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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Vietnam in the first half of the 20th century saw a rise in literacy, political activity, and the 
consciousness of Vietnamese identity in relation to French and Chinese influences. Such 
transitions left their mark on the languages used in Vietnam, which included ideogram based 
scripts such as literary Chinese and demotic Nôm, and romanized Vietnamese and French. This 
project uses language expression as a lens to delve into political and intellectual history and to 
examine how this language negotiates identity and intellectual freedom. More specifically, In 
search for a language of freedom examines the work of five writers (Cung Gĩu Nguyên, Đào Đăng 
Vỹ, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường, Phạm Văn Ký and Trần Văn Tùng), and argues that their generation 
redefined the architecture of intellectual engagement through their interaction with French thought 
and language.  

The study traces how the colonial education system and increased print media circulated 
both Enlightenment and mission civilisatrice discourses in Vietnam. While such discourses 
generated ambivalence within the colonial system, they also introduced a new “attitude” for 
thinking about contemporary society that is analogous to Michel Foucault’s definition of 
modernity. Modernity, in other words, was not merely a temporal break from older systems, it 
offered an openness of thought and prompted constant reflection on one’s society. For example, 
Phạm Văn Ký’s interpretation of French Symbolism offered an aesthetic theory to make meaning 
out of the disavowed ideogram writing systems. Or once Vietnam became independent, Nguyễn 
Mạnh Tường’s affinity to Montaigne’s skepticism became a philosophical foundation for his 
caution regarding later political regimes. These writers illustrate the capacity for intellectual 
expression to exist outside a mainstream narrative for anticolonial and anti-French revolution. By 
focusing on essays, novels, and journals as well as historical archives, this project aims to show 
how linguistic and cultural genealogies in Vietnam challenge any linear development of a native 
identity traceable to a unified, ascetic origin. In this vein, the project makes transcultural 
connections across colonial writing more generally, to bring Vietnamese, postcolonial, and 
Francophone studies into dialogue and to open up a larger study of the currents of culture and 
epistemology that remains pertinent in today’s age of globalization.  
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Introduction 
 

 

 Author to a number of works published predominantly with the small publishing house 

Christian Bourgois, Linda Lê has been an important figure for the field of Vietnamese 

Francophone literature. The trilogy Les Trois Parques (1997), Voix: une crise (1998), and Lettre 

Morte (1999) are some of her most studied works, all afflicted by the haunting of an absent father, 

the question of belonging, and even the creative license as a writer.  Known by other scholars in 

Francophone literature for her radical resistance to categories of literature — whether nationalist, 

thematic, or aesthetic — Lê is often referred to when thinking about the Francophone writer in 

exile. In an interview with Catherine Argand in 1999, she made a striking declaration that marked 

her idiosyncratic contribution to the field. Renouncing all belonging, she believes herself a stranger 

to life, to France, the country where she lives, and to Vietnam, her own country of origin. 

“Appartenir, c’est mourir” (Argand 1999). In fact, the only country she recognizes and 

acknowledges [reconnaître] is literature, or more precisely exillitérature. For her, literature is “a 

dwelling in which there are always rooms to explore.” To call literature her country, a dwelling, a 

place in which she belongs is radical, exploding categories of postcolonial literatures that precisely 

latch on to representativeness or cultural difference. She does not go so far as claiming 

participation in a littérature monde, as does Anna Moï, but she doesn’t need to, for she has no 

intention of making “une cause commune.”1  

                                                
1 Anna Moï was a contributor to the volume Pour une littérature-monde, edited by Michel Le Bris and Jean 
Rouaud in 2007. She also signed the manifesto arguing for a “world literature in French” along with many 
other writers including Dany Laferrière, Maryse Condé, and Tahar Ben Jelloun. Even then, it is important to 
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 How does a writer reach these positions vis à vis literature and identity? I want to raise a 

few qualifications that complicate Lê’s position in the field, but also to better understand the 

ambivalences surrounding these questions of expression and identity in the first place. Born of a 

Vietnamese father and a French mother in Da Lat in 1963, Lê came to France as an adolescent in 

1977, in the wake of the war in Vietnam. After April 30, 1975, the reunification of Vietnam meant 

that South Vietnam, where Lê was born, was no longer recognized politically. For many refugees 

in the existing Vietnamese diaspora, Vietnam as they knew and understood it exists most strongly 

in memory and in nostalgia. To what extent then, can one claim to belong to one’s country of birth 

or origin, if it no longer exists as a geopolitically recognized region? It seems that her refusal to 

belong to a no longer existing country is a question scholars have yet to think about. Secondly, 

Leslie Barnes, among others, has pointed out that “Linda Lê does not identify with the Franco-

Vietnamese literary tradition, such as this institution is defined in Jack Yeager's The Vietnamese 

Novel in French” (2007, 129). Yeager’s pioneering study characterized this body of literature as 

originating from a “cultural inferiority complex created in the Indochinese colonial education 

system” (1987, 53). From this definition, Lê does not share the same literary preoccupations as 

those pre-dating 1954. “She does not feel obliged to explain a culture she hardly knows, nor does 

she even claim the great writers of this tradition - Phạm Duy Khiêm or Phạm Văn Ký, for example 

- as her influences. Rather, Lê is quick to name writers such as Friedrich Hölderlin, Gérard de 

Nerval, and Antonin Artaud as her literary forefathers” (Barnes 2007, 129). But what is striking 

about this separation of Lê from an earlier tradition, even to be considered an avant-garde literary 

figure, is how much that tradition is defined by scholars as an institution, and one unquestionably 

                                                
point out that the understanding of a littérature-monde is different and serves a different purpose for each of 
these signatories.  
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accepted as merely a reflection of political and social circumstances. Shifting the emphasis in 

Barnes’ query on how much these earlier Vietnamese Francophone writers subscribe to a literary 

tradition to be read and studied by other diasporic or Vietnamese-French writers, I ask how much 

can we even consider Vietnamese Francophone literature an institution? 

 Calling literature a home, disrupting categories of postcolonial literature, and raising 

questions of belonging, are not gestures exclusive to Lê’s career as a writer. These are all questions 

that also implicate an earlier body of Vietnamese Francophone literature. The political and social 

circumstances are nevertheless present and important, but these first writers also engaged with 

questions of aesthetics. The encounter with the French language and the choice to write in French 

allowed them to reimagine their place in the world not only as a Vietnamese people, but also as 

intellectuals who had contributions to global debates, such as national sovereignty and intellectual 

freedom. The five main writers who are featured in this study did not however have the privilege 

of disavowing their Vietnamese language or country, or of disavowing any kind of belonging. In 

fact, given the historical and political context, the inverse could not be truer for some of them. But 

in grappling with the kind of space that this writing in French afforded, they began to carve out a 

space, one that could be called an institution, but most importantly, one that welcomed different, 

new, and contradictory ways of thinking, without even attempting to reconcile them. As a result, 

they changed the architecture of intellectual engagement with French and foreign thought more 

generally, and exercised an intellectual freedom that challenged various regimes of oppression, 

from colonialism to communism.  

 

Hybridity, métissage and the postcolonial text 
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 Jack Yeager’s 1987 study, The Vietnamese novel in French, defined Vietnamese approaches 

to the genre as a literary response to colonialism and its repercussions. As such, he gestures toward 

a social and political role that this literature plays in relation to colonialism and within the rest of 

the Francophone world. Yeager’s study is indubitably a heuristic for the field of Vietnamese 

Francophone literature, raising questions of identity and national belonging for a body of literature 

that has not often been studied. Calling it The Vietnamese Novel in French prioritizes the ethnic 

quality of the literature and centralizes colonialism in the rise of cultural production in the 20th 

century. And yet, these works are often not included in historical studies about 20th-century 

Vietnam; the use of the French language is mainly explained as a vehicle for publication or 

propagation of ideas in journals. While this fact is true of many of the texts in Yeager’s study and 

in my own, we cannot take for granted the creative effort and complex language politics involved 

for a Vietnamese writer to write in French at this time period between the 1920s and 1950s.  

 Yeager’s study increasingly echoes for me the very debates that had taken place at the turn 

of the century regarding the role of literature and the status of Vietnamese youth. This “literary 

response” he writes, that is “neither fully Vietnamese nor fully French,” can be likened to the 

Vietnamese youth returning from abroad, who, no longer able to grasp the nuances of 

communicating in Vietnamese, is considered uprooted and “désannamitisé.” What allows 

Vietnamese intellectual Phạm Quỳnh to say this about the generation of Vietnamese youth exposed 

to French language and customs is the observation and fear that cultural legitimacy would be lost 

in the hands of this generation. If, for Phạm Quỳnh, the Vietnamese language was the essence of 

Vietnamese culture, this continuity, or even conflation of language as the source for all other 

cultural productions, including literature, the youth’s inability to speak Vietnamese was therefore 

not only a testament of his disbelonging, it was a menace to the vitality of Vietnamese society. A 
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conflation of identity and language seems to also afflict Yeager’s characterization of this literature 

as not being “fully” Vietnamese or French. In the wake of the emergence of postcolonial studies, 

and in the privileged position of writing more than thirty years after Yeager’s study, I might be 

unfairly equipped to ask, what does it mean to be fully French or Vietnamese? But this challenging 

question is not a new one. It is evoked through the reading of Jean Paul Sartre’s preface to Leopold 

Senghor’s Anthologie De La Nouvelle Poésie Nègre et Malgache de Langue Française (1948) and 

the Négritude writers’ response to it. It is found in the works of Phạm Văn Ký within that same 

decade, in which a haunting but never actual return to Vietnam would require his confrontation 

with this very question.   

 Grappling with the possibility of being neither fully one or the other, scholars have taken 

up postcolonial studies and the emphasis on hybridity, migration, liminality to read this corpus of 

material. Karl Britto, in his 2004 study, Disorientation: France, Vietnam, and the Ambivalence of 

Interculturality presents brilliant readings of Vietnamese Francophone texts spanning the scope of 

the 20th century, taking this “neither fully one or the other” identity further in an argument for the 

“simultaneous existence of paradoxical things” (149). Ching Selao takes on a similar task of 

describing the hybrid quality of these Francophone texts as well as their writers, and emphasizing 

the reverse cultural flow from East to West with “Occidentalism.” For these arguments of 

hybridity, however, sometimes important nuances - both those distinctly Vietnamese and those not 

necessarily so - are lost in Selao’s readings, which raises the poignant question, “why do people 

want to find the sign of mixing?” (Dubreuil 2013, 74). In a critique for a similar claim elsewhere 

that Marguerite Duras’ work is an example of métissage, Laurent Dubreuil has written that “the 

métissage in question only signifies the importation of exogenous turns,” those external factors 

also relating to those of the field of postcolonial studies. And in this sense, “its declared specificity 
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(colonial history) gets dissolved in a generalization that it should guard against (the remnant, 

everything is métis)” (74). 

 Beyond the threshold of this question of mixing, it has been hard to include Vietnamese 

Francophone works in other conversations in postcolonial studies, their content deemed limited to 

trite narratives of romances between French woman and Vietnamese man, of reconciling French 

and Vietnamese identity, or the problem of assimilation. But this also has to do with how 

postcolonial studies has prescribed its scope for reading these works. Neil Lazarus attributes this 

“reference to a woefully restricted and attenuated corpus of works” to the “tendentiousness and 

partiality of the theoretical assumptions that have structured postcolonial studies hitherto” (2011, 

22). He applies this critique to the limited ways in which texts are read, or the exclusion of certain 

texts altogether, despite their fulfillment of even the most orthodox criteria, like representativeness 

or literary value.  One such example is Vietnamese writer Cung Giũ Nguyên, whose most 

important literary accomplishment Le Boujoum (1980) is also the one to be excluded in literary 

scholarship. Le Boujoum’s idiosyncratic character has been dismissed as too complex and difficult 

to be read, its constant play in language and meandering plot having been inspired by Lewis 

Carroll’s 1876 poem, “The Hunting of the Snark.” Curiously, it is also a text that makes no obvious 

or symbolic reference to French colonialism. Cung Giũ Nguyên is better known for Le fils du 

baleine (1956) and Le domaine maudit (1961), both published with Arthène Fayard in Paris. It 

seems the effort of reading minor narratives alongside major narratives, or works by writers in the 

periphery with those in the metropole, is compensated by the effect of metabolizing them to make 

them one, singular, and other than what each of them are, to produce a sum that is greater than its 

parts. If they resist metabolization, they remain unstudied, precisely because they do not contribute 

to the conversation, but rather are more prone to disrupt, confuse, or disassemble.  
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I contend therefore against the delineations of this field by intentionally juxtaposing the 

historical circumstance and context surrounding these texts with their aesthetic capacities. Reading 

essays, novels, and journals as both historical documents and cultural productions, I consider 

disciplinary questions in literary and intellectual history as well as colonial and postcolonial 

studies. Indeed, when tracing the changes in Vietnamese society in the 20th century, historians 

often point to two institutions introduced during the interwar colonial reform - the education 

system and the rise of print culture - because these were institutions that were fundamentally 

grounded on language, both langue and langage, tongue and words. My object is language, both 

its historical context and its rhetorical manifestations. 

 

The research focus 

 

The present work is bookended by two moments that are by no means definitive in Vietnamese 

historiography. In beginning with 1920, I emphasize how much the third decade of the 20th century 

marks the beginning of an era in Vietnam, in the wake of colonial reforms and its changes in 

education, economic, and political policy, with a new generation of youth who directly experienced 

the fruit of those reforms. It is an important decade for the increased use of French with print 

culture but also in the existing corpus of Vietnamese Francophone literature. It is in this decade 

that the publication of one of the first Francophone texts appeared in Cochinchina, Le Roman de 

Mademoiselle Lys (1921), in addition to the psychological novel in Vietnamese, Tố Tâm (1925). 

While the intrigue with a female character who sacrifices herself in the name of love is not 

unfamiliar, the form and style of Tố Tâm is among one of the first of its kind.2 Similarly, Le Roman 

                                                
2 The epic poem, Kim Vân Kiều, by Nguyễn Du is a renown classic in Vietnamese literature, in which the female 
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de Mademoiselle Lys, told through a first person journal that experiments with travel writing, takes 

a different approach to the classic trope of telling the narrative through a female character.  

In 1922, the Marseille Colonial Exhibition was also an important moment during which the 

new wave of French colonialism, based no longer on force and oppression but on association and 

collaboration, was displayed through the incorporation of Vietnamese intellectuals themselves. 

Recorded extensively in his Pháp Du Hành Trình Nhật Ký [Journal of a journey to France], 

Vietnamese intellectual Phạm Quỳnh was one of the Vietnamese elites who traveled to Marseille 

as delegate for the Association de la Formation Intellectuelle et Morale des Annamites (AFIMA).3 

He was invited during his time in France to speak about Vietnamese culture to the French colonial 

administration at institutions such as the Ecole Coloniale and the Academy of Moral and Political 

Sciences in Paris. One of his most known conferences was entitled “Evolution morale et 

intellectuelle des Annamites” which he presented to a French-only public. During this May 

conference in 1922, Phạm Quỳnh laid out two important claims: First was the importance of 

cultivating a national culture through the instruction in, usage of and development of the quốc ngữ 

alphabet; and the second was the need for a mutual comprehension between the French and the 

Vietnamese, an idealization of colonial relations grounded on the strict application of the Patenôtre 

Treaty of 1884.4 Phạm Quỳnh’s entire career was streamlined upon these two tenets, which are 

also pertinent to the present project. 

The first of these claims provides the backdrop to the research and my argument in this project, 

                                                
protagonist assumes many roles in her life in order to fulfill her filial duty. As a consequence, she is unable to 
be with the one she loves. Using the fate of the female character for moral education is a common approach to 
literature, which in the Confucian sense has the principal function of instruction. 
3 AFIMA was supported by Director of the Surêté, Louis Marty, and was meant to cultivate the indigenous 
elite in the name of social progress, particularly through the discussion of social and cultural issues, language 
and literature 
4 The treaty was drafted by Jules Patenôtre, French minister to China and delineated Tonkin-Annam as a 
protectorate of France that would have its own sovereign as well as Vietnamese elites as administrators. 
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because it is the simultaneous cultivation of Vietnamese and French writing that makes this 

decision to choose the latter so striking. Second, while calling for mutual comprehension seems to 

be grounded within political interactions, it is also a running current that permeates much of 

Vietnamese Francophone writing of this time period before Vietnamese independence. Many of 

the writers who chose French were writing for a French audience, and were very concerned with 

accurately communicating their intentions and perspectives. Whether iterated in a preface, a public 

conference, or a sociological study, these Vietnamese writers consistently emphasized the problem 

of being misunderstood by the French, not only as a colonized people, but also as intellectuals of 

equal status. More specifically, this miscomprehension could be nuanced to refer to a policy of 

respect, a recognition of Vietnam’s longstanding history and culture, and to misrepresentation of 

the people and culture in existing studies in the French language. While many of the works studied 

in this project come after the 1920s, their writers inherited similar concerns. With print culture 

picking up in this decade, the subsequent transformation of the linguistic and cultural landscape 

was also most palpable after this period.  

On the other end, the year 1954 stands out immediately as important in Vietnamese and French 

historiography as the year marking the end of French colonization with the battle of Dien Bien 

Phu. It is also the year the Geneva Accords were negotiated, dividing Vietnam into a North and a 

South, along the 17th parallel. This division would dictate the different kinds of cultural 

productions that emerged from these regions, just as much or even more so than during the colonial 

separation of the regions Tonkin, Annam, and Cochinchina. The year also marks the publication 

of Cung Giũ Nguyên’s Volontés d’existence, a text that is both timely and evocative of the place 

of the Vietnamese in the world, amidst these political changes. What is ironic about this temporal 

marker is that it does not mean an ‘end’ to anything. If postcolonial referred to the periodization 
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of an era after colonialism, the vestiges of French colonialism were most starkly felt after this 

period as Vietnamese writers only continued to write in French.  

In placing these temporal guidelines, I am especially interested in this period of fruition, of 

development, and transition. The shifting social and political landscape of Vietnam through 

interwar colonial reform, rising nationalism, and the proliferation of print culture meant that its 

cultural productions reflected these changes, not as mere imprints, but rather as defining and 

redefining that cultural production. These temporal guidelines are also heuristics that prompt us to 

question what is indeed “post” about postcolonial studies or postcolonialism, as well as where that 

question stems from. Unlike most studies of this field of literature, from Yeager’s study to Leslie 

Barnes’ Vietnam and the Colonial Condition of French literature (2014) to the most recent work 

of Giang-Huong Nguyen, La littérature vietnamienne francophone (1913-1986) (2018), I choose 

to focus on the earliest moment of this Francophone literature, because it is formative for laying 

down the historical groundwork for later creations of Vietnamese Francophone literature in the 

diaspora. That is, there is a continuity beyond their colonial condition, which has not yet been 

emphasized even in the existing transhistorical works. This is not to say that this era formed a 

tradition, or that these writers are exemplary and influential in their aesthetics and politics. In this 

era of immensely varied works, from political tracts to serialized novels, from essays to poetry, we 

find a growing difference in the relationship with literature, with the choice to write in a language 

that is not one’s own, and with audacious questions regarding identity and that understanding of 

identity in relation to the external world.  

 

Youth and liberation 
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 Reading into the emergence of political revolts in the 20th century and the participation of 

youth, Fabio Lanza has judiciously pointed out that this identification as youth often has little to 

do with political intervention. Youth as a political category risks glossing over contradictions and 

conflation of different agendas, which depending on the perspective and its usage could “repress, 

reify, and confine” or “defend and define” political activity (Lanza 2006, 34). This is the case for 

Vietnamese youth in the 1930s as much as it is for contemporary youth today, in the same way that 

he draws connections between contemporary treatments of ‘youth’ activities in the so-called Arab 

Spring and youth in movements in China throughout the 20th century. There is nothing “inherently 

political” about being a youth or participating with other youth in a demonstration. This distinction 

is important for this study because the youth that I examine do not directly or physically participate 

in the revolutionary struggle for anticolonialism. It is the development of their social identity that 

strikes me as important, simultaneous with the gradual construction of an independent and self-

governing Vietnam.  

In this vein, I choose to look at youth and liberty together because they each imply a 

temporality that overlap in 20th-century Vietnam. The temporality that youth incarnate is not only 

that they represent the potentiality of the future, but that they stand in for perpetual change and 

transition. The moment they were educated in a language that was not that of their fathers and 

grandfathers, there was a major distinction in the way they thought of themselves and of the world. 

More than just a phenomenon of the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis, in which this linguistic shift is 

inevitably also a psychological shift,5 this distinction had major social and political repercussions 

for Vietnam as a nation. In conflating youth with the fate of the nation, Vietnamese society saw 

                                                
5 The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis, a misnomer that was introduced by Harry Hoijer, brings together the work on 
linguistic determinism and relativity from linguists Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf. 
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the future as something one could change and shape based on one’s actions today. For the first 

time, young men and women did not have to follow a path already charted for them, their 

relationship to the past as fraught as their relationship to their country, language, and fathers. Even 

if certain roles and institutions remain intact in different forms, this generation actively questioned 

why those roles and institutions were in place, even proposing alternative ones. The belief that 

one’s future could be manipulated by one’s own actions implied a sovereignty and agency that 

deeply contrasted with the looming independence implied in colonial reform, which remained out 

of Vietnamese control. Where liberty becomes an important strand of exploration is in this active 

subjectivity.  

The generation of Vietnamese intellectuals I focus on here were all born within the same 

decade: Đào Đăng Vỹ (1908-1997), Cung Giũ Nguyên (1909-2008), Phạm Văn Ký (1910-1992), 

Trần Văn Tùng (1915-?) and Nguyễn Mạnh Tường (1909-1997). Well aware of the Confucian 

traditions that their fathers or older generations subscribed to, they were also benefactors of a new 

education system implemented ultimately by Albert Sarraut and his administration. They all 

experienced different life trajectories, some traveling to France, some writing from Vietnam, some 

pulled in political careers, others retiring as writers. And while some of them are more often 

included in scholarship, like Phạm Văn Ký or Trần Văn Tùng, the lateral relationship, or the 

discussion of these intellectuals as a cohort is not often considered. Drawing thematic as well as 

generational connections also justifies the temporal scope of this project. 

 

The language of freedom 

 

 How can we look for traces of freedom within the confinements of the colonizer’s language? 
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Can the colonizer’s language be possessed in a struggle for anticolonial freedom? Isn’t this a 

paradoxical endeavor? The same questions could be asked of any language that we choose as a 

medium of expression. We would take language for granted if we did not feel its ambivalence - 

both its limitations and possibilities. Considering the parameters within which the question of 

freedom is asked, language becomes also inextricable to its definition. Its ambivalence is the 

difference between Frantz Fanon’s Peau noir, masques blancs (1952) and L’an V de la revolution 

algérienne (1959) (translated as A dying colonialism). In the first, language is a site for tracing 

colonial oppression, and speaking French is an open declaration of one’s politics. In the second, 

Fanon’s first-hand account of how the Algerian people mobilized and organized themselves 

through the French language as a lingua franca offers an alternative to reading the French language 

merely as a symptom of colonial pathology (Flores-Rodriguez 2012, 27). As symptom or mere 

byproduct of a phenomenon as opposed to the foundation of the structural oppression itself, 

language is not granted its ability to cause, to intervene or even simply, to do.  

 At the same time, the implied possession of a language in “the colonizer’s language” is also 

a myth cultivated by the colonial enterprise:  

For contrary to what one is often tempted to believe, the master is nothing. And he does 
not have exclusive possession of anything. Because the master does not possess 
exclusively, and naturally, what he calls his language, because, whatever he wants or does, 
he cannot maintain any relationship of property or identity that are natural…he can give 
substance to and articulate [dire] this appropriation only in the course of an unnatural 
process of politico-phantasmatic constructions,  because language is not his natural 
possession, he can…pretend historically, through the rape of cultural usurpation, which 
means always essentially colonial, to appropriate it in order to impose it as “his own.” 
(Derrida 1998, 23) 

In Jacques Derrida’s Monolingualism of the Other, he deconstructs his relationship with language 

particularly through the possessive verb avoir. “I have one language, it is not mine” is the ultimate 

play on language as both particular and universal, personal and shared. It turns away from the 



 
 
 

 
 
 

14 

belief that language is something we can naturally own, toward language as being the very 

mechanism through which culture is instituted more generally (39). In this way, language is freed 

from its singular or exclusive attachment with the colonizer, as well as from the uni-directional 

relationship with its colonial interlocutor as merely a symptom of colonialism. Instead, as Rey 

Chow reads, “the history of colonialism, with its innumerable specters of power struggle, should 

alert us to how language, an other that is by nature multiple and legion rather than unified, dwells 

(in us) and always dwells (in us) as a future, in the sense of a calling forth of the unknown” (2008, 

225). It is therefore misleading in many regards to ask if freedom can be possibly sought after 

through and within the colonizer’s language, for it is not only the colonizer’s language that we are 

concerned with, nor is it only us who seeks an alternative.   

 This capacity within language to do, but also for language itself to do, elucidates the 

intervention, however minute, that language has in effecting freedom. In using this term capacity, 

as in “in my capacity to do something” I am grasping both its meaning as the “maximum space” 

but also as “specific role or position.” There is a threshold that is always attached to specificity, 

the space between one’s role and the up and outward boundary of that role is the space in which 

freedom is experienced, from which agency can emerge, to then try to expand those boundaries 

and spaces. It is as Gayatri Spivak writes in her essay, “More on Power/knowledge” (1992) on 

epistemic power and possibility. Through the peregrinations of arriving at the naming of 

pouvoir/savoir, she points out that in French, pouvoir is power, but also the infinitive of “to be 

able to,” which holds a tinge of “‘can-do’ness.” Placed with savoir, one is able to come up with a 

concept along the lines of “being able to do something only as you are able to make sense of it” 

(1996, 151). Savoir, as in savoir-faire or savoir-vivre, puts down “lines of making sense” that 

indicate limits within which one is able to do certain things. If we conserve this pouvoir/savoir 
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sense, then power can be seen as productive and not merely repressive. There are nevertheless 

boundaries, whether that is the father’s home or the language one speaks. This is nevertheless a 

reminder that while epistemic violence can exist, there is also knowledge value that can be 

productive, an understanding “otherwise” as Fanon invokes hypothetically, but not in vain: “…As 

though it were possible for a man to evolve otherwise than within the framework of a culture that 

recognizes him and that he decides to assume” (1967, 34).  Freedom, in this capacity for us to 

make sense of something, is therefore not absolute, is difficult to compare, and must be thought of 

in present time, relative to present circumstances.  

 The space for that freedom to exist varies, which we might better understand in this ending 

scene from André Gide’s Le retour de l’enfant prodigue (1907). In this interview between the 

prodigal son and his younger brother, trajectories overlap as one has just returned, and the other is 

on the verge of departure: 

— Mon frère! Je suis celui que tu étais en partant. Oh! Dis: n’as-tu donc rencontré rien que 
de décevant sur la route? Tout ce que je pressens au-dehors, de différent d’ici, n’est-ce donc 
que mirage? Tout ce que je sens en moi de neuf, que folie? Dis, qu’as tu rencontré de 
désespérant sur ta route? Oh! Qu’est-ce qui t’a fait revenir.  
— La liberté que je cherchais, je l’ai perdue; captif, j’ai dû servir. 
— je suis captif ici 
— Oui, mais servir de mauvais maitres, ici, ceux que tu sers sont tes parents. 
— Ah ! servir pour servir, n’a-t-on pas cette liberté de choisir du moins son servage ?  
— Je l’espérais. Aussi loin que mes pieds m’ont porté, j’ai marché, comme Saül à la 
poursuite de ses ânesses, à la poursuite de mon désir; mais où l’attendait un royaume, c’est 
la misère que j’ai trouvé. Et pourtant… 

 
[The youngest brother: My brother! I am who you were as you were leaving. Oh! Tell me: 
did you encounter nothing but deception on the journey? Is it only an illusion, all that I 
foresee out there to be different from here? Is it foolishness, all that I feel in me to be new? 
Tell me, what did you encounter that was discouraging on your journey? Oh! What was it 
that made you return? 
The prodigal son: The freedom that I sought after, I’ve lost it; captive, I had to serve. 
The youngest brother: I am captive here 
The prodigal son: Yes, but [I had to] serve bad masters. Here, those you serve are your 
parents. 
The youngest brother: Ah! To serve for the sake of serving, do we not have the freedom to 
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at least choose one’s servitude? 
The prodigal son: I had hoped for that. I walked as far as my feet would take me, like Saul 
in search for his jennies, I was in search for my desire; but where a kingdom was awaiting 
him, I found misery instead. And yet…] (Gide 1958, 489) 
 

While this journey proves to be a “failure,” because the prodigal son ultimately returns home and 

resigns himself to the “temptation of attaching himself somewhere,” of “the comfort of the master,” 

the likelihood of it ever succeeding to reach his unknown desire seemed doubtful anyway: “Qu’y 

cherchais-tu? / Je ne le comprends plus moi-même. [What were you looking for? / I no longer even 

understand it myself]” (490). This departure and expansion of horizon is however already a 

testament to his freedom. His search, prompted by an insatiable thirst, changes the way he knows 

the world, and while his return reiterates the boundaries of his capacity, those boundaries have also 

changed.  

 In the same way that the younger brother seeks to pursue what he feels in his heart to be 

new, what he trusts to exist as different and outside of his vision of world, my understanding of 

freedom relies on this curiosity even if there are not yet words to describe what it is. I believe this 

is the understanding of freedom that is outlined in Michel Foucault’s idea of attitude developed in 

his 1984 essay, “What is Enlightenment?” In asking this very question, Foucault is not concerned 

with doctrines and values that were prevalent during that age, such as the scientific methods of 

reaching truth or the belief of individual freedom for example, but rather with the relationship that 

initiates from the individual toward his surroundings. And from this attention to the world, “what 

is real is confronted with the practice of a liberty that simultaneously respects this reality and 

violates it” (41). It is this attitude that prompts these Vietnamese intellectuals to question old and 

new institutions and existences. It is this attitude that resounds in Fanon’s ending line to his Peau 

Noir, Masques Blancs, “O my body, make of me a man who always questions” (2008, 206), the 

space for questioning possible within this space of freedom. This attitude, which Foucault 
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attributes to modernity, especially in the Baudelairean sense of modernity, to find what is difficult 

to grasp in the contemporary in order to imagine it differently, translates to the capacity, or liberty, 

for change and production.  

If exploring liberty within Vietnamese Francophone works is a paradox however, this study 

embodies the tensions between particular and universal, exemplary and exceptional, distinct and 

assimilable. My intention is not to set these modes of thinking as binaries, but to instead think of 

them as possible and even as necessarily coexistent. Each of the chapters that follow engage with 

these tensions because in suggesting that Vietnamese intellectuals looked at their own culture 

through a lens of French thinking and language, I am juxtaposing traditions and perspectives.  

 

Resistance and political participation 

 

 “So it was for French colonization,” Dubreuil writes, “which quickly found itself attacked 

by books at the same time as by weapons and bombs” (2013, 4). Resistance can be a broad term 

that envelopes many different kinds of actions and intentions. Often times, resistance is a fight of 

the fist, sometimes it is a fight using language, sometimes there is no fight to be had because it 

does not necessarily concern a response. “Resistance” in Vietnamese historiography is charged 

with ideas of radicalism, anticolonialism, and other sources leading up to a Vietnamese revolution. 

In using the French language to write, which reinforces French colonial institutions but also makes 

room for subversion, recalcitrance can also be considered a form of resistance. In the works I 

examine here, confrontation is common, but the direct use of language as a political violence is 

less so. But also, in these same works, resistance is not only directed or in response to a colonial 

regime. This is precisely the importance of examining this transitional time period in Vietnamese 
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history, because threats to intellectual freedom were as much in question in the communist regime 

as it was during French colonial presence. An important goal of this project is to shed light on the 

various forms that political activity can take. It challenges the long-standing dichotomy between 

reform and revolution within Vietnamese historiography, to think about political activity from 

participation to subversion. Resistance is not only a direct response to a force of oppression. It can 

be implicit, slight, undetected, and can occur on a scale other than physical participation, also in 

writing and expression. If language can be a fundamental source of structural oppression, we must 

also remember that it can be the space in which agency can emerge, in which resistance can 

emerge.  

 

Arcs of travel, arcs of freedom: a structure 

 

In search for a language of freedom loosely follows the travel arc of the Vietnamese youth, 

from their experience at home, to their departure to France, to their eventual return. As already 

exemplified in André Gide’s Le retour de l’enfant prodigue, there is also an overlap between the 

arc of the journey and the arc of the search for freedom.  A return is not merely a restoration of 

one’s presence in a place, nor of the conditions before a departure. It is certainly not the undoing 

of having left, but is instead the very confrontation of that fact. Similarly, in the search for freedom, 

the exposure to alternative ideas of thinking and the act of writing in unprecedented ways do not 

reverse or undo the earlier forms of violence that suppress those possibilities. Instead, new forms 

and aesthetics put earlier ones into question. What emerges after confrontation is far from a 

resolution, but the Vietnamese intellectuals who return are still deeply changed. Like the prodigal 

son who can no longer leave but instead sees his younger brother off, these intellectuals “hold the 
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lamp” for later generations as they descend into the darkness (Gide 1958, 491). 

The first two chapters of this study situate the social and political context in Vietnam in the 

20th century, particularly during a period of colonial reform.  Beginning as early as 1902 with the 

League of the Rights of Man, colonial reform in Vietnam meant an extension of republican values, 

including education policies and representational politics, in order to make way for eventual 

independence. By placing Vietnam onto this implicit timeline, measures of cultural distance 

become not only more prevalent but also deeply questioned.  

Chapter One first traces the emergence of a recurring rhetoric of evolution — of a people and 

of a nation — in early Vietnamese Francophone writings, and introduces the social category of 

Vietnamese youth. Influenced by discourses of Social Darwinism that percolated into Vietnam 

through Chinese translations, Vietnamese intelligentsia at the turn of the century looked toward 

modernization as necessary in order to sustain cultural relevance and legitimacy. Unsurprisingly, 

strengthening a nation began with strengthening the youth, and the evolution of a nation became 

inextricable from the idea of Vietnamese youth as agents of change. In this sense, I subsequently 

consider Vietnamese youth as a biopolitical category able to wield subjectivity and initiate change. 

But Vietnamese youth also encounter a major dilemma, where they are caught between their 

colonial education and the expectations of society, that is, between surveilled intellectual 

development and the ambiguous push to build their nation.  

In this chapter, I also examine in particular Đào Đăng Vỹ’s L’Annam qui nait (1938) and 

Evolution de la littérature vietnamienne depuis l’arrivée des Français jusqu'à nos jours 1865-

1946 (1949) to raise the larger question of temporality that is inherent in the discussion of colonial 

modernity. I argue that the critiques posited in postcolonial studies regarding modernity and 

political delay are relevant to challenge temporal impositions of one culture onto another, but 
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become limited in the Vietnamese colonial context where change and movement was more 

important than any fixed end result. It was therefore distinct to live in the present moment, not in 

the past, nor in the future.  

Chapter Two picks up from this engagement with postcolonial studies to initiate the discussion 

on freedom. Considering Homi Bhabha’s structure of mimesis, as a forked or split colonial 

discourse in which “post-Enlightenment dreams of civility” exist simultaneously with a distorted 

version of mission civilisatrice, chapter two investigates the irony of these Enlightenment values 

of freedom appearing in the writings of the Vietnamese intellectual.  These are concrete, traceable 

ideas of liberty that make their way to Vietnamese social circles via print culture in French and in 

translation. By examining the inherent paradox within this discourse of freedom, as universal but 

also specific to each individual, I first establish how the vision of colonial reform, premised on 

these values, were flawed in their execution. A better understanding of this paradox however 

reveals it to be a necessary process, that requires “going in, and through” in order to emerge on the 

other side, transformed. In other words, the Vietnamese intellectual necessarily needs to ‘speak’ 

the foreign language of French and of freedom in order to negotiate a freedom of his own. I draw 

upon essays in the journal Cahiers de la jeunesse (1935-1938), as well as Vietnamese Francophone 

writer Cung Giũ Nguyên’s Volontés d’existence (1954) to illustrate how these ideas of freedom 

emerge. While they might explicitly abide to “humanism,” opening many venues of critique in the 

term’s ambiguity, these ideas are not mere importations of language or values. I argue instead that 

they demonstrate a shift in perspective or ‘attitude,’ further elaborating on Foucault and Kant’s 

response to the question “What is Enlightenment?” This nuance is crucial to conceptualize how 

these Vietnamese intellectuals apprehend freedom, their selves in relation to that freedom, as well 

as to their social and political contemporary. 
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In Chapter Three, we travel to France to consider what it looks like when Vietnamese writers 

insert themselves into the French literary scene.  The particularity of the Vietnamese intellectuals 

is that they are not concerned with writing against or resisting the French or the French language, 

in a way that might characterize Francophone literature in the Caribbean or the Maghreb. Both 

writers Phạm Văn Ký and Trần Văn Tùng strategically navigated the French language and writing 

system, receiving recognition and support via journal publicity and prizes from the Académie 

Française. This chapter examines more closely Trần Văn Tùng’s corpus, notably Bach Yên ou la 

fille au coeur fidèle (1946), and his series of political essays written after 1950, as well as the 

extraliterary matter that surrounds and modifies the interpretation of the text. Analysis of this 

extraliterary matter remains very limited in English scholarship, and this chapter contributes to the 

layered ways that we might read a Francophone text as it seeks to enter the realm of French 

literature.  

I suggest in particular that we read these Francophone texts as a topography, the grooves of the 

text like the grooves of a body, equally contributing to the interpretation of the text. This is very 

useful for reading writers whose careers overlapped with politics, like Nguyễn Phan Long (1889-

1960) and Phạm Duy Khiêm (1908-1974), in which the paratextual and contextual elements move 

beyond textual limitations and traditional thresholds of interpretation. Specific to Trần Văn Tùng 

and his Bach Yên, this metaphor of the body becomes especially evocative as he decides to tell his 

narrative through the incorporation of female characters. 

We return to Vietnam in Chapter Four, which traces explicitly the trope of the prodigal son to 

describe Vietnamese youth abroad as they make this journey “home.” For scholars Huynh Kim 

Khanh and Hue Tam Ho Tai, the trope refers specifically to a generation of Vietnamese youth who 

would be the source and energy for anticolonial revolution and the Communist movement. I turn 
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away from this revolution-bound narrative to consider two Francophone versions of the trope, 

Phạm Văn Ký’s Frères de sang (1946) and Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s Sourires et Larmes d’une 

jeunesse (1937), to highlight the idiosyncrasies that mark this generation of returnees. Not only 

did they have the privilege to travel, they also incarnated a cultural, temporal, and linguistic break 

from earlier generations because of their education in romanized Vietnamese and French rather 

than in literary Chinese. Moreover, contrary to the proverbial parable, the narrators in the imagined 

returns of these Francophone texts are never quite met with forgiveness and resolution. The 

romanticized reunion between father and son and by extension, the harmonious coalescence of 

Orient and Occident, is instead thwarted by the confrontation of competing referents for identity: 

Vietnamese and French, ideogram and alphabet, tradition and modernization. This complication 

of identity echoes Karl Britto’s study of interculturality, and also engages with origin and ontology 

via André Gide’s sincerity and Jean-Paul Sartre’s concept of authenticity, ideas that would 

influence 20th century Vietnamese writers and intellectuals. The complexity of these returns 

therefore describe the political reality and intellectual preoccupations of Vietnamese youth as they 

mediate the transformations in society and its reflections on Vietnamese origin, identity and 

national belonging. 

Lastly, as an extension of Chapter Four and the aftermath of the return, I explore more directly 

the looming question of the politics of writing in French for a Vietnamese intellectual. For Nguyễn 

Mạnh Tường, who played an important role in the 1950s Land Reform as well as the Nhân Văn-

Giai Phẩm arts movement in Vietnam, the French language becomes a language of confidence in 

which he relates some of the most politically striking events of his career, as well as those that 

mark the Vietnamese transition out of colonialism into communism. Revisiting his first work 

Sourires et larmes d’une jeunesse (1937) in a larger scope, and reading it alongside his last text, 
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Un Excommunié (1992), I examine his particular understanding of intellectual freedom and its 

affinity to Western philosophy, including an overlap with Nietzsche’s ‘free spirit’ and a loyalty to 

Montaigne’s rejection of a systemic philosophy. Such freedom challenges the political restrictions 

on literary and artistic expression at the time, and gives insight into the possibility of being aware 

of the colonial situation without being weighed down by its binaries of colonizer and colonized. 

The chapter also delves into the ability for language to liberate as much as it confines; the 

mediation of this ambivalence remains a pertinent question, among others, for the study of 

Francophone literature. 



 
 
 

 
 
 

24 

I 

Genealogies of “evolution” and la jeunesse annamite 
 

 
De toutes les belles actions humaines qui sont venues à ma connaissance, de quelque sorte qu'elles soient, je 

penserais en avoir plus grande part, à nombrer celles qui ont été produites, et aux siècles anciens et au nôtre, 
avant l'âge de trente ans, qu’après. 

 
Michel de Montaigne, “De l’âge,” Essais 

 

 

In a sociological study, L’Annam qui nait (1938),6 Đào Đăng Vỹ launches an ‘enquête’ on 

the Vietnamese intellectual youth and their diverse identities, disaggregating them to be those of 

the university or at the lycée level, as well as those who leave for France. His methodology 

employs principally qualitative data, using conversations with different individuals in these groups 

and ‘objective observations’ with ‘personal reflections’ that are nevertheless ‘testimonies by a 

youth of Annam’ in order to better understand the ‘miseries, fears, hopes, beliefs, aspirations of 

the youth” (17).  He chooses to focus on the youth, to whom he associates the hope of a future in 

Vietnam, and the creation of an elite who can help initiate and guide social reconstruction. Such a 

group is best suited for this task not only because of its energy and enthusiasm, but because of its 

emergence in an era of encounter between Western and Eastern cultures.  

Before delving into an analysis of the youth and their vagaries through this study, I want 

to consider Đào Đăng Vỹ’s opening preface and the relationship between the two components of 

his text. Through the preface, it is clear that this study serves another purpose other than 

introducing Vietnamese youth, namely to rewrite previous studies in French on aspects of 

                                                
6 This designation for Vietnam is a Chinese one that dates back to the 7th century and used during French colonial 
rule. The official name of Vietnam would not become prominent until 1945. 
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Vietnamese culture.7 In the preface is first an apology in which he “borrows” the French language 

to speak about his country. It is a language that is “chère” to him, perhaps both dear and costly, 

yet is nevertheless not his “langue nationale.” He writes that  

Mon intention est, avant tout, de faire connaître l’Annam aux Français, à ceux d’ici comme 
à ceux de France. Je demande donc au lecteur de m’accorder toute son indulgence si, 
écrivant la langue de Racine et de Voltaire, il m’arrive de fournir un style qui n’est pas 
impeccable. 
[My intention is, before all else, to make Annam known to the French, to those here as well 
as those in France. I ask that the reader allow me his indulgence, if, in writing in the 
language of Racine and Voltaire, I sometimes demonstrate a style that is not impeccable.] 
(Preface, ii)  
 

The intention behind this text is to provide a study of Vietnam initiated by a Vietnamese so that a 

more accurate representation could lend a better understanding between France and Vietnam. His 

preface here uses a familiar language that was evoked many times over in Phạm Quỳnh’s writings 

and repeated also in fellow intellectual Cung Giũ Nguyên’s address to Georges Duhamel ten years 

later.8 That is, the recognition of one’s position relative to another and the necessary discomfort of 

speaking in a language that is not one’s own must first be laid out on the table. Because “silence 

often hides a more or less significant pusillanimity, and the smile a lethargy of spirit or an 

emptiness of the mind and the heart,” only by proceeding to speak in spite of this can one 

counteract the detrimental silence that, on the part of the Vietnamese, has led to their being 

misunderstood (21). 

 The short preface also celebrates the myth of Nam tiến or the ‘Southward advance’ in which 

the Vietnamese people traveled further and further south toward the Mekong Delta to be rid of the 

                                                
7 Đào Đăng Vỹ is responding to “La Psychologie du peuple,” but it is uncertain whether he is referring to Alfred 
Fouillée’s La Psychologie du peuple et l’anthropologie (1903) or Paul Giran’s La Psychologie du peuple 
annamite (1904). Both texts are anthropological studies that posit racial or ethnic differences to be biologically 
traceable. 
8 See Phạm Quỳnh’s “Evolution intellectuelle et morale des Annamites,” Quelques Conférences à Paris. Mai-
Juillet 1922 (1923) and Cung Giũ Nguyên Volontés d’existence (1954). 
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power and control of their Northern Chinese neighbor. This, Đào Đăng Vỹ claims to be a 

“malheur” of the country, something like an unfortunate draw of luck for one country to be “found” 

next to another. And yet, Vietnam has triumphed, for the migration south “sans intervention” led 

them to “extend their influence toward the West,” into regions of the Mekong Delta (iv). He 

condenses Vietnamese history into a single lesson:  

L’histoire est donc là pour nous montrer que la race annamite, avec sa puissante vitalité, 
n’est pas condamnée à disparaître, que, en dépit des plus dures vicissitudes de son passé, 
elle est arrivée à conserver son âme nationale, son aspiration profonde à rester un people 
libre.  
[History is there to show us that the Vietnamese race, with its strong vitality, is not 
condemned to disappear, that in spite of some of the most difficult vicissitudes of its past, 
it still manages to preserve its national soul, its profound aspiration and stay a free people.] 
 

Vietnamese historians today would have many qualms about the way such a history is presented. 

Vietnam, for example, did not always take its modern day form or borders, which makes it 

necessarily impossible to be simply “found next to” China. Furthermore, delving into the details 

of events, historians reveal that in fact such a movement south, as a single historical event, never 

happened. The gradual occupation of the Mekong Delta regions consisted of constant negotiations 

and conflicts that were far from being absent of ‘intervention.’9 While we can now contest such 

narratives of history to be mainly an assortment of myths that have been interpreted into a narrative 

of national identity, Đào Đăng Vỹ employs it here for two clear, important reasons: to prove the 

resilience of a people and illustrate a continuity in history. The symbolic value of an uninterrupted 

“marche triomphale” to the south, is also an unbreakable, continuous historical narrative. But why 

does Đào Đăng Vỹ, and other intellectuals like him, grant so much purchase to this kind of 

narrative? Why do they gloss over details in order to make connections between the past and the 

                                                
9 See Li Tana Nguyên Cochinchina, Southern Vietnam in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (1998) and 
Keith Taylor “Surface Orientations in Vietnam: Beyond Histories of Nation and Region” (1998) 
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present? What is significant about a continuity in Vietnamese history, in this particular text and at 

the time of this writing?10 

A first consideration in answering to these questions is the role that affirming continuity in 

history plays in the creation of national identity. This idea was broached as early as the turn of the 

20th century, when Phan Châu Trinh, known along with Phan Bội Châu as the two most important 

political figures of this time period, argued for a love of one’s country. Phan Châu Trinh criticized 

the monarchy as a system that inhibits the intellect and freedoms of the people. In such a system 

where the people’s actions were directly tied to their attitude toward their ruler, it was not possible 

to cultivate a national identity, or even a knowledge of one’s country. This was fundamental in his 

determination for a modernization grounded on self-strengthening, which necessarily meant that 

the people within the country needed to educate themselves about the nation. Only then could the 

Vietnamese learn to love and defend their country. As much as the growing importance of 

historical continuity contributes to establishing national identity, the ideas of young intellectuals 

in this new generation are also embedded within Phan Châu Trinh’s legacy.  

This attempt at broaching continuity for a national identity is immediately complicated 

when we discover that, in fact, the continuity in this narrative stops with the encounter with the 

French. “C’est la France qui nous a arraché de notre enlisement, c’est elle qui nous a réveillé de 

notre sommeil léthargique, elle qui nous a secoué de notre torpeur. [It is France that has torn us 

from our stagnation, it is she who has awakened us from our sluggish sleep, she who has shaken 

us from our torpor.]” This is a moment wherein time stops, and the clock starts again. The title 

alone, “L’Annam qui nait,” suggests both the birth of Vietnam but also a new time with its focus 

                                                
10 This question broaches potentially larger historiographical questions about writing a history – I want to situate 
these questions within a specific period, for which the discussion may be markedly different than for another 
period. 
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predominantly on Vietnamese youth. Such is also the distinction between the preface and the 

beginning of the study, the first foregrounding the past and the latter reiterating the present. 

Dwelling principally on a “jeunesse annamite intellectuelle” in the text, Đào Đăng Vỹ also dwells 

on what it represents: the possibility for renewal and transformation, and the potentiality of that 

change to create a new Vietnam. This “avenir” while mysterious, begins with and in the present 

moment.  

 

 This opening with Đào Đăng Vỹ brings to the fore the two important directions this chapter 

will take. In identifying ‘youth’ in the title of this chapter and this project as a whole, I will first 

focus on who that youth were and what its role symbolized in the first half for the 20th century in 

Vietnam. This discussion is inherently connected to the second main idea I wish to broach on 

temporality in relation to progress and modernization, because the fate of a country is conflated 

with the biological clock of its youth. I will explore the ways that time, and more specifically 

“forward thinking,” “progress,” and “evolution” permeate into Vietnamese thinking in the early 

20th century, especially through the penchant for renewal and a reconstructed future. And yet, at 

the same time the postcolonial critique of ‘colonial time’ imposes itself onto that understanding, 

creating tensions in what postcolonial theory posits as ‘waiting’ and what Vietnamese intellectuals 

dismiss as lethargy. Waiting in the colonial waiting room and lethargy share in common a 

suspension of movement, yet for the former, it is a suspension imposed by colonial discourse and 

power, while for the latter, it is a lack of determination that can only come from within.  

What I want to emerge out of this chapter is a deep questioning of how much discussions 

of temporality in terms of colonial history is necessarily precluded by an end goal of 

‘modernization.’ I am wary of the ways that movement leads to a progress that becomes necessarily 
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Western, so that the changes within a country become indebted to and monopolized by colonial 

intervention, or by the “felicitous grafting” of two cultures (Watts 2005, 58-59). In other words, 

must the efforts of progress be wrested out of the hands of the Vietnamese in order to critique 

Western historicism? In the poignant words of Dipesh Chakrabarty, the postcolonial critique of 

Western historicism is an important one that is “indispensable [but also] inadequate” (2000, 16). 

In my discussion of Vietnamese intellectuals and their understanding of evolution, I will outline 

the limitations of that critique regarding temporality and progress. In many ways, my discussions 

of the temporality-embedded vocabulary in the Vietnamese colonial context are indebted to this 

postcolonial perspective. But rather than freezing the Vietnamese intellectual within this 

suspension of perpetual, imagined, and projected evolution never able to reach a certain end, I 

would like to think of evolution as movement, to be both a means and an end, the ‘telos’ as it were, 

of the entire argument for modernization.    

But how can evolution be a telos when it is always in motion? A short answer to this 

question is that motion seems to be precisely what the Vietnamese intellectuals perceived their 

country to need, a disruption to what they term “cultural lethargy.” The more complicated answer 

requires analyzing why and how this temporality-embedded vocabulary became important. These 

were not terms that the Vietnamese established themselves. They were derived from early 20th 

century exposure to Social Darwinism and reinforced by interwar colonial reforms. Progress, 

measured by evolution and movement gave Vietnam legitimacy, not only in the face of the colonial 

power but also before the rest of the world. Yet, at the same time, it was important for the 

Vietnamese to break from a previous historical continuity. As Đào Đăng Vỹ presents in the preface 

of L’Annam qui nait, the relationship with time was a complicated one, for not only was it 

necessary to demonstrate continuity, it was also important for that continuity to be interrupted in 
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order to start anew in a different direction.  

 

Toward a biopolitical category 

 

 First, we must situate who we mean by “youth” and the function of calling certain 

individuals employing this categorization.  In light of Đào Đăng Vỹ’s subjects of study, we can 

speculate that the category includes students from the collège to university level. More than just 

any kind of students, they had access to both French and Vietnamese language as well as the 

opportunity to travel abroad. Age was therefore not the only criteria to be characterized as youth. 

Đào Đăng Vỹ was thirty when he published his L’annam qui nait, as were many of the contributors 

to the Cahiers de la jeunesse, being born in the same decade.  

 With the rise of print culture, especially with political print culture, “youth” became more 

and more prominent not only as a social and biological category, but inextricable to activism and 

political engagement. The emergence of “youth” in journal titles coincided with newness as well, 

from Jeune Asie (1919-1921) to Jeune Annam (1926) to Thanh niên tân tiến (Progressive Youth) 

(1929) and Nhựt Tân báo (New Era) (1922-1929). As more wrote about this category, whether 

that was expressing anxiety in their “uprootedness” and education, or calling them into action, 

“youth” became, more than anything, a discursive category that welded together cultural, 

biological, and political concerns. As Philippe Peycam has pointed out, political journals often 

targeted the disenfranchised and educated youth, in which case youth is only a convenient 

identification secondary to the awareness and sense of exclusion in society (Peycam 2012). It is 

precisely this quality of disenfranchisement, of feeling deprived of a right or a privilege, of not 

knowing where to go or turn to in the present society and under the present regime that brings this 
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generation together for political activity. 

 As testimonies in L’Annam qui nait remind us, and as this entire project shows, not all 

youth were involved in revolts or physical action. Political participation and intervention can take 

various forms, but it is precisely the occlusion of those nuances that mystified and solidarized 

youth as the source of change and possibility. “Youth” could be called upon to serve a variety of 

ideologies and aspirations, and was “heralded across the 20th century as a salve for social 

pathologies such as cultural fragmentation, individualism, or racial degeneration, among others” 

(Pomfret and Jobs 2015, 5). But in this effort to cohere, organize, and sympathize among 

compatriots, “youth” remains nevertheless a vague, undetermined identity. And by keeping it 

anonymous and generalized in this way, it was easier to make national renewal a relevant claim to 

as many Vietnamese as possible.  

 Even though the biological quality of age is not a sufficient criterion to describe this youth, 

the latter are nevertheless conflated with change and progress in the nation. They are not only the 

makers of the future nation; their biological maturation is simultaneous with that of the nation. 

Against the backdrop of Social Darwinism, in which progress is inextricable to biology and 

evolution, the competition of cultures and the preoccupation with death – of a generation, of a 

culture – can be understood alongside this power to “make life and let die” (Foucault 1998, 136). 

This power, which once belonged to the sovereign as a way to protect and defend his existence, is 

more applicable today to the protection and defense of a population. Biopolitics and the way that 

politics has been put into relation with life in the wake of Foucault’s La volonté de savoir, as the 

political rationality that takes the administration of life as its main concern, “to ensure, sustain, 

and multiply life, to put this life in order,” can help us to understand how the biological progression 

of life can be at stake alongside that progression of a nation (138).  
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 Where biopolitics as a framework is useful to think about youth in this chapter can be 

demonstrated by how much their birth into a colonial modernity, a changing society on the verge 

of independence, embody the “biological threshold for modernity,” even if that modernity means 

something different for Vietnam than it does in other places. Through biopolitics, we are also 

forced to think about power, where it is located and how it is wielded. Considering the myriad of 

transitions in the first half of the 20th century, it is extremely challenging to distinguish where the 

sources of power – whether biopower, sovereign or disciplinary – come from, where such 

dispositifs or apparatuses are enacted and located in Vietnamese society. It is possible, for example, 

to speak of biopower with regard to the colonial administration and its interwar reforms, where, as 

Gary Wilder has suggested, the shift toward “colonial humanism” was a way to valorize native 

societies but also better control them (Wilder 2005). In extending programs of education, social 

welfare, and civil representation, the colonial administration assured itself that the republican 

values it fought for since the French Revolution could better native societies for a larger human 

collective.11 This self-assurance most certainly will be present throughout the chapter as I discuss 

in further detail what those mechanisms of biopower can be. In addition to biopower in these 

colonial reforms, we can also think about how the colonial administration shifted from these 

different apparatuses of power at different moments in their colonial presence in Vietnam, to also 

harness disciplinary power through the guise of sovereign power, for example, in its attempt to 

stage a return of the emperor Bảo Đại from France. His return to the imperial court would be a 

way to exercise indirect administration and mitigate rising communism. With the French colonial 

                                                
11 Albert Sarraut wrote in La mise en valeur des colonies, “La France qui colonise va organiser l’exploitation 
pour son avantage sans doute, mais aussi pour l’avantage général du monde, de territoires et de ressources que 
les races autochtones de ces pays arriérés ne pouvaient à elles seules ou ne savaient mettre en valeur et dont le 
profit était ainsi perdu pour elles, comme pour la collectivité universelle.” (Paris: Payot, 1923), 88 
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administration’s deteriorating authority, however, it becomes less obvious where to locate power, 

no longer configured in a recognizable top-down context. How then can we explain or better 

understand the momentum or energy that is wielded over the biological life period called youth, 

that shakes awake those individuals who find themselves in that period and rallies them into 

action?  

 Still, Foucauldian biopolitics and biopower have been deemed elusive, incoherent or even 

insufficient in their eclipse of agency and a more thorough development of subjectivity in relation 

to those forces of power.12 In order to supplement the usefulness of these terms, I would argue that 

Judith Butler’s development of Foucault’s idea of subjection permits us to consider youth as a 

biopolitical category because of her focus on the simultaneous, double-edged quality of 

subjectivity. This category of the Vietnamese generated their momentum the more they wrote about 

themselves in relation to the nation; it is not an external regulation that defines the individual, he 

is formed through his discursively constituted identity. A subject framed and formed through 

discourse is a first criterion in assujetissement, or subjection. Moreover, Butler specifies that “such 

subjection is a kind of power that not only unilaterally acts on a given individual as a form of 

domination, but also activates or forms the subject” (1997, 84). It is this simultaneity of being 

called into action but also enacting the action — that action as a nugget of power, through which 

subjectivity works. And it is through this implication of youth that they become both subject to the 

changing reality of Vietnam, while also being the very subjects that effect that changing reality.  

 In calling youth a biopolitical category, I am in fact less concerned with the 

governmentality of this category than with its organizability. That is, the elements that converged 

at the turn of the 20th century — a new education system, a belief in colonial modernity and the 

                                                
12 See Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics,” in T. Campbell & A. Sitze Biopolitics: A Reader (2013) 
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reality of cultural competition — fostered the emergence of youth as an important social category 

around which political campaigns, journals, and associations could be formed. It is through these 

societal changes, which all imply a question of temporality, that youth, translatable to life, novelty 

and renewal, becomes not only relevant, but also a source of agency.  

 

Formation of la jeunesse annamite: The colonial education system in Vietnam 

 

Prior to the colonial reform in education, Vietnamese intellectual elites were determined 

by a system of examinations modelled after the Chinese imperial examinations. These were 

premised on a curriculum of the Four Books and Five Classics and allowed the highest performing 

scholars to become part of the civil system of mandarins. Changes to this system first emerged 

during Paul Doumer’s term as governor general from 1897-1902. Despite his interest in 

educational reform, it was not until Paul Beau’s term from 1906-1908 that there was an effort in 

consolidating and centralizing education throughout Vietnam (Lessard 1995). His tenure saw the 

creation of three important bureaucratic organizations: The Tonkin Council of Public Schooling 

responsible for processing the applications to open schools, the Department of Education 

responsible for curriculum and pedagogy, and the Tonkinese Committee for Improving Indigenous 

Education responsible for converting the Confucian system to the public school system. Beau’s 

work laid the grounds for Albert Sarraut’s two terms six years later, during which the major 

institutional reforms would actually take place.  

The reform in education in Vietnam as a whole was complicated by the political status of 

each region, Cochinchina was considered a colony, while Annam and Tonkin were defined as 

protectorates with the 1884 Patenôtre Treaty. In Cochinchina, where the French administration 
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took a direct role, the mandarinate examinations were removed as early as the 1890s, replaced with 

a dual effort to create French schools as well as bilingual French and Vietnamese schools. 

Meanwhile, in Tonkin, there was a period in which both the previous Confucian and the new 

French systems ‘peacefully coexisted’ (Tran 2013, 29). It would be not until 1918 that the 

mandarinate examinations would be abolished in Tonkin.  

After the First World War, Albert Sarraut adopted the Code of Education of 1918 which 

centralized the primary school system for all of Indochina to a single system with two components, 

French and Franco-indigenous schools. In colonial Vietnam, it would be these Franco-Vietnamese 

schools that formed the generation of Vietnamese intellectuals such as Đào Đăng Vỹ, Trần Văn 

Tùng and Phạm Văn Ký.  But Sarraut’s education reform was lined with ambiguities because while 

it allowed the romanized Vietnamese, or quốc ngữ, to be taught within a new system, it remained 

wary of the potential progress that could be extracted from an education of the native population. 

Under the guise of colonial reform and the extension of republican values, there were many other 

contributing variables that led to the emergence of this bilingual education system. The colons who 

were living in Vietnam at the time, for example, were very resistant to extending a French 

education to the Vietnamese, dissatisfied especially with the increased enrollment in their own 

French schools. Secondly, creating a centralized system would also make education easier to 

regulate. But this ideal of extending education to the indigenous – particularly to cultivate an elite 

that could participate in the colonial government after the First World War – by no means secured 

any consistent and permanent system. As G.P. Kelly has carefully recorded, the increase in 

enrollment from the time of Sarraut’s reform to 1938 does not actually indicate that more students 

were educated within these schools. In fact, with the shutting down of rural “unofficial schools” 

and schools that taught Chinese characters, fewer students overall enrolled or were getting an 
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education, leading to a widening gap in regional and class differences (1975, 16-33).   

For the students who did have access to this education, even just a year at the elementary 

level (grades 1-3) made a difference in a child, from exposure to subjects like geography, math, 

and hygiene, to learning basic components of quốc ngữ and the French language (Marr 1981, 35). 

Students who stayed in these colonial schools after the age of ten belonged to a select minority. 

The opportunity to go to France presented itself if one’s family had the means to stay in the colonial 

education system as opposed to leaving school to help support the family. Often, this was possible 

if one was a son of a colonial fonctionnaire or from a wealthy family in the Mekong Delta. While 

there were already a number of lycées in Cochinchina, the first lycée did not appear in Tonkin until 

1924. The delay in creating lycées and universities in colonial Vietnam more generally led students 

to look elsewhere to pursue higher education, thus, a large number of Vietnamese students headed 

toward the metropole. Some were even granted bourses that allowed them to travel to France, 

benefit from a small stipend, and enroll in the university.  

 Between 1924 and 1929, France saw a ten-fold increase in Vietnamese students, during 

which 177 students recorded as being in France in 1924 increased to 1700 in just five years 

(Brocheux 2005). The rise in students was also due to a third category of Vietnamese youth who, 

not disposed with such comfortable social situations as being from fonctionnaire or wealthy 

families, circumvented French regulations and took the opportunity to go to France by whatever 

means. While abroad, students depended on their families for financial support, but were also 

involved in odd jobs here and there to support themselves. Vietnamese students stayed together, 

and were assembled into institutions such as Le Foyer Indochinois, the Association des étudiants 

d’Extrême Orient, and the Maison des Etudiants Indochinois. These associations, grouped under 

the Service de Contrôle et d’assistance des Indochinois (CAI) were a way for the French to surveil 



 
 
 

 
 
 

37 

the students’ activities. Eventually when these students returned to Vietnam after a few years, they 

would be characterized particularly by older generations as “returnees from France,” with all of its 

negative connotations. They were the quintessential target for neo-Confucian intellectuals like 

Phạm Quỳnh to address the risk of losing Vietnamese culture, predominantly because these 

students often returned with a knowledge of French obtained in France. 

Whether they were exposed to the education system for a year, or had the fortunate 

opportunity to study abroad, this generation of students would make up the “postmandarin” writers 

who marked a break from earlier generations and their systems of intellect (Tran 2017). Students 

were not only exposed to a new curriculum that expanded their knowledge of science, hygiene, 

and physical education, their language capacity in both romanized Vietnamese and French was at 

the crux of this break. Many could no longer read Hán Chinese characters, but knowledge of these 

characters were only limited to select few anyway.  At stake was more than just this inability to 

read. The franco-indigenous schools marked a major shift in ideogram-based knowledge and 

language systems to those of a romanized alphabet, which included both quốc ngữ and French. 

Quốc ngữ, which had been developed in the 17th century with by Portuguese Jesuits and propagated 

by French missionaries only became more prominent in usage by the early 20th century, in part due 

to the education system, and in part due to increasing print material in the romanized language. It 

was an important tool because it was a writing system that matched the spoken vernacular that in 

Vietnam.  While many older intellectuals were unhappy about these students learning French, 

sometimes even leaving for France, there was undeniably an increase in the usage of written quốc 

ngữ. Thanks to the Franco-Vietnamese schools, the linguistic landscape of Vietnamese would 

undergo a major transformation.  
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The predicament of intellectual nourishment in the new generation 

 

 
Figure 1. Advertisements for Nestlé on the back covers for Cahiers de la jeunesse October 1935, October 

1936, January 1938 
 

This Nestlé advertisement, which appeared at the end of the October 1936 issue of Cahiers 

de la jeunesse, is a particularly interesting addition to imagery of the Vietnamese youth as 

dependent and nourished by the French education system. While Nestlé advertisements were quite 

popular in colonial Vietnam, this particular one, published in a Vietnamese-French collaborative 

journal, emphasizes that the only providers of this milk are the specific facilities issued by the 

French government, such as hospitals, maternity wards, health facilities, and most notably 

governmental schools. The non-perishable condensed milk was part of the Swiss company’s 

product line for alternative nourishment for children, especially for those who did not breastfeed. 

The global food company’s advertising and marketing strategy created an image for breastmilk 

alternatives that unlike natural feeding, would not require supplementation and even surpassed a 

mother’s resources. In this analogy for nourishment via colonial institutions, mothers were advised 
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to turn toward government-issued resources. It was therefore the alternative mother, the mère 

patrie, lending a helping hand to raise Vietnamese youth. Like French-Vietnamese schools, this 

option for colonial nourishment was offered as the best option, next to the availability of le lait 

maternel, or native nourishment. 

Under the guise of nutrition, these advertisements for a colonial product illustrate a classic 

example of the colonial enterprise acting through a biopolitical apparatus, in which the colonial 

administration infiltrated control and regulation through the welfare of women and children. The 

preoccupation with colonial subjects as human, biological individuals reflected the metropole’s 

own state intervention into private matters, especially as a way to exert authority. But, in the same 

way that eventual independence was far off, the fate of youth after this nourishment remained 

unclear. The problem with a government-endorsed education is that the students, and by extension 

the youth, were not necessarily prepared for the roles that the rest of the Vietnamese, including 

their elders, associated with them. Was it because the youth were too young? Or were the 

expectations of society too high? David Pomfret understands the predicament to be a combination 

of both, for the biological maturity of the youth in confrontation with the burden of their 

responsibility created a kind of suspension that disallowed youth to “cross thresholds.”13 Pomfret’s 

study of Vietnamese youth and mobility emphasizes in particular that the “prevailing discourse of 

a tutelary kinship,” such as what is observed in the Nestlé advertisement, “reinforced young 

people’s perception of themselves as part of a society that was paradoxically both ‘old’ and trapped 

infancy” (Pomfret 2015, 121). In other words, there was much catching up to do because 

Vietnamese society had fallen behind, but there was only so much the youth could do within a 

                                                
13 This was especially the case for youth who did not get to travel abroad, for mobility to the metropole 
symbolized a kind of “service and resource” for the creation of the nation. “Crossing thresholds” in this usage 
seems to refer to the steps toward a national liberation. See Pomfret, 122. 
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colonial framework. Was there a way for the youth to be better equipped to meet those 

expectations, or better yet, could the rest of society accept the gradual pace in which this youth 

could initiate change?  

As indicated in Đào Đăng Vỹ’s study, these were the social and political conditions that 

bound this group, because while it was attributed this responsibility of national construction, it 

also encountered the reality of the limitations of society, which are both a result of tradition and 

colonial politics. One of the major disjunctions between this new generation and existing society 

is that these Vietnamese students were learning at a very young age a life outside of the home and 

familial responsibilities. Even if they were not abroad, because of the select few lycées and 

universities, many students lived away from their families, which gave them an experiential 

learning that diverged significantly from the expectations of their families. Elite families who put 

their sons in schools did so to secure their future employment, yet those in the school system knew 

that this consequence was not guaranteed with their diploma.  Đào Đăng Vỹ’s study illustrates the 

extent to which the students, even during their schooling, knew that these expectations were not 

realistic. One student intimated that  

“Nous n’aurons jamais que de bons petits médecins, de bons petits avocats, de bons petits 
professeurs, de bons petits fonctionnaires, mais d’esprit créateurs, mais de grands 
organisateurs, il ne faudra pas en attendre des Etudiants sortis de l’Université.” (1938, 77) 
[We will never only have good little doctors, lawyers, officials, but creative minds, great 
organizers, we must not expect this from students who graduate from the University.]  
 

While this “pessimism” may be exaggerated by this particular student, his concern addresses the 

disconnect between the function of the present education and the creation of viable “builders of a 

nation.” While they may “pretend to serve greater causes, sublime causes that exceed [dépassent] 

them, the majority are only serving a mediocre cause of their diploma” (76). On the one hand, it 

had to do with the impractical curriculum they received in school, and yet on the other, it was the 
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impossibility of integrating and applying their knowledge in the rest of society.  It wasn’t that the 

government-endorsed nourishment was insufficient, but that the education was not fit for the 

society they lived in. So while there were visions for the future, these ideas were anachronistic for 

their circumstances. It seemed that in focusing on what could be, on the futurity of these 

expectations, ideas did not translate into anything concrete and society remained in suspension. 

What were these expectations and where did this belief of progress come from? How did that 

progress become inextricable with the biological development of its people?  

 

Tracing the rhetoric for evolution 

 

Figure 2. Portrait of Đào Đăng Vỹ 

 

 

Born in 1908, Đào Đăng Vỹ was among the generation educated within the new colonial 

system of education. He grew up in Hue and went to Hanoi to attend the Indochinese University 

for the Medicine and Law faculties (now Vietnam National University). Not much is written on 

the writer, though he is most known for his multiple editions of Vietnamese-French dictionaries 
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published for the first time in 1950. Before this work however, he wrote a number of essays on 

Vietnamese culture and history, as well as studies on international affairs. Much of his work 

investigates different traditions including the family and Confucianism. Particularly in 1946, he 

published three volumes on the status of world peace, in relation to a potential Third World War, 

to the United States, and to Russia. One of his last works is the pertinent Evolution de la littérature 

et de la pensée vietnamienne, depuis l’arrivée des Français jusqu'à nos jours 1865-1946 (1949), 

whose title bears almost verbatim resemblance to a work presented more than twenty-five years 

earlier by Phạm Quỳnh at the Ecole Coloniale in Paris, “L’évolution intellectuelle et morale du 

people annamite depuis l’établissement du protectorat français” (1922).  

These texts, implying a similar trajectory of study in their titles, were not the only ones to 

address the state of Vietnamese culture in contact with the French. What is interesting about Phạm 

Quỳnh’s essay is that it echoes the values of Phan Châu Trinh, who was arguably the first 

Vietnamese intellectual to argue for a national identity and for a transformation in Vietnamese 

society via the education of the people. It is especially curious then that across these three men, 

who represent three generations of Vietnamese intellectuals, there is nevertheless a continuous 

preoccupation with an evolution in Vietnamese culture, even if that is not the language that Phan 

Châu Trinh initially uses. Perhaps he was, as Vinh Sinh describes, “ahead of his times.” But what 

can be gleaned if evolution is still in the consciousness of a people’s mind a generation or two 

later? Are these intellectuals thinking about the same understanding of progress? The argument of 

a new Vietnam was also in direct conflict with this idea of creating a national consciousness that 

drew upon continuity. How can we better understand this dual, contradictory initiative particularly 

evoked in this last generation’s thinking?   
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Self-Strengthening in the face of Social Darwinism 

 

Cultural reform at the turn of 20th century by way of Social Darwinism played an important 

role in concretizing these beliefs. Social Darwinism as articulated by Herbert Spencer arrived in 

Vietnam through Chinese characters, via the writings of Liang Qichao and Kang Youwei. The two 

men were leading intellectuals in the Self-Strengthening Movement (1861-1895) during the late 

Qing dynasty, and were eventually forced to flee to Japan after a failed implementation of their 

suggested reforms.14  Their texts came to Vietnam in 1904 from Yokohama by way of merchant 

boats and were striking because of their revelations about reforms in institutions such as the civil 

service examination system, and their promotion of popular rights and freedoms in these ‘new 

books’ [tân thư].15  They also introduced a Social Darwinian critique of Sino-Vietnamese culture, 

which up until then was “passive” and “venerated the old and the native, and despised the new and 

the foreign, thus inhibiting the generation of new ideas” (Tai 1992, 21). This critique positioned 

Vietnam as weak and explained the possibility of French colonization in Vietnam. As Đào Đăng 

Vỹ puts it in terms of cultural stamina, “Il arrive souvent, que l’initiative individuelle s’écrase sous 

le poids de la matière étrangère…que avant d’arriver à penser par soi-même…on soit déjà à bout 

de souffle. [It happens often that the individual initiative is crushed under the weight of foreign 

material…that before even managing to think by oneself, one is already out of breath]” (1938, 83). 

The intellectuals who came into contact with these writings understood the situation as a 

competition and feared that if they did not equip themselves with the adequate training, they would 

                                                
14 The emperor had initially agreed to the reforms but the Empress Dowager Cixi refused their sudden 
implementations and forced Liang Qichao and Kang Youwei into exile in Yokohama. 
15 Hue Tam Ho Tai’s early writing about this suggests that these writings came as an ‘anonymous pamphlet’ yet 
Vinh Sinh seems to make it clear that they came from Liang Qichao. 
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not be able to keep up. The year 1904 was also critical because it marked the beginning of the 

Russo-Japanese War. Upon learning the victories that Japan was able to achieve faced with such a 

large and intimidating power, Vietnamese scholar-gentry, including Phan Châu Trinh and Phan Bội 

Châu, sought to learn how an East Asian country, whose ‘modernization’ only began a few decades 

earlier with the Meiji regime, could be so successful.  

These two key figures of cultural reform in Vietnam envisioned the same goal for self-

strengthening but through very different means. Born within a few years of each other, Phan Bội 

Châu (1867- 1940) and Phan Châu Trinh (1872- 1926) went through the same civil examination 

system. Without the funds to further his education, Phan Bội Châu earned a cử nhân [bachelor’s] 

degree. He was principally known to support a monarchical system, and for setting the precedent 

for the Đông Du [Journey to the East] movement between 1905-1909, in which students traveled 

to Japan to learn the different methods of the Japanese to modernize. He supported the instauration 

of a Vietnamese monarchy by planning to bring Cường Để into the Hue Court. He was strongly 

anti-French and believed violence to be the sole possible way of removing French control.  

Phan Châu Trinh, on the other hand, saw a different process in which modernization would 

happen in Vietnam. He argued that violence was not the answer, and that independence could only 

be attained if the Vietnamese first recognized and loved their country. He was also not anti-French, 

believing that the connection between the two countries could grant Vietnam leverage and 

assistance in initiating change in the society. Phan Châu Trinh understood self-strengthening to 

occur through education; this belief seeped into his life’s actions. He helped to establish the Đông 

Kinh Nghĩa Thực, a free ‘community school’ modelled after the Japanese Gijuku (Vinh Sinh 2009, 

22). In addition to being versed in literary Chinese, he also learned and mastered romanized 

Vietnamese, or quốc ngữ, a quality that would distinguish him from his counterpart. His last two 
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speeches given after his return from France in 1925 are written in quốc ngữ.  

During his trip to Japan in 1907, he visited schools and observed that social conditions in 

Japan were much better than in Vietnam because of the level of education acquired by the people. 

In a letter to a student much later, Phan Châu Trinh set Japan as an example to look toward, yet 

claiming at present the people have decided to “close [their] eyes.” His questions openly addressed 

the topics that remained important for Vietnamese intellectuals such as Đào Đăng Vỹ: “What can 

we expect of our country? What is the nation? Shall we wait for our grandchildren, or our great 

grandchildren?” (qtd. in Vinh Sinh 19) He also met with Phan Bội Châu, whom he admired for his 

patriotism and energy since their first meeting in Hue in 1904. Upon learning about Phan Bội 

Châu’s fervent advocacy for a monarchy, however, Phan Châu Trinh became very critical and wary 

of what those ideas would produce among Vietnamese youth.   

The legacy of self-strengthening would become an important foundation for many of the 

Vietnamese intellectuals of French expression, whose later writings such as Cung Giũ Nguyên’s 

Volontés d’existence, for example, harp upon these self-initiated transformations in society in the 

face of external oppressions. Like Volontés, Trần Văn Tùng’s Le Vietnam et sa civilisation explains 

the existing ‘passivity of Vietnam’ as being due to a combination of Taoist humility and Buddhist 

pessimism. This created in Vietnam a “negative wisdom that suppressed the taste for action, the 

love for risk and the ardor for struggle” (Tùng 1952, 24). He found the weakness that one might 

observe in the Vietnamese people to have been cultivated for a long time by centuries of traditions. 

In explaining the cause for Vietnamese weakness, Trần Văn Tùng also affirmed and justified it, to 

put it in another light rather than a complete flaw.   

 

Sources for a ‘New Vietnam’ 
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In addition to reading Liang Qichao, Phan Châu Trinh also felt an affinity with Nakae 

Chômin, who was a Japanese reformist during the Meiji period. Chômin was known for 

popularizing Jean Jacques Rousseau’s work through translations and his ideas were similar to those 

of Mencius. The “principle of truth” and the “justice of freedom” that Chômin supported 

overlapped with the ‘lý nghĩa’ that Phan Châu Trinh respected from Mencius (Vinh Sinh 2009, 

13). In 1910, upon his release from Poulo Condor Island, Phan Châu Trinh drafted “A New 

Vietnam following the Franco-Vietnamese Alliance,” written originally in literary Chinese. This 

essay, while principally a reflection of his position relative to his contemporary Phan Bội Châu, 

also addressed the importance of certain transformations that were necessary to create a New 

Vietnam that is ‘self-strengthened’ and free from monarchical rule. What is striking about the essay 

is that its ideas are often seen reiterated in later Vietnamese Francophone writings, including Phạm 

Quỳnh’s argument for a clear separation from China as well as a selective assimilation with French 

culture. Phan Châu Trinh also reflects on a new way of looking at history:  

“We must calmly reflect upon matters of the past and consider those of the future. 
Concerning external matters, we must look at the trends in East Asia. Concerning internal 
matters, we must examine the prospects of our nation…We must be able to envision a larger 
picture by observing minor things and see through the entire matter by holding one of its 
parts.” (Vinh Sinh 2009, 64) 
 

By ‘calmly,’ Phan Châu Trinh is specifically targeting those who believed in violent resistance to 

get rid of the French. And in considering the past, he calls upon a reflection on the country’s 

relationship with China, as well as the monarchical situation. According to him, both of these 

situations inhibited a formation of national identity: in copying China in every way, even in the 

examinations, the literati didn’t learn anything about the nation they lived in, but only events and 

information relevant to Sinitic culture. And in depending on a monarchy, one’s actions were always 
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motivated by one’s feelings toward the monarch, never from a genuine love for one’s country. 

These situations are to be considered before throwing away the potential relationship with France 

and what could be learned from France. For him, the gradual attainment of independence is to be 

founded first on the self-strengthening of the country, through education and internal 

empowerment, not through foreign, that is, East Asian aid. Such dependency would only lead to a 

shift from one master to another.  Only by first self-strengthening can a ‘grafting’ of foreign ideas 

be possible, for,  

…To graft a plant as healthy as Occidental ethics to a plant as withered as our Vietnamese 
ethics, one imagines that it would be impossible for the grafted plant to produce vibrant 
flowers and healthy fruits. In order to achieve a good result, prior to grafting, both plants 
should be nurtured so that from the outset they will have equal strength. (Vinh Sinh 2009, 
121) 
 

Phan Châu Trinh also appreciated the capacity and possibility for individuals in France to address 

social ethics whenever they observed a situation of tyrannical autocracy. Here Phan Châu Trinh is 

not only praising freedom of expression but also education, that is, the kind of intellectual 

knowledge and reflection, that prompted individuals to respond to injustice as well as to 

“unshackle their compatriots from autocratic rule” (Vinh Sinh 2009, 116). It seems that in 

mentioning this freedom of expression in his 1925 speech upon his return from France, he was not 

only referring to the ability of the French to engage and reflect, but possibly the influence it could 

have in Vietnam in terms of political education and the interest for social well-being.    

 

Appearing at crucial points within the Franco-Vietnamese relationship, Phạm Quỳnh’s and 

Đào Đăng Vỹ’s reflections on evolution ambivalently contribute to the stakes at hand.16 While it 

                                                
16 Phạm Quỳnh’s speech was presented during the summer of the Marseille Colonial Exhibition, and marked the 
high time of interwar colonial reform. The intellectual wished to argue for reforms that would allow the 
Vietnamese to preserve aspects of their culture without being completely engulfed by the French. Đào Đăng 
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may seem important to appease the French at the historical intersections of colonial reform or 

colonial conflict, their cultivation of a Vietnamese national identity seems also highly pertinent. 

Especially in light of Phan Châu Trinh’s early thinking for a new nation, their ideas of an evolution 

of Vietnamese culture seem to be as important for the French to perceive as it is for the Vietnamese 

to understand. It becomes not only necessary to justify a Franco-Vietnamese relationship but also 

to establish that national continuity amongst the Vietnamese.  

Đào Đăng Vỹ’s linear portrayal of Vietnamese history is among a number of accounts 

written in French, this task taken up by many intellectuals like himself. Often these historical 

accounts summarize Vietnamese history either leading up to the French arrival or taking up a 

narrative of Vietnam after it. And often, these texts open with a plea for comprehension. They 

bring to mind an important question regarding the language that is used to communicate with 

French interlocutors. In describing the movements of Vietnamese literature in Evolution de la 

littérature et de la pensée vietnamienne, Đào Đăng Vỹ makes continuous connections to the French 

genres or classics, comparing the first modern novel of Tố Tâm to Madame de la Fayette’s La 

Princesse de Clèves, the detective novels of Phú Đức to those of Maurice Leblanc’s or the poetry 

of Xuân Diệu to be a combination of Baudelaire and Gide (1949, 34). This application of a French 

measure in order for the French to comprehend the Vietnamese repeats the politics of using the 

French language, as Đào Đăng Vỹ outlines within the preface of L’Annam qui nait. The projection 

of incomprehension requires him to write within a particular code so that language operates 

relationally, as opposed to having meanings translatable from one language to another.  

Like Đào Đăng Vỹ, and like Cung Giũ Nguyên, who argues in the preface of Volontés 

d’existence the importance of communicating, of putting new meaning to words, their coeval Trần 

                                                
Vỹ’s was presented at a conference in Hue in 1948, a few years into the First Indochina War. 
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Văn Tùng reiterates in his 1951 Le Vietnam au combat, that the Vietnamese only want for the 

French to make an effort to understand. On one level, there is a colonial politics of language at 

play, in which the Vietnamese necessarily have to speak a French semantics in order to seek 

comprehension, and at the same time must be satisfied with a temporary, tentative understanding. 

On another, it is curious why this plea for comprehension recurs at so many instances, in 1949, in 

1951, and in 1954. Even within the same tongue (French) there seems to be a miscomprehension 

in language between the Vietnamese who speak it and the French who receive it. Trần Văn Tùng’s 

text lays out more explicitly the stakes of comprehension, which by this time, are no longer 

confined to the status of a Franco-Vietnamese relation, but to Vietnam’s status in the world and its 

vulnerability to other foreign forces, especially communism. Le Vietnam au combat is ambiguous 

in that Vietnam is both at conflict with France but also within Vietnam over what the country’s 

future would be. The representation of Vietnamese history becomes repeated in a way that calcifies 

a national narrative and later becomes useful as a rhetoric to resist foreign intervention. 

 

Colonial yardsticks at work 

  

The term evolution implies continuity and requires events to connect to one another, their 

relationship assuming succession. Its application in the colonial context, in light of Spencerian 

evolution of a species, was also intricately connected with other cultures, where not only did one’s 

culture evolve in its own timeline, but relative to the progress of others. It allowed, therefore, the 

identification of a culture on a successive ladder, so that implications of difference – cultural, 

racial, temporal – were conflated into a single measure. This has particularly striking implications 

when it is the Vietnamese colonial elite who decides to apply this colonial yardstick onto other 
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cultures.   

 In 1922, Phạm Quỳnh makes the long trip to Marseille to represent the Association pour la 

formation intellectuelle et morale des annamites (AFIMA) at the Colonial Exhibition. His candid 

writings note his encounters with different cultures in Colombo, Singapore, and Djibouti for the 

first time. Arriving in Djibouti, the first French port since his departure from Saigon, he observes 

that the ship is docked far from the harbor. Because of this undeveloped port, the native people 

instead have to bring smaller boats to the ship to transport the travelers onto land. He writes in his 

travel journal on 31 March 1922 that he finds the native Djiboutians to be a “barbaric and 

aggressive race,” but with the help of the French they have still managed to construct a relatively 

large colonial capital. Djibouti cannot quite be equated with Colombo, Penang, or Singapore, but 

such would be an unfair comparison anyway because their ports have long been established and 

built by the English.17 It was cultural relativism through the hues of a colonial lens. Phạm Quỳnh 

does not mention Vietnamese ports however, and seems to judge these cultures as if he himself 

was not included within the colonial framework.  

The cultural distance that allows Phạm Quỳnh to make such a judgement can be traced to 

the idea of an “Indochinese Exceptionalism” in which Indochina is differentiated from these other 

French colonies. As Minister of Colonies François Piétri proclaimed in a conference for retired 

colonial administrators in 1930, Indochina was a case that “calls for different methods than do 

West Africa or Oceania.”18 This was particularly emphasized in the reform period, and has become 

                                                
17 Phạm Quỳnh writes in his entry: “The natives are a kind of barbaric and aggressive race, without one bit of 
culture. Yet in just over twenty years, the country has managed to construct a kind of colonial capital that is quite 
large, that goes to show just how much ability and talent France has to model and initiate economic growth. 
Djibouti, is really not quite comparable to Colombo, Penang, or Singapore. But we have to remember that the 
three British ports have been constructed for a while now, plus they are in areas where the land is good, the 
population large, the money plenty, and great success is easy to achieve.” Pháp du hành trình nhật ký. (1997) 
18 François Piétri gave the closing remarks to the Congrès des Anciens Coloniaux held at Lorient in 1930. His 
speech is recorded in the Bulletin officiel de la Fédération Française des Anciens Coloniaux. No. 52. (June 
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a constitutive quality of the literary repertoire of Francophone works produced in the 1950s. In 

other words, often prefaced by French writers, these works were byproducts of the education and 

instruction or, “moral and intellectual evolution” of the Vietnamese. ‘Exceptionalism’ therefore 

did not mean exemption from the measure, only a different position within it. 

In the description of Djiboutians in relation to Colombo or Singapore, Phạm Quỳnh seems 

to imply that it is merely a matter of time that distinguishes these cities and its people, for the 

difference between the English and French ports is how long they have been established and 

occupied by the colonial power. Time is articulated so nonchalantly as the sole factor in 

determining Djibouti’s developed fate, yet it is also the principle obstacle to ever reaching that 

status. Time here is the ‘caveat’ for modernization, because even in the efforts for interwar colonial 

reform and the so-called preparation of the colonized country’s self-governance, its realization 

never concerns the French because of its distant reality (Wilder 2005, 65). 

Despite being exceptional in centuries-old history, the Vietnamese nevertheless felt 

belated, especially on a level of cultural development and production. Vietnamese intellectuals in 

particular place themselves on a spectrum relative to other cultures, in part to guarantee a 

specialized colonial intervention program, and in part to stir the Vietnamese into action. To 

accomplish the former, Phạm Quỳnh spent his entire career dedicated to the strengthening of quốc 

ngữ. He made a case for the inclusion of glossaries in his famous French-sanctioned journal, Nam 

Phong, and featured numerous articles in his journal regarding the problem, education, and usage 

of quốc ngữ. For him, it was important to latch onto the thousand-year history preceding French 

intervention, as well as to demonstrate an openness to Western intellectual thought so as to affirm 

                                                
1930). 



 
 
 

 
 
 

52 

cultural legitimacy.19 Of the same generation as Phạm Quỳnh, Nguyễn Văn Vĩnh was another 

proponent of bringing Vietnam onto “civilisational par” with the rest of the world (Goscha 2004). 

As far as awareness and action are concerned, Nguyễn An Ninh, for example, lamented in 

an essay published in his periodical, La Cloche Fêlée, that the Vietnamese didn’t have any “great 

philosophers” to whom they could look up and follow a model. He also often spoke about the 

potential death of the Vietnamese race in order to heighten their sense of social and political 

responsibility. In a letter written to André Gide in 1928 asking to translate his La Porte étroite 

(1909), Pierre Đổ Đình writes that there is no “contemporary literature” in Vietnam, and that 

perhaps Vietnam is considered “belated” because of this. Yet, contrary to believing this was 

inherent to the Vietnamese people and that they were “impermeable to modern thought,” he 

believed that “insofar as [modern thought] is preoccupied with the mystery of interiority, which 

reverberates in the anxieties and darkness of our subconscious, it is even nearer to us” (qtd. in Tran 

2017, 105). Action in this sense meant more specifically production and creation. 

This understanding of a culture’s progress assumes that different cultures will reach the 

same place and moment - modernity - at different times and at different rates. It extends the 

possibility for Djibouti to become like any of the other British possessions eventually and imposes 

an “imaginary waiting room,” or in other terms, the “not yet” of historicism (Chakrabarty 2000, 

8). This example very much incarnates the critique that postcolonial theorists posit toward 

historicism in its valorization of a total and singular future. This critique allows Chakrabarty to 

posit the importance of valorizing multiple temporalities, his entire project to be “a question of 

how we create conjoined and disjunctive genealogies for European categories of political 

                                                
19 This discussion was carried out in the debates with Cochinchese writer Nguyễn Háo Vĩnh, serialized in Nam 
Phong, issues 16 to 20.  
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modernity as we contemplate the necessarily fragmentary histories of human belonging that never 

constitutes a one or a whole” (255).  

Chakrabarty’s ambitious project, however, does not go without criticism. For Ross 

Benjamin and Heesok Chang, Chakrabarty’s very title, the attempt to “provincialize” Europe, is 

misleading, because it doesn’t actually do away with the affirmation of European ideals of political 

modernity, from human rights, to democracy, to social justice. In Duy Lap Nguyen’s words, this 

project more accurately describes a “qualified universalization” of Europe (Benjamin and Chang 

2006, 148 and Nguyen 2012, 447). Nguyen continues in this vein to locate other contradictions in 

Chakrabarty’s provincializing project, which begins with the failure to situate the very “provincial” 

quality of European ideals of political modernity in its particular history in the first place. 

Grounding his position in a critique of Chakrabarty’s hermeneutics, that abstraction arises from 

the denial of practice, Nguyen identifies two definitions of modernity in this work that in turn 

contradict one another. Modernity is both the provincial product of European history as well as the 

universal norm of historical progress. This is particularly important for the ways that we 

understand hetero-temporality, “denoting either the contemporaneous ‘hetero-temporality’ of non-

European societies in relation to political modernity as a specifically European conception of the 

historical present, or, alternately, ‘hetero-temporality’ in relation to a particular, European 

conception or version of political modernity — as an ‘alternative modernity’ as opposed to an 

alternative to modernity” (Nguyen 2012, 455). 

Lapsing in and out of cultural relativism, other critics have suggested the project to be at 

risk of neglecting a global critique of social injustice in its rejection of an ideal of universal 

equality. This consideration of other temporalities also contributes to the antinomy in postcolonial 

approaches to temporal difference. Stefan Helgesson points out that at the same time that an 
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argument for multiple temporalities exists in Chakrabarty, for example, Johannes Fabian argues 

against the separation of the Western and non-Western temporalities in his critique of the 

anthropological making of its object (Helgesson 2014, 546-7).20 These different critiques all 

demonstrate the constant tension between abstracting European ideals for modernity in order to 

make them universal and their application to particular communities. 

Helgesson proposes instead a radicalization of time, to think about the different modes of 

temporality through everyday experiences. Such thinking allows us to fathom a question relevant 

to our study: How ironic is it then that time delays the progress of something that only time itself 

can carry on? Is the time we speak of here the same, or can we allow ourselves to fathom a 

juxtaposition of different temporalities upon one another? It is this thinking that reminds us how 

the sense of time passing can be distorted depending on the rate of our activity. 

 

The problem of waiting, or “What are you waiting for?”  

 

Waiting, in the postcolonial sense, implies that a Western force withholds or delays a 

certain ‘end’ that in turn imposes on the colonial people a perpetual process of waiting. It connotes 

passivity in time, though not necessarily by choice. Understanding waiting in this way determines 

a dependence on Western historicism to provide that promised independence. It is as David 

Pomfret readily reiterates in his study of Vietnamese youth and their travel abroad, as the youth’s 

embodiment of the ‘nation-in-waiting.’ Pomfret reinforces this idea of waiting in explaining that 

the tutelary relationship between France and Vietnam reified the latter as a child dependent on the 

mère patrie, that perpetually reinforced the idea that the Vietnamese were not quite ready, not quite 

                                                
20 See also Johannes Fabiani, Time and the Other, How Anthropology Makes Its Object. (2014) 
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‘mature’ to be an independently recognized nation.  

Yet what that ‘nation-in-waiting’ looks like is undecided, and quite unknown to the youth 

upon whom fell the responsibility of incarnating its potentiality. What is Vietnam to look like as a 

nation? Does it consist of a “nationalisme libérale, progressiste, ouvert à toutes les idées nouvelles, 

voire révolutionnaires” [progressive, liberal nationalism, open to all new ideas, including 

revolutionary ones] or does it merely mean a state of independence from France? (Tùng 1950, 8). 

Does it mean the ability to abide by any ideology or political position other than being subject to 

colonialism? Or is it the ‘participation within a political modernity?’ The unexplored problem then 

of a nation-in-waiting, and “political modernity” is like that of the preparations for a civilized 

nation during colonial reform, afflicted with ambiguity and uncertainty about the future. In 1938, 

Đào Đăng Vỹ openly questions this undetermined fate as he observes the university youth in his 

study to be ‘waiting:’ 

 Les jeunes étudiants sentent qu’ils doivent avoir leur part dans l’œuvre de rénovation 
nationale, de renouvellement des traditions et des mœurs.  
Ils semblent tous vivre dans l’attente des évènements qui se chargeront de décider de leur 
destin… 
Qu’attendent-ils, qui attendent-ils ?  
[The young students sense that they have to have their part in the work of national 
renovation, of renewing traditions and mores.  
They seem to all live waiting for the events that will help decide their fate… 
What are they waiting for? What are they waiting for?] (1938, 124) 
 

This repeated question “What are they waiting for?” precisely gets at the root of inaction, the 

problem of waiting, and the myth of this ‘nation-in-waiting.’ Is it a rhetorical question because 

there is in fact no answer, nothing that the youth are waiting for, and is therefore a prompt for 

action? Or is it genuine, because what or who the youth are waiting for might provide an answer 

to why the youth seem to be suspended in their action. This unknown, uncertain thing that the 

youth (marked here as the “elite”) are waiting for, is passed around in deflection: “C’est que vous 
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cherchez chez les autres ce que tout le monde voudrait voir en vous. La masse du people, en effet, 

voit en vous l’élite même du pays. [It’s that what you look for in others is what everyone would 

want to see in you. The general people, in fact, want to see in you the elite of the country]” (124). 

In asking “What are you waiting for?” Đào Đăng Vỹ disrupts the process of waiting, for 

without knowing what it is one is waiting for, how can one proceed to wait for it? How can one 

proceed to be subjected to its temporality, and act in accordance in order to achieve it? As an 

abstract group then, the youth are the hope of the country, but practically, without any instruction 

as to what that means, there was no way of knowing how to proceed. It is, therefore, more than a 

question of maturity that prevents the youth from ‘crossing thresholds,’ it was also the inability to 

know that future, to feel secure of its occurrence in order to arrive at it.  

There is a tension between the urgency of renewal and the inaction of confusion, but also 

a disconnect between the imposition of waiting and what haunts the Vietnamese as lethargy, that 

symptomatic inaction that supposedly allowed the French to arrive, colonization to occur, and 

modernization to be delayed. Unlike waiting, which in the postcolonial sense is determined by an 

external force or futurity, which distorts the way time is lived and understood, lethargy is a 

pathological condition that only the Vietnamese themselves can ‘awaken’ from. Without the 

foreground for self-strengthening, passivity and activity becomes only available through the 

colonizer and his terms of temporality, and the colonial waiting room the only imagery possible. 

Phan Châu Trinh, for example, despite his accumulation of foreign ideas, believed that self-

strengthening needed to happen before any kind of societal transformation could occur. Phan Châu 

Trinh did not plan on waiting for French tools to be given, nor did he wait for the independence to 

be granted. If he waited at all, it was for his people to recognize the importance of solidarizing in 

order to initiate such change, for them to understand the call he was urging them to recognize in 
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his speeches.  

But as much as waiting seemed to be imposed upon the Vietnamese, their understanding 

of evolution as a kind of movement already begins to defy that inactivity that characterizes waiting. 

It also defies the emphasis on arriving at any end goal of modernity, because if evolution is 

continuously taking place, then at what point is Vietnam recognized as participating in political 

modernity? The question is analogous to asking “when is a nation?” in order to highlight the 

difficulties in dating the formation of a nation, which is a continuous process toward a construction 

that is as clear as it is uniform.21 Contrary to Pomfret’s characterization of the youth as a nation-

in-waiting, which is only true if a certain idea of a nation was already clearly determined as a goal, 

the youth were setting in motion questions that would irreversibly change Vietnam.  

Reclaiming the present of evolution, as “La loi du perpétuel devenir, du mouvement 

ascendant, du renouveau naturel remplace celle de l’éternel retour et de la chute verticale,” [the 

law of perpetual becoming, of ascending movement, of natural renewal replacing that of eternal 

return and of the vertical fall], the New Vietnam is therefore the evolving, not the evolved, Vietnam, 

with a future still left unmentioned and unknown (Tùng 1950, 9). It is as Đào Đăng Vỹ writes in 

his study to rebut the idea that “the yellow skinned lived in the past,” he admits that the present 

moment is claimed by both past and future, “Ici plus que partout ailleurs, ‘chaque instant, comme 

dirait Valéry, ‘souffre du passé et de l’avenir’” [Here, more than anywhere else, this instant, as 

Valéry would say, suffers from the past and the future] (1938, 111). How youth would subsequently 

engage with the present moment, defined by contradictions, foreign language and thought, is 

developed in the following chapter.  

  
                                                
21 See Walker Connor, “When is a Nation?” (1990), A.D. Smith “When is a Nation?” (2002), and A.D. Smith, 
“The myth of the ‘modern nation’ and the myths of nations. (1988). 
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II 

Colonial irony: going in, through and to the other side 
 

 

When the League of Human Rights was constituted in Vietnam, it marked one of the first 

attempts to bring republican policies to the colony. With sections in Saigon (established in 1902), 

Hanoi (1903), and Haiphong (1905), the League was charged with a double task to promote “the 

universality of human rights and their universalization to civilizations for whom the very idea of 

human rights were completely exotic” (Hémery 2001, 224). It was a civil society that offered a 

“laboratory for socialist left and radical ideas,” including new ideas such as “egalitarianism,” 

“individual rights and liberties,” and “citizenship.” As French historian Daniel Hémery carefully 

points out with the usage of the term “exotique,” the importation of rights and citizenship was as 

strange as it was foreign in Indochina, where the human subject was rooted in the changing 

processes of the universe and the “rapports d’existence” already determined by certain postulates 

(Nguyên 1954, 9). 22 What we can read in the serendipitous similarity of the terms étrange and 

étranger is how the very fact of foreignness is inextricable from the strangeness of these ideals. 

Not only that they are strange because they are foreign or vice versa, but that the foreignness might 

have disguised just how strange the very act of bringing these ideals into a colonial setting was. 

How strange it was that ideals of egalitarianism and liberties were brought by a French 

organization to a context that required precise distinctions of difference; yet the presence of the 

colonizing republic was legitimized through these alleged rights of man, through a civilizing 

                                                
22 These postulates are also mentioned in Cung Giũ Nguyên’s essay “Volontés d’existence” explicitly through 
the I Ching or “Book of Changes” (referred to in the text as Yi King). 
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mission. Early 20th century colonial policy in Vietnam would be a continuation of these paradoxes: 

a dance between exposure and inhibition, assimilation and difference, reform and control. This 

chapter carefully considers the possibility of these paradoxes to coexist in colonial Vietnam, 

exemplified within colonial policy and republican values and reflected through the responses of 

Vietnamese intellectuals. More concretely, it will reveal how French philosophy and thinking 

trickled into specific contexts of Vietnamese thinking, transforming and shaping it, so that we 

might better understand Vietnamese discourses of independence and freedom as diverse and plural.  

In order to grasp these contradictions in the colonial context, historians have explored the 

ways in which the period leading up to the Popular Front’s government, which culminated colonial 

reform, predicted the Front’s failure. Gary Wilder for example traces interwar reforms to a political 

rationality grounded in the emergence of a Foucauldian biopolitics. Wilder explains that this 

concern of the state to “wield power of living beings” so that population becomes a political 

problem is a venue for understanding how the Third Republic of France governed its metropole 

and by extension, its outre-mer possessions. In other words, the strengthening of a welfare state 

by the late 19th century in France carried over to the way in which France reconceptualized its 

relationship with the colonies, in addition to the pressures from these colonies to initiate reform.23  

Yet it is important to retain, as Wilder has aptly summarized, “colonial politics were not 

mechanically derived from republican politics; they mirrored each other in distorted ways” (Wilder 

2005, 39). This distortion is one way in which we can approach the importation of republican 

                                                
23 This is broached in both Wilder’s essay, “The Politics of Failure: Historicising Popular Front Colonial Policy 
in French West Africa,” The Colonial Empire and the Popular Front, ed. Tony Chafer & Amanda Sackur (1999) 
and in his later text, The French Imperial Nation-State (2005). Wilder is not alone is grounding colonial reform 
in metropolitan changes, for Peter Zinoman has also referenced this reconfiguration of France to emphasize 
social rights, conditions, and relations in his analysis of colonial reform and Vietnamese writer Vũ Trọng Phụng 
in Vietnamese Colonial Republican: The Political Vision of Vũ Trọng Phụng (2013). 
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values in colonial Vietnam, for they were not meant to be one and the same, always ‘similar, but 

not quite.’    

 

Republican ideals, republican irony 

 

Historian Gilles de Gantès has characterized Sarraut’s successive two terms as governor 

general (1911-14 and 1917-1919) as the most exemplary expression of a republican colonial 

policy. His administration consolidated the objectives of colonial reform that Wilder identifies in 

the rise of a welfare state: “preservation of indigenous social relations, improvement of native 

social welfare and promotion of colonial economic development” (2005, 37). To the extent that it 

exemplified the liberal but also careful execution of association, Sarraut’s administration was very 

productive in gaining support from indigenous elites, and extending appropriate amounts of 

republican ideals to the Vietnamese. His expansion of Franco-Vietnamese schools was an 

important initial effort in popularizing the usage of the romanized Vietnamese quốc ngữ. As more 

students went through the system, they looked to French literature and journals to feed their 

intellectual curiosity since quốc ngữ did not yet have a literature of its own. In both translation and 

in French, Vietnamese students were exposed to French writers, from Racine to Rousseau to Gide. 

The Vietnamese language writer Vũ Trọng Phụng disclosed the great extent to which his 

idiosyncratic republican values, represented in his work, are influenced by these French writers.24 

Sarraut also loosened press freedoms, which allowed the Vietnamese journal culture to burgeon 

during the interwar years. His support for the journal Nam Phong (Southern Wind) and the 

                                                
24 Peter Zinoman calls the author’s mélange of abidance to democracy, scorn for capitalism and eventual 
criticism of communism “late colonial republicanism.” See Vietnamese Colonial Republican, 22-26. 
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establishment of the Association pour la Formation Intellectuelle et Morale des Annamites 

(AFIMA), headed by Phạm Quỳnh, portrayed the extent to which he valued developing 

Vietnamese society within its own framework rather than through assimilation. 

A closer look into his policies would nevertheless reveal that Sarraut’s paternalist oversight 

maintained a reciprocally beneficial relationship while still affirming French colonial authority.25   

Including Vietnamese elites within his administration diffused colonial control within the native 

population by the native population. Phạm Quỳnh and fellow journalist and translator Nguyễn Văn 

Vĩnh were exemplary figures to both Sarraut’s administration and the Vietnamese; they 

contributed to the surveillance of Vietnamese culture through the limited print material they 

circulated, but they also had their own publication strategies.26  Their participation as colonial 

elites in an age of colonial reform is often overlooked in the examination of their works, which I 

have found to be particularly telling of the administrations in which they played a part. In other 

words, in the rhetoric for association rather than assimilation, indirect administration rather than 

direct, Sarraut’s administration was able to maintain the very cultural differences that underlined 

colonial policies in the first place. This basis for colonial reform, in which the welfare state 

attempted to govern the indigenous population as abstract human capital while also recognizing 

their specificities as a native society crystallized the rationale for any political reforms thereafter.  

Historicizing colonial reform has allowed de Gantès and Wilder to reexamine the ‘failure’ 

of the Popular Front, whose reforms, while ambitious and initially promising, were “structurally 

                                                
25 Agathe Goscha-Larcher delves into “Sarrautism” in her thesis, “La légitimisation française en Indochine: 
Mythes et réalités de la collaboration franco-vietnamienne.” (PhD diss. Paris, 2000). For a briefer overview, see 
Pierre Brocheux and Daniel Hémery Indochina: An Ambiguous Colonization 1858-1954. (2009). 
26 For more on these two figures, see Christopher Goscha’s article “The Modern Barbarian. Nguyễn Văn Vĩnh 
and the complexity of colonial modernity in Vietnam.” and Gerard Sasges, “Indigenous Representation is Hostile 
to All Monopolies": Phạm Quỳnh and the End of the Alcohol Monopoly in Colonial Vietnam.” 
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limited by the theory underpinning them” (Chafer and Sackur 1999, 126). Even before the 1936 

elections, the economic crises in Indochina and West Africa were already straining the political 

position of the colonial administration. Should administrators opt to modernize the social and 

technological organization of production, or should they consider the potential social instability 

that could arise from that local autonomy? The impending threat to colonial authority led to a 

French capitalism that ruled out these adjustments and modernizations. Aligning politicians of 

various leftist and centrist groups and their ideologies against fascism, the Popular Front appeared 

critical of existing colonial policies and had a generous agenda that remained nevertheless firmly 

rooted within a colonial context. The external factors contributing to their dissolution in May 1938 

– such as budgetary problems, increasing tensions between countries in Europe, and the eventual 

Second World War – seem relatively minor next to the underlying contradiction of their reforms.  

What de Gantès mentions only in passing – the limitation of the theory behind the policies 

– is crucial for understanding why the Popular Front returns for historians as an example of 

disillusionment and contradiction in liberal colonial policy. Behind the incongruence between 

promises and policies, words and actions, is a deeper running paradox of Enlightenment discourse 

and its colonial application. Even before reaching the colony, this discourse owns up to what Terry 

Eagleton determines as part of the “embarrassment of [Enlightenment] bourgeois ideology,” 

unable to “reconcile difference and identity, the particular and the universal.” Speaking about this 

ironic characteristic in the interaction between identity and freedom in his development of 

nationalism, Eagleton elaborates: 

Ironically, then, a politics of difference or specificity is in the first place in the cause of 
sameness and universal identity—the right of a group victimized in its particularity to be 
on equal terms with others as far as their self-determination is concerned. This is the kernel 
of truth of bourgeois Enlightenment:  the abstract universal right of all to be free, the shared 
essence or identity of all human subjects to be autonomous. In a further dialectical twist, 
however, this truth itself must be left behind as soon as seized; for the only point of 
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enjoying such universal abstract equality is to discover and live one’s own particular 
difference. (1990, 30) 
 

When applied to the colonial context, any application of a universal right of freedom seems at once 

impossible due to the reality of possession, then further complicated because this difference is the 

basis for oppression. But indeed, as Eagleton claims, “the telos of the entire process is not, as the 

Enlightenment believed, universal truth, right and identity, but concrete particularity” (32). 

Perceived difference is insufficient, and needs to be surrendered in the name of universal truth in 

order to resurface, transformed. Eagleton relates nationalism to the category of class on this basis 

of such “impossible irony”:  

It is sometimes forgotten that social class, for Karl Marx at least, is itself a form of 
alienation, canceling the particularity of an individual life into collective anonymity. Where 
Marx differs from the commonplace liberal view of such matters is in his belief that to 
undo this alienation you had to go, not around class, but somehow all the way through it 
and out the other side. (23) 
 

 In the colonial context, however, it was as if difference appeared so blatantly and so quickly that 

it could not be envisioned as an end to a long process, but a determining point of departure that 

never stopped being only the beginning – a constant or given that prescribes the law and that such 

law should in turn regulate. It becomes another version of hegemony, “that process whereby the 

particular subject so introjects a universal law as to consent to its imperatives in the form of 

consenting to his own deepest being” (32).27 Universal law is internalized by the particular 

individual in Europe, but once in the colonial context, projects visibly in the colonial administrator 

through his physical difference and language. Rather than participating as a part of the “secret 

inner structure of identity,” the oppression of universal law manifests in the colony externally as 

                                                
27 Here, Eagleton takes up Antonio Gramsci’s sense of the term hegemony, referring in this instance to a moment 
in which an individual or group moves toward a position of social or political leadership. See also Antonio 
Gramsci, The Prison Notebooks (1971). 
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that which is discernibly different. In other words, we arrive again at concrete particularity but not 

via a penetration in and through “to the other side,” but simply around, as a superficial reflection 

that brings us yet again to difference from that original first side.  

 Where I suggest the “dialectical twist” might have better chance of being realized or 

fulfilled is precisely in this transformation through another’s language that runs throughout this 

entire study.   Not only will Vietnamese intellectuals adhere to this abstract universal right of 

freedom, they will write alongside the French, and will perceive differently, through the French 

language, their social situation hitherto, their contemporary reality, and their selves. In a collective 

effort to pursue freedom, they also emerge different than before, in a way that might likely be 

another side.   

 This chapter delves into what it means to take on these European tools, as it were, of 

Enlightenment discourse, the French language, and European intellectual dispositions, and dwells 

for a moment on why these models were important for the Vietnamese intellectual. This looking 

toward Europe, as I have set out to do in this context, must be first qualified with its critiques. One 

of the key points of contention in postcolonial studies is precisely this inclination toward, if not 

the centering of, Europe in the way we write history. It is undeniable how often scholars and 

intellectuals refer to Enlightenment philosophy in modern history as a measure for unjust social 

practices, in and outside of Europe. What I trace in this chapter is that moment in Vietnamese 

history in which intellectuals in Vietnam encounter this legacy for the first time.  It is not possible 

for us to recount this transitional part of Vietnamese history without these values in Enlightenment 

philosophy, for they founded the very groundwork for anticolonial sentiments, and the 

development of a Francophone literature that is free in its expression. European thought is, as I’ve 

mentioned before, “indispensable and inadequate,” because while I try to account for some of the 
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thoughts of Francophone intellectuals in 20th-century Vietnam, they are but a sliver in the history 

and population of the country. It becomes clear soon enough that I have carved out for myself in 

this chapter a trajectory of understanding similar to that of the Vietnamese intellectual, that is, 

through the French philosophical thoughts of Rousseau, Montaigne, Descartes. What is important 

about the intervention of “provincializing Europe,” as Chakrabarty proposes, of moving away from 

the human as an abstract figure toward more diverse ways of being, and exploring this balance 

between the indispensability and inadequacy of a certain dominant social science thought, is that 

it brings us back to Eagleton’s inclination toward a means and not an end. For while we must 

acknowledge and dive into the centrality of such values of Enlightenment thinking in our subject 

of study and in the way we carry out our work, we simply must not stop there.  

 

A new platform for intellectuals 

 

Early 20th century Vietnam saw an important rise in print material in both the Vietnamese 

and French languages. More Vietnamese learned and spoke French but also the romanized 

Vietnamese vernacular of quốc ngữ. This was a great accomplishment fostered by Phạm Quỳnh 

and Sarraut, which in attempts to preserve cultural difference also created an education more 

accessible than the previous mandarinate system. Both the French language and French ideas 

percolated into Vietnamese society through a large circulation of journals, translations, and 

pamphlets, and so educated Vietnamese were reading, writing, and exchanging ideas even outside 

of the immediate political context. No longer was the French language only useful in collaboration 

or policy-making, especially in the increasingly unstable colonial relations of the 1930s; the young 

generation of educated Vietnamese also directed their energy to communications in French that 
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reflected the social and political state of their “Annam.” 

Newspapers and recurring short journals not only reported on news and events, they offered 

a medium to circulate knowledge, literature, and opinion. This return to the Latin root of the word 

publicus, or publicare, both to render public and to communicate, was employed differently by 

different groups. Under loosened press regulations, even with Sarraut’s attempt to control the 

circulated print material, these periodicals soon became important means to propagate anticolonial 

ideas. La Cloche Fêlée appeared in December 1923 in Cochinchina to be one of the first to use 

this platform as such. Its editor, Nguyễn An Ninh, educated in law at the Sorbonne, returned to 

Vietnam in October 1922 equipped with experience in journalism and participation in anticolonial 

groups. His naming of the journal after Charles Baudelaire’s poem from Les Fleurs du Mal (1857) 

hints at an internal rotting of the colonial system, and along with the sub-heading “Medium of 

Propaganda for French ideas,” represents his snide criticism of the French more generally. Having 

studied the French philosophers, he recognized the discrepancy between a colonial regime and the 

principles of the 1789 French Revolution, which was an important motivation to challenge the 

system upon his return.  

The release of La Cloche Fêlée came from Nguyễn An Ninh’s own participation in left-

leaning journals in France. In the metropole, Vietnamese youth encountered other colonial subjects 

and the existence of these journals facilitated interactions between colonial groups who shared 

similar political sentiments. Le Paria and L’Humanité, for example, had writers contributing 

articles on different facets of the colonial situation in Indochina as well as in North Africa to rally 

participation in political movements. While there were often Vietnamese and French who wrote 

for a journal, it was not common to have writers take opposing positions on the same platform, let 

alone in the same issue. For this particular reason, along with its cultivation of later Francophone 
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writers such as Phạm Văn Ký, Pierre Đổ Đình, and Cung Giũ Nguyên, the Cahiers de la jeunesse, 

published monthly in Hue beginning in September 1935, set itself apart. It was a review that 

represented a platform for democratic expression thriving not necessarily on a similarity of 

positions or political beliefs, but a general consensus of what the purpose of writing should be.  

The Cahiers was first edited by Raoul Serène, a French oceanographer who situated 

himself in Nha Trang after taking an assistant post at the Oceanography Institute of Indochina in 

1934. He collaborated with his friend Cung Giũ Nguyên, a native of Nha Trang to make the 

Cahiers an open forum for both the French and Vietnamese. Before the Cahiers was its own 

publication, it was a subdivision of the review called Lectures, which only added the Cahiers 

section in 1935. Until October 1936, Lectures was divided into “Documents” and “Cahiers de la 

jeunesse.” The idea behind “documents” was to present unbiased information across different 

disciplines so that intellectuals could be exposed to material and make their own conclusions. 

Meanwhile, the premise of the Cahiers was to create a forum where young writers, French and 

Vietnamese alike, could express ideas and opinions, to “understand each other, help each other, 

and construct a tomorrow” (September 1935, 3). By the fall of 1936, “Documents” was dropped 

altogether and the Cahiers was published on its own as the vessel for young intellectuals. It is 

unclear who the readership actually included, but in the early “Notes pour un programme” of 

September 1935, it seems the original initiative was for French intellectuals to reach out to any 

educated Vietnamese, to help cultivate a colonial elite to be the founders of a new tradition of 

integrating into French culture.  

In October 1936, the “programme” was however redefined, evolved and “far from the 

‘Review’ with its program outlined in advance,” to be instead “notebooks where each [writer] tries 

to make his voice heard.” And as a collection of voices, “we can find in them disagreement or 
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uncertainty, but they are sincere and straightforward” (October 1936, 2). With this new vision, the 

Cahiers was meant to reflect the unpredictable rhythm of a writer’s thinking: there are days when 

there is nothing to be said, and days when things are unable to be said. The notebooks would 

therefore change and vary depending on the preoccupations of the contributing writers: “Ces 

cahiers sont greffés directement sur notre vie, notre vie diverse et imprévue” (October 1936, 3). 

They resisted identification with political or social categories, preferring to align with humanists 

more broadly, so that they were concerned with individuals firstly as human beings, not by their 

political affiliations, social classes, or racial identifications. Even with the many varying 

contributions, what remained consistent and always strictly defined in each issue’s editorial 

introduction is the task to be sincere in writing. It was not only a reflection of the contributing 

intellectual society but also of the individual. Calling upon the French-educated Vietnamese youth 

who risked alienation from tradition and society, it was therefore outlined that “le plus dur reste à 

faire: c’est de continuer … d’être fidèles à nous-mêmes.” This is a significant shift from previous 

loyalties – to the king, to local administrators, to the family, even to publication guidelines – to a 

particular community of “nous” made up of singularly recognized individuals. Loyalty to the self 

and to this particular group then, is essentially the Cahiers’ definition of sincerity. In this sense, it 

had nothing to do with complete transparency or honesty, which allowed contributors to write 

without fully disclosing their identities (Du Basty, or J…) and even with peculiar pen names (Le 

Héron, or La Chouette), so that they could publish critical and opinionated pieces while 

maintaining anonymity. The difference between honesty and sincerity is subtle, and seems to be 

one of internal or external determination, reflected in the Latin roots of the terms: sincerus, 

meaning clean, pure, and unadulterated and honestas/honestus referring to ‘honour, respectability,’ 

and later ‘decorum, virtue, chastity.’ Sincerity, then, is not to be measured by the external 
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congruence of one’s public appearance and one’s opinion, but by a personal determination of being 

true regardless of one’s identity. This difference would initiate a shift in one’s relationship to 

writing and one’s place in society, as we will also see with the French tradition of sincerity. 

 

Cahiers de la jeunesse: Notebooks of sincerity 

 

In what follows, I want to show how Enlightenment discourse and colonial discourse can 

persist simultaneously as well as how Vietnamese intellectuals understood those discourses. To 

begin, I turn particularly to the notion of sincerity as evoked by two canonical French writers with 

whom Vietnamese intellectuals engaged, Michel de Montaigne and Jean Jacques Rousseau. While 

their engagement is not always explicit with citations from Montaigne or Rousseau, these were 

writers who most certainly circulated among Vietnamese intellectual circles, if not through their 

French curriculum then in translation. More importantly, the ideas of sincerity, as developed 

through Montaigne and Rousseau, invoke a particular self-reflexivity that become especially 

pertinent for these Vietnamese writers as they consider new aesthetics of expression. 

The new form of notebooks, which reflects the youth’s own “liberté d’allure” echoes the 

same novelties that the essay form offered to prose composition in the late 16th and early 17th 

centuries. The spontaneity of the essay as a form – tentative and moving with the author’s mind as 

he reflects on a subject – is as Michael Hall argues, the rhetorical technique by which the essayist 

blurs public and private, reader and writer. This kind of sincerity gives the reader a glimpse into 

the private world of Montaigne’s mind, allowing us to trace his arrival at a certain idea or thought. 

Similarly, the development of the Cahiers as a whole is like the fluid form of the essay itself, in 

which we also see just how the Cahiers, in its transformation of content, reflects the profile of the 
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contributing intellectual youth. Hall’s analysis of Montaigne and his essay style reminds us that 

even if the essay is meant to be a spontaneous reflection of thought that helps to navigate the public 

and private lives of readers and writers, it nevertheless is an “ethical fiction” carefully constructed 

and edited (Hall 1995). In such consideration of the ethics of the essay, we might also rethink the 

purported identities of the Cahiers, so that even while individuals remain anonymous and ideas 

diverse, these rhetorical strategies provide important clues to the priorities and preoccupations of 

these intellectuals.  

This gesture toward sincerity in the Cahiers also bears significance in light of how sincerity 

has been historicized in the Western tradition. In particular, Arthur Melzer identifies sincerity to 

arise not from the purported liberal, democratic bourgeois society, but as a reaction against it, for 

it was “first embraced by intellectuals and artists who, standing outside and against the dominant 

bourgeois culture, denounced it for its rampant hypocrisy and conformism” (1995, 7). Rather than 

reflect contemporary society, it was what was missing. It was not meant to be a collective quality 

of society, but unique to the intellectual class, “which stands in an adversarial relation to the culture 

at large.” Melzer therefore identifies none other than Rousseau to be the first philosopher to adopt 

this “posture of a modern alienated intellectual,” referring to the act of stepping out of society to 

allow him to reflect on and criticize it. But, according to Melzer, this alienation is not only pertinent 

to a society, for Rousseau, in his tendency to self-justify, is also responding to his own self-

scrutiny. Leaving the city allows the philosopher to reflect on himself and to think about the ways 

such reflection can be productive. This scrutiny is always blatant or harsh, though ever-present 

because his actions are always juxtaposed with his intentions. His commitment to self-betterment 

—he employs himself as a model for the betterment of man more generally—is exemplified in 

Rousseau’s Book IX of Confessions, during his hermitage in Ermenonville:    
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I was meditating a third work whose idea I owed to some observations made on myself, 
and I felt all the more encouraged to undertake it since I had reason to hope that I would 
write a book that was truly useful to men, and even one of the most useful that could be 
offered to them, if the execution corresponded worthily to the plan I had traced for myself. 
It has been noticed that in the course of their life the majority of men are often unlike 
themselves and seem to be transformed into entirely different men. I did not want to write 
a book in order to establish such a well-known thing: I had a newer and more important 
object. It was to look for the causes of these variations, and, to pay particular attention to 
the ones that depend on us to show how we could direct them ourselves so as to make 
ourselves better and more certain of ourselves. For it is indisputably more difficult for a 
decent [honnête] man to resist already completely formed desires which he ought to 
overcome than to forestall, change, or modify these same desires if he were in a position 
to go back to it. (1995, 343) 
 

Rousseau’s project to trace the causes of change in men, in which he himself is the principal subject 

of inquiry, is particularly concerned with consistency. It is important to be consistent over time, so 

that one does not become entirely transformed, and also for one’s actions to be consistent with 

what one says or plans to do. This regard for consistency, much like a scientific repeatability, 

troubles the authenticity of sincerity. To want to “forestall, change or modify desires” means to 

control their occurrence according to some internalized rule enforced by what it means to be an 

“honnête homme” in society. Rousseau, too, even as icon of modern sincerity, grapples with the 

difference between sincerity and honesty, the interaction of which we observe to be unclear in 

Montaigne and the writers of the Cahiers. Nevertheless, the model of being loyal to the self 

remains for Rousseau the ultimate condition upon which he decides he has been sincere.  

  Despite the attention to detail in which he represented his experiences in the Confessions, 

Rousseau also admitted to “disguising himself,” as “the issue here is [his] portrait, not a book” 

(1999, 589).  This brushstroke in portraiture, while carrying a tinge of Rousseau’s self-justification, 

is analogous to what Montaigne does when he describes his own writing in the essay “Of Giving 

the Lie”: 

In moulding this figure upon myself, I have been so often constrained to temper and 
compose myself in a right posture, that the copy is truly taken, and has in some sort formed 
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itself; painting myself for others, I represent myself in a better colouring than my own 
natural complexion. I have no more made my book than my book has made me… (1877, 
451) 

 
The very effort of creating a portrait is transformative, first for the portrait, as a representation of 

the author, but more importantly, for the author of that portrait himself. In fact, for Montaigne, 

there is not so much of a distinction between portrait and book, which even in Rousseau’s attempt 

to distinguish, does not appear so clearly defined in his own Confessions. To the extent that “I 

have no more made my book than my book has made me,” the writing itself transforms the author 

in crystallizing an identity, which is as true for an individual writer as it is for a group of young 

intellectuals. “In moulding the figure upon the author” the Cahiers helped to form the identity of 

a young intellectual premised on a sincere freedom of expression, on attaching ‘youth’ to ‘free’ 

and ‘sincere,’ and on providing a space in which that identity could be lived out.  In addition to 

what Melzer brings to the understanding of sincerity, Montaigne’s claim helps to speculate why 

sincerity recurs in the Cahiers. That is, sincerity in this French tradition legitimizes the isolation 

of the youth as a critique of contemporary society, of other platforms employed by young 

intellectuals for political awareness, and of themselves and their development as intellectuals.   

Meanwhile, contemporary journals serving other purposes and agendas might have 

wondered: Why were these notebooks necessary if there was in fact no consistency in political or 

even social views among the writers? For the editorial équipe, the answer was simple. The Cahiers 

explicitly and repeatedly mentioned in their opening editorial messages that they facilitated 

exchanges that were, to them, the fundamental first steps toward action. Here we must understand 

action differently – to be distinguished from those who seek action to express political angst and 

carry out anticolonial activity. The introductory message from the director, Raoul Serène at the 

time, in a February issue addresses this distinction: 
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De jeunes intellectuels annamites nous annoncent une revue avec le beau titre “L’Avenir” 
et je ne puis m’empêcher de dire que j’aurais préféré comme titre “le Présent.” 
Remarquez que c’est la tentative, l’effort, la réalisation et par des forces jeunes qui 
m’intéressent plus que tout le reste, plus que le résultat par exemple. N’est-ce pas là des 
occasions pour cimenter dans l’action de nouvelles amitiés. Or nous croyons à l’action, 
je ne dis pas tant à son utilité… qu’à sa nécessité…  
 
[Some young Vietnamese intellectuals have announced a review with the beautiful title 
“The Future” and I cannot help but say that I would have preferred the title “The Present.” 
Note that it is the attempt, effort, and realization by young forces that interest me more 
than anything else, more than the result for example. Are these not opportunities to 
cement new friendships? Now, I would not say we believe in action so much for its 
usefulness ... as for its necessity.] (February 1936, 2) 

 
Action is not valued for its function and “beneficial” possibilities, but its essential capacity to bring 

awareness, and bring people together. This passage mentions in particular the journal L’Avenir, 

which is a nice title but not particularly relevant, suggesting instead Le Présent. Clarifying what 

he means by this alternative, he states on behalf of the équipe and the rest of the Cahiers’ writers, 

that it is very much the process that interests him, a process that allows for new alignments and 

“amitiés” to form. Action understood as such recalls the idea of creation and production mentioned 

earlier in Chapter One. That an act is useful because it serves a teleological goal is not the only 

reason it should take place. Serène vies for a separation between necessity and result, and he 

disrupts the idea that we need something or something to happen due to an expected consequence. 

There is still an important process to these writers’ activity: attempt, effort, realization, but result 

is not its defining factor. This stance on action is reflected again in a later introduction the director 

writes for the July issue the same year, analogous to the more general definition of words. “De 

plus en plus je songe à l’importance de définir les mots…Et non pas tant donner la définition vraie 

des mots, que de faire penser sur ces mots.” [More and more, I think about the importance of 

defining words…not so much to give them true definitions as to reflect on them] (July 1936, 3). 

These editorial openings are important literary spaces wherein the director or editorial team 
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could defend the status of the Cahiers as a publication, but also exercise a certain social and 

political authority to call for action. They offer continuity between one issue and another and 

situate the content in relation to contemporary reality. The renunciation of an identity grounded in 

tradition or in one’s context, for example, is an important marker of the orientation toward 

modernity fostered in the Cahiers. And while many groups claimed it was necessary to break ties 

from the past, as did The Self-Reliance Literary Group (Tự Lực Văn Đoàn) in Vietnam in the 

1930s, they each had their own understanding of modernity and what this meant in relation to the 

contemporary. In the July issue of 1936, director Raoul Serène opens the Cahiers with an 

endorsement of what he believes to be a necessary separation of the self from one’s context28 : 

Je ne cherche pas à arracher l’annamite à son milieu; mais en présence de ce fait, l’annamite 
évolué s’est arraché à son milieu, je cherche à recréer un nouveau milieu qui l’accueillera, 
ce que j’appelle un climat, où il puisse respirer avec ses nouveaux organes et nouveaux 
poumons. 
[I am not looking to uproot the Vietnamese from his milieu; but in the reality of this fact, 
the evolved Vietnamese has uprooted himself, I want to create a new milieu that will 
welcome him, what I will call a climate, where he will be able to breathe with new organs 
and new lungs.] (July 1936, 4) 
 

Serène points out that presently the Vietnamese have already begun to take themselves out of their 

contexts, equipped with “new organs” breathing in “new air” perhaps through a French education, 

experiences abroad, and interactions with the French. He is most likely taking a cue from a 

previous issue, because this is not the first time the idea of a new climate is mentioned. Four months 

earlier, writer Phạm Văn Ký wrote a piece entitled “Nouveaux climats,” in which he intimates 

having naively “imagined” new climates to be possible, in the self, in his immediate surroundings, 

and in the world (March 1936: 7-9).29  Yet these imaginations, evoked in the comfort of his 

                                                
28 Raoul Serène claims: “L’isolement d’un homme de son milieu est à la base pour lui de tout progrès spiritual.” 
[The isolation of man from his milieu is the basis for his entire spiritual progress.] (July 1936, 5) 
29 “Je rêve en moi de nouveaux climats…je rêve autour de moi, dans mon pays, de nouveaux climats…je rêve 
alors de par le monde, de nouveaux climats. [I dream of new climates in me ... I dream around me, in my country, 
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solitude, were simply that, “des idées étincelantes” that didn’t actually change the circumstances. 

Having indulged in these thoughts, he shares the revelatory moment in which he discovers the 

notion of équipe and as a result turns to the Cahiers. In this regard, Serène’s message is a direct 

response, designating the Cahiers as an important literary space that welcomes Vietnamese youth, 

especially if they feel isolated in their beliefs. They create a reality of the climats that Phạm Văn 

Ký alluded to. More importantly, replacing milieu with climate in this context, place with mood, 

he also attests to the necessary shift that diminishes attachment, to any one place, geography, or 

context, an amplifies an attitude and a new way of relating to the present and one’s surroundings.  

 

Toward an attitude of modernity 

 

 In 1954, Saigon-based publisher France-Asie released a volume called Volontés 

d’existence, by Cung Giũ Nguyên. The volume was comprised of an opening note and three essays, 

two of which were previously published: “Aperçus sur la littérature du Viet-nam,” appeared in an 

American review called Symposium30 and “La conscience malheureuse chez Nguyen Du” in the 

review France-Asie. They both contributed to the volume dedicated to the Vietnamese “volontés 

d’existence” by providing an inventory of Vietnamese literature that illustrates the diverse 

perseverance of a people. The remaining and opening essay, “Volontés d’existence,” was 

published for the first time in this volume. In many ways, its explicit insights into the thinking of 

the Vietnamese intellectual, especially in his consciousness of how history is shaped in Vietnamese 

society, lays the framework for the following two essays to be read.  The entire volume is preluded 

                                                
of new climates ... I dream then of new climates in the world.]" (my emphasis). 
30 See Symposium: A quarterly journal in Modern Literatures. Vol. 6, Issue 2, Syracuse: 1952. 
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with three unnumbered pages called “Liminaire,” which signals both introduction and threshold. 

These pages turn out to be taken from a speech welcoming M. Georges Duhamel to Nha Trang in 

1947.31  The excerpt is brief but efficient in summarizing the state of colonial affairs to a simple 

question of language: if the Vietnamese and French could just employ words with the same 

understanding of meaning behind them, then they would finally understand and even like each 

other. The composed volume, particularly with the appearance of “Liminaire” and the essay 

“Volontés,” is published at a moment just short of ten years of conflict between France and 

Indochina.32 Yet what might seem late in addressing the colonial relationship is actually a timely 

reflection on Vietnamese independence. 

Born in Hue, Cung Giũ Nguyên was educated at the Collège National de Hue, and was 

heavily involved in the Scouts movement in the South. He wrote for a number of publications 

including the Cahiers before becoming its director after Serène. His essay on “Volontés” 

associates the contemporary struggle for national freedom with the quest for an individual 

freedom. He addresses the lessons to be learned from previous orders and institutions in Vietnam, 

including experiences in relation to the French, not only to make a point about a freedom directly 

related to colonialism, but also one that concerns the Vietnamese as human beings in a time of 

conflict, and which throbs deeper than political statuses and social situations.  

Such referents can be traced in Cung Giũ Nguyên’s text to the universal discourse of 

freedom, which, with explicit mention of the French Revolution, allows us to think about the 

connection with the Enlightenment. The text outlines the trajectory of what he calls “volontés,” or 

                                                
31 Duhamel was a doctor and well-known author who was elected into the Academie Française in 1935, and as 
its president in 1947. 
32 The first Indochina War, (September 1945-August 1954) was fought between the united anticolonial front of 
the Viet Minh and French forces. 
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wills, that organize Vietnamese thought, motivation, and behavior, shedding light also on the ways 

in which the Vietnamese have structured their society and lived their lives. He adds Vietnamese 

specificities to what is soon confirmed as the Cartesian usage of the term “volontés,” delving into 

Confucianism and its effect in concretizing institutions. In this vein, he describes what appears to 

be a version of Descartes’ Fourth Meditation on avoiding error:  

C’est lorsque l’individu manifeste le désir d’assumer tout ou partie de son destin, lorsqu’il 
tient à formuler son propre choix dans les principaux problèmes humains, dans l’amour 
comme dans la mort, dans les questions de finalité des croyances…qu’il voit se dresser les 
barricades vertueuses de la famille, barricades qui, sous prétexte de protéger l’individu des 
erreurs, de lui épargner des tâtonnements couteux, finissent par l’enfermer et le réduire au 
rôle d’automate.  
[It is when the individual manifests the desire to assume all or part of his destiny, when he 
wishes to formulate his own choices in important human problems, in love as in death, in 
questions of the purpose of beliefs…that he sees the virtuous barricades of the family, 
barricades that, under pretext of protecting the individual from errors, of sparing him costly 
trial and error, eventually lock and reduce him to an automated role.] (1954, 22) 
 

In Descartes’ terms, judgements are made through an interaction between the faculties of will 

(choice) and intellect (knowledge). The intellect is considered finite because man cannot 

understand everything, while will or the faculty of choice can be applied to virtually everything, 

and therefore is seemingly infinite. Human error occurs when this will, exceeding the intellect, 

makes judgments beyond those limits of knowledge. It is believed then that “every time that I 

restrain my will within the limits of my knowledge so that it makes no judgment except on the 

things that are clearly and distinctly represented by understanding, it is not possible that I will err” 

(Descartes, Meditation IV). Or better yet, one can simply get into the habit of refraining from 

judgment on anything that remains unclear. This withholding of judgment, which Descartes also 

calls indifference, translates to the passivity Cung Giũ Nguyên observes in the Vietnamese who, 

despite the will for freedom, finds himself unable to act in the face of protective social structures.  

If, then, in identifying the Vietnamese experience with this Cartesian language Cung Giũ 
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Nguyên sympathizes with the tendency to act within the limits of knowledge, he does not accept 

them complacently as a way to move forward. Because even in refraining from action, the 

Vietnamese mind is not at rest, for he who is aware of his situation is also most burdened: “Le 

despotisme patriarcal et familial comme les autres genres d’oppression et d’exploitation, ne font 

sentir les poids que sur les individus ou les peuples qui ont pris conscience de l’étrange de leur 

situation.” [Patriarchal and familial despotism, like other types of oppression and exploitation, 

only make their burden known to individuals or people who have taken consciousness of the 

strangeness of their situation] (22; my emphasis). In this association of a Vietnamese past that he 

wishes to move away from, he also inadvertently points to the important compromise of inaction 

that comes with avoiding error. Conversely, the price of being free is essentially this risk of erring. 

More importance can be placed then in the latter half of Descartes’ concluding reflection of the 

Fourth Meditation, “Au reste je n’ai pas seulement appris aujourd’hui ce que je dois éviter pour ne 

plus faillir mais aussi ce que je dois faire pour parvenir à la connaissance de la vérité” [Besides, I 

have not only learned today what I should avoid in order that I may not err, but also how I should 

act in order to arrive at a knowledge of the truth]. This Cartesian language is only the beginning 

of a realization of freer will, and a new culture, for in an earlier Cahiers contribution, “Sur la 

culture,” in 1937, Cung Giũ Nguyên seems to already take this stance:  

J’ai dit : prendre position. Il semble que c’est à la fois une faiblesse et une force. Une 
faiblesse parce que c’est choisir, c’est renoncer, c’est se compromettre, c’est adopter en 
société une attitude des plus inconfortables, puisqu’il faut la défendre. Une force par 
rapport à soi-même, car c’est déjà vouloir et pouvoir imposer de sa personne au monde, 
c’est agir sur le monde, c’est s’affirmer, c’est être. Savoir prendre position est l’indice d’un 
commencement de culture.   
[I said : take a position. It seems that it is at the same time a weakness and a force. A 
weakness because to choose is to renounce, to compromise oneself, to adopt one of the 
most uncomfortable attitudes in society, since one has to defend it. A force in relation to 
oneself, for it’s already to want and to be able to impose oneself into the world, to act on 
the world, to assert oneself is to be. Knowing how to take a stand is the indication of a 
beginning of culture.] (March 1937, 396) 
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In this sense, the process of arriving at a knowledge of the truth is also that of beginning a culture, 

and this new beginning is what he calls for again almost fifteen years later in Volontés. In 

recognizing both the advantages and disadvantages of judging, deciding, acting, in this earlier text, 

his mention of Descartes proves to be only an initial step. While a new culture may be understood 

as a new set of values, such values rest on a different attitude toward knowledge in general, an 

attitude that echoes what Raoul Serène and Phạm Văn Ký wrote twenty years earlier regarding a 

new climate, and one that I find in close connection to that which Michel Foucault writes about in 

his essay, “What is Enlightenment?” and the development of “attitude.” 

In the essay, Foucault responds to the question with the clarification that the Enlightenment 

was not merely a set of new values, such as a commitment to scientific knowledge or liberty for 

all. He cites Immanuel Kant’s own response to the public query on “Was ist Aufklärung?” in 1784 

as an example of the kind of critical thinking involved with situating oneself in the present, a 

reflection that calls into question experience and historical events, and initiates experimentation. 

Foucault associates this kind of reflection with the “attitude” of modernity, comparable to the 

Greek ethos, that is “a voluntary choice made by certain people; in the end, a way of thinking and 

feeling; a way, too, of acting and behaving that at one and the same time marks a relation of 

belonging and presents itself as a task” (1984, 39). He more concretely cites Charles Baudelaire’s 

“Painter of Modern Life” to illustrate how this mode of relating to contemporary reality occurs for 

the poet, as an example. Baudelaire’s modernity is more than just a disjuncture in temporality, the 

way a break with tradition and an embrace of novelty might appear to be, it is “the ephemeral, the 

fleeting, the contingent.” The attitude of modernity then is finding in the present that which is 

difficult to grasp, not to preserve or perpetuate it, but to imagine it differently, to transfigure it. 

And as such, it is “an exercise in which extreme attention to what is real is confronted with the 
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practice of a liberty that simultaneously respects this reality and violates it” (41). This is the 

transgression that Foucault identifies in Kant’s own answer to the question “Was ist Aufklärung?” 

which seems to already stray away from the idea that the present is “a world era to which one 

belongs, an event whose signs are perceived, [or] the dawning of an accomplishment.” Kant 

defines Aufklärung in a negative way, as an exit or Ausgang. “Do we live in an enlightened age? 

The answer is: No, but in an age of enlightenment.” What makes the difference is the courage to 

publicly use one’s intelligence to escape “self-caused immaturity” (1995, 56-7). Immaturity as 

self-caused cues this ‘attitude’ Foucault describes, delving deeper than the lack of opportunity to 

“work [one]self out of immaturity.” It is not only about the constraints that hold an individual back, 

for even when given the liberty, he might not act, being “[un]accustomed to such free movement.” 

It falls therefore upon a liberty of choice or volontés, as it were, to be able to see one’s present 

‘present’ differently, in an alternative way that allows for action upon courage.  

Kant does not attempt to understand the present on any basis of totality – a period in time, 

or of a future achievement, and instead searches for a difference: “What difference does today 

introduce with respect to yesterday?” (Foucault 1984, 34). To be able to ask such a question indeed 

requires taking into consideration experience and historical events.  And while these can be of 

collective or plural nature, the initiation of experimentation that is asking questions and being 

aware of one’s situation in order to locate a difference begins with the self. This is modernity for 

Baudelaire, not simply a form of relating to the present, but one that has to be established with 

oneself: “Modern man is not the man who goes off to discover himself, his secrets and his hidden 

truth; he is the man who tries to invent himself. This modernity does not 'liberate man in his own 

being'; it compels him to face the task of producing himself” (42). This is the recurring image of 

the prodigal son who returns after losing everything and faces his father. It is the individual who 
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returns to the collective, defeated and convinced.33 In the same way that the Enlightenment 

initiated a new age of thinking and being in the world for the Europeans, taking a stand or 

confronting the difficult, as the first “indication of the beginning of a culture,” refers to the creation 

of a new climate. And in this new climate, a constant reworking of the self in relation to the 

contemporary work is both invited and required.  In other words, one cannot trust modernity to be 

the awaited key to freedom; on the contrary, having a modern attitude is very much the difficult 

confrontation with the task that remains to be done, “le plus dur [qui] reste à faire.”  

 

Questioning old and new rapports d’existence 

 

In Cung Giũ Nguyên’s terms, the Vietnamese volonté in the essay, “Volontés d’existence” 

is not to be seen born out of the encounter with the West, but rather burgeoned [écloré] or 

catalyzed, owing to the possibility of its realization through different means. Until then, “l’individu 

n’existait pas pour lui-même.” At the time of French arrival, the social reality of Vietnam was such 

that people were “arbitrarily” divided into categories (the literate, farmers, artisans and merchants) 

and operated under a feudal system throughout all levels of society. Cung Giũ Nguyên 

distinguishes this “réel social” and “réel humain” but also refers to them as “inadequate 

conceptions,” thereby mocking and ironizing both, because the Vietnamese individual remains 

                                                
33 As Phạm Văn Ký writes in his “Nouveaux climats”: “Comme un enfant prodigue, je reviens aujourd’hui parmi 
vous, mes amis des cahiers, à la fois, vaincu et convaincu. Je serai des vôtres. Et désormais les idées étincelantes 
– qui “tapent” à l’œil – ne me convaincront plus.” [Like a prodigal child, I come back today before you, my 
notebook friends, both defeated and convinced. I will be yours. And from not own, ideas that seem to gleam will 
no longer tempt me.] (March 1936, 9). This image of the prodigal son is a common trope, mentioned in passing 
in the essay, “Aperçu de la littérature du Vietnam” and taken up by Nguyễn Mạnh Tường, in a Vietnamese 
version of André Gide’s Le Retour de l’enfant prodigue in Sourires et larmes de la jeunesse. I will address this 
trope explicitly in Chapter Four.  
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nevertheless walled in by these unfulfilling realities. The arrival and installation of the French by 

1862 in Cochinchina, foreign authorities juxtaposed to the Vietnamese Court, seemed to spark 

something in the consciousness of the Vietnamese people regarding their compromised situation.34 

But it remains unclear for Cung Giũ Nguyên whether this encounter with the French, which 

“hastened the ‘burgeoning’ [l’éclosion] of the individual,” is to be accredited, or more precisely 

refers to the exacerbation of a situation in which an individual, and consequently a people, do not 

have autonomy (37). 

Such ambiguity complicates the task of unpacking the legacy of Enlightenment discourse 

in the colony because it isn’t clear whether that legacy is beneficial or disruptive to colonial society.  

For Cung Giũ Nguyên, the metonymic encounter with the French goes beyond clarifying the social 

situation in Vietnam. It introduces other “rapports d’existence” that refer not only to the 

interactions between colonial subjects or those within a society, but these “rapports” also reflect in 

the relationship with another language, and another way of thinking. Cung Giũ Nguyên intimates 

how crucial this difference of language can be: “Le contact avec la pensée française permit de 

découvrir d’autres maîtres dont le langage eut le mérite de refléter nos propres sentiments qui 

n’avaient pu s’extérioriser.” [The contact with French thinking allowed a discovery of other 

maîtres whose language had the merit of reflecting our own sentiments that could not be 

[previously] expressed] (45). For the Vietnamese who feared error, whose will exceeded the 

collectively appropriate intellect, this exposure to the French language is a concrete extension of 

                                                
34 Cung Giũ Nguyên writes, “Celle-ci consista en une prise de conscience individuelle en même temps qu’en 
une prise de conscience nationale. L’occident, à travers la France, contribua pour une grande part au réveil de la 
collectivité, et l’esprit occidental, tributaire de la civilisation chrétienne, suscita le réveil de la personne, 
jusqu’alors oubliée, méconnue et aliénée.” [This consisted in an individual consciousness at the same time as a 
national consciousness. The West, by way of France, contributed a great amount to the awakening of the 
collectivity, and the Western spirit, tributary of a Christian civilization, sparked the awakening of the individual, 
hitherto forgotten, ignored, and alienated.] (Volontés 43) 
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the finite limits of current Vietnamese intellect.  A foreign language, nourished and employed in a 

different context, becomes for Cung Giũ Nguyên extremely personal and curiously dexterous, able 

to capture sentiments not captured before in the Vietnamese language. That there are (finally) 

words to accommodate previously indescribable feelings very importantly confirms that the desire 

for individual freedom is not one introduced by Western arrival, nor one invented by Western 

thinking. More importantly – especially for the Vietnamese intellectuals concerned in this study – 

such an encounter has a self-reflexive effect, leading one to reflect on one’s own thoughts and 

thought process, in relation to language. Previously, being unable to escape societal expectations 

was synonymous with being unable to verbally express this containment, in which case, Cung Giũ 

Nguyên closely binds freedom to language.  The long encounter with French thinking and language 

is pivotal then in catalyzing a certain consciousness of individual freedom manifested in the ability 

to use language transparently, to ostensibly say what one means.  

This is a specific moment where the French language becomes an important tool for the 

Vietnamese, and not only for the Vietnamese colonial elite or ‘opportunist’ who seeks to navigate 

a colonial system. Writing almost two decades after the generation of Phạm Quỳnh and Nguyễn 

Văn Vĩnh, Cung Giũ Nguyên situates this encounter with French thought in a larger context that 

valorizes contact with other cultures and alternative thinking. He states:  

“La raison apparaît à travers le parler étranger, non comme une adhésion pure et simple 
aux donnés de la tradition ou de la vie subie, mais comme un travail constant du retour sur 
soi-même, de remise en question, d’analyse, et de synthèse.”  
[Reason appears through foreign speech, not as a pure and simple attachment to the givens 
of tradition or life endured, but as a constant work on the self, of questioning, analysis, and 
synthesis.] (45) 
 

Indeed, there is something more than just the copying or even borrowing of the other’s language 

to be investigated here. Le parler étranger, and not la langue or le discours, refers to both a foreign 

language and its mannerisms, speaking foreign and foreign speaking. This different kind of 
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speaking lends a different way of seeing, hence the task that is mentioned in the second half of the 

statement, as the “constant work that returns to the self,” in which the self is the subject of interest, 

to be questioned, analyzed and put into consideration with everything else. The term “synthesis” 

here is also very important, because it points to a difference of perspectives, that may or may not 

be oppositional. That is, the Vietnamese were not seeing what the French were seeing, they were 

seeing through but also in addition to, and their task was to make sense of those two different 

viewpoints.  

What interests me here is not the likeness of the colonial elite who learns French and 

thwarts the colonial discourse of difference, but the simultaneity of Enlightenment discourse, 

colonial discourse, and the Vietnamese intellectual understanding of those discourses. Like 

Eagleton, Homi Bhabha also critiques the Enlightenment discourse when he writes in his essay 

“Of Mimicry and man” that mimicry is a product of the split or forked colonial discourse. Such 

discourse is one that runs alongside “post-Enlightenment dreams of civility,” articulating this 

“other scene of desire,” characterized by both the articulation of otherness and its disavowal or, 

the consideration of both reality and its replacement with mimicry. Mimicry, then, plays a part in 

the repetition of an alternative discourse, a version aberrant from that of promised equality, liberty, 

and democracy. It is not only the disruptive imitation identified with the colonized Other, but also 

one determined necessarily through “a process of writing and repetition” in order to secure that the 

original language of freedom (that of the Enlightenment) remains inaccessible. By inaccessible, I 

mean that these promises of equality, liberty, and democracy are only partially carried out in the 

colonial context; print culture and representational politics, for example, remain subject to 

censorship and quotas. This is the “normalization” of the colonial state and subject as a 

phenomenon in which “the dream of post-Enlightenment civility alienates its own language of 



 
 
 

 
 
 

85 

liberty and produces another knowledge of its norms” (2014, 86). This “other knowledge” is 

precisely the promulgation and legitimization of a civilizing mission, a purported sharing of these 

original values. What happens, then, when the colonized Other discovers this language of liberty, 

not as that of the oppressive law, but as a resource he can identify with? Vietnamese intellectuals 

thus struggled with the limited understanding of freedom imposed by colonial institutions – from 

education to administrative bodies – especially as this limited application was associated with the 

Enlightenment. The Vietnamese finding “la raison à travers le parler étranger” [reason through 

foreign speaking-ness] is the epitome of irony in the effort to extend Enlightenment values to the 

colonies, and the immediate juxtaposition of the problem of authenticity and imitation (87).  

This nuanced mimicry is what makes these Vietnamese narratives difficult to incorporate 

in postcolonial conversations around resistance, for how can we account for the politically 

colonized individual who not only identifies with this language of liberty but also becomes 

transformed by it? We are increasingly inclined to reevaluate where we draw starting and ending 

lines between the experience of colonialism or the assimilated language of freedom. In this case, 

the two seem to overlap in a way that points to other confounding oppressions and other approaches 

toward freedom more generally, and to how this overlap can occur productively for understanding 

one’s social context and for starting important conversations.    

Recovering this alienated language of liberty, not meant to be accessible in the first place, 

the Vietnamese also take on a task of reconciling identity with essence as it exists in language. It 

is upon this basis that the Vietnamese feels compelled to call for dialogue, with words that, 

uncannily coincidental, need renewed meanings.  As an exchange of language between two parties, 

dialogue is a running current throughout “Volontés.” We return then to how it began, with 

“Liminaire,” whose function was already an open message on the state of incomprehension 
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between Vietnam and France. Language, Cung Giũ Nguyên claims, is disavowed by both sides, 

deemed untrustworthy and insufficient due to the many instances of being employed without 

sincerity, “de servir de sombres desseins.”  How it became this way is observed remarkably, as he 

confronts the ‘you’ of the far-west: 

Vous, hommes d’Extrême-Occident, vous avez commencé à parler en arrivant chez nous; 
mais à cette époque, nos lettrés fiers de leurs propres idoles, s’étaient tus…Il n’y avait pas 
de réplique à vos paroles, et c’est pourquoi celle-ci devinrent des sentences, des ordres, des 
édits.  
[You, men of the Far West, you started to speak when you arrived in our country; but at the 
time, our intellectuals, too proud of their own idols, kept silent…there weren’t any replies 
to your words, and that’s why they became sentences, orders, edicts.] (“Liminaire”) 
 

When dialogue is no longer reciprocal between one verbal evocation and another, and silence is 

insufficient as contribution, utterances transform. No longer the other half of a conversation, they 

are words that stand alone like commands expecting compliance without response. Suddenly, not 

speaking means a surrendering of power. However, “then comes a time” when responses are 

given, perhaps untimely, and so they are decontextualized, irrelevant, and unheard. “Distracted 

by their [the French’s] own dreams,” the Vietnamese experience is not acknowledged and 

becomes written off regardless of the attempt to claim otherwise.35  

Cung Giũ Nguyên’s text urges a dialogue that fills in the misunderstood emptiness of 

silence with a “purity, force, and vigor” in language. And by language, “nous parlons des mots 

bien pesés, des mots bien pensés, des mots authentiques, des mots responsables, des mots 

réinventés par les gestes, des mots-actes qui forment la substance de la vie et la trame de l’histoire. 

                                                
35 These dreams were not only the French’s alone, for the Vietnamese also held high expectations for change as 
policies became more liberal with the rise of the Popular Front. Kim Khanh Nguyen effectively summarizes, 
“Once the popular Front came to power, these [French and Vietnamese] expectations were realized as self-
fulfilling prophecies: convinced that colonial policies would soon be liberalized, Vietnamese militants began 
acting more boldly, and, for fear of their own careers, colonial bureaucrats responded with increasing restraint.” 
(1986, 208). 
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[we are talking about words with weight, words well thought out, authentic words, responsible 

words, words reinvented by gestures, word-acts that form the substance of life and the fabric of 

history.]” (“Liminaire”) Defining precisely what is meant by language, as words that not only 

“carry weight,” but are also “well thought out,” the section “Liminaire” prefaces the purpose of 

the rest of Volontés, both a treatise and manifesto that compensates for previous 

miscommunication. These three unnumbered pages outline the goals of how the writer might 

reclaim the purpose and usage of language, both in the interaction with others and the definition 

of one’s life through words. He calls for the reinvention of words through gestes, physical and 

otherwise. Renewing words of their integrity, Cung Giũ Nguyên assumes language to be inherently 

sincere, authentic, and to form the skeletal structure to life and humanity.   

 This adherence to language and its revision permeates into society, wherein the critique of 

the familial and social hierarchy does not mean that freedom of the individual has to do away with 

these structures as institutions, but rather “c’est à la constitution sur d’autres principes, et en 

premier lieu sur les égards dus à la personne humaine.” [it’s a formation based on other principles, 

starting with a consideration of the human person] (29). What kind of principles are these, and if 

they relate back to those of the Enlightenment, which are as ironic as they are contradictory, how 

do the Vietnamese manage to grasp them?  

 

Beyond another iteration of humanism  

 

While a connection to humanism, or what previously appeared in the Cahiers as an “œuvre 

des hommes blancs à l’œuvre des hommes,” [a work of white men to a work of men] (March 1937, 

390), reverberates also through the “Volontés” it is not quite a complete portrayal of the writer’s 
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position by 1954. The connection to the Enlightenment, concretely via Descartes according to 

Cung Giũ Nguyên, is revealed to be more critical; in fact it is through the latter’s language of 

skepticism that we see how a relation with a complex Enlightenment language might be possible.  

Les premiers éléments du doute, en même temps que les fondements de la liberté d’esprit 
ne furent-ils jetés par Descartes ? « Le premier était de ne recevoir jamais aucune chose 
pour vraie avant que je ne la connusse évidemment être telle » Le discours, familier à 
beaucoup, rejetait tout dogmatisme.  
[Were not the first elements of doubt, concurrently cast by Descartes with the foundations 
of freedom of the spirit? ‘The first was to never take anything as true before I knew it as 
such.’ This familiar saying to many rejected all dogmatism…] (46) 

 
Cung Giũ Nguyên’s rhetorical question affirms that skepticism is as essential to Enlightenment 

thinking as any idea of a free spirit. And if Descartes, who seems to be for the author a 

representative figure of Enlightenment thinking, gives way to doubt, it is not so much a flawed 

contradiction than it is an intricate step in reaching the truth. Further in this reflection, Cung Giũ 

Nguyên describes what the gesture of criticism can look like, a movement not unlike that of the 

modern alienated individual who looks back on to society to evaluate it, and the effect on the 

individual who encounters this possibility for the first time: 

La pensée qui jusqu'alors, faisait corps avec le contexte, allait se libérer de celui-ci, afin de 
le juger. Habitué à souscrire toutes sortes de raisonnements que le bon sens refusait, 
comment l'individu ne se serait-il pas senti tout autre quand on l'invitait à user d'esprit 
critique, que quand on lui affirmait même que la vérité ne pouvait être approchée que par 
un premier scepticisme? 
 
[The thought that was hitherto a part of the context, was about to free itself from it, in order 
to judge it. Accustomed to subscribing to all sorts of reasoning that common sense refused, 
how could the individual not have felt disoriented when invited to critique, especially when 
he learned that even the truth could only be approached by an initial skepticism?]  
 

Reflection is therefore possible by this metaphysical action of taking oneself out of one’s 

(oppressed) position in order to judge the conditions that make up that position. And indeed, how 

could the Vietnamese intellectual not be transformed, not have felt different, in a context where he 

steps out of the conditions that previously defined him, to be critical, but to also learn that complete 
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doubt would be the first step toward truth? 

This critical gesture along with the recurring attention to the present and the pertinence of 

“the crucial hour,” brings us back to Foucault’s reflection on the Enlightenment. He focuses on 

Baudelaire because the poet’s relationship with modernity helps to emphasize the kind of 

philosophical interrogation, “one that simultaneously problematizes man's relation to the present, 

man's historical mode of being, and the constitution of the self as an autonomous subject,” that is 

traceable to the Enlightenment (1984, 42). For Foucault, this call for a “critical ontology of 

ourselves” separates it from humanism, which Foucault deems too inconsistent and too historically 

diverse to be identified with the Enlightenment, whose central principle is based on a historical 

consciousness. Too often ideologies latch onto humanism as a cause even when those causes or 

beliefs are conflicting.  

In this attention to difference and particularity, but also to the “suppleness” of humanism 

to be constantly applied, I find that Foucault’s critique of historicism converges with 

Chakrabarty’s. In Provincializing Europe, the postcolonial thinker takes to task poststructuralist 

philosophers, Foucault included, and their global critique of historicism, which still doesn’t seem 

to take into account “the histories of political modernity in the third world.”36 Such political 

modernity, if considered, is still always measured against Europe and its models, prone to the 

imposition of a European historicist temporality onto non-European contexts for example. But 

could this new reading of the Enlightenment, as an attitude, be the starting point for what 

Chakrabarty is calling for, that is, for a new reflection on history and its writing?  

If we consider Cung Giũ Nguyên’s valorization of the individual as an autonomous human 

                                                
36 See the introduction to Provincializing Europe. Chakrabarty’s critique is that while these thinkers claim there 
is a waning of historicism in “late capitalism,” they do not take into consideration how that capitalism is still 
very much fueled by the third world. 
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being linked to humanism, I am not convinced, however, that his values depend on conceptions of 

man borrowed from politics, religion, or science. They are much too limited to describe the 

Vietnamese intellectual, which is one of the reasons why we see in the 1954 text the 

accompaniment of essays that delve into the diversity and complexity of Vietnamese culture. We 

also do not see a mere abidance to humanism as a way to move on or recover from colonialism. 

Rather, what I observe to be the “beginning of a culture” evoked earlier in the Cahiers and 

reaffirmed in the composition of Volontés d’existence, is this attitude in tension with popular 

applications of humanism, in which the critique of what we are is simultaneously also the historical 

analysis of our limits and an experimentation with going beyond these limits.   

 

What I have tried to illustrate in this chapter is the extent to which a reflection on the self, 

prompted by these interactions with French language and traditions, makes space for 

transformation. These ‘tools’ are not blindly applied, but employed critically so that the 

Vietnamese intellectuals who came into contact with them saw them as a means to something other 

than their current systems of oppression. On a broader scale, the idea of “going in and through” a 

source of oppression in order to emerge “on the other side” of it makes us wonder if we might 

conclude that oppression in general, and colonialism specifically, if not seen as “inevitable” could 

be at least “productive.” It is a quickly prompted question now that productivity is a common 

currency by which we measure our ability to survive and thrive. Especially if alienation from 

personal identity or desires is how this penetration and emergence are manifested, it seems that a 

certain strife is imperative, one that necessarily transforms an individual so that he emerges 

perhaps better equipped. As much as strife can be diminished in this way as a part of some “grander 

scheme” of things, such thinking perpetuates how easy it has become to take encounters for 
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granted, for example, or how inclined we are toward a certain valorization of struggle and process. 

“The other side” is not necessarily better, and it is not guaranteed. 
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III 

Topographies of the text: corps and corpus 
 

 

 In the same way that speaking the French language is a paradoxical phenomenon, in which 

the reality of linguistic, social and political limitations plays a role in the content that is expressed 

in the language of the colonizer, publishing in a French editorial realm is concerned with the same 

politics of negotiation. This champ littéraire, as Pierre Bourdieu wrote in 1991, is only 

institutionalized when there are actors who are sufficiently institutionalized themselves. And the 

question to be asked is not how a writer comes to be institutionalized, but how “étant donné son 

origine sociale et les propriétés socialement constitués qu’il lui devait, il a pu occuper, ou dans 

certains cas, produire, les positions déjà faites ou à faire qu’offrait l’état determiné du champ 

littéraire…[given one’s social origin and the socially constituted properties that one owes that 

predisposition, one can occupy, or in certain cases, produce the positions already created or to be 

created within the state of the literary field]”(5). This specification that Bourdieu offers nuances 

what goes into making and sustaining an institution, and prompts us to ask not how do we enter 

the institution? which privileges the institution as the place to be, but rather, what does being in 

that institution afford us, and how do our actions interact with the properties of that institution? 

This is how I believe we must begin to reevaluate the field of Francophone literature, as this champ 

littéraire that begs questions not of entry and exclusion, but of freedom and interaction.  

 This chapter examines the ways in which Vietnamese Francophone writers navigate this 

champ littéraire of Francophone and colonial literature, particularly in France. Like other writers 

in Paris at this time —including both Anglo-Saxon writers and Francophone writers alike— their 
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integration into this capital via Parisian publishing houses was an important quality for their 

recognition. Both Jean-Yves Mollier and Pascale Casanova have written specifically on how Paris 

becomes both a refuge for international writers, as well as the obligatory rite of passage for 

international recognition, as “la porte d’entrée du marché mondiale des biens intellectuels, [the 

gateway to the global market of intellectual property]” notably in the 1930s (Casanova 1999, 180). 

Moreover, Mollier argues that the French writer was especially distinct because of his or her 

engagement in the political arena (1995, 373-4). This figure of the public intellectual makes way 

for the Vietnamese writer Trần Văn Tùng in particular to transition between literature and politics 

in his career, so as to directly address Vietnamese politics and independence in his writing. This 

is a common phenomenon in many Vietnamese writers, most evident in those whose writing 

careers coincided with or followed a career in politics. Important names include Phạm Duy Khiêm, 

who would become ambassador to France and Nguyễn Tường Tam (known better for his pen name 

Nhất Linh), who was an active member of the nationalist party, Việt Nam Quốc Dân Đảng. Indeed, 

the separation between politics and literature, has never been quite clear in Vietnamese culture in 

the first place, especially when mandarinates elected into the imperial court were evaluated upon 

their ability to memorize Confucian literary works. In the most evident way, literature has always 

been entwined with politics for the Vietnamese. For writers like Trần Văn Tùng and Phạm Văn 

Ký, along with others from the Maghreb, Mollier notes a peculiar phenomenon regarding this 

passage through Paris: “Paradoxe des intellectuels teintés de nationalisme, il fallait être reconnu à 

Paris pour espérer faire entendre sa voix en Algérie, au Maroc, en Tunisie et, plus largement, dans 

le monde arabo-musulman.” [As a paradox for intellectuals tinged with nationalism, you had to be 

recognized in Paris in order to make your voice heard in Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, and the Arab-

Muslim world more broadly] (383).  
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 In what follows, I focus not only on the experiences of these writers through their writing, 

but also on how they are perceived and received by their French peers in journal reviews and 

prefaces. I have examined paratextual elements earlier and take this chapter to engage with their 

editorial tensions more explicitly. In this sense, I pay attention to both the messages communicated 

in the main body of the text, that is, the text that these Vietnamese writers contribute, as well as 

the messages about these writers and their texts from their French counterparts. The latter, more 

traditionally referred to as paratext, is integral to a larger understanding of these Vietnamese 

Francophone works. In considering how these works are packaged and manufactured, to borrow 

Richard Watts’ terminology, we can also view these works from the physical periphery in which 

they dwell, both in Francophone and French literary corpuses.  Rather than separating paratext and 

text as distinct, I expand the defining lines of each of these literary spaces, blurring them to 

contribute to a reader’s understanding of the overall work. I suggest that these elements make up 

a topography of the text, inclusive of the different forms in which its different messages are 

communicated. Textual mapping in this way allows us to isolate individual elements of the text to 

consider their effect on the reception of the text more generally, and, also, to consider the 

relationships between these elements. 

 

 A few precisions are therefore in order regarding the vocabulary I plan to employ in this 

chapter. By removing the line that separates the paratext and text, I consider them as both important 

to a work’s reception, though unequal in their dispositions. As Richard Watts has shown, the 

paratext often reveals the tension in ownership between the Francophone writer and the prefacer, 

for example. Early Francophone works can often be seen as products deriving from French 

colonization that owe their publication and creation solely to its institutions. This idea will be 
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complicated with these new definitions. As for corpus, I use the term to refer to both the collection 

of works of each individual writer, as well as their contribution to the body of work that is 

Vietnamese Francophone literature. In the same way that we can map the topography of a text, we 

can also do so for a corpus. This chapter focuses specifically on Trần Văn Tùng’s prefaces and 

introductions in relation to the body of the text, but we might also imagine how this consideration 

of topography can apply to a writer like Phạm Văn Ký, whose corpus includes different genres of 

artistic expression. To be able to understand the topography of Ký’s works, which range from radio 

theatre, to poetry, to novels, as more than just creative endeavors, we must think about how 

Francophone literature in the 1950s was understood at the time of its inception, as a corpus of 

colonial literature. And as such, it has a direct relationship with the way that France viewed its 

colonial territories, as different and at a distance in relation to France’s central position. The 

strategies and practices that these writers use do not change the champ littéraire as much as they 

reveal its internal tensions, bringing in alternative perspectives to literature beyond the hexagon 

specifically as writers who never escape their Vietnamese identity and categorization. This 

contribution prompts rethinking the definitions of para— and text, and topography allows us to be 

inclusive of these different bodies and forms of writing.  

 Considering paratext as an example in which the topography of the text can be traced, I 

redefine paratext by turning to its etymological roots. In the para— prefix that precedes “text,” a 

Greek reading suggests an attention to the matter that surrounds the text, which can be located 

beside or adjacent to it, from its title pages to its prefaces. This is what is most traditionally 

considered as paratext since it contributes to our reading and interpretation of the book we hold in 

our hands. In its variations, however, para is not only concerned with the physical placement of 

this surrounding matter, but also its qualifying nature. Para is also that which modifies, or is amiss, 
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irregular. In addition to these Greek readings, there is also the Latin reading of para, in which it is 

something that protects or shields. Reading paratext in each of these ways, as the form and the 

function of the material that surrounds the text, both individually and collectively, we can open up 

the criteria for what can be considered paratext and thus read more comprehensively the social and 

political implications of Francophone literature.   

 This reading picks up from where Richard Watts leaves off in Packaging Postcoloniality 

(2005), which takes on a thorough interpretation of the stuff around the text, both paratext and 

context, for Francophone works by North African and Caribbean writers. By considering how this 

material mediates the representation and reception of culture, Watts is able to trace how 

Francophone writing has changed at different moments in the colonial relationship with France. 

He observes for example three major trends in the prefaces of these works, in early texts as a 

marker of colonial ownership, to mid-century texts as reclaiming that ownership in introducing the 

next generation writers, to an ultimate distrust with the entire apparatus of authority altogether in 

the most recent works. If granting such attention to the paratext allows him to examine the tension 

between the authorities, we also learn how much the agents involved at each of these political 

moments vary and change, from colonial administrator, to colonial writers with experience, to later 

generations who look to subvert the entire institution. What is particularly striking and pertinent 

to this chapter is his judicious, albeit brief, mention of Indochinese writers and their “felicitous 

graft” of two distinct cultures. Such a graft might explain how writers Trần Văn Tùng and Phạm 

Văn Ký were so well regarded, each demonstrating in their own way how the French language 

served as a mechanism for the Vietnamese to express their distinctly native ideas to a French 

public. Watts’ critique is an important one, in which this felicitous encounter “does not consider 

[the Vietnamese writer’s work] to be the product of a colonial subject who internalizes the 
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education he receives from the colonizer…[and] still affects essentially one side of the colonial 

equation, the colonized side” (59).  Central to Watt’s postcolonial study is precisely that tension 

within colonial relations, as manifested in the manufacture and circulation of Francophone works, 

when, I would argue, there is more to be read in these Vietnamese Francophone works than this 

contentious colonial relationship. At the seams of this felicitous grafting lies important 

commentary regarding the state of affairs in Vietnam, from modernization, national identity, to a 

political and intellectual concern for freedom. By considering para as that which surrounds, 

modifies, and protects, my reading is only possible if we decenter the colonial relationship along 

with France and Vietnam within that framework in order to consider the contemporary political 

and social situation in Vietnam, and read inside and through the body of the text.  

 Reading the body as text and the text as body allows us to trace how certain discourses 

manifest in the works of these writers. For their generation, colonial modernity, nationalism, and 

humanism were important concerns underlining their writing. Dwelling on this interplay of corps 

and corpus, I am especially interested in how the body as physical form (corps) and as text 

(corpus), bears the trace of cultural transformation. In many Francophone works, the 

representation of women and their bodies become important sites of contestation regarding these 

cultural changes.37 In Trần Văn Tùng’s Bach Yên in particular, a mise en abyme of layered bodies, 

both human and textual, portrays different layers of meanings, and their relationship to one another 

tells us more about the editorial politics involved in publishing in French and in France.  

 

Extra-literary matter and its contribution to literary value 

                                                
37 See in particular Nathalie Huynh Chau Nguyen’s Vietnamese Voices: Gender and Cultural Identity in the 
Vietnamese Francophone Novel. (2003) 
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  The study of the institution of Francophone literature is much more prominent in French 

language scholarship, but often through socio-historical lenses. The more general and 

contemporary study Editer dans l’espace Francophone by Luc Pinhas, for example, covers 

publication trends and policies in Belgium, Canada and Switzerland. While his work does not 

cover Indochina or Vietnam due to the contemporary absence of French publishing houses in the 

country, he builds off the work of Mollier and Casanova, and raises an important point about Paris 

as a symbolic center of editorial recognition. There have also been notable sociological studies by 

Sarah Burnautzki and Kaoutar Harchi, both of whom explore the editorial sphere of French and 

Francophone literature as a case in point, “l’épreuve” for colonial and postcolonial asymmetrical 

relationships of power.  They consider paratextual elements as social practices that affirm the 

symbolic violence of “la racialisation invisible et indicible” within the French language and its 

literary institution (Burnautzki 2017, 11). Burnautzki dwells on the threshold of that institution, its 

point of entry and how writers Marie NDiaye and Yambo Ouloguem must intervene in both 

subversive and complicit ways. While Harchi focuses more on the politics of using a language that 

is not one’s own, the strategies she describes for writers in navigating this institution are equally 

ambivalent. For Kateb Yacine and Assia Djebar, it is confrontation and dissimulation, for Kamel 

Daoud and Boualem Sansal, it is adaptation, assimilation and reconversion. Harchi’s main 

argument is that while style is important, other extraliterary criteria also play an important role in 

according a literary recognition and value, and in this sense literature intervenes within the realm 

of politics. 

 Again we return to the question of inclusion: it is never quite so clear why Vietnamese 

writers are not broached in many of these studies. Is it because race is not often a subject addressed 
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explicitly in their work? Or because there no longer exists French publishing houses in Vietnam? 

Or that the present Vietnam is not the same political configuration it once was during the French 

colonial era? I ask these questions because the tensions that Watts brings out in addition to these 

sociological studies regarding the paratextual and extraliterary matter and the main text itself are 

most certainly to be found among Vietnamese writers as well.  

 One striking instance of paratextual matter to examine is in the early Francophone novel 

by Nguyễn Phan Long, Le Roman de Mademoiselle Lys (1921), subtitled “Journal d’un jeune fille 

cochinchinoise moderne [Diary of a young modern girl from Cochinchina].” In addition to the 

subtitle, the title page also states “Essai sur l’évolution des moeurs annamites contemporains 

[Essay on the evolution of contemporary Vietnamese mores].” It is dedicated to Maurice Long, 

who was governor general in Indochina from 1920 to 1922, and in it Nguyễn Phan Long writes, 

“Je dédie ce livre en témoignage de ma respecteuse sympathie et avec l’espoir que mon oeuvre 

modeste contribuera à lui faire mieux connaître et aimer le peuple aux destinées duquel il préside. 

[I dedicate this book as a token of respectful affection and in the hope that my modest work will 

help him to better know and love the people over whose destiny he presides].” Given the negative 

reputation of Maurice Long in Indochina, the dedication is an important political message that 

urges the governor general to reconsider his policies. Nguyễn Phan Long was an important 

member, along with Bùi Quang Chiêu, of the Constitutionalist Party in Cochinchina, whose agenda 

aligns with the premise of the novel. The novel takes the perspective of a young, educated 

Vietnamese woman, who writes in a journal intime as she travels throughout different regions of 

Vietnam with her mother. And while she initially resists her marriage and thus assimilation into a 

traditional role for women prescribed by Confucian values, she ends her journal with a docile 

admission in hopes to repay the service to the French benefactor who provided her with the 
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education in the first place. The novel paints a particular image about collaboration with the French 

fraught with contradictions, for while Nguyễn Phan Long opposed the effects of French education, 

the collaborationist elite also found itself in a cultural bind in relation to the French (Britto 2014, 

76). Nevertheless, through venues like L’Echo Annamite and La Tribune Indigène, Nguyễn Phan 

Long and Bùi Quang Chiêu propagated their visions for a political reality of collaboration in which 

Franco-Vietnamese colonial relations could be based on equal collaboration. And while the novel 

does not resist the French mission civilisatrice, it does call into question some of its importations, 

laying the dangers out onto the role of the Vietnamese woman. As we will later see, the overlaying 

of political views and literary endeavor, as well as their transmission through female characters 

are also visible in Trần Văn Tùng’s Bach Yên.  

 

Manufacturing Trần Văn Tùng’s corpus 

 

 From L'École de France (Hanoi: Le-Van-Phuc, 1938) to La colline des fantômes (Viry-

Châtillon : Éditions du Parc, 1960), almost all of Trần Văn Tùng’s publications open in a similar 

way: a golden dragon adorns the cover of the work,38 a list of his other works under the heading 

“Du même auteur,” a subsequent dedication to a French writer or politician, and a preface often 

written by this same figure. These supplemental pages provide a profile of the author and his 

success, in both his publication and network history.   

 While these opening words of the preface explicitly highlight the exemplary character of 

the writer, their function as an introduction to the French reading public necessarily frames them 

as a writer who has successfully adapted to the expectations of that specific public. Along with the 

                                                
38 This motif for power and strength most likely comes from his Chants du dragon d’or (1945). 
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promotional matter that surrounds Trần Văn Tùng’s writing, these prefaces decode the main text 

of the Francophone writer. It is because it is comprehensible that it is worthy of being read, its 

comprehensibility referring to its ability to subscribe to the editorial and literary codes of the 

French public. I suggest that there are certain important messages Trần Văn Tùng wanted his public 

to consider, especially through this blatant comprehensibility.  

 Reading the material around his autobiographical novel Rêves d’un campagnard annamite 

(originally published with Mercure de France, 1940, and again in 1946 with J. Susse), we can get 

a sense of those expectations. A short review of the work appeared in Paris Soir in 1941, where 

an unknown writer admits that it is not so much the poetic representation of the patriarchal society 

that is striking, but the way that Tùng speaks about France. For this particular reader, and I would 

imagine for the readers of Paris Soir, a newspaper sensation in Europe by 1940, the way that Tùng 

lauds France is especially touching: “‘Mon Indochine est belle…douce…pleine de promesses et 

d’avenir. Je l’aime bien, mais un peu moins que toi, ma douce France, ma patrie spirituelle…’ 

Comment lire ces lignes sans un serrement de coeur? [‘My Indochina is beautiful, sweet, full of 

promise and future. I love it, but a little less than you, my sweet France, my spiritual homeland.’ 

How to read these lines without a bit of heartache?]” In a patronizing way that puts Vietnam and 

its colonial subjects in their place, the reviewer prescribes the way the text should be read in this 

example, that is, entirely in deference to France as opposed to the trial of Vietnamese patriarchy 

and tradition that afflicts most of the text. The 1940 version, dedicated to Jules Brévié, governor 

general at the time, includes an opening message written by Brévié himself. Softening the text to 

an idyllic and naive representation of a Vietnamese child’s dreams, Brévié reassigns the text an 

authenticity that is inextricable from its geographical location, the rice fields and bamboo hedges 

harboring a vaguely put “particular literary virtue.” Even when Brévié raises interesting points of 
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potential contention in the work, where the child is granted an “insatiable and animated curiosity,” 

he glosses over these qualities and its potential to deter from “the main intrigue” to reiterate the 

work’s “profound originality, spontaneity, and sincerity” (12). This obsession with sincerity, 

whether that is the “sincerité enfantine,” “caprice” or “spontanéité,” points to the raw essentialism 

of the writer and his work. Brévié’s preface holds fast onto the autobiographical genre of the work 

to project his ability to be a promising writer in the future, Tùng’s talent “s’affirme dans une oeuvre 

personnelle, soutenu par d’aussi rare qualités, laisse bien augurer de la production future de ce 

jeune auteur [is demonstrated in this personal work, supported with such rare qualities, and 

promises the future production of the young writer].”  

 Reading within the context of colonial education, Karl Britto identifies Tùng to be the ideal 

colonial pupil, relying on France in order to reach his full potential as a man. (2004, 28) The way 

that Britto reads Tùng’s striking example of the internalization of the colonial education is not 

unlike the colonial officials who preface his work. Britto detects however an uncanny 

representation of France especially in the two essays at the end of the work. Entitled “Nostalgie de 

la France” and “Connaissance de la France” they refer to a France that exists only in the French 

lessons he was given as a child. Yet even as an ideal pupil, he was still afflicted by the struggles 

of his generation of French-educated youth. If we carefully consider the actual aspirations of the 

writer at this young age, for example, there are contradictions that reflect the concerns of Tùng’s 

generation. While he romanticizes and dreams about being a respected mandarin in the village, he 

is also keen on his French lessons and the possibility of going to France one day. Interestingly, this 

romanticized idea of France greatly contrasts with his disillusionment recorded in the postscript 

letter that concludes a later work, Bach Yên.  

 But to what extent do these essays and letters belong with the main text and can proximity 
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or distance give us an answer? A textual topography can be more inclusive of the different 

movements in the text that inform its interpretations. Formatted in italics, the same way as the 

prefacing text, these concluding essays and letters are set further away from the text itself. 

Inversely, there hardly seems to be any separation between the preface and Tùng’s beginning of 

the narrative, the former moving immediately into the latter. Furthermore, the title page announces 

the preface written by the French scholars, directly under the title of the work. If proximity and 

distance matters it is that they challenge the hard distinction between paratext and the main text, 

and, as a result, the voice of the colonial administrator becomes inseparable from the writer. Here, 

proximity and distance seem especially important, because it seems that these postscript essays 

afford the writer a new voice and perspective that at times even challenges or subverts the 

contextualization work done by the preface. Longing for a France that is limited to the writer’s 

imagination, which is what he writes in his concluding essays, contends with his own idolization.  

 

Language as topos  

 

 If the paratext presents this tension between what Watts calls the specified and the specific 

— the prefaces meant to specify and the text itself carrying out that specification — then the 

opening of Bach Yên, one of Tùng’s better known novels today, sets Tùng apart from his peers 

who choose French as their language of expression. Published with the midsize Parisian publisher 

Jean Susse in 1946, Jean Cocteau writes in the preface: 

M. Trần Văn Tùng est l’exemple type d’un lettré de L’Annam qui n’hésite pas à sortir du 
cortège et à rompre avec les rites ancestraux. Il se mêle à notre désordre. Il s’y jette comme 
un flux dans la mer et s’invente une nage qui relève plus de l’instinct de conservation, que 
d’une école. 
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[Mr. Trần Văn Tùng is the typical example of a scholar of Annam who does not hesitate to 
leave the crowd and break with the ancestral rites. He blends in with our disorder. He 
throws himself into it like a stream into the sea and invents a way of swimming that is more 
instinctual than stylistic.] 

 In fact, Tùng more accurately straddles the fine line between exceptional and exemplary: 

he is exceptional because he steps outside of the traditional Vietnamese molds, yet he is exemplary, 

for other colonial subjects, in his ability to “blend into French disorder.” As a Vietnamese 

Francophone writer, it is this tension between adaptability and distinction that makes him an 

important writer, not only for the French public and their understanding of Vietnam as a colonial 

possession, but to think about Vietnamese Francophone writers today and the space they occupy 

in French literature and culture. Cocteau perceives this navigation of literary politics in Tùng’s 

writing, seeing Tùng’s effort to stay afloat as less an aesthetic than an attempt at self-preservation.  

 In specifying, as Watts tries to show, the preface also raises a question of origin. Although 

Cocteau references Tùng’s Annamite identity, his preface doesn’t exactly know where to place 

Tùng or his Francophone text: “Sa langue française semble traduite de quelqu’autre langue qui 

n’est pas sa langue maternelle, mais celle d’une sorte de no man’s land entre l’ombre et la lumière. 

[His French language seemed translated from some other language that was not his mother tongue, 

but that of a sort of no-man’s land between light and darkness.]” For a French man who does not 

speak Vietnamese, it is strange that Cocteau claims to know that Tùng is not “translating” from 

his mother tongue. Translation, here, as Cocteau uses it, points to the origin of the text as being 

elsewhere, in this way still differentiating this Francophone work from other French works. It 

does not allow the possibility for Tùng to have internalized his French education, to have thought 

and conceived of his work within the French language.  But he is perceptive to ponder this 

question, precisely because of the language crisis that Tùng’s generation faces. This other language 

that is not quite the mother tongue is an indescribable topos, both place and topic, which Cocteau 
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resorts to calling a no man’s land. But as such, it is not an unoccupied land, it is on the contrary a 

contested territory. Thinking about language in this way necessitates the question, “Where, then, 

does Tùng write from?” this where pointing not only to a geographical place but an institutional 

categorization. The inability to identify where Tùng belongs according to his source of writing is 

symptomatic of the non-descript place these Francophone writers fall into not only at the time of 

Cocteau’s writing but also pertinent today.  Furthermore, the preface existing alongside the text 

puts this contestation of territory to the test.  In question within this no man’s land is not only the 

identity and origin of Tùng’s language and text, but also its ownership, occupation, and legitimacy. 

In referring to l’ombre and la lumière, Confucius and Zarathustra, Cocteau defers the conflict to 

the trite juxtaposition of East and West, yet the French writer’s preface nevertheless implicates 

him too within that conflict. In the same way that paratext has the capacity to frame the text and 

render it more comprehensible, talking around this contentious question nevertheless reveals 

implied meanings behind the message.  

 Understanding language as a topos reflects the spatial turn in humanities and social 

sciences in more recent decades, marked by works like Henri LeFebvre’s The Production of Space 

(1974, 1991) and Michel de Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday Life (1984). These writers more 

specifically privilege the discussion of spatialization, rather than space, pointing to the continuous 

process by which human activities construct and reconstruct spaces. Lefebvre specifically calls 

“(social) space a (social) product that has the capacity to also serve as a tool of thought and of 

action” (1991, 26). In relation to language, sociolinguist Christina Higgins has summarized that 

this seminal work “challenged the premise that space is a container for language, and instead 

asserted that space is the ongoing construction of human activities and practices” (2017, 102). This 

ongoing construction has everything to do with movement, which affords Higgins the possibility 
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to discuss linguistic changes in relation to migration and transnational movement, but it is not just 

that language practices are a result of individuals’ movement but that social spaces and trajectories 

can also be a way to understand language. If we take this model, in which language can first be 

understood through the repercussions of transnational shifts and currents, and that it is 

subsequently something continuously constructed, most likely a little different for each individual 

who each has their own rapport with the language, then we can fathom that the Vietnamese-

Francophone quality of the literature that emerges from Trần Văn Tùng is necessarily distinct from 

his mother tongue and from French.   

 To return to Cocteau and his search to define where it is Trần Văn Tùng writes from, the 

reason it is hard to identify is that place might not what we are concerned with at all, but space. De 

Certeau observes this distinction as the former being a specific location and the latter “composed 

of intersections of mobile elements.” In the same way that a classroom can have teachers, students, 

and learning materials all participating in the education process, which may or may not happen in 

that place, “space is a practiced place” (1974, 117). If it is only in writing that Tùng can construct 

and practice this space, it is necessarily exclusive from the French writer who cannot possibly 

know that space. This brings us back to the champ littéraire, in which movement and change are 

integral to better understanding the function of the champ. This constant flux disrupts the 

essentialist question of origin, because where this Vietnamese Francophone language becomes a 

space from and in which these writers can express themselves, it is not to be conflated with their 

ethnic Vietnamese identity.  

 

Mapping discourses onto women 
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 Indeed, in publishing this text in 1946, the very year where events escalated to the first 

Indochina War, Tùng’s Francophone text takes on political implications. What we will see in Bach 

Yên in particular is not only the paratext of the French man working to decode Tùng’s writing, but 

also the ways in which Tùng writes for a French audience. Descriptions that illustrate his love 

interest, Bach Yên, in a Western aesthetic make her more readable, and, therefore, someone to be 

liked and sympathized with: “Ses membres agiles, légèrement muscles, son corps élancé, ses seins 

bombés, sa démarche cadencée attestent qu’elle pratique à l’école et chez elle un peu d’exercice 

physique comme le font toutes les jeunes filles d’Annam modernes. [Her agile limbs, slightly 

muscular, her slender body, her rounded breasts, her rhythmic gait [all] attest that she does a little 

physical exercise at school and at home like all the young girls of modern Annam do]” (12). In 

this way, Tùng is able to use that coveted space of the Vietnamese female body, as well as that of 

the French novel, as a platform for his own political positions regarding Vietnam. Although it was 

published the year after the August revolution, it does not make any direct reference to the political 

event. Instead, it bears a number of cultural references, including the early Vietnamese novel, Tố 

Tâm (1925), by Hoàng Ngọc Phách, which is subtitled “Girl with a pure heart,” as well as the 

famous epic poem of Kim-Vân-Kiều, by Nguyễn Du, to make his instructive intervention.  

 Bach Yên, at first glance, is a love story between two young and educated individuals living 

in northern Vietnam, Van and Bach Yên. Their romance is complicated by a number of differences, 

including religion and social status. Both are also subject to arranged marriages set up by their 

family, Van to an official’s daughter, Hong, and Bach Yên, to a lawyer, Trung, whose very name 

means loyalty. Indeed, at its core and as the title suggests, the novel is a tale about fidelity. As 

Bach Yên is tested in her respect for her mother and traditional roles for women, Van is tested in 

his loyalty to his family and its traditions, to Bach Yên, and to Vietnam, his mother country.  In 
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the end, he forsakes all of these obligations by traveling to France and becoming a writer.  

 The novel begins and ends with two contemplations, each directed toward an important 

female figure, the first is a passionate expression of his love for Bach Yên, which opens the 

narrative and the second takes the form of a letter, addressed to his mother, written from France. 

Framing the story in this way, between two female pillars of tradition and modernity along with 

other female characters who punctuate Van’s decisions and possibilities throughout, Tùng’s novel 

posits change in relation to the Vietnamese woman, her body, position and role as the site in which 

modernization can be gauged. Tùng was not alone to personify the social progress of Vietnam on 

and within the body of the Vietnamese woman. Neo-Confucian scholars, for example, saw the 

liberated woman to be a sign of the changes in society gone too far. While women needed to be 

educated and literate to keep up with the changes happening around them, they would not be taught 

liberation or equality, which would lead them to reject the roles of wife and mother. To the 

Vietnamese intellectual Phạm Quỳnh, a proper education for middle class young girls was one that 

taught them just enough modern science and French and Chinese to make them suitable for 

husbands of the elite class and thereby ensure they would not be led astray from their moral 

obligations. This Confucian conscription of women in social expectations paved the way for 

Vietnamese post-mandarin writers to follow in the 1930s, in their own treatment of women in their 

work. Ben Tran complicates this inherited aesthetics however, because rather than relegating these 

women figures in post-mandarin literature to essentialist terms as either “representative of 

Vietnamese tradition or wholly reborn figures of European modernization,” these writers 

examined and tracked the transitions of the country within the very “prosaic settings in which 

women exercised their agency” (121). In other words, Tran’s work distinctly uses masculinity and 

femininity as a lens to view how nationalism and national culture was construed at this moment of 
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colonial modernity in the early 20th century.   

 For Trần Văn Tùng in this particular work, the discussion of new ideas for a national culture 

is concentrically surrounded by the interactions and relations of the female characters. The fate of 

Vietnam, that is, the discourse of nationalism is mapped onto women’s bodies and desires. While 

Tùng describes Bach Yên to be the perfect embodiment of two cultures—“Ses gestes, son 

maintien, son langage quoique moderne, conservent la couleur et les parfums de la tradition et du 

passé [Her gestures, her bearing, her language although modern, preserve the color and the 

fragrance of tradition and the past]” (12)—her role and status in the novel is also a site of 

contestation. Although she is no longer satisfied by the roles prescribed by traditional Vietnamese 

society, she is still greatly influenced by Van’s modern thinking, so that she is only free and 

modern within the limited space that Tùng and the protagonist provide her in her description and 

image. While she herself is aware that “traditionalists” critique young women like her, she counts 

on Van and their love for each other as deliverance, to “take her out of that hell.” The ceremonious 

and repetitive descriptions of Bach Yên as this embodiment of both worlds fixes her within that 

prescribed role and destiny, so that when she learns that Van has married the official’s daughter to 

fulfill the wishes of his parents, she commits suicide, becoming a martyr of that young modern 

love, that perfect encounter between East and West. Despite his last promise to Bach Yên to 

continue to fight for their love, Van soon after falls in love with the French woman, Elizabeth, 

whom he admits to have always captivated him from their first encounter. 

 This contestation between tradition and modernity in Bach Yên is a direct reflection of 

Van’s own dual obligations and personas, as a “Van de la campagne” and “Van de la ville” 

(Nguyen 2017, 68). As Giang-Huong Nguyen has observed, these two personas differ greatly in 

part due to the different topographies of the city and the countryside. In Hanoi, Van enjoys 
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numerous encounters, the open and public spaces of the city representing the liberty to make his 

own decisions, speak his thoughts and live his own life. Yet in the countryside, Van is rendered 

silent, unable but also unwilling to contend with his elders regarding Confucian tradition. When 

he returns on the verge of his father’s death, he is obedient and marries Hong anyway, even though 

he has promised Bach Yên, in Hanoi, to fight for their love.  It is not until the occasion of Bach 

Yên’s suicide that he quickly divorces his newly wedded wife and cuts ties with his family. Bach 

Yên, therefore, serves a translation of the protagonist’s own difficult navigation of Vietnamese 

identity, with her death empowering him to follow his impulse rather than his duty. 

 Bach Yên also facilitates the publicity of political ideas regarding Vietnamese youth and 

modernization. She is, for example, a sounding board for Van’s thoughts on social perceptions of 

youth. Lodged at the very center of Tùng’s novel, in the midst of Van’s romantic encounter with 

Bach Yên, is a declaration for this youth as a collective.  

 Chaque fois que je songe à notre société archaïque et à l’avenir de notre jeunesse, je suis 
plongé dans une colère extrême. Je n’accepte pas que notre génération soit ainsi ridiculisée, 
bafouée, honnie, et surveillé par ces vieux traditionalistes. Ça me fait mal au cœur chaque 
fois que j’entends dire que nous sommes tous les “rêveurs," des "déracinés," que notre 
génération est une "génération creuse", matérialiste, dépravée, sans idéal, sans âme…Tout 
le monde se fait une fausse gloire de nous critiquer, de nous blesser, de nous humilier, de 
nous salir. Toute monde s’érige en éducateur de la jeunesse ! Tout le monde veut être mage 
ici-bas ! Il n’y a que les jeunes gens qui se trompent. …Pourquoi le flambeau de la vie reste 
éternellement entre les mains des jeunes. A nous la parole ! A nous, la vie ! A nous, l’espoir, 
la joie, le bonheur ! A nous, la victoire ! Il nous faut un autre ciel, une autre terre, une 
société nouvelle !  

[Each time I think about our archaic society and the future of our youth, I am immersed in 
extreme anger. I do not accept that our generation is ridiculed, scorned, hated, and watched 
by these old traditionalists. It hurts my heart every time I hear that we are all “dreamers,” 
“uprooted,” that our generation is a "hollow generation,” materialistic, depraved, without 
ideal, without soul…Everyone obtains a false glory to criticize us, to hurt us, to humiliate 
us, to taint us…Everybody assumes the role of educating youth! Everyone wants to be a 
wise man here! Only the young people are mistaken…Why does the torch of life remain 
eternally in the hands of the young…It is up to us to speak! Life is ours! Hope, joy, 
happiness are ours! Victory is ours! We need another heaven, another earth, a new society!] 
(116) 



 
 
 

 
 
 

111 

The discourse on colonial relations or the encounter between French and Vietnamese culture is 

only secondary to this concern about Vietnam’s national culture and the place of Vietnamese youth 

within it. Embedded in this love story is a deeper concern for which these characters are 

mouthpieces in their specific social groups. Here, Bach Yên’s role is only secondary to the claims 

that Van makes, her questions and doubts prompting the protagonist to make his arguments. But 

later, when she does meet Elizabeth, it is Bach Yên who is able to make claims on behalf of modern 

Vietnamese women. 

—Mais est-ce que vos parents vous permettent, à vous, jeunes filles d’Annam, de vous 
exposer ainsi presque nues comme nous, aux yeux du public ? La morale de votre pays est 
extrêmement rigoureuse sur ce chapitre. 
— Ma grande sœur, tout n’est qu’une question de mode, d’habitude…Aujourd’hui, nous 
suivons votre exemple. Nous sommes devenues sportives… 
— Vous avez peut-être raison. Mais est-ce que vos parents vous laissent faire sans rien dire 
?  
—…Vous savez que si l’on était seule à faire le sport, ils peuvent vous empêcher, mais 
quand on est tout une génération, ils ne peuvent rien.  
 
[ — But do your parents allow you, young girls of Vietnam, to expose yourselves like this, 
almost naked like us, to the eyes of the public? The morality of your country is extremely 
strict in this regard. 
— My sister, this is all nothing but a question of fashion, of habit…Today, we follow your 
example. We have become athletic… 
— You are perhaps right. But do your parents let you do this without saying anything? 
— You know that if we were alone to be athletic, they can prevent us, but when we are an 
entire generation, there’s nothing they can do.] (163) 
 

This juxtaposition between Bach Yên and Elizabeth is a measure of women’s social positions in 

Vietnam at the time. While Bach Yên is modern, she is still not as modern and free as Elizabeth 

(only presque nues comme [elle]), who seems to view the morale of Vietnam to be especially 

rigorous when it comes to the display of female sexuality. Interchanging this question of female 

overexposure with sport, Bach Yên’s response shows just how much modernity overlaps with 

sexuality, and how much these discourses can be mapped onto her body. Further, she calls upon 

the power of the masses, which is an entire generation subject to change. 
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 Inscribed on the female body and her position is therefore a social discourse that supports 

the protagonist’s stance on a new generation of Vietnamese youth. The mise en abyme of bodies - 

both textual and physical - that Tùng sets up in Bach Yên disrupts the topos, that is the place, of 

where meaning can be found in this work, lodged a little bit everywhere throughout the work. 

“Everything is but a question of fashion, of habit,” Bach Yên says as she defends the difference 

between the conservative Vietnamese tradition and that of the French. Similar to reading language 

as topos, this mise en abyme moves around the question of origin, the layers of text around text 

surround one another, blend periphery with center, and blur the boundaries between text and 

paratext.  What is to be considered paratext in this case, if his novel itself is a package wrapped 

around this discourse of modernity and nationalism? In the larger sense of para as that which 

surrounds, modifies, and protects, Tùng’s work presents his message regarding the role of youth 

in the nation’s future in such a way that it can enter into mainstream French literary and intellectual 

consciousness. 

 The fidelity that is mentioned in Bach Yên’s title takes on a new meaning, to include 

patriotism to Vietnam. As Ben Tran writes very poignantly, “The post-mandarin representations 

of women not only registered the writers’ concerns about shifting gender roles and relationships 

during colonial modernity, but they were also an occasion to reflect on their burgeoning national 

identity: what it means to be Vietnamese” (2017, 120). Tran’s broadened understanding of 

nationalism and national culture is also greatly informed by Frantz Fanon, which culminated “not 

only with a revolutionary and national literature but also with a ‘new history of man’ a culture of 

a new humanism” (7). It is striking the extent to which this humanism reappears, becoming as 

important for Trần Văn Tùng as it was for Fanon to rethink the colonial relationship. While Fanon 

perceives the colonial relationship as an irreversible violence, in its imposition of language, culture 
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and political power, he nevertheless imagines a utopic possibility in which the Black Man and the 

White Man no longer exist as such, but as humans. Similarly, for Tùng, the possibility of putting 

the French and the Vietnamese on a same plane in which they were both searching for a basic 

human right to exist freely made the colonial relationship worth reevaluating. These sentiments 

are already paving the way for a major shift in Tùng’s works, not necessarily in his message, but 

in its presentation. 

 

Transitions toward a political and humanist cause 

 

 The publication of Bach Yên in 1946 marked an important political moment for France and 

Vietnam. Moving from French Empire to French Union, the constitution drafted by the Fourth 

Republic and officially promulgated in October 27, 1946, was a result of numerous conferences 

and meetings, drafts and referendums. Yet while this union was a goal in the French imaginary, 

the events on the ground did not point to such clear conclusions. The Imperial Conference at 

Brazzaville in 1944 had already revealed major divisions between those who wanted “self-

government within a federal framework” and those who wanted “assimilation into a unified State” 

(Julien 1950, 493). Between these two political statuses, how independent a state could be within 

the Union remained unclear. In March 1945, De Gaulle’s government announced plans for a 

French Union that included the Indochinese Federation. By omitting the term “independent” in his 

declaration, however, De Gaulle implied that while the five parts of Indochina could enjoy local 

autonomy, the French would still hold on to economic, military and political power. In March 

1946, Hồ Chí Minh agreed with French negotiators in Hanoi to recognize Vietnam as a “free state” 

as well as the reunification of Tonkin, Annam and Cochinchina. This seemed to Hồ Chí Minh one 
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step closer to achieving independence, until the Paris government refused to recognize these March 

accords, deeming them merely as a “local agreement” that was settled in the distant colonial 

territory. Hồ Chí Minh then went to France that summer to negotiate directly with the Paris 

government. After the end of the Fontainebleau Conference, he signed a modus vivendi in 

September 1946 that supposedly indicated a way for continued negotiations. The implications of 

this document was especially practical for Hồ Chí Minh, because in speaking for Vietnam as a 

whole, he earned his government more legitimacy. Within a few months, however, the antagonism 

on both sides escalated to open fighting, beginning in the sea port of Hai Phong. 

 The fighting that took course over the next few years was characterized by uneven 

convictions – Vietnam fighting for independence, and France for reconquest, though what the latter 

meant in the wake of these past negotiations was still ambiguous. It was important to France to 

find an alternative to the existing Hanoi government that was both nationalist and anti-communist. 

This cued the reinsertion of former monarch Bảo Đại into the situation as a possible solution. Bảo 

Đại, who had been living in France, would lead the French-sponsored Vietnamese state, in 

opposition to the Viet Minh. As a condition for his return, Bảo Đại was able to secure some 

concessions from the Paris government, and in March 1949, President Vincent Auriol of France 

and Bảo Đại signed an agreement that would transfer the administrative powers from France to 

the Vietnamese government thereby making it an associated state. But given so many factors – the 

division of Vietnamese governments, the saga of negotiations back and forth in the last few years, 

and the unwillingness of civil servants to hand over power to the nationalists – these complexities 

did not help to actualize Vietnamese independence.  

 By 1950, the war had taken an international turn with these nationalist alternatives pitched 

against the rise of communism. Tùng himself was an avid supporter of nationalism along these 
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lines. He incorporated republican ideals of humanism and liberty into this strand of nationalism, 

and he soon took his politics to the international level. He attended the Eleventh Conference of the 

Institute of Pacific Relations in Lucknow in October 1950 as a delegate, discussing “Nationalism 

in Asia” with the United States, Canada, the Netherlands, and other Southeast Asian countries 

(Chancellor 1951). He was then elected in September 1952 as a member of the Conseiller de 

L’Union Française and Vice President of the Comité de l’information de l’Assemblé de l’Union. 

And as we will see, the three consecutive works published by Tùng beginning in 1950 with 

Editions de La Belle Page were no longer concerned with the colonial possession ‘Annam” but 

with the political fate of Vietnam as “une patrie au rang des nations libres” (1950, 38).  

 While the orientation of these later texts shift slightly, the presentation and paratextual 

elements remain as pertinent as they did in Tùng’s earlier works. The prefaces, for example, 

continue to come from important figures in the political and literary field. Le Vietnam face à son 

destin (1950) is prefaced by René Cassin, Vice President of the Conseil d’Etat, Le Vietnam au 

combat (1951) opens with a word from the editors of La Belle Page as well as a short lettre-préface 

from Georges Lecomte, Secrétaire Perpétuel of the Académie Française, and finally, Le Vietnam 

et sa civilisation (1952) includes a seven-page Avertissement entitled “Qu’est-ce que le Vietnam” 

also written by the editors. These three works also share similar formats, illustrated in the three 

“Tables des Matières” below.  



 
 
 

 
 
 

116 

 

 
Figure 3. Tables de matières. (Top to bottom) Le Vietnam face à son destin (1950), Le Vietnam et sa 

civilization (1952), Le Vietnam et au combat (1951) 
 
  Gradually, with the publication of Le Vietnam au combat and Le Vietnam et sa civilization, 

these French figures would occupy less space, making way for the editors of La Belle Page, who 
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would remain anonymous in the publication of the text. Georges Lecomte took up a few lines for 

example in the 1951 publication, only to reiterate what Cassin wrote the previous year. In the final 

text of the three, the opening preface is an abridged history of Vietnam and no longer the voice of 

a colonial or French official. We do not know much about who it is that wrote this abridged history, 

but it draws on a similar national narrative that we have seen with Đào Đăng Vỹ in the first chapter, 

that is, with the myths of reunification and a thousand-year history. I believe this transition was 

necessary as Vietnam was no longer under a tutelary relationship with France, and, as a result, the 

literary production needed to be packaged in a way that demonstrated this independence. 

 Here I want to return specifically to the paratextual elements of the first of the three texts, 

Le Vietnam face à son destin, to analyze the various attributes within this transition. In addition to 

the title page and the announcement of the prefacer, a close-up portrait of a pensive Trần Văn Tùng 

takes up the entirety of the opposite page.  The author is evidently in Western dress and his stern 

gaze is removed, looking into the distance. Richard Watts has read the inclusion of author 

photographs, and particularly the semiotics of Western dress, as confounding the image of the 

indigenous writer but also as reproducing the colonial ethnographic gaze (2005, 33).  That is, even 

without knowing who the writer is, his name and photograph suffice to illustrate his identity within 

the Francophone colonial context. The image here presents Trần Văn Tùng as an intellectual first 

and foremost, which confirms the safe material of his text, in which la pensée, la poésie, and la 

politique coincide. The writer does not concern himself with the politics in which the French are 

directly implicated, such as decolonization, but one regarding a progressive, humanist, nationalist, 

and most importantly, distant Vietnam.  
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Figure 4. Portrait of Trần Văn Tùng and title page to Le Vietnam face à son destin. 

 

 In this light, including René Cassin as a prefacer is an interesting choice. The Jewish lawyer 

had been a delegate to the League of Nations until 1938 and was an avid supporter of human rights. 

He joined the Free French in London along with Charles De Gaulle at the beginning of the Second 

World War, and it was there that he began reflecting on the droits de l’homme in relation to world 

events. He was also an advocate for restoring a liberal nation-state after the war that would reverse 

the loss of the Crémieux laws (Moyn 2016). After De Gaulle’s administration was reinstated, 

instead of taking a ministerial position he opted for the Conseil d’état, which gave him the space 

to extend his work on human rights to an international level.  He was one of the drafters for the 
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Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 for which he would in fact win a Nobel Peace 

Prize twenty years later. At the time of writing Tùng’s preface in 1950, he was freshly committed 

to internationalizing human rights, making resounding parallels between the Vietnamese case of 

rebuilding a society that fulfills its people and their freedoms and the case for human rights:  

Ne savons-nous pas par notre propre expérience, combien l’apprentissage ou le 
réapprentissage de la liberté est difficile, quels pièges, quelles tentations doivent venter ou 
repousser les plus modestes citoyens comme les chefs les plus élévés, s’ils veulent que 
l’Etat neuf ou renouvelé ne soit pas une simple façade derrière laquelle une oligarchie 
commande pour son seul profit, mais au contraire un milieu de progrès ordonné, propre à 
l’épanouissement des personnes et des libertés?  

Do we not know from our own experience how much the learning or relearning of liberty 
is difficult, what pitfalls, what temptations must blow away or repulse the most modest 
citizens as the highest ranking leaders, if they want the new or renewed State to not be a 
simple facade behind which an oligarchy rules for its sole gain, but on the contrary a milieu 
of progress, appropriate to the fulfillment of individuals and of liberties? (xii) 

Given Cassin’s own experience and observation of World War II events as well as his own 

investment in Jewish emancipation, he makes a direct connection between the oligarchy of Nazism 

and that of the rising Communist Party in Vietnam. This kind of preface does not frame Tùng so 

much as an exemplary Francophone writer or colonial pupil, as it does as an ally with a similar 

“human call for responsibility” (xiii). This nationalism that was as universal in this sense as it was 

specific to Vietnam, “attaché par toutes ses fibres à la terre natale” changes the way that Tùng’s 

advocacy for nationalism could be understood. It was not sufficient to have sovereignty over one’s 

country, it had to also respect the democratic and personal liberties of its people. In this sense, the 

Vietnamese anticommunist cause is brought to an international level, where the welfare of humans 

in general is at stake.  

 This Western idea of universality as exemplified in Cassin’s effort to internationalize 

human rights was met with criticism, however, and most often with the opposing argument of 
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cultural relativism. If culture was to be understood in relation to the dispositions available within 

that culture and not against another, how could an international standard for human rights be 

possible? To this critique, Glenda Sluga has responded that such reduction of les droits de l’homme 

to a conflict between cultural relativism and universalism ignores the history in which these droits 

emerged. Sluga writes, furthermore, that  

 The simultaneous universalism and Frenchness of les droits de l’homme espoused by 
Cassin, along with its difficult relationship with the process of decolonization, tells a 
complex story about the transition from individual rights to the rights of ‘peoples,’ from 
the cosmopolitanism of empires and a new internationalism, and the return…to the political 
supremacy of state-centrism and cultural nationalism. (2011, 122) 

 
That is, Cassin’s engagement and advocacy of human rights in the 20th century demonstrates the 

vagaries behind the career of human rights as an international ideal. Even though the perspective 

that Cassin took regarding these rights was distinctly French in its origin, his interaction with other 

members of the United Nations’ Human Rights Commission challenged these European ideas with 

considerations of gender and cosmopolitanism. Writing this preface for Trần Văn Tùng in 1950 

included Vietnam in a larger discussion that opened Tùng to a larger readership beyond the 

Vietnamese, and even beyond literary intellectuals. In offering Tùng the legitimacy for his strand 

of nationalism, one imbued with humanistic ideas, this preface nevertheless functioned 

symbiotically by also giving Cassin a case to promote his agenda for human rights. 

 Aside from Cassin’s preface, there is an attachment at the very end of the text that is cut and 

glued to one of the last pages listing “Quelques opinions sur M. Trần Văn Tùng, poète d’Asie.” 

Featuring members of the Académie Française, including Georges Guyau and Georges Lecomte 

once again, as well as writers from major Parisian journals like Le Monde and Depêche de Paris, 

the writer is praised for his “rare” talent as a poet comparable to that of Walt Whitman. These 

comments are initially curious because the text, at its core, is a collection of essays that is 
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surrounded only by verse. And yet, upon reading, the figure of the poet and la poésie are 

everywhere in the text. In fact, following Cassin’s preface are a few poems from other Vietnamese 

writers, including the author himself. For the first time, the French men’s words are therefore not 

the only framing matter.   

  The significance of the poet and his role in society is foregrounded by the author himself, 

in the very beginning in a preliminary note (whose pagination continues from the preface) called 

Poésie et politique.  It is the poet who is superior to the rest of man, who has the capacity to lead 

the rest of the masses in this perpetual progress (xxv) and it is the poet who inhabits the present, 

that is, the coinciding of past and future. Poetry and politics are inextricably tied, by temporality 

and by purpose: “Là où se donne rendez-vous le passé et l’avenir, là où le rêve et la réalité se 

marient, l’homme d’état et le poète se retrouvent! [Where the past meets the future, where dream 

and reality coincide, the statesman and the poet come together again!]” (xxiv). The portrait, the 

preface and the accolades all point to Trần Văn Tùng as being that poet, and the role he assumes 

within contemporary politics. 

 

 In taking on the interpretation of paratext in this chapter, we raised a number of important 

questions: What does the inclusion of these textual elements do for our reading of the text as a 

whole? Can we consider these confined spaces instrumental for an expression of liberty? Where 

negotiation of meaning and ownership was more prominent in Trần Văn Tùng’s earlier texts, such 

as in Rêves d’un campagnard and Bach Yên, the particular paratextual elements that Trần Văn 

Tùng solicit and include here work in concert with one another to reinforce a single message in 

the text.  With respect to the expression of liberty, Trần Văn Tùng seems to have his own 

contemplation of the idea, which can be found again at the very core of the text: 
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A t’elle jamais existé, la liberté absolue? Grands enfants que nous sommes, nous la 
poursuivons, dans la nuit des temps; merveilleuse comme l’ombre de la lune, elle nous 
échappe, s’éloigne de nous, chaque fois que nous croyons l’avoir entre les mains! Y’a-t-il 
un homme intégralement libre? Le fait même de vivre, d’accepter de vivre dans une famille, 
dans une ville, dans une société, le fait d’exister constitue lui-même un lien, un 
engagement, une compromission dont on ne peut se défaire qu’avec l’évanouissement de 
notre être! L’homme est né recouvert de chaînes!  
 
Has it ever existed, absolute freedom? Like children, we pursue it in the mists of time; 
marvelous as the shadow of the moon, it escapes us, moves away from us every time we 
think we have it in our hands! Is there an entirely free man? The very fact of living, of 
accepting to live in a family, in a city, in a society, the fact of existing constitutes in itself 
a bond, an engagement, a compromise that can only be undone with the fading of our being! 
Man is born covered with chains! (33) 
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IV 

Prodigal sons and the predicament of the déraciné 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Mother: My dear son, while you’ve been 
away studying for four years overseas, your 
father has died. I’ve been alone here 
dreaming all the time of your return. 
Son: Chère Maman, chère Maman, réjouis-
toi, me voici arrive. 
Mother: Oh dear God! Has my son gone 
mad? Poor boy! This is your mother! 
 

 

In the Vietnamese journal Phong Hoá (Customs) in August 1932, a cartoon depicts a 

reunion of a mother and son at a Vietnamese port. The mother is in a traditional áo dài, the son in 

Western garb. Upon his return from France, he greets his mother with a warm “‘réjouis-toi’ I have 

returned,” and yet the mother, confused, exclaims, “Has my son gone mad? This is your mother!” 

Despite calling out to him in the beginning, as soon as he speaks, she seems to unrecognize him. 

And unable to understand her son by the language he uses, it would be the mother who does not 

recognize her son, not the other way around, and yet she is the one reminding him who she is.  

How can we begin to understand the peculiar disjunction in the mother’s reaction and why 

would the cartoonist portray this imagery? First, it is possible that the mother assumes her 

incomprehension is reciprocal, and that if she doesn’t recognize her son, then he too must also not 

recognize her. Considering the fact that Phong Hoá was a journal that was progressive and forward 

Figure 5. “The return of the sophisticate” 
(Phong Hóa, 18 August 1932) 
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in its thinking, the cartoon may not only be a representation of the rift between two generations, 

but also the older generation’s perception of the youth and disavowal of their own discomfort 

regarding the youth’s transformation. But the mother’s inability to recognize, or the sudden 

unrecognition her son, tells us more than just this refusal that is typical of her tradition-preserving 

generation. That is, the French-educated son’s greeting in the foreign language, potentially due to 

his inability to greet the mother in Vietnamese, not only makes him a different person, it presumes 

that he also sees her differently. If indeed she does not recognize her son, it is her own projected 

reflection that is reversed and that she sees and believes, so that what she does not recognize 

becomes something that does not recognize her. “This is your mother!” becomes the inverse of 

“Who are you and what have you done with my son?”  

There is more to this cartoon than the juxtaposition of generations and themes that we 

observe to be immediately true, in apparent juxtapositions we have seen in many other works 

written in the 1930s and 1940s in Vietnam for example. I’m referring to writers such as the Self-

Reliant Literary Group who contributed to Phong Hoá, who took the opposition of East and West, 

Tradition and Modernity, as common themes for their work.39 Here, I’m interested particularly in 

the transformation of identity and of perception that becomes most evident upon the return of the 

Vietnamese student from abroad. What is striking about this encounter is the mother’s assumption 

that her son is unchanged, so that her unrecognition of him is also an initial misrecognition, or 

méconnaissance. What I refer to as méconnaissance bears the trace of colonial relations and 

misunderstandings, and yet extends into the very home of the Vietnamese student to affect the 

                                                
39 Nhất Linh’s Đoạn Tuyệt (Breaking Ties) (1935) is a known example as well as Nguyễn Công Hoan’s direct 
response to it in Cô Giáo Minh (Miss Teacher Minh) (1936). See Martina Nguyen’s dissertation, “The Self-
Reliant Literary Group (Tự Lực Văn Đoàn): Colonial Modernism in Vietnam, 1932-1941,” for more on this 
group. 
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filial cords that reinforce Vietnamese society, as well as the way the Vietnamese student sees 

himself.  It is the self-analysis of the Vietnamese who returns and wonders “why do I feel like a 

foreigner in my own home?” 

As the title of this cartoon might suggest, this “return of the sophisticate” conveys the 

recurring trope of the prodigal son to his native country.40 And like the Vietnamese versions that I 

will continue to discuss – Phạm Văn Ký’s Frères de sang (1947) and Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s “La 

parabole de l’enfant prodigue,” in his Sourires et Larmes d’une jeunesse (1937) – it is a variation 

of the biblical parable in the Book of Luke (15:11–32).  

Frères de sang (1947) was Phạm Văn Ký’s first novel, published by Editions du Seuil 

about seven years after his arrival in France. Its title, Blood Brothers suggests a focus on the three 

brothers in question, the unnamed narrator, his best friend Lệ Tâm with whom he is bounded by a 

mysterious blood ritual, and his biological brother of the same parents, Hổ. It opens with the 

unnamed narrator who returns to his village in Vietnam after more than ten years of living in 

France. While the reason for his return is to find Lệ Tâm, who was recently blinded in an accident, 

his homecoming is also marked by the task of “reconciling with the village” (23). Each of the three 

brothers represent an aspect of the Vietnamese society during this tumultuous time period before 

the Japanese Occupation in Vietnam. Lệ Tâm, despite his blindness, is a Daoist and a scholar of 

literary Chinese, while Hổ is characterized by his young age, fervent anger and an energy directed 

toward the Vietnamese revolution. This leaves the narrator, French-educated and no longer a 

member of the village society, who returns but is not quite “at home” (20). In addition to Hổ, 

Frères de sang also features other familial characters. The father, holding the highest position in 

                                                
40 This title is given by Greg Lockhart in his Broken Journey: Nhat Linh’s Going to France and is actually not 
found in the original Phong Hoá image. 
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the village is powerful and tyrannical, and continues to be a trying aspect of the narrator’s return. 

He surveils Hổ to prevent any revolutionary behavior, but also their younger sister Định, who 

challenges traditionally prescribed roles for women by teaching the cook’s daughter to read. Định 

is countered by another sister, Cơ, who embodies the very traditional roles Định works against. 

The narrator’s return is marked by a number of conscious reflections on his French education, his 

role and place within the village, and his relationship to the people in it. As events in the village 

unfold, particularly in the departures of Định and Hổ, the order sealed by the father’s authority 

begins to dissolve. The narrator is left to contemplate his relationship with both brothers, Lệ Tâm 

and Hổ, who each move on from the village society in their own respective ways. 

Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s text, published almost ten years before Frères de Sang is lodged 

in the middle of a collection of stories, essays and poems of Vietnamese youth abroad. The short 

story focuses on the psychological tumult of the prodigal son, which begins as soon as he returns 

home. Even though the return prompts the narrative, this version of the parable does not follow a 

plot line with characters and events. Instead, over the course of an imagined dialogue between two 

brothers, we learn of the emotional tortures negotiated within the prodigal son. It is not clear if the 

dialogue is between the prodigal son and his older or younger brother, and eventually ends with 

the prodigal son resolving to take a second departure. For readers of André Gide, these two 

Francophone narratives are especially familiar as they bear remarkable resemblance to Gide’s 

1907 version of the parable, Le retour de l’enfant prodigue. Gide’s story takes the return as a 

catalyst to the narrative, and focuses on dialogues between the prodigal son and his family, adding 

the mother and a younger son into the list of characters.  In this way, the story deviates from its 

religious origins, and like the cartoon, removes the significant role of the father as well as the 

implication of the return as being itself the resolution.  
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The Vietnamese version of this narrative is not about repentance. Without the implied 

source of forgiveness, the father loses his clemency and the reconciliation that the son supposedly 

seeks is not immediately granted nor possible. In fact, in these Vietnamese versions, the father 

figure does not quite incarnate forgiveness nor the possibility of reconciliation. Instead, like the 

reality of the Vietnamese situation, the literary representation of the father in Frères de sang 

portrays him and his generation as an obstacle to freedom, as a figure of discipline, authority, and 

oppression in Vietnamese culture. In the image but also in Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s short text, the 

father plays a very small role, if he isn’t practically absent, and it is this absence that is 

consequential. Similarly, in Frères de Sang, the father is not the first person the son encounters 

and remains someone who vies, failingly, for his son’s obedience. Filial duty therefore exceeds 

the relationship with the father, to the village, to fraternity and to something that the imagery of 

elderly Vietnamese women represents so well: Vietnamese culture and tradition. If reconciliation 

is possible, it is not with the father that the son must settle things; he does not only have to make 

peace with the country he’s left behind and returned to, but also the role and responsibility 

attributed to him by both tradition and modernity, as well as the competing French and Vietnamese 

aspects of his identity.  

 These Vietnamese adaptions of the parable, including the imagined returns in Phạm Văn 

Ký’s novel and Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s short story, provide perspectives into the idiosyncrasies of 

the Vietnamese return from abroad. They contribute in particular to the main engagement in this 

chapter, that is, the value of language in the identification of self and others. Identification, here, 

is more specifically the (re)connaissance of self and others, which I define to be both the ability 

to perceive and understand. This framework allows us to broach the juxtaposition of temporalities 

that occurs in the event of a return, for example. The expectation of a person or a place to remain 
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unchanged from the time of separation assumes that time in relation to that person or place stops. 

The ability to understand is therefore inhibited by a misperception, which I have determined earlier 

as méconnaissance. It also allows us to subsequently think about subjectivity and self-formation 

in relation to the language one uses. In this context of return, subjectivity is especially complicated 

by the doubling question of identity, the “Who are you?” asked by the external regard, and the 

inherent “Who am I?” that one must already ask oneself. And more broadly, the value of language 

in identification is expressed through a play on both sight and sound, of visual and aural aspects 

of comprehension and knowledge. In this vein, connaissance is incomplete with just one or the 

other—visual perception being insufficient to determine the truth—and is analogous to how both 

are relevant to the knowledge system that is Vietnamese writing.  

 

The prodigality of Vietnamese youth 

 

The proverbial prodigal son taken as a trope outside of religion to describe Vietnamese 

youth, is not an uncommon phenomenon: it is a Western allegory that has been interpreted and 

reiterated in many forms and mediums. Maurice Durand has collected over 400 original images in 

his Imagerie populaire du Vietnam (2011), of which he has included the following two 

interpretations related to the trope.  
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Alone, the lavish extravagancy of the term “prodigal” would hardly describe the situations of the 

Vietnamese youth, even abroad. The closest expression of popular usage might be “Công Tử Bột” 

in the North or “Công Tử Bạc Liêu” in the South.41 But if these titles bore deeper meaning, they 

might only be light-hearted critiques of social class, and referred to protected children of the elite, 

as opposed to the adventurous younger brother who defies social norms and responsibilities. 

More recently, the meaning implied in the expression “the prodigal son” in the Vietnamese 

context refers specifically to the context of departure and return in the 20th century. For Nguyễn 

Mạnh Tường, who was himself a Vietnamese student abroad in France for seven years, his 

representation might be due to the comforting identification of a lost son and his accepted return. 

Never once does the proverbial parable delve into the specific reasons why the son decides to leave 

because the parable was never meant to be about the son. Similarly, the way that Phạm Văn Ký 

employs the term – in both imagined and actual returns, as in Frères de Sang and Le Défi 

                                                
41 Công Tử Bột is an expression that refers to “pretty boys” or spoiled sons, while Công Tử Bạc Liêu alludes to 
the sons of rich families who lived in the province of Bạc Liêu during the French colonial era. 

Figure 6. "Money makes everything possible" and “Generational conflict” 
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Vietnamien respectively – defies the proverbial meanings. Without the father figure or the promise 

of unconditional generosity and forgiveness that he represents, these versions linger on the 

sentiments that were supposed to be but were never absolved: guilt and shame. Such sentiments 

remind us of the very first and ultimate transgression of the son in the parable, in which asking for 

one’s portion of the inheritance is tantamount to wishing for the father’s death. In Vietnam’s 

Buddhist and Confucian society, there was no God who would secure forgiveness, and yet there 

continued to be sons who felt the need to leave their homes heading for the metropole. In such a 

context, the expression transformed so that in addition to the departure and challenges the prodigal 

son faced, betrayal and its collateral companions, guilt and shame, were also fundamental to its 

definition in the Vietnamese sense.  

  The meaning of this expression becomes more specific when used by historians: rather 

than prodigies that the Vietnamese crowd was welcoming home, these were “prodigal sons.” These 

young men were not necessarily equipped with new sciences and knowledge, nor were such assets, 

if acquired, readily applicable to Vietnamese society. Their departure was intended for a different 

kind of learning, as posited by Huynh Kim Khanh and afterward by Hue-Tam Ho Tai: “the 

Vietnamese radical of the 1920s … left the home of his elders, intellectually and often physically, 

in search of political knowledge” (Huynh 1982, 51-2). What strikes me about this portrayal of the 

prodigal son trope is that it represents a particular historiographical development in writing 

Vietnamese history, granting purchase to a certain idea of Vietnam youth that, though not 

inaccurate, is also not a complete image. The particular profile that Huynh illustrates here, while 

distinct from other radicals in other places, does not account for the intellectuals outside of this 

revolution trajectory. It is therefore useful to consider narratives such as Frères de sang, which 

reflect another reality of the prodigal son upon his return. While the narrative includes the budding 
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Vietnamese revolutionary as represented in the younger brother Hổ, he is balanced by Lệ Tâm, the 

Daoist best friend who rejects all earthly preoccupations, and of course, the perplexed, French-

educated, narrator.  

Apart from societal expectations, did the youth going abroad know what they were in for 

as they boarded ships to the metropole? By ruling out that this youth left their home on “capricious 

explorations,” (Huynh 51) we assume that these sons left and returned with purpose, even if they 

were not prodigies. But if we remember Nhất Linh’s narrative of his travel to France, Going to 

France, serialized in the aforementioned Phong Hoá, the luxury of going abroad was satirized and 

the narrator returned home as lost as he was before he left. He writes under the guise of Lang Du, 

who only manages to secure a place on the ship by sheer luck without any planning, is then 

mesmerized by the French metro and French interactions, fascinations that only in arriving and 

seeing for himself could he have appreciated. And as Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s narrative reveals, the 

prodigal son who prepares to leave a second time, does not go in search for, but rather leaves to 

escape from: “Je ne pars pas à la recherché du bonheur. Je vais là bas parce que je ne peux rester 

ici. [I’m not going there to look for happiness. I’m going because I cannot stay here]” (1937, 77). 

Or similarly, at the very sight of his house for example, the narrator in Frères de sang, “was filled 

with an urge to escape no matter where, anywhere far from the trap of the family” (3). Perhaps 

only a handful of youth set off with such an intent, searching for a “rescue mission” implied in 

earlier usage of the trope. Or, at least, what they sought after might simply have been an immediate 

freedom from their household and not one foreseen for a nation. The idea that this youth could 

have premeditated reasons for leaving imposes a historical responsibility on the youth, which these 

Francophone intellectuals dedicate so much time to escape from, is similar to previous generations 

expecting prodigies from their departed sons.  
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 Though seemingly trite, the imagery of the prodigal son is a valuable metaphor for the 

excesses of Vietnamese society in the early 20th century. The prodigal son has at his disposable 

newfound liberties, what Vietnamese intellectual Đào Đăng Vỹ once characterized as “a delicate 

problem” comparable to that of Rabelais’ era, where “la curiosité intellectuelle est, chez quelques 

uns presque une tentation, où l’ambition de savoir dépasse toutes les bornes [intellectual curiosity 

is for some, almost a temptation, where the ambition to know surpasses every limit]” (1938, 84). 

Moving away from the political prodigal sons put forth by earlier scholars on radicalism in 

Vietnam, I want to fill in the narrative to account for the other Vietnamese youth who were not 

bound for this revolution trajectory. We might wonder for example about the very emerging 

Vietnamese intellectuals who write these narratives, who would eventually find themselves writing 

in French and integrating within the different cultural context of the metropole. Furthermore, what 

remains central to these literary, Francophone versions of the biblical parable is that they stage the 

context in which a Vietnamese intellectual becomes aware of himself as he returns to his native 

land, taking away the implied automatism and naturalness of being a native. Any essentialism of 

nationality or nationhood is challenged and replaced with apprehension and negotiation. Torn 

between his inherited culture and the knowledge he acquires abroad, the Vietnamese intellectual 

must then reconcile competing referents of identity.  

Opening his short story with an epigraph from Blaise Pascal,42 which emphasizes that one’s 

view can change based on position but also in one’s own regard [par d’autres côtés, mais avec 

d’autres yeux], Nguyễn Mạnh Tường points to a transformation in the way the Vietnamese youth 

thinks. Not only does he see things differently (Can’t you see, it’s me your mother?), but he is 

                                                
42 “Non seulement nous regardons les choses par d'autres côtés, mais avec d’autres yeux, nous n’avons garde de 
les trouver pareilles.” [We view things not only from different sides, but with different eyes; we have no wish to 
find them alike.] Pensées, 1670. 
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aware of it, and realizes that the different – old and new – viewpoints remain irreconcilable. 

“Quelle épreuve dangereuse que de se revoir!” he quotes (1937, 70). How dangerous is it to be 

reunited [se revoir], but also to see oneself again [se re-voir] for it only makes more prevalent the 

competing realities in question. 

 

Modern betrayals 

 

Apart from leaving his home, the Vietnamese youth were already charged with a number 

of transgressions that were not only unforgivable, but irreversible. In 1919, Phạm Quỳnh wrote 

that the new generation of Vietnamese, especially those going abroad, were likely to become 

déraciné, that is, removed from their Vietnamese civilization without being successfully planted 

within the European one. While some have argued against Phạm Quỳnh, claiming for example that 

men are not trees to be uprooted, or that the scholar was just a neo-Confucian conservative 

unwilling to accept change, his idea of déracination implied a break in filial ties that was not 

entirely inaccurate. As a member of that older generation himself, he attributed responsibility to 

the youth and therefore saw them culpable when it came to this cultural disconnection. It is 

important to nuance however that Phạm Quỳnh’s view on déracination was only part of a larger 

break that was taking place. That is, his preoccupation concerned the French educated and French 

speaking youth, meanwhile, he himself was a proponent of the break from Chinese vestiges in 

Vietnam - including its examination system and Chinese characters - and creating a veritable 

Vietnamese culture. While Phạm Quỳnh’s view was limited, it wasn’t far off from some of the 

issues the youth were facing. It is as Hue Tam Ho Tai suggests, Phạm Quỳnh merely 

underestimated the extent of Vietnam’s cultural crisis, and overlooked how much the Vietnamese 
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youth, born into that crisis, experienced the “maelstrom of change” (1992, 53). 

Filial betrayal in other words, extends in the Vietnamese context of the 20th century to 

represent the cultural, linguistic and temporal break that is not only inherent in leaving for the 

metropole, but was consecrated in the emergence of this particular generation, beneficiaries of a 

new education system. This new education system meant more than a shift to a formation under 

colonial policies; it signaled entire writing and knowledge systems implied in the cultural and 

literacy transitions from ideogram to alphabet.43 As scholars of the education of Vietnamese youth 

in the 20th century have shown, the implementation of Franco-indigenous schools was a way to 

exercise control over the education of colonized youth. (Kelly 1982, Tran 2013). This political 

caution resulted in the elimination of small scale classes that taught Chinese characters in order to 

centralize schools in more urban areas and its curricula. This shift, implemented by the French but 

thoroughly supported by the Vietnamese intellectuals, was also due to the prejudiced assumptions 

of Chinese characters as being old fashioned, out dated and reminiscent of Chinese domination. 

To complicate this transition from ideogram to alphabet, we must also mention that the ideogram 

was not only a reference to literary Chinese. The Vietnamese writing system also consisted of 

demotic characters, Nôm, which is Vietnam’s own system of writing based on a Vietnamese 

vernacular that can be traced intermingled with literary Chinese as early as the 13th century. It 

follows the similar formulation of Hán Chinese characters in which there is both a semantic and a 

phonetic part to the character. Even though these characters indicated the pronunciation, these 

radicals or markers were often so dated that they appeared arbitrary, as they no longer matched 

                                                
43 I am using ideogram here as Phạm Văn Ký has, which refers more generally to the symbol that represents 
something without denoting a particular word or name, as would “logogram.” His usage of the ideogram can be 
traced to unpublished texts, Le défi vietnamien and Paris, qu’avais tu fait de nous? This distinction in usage is 
important for the author’s own interpretation of Symbolism in his work. 
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contemporary pronunciations of the word. It was an early response and move away from Chinese 

domination, and an early example of this shift between sight and sound.  

The linguistic transition from one system of signification to another is on one level from 

Vietnamese to French, but also more fundamentally, between visual characters to the phonetic 

quốc ngữ. More specifically, the writing system shifted from Hán Chinese characters, to a demotic 

Nôm that incorporated visual indications for pronunciation to a romanized alphabet with diacritics. 

In the wake of this transition, the cultural break with certain traditions and the adaptation of new 

ones that reflected influences from all over the world in addition to France would also follow suit. 

The weight of the term “betrayal,” as I’ve used it here, first echoes something that Ben Tran 

mentions regarding the “irreversibility of modern developments” (3) in Vietnam in the 20th 

century. But it is not as straightforward as transgressing and never looking back. Betrayal also 

implies duplicity, a doubleness that has been deemed impossible because it violates the honesty of 

transparency. This doubleness lingers in the act of returning, recognizing, of “se revoir,” both as a 

reunion and as a reflexive seeing of oneself, again.  

This generation who takes these societal transitions and turns them into aesthetic 

expressions is what Tran delineates as “post-mandarin,” that is to say, writers and intellectuals 

who were no longer educated in literary Chinese and demotic characters and whose knowledge 

reflected European influences and a new writing system. No longer connected to their fathers by 

a shared education and a knowledge of characters, or because they had access to education under 

colonial policy, this youth opened colonial Vietnam up to modernity in the temporal and aesthetic 

meaning of the term. The diverse styles of writers such as Vũ Trọng Phụng (1912-1939) in relation 

to members of the Self-Reliant Literary Group are brought together under this “contiguity” of 

being “post-mandarin.” With the development of print media as a concrete sign of modernization, 



 
 
 

 
 
 

136 

they would disseminate and popularize both Vietnamese and French writings quickly and easily. 

Their writings contributed to the education of the masses by finally being extended beyond elite 

classes and men. In designating a writer as post-mandarin, Tran emphasizes the break from earlier 

referents for identity that surrounds that mandarinate system. That is, the ideogram, the 

mandarinate examination and its Confucian curriculum, and the feudal system of hierarchy. In 

breaking with that inherited system from China, it was also a break from the filial duty that was 

implied in the role of the Vietnamese son. In other words, it is betrayal in the sense of abandoning 

something that is expected to be committed to one’s charge. By opening cultural spheres to women 

and by including new aesthetic forms, this generation diffused the patriarchal system of literacy. 

Beyond these cultural shifts was also the choice of writing in French that we must also address. 

Despite the cultural wealth of the 1920s and 1930s, modern Vietnamese literature and cultural 

production would begin to be shaped into a narrative inflected by Vietnamese Marxism and 

socialism by the 1940s (Tran 2017, 17). The diversity of aesthetic expressions, in style and form 

but also in quốc ngữ and in French, was trimmed down because these bore a mark of betrayal in 

participating in the legacies of French colonialism and bourgeois indulgences. Here, my work 

complements Tran’s, which focuses on the quốc ngữ writers and their engagement in queer politics 

and reportage, for example. I choose to account for writers who decide to write in French as an 

aesthetic gesture and to assume a certain kind of authorial responsibility. 

Due to limited Vietnamese readers of French, these writers were more often than not 

writing to speak to French audiences. For Phạm Quỳnh, such a gesture meant proving oneself to 

the French, to be the civilized and evolved people that the French sought in a collaborative 

relationship. In a similar vein, for Đào Đăng Vỹ, it was a kind of revision of the preconceptions 

that Europeans had of the Vietnamese. And as we will later see with Nguyễn Mạnh Tường or Phạm 
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Văn Ký, it was an unmatched language of expression that didn’t have as much extrinsic value as 

it did intrinsic.  

 

Seeing and (dis)believing 

 

 Drawn toward the rosy image of the house from afar, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s prodigal son 

approaches even though he knows that once perceived up close and outside of the twilight zone, 

the welcoming house will only turn out to be a “sinister” deception. In fact, the opacity of the 

nocturnal return – also fundamental to Frères de Sang - renders the visual or superficial changes 

irrelevant or insufficient. In Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s “Parabole,” the short text dives into a dialogue 

between the prodigal son and his brother, whom we presume to be the older brother who stays 

behind, to bring up this discussion of visible change.  

- Et pourtant nous n’avons point changé, et toi non plus, à ce qui me semble? 
- …On croit reconnaître les êtres et puis on s’avoue à soi-même qu’on s’est trompé que 
l’identité extérieure peut couver une nouveauté intérieure à laquelle on n’est point 
préparé…On s’illusionne sur la foi des apparences favorables qui masquent pourtant une 
réalité inconnue. A la souffrance de ne pas se reconnaître s’ajoute l’amertume de la 
déception. Quelle épreuve dangereuse que de se revoir! Si les hommes étaient sages, ils ne 
reviendraient jamais sur les êtres ni sur les lieux. 
 
[[The other brother claims] – And yet we haven’t changed, and it seems to me, neither have 
you? 
[The prodigal son responds] - …We believe to recognize certain beings and we realize that 
we have been deceived that the external identity can brood an internal novelty that we are 
not prepared for…. We deceive ourselves on the belief of favorable appearances that 
nevertheless mask an unknown reality. In addition to the pain of not recognizing oneself is 
also the bitterness of disappointment. What a dangerous ordeal it is to meet again! If men 
were wise, they would never come back to beings or places.] (70) 
 

The fact that the brother in Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s “Parabole” doesn’t visually perceive the 

changes in the prodigal son seems to be related to his own unchanged situation (“nous n’avons 

point changé et toi non plus”). He does not know to see any differently than he has always done 
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before. He is like the mother who does not perceive change simply by her son’s appearance. But 

the danger in this is taken up in the way the prodigal son responds to the question. He sees the 

question as an opportunity to reflect on the kind of transformation that he not only wishes to 

confirm, but also tries to better understand. He answers the question, but also explains the dangers 

of not being able to perceive the change in others, or worse, to recognize that change within 

oneself. Central to the definition of méconnaissance is not only the inability to recognize 

something, but the inability to know that one has misperceived. Or conversely, it is believing what 

one sees to be complete and true. Upon his brother’s misrecognition the prodigal son confirms his 

intuition that he does not belong at home, in a place where he is misunderstood and mistaken.  

Like this prodigal son who must assert that appearances are deceptive, Phạm Văn Ký’s 

unnamed narrator feels immediately unrecognizable. While he can make out the Yamen, his 

family’s home and residence of the highest official, situated at the center of the village, as well as 

its surroundings, he does not feel like the village recognizes him. Approaching the perimeter of 

his family’s property, the dog barks, and when the family is finally awake, his father takes him for 

a thief.  When they finally meet face to face, his father is at once astonished and angry, as if to ask, 

‘why come home now if you’ve been gone for the past ten years?’ This question doesn’t come out 

of the blue, because even before his return, the son was already expecting the very feeling of 

estrangement that his father imposes in his question, so that it becomes an externalized 

manifestation of his own questioning self.  

Like the opening image, where the first thing the mother announces to her son is the death 

of the father, the father figure in Frères de Sang is removed from any direct role of importance. 

The authority he holds is instead oppressive and impinging, rather than productive. In the narrative, 

it is ultimately the elderly grandmother who asks the fundamental question: qui es-tu? Although 
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she seems to forget her own question and the narrator is not forced to answer, down the page the 

question lingers, twists, and transforms: “Yes who are you? You bastard child, suckled on a she-

wolf’s milk, who wears a jacket and no longer speaks your own language?” (1987, 63). The filial 

connection is missing, broken, and it is the child who pays for his absent father, identified as the 

bastard child. The bastard status points to the illegitimacy of the son, one assumed generally when 

born out of wedlock or raised without a father. Here, it recalls Phạm Quỳnh’s category of the 

déraciné, sons who are not quite the sons of their Vietnamese fathers, but also not quite integrated 

into French society either. While illegitimacy might disqualify him for the family inheritance, 

which is an interesting deviation from the proverbial narrative, it grants him freedoms that familial 

and paternal ties would inhibit. In fact, if we return to the proverb, in which asking for one’s 

inheritance in order to leave is tantamount to wishing death upon the father, the bastard status is 

the prodigal son’s own doing. As Robert Fagley has studied in novels of both Guy de Maupassant 

and André Gide, this bastard status, along with that of the bachelor, invokes a freedom that borders 

between nomad and outlaw. Fagley’s work also dwells on a productive metaphor of the bastard as 

counterfeit, elaborated explicitly in Gide’s Les Faux Monnayeurs, in which “false coins [pass] as 

genuine, bastard children as legitimate” (2014, 14). The external garb of the jacket therefore adds 

to the metaphor of trying to pass as authentically Western, but he is caught in the act of pretending 

with the question “who are you?” so that he instead appears as an imposter, a foreigner whom no 

one recognizes.   

It is this “who are you?” that fuels the continuous quest for identity throughout the prodigal 

son’s return. It is first asked by the grandmother, and then reiterated by an unknown voice, possibly 

the narrator’s own conscience. In such a case he is asking himself the question that would be 

formulated by an external other, as opposed to an inherent “Who am I?” thus replicating the 
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doubleness that also implies betrayal. “Wearing a jacket” is paired with the inability to speak one’s 

own language, in which, like the opening image, Phạm Văn Ký’s novel also invokes a direct 

relationship between recognizability and the language one speaks. Identity, is in other words, 

directly related to speech, writing, and action.  

 

A return in the night: Legacies of André Gide and French Symbolism 

 

These two texts do not resemble the biblical parable so much as they resemble Gide’s 

adaptation of the story, published in 1907 as Le retour de l’enfant prodigue. The Francophone 

writers recall Gide from the very beginning, with a return in the night that disguises the prodigal 

son in obscurity. And like Gide’s text, their narratives concern the aftermath of the return, dwell 

particularly on the prodigal son’s sentiments upon his arrival, and highlight the younger brother as 

an agent of change. In Frères de Sang in particular, the younger brother character is introduced in 

addition to the prodigal son, who follows his example to leave the homestead. And when in Gide’s 

short story, the prodigal son returns home not in search for repentance but for moral and material 

sustenance, it is this younger brother who is relayed the task of leaving. These alterations in Gide’s 

version demonstrate his early rejection of religion and its moral impositions, but also by eroding 

the religious implications from the parable, he transformed it into a trope that Francophone writers 

could apply to their own context. Familiarity with this text only goes to show the extent to which 

Vietnamese writers were exposed to Gide and his writings.   

For Gide, the short story on the return of the prodigal son is among a number of texts that 

bear biblical references, including his autobiography Si le grain ne meurt (1924), Numquid et tu? 

(1922) and La porte étroite (1909). His Protestant upbringing had a great influence on his writing, 
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as did the Symbolism tradition via Mallarmé in his early career. He once wrote in Le Traité du 

Narcisse (1891), which he dedicated to Paul Valéry, what he found to be the similarity between 

ethics and aesthetics, religion and art: 

The rules of morality and of aesthetics are the same: works that do not express themselves 
are useless and, by the same token, bad. Men who do not express themselves are useless 
and evil…All things must be made manifest, be brought into the open, even the most 
harmful… (Part II) 
 

Gide therefore saw the tenets of Symbolism and religion to overlap, presenting social and aesthetic 

restrictions that inhibited one’s self to be seen by others. Both compelled the need to hide 

something – one’s misery, sexuality, desire, or more broadly, one’s identity. 

 Gide’s turn from and eventual critique of Symbolism came with “an appetite for life” and 

a “classical search for general truths among details.” He would later write that what constituted 

the “weakness” of Symbolism is that it refused to take in what life offered, it consisted of people 

without appetite, without curiosity, perhaps referring to the nihilism of his earlier influences of 

Stéphane Mallarmé, Oscar Wilde, and F.W. Nietzsche. Already by the early 1890s, as Catherine 

Savage suggests, Gide demonstrated not only this larger appetite for life and the expression of 

individuality but also a “more flexible morality justified on the same grounds of the diversity of 

life and the individuality of nature” (1966, 603).  

Was this flexibility also what accounted for Gide’s inconsistent political attitudes – which 

involved an affinity to the right-wing Action Française movement during the First World War, a 

brief commitment to Communism in the 1930s, and a “withdrawn position of non-participation in 

the Second World War”? (de Man 1965). But even then, how was he so politically influential, de 

Man asks, despite being so “socially irresponsible”? The question is particularly relevant for 

Vietnamese writers at the other end of the world who appreciated Gide despite major differences 

in their own social, political, and intellectual stances.  
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As Ben Tran specifies in his chapter on Gide in Post-Mandarin, the French writer’s work 

played a major role in the debate between art for art’s sake [Nghệ thuật vị nghệ thuật] and art for 

the sake of life [Nghệ thuật vị nhân sinh] between 1935 and 1939 (2017, 107). As this debate was 

situated in a larger discussion of the role of literature in society, writers were able to find in Gide 

something that supported their own position. For some Vietnamese writers, the cult of sincerity 

was used to combat the effect Communism had on literature, that is, to critique the Socialist realism 

inherited from Russia (Zinoman 2014, 119, 129). And at the same time, other writers found Gide’s 

position on the political engagement of literature relevant to the art for the sake of life movement, 

which was predominantly supported by pro-Communist writers. And there were others still who 

were able to find in Gide’s writing a middle ground, in which his commitment to individualism 

fueled the concern for subjective expression (art for art), and his advocacy for a national 

particularity helped to serve society by facilitating a national culture (art for life).  

To this generation of post-mandarin writers, Gide’s work exceeded ideological and 

political stances. They demonstrated a special affinity to Gide’s emphasis on particularity, 

identified especially in Gide’s sexual politics, because it helped them to better understand the 

“inequalities and unevenness of colonial modernity” (Tran 2017, 108). In other words, particularity 

was an alternative way of understanding the racial and cultural difference they observed and 

experienced in relation to European scholars and men, because “rather than view their situation as 

inferior, they understood it as a nonnormative particularity.” This interpretation was, in a way, a 

response to the call for action and change that Nguyễn An Ninh made at the turn of the century 

thirty years earlier. When Nguyễn An Ninh argued that Vietnamese culture didn’t have the same 

kind of intellectual legacy as the heritages of other people in terms of literary or artistic 

achievements, he was referring to the influences of China and France that inhibited the Vietnamese 
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from building their own national culture.44  The Vietnamese people needed to develop passions 

and create their own ideas, which would help the Vietnamese develop a “place in the world.” This 

place, which every country would be entitled to if they realized their particularity in the form of 

nationalism, could redefine the universal. This interaction between particular and universal, and 

the role of nationalism is what the new generation found to be articulated in Gide’s concept of 

internationalism. In addition to the change in action that Ninh called for, it seemed also sufficient 

to change the Vietnamese understanding of the colonial dynamic. The aesthetic modernity that 

Tran discusses in his work is therefore also present in this shift in attitude to be able to reformulate 

the colonial situation, as well as other social codes, such as that of sexuality and masculinity in 

their society.  

Like Gide, Paul Claudel also demonstrated a similar trajectory in which his work related 

back to the Symbolism of Symbolist Manifesto, but nevertheless marked a fundamental critique 

in its abstract philosophy and rigid technique.45 Instead of disavowing the importance of objective 

reality, Claudel found both the sensory and spiritual world to be “rich sources for poetic 

development” (Vial 1952, 93-4). 46 He reconciled the abstract with the concrete by retaining the 

fundamental quality of Symbolism, that is, to be able to see beyond the apparent and immediate 

meaning in order to fathom the possibility of profound and plural signification. It is this precise 

quality that Phạm Văn Ký latches onto in his evocation of Symbolism in Frères de Sang, framed 

                                                
44 See Nguyễn An Ninh’s essay “The ideal of Annamese youth” translated in Sources of Vietnamese Tradition 
(2012) 
45 The Symbolist Manifesto, written by Jean Moréas in Le Figaro, detailed a new literary movement that 
identified Stéphane Mallarmé, Charles Baudelaire, and Paul Verlaine as its leading poets. The manifesto 
emphasized the search for truth in the subjective, and denounced the platitudes and dangers of banality in the 
objective. 
46 Fernand Vial discusses the irreconcilability of these earlier poets’ idealism and the objective quality of reality, 
in addition to their hostility toward inspiration, for poetry was a conscious work of labor. See “Symbols and 
Symbolism in Paul Claudel” (1952) 
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through these writers and their understanding of the aesthetic tradition’s legacy. It is in fact never 

the philosophy of Mallarmé, Baudelaire or Verlaine that strikes him, but the reworking of their 

teachings. 

This is a particularly important quality of Phạm Văn Ký’s intellectual activity, because 

seeing what later generations were able to do with Symbolism meant that he too could find in 

Symbolism the qualities that were pertinent to him as a writer. Gide, Claudel and Rimbaud 

comprise a generation of writers who were greatly informed by the rules of the Symbolist tradition, 

but who departed from the strict rules to find their own artistic individuality. While Gide’s critique 

of Symbolism rested upon its bourgeois inclinations, insincerity, and narrow rejection of life, Phạm 

Văn Ký instead reaffirmed and rectified those qualities in his understanding of the aesthetic 

tradition. The Vietnamese writer instead saw Symbolism to be a possibility of making life more 

meaningful, in the same way that signs could have “life” behind them. In this sense, the writer 

inherited from both Claudel and Rimbaud l’alchimie du verbe with intention to “enrich a word 

with all the meanings it could bear, etymological, symbolic, spiritual, analogical” (Vial 1952, 95). 

He was not looking for a set of rules to abide by, but instead sought to choose and evaluate, 

demonstrating a major shift in the activity of a modern, Vietnamese intellectual.  

 In many ways, Frères de Sang manifests a bricolage of Gide, Claudel and Rimbaud’s 

adaption of the Symbolist tradition in relation to the ideogram, which can be both literal and 

figurative symbols in language, so that recognizing [reconnaître] a symbol implied both the 

interplay of “seeing” and “knowing.” While Gide is never explicitly mentioned alongside Rimbaud 

or Claudel in the novel itself, the similar themes and narrative elements that relate back to Gide 

are hardly a coincidence. The play on sight, perception and reality, even desire and disappointment, 
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for example in Gide’s La Symphonie Pastorale (1919), are also present in Ký’s narrative.47 The 

very choice for Ký to use the technical term “ideogram” or “ideograph” as opposed to “logogram” 

to refer to a category of written characters functions in a similar way that highlights the possibility 

of abstraction in an ideogram.48  The relationship between seeing and knowing is analogous to the 

composition of both of the ideographic character systems used in Vietnam, between Hán Chinese 

and demotic Nôm. Hán and Nôm characters are commonly formulated with a semantic and a 

phonetic radical, indicators of the character’s meaning and its pronunciation. While these radicals 

or markers can be outdated, no longer pertaining to contemporary pronunciation, they nevertheless 

bear traces of the rudimentary pictographs that form the basis for language and representation.   

 The narrator’s reliance on Symbolism as a way to not only understand and reconnect with 

his best friend but to also feel a part of the culture he was born into, is the only way that he knew 

how to mediate the East and West tensions he felt within him. The narrator blatantly admits, that 

it is French Symbolism that frees him “from the bondage of sensory perception…to rediscover 

[his] Annamite consciousness” (57). It becomes then very important to remember that Lệ Tâm is 

the first person the narrator encounters when he returns, for Lệ Tâm, his blood brother by ritual 

and best friend as a child, is his counterpart, representing his potential fate had he not left for 

France. This is equally meaningful for our Vietnamese writer in France. The possibility for 

meaning beyond the visual as implied in French Symbolism makes Lệ Tâm and his obscurity 

penetrable. This suddenly comes to him when he climbs up on top of the village watchtower and 

                                                
47 In La Symphonie Pastorale, a blind Gertrude is adopted into the family of a pastor. She develops feelings for 
the pastor, and he reciprocates, but his son, Jacques is also in love with her. After a surgery that restores her 
vision, she realizes she is actually in love with Jacques, not the older pastor. The text would eventually be 
translated into Vietnamese in 1954 by Đào Đăng Vỹ. 
48 Whereas logogram is a sign or character that represents a word, an ideogram refers to an idea, that is evoked 
by the word. Gerard Nowlis explains a similar movement and distinction between pictogram and ideogram in 
his article, “The written word: Origins and deviations” (1982) 
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sees his village in its entirety. It is a repetition of the first sight of the village upon his return. This 

time, now able to see all the aspects of his village like a chessboard, each piece in relation to 

another, the village suddenly strikes him, like a ‘diagrammatic being, a sculptural individual’” 

(1987, 56). Having previously considered each part independent and on its own, which reflected 

on his own sense of alienation, he was finally able to see these mutually dependent elements as a 

whole. This analysis and classification, “using ideographic representation, taking apart in order to 

put together again” was indebted to Claudel’s interpretation of the Eastern aesthetic tradition in 

Connaissance de l’est (1900).  

Unlike the hierarchies that Gide observed and despised in Symbolism, between sensory 

observation and meaning for example, the narrator saw that Symbolism evoked these elements as 

mutually dependent parts. He evoked Rimbaud in particular, whose “voyancy” “put the 

‘perceived,’ the ‘created,’ and ‘memory’” on the same level. What one sees is just as significant 

as its unseen meanings, even if those meanings are not immediately known. It was therefore not 

so important to try to relearn his friend [le réapprendre] in order to recognize or “reknow” him [le 

reconnaître], because he himself held his old reactions, reflexes, and ideas “concealed beneath a 

European veneer.” This understanding and transformation of perspective in the second to last 

chapter of Part I of Frères de sang changes the way that the narrator feels about his return: 

Quelque dépaysé que je fusse aux premiers jours de mon retour, je n’avais pas moins 
retrouvé, depuis, de vieilles réactions, de vieux réflexes, de vieilles idées, cachées sous un 
vernis européen. Littérature, ce désaxement à la mode. Littérature, ce conflit « aigu » entre 
deux hémisphères. Je me portais très bien, moi qui en étais la résultante. Ne m’étais-je pas 
fait autant à l’Orient qu’à l’Occident ? Etais-je écartelé, et une moitié de moi s’était-elle 
détachée de l’autre ? Littérature de coupures d’âmes et de cheveux. Si banal que cela put 
paraître, et si difficile qu’en fut ce contrôle, je conservais, dans mon sang, les coutumes, 
les maladies, la santé de mon pays. J’étais né avec lui, et quoi que je fisse, j’en subirais la 
loi. (1947, 99) 
 
[However lost I might have felt immediately after my return, since that time I had 
nonetheless rediscovered old reactions, old reflexes, old ideas, concealed beneath a 
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European veneer. Literature, that fashionable dislocation. Literature, that ‘bitter’ conflict 
between two hemispheres. I was doing nicely, I who was the result. Wasn’t I just as much 
at home in the east as in the West? Was I rent asunder, one half of me torn from the other? 
Literature, the domain of splitters of souls and of hairs. However banal it might seem, and 
however difficult to prove, I still retained in my blood the customs, the maladies, the health 
of my country. I was born part of my country and whatever I might do I would be subject 
to its law.] (1987, 56-57) 
 

In this passage, Ký’s own voice seems to replace the narrator’s as he speaks explicitly about 

literature as a particular space wherein he can inhabit both East and West and still be torn by and 

between both; literature itself as a place of instability and dislocation. This self-reflexivity warrants 

Ching Selao to call Ký’s work an example of hybridity, because not only does it “regularly interject 

discursive tensions between the Eastern heritage and Western heritage of ‘the bastard child’” it is 

also “hybrid in its genre” referring to the work’s literary form (2011, 158-165). 49  By putting poetic 

and philosophical reflections into this genre of the novel, ones that recall Mikhaïl Bahktin’s 

characterization of the genre as “a zone of maximally close contact between the represented object 

and contemporary reality in all its inconclusiveness,” Ký is able to highlight the intersection of 

cultures and traditions, his work embodying the very contact of difference that makes it difficult 

to trace any essentialist identity or culture (1992, 31).  

Beyond hybridity, though, is also this very vulnerable space in which it is possible to 

oscillate between a harmonious habitation of both East and West and this feeling of anguish, of 

being wrested from oneself, of being “rent asunder,” torn to pieces. While there was negotiation 

about what his identity consisted of, there was not complete disavowal of his Vietnamese identity 

either, because “however difficult to prove, [he] was born a part of [his] country, subject to its 

law.” 

                                                
49 Selao’s understanding of hybridity comes from both Homi Bhabha and Edouard Glissant, in which the 
confrontation of difference does not necessarily refer to a relation of inequality or power, but where difference 
is in perpetual translation and relation. See Ching Selao, Le Roman Vietnamien Francophone, 158-165 



 
 
 

 
 
 

148 

Lodged in this appreciation for Symbolism, and by way of its aesthetics, is a message about 

the value of literature, specifically Vietnamese Francophone literature, and its space for 

paradoxical capabilities. Moreover, the possibility of what Symbolism offers in signification, in 

what is visibly conveyed as well as in what can be gleaned and interpreted behind a concrete image 

or physical veneer, allows him to reconnect with his childhood best friend, Lệ Tâm, and all that he 

represents. Despite the different trajectories that the narrator and Lệ Tâm each endure, a so-called 

Western education and lifestyle and a Confucian, Daoist one, they both share a similar desire for 

truth: 

Que l’Annam, dans sa marche vers la vérité, use d’un procédé qui serait l’inverse de celui 
de “l’Ouest,” un même besoin d’universalité les inspire. Ici ou là-bas, les principes sont 
suivis d’applications ; l’idéal, de la conduite ; l’action, de ses modalités ; l’activité 
publique, de la conscience privée…  
[Although Annam, in searching for truth, may well behave in a way which is the opposite 
of the West’s, the same desire for universality inspires both. In both, principles are 
succeeded by their applications; ideals, by conduct; action, by its modalities; public activity 
by personal judgement…] (99) 
 

This desire for universality might otherwise be understood as the search for meaning in life, which 

in Frères de sang, is carried out differently in each of the trajectories lived out by the three brothers. 

For Lệ Tâm, it is the return to early Eastern tradition, for Ho it is following the mysterious Man in 

revolution, and for the narrator, it is this creative space we might call literature. It is this curiosity 

for meaning and this negotiation with contemporary society that unites the three blood brothers, 

opposing them to the father, who is the one obstacle who assumes that truth already exists in a 

certain prescribed order and is transmitted from one generation to the next.   

 This coalescence without reduction and this advocacy for the universal converges with 

what we have previously discussed about the Vietnamese’s appreciation of Gidian 

internationalism. Writers like Nguyễn Mạnh Tường found in Symbolism something that resonated 

with their own culture, which more importantly, allowed them to articulate their alienation and 
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navigate that culture once its familiarity eclipsed. But it didn’t offer an ultimate resolution to the 

predicament that the Vietnamese returnees found themselves in. Descending from the watchtower, 

the narrator is now aware of the question he must grapple with: it was not so much a question of 

whether he loved his friend Lệ Tâm, but whether he was capable of loving at all. This acceptance 

or rejection of Lệ Tâm was, by extension, his own ambivalence toward the things Lệ Tâm 

incarnated, that is, tradition but also the counterpart of his own self.  

 

A problem of authenticity, a question of origin 

 

When André Gide died in 1951, few of his friends knew what to say or make of his life.50 

Jean-Paul Sartre, however, spoke up to praise his noncommittal vacillation between one extreme 

and another as a genuine search for truth that naturally related back to Sartre’s own philosophy on 

existentialism. Sartre argued that Gide arrived at the elimination of religious beliefs by testing out 

his relationship with religion rather than speculating or basing his belief on concepts of religion. 

Gide’s own actions, rather than those predetermined or planned by some higher being or ideology, 

helped to create his world. This was the living reality of a major tenet of existentialism, “existence 

before essence” or the idea that what something is follows the fact that it is.  “Man is nothing else 

but what he makes of himself” Sartre writes in Existentialism and Human Emotions (1957, 15) 

and complimentarily in his obituary on Gide, notes that Gide “chose to become the truth” he was 

sensing (Sartre 1970). 

This choice has as much to do with freedom as it does with authenticity, both of which 

                                                
50 See Nicola Chiaromonte “Letter from Paris: Gide, Sartre and Café Communism” The New Republic. May 7 
1951 and Paul de Man’s review “Whatever Happened to André Gide?” New York Review of Books, May 6 1965 
written exactly fourteen years later. 



 
 
 

 
 
 

150 

were also fundamental to Sartre’s existentialism. The protest against any kind of physical or moral 

determinism is therefore an argument for freedom and man’s ability to make choices. This freedom 

was arguably one of the reasons why Sartre became a successful intellectual during the desolate 

years of the war, because he offered an alternative way of viewing life other than a preoccupation 

with satisfaction, happiness, or even means (Chiaromonte 1951). Meanwhile, the choice to become 

one’s truth also indicates authenticity in one’s search for truth because one does not do something 

out of obligation or expectation but from one’s own desire. Gide’s entire premise on sincerity and 

turning oneself out for others to see, “even the most harmful,” is another iteration of Sartre’s 

authenticity.      

But outside of the framework in which these philosophical or aesthetic positions thrived – 

in France and within a humanist mindset – they encountered a number of problems. Once we take 

into consideration the political context of France and its colonial possessions at this time, such as 

the reality of the First Indochina War that began in 1946, the preparation for the Algerian War of 

Independence and the protests that would lead to decolonization in West Africa in 1959, these 

philosophical and aesthetic positions become limp ideals at odds with the stark reminders of their 

absence in “outre-mer France.” To claim that these struggles for independence might have been 

headed for the realization of authenticity and freedom recalls my discussion of temporality in 

chapter one and more importantly perpetuates the contradiction in Sartre’s philosophy I wish to 

address here.  

An obsession with authenticity, or the transparency with which one can decipher and 

understand a person’s situation, makes one blind to the requirement for other men to live in a 

prescribed world. Existentialism as humanism does not take into account the alternative 

circumstances under which a person cannot act the way he wishes to because his entire race has 
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already been given a role in which the dynamic with the other is already predetermined. Where 

authenticity becomes dangerous is when it is employed to interrogate a person’s action and life, 

on the premise that he is carrying out a bad faith that perhaps he is not even conscious of. And so 

when Sartre speaks as an ally for the Black man in his prefaces for both Leopold Senghor’s 

Anthologie de la Nouvelle Poésie Nègre et Malgache de Langue Française (1948) and in Frantz 

Fanon’s Les Damnés de la terre (1961) he violates the ostensible ideals of authenticity by 

presuming that these Black men, educated in the French language, needed to return to their 

homeland to assume a Black Soul that would not otherwise be found. Calling the 1948 preface 

“Orphée Noir,” Sartre evoked the imagery of the Greek myth of Orpheus who tries to bring his 

wife Eurydice back from the dead. What is “orphic” about Black poetry, Sartre says, is the Black 

Man’s “tireless descent into himself…letting himself fall into trances and exhibiting his wounds” 

(22). In so doing, he becomes lyrical and this poetic language, which takes the place of national 

language to identify, consolidates as Négritude.  

But the irony of this praise follows as Sartre reminds us that the language by which the 

Black men speak to each other, for lack of a collective language, is that of the oppressor. Already 

implying a critique of authenticity with the mention of language, he writes, “he accepts with one 

hand what he rejects with the other; he sets up the enemy’s thinking-apparatus in himself, like a 

crusher” (23). And yet, it is not the right language, for French is much too “analytical” for the 

“synthetical” nature of the Black spirit. French language is analytical, by virtue of the meaning of 

words or concepts, as opposed to having its truth determinable by experience. And so there is 

incongruence between what he wants to say and what he actually says, for lack of “the right 

language.” This is what constitutes Sartre’s bad faith, in which the Black man’s words and actions 

conform to something that escapes his essence. Nevertheless, in light of the Hegelian dialectic that 
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underlies this Black man’s ability to arrive at his consciousness, is this how he must “die to the 

white world in order to be reborn to the black soul” as if the black soul represented some nugget 

of authenticity that would save the Black man from Sartrean “bad faith?” But what is the Black 

soul if it is not unified by a single language, if Black racial identity is not in the singular? In other 

words, the problem was not with the Black man and his authenticity, but the one determining his 

authenticity from the outside, to relieve his own spectator’s conscience.  

This reading is in line with Marie-Paul Ha’s critique of Sartre and his views on assimilation. 

Sartre imagines the ideal solution for the Black man, assuming the positive existence of an origin 

that is not only accessible but also has properties of salvation. The French education that these men 

received inhibited that descent into originality. This position reflected in the larger debate of 

assimilation, is not so straightforward for Sartre, however. Marie-Paule Ha breaks down Sartre’s 

stance to reveal important contradictions. While he assumes a denunciation of assimilation in this 

preface as well as the one he writes for Fanon’s Damnés de la terre, he also critiqued colonialists 

for not granting colonized populations the opportunity to assimilate, and thereby to earn the right 

to basic rights (2006, 50). The inconsistency that Ha observes constitutes a preoccupation with 

assimilation that concerned only the White man, his image and agenda. Rather than emerging from 

the colonized, it was a problem that the French imagined occupied their colonized. 

Sartre’s “Orphée Noir” was nevertheless an important text for a number of reasons. It 

illustrated in concrete terms the application of his concepts to a social and political movement, and 

openly confronted a Eurocentric whiteness. He begins for example with the provocative reversal 

of the white man’s gaze, “here are black men standing, looking at us, and I hope that you – like 

me – will feel the shock of being seen.” This would be Sartre’s premise for his discussion of 

Négritude in the essay, and at the same time the “kiss of death” that he grants the movement in its 
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dialectical elaboration (Diagne 2016). As a paratext, “Orphée Noir” brought great attention to the 

anthology and the Négritude movement, but as Diagne argues, also crystallized its capacity as a 

poetic and aesthetic movement and nothing more. Any revolutionary force would instead depend 

on a class struggle, which was more “universal and abstract.” Négritude was the process of 

“crossing to” this ideal: as a movement concerned with anti-racist racism, or the elimination of 

racial or ethnic difference and privilege based on that difference, Négritude was antithetical to 

whiteness and its difference would be subsumed into a raceless society, preparing for a universal 

class struggle.51 

How then does Sartre’s philosophy implicate the return narratives we discuss in this 

chapter? His view that a descent into one’s origin could save the alienation that was introduced by 

the imposition of a foreign language. Ontology was therefore sanctuary, a return a resolution:  

 The black man’s position, his original “rending,” the alienation that a foreign way of 
thinking imposes on him, all oblige him to reconquer his existential unity as a negro, - or, 
if you prefer, the original purity of his plan – through a gradual “ascèse” beyond the 
language stage. (29) 
 

Diagne’s analogy of a “kiss of death,” however, invokes the inescapable death of Eurydice, who 

is rescued from the depths of the Underworld only to disappear again when Orpheus turns around 

to face his triumph. A return therefore does not change the fact that one is changed when one 

departs, it does not put him back together after his “rending,” in the same way that negation cannot 

confront or undo any previous negation.52 To be able to restore presumes a symmetry between 

departure and return, but also between one violent negation and another.  

                                                
51 This muting of the Négritude movement is also the case for the paratextual element of the political texts by 
Trần Văn Tùng starting in 1950, which I address in Chapter 3.  
52 Sartre writes in Critique of Dialectical Reason about the Algerian rebellion that “the only way out was to 
confront negation with total negation…The violence of the rebel was the violence of the colonialist: there was 
never any other.” He sees violence as a physical energy that is not destroyed but only transformed and 
transferred, which only works in the vacuum of a raceless society without difference. 
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The fallacy of a restorable unity is also relevant in these imagined returns from Nguyễn 

Mạnh Tường and Phạm Văn Ký. Ha’s critique of Sartre’s assumption, that there could even be a 

true Vietnamese culture, dovetails with Tran’s analysis of aesthetic modernity in the post-mandarin 

generation. Because Vietnamese culture has been conveyed through successive phases by a writing 

system that is traced back to the ideogram, both Chinese and demotic Nôm, as well as the oral 

tradition of folksongs and poetry, what then are the “true roots” of Vietnamese culture? Which do 

we characterize as the pure, “ascetic” origin? Could Vietnamese literature actually be a recent 

phenomenon because its mass production in quốc ngữ didn’t arise until the 20th century? Here, in 

using language as a lens to think about identity and culture, we can see how written and formalized 

language imposes a temporal threshold because quốc ngữ, or its literal translation as “national 

language,” implies the cultivation of a nation, an awareness of that cultivation and by extension a 

national consciousness. But this leaves the corpus of Vietnamese poetry and writings before then 

unaccounted for, and strips each generation of their agency in contributing to Vietnamese culture. 

Assigning an “origin” of a certain identity, one that we have established to be formed specifically 

by language, is therefore not possible. Whatever change occurred had to be incorporated and 

embraced, even if it was foreign, because as Tran writes, the “irreversible developments of 

modernity” made it so that there was no looking back. Looking back meant death.  

 

Linguistic subjectivities, disparate selves 

 

If irreversibility looked to the future, then it seemed to contrast with the tendency to idealize 

the past in Confucian tradition. At first glance, this difference appears to be put on trial in a 

conversation the narrator has with his father in Frères de sang.  The father urges him to marry in 
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order to eventually inherit the family’s land, and in response, the son attempts: 

- Je pense, Père que… 
- Confucius ne disait jamais: ‘Je pense,” mais “Yao pense,” Yao ce model antique de la 
connaissance parfaite. 
- Je ne suis pas Confucius 
- Raison de plus!  
Toujours cette logique qui me désaxait! Aggravée encore chez Père par cet état hybride 
qu’il tenait de l’école confucéenne et d’un vernis de culture française acquis au cours de 
ses contacts avec les occupants, à la province. Et par où prendre cet homme qui tantôt 
s’exprimait comme moi, et tantôt me prêchait l’humilité devant Yao?  
 
[- I think, Father, that…  
- Confucius never said ‘I think’ but ‘Yao thinks’. Yao that ancient model of perfect 
knowledge.  
- I’m not Confucius. 
- All the more reason! 
We were back to that logic which destabilized me! Logic which in my Father’s case was 
aggravated by a hybrid combination of Confucian thought with a thin coating of French 
culture acquired through his contacts with the colonists, in the provinces. How could I deal 
with this man who would sometimes speak like me and would sometimes preach humility 
before Yao?] (49) 
 

The father’s replacement of je with Yao is a reference to the Confucian and Mencian tendency to 

speak through the legendary emperors of Yao and Shun. They were virtuous rulers that Confucius 

admired and lauded. This was often done as an idealization of the past, so that traditions appeared 

to be set in place as far back as 2300 BC when Yao was supposedly in rule (Rogazc 2017, 113). 

This replacement effaces the self-conscious je, and rejects the Cartesian formula je pense donc je 

suis for self-identity that we can detect in this passage. There is more at work here: Phạm Văn Ký 

does not merely oppose the father’s relegation to the past and the possibility of a Cartesian 

formulated identity as East versus West. The passage illustrates how both models continuously 

compete to create an “état hybride” for both father and son.  

The difference between father and son then is not that one thinks through je and the other 

through Yao, it is the consciousness of each of these being possible. The narrator’s reflection 

reveals that his father also navigates between both cultures, his Confucian teaching and Western 
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veneer. The distance between generations is therefore in the manner of dealing with that 

ambivalence, and by extension of difference: “Je me trouvais d’autant plus isolé que le 

conformisme de mes parents creusait encore le fossé qui séparait nos deux générations: l’une qui 

disait: je pense et l’autre: Yao pense. [I found myself all the more isolated as the conformity of my 

parents further widened the gap between our two generations, one that said: I think and the other: 

Yao thinks.]” (54; my emphasis) His father’s denial of such hybridity at work is as if he too wished 

to reconquer his “existential unity” through the original teachings of Confucianism.  

 In refusing to think through Yao and as Yao, Phạm Văn Ký’s narrator does not keenly 

default to the Cartesian formula for self-identity either. The interaction itself interrupts the 

continuity of the formula, rendering it first incomplete (je pense –) and then unfulfilled and 

countered (je pense…je ne suis pas). Such determinism of identity as presumed by consciousness 

incurs the same problems as Sartre’s existence before essence, in which it is possible for one’s 

identity to be inherently and internally decided upon by the individual, and that a same je who 

thinks is also the je who is.  

 By this critique of a same, unchanging je, I am referring to the idiosyncratic way in which 

the self and individual have emerged in Vietnamese society. Far from the existential unity implied 

in Sartre’s return to the origin, ideas of self in Confucian tradition were construed through one’s 

relationship with others: ruler-subject, father-son, husband-wife, elder brother-younger brother, 

and friend-friend. The different roles that one holds in society constitute a composite of one’s 

identity (Marr 2000, 774). David Marr argues that mass media in the 20th century diffused these 

two-way communication relations that were reinforced by the Confucian five-relation system. As 

a result, this diffusion offered a sense of anonymity in city life, where one could “choose when to 

be accessible, when to be lost in the urban crowd,” as well as a “host of collective identities” 
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according to interest, cultural association, political affiliation, etc. (782). Even as atomization and 

alienation existed simultaneously, these identities were shaped in constellation with each other. 

That is, not only is one’s Vietnamese identity formed in relation to the culturally different other, it 

is also to be understood in relation to the other aspects of Vietnamese identity, including the roles 

and positions one holds in family and social structures. A great moment of clarity arrives for the 

narrator of Frères de sang when he sees the aspects of his village in relation to one another, so that 

he is able to see each part as interdependent.  

 

An imagined return realized 

 

In 1970, Phạm Văn Ký was invited to return to North Vietnam along with 24 other 

expatriates in commemoration of the 25th anniversary of the August Revolution, a historical 

moment that marked the Viet Minh’s official opposition to French colonial forces. Was his return 

like what he imagined for his unnamed narrator in Frères de sang, written also 25 years ago? In 

Le Défi Vietnamien, an undated and unpublished essay about his return to Hanoi and its 

surroundings, the writer, who by then resided in Maisons-Alfort just outside of Paris, recorded his 

encounters with Vietnamese leaders, the landscape, the people, and the country he left over thirty 

years before.  

  The essay has several dimensions: a sincere and personal journal-like style, a historical 

section that focuses on Vietnamese legends and myths, and an intellectual perspective that reflects 

on various aspects of his experience. It is a direct reflection and retelling of how he grapples with 

the Vietnamese identity abroad and again in Vietnam, as a marked “prodigal son.” He writes within 

the first couple of pages of arriving to Hanoi: 
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Dans un régime qui nous accueillait en Antées ou en enfants prodigues plutôt qu’en 
convives de supplément, j’appréhendais d’être en porte à faux, m’estimant trop en marge 
de ses réalisations pour y avoir appuis, sinon pour y asseoir nœud et prise. 
[In a regime that welcomes us back as Anteauses or as prodigal children rather than as 
additional guests, I was afraid of being out of step, considering myself too far on the 
sidelines of its accomplishments to benefit from its support, if not to be a part of it.]53  
(“L’art de voir”) 
 

That his return is characterized by a bond of filiation – as both prodigal son and Antaeus, the son 

of Gaia, the personification of land or earth and not as a guest of a country – demonstrates how 

deep the relation with one’s country runs. As Greek myths go, Antaeus was always most invincible 

when he was closest to his mother, the earth.  It is what Nguyễn Mạnh Tường describes to be “un 

sentiment étrange et fort, fait de tendresse émue et de vive gratitude. C’est lui seul qui a conduit 

mes pas vers cette Maison qui sans cela ne me verrait jamais plus. [A strong and strange sentiment, 

made of moving tenderness and lively gratitude. It alone directs my steps toward this House that 

otherwise would never have seen me again]” (70). Given this filial connection, his travel to Hanoi 

is not a mere visit as it would be for a guest, but a return, with an underlying connection. He feels 

an immediate apprehension of dis-belonging, especially after the country has changed so much. 

And even though he is among an invited group of expatriates, he nevertheless feels at odds with 

the situation, perhaps in part due to his success as a Vietnamese writer in France and not in 

Vietnam.  Despite this apparent reality, no one speaks to the expatriates about the “drame” of living 

outside of the country. For the writer, it is this careful navigation of communication, of unspoken 

realities that makes him perceptive. He intimates, “Je me méfiais donc de cette spontanéité ou 

résident la vie et la force convaincante des témoignages de première main. [I was therefore 

suspicious of this spontaneity where life and the convincing force of first-hand accounts reside.] 

                                                
53 Note on the translation: I suspect this expression of noeud et prise is a play on the expressions tête de noeud 
and prise de tête, in which the latter refers to feeling idiotic and the latter embarrassed. 
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What does it mean to be suspicious of spontaneity? 

Phạm Văn Ký situates his writer and intellectual identity very early in this essay, in which 

the sights and sounds of his trip are “sifted through” so that he remains critical and reflective even 

of his own first-hand experience. As a qualification to his earlier comment on spontaneity, he 

writes, “Enfin, l’on ne voit bien que ce qu’on véhicule en soi, outre que vouloir trop voir empêche 

parfois de voir.” [I mean, we only see well what we mobilize in ourselves, except that wanting to 

see too much can sometimes prevent us from seeing] (“L’art de voir;” my emphasis). Very 

explicitly, Phạm Văn Ký distinguishes his essay from a travel account or a “reportage,” for the 

“travail de soi sur soi, de soi sur autrui [work of the self on the self, of the self on the other],” 

deepens these observations so that they evolve to become ideas beyond what we can see or hear. 

His voyage back to his native land is not only fraught with meaning but meanings that are truly 

subjective. 

 That sensory experience itself is subject to interpretation, is more than what it immediately 

tells us, and reminds us of his Frères de sang narrator. And unlike the critique that Gide locates in 

Symbolism, this is not rejecting or turning away from life, this is integrating it into a larger scheme 

of meaning making, so that life could potentially be more than what it seems to be. Once in Hanoi, 

for example, he realizes that cultural shock is not only inevitable, but resolves the growing 

“complexe” that had been growing inside him.  Since his return, he has been reminded of the 

difference of things in relation to what he used to know before his departure. Rather than having a 

distanced, nostalgic relationship with the past, these stark realities of contradiction and change are 

integral to reconciling his expatriate life and identity with his Vietnamese identity. 

This philosophy which distinguishes art from reportage is similar to what his unnamed 

narrator claims about his affinity to Symbolism, which comes at the center of his novel, right 



 
 
 

 
 
 

160 

before the beginning of Part II: “Schématisation, désincarnation de la sensation qui libère l’esprit 

du sensible et le conduit à des simplifications, voilà où le Symbolisme français m’avait rendu à 

ma conscience d’Annamite. [By teaching me to simplify my thinking and free myself from the 

bondage of sensory perception, French Symbolism helped me rediscover my Annamite 

consciousness]” (1947, 98). That is, it is “less by sensory observation than by analysis and 

classification, using ideographic representation, taking apart in order to put together again.” Here, 

the writer alludes to the formulation of the ideogram, in which different parts of the character 

contribute to its meaning, its analysis and classification useful to deciphering the meaning of the 

character. Furthermore, it is not the ideal coalescence of West and East that warrants commentary 

on this remark, but his reconnaissance of his own culture via a Western tradition. That is, through 

the narrator’s re-knowing of the “Asian method” via Paul Claudel, and his Connaissance de l’Est 

that he is able to see his village again in this way. Only through this Symbolist tradition does he 

feel like he has a grasp on what Lệ Tâm thinks and says because “tout ce qu’exécutait Lệ Tâm, à 

cette époque, pouvait avoir une signification secrète, une valeur d’allégorie [everything that Lệ 

Tâm did, at the time, could have a secret meaning, an allegorical value]” (41). This allegorical 

value is at once a reference to the visual symbol that is the ideogram and its semantic meaning. 

It seems then that the writer juxtaposes this indefinite realm of the symbol with the limited 

meaning of a single ideogram. But are they opposites or are they complementary? The ideogram 

as a system of meaning, even if it is one we take advantage and memorize, is no different however 

from Ký’s understanding of Symbolism in that meaning can change, depending on an ideogram’s 

particular meaning as well as its signification d’ensemble. This idea, evoked in his last novel, Des 

femmes assises ça et là, offers a different relationship between sound and sight, alphabet and 

ideogram, sign and signified, to be a “structure of meaning open to paradoxical simultaneity” 
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(Britto 2004, 149). For Phạm Văn Ký then, the linguistic “break” between “des figures de 

l’idéogramme aux sons de l’alphabet” is not so clean. The double system of signification has 

occupied him since he was very young, even until his eventual return which is attuned to this 

attention to sound and sight.  But for the writer, these language systems are not necessarily 

opposed, or in competition, they are both relevant to his education, his writing, and his process of 

understanding the world.  
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V 

Between expatriatism and excommunication, trajectories of liberté 
 

Ne me plaignez pas: je suis heureux parce que je suis libre. 
  

Sourires et larmes d’une jeunesse (1937) 
 

 

Among the first wave of Vietnamese student migrants to France, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường stands 

out as having obtained both his law degree and doctorate degree in literature by the young age of 

twenty-two. But like many of these students, his travel to France was still very much characterized 

by the encounter of a different culture and a new world. His early writings in French reflect this 

first experience in Europe, grappling with ideas of identity abroad, as well as soaking in a world 

beyond the limits of Vietnam. With his Western education, he continued onto success practicing 

law and teaching literature until the establishment of the Communist regime in Northern Vietnam, 

when this education eventually cast him as an outlier, representative of bourgeois decadence. In 

his final days of social exile, he wrote Un Excommunié (1992) among three other works,54 detailing 

his experience and criticisms of the Communist regime. This memoir, the only one to be published 

among the other autobiographical works, interestingly recalls themes from his earlier writings, 

including Sourires et larmes d’une jeunesse (1937). While the circumstances are very different 

between expatriatism to excommunication, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường reflects on similar experiences 

exiled in his own country, thirty years later, maintaining a common sense of freedom even under 

seemingly different circumstances.  

                                                
54 To name a few titles: Larmes et sourires d'une vieillesse, Triptyque, Une voix dans la nuit- Roman sur le Việt 
Nam 1950-1990. 
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This last chapter develops a close examination and even juxtaposition of these experiences, 

from extreme hunger to romanticized anonymity, because their repetition appears to be more than 

coincidental in Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s intellectual trajectory. While these experiences manifest 

differently in these equally different contexts, a constant remains: the author’s belief in an 

intellectual independence, a freedom of expression and creativity. Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s strong 

affinity for Western thinking and philosophy certainly plays a role in his defense of such freedom. 

Yet, my bearing this affinity in mind from the very beginning is less of a concern to trace precisely 

who his influences were, than it is a means to better trace his trajectory in arriving at such an 

interpretation and manifestation of intellectual freedom. Living through major regime transitions, 

from colonialism to communism, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s idea of intellectual freedom is greatly a 

result of his own experience. My methodology therefore replicates Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s own 

respect for philosophers like Michel de Montaigne, whose rejection of a rigid systemic philosophy 

called for the valorization of personal experience. Montaigne’s iconic essay “De l’expérience,” 

full of personal anecdotes, esteems such experience to be both unprecedented and unrepeatable, 

and thus of incomparable worth. This formal attachment to Western teaching separates Nguyễn 

Mạnh Tường from the earlier generations of Vietnamese scholars and political figures 

knowledgeable of France and its culture. Beyond an appreciation for Western teaching, this 

tendency toward individual experience very much opens up Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s mind about 

the value of the individual in a country, and by extension the rights of the people. It is this initiation 

into recognizing the individual, his freedom and his creativity, that kept Nguyễn Mạnh Tường 

from participating in a regime where he felt such liberty could be looked over, and even threatened. 

 

An intellectual and political trajectory 
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Nguyễn Mạnh Tường was born in 1909, in Hanoi to a bureaucrat’s family. He learned 

French at an early age, first at the Collège Paul Bert and after at the Lycée Albert Sarraut. At 

sixteen, he earned his baccalaureat and received a scholarship to go to France, arriving at the 

Université de Montpelier to study both law and literature. Nguyễn Mạnh Tường first obtained his 

license in literature in 1927, and his law degree three years later, along with a doctorate in 

literature. Because of his Vietnamese citizenship, he was unable to participate in the concours 

d’agrégation to teach, so he instead worked on this second degree in literature. During this time, 

he also practiced law at the Court of Appeals in Montpelier. His defense of his literature 

dissertation was well received, expressed by one of this professors as bringing honor to not only 

“his race [but also] to French culture.”55  

In September 1932, he repatriated to Vietnam, only to soon return to Paris three months 

later. While the reasons for his short stay are unclear, there are speculations that he was unable to 

find suitable work in his home country. In an interview with a previous student, Nguyễn Văn Hoàn, 

Nguyễn Mạnh Tường revealed that Louis Marty, the director of the French Sureté at the time, had 

invited the lawyer to become a part of Bảo Đại’s administration (Hoàn 2009). Disinterested in 

government involvement, he refused and decided soon after to leave the country for some time. 

This return to France for four years led to a series of travels throughout Europe, from which the 

travel writings Construction de l’Orient: Pierres de France (1937) and Apprentissage de la 

Méditerranée (1939) appeared.  

                                                
55 “Jamais la vieille expression, “soutenir une thèse” ne s’est trouvée plus riche de sens qu’ici. L’auteur, qui fait 
honneur autant à sa race qu’à la culture française qu’il a élue, apparait chargé de titres: docteur ès-lettres, docteur 
en droit, avocat à la Cour.” [Never has the expression, ‘defend a dissertation’ been as rich in meaning as it is 
here. The author, who brings as much honor to his race as he does to the French culture, holds the titles: doctorate 
in literature, doctorate in law, and court attorney.] Société Alfred de Musset, Cahiers Alfred de Musset, Genève: 
Statkine Reprints, 1972, 82. 
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These two texts were, for Nguyễn Mạnh Tường, a way to express the influence and 

example of the West. He explains in more detail in another interview, “the West has offered the 

East a technology and a concept of human rights, regarding the limits and audacity of a person, 

based on one’s thoughts and particular way of living” (qtd in Thuỵ Khuê 2011).56 According to 

Thuỵ Khuê, a Vietnamese journalist in France, this openness to different intellectual foundations 

is what distinguishes Nguyễn Mạnh Tường from other intellectuals before him, including Nguyễn 

Văn Vĩnh and Phạm Quỳnh. This previous generation of Vietnamese scholars might have been 

very familiar and close to French culture, but they still held on to Eastern values as fundamental 

to their ideology (Thuỵ Khuê 2011). Similarly, he can also be distinguished from other groups of 

Vietnamese who also traveled to France for an education, but were more concerned with political 

involvement, namely for anti-colonial purposes. Unlike the writings of political figures such as 

Nguyễn Thế Truyền, Nguyễn Ái Quốc (Hồ Chí Minh), and even Nguyễn An Ninh in journals like 

Le Paria and La Cloche Fêlée, which focus very explicitly on denouncing French policies, 

individuals, and the colonial regime in general, his first creative text Sourires and larmes d’une 

jeunesse written in 1937 treats France and Europe with more ambivalence. In this light, I consider 

him similar to Cung Giũ Nguyên and Phạm Văn Ký. The fascination, confusion, and skepticism 

with Europe is certainly attributable to the novelty of a world geographically beyond the limits of 

Vietnam, but these sentiments also convey a rapport with France that was not so heavily 

contextualized or burdened by the binary between colonizer and colonized. That is not to say this 

colonial reality is not felt, because accounts in Sourires still very much touch upon interracial 

relations complicated and rendered miserable from this reality. But departing from the politics 

                                                
56 The interview cited is called “A fortunate encounter with Nguyễn Mạnh Tường, two generations, a single 
sentiment.” Paris, 16 Nov 1989. 
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within the nature of this rapport, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường is more interested in how the individual 

deals with this reality through his thoughts, emotions, and reflections as opposed to following the 

trends of anticolonial sentiments taken up by his radical peers.  

Nguyễn Mạnh Tường returned to Hanoi in 1936 to teach and practice law. He held teaching 

posts at the Ecole Supérieure des Travaux Publics and the famous Chu Văn An High School 

(Trường Bưởi). Ten years later, in 1946, northern Vietnam broke into “kháng chiến,” the 

Resistance War, better known today as the First Indochina War. Before evacuating Hanoi, Nguyễn 

Mạnh Tường handed over all of his belongings to the revolutionary effort. In other words, he 

contributed to the Resistance. His family relocated to Ha Nam, then Thai Binh. It wasn’t until 

1954, when the capital was recaptured that he was able to return to Hanoi and reunite with his 

parents. Many intellectuals and artists, like Nguyễn Mạnh Tường, stayed in the north during this 

time, and as late musician Phạm Duy recalls in his memoir, these beginning years of the Resistance 

were also the most beautiful; artists of different movements came and acted together (1989, 180-

183). In a later interview with Hoà Khánh in Paris in 1990, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường makes clear that 

being a part of the Resistance is not to be confounded with joining the Communist movement:  

Hoà Khánh: Can you tell us how you participated in the Viet Minh movement and the 
Resistance after that? 
 
Nguyễn Mạnh Tường: Frankly, I never participated in the Viet Minh Front. I have always 
been a person who loved his country, always prioritizing the effort of taking back 
independence for the country…The August Revolution made me very happy. I wanted to 
contribute to the rebuilding of the country through the two fields of my expertise: law and 
researching in literature.57   
 

For intellectuals and artists like Nguyễn Mạnh Tường and Phạm Duy, such a distinction is critical, 

                                                
57 The interview is quoted from Thuy Khuê, and her article on Nguyễn Mạnh Tường on RFI Vietnam. I have 
only tracked the text of the interview in one location, in a Facebook post in which we can find the entirety of the 
interview but no original source. 



 
 
 

 
 
 

167 

because as the war intensified and China became an important supporter and model for the 

Vietnamese Communist Party, shifts in political and social policies slowly discouraged 

participants of the Resistance to be associated with the Party. Not only were there impending 

restrictions in the freedom of literary and artistic expression, but some of the policies, including 

the Land Reform, were not carefully carried out, leading to thousands of innocent deaths. These 

policies caused some to leave the North, as did Phạm Duy, and remained heavily criticized by 

artists and intellectuals who stayed, including Nguyễn Mạnh Tường. 

Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s criticism of the Party began even during his participation in the 

Resistance. He continued to practice law in the North, defending the accused in court, especially 

those whose conviction lacked evidence. In 1951, when he was transferred into education, a few 

Vietnamese scholars have speculated this to be due to his tendency to use longwinded literary 

analyses to “nói mát chế độ” during his defense statements. This idiomatic Vietnamese expression 

is a play on words that refers to apparent flattery while actually satirizing and criticizing the 

regime. The first few pages of Un Excommunié also reveal much ambivalence regarding those 

involved in the Resistance, mentioning at times his own indifference to Party’s activities, at times 

his confusion behind its distrust of the cadres, or his skepticism toward those who would use their 

participation as political leverage. In his memoir, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường details explicitly that in 

1951, he received notice from a Party member to put in a request to join the Party. But having 

interpreted the invitation as a way to only further clamp down control on intellectual activity, he 

refused. He was instead forced to join the Socialist Party. It seems this refusal might also have 

played a role in his transfer out of law and into education.   

When the 1954 Geneva Accords officially divided the country over the 17th parallel, 

Nguyễn Mạnh Tường was not alone to believe this division violated the will of the people along 
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with hundreds of years of tradition. Two years later, in May 1956, as the Association of Democratic 

Jurists were organizing their meeting in Brussels, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường was sent there to appeal 

for international intervention in reunifying the country. He returned from a fruitful few days in 

Brussels, where he encountered Soviet and Czech legal experts and was invited to their respective 

capitals to speak. At this point, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường was at the peak of his career: he held 

executive positions in a number of Vietnamese law associations, taught at what is now known as 

the Vietnam National University, and was a member of several diplomatic societies. It would be 

just a few months after, when he was asked to give commentary on the land reform policies in 

recent years, before the Mặt Trận Tổ Quốc (Vietnamese National Front) in October, that his career 

and social recognition met its downfall. In the interview with Hoà Khánh, he recounts his given 

task in detail: 

At the time, there was a great movement to rectify errors [committed during land reform]. 
During such activity, [members of the party] Tố Hữu, Trường Chinh, and Xuân Thủy, each 
took turns calling me to their homes to ask that I speak about what democracy really means 
at this Vietnamese National Front conference. 
 

His candid reflections in his presentation, “Through the errors in Land Reform – Constructing 

views on leadership,” caused him to lose his job at the university and be slowly cut off from friends 

and colleagues who did not want to be associated with him for fear of a similar fate.  

In the trial that Nguyễn Mạnh Tường recounts in Un Excommunié, however, this speech at 

the conference was not cited as the reason for his excommunication. The trial, which remains to 

be confirmed as a real event, instead reframes Nguyễn Mạnh Tường as an indulgent intellectual 

from the French colonial era. In fact, as intellectuals began denouncing the Party’s politics, public 

trials were held as a way to stage a proper conviction and to do away with these intellectuals 

officially. It is possible that the record in his memoir is a conversation with a party member that 

functioned similarly to an act of casting blame. Because Nguyễn Mạnh Tường had maintained the 
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same texts and discussions that he would have taught before the revision of educational material, 

these teachings would be used against him as evidence of his bourgeois decadence and his 

attachment to an old regime. His teaching of romantic writers like Alphonse de Lamartine was 

seen as a corruption of the youth. The depressed soul, weary and yearning for another world with 

more hope and love after the French Revolution in Larmartine’s “Isolement” from Meditations 

poétiques (1820), represented a nostalgic longing of the past that was contradictory to the material 

and real world that make up Communist ideology.    

But the difference between the Communist and Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s vision of the world 

does not only reduce down to the oppositions of a romantic world and a material world, a longing 

of another time and the claiming of the present. It is also about acknowledging, through literature 

and artistic production, the human condition in moments of transition such as the period after 1954, 

not only in its sentiments of distress or anxiety, but also in uncertainty and the inability to know 

what the future held. It is as much about content as it was about form, which manifests in the short 

albeit prominent presence of the journals Nhân Văn [Humanities] and Giai Phẩm [Fine Works] in 

North Vietnam. The appearance of these journals surfaced critiques of Party politics, but more 

importantly, and as artists became divided according to their Party affiliation and support, they 

also openly questioned the role of the intellectual or artist in society and in politics. Admitting 

uncertainty about the future stirred inherent insecurities in the Party, which explains why literature 

and artistic production became heavily censored, permitting only genres of literature tending 

toward socialist realism, for example. Nguyễn Mạnh Tường criticized such control on sentiments 

as they were reflected in creative production, calling these Party members dry-eyed stoics, citing 

a poem from André Chénier, appropriately titled “La jeune captive”: “Il n’y a que ‘des stoïques 

aux yeux secs’ qui, pour se hisser à une surhumanité, prétendent ignorer les larmes de la détresse 
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humaine. [There are only ‘dry-eyed stoics’ who, to boast their super human quality, pretend to be 

ignorant to the tears of human distress]” (1992, 108).  Such conviction in the expression of feeling 

was already present in his early writing, which I turn to now to further develop the relationship 

between freedom and writing.   

 

On being human and the uncertain ideas of freedom 

 

As the first text written after his dissertation theses, Sourires is a collection of short 

accounts that reveal more details about this complex relationship with France. Prefaced by an 

explanatory message that assemble these stories as archives, they are all testimonies, in various 

forms, of a youth’s experience in France (1937, 9). 58 The few scholars who have written on 

Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s Sourires have made a direct connection between this text and the author 

himself. There is no explicit information confirming this text as autobiography, but we can draw 

parallels retrospectively between his later texts and Sourires, including recurring titles like his 

unpublished Larmes et sourires d’une vieillesse and repeated experiences. It also remains unclear 

whether this autobiographical association is meant to designate the witness who reassembles and 

retells these stories, or the narrating voice of each story. Indeed, we find traces of Nguyễn Mạnh 

Tường in both, and it is the pursuit of this double recognition and its manifestation in a certain 

jeunesse that I would first like to explore. 

The preface implies that these stories come from different “membres” that make up this 

youth. Yet marked by a continuous je from one story to the next, there is nevertheless a false sense 

                                                
58 Nguyễn Mạnh Tường speaks as a researcher collecting data: “Ces documents étudient le drame d’une jeunesse 
qui se cherche.” [These documents study the drama of a youth in search for oneself.] 
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of linearity, as if each story detailed the events of a single individual or that they logically, if not 

chronologically, followed one another. The organization of the different stories very much 

facilitates this confusion. The progression of extreme hunger could very well be death, as 

“Angoisse de la faim” is followed by “Présence de la mort.” Similarly, in the account called 

“Séparation,” the narrator anticipates having to leave his close friend or lover for a looming “là-

bas.” This story is then followed by “La parabole de l’enfant prodigue: méditation orientale sur un 

thème biblique,” an account of the Vietnamese expatriate, as the prodigal son, and his difficult 

return to his country.  

This continuity is complicated further when certain expressions recur from one account to 

the next, overlapping and weaving the stories together. “Aux Assises,” is a testimony of an accused 

Vietnamese youth for having murdered his love, a French woman called Madeleine. The poem 

that follows, “Tendresses,” lends interpretations about a failed love story, and ends with the bitter 

lines “Ce que je t’ai dit/ Depuis un moment/ Pourrait bien n’être que mensonge. [What I have told 

you/for a moment/could very well only be a lie]” (48). This closing is not only relevant for the trial 

scene of “Aux Assises,” but to the last scene of yet another account, in “Présence de la mort,” 

where the young man in the story swears to his ailing friend, despite knowing otherwise, that he 

will continue to live. In the same way that my referencing of the various narrators in the text 

becomes easily confounded, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường has created a general narrating voice through 

these “documents.” The intertextual links within his very own work overlap and connect these 

different experiences together, fostering the singularity of une jeunesse through an interchangeable 

and nameless je that does not explicitly distinguish one Vietnamese abroad from another. For if 

these stories were indeed recollections or recordings of different people who lived in France, then 

their sourires et larmes, pains and passions, hunger and thirst are very much shared and understood 
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amongst each other. 

The opening epigraph of this chapter is taken from the first story in Sourires, and serves 

also as the first clue to understanding the beginnings of Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s intellectual 

trajectory. To be happy because one is free is to have a particular understanding of freedom, and 

to perhaps have experienced something other than what might be considered ‘free.’ Claiming 

“there is nothing as necessary as internal freedom,” the youth of this first account seems to know 

precisely what it feels to be without it (1937, 13). What exactly could an internal freedom mean, 

how can one attain it, and what does it even promise? 

Perhaps to begin understanding what freedom could mean, we can first explore its contrasts 

or alternatives. For the youth here, freedom is prevented by attachment. The youth who seeks 

internal freedom evades being fixed or held down “here-on-earth,” to an “ici-bas,” that bears 

uncanny resemblance to the “here” rejected in Friedrich Nietzsche’s own philosophical description 

of the free spirit in Beyond Good and Evil, and Human, All Too Human: “‘Better to die than live 

here’… this "here," this "at home" constitutes all they [the free spirits] have hitherto loved” (1908, 

9). This “here” more aptly refers to the spatial and spiritual confines, in the same way that the 

prodigal son felt the limitations of his father home prompting him to leave. Moreover, the 

resemblance of Nietzsche’s free spirit penetrates into the account of the Vietnamese’s arrival in 

France, as a “decisive and deciding event in the form of a great emancipation or unbinding, and 

that prior to that event it seemed only the more firmly and forever chained to its place and pillar” 

(9). Having loved and known his country up until this moment, the youth reveals his newfound 

disorientation: “J’ai l’impression d’être né à un monde nouveau où j’oublie jusqu’au souvenir de 

mon enfance.” [I have the impression of being born to a new world where I forget even the 

memories of my childhood] (1937, 69, my emphasis). The novelty of this new world and its 
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displacement is emphasized in the irregular usage of the preposition ‘à’ or ‘to’ rather than ‘dans’ 

or ‘in,’ which prompts speculation that this new world does not pre-exist the individual’s birth into 

it. Idiomatically, ‘jusqu’à’ here points to an emphatic inclusion, but the temporal quality of the 

‘hitherto,’ ‘bis dahin,’ in Nietszche is nevertheless echoed in the stand alone meaning of ‘jusqu’à’ 

or ‘until.’ That is, the sense of a rupture is stark, and the world he knew up until this moment, is 

no longer the one in which he currently dwells as it fades into memory.59 In this new world, the 

youth is no longer bound by 

unbreakable cords of duty: that reverence, which in youth is most typical, that timidity and 
tenderness in the presence of the traditionally honored and the worthy, that gratitude to the 
soil from which we sprung, for the hand that guided us, for the relic before which we were 
taught to pray—their sublimest moments will themselves bind these souls most strongly. 
The great liberation comes suddenly to such prisoners, like an earthquake: the young soul 
is all at once shaken, torn apart, cast forth—it comprehends not itself what is taking place. 
(Nietzsche 1908, 9) 
 

Similarly, the youth who returns to his home country after a stay in France, as recorded in one of 

the later accounts of Sourires, “La parabole de l’enfant prodigue,” does not exactly know what has 

changed in him since his departure. Nguyễn Mạnh Tường employs a dialogue between the youth 

and his brother to reveal the kind of confusion that this generation of young Vietnamese abroad 

might endure. Changing anecdotes without changing ideas, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường portrays that yet 

another youth, in a letter to a dear friend, intimates similar feelings of change, “Je tremble en effet 

de m’analyser moi-même et d’apprendre en moi l’accomplissement de modifications 

                                                
59 I will add that I have not found any explicit mention on Nietzsche in Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s writings, save 
for two remote occurrences: 1. In the chapter: “Tonneur annonciateur de l’orage” in Un Excommunié, Nguyễn 
Mạnh Tường exclaims “Ecce Homo!” when he criticizes the nature of a corrupt magistrate and his false 
martyrdom. He could be echoing the title of Nietzsche’s 1908 text, but also very likely be using the expression 
“Behold the man!” ironically. 2. In a 1941 review edited by Tôn Thất Bình, called Temoignages, and in which 
Nguyễn Mạnh Tường wrote a piece entitled “Rencontres,” Nietzsche’s name is explicitly mentioned. It is Tôn 
Thất Bình who refers to Nietzsche, in critiquing politics, and reflecting on the experiential aspect of life: “Que 
gagnerions-nous à changer de maîtres? La politique, on l’a souvent répété, n’est pas une affaire de sentiment, et 
la vie, il faut la regarder avec des yeux de chair comme l’enseignait Nietzsche.” 
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essentielles…” [Indeed, I tremble from analyzing myself and learning within me the effectuation 

of crucial modifications…”] (80). Focusing on internal change in this last account of experiences, 

justly titled “Appréhensions,” Nguyễn Mạnh Tường leaves things up to the future. Where the 

ambiguity of this je who speaks holds most importance is in statements where we also might detect 

the state of Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s own reflections. Effectively, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường, only 

twenty-eight years old at the time of writing this text, might have been searching for his own 

understandings of what internal freedom could mean, especially after having left, returned, and 

left again from Vietnam.  

Despite the strong desire for internal freedom, it nevertheless remains something idealized 

and romanticized. The narrator, as a Vietnamese expatriate in France, finds it difficult to reconcile 

between the French and Vietnamese cultures, both of which he feels are important to his identity. 

Rather than deciding between one or the other, partially because such a choice is not easily 

possible, internal liberty appears remedial and necessary. It not only allows indecision to be 

possible, but prompts the questioning of what belonging to any one culture might mean. Such 

interrogation, and refusal to attach, brings us back and closer to Nietzsche’s free spirit.  

Let us not forget, however, that this free spirit is itself a conjecture, for at the time of writing 

Human, All Too Human, Nietzsche claims that such free spirits do not actually – both currently 

and truly – exist. We have only fragmented ideas of what such free spirits might look like or how 

they are manifested. Reserved for “the few” and the “very strong” the free spirit on one level does 

not bind itself to any ideological positions, and on another is able to examine his own position 

critically to prevent or reform this. But Nietzsche writes about them and develops their character 

to anticipate their coming, perhaps as the “new philosopher,” who will exercise these 

characteristics. To identify resemblance between Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s internal freedom and 
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Nietzsche’s free spirit is not to call them the same things. The extent of Nietzsche’s influence on 

Nguyễn Mạnh Tường also remains to be determined, and might forever be a mystery. Yet whether 

intentional or not, the overlap in place and time, if you will – the evasion of a “here” and the 

progression “until” a certain moment – bears witness, firstly, to the kind of possibilities that can 

result from Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s idea of internal freedom. This is one of the reasons why 

Nguyễn Mạnh Tường held his Western formation so dear. More importantly, it leads us to ask a 

question that is crucial to understanding Nietzsche, regarding uncertainty: what is its role in one’s 

social and political status and how, manifested as internal freedom, could it hold importance for 

Nguyễn Mạnh Tường? 

Such uncertainty necessarily moves us away from trying to understand internal freedom as 

what it could be, to what it rejects or even challenges. In this sense, uncertainty appears less 

threatening than it is liberating. It is not about fearing the unknown but about questioning what is 

already assumed as known and true. Such thinking is particularly relevant for the time period that 

Nguyễn Mạnh Tường writes, for this tendency toward uncertainty and willingness to embrace it 

juxtaposes him with his peers whose “youth” qualified them as the energy and foundation for 

revolution. While the latter youth explicitly challenged the colonial regime, they also adopted 

another ideology to replace it, along with compatible narratives in order to realize the overthrowing 

of colonialism. Such youth in action, carrying the fate of the country’s independence in its hands, 

starkly contrasts with Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s youth whose aimless wondering and innocent 

questioning of attachment to either France and Vietnam threatens this anticolonial narrative. That 

is, questioning one’s belonging to a Vietnamese identity, and admitting’s one’s admiration for 

France contends with ideas of patriotism, as well as ontological bases on which “sides” are 

determined and revolutions organized. Such uncertainty meant indecision, which is dispensable, 
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decadent, and excessive in a budding communist regime. As early as Sourires, then, we can discern 

how Nguyễn Mạnh Tường destabilizes contemporary mainstream ideas of revolution, as well as 

later policies under communism. His writing reminds us that the Vietnamese expatriate on the 

1930’s does not only have a teleological purpose, to learn French and serve the revolution, but also 

has the opportunity to open up interactions between different individuals and geographies, 

touching on larger questions of human existence and belonging.  

 

Speaking silence and negotiating grammar 

 

While we are not precisely certain what internal freedom looks like in his early expatriate 

years, when it is taken up again in Un Excommunié, it becomes more concretely honed as a 

freedom of thought and expression of those thoughts. The politics around this later work reveal to 

be rather striking once we examine Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s trajectory in writing.  

Of his nineteen works, both published and unpublished, only five are written in 

Vietnamese. Four of the five are literary analyses or translations, a way in which Nguyễn Mạnh 

Tường believed he could share Western culture with a Vietnamese public. The remaining works 

are a combination of works of fiction, essays and travel writings written in French. Because there 

are many auto-biographical elements in these latter works, not to mention, two of the three official 

autobiographical works are indeed written in French, it appears Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s creative 

literary language is French, and not his native Vietnamese. This choice in language is particularly 

crucial when we consider the first text to appear after his thirty-year hiatus as an exile, Un 

Excommunié, as a memoir written in French. After so many years of not writing, writing again in 

French is a specific and significant act to revive the interaction and communication that he was 
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denied as un excommunié. While such silence was not necessarily a deliberate decision, but rather 

one imposed on Nguyễn Mạnh Tường, his memoir reveals that it became something complex, a 

profound and filling replacement rather than the emptiness of a mere void of speech.  

Soon after Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s public denunciation of the Communist Party’s Land 

Reform Policy, he was slowly removed from his postings and cut from social circles. He received 

fewer and fewer visitors, losing relationships he maintained with friends, coworkers, and students. 

Acquaintances seeing him down the street would turn to walk the other way. During the years of 

the intellectual’s excommunication, silence became internalized and even embraced within his 

family: “Entre elles et moi, le silence est plus éloquent que les paroles, et n’arrache pas les larmes 

des yeux” [Between (my wife and daughter) and me, silence is more eloquent than words, and do 

not extract tears from the eyes] (1992, 326). That silence could be more than sufficient is a first 

departure in questioning the value of silence and words, particularly the privileging of the latter in 

order to claim existence. In these extreme moments of both physical and mental strife through 

starvation and solitude for Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s family, there is a mutual understanding among 

Nguyễn Mạnh Tường, his wife, and his daughter where words are unnecessary, even excessive, 

only further exacerbating their situation. Relegated to an existence where he is unable to practice 

the teaching and law that most nourishes him, silence is not only safe and familiar, but necessary 

for self-preservation.  

Excommunication, then, brought on a silence that the intellectual had to initially deal with, 

but the manner in which he demonstrates silence as equally remedial recalls sentiments from one 

of the narrators in his earlier Sourires: 

Je rassemble mes forces…Dans la solitude et le silence où je rentre pour lutter à la 
conservation de moi-même, je dispose de deux armes puissantes: la littérature et la 
musique.  
[I gather my strength…In solitude and in silence where I return in efforts to conserve 
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myself, I have two weapons at my disposition: music and literature.] (87) 
 

Silence, for the young narrator, is also a place one can inhabit, particularly to recharge and “gather 

one’s strength.” Despite being considered deeply implicated in the status of exile, silence can be 

understood differently when we consider its effects, especially when deliberately sought after or 

embraced, as it is by both Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s narrator and his older self for self-preservation. 

In a regime where disabling an intellectual’s ability to write and speak is the imagined goal behind 

exile or excommunication, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường has proven that rather than being the opposite of 

words or speech, silence can offer an alternative to existence.  

When silence is broken, as it is in 1992 with the publication of Un Excommunié, word 

choices and grammar rules return. The mastery of language is never particularly a question for 

Nguyễn Mạnh Tường, yet we are reminded at various occasions of his attention to French 

grammar. At one point in his career, he even writes a preface to a collection of correspondences 

of Petrus Lê Công Đắc, an important author of French grammar texts in Vietnam in the 1930s 

(1932, “Preface”).60  The preface addresses Petrus Lê’s grammar texts and the importance of 

grammar in general, especially for those who think they’ve understood its rules. It is the beginning 

of this preface that is most remarkable, for he exclaims “Grammatici certant!” taken from Horace’s 

Ars Poetica. The complete verse in Horace, Grammatici certant et adhuc sub iudice lis est, roughly 

translates to the “grammarians argue and the case is still before the courts.” Opening with just the 

first half of this verse, there seems to be a never-ending debatability to meaning and grammar, for 

even those with authority – the grammarians – argue without end. 

It may be tempting to explain away this attention to grammar with the fact that Nguyễn 

                                                
60 Petrus Lê Công Đắc’s Dictionnaire franco-annamite was among the first of its kind in Vietnam in the first 
half of the 20th century. The preface however does not actually refer to the correspondences that follow, but 
Petrus Lê’s dedication to grammar in general. 
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Mạnh Tường is not a native French speaker, but the recurrence of grammar is not only a concern 

for rules in a classroom or conventions in a language. It is precisely because Nguyễn Mạnh Tường 

is not a native French speaker that exchange and communication are not taken for granted as an 

intuitive application of rules. Furthermore, as a lawyer, this negotiation of meaning is especially 

significant. Grammar appears in multiple instances to call upon a conscious reflection of the usage 

and choice of words in general. In the beginning of Sourires, for example, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường 

refers to a particular “grammar lesson,” not the kind that one learns in primary school but one that 

actually doesn’t need too much explaining: “…Je crois en l’indépendance des sexes. Sauf bien 

entendu, pour ce qui concerne la leçon de grammaire: je veux dire la conjugaison du verbe aimer.” 

[I believe in the independence of sexes. Except, of course, that which concerns the grammar lesson: 

I mean the conjugation of the verb aimer] (13). In the context of the passage, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường 

is of course referring to the intimate relations between a man and a woman, conjugal implied in 

conjugation, but even so, we should notice that there is nevertheless literal meaning in this 

grammar lesson: the verb aimer has similar conjugations for multiple subjects. Both il and elle 

share a same spelling and pronunciation in aime, and orally, both the first and second person 

conjugations sound the same: aime (je) and aimes (tu). In this sense, there is no independence of 

sexes both in the implied and literal meanings of their conjugations. So while referring to grammar 

as something that can be understood without much explanation, when we do think about it, we 

realize just the intricacy that is taken for granted.  

 In Un Excommunié, the attention to grammar shifts to word choice and their potential 

authority, leading to how power in politics can be construed. Nguyễn Mạnh Tường addresses the 

tendency to attach ourselves to words, to believe any fixed meanings, and defend such beliefs until 

death: 
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Mais, surtout ne nous tuons pas pour des mots, en allant jusqu’au bout d’une logomachie 
ridicule. Les termes de capitalisme et de socialisme n’ont pas de sens par eux-mêmes mais 
suivant les goûts et préférences de ceux qui l’emploient. 
[But, more importantly, let’s not kill each other over words, to the point of a ridiculous 
logomachy. The terms capitalism and socialism do not themselves have meanings but 
depend on the likes (goûts) and preferences of those who use them.] (162) 
  

This critique of a logomachy, an argument over words, falls upon its tautological nature, harping, 

in a sense, on the irony of grammatici certant. Relegating international conflicts to a dispute over 

words, a dispute necessarily constituted by words, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường is not disregarding these 

conflicts particularly, nor flattening the meanings of words in general. Rather, he suggests that the 

mutability of words and their meanings, particularly based on subjective “goûts et 

préférences,” makes conflicts and casualties questionable. It is not that words are futile, but it is 

the belief that words have fixed meanings, enough so to be disputed over said meanings, that makes 

them so.  

 That words can have different meanings in this way and that silence, as the non-utterance 

of words, can be valid, are very much versions of the critique that Jacques Derrida thoroughly 

develops toward Structuralist theory, in Writing and Difference, and in Of Grammatology. Derrida 

works to demystify the idea that there exists a “transcendental signified” in language or a system 

of signs. A signified that transcends all signs and is universally true is proven nonviable with the 

idea of différance, where a sign’s meaning is continually deferred, what we say is not always what 

is understood, the sign not always what is signified.  These ideas ultimately contribute to 

previously developed critiques of metaphysics of presence, and on which Martin Heidegger’s 

earlier deconstruction work is heavily concentrated. Underlying Derrida’s concepts then is the 

constant contention with Being as presence, presence privileged over absence, and the tendency 

for Western cultures to desire immediate access to meaning. Structure, which claims the presence 

of a center, helps to “orient, balance, and organize.” By looking at the structurality of structure in 
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this way, Derrida reveals how the center undermines the structure, because while it exists to limit 

“play” and governs the structure, it is not itself part of the structure. It manages to escape 

structurality, and therefore disrupts the idea that it could exist as present-being, absolutely present. 

The center as myth, not a fixity but only a function, is reinforced when Derrida points out that 

“repetitions, substitutions, transformations, permutations” only replace one center for another. 

“The entire history of the concept of structure must be thought of as a series of substitutions of a 

center for a center, as a linked chain of determinations of the center” (1978, 353). 

Decentering the center provides a way to understand how deconstruction exposes and 

subverts binaries that permeate our thinking, particularly those that exist hierarchically, one thing 

always subordinate to another, such as that of center-periphery. In Of Grammatology,61 Derrida 

takes on a particular myth of a “center,” logocentrism, in which the binaries around speech and 

writing are addressed more explicitly in relation with Ferdinand de Saussure’s theories of 

linguistics. Insisting on the primacy of speech, Saussure (along with Plato, Rousseau, Levi-

Strauss) holds that speech is closer to thought, the symbol that more purely represents mental 

experience. As soon as language is written down, a distance forms between the speaker and his 

words, and meaning becomes unanchored. While this may be true, Derrida strives to prove that 

such is the case for speech as well, for between sign and signified, there is no transcendental 

meaning but continuous deferral. Meanings are always unstable, especially between what is said, 

meant, and understood.  

Furthermore, in thinking about Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s silence and breaks from such 

                                                
61 The term, “grammatology,” or the science of writing, is taken from the sense in which it was first used by 
scholars associated with the Toronto School of Communication Theory refers to the study of script and the 
relationship between speech and writing. Before Derrida’s work, grammatology is most immediately associated 
with Eric Havelock (The Muse Learns to Write), Walter J. Ong (Orality and Literacy), Jack 
Goody (Domestication of the Savage Mind). 
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silence via words in Un Excommunié, we might employ this critique to further question how 

writing might follow speech if, indeed, no speech actually preceded it. When Saussure claims, 

“language and writing are two distinct systems of signs: the second exists for the sole purpose of 

representing the first," in Course in General Linguistics he overlooks writers for whom this order 

of speech before writing isn’t necessarily an option, nor is it an interest (Saussure 2011, 23). 

Commenting on the division of the country and the Vietnamese obsession with politics in an 

interview, Vietnamese exile and writer Võ Phiến suggests the phenomenon that reflection can be 

expressed directly in writing, and that writing could overlap with speech, even collapse with 

speech is liberating. He says, “We writers can reflect in words, we can speak out about this 

obsession. In speaking out we liberate ourselves from it” (1968). 

Having to choose between the two, whether it is speech and writing, or in the context of 

Un Excommunié, silence and speech/writing, returns to this inclination toward a metaphysics of 

presence, and yet it is precisely this fallacy of choice that prevents us from seeing otherwise. 

Silence as Nguyễn Mạnh Tường experiences it, is equally important as speech or writing. It doesn’t 

exactly function as the absolute absence of words and by extension absence of existence in general. 

Moving away from the privileging of presence invites us to re-examine what silence actually is, 

why it might exist, what it might say, and why it can sometimes be more justified than words in a 

given moment.  

  What can play, separation, and uncertainty between sign and signified mean for Nguyễn 

Mạnh Tường and what we have discussed regarding internal freedom? It allows us to revisit and 

destabilize the association of certain images with supposed significations particularly formed in 

narratives during the first half of the 20th century. Did affiliation with colonial authorities also 

mean collaboration?  Were all Vietnamese youth abroad engaged in revolutionary behavior, or 
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convinced of fighting for independence? Or more specifically, did such independence also mean 

anti-French or anti-Western ideas and sentiments? These questions all touch upon elements that 

became crucial to organizing the prevalence of Marxist ideology in Vietnam. I propose to further 

think of this in Derridean terms: “the entire history of the concept of structure must be thought of 

as a series of substitutions of center for center,” where, historically, one center is replaced for 

another to form an epistemological shift. These waves of Vietnamese youth traveling abroad are 

at the fore to this shift, where the education of and participation in Marxist ideology worked to 

shape the dominating idea of independence. This shift is manifested politically during the later 

years of colonial Vietnam, in which communism became accepted as a way to redirect and 

redistribute power, in addition to socially rehabilitating the country after being subject to colonial 

rule.  

Up to this point, we might address why we still continue to borrow Derridean terms to 

speak about a present center even when we know that it is elsewhere, outside of the structure. It is 

important to recognize, as does Derrida very consciously, that doing away with the system also 

does away with the tools that it provides. Without referring to a supposed center, “we have no 

language –no syntax and no lexicon– which is alien to this history; we cannot utter a single 

destructive proposition which has not already slipped into the form, the logic, and the implicit 

postulations of precisely what it seeks to contest” (354). We can keep in mind that the terms we 

use are not permanent or absolutely accurate in their significations, otherwise we cannot proceed 

to question anything. Accepting that these terms are provisional is contrary to complacency, 

precisely because it allows us to make our critique. 

In this sense, the way we talk about Nguyễn Mạnh Tường as an expatriate will continue to 

be conditioned by possibilities only made available through colonialism. The same could be said 
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for his attention to grammar, unquestionably a set of rules that dictate the French language, but 

also the constitutive matter in which his internal freedom could be manifested. There is also 

something to be recognized in those who held on to tools developed during colonialism, including 

Pham Quỳnh or Nguyễn An Ninh, whose expression in French did not immediately mean they 

were absolute collaborators or advocates for a colonial system. Rather, in ways specific to each, 

they utilized French institutions including the press to navigate their own ideas into their writing. 

Recognizing that the colonial system was flawed, many intellectuals still found it only possible to 

critique the system within the intricacies of the grammar and language of the colonizer. In this 

vein, some intellectuals were skeptical of efforts to completely disavow colonial developments 

and Western influences, such as that of a Marxist revolution. To them, replacing one regime for 

another might have shifted epistemic and political authority, but did not actually address the 

individual’s internal independence and freedom.  

 

Skepticism as intellectual freedom 

 

In arguing for this internal freedom, I return to the earlier poem by Chénier, which critiques 

stoicism to make room for feeling. The rest of Chénier’s poem is less of a complete rejection of 

stoicism, in the strict sense of refusing emotion absolutely, than it is a hopeful ode to the natural 

balance of experiences in life. Unlike a stoic’s dry eyes:  

Moi je pleure et j'espère ; au noir souffle du Nord 
Je plie et relève ma tête. 
S'il est des jours amers, il en est de si doux 

 [As for me, I cry and I hope ; into the dark the Northern wind blows 
 I bend and lift my head. 
 If there are bitter days, there are also days as sweet] (1870, 267)  
 
Bitter days are accompanied with better days; such is the positive outlook to be sought after, for 
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emotions will be plenty but also diverse, as opposed to denying any feeling experienced. The title 

of his first work Sourires et Larmes has renewed meaning then to illustrate the human capacity of 

experience as early as youth. Socialist realism, while mentioning suffering and is optimistic about 

the future, does not allow such suffering to exist without an end result, that is, without a teleological 

and strategically planted outcome for society.  This determinism is already contrary to the internal 

liberty that we have seen and developed in Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s thinking since his earliest years 

of writing.  

As we might suspect with the mention of stoicism, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường, who was an avid 

reader of Montaigne,62 is actually referring to the philosopher’s writings on the subject by way of 

Chénier. But even Montaigne, who may at times seem to lean toward Stoicism tendencies, betrays 

himself in saying “I judge myself only by actual sensation, not by reasoning” [“Je ne me juge que 

par vray sentiment, non par discours”] (Book 13). In essays like “De l’expérience,” Montaigne 

confides not only that these sensations are composed of “contrary things” but that “our being 

cannot subsist without this mixture.”63  So while Montaigne is very informed of Stoicism, citing 

Seneca and Cicero often, his rational attention to human experience and weakness prevent him 

from completely abiding to this philosophy. Experience and the feelings that are involved have 

epistemic value, even if such are “plus foible et plus vil” than reason. Feeling, as Montaigne 

intimates, makes up the rawest substance of man to be judged by, instead of basing said judgments 

                                                
62 One morning, after the public trials, a friend came to Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s home to inform him that the 
Party had decided to incarcerate him. Convinced of his fate, he packed his suitcase of some literary essentials: 
pen, paper, and a Bibliothèque de Pléiade edition of Michel de Montaigne’s Essais. 
63 I cite here the entire quote from “De l’expérience,” Essais, III: We must learn to suffer what we cannot evade; 
our life, like the harmony of the world, is composed of contrary things—of diverse tones, sweet and harsh, sharp 
and flat, sprightly and solemn: the musician who should only affect some of these, what would he be able to do? 
he must know how to make use of them all, and to mix them; and so we should mingle the goods and evils which 
are consubstantial with our life. Our being cannot subsist without this mixture, and the one part is no less 
necessary to it than the other. 
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on a discours that is not only variable, but also already interpreted.  

Derrida’s opening epigraph to his chapter, “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of 

Human Sciences,” from which I have copiously cited, is indeed from Montaigne: “We need to 

interpret interpretations more than to interpret things.” Ironically, we may proceed to read this 

imperative to interpret interpretations in at least two ways. First, in relation to Derrida, it is a 

reminder that it is not the sign that we actually interpret because the signified meanings that emerge 

from the sign are constructed over time, and always already refer to other meanings. This reading 

can and has been further extrapolated to contemporary discussions of discourse, in which one 

discourse becomes prevalent with epistemic value. This leads to our second reading, in which we 

return to Nguyễn Mạnh Tường and his observation of politics in Vietnam in particular. It is not the 

written law that is ambiguous, or even suspicious, but the different interpretations and applications 

of that law. We are called to read into interpretations because they might also reveal where 

deviations from the law take place. This awareness, suspicion, or skepticism, of interpretations is 

embedded into Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s own practice of law, which is juxtaposed with politics:  

La politique est un monde aux frontières floues qu’on peut franchir sans passeport et qu’on 
franchit souvent sans s’en douter…Ici triomphe l’ambiguïté. Et l’imprécision des gestes 
comme du langage permet les interprétations les plus diverses, souvent contradictoires…. 
Le monde juridique, au contraire, est entouré de montagnes et de fleuves qui servent de 
frontières naturelles…Entre la légalité et l’illégalité, la ligne de démarcation est nette, 
comme entre le blanc et le noir. La terminologie cerne les idées, en fixe le contenu, ne 
laisse flotter autour d’elle aucune marge d’ombre où puisse se nicher l’équivoque ou qui 
permette une prestidigitation verbale, une jonglerie avec des mots !  
 
[Politics is a world with blurred borders that one can cross without a passport and often 
without even knowing it. Here triumphs ambiguity. The imprecision of action and language 
allows the most diverse, often contradictory interpretations… 
The juridical world, on the contrary, is surrounded by mountains and rivers that act as 
natural borders. Terminology identifies the ideas, defines the content, and does not permit 
any margin of shadow to float around them, making it possible for the equivocal to hide or 
a verbal act of magic to be pulled, a juggling of words!] (1992, 29) 

 
This juxtaposition between law and politics seems to grant the juridical world exception to what 



 
 
 

 
 
 

187 

we have previously discussed regarding the distrust for words and fixed meanings. It therefore 

appears paradoxical when he writes that “…la palme revient à celui dont la logique s'appuie 

solidement sur des principes de droit, des textes de loi sans vaine logomachie, dans la froide 

sérénité de la dialectique, sous le soleil glacial de la raison.” […The prize comes back to the one 

whose logic rests firmly on principles of law, texts of law without vain logomachy, in the cold 

serenity of the dialectic, under the glacial sun of reason.] We have to bear in mind the certitude of 

such objective reasoning, for we are only fooled when we believe it exists absolutely. Inconsistent 

with what Nguyễn Mạnh Tường seems to write everywhere else, it is possible that this 

juxtaposition functions as a way to define the politics of Vietnam, as contrary to this juridical 

world, precisely as a world in which gaps between words nourish equivocality and verbal trickery.  

Moreover, thinking about how Nguyễn Mạnh Tường might believe such objective reason 

could ideally exist gives us an idea of the importance of the written word to our intellectual, and 

explain why he tended to use long literary explications in court. Or more pertinently, it 

demonstrates the overlap between law and literature and provides a clue to why Nguyễn Mạnh 

Tường never wanted to participate in politics through government. Why wasn’t he keen in joining 

the Party or in accepting Louis Marty’s offer to work under Bảo Đại’s administration upon his 

return from France when the opportunity arose?  Early in his career, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường had 

already grounded his identity as an intellectual and its position relative to politics: “I identify 

myself as an intellectual, and as such, to want freedom is to not desire politics. Intellectuals have 

to side with the people, not with the power of the government.” (Tường 1990) As Vietnamese 

scholar Thuỵ Khuê points out, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s statement sets a boundary between the 

people and the government and remarks on the tense position in which the intellectual places 

himself in relation to that government. It is an oblique critique of the Communist regime for its 
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lack of democracy, as Nguyễn Mạnh Tường defines, a government for and by the people.  

The place of the intellectual is related in the rest of Chénier’s poem, even though Nguyễn 

Mạnh Tường only cites one line, including this stanza:  

L'illusion féconde habite dans mon sein. 
D'une prison sur moi les murs pèsent en vain. 
J'ai les ailes de l'espérance : 
Échappée aux réseaux de l'oiseleur cruel 
[A thriving illusion dwells in my bosom. 
The walls of a prison weigh on me in vain. 
I have the wings of hope : 
Escaped from the cage of the cruel bird catcher] (1870, 267)  

 
Here, the narrating voice most immediately seems to embody what Nguyễn Mạnh Tường must 

feel after writing again for the first time in over thirty years. His excommunication did not 

completely drain him of “l’illusion féconde,” a fecond energy that allows him to continue to read, 

think, and eventually produce his memoir. In fact, the few years that proceeded his return to France 

in 1989, at the age of eighty, proved to be his most productive.  

The narrating voice of the captive in the poem also speaks more broadly of his belief in the 

existence of an internal liberty, especially when imposed with the constraints of politics. This bears 

resemblance to my earlier mention of Võ Phiến and his vision of politics as an obsession. Võ 

Phiến’s exile is directly linked to a geographic displacement from the sense of home established 

in his village, and on a larger scale in Vietnam. In many ways, he is quite different from Nguyễn 

Mạnh Tường, in his rejection of modernization and Western culture, as well as in his own 

participation in politics.  But as writers, they return to a similar idea of intellectual freedom: that 

writing can liberate writers from this obsession grants writers a special ability. Keeping in mind 

Nguyễn Mạnh Tường’s contemporaries at the time of Nhân Văn and Giai Phẩm, namely those 

who followed the Party and used their literature in favor of the Party’s motives, we can see how 

writing can also work otherwise. The prison that is excommunication is also the constraint of 
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politics, but as an intellectual who continues his practice in any extent, such prisons do not contain 

his free spirit.    

 

In Sourires, hunger is an important theme for the Vietnamese youth in France. Journal 

entries in “Angoisse de la faim” let us count the days in which our youth continues to subsist 

without finding a job, or a means to stay in France. We do not ever learn however this youth’s fate. 

Years later, in Un Excommunié, Nguyễn Mạnh Tường details his own hunger in a similarly titled 

chapter “Le drame de la faim.” How uncanny it is that in a 1937 text, our intellectual seems to be 

anticipating his experiences half a century later. He writes in that early text: 

“Oui, mais jusque à quand durera t-elle, mon humeur belliqueuse? La vie m’oblige à 
m’adapter. Maudite obligation! L’adaptation, n’est ce point déjà le commencement de la 
défaite? Qu’adviendra-t-il de moi dans vingt ans, dans trente ans? Sur ce champ de bataille 
où s’affrontent la nature et la culture, l’obligation de vivre et la volonté de se conserver à 
soi, serai-je encore debout? / Attendons nous verrons bien…”  
 
[Yes, but until when will my belligerent spirit last? Life obliges me to adapt. Curse this 
obligation! Isn’t adaptation already the beginnings of defeat? What will happen to me in 
20 years, in 30 years? Will I remain standing in this battle field where both nature and 
culture are confronted, as well as the obligation to live and the will to preserve oneself? 
We shall wait and see…]  (87) 
 

He ends the anecdote section of Sourires with “we will see…” as if he predicts how such internal 

freedom can be threatened: under the communist regime, and in his eventual excommunication of 

thirty years. Even before knowing what internal freedom could truly mean, in the sense of not 

having it, his attachment to such freedom was already informed by what it means to be without it. 

How true it is when Nietzsche says, “Our destiny exercises its influence over us even when, as yet, 

we have not learned its nature: it is our future that lays down the law to our to-day” (Nietzsche 

1908, 17). Even then, the recurring experiences expressed in his texts are very much a peculiarity 

of the intellectual’s work; despite knowing the very different contexts of his expatriatism and 
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excommunication, it is still difficult to determine whether excerpts of his work, including the 

opening epigraph, are taken from an earlier or later work because they remain continually 

pertinent. It seems this is the best way that we might understand internal freedom, as Nguyễn Mạnh 

Tường has lived it: not bound by political or social constraints, nor time or context.  
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Afterword 
 
 

 In 2009, Linda Lê spoke with Sabien Loucif about her relationship with limits, which came 

in the wake of her presentation at the annual meeting of the 20th and 21st-Century French and 

Francophone Studies Colloquium at Georgetown University in 2008, whose theme was “Limites.” 

Lê claimed that words are not meant to heal. Rather than deliverance, one only plunges deeper:  

S.L.: Do you think there is an intimate relationship between the limits of consciousness 
and those of writing? You’ve stated that you don’t believe in the therapeutic qualities of 
writing. Does the act of writing allow you to go further, to reach something else? What 
does writing bring you and what do you want your books to bring to your readers? 

L.L.: …I do not believe in a possible healing that words would bring me, but I try to tame 
the part in me that goes off the rails, to control the ebb and flow of these oil spills that are 
the loss of consciousness, when everything becomes unreal, when I no longer have any 
grip on the everyday, which becomes a bundle of riddles. Writing, therefore, allows me to 
take part in the fire, to gather my scattered selves, but also, through the invention of 
fictional characters, to explore the abyss…Through literature, I try to transcend myself and 
I hope that readers, by entering my universe, will break from their apriorism to discover 
the hidden side of things, that they will slide into the abyss in order to come out purified. 
(2009, 504) 

 To contemplate a relationship between the limits of consciousness and writing is to draw a 

direct line between thinking and acting, and here specifically, the act of writing. Here, words are a 

way to not only make sense “when everything becomes a bundle of riddles,” but also to expand 

one’s limitations [explorer les abysses]. Writing allows Lê to explore uncharted territories, 

particularly the dangerous, treacherous kind. It is walking in the dark, alongside death, risk as the 

mere separation of life as you know it and life as you don’t. But there is an inherent paradox in her 

relationship to words, and language more generally: where it contains [à maîtriser les flux et les 

reflux de ces marées noires], it also gives license to excess, and precisely that of a different world 
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[les abysses].  

 While writing does not promise healing for the writer, there is still a hope of transformation, 

but it has to involve delving into the abyss, the space of the unknown, to emerge again, changed, 

or “purified.” This procedure is not exclusive to the reader, for Lê later states, “Sortir de soi pour 

mieux descendre en soi-même, c’est la définition de la lecture et de l’écriture. [Going out of oneself 

in order to better go back into one self is the definition of reading and writing]” (2009, 506). I find 

that this thinking is a contemporary reconfiguration of the earlier encounter with the question I’ve 

tried to ask through these 20th century Vietnamese intellectuals:  Can a foreign tongue therefore 

provide a language of freedom? To this question, implied throughout my study and explicitly 

addressed in Chapters Two and Four, I answer yes. The question itself does not assume that a 

foreign tongue and a language of liberation are one and the same, the foreign tongue making 

available rather than simply is. It is therefore not an ontological question that we are asking, it is 

not only identity that we are concerned with, but the process of cultivating – that is thinking and 

writing – a discourse of liberty that reflects and instantiates a new way of making sense of the 

world.  In this way, these Vietnamese intellectuals changed the landscape of intellectual 

engagement, to be self-reflexive, constantly questioning one’s limitations, and daring to do things 

differently, in order to expand those limitations. 

 This project has tried to show how these writers internalize a colonial education system to 

write, but not only to address the colonial relationship. There is more at stake for this generation 

of intellectuals, because in this transitional period of Vietnamese social and political history, it 

wasn’t just about Vietnam in relation to France, but in relation to the world, and the other people 

of that world. The humanism that arises in the Vietnamese response to colonialism is a way to 

connect human experience, which becomes a way for us to think about how the French language 
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and culture is vehicular for other concerns in the francophone world beyond this colonial 

relationship. Another way to think about where Vietnamese Francophone Literature stands in the 

field recalls Judith Butler’s development of subjectivity. In entertaining the alleged paradox that is 

writing in French and thinking about freedom, or the space carved out by Vietnamese Francophone 

writers, we might think in terms of what Butler describes as an “excrescence of logic, as it were. 

To claim that the subject exceeds either/or is not to claim that it lives in some free zone of its own 

making. Exceeding is not escaping, and the subject exceeds precisely that to which it is bound” 

(1997, 17).  

 Bound by the ambivalence of agency, the Vietnamese Francophone quality of a literature 

nevertheless becomes the subject, or agent, of intervention rather than a mere area of study, an 

object of interest. It emerges as a critique of those moments in the past, when Jean Cocteau wrote 

his preface to Trần Văn Tùng’s Bach Yên without considering the possibility that the writer’s 

Franco-indigenous education could be a source for his writing, to have a capacity for agency as 

opposed to being merely an objective to reach a certain audience. But this critique also applies to 

moments in the present, when scholars assume that a certain Francophone literature speaks for 

itself, its political and cultural history as its only defining characteristics. This has been a major 

point of critique for postcolonial studies because while there is a push for shifting our 

understanding of culture from epistemological function to enunciative practice, it remains confined 

within that framework of tension, both cultural and political (Bhabha 2014, 255).  

 Having begun my project with postcolonial studies, where does it stand now, especially in 

relation to Francophone literature? It would be misguided to disregard the developments that 

postcolonial studies has made possible for the field. In many ways we can see that it actually paves 

ground for new approaches.  
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 When Gayatri Spivak speculates as to why Michel Foucault wrote an Archeology of 

Knowledge and not an Archeology of Power, she points to the irreducible connection to language 

in savoir, its differential substance being discourse. “Thus its archeology can be written [whereas] 

the differential substance of power is force, which does not have an irreducible relation to 

language. …Writing its archeology would entail the first step: writing pouvoir in terms of savoir” 

(1995, 152). Similarly, Homi Bhabha, in his chapter, “The Postcolonial and the Postmodern” refers 

to a penchant toward a “language metaphor” in contemporary critics to create a social imaginary 

based on the articulation of differential moments in history and culture. Bhabha’s entire project in 

The Location of Culture relies heavily on this metaphor in order to understand and reconstruct 

colonial structures as well as to proffer interventions within dominant narratives that overlook 

cultural differences. These two emphases on language as the substance in which the relationship 

between knowledge and power, thought and action, can be charted, has not only been fundamental 

to postcolonial studies, as we can see here, but also throughout the second half of 20th century as 

a continuous object of study in literary studies. Within and alongside language, we can also trace 

creativity, emotion, theories of selves, memory, and other thought processes, all of which distinctly 

make us human. 

More recently, these processes of making sense of the world has been explicitly broached 

in the field of cognitive studies, and more notably its intervention in reading literature. Its 

emergence does not seek “consilience with science” (Zunshine 2015, 2), but to enrich existing 

paradigms, and illuminate blindspots in other approaches to literary studies, from poststructuralism 

and its residual formalism to Marxist views on the materiality of language and its role in material 

culture. But as mentioned earlier, beyond the Sapir-Whorf phenomenon and a linguistic 

determination of one’s view of the world, there is negotiation: “Thought and its representation in 
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language, are shaped not solely or even primarily by cultural forces but also by the innate and 

universal physical parameters of our bodies and brains, as we attempt to make sense of and 

successfully negotiate what surrounds us, in nature and culture” (Crane and Richardson 1999, 

127). Where we cannot leave postcolonial theory behind is in this task of negotiation, which Spivak 

has mentioned is already at work in the postcolonial position, “negotiating” through catachresis, 

“reversing, displacing and seizing the apparatus of value-coding,” to constitute “a concept-

metaphor without an adequate referent” (1990, 227-8). Imagine the reaction of a French reader 

who picks up a Vietnamese Francophone text and comes across Đào Đăng Vỹ’s avertissement, 

who uses the French language to take to task the French representation of the Vietnamese, or 

imagine a contemporary reader who picks up a study on Vietnamese Francophone literature to find 

a cognitive study on the use of language.  It is not least this element of surprise, this quality of 

excess, afforded in language that continually draws us to its study.  

Exposing literary studies to other interdisciplinary approaches, particularly cognitive 

science, is a direct response to understanding and negotiating our contemporary position in the 

world. It speaks not only to the revalorization of the Humanities, especially as a return to the human 

as living and thinking being, but also to the technological age in which the living and thinking 

faculties of a human are computerized, replicated and multiplied. The “language metaphor,” in its 

postcolonial sense and in its cognitive process, is as pertinent as ever, as we try to use it to make 

sense of the world.   
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