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Abstract: The paper introduces a document collection on the Southwest region of Vietnam
which is currently being stored at the Social Sciences Library of the Vietnam Academy of Social
Sciences and managed by the Institute of Social Sciences Information. Out of tens of thousands
of documents at the Ecole Francaise d’Extréme-Orient (EFEO, French School of Asian
Studies) which were handed over to Vietnam in 1957, several hundreds of documents covering
various fields such as history, archaeology, culture, anthropology, religion and geography...
related to the Southwest region have been surveyed, selected and classified. This is the most
original, plentiful, reliable and invaluable source of documents for in-depth examination and
research on the historical issues of this region. It also has a great significance contributing
to set up a scientific basis for the development strategy of the Southwest in regard to the
economic, cultural and social issues and the protection of national security and sovereignty.
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1. Introduction Southwest of Vietnam. In the discipline of

The Southwest and the South of Vietnam,
in general, has a great economic, political,
national security significance in the history
and development strategy of the nation.
Studies about this region is a prolonged
large topic in social science research to
examine and discover advantages and
disadvantages of the region to provide
a scientific basis for making the most
effective development strategies for the

historical research alone, hundreds of big
and small studies have been published both
in and out of Vietnam since the colonial
period and continue to be released in the
future. They have proven the significance
of this research topic in the foundation and
enhancement of social awareness about
the history of the region; moreover, the
outcomes of such studies have contributed
to the management, construction and
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development of the Southwest so far as
well as in the future.

Upon reviewing and selecting the most
relevant information from all invaluable
collections inherited from the EFEO
(Ecole Frangaise d’Extréme-Orient -
French School of the Asian Studies) in
1957, being stored and managed in the
Social Sciences Library, the Institute of
Social Sciences Information have made a
specialized collection about the Southwest
- the Document Collection of the Southwest
(hereafter referred as the Collection). Its
purpose is to create such a database to assist
quick and relevant document searching
and retrieval about the Southwest for the
prolonged studies of this region.

The paper introduces the Collection and
discusses some of its notable values for
historical research in the Southwest.

2. Introduction of the Document
Collection of the Southwest in the Social
Sciences Library

The western researchers of EFEO
had contributed greatly in collecting,
keeping notes, processing and preserving
systematically and  carefully  the
information sources about the South and
Southwest in the Bibliotheque de I’Ecole
Francaise d’Extréme-Orient (BEFEQ
- Library of EFEQO). Most of such
information resources are managed by
the Social Sciences Library; lots of them
possess valuable information about the
Southwest in the form of maps, national
gazettes, journals, books, Stories of
Village Gods and Detities, etc.

- Maps:

Approximately 100 maps and atlases
in the Map Collection mention about

French Indochina and Cochinchina and
are related to the Southwest in geography,
administration, economy, communication
and ethnology. Among the 12 atlases on
geography - administration of Indochina
and Cochinchina, 8 atlases were published
in 1871 for 8 Southern provinces, namely:
Ben Tre, Go Cong, My Tho, Sa Dec, Sai
Gon, Cho Lon, Ba Ria, Bien Hoa. They are
valuable atlases showing administrative
management status and other aspects of
the Southwest in the late 19" and early 20™
centuries. Some of the maps can be listed
as follows: Map of French Indochina
which was made in the period of 1899-
1907; Map of French Cochinchina 1872-
1873; administrative and topographical
maps of Southwestern provinces and
districts like Soc Trang, Tay Ninh, Ha Tien;
and some maps related to the borderland
between Vietnam and Cambodia such as
Atlas de I’Indochine (Atlas of Indochina)
by Service Géographique de I’Indochine,
1920;
(Cochinchina Administration) by Service
des Travaux Publics, 1928. These are
important legal documents proving
the long-standing sovereign rights and
sovereignty of Vietnam in this region.

- Books, national gazettes, journals and
magazines in French:

The collection of French books, journals
and magazines consists of 20,000
volumes. From the preliminary research
of the collection, nearly 150 documents
with the most direct and notable values in
examining the Southwest and its related
issues were selected. Such documents
show that shortly after conquering the 6
Southern provinces, Western researchers

Cochinchine administrative
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paid special attention to examining
the newly conquered land; thus, they
conducted extensive research and
published monographs on historical,
cultural, geographic, social and religious
issues of specific regions in the Southwest.
Some notable books and papers can
be listed as follows: Théophile Bilbaut
(1870), La Cochinchine Frangaise
et le royaume du Cambodge (French
Cochinchine and the Cambodian Empire),
Paris: Challamel Ainé; Charles Meyniard
(1891), Le second empire en Indochine
(Siam-Cambodge-Annam) (The Second
Empire in Indochina (Thailand - Cambodia
- Vietnam)), Paris: Société d’éditions
scientifiques; Alfred Schreiner (1900),
Les institutions annamites en Basse
Cochinchine  avant la  conquéte
Francaise (Vietnamese Institutions in
Six Southern Provinces prior to the
French Conquering), Saigon: Claude et
Cie Printing House; Directoire pour les
missions de la Cochinchine occidentale et
du Cambodge (Directory for the Missions
of Western Cochinchina and Cambodia),
the Society of Foreign Missions Printing
House, Hongkong, 1904; L. Cadicre &
P. Pelliot (1904), “Premicre étude sur les
sources annamites de I’histoire d’Annam”
(Preminary study on Vietnamese historical
sources in Vietnam), Bulletin de [’Ecole
Francaise  d’Extréme-Orient,  Vol.4,
No.3, July - September; Henri Parmentier
(1909), “Relevé archéologique de la
province de Tay-Ninh (Cochinchine)”
(Archaeological records of Tay Ninh
province (Cochichina)), Bulletinde l’Ecole
Francaise d’Extréme-Orient, Vol.9, No.4,
October - December; G. Coedes (1943),

XXXVI, “Quelques précisions sur la fin
du Fou-nan” (Some intepretations about
the end of Fou-nan), Bulletin de [’Ecole
Francaise d’Extréme-Orient, Vol. 43,
pp. 1-8; etc. The geographical books of
the Southwestern provinces such as Vinh
Long, Soc Trang and Ben Tre were also
published at the beginning of the 20"
century, providing official and reliable
information about the geography, history,
economy and society of these provinces.
The above-mentioned documents show
that issues of concern about the Southwest
under the French colonial period include:
the history of the region; the historical-
cultural, socio-economic connections with
the past and the present of the South; the
separated and clearly identified legal and
political relations between the South and
Cambodia etc.

- Classical Chinese Books:

The Collection of Classical Chinese
Books consists of nearly 31,000 volumes,
which contain valuable information on
the history, culture and geography of
Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos and Thailand.
The preliminary research of the Collection
helped to initially select 21 books with
valuable information related to the
Southwest, mainly the Chinese historical
books. They can be considered as one of
the original, reliable historical sources for
research and reference when examining
the history of the Southwest. Some
typical books can be listed as Records of
the Three Kindoms, Old Book of Tang,
New Book of Tang, Book of Liang, Book
of Song, etc. in the “Four Treasuries”; A
Study of the Eastern and Western Oceans,
various authors, with the preface by Wang
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Qisun in 1618, has maps of Southeast
Asian countries such as Annam, Siam,
Chenla, etc. and the sealines from China
to Southeast Asian countries; Chenla feng
tu ji (A Record of Chenla: The Land and
Its People) by Zhou Daguan in the Yuan
Dynasty, in compilation Shoufu edited by
Tao Jiucheng; Funan, in the set of “Taiping
Huanyu Ji (Universal Geography of the
Taiping Era 976-983)” (1882), edited
by Yue Shi, metioned about the history,
geography, political regime through
dynasties, customs and climate of Funan;
Guowai dili ditu lilun - Map of provinces
outside of China (Yuenan Zhi, Yuenan di
yutu shuo - Geography of Vietnam, Yanhai
quan tu - Coastal map), (1894) (Book No.
107, 108 had the Map of the five countries,
namely Vietnam - Champa - Chenla - Lan
Xang - Burma, had recorded about the
borders, land and water navigation, the
history and diplomatic relations of China
and these countries). This is an important
source of information in Chinese official
history that Western researchers examined,
compared with archaeological studies and
field research of geographical - cultural -
religious - social aspects of the Southwest
to identify the geographical, historical and
cultural scientific knowledge about this
land in their research works.

- Sino-Nom Books:

The Collection of Sino-Nom Books
comprises nearly 3,000 volumes which
are mainly copies of Buddhist scriptures
and some historical books containing
important information for historical,
cultural and geographical studies of the
Southwest. Some of them can be listed
as follows: National History Bureau of

the Nguyen Dynasty, Dai Nam thuc luc
(Chronicle of Greater Vietnam/ A true
record of the Great South); Dai Nam liét
truyén (Eminent Biographies of the Great
South); Minh Ménh chinh yéu (Minh
Ménh King's Principal Policies); Le Quy
Don, Phu bién tap luc (Miscellaneous
Chronicles of the Pacified Frontier);
Trinh Hoai Duc, Gia Dinh thanh thong chi
(Comprehensive Gazetteer of Gia Dinh
Citadel), etc. These books were translated
into Vietnamese and published so that
readers can find information easily. They
are the original information source written
by Vietnamese, with clear and complete
records in the history of Southwestern
exploration, usage, management and
development covering the period of nearly
300 years, from the 17" to the late 19%
century by Vietnamese generations under
the governance of Nguyen Lords and
Kings.

- Stories of Village Gods and Deities:

The Collection of Stories of Village Gods
and Deities in the Library is the result
of a census about the deities and gods
worshiped in Vietnamese villages as well
as rituals and worship customs of each
village conducted by the Association of
Customs Studies all over Vietnamese
territory in  1938-1939, including
provinces in the Southwest such as Vinh
Long, My Tho, Can Tho, Chau Doc, Tay
Ninh, Go Cong, Tan An, Ben Tre. Out
of 13,211 volumes of more than 9,000
villages throughout the country, 424
volumes of 424 villages in the Southwest
were identified. Almost all of these
villages declared the list of gods and
deities in modern Vietnamese. Several
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villages simultaneously added Chinese
texts such as the ordination of the deities,
stories of the deities and their worship
texts. 30 villages declared in French.
Their content is very diversified with
comparatively detailed activities of deity
worship in the village communal house/
shrine, showing that the belief of village
deity worship (which was established and
developed in the 15™ century in the Red
River Delta) has become very popular in
the Southwest. However, the origins of
the Southwestern deities stated in the lists
are very dim, even without information.
It is a fact that during this period of time,
not so many people in Southwestern
villages knew Chinese and Chinese was
no longer prevalent in comparison with
modern Vietnamese. The merits of the
village deities in land reclamation, bridge
construction, dyke consolidation, teaching
inhabitants to cultivate, etc. which were
stated in the declaration reflected one
part in the history of land reclamation
in the South during the reign of Nguyen
Lords. In this process, the inhabitants
of Southwestern Vietnam brought their
belief of deity worship to the new land.
It is noteworthy that about 10 villages,
mainly in Tri Ton district, Chau Doc
province (An Giang province nowadays)
have no worship hall with the same
following statement: “(The inhabitants
of) my village are mostly Cambodian, not
Vietnamese; thus, there is no communal
house to worship deities”. This shows the
interlaced but different geo-cultural space
between the Vietnamese and the Khmer,
but the Vietnamese have occupied for
a long time and are the majority in the

Southwest. Almost all ordinations were
granted in the Nguyen dynasty, mainly
in the reigns of Minh Mang, Thieu Tri,
Khai Dinh and Tu Duc, showing that
from the beginning of the 19" century, the
Southwest was under the absolute official
control in both kingship and lordship of
the Nguyen. The deity ordinations are the
assertion of supreme authority in all areas
of territorial management, population
and spiritual belief of the Nguyen in the
Southwest. The stories of gods and deities
of villages in the Southwest are a valuable
source of information for research
on cultural, historical, geographical,
linguistic, scriptory aspects of the region.
3. Values of the Collection in the historical
studies of the Southwest

The Document Collection on the
Southwest has been admitted the
original, valuable and reliable source of
information for historical research on the
Southwest prior to 1957. Studies on the
history of the Southwest from written
documents in the country and abroad,
archaeological and field trip documents,
etc. began in the last decades of the 19"
century, pioneered by western researchers
from France and Spain. Their research
outcomes were published before 1957 and
have been still kept in the Social Sciences
Library, becoming the secondary source
of information for further and more in-
depth studies related to the history of the
Southwest. Recent publications in the
history of the region have used documents
inherited from EFEO to identify new
research topics and to prove the new
historical viewpoints about the region.
For instance, The history of the formation
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and development of the South from the
establishment to 1945 edited by Tran Duc
Cuong, being published in 2014 can be
listed as one among the monographs on
the history of the South and the Southwest
in particular. This can be regarded as one
of the most valuable historical books
up to now with its comparatively full
and thorough study on the Southwest.
Among 341 referred documents including
French, English, Russian, Chinese and
Vietnamese ones, more than half of them
were collected and published by EFEO
researchers which have been listed in the

Collection.
Current research issues related to the
Southwest are diversified, including

the history of the land, the religions,
culture, ethnology, languages, economy,
geography, border, territory and sustainable
development of the region. Among them,
issues related to sovereignty and territorial
borderlines, and sustainable
development are of many concerns.

Theissue of the firstowners oftheregion (in
the former Funan Kingdom) is important
in proving the official management and
possession of the region in the history
(See Tran Duc Cuong ed., 2014: 77-
92; Ha Van Thuy, 2017; Vu Duc Liem,
2017¢), demonstrating the differences
in races, cultures and languages of
consecutive generations of owners in the
region. Recent publications have shown
that researchers have studied in-depth the
written and archaeological documents in
the Collection, including old domestic and
foreign documents such as Chinese, Indian,
Vietnamese historical books, etc. in order
to provide convincing viewpoints on the

culture

formation and development of the region
as well as identify its real owners. The
successiveness in mastering, managing
and developing the Southwest of historical
entities from Funan to Chenla and Viét
Nam is indispensable by ups and downs
as well as objective historical changes.
However, the differences in races, cultures,
languages, religions, political institutions
among entities mastering the Southwest
in different periods of time as well as the
lack in intermediary historical proofs on
the collapse of Funan, the establishment
and execution of Vietnamese sovereignty
in the Southwest, etc. need to be further
studied by researchers.

The process of attaining legal rights in
direct management of the Southwestern
land and inhabitants of Nguyén Lords
through diplomatic and political activities;
the process of borderline identification
and protection of Vietnamese territorial
sovereignty are important
historical research of the region. Such
processes were clearly and frankly written
in history books of the Nguyen dynasty;
clearly and scientifically stated in the
natural, administrative and economic
maps conducted by the French protectorate
and the State of Vietnam listed in research
publications (See Jan M. Pluvier, 1995:
8, 9, 12, 13, 32-35, 41-42, 44-45, 47,
49; Tran Duc Cuong ed., 2014: 125-139,
161-171, 176-223, 276-306, 606-653; Vu
Minh Giang, 2010; Vu Duc Liem, 2017a;
Nguyen Van Huy, 2014).

It is noteworthy that studies on the
sovereign history of Vietnam in the
Southwest have contributed to the
development of not only the historical

issues in
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discipline but also other social science
and humanity ones; moreover, to the
establishment of new disciplines such as
political geography, historical geography
of Vietnam as an inter-disciplinary
science combining both geography
and history. The development of such
disciplines has formed a new historical
conceiving in distinguishing different
historical events, cultural and civilized
modalities in different geographical
spaces. From the in-depth geographical
and historical knowledge gradually
gained from the source of information
about the Southwest and inter-disciplinary
methodology, the historical geography
discipline has “helped to reconstruct
the natural geographical conditions,
regional and territorial borderlines; to re-
establish geographical-cultural regions
and ethnological territories. It allows
current states and nationalities to identify
themselves in spaces and timescales to
affirm their current legitimate existence”
(cited from Tran Trong Duong, 2017).
Various inter-disciplinary studies about
Vietnamese sovereignty in the Southwest
have been published, resulted from
in-depth studies based on historical
archives kept in France, including many
in the Collection. They have mentioned
scientifically and systematically about the
land and marine borderlines of Vietnam (Le
Trung Dung, 2015; Alain Forest, 1989).
The original important documents with
international legitimacy being recognized
from various sides in the Collection are
invaluable scientific proofs to assert the
national sovereignty of Vietnam towards
the Southwest.

The diversified and unified Vietnamese
culture has been integrated with values of
other former and existing cultures to form
a distinguishing cultural identity of the
Southwest. It is also a concerned research
topic to study history in combination with
culture and religion.

Recent domestic and foreign publications
have brought more new historically
meaningful and objective knowledge
about the cultural - religious life in
the Southwest prior to the Liberation
Day. The history covering 300 years of
national enlargement is the history of
spreading, interfering, accepting and
enriching Vietnamese and other available
cultures in the Southwest. The flexible
thinkings of Nguyen Lords in the national
enlargement created opportunities for
Vietnamese culture to peacefully conquer
the spiritual life of inhabitants in areas far
away from Vietnamese cultural centre.
The integration of native deities into the
deities worshipped in the Vietnamese
temples, the learning from cultural -
religious values of native inhabitants
based on Confucianist foundation which
were altered to meet the need of a new
land conquering created a Southwestern
typical culture - religion, both liberal
and polite, with the co-existence of
long-standing and new cultures (See Li
Tana, 2001: 185-199; Tran Duc Cuong
ed., 2014: 261-276; Alexander Barton
Woodside, 2001: 212-215, 226-227, 243;
Ta Chi Dai Truong, 2006: 218-223; Hue
Khai, 2012: 37-45; Stories of Gods and
of villages in the Southwest,
documents stored in the Social Sciences
Library, etc.).

Deities
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Clearly, an established unification in the
management of the Southwestern cultural -
religious life by cultural - religious methods
combining flexible, dynamic political
minds with requiring the administrative
system not to interfere into activities of
the village and communal level brought
optimal results in the supreme execution of
the power of the Nguyen dynasty over the
new land. Social effects from the flexible
methods of the Nguyen in managing the
cultural, spiritual life of inhabitants not
only created the highest authority for
the court but also the communal bond of
Southwestern inhabitants in which their
spirit and religions are closely connected
to the national sentiment. It is the basis
for the formation of new religions that
make the religious life in the region
more diversified in such conditions as the
Nguyen dynasty lost its sovereignty to the
French during the 1860s and the defeat of
Southwesterners in their struggle for their
land and nation.

4. Conclusion

These above-mentioned  historical
research outcomes are highly valuable in
policy consultancy and making of socio-
cultural and security management and
development strategies in the Southwest
nowadays. However, many historical
issues remain to be studied in-depth to
provide more convincing evidences via
scientific and legal foundations such as
the longstanding and most direct origin
of Funan people, the collapse of Funan
Kingdom, historical borders and maps of
the Southwest, methods of administrative
and religious management of the Nguyen
dynasty in the Southwest, the handover and

thorough management of the Southwest
from the Nguyen dynasty to the French
and to the Vietnamese Nation (Tran Tuan
Phong, Nguyen Lan Huong eds., 2018).
They require continuous information
searching, acquisition and more thorough
research on Collection.

It can be said that the referred values
for current historical studies in issues
of land, people, culture, religions of the
Southwest of the Collection are truly
high and longlasting. Moreover, this is
the diversified and non-finite source of
information for other research aspects such
as economics, environment, humanistic
geography, communication, etc. of the
Southwest for its scientifically valuable
information accumulated from different
research generations. This is also the
valuable knowledge in need of continuous
searching and disseminating to further
study modern issues as well as to enhance
social awareness about the protection and
sustainable development of the beautiful
and potential Southwest O
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