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IIAS new publications

IN APRIL 2013 PHILIPPE PEYCAM presented his new book 
The Birth of Vietnamese Political Journalism: Saigon 1916-30 
at a ‘Leiden Southeast Asia Seminar’, a cooperation of the 
KITLV, IIAS, Van Vollenhoven Institute, the Programme in 
South and Southeast Asian Languages and Cultures, and the 
Department of Cultural Anthropology and Development 
Sociology, Leiden University. 
  
Colonial urbanism as represented by Saigon in the fi rst 
decades of the twentieth century saw the emergence of new 
socially, economically and culturally determined categories 
among the Vietnamese, a pre-condition for the development 
of an original culture of public political diversity. The new 
forces brought about by French colonization are well known: 
the imposition of a Western-style centralized state apparatus, 
the introduction of French/Western education, the opening 
of southern Vietnamese society to the global commercial 
economy – all converging in Saigon, the colonial metropolis. 
Shaped into a contradictory maze of restrictions and 
opportunities, hierarchies and discourses of representations 
in the colonial city, new forms of individual consciousness 
arose among many urbanized Vietnamese, and with it, 
new practices of collective socialization, particularly with 
the development of voluntary associations and fraternities 
(hiệp hội). This latter development amounted to the fi nal 
sociological stage conditioning the burgeoning of an original 
culture of public political contestation founded on the 
practice of open rational enquiry, somewhat comparable 
to eighteenth century’s Europe as described by Habermas.1 
Through these new modes of collective socialization, 
Vietnamese living in the metropolis became conversant 
in Western modes of public expression including print 
political journalism. 

This practice was facilitated by an unprecedented charm 
off ensive orchestrated by the colonial authorities in the 
wake of World War One, aimed at drawing at least part of 
the Vietnamese intelligentsia into a ‘renovated’ colonial pact 
with the French Métropole. The policy of ‘French-Vietnamese 
collaboration’ (Pháp-Việt Đề Huề) brought forward by Governor 
General Albert Sarraut prefi gured what was later described 
as ‘colonial humanism’ as it was performed by European 
colonial states between the two wars.2 For their part, 
Vietnamese could draw their own political references from 
local initiatives led by early ‘modernists’ either members 
of the powerful Sino-Vietnamese bourgeoisie or early 
(Catholic) cultural mediators and their intellectual successors, 
the promoters of modern education and vernacular writing 
in the Romanized script (quốc ngữ). Many pondered 
over new political orientations, with the seemingly 

The Shanghai Alleyway House
A Vanishing Urban Vernacular

On 28 March 2013, Dr Gregory Bracken presented his recently published book, 
The Shanghai Alleyway House. A Vanishing Urban Vernacular 
Taylor & Francis Ltd, ISBN: 9780415640718

As a nineteenth-century commercial development, the alleyway house was 
a hybrid of the traditional Chinese courtyard house and the Western terraced 
one. Unique to Shanghai, the alleyway house was a space where the blurring 
of the boundaries of public and private life created a vibrant social community. 
In recent years, however, the city’s rapid redevelopment has meant that the 
alleyway house is being destroyed. This book seeks to understand the house 
in terms of the lifestyle it engendered for those who called it home, whilst 
also looking to the future of the alleyway house.

Based on groundwork research, this book examines the Shanghai alleyway house 
in light of the complex history of the city, especially during the colonial era. It also 
explores the history of urban form (and governance) in China in order to question 
how the Eastern and Western traditions combined in Shanghai to produce a unique 
and dynamic housing typology. Construction techniques and diff erent alleyway 
house sub-genres are examined, as is the way of life they enabled, including 
some of the side-eff ects of alleyway house life, such as the literature it inspired, 
both foreign and local, as well as the 
portrayal of life in the laneways as seen 
in fi lms set in the city.

The book ends by posing the question: 
what next for the alleyway house? 
Does it even have a future, and if so, 
what lies ahead for this rapidly vanishing 
typology? This interdisciplinary book 
will be welcomed by students and 
scholars of Chinese studies, architecture 
and urban development, as well as 
history and literature. 

Gregory Bracken is an Instructor 
and Researcher at the Delft School 
of Design and a Research Fellow at 
the International Institute of Asian 
Studies, both in the Netherlands.

Southeast Asia’s Past

Two new volumes have been published by NUS Press (Singapore), in association 
with IIAS (Leiden), each containing 20 papers presented at the 12th international 
Conference of the European Association of Southeast Asian Archaeologists 
(EurASEAA), held in Leiden in 2008. The volumes were edited by Marijke J. Klokke, 
Professor of Art and Material Culture of South and Southeast Asia (Leiden University 
Institute for Areas Studies and Museum of Ethnology in Leiden), and Véronique 
Degroot, archaeologist at the École Française d’Extrême-Orient in Jakarta. 

Volume 1, Unearthing Southeast Asia’s Past, deals with the development of complex 
societies in Southeast Asia from the Neolithic until the later historic period. The 
authors present data from recent excavations as well as new analyses of previous fi nds, 
with a focus on cultural exchange and interactions with the natural environment. 

Volume 2, Materializing Southeast Asia’s Past, contains articles on historical and 
anthropological archaeology, epigraphy and art history. The interpretations of 
art and material culture off er new understandings of classical Hindu and Buddhist 
cultures of Southeast Asia and their relationship to the region’s medieval cultures. 

For more information, or to purchase the titles, go to www.nus.edu.sg/nuspress. 
To review a copy of both or either volume, email iiasnews@iias.nl

contradictory options taken by patriotic fi gures in exile: 
French-style republican modernism with Phan Châu Trinh 
or Japan-style enlightened authoritarian monarchism 
with Phan Bội Châu. The fast changing world order, even 
before the European confl ict broke out, promised new 
perspectives for Vietnam. 

With the beginning of the 1920s, a hybrid public political 
sphere thus emerged in Saigon. Shaped by the republican 
legal framework prevailing in southern Vietnam, it was 
centered on the new fi gure of the ‘bourgeois-modernist’ 
who chose print journalism as his main mode of action. 
Vietnam’s fi rst example of ‘modern’ public politics took 
thereafter the form of feverishly produced newspapers, 
sometimes by one or a handful of individuals – the ‘activist-
journalists’ (Nhà Báo) often operating on a shoestring. 

The subsequent developments of Saigon’s political public 
sphere through newspapers or Làng báo chí (‘newspaper 
village’) are the steps taken toward an autonomous political 
force. If in the beginning of the decade, legal restrictions 
created an artifi cial duality between a free press in 
French and one subjected to censorship in Vietnamese, 
fi ve years later, two initiatives – of the southern intellectual 
Nguyen An Ninh in La Cloche Fêlée [Broken Bell] in 1923-24, 
and the northerner Tran Huy Lieu in the Đồng Pháp Thời 
Báo [Indochina Times] in 1924-25 – eff ectively liberated 
the political debate and a shared sense of agency among 
journalists. The Vietnamese press was in fact responsible 
for the fi rst open demonstration of anti-colonial opposition: 
on 4 April 1926, 70000 people marched across Saigon on 
the occasion of the funeral of the recently returned Phan 
Châu Trinh, as an act of peaceful defi ance against the 
authorities. Toward the end of the decade, a real political 
spectrum had emerged, ranging from partisans of 
accommodation with the French (the ‘Constitutionalists’) 
to a radical Marxist-leaning or nationalist opposition to 
colonial occupation. The newspaper became the main 
instrument of political information contributing to shape 
a Vietnamese national worldview and to mobilize an 
increasingly diverse audience. 

Yet, it was when Saigon’s Làng báo chí was completing 
its mutation that a number of young journalist-activists, 
including the two men mentioned above, began to question 
its capacity to eff ectively change the political status quo. 
Some of them sought to reduce the role of newspapers to 
that of instruments of mass mobilization serving objectives 
beyond public politics. This choice, privileging collective 
liberation at the expense of individual (‘bourgeois’) free 
expression, has since been invoked by post-revolutionary 
Communist rulers and historians of Vietnam to justify the 
subsequent political grip on the Vietnamese population 
by one-party rule. Indeed, the 1920s ended with the 
concomitant affi  rmation of a (still) vibrant urban public 
political sphere and one fought underground for the 
mobilization of a mainly rural population. This latter trend 
was fi rst experienced in southern Vietnam after 1926, 
with the sudden rise of the politico-religious Cao Đài 
phenomenon, a prelude to the implantation of Communist 
bases a couple of years later. Eventually, these develop-
ments condemned Saigon’s public political diversity to 
its marginalization and its fi nal suppression in 1975. 

Philippe Peycam is Director of the International 
Institute for Asian Studies (IIAS) and the author 
of ‘The Birth of Vietnamese Political Journalism:
Saigon 1916-30’, Columbia University Press, 2012, 
ISBN: 9780231158503 (hardcover)
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