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Opinion
French Indochina was occupied by the Japanese army during
the Second World War and the vice-admiral Decoux became
governor general. He tried to implement a new political program
above all for the local youth. I have been working for five years
about this topic [1]and most of the time when I read one article or
a book [2] I discover that Vichy was the climax for sport policies
and health activities. I argue that it is partly wrong, and I would like
to demonstrate that Vichy could not create its policies without the
legacy of the Third republic [3]

According to Jean Decoux. […] the local youth who before
was reluctant to practice or unaware of the physical exercises are
gradually turning to physical education. […] one should use this
impetus to set up a proper physical education promoting order and
discipline and a harmonious racial development. It is necessary to
integrate physical education into the school curriculu [4].

Decoux promoted Physical Education at school as if he was
the inventor of this action in Indochina. It’s wrong because since
1917 Albert Sarraut has complemented the school curriculum by
adding some lessons about physical education for elementary and
primary schools: schoolboys had to practice Moral and Physical
Education such as running, playing with balls or training like child
soldiers. In addition, two years later Nguyen Qui Toan opened his
Physical educational school in Hanoi: he was sent to France to
study and discovered one of the reasons of the French superiority:
sporting and physical activities. In 1913 he trained in Reims at the
“Collège des Athlètes” and came back to Hanoi in order to face his
country’s challenges. At the very beginning this School was very
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famous and succeeded in attracting one hundred and fifty-two
children [5]. Then, this school was a model for many societies in
Indochina. In Cochinchina now, many Indochinese doctors took
part to this acculturation process [6] by spreading the ways to
improve children’s health or to prevent diseases in the early 1920s.
For instance, Pham Van Ngoi used his leadership and his athletic
training experience to convince the audience to follow the example
of the Western elite citizens [7]. His colleague Tran Van An was
the president of the ‘Cercle Annamite Sportif’ in Saigon, the most
powerful Annamite tennis club there.

In Saigon, the Regional Center for Physical Instruction, a military school, was opened in 1923. Then, the other capitals had their
own similar school. Each center was training every year around
one hundred schoolteachers. So we can conclude that physical
education, sports activities and health advice were spreading for
a long time before the Second World War. The newspapers during
the Interwar issued many articles about this topic and asserted the
same ideas: “The French colonization is characterized by a positive
transformation of the indigenous population‘s physical and spiritual health (….). This evolution was made possible by the practice
of sport activities and above all because of physical education. And
we can claim beyond doubt that thousands of Annamites have
been saved from rickets, from tuberculosis among other afflictions
thanks to an elementary physical hygiene that has been methodically and regularly put into practice for some years [8].
This journalist underlined that the main State action was
to improve health. In reality these activities were just practiced
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by around ten percent of the young Indochinese people, those
who were sent to school. These young elite members had the
opportunity to belong to sport associations like the French
colonials. Most of these players belonged to the local urban elite
but in the 1930’s some peasants or workers rode bicycles or
played football. So, these activities spread into the countryside
too. It’s rather easy to demonstrate that sport activities were
developed from 1920 to 1940 thanks to the private associations
and the colonial administration. For instance, since 1923 the civil
and military authorities organized each year in Cochinchina and
Cambodia three or four competitions (athletics, football, tennis). In
addition, Pierre Pasquier, the Governor General, created the “First
Indochina Cup” for tennis in 1929 and a second one appeared in
1936 to commemorate the opening of the first Indochinese railway.
There were between three ou four football cups in each territory.
Moreover, one could easily find much medical information about
the training and sport injuries into the newspapers; so thanks to
this advice, Indochinese adults were able to take care of children
who loved playing football or riding bicycles.
To conclude I can say that the French administrative action
enabled some Indochinese elite members to improve their health.
The French Republic was not a minor element into the development
of sporting activities thanks to the key role played by the Indochinese
doctors. These latter founded many associations and spread advice
to be in good health for many thousands of persons before 1941.
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