in modern times, and that is the
geographical notion of ‘‘Southeast Asia.’’ As the title of the
book aptly suggests, ‘‘Southeast Asia’ is inherently an empty,
unstable concept, not a region constituted historically. This
should be perfectly clear from the fact that the term first
became widely used in the 1940s and acquired legitimacy in
the 1950s as part of the United States’s Asia policy, which was
founded upon the containment of China. To put it simply,
“‘Southeast Asia’’ is a term that had meaning when China was
closed to the outside world. The term did not exist prior to
World War II; with the rise of Asian regionalism since the
1980s, the concept no longer has as much meaning as it did
in the past. That is why the term ‘‘East Asia,”’ which, broadly
speaking, includes Northeast and Southeast Aisa, is recently
gaining currency. The question is, How should the history of
East Asia be understood?

As the formulation ‘“Western Impact and the Asian



response’’ shows, the notion that an international order did
not exist in Asia until the coming of the West has often
informed past discussions of Asian history. However, an inter-
national order had, in fact, existed in this region since long
before the coming of the West. When examining Asian his-
tory from this perspective, as Hamashita Takeshi reminds us,
one should consider Asia as a maritime world consisting of
a series of seas, rather than as a world of landmasses.? He
argues that maritime Asia, historically speaking, was an arena
where China extended its Sino-centric world order by means
of the tributary system, translating its appeal as a market into
its political and cultural hegemony. China under the Ming and
Ch’ing dynasties was able to maintain its world order in Asia
because of its position as an empire possessing far greater
wealth than the countries on its periphery, and because of the
enormous power the network of overseas Chinese merchants
had in the maritime regions of Asia. As I noted earlier, the
Southeast Asian state was historically founded on the princi-
ple of suzerainty, but, in fact, what actually stood at the pin-
nacle of this suzerainty-based ‘‘international’’ order was China,
or more precisely, Chunghua, the center of the civilization.
The reality and concept of the Sino-centric world order dimmed
as the distance from the source of China’s light increased, just
as the power and authority of the muang and negara declined
as the distance from the center increased.

What is important here, is the fact that this traditional
order in maritime Asia collapsed in the 19th century, and that
it was restructured under British hegemony as the Pax Britan-
nica, based on the principle of sovereignty. As already noted
by Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles on the eve of Britain’s
occupation of Java in the early 19th century, the British
imperial order in Southeast and East Asia was perdicated upon
colonization of Asia’s seas. The foundations of this order were
provided by the system of treaty ports that linked Penang, Shin-
gapore, Hong Kong, and Shanghai. The overseas Chinese trad-
ing network in Southeast Asia was also reorganized to Britain’s
advantage. Opium was turned into a means of siphoning wealth
from the Chinese market. In this way, British hegemony
replaced Chinese hegemony in maritime Asia, and the West-
falian international order based on the principle of sovereignty
was introduced in Asia. These developments occurred during
the very same period when the shift from the first map to the
second map took place in Southeast Asia.

Asia’s ‘“‘Modernization”’

This transformation of the regional order caused a systemic
crisis in the East Asian world. Japan in the Meiji era (1868-
1912) responded to that crisis by pursuing the path of a *‘civi-
lized nation’’ under a policy called fukoku kyohei (‘‘rich
nation, strong army’’). At the same time, the crisis provided
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an excellent opportunity for Japan to divorce itself from the
Sino-centric world order and become China’s equal, and even-
tually even to advocate replacing China as the center of the
East Asia world. In other words, Japan’s modernization was
in response to two international systems that had come to co-
exist in East Asia in the 19th century: the traditional order cen-
tering on China and the Westfalian international order under
British hegemony.

Since this crisis in the East Asian world was caused by
maritime Asia’s integration into the Westfalian international
order, the belief that Japan was the only Asian country to
modernize is a misconception on the part of the Japanese. The
difference between Japan and Southeast Asia lay in the form
that modernization took. Under the slogan, ‘‘rich nation,
strong army,”’ Japan promoted industralization and a national
educational aystem, created modern state institutions, and
established an army and navy. During that very same period,
colonial modernization driven by colonial capitalism and a
colonial state began in Southeast Asia, although the situation
varied from country to country.

In the Dutch East Indies (in other words, what is now
Indonesia), this process began, at the latest, in the 1870s. The
sugar industry and railway construction in Java, and the
tobacco plantations in Deli, East Sumatra, experienced tremen-
dous growth between the 1870s and the 1890s. The Dutch Indies
government began to standardize the official Malay language
in the 1890s through state regulation of Malay grammar and
spelling. Then, at the start of the 20th century, the domain
from ‘‘Sabang to Merauke,”” which the Indonesian Republic
eventually inherited as its territory, was fixed, and modern state
institutions were created within those borders. For instance,
a modern police force was created in the 1910s, and a political-
police apparatus in 1919. Also, education in the Dutch and
Malay languages was gradually expanded in the name of
‘“‘progress.”’ In this way, a world that struck contemporary
Japanese who visited the Dutch Indies as more modern than
Japan appeared in Java in the 1910s.

The Dutch Indies, however, was a colonial state, not a
nation-state. Consequently, industrialization meant the for-
mation of a primary-export economy, not the development of
manufacturing sectors. Aslo the creation and expansion of state
institutions, beginning with the modernization of the police,
were designed to strengthen colonial rule. Indeed, the very con-
cept of nationality was impossible in a colony. One need only
look at the expansion of education during the age of the ‘‘Ethi-
cal Policy’’ in the early 20th century. Education was intended
to cultivate talent for colonial rule and the colonial economy;
it was not designed as ‘‘national’’ education. Hence the educa-
tional system was divided into four tracks: primary and secon-
dary education in Dutch for Dutch children linked to the edu-



cation system in the Netherlands; primary education in Malay
for native children; primary and secondary education in Dutch
for upper-class native children; and primary and secondary
education in Malay for ‘‘foreign orientals,”” namely, Chinese.
What this education produced was a plural society based on
race, not national society.

Colonial modernization took this form in Indonesia
because the Dutch East Indies state, like Japan, succeeded in
enclosing the Dutch Indies territory, while accepting British
hegemony in maritime Asia. The circumstances in the Philip-
pines and Siam were a bit different. In the 19th century, the
Philippines lay under Spanish colonial rule. Spanish capital-
ism, however, was very weak, and the power of the Spanish
colonial government in Manila had not penetrated very deeply
into outlying areas. As a result, unlike the Dutch Indies state,
the colonial government in the Philippines was unable to func-
tion as the gate keeper for the colony. Still, without economic
development, the Philippines would have had no economic
merit as a colony. And so, the colonial government, begin-
ning in the mid-19th century, opened ports in Manila, Cebu,
and Iloilo for international commerce, as a result of which the
Philippines became integrated economically into British-
dominated maritime Asia, and the local economies became
““‘industrialized”’ through direct ties with Singapore and Hong
Kong.

Consequently, Chinese mestizos and the commercial net-
work formed by overseas Chinese played an important part
in the 19th century economic development of the Philippines.
During the very same period when the native elite in the Dutch
Indies was transformed from aristocrats to bureaucrats in
tandem with the formation of a modern bureaucratic state,
in the Philippines Chinese mestizos and prominent native
gradually developed into landed elite. As one might expect,
the education demanded by this elite was not the kind designed
to produce native civil servants, but rather higher education
in Spanish that befitted a gentleman. Ilustrados, the Philip-
pine elite who received a Western education, emerged at a time
when these changes were taking place. Under American
colonial rule in the 20th century, they also obtained political
power through the parliamentary system introduced by the
United States.

What about Siam? While formally preserving its politi-
cal independence, Siam was integrated economically into mar-
itime Asia under British hegemony through its rice exports to
British-controlled Malaya. A more important element in Siam’s
modernization, however, was the fact that British Malaya
served as the model for the modernization drive launched
during the reigns of Rama IV and Rama V. Thus in Thailand
in the second half of the 19th century, as in British Malaya,
opium and other revenue farms run by Chinese formed the
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foundation of the state’s finance. Government officials sent
out directly from Bangkok gradually assumed control of local
administration, and a Western education system whose chief
goal was to produce civil servants was established. For that
reason, the modernization of Siam in the second half of the
19th century and early 20th century is sometimes referred to
as ‘“‘internal colonization.”’

The Modern World in Southeast Asia

Thus modernization in Japan and Southeast Asia took very
different forms. If Japan underwent imperialist moderniza-
tion, then Southeast Asia entered the modern era through
colonial modernization. Accordingly, it is hardly surprising
that the modern era looked different in Southeast Asia, or that
Southeast Asians responded differently, to the coming of the
modern world in the region.

How, then, did Southeast Asians, respond to the modern
era? Most crucial, perhaps, was the rise of nationalism. As
Benedict Anderson observes in Imagined Communities nation-
alism in a movement whereby the inhabitants of a territory
defined by clearly fixed boundaries imagine themselves as a
nation and seek to found their own nation-state as an organ
for governing that nation.? In Japan, the nation was created
from above as a prerequisite for building a modern state. But
in Southeast Asia, which experienced colonial modernization,
nationalism emerged mainly from below, as popular nation-
alism, that is, as a movement to gain freedom from colonial
rule and build an independent nation-state.

Since the rise of nationalism in Southeast Asia is persua-
sively analysed by Anderson, I will simply note here the cru-
cial importance of the spread of Western education and the
establishment of centralized modern state institutions. What
I wish to stress is the importance of the rise of nationalism
in the modern era in Southeast Asia. To understand this, one
need only consider when and how modern politics began in
that region, that is to say, politics that we can readily recog-
nize as such today.

In Indonesia, for instance, it was around the turn of the
century that newspapers and magazines began to be published
in Malay, providing inhabitants of the colony with a venue
for expressing to the government their wishes, criticism, and
protests. Meetings, boycotts, and the distribution of
propaganda leaflets began to be carried out around 1910; in
the latter half of the 1910s, political parties were formed, labor
and peasant unions were created, and strikes and demonstra-
tions started to be held. Furthermore, concepts indispensible
to modern political discourse — idioms such as rakyat (people),
bangsa (nation), merdeka (free), revolusi (revolution),
kapitalisme (capitalism), sosialisme (socialism), and komunisme
(communism) — were coined around that time. As a result,



the Indonesian language, the political language of Indonesian
nationalism, was created along with official Malay, the lan-
guage of the Dutch Indies state.

Philippine nationalism developed at the end of the 19th
century, a generation earlier than in Indonesia. It occurred
simultaneously with the emergence of the ilustrados,
represented by Jose Rizal. Thai nationalism developed a gener-
ation later than in Indonesia, beginning in the days of Pridi
Phanomyong and Phibun Songkhram, who overthrew the
Chakri absolutist monarchy in the Constitutional Revolution
in 1932. However, the importance of nationalism in Southeast
Asia (in fact, throughout the world) lay in its broad revolu-
tionary significance on a social and cultural level beyond the
political realm. A few examples will make this clear.

First of all, there was a change in the meaning of reli-
gious salvation. In Burma, for instance, U Ottama preached
that the only way for Buddhist believers in colonies under Brit-
ish rule to reach nirvana was to liberate Burma and establish
Buddhist socialism. In Indonesia, the Islam reformist leader
Haji Misbach called for the creation of Islamic communism.
He argued that the daily struggle against the temptations of
Satan and proving one’s faith were the true way of Muslims,
that the temptation of Satan currently manifested itself in the
form of the spirit of capitalism, and therefore that fighting
capitalism and endeavoring to construct a communist society
were the task of true Muslims. This politicization of religion
occurred because the colonial government, as a secular state,
did not protect religion as a patron, as traditional kings in the
past had done, and because the spread of Western-style edu-
cation threatened the social basis of traditional religious edu-
cation. Even so, however, this phenomenon clearly would not
have developed without the concepts of nation, revolution,
independence, socialism, and communism. As a result, reli-
gious martyrdom was transformed into political martyrdom
for one’s country.

Secondly, a new historical imagination developed. When
people begin to imagine themselves as a nation, the past takes
on new historical meaning as that nation’s past. When a new
concept of empty, uniform, linear time replaces cyclical time
(e.g., the Javanese age of light and age of darkness), and time
no longer has any significance in itself, history is envisioned
as nothing more or less than the history of the nation itself
from the past to the future. From this new national perspec-
tive, Tjut Nja Din, the heroine of the Aceh War at the end
of the 19th century, and Diponegoro, who had advocated the
conquest of Java earlier in that century, both became Indone-
sian national heroes. The kingdom of Sriwijaya, which had
formerly claimed hegemony in the Malay world, became part
of the Indonesian national tradition, along with the Javanese
kingdom of Mataram. King Ramakhamhaeng, the founder of
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Sukhotai in the 13th century, became the founder of the Thai
nation-state, and the Cakri dynasty became part of the Thai
national tradition, along with Buddhism. These developments
were the product of a new historical imagination. The
legitimacy of the nation-states today is founded upon that
vision of national history.
Third, a new spatial and geographical vision developed.
While discussing the two maps at the beginning of this essay,
I noted that Southeast Asians in the late 18th century did not
imagine their world in the way it was represented in these maps.
I will not dwell here upon how people at the time imagined
and represented their world. What I wish to point out is that
the map that we know today came into being by the end of
the 19th century as a result of advances in cartography, and
that it was hung in government offices and classrooms and
printed in textbooks. Thus in the 20th century, Southeast
Asians came to envision their country as a logo clearly demar-
cated by national boundaries, just as the Japanese, when they
hear the word ‘‘Japan,’’ imagine the Japanese archipelago,
depicted in red unlike the rest of the map.
It is often said that nations are based as much on collec-
tive amnesia as on collective memory. Today, realization of
what we have lost as a result of gaining a national vision has
led to criticism of the modern era, and the faith in historical
progress that sustained it has lost much of its appeal. Around
the turn of the century, however, when the modern age came
to Southeast Asia amid colonial modernization, people held
high hopes of “‘progress.”’ Sukarno called Indonesian indepen-
dence a ‘‘golden bridge’’ leading to the bright future. As his
remarks suggest, the arrival of nationalism was taken as a sign
that people had awakened as a nation and were starting to
follow the path of progress. The reason for this optimism is
that, even if the modern era eventually brought its own dark-
ness, at the beginning it was perceived as something that would
liberate human beings from oppression and injustice, from irra-
tionality and exploitation.
In the 1910s, Mas Marco, a “‘native’’ journalist who lived
in Java under Dutch rule, wrote the following criticism of Dr.
Rinkes, an adviser for native affairs to the governor general.
““A person such as Padoeka Dr. Rinkes, the adviser for
native affairs, who has been entrusted by the Administration
with matters concerning the situation of the Natives certainly:
1. understands better than anyone else the good or bad lot
of us Natives;

2. more than anyone else loves us Natives;

3. has more adequate knowledge about anything whatsoever
than us Natives.

But how about Marco? What sort of person is he? Marco
is person from the little-man-class; he has never stepped
through a school door; his views are not broad; etc. Nonethe-



less, by the ordaining of the one God, Marco has been given
two ears, two hands, one head, one mouth, etc. — just like
most people.

Marco’s two eyes are no different from the two eyes of
a graduate from a Universiteit (college). Thus if Marco sees
something white, certainly that something also appears white
to the eyes of the educated. And so on.””*

This sort of writing was composed by Southeast Asians after
the modern era began, or perhaps it would be better to say
that the modern era began when they began to write like this.
A new history, politics, and literature emerged from this new
attitude toward the world in which they lived. What gave birth
to it was a new spirit equating religious and patriotic mar-
tyrdom, and a new historical, geographical, and national
imagination.

(Translated by Janet Goff)
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