
Introduction: 
This summer I worked with Professor Matthew 
Lange to compile case studies on the 
comparative impacts of British versus French 
colonial rule on post-colonial ethnic warfare. 
My research focused on three case studies: 
Burma (current day Myanmar), Chad, and 
Vietnam. The larger goal of this project was to 
better ascertain causality in looking at how 
absolutist versus pluralist forms of colonial rule 
promoted nationalist versus statist warfare 
post-independence. 

Methodology: 
• Compiling source lists
• Conducting a literature review 
• Taking notes on: 
a) The histories of each geographic region 

later colonized and designated as the 
aforementioned colonies

b) The nature of ethnic categories within 
these geographic regions pre-colonization

c) The nature of colonial rule and policies 
when these geographic regions were 
colonized

note: geographic regions is used as a designator 
in this case due to the three regions having 
diverse practices of ruling pre-colonization; in 
all cases colonizers drew artificial boundaries 
for the colony/nation that were incongruent 
with existing ones

Research question: 
• Why did some places (i.e. Vietnam) not have ethnic warfare following independence while others (i.e. Burma and Chad) did, despite 

comparable communalizing colonial policies (CCP’s)? 
Nature of colonial rule in Burma, Chad, and Vietnam:
• Colonizers in Burma, Chad, and Vietnam all set up 

dual systems of rule: indirect versus direct 
o Burma: Shan States and Arakan were 

administered under indirect rule, rest of the 
colony, comprised mainly of ethnic Bamars, 
administered directly

o Chad: north administered under indirect 
rule, south, coined as ‘Tchad-utile’ by the 
French and comprised mainly of ethnic 
Sara, administered directly

o Vietnam: territory divided into three 
regions of Cochinchina, Anam, and Tonkin; 
Tonkin and Anam administered through a 
mixed system, Cochinchina administered 
directly

• Created an immediate divide between the very 
experience of colonization, particularly as related to 
economic exploitation and colonial extraction 

o In all three cases, the places administered 
most directly were the most economically 
‘productive’ for the colonizers

• Distinctions mediated later access to the colonial 
apparatus

o Ethnic categories as created/enforced by 
the colonizer were also associated with this 
access to the colonial apparatus -> potential 
of ethnic groups being labelled as ‘colonial 
collaborators’ 

Findings:
• Burma and Chad: strong histories of pre-colonial statehood whose boundaries 

were reinforced by CCP’s
o These boundaries were then figured in relation to a) newly prescribed 

and enforced ethnic categories and b) geographic zones of inclusion and 
exclusion in the colonial apparatus

o Pre-colonial inequalities between groups were transformed according to 
the perceived ‘benefits’ of access to the colonial apparatus while also 
being explicitly attached to colonial ethnic categories

§ Groups thus have profoundly different experiences of 
colonization, different long term goals post-independence, and 
used ethnic categories as a form of organizing these differences 

• Vietnam: pre-colonial statehood boundaries not reinforced by CCP’s in the same 
way as Burma and Chad

o Conflicts between Vietnam’s ruling dynasties were not generalized to the 
population through ethnicity 

• Class, rather than ethnicity, was the most salient determinant of difference 
throughout pre-colonial and colonial periods 

o The experiences of those colonized thus retained some degree of 
similarity that discouraged ethnic conflict post-independence (aided by a 
cohesive Viet Minh doctrine)

o The nature of the feudal and plantation economy of Vietnam meant that 
even the ‘inclusion’ of the colonized as ‘collaborators’ was stratified more 
explicitly along lines of class than of colonial ethnic categories

§ Even when the French attempted to create and amplify explicit 
ethnic categories, they retained a more regional significance as 
systems of social organization than as an overall designation of 
‘collaborator’ status
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