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Unraveling the Ambiguities of Colonial Indochina

Indochine: La colonisation ambiguÃ«, 1858-1954 (In-
dochina: An Ambiguous Colonization) is one of the most
important and authoritative studies of colonial Indochina
to have appeared in any language, and it is now available
to an English-language audience. Authored by Pierre
Brocheux and Daniel HÃ©mery, two of the foremost his-
torians of colonial Vietnam, the book (first published in
French in 1995) is one of only a small number of aca-
demic monographs to look at colonial Indochina as a sin-
gle entity and one of the very few to combine political,
economic, and social perspectives. Like most studies of
Indochina, the book devotes the bulk of its discussion
to Vietnam, but there is enough information on Cambo-
dia and Laos–some of it added to the English translation
based on recent scholarship–to make the study reason-
ably âIndochina-wide.â Although the strong emphasis on
quantitative data means that the text is more liberally
sprinkled with numbers than some readers might want in
a book that is not strictly speaking an economic history,
the facts and figures are well integrated into a broader
narrative of the colonial era from start to finish.

Brocheux and HÃ©mery in their preface lay down
several principal objectives for the book. First, they
âhave chosen to approach Indochina as a historical con-
struct … rooted … within the tensions and dynam-
ics of the social and anthropological space of the penin-
sula.â Second, as noted above, they âapproach Indochina
through its multiple dimensions–political and military,

economic, social, and cultural–and various temporali-
ties,â including both the period of colonial rule and âthe
brief, violent ruptures of decolonization.â Finally, they
attempt to transcend the dichotomy between a âcolonialâ
historiographical perspective, which treats French rule
as âfundamentally civilizing, even if faulty,â and an an-
ticolonial and national one, which portrays it as âpurely
dominating, repressive, and exploitativeâ (pp. xiv-xv).

The authors are arguably the most successful in
achieving the last of these three objectives, no mean
feat considering the ideological divide among French aca-
demics working on Indochina. The book is an articulate
critique of colonial rule in Indochina, yet it is not polem-
ical, and it does not essentialize or oversimplify the com-
plexities of the colonial system. When it comes to the
various strains of Vietnamese nationalism, the authors
do tend to focus more on the Left of the political spec-
trum than on the Right. Although this is to some ex-
tent understandable given their own particular research
interests and ideological proclivities and the historical
reality that the Left was ultimately triumphant in Viet-
nam, a more balanced treatment would have been wel-
come. Similarly, despite the presence of a chapter en-
titled âCultural Transformations,â much of the text is
devoted to political and economic developments, with
comparatively little attention to the cultural dilemmas
that plagued the indigenous elites. Cambodia and Laos
are given particularly short shrift in this respect, but to
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be fair, much of the important work done on the in-
teraction among nationalism, Buddhism, and colonial-
ism in Cambodia has appeared since the book was writ-
ten. Thus although the bookâs approach is perhaps suf-
ficiently âmulti-dimensionalâ to fulfill the second of the
authorsâ stated objectives, it leaves the reader somewhat
unsatisfied where cultural and intellectual developments
are concerned.

The relative lack of careful attention to noneconomic
developments in Cambodia and Laos means that the
first of the three stated objectives, to look at âIndochi-
naâ as a âhistorical constructâ within its broader âso-
cial and anthropological space,â is not pursued as com-
pletely as the reader might wish. The book provides a
thorough overview of policy developments in Indochina
within the broader framework of French colonialism, but
there is not much attention to the specific issues in-
volved in attempting to construct âIndochinaâ or an âIn-
dochinese identity.â The complexities and contradictions
of this agenda–notably the promotion of Vietnamese
immigration into the areas traditionally most wary of
Vietnamese influence–and the interplay between anti-
Vietnamese and anti-French elements in Cambodian and
Lao nationalism are matters that deserve more atten-
tion than they receive in most studies of âIndochina,â in-
cluding this one. The authors argue that âa number of
Vietnamese ended up, at least for several decades, also
thinking of themselves as âIndochinese,ââ but they do
not thoroughly examine the implications of that claim (p.
378).

That said, however, Brocheux and HÃ©mery do suc-
ceed admirably in their determination to show the many

ways in which French colonization of Indochina was
âambiguous.â They articulate these ambiguities quite
clearly and accurately in their preface: âthe appropria-
tion by the colonized of the innovations imposed by col-
onization,… the reversibility of modes of domination as
soon as circumstances permitted them, and … the subtle
investment in these modes on the part of subjugated so-
cieties who redirected and deflected themâ (p. xv). They
pay particular attention to the extremely ambiguous na-
ture of âmodernityâ and âmodernizationâ as a product
of colonial rule. None of these, of course, are unique to
the particular colonial experience of Indochina, but the
authors do provide a solid and articulate overview of the
ways in which these issues played out in this particular
context.

Although it is certainly valuable to have an English
edition of this important book, it is unfortunate that the
translation itself is mediocre to say the least. It reads as
if it had been done by a translation program that stuck as
closely as possible to the original French syntax and au-
tomatically chose French cognates in English whether or
not theywere the best equivalents. There is a good reason
why deceptively similar cognates are called âfaux amisâ
(false friends), and the text is riddledwith them from start
to finish. In a few cases the translations are quite simply
wrong (such as âhigh commissionersâ for âhauts fonc-
tionnaires,â meaning high-ranking civil servants, or âge-
niusâ for âgÃ©nieâ in a context where it means âspiritâ
in the sense of a supernatural entity). Academic French
is admittedly a difficult challenge, but if it is going to be
translated, then the final product should not be a literal
translation that sounds as if it had been written by a na-
tive French speaker.
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