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Introduction: New Paths of Colonial History

Hans Hdgerdal

On 26 February 1687, the Dutch yacht Negombo departed from the
roadstead of Batavia, the Asian hub of the still relatively vital and ex-
pansive Dutch East India Company, or VOC. On board was the Com-
pany official Arend Verhoeven, who had been appointed resident or
opperhoofd of the unprofitable trading post of Kupang in West Timor.
Verhoeven may have been less than enthusiastic about his promotion;
of the last eight residents, six had died of illness at the unhealthy place,
and one had been dismissed on complaints from the locals. With him
on the Negombo went Dasi, rajo of the small princedom of Lamakera
on Solor, to the north of Timor. Dasi was an activist prince who did his
utmost with the limited resources at hand, forging a comprehensive
network on the easterly islands nowadays known as Nusa Tenggara Ti-
mur. This was to become one of the cornerstones of his policy and was
to make him indispensable to the Dutch in their rather fragile outpost
in westernmost Timor, and he visited the Dutch authorities in Batavia
from time to time.

After a lengthy sea trip, delayed by the doldrums, the vessel finally
reached Solor in April. There Verhoeven found a snake’s nest, where
supposed allies of the Company turned violent, murdering a Dutch re-
presentative there and clashing with a group of somewhat more loyal
allies. Reaching the coastal village of Lamakera, Dasi asked if he could
take his goods ashore, which Verhoeven gladly agreed to do, ‘the more
so since we were salvaged from a great stench and filth.” As he pre-
pared to go ashore, the irascible Verhoeven told him not to stay long,
since the Dutch intended to sail on towards Kupang as soon as the
wind was right. Dasi suggested to the resident that he should at least
show him the honour to let him spend five or six days with his wife
whom he had not seen for many months. Verhoeven retorted that Dasi
knew the orders given by Batavia all too well, and that the raja was or-
dered go to Kupang with the resident to assist in quelling the political
troubles on Rote, another island under VOC suzerainty. As the grum-
bling Dasi stepped back onto the barge that would take him ashore,
Verhoeven asked the raja pointedly whether he intended to provide the
Negombo with tugboats, and whether he intended to follow him to Ku-
pang or not. Contemptuously, Dasi snarled, ‘You are just a new resi-
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dent, and you should not act so sternly; or else we will complain about
you, as we did about the other one, and see that you are recalled.” Ver-
hoeven barked back at Dasi, but there was not much else he could do.
The raja was too important a tool in the maintenance of Dutch inter-
ests via his many connections in this part of the Archipelago. However,
Verhoeven, like so many residents who came before and after him on
Timor, had fallen victim to the dreaded “Timorese fever” by November
of the same year. Dasi, meanwhile, lived to a ripe old age, dying in
1701 after a modestly successful career covering almost half a century.”

The story, culled from a contemporary Dagregister or book of daily
annotations, may offer a glimpse into the assertiveness that indigenous
people or groups could occasionally display vis-a-vis the colonial estab-
lishment within the system. The type of early colonialism represented
by the VOC was for the most part indirect or informal, which provided
opportunities for those subjected to colonial authority to argue their
case with some degree of success. Most places, especially during the
last century of Western colonial dominance, may have offered less op-
portunity in that respect. Still, it must be remembered that colonialism
as a historical phenomenon is multifaceted and has engendered a very
broad spectrum of relationships between ruler and ruled, between colo-
niser and colonised, between foreigner and indigenous, between whites
and peoples of colour.

The economic and strategic aspects of European colonial expansion
have been the subjects of serious scholarly analysis at least since the
days of Karl Marx. Moreover, there is no denying that historians since
the rise of Asian and African nationalisms have devoted attention to
the agency of those who were subjected to colonial domination in its
various forms. Still, for a long time much of this was confined to as-
pects of national or anti-colonial struggles rather than the exploration
of communication and negotiation in a social science history context.
For example, it has been argued that the historiography of Indian na-
tionalism has been decidedly elitist since the beginning despite its
emancipatory ambitions (Guha 2000: 1). The ambitious publication
Subaltern Studies surfaced in India in the 1980s and was devoted to
writing a history from the underside of nineteenth- and twentieth-cen-
tury India; however, its tradition of historical materialism has not es-
caped criticism either.

In the last decades, three lines of research in particular have in-
formed the study of colonial relationships. The first is the field of post-
colonial studies that has emerged in the wake of the seminal work of
Edward Said (1978). Said succinctly pointed out that orientalism, or
the textual output about the ‘orient’, enjoyed an incestuous relationship
with the Western exercise of power over the non-Western world. This
implied a mutually supportive relationship between power and knowl-
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edge, and a historiography that produced essentialised statements on
the ‘orient’. In effect, postcolonial study critically analyses the hierarch-
ical power relationships that encompass the production of what is al-
leged to be scientific knowledge. It may thereby set out to destabilise
the Western discourse of modernity. It also explores the connection
and interaction between coloniser and colonised, and catches their re-
spective constituent roles (Slater 1998; Prakash 2000).

Secondly, global and transnational history has gained ground. The
field began to be explored by pioneers like William McNeill in the
1960s, and has dealt with comprehensive world system theories such
as the one offered by Immanuel Wallerstein, which sees the world as
an expanding system of inter-linked economic connections. There are
also revisionist models that challenge the assumed trend of an expand-
ing Western world towards ‘the rest’ (Frank 1998). Lately, this brand of
historiography has endeavoured to apply a broad spectre of methods
outside the traditional historical field, such as microbiology, linguistics,
geography, etc., as exemplified by the work of Jared Diamond (1997).
By seeing the processes of global history in a broader perspective than
the ‘traditional’ political and economic history, it is possible to regard
colonialism as an asymmetric interaction rather than just a movement
from centre to periphery. The point of global history may not be to
grasp the world as a whole, or to make it a history of globalisation, but
rather to discern the mutual influences of various regions and cultures
of the world (Casalilla 2007: 6706).

Thirdly, certain perspectives and methodologies of social science his-
tory have gone global. Scholarly networks and conferences nowadays
encompass widely different geographical areas and academic subfields
(Burke 2001). Studies of colonial history have benefited from ap-
proaches that integrate culture, economics, class, gender, body, emo-
tions, environment, microbiology and other issues. This is especially
true as the rich possibilities that the colonial archival resources offer
are right now being explored; a good recent example is the study of
trade and society in colonial Malacca by Nordin Hussin (2007), which
uses local documents to reconstruct the interactions in a colonial con-
text that is in fact not so ‘colonial’ in character as commonly thought.
Recent studies of colonial relations have pointed out that technology
flows could very well have moved from local subjugated peoples to the
colonising community, casting a radically new light on the forms of in-
teraction that took place in an era of European expansion (a term that
becomes only partly applicable to the situation) (Ransel 2007: 633-634).

The present volume offers nine essays originally presented as papers
on the ICAS 4 and ICAS 5 conferences, in 2005 and 2007 respectively.
They all deal with situations and milieus influenced or dominated by a
Western colonial presence. The texts include descriptions of a wide
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range of efforts and strategies of indigenous groups to arrange their
lives in the face of the non-indigenous impact. In this, the authors
charter a wide array of ways to take advantage of, negotiate with, inter-
act with, resist or portray the non-indigenous authorities. Chronologi-
cally, the nine studies cover the period from the 1700s to the immedi-
ate postcolonial period after World War II, in other words, going from
an early and largely indirect form of colonial domination to a more di-
rect type of authoritarian governance, and finally to the demise of the
system. Geographically, the essays include studies on India, Southeast
Asia, Japan and Australia.

In the first essay, ‘The future of the Past, the Past of the Future: His-
tory in Southeast Asia’, Vincent Houben takes up the intriguing histor-
iographical connection between the past, the present, and the future.
Using examples taken from Vietnam, Malaysia and Indonesia, he
shows that the preoccupation with the future was an integral part of
the representations of the past in Southeast Asia during the colonial
period. Manuscripts from Java from the nineteenth century written in
a traditional context evoke a future without colonialism. This is inter-
estingly paralleled by twentieth-century, postcolonial cases from the
three nations, where the creation of official histories becomes a way for
the national elites to plot the future. Far from being neutral, political
landscapes, past and future are loaded with meaning.

Next, Ram Krishna Tandon studies ‘European Adventurers and
Changes in the Indian Military Systent, where he focuses on the politi-
cal confusion that characterised the South Asian subcontinent in the
eighteenth century. In the wake of the European trading companies, a
number of Western adventurers entered India, engaging in business
activities to earn a quick fortune, but also offering their service as
‘hired guns’. Compared to the old military systems, they presented a
radically different input to the Indian political and military establish-
ment of the time. This no doubt added to the modernisation of the
military in the princely states that dotted the subcontinent, by attempt-
ing to arm the Indian military so that it would be the equal of Eur-
opean armies, and giving it a Western touch.

The third text brings us back to the theme of historiography. My
own essay, ‘The exile of the Liurai: A Historiographical Case Study
from Timor’, examines a dramatic event in the early colonial Dutch
trading post on Timor. A local Timorese ruler (a liurai) fled from Portu-
guese Timor in 1749 and sought refuge in the Dutch area of jurisdic-
tion. When he tried to defect from his new Dutch protectors three
years later, he was arrested and exiled to Batavia by the colonial autho-
rities. What makes this case interesting is that it is commemorated not
only by contemporary records, but also by oral tradition recorded in the
twentieth century. A comparison between the two types of sources pro-
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vides widely different perspectives that highlight the indigenous Timor-
ese processes of commemoration and history making.

Early colonial perceptions of racial relations form the theme of San-
dra Khor Manickam’s essay, ‘Africans in Asia: The Discourse of “Negri-
tos” in Early Nineteenth-century Southeast Asia’. The term Negrito or
Negrillo has been known since the seventeenth century, and was used
by European travellers and colonial officials to denote various groups
of people in the Archipelago considered smaller and darker than peo-
ples of the Malay type. Manickam investigates how this label (of ques-
tionable scientific utility) was applied initially by scholars working with
the discourses of race in early nineteenth-century Europe. She points
out the interactions between stereotypes of Africans, slaves and tribal
groups, and how these groups were visualised in Southeast Asia.

Rachana Chakraborty’s essay “‘Women's Education and Empowerment
in Colonial Bengal' continues the theme of colonial cultural hegemony.
The British rulers of India, in their civilising mission, ascribed the
backwardness of the Indian woman to local religion and culture. The
movement for female education as a discourse of modernity attempted
to coalesce the conventional Indian wife and mother with the Victorian
notion of womanhood. Chakraborty highlights this by studying the
genesis and development of women's education in Bengal from the
nineteenth century to 1947. This protracted struggle for educational
emancipation brought them into the vortex of another struggle, namely
the one for empowerment, which remains an unfinished agenda.

The implications of colonial lifestyles are studied by Victoria Haskins,
in her essay ‘Her Old Ayah: The Transcolonial Significance of the In-
dian Domestic Worker in India and Australia.” Using the life and colo-
nial trajectory of her ancestors in the nineteenth century as a point of
departure, she explores the construction of respectable white woman-
hood under British colonisation. Haskins uses the term transcolonial
construction when discussing the emotional economy of colonial mem-
ories of the beloved and nurturing servant. The Indian nursemaid or
ayah would provide a template for the ‘fashion’ of engaging young indi-
genous women as maids in both Australia and the United States in the
first half of the twentieth century.

The period after 1945 provides some striking cases of the agency of
indigenous groups in the course of the decolonisation process, and also
an example of ‘colonialism after colonialismy’, which concerns the last
three essays of the book. In his text “The Chinese, the Indians and the
French Exchange Control during the French Indochinese War, or How
to Endure, Fight and Mock the Colonial Power (1945-1954)’, Daniel Le-
plat follows the intriguing paths of Asian money trafficking networks
during the violent last days of French Indochina. The background of
this trafficking was the official over-valuation of the Indochinese cur-
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rency, the piastre. Leplat shows in detail how the members of the In-
dian and Chinese diasporas managed to free themselves to some extent
from the constraints of colonial financial policy, and to make some
profit by selling their assistance to members of the colonial commu-
nity.

In ‘Living the Colonial Lifestyle: Australian Women and Domestic
Labour in Occupied Japan 1945-1952°, Christine de Matos returns to the
subject of domestic labour, this time in a quasi-colonial milieu. During
the allied occupation of Japan, a significant number of Australian wo-
men came to live in Japan for a period of years, as nurses, teachers
and the wives of soldiers. They became a symbol and agent of ‘civilisa-
tior’, adopting the role of coloniser-occupier with enthusiasm. The
most potent symbol and practice of this was the domestic labourer, the
‘housegirl’ or ‘houseboy’. De Matos explores the power dynamics of the
occupier-occupied relationship of female occupiers and domestic la-
bourer, and by implication, the interaction between race, class and gen-
der. She shows how the women easily adopted a colonial/imperialist
discourse rather than one based on democratisation and emancipation
— the ostensible aims of and justification for the Occupation.

Finally, Bambang Purwanto in his essay ‘Decolonisation and the Ori-
gin of Military Business in Indonesia’ explores the dynamics of indi-
genous economic activity in a turbulent time of decolonisation. As he
points out, those who have studied the role of Indonesian military busi-
ness have tended to see it as a phenomenon of the New Order after
1960, or at best, something that originated in the 1950s. Purwanto
challenges this notion by tracing the business activities back to the re-
volution in 1945-1949, and then follows the development up to the ta-
keover of Western corporate interests in 1957-1959. He argues that the
process of decolonisation provided the basis for subsequent military in-
volvement in business, at length, supporting the more sophisticated
military business format that has been visible since the 1960s.

In conclusion, the nine texts in this volume set out to explore the di-
versity of human relationships that was forged by the colonial pre-
sence. This is done through a fresh application of concepts, perspec-
tives, theories and methodologies, many of them taken from the fast
developing area of social science history. Taken together, the essays re-
veal, on the one hand, the variety of devices by which colonials wielded
and maintained physical and mental authority over the dominated so-
cieties, but also the numerous ways that the latter could use to respond
to colonialism. The response might be economic, such as the traffick-
ing in Indochinese piastres in a time of decolonisation, or it could be
literary, like the inclusion of the colonials in a historiographical frame-
work in nineteenth-century Java. It could also be an interaction that
took place on colonial terms but entailed an element of emancipation,
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such as the issue of women’s education in colonial Bengal. For all its
features of structural oppression, colonialism — needless to say — was
not a one-way communication process; its study requires an analysis of
the ever-shifting constituent roles of coloniser and colonised.

Note

1 VOC 8310, in Nationaal Archief, The Hague, no. 1.04.02, sub. 18 April 1687.






The Future of the Past, the Past of the Future:
History in Southeast Asia

Vincent Houben

1 Entanglements of histories and futures

The future in Southeast Asia is intimately linked to its past as well as
its present. Starting from any present anywhere, both the past and the
future can only be conceived of in relational terms. One has to imagine
overlaps between past and present / present and future or think in the
form of forward/backward strings of events, processes and structures
condensed into preconditions and consequences. Looking backwards in
time has developed into the science of history, while looking forward is
often felt as a much more haphazard practice undertaken by non-scien-
tific actors such as politicians, administrative planners and even for-
tune-tellers. Yet, the past cannot do without the present, as the present
without the future, the future without the past and even the past with-
out the future.

Screening through titles of studies on Southeast Asia, the multi-direc-
tionalities and asymmetrical linkages between past, present and future
become apparent. The present is historicised through a past that is per-
ceived, told, written, framed, mapped but also handed down, trans-
mitted, remembered, recalled as well as examined, interpreted or ex-
plained. The future, however, is viewed, faced, approached or bridged in
the form of trajectories, prospects and challenges. So it seems that as a
general rule the human past needs to be maintained as an ordered
space to assist in the structure and stability of the present, whereas the
future is primarily linked to change, risk and contingency. This is pri-
marily a function of linear, forward-moving perceptions of time, which
sees the present state of (post)modernity as the outcome of a specific de-
velopment of the past, prefiguring a future that is partly predetermined
by the presence of the past but also open to the new and unexpected.

However, the connections between future-past-present become mul-
tidirectional and highly charged if other perceptions of time are taken
into consideration. Hopes or fears of the future certainly impact on
present-day peoples’ attitudes, while the past only acquires meaning
through our preoccupations in the present, and the future is supposed
to be shaped via the experiences or ‘lessons’ learned in the past,
whereas the past is conceived of as containing the seeds of the future.
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Yet, these kinds of multiple connections only display the ‘secure’ time
modes. In contrast, many temporal entanglements are also charac-
terised by instability, insecurity, crisis and even a psychological state-of-
mind called ‘angst’. Angst lies beyond fear, because what one fears can
be named and is therefore calculable, whereas angst refers to an un-
controllable and unspecific feeling of threat. Coming to terms with trau-
matic episodes of the past as well as with some angst about the future
shows how crisis-prone and charged the connections between past, pre-
sent and future often are, both on an individual and a collective level.

Past, present and future are entangled but what are the specific pro-
cesses involved and how can these be captured by using specific terms?
Recent literature offers some clues to these questions. One approach is
to use optical terms — that of reflecting and mirroring, which is more
sensate than the concepts of imagining and envisioning.” These terms
clarify that we are looking at the past as well as the future in the form
of a space through a lens from a certain angle, which per definition
means biased. A second approach uses the language of power: The past
is empowered, the future is confronted, and history is revived in order
to be able to face the future.® A third approach infuses quality into
temporal dimensions: The past has been turbulent and the future is
uncertain.? Human agency is contained in it.

In this short essay, an attempt is made to show how past and future
interact in the spatial settings of what is conveniently called Southeast
Asia. The core conceptual instrument in approaching this theme is that
of ‘representations of social order’. Representations can be defined as
notions or ideas that define the world and allow people to organise it,
historically, socially and politically. They reflect certain cultural predis-
positions but, at the same time, open up cultural, spatial as well as
temporal dimensions that allow for the construction of social orders in
which subjects as well as objects can be positioned. Representations are
forms of knowledge that allow people to establish their world and can-
not be reduced to something that lurks between us and reality. Repre-
sentations create a social order but, at the same time, they are part of
it. Representations are not simply ‘depictions’ of the past or the future,
but resources for the creation of meaning vis-a-vis the past and the fu-
ture, which enable the individual as well as multiple actors and even
whole societies to act both within and beyond the confines of the pre-
sent. By imposing meaning on the past through expectations of the fu-
ture and the other way around, cultural practices establish, maintain or
contest a particular social order.* Two dimensions of one major strand
of representation are considered here: the way in which the future has
been embedded in the past during the colonial and postcolonial eras in
Southeast Asia. I will concentrate on Vietnam, Malaysia and Indonesia.
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2 Futures of the colonial

The preoccupation with the future was an integral part of representa-
tions of the past in colonial Southeast Asia. Studying prophetic writing
in Javanese history, Nancy Florida translated the Babad Jaka Tingkir, an
anonymous nineteenth century text that describes the transition of
Hindu-Buddhist realms in the East to the dominance of Islam in Cen-
tral Java 250 years earlier. She notes:

(T)his text does not chronicle a dynastic history preoccupied with
the doings of kings and their armies in a linear narrative fash-
ion. Rather this poem interrupts the dominant genealogical style
of the dynastic chronicle to treat the past episodically, to gener-
ate a novel genealogy of the future. ... Rather than register a re-
cuperation of past reality in the name of ‘objective truth’ ... or a
reinscription of the imagined pasts of dynastic presents with an
eye to continuing traditional status quos ... this text constructs
an alternative past which, countering its oppressive colonial pre-
sent, would move towards more autonomous, perhaps even lib-
erating, futures (Florida 1995: 10).

The text was apparently written circa 1850 on the island of Ambon by
someone from the entourage of the exiled king of Surakarta, Pakubu-
wana VI3 Instead of using a traditional linear narrative, it was com-
posed as a series of episodic fragments. Within the context of the ab-
sence of a genuine scion of the royal Mataram house being on the
throne, the text dwells on ‘other powers, which arise — repeatedly — at
the edges or margins of society’. It refers to the Jayabaya tradition, said
to be the prophecies of a Hindu Javanese king on the future of Java in
the form of eight eras to come. Contrary to babad tradition, however,
the marginalised figures do not move toward the centre but remain ob-
scure. Writing history (Jav. mengeti) also has a connotation of bringing
about a desired future (Florida 1995: 270-274, 315, 397).

One can ask whether the Jaka Tingkir text was an exceptional way of
writing pre-colonial history, set within a troubled colonial present and
thus provoking a breakthrough into the future. I argue that this is not
the case. Even in the major Javanese chronicle on the history of Java,
the Babad Tanah Jawi, prophecies (pasemon) were regularly integrated
into earlier parts of the story as ways to foreshadow later ‘predestined’
events. The constant rewriting and extension of the so-called major ba-
bad had the intention of being in control of both present and future by
wielding power over the past (Wieringa 1999: 244-263). Nor was this
phenomenon of future orientation limited to Javanese history writing.
In the Acehnese Hikayat Potjoet Moehamat, the story of a conflict be-
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tween two contenders of the throne unfolds after the younger one has
a dream with a ‘concealed meaning’ in which the land is thrown into
chaos but then regains order. At the same time, the record of events
omits the conjunctions between them (Siegel 1976: 322, 327). A discus-
sion of the Malay hikayat style likewise referred to the feature of tem-
poral phrases that are attached to individual events but not placed with-
in an overarching temporal framework. Contrary to Western percep-
tions of the past as a line of events that heads towards the present as a
privileged point, in the hikayat events are temporally flat and recounted
when they come up. This does not preclude a sense of future though.
On the contrary, as Shelly Errington demonstrated: “Thus to be spoken
about in future ages provides an impulse for action, drawing the hi-
kayat's figures into the future’ (Errington 1979: 38). The episodic nat-
ure of time in pre-colonial chronicles from Java and the Malay world
was linked to their function of being sung before an audience. The so-
cial meaning the sounds acquired through their performance was a
central feature and in this way hikayat history was transferred towards
the future.

The social meaning of the future was transported in other ways than
through historical chronicles and their performance. Throughout
Southeast Asia, ordinary rural people recounted stories of expectation,
which acquired a sense of immediacy and relevance in times of crisis.
In Java, the premonitions of Jayabaya, a Kedhiri king, were well known.
G.P. Rouffaer, a Dutch scientist who stayed in Central Java during the
years 1889 and 1890, retrieved and translated a Jayabaya manuscript
from the Solo Residency archive. It shows history as an alternation of
periods of prosperity and order versus times of chaos. The story con-
tains predictions (pralambangan) that are linked to the specific times
when an old century turned into a new in the Javanese time reckoning.
A fragment of the Rouffaer text reads as follows:

In the year 1900 the realm shall decay and as a consequence of
the will of the Almighty a brave European king will come, ac-
companied by countless armies, to which all kings will have to
bow, without being able to resist him. Java will also succumb to
him and he will be ruling there for a long time and in a strin-
gent manner, and establish himself immovably. In these times
the king of Rum in Constantinople will sit in a State Council
and say to his prime-minister: patih, it is known to me that there
are no longer ruling princes in Java, all having been forced to
submit to a European ruler. Leave with all your armies and
chase this usurper from there. If you won't succeed you are not
entitled to go there. The patih and his people will leave for Java
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and drive the European king out. The people will thereafter be
happy, live peacefully and united.®

Jayabaya prophecies were circulated widely in Java and certainly fed
into the future expectations of the people. Similar prophetic expecta-
tions were contained in an Islamic vocabulary (al-Mahdi), whereas in
the Philippines they were of Christian provenience (Pasyon). Millenar-
ian and messianic movements in Southeast Asia have been studied ex-
tensively by authors like Michael Adas, Sartono Kartodirdjo, Ray Ileto
and others.

Ideas of a future beyond colonialism were therefore prevalent in in-
digenous societies and certainly served as a threat to the colonial order.
Therefore, manuscripts and pamphlets referring to the future were me-
ticulously collected by colonial authorities, creating fear among Eur-
opeans that ideas might lead to social action, as it sometimes but cer-
tainly not always did. The pasts contained in babad, hikayat and millen-
arian traditions were, however, far from ordered and singular. The
dynastical chronicles were connected to oral traditions, which circu-
lated widely but were manifold in their meaning, whereas narratives of
expectation on a change of eras had a timeless ‘empty’ quality. Like the
past, the future was therefore a reservoir of dreams that were beyond
control and unspecific with regard to time and space.

3 Projecting nationalist pasts

The first decades of the twentieth century fundamentally changed the
representations of past and future in Southeast Asia. The key to this
development was modernity, which, in the words of Anthony Giddens,
separated time and space and therefore opened up the social order to
time-space ‘zoning’. The historicity associated with modernity de-
pended on a new, unitary kind of ‘insertion’ into time and space (Gid-
dens 1990: 16, 20-21). The major vehicle of Southeast Asian modernity
was the idea of nation. Nationalism intertwined representations of
pasts and futures into a linear scheme and gave it a single meaning.
Whereas history in nineteenth-century Vietnam had, besides provid-
ing legitimacy for the ruling dynasty, the function of strengthening
‘timeless’ Confucian ethical principle. But in the beginning of the
twentieth century, this began to change because intellectuals such as
Phan Boi Chau and Phan Chu Trinh, began adopting the idea of linear
progress. The major philosophical change, however, was promoted by
the Vietnamese who had been to France and had been exposed to Wes-
tern philosophy. Tran Huu Do, who had a keen understanding of He-
gelian dialectics but gained little recognition, and Ho Chi Minh be-
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longed to this group.” A similar development took place in Indonesia,
where a small urban intelligentsia received a Western education and
were exposed to Western versions of history. In a similar vein, on the
Malay Peninsula, the Malay College in Melaka introduced the subject
of tawarikh (‘history in dates’) in 1918, which led to the writing of new
sort of hikayat (Khoo Kay Kim 1979: 301, 307).

Both history and the future were encapsulated by the project of the
nation and their representations needed to be modelled on the social
order strived for. A fundamental qualitative change was that from then
on the future was the main orientation. Just as there were multiple
modernities (Eisenstadt 2002), there existed multiple ways to imagine
the national future. The nationalist movements of Southeast Asia often
contested not only colonialism but also each other. One could distin-
guish between secular, religious and Marxist versions of projecting the
past into the future, but all of them were characterised by hybridity
emanating from transfers between the old, the novel and the outside
turned inward.

When Ai Quoc (Ho Chi Minh) secretly returned to his home country
in 1941, he sat in a cave at Pac Bo typing letters to the people to be
published in the Indochinese Communist Party’s newspapet, in an at-
tempt to fuse anti-traditionalism with a nationalistic version of the his-
tory of Vietnam. He combined historical dialectics on a teleological ba-
sis with the idea of a timeless Vietnamese tradition, thus creating the
mould for all subsequent nationalist historiographies (Marr 1981: 284-
286). His pamphlet titled ‘The History of Our Country’ (Lich su nuoc
ta), published in 1942, was very important. The major lesson of history,
besides stressing the importance of resistance to foreign intervention,
was that the people should be united. An appended list of dates where
he tried to predict the year of Vietnamese independence ended with
1945 (Duiker 2000: 251-253, 260).

Early Indonesian nationalists also argued for a united stance on the
basis of a nationalist past, and were, in fact, inspired by Dutch histories
of pre-colonial Java published around 1920 (Reid and Marr 1979: 288-
289). Sukarno was the chief architect of Indonesian national history.
He set out his ideas on history and the future of Indonesia in a defence
speech read out in court in 1930, titled ‘Indonesia accuses’ (Indonesié
klaagt aan!), which was further complemented by a pamphlet in 1933
on the attainment of Indonesian independence (Mentjapai Indonesia
Merdeka). A recent biographer of Sukarno labelled his 1930 defence
speech as a ‘cogent set of Indonesian arguments, though always closely
wedded to the vernacular of European and other Western sources of
political thought’ (Hering 2002: 190). Sukarno adopted a simple but
‘classic’ three-stage temporal model of Indonesian history: glorious past
— dark present — shining future. The glorious future of the Indonesian
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people was, so he argued, already contained in its great past since his-
tory showed that the Indonesian nation was on a par with any Western
one (Reid and Marr 1979: 290-291). In the 1933 brochure, these ideas
were expanded upon but further strengthened by connecting the pre-
sent struggle against the Dutch colonialists to a mythic past from the
Ramayana repertoire, in which Ramawidjaja killed the overseas demon
Dasamuka (Hering 2000: 227). During the preparatory meetings that
eventually led to Indonesian Independence in June 1945, Sukarno
came up with the idea of Pancasila and again referred to the 1933
pamphlet, stating that political independence (kemerdekaan) was a gold-
en bridge (jembatan emas), on the far side of which the Indonesians
would rebuild their own society (kita sempurnakan kita punya masyara-
kat).®

Islamic and Marxist projections of a national future were quite differ-
ent, although both were part of a global movement set within a utopian
frame of thought. The Arab-Islamic sense of history has been based on
tarikh, or the study of events or occurrences with the goal of establish-
ing their nature and position in time (Johns 1979: 58). Religion proved
to be a powerful vehicle to inscribe the future of the nation and the im-
portance of so-called Islamic movements within Malayan as well as In-
donesian nationalism is well-known. The promise of eternal happiness
after one’s resurrection and final judgement constitutes an essential
message of salvation. The modernist religious renewal movement of
the late nineteenth century propagated the idea of the unity of all Mus-
lims and the need to strip local Islam of the customs that prevented its
progress towards its pure origins. Ideas on how to accommodate Islam
within the framework of independent statehood diverged, making it a
political issue of critical importance. However, pre-Islamic messianism
or the belief among Muslim peasants that the reappearance of al-Mah-
di would signal the advent of the Day of Judgement continued to be
strong. The same was true for mysticism, which allows for the immedi-
ate experience of the Creator’s presence, which transgresses time.

The Marxist goal of studying history was in order to change it. At
the same time, as argued by Tan Malakka in Indonesia, Marxism was
not a dogma but a guide for action (Marr 1979: 333; Poeze 2007: 851).
Communism, like Islam, had a global presence and a messianic mes-
sage. It claimed that history was governed by material dialectics that
would come to an end with a revolution that would spell the collapse
of capitalism, leading to a dictatorship of the proletariat and the estab-
lishment of a stateless communist society. The teleological characteris-
tics of history were in this manner linked to concrete expectations for
the future — a highly effective mix for mobilising the poor rural masses
of Southeast Asia. The Vietnamese communist party proved to be more
successful in the end than the Indonesian communist party (PKI). But
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the hybrid ways in which they combined Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy
with pre-existing popular expectations was common to both.

The PKI attracted a huge following in the 1951-1965 period but was
not so much based on anti-imperialism or social justice but, as Ruth
McVey argued, the idea that ‘by associating and thinking in a new way
one could again gain strength and become, in the end, invincible ...
The essential symbol in this appeal was modernity’ (McVey 1979: 344).
In 1957, a historical analysis by D.N. Aidit was published under the ti-
tle Indonesian Society and the Indonesian Revolution (Masjarakat Indone-
sia dan Revolusi Indonesia). Only the ‘correct’ interpretation of history,
could determine the proper action for the future. History was not an
account of past events but a ‘pattern of organising thought. It provided
a past which was a model for the future not simply in terms of recom-
mended action but in categories of perception, presenting certain ways
of looking at things and excluding others’ (McVey 1979: 349). The past
was essentially national and the role of the Indonesian communist
party was to liberate a country that was independent in name only.
However, the communists in the 1920s continued to invoke local uto-
pianism, as the Jayabaya prophecy was linked to the Soviet Union and
revolution with the coming of the Ratu Adil (Tarling 2001: 374).

4 Plotting future from the present

In some societies, like in Mongolia, the past is up front while the fu-
ture lies far behind because the former remains visible, while the latter
is not.? However, in contemporary society in Southeast Asia, the future
lies ahead. In Malay, it is masa depan, time that lies before. The conno-
tation of tuong lai in Vietnamese is different, however, because it sig-
nifies what one has not yet done but wants to do next.

The central idiom of the post-independence national existence is fo-
cussed on the future, like the present in post-World War II Southeast
Asia had, at least in the beginning, which did not have much to offer
in the form of political stability and economic prosperity. Since the in-
dependent states in Southeast Asia could not immediately realise popu-
lar expectations of social and economic improvement, they had to re-
sort to occupying the future as a tool for legitimating existing power re-
lations. A crucial way of representing this has been through
‘development’, essentially a continuation of a central project of the late-
colonial state. The most obvious way was by the introduction of plan-
ning. Through planning the future could be grasped, its underpinning
statistics could be presented as ‘objective’ goal orientation.

Planning, however, presupposed a certain national stability, which
was lacking in Indonesia of the 1950s. Therefore, President Sukarno,
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in his public speeches, prolonged the revolution. After a stage of survi-
val (1950-1955), a new period commenced, that of the socio-economic
revolution, with as its objective a just and prosperous society, phrased
as ‘tata-tentram-kerta-rahardja’, which alludes to the golden age an-
nounced by the puppet master (dalang) of the wayang.'® After 1965, po-
litical stability was guaranteed by the military, so the revolutionary
rhetoric was dropped. Economic progress under the Suharto regime
was represented through state planning. From 1969 until 1994, five
Rencana Pembangunan Lima Tahun (Five-year Plans) were announced,
with different foci ranging from infrastructure to industry and from
transmigration to education. In the official language, development be-
came the most frequently used term of the New Order, Suharto him-
self being hailed as its ‘father’ (bapak pembangunan).

Development planning in Malaysia, a relatively affluent country in
the region, has not been particularly effective. As K.S. Jomo argued,
postcolonial planning has provided only limited blueprints, whereas
private sector activities cannot be planned. The nature of the planning
here has been more political: ‘Development policies, plan allocations as
well as implementation reflect the nature, role and orientation of the
state’ (Jomo 1999: 86-87). In 1991, Mahathir launched his Vision
2020, a program that would turn Malaysia into a fully developed coun-
try. He stressed that this vision was not ‘just a slogan’ but ‘a framework
for actior’, which included the application of science and technology
but also ‘attitude and value changes’ (Kidam and Hamim 1999: 339)."
However, in the midst of the 1997 Asian financial crisis, during a con-
ference in Tokyo, he deplored the destructive role of the so-called new
capitalists: ‘So what is going to be the future, the future of Asia? Actu-
ally there is not going to be much of a future for Asia, at least a future
that is distinctly Asian’ (Kidam and Hamim 1999: 155). The doom after
the boom did not materialise, however, since the Asian economies be-
gan to recover after 1999.

A second way of plotting the future is through the creation of official
histories, which are condensed into central representations upholding
the postcolonial national social order. Collective memory is constructed
through central discursive topoi, which are infused with a temporal ex-
tension within a demarcated territory — royalty, unity, culture, and reli-
gion. History is supposed to have extended itself beyond a centre or
core region. Moreover, in many Southeast Asian countries, myths of a
golden age, decisive turning points such as battles, key sacrificial
events, and heroes with exemplary characters all play a major role.
These historical representations are, however, contested by foreign pro-
fessional historians, critical home historians living abroad and from be-
low, in the form of local and regional histories that remain largely un-
written (Houben 2008). Furthermore, official histories are revealing in
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the sense of what has been ‘forgotten’ or censored, with the aim of
making sure that future is not destabilised by memories of a troubled
past.

An extreme example of national history as tool for regime justifica-
tion has been Indonesia under Suharto rule. The key theme of Sukar-
no’s version of the past has been the progression towards a brighter fu-
ture. During the New Order, a new vision of history was promulgated,
with Nugroho Notosusanto as its main composer. It converted the
armed forces into the main historical player as it defended the nation
at critical junctures in the past, notably during the Indonesian indepen-
dence struggle and, in 1965, during the supposed communist coup at-
tempt. According to Katharine McGregor, history was confiscated from
the Indonesian people to become the story of military triumphs, repre-
senting the New Order as the apex of history (Mc Gregory 2007: 217).
Yet, more than ten years after the fall of Suharto, a new official version
of Indonesian history has not taken its place.

The persistence of official historical myths is shown by the official
representations of the Nhan Van-Giai Pham affair during the middle of
1956, which consisted of a number of intellectuals and writers who
openly addressed the contemporary domestic problems of the DRV.
Dissenting views were briefly tolerated by the party leadership, only to
be suppressed later on. In the official historiography, these events were
then turned into an anti-socialist conspiracy, a myth that has survived
until the present day, although, since the beginning of Doi Moi (the
economic renovation policy), those who participated in this movement
have been unofficially rehabilitated. Dissenting private memories are
tolerated as long as they do not enter the public sphere. Meanwhile, of-
ficial renderings of history display a greater variety than in the past
(GrofRheim 2007).

These examples show how the future is configured both in a forward
trajectory (planning) and backwards by ensuring an official domination
over public memory. Numbers that designate how the future will be
and historical myths that allow people to understand the collective past
are a means to extending state control beyond the confines of the con-
temporary social order. These kinds of control are neither uncontested
nor stable in themselves but they have proven to be socially effective
and enduring in character.

5 Concluding remarks: controlled pasts, contingent futures?
This essay has attempted to make a few statements on how the future

is represented in history writing in Southeast Asia. The question has
been raised about how the past and the future interact in this region
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and what it means for the establishment, maintenance or contestation
of a social order. Past and future are not neutral mental landscapes; on
the contrary they are loaded with meaning for those who are living
consciously in the here and now. Distinguishing between colonial, na-
tional and postcolonial social orders has offered some general clues on
how representations of past and future are entangled. Indigenous his-
tory texts during the colonial era frequently addressed the future as did
millenarian traditions, but both the past and the future were framed
within an overall decontextualised time structure. Modernity encour-
aged the emergence of linear national pasts and futures. Chronology
and movement towards the future comprised its essential characteris-
tics. Future orientations combined with a control over history in the
form of planning and official historiographies were aimed at regime le-
gitimation, and have been the dominant modes of representation dur-
ing the postcolonial period.

Thus far, this essay may have created the impression that it supports
the received view that modernity, transferred directly or indirectly from
the West, has overtaken pre-colonial, culturally specific notions of how
past and future are intertwined. This kind of argument does not suf-
fice, however. First, this kind of generalisation ignores the intricacies
of transfer. Let me illustrate this with a Javanese notion about contents
(isi): the contents may change but the vessel (wadhah) remains is the
same. Western notions of modernity were selectively transferred and
fused with indigenous figurations, giving rise to distinct Indonesian,
Malaysian and Vietnamese representations of the modern, an inter-
mediate space in which the boundaries between source and outcome,
between indigenous and modern have become indistinguishable.

Secondly, the incorporation of the future into a present that is a con-
tinuation of the past is not wholly a function of modernity. Writing,
talking or knowing about the past has always been a way of inscribing
the future. Although the ability of the state to establish and control a
dominant version of the entanglements of past and future have be-
come stronger, alternative representations on how past events open up
possible futures have been and continue to exist. Thirdly, stabilising
the future through myth making about the past makes the representa-
tions that anchor the existing social order resistant to change. Recur-
rent crises between past-future representations and social orders that
are entangled in the processes of transformation heighten contingency,
a phenomenon that can hardly be interpreted as solely a function of
modernity.
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European Adventurers and Changes in the Indian
Military System

Ram Krishna Tandon

Introduction

Eighteenth-century India witnessed a very significant transitional
epoch. The traditional glory and greatness of the Mughals was tottering
and about to a fall into a state of degeneration and decay. Peace and
stability had been eroded. Centrifugal tendencies began raising their
heads and inexorable forces were seen as rapidly converging, one upon
the other, leading to an inevitable dissolution. Aurangzeb, the last
mighty Mughal, breathed his last in 1707, but during his reign, the
Marathas had already raised their heads and he had to fight them for
more than 20 years. None of his successors were capable of defending
his vast empire. This resulted in the emergence and rise of many other
independent local powers in both North and South India. These local
powers consisted of the Marathas in Poona, Indore, Gwalior and Gujar-
at, the Nizam in Hyderabad, the Jat in Bharatpur and the Sikhs in Pun-
jab. The Mughal Emperor was basically nothing more than a shadow
of royalty and the country was in a state of flux. The political vacuum
thus created provided very favourable conditions for the influx of for-
eign powers. The invasion of Nadir Shah in 1739, followed by a series
of attacks by Ahmad Shah Abdali between 1748 and 17061, dealt a
deadly blow not only to the tottering Empire of Delhi but also to the
Marathas.

At this juncture, the Europeans in India began to get involved in the
politics of the local rulers. These Europeans came to India on the pre-
text of engaging in trade and commerce, and in order to save their
trading interests they took up arms and started to take political control
over the area. They raised armies based on the European pattern and
when they fought the Indian rulers, the difference between a Eur-
opean-trained army and the Indian traditional army was obvious. The
Indian rulers understood that their armies were no match for these
European-trained armies; thus they needed to build an army based on
the European model.

The question was, who would raise a European-style army for these
Indian rulers? It turned out to be European adventurers who made
themselves available and were ready to sell their swords to whomever
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paid the highest price; consequently, they were employed by the Indian
rulers for raising these European-style armies.

The objective of this essay is to examine the role played by these Eur-
opean adventurers in bringing about a change in the military system
that was prevalent in India by this time, by raising army units based
on the European model, and by demonstrating their superiority over
the existing Indian military system. In this way the process of westerni-
sation of the Indian military system began.

This essay will look at the following issues in chronological order:

A. The European military system during the eighteenth century

B. The Indian military system during the eighteenth century

C. European adventurers: their background, both military and non-
military

D. Armies raised by these adventurers and the changes that the armies
of the Indian states underwent

E. Conclusion.

A.  The European military system during the eighteenth
century

Eighteenth-century Europe underwent large-scale social, political, eco-
nomic and industrial changes. Britain, France, Russia, Austria, Hol-
land, Portugal and Prussia were the major powers in Europe and had
interests outside Europe. Despite different forms of government, these
European powers had one thing in common and that was ‘to maintain
boundaries of the state; to expand them, if possible or desirable, by di-
plomacy of war to maintain internal justice and to protect the estab-
lished Church’ (Rude 1972: 103). During this period Europe became a
model for both military and non-military affairs.

Religion, which in the past had played a major role in European
wars, received a setback and social, political, economic, industrial and
technological developments were becoming the major factors in the
shaping of the nature of war and in turn the military system. The best
brains society had to offer were engaged in the cause of economic ex-
pansion and thus only the unemployed and unproductive sectors of so-
ciety were available to serve in the armies. ‘The officers were found al-
most exclusively from the nobility’ (Howard 1976: 69) and the other
ranks from the riff-raff of society. For example, the army of King Fre-
drick William I (ry13-40) recruited as much riff-raff as possible from
the peasants, who were sent back to their farms during the sowing and
harvest seasons. They were paid a pittance and encouraged to supple-
ment their pay by practicing trade in their barracks.
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Professionalism also entered warfare during this period. The officers
were the servants of the state and were guaranteed regular employ-
ment and wages. They dedicated themselves to the service of their re-
spective states. This professionalism clearly discriminated between the
military and civilian elements of society.

The army in Europe during this period could best be described as a
state within the state. They were the symbol of state power. They main-
tained a subculture of routine, ceremonies, habits, dress and music, in
other words, a way of life known as soldiering. It would not be out of
place to mention here that traces of these practices could be seen in
the British army in far more recent history. The officers who stood in
direct relationship to the Crown led aristocratic lifestyles, while other
ranks were recruited from all over Europe by impressments or bounty,
disciplined by the lash, drilled until they were able to perform like
automatons, and were kept in order by the watchdog class. This regi-
mentation made it possible for these recruits to stand at attention for
hours while the enemy fired at them from point blank range (Howard
1976: 70).

The army, as a rule, was kept at a distance from society because the
rulers feared that they would create terror among the common people
or that they might desert, which was a common problem of the era.
And thus came the concept of cantonments.

The way troops were organised was almost the same throughout
Europe. The armies were organised in infantry battalions and regi-
ments; the cavalry in companies and regiments, whereas squadrons
were the fighting formations. In advance of any attack, the artillery
would be placed in the centre, the infantry on their right and left wings
and the cavalry on both flanks.

The first half of the eighteenth century saw the expansion of the
army and during campaigns there was a rigid sense of discipline in the
order to facilitate the execution of the battle. Importance was given to
the personnel and material aspects of the army. Large armies meant
that roads and weather conditions were major determinants in the op-
eration plans. New types of light troops were raised. These troops were
irregular, lacked discipline and were used for overrunning or holding
an area and were counted upon to gain intelligence. The light troops
consisted of a mix of infantry and cavalry and were known as legions,
and they used to provide security for the marching army or forced into
direct battle if necessary (Spaulding 1937: 538).

In the second half of the eighteenth century, we see a new pattern of
warfare emerging. The citizens’ armies replaced the professional ar-
mies (Earle 1944: 49).The rigid discipline became even more rigorous.
This concept of discipline was common throughout Europe. Frederick
the Great’s Prussian military system and army became the model for
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the rest of Europe. The ‘Prussian soldier, through incessant, brutal, ri-
gid drill and discipline, including cadenced steps, became an automa-
tion' (Dupuy and Dupuy 1977: 664). His cavalry was used for shock ef-
fect in the field and for reconnaissance off the battlefield. He stressed
the importance of mobility over firepower. At the beginning of a battle,
his army used to stand still like chessmen. And thus, battle became a
methodical affair. Gilbert combined the advantage of dispersion and
concentration with those of mobility and called it ‘Grand Tactics’,
which were adopted by Napoleon later on (Montross 1946: 449).

B.  The Indian military system during the eighteenth century

The Portuguese were the first Europeans to arrive in 1498 on the West
Coast of India. They confined themselves to Goa, Daman and Diu and
only left India in 1961. Then came the British, followed by the French
and the Dutch. During this period, there were two main military sys-
tems in India. One was that of the Mughals and the other was that of
the Marathas and others like the Jats, Rajputs, etc. who more or less
followed the Mughal military system. The Mughal armies were feudal
in character. The Nobles were given a Mansab (rank) and were ordered
to maintain a fixed number of troops and produce them whenever they
were needed. For this service, they were given a piece of land. The
troops were commanded by these mansabdars (military rank holders)
and the loyalty of troops depended on the loyalty of the mansabdar. The
army consisted of infantry, cavalry, artillery, elephants and camel
troops. The actual number of non-combatants in the army was much
larger than the number of combatants. The armies were huge and
when they were on the march, it was like a moving city with its various
types of fighting and non-fighting professionals. The camp life was lux-
urious and the number of women who came along was large. Armies
were usually in arrear of payment. Though the Mughals were fond of
their artillery, being the first to use firearms in North India in the first
battle of Panipat in 1526, their firearms were old-fashioned. Heavy as
well as light guns were employed. Battles would normally start with
heavy artillery shelling followed by a cavalry charge, followed by the in-
fantry. Once the battles began, more emphasis was placed on personal
bravery. The commander sat on a big elephant, directing the battle and
if he was not seen on the elephant for some reason it usually decided
the battle. The guns and an army’s numerical strength were the main
factors in winning a battle. Elephants and forts played an important
role in the military system. A huge Mughal army would have cumber-
some artillery drawn by horses and bulls and even by elephants. The
huge, luxurious character of the Mughal army came at the expense of
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flexibility and mobility. But this army allowed the Mughals to remain
the masters of India for more than 150 years; the Mughal army had no
equals in India.

The other major military system in India at that time was that of the
Marathas. The Marathas inhabited the regions of Nasik, Poona, Satara,
parts of Ahmadnagar and Sholapur and the western corner of Auranga-
bad, a total area of some 28,000 square miles (Sarkar 1973: 1-2) in to-
day’s Maharastra and the Konkan area of the Western Ghats. This area
includes three mountain ranges: the Sahyadari, Satpura and the Vind-
hyas, with numerous valleys and forests. The Chinese traveller Hiuen
Tsang noted that the Marathas were warlike and proud, but also grate-
ful and vengeful when the occasion warranted (Sen 1958: 1).

The Maratha family of Bhonsle came into the limelight in the court
of Ahmadnagar and one of its descendants Shivaji was the founder of
the Maratha Kingdom in Maharashtra. He associated a brave race from
the Poona area, the Mavle, and began his military career with them.
The Marathas’ military system consists of two parts: one, under Shivaji,
the founder of the Maratha Empire, and the other that arose after his
death. The core of Shivaji's army was his Mavle infantry who had their
own arms such as swords, shields and bows and arrows. His cavalry
consisted of two categories, those with state horses — the Bargies or
Paga — and his own horses, the Silehdars. Both the infantry and cavalry
comprised an efficient organisation of units and an efficient payment
system. Swiftness, speed and mobility were their specialty and they
were experts in guerrilla-type warfare and in the use of swords, bows
and arrows and spears. A chain of about 240 forts was a major compo-
nent of Shivaji's military system (Majumdar 1977: 566). These forts
were the fabric of his empire, and they served as his saving grace in
the days of adversity (Ranade & Telang 1961: 64-65). The artillery was
the weakest branch of the army of Shivaji. Meanwhile, the Marathas
purchased their guns from European merchants, who, alas, sold them
mostly inferior weapons. Shivaji also had a large fleet of ships to pro-
tect the coast of his empire. He understood the danger that the Eur-
opeans posed from the sea. Therefore, Shivaji's foresight led him to
protect his people, punish his enemies, and develop his ports, as well
as a share of maritime trade and the freedom of the sea. ‘So he com-
bined the forts and ships’ (Sarkar 1984: 262).

Shivaji had a council of ministers who ran the administration known
as Astha Pradhan (Peshwas, Amatya, Sachiv, Mantri, Senapati, Su-
mant, Panditrav and Nayadish); excluding Panditrav and Nayadish, the
other ‘six ministers were bound in consonance with the needs of the
time, to conduct military operations when required’ (Sardesai 19406:
280). A very strict discipline was followed in the army and any breach
of discipline was very severely punished. In his battles, Shivaji resorted
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to hit and run tactics known as Gamini Kava. This army was so light
that it could cover 40 to 50 miles in a single march. Night attacks and
mobility were his main tactics. His army was expert in the art of har-
assment and cutting off the enemy’s supply lines and can be compared
to the strategy of indirect approach, developed by Liddle Hart after
World War I.

After Shivaji's death, the political situation in the Maratha Empire
changed. The real power came into the hands of the Peshwas, the
prime ministers, and the king became a nominal figurehead (Nadkarni
1966: 221). The Peshwas adopted a policy of war in North India. This
led to a major change in army organisation and fighting techniques be-
cause they had to cover very long distances and thus the cavalry be-
came more important. The induction of non-Marathas into the army
brought major organisational changes and affected the discipline in
the army. Now the Marathas adopted field-battle techniques to replace
the Gamini Kava.

Non-Marathas, including Arabs, Siddis and Abyssinians, were also
recruited for the Peshwa infantry, and a trend toward an infantry
trained along the European model became the fashion of the time.
These European-trained troops were called Gardi troops, who were sup-
posed to be superior to the more traditional Indian soldiers. But, in the
Battle of Panipat in 1761, the Gardi troops failed miserably. These Hin-
dustani Sepoys were paid much less compared to those from other
counties.

The Peshwa’s policy of distant expeditions required more cavalry
troops. Furthermore, the Peshwas took advantage of the weak Mughal
administration and successfully plundered the area and levied taxes or
Chauth. The introduction of the concept of plundering meant the in-
flux of a large number of undesirable people into the cavalry. The ca-
valry regiments, however, still included large numbers of non-comba-
tants like the rest of the army’s units.

The artillery, as a branch of the Maratha army, began taking shape
with the Portuguese being the main suppliers of powder, cannon balls,
sulphur, lead and other military supplies at the right price. Local at-
tempts were also made to manufacture ammunition and artillery them-
selves. But the main suppliers of the Peshwas’ artillery remained the
Europeans. The Peshwas also purchased a lower grade of newer weap-
ons without ever mastering their operation, which left them dependent
on others.

The Peshwas extended their power beyond the Maratha territories,
but this meant giving insufficient attention to their forts and gradually
the forts lost their importance and utility and thus, by ‘course of events
and the neglect of the state rendered incapable, for different reasons,
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of doing any service in [the] later half of [the] 18" century’ (Ranade &
Telang 1961: 185).

The Peshwas’ navy during this time also reached new heights when
led by one of the Marathas’ naval chiefs, Kanhoji Angre. But after his
death the European powers took advantage of conflicts between his sur-
viving sons, and a chapter of Maratha naval history was closed. In fact,
the Peshwas never truly grasped the essence of naval strategy (Bhagwat
1977: 420).

The Peshwas adopted a method of warfare that was not really suited
to their character. Their army was always in arrear as far as paying the
wages of the troops, much like that of the Mughals. And the Peshwas’
armies eventually became similar to those of the Mughals, embracing
luxury, pomp and show, which inevitably affected their mobility, flex-
ibility and speed, which had been the main characteristic of the Mar-
atha army.

C.  European adventurers: their background — both military
and non-military

During the eighteenth century, India was in a state of constant turmoil
— involving war and internal disorder. The Mughal Empire’s decay pro-
vided an opportunity for the oppressed native chiefs to begin engaging
in revolutionary efforts. But even while they were fighting against the
Imperial Crown of the Mughals, they were also fighting and bickering
among themselves. Thus India was broken up into a number of war-
ring states. Apart from these local warring states, the European nations
(or powers, as they were technically not nations, but rather companies
engaging in business-war on behalf of their respective national govern-
ments) were also milking India for their own purposes. The Dutch ex-
ploitation faded away over time and the Portuguese influence was lim-
ited to their possessions of Goa, Daman and Diu. This ultimately left
the English and the French as the only players in the battle for supre-
macy. These two European powers took advantage of the native rival-
ries in an almost continuous state of warfare, and began to exploit In-
dia’s riches for the benefit of their European investors. Their national
rivalry hid behind the agencies of France (the Compagnie des Indes)
and England (the British East India Company), which was given the
power of making both war and peace with any non-Christian power (a
new charter in 1661 authorised the English company to wage war or
make peace with any non-Christian power and to send warships, civi-
lians and troops to its factories in India). Both the English and the
French had their own armies composed of both European and native
troops. The emergence of a British political entity arose from the pre-
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vailing friction between the English and French in India. The anarchy
that followed the downfall of the Mughals paved the way for British
rule.

In this state of chaos and anarchy, a number of European adven-
turers came to India to seek their fortunes, with sword in hand. They
were French, English, Scottish, Irish, German, Dutch and Portuguese,
who lived by their guts, swords and wits, and assumed the ranks of co-
lonels and generals by themselves, changed their names and employers
according to their own convenience, and fought for the highest bidders
(Bhatia 1977: 118). They not only raised armies but also periodically
sold them; they commanded their own retinues of infantry and cavalry
troops ready for hire to the highest bidder. They were comprised of a
broad mix of people, with some having distinguished military records
while others were totally inexperienced. Furthermore, they sought ser-
vice with various Indian chiefs, raised armies for them, and fought
their battles. Some were deserters from European armies or navies;
while others were escaping their debts. Others included the idle wan-
derers or those who belonged to the respectable classes of by-gone eras,
while others came from the lower classes. Some of them had bright,
honourable and colourful personalities while others had the most sha-
meful or colourless pasts. Some were hard living and hard fighting,
while others were of the easy living and pleasure-seeking sort.

All these adventurers with their variety of backgrounds, different
characters and qualities, sought to enter the service of the native chiefs,
i.e., the Maratha chiefs, the Mughal emperor Nawab of Awadh, the
chiefs of Deccan and later on the Sikhs. They organised and com-
manded armies, helped the native chiefs in winning battles, conquered
kingdoms, overthrew princes, ruled provinces, won distinction, mus-
tered power and amassed considerable wealth. They also shared some
of the lifestyle features of these Indian chiefs. It is not an exaggeration
that the careers of these military adventurers would not have been pos-
sible anywhere else than India in the eighteenth century, when anarchy
prevailed. The political turmoil allowed for the establishment of power
and supremacy and this became instrumental in the building up of a
very favourable environment for these adventurers.

These European military adventurers varied greatly in terms of their
backgrounds, motives and personalities. The adventurers, who had
military training and battle experience in their home countries, came
to India to serve with the army units posted to India. They eventually
deserted and joined local leaders to help to raise an army based on the
European model. Others had no military background, but hopped a
ship sailing for India in any way they could, and during the voyage to
India, learned something from the other soldiers on board, deserted as
soon as they landed in India, assumed their own ranks and found em-
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ployment with some native ruler. There was a common feeling in India
during that time that every white person was a good soldier and an ex-
pert in training and raising troops based on the European model.

D. Armies raised by these adventurers and changes in the
environment of the armies of Indian states

The Marathas were the first to establish contacts with the Europeans.
Apart from being dependent upon the French and the Portuguese for
their supply of guns, cannons and ammunition (Sen 1958: 8s5), Shivaji
also permitted the French to build a factory at Rajapore and employed
Portuguese agents to purchase artillery from them (16779). Advice given
in tactical matters by the French Governor Martine to the Marathas at
the time of their war with the Mughals (1692) showed how long the
Marathas already had contact with the French (Hatalkar 1958: 48). It
was at this time, in the late seventeenth century, that the hybridisation
process of the Indian and European armies began.

In the battle of St. Thome (1740), the French officer M. Paradis,
commanding 230 soldiers and 7oo sepoys without any artillery, attacked
an Indian force of 10,000 men and defeated them on the field of battle
(Mason 1974: 29-30). This shows the discipline, skill, and inventive-
ness of the few defeating poor leadership and the masses of untutored
troops (Malleson 1885: 6). It proved that an attack by properly trained
men could usually defeat the army of an Indian prince ten times as
large. It would be incorrect to believe that the Marathas who were en-
gaged in an expansion of their political authority would have not no-
ticed this course of events at that time.

By the middle of the eighteenth century, every power in South India
was aware that both the French and English had a military secret and
this appeared to be their unique training system. The best thing one
could hope for was to be able to persuade these adventurers to join
their army to properly train their troops. As early as 1751, the Maratha
chief Balaji Baji Rao, the Peshwa, was defeated by troops sent into bat-
tle by the Nizam (Mughal), who had been trained by Bussy and the
French. In order to boost the morale of the general public and the
army of the Nizam (Mughal), a general review of the French troops
was arranged during this campaign, on 14 October 1751. The uniforms
of the French soldiers, their discipline and manoeuvres had a magical
effect on all those who witnessed the review (Hatalkar 1958: 88). This
would have certainly led the Marathas to realise that there was some-
thing new in the way of fighting a war. The Peshwa, Balaji Baji Rao
tried to hire Bussy away from the enemy, but Bussy refused, thus, the
best Rao could do was to recruit two Muslim officers who had been
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trained by Bussy. Muzzarafar Khan and later Ibrahim Khan were used
by Rao to train his troops using the French method. These soldiers la-
ter became known as Gardi troops. The Maratha victory in the Battle of
Udgir, 1760, was to a great extent due to these newly trained troops.

In this way, the superiority and myth of the European soldier be-
came firmly established. Almost all of the Marathas chiefs fell under
this European influence and endeavoured to employ military adven-
turers who were mercenaries willing to undertake any work for a fee.
The Nawabs of Bengal were far ahead with this as they had already em-
ployed an adventurer named Sombre as early as in the 1750s. The Rana
of Gohad, Nizam, and Haider Ali also recruited various adventurers.

There is a long list of European adventurers who joined the native
states to help them to raise more effective armies. But there are a few
who were able to develop a new military system, while others merely
followed them. A study of some of these adventurers who influenced
India’s military system is presented in the following sections.

De Boigne

In 1784, Mahadaji Sindhia, the powerful chief of the Maratha Confed-
eration, through Mr. Anderson, the British resident attached to his
court, invited De Boigne, a French adventurer, to join his army. He was
commissioned by Mahadaji Sindhia to raise two battalions of disci-
plined infantry with suitable artillery.

Benoit La Boigne, who is commonly known as De Boigne, was born
in Cambrery in Savoy on 8 March, 1751. He was educated in his local
college and could speak French, Italian and Latin. He started his career
as an ensign in the Irish Brigade of France, the Brigade known for its
discipline. Later, he joined the Greek Regiment of Empress Catherine
of Russia, was taken as a prisoner of war by the Turks, was sold as a
slave in Constantinople and was relieved only after his parents paid the
ransom. He again joined the Russian Army as a major. In 1777, he
started for India to make his fortune and landed in Madras in March,
1778. In India, he joined the 6™ Regiment of the Madras Native Infan-
try as a Subedar and served for three years, then went to Calcutta and
proceeded to Delhi to meet the Mughal Emperor, but could not do so
as the prime minister was in Agra, so he proceeded for Agra. Mahadaji
Sindhia was busy capturing Gwalior, which was in the possession of
the Rana of Gohad who had a battalion of disciplined infantry pur-
chased from the French adventurer Midoc. The battalion was com-
manded by a Scotsman named Sangster. De Boigne tried to join the
service of the Rana of Gohad but failed as his demand for Rs. 100,000
for raising five battalions of infantry was refused by the Rana of Go-
had. De Boigne also tried to join the service in the state of Jaipur but
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failed. Mahadaji offered him service. He was supposed to raise two bat-
talions of infantry with suitable artillery based on the model of the East
India Company. De Boigne employed other European adventurers like
John Hassing, a Dutchman, and Fremont, a Frenchman to command
the battalion. Sangster, who was in the service of the Rana of Gohad
and was expert of cannon casting, was also employed by De Boigne as
Superintendent of the Arsenal. Soon thereafter, he started manufactur-
ing artillery and small arms. Thus, within five months, he had properly
drilled two battalions with proper uniforms, weapons, and other field
equipment and prepared them to take the field. These trained batta-
lions proved their importance along with the conventional Maratha
army in the battles of Lalsot and Chaksana.

In 1790, De Boigne was asked by Mahadaji Sindhia to raise a bri-
gade of ten battalions with a suitable train of cavalry and artillery. All
were to be disciplined in the European style and commanded by Eur-
opean officers (Cotton 1927: 95). He had with him Sangster and Fre-
mont from France and Hessing from Holland. He also appointed Per-
ron, Baours, Pedron and Rohan, all French, and two Englishmen,
Sutherland and Roberts. They would all eventually command batta-
lions. These battalions had uniforms like those of the East India Com-
pany with blue Pagris. Some Pathans wearing Persian blue uniforms
were also recruited (Central Gazetteer 1908: 111). Their arms were
sword, shield and matchlock. Later on, bayonets would replace swords.
The commands were all in English. In De Boigne’s army, every opera-
tion was carried out with precision and routine; the men marched and
manoeuvred using the methods that were prevalent in the European ar-
mies (Compton, 1892: 50). By 1793, De Boigne had three Brigades
ready and the number of European officers increased to 300. They
were of different nationalities — French, English, German, Swiss, Ita-
lian, Irish, etc. Ten per cent of them were commissioned officers and
the rest were drill sergeants and artillerymen recruited from people
who had deserterted from Company service (Compton 1892: 68).

Perron

Pierre Cuillier, famous as Perron, was a Frenchman born in 1755. He
started his career as a businessman, then joined a cannon foundry and
mastered the art of cannon casting. He landed in India in 1780 on a
French ship, as a common sailor or petty officer. Just after landing on
the Malabar Coast he deserted and, in 1781, took up employment in
the Rana of Gohad’s army under the command of the adventurer Sang-
ster, who was assisted by two other Europeans, Tom Leggs and Michael
Filose. Later he joined the Raja of Bharatpur under Lastineau and took
part in the Battles of Agra and Chaksana. He lost his military employ-
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ment at a time when Lastineau fled from the battlefield. In 1790, he
joined the first brigade of De Boigne and took command of the Bur-
hanpur Battalion, and took part in the battles of Patan and Merta.
Thus, he joined the army of the Marathas and when De Boigne re-
signed he was put in charge of the army of Daulat Rao Sindhia. Later
on, Perron, along with Major Pedron and Sutherland, captured the Del-
hi and Agra Forts and won the confidence of Sindhia. He became in-
creasingly more powerful and by 18co commanded four brigades
along with a number of European officers who served under him.

George Thomas

Born in 1756, into a very poor family of Tipperary, George Thomas had
no formal education. He fled home and reached India in 1781. After
serving the Polygars of Karnataka he joined the Army of the Nizam of
Hyderabad under the command of Francois Raymond. He left the Ni-
zam forces and joined Begun Samru’s forces in 1787, then left her and
raised his own band of 250 mounted men. He trained them and even-
tually joined Appa Khadi Rao, who asked him to raise a battalion of
1,000 men. In order to finance this he received the revenues from the
Jagir (fiefs) of three districts. He established a Jagir at Hansi and col-
lected a huge sum.

John Parker Boyd

An American born in Massachusetts in 1764, he served in the Ameri-
can Army in 1783 and reached India in quest of fortune. Ahilya Bai
Holkar of Indore had a contract with Boyd for raising a battalion of in-
fantry on the European pattern in 1793 (District Gazetteer 1908). In
1795, he took part in the battle of Kharda, fighting on the Nizam of Hy-
derabad’s side with a force of 1,800 trained men. He later raised two
battalions for Peshwa Baji Rao II.

It was not only Maratha or Jat or Muslim rulers who employed these
adventurers but later, in the early nineteenth century, the Sikhs also
employed the European adventurers to modernise their army. Ranjit
Singh's army employed a very large number of European officers, for in-
stance. Ranjit Singh wanted to have an effectively controlled military
system that merged the best foreign elements with best aspects of indi-
genous war tactics. The European adventurers were in much demand as
technical experts in artillery and ordinance. The most famous of the Eur-
opeans in the Sikh army were Allard, Ventura, Court, Fort, Holmes, etc.
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E. Conclusion

In the eighteenth century, the Mughal successor states attempted to
modernise their armies. Both the Indian kingdoms and the British led
East India Company (EIC) attempted to set up hybrid military organisa-
tions (Roy 2005: 651). Maharaja Sindhia, one of the Peshwa Chiefs, be-
gan his expedition of North India in the post-Panipat (1761) period. At
this juncture, he thought of employing a European adventurer in his
army and hired De Boigne, and asked him to raise two battalions. Once
European trained battalions entered the Maratha army, their numbers
seemed to increase almost daily. Over the years, they became an inte-
gral part of the Maratha army. Practically all of the Maratha chiefs em-
ployed Europeans. The raising of trained battalions was a costly affair,
so the Marathas started assigning Jaidads (lands) to these adventurers
to meet expenses. Thus, the adventurers gradually became almost inde-
pendent but remained part of the army under the Maratha chief,
although on the battlefield, they were in command. Apart from the
Marathas, Muslims, Rajputs and later Sikhs employed European adven-
turers in order to raise trained battalions and modernise their armies.

It must be noted here that the impact of the military system of these
adventurers can only be seen and understood via the surveys and ana-
lyses of their participation in the various battles. The Battle of Lalsot
(1787) between the Rajputs and the Mughal Emperor’s army under Ma-
hadaji Sindhia, who had trained battalions under De Boigne, proved
that well-trained and disciplined infantry battalions could even face
cavalry charges. The training they underwent developed confidence
among the troops and the scientific method of warfare was considered
superior to the conventional method. The Battles of Chaksana (r788)
proved the superiority of calm discipline over mad valour, and the tri-
umph of war science over sheer numbers. The Battle of Agra (1788)
and the Battle of Patan (1790) again proved the importance of training
and discipline. The Battle of Merta (1790) showed that highly disci-
plined troops and tactical formations had saved the day. The impor-
tance of planning, to make ample provisions for essential amenities
like water in desert battles and the significance of a well-planned trans-
port system carrying ammunition to the frontlines was proven.

The unconscious acceptance of the superiority of these adventurers
who inspired a positive interpretation and adaptation of their military
strategies had a very significant impact on the armies.

A new type of administrative skill developed in how the various units
of the army — infantry, cavalry and artillery — were organised. So-called
Rasalas were attached to every infantry unit for skirmishing purposes.
Artillery pieces of different calibres were also allotted to the infantry
brigades. This made the infantry unit self-supporting. Apparently this
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was not due to the material additions to the Indian Army, but rather to
the impact of the European adventurers on the existing military sys-
tem. The II and III Brigades of De Boigne were examples of this.

Furthermore, a proper and efficient transport system for the convey-
ance of the troops, the equipment, the sick and water and even replace-
ment of horses eventually also developed.

The adventurers also gave the native armies the concept of uniform,
insisting that the troops wear uniforms. The infantry wore red and
black leather accoutrements, and blue turbans. The cavalry appeared in
green and red turbans and cummerbunds (English Records 1936: 397).
One could imagine the scene with two different armies, one properly
dressed in uniform and the other in personal clothes (almost similar in
design) of various colours. Apart from the aesthetic influence that uni-
forms had on the troops, there was also the development of a sense of
belonging, unity and discipline.

The concept of training was also entirely new when it was intro-
duced by the adventurers. Every able-bodied man in India who wanted
to join the army, learned to use a weapon that he knew from child-
hood. Horseback riding was also common in society. Thus anyone who
was physically fit could join the infantry and if he could ride a horse,
he ended up in the cavalry. The use of muskets and guns was just a
matter of experience but with the arrival of the European adventurers,
discipline and training were stressed. Through continuous training the
troops were so disciplined that they could remain immobile even in
the face of a heavy cavalry charge. The battle of Agra, Chaksana and
Patan are examples of their discipline. Intense drilling enabled the se-
poy to maximise the use of their weapons in the minimum amount of
time. Shooting practise and a perfect order of firing increased the
speed of fire. In more modern terms, the adventurers introduced the
man-machine system. The training allowed the sepoy to develop his
powers of endurance, patience, confidence, obedience, vigilance and
alertness, which resulted in increased efficiency and the development
of a sense of belonging and team work, which had been lacking in the
older Indian military system.

The native army’s weapons and equipment were of a heterogeneous
character. They used bows and arrows, swords, spears and shields, dag-
gers and firearms. Their guns were large and heavy and gun carriages
were clumsy. Cannons were also never made of any precise calibre.
The cannon balls were of the same composition as ordinary firearms.
These adventurers brought concrete changes and introduced new
weaponry. Sometimes narrow-bladed straight rapiers with gauntlet hilts
could be seen on the battlefield, which was an obvious western influ-
ence (Pant 1970: 187).
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De Boigne also established an arsenal at Gwalior where there were
iron mines for the casting of cannon balls and a gunpowder factory in
Agra. Saltpetre and sulphur were imported from Bikaner under the
supervision of another adventurer, Sangster, whom we met earlier
(Hutchinson 1964: 126). The role of the adventurers was obvious in
the way the arsenals were properly managed.

In South India, the Marathas in the early period adopted a type of
guerrilla warfare where the infantry was more important than the ca-
valry. Later on during the Peshwa period, when they had conquered
land extending to the north, the cavalry became more important. The
Maratha light cavalry was, however, not very effective against heavy ar-
tillery and a well-trained infantry supported by cavalry in the heat of
the battle. They lacked that Western-style of doing battle and had no
concept of discipline and training. Speed and sheer numbers were
their only weapons. Here the adventurers joined the Marathas and
trained the infantry battalions properly in the use of fire weapons and
artillery manned by European gunners. This Western style of training
and tactical formations became a part of the Maratha army and marked
the hybridisation of Western and Eastern warfare strategies.

Battle plans were another element that the adventurers added to the
Maratha army. The importance of an efficient transport system was
also emphasised, which meant the introduction of carrying ammuni-
tion up to the frontlines and providing drinking water for the sepoys in
the desert. During the Battle of Merta marching in formation became a
clear element of their disciplined approach. The co-ordination of com-
munication between the various wings of the army was also a new ad-
dition.

All these tactics and the above-stated battle preparations and plans
were, no doubt, introduced into the Indian military system by the Eur-
opean adventurers. But in the end, the British prevailed because, in the
eighteenth century, ‘India tried to acquire the superior methodology
and weapons of the stronger, i.e., the Europeans (the British) and the
British won because they retained their military superiority’ (Bryant

2004: 431).






The Exile of the Liurai:
A Historiographical Case Study from Timor

Hans Hdgerdal

1 History in a non-literate society’

The methodological problems of writing the history of non-literate so-
cieties have been extensively debated since the groundbreaking studies
of Jan Vansina in the 1960s. The techniques of obtaining vital sociolo-
gical and historical information from oral tradition have not least been
developed in the study of the African past, where the lack of written
sources up to the nineteenth century necessitate the evaluation of this
type of material. Vansina himself initially believed that oral tradition,
i.e., stories spanning a time perspective beyond living memory, could
be judged according to a modification of the sound principles of histor-
ical criticism developed by Western historians in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. Thus, comparisons between variants of
oral stories, analysis of the techniques of transmission, and observation
of circumstances of narration, could lead to conclusions about past
events and structures.> Such studies have since thrived in research
about pre-modern Africa, and the methods of analysis have developed
accordingly. In recent decades, and presumably in the footsteps of the
‘linguistic turn’ that has influenced the humanities, many scholars take
a much more careful stance than (the early) Vansina with regard to oral
materials. The traps appear to be more formidable than conceived by
an older generation of scholars, and the chances of reinterpretations
and reinventions of ‘historical traditions are such that a reconstruction
of events older than a few generations proves to be adventurous. The
historical consciousness of a group, and hence its representation of
past events, is highly dependent on the political and social structures
of recent times pertaining to such a group.> On the other hand, in the
footsteps of postmodern and postcolonial debate the processing of oral
indigenous data in former colonial societies becomes vital in order to
challenge Western narratives. The oral collective memory of these so-
cieties reflects on the past historical landscape in terms that serve as a
corrective to colonial perspectives and judgments on the same past.
Occasionally we are in the fortunate position to have access to two
categories of materials dealing with the early history of a specific area:
a corpus of oral traditions not influenced by written documents, and a
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corpus of contemporary archival sources. This is the case in Africa with
a few geographical areas like Congo and Angola, which have engen-
dered several detailed scholarly studies over the years. At first glance,
Asia may seem to be fundamentally different: a vast region that is lar-
gely covered by more or less literate societies since long ago. If we nar-
row the scope to the extensive maritime areas of Southeast Asia, most
of the historical cultures in the western part of the island world have a
tradition of written historiography, albeit with frequent legendary and
mythologised features. In the eastern part, more or less corresponding
to eastern Indonesia and Timor Leste, by contrast