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PREFACE

Since 2004, the Center for Khmer Studies (CKS) has been conducting the Junior Faculty
Training Program (JFTP). As the title of the program suggests, it is aimed at young aspiring
Cambodian university faculty who wish to expand their knowledge of research and teach-
ing training in the Humanities and Social Sciences. The program is generously funded by the
Rockefeller Foundation.

It is structured around semester long research and training sessions led by suitably qual-
ified scholars and instructors. Each session focuses on a particular aspect of contemporary
Cambodian society. The themes and topics are defined in coordination with representatives
of Cambodian universities to attract participants from multi-disciplinary backgrounds. The
sessions adopt a comparative perspective where Cambodia is studied alongside its neighbors
Thailand and Vietnam. The sessions include a combination of taught classes, interactive sem-
inars, field visits to the two nearby countries, and an individual research project followed by
an international conference to discuss the theme and issues covered during session. Further-
more, a selection of key reading texts used during the session is chosen by the lead scholar
for translation from English into Khmer by the Cambodian participants. The translated texts
are then put together and published as a volume to be used as a reader in Cambodian uni-
versities. The aim of this exercise is to increase the extremely limited corpus of academic
reading materials available in Khmer.

CKS has now produced six of these readers. This sixth volume represents the session: His-
tory of Modern Nationalism in Southeast Asia led by the distinguished Thai historian Professor
Charnvit Kasetsiri from Thammasat University, Bangkok. It consists of three readings. At
the invitation of Prof. Charnvit the session participants were honored and privileged to have
the eminent Professor Benedict Anderson deliver two lectures: Historical Development of Uni-
versal Nationalism and Nationalism in Asia. Prof. Anderson addressed themes and issues from
his hugely influential book: Imagined Communities, Reflection on the Origins of Nationalism.
This was Prof. Anderson’s first visit to Cambodia since 1963. To mark the occasion, and as a
tribute to the importance of this work, CKS transcribed and translated the lectures into
Khmer and reproduced them here in this reader.

The lectures were particularly poignant for the Cambodian participants as they helped to

shed light on recent tensions between Thailand and Cambodia. These tensions are embed-



ded in ideas about nationalism and historical conflict manifested in the dispute between the
two countries over the Khmer Preah Vihear temple and related border issues. Another influ-
ential article in this volume is Thongchai Vinicharkul’s “Trying to locate Southeast Asia from
its navel: ocating Southeast Asia: Where is Southeast Asian Studies in Thailand?” This arti-
cle was originally published in the CKS journal Siksacakr. It has been reproduced here in an
effort to reach a wider Cambodian audience. The article explains the historical development
of Southeast Asia studies in Thailand which attempted to follow the academic standard of

Western curriculum.

In keeping with the pedagogical objectives of the JETP, we sincerely hope that these trans-
lated texts will be of use to both professors and students in the fields of History, Sociology,
Economics, Anthropology, Political Science, International Relations, and other fields. We also
hope that they will encourage readers to critically investigate the relevant issues and themes

using a comparative and interdisciplinary approach.

I would like to finish here by extending my utmost appreciation and thanks to
Prof. Charnvit Kasetsiri for his contribution to this volume. His professional and personal ex-
periences were invaluable in providing an intellectual framework that enabled the young
Cambodian scholars to critically examine processes of nation-state building in the countries
of the region. Prof. Charnvit is actively engaged in promoting mutual understanding be-
tween Thais and Cambodians. The continuing tension between the two countries thus made

his presence in Cambodia all the more meaningful.

Finally, the publication of this volume would not have been possible without the diligence
and dedication of the translation and publishing team. Thol Dina and Touch Soputhy took
on the bulk of the translation work. Despite their busy work schedules, Prof. Michel Rethy
Antelme and Chhom Kunthea, took the time to meticulously review the final version of the
text. Yem Yoeun, the CKS Communications and Publishing Coordinator ensured it was pub-
lished in an accessible and timely manner. Special thanks go to all involved in what was once

again a truly collaborative undertaking.

Chean Rithy Men

Project Director.
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Historical Development of

Universal Nationalism

Lecture by Professor Benedict Anderson,

Center for Khmer Studies, December 19, 2008.

I want to make this very informal. I am going to stand because I have been sitting all day and I need some
exercise. It is a pleasure to be back in Phnom Penh. The last time I was here was in 1961, when Phnom Penh
was a very small town. I took a bus from here to Siem Reap, where there were then no hotels. It was very nice
and peaceful. In the meantime, the situation in the country has changed a great deal. | have learned a lot from

Mr. Chean and others in this regard.

Let me say first that if you do not follow what I am saying please do not be shy to say “Wait a minute,

please explain that more fully.” I will also try to speak slowly.

I would like to try to show you a little of the strange history of nationalism, how people have fought furi-
ously about what has turned out to be a very difficult and complicated issue. In fact, even today you will not
find among scholars or philosophers any agreement on what nations and nationalism actually are. So if you are

confused about this topic, you can be sure that everybody is also confused.

Let’s start with nationalism. Today, I think most scholars think that this is something modern, or at least
something that does not date back much before the last quarter of the 18" century. Many people believe that
the 1776 American rebellion against the British Empire was the beginning of its birth process, the marker being
the Declaration of Independence of the 13 British colonies in the northern part of the Western hemisphere. This
idea is not wrong, but it needs to be qualified a bit. If, for example, we look at the actual words of the Decla-
ration, we find something quite interesting: it never mentions “Americans.” It is clear from the language that
the people supporting the rebellion still thought of themselves as English. It took about 10 years and a bloody
war for them to start thinking of themselves as Americans. This identity arose after their country was given the
name of the United States of America, which at the start was meant to separate it from British Canada, next door

in North America but still loyal to London. The name simply showed where the new country was located.
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Very soon after, uprisings broke out in Spanish America. By 1825, almost all of continental South America, ex-
cept Portuguese Brazil, had successfully rebelled against Spain. These people too regarded themselves as Amer-
icans, i.e. from the Western hemisphere (not citizens of the US). Meanwhile, in Europe the most important
stimulus to nationalism was what today we think of as the French Revolution of 1789. Again, the interesting
thing is that, in 1789 and after, people did not call it the French Revolution, but simply “the Revolution,” or la
Révolution. You may remember that in 1792 the revolutionaries decided to change the calendar, renaming 1792
Year One. This Year One was not something French, but was meant to indicate a new era in human or world
history. Everyone was invited to join the Revolution, and the call proved very popular in many places. The
name changed to the French Revolution only later after Napoleon seized power, called himself Emperor, was
defeated by the coalition of Britain, Prussia, Russia and Austria and was exiled for the rest of his life. The name

we recognize was thus the product of the great defeat of 1815.

For the rest of the century, Europe was governed mostly by monarchies. In Asia, the rule was made up of
big imperial monarchies centered in Istanbul, Peking, Edo-Tokyo and so on. (Only in the Western hemisphere
were republics and nations normal.) I think this helps to explain one great, interesting and strange thing about
nationalism, which is that throughout the 19" century most dictionaries did not have an entry for “national-
ism.” It was a late invention at the end of the century, although it spread quickly thereafter. In Asia, for exam-
ple, the Indonesians still call nationalism nasionalisme and the Filipinos call it nationalismo. The Thais call it
chartniyom (chheatniyum in Khmer). The Thai chartniyom is also a modern invention: you would not find it
in the old chronicles. So the puzzle is this: here was something which was politically very important, first in
Northern and Southern America, then more and more in Europe, later still in Asia. But why did it take a cen-
tury or more to be named? It is quite amazing when you realize that almost none of the many famous philoso-

phers and political thinkers of the 19" century had anything important to say about nationalism.

The only person who today is remembered for having said something interesting about nationalism is the
French philosopher and linguist Ernest Renan, who in 1881 wrote a quite short article titled “What is a Nation?”
He tried to ask this question in an abstract general form, but his answer was not very clear or precise. However,
he did say something that is really important and true about the nature of nationalism. What he said is this:
“Every national people or nation has to have many things in common, but they must also have forgotten
many things.” The first part of this sentence is easy: we Khmers together, we Thais together or we Spanish to-
gether, we have so many things in common. But the second half is hard. It means that it would be impossible
to be Cambodian, Indonesian or Portuguese without forgetting a lot of things. Renan gave his French readers
a nice example: “Where do the words France and frangais come from? Well, they come from the Franks, Ger-
man-speaking barbarians who conquered what we call today France in the 8% century and produced the great
king Charlemagne. But we have to forget this.” Renan continued: “Today, there is almost nobody in France who

is pure French.”

In the same way, today we see that the Vietnamese are very proud of their country, which they call Vietnam.

You might think the word Vietnam is very old, but it is not. It was invented in the 19" century, and not by a Viet-
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namese. It was invented by the Manchu Emperor in Beijing, because he was annoyed that when the Vietnamese
monarch sent tribute he called his kingdom Dai Nam, which means Southern Kingdom. The Manchu Emperor
wrote back and said: “The name of your country is Vietnam.” The Vietnamese rulers did not dare to argue with

him but privately inside the court of Hué this name was never used. Instead they invented Nam Viet.

To explain these strange circumstances, you have to remember that Viet and Vietnamese is the translation
or equivalent of the Chinese Yueh, which is a region in today’s China covering more or less the area of Guang-
dong, Guangxi and some parts of Yunnan. You will also remember that, for almost a thousand years, what is
today Northern Vietnam was part of the Chinese Empire. So, when the Manchu Emperor said: “Your country’s
name is Vietnam,” he meant “You are outside, south of Yueh. You are not in my empire. You are a small local
tributary.” The Vietnamese rulers did not like this so they turned around and said (quietly): “Our name is really
Nam Viet,” meaning “We are the people of Southern Yueh. We used to control Guangdong and Guangxi and
maybe, some day, we will get it again.” The strange thing is that everyone forgot what the Manchu Emperor

said. A hundred years later, the Vietnamese are all very proud of their “Vietnam.”

In the same way, you probably know that the Philippines get their name from the infant eldest son of Philip
I1, the great Spanish ruler and imperialist of the 16" century. He said: “These islands my soldiers just conquered
will be called Filipinas,” but nobody in the Philippines today thinks about this and they are proud to be Filipinos.
Similarly, the name Indonesia was invented by a German scholar about 150 years ago. Nobody remembers his
name today, but right up to 1920, only 90 years ago, no one in Indonesia called himself or herself an Indone-
sian. However, today everybody does so, and doesn’t think about it. These examples show that Renan was

right. You cannot be a nationalist without a lot of forgetting.

Meantime, in Europe especially, the great empires were coming under increasing pressure from small na-
tionalisms in their midst. The UK was having trouble with the Irish, Russia with Finns, Ukrainians, Georgians,
etc, Prussia with its Poles, Austro-Hungary with its Czechs, Slovaks and Rumanians and the Ottomans with their
Greeks, Bulgarians and Arabs. All of these groups wanted to be free and to have their own national state. It was
in this situation that the moderate, democratic Austrian Marxist, Otto Bauer, produced, just before the outbreak
of World War I, the first theoretical and comparative historical study of nations and nationalisms. He wanted
to keep the form of the Austro-Hungarian Empire but democratize it, and give autonomy to the various Hun-
garians, Czechs and Slovaks, etc, inside it. In this way, a United States of Austro-Hungary would peacefully
emerge like the United States of America. Like Renan, Bauer was acutely aware of the capacity of nationalism
to adopt a mythical history and encourage hatred of foreigners. He was especially worried about the popular
hatred being expressed between Germany and France (which soon would be one cause of World War I). Fa-
mously, he wrote that contemporary French and Germans were very much alike, much more like each other than
either group was like their supposed ancient ancestors. He emphasized that the most important thing holding a

nation together is not a supposed past but a sense of common fate in the future.

I think that if Bauer were alive today he would say that today’s Khmers and Thais are much more like each
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other than either group is like the people of early Ayutthaya or early Angkor. Bauer was the first thinker to link
nationalism to the future, not the past, and I think he was quite right. The nation asks for sacrifices for its fu-
ture. Just think about it for a moment. It says, for example, “Please let’s not cut down all our forests just be-
cause we want money; we should preserve them for our children’s and grandchildren’s pleasure, health and
handicrafts. We should try to keep all our art treasures and monuments, not for us alone because we will be dead
soon, but for our descendants. We should pay our taxes, so that this country will be developed for all Cambo-
dians 50 or 150 years from now. If we have to fight a war, we fight for the future of our country.” This explains
why the idea of the death of the nation is something horrible, and why the word “genocide,” murder of the na-
tion, was invented very recently. A nation is not supposed to die, and it is the job of all of us to make sure that

it does not.

This way of thinking was new. In the olden days, people knew that royal dynasties would come to an end
some day and kingdoms would disappear. Sure enough, just a year or two after Bauer’s book was published
many grand old kingdoms and dynasties disappeared. This first happened in China in 1911, then in Russia in
1917; eventually, in 1918-1919, the Ottoman Empire in Middle-East, the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the
German Empire in Central Europe all collapsed. Out of this collapse came a large number of new smallish na-
tion-states: independent Bulgaria, independent Poland, independent Finland, independent Czechoslovakia,

Saudi Arabia and so forth.

The consequence was that, for the first time in human history, monarchy stopped being normal. The clear-
est sign of this was the appearance of the League of Nations soon after WWI’s end. From then on, everybody
was supposed to live in a good nation of his/her own, even though there were French, British, Japanese and

American empires still alive. But something had changed fundamentally.

We all like to think of our country as unique. Khmers say there are no countries like Cambodia. The Thais
think that there are no countries like Thailand and the Portuguese think that there are no countries like Portu-
gal. But the very existence of the League of Nations, and later the United Nations, indicates that nations have
so much in common that they can recognize each other as fellow members. Compare this with the unimagin-
able formation of a United Religions (of the world), unimaginable because all religions believe themselves in

some ways to be universal.

Meanwhile, the domains of religions coincide, unlike nations, each of which has its own local domain,
which other nations are to respect. Many people may not yet have noticed that, since World War II and the for-
mation of the UN, no country has gained substantial new territory. New countries have emerged, but only from
splits within existing countries, e.g. the USSR, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia and Pakistan. Israel has occupied
a lot of Palestine, but the UN steadfastly refuses to recognize any Israeli right to this occupied land. Indonesia
has tried to grab former Portuguese East Timor. These events show us that, as time passes, national territory has

become more and more sacred.
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I can give a strange, funny example of this. In the 1980s, the US was in a lot of financial trouble and was
very worried about losing power to Japan, which then looked very successful. America also had a huge finan-
cial debt to Japan and other countries. There was a discussion in class and I said jokingly to my students: “This
is an easy problem to solve. Do you remember how you got Alaska from Russia?” They said: “Yes, we bought
it from Russia in 1867. It was quite cheap actually.” I replied: “Why don’t you sell Alaska to Japan? You will
make a huge profit and get rid of your debt.” The students were astonished and even angry: “How could we sell
part of our country?”” Although they knew that the US had bought Alaska they wanted to forget this, because

Alaska had become sacred national land, not to be sold to anyone.

Nonetheless, there were two obvious anomalies on the list of “nations” in the League of Nations and the UN:
two members that did not sound like normal nations. The first was the United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Northern Ireland. You cannot tell from this name what the people are called: Great Brito-Northern Irish? It is
impossible. The UK is a leftover of an ancient empire. The second was the Soviet Union, which contained
many nations but wasn’t a nation itself. When Lenin, Trotsky and Stalin seized power and, after a long and
bloody civil war created the Soviet Union, they did not think it had any permanent borders. Its foundation was
the beginning of a world revolution, which people from all parts of the world would join. The USSR, they
thought, was much more advanced than old-fashioned nation-states; indeed, it was above them. But probably
one reason the USSR broke down in the end was exactly because it wasn’t a nation, and the nations inside it

wanted independence.

The next important influence on ways of thinking about nationalism came in the 1930s, with the rise of
highly aggressive fascism in Hitler’s Germany and imperialist militarism in Japan. Both regimes were violently
nationalist and racist, and started conquering neighboring countries, leading to World War II. They did not last
long. Over his 12 years in power, Hitler murdered millions of Jews, Poles, Ukrainians, gypsies, Russians, etc.
At the same time, Japan was responsible for the deaths of millions of people in China and Southeast Asia. The
effect of these horrors (in Europe) was to discredit nationalism as “bad,” something that had not really happened
before. This was the reason why the European Union came into being, i.e. so that nationalism would be curbed
and pacified in a supranational bloc. In Asia and Africa, however, World War II and the collapse of Germany
and Japan greatly accelerated the rise of leftwing anti-colonial nationalism, which for a long time had high
prestige. The power of this leftwing nationalism was such that the USSR could no longer expand its borders
and Stalin and his successors had to accept the nationally independent communist states of China, North Korea,
Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, most of which eventually came to have their own seats in the UN. One major
reason for this stance was that these countries’ communist parties had fought tenaciously (with their own armies)
for their liberation. This development began to discredit Lenin’s idea that eventually supranational world com-
munism would surpass or overcome nationalism. In 1978-1979 came the triangular war between three commu-

nist-ruled countries — Cambodia, Vietnam and China — which the old Bolsheviks could not have imagined.

All these developments had a big effect on thinking about nationalism, which also had to take into account

the fact that it was a worldwide phenomenon. It was no longer possible to think in a naive way that national-
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ism was always good and progressive or that nationalism was something European or that international social-
ism would prevent wars between socialist states. An additional problem was that, in the 1970s and 1980s, to
almost everyone’s surprise, “old nations” like France, Belgium, Italy and the UK faced serious “nationalist”

movements driven by hitherto quiet ethnic minorities — Irish, Corsican, Breton, Flemish, Northern Italian.

The interesting thing is where the big debate on nations and nationalism took place in the period from about
1963-1983. You might have expected the debate to have happened in the US, with its thousands of universities
and colleges, or in France, usually regarded as the centre of European intellectual life. But this did not happen.
Amazingly, there were few courses taught on nationalism in the US in those years, and Americans usually did
not think of themselves as “nationalist,” but rather as the bearers of universal values that everyone in the world
should follow. France was preoccupied with its disastrous wars against Algeria and the Indochinese nations, and

struggling with the EU. So the debate really took place in the UK, which was not really a nation-state.

All the early participants were Jews, but they were very different: Hobsbawm, a famous historian and a
communist; Gellner, a sociologist and a liberal; Smith, a moderately conservative historian; and Kedourie, a
rightwing historian. Kedourie was born in Iraq, Hobsbawm in Egypt, Gellner in Czechoslovakia and Smith in
London. The most “theoretical” and influential was certainly Gellner, who argued that nationalism arose out of
the modern world transformation from agrarian societies to industrial ones, with monarchy and religion not ca-
pable of holding societies together under industrialization. Gellner thought that nationalism was like gasoline,

making it possible for the truck of modernity to start moving.

This idea, however, was difficult for many people to accept. Some people said that the first nationalist move-
ments broke out in the Western hemisphere between 1775 and 1825, when industrialization had not yet even
started there. Others, like Anthony Smith, denied that nationalism was really modern at all. A religious Jew
himself, he said that there was a Jewish nation thousands of years ago: nationalisms are not modern but based
on very old languages, cultures and religious beliefs, which merely undergo changes in the modern period. If
you take the example of Vietnamese nationalists who say the Vietnamese nation is 4,000 years old, Smith would
be sympathetic while Gellner would laugh. Most writers on the theory of nationalism take one side or the other

in this debate.

Now, for our discussion, I am going to mention briefly how I got involved in this public debate. By the end
of the 1970s I had already spent 20 years studying Southeast Asia, especially Indonesia, which were parts of
Asia that most Europeans and Americans knew very little about. It was clear to me that no theory of national-
ism based merely on Europe would be adequate: the whole world had to be considered. I also had concluded
that existing theories could not explain why people feel so strongly about the nation, and are even willing to
die for it. Up to that time, everybody had looked at nationalism as if it was an ideology, like socialism, anar-
chism, conservatism, liberalism and so forth — all of them easy to explain. If nationalism is truly like them,
why is it so hard to explain? So maybe it is not really like them. It may be like something else. One thing very

striking about nationalism is its association with death. Most national monuments are dedicated to the nation’s
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heroic dead. We think: “They died for us, and maybe we will die for our descendants. We know that we are going
to die one day, but our nation (Cambodia, Sweden, Nigeria) will not die. So we participate in its immortality.”
Ideologies do not offer this kind of immortality, but religions often do: “So,” I thought, “maybe we have to think
about nationalism as like religion, not like liberalism. Then we can see why people feel so emotional about it.”
There is something else strange and worth thinking about. If you feel you love the Khmer people and you want
to do something for them, you might ask yourself: “How many Cambodians do I actually know by name?”
Well, if you are energetic, you know about 300 people. But you certainly do not know millions of Cambodian
people, you do not know their names, you do not know where they live, you do not know what they do and so

forth. And here the answer is that the nation has a very peculiar kind of status, which I describe as “imagined.”

People have to have in their heads the idea of “We Cambodians.” But how does it get into people’s heads?
Why does it seem real to them? If you want to go outdoors tomorrow morning to see Cambodia, to talk to Cam-
bodia, you cannot. You cannot see Cambodia unless you go into the sky, into a satellite and then see it from the
top. But you still cannot see where it begins and ends. The only way you can see it is on a map, which is just a
picture, not a reality. You look at the map and say: “Ah, Cambodia.” You look at the postcard and say: “Ah,
Cambodia.” You look at the pictures of Angkor Wat and say “Ah, Cambodia.” But, truly, you cannot see Cam-
bodia.

The status of a nation in some ways is like that of a good novel. As you read the novel, you are engaged with
the hero and heroine. You want to read on because you want to know what will happen to them next. You know
the heroine does not exist but at the same time, as you read it, you are excited and involved with her. You feel
terribly sorry for the hero, and admire him, in your imagination. In a certain way, the hero and heroine are real
to you and this is the way that the nation should be understood. If you cannot imagine the nation it does not exist.
This is a difficult idea, because some people think that, if you say “imagined,” this means it does not exist. In
English, we use a different word, “imaginary”, for something that really does not exist, like a dragon. But
“imagined” is something real, because it is in your head and densely in your heart as well. You will never see
Cambodia but all the time you can imagine it, its magic, its famous places, history, songs, movies, poems,

tragedies.

Question: If the nation is so abstract, how come politicians can manage to manipulate it in such a way that

the whole population feels emotion?

Dr. Benedict Anderson: Because we have imagination. May I give you a simple example, probably a bad
example. All of you are aware of King Jayavarman VII, but you have never met him and you do not know how
tall he was. We do not know what he liked to eat, what kind of songs he enjoyed. What we do not know about
old Khmer kings is enormous. We cannot access them directly. We cannot talk to them. We cannot report their
views, but we are quite sure that they are very important in the history of Cambodia. We have to look for things
through their legacies, like reliefs and inscriptions at Angkor. They are mysterious figures because they lived

in a world completely different from ours today. This is true for all national histories.
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here is one other thing that I think it is important to understand: changes in consciousness. Let me give you
a very famous and simple example. Maybe the most famous church in France is at Chartres, South of Paris. It
is absolutely beautiful, with a lot of stained glass windows and sculptures. It was built around the same time as
Angkor Wat. Today, if you ask French people “What do you think about Chartres?”” they might say that Chartres
shows how fantastic and brilliant the French are. Then, you say: “Actually, in the 12" century, there were no
French people. It was not designed to be French. It was planned as a Christian church. It was built not for the
French, but for God.” What is interesting about their replies is that something that used to be connected to God
and connected to the supernatural has changed and become a non-religious artistic object which tourists from
all over the world want to come and see. My question is this: If you look at Angkor Wat, do you think that it
was built simply in order to show how wonderful the Cambodian people are? Is Angkor just an example of the
creativeness of Cambodians? Or is it something else? When you go to Angkor Wat, what do you look at and in

what spirit? I want to know what you think. Is your response to the site mainly religious or national?

Within the sphere of nation and nationalism is also the key idea of equality, tied to a sort of fictional kin-
ship. Such an idea is of course radically opposed to traditional hierarchies, especially monarchies. Try listen-
ing to your political leaders talking to you on the radio. They are not going to call you “my children” or ”dear
farmers” or “dear men”. They will call you something like “brothers and sisters” or “Khmer brother and sis-
ters.” I am sure you know that in many countries it was a long time before women were allowed to vote, be-
cause women were regarded as inferior and ignorant. But when women started to be well organized, the
strongest argument they had was not a universal argument for women’s rights but rather one for national equal-
ity. “We women are also Irish or Indian or Vietnamese, so how can you not let us vote? We are your sisters, not
your slaves.” The same logic applies to other discriminated against groups. Take the election of Obama as Pres-
ident of the US, which would have been impossible 15 years ago. The key thing is that he is American, and it

is as an American, not as a black man, that he has the right like everyone else to become president.

You can see something no less interesting in recent Thai politics. The rightwing middle-class demonstra-
tors who closed Bangkok Airport for two months in Thailand had the nerve to state in public that rural people
were too stupid and ignorant to be allowed to vote on the same basis as the middle class. In other words, coun-
try people are inferior to Bangkok people. They wanted to change the Constitution to make sure that the infe-
rior people could not choose the government. This announcement simply shows that Thailand’s nationalism is

still incomplete and immature. In most other places, people would be ashamed to say something like this.

Question: How do you explain Cambodian nationalism using your model?

Dr. Benedict Anderson: Let’s start with literacy. 70 percent of Cambodians today can read and write. This
rate is notably higher than England’s in the 19" century. Not only can they read magazines and books, but also
they can watch TV and listen to the radio. If you ask me what my contribution to the theory of nationalism is,

my answer has to do fundamentally with reading. My argument is that nationalism is not possible without what
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I call “print capitalism.” This was something that even Marx failed to notice. Books are of course commodi-
ties, like plates, sugar and soap, but they are not just physical objects like the others, for inside they contain ideas
and messages. But books did not get copied and sold on a huge scale until the invention of print and the rise of
capitalist book sellers and distributors. But to be sold successfully books had to be written in languages the cus-
tomers could read. The founders of nationalism are people who can read printed books in their own language,

among these Khmer.

In the 20 century, first radio then TV developed to supplement the work of books and newspapers. Vietnamese
leaders in the 1940s were among those who realized that through radio they could appeal to millions of people
who were still illiterate. Indonesian nationalist leaders made the same discovery at the same time. Cambodian
nationalism also became possible only with the appearance of print capitalism in the late French colonial pe-
riod. We can see this from the early importance of the Khmer Krom community in Cochin China, especially
around Saigon where, comparatively speaking, there were many books and newspapers available, as well as
many schools where children learned to read and write. From the Mekong Delta, this nationalism then spread
up the river to Phnom Penh and into the Lycée Sisovath and so forth. The “father” of Khmer nationalism is Son

Ngoc Thanh, a Khmer Krom with a commoner background, not an upper-class person from Phnom Penh.

Question: Can you say anything about regional organizations of nation-states, such as the European Union,
the African Union and ASEAN?

Dr. Benedict Anderson: Well, the original idea arose in reaction to Europe’s disastrous experience of two
colossal wars, in 1914-1918 and 1939-1945, in which many millions of people were killed. People said “We
cannot let this happen again.” So the basic idea for the Union was to prevent any more wars in Europe. The plan
was first to create an economic union, with the hope that economic integration would lead to political integra-
tion in the longer run. Some people even believed that, if the Union was successful, nationalism in Europe
would be bypassed. As you know, today the economic integration of Europe is very far advanced, but the ex-
pectation that nationalism in Europe would disappear has proved to be completely mistaken. Some members
of the European community do not accept the Euro, and even countries that do accept it still insist on local
banknotes having local national symbols on them. The EU has had no president until recently, and its military
power is small, hence the joke that the EU is an economic giant, a political child and a military dwarf. Yet the
EU is far the most advanced of all the regional unions. If you look at South America or Africa or Southeast Asia,
there is some coordination, especially economically, but political and military power is insignificant. Many of
the member countries have become independent only fairly recently, and are strongly nationalist, so unwilling
to give up their sovereignty for economic reasons. Professor Charnvit always jokes that ASEAN is just an end-

less cocktail party for its diplomats.

Dr. Benedict Anderson: Does anybody feel comfortable to answer my earlier question? I would like to see

what you have to say. When you go to Angkor Wat, how do you look at it?



72 Benedict Anderson

Question: I want to see the history inside the wall. As Khmers, we always say that only people who are for-
tunate have the opportunity to visit Angkor. I have visited Angkor. It was a great thing. But I face so much gen-
der discrimination among Cambodian organizations. I just went to Angkor to ask the Apsara “How can the

Apsara be a symbol of Cambodian women? Why do Cambodian women today suffer so much?”

Dr. Benedict Anderson: What did the Apsara say?

Answer: The Apsara is a very strong and gentle woman. So, the Apsara told me that I should continue to

work, harder and harder, and not get disappointed.

Comment: I think I really like the idea that nationalism is something about the future. I always imagine that
if the Angkorean King Jayavarman VII had never built such a temple complex, where would Cambodia be
now? He was thinking of the future. So, for me, what we should do right now is try to build something good

for the future too, that will last like Angkor.

Dr. Benedict Anderson: We talked earlier about Renan’s idea about the need to forget. What have you for-

gotten?

Comment: Angkor has a lot of mysterious symbols. But it seems that the kings were building it to please
the gods, who are immortal, so the building should be very strong and last a long time. I am not sure if they were

thinking about Angkor as something for future Khmers to remember.

Dr. Benedict Anderson: Do you know how many ordinary people died to make the construction of Angkor

complete?

Comment: Probably a lot. The kings had the ability to mobilize all the population, the slaves or whoever
to come to work. I do not think it was forced labor. The rulers persuaded motivated people to come and build
such a complex. The carvings at Angkor are mostly about real history, wars, slavery and so on. This must have

been meant for later generations to remember.

Dr. Benedict Anderson: Yes, that is interesting. There must have been a huge loss of life to create such a
gigantic complex. But what people forget is that those who actually built these temples and carved these mu-
rals and statues were just nameless masses — and so they still insist that Jayavarman VII himself “built them.”
We cannot even be sure that all these nameless people were Khmers, since the Khmer rulers captured lots of

non-Khmer people in war and used them as labor.

Question: The more you talk about forgetting, the more I ask why it is part of the definition of nationalism.

Dr. Benedict Anderson: You might be misunderstanding Renan. He doesn’t mean that people who forget
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are stupid or ignorant. He is talking about a basic change of conditions of life and of consciousness.

800 years ago people went to Chartres to pray to God. Today they are mostly tourists, who do not go to
churches for any religious reason. They do not think about Chartres in a religious way, so they can “forget” that
Chartres was a place for Christians to pray. They want to see something beautiful. So when they come to the
church they cannot put themselves in the position of the kind of people who built that church seven or eight cen-
turies ago, who were deeply religious. I mean, it is not possible for modern French people to think like people
800 years ago. That is why I was asking you how far you can imagine what it was like to be a person who
helped build Angkor. What did people in that time think about this? And how do you look at it now? You might
think “change of consciousnesses” is a difficult idea, but it isn’t. For example, how many of you have ever

seen a photo of when you were baby?

Answer: [ am very lucky because my father is a photographer. He took a photo of me when I was one year
old.

Dr. Benedict Anderson: If you saw this picture of yourself and nobody told you who it was, would you

know it was you?

Answert: No.

Dr. Benedict Anderson: What makes you sure that the baby is you is someone who remembers and can tell
the story. Someone has to help you. You can not recognize yourself, because you do not think like a one-year-

old baby any more.

Question: I would like to ask you about what you said about nationalism being connected with equality. For
me I think, also through some Chinese movies as well, that the drive for equality can cause power struggles,
because in modern times there is no equality. These power struggles can cause instability and, with instability,

the nation falls apart. How can you then call yourself a nationalist?

Dr. Benedict Anderson: I guess you are thinking about monarchy. We should remember that, throughout
most of human history, monarchy was normal everywhere in the world, but now it is not normal. Less than 15%
of countries in the UN have monarchies. One disappeared in Nepal a few months ago, and the others will go
too. Most of the few surviving monarchs are symbols. They do not have power. Thailand is an exception, and
some Arab states, like Saudi Arabia. Something like 85% of the countries in the world are republics. This huge
change in 100 years is a fundamental and irreversible transformation, and the basis for this transformation is a
rejection of the idea that a king is someone sacred, divine, magical and unique. Kings are not anything differ-
ent from us. They also urinate. They also defecate. They can have sexual problems. They may be a bit stupid
or lazy. They can also be nice and hard working. There is no difference from us. And if there is no difference,

how come they have all the privileges? This is why, globally, monarchy is slowly dying out.
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Comment: If you go to some countries, which are supposed to be republics and have presidents, you may
be surprised. In Indonesia, the President behaves like a king, even though he is elected by the people. There are
other countries where there are still monarchies and where kings take serious responsibility for looking after
the people, so that the people appear more equal than they do in republics where presidents hold all power. 1
mean, you can have a monarchy and still have nationalism, like Cambodia during King Sihanouk’s time. Even
if he is not the top person any more, a king can still be the image of the country and the nation, like any presi-

dent. So I think there can be nationalism in monarchy.

My point is that a true nationalist sometimes has to abandon equality in order to maintain stability of the
nation, so that no neighbor can invade the country. It does not matter that sometimes people are not equal or

have less power than others if this is necessary to protect the country from invasion.

Dr. Benedict Anderson: Yes, I think this often does happen in times of crisis. But it does not change the
basic idea, which is that nationalists or people of the nation are supposed to treat each other as equals, brother
and sister, not master and slave and not lord and servant. This is why monarchy today is not very stable, be-
cause it runs against the general modern condition of “brothers and sisters.” The King in Thailand is not a
brother or a sister. And that is why his position is not stable, and the position of his son is even less stable.
Here, we can turn to look at the problem of military dictatorship. Many military dictatorships come to power
announcing on the radio that: “The situation is extremely serious, very dangerous, only we can solve the prob-
lem.” This is all right for a short while but soon a big problem arises: if they have solved the country’s prob-
lems, why are they still in power? If they have failed to solve the problems, again why are they still in power?
So it is very hard for the military to stay in power for long. If they are successful, they should leave. If they are
not successful, they should also leave. This also applies to political leaders: in an emergency they can have big

power but in the longer term it is difficult to do so.
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The topic of today is the question of whether there is something special about nationalism in
Asia. What I want to do first is to say something quite quickly about why this idea should have
existed at all. Then I will try to show you the reasons why I believe the idea to be useless and mis-
taken.

The first thing we all have to realize is the difficulty of what academics and politicians today
call identity. They make it sound as if it is something deep inside each of us. But this is an illu-
sion. Identities come from the outside, much more than from the inside. It depends mainly on
how you are addressed by other people. This addressing in turn greatly depends on who is talk-
ing to you and where. Let me give you a very simple example from my own experience. I have
an Indonesian friend who told me the following: “Imagine I meet another Indonesian inside In-
donesia, and I ask the person where he or she is from. The person will not answer ‘I am an In-
donesian,” because it would sound weird and stupid: we are both in Indonesia! He or she would
likely say I am from Java or Kalimantan. But if the same question is asked in Hong Kong and the
person asking is an African, then he or she will not say ‘I'm from Java,” but rather’ I am from In-
donesia, I'm an Indonesian,” partly because he/she is not sure the African has heard of Java. If I
go to America and somebody asks me where I am from, I might easily say ‘I am from Asia, I'm
an Asian,” because I think maybe the American has never heard of Indonesia, or gets confused
between Indonesia and India.” So the same person may have an Asian identity in America, an In-
donesian identity in Hong Kong and a Javanese identity in Jakarta. It all depends on where he/she
is and who he/she is talking with. This is important because all of you have this kind of experi-
ence. One day, your identity will be ‘from Battambang,” the next “from Cambodia’, and later still

‘from Asia.” So identity depends on movement. If you meet an American in Paris and ask her
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where she is from, she is not going to say ‘I am from Los Angeles.” She will say ‘I am American,
unless you, asking the question, are also American. In this way one can imagine that the visibil-
ity of identities arises especially in modern times, when millions and millions of people are mov-
ing from country to country, continent to continent, city to city and so on. I think no one in Asia
ever thought of themselves as ‘Asian’ until the last 50-60 years.

The second thing I would ask you to remember is that the name Asia was originally invented
by ignorant Ancient Greeks for a part of the globe that was huge, far away, strange, barbaric, ex-
otic. For them it meant what we know today as Persia (Iran), Turkey, Iraq—they did not then
know about China, Japan, Southeast Asia. The contrast was not between Europe and Asia, but
just Greeks (good) and Asia (bad). I suppose it is in human nature to enjoy looking down on
someone else. This idea about Asia being barbaric compared to Greece, later Europe, was rein-
forced in the 19" century with the rapid spread of European imperialism made possible by the
industrial revolution, industrial capitalism, modern rationalized bureaucracies, racist ideologies,
and so forth. The domination of the main European powers (primarily French and British) was
so great and the way in which they described why they were so powerful —technology, science,
industry, war-machines—was so scary that it created a reaction in many parts of Asia (already
in the late 19" century and even right up to our own time). A good many intellectuals in Asia ar-
gued that the West might have material-scientific superiority, but Asia had spiritual superiority.
This spiritual superiority lay deep inside each person, almost like the Christian idea of soul. But
naturally, since Asia included many different societies, the nature of this spirituality varied
greatly. Buddhists thought the true spirituality was Buddhist, Hindus thought it was Hindu, and
Muslims thought it was Muslim. It is therefore hard to talk about something which they all have
in common. In fact, if you look at Islam, it is much closer to Christianity and Judaism than it is
to Buddhism or Hinduism. Most recently, from the 1990s, some political leaders in Asia, notably
Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir, started saying: “We will not follow the rules of Western
democracy. We are going to have our own kind of democracy because we want to maintain asian
values which are much better than western values. We do not have to apologize that we do not
worry too much about human rights, or individual rights. We Asians think and act collectively,
as well as spiritually.” But it is only too obvious that these arguments were brought up to legit-
imize authoritarian rule by these same leaders. A nice example is Mahathir himself. When he
was in power he censored the press and TV heavily, and put people in jail without trial in the
name of Asian Values. But after he stopped being Prime Minister, his successor censored Ma-

hathir, and Mahathir was furious, saying democracy was disappearing in Malaysia.
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Now we can turn to the question of so-called Asian nationalism as something unique. My own
answer is that there is not ‘one” Asian nationalism but many, and none of them is truly unique.

On the blackboard I have written down the five successive forms which nationalism under-
took from the time when we can see it visibly in social action at the end of 18" century. Then, we
can investigate whether we can find these five forms of nationalism in Asia today.

The first one is what I call Creole nationalism. (Originally Creole meant a person of European
descent who was born and grew up outside Europe.) This is the early type of nationalism that
arose among Europeans who conquered South America, Central America, North America, and
the Caribbean, and then settled down there. Often they had sexual relations with local native
women, and began to produce children and grandchildren who were of mixed European-native
origins. Later after the importing of millions of slaves from Africa, they also had sex and children
with black slave women. Later, we find something quite similar in Australia, South Africa, and
other places. These are the white-controlled overseas countries that we are familiar with today.
Why did national movements first arise among the creoles? One big reason was that even though
these people thought themselves as Spanish or British, people in Britain or Spain said to them:
“You are second-class Spanish or British. We do not know whether your mothers are Indian or
your grandmothers were black. You are not fully European, so you have to obey us and form our
overseas colonies.” The Creoles, however, discontented with this subordination, effectively
replied: “We have the same religion as you. We still speak the same language as you. We read the
same books as you. We know how to make and fire guns the way you do. There is no difference
between us, except that you people are arrogant and want to exploit us. So we will fight back.”
And they could fight back effectively because there really was little difference between them and
the imperial lords in Spain and England. That is why if you look at who are the main activists in
this national movement in South and North America, they were not students or intellectuals.
They were merchants, professional people, big landowners, and some journalists. So, the kind
of people who got involved in these national movements were successful people who wanted to
have control of their own countries. When they were successful, they got rid of the imperial
monarchy and so became the first collection of states to be republican in form at the time where
the rest of the world was still under the rule of monarchy. It is worth noting one partial excep-
tion, which is the famous rebellion of black slaves in what today is Haiti. After much bloodshed
it was successful, and Haiti remains the oldest independent Black Country in the world. In fact
it was the second independent country in the Western Hemisphere, even before Argentina,

Venezuela, Chile, and Canada.
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The second wave of nationalisms started more or less 40 years later and this is what in most
textbooks is still said to be the first nationalist movement, even though actually it is not. They
arose later than Spanish-American and British-American national movements. Why do so many
people still insist that this kind of nationalism, which we can call ethno-linguistic nationalism,
is the real origin of modern nationalism?

One reason is the usual arrogance of Europeans. They like to think anything important in the
modern world must start in Europe and then go on to everybody else. So they don’t want to ac-
cept the obvious reality. The second one is that western hemisphere nationalism does not fit their
preconceptions, which is that every country should have its own language. But the 15 independ-
ent national states once controlled by Madrid all still speak Spanish, and use Spanish as their na-
tional language. Similarly the US, Canada, Jamaica, and other small ex-British colonies, have
English as their national languages today. Of course, each country speaks English or Spanish in
a slightly different way, but they can all easily understand one another. Furthermore, all the Eng-
lish-speaking nations are Protestant like the UK, and all the Spanish-speaking ones are Catholic,
like Spain. So in many ways these countries are like each other’s cousins, rather like the relation-
ship between the many Arabic-speaking and Muslim countries of the Middle East and North
Africa.

With this second wave, you have something very different. The main reason for this difference
is that Europe is very funny place in the world. It is very small by comparison with South Amer-
ica or North America and it is also internally very complicated linguistically. Almost all today’s
European nation-states have their own national language, the exceptions being Austria and
Switzerland. (The region also contains many kinds of competing forms of Christianity). Europe
also was never united under a single empire with an imperial language —compare the case of
China, which had both. People speak different languages. European states were almost con-
stantly at war with each other, grabbing or losing pieces of territory and different local popula-
tions. In some ways then Europe looks like Southeast Asia, never controlled by one empire and
one language, but with big competing monarchies always fighting each other and grabbing or
losing territories and peoples.

We should also remember that big multilingual monarchies like the Austro-Hungarian,
British, French, and Russian empires were run by aristocrats whose languages were often quite
different from that of the populations they ruled. For example, in Russia up to 1880, the lan-
guage spoken in the royal court was not Russian, but French. French was thought to be the lan-

guage of high civilization. In 18" century Prussia, it was the same. In the Netherlands, the Dutch
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language was used only to talk to household servants and vendors. You will find something like
this in parts of Asia today. If you go to the Philippines, you will find that the upper class speak
English while the common people speak local languages, especially Tagalog. In this sense many
aristocracies were really not national at all. They were proud to use languages that the lower
classes would not understand; this was one sign of their superiority. Under these circumstances,
the nationalist resistance to imperial rulers took the form of linguistic resistance. Nationalists
would in effect say: “Our languages (such as Czech, Hungarian, Irish, Rumanian and Serbian)
are just as good as yours and it is also the true language of ordinary people. We want to speak
and write in our language, print in it, and make music in it.” Between about 1830-1920, folk-
based music was very important. Composers used folk songs and folk dances to make a new na-
tionalist kind of ‘classical music.’

As aresult, it is not surprising that the kinds of people who pioneered ethno-linguistic nation-
alism were very different from the nationalists in the western hemisphere: Protestant clerics who
translated the Bible into Finnish or Czech, poets, novelists, students, composers, dictionary-mak-
ers, middleclass businessmen. They used the vernacular languages to speak to the increasing
numbers of simple people who could read and write. The other difference from the Western
hemisphere was that most of the European nationalist pioneers were bilingual, while the Amer-
ican ones were monolingual. They knew not only their own vernacular but also the language
patronized by the monarchy that ruled them (e.g. they knew both Czech and German), even if
they came to reject the latter.

The third wave came into existence a generation later, and was originally a European phe-
nomenon. I call it Official Nationalism. In the second half of the 19" century, as these small na-
tional movements inside the big monarchies became stronger and more energetic, the rulers and
aristocrats felt increasingly threatened. They started to realize that they could end up being ac-
cused by the young nationalists of being traitors. (The problem was worse in places where the
rulers were actually of foreign origin, as in Greece.) So the ruling class tried to adapt and to look
nationalist. The famous example is Russia. Around the1880s, the Russian rulers stopped using
French and started using Russian and also tried to force the empire’s school-system to use only
Russian. People in the huge empire spoke Russian in the school system. But this had unexpected
consequences because many ethno-linguistic groups wanted education in their own languages,
and were angry at the new school policy. In 1905 there was a huge rebellion in the Russian Em-
pire in which many ethno-linguistic groups joined in order to be independent. The same thing

happened in Austro-Hungary and the Ottoman empires.
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The interesting thing is that this Official Nationalism, not coming from a popular movement,
but a policy weapon in the hands of scared aristocrats and monarchs, quickly moved to Asia. The
famous example is Japan. That is, in the 1870s and 1880s the Meiji oligarchy, who wanted to mod-
ernize Japan and make it a powerful industrial and military state, sent delegations and spies to
Europe to figure out what they had to do in order to compete with the big European powers.
They learned most from imperial Germany. As a result an official Japanese nationalism was pro-
moted with the Emperor at the centre. It was again a calculated policy to keep the oligarchy in
power, quite unlike the popular nationalism of the previous two waves, and its intentions were
conservative, not emancipatory. And in a small way you can see the same thing happening in
Thailand, much weaker than Japan and threatened by French and British colonialism. By the
time of King Rama VI (reigned 1910-26), the monarchy was speaking of itself in nationalist, not
in religious terms (Deva-ratcha). Rama VI coined the conservative slogan which is still used today
Nation, Religion, Monarchy. You could say he stopped being King over the Thai, and became a
Thai King.

The fourth wave came in the 20" century. It was the big wave of anti-colonial nationalism
against imperialism. The pioneers were students, journalists, trade-union organizers, and profes-
sional party politicians. Most of these people knew about earlier forms of nationalism, especially
the second wave. A famous example is Vietnam where the intellectuals made the decision to ac-
cept Roman letters for the Vietnamese language to make it easier for farmers, peasants, and or-
dinary people to be able to read quickly and easily. They got rid all of the Chinese characters

which had been used for centuries.

You will recall, however, that the boundaries set by European imperialism were often quite
arbitrary and did not fit with the zones of different ethno-linguistic groups. Indonesia and
Malaysia basically speak the same language, though with different spelling, and they under-
stand each other easily. But because one was controlled by the Dutch empire and the other by the
British, the two places did not have a single nationalist movement, but two separate ones, one for
each place. So the European nationalist demand for one nation with one language did not hap-
pen. You can say the same thing for Thailand and Laos. They speak languages very close to one
another, but the latter was controlled by the French while the other was independent. Hence na-
tionalism in the two places took quite different forms.

While these movements wanted to promote their own vernaculars, they did so in the era of

early globalization, and after the formation of the League of Nations. So they had to recognize
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that most of their vernaculars were of no use in communicating with the rest of the world. For
example, a Burmese nationalist may love and admire the Burmese language, but he also knows
no one will understand him outside Burma. So these fourth wave nationalists were also, like
those of the second wave, bilingual. Nowadays, if you look around the world, a very large num-
ber of countries (also in Asia) basically use two languages. One is ‘ours,” like Khmer, and the
other is not. It can be Chinese, Arabic, English, Portuguese, and French. The point is that it should
be a language several different countries use. Actually, today there are only five or six such lan-
guages.

After independence was achieved, the leaders of many independence movements began to
borrow many things from the third wave. They started to use nationalism as an instrument for
staying in power and gaining popular support. Typically the means employed were (and are)
state-controlled television, public ceremonies, and standardized school textbooks. Often one lan-
guage is harshly enforced on unwilling minorities. If you look at this kind of nationalism in the
late 20" century and 21* century, you can see that it has learned a lot from what came before.

The last form of nationalism to be mentioned briefly is very recent. I call it Long Distance Na-
tionalism. It is arises from the massive global migrations of the past 50 years as well as the rev-
olution in communications of the early 1990s. You find it among people who feel very strongly
that they are Chinese, Cambodian, Thai, or Nigerian, but they have migrated to parts of Europe,
Australia, North and South America and so forth. Very often they have two passports. They are
in a strange situation because the whole idea of nationalism was that every person would have
their own national home and live in it. Cambodians would have Cambodia to live in, Indonesians
would have Indonesia, and so forth. Then, suddenly this is no longer the case, especially if the
migrant Cambodian or Indonesian has become, say, a Canadian citizen. So they do their Khmer
or Indonesian nationalism thousands of miles way from Cambodia and Indonesia. This produces
an odd form of nationalism most visible on the internet. For example, in Canada, people sit in
front of their laptops at night time typing messages like India Must Never Let Kashmir Go, China
Must Smash Taiwan, Down With the Burmese Generals, etc. No doubt they are sincere, but it is
often obvious that they are being loudly nationalist because they feel guilty about leaving their
country and taking up a foreign citizenship.

I do not think that this kind of nationalism is necessarily a bad thing, but it has dangerous pos-
sibilities. People who live for a long time outside their home countries tend to lose touch with the
local reality and live with their dreams about ‘home.” They are safe and well-off in the UK or

France or the US and they can use their assets to send money, propaganda, even weapons to dif-
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ferent discontented groups back home., causing big trouble, but they also escape the responsi-
bilities of citizens: usually they do not vote at home, they can not be arrested and tried there,
they do not pay taxes there and so on. It is easy for them to live in a fantasy world. You can find
such people among émigré Lao, Hmong, Vietnamese, Burmese, Tamils, Uighurs, Chinese of dif-
ferent kinds.

Now let me turn quickly to Asia to show that we can find all these types of nationalism. You
might think there could not be Creole Nationalism in Asia, but it exists in Taiwan. Taiwan was
originally settled by people who are rather like the Filipinos and Malays today. But in the 17" cen-
tury, some people from Southeast China started to go to Taiwan, pushed the native people into
the mountains, and settled along the coasts. At first the imperial government did not pay atten-
tion to them. But later on, they started to send officials to rule there. It was very similar to what
happened in South and North America. As time went on, these settlers started to make Taiwan
a different country. They were colonized by the Japanese for 50 years (1895-1945). When Chiang
K’ai-shek, fleeing Chairman Mao’s armies, fled to Taiwan, he set up a brutal dictatorship and
killed many Taiwanese. So gradually the Taiwanese rejected the idea of being Chinese and saw
themselves as an oppressed nation, like the Spanish creoles in imperial Mexico in the early 19*
century. Now Taiwan is quite a strong nationalist country. They act like Australians, who speak
English but do not think of themselves as English, or like some Singaporeans who understand
Chinese, but think of themselves as Singaporeans. Ethno-linguistic nationalism is quite common.
You can find the old form in Korea, in the early history of modern Cambodia, in pre-World War II
Sri Lanka with the Sinhalese language movement. You can find it in some parts of India too, and
also in Tibet and Sinkiang today. It is specially common among ethno-linguistic groups who fear
for the survival of their language and traditional culture.

As I mentioned earlier Official Nationalism came to Asia in the late 19" century particularly
to Japan and later Thailand. But now it is very visible in China where the ruling Communist
Party, which 50 years ago denounced the Ch’ing dynasty in the name of socialism, now cele-
brates the dynasty’s huge conquests in Tibet and Central Asia. The Party acts very nationalisti-
cally exactly because it has abandoned socialism. In the case of anti-colonial nationalism, I do not
think I need to say anything because it is very familiar for all of you. It is stronger in some places
than in others, but it is visible everywhere. Long distant nationalism is also visible if you watch
the political activity in some overseas Chinese communities in Canada, America, Europe, and in
other places. In some cases, they are actually more aggressive than the Chinese government it-

self. They lobby Beijing, urging no compromise with Taiwan. But this lobbying costs them noth-
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ing since they live neither in Taiwan nor China, but in Los Angeles, Toronto, or London. You can
also find millions of Indians and Pakistanis living overseas and becoming very rich who try to
intervene in the politics of India and Pakistan, sometimes fanatically and promoting violence. For
Southeast Asia, the most visible example is probably the Vietnamese, but there are certainly ac-
tive Burmese groups who try to lobby the UN to make life difficult for the military dictatorship.
There are also émigré Laotians who are concerned about the situation in Laos, and some Fil-
ipinos who are active outside Philippine to influence the way which political situation in the
Philippines is developing.

Finally I should bring up one thing which will interest you: it is the phenomenon of dual na-
tionality. Can you guess which group was the first to want to have two passports? They were
women. This trend developed after 1918 when women increasingly got the vote and became full
citizens in South America, North America, Europe, and so forth. But this citizenship was also
unstable, since they could lose it by marrying a foreigner, while males did not suffer this way.
Let’s imagine a French girl marries an Argentinean, and goes to live with him in Argentina. The
Argentinean government says, she belongs to her husband, and she should change her citizen-
ship to Argentinean. But she is proud of her new French citizenship and doesn’t want to give it
up. Slowly a compromise was worked out between France and Argentina, such that in case of
transnational marriage between the two countries, the wives could have two passports and hold
dual nationality. But men could not have these privileges! Needless to say, fairly soon, men were
envious of women and so pushed for new laws letting them have dual nationality as well. Even

tremendously nationalist USA by the 1970s had to accept the dual nationality principle.

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

Question: May I ask you about long distance nationalism? How does this nationalism co-exist
with nationalism within the country, because I have observed that the ways these two groups

view the future of their country is different.

Prof. Anderson: Well, it is often a difficult situation. I can tell you a funny story about my coun-
try Ireland. As you know, many Irish emigrated to the United States in the 19" century. They are a
big group in America today. They are very pro Irish and they all want to celebrate Saint Patrick’s
Day, the big national holiday of Ireland, in New York, Boston, and so forth. They are very energetic,

but their idea about Ireland is about 100 years out of date. So, the Ireland of their imagination is the
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Ireland they heard about from their grandparents. It is nothing to do with the Ireland now. So, about
seven years ago, there was a big fight in the American newspapers because the leaders of this Irish-
American group in America issued a warning that no Irish people who are gay or lesbian could
participate in the St. Patrick’s Day parade because they are not Irish any more. The real Irish do not
have such disgusting people. Of course, these leaders were attacked by all the various pro-gay and
lesbian groups. The funny thing is that at exactly the same time in Ireland, there was a Saint Patrick’s
parade, with different groups competing for the best float, and guess who won: the lesbians! Jour-
nalists went to tease the Irish-American leaders about this. The answer they got was: Ireland has
been ruined by the European Union, so the true, genuine Ireland is now in America. Meantime,
Irish reporters in Ireland were making fun of the crazy, out of date Irish Americans. This kind of
thing is common, not just among the Irish émigrés. Sometimes it is just funny, but sometimes it
can lead to craziness and violence. For example, overseas Sikhs imagined that Sikhs in India were
fighting, all of them, for independence, so they sent a lot of guns and money; but actually most
Sikhs in India were doing fine, and were peaceful. This is why I say that all the existing forms of

nationalism can be found in Asia, so that the idea of a unique Asian nationalism makes no sense.

Question: How do you categorize the nationalism of Kampuchea Krom?

Prof. Anderson: Well, I believe that in every country there are many kinds of nationalism, not
just one. My idea is something like this: you have Khmer in Cambodia, but there are Khmer in
South Vietnam and in Northeast and Eastern Thailand. As far as I know, there are also many
Khmer in the USA, Canada, France, and other places. Probably, they all have different ideas
about Cambodia. May be some are crazy and some are not. Here you have the contemporary
world situation where a people and a country no longer fit together very well, which nineteenth
century nationalists would have found hard to believe. Today, wars, persecutions, economic op-
portunities, and various kinds of jobs—plus the easiness of travel —mean that more and more
people do not live in their own countries. The question is what happens to their national imag-
ination? Cambodians who live in Cambodia experience it all the time in a concrete way. But for

Cambodians who live in California, probably Cambodia is more like a dream.

Question: Yesterday, we talked about nationalism as about the past and future, but in the case
of long distance nationalism, is it focused only on the past? Your example about Ireland seems to

show this.
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Prof. Anderson: My example shows that Irish-American nationalists think that today’s Ireland
is decadent, a sort of ‘bad future,” which they reject. They would like to bring back the Ireland of
the past, but they can not do this, so they want to believe that ‘true Ireland, faithful to the past’
is now in America. So their focus is an imagined past. On the other hand, they are also Ameri-

cans, and American nationalists, so they think about the future of America.

Question: So, what is significant in distinguishing nationalism focused on the past from na-

tionalism focused on the future, since they seem related?

Prof. Anderson: Well, a past can be understood as a valuable heritage if you want to keep it
for the future, but the reason to keep it is the future. This means you use what you think is rele-
vant about the heritage. That is, you do not need to restore Vishnuism, but you do want to keep
Angkor in good shape for the future. Monarchy is another example. In Chinese history there
have been many ruling royal families, Han, Tang, Sung, Ming etc. Usually they lasted about 200-
300 years then were overthrown because they were by then decadent and incompetent. People
expected this, because they knew that a new dynasty would replace the old, for another 200-300
years. Noone could imagine a China without monarchy. But in the 20" century most monarchies
in the world were destroyed, never to return, and were replaced by republics. So it is possible to
look back at the monarchic period in, say, Khmer history, and admire some achievements with-
out believing that there must be a monarchy in Cambodia 100 years from now which everybody
expects that they would last 200 or 300 years. Thailand faces this problem. The present King is
widely respected, but there are plenty of reasons to doubt whether Thailand will still be a monar-

chy in 50 years time.

Question: What do you think about the demonstrations in Thailand? How do they relate to

the monarchy?

Prof. Anderson: I do not think the long occupation of Bangkok’s airport had much to do di-
rectly with nationalism. But indirectly, yes. The occupiers thought: “This is our country. We want
to close the airport to force our lousy government to resign. We can do it even if severely dam-
ages our economy.” Do you remember when Thaksin was a prime minister and rumors circulated
about a Thai movie star saying something stupid and insulting about Cambodia? Many Khmers

got furious and burned the Thai Embassy in Phom Penh. Thaksin handled all this quite nicely.
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He did not get angry and make a big noise, but tried to find a peaceful solution as quickly as pos-
sible. I think that people who do not like him thought his attitude to Cambodia could be used to
help destroy him. This is the reason for the fuss over Preah Vihear by the anti-Thaksin groups. I
don’t believe these politicians really care anything about Preah Vihear. But they could not beat
Thaksin in an ordinary election. Some of them did something much more insulting than the
movie star. They said that the Thai rural masses are too stupid and uneducated to be full citizens.
They should not be allowed to vote. Even the fairly good constitution of 1995 had a clause say-
ing that only people with college degrees could be members of parliament. In real life, if you
have money you can get a degree from one of the many colleges in the country. But the clause is

also insulting. If you are a nationalist you cannot insult you own fellow-nationals.

Prof. Charnvit: There is bad news between Thailand and Cambodia because the new foreign
minister would be Kasit Phiromya who has been a long time with PAD and now is appointed to
be the new minister. So, you would expect a lot of trouble along the border. The Thai business
communities in Cambodia are very unhappy. I think what Professor Anderson is talking about
official nationalism in Thailand is still strong if you look at Thailand in a global context. Thailand
has become very conservative. Sometimes, I like to use the word backward. They are quite back-
ward and very ignorant, especially the ruling elites. I do not know you remember the problem
of nominating Preah Vihear to the UNESCO. The foreign minister during the military regime
Surayuth was Nitya Phibulsonggram. His father was the one who took Siem Reap, Battambang,
and Preah Vihear. His father was the one who changed the name of Siem Reap to Chanthaburi.
That is why all the trouble starting to come up when Cambodia went to Christchurch in New
Zealand and then Quebec. So, I mean official nationalism is operating quite still strong. So, may
be more troubles. They have a lot of problems in Bangkok. They would use Cambodia and Lao
as an excuse. It is very bad. So, it is like a proverb: Bangkok disappears, Phnom Penh fades away,
Prey Nokor disperses, Angkor becomes pleasure. People in Surin also talk about it, too.

Well, get back to Cambodia case, I think I have heard from very high official saying that for
the last 30-40 years, Cambodia has lost its soul because of the long civil wars and conflict within
the country. Cambodia nationalism and its soul have been lost. But I think the incident happen-
ing by the Thai movie star and Preah Vihear now it is a way to bring back Cambodian soul. So,
I think nationalism in Cambodia now is being born from neighboring country like Thailand
doing it. So, it is not from the internal political problem that creates nationalism, but may be

neighboring country because Cambodia was fragment endlessly in the history. People mistrust
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each other during the Khmer Rouge and Vietnam period. So, Khmer nationalism disappeared.

So, may be in the case of Thai, Cambodian nationalism begins to rise again.

Prof. Anderson: There is something I want to add. Nationalism is very strange in many ways.
Have you ever had the experience of going somewhere with your parents, grandparents, or other
family members when you were small children and they did something that made you embar-
rassed or ashamed and you wish you were not there. You wish you could disappear, but you can
not because they are your kinfolk. I think it is very important thing for a good nationalist to be
ready to be ashamed of his or her country. It shows that you really love your country and want
it to be better. Many Americans, even very old people, were active in the anti-Vietnam war move-
ment of the 1960s and 70s because they were ashamed of what the US was doing in Indochina.
So being ashamed leads you to be active in changing your country for the better. It is the oppo-

site of the very stupid traditional conservative-nationalist slogan: My country, right or wrong.

Question: I want to hear more about Khmer Krom wanting to establish a republic in South
Vietnam. Is it five people or ten thousand people? Yes they are living in California. It is long dis-
tance nationalism. Should we look at their ideas in relation to the political system of the country

they are living in?

Prof. Anderson: I think if you are a Khmer Krom living in Vietnam you probably have to deal
with the real situation and try see what is possible. It is quite different if you are a Khmer Krom
living in Seattle or California. You can do anything you want. Nobody will put you in jail, so it
is easy to be quite crazy if you want to. You can send money or guns, but it is not you who will
be hurt, but people far away in Vietnam who will suffer. This kind of behavior is not peculiar to
Khmers, you can find many others who are very similar; people living in the rich countries who
have bad memories, bad conscience, people with much money, and no sense of personal respon-
sibility.

I remember an old professor I met in America some years ago. He was a Sikh, and a fine gen-
tleman. He was very upset about his son, who is a very successful businessman in Canada. The
son spent all his spare time actively supporting the members of the violent movement for an in-
dependent state (Khalistan) in India. (They even managed to assassinate Prime Minister Indira
Gandhi.) The son was always blogging, sending emails, creating websites, transmitting money,

encouraging young men to fight. The father said to him: “What are you doing this for?” The son
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said to him: “I am full of admiration for these young boys and men who have the courage to
fight for our independent country. I must do everything to support them. I can help them with
Internet, money, guns, and so forth.” The father said: “You have two boys now aged 19 and 20.
Why don’t you send them to India to fight if you are so enthusiastic?” The old professor laughed
and said to me: “Can you imagine how my son replied? My son said “What? Send my sons to

fight in India? The whole reason I moved to Canada was to make sure my sons are safe!”

Question: As you raised one point about long distant nationalism I am talking about this by
watching the experiences on long distant Laotian nationalism. There are a lot of them in Amer-
ica and they have become very successful. Some of my classmates in Bangkok who came from
Lao and now they are in California. So, these people are quite nationalistic and they work with
the conservative right wing. So, they would come back. So, if you follow the news, you will find
that there are some trouble along Thailand and Lao, not the Laotian government and Thailand
government, but are the people who come from California. When they come back from Califor-
nia, they will come through Bangkok and go straight to the border and create a lot of problems
for Laotian government. So, this is a kind of going up and down all the time. I think this kind of
long distant nationalism in some ways similar to the Vietnamese in California come back to cre-
ate the problem for the government in Hanoi. Do you have this kind of Khmer long distant na-

tionalism? The base would be in France and Hawaii and come to make trouble for Hun Sen.

Prof. Anderson: It is wrong to think that nationalism always needs external enemies. Most of
the time, this is not necessary, especially if things are going well. One good thing about nation-
alism is that it encourages people to behave well towards each other. You are brothers and sis-
ters. You try to obey the law. I think it is quite a healthy thing. I sometimes get angry with
American nationalism. But what would the place be like if there were no nationalism? America
already has a lot of guns floating about, and the murder rate is high. But without nationalism peo-
ple would be shooting each other all the time. I think too there are not many songs about hating
enemies of your country but many about loving your own country. Do you have many songs

about hating the Vietnamese?

Answer: We have songs that insult the Vietnamese.

Prof. Anderson: Do you have songs that say the Thai are shit?
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Answer: It is just a kind of making fun. But it is not open towards Vietnamese. We have less

making fun of the Thai.

Prof. Anderson: Well, making fun is different from hating. With making fun there is some or-

dinary human relationship.

Question: Is there international movement among Khmer Surin people?

Prof. Charnvit: I do not think you can call it a movement. But there exists some feeling of being
Khmer among people in Surin, Buriram, Srisaket etc. There, some local politicians who are Khmer
speaking use Khmer in their political campaign in their hometowns. The real thing is that people
with Khmer background are rising up. Being Khmer is no obstruction.

Actually, the late leader of the Democrat Party, Khuang Abhaiwongse, was from Battambang.
His father was the last Governor of Battambang until 1907. And one of his cousins became one
of King Rama VI’s consorts. This was Phra Nang Suwatthana, mother of Princess Chao Fa
Phetcharat (now 84 years old).

At present this new Thai government headed by Mr. Abhisit, was able to form up because the
local Khmer faction from Buriram led by Mr. Newin Chidchob swithed from Thaksin's. Mr.
Newin is very influential in Buriram and the Dongrek areas. He speaks Khmer fluently. I think
the situation in this lower part of Northeast Thailand, bordering the Dongrek mountain range,

i.e. Buriram-Surin-Srisaket, is unlike the deep South bordering Malaysia.

Question: Do they feel they have connections with Khmer in Cambodia?

Prof. Charnvit: The border is open. Even now there are a lot of problems along the border in
Preah Vihear, I just talked to Khmer Surin yesterday. He has traveled to Cambodia. He said they
can come and go. I think the border is quite open. My feeling is that people with Cambodian
background and people with Laotian background in Northeast may not think about the coun-
try; the nation of Cambodia and the nation of Lao. Right now it is not good. Over there, it is so
poor. But I do not think they are looking up like the people in the South. I observed the different
feeling of Khmer in Surin and in South Vietnam. This is completely different. You see Khmer
people in South Vietnam usually migrate to Cambodia to find a better life. However, most Khmer

in Northern Thailand might think differently.
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Let me ask you that Lok Krou Ben talked about identity. I remember that when I first came to
Surin and Buriram it was very remote area in our sense. I met a lot of Surin people. I asked them
what you feel about Cambodia? What do you think about Sihanouk? They looked like it is a stu-
pid question from Bangkok people. Then, I learned their Surin identity. They have to value from
who are you? We are from Surin. We are Khmer Surin. I do not think they connect to Cambodia.
I do not think they have heard about king Jayavarman VII. I have interesting story when I was
in Thailand. Khmer Surin never said they are Khmer. They are Thai. I do not think they said they
are Thai. They would say they are Surin. If Khmer Surin is in Singapore, they would say they are
Thai from Surin. I think it depends on where they are. Usually, if you are Khmer from Surin
come to Bangkok, you say you are Surin people. But I think it might be who ask the question. I
mean if a Cambodian ask a question is different from Bangkok ask a question. I think they said

that because of you ask the question.

Answer: I remember the story of taxi driver who speaks Khmer. I asked him are you Khmer?

He said no. I am Thai. I asked him Thai language, not Khmer language.

Prof. Charnvit: I see what you mean. If you say you are Khmer, the police may arrest you be-
cause you cross the border illegally. So, I mean like Ben and I have friends in Surin and some of
them doing business in Bangkok. Of course, they have Thai citizenship. They are not afraid. I
heard some, but I do not think it is a good explanation. He said that when he came to Cambo-
dia, he found that people in Phnom Penh laughed at him because he speaks in Surin hundred
years ago and very funny. He said these Cambodian people in Phnom Penh and very high and
look down at us and so forth.

Another story Khmer Surin say that Khmer in Phnom Penh is Khmer Krom, not Khmer Kan-
dal. Khmer in Phnom Penh is a kind of stupid. We are Khmer Surin is smarter and living condi-

tion is higher. So, Khmer in Phnom Penh now is a bit stupid.

Prof. Anderson: The lesson is that almost everyone likes to look down on some body else!



