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Religion and Anticolonial Movements in Southeast Asian History
Reynaldo C. ILETO
The lecture asks the question : what would a modern Southeast Asian history be

like if those religio-political movements that resisted colonialism were given their
just due? The problem with current general texts like D.G.E. Hall’'s and D.J.
Steinberg’s, is that they are underpinned by the modernist agenda. Thus, the
demise of many traditional state systems in the face of the Western advance in the
late 19th century is seen as a natural fact of evolutionary development and
modernization. The focus henceforth is on urbanization, capitalist economic
development, and the rise of nationalist intelligentsias. Since 19th to early-20th
century resistance to Western and Bangkok-Thai expansion usaually took the
form of millennial movements and were led by religious figures, it has been quite
easy to marginalise such phenomena in modernist textbooks.

The lecture outlines the ways in which religion figured in the ideology of early
anticolonial movements. A distinction is made between official and non-official
expressions or readings of religious doctrine. The former generally emanated from
state centers and buttressed the socio-political hierarchy ; the latter occupied the
peripheries and could be subversive of the dominant order. Popular religion should
not be seen as illegitimate, a deviation from “truth.” Rather, within such religions
or ideological systems as Islam, Buddhism, Christianity and the like, the “true”
path to fulfillment and the “proper” modes of behavior have been matters of
debate and contestation. Much of the internal dynamics of Southeast Asian
societies in the past can be traced to such tensions.

Towards the end of the 19th-century anticolonial resistance continued in sites
traditionally associated with non-ofhicial religions. The leaders were holy men,
guru tarekat, hajjis, curers, prophets, royal pretenders— people generally dismis-
sed by colonial sources as “fanatics” and “bandits.” The lecture looks into the
specific forms of resistance generated by the differing cultural contexts of Burma,
Java, Vietnam, Siam and the Philippines. Instead of merely identifying and

classifying such movements on an evolutionary scale, as Benda did, attention is
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paid to the mentalities underlying them, and to their visions of alternative social
and political orders. The lecture stresses the importance of putting these “non-
official” figures on an equal footing with urban-based nationalist leaders who
would dominate the scene from the 1930s. In fact, the success of nationalist
agitators from Bonifacio in 1890s to Sukarno in the 1940s can be traced to their
familiarity with the “traditional” idioms of revolt.

The lecture suggests that religio-political movements should be understood in
their own terms and their currently-muted “story” allowed to challenge the
meta-narratives of colonialism and modern state construction. This raises the
possibillity of a “de-centered” history textbook, one that does not necessarily lead
to a so-called modern world-order.
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