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Nguyén Thé Anh
EPHE, Sciences Historiques et Philologiques
Sorbonne, Paris

FRENCH COLONIAL ADMINISTRATION AND VIETNAMESE
MONARCHY BETWEEN 1930 AND 1940

unctuated with the mutiny of the Yén Bai garrison instigated by the Viét Nam Quéc

Dan Dang party, which was supposed to trigger a general uprising in Tonkin, and with

workers’ strikes and peasants’ demonstrations in Cochinchina and the constitution of

rural soviets in northern Annam, all spurred on by the new Indochinese Communist

Party (ICP), the revolutionary crisis of 1930-31 seemed like a downright challenge to
the colonial order. Only a very harsh repression had enabled the authorities to overcome this
outburst of violence that revealed in the most striking manner the general rejection of French
domination.

Once the alarm was over, the events were assessed. In his analysis of the brand-new
revolutionary phenomenon, the governor general of Indochina picked out three factors — 1) the
existence in northern Annam of a hard to contain nationalist current, activated by the
Communists, 2) the unbalance of the native social conditions, the real cause of which was rural
poverty peculiar to Asiatic communities, and 3) the great ease with which the bolshevisation of
the credulous materialistic peasantry could have been effected — to wonder whether the joint
intervention of the French colonial power and the Vietnamese royal government might not,
through a series of well conducted reforms, extinguish the virulence of nationalism, balance the
social situation by eradicating poverty, and restore the confidence of the population in the legal
authorities.' This undertaking of reconstruction, apparently, should first go through a

' Nguyén Thé Anh, “The Vietnamese Monarchy under French Colonial Rule, 1884-1945”, Modern Asian
Studies, 19, 1 (1985), p. 158.
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LA SECONDE GUERRE MONDIALE
ET LA FIN DU SYSTEME COLONIAL EN ASIE DU SUD-EST"

Afin de mettre la main sur les territoires étrangers susceptibles de lui offrir les matiéres
premiéres dont son économie a besoin, le Japon entreprend de se rendre maitre de I’Extréme-
Orient. L’armée japonaise se livre donc a la conquéte de la Birmanie, qu’elle achéve entre janvier
et mai 1942. Par I’Indochine et la Thailande, ouverte a ses troupes par I’accord de décembre
1941, elle envahit la Malaisie et s’empare de Singapour (février 1942). Les Indes néerlandaises
sont conquises au début de 1942, et la résistance américaine réduite dans les Philippines aprés le
siége de Corregidor (avril 1942). D’un coup, les empires coloniaux anglais, frangais, hollandais et
américain sont disloqués, et le Japon s’assure, en quelques mois, du contrle de toute I’Asie du
Sud-Est.

Pour organiser la Grande Asie sous sa domination, le gouvernement nippon congoit la
« sphére de co-prospérité de la grande Asie orientale », c’est-a-dire qu’il tend a se substituer aux
anciennes puissances coloniales dans les territoires occupés pour les exploiter & son profit. Mais
ces territoires sont si éloignés les uns des autres que les convois mal protégés de la marine
japonaise, disséminée dans le Pacifique, deviennent des proies faciles pour les sous-marins
américains.

Au nom de cette « sphére de co-prospérité », les Japonais encouragent les mouvements de
libération nationale qui, considérablement renforcés par I’éviction des puissances coloniales, sont
en mesure d’envisager la prise du pouvoir. Ils attisent les sentiments anti-blancs et attendent que
les nouveaux « décolonisés » leur témoignent de la reconnaissance par la fourniture d’une
importante aide militaire. Des gouvernements locaux pro-japonais sont constitués, d’autant plus
qu’a partir du début de 1943, comprenant qu’il ne peut plus espérer vaincre ni méme obtenir un

* Extrait de Hartmut Rotermund, Alain Delissen, Frangois Gipouloux, Claude Markovits, Nguyén Thé Anh,
L ’Asie Orientale et Méridionale aux XIXe siécles. Paris, PUF, 1999, pp. 378-383.
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regroupent alors les musulmans au sein d’une organisation commune, le Masjumi (Fédération des
associations musulmanes), puis constituent un nouveau mouvement de masse, Djawa Hokokai
(mai 1944), encore présidé par Sukarno, mais controlé cette fois par les Japonais qui, pour
neutraliser les nationalistes, s’appuient sur les priyayi, aristocratie javanaise, ol s’est toujours
recrutée I’administration coloniale.
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years and had been able to seize power and establish some form of governmental legitimacy.
However diverse might have been their ideological complexions and their internal divisions, they
were by no means keen on the restoration of colonial authority. Acquainted with the vulnerability
of the French and tested in their own strength during these years, the Viét Minh would prepare
themselves for an all-out war for independence. Yet, the bridgehead of military authority South
East Asia Command established in September 1945 in southern Indochina allowed the landing of
a company of the French Expeditionary Corps, bent on reestablishing colonial control over all of
Indochina, while in the northern part of Vietnam, other Vietnamese political groups returned in
the wake of Kuomintang troops and endeavored to abolish all the political and administrative
structures set up by the Viét Minh. The end of World War Il was not to usher in a new era of
peace for the Vietnamese, but a most destructive period in their history.
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We cannot but have a certain feeling of melancholy upon thinking of our glorious
ancestors who fought without respite for 400 years to aggrandize our country from
Thuan Hoéa to Ha Tién. We cannot but experience a certain regret while thinking of our

twenty years’ reign, during which we were in the impossibility of being of help
appreciably to our country.

Despite this, and strong in our convictions, we have decided to abdicate and we
transfer power to the Democratic Republican Government.

Upon leaving our throne, we have only three wishes to express:

1) We request that the new Government take care of the dynastic temples and royal
tombs.

2) We request the new Government to deal fraternally with all the parties and groups
which have fought for the independence of our country even though they have not
closely followed the popular movement; to do this in order to give them the opportunity
to partici%ate in the reconstruction of the country and to demonstrate that the new
regime is built upon the absolute union of the entire population.

3) We invite all parties and groups, all classes of society, as well as the royal family,
to show solidarity in unreserved support of the democratic Government in order to
consolidate the national independence.

As for us, during twenty years' reign, we have known much bitterness. We would
rather live as a simple citizen of an independent state than as the king of a subjugated
nation. Henceforth, we shall be happy to be a free citizen in an independent country. We
shall allow no one to abuse our name or the name of the royal family in order to sow
dissent among our compatriots.

Long live the independence of Vietnam!
Long live our Democratic Republic!
Hué, Kién-Trung Palace, 25 August 1945 (S.M. Bao Dai 1980: 120-121).

Read to a large crowd during the formal abdication ceremony held on 30 August in front of
the Ngo Moén gate in Hué, Bao Dai’s abdication edict was all the more moving as it was the first
time for the Emperor to be called upon to speak in public.

Bao Dai also promulgated an edict directed at the royal family (S.M. Bao Dai 1980: 121-122).
Evoking the 388 years of history since the first Nguyén Lord established himself in Thuan Hoa,
he acknowledged that it would bring great sadness to all of them if he were to give up the
inheritance of these four centuries of rule. However, he reminded them of his attachment to the
ddn vi qui philosophy and of his vow that he would rather be a citizen in a free country than the
ruler of an enslaved one. Compared to the sacrifice of “hundreds of thousands” of compatriots
who had lost their lives for their country over the past eighty years, he said, his abdication meant
little. He called on the members of royal family to support the new government and preserve

Vietnam’s independence in order to demonstrate true loyalty (7ung) to him and filial piety (hiéu)
toward their dynastic ancestors.

Both of these texts made clear Bao Dai’s will to step aside on behalf of the superior interest of
the nation, threatened with a civil war that he clear-sightedly predicted. He affirmed also
unambiguously that he was transmitting voluntarily his mandate, lending in this way legitimacy

34  Nguyén Thé Anh e The Formulation of the National Discourse in 1940-1945 Vietnam
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JAPANESE FOOD POLICIES
AND THE 1945 GREAT FAMINE IN INDOCHINA®

pressure on the government of French Indochina to gain bases and a strategic position in

northern Vietnam and to sever the Red River route which had been used to send supplies to
Nationalist China. It further expanded its position by creating bases in southern Indochina in mid-
1941." In this fashion, Japan effectively occupied Indochina without having to destroy the French
administration, honouring a pledge to respect French sovereignty and French territorial integrity
in that part of the world. In addition, the signature of a commercial treaty and a navigation con-
vention in Tokyo in May 1941 gave the Japanese the right to acquire the commodities they
needed in exchange for their industrial products. The Empire of the Rising Sun, whose requisites

E mmediately after the fall of France to Germany in June 1940, Japan exerted diplomatic

" Revised edition of « La famine de 1945 au Nord-Viétnam », The Vietnam Forum 5 (Winter-Spring 1985),
pp- 81-100. Published in: Food Supplies and the Japanese Occupation in South-East Asia, edited by Paul
H. Kratoska. Houndmills, Macmillan Press, 1998, pp.208-226.

"The fiftieth anniversary of the Japanese occupation of Southeast Asia has rekindled interest in its political
and economic effects on the area. Nevertheless, the greatest problem researchers are confronted with is the
scarcity of precise numerical data. For former French Indochina, the only statistical sources remain mainly
the collection of Annuaires statistiques de I’Indochine, however dependable these materials may prove to
be. In his article «Japan’s Role in the Vietnamese Starvation of 1944-45», Modern Asian Studies 29,3
(1995): 573-618, Bui Minh Dung, the latest author to study the matter, has also to rely entirely on them for
the figures necessary for his analysis, in spite of the considerable use he made of recent Japanese and
Vietnamese publications. This is perhaps the reason why most authors have rather emphasized the political
aspects. See Ralph Smith, «The Japanese Period in Indochina and the Coup of 9 March 1945y, Journal of
Southeast Asian Studies 9,2 (1978). 268-301; Masaya Shiraishi, «La présence japonaise en Indochine
(1940-1945)», in Paul Isoart ed., L'Indochine francaise 1940-1945 (Paris, PUF, 1982): 215-241; Nguyén
Thé Anh, «La famine de 1945 au Nord-Vietnam », The Vietnam Forum 5 (1985): 81-100 ; Masaya
Shiraishi, «Vietnam under the Japanese Presence and the August Revolution», International Studies
(Suntory Toyota International Centre for Economics and Related Disciplines) 1985/2: 1-34; David G. Marr,
«Vietnam 1945: Some Questions», The Vietnam Forum 6 (1985): 155-193 and Vietnam 1945: The Quest
Jfor Power (Berkeley, Univ. of California Press, 1995); Stein Tonnesson, The Vietnamese Revolution of
1945. Roosevelt, Hé Chi Minh and de Gaulle in a World at War (London, Sage, 1991). Yet, Lin Hua,
Chiang Kai-Shek, de Gaulle contre H6 Chi Minh (Vietnam, 1945-1946) (Paris, L’Harmattan, 1994), is the
only one determined to ignore economic subjects altogether.

Nguyén Thé Anh @  Into the Maelstrom: Vietnam during the Fateful 1940s 41



Monograph on Vietnamese History

in rice became more pressing as its armies were developing their action in territories farther from
their departure bases, managed in this way to gain control of the greater part of Indochina's
foreign trade.

From a social and economic standpoint, the Japanese occupation involved measures
whose ruinous effects soon came to light. Above all, impounding the vital resources of Indochina
caused a significant modification of its economy. Imports quickly slumped owing to the
disruption of regular communications with France, while exports declined as Allied submarines
sank more and more Japanese ships.” Indochina had to meet Japan's requirements for rice and raw
materials, and at the same time to deal with the shortfall of manufactured articles that Japan was
unable to provide in sufficient quantities.” The population suffered from shortages of various
industrial goods needed for daily consumption, and increasingly from food shortages as Indo-
chinese production was tapped for export to Japan.*

To compensate for Japan's interference and the consequences of the loss of economical
balance, Admiral Decoux, the general governor of Indochina, endeavoured to set up a type of
planned economy consisting in limiting severely the supply of staple commodities and in con-
trolling ever more tightly production and trade, with the creation of such monopolistic agencies as
the Cereal Committee (Comité des Céréales), which was established in December 1942 and the
executive organ of which, called Comptoir des Céréales, had the monopoly of the purchase of
paddy crops.” As resources dwindled away, a restrictive regulation was enacted to prohibit the
free transaction of more and more products, and to subordinate their use to administrative
authorization.® The use without administrative authorization of all chemical and metallurgical
goods, either imported or of local production, that were necessary to enterprises and industries,
was prohibited. This control was not to be restricted to products intended for manufacture and
industry : wherever supplies became insufficient because of low production or because of

21n 1939, exports were worth 350,000,000 piastres and imports 240,000,000 piastres; in 1945, they totalled
respectively 18,000,000 and 17,000,000 piastres [Lé Chéu, Le Viét-Nam socialiste, une économie de transi-
tion (Paris, Maspero, 1966): 57].

* Indochina’s importation from and exportation to Japan (in tonnage):

1941 1942 1943 1944 1945
Imports 30,000 tons 48,400 tons 38,600 tons 6,100 tons 0,500 tons
Exports 1,395,500 -- 1,609,800 -- 1,435,500 -- 538,000 -- 58,200 --

Indochina’s importation from and exportation to Japan (in value, million Fr.):

1941 1942 1943 1944 1945
Imports 336,400 1,142,800 1,258,100 337,800 50,700
Exports 1,599,300 2,338,800 1,966,000 793,200 133,100

See Annuaire statistique de l'Indochine, vol. 10: 1941-1942 (Hanoi, 1945): 154; vol. 11; 1943-1946
(Saigon, 1948): 156-157.

i Exports of rice to Japan amounted to 468,280 tons in 1940, 583,323 tons in 1941, 961,941 tons in 1942;
as for corn, 177,023 tons were shipped to Japan in 1940, 119,252 tons in 1941, 123,980 tons in 1942
(Annuaire statistique de I'Indochine, vol, 10, p. 176).

® Centre des Archives d'Outre-Mer (Aix-en-Provence), Affaires Economiques, carton 14.

¢ Centre des Archives d'Outre-Mer, Indochine NF. , 141/1267.
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monopoly. I am taking every useful step to try to obtain better results in 1945 th_an thisg year,
without blinking the fact that in some places one will have to show a rather harsh attitude.»

Concerning rice-growing, the French authorities introduced also a compelling system of
requisitions. Their purpose was at the same time to constitute safety stocks and to «carry out the
engagements» towards the Japanese, as they had agreed by the covenant of 19 August 1942 to
supply to Japan the entire exportable surplus of rice during the harvests of 1942-1943, or a
minimum of 1,050,000 tons of the highest quality white rice.'” According to Admiral Decoux's
statement, «it matters above all to ensure the regularity of the prices and to ward off carefully any
show of panic or speculative measure on the market.»'' Consequently, at the end of 1942, the
Resident superior in Tonkin decided to impose on the villages the constitution of paddy reserves,
«proportional to the production, available on request and payable on delivery.»"

Whereas it strictly limited the free circulation of paddy and rice between and inside the
different provinces of northern Vietnam, the administration forced each farmer to deliver a part of
his harvest in proportion to the surface he cultivated. The owners of five mdu"’ or less of rice land
were thus required to sell to the government 20 kilograms per mdu; farmers who owned five to
ten mdu, 80 kilograms per mdu; and those who owned over fifteen mdu, all their surplus. This
ratio was increased in 1944: farmers who owned up to ten mdu were required to sell to the
government 72 kilograms per mdu; those who owned from ten to fifteen mdu, 120 kilograms per
mdu; and those who owned more than fifteen mdu, 200 I-cilograms.'4 In that manner, Tonkin had
to supply by way of compulsory deliveries 130,205 tons of rice in 1943, 186,130 tons in 1944."

Those official requisitions of rice at an imposed price, meanwhile, did not take into
account the rise of production costs. While the cost-of-living index had more than tripled from
1940 to 1943, the official purchase price offered to paddy producers was raised merely 25 % in
1943, after a single and slight increase in 1941." Those requisitions constituted therefore a
crushing burden for the population who, in the occurrence of bad harvests, would be obliged to
buy rice on the market at very much higher free prices, in order to be able to carry out the
compulsory deliveries. Yet, the authorities did not seem to be aware of the harms the system was
liable to bring forth. On the contrary, the Resident superior in Tonkin expressed on 13 May 1944
his satisfaction at the good disposition of the masses: «The notification of the next levy on the
harvest of the fifth month has not roused any unfavourable reaction. There will of course be some
trouble at the time of the delivery, albeit not very serious. The harvest promises to be average. I

think I'll be able to obtain the expected 80,000 tons and to secure a sufficient supply for the
second semester.»'’

? Centre des Archives d'Outre-Mer, 14 PA, carton 1,

' André Gaudel, L'Indochine frangaise en Jace du Japon (Paris, 1947): 208-209.

"' Admiral Decoux, op. cit., p. 430.

2 Centre des Archives d'Outre-Mer, /4 PA, carton 1, report dated on 7 January 1943.

** One mdu equals 3600 square meters, or 0.36 hectare.

" Huynh Kim Khanh, Vietnamese Communism, 1925-1945 (Ithaca, Cornell Univ. Press, 1982): 299.
** Etudes viethamiennes n° 24 (Hanoi, n.d.): 135.

'S Centre des Archives d'Outre-Mer, Affaires Economiques, carton 14, telegram of 14 December 1943,
'7 Centre des Archives d'Outre-Mer, /4 PA, carton 1.
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imposing instead cultivations necessary to their war effort, in particular castor-oil plant. 3- The
harvest of the last months of 1944 was already 200,000 tons short. 4- Ousted, the French were
never able to execute the projected relief programs, as they were replaced by incompetent
Japanese or Annamese. Hence, the famine became tragic after the end of April. It is also
necessary to say that the French government has taken measures to bring rice without delay to the
populations of Tonkin that a new famine is endangering... In short, it is worth to broadcast
whatever may militate in favour of our return in this country and help put a check on the
propaganda of our enemies.»"

How did the situation look toward the end of 1945? The Viét Minh asserted that, for the
whole of the territory placed under the direct control of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, the
harvest of the winter of 1945 took place in good conditions, and that of the fifth month of 1946
obtained a clear-cut increase compared to the pre-war period. The augmented quantity of
provisions, equivalent to 2,592,000 tons of basic food against 2,226,260 tons in the pre-war
period, helped neutralize the famine. It is utterly impossible, apparently, to verify the reliability of
these figures. It is not sure, nevertheless, that the triumph of the revolution over hunger would
have been accomplished without the efforts made by the French to supply Tonkin with rice —
about 20,000 tons monthly beginning with November 1945°° —, since it was necessary on the
other hand to feed a Chinese army of 180,000 troops assigned to the disarming of the Japanese
North of the 16th parallel, and who, in addition, ransacked northern Vietnam, as if it were a
conquered country, by taking to Nationalist China whatever they could carry off. In any case, if
the food situation remained difficult, people no longer died of starvation in the spring of 1946.

%
* ok

It would assuredly be a fundamental mistake to consider the famine of 1944-45 as the
sole primordial factor that created the conditions of instability indispensable for the Vietnamese
communists to place their revolutionary political structure in position. It is undeniable, however,
that the repercussion of this catastrophe on the subsequent evolution of the events had been
momentous. In another respect, fear of its recurrence had induced the Viét Minh leaders to cut
back for the time being their policy of struggle against «feudalism». They would indeed have to
wait until 1953 to begin enforcing the radical agrarian reform intended to lead to the building of
socialism.

* Centre des Archives d'Outre-Mer, Indochine NF, 125/1123.
%% Centre des Archives d'Outre-Mer, Indochine NF, 158/1362.
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