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National ‘Spaces’: Conceptualizing the Nation in Colonial Burma

This paper examines the nation of Burma (Myanmar), and the role of geography, spaces, and ‘place’ in the discourses of Burmese nationalism. Understanding these nationalist discourses can help explain not only the creation, but the fragility and ongoing tensions, of post-colonial nations like Burma/Myanmar today. The paper builds on Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities, which focuses on the role of language and mass-mediation in creating a nationalist imaginary. While Anderson’s theory has considerable appeal, especially in Southeast Asia where nation-states were constructed from parts of colonial empires, it overlooks the equally significant nationalist discourses of geography, spaces, and ‘place’. Anderson’s newspaper readers who imagined their national community were also imagining themselves as cohabiting symbolically meaningful national space. This national space, especially in Southeast Asia, was often in fact multilingual and multiethnic, creating post-colonial ‘spaces’ in reality more contentious than their nationalist imaginaries had conceived. 
