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The Americans:who-planned the atomic
bombing of Hiroshima and- Nagasaki in
August 1945 probably gave little thought
to how: the abrupt:end: of World War II
would effect the countries Japan:had rled.
Vietnam was one of these:conntries, and
Tokyo's sudden collapse had momentous
consequences. The Japanese there, demor-
alised by the sudden defeat; did nothing
when the ailing Vietnamese government
they had set up six months before col-
lapsed, leaving an almost complete absence
of authority. Occupation troops — from
Britain and Chiang Kai-shek's China —
were weeks away. One man was ready,
though: Ho Chi Minh. Eleven days after -
Japan’s 14 August surrender, his:Viet Minh
had the whole countryin their hands; on 2

September Ho declared the founding; of the -

Democratic Republic-of Vietnam:::
He lasted a month in the south and a

year in the north before being foreed back

to the jungle by the returning French colo-
nists.: Yet- the rulingyinter-
lude provided a firnxbase-:;
of legitimacy for Ho’sic:
Communist Party,.. the::
sponsor and leader of the:
Viet Minh front: Is it possi;i;
ble that if the August-:
Revolution had-not sue~.
ceeded, the communists:
might not have been-able-
to hold out against-the.
French and Americans and -
finally regain the;whole:.
country in 19757
Historian Stein Tonnes-
on does not address the
question directly, but his
answer would probably be -
yes. In this book he studies
the events and decisions-that led up to the
Viet Minh revolution. His research, which
delves into reams of original documents,
produces a trail of “ifs”: if such an event
had or had not happened, the path might
not have-led: to revalution! i, /
The: biggest. if;. perhaps,.concerns- the
Japanese-sponsored: g : of Tran
Trong, Kim,. whichrcollapsed: for internal
reasons the week of the atomic bombings.
If it had held on, there.certainly would
have been no power vacuum for Ho to fill
Then again, if Ho had not led the Viet
Minh so ably, the guerilla network might

One nice exampie of Ho's:Comintern wik-.

nessnoted:in this:book iz howwheanade-the

Viet:Minkt newspaper loollike:ajocal-edi-

tiom;. as if it were part of;something much
bigger:.He:numbered thefirstissuer101 to
make it seem asifiit hadk beensaroundia
long time... ot - a2

But: Tonnesor: takes: the’ trail much fur-
ther and wider:than: home- events. Using

misinterpretations as everyonertried to out-
manoeuvre everyone else:; The: US: State
ent was riven on Indochina policy,
President Franklin D. Roosevelt was work-
ing, almost alone; and Winston. Churchill
ignored the promptings of the Foreign Of-
.. The French, snubbed by the:US, blun-
dered: about with little idea of what was
going on: No one even bothered to tell Gen.
de Gaulle when the colony he. so. valued

was.split

eri than. previewusly docu-
¢ mented. Tonneson argues
; t the presidenthad a se-
feret-plan torlands American
ir:Vietnam: as: part
s’ Of the offensive-against-Ja-
- pan — a plan officially
frdropped: in: September
1944.

f,- .- The authoreven specu-
lates that Roosevelt may
have kept this plan alive in early.1945 spe-
cifically to frighten Tokyo into overturning
the French Indochina administration its of-
ficials had lived with for so long. Indeed,
the Japanese ousted the French in March
only: becanse they-thought the Americans
were: comings Tonneson: suggesis that
Roasevelt may have wanted:to-have-the
Japanese:in- charge: so:that-France would
have had no authority to-objeet-torartrustee-
ship. But the effect of the coup was to al-
low the Viet Minh to expand dramatically
because it got rid of the French oppressors.
Furthermore, the president’s late-1944
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Americans as: their savioursaindeed;: US
advisers followed: Vo NguyendGiapis army
book reminds us that; despiter thedengine-
tility: between Washington andibianoi, the-
USiwas instrumentalin bringingghio's peer-
ple to power. mJdudith Clarke:
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Genesis of Power: General Sudimmen and
the Indonesian Military in Politicsy. 1945-49

by Salim Said. Institute of Southesst Asian
Studies, Singapore. LIS$22.

Salim Said’s analysis of the.lndonesian
army’s origins and early political role is not
only a worthy contribution: torthis:field of
study, but also timely. Fon at-the: present
juncture of Indonesia’s politicaldevelop-
ment — with a possible change of leader-
ship on the horizon — it helpssto explain
why the military’s political role is:not sim-

if /+ ply going to evaporate when President Su-

harto departs the stage: 1M

In this respect,. the most:mxportént sec-

" genturyrago eontinue- to- shapesthe army's.

rception. of ifs: role in society.:As Salim
notes: “To justify: the dominasdepositionrof
military in Indonesian: politics since
October 1965, officers startedeto referto
their experiences with civilian: politicians
during; as well as after therrevolation.”

The:Indonesian military's*role. in: poli
tics is, as Salim points out; difficult to de-
fine with:the aid. of conventismaki-~mostly
Western — theories abouts military- inter-
vention in politics. The Westesnvliberal tra-
dition assumes that military-intervention
in politics is illegitimate becausearmies are
essentially apolitical institutionsis

The value of Salim’s narrative is its
stress on the army’s perception-of itself as
a legitimate political actor from. the start.
The Indonesian army, he states, “was a
self-created army.” The fact that civilian

iticians were reluctant to forma regular
armyrin the face of: therreturaing: Dutrh:

point-seldom-made stronglyenough.... - .

Events in 194549 saw therentrenchment
of misunderstanding and mistrust between
the military and civilian establishments.
The early bickering over the army’s struc-
ture and -organisation, its relations with



