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The 1940's :A Sign of the Birth of “Southeast Asia”
— Absorption of Modern Concepts and Japanese Military Attack—

Osamu AKAGI

The aim of this short paper is to sketch roughly the 1940s’ image of
Southeast Asia. Nowadays the term or expression of “Southeast Asia” is
used generally in the world. So few people doubt of the existence of
“Southeast Asia” world. They argue each other about many problems on
the assumption that “Southeast Asia” had been existed from old days. But
we can not find out the “ Southeast Asia” in the long history of
Southeast Asia before the 1940’s, which was a watershed for this area.
Southeast Asia in the end of 1930’s was filled with a perfect colonial
order, so that there was no sign of “Southeast Asia” as an area unit.

The 1940’s characterized by the collapse of colonial order prepared the
starting process of “Southeast Asia” formation through the two
important factors. One was the efforts to absorb modern key concepts

such as nation, nation-state or the principle of national self-determination



and to apply their concepts to actual political process such as independent
movements or reformation of law system. The other was the Japanese
military attack over this area, which precipitated the ruin of a colonial
order.

These two factors have the same effect on Thailand that was placed
under the economic control of the Western powers, even though she
politically stood on her own legs. We can confirm it through the various
activities of H.R.H. Prince Wan Waithayakon, Krommamun Naradiph
Bongsprabandh (1891-1976), an outstanding statesman, diplomat and
intellectual, who played a leading role in the 1940’s. He was among the
few members of the “bilingual” who were familiar with both Western and
Thai cultures. He was ready to take an active part in shaping modern
nation. One of his major contributions to the nation was the coinage of
Thai terms, which express exactly Western modern concepts or
institutions, such as policy, order, system, regime, revolution, culture and
constitution. And he served his country in a number of important
diplomatic missions. One of the notable milestones was the negotiations
about Thai-French Indochina boundary dispute in 1940-41 and the
participation in the peace conference hosted by Japan in Tokyo. The
settlement of this dispute favorable for Thai by the Japanese mediation
was a sign of the following Japanese military penetrations to Southeast
Asia, which resulted in a fall of strong and long colonial order in this
area.

In the 1940’s there were serious efforts to found independent nations by
learning from modern nation-states and by taking advantage of the
collapse of Western colonial rule within this area. New nation-states such
as the Republic of Indonesia, the Republic of the Philippines and the Union
of Burma were founded one after another, which gave a very dim sign of

the birth of “Southeast Asia” as an organic unity. The 1940’s was



important to mark a starting point for the formation of organic unity

called “Southeast Asia” , which have been going on till now.





