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Introduction 

Growing up i n th e increasingl y nationalisti c environmen t o f Vietnam i n 
the 1940 s and 1950s , the narrator of Kim Lefevre's autobiographica l nove l 
Medsse blanche  (1989)1 i s painfully awar e o f her physica l differenc e fro m 
an imagined idea l of Vietnamese racial purity. Born from ( Tunion ephemere 
d'une jeune  Annamite  et  un  Frangais"  [the ephemera l unio n o f a  youn g 
Vietnamese woma n an d a  Frenchman], 2 sh e embodie s th e fundamenta l 
problem addresse d i n thi s book : ho w ca n identit y b e though t an d 
represented outsid e o f th e oppositiona l categorie s tha t divid e cultures , 
histories, languages, and races? As a mixed-race individual, Lefevre's medsse 
bears th e corporea l trace s o f a  politicall y abhorren t relationship , a 
scandalous ac t o f collaboration : "je  rappelais,  a  mon  corps  defendant, 
rhumiliante colonisation  et Varrogance  du  Blanc.  Yetais  le  fruit impur  de la 
trahison de ma mere"  [despit e myself , I  brought t o min d th e humiliation s 
of colonization and the arrogance of the white man. I  was the impur e frui t 
of my mother's betrayal ] (409). 3 

In th e contex t o f colonia l Indochina , th e youn g medsse  is viewed a s 
"une monstruosite"  [ a monstrosity ] (14) , a  grotesqu e an d unnatura l 
juxtaposition o f conflictin g element s tha t maintai n thei r mutua l 
incompatibility: "O n mettait  tout  ce qui etait mauvais en moi sur le compte 
du sangfrangais qui circulait dans mes veines ... Mo i aussi, jejietestais ce sang 
que je portais.  Pedte fille, je revais £accidents providendels  qui  me videraient 
de ce sang maudit, me laissant pure Vietnamienne" [Everything bad about me 
was chalked up to the French blood that circulated i n my veins .. . Eve n I 
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hated th e blood tha t I  carried. As a  young girl , I  dreamed o f providentia l 
accidents tha t woul d ri d m e o f tha t curse d blood , leavin g m e purel y 
Vietnamese] (14) . Fa r fro m breakin g dow n th e oppositio n betwee n 
"French" an d "Vietnamese, " he r metissage  provokes anxiou s an d ofte n 
violent reassertion s o f difference . He r aberran t bod y i s suppressed , 
humiliated, disciplined : i n he r earl y childhoo d alone , sh e i s abandone d 
by her mother , sexually abused, and beaten. In one particularly harrowin g 
scene, sh e i s force d t o demonstrat e he r loyalt y t o th e anticolonia l 
movement b y drinking sal t water until she vomits . 

The narrator' s bifurcate d sens e o f identit y i s further complicate d b y 
her introduction to French culture and an educational path that eventuall y 
leads her t o Paris . An earl y moment o f contact wit h th e Frenc h languag e 
occurs a t th e Oceanographi c Institut e o f Nha Trang , wher e he r mothe r 
has been hired as a cook. The director of the Institute , a large French man , 
takes an interes t i n the young medsse: 

11 voulut m'initier a la langue frangaise et, dans ce hut, m'obligeait a circuler dans 
la grande salle, touchant  et nommant les objets usuels: la  soucoupe, la  cuillere, le 
couvercle ...Je  cireulais,  egrenant  le chapelet des mots ... 

Mes legons  se  poursuivirent de  diner en diner. Nous formions  un groupe 
insolite: d!un  cote les Vietnamiennes —  ma  mere et mes  soeurs, — menues, 
reservees, comme  effacees contre le mur; de  Vautre le directeur, giant flamboyant 
... et  moi dans Vespace  vide entre  les  deux,  petite abeille se posant tantot  sur un 
objet, tantot sur un autre, psalmodiant ma litanie de substantifs. 

[He wanted t o introduce me to the French language and, to this end, made 
me walk around the large room, touching and naming ordinary objects: the 
saucer, the spoon, the lid .. . I  circulated, telling my rosary of words .. . 

My lessons continued fro m dinne r t o dinner . W e mad e u p a  peculia r 
group: on one side the Vietnamese women — my mother and my sisters — 
slender, reserved, unobtrusive agains t the wall ; on the other the director, a 
blazing giant .. . an d I  was in the empty space between the two , a little bee 
landing now on one object, now on another , chanting my litany of nouns.] 
(165-6) 

The importanc e of this moment i n the young narrator's life i s underscored 
by her deploymen t o f a  religious vocabulary ; indeed , a t severa l point s i n 
the narrative , sh e suggest s that i t was her Frenc h educatio n tha t "saved " 
her from a  traumatic childhoo d b y allowing her t o begin her lif e ane w i n 
France. At th e same time, the passage is striking for the theatrica l manne r 
in which th e scen e i s staged: the thi n Vietnames e wome n almos t hidde n 
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against th e wal l o n on e sid e o f th e room , th e gian t Frenc h ma n o n th e 
other. The distribution of characters in the room creates a spatial metaphor 
in which th e narrator finds herself , as always, between th e opposing poles 
of "French" and "Vietnamese " — figure d her e a s the masculin e powe r of 
the colonizer and the almost invisible subjectivity o f the colonized women . 
Oddly, an d i n spite of the fac t tha t th e spac e between he r family an d th e 
director i s ful l o f th e object s name d i n he r "litani e d e substantifs, " th e 
narrator describes it as an empty space — uVespace vide, entre les deux." Wha t 
is the statu s of this empty linguisti c space in which sh e floats fro m objec t 
to object , hersel f th e objec t o f gazes both Frenc h an d Vietnamese ? Doe s 
its emptines s stan d a s anothe r reminde r o f th e limit s o f signification , o f 
the fundamenta l unrepresentabilit y o f the narrator' s own identity ? 

I evoke Medsse  blanche  because th e humiliation , confusion , an d pai n 
suffered b y it s narrator serv e a s a  particularly star k reminde r o f th e nee d 
to conside r historical , political , an d cultura l context s whe n formulatin g 
theories abou t th e natur e an d significanc e o f intercultura l identities . I n 
the final decades of the twentieth century, analyses of interculturality too k 
on a n increasingl y importan t rol e acros s a  wide rang e o f discipline s an d 
professions, a s academi c theorist s an d multinationa l corporation s alik e 
attempted t o comprehen d th e cultura l ramifications o f global capitalism . 
Examinations o f immigration , transnationalism , an d globalizatio n hav e 
made invaluabl e contribution s t o ou r understandin g o f th e postcolonia l 
world, whil e theoretica l exploration s tha t privileg e creolite  an d metissage 
have revitalize d literar y an d cultura l studies . I n evokin g th e sufferin g o f 
Lefevre's narrator , m y inten t i s no t t o den y th e critica l impor t o f suc h 
recent work , bu t rathe r t o underscor e th e exten t t o whic h celebrator y 
readings o f interculturality , whic h ten d t o focu s o n th e postmodern , 
deconstructive pla y o f postcolonial identities , ma y obscur e th e rigi d an d 
potentially traumati c condition s unde r whic h colonize d subject s 
experienced th e tension s an d contradictions o f intercultural identity. 4 

The divers e an d fluid site s of identification currentl y associate d wit h 
interculturality were mapped far less clearly for those individuals who found 
themselves — throug h accident s of birth, lik e Lefevre's narrator , bu t als o 
by virtu e o f clas s positio n an d pedagogical/cultura l formatio n —  caugh t 
between th e opposin g pole s o f th e colonia l system , whic h sough t t o 
maintain rigid distinctions between colonizer and colonized, sovereign and 
subject.5 Whil e officia l statement s o f Frenc h polic y gesture d towar d 
assimilation, th e ver y natur e o f th e imperia l projec t demande d a  firml y 
established differentia l hierarch y tha t could justify th e ongoing economi c 
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exploitation an d politica l oppressio n o f entir e populations . Th e crucia l 
difference betwee n th e French and thei r colonia l "others" was articulated 
and reinforce d throug h discursiv e form s an d materia l strategie s tha t 
included lega l codes , urba n planning , an d pseudo-scientifi c rac e theory , 
as well a s travel narrative s an d literar y text s tha t trafficke d i n racia l an d 
cultural stereotypes. Anti-colonial resistance movements, as Medsse blanche 
makes clear, were themselves not immun e to binary thinking and cultura l 
essentialism; indeed , th e rhetori c o f suc h movement s ofte n calle d fo r a 
return t o a n idealize d indigenou s cultur e tha t coul d restor e tie s t o a n 
untainted, precolonia l past . Agains t thi s backdro p o f polarizatio n an d 
enforced difference , i t i s hardly surprisin g tha t interculturalit y remaine d 
an elusiv e concep t i n Frenc h Indochina , a s i n othe r region s o f th e 
colonized world.6 Nonetheless, intercultura l subjects did emerge out of the 
"contact zones " o f empire, 7 ofte n marke d b y wha t on e contemporar y 
observer described as the "angoisse  d!une jeunesse balhttee entre deux cultures, 
deux civilisations, deux  formes de vie" [anguish of a young generation tosse d 
between two cultures, two civilizations, two ways of life].8 These individual s 
struggled withi n an d agains t narrative s o f cultura l authenticit y tha t lef t 
little roo m fo r multipl e allegiance s an d identifications ; thei r attempt s t o 
comprehend an d express the intercultura l condition ar e the subject of this 
book. 

Disorientation examines representations o f cultural hybridity tha t spa n 
nearly half a century, a period marked by major shift s i n Franco-Vietnamese 
relations. Nguyen Pha n Long' s Le Roman de Mademoiselle Lys (1921) , one 
of the earlies t works of Vietnamese francophone literature , was published 
within a  fe w year s o f th e foundin g o f th e Constitutionalis t Part y o f 
Cochinchina, i n which its author played a leading role. Albert de Teneuille 
and Truong Dinh Tri's Ba-Dam (1930), a collaborative text that announce s 
itself a s a  roman franco-annamite [Franco-Vietnamese novel], 9 reflects th e 
policies of Franco-Vietnamese "collaboratio n an d harmony" supported b y 
the Frenc h a t the heigh t o f the colonia l period. Pham Du y Khiem's Nam 
et Sylvie (1957) appeare d shortly after th e French defeat a t Dien Bien Phu, 
while it s autho r wa s servin g a s Vietnames e Ambassado r t o France , an d 
Pham Va n Ky' s Des  Femmes assises ga  et la  (1964) wa s published a s th e 
political and literary landscapes of France were being redrawn in the wake 
of decolonization an d th e ris e of the nouveau  roman. Written durin g an d 
just afte r th e colonia l period by authors working i n Vietnam a s well as in 
France, thes e fou r text s ar e compose d i n a  variet y o f literar y style s an d 
genres, including epistolary and diary novels, third-person narratives , an d 
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stream-of-consciousness interio r monologues. Despite these differences, al l 
of th e novel s examine d i n Disorientation  share a  profound concer n wit h 
the proble m o f interculturality , whic h thei r author s dramatiz e an d 
interrogate throug h th e narrativ e foregroundin g o f character s wh o mus t 
negotiate difficul t homecoming s afte r year s spent i n Franc e o r i n Frenc h 
schools. In thei r exploration s o f intercultura l identity , th e author s offe r a 
range of responses to the following essentia l question: can the intercultura l 
subject b e understoo d a s mor e tha n a  sit e o f cultura l contestation , a s 
anything othe r tha n a  confrontatio n betwee n incompatibl e binar y 
opposites? 

As member s o f th e colonize d population , th e Vietnames e author s 
discussed i n thi s boo k grapple d wit h man y o f th e sam e issue s a s thei r 
compatriots, negotiating various political responses to French dominatio n 
while attempting to articulate new forms of identity tha t could encompas s 
the radical changes taking place in their society. Under the twin pressures 
exerted by colonial rule and the growth of the revolutionary anti-colonia l 
movement, Vietnames e cultur e underwen t a  numbe r o f profoun d 
transformations i n the first half of the twentieth century.10 The very nature 
of social interaction was thrown into question as nationalist revolutionarie s 
challenged Confucian clas s and gender hierarchies. Agrarian communitie s 
centered aroun d villages were often fracture d b y the migration of workers 
to factorie s an d industrialize d urba n areas , wher e th e Frenc h colonia l 
economy demande d a n easil y exploitabl e proletariat. 11 Th e relationshi p 
of th e Vietnames e t o thei r writte n languag e wa s fundamentall y altere d 
through th e colonia l regime's suppression o f traditional characte r school s 
and th e widesprea d introductio n o f quoc  ngu,  a n alphabetically-base d 
system that eventually became a valuable tool in the dissemination of anti-
colonial propaganda. 12 Th e effect s o f thes e an d othe r change s wer e fel t 
throughout Vietnames e society , an d th e anxietie s provoke d b y suc h 
cultural turbulenc e wer e certainl y share d b y the writer s examine d i n th e 
chapters tha t follow . 

In certai n ways , however , th e experience s o f thes e writer s se t the m 
apart fro m th e vas t majorit y o f Indochines e subjects , whos e exposur e t o 
the languag e an d culture o f France remained minima l eve n a t th e heigh t 
of the colonia l period. By 1936 , for example , less than te n percen t o f th e 
Indochinese population was bilingual.13 Very few students enrolled i n th e 
ecoles franco-indigenes [Franco-Vietnames e (literally , Franco-Native ) 
schools] were allowed to advance beyond the lowest levels; an even smaller 
group, selecte d o n th e basi s o f factor s tha t include d previou s academi c 
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success a s wel l a s economi c an d socia l position , wa s allowe d t o pursu e 
higher educatio n i n Frenc h school s i n Indochin a o r France. 14 Th e 
Vietnamese writer s who bega n t o produce literar y text s i n French i n th e 
early part of the twentieth centur y emerged from thi s small and relativel y 
elite group of bilingual students; professionally, the y tended to be teachers, 
civil servants , journalists, and politicians . 

In spit e o f th e increasin g institutionalizatio n o f francophone studie s 
in American an d Europea n universities , Vietnames e literatur e i n Frenc h 
remains remarkably absen t on the level s of both curriculum and research . 
To th e extent tha t a  francophone "canon " can be said to exist, i t has been 
constructed largel y aroun d Africa n an d Caribbea n writers , whil e 
Vietnamese author s —  eve n thos e whos e wor k wa s receive d wit h hig h 
critical praise , suc h a s Pha m Du y Khie m an d Pha m Va n K y —  ar e 
infrequently taught , an d rarel y discussed eve n i n wide-ranging survey s of 
francophone literature. 15 Th e notabl e exceptio n t o thi s tren d i s Jack A . 
Yeager's groundbreaking study , The Vietnamese Novel in  French: A Literary 
Response to Colonialism}6 This work offers detailed summaries and themati c 
analyses of dozens of novels, as well as a painstakingly researched appendi x 
containing invaluabl e biographica l an d bibliographica l informatio n o n 
thirteen novelists.17 While Yeager is attentive to the intercultural dynamics 
at wor k behin d th e productio n o f Vietnamese literatur e i n French, 18 th e 
scope of his project does not allo w for sustained readings and close textua l 
analyses: "Because of the newness of the subject," he writes, "the analytica l 
task faced b y a researcher i n thi s area must be primarily one o f definitio n 
and description . I t i s necessary t o delimi t thi s literar y corpu s an d decid e 
where it s cohesiveness, i f any, lies."19 

Disorientation seek s t o pus h th e stud y o f Vietnames e francophon e 
literature beyon d th e critica l groundwor k establishe d b y The  Vietnamese 
Novel in French, to move beyond the definition an d description of a literary 
corpus towar d a  deepe r textua l engagemen t wit h specifi c novels . M y 
approach t o these novels combines rigorous literary analysis  with cultura l 
and historical inquiry . Throughout thi s book, I  have attempted t o engage 
with the novels under consideration both as highly self-conscious creativ e 
works and a s reflections o f specific colonia l an d postcolonia l situations . I 
have found i t helpful, o n occasion , t o read them i n dialogue with literar y 
critics whos e wor k i s no t ordinaril y associate d wit h colonia l an d 
postcolonial studies , not t o impose Western models of reading upon the m 
but t o respon d t o an d elucidat e certai n aspect s o f text s writte n i n ofte n 
explicit engagement wit h European literar y traditions . 
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At th e sam e time , th e clos e reading s tha t for m th e cor e o f the boo k 
are inflecte d b y historical an d cultura l considerations , an d informe d b y a 
variety o f primary documents writte n by French an d Vietnamese author s 
— trainin g manual s fo r colonia l administrators , literar y texts , work s o f 
colonial propaganda , touris t guidebooks , an d textbook s fro m colonia l 
schools. Whil e a  ful l accoun t o f Vietnames e cultur e an d th e histor y o f 
colonial Indochin a woul d fal l fa r outsid e th e scop e o f thi s book , th e 
readings tha t follo w ar e engage d i n crucia l way s wit h extra-literar y 
contexts, and demand som e familiarity wit h certain aspect s of the histor y 
of th e colonia l perio d i n Indochina , a s wel l a s differen t formulation s o f 
Vietnamese culture. Rather than presenting all of this material in a separate 
section, I  hav e chose n t o integrat e relevan t cultura l an d historica l 
information int o the readings themselves, working to create contextualized 
analyses throug h whic h I  argu e tha t Vietnames e francophon e literar y 
representations of intercultural identit y were intimately linked, in complex 
and ofte n disturbin g ways , t o th e prevailin g politica l an d cultura l 
conditions ou t of which the y were produced . 

All o f th e author s studie d i n thi s boo k attende d Frenc h school s i n 
Indochina, and some in the metropole; not surprisingly, the French schoo l 
emerges a s a  privilege d sit e o f intercultura l formatio n i n thei r novels . 
Disorientation opens wit h a n examinatio n o f colonia l educationa l polic y 
in Indochina , an d th e effect s o f Frenc h educatio n upo n thos e colonize d 
subjects wh o turne d t o francophon e literar y productio n a s a  mean s o f 
expression i n th e earl y par t o f the twentiet h century . I  focus firs t o n th e 
pedagogical theorie s pu t fort h b y Eliaci n Luro , whos e Cours  de 
Vadministration annamite  (1875 ) wa s use d t o trai n aspirin g colonia l 
administrators at Saigon's college de stagiaires. According to Luro's proposals, 
the ke y elemen t i n successfu l Frenc h dominatio n wa s a  colonia l 
educational syste m tha t woul d combin e "traditional " Vietnames e 
instruction wit h Frenc h schooling . Suc h a  system , h e believed , woul d 
create a  clas s o f cultura l translators , intercultura l subject s whos e rol e i n 
the imperia l projec t wa s clear : "diriger  sous  noire surveillance, sous notre 
controle, sous  notre  inspection,  le  peuple vaincu"  [t o guid e unde r ou r 
surveillance, unde r ou r control , th e vanquishe d population]. 20 I n th e 
decades followin g Luro' s deat h i n 1877 , th e Frenc h sough t t o positio n 
colonial educatio n withi n a  structur e o f prestig e an d power , indelibl y 
marking thos e fe w Vietnames e who , b y virtu e o f class , geography , an d 
ability, wer e allowe d acces s t o it s uppe r ranks . Late r i n th e chapter , I 
consider the peculiar position of these individuals — taught to revere and 
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even identif y wit h a  culture tha t nonetheles s hel d the m apar t a s inferio r 
— through an examination o f a number of Vietnamese francophone text s 
concerned wit h the colonia l classroom . 

Nguyen Pha n Long' s Le  Roman de  Mademoiselle Lys,  th e focu s o f m y 
second chapter , als o take s a s it s subjec t th e effect s o f Frenc h educatio n 
on Vietnames e student s —  specificall y addressin g th e potentia l danger s 
of French education for Vietnamese women. This curious novel i s written 
in th e for m o f a  journal kep t b y Hai , a  young woman fro m Cochinchin a 
who return s t o the villag e of her birt h afte r eigh t year s spent a t a  Frenc h 
school i n Saigon . Th e journa l document s Hai' s interculturality , a  stat e 
marked b y a  sens e o f alienatio n fro m Vietnames e culture , alon g wit h a 
particular scorn for the role prescribed for women in Confucian philosophy . 
Toward th e en d o f the novel , afte r havin g narrowl y avoide d suicide , Ha i 
emerges fro m a  stat e o f intercultura l confusio n an d seem s t o b e full y 
reintegrated int o her native culture. Rejecting the political and social ideas 
received throug h he r Frenc h education , sh e closes her journal a  few day s 
before he r wedding . 

In it s suggestion tha t Vietnames e me n ma y benefi t fro m exposur e t o 
a French cultural formation tha t can only be toxic for Vietnamese women , 
Nguyen Pha n Long' s nove l clearl y engage s i n wha t Um a Naraya n ha s 
recently termed "the 'selective labeling ' of certain changes and not other s 
as symptoms o f 'Westernization'." 21 I n Ba-Dam,  Alber t d e Teneuille an d 
Truong Din h Tri' s collaborativ e roman  franco-annamite, th e danger s o f 
interculturality appl y equall y t o men . Thi s novel , whic h I  examin e i n 
Chapter Three, recounts the breakdown and ultimate failure of the Franco-
Vietnamese marriag e between Janine Lassia t and Nguyen Van Sao , a law 
student livin g i n Paris . When th e nove l opens , Sa o ha s live d i n Franc e 
for si x years , an d find s himsel f strugglin g t o com e t o term s wit h hi s 
intercultural identity . Soo n afte r thei r wedding , Sa o an d hi s wif e trave l 
to his native village i n Cochinchina, wher e thei r cultural identitie s see m 
to shif t int o th e phantasmati c real m o f colonia l stereotypes , an d wher e 
barriers create d b y a  rigidly-define d structur e o f cultura l differenc e 
eventually prove to be insurmountable . 

As thes e brie f description s indicate , th e term s withi n whic h 
Vietnamese francophon e author s frame d thei r investigation s o f 
interculturality during the high colonial period often echoed French claims 
about racia l an d cultura l identit y an d difference . Th e storie s the y tel l 
suggest that crossing cultural boundaries leads to great unhappiness or even 
death, and that intercultura l subjectivity i s always vulnerable to the threa t 
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of atavisti c retur n t o a  unitar y cultura l origin . Give n tha t Le  Roman  de 
Mademoiselle Lys  an d Ba-Dam  wer e writte n b y author s activ e i n 
collaborationist loca l politic s —  a t a  time , moreover , whe n th e Frenc h 
were quic k t o censo r an d punis h expression s o f disconten t —  thei r 
avoidance o f explici t denunciation s o f colonia l hierarchie s o f differenc e 
is not surprising . What doe s shock, from a  postcolonial perspective, i s the 
extent t o which thes e novel s reiterat e racis t colonia l stereotype s i n thei r 
descriptions o f th e mind s an d bodie s o f Vietnames e characters . Thes e 
descriptions challeng e assumption s abou t cultura l self-representation an d 
raise difficult question s about the political import of the novels themselves. 
Do th e ignoran t nha  que  [peasants ] an d degenerat e opiu m addict s wh o 
inhabit th e page s o f Nguyen Pha n Lon g an d Truon g Din h Tri' s novel s 
reinforce th e authority of colonial discourse? Or do these reinscriptions of 
colonialist stereotype s produc e th e sor t o f hybridit y tha t Hom i Bhabh a 
defines i n The Location of Culture as "the revaluation of the assumption of 
colonial identity through the repetition of discriminatory identity effects"? 22 

In my readings, I argue that these narratives of intercultural confusion pu t 
essentialist notion s o f culture int o questio n eve n a s they see k t o reasser t 
the ultimate impermeability of cultural boundaries. While the novels could 
not b e terme d "resistant " i n an y straightforwar d sens e (th e statu s o f Ba-
Dam i s al l th e mor e complex , give n th e collaborativ e natur e o f it s 
production), thei r apparen t fait h i n a  mode l o f identit y tha t find s th e 
originary and univocal "truth" of culture within the racialized body canno t 
be take n a t fac e value ; instead , i t mus t b e rea d alongsid e othe r textua l 
currents tha t poin t towar d a n understandin g o f culture a s performance, as 
a matte r o f costume s t o b e wor n an d line s t o b e learne d an d repeated . 
These current s ofte n wor k t o unsettl e th e novels ' explici t claim s abou t 
identity, highlightin g th e powe r o f colonia l stereotype s t o establis h th e 
contours o f both cultura l performance an d cross-cultura l comprehension . 

In th e final chapter s o f Disorientation, I  turn t o two novels written i n 
the earl y postcolonia l period , bot h o f whic h ar e deepl y engage d wit h 
questions o f histor y an d memory , languag e an d writing , cultur e an d 
identity. Pha m Du y Khiem' s Nam  et  Sylvie,  published durin g th e crucia l 
period of transition immediatel y following th e French defeat a t Dien Bie n 
Phu, wa s writte n i n par t durin g th e author' s ter m a s Vietnames e 
ambassador t o France. Like Ba-Dam, Nam et  Sylvie takes as its subject th e 
unraveling o f an interracia l relationshi p betwee n a  Vietnamese ma n an d 
a French woman. The story is recounted by Nam himself, who gives shape 
to a generically hybrid narrative i n which his first-person voic e alternate s 
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with passages taken from ol d journals and excerpts from letter s exchange d 
by th e couple . Piece d togethe r fro m thes e textua l remains , th e narrativ e 
is further complicate d b y th e tempora l an d spatia l disjunction s betwee n 
the event s presented , takin g plac e i n Pari s i n th e earl y 1930s , an d th e 
retrospective accoun t of Nam, who reassembles the story in Vietnam ove r 
twenty year s later . I n Chapte r Four , I  scrutiniz e th e novel' s double d 
narrative subjectivity, a s well as the curious nature of Nam's nostalgia. The 
emotional force of the novel, I argue, resides not only in the retrospectiv e 
gaze of it s postcolonial narrator , bu t als o in the prolepti c nostalgi a o f th e 
younger Nam , a  colonia l subjec t alway s aware o f the futur e i n which hi s 
present wil l be past . Within a  framework tha t shuttle s betwee n pas t an d 
present, France and Vietnam, Nam translate s a  different kin d of narrative 
— on e tha t unsettle s Frenc h colonialis t nostalgi a an d undermines effort s 
to reinterpret willfully th e driving force behind colonia l domination as une 
politique de Vamour. 

In Chapte r Five , I  consider Pha m Va n Ky' s Des Femmes assises ga  et 
la, a text whose narrative complexity and highly inventive use of language 
and writin g reflect s th e interna l division s an d ontologica l contradiction s 
of th e intercultura l subject . A n occasionall y bewilderin g blen d o f 
autobiography, fiction , an d philosophy , Des  Femmes assises ga  et la  takes 
the form of an intricate interio r monologue related by a Vietnamese write r 
and forme r studen t livin g i n Pari s who find s himsel f caugh t betwee n hi s 
obsessive attachment s t o a  numbe r o f French wome n an d hi s filia l dut y 
toward hi s mother , wh o nea r th e beginnin g o f th e nove l send s hi m a 
telegram fro m Vietna m statin g simply tha t sh e i s waiting fo r hi m s o tha t 
she may die. Locked inside his apartment, the narrator sits at his typewriter, 
spinning ou t a  complex we b o f languag e tha t revolves , lik e th e trigram s 
of th e I  Ching,  aroun d a  centra l concep t tha t h e term s th e signification 
d'ensemble —  th e meanin g tha t emerge s onl y whe n th e constituen t 
elements o f a  syste m ar e considere d i n ligh t o f thei r interdependen t 
relationships. Throug h a  variet y o f thematic , narrative , an d eve n 
typographical maneuvers, the narrator evokes the paradoxical simultaneit y 
of th e signification  d rensemble, cyclin g throug h a  serie s o f sustaine d 
meditations o n a n assortmen t o f haunting images : coins landin g o n bot h 
sides a t once , breaths simultaneousl y inhale d an d exhaled , bodie s whos e 
parts are split between Europe and Asia, yet remain somehow intact . Many 
of th e novel' s mos t strikin g moment s aris e fro m th e narrator' s relentles s 
interrogation o f the very act of writing itself , which remains the site of an 
ongoing cultura l negotiatio n betwee n th e ideogrammati c character s 
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remembered from his childhood and the alphabetic writing system imposed 
upon him by the French. In my discussion of Des Femmes assises ga et la, I 
attempt t o trac e som e o f th e way s i n whic h th e nove l approache s th e 
historically charge d oppositio n betwee n character s an d letters ; here , a s 
elsewhere, the narrator keeps both terms in play, opening up the possibility 
of a mode of multiple meaning in which a single typographical mark could 
signify simultaneousl y a s an ideogram and a  letter. Throughout th e novel , 
the narrator' s effort s t o comprehen d an d expres s th e elusiv e structur e o f 
the signification  d1 ensemble are intimatel y linke d t o his ongoing searc h fo r 
a mode l throug h whic h t o represen t hi s own intercultura l identit y i n al l 
its complexit y —  singula r and  plural, encompassin g differenc e an d eve n 
contradiction. T o rea d Des Femmes assises ga  et la, I argue, i s to follow it s 
narrator into the paradoxical simultaneity of the signification d'ensemble and 
to face th e challenge o f rethinking cultura l difference . 



Afterword 

Soon afte r publishin g Metisse  blanche,  Ki m Lefevr e wrot e a  secon d 
autobiographical narrative , entitle d Retour  a  la  saison des pluies (1990) . 
Divided int o tw o sections , thi s tex t begin s wit h "L e passe  resurgi,"  a 
description o f the profound impac t o f the firs t boo k on it s author's life : a 
popular success , Metisse blanche als o generated enoug h critica l interes t t o 
earn Lefevre a n invitation to appear on Bernard Pivot' s literary talk show 
Apostrophes.1 Lefevr e becam e a  celebrit y o f sorts , sough t ou t b y othe r 
immigrant wome n wh o ha d move d t o Pari s fro m Vietnam . Fo r th e firs t 
time —  an d afte r som e thirt y year s o f absenc e —  sh e bega n t o conside r 
seriously the possibility of a return to the country of her birth. "Le retour," 
the second section of Retour a la saison des pluies, presents the narrative of 
this return , durin g which Lefevr e i s reunited wit h her mothe r an d sister s 
and revisit s many of the importan t site s of her past . 

Given th e traumati c natur e o f her childhood , i t i s hardly surprisin g 
that Lefevre' s decisio n t o retur n t o Vietna m i s accompanie d b y 
considerable anxiety . Before leavin g Paris, she has an unsettling dream i n 
which she finds herself waiting for her mother in a dark and deserted street . 
Suddenly, a  figure rise s up out of the mist : 

Avec une lenteur extreme, k  dame  pivote sur elk-mime et  me fait face. Son 
visage est  sans relief, Usse  comme  k  paume  de k main.  Je decouvre que ce n'est 
pas ma  mere  mais  une  inconnue.  C'est  une  femme  blonde  avec des  yeux 
exagerement brides  et  des pommettes  saillantes.  Son  regard, a  fkur de  peau, est 
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vide de toute expression. Elk  m'adresse un sourire inquietant. Une  indicibk terreur 
s'empare de moi, je pousse un kng hurkment. U image de k dame  se dissout dans 
le brouilkrd ... 

[With extreme slowness , the woman turn s to face me . Her face i s flat , 
smooth lik e th e pal m o f a  hand . I  realize tha t i t i s not m y mothe r bu t a 
stranger. I t i s a blonde woma n wit h exaggeratedl y slante d eye s an d raise d 
cheekbones. Her eyes , flush wit h her skin , are empty of all expression. She 
gives me a troubling smrie. An unspeakable terror seizes me, I let out a long 
scream. The image of the woman dissolves into the fog . . . ] 2 

Lefevre i s terrified b y the uncann y incongruit y o f the unknow n woman' s 
features, an d b y the peculia r blanknes s o f he r expression . Embodyin g a n 
exaggeratedly disjunctiv e metissage,  this "inconnue"  ca n b e rea d a s th e 
nightmarish embodimen t o f Lefevre's ow n self-image , a n imag e distorte d 
by her early internalization o f political and racial discourses within whic h 
her corporea l identit y coul d b e articulate d onl y a s a  monstrou s 
juxtaposition o f conflicting elements . 

"Ma personnalite"  [My personality] , Lefevr e writes , "est  constitute de 
deux couches successives: vietnamienne  pendant mon enfance, frangaise par la 
suite. Parfois  elks  s'entremeknt  mais  la plupart du temps elks sont  strictement 
cloisonees" [is made u p o f tw o successiv e layers : Vietnamese durin g m y 
childhood, Frenc h later . Sometime s the y mi x but mostly they ar e strictl y 
partitioned off ] (122) . Th e dictionar y define s personnalite  a s "c e qui 
caracterise une  personne  dans  son  unite,  sa  singularite"  [tha t whic h 
characterizes a  perso n i n he r o r hi s unity , he r o r hi s singularity] ; a t th e 
heart of Lefevre's "singularity " lies a fundamental division , a split between 
that whic h i s Vietnamese an d tha t whic h i s French. Writte n ove r hal f a 
century afte r L e Roman de  Mademoiselle Lys  an d Ba-Dam,  publishe d i n a 
decade marke d b y globalizatio n an d transnationalism , Retour  a la  saison 
des pluies seems structured b y the same rigid notions o f racial and cultura l 
identity tha t haun t th e page s o f thes e earlie r texts . Fo r Lefevre , th e 
transition t o a postcolonial world did not bring in it s wake a resolution t o 
the intercultura l conflic t tha t fissure d he r childhood . Th e problem s o f 
identity and difference tha t shaped all of the novels considered in this book 
linger on , eve n a s cyberguru s proclai m tha t th e Interne t "wil l sprea d t o 
the fa r reaches o f Earth and bring humanity close r together " a s it "break s 
down geographic an d cultura l boundaries." 3 

Colonial dominatio n i n Vietnam, a s elsewhere, was dependent upo n 
the maintenanc e o f clea r distinction s betwee n categorie s o f identity . 
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Nguyen Phan Long and Truong Dinh Tri, both writing in Vietnam a t th e 
height o f th e Frenc h colonia l regime , produce d fiction s tha t reinforce d 
these distinction s throug h thei r treatmen t o f interculturalit y a s a 
pathological condit ion . An d yet , throug h th e ver y positin g o f 
interculturality a s a state tha t mus t be suppressed, these novels inevitabl y 
reflect bac k upo n th e way s i n whic h culture s ar e constitute d throug h 
selective processe s o f construction an d exclusion . Rathe r tha n explorin g 
the potentiall y productiv e natur e o f thes e processes , bot h text s reasser t 
structures o f identit y buil t aroun d imagine d ideal s o f racia l an d cultura l 
purity. As I  tried t o show in my readings, however, thes e reassertions ar e 
themselves fraugh t wit h anxiety , undermine d b y moment s a t whic h th e 
texts reveal too clearly the discursive underpinnings of apparently "natural " 
identities. I n a  mor e subtle , obliqu e fashion , th e comple x narrativ e 
framework o f Pha m Du y Khiem' s Nam  et  Sylvie  unsettle s bot h th e 
colonialist desire for naturalized racial and cultural differences, an d a post-
1954 metropolitan nostalgia that sought to rewrite French colonial history. 

If, o f al l th e author s examine d i n thi s book , Pha m Va n K y come s 
closest t o a  sustaine d rethinkin g o f th e cultura l division s an d binar y 
oppositions a t the heart o f the colonia l encounter , I  would argue that th e 
success o f his projec t arise s precisely fro m hi s willingness t o engag e wit h 
cultural differenc e on  a  textual  level.  In Des  Femmes  assises  ga et la,  h e 
attempts t o write a  different kin d o f text, on e whose intercultura l origin s 
can be traced a t every level of form an d content . Instea d o f reproducing a 
structure of identity based upon cultural authenticity and racial purity, his 
narrator struggle s t o represen t th e contradictor y simultaneit y o f hi s 
intercultural condition . The productiv e possibilitie s o f this condition ar e 
explored through a narrative that refuses t o choose one side over the othe r 
in the divide between France and Vietnam. The very words of Pham Va n 
Ky's text , th e letter s an d typographica l sign s tha t appea r o n it s pages , 
demand a  reading open to multiple register s of signification . 

At th e same time, Des Femmes assises ga et la leaves several disturbin g 
questions unanswered . Wh y doe s th e narrato r choos e no t t o retur n t o 
Vietnam t o comfort hi s dying mother? Is the success of his textual projec t 
— th e investigatio n int o th e signification  densembk  o f hi s intercultura l 
identity —  dependen t upo n a  resistanc e t o thi s return ? Wh y doe s th e 
narrator's voice disappear at the end of the text, replaced by letters written 
by a  youn g Frenc h gir l wh o i s hersel f dea d b y th e tim e he r letter s ar e 
received? I t coul d b e argue d tha t th e introductio n o f a  secon d narrativ e 
voice merel y serve s t o underscor e th e text' s mov e awa y fro m a  rigidl y 
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singular form o f identity , an d tha t th e dea d Eliane live s on insofa r a s her 
words are reproduced i n the novel. Nonetheless, the final pages of the tex t 
are strikin g i n thei r insistenc e upo n th e fragilit y o f the narratin g subjec t 
— particularly sinc e Eliane's letters are themselves unfinished , thei r fina l 
word rupture d b y a n ellipsi s markin g th e momen t o f her death . I f Pha m 
Van K y present s a  radicall y differen t approac h t o th e representatio n o f 
interculturality than that of his literary predecessors, the ambiguous ending 
of hi s nove l onc e agai n put s int o questio n th e ver y possibilit y o f suc h 
representation. 

In a  celebrated speec h published a s Eloge de la Creolite, Jean Bernabe , 
Patrick Chamoiseau , an d Raphae l Confian t envisione d a  ne w for m o f 
humanity i n whic h identitie s woul d b e n o longe r b e constructe d aroun d 
singular points of reference : 

De plus en plus emergera une nouveUe humanite ...  Lefils,  ne  et vivant a Pekin, 
d'un Alkmand ay  ant epouse une Haitienne, sera  ecartele entre plusieurs langues, 
plusieurs histoires,  pris  dans I'ambiguite torrentielk  d'une identite  mosaique.  II 
devra, sous peine de mort creative, la  penser dans toute  sa compkxite. 

[More and more , a new humanity wil l emerge .. . Th e son , born and livin g 
in Beijing , o f a  German wh o has marrie d a  Haitian , wil l be tor n apar t by 
many languages , man y histories , caugh t i n th e torrentia l ambiguit y o f a 
mosaic-like identity . He wil l have to think thi s through thi s identit y i n all 
its complexity, under pain of creative death.]4 

This descriptio n i s strikin g les s fo r it s eulogisti c qualit y tha n fo r th e 
underlying violenc e o f it s depictio n o f th e intercultura l subject : th e 
torrential ambiguity , th e evocation o f the tortur e o f ecartekment, drawin g 
and quartering . For the creolistes,  thi s subjec t i s part o f an emergen t for m 
of humanity, signalin g a  future i n which interculturalit y wil l become th e 
global norm . A s w e hav e seen , however , th e challange s pose d b y 
interculturality ar e no t limite d t o th e postmoder n ag e o f globalisation ; 
colonialism, too , create d it s "jeunesse  ballottee entre deux  cultures,  deux 
civilisations, deux  formes  de  vie"  [youn g generatio n tosse d bewtee n tw o 
cultures, two civilizations, two ways of life].5 In writing Disorientation, I  hope 
to hav e contribute d t o th e ongoin g an d crucia l projec t o f theorizin g 
intercultural identit y dans toute sa compkxite. 



Notes 

Introduction 

1 O n th e generi c statu s o f this text , whic h Lefevr e hersel f ha s called a  novel, see 
Jack A. Yeager, "Blurring the Lines in Vietnamese Fiction in French: Kim Lefevre's 
Metisse bknche,"  in Postcolonial Subjects: Francophone  Women  Writers, eds. Green 
et al . (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press , 1996), 210-26. 

2 Ki m Lefevre, Metisse bknche (Paris: Barrault, 1989) , 13. Subsequent references will 
be given in the main text . Except where otherwise noted, al l translations i n thi s 
book are my own. 

3 Fo r more on the difficul t positio n o f mixed-race childre n i n colonial Indochina , 
see Pierre Brocheux and Daniel Hemery, Indochine: k  coknisation  ambigue, 1858-
1954 (Paris : Edition s l a Decouverte , 1994) , 183-4 , an d Francois e Verges , 
"Metissage, discours masculin et deni de la mere," in Penser k creolite,  eds. Maryse 
Conde and Madeleine Cottenet-Hage (Paris : Editions Karthala, 1995) , 69-83. See 
also Ann Laur a Stoler' s fascinating discussio n o f a late nineteenth-century lega l 
case involving the citizenship status of a mixed-race boy in Haiphong, i n Carnal 
Knowkdge and Imperial Power:  Race  and the Intimate in Coknial Ruk  (Berkeley : 
University of California Press , 2002), 85-7. 

4 I n Nationalists and Nomads, Christopher L. Miller writes of the need to "offset (o r 
complement) a  trend that has overtaken the field of non-European literature as it 
is studied and discussed in the United States: the 'postcolonial' has overshadowed 
the colonia l i n th e genera l consciousness. " I n uncoverin g colonia l discourse s 
surrounding race and culture in French Indochina, and in attempting to understand 
Vietnamese francophon e literar y response s t o thes e discourses , I  hope t o hav e 
contributed t o the projec t o f reinterpreting ol d essentialisms without falling int o 



NOTES TO PAGES 3 ^ 

the cam p of the "oppositiona l critics " Francoise Lionnet describes in Postcoknial 
Representations. Thes e critics , sh e writes , vie w th e histor y o f colonizatio n t o b e 
marked by "an 'alienating' contact between cultures , one in which the dominan t 
group name s an d circumscribe s th e subjecte d one , instillin g a  colonize d o r 
victimized mentalit y int o th e latter. " While som e of the author s studie d i n thi s 
book explicitly embraced a "colonized" or certainly collaborative stance, their works 
remain fascinating precisely to the extent that they put into question the apparently 
self-assured cultura l "truths " tha t structure d Franco-Vietnames e relation s i n 
colonial Indochina . Christophe r L . Miller , Nationalists  and Nomads: Essays  on 
Francophone African Literature and Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1998), 2; Francoise Lionnet, Postcolonial Representations: Women, Literature, Identity 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press , 1995), 18. 

5 I  do no t mea n t o impl y tha t thes e tw o fields o f potentia l indeterminac y —  th e 
racial and the cultura l — are themselves in an oppositional relationship . Indeed , 
the categories of "race" and "culture" are intimately linked in the colonial context, 
as Stole r an d other s hav e argued . I n Carnal  Knowkdge and Imperial Power,  sh e 
explores the fraught intersectio n between colonial discourses of race and culture , 
highlighting in their interplay "a tension between a belief in the immutability and 
fixity o f racial essence an d a  discomforting awarenes s tha t racia l categories were 
porous and protean at the same time." Stoler continues with a claim that resonates 
with th e notion o f racial/cultural atavis m deployed by Nguyen Phan Long in Le 
Roman de  Mademoiselle Lys  (se e Chapte r Two) : "Moreover , th e essence s tha t 
defined colonize d an d colonize r were asymmetric . Thus Javanese o r Vietnames e 
might at any moment revert to their natural indigenous affiliations, whil e a Dutch 
essence was so fragile that i t could unwittingly transform into something Javanese." 
See Stoler, 97-8. 

6 I n her recent study of colonial Indochina and the work of Marguerite Duras, Jane 
Winston discusse s th e particula r difficult y o f livin g i n racia l an d cultura l 
borderzones withi n th e contex t o f " a limina l situatio n tha t wa s shaped b y an d 
subject t o th e pressure s o f Frenc h colonia l rule. " Se e Jan e Bradle y Winston , 
Postcoknial Duras: Cultural Memory in Postwar France (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 
97. 

7 I  borrow the notion o f the colonia l "contac t zone " as a site of cultural exchang e 
shaped by uneven powe r relations from Mar y Louise Pratt' s Imperial Eyes: Travel 
Writing and Transculturation (New York: Routledge, 1992) . 

8 Francisqu e Vial, Le Probkme humain de Vlndochine (Paris : Delagrave, 1939) , 53. 
9 A s a  par t o f Frenc h Indochina , Vietna m wa s divided int o thre e administrativ e 

zones: in the north, Tonkin; in the center, Annam; and in the south, Cochinchina. 
The ter m "Annamite," however, was generally used by the French to refer t o al l 
Vietnamese peopl e and things , not only those from Annam ; similarly , "Annam " 
often referre d t o all of Vietnam. In my translations, I  have followed th e exampl e 
of Truon g Bu u Lam , expresse d i n Colonialism  Experienced:  "I n thi s boo k I  use 
Vietnamese to translat e th e wor d Annamites  ever y tim e I  fee l tha t tha t wor d 
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designates th e inhabitant s o f the entir e Vietnam . I  use the othe r name s fo r th e 
inhabitants o f each o f the divisions of Vietnam whe n the y designate specificall y 
the inhabitant s o f the particular regions of French Indochina , tha t is , Tonkinese 
for northern Vietnamese, Annamites for central Vietnamese, and Cochinchines e 
for souther n Vietnamese. " I  have als o followe d hi s exampl e i n decidin g no t t o 
include th e diacritica l mark s used i n written Vietnames e t o indicat e vowe l an d 
tone differences . Vietnames e name s an d word s appearin g i n th e text s unde r 
consideration did not uniformly appea r with diacritical marks, and I  have chosen 
to maintain the tension implied by the imprecise relationship between written signs 
in francophon e text s an d thei r Vietnames e referents . Se e Truon g Bu u Lam , 
Coknialism Experienced:  Vietnamese  Writings on Colonialism, 1900-1931 (An n 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000), 6. 

10 Fo r a  detaile d stud y o f th e politica l issue s an d cultura l pressure s facin g th e 
Vietnamese population during the interwa r years, see David G. Marr , Vietnamese 
Tradition on Trial, 1920-1945  (Berkeley : University of California Press , 1981). 

11 A  brie f discussio n o f colonia l urbanization , an d o f th e proletarianizatio n o f 
Vietnamese peasants under the French regime, can be found i n Lea E. Williams, 
Southeast Asia: A History  (New York : Oxford Universit y Press , 1976) , 149-152 , 
163-166. 

12 Thi s shif t fro m character s t o alphabe t i s one of the majo r preoccupation s o f th e 
narrator o f Pha m Va n Ky' s Des Femmes assises  ga  et la,  and wil l be discusse d i n 
greater detail in Chapter Five . For a thorough and immensely readable history of 
French efforts t o exploit the uneasy relationships among Chinese, Vietnamese, and 
French, a s wel l a s betwee n chu  nom  (th e character-base d syste m fo r writin g 
Vietnamese) an d quoc ngu, see John DeFrancis, Coknialism and Language Policy in 
Viet Nam (Th e Hague: Mouton Publishers, 1977) . 

13 Pierr e Bandon , "Situatio n d u francai s dan s le s troi s etat s d'Indochine, " i n Le 
Frangais hors de France, ed. Albert Valdman (Paris: Champion, 1979) , 664. Bandon 
estimates that of an Indochinese population of approximately twelve million, some 
930,000 were bilingual in 1935-36 . 

14 Se e Truong Buu Lam, Colonialism Experienced, 26-30 . 
15 A  recen t surve y of francophone literatur e published b y Oxford Universit y Press , 

for example , make s no mentio n o f Vietnamese literature , despit e th e otherwis e 
admirable breadt h o f it s coverage . Se e Belind a Jack , Francophone  Literature:  An 
Introductory Survey  (Oxford, UK : Oxford University Press , 1996). 

16 Jac k A. Yeager, The Vietnamese Novel in French: A Literary  Response to Coknialism 
(Hanover, NH : Th e Universit y Pres s o f New England , 1987) . I n additio n t o 
Yeager's book , a  handfu l o f article s hav e appeared , a s wel l a s thre e Ph.D . 
dissertations: Nguyen Hong Nhiem's "L'Echiquier et 1'antinomie je/moi come signe 
et substance du confli t Occident/Extreme-Orien t dan s les oeuvres de Pham Va n 
Ky," Ph.D. dis s (Universit y o f Massachusetts-Amherst , 1982) , Nathalie Huyn h 
Chau Nguyen' s "Betwee n Eas t an d West : A  Stud y o f Selecte d Work s b y 
Vietnamese Francophon e Writer s fro m 193 0 t o 1990, " Ph.D . diss . (Oxfor d 
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University, 1993) , and Sharo n Julie Lim-Hing's "Vietnamese Novel s i n French : 
Rewriting Self, Gender and Nation," Ph.D. diss. (Harvard University, 1993) . 

17 Th e continue d importanc e o f Yeager' s wor k i s clearly demonstrate d i n Hatier' s 
recently published reference volume on the francophone novel , which relies heavily 
upon The Vietnamese Novel in French in its discussion of Vietnamese francophon e 
literature. See Charles Bonn, Xavier Gamier, and Jacques Lecarme, eds., Litterature 
francophone 1:  Le Roman (Paris: Hatier, 1997) , 99-106. 

18 See , in particular, Yeager's chapter on "Initiation and Confrontation: Vietnames e 
Culture and the Clash with the West," in The Vietnamese Novel in French, 63-90 . 

19 Yeager , The  Vietnamese  Novel  in French, 6.  I t shoul d b e noted tha t i n th e year s 
since the publication o f his book, Yeager has continued t o write on Vietnames e 
francophone literature , particularl y th e wor k o f Ki m Lefevre . Se e i n particula r 
"Blurring the Lines," and "Kim Lefevre's Retour a k saison  des pluies: Rediscovering 
the Landscapes of Childhood," VEsprit createur XXXIII, 2 (1993), 47-57. 

20 Eliaci n Luro, Cows de  Vadministration annamite (Saigon: n.p., 1875) , 761. 
21 Um a Narayan, Dislocating Cultures (Ne w York: Routledge, 1997) , 23. 
22 Hom i Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994) , 112. 

Chapter 1 

1 Fo r an important study of the assimilation/association debate as it was waged around 
the turn of the century, see Raymond F. Betts, Assimilation and Association in French 
Coknial Theory,  1890-1914  (Ne w York: Columbia University Press , 1961). 

2 A s Gwendoly n Wrigh t point s ou t i n her stud y o f French colonia l urba n policy , 
"the two policies and their advocates were often close r together, in principles and 
practices, tha n mos t commentator s acknowledged . Bot h approache s wer e 
fundamentally variation s on the colonial exercise of power over a subject people." 
Milton Osborne has called the question of assimilation versus association "a false 
debate," adding that "the controversy's existence has obscured the fact tha t a more 
fundamental belie f i n assimdatio n governe d almos t al l Frenc h activitie s i n 
Indochina." See Wright, The Politics of Design in French Colonial Urbanism (Chicago: 
University o f Chicag o Press , 1991) , 74 , an d Osborne , The  French  Presence in 
Cochinchina and Cambodia: Rule  and Response (1859-1905)  (Ithaca , NY: Cornell 
University Press , 1969) , 34. For a brief discussion of Vietnamese perspectives o n 
the assimilation vs. association debate in the early twentieth century, see Truong 
Buu Lam, Coknialism Experienced, 77-9 . 

3 Se e Jacques Thobie et al, Histoire de k France  cokniak 1914-1990  (Paris : Armand 
Colin, 1990) , 14-6 , 32-7. I n fact , a s Gail Paradis e Kell y has noted , th e Frenc h 
history curriculu m taugh t i n Franco-Vietnames e school s "avoide d th e Frenc h 
revolution o f 1789 , the Pari s Commune , o r an y French libera l o r revolutionar y 
heritages." Kelly , "Franco-Vietnames e Schools , 191 8 t o 1938, " Ph.D . diss . 
(University o f Wisconsin-Madison, 1975) , 179-80. 
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4 Fo r more detailed biographical information o n Luro, see H. de Bizemont, "Notice 
sur l'auteur," i n Eliacin Luro, Le Pays d!Annam. Etude sur Vorganisation politique et 
sociak des Annamites, par  E. Luro,  Lieutenant de Vaisseau, Inspecteur des Affaires 
Indigenes en Cochinchine, 2nd ed. (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1897), i-v; see also Osborne, 
The French Presence in Cochinchina and Cambodia, 43ff. 

5 Th e ultimately unsuccessful mission of the Mekong expedition was to trace a trade 
route tha t coul d directl y lin k Saigon wit h China' s Szechua n province . For brief 
accounts o f Gamie r an d o f th e impac t o f th e Mekon g expedition , se e Stanle y 
Karnow, Vietnam: A History  (Ne w York: Penguin, 1991) , 91^4; Jean Meyer et al, 
Histoire de  k France  cokniak:  Des  origines a  1914  (Paris: Armand Colin , 1991) , 
491-2; and Stephen H. Roberts, The History of  French Coknial Policy  1870-1925 
(London: Fran k Cas s <S L CO. Ltd. , 1963) , 421-3 . Th e mos t valuabl e first-han d 
account of the expedition remains Garnier's own Voyage d! exploration en Indochine 
effectue par  une commission frangaise presidee  par  Monsieur k  capitaine  Doudart  de 
Lagree, 2  vols. (Paris: Hachette, 1873) ; reprinted in an abridged edition, ed. Jean-
Pierre Gomane (Paris : Editions la Decouverte, 1985) . Lagree himself wrote of the 
impracticability o f th e Mekon g rout e i n a  repor t publishe d i n th e BuUetin  de  la 
Societe de Geographic (Paris : June 1880) . 

6 Eliaci n Luro, Cours de Vadministration annamite, 29 . 
7 Bizemont , "Notice sur l'auteur," iv . 
8 A  ne w editio n o f thi s boo k wa s publishe d twent y year s afte r Luro' s death , 

accompanied by a biographical note tha t describes his death in terms that revea l 
much abou t Frenc h anxiet y ove r colonia l contagion : "En  1876,  Luro  rentra de 
nouveau en France, mais  il avait depasse ks Umites  des forces humaines et rapportait en 
lui k germe de ces terribks maladies de Cochinchine qui ne pardonnent pas. ... nul  mieux 
que lui ne pouvait decrire le  sol et k popuktion  de notre belle mais  crueRe coknie;  il 
Vavait aimee  jusqua en  mourir" [I n 1876 , Luro returned t o Franc e again , bu t h e 
had surpassed the limits of human strength and brought back within him the germ 
of those terrible and unforgiving illnesses of Cochinchina. .. . no one could describe 
the land and the people of our beautiful bu t cruel colony better tha n he; he had 
loved it so much he died from it] . Bizemont, "Notice sur l'auteur," cited above, v. 

By the turn of the century, when this passage was written, the trope of tropical 
Vietnam a s a site of lethargy , infection , an d deat h —  a n environmen t stuntin g 
the mental and physical growth of the Vietnamese and endangering the health of 
the Frenc h —  wa s well-established i n colonia l writin g o n th e region . See , fo r 
example, Paul Giran, Psychokgie du peuple annamite: Le caractere national. Uevolution 
historique, inteUectuelk,  sociak,  et politique (Paris : Ernest Leroux, Editeur, 1904) , 23, 
25: "L'inferiorite  physique des Annamites est sans doute k resultat  de Vaction prokngee 
du climat indo-chinois ...  Sous  un climat devorant qui excite ks nerfs jusqua ripuisement, 
qui active la circulation du sang et k combustion  animak, l'homme d'Annam murit plus 
tot et vieillit  plus  rapidement que  ks habitants  des  zones temprerees" [Th e physica l 
inferiority o f the Vietnamese i s perhaps the resul t of the prolonged effect s o f the 
Indochinese climat e .. . I n a  ravenous climate  tha t stimulate s th e nerve s t o th e 



NOTES T O PAGE S 15-1 8 

point o f exhaustion, tha t speed s up the circulation o f blood and anima l combustion , 
the Vietnames e mature s earlie r an d age s mor e rapidl y tha n th e inhabitant s o f 
temperate zones] . For a n overvie w o f the recurren t anxietie s an d obsession s foun d 
in fictiona l representation s o f Vietna m i n Frenc h writin g o f th e colonia l period , 
see Milton Osborne , Fear  and Fascination in  the Tropics: A  Reader's  Guide  to  French 
Fiction on  Indochina  (Madison , WI : Th e Cente r fo r Southeas t Asia n Studies , 
University o f Wisconsin, 1986) ; for mor e on Europea n perceptions o f the physica l 
dangers posed by colonial climates , see Stoler, Carnal  Knowledge  and Imperial Power, 
61-78, 105 . 

9 Thi s oversiz e volume , availabl e fo r consultatio n a t th e Bibliothequ e National e i n 
Paris, contains clos e to one thousan d page s of charts, tables , and handwritte n text . 

10 Bizemon t report s tha t i t wa s Luro' s secretarie s wh o lithographe d th e handwritte n 
pages o f Corns de  I'administration  annamite.  Bizemont , "Notic e su r l'auteur, " v . 

11 Luro , Cours  de  Vadministration  annamite,  757-8 . 
12 Writin g abou t th e 1920 s an d 1930s , Nicola Coope r clarifie s th e ideologica l forc e 

of thi s mediatio n a s i t becam e a  centra l elemen t o f colonia l educationa l polic y i n 
Indochina: "Educatin g th e colonise d i s to gain privileged acces s to (an d ultimatel y 
ownership of ) thei r culture , heritag e an d nationa l histor y .. . Indigenou s people s 
of Indochina wer e taugh t a  limited amoun t abou t thei r ow n cultur e an d thei r ow n 
countr ies . W h a t the y wer e taugh t abou t thei r ow n histor y wa s clearl y a 
metropolitan vie w o f tha t history . Fo r schoo l manual s rewrot e th e histor y o f 
Indochina i n suc h a  wa y a s t o emphasis e th e beneficia l influenc e o f Frenc h 
colonialism, an d th e altruisti c motive s whic h purportedl y la y behin d imperia l 
gestures. These narratives operate principally aroun d a n axi s which contrast s forme r 
disorder, povert y an d susceptibilit y t o aggression , wit h presen t order , progres s an d 
prosperity unde r Frenc h protection . I n school manuals , Indochina wa s thus totall y 
defined b y th e presence/absenc e o f the colonisin g nation. " Se e Cooper , France  in 
Indochina: Coknial  Encounters  (Oxfor d &  Ne w York : Berg , 2001) , 52 , 58-9 . 

13 Luro , Cours  de  Vadministration annamite,  735 , 736 . 
14 Luro , Cours de  Vadministration annamite,  760-1 . 
15 Luro , Cows de  Vadministration annamite,  757 . 
16 I n Noirs  et  Bkncs  dans  VAfrique  noire  frangaise, Henr i Brunschwi g ha s argue d tha t 

the creation o f a class of cultural translator s was also crucial t o the Frenc h colonia l 
project i n Africa : "Les  plus importants  furent  ks  interpretes,  cest-a-dire  des  gens qui 
parkient frangais  et  une ou  plusieurs kngues  indigenes.  Leur  role  fut capital  au cours  de 
k periode  d'expansion et  d'etablissement" [Th e mos t importan t wer e the interpreters , 
that i s to say those wh o spoke French an d on e o r more indigenou s languages . Th e 
role wa s crucia l durin g th e perio d o f expansio n an d establishment] . Brunschwig , 
Noirs et  bkncs  dans  VAfrique  noire  frangaise,  ou  comment  k  colonise  devient  k 
coknisateur (1870-1914)  (Paris : Flammarion, 1983) , 106 . 

17 Jule s Ferry, Le Tonkin  et  k mere-patrie,  13t h ed . (Paris : Victor-Havard, 1890) , 288 . 
18 Th e etymologie s o f th e name s o f th e thre e administrativ e district s o f colonia l 

Vietnam reflec t a  lon g histor y o f foreig n occupation . Cochinchin a wa s derive d 
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from Cauchichina , a  nam e give n t o Vietna m b y th e Portugues e durin g th e 
sixteenth century : "The y labele d th e are a Cauchichina , derivin g 'Cauchi ' fro m 
'Giao Chi,' the Chinese characters for Viet Nam, and adding 'China' to distinguish 
it from Cochin, another of their colonies in India." Karnow, Vietnam, 10. Tonkin 
and Annam were both derived from name s originally given to these areas by the 
Chinese. Se e Yeager, The  Vietnamese Novel  in French, 16. For a  "brie f excursus " 
on the name "Vietnam," see Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Refkctions 
on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism, revised ed. (New York: Verso, 1991), 157-
8. 

19 Yeager , The  Vietnamese  Novel in  French,  16. For brie f account s o f th e Frenc h 
expansion in Indochina, see Meyer et al, Histoire de k France  cokniak: Des  origines 
a 1914 , 487-92, 603-10, 628-32 , and Truong Buu Lam, Coknialism Experienced, 
1-2, 8-9 . 

20 Se e Roberts , The  History  of  French  Colonial Policy 1870-1925,  445-51 , fo r a 
description o f th e "administrativ e anarchy " o f Indochin a i n th e las t decade s o f 
the nineteenth century . 

21 Wright , The Politics of Design in French Colonial Urhanism, 165, 166. See also Truong 
Buu Lam, Coknialism Experienced, 10 . 

22 L e Thanh Khoi , Le  Viet-Nam: Histoire  et  civilisation (Paris : Editions d e Minuit , 
1955), 401-404. 

23 Th e history of colonial educational policy in Vietnam has been treated extensively 
in the invaluable work of Gail Paradise Kelly. In particular, see "Franco-Vietnamese 
Schools"; "Colonia l School s i n Vietnam: Polic y an d Practice, " i n Education  and 
Coknialism, eds . Philip G. Altbach and Gail P. Kelly (New York: Longman Inc., 
1978), 96-121; and Franco-Vietnamese Schools,  1918-1938:  Regional  Devekpment 
and Implications for National Integration (Madison , WI: The Center fo r Southeas t 
Asian Studies , Universit y o f Wisconsin , 1982) . Se e als o Cooper , France  in 
Indochina, 35H-0 , 52-61 , Truon g Bu u Lam, Coknialism Experienced, 26-30 , an d 
Winston, Postcoknial  Duras, 107-16. 

24 Kelly , "Franco-Vietnamese Schools," 9-11. 
25 Christophe r L . Miller , Bknk  Darkness:  Africanist  Discourse in  French (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1985), 13. 
26 Francisqu e Vial, Le Probleme humain de VIndochine, 19-20 . 
27 Vial , Le Probleme humain de VIndochine, 126 , 196, 197. 
28 Anderson , Imagined  Communities,  126. For mor e o n th e link s betwee n colonia l 

educational policy and the desire to create an Indochinese elite who would serve 
as loyal mediators betwen the French and the indigenous population, see Cooper, 
France in Indochina, 36-40. 

29 Anderson , Imagined Communities, 127-8 . 
30 Yeager , The Vietnamese Novel in French, 44. 
31 Kelly , "Franco-Vietnamese Schools," 194. It should be noted that Kelly also argues 

that th e assimilationis t projec t o f the Franco-Vietnames e schools , considered i n 
terms o f th e genera l population , ultimatel y failed : "colonia l schools , i f they di d 
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disrupt Vietnames e culture , di d no t d o s o permanently , no r di d the y remov e th e 
schooled ove r th e lon g ru n fro m th e socia l fabric " (1) . 

32 Duon g Quang Ham , Legons  d'histoire d!Annam, 7t h ed . (Hanoi , Imprimeri e L e Va n 
Tan, 1939) , 217-8 . Emphasi s i n original . Th e sor t o f collaborationis t prais e o f 
French educatio n eviden t i n thi s passag e ca n als o b e foun d i n earl y Africa n 
francophone texts , notably Ahmado u Mapat e Diagne' s Les  Trois  vokntes  de  Malic 
(Paris: Larose, 1920) , mentione d below . 

33 Yeager , The  Vietnamese  Novel  in  French,  14-6 ; Luro , Cours  de  Vadministration 
annamite, 134-5,  745-6 . 

34 Kelly , "Franco-Vietnames e Schools, " 150 . 
35 Wright , The  Politics  of Design,  193 . 
36 L e Thanh Khoi , Le  Viet-Nam,  416 . 
37 Fo r a n interestin g stud y o n th e differen t politica l an d cultura l path s followe d b y 

these students , see Scott McConnell , Leftward  Journey: The  Education  of  Vietnamese 
Students in  France, 1919-1939  (Ne w Brunswick , NJ: Transaction Publishers , 1989) . 

38 Thes e text s ar e describe d b y Bu i Xua n Ba o i n "Introductio n historique, " i n 
Litteratures de  langue  frangaise  hors  de  France:  Anthologie  didactique  (Sevres : 
Federation International e de s Professeur s d e Francais , 1976) , 633-4 . 

39 Fo r mor e o n th e histor y o f non-francophon e Vietnames e literature , se e Mauric e 
Durand an d Nguye n Tra n Huan , Introduction  a  k  litterature  vietnamienne  (Paris : 
Editions Gustave-Pau l Maisonneuv e e t Larose , 1969) ; Nguye n Kha c Kham , La 
Litterature vietnamienne  (Saigon : Directio n de s Affaire s Culturelles , Minister e d e 
l'Education Nationale , 196 4 [?]) ; an d Bu i Xua n Bao , "Introductio n historique, " 
633-40. 

40 Yeager , The  Vietnamese  Novel  in  French,  36 . 
41 I n hi s introductio n t o Coknialism  Experienced,  Truon g Bu u La m write s o f his ow n 

attempts t o com e t o term s wit h thi s sens e o f inferiority , whic h h e link s no t onl y 
to th e effect s o f educationa l an d othe r colonia l policie s bu t als o t o "th e unjust , 
brutal, cruel , inhuman e wa y th e colonizer s treate d th e nativ e peopl e .. . th e dail y 
insult an d humiliatio n tha t th e Vietnames e peopl e ha d t o suffe r a t th e hand s o f 
the Frenc h colonialists " (4) . 

42 Yeager , The  Vietnamese  Novel  in  French,  53 . 
43 Yeager , The  Vietnamese  Novel  in  French,  179 . 
44 Tra n Va n Tung , Reves  d'un  campagnard  annamite (Paris : Mercure de France, 1940) , 

174. Emphasi s i n original . Subsequen t reference s wil l be give n i n th e mai n text . 
45 Peculia r form s o f nostalgi a see m t o b e amon g th e mor e commo n psychi c 

ramifications o f a colonial discours e tha t sough t t o represen t imperia l dominatio n 
as a  form o f love . I  address thi s dynamic furthe r i n m y discussion o f Nam et  Sylvie 
(see Chapte r Four) . 

46 I n readin g thes e passage s a s exemplar y manifestation s o f wha t migh t b e called , 
after Fanon , "un  compkxus  psycho-existentielk"  (Frant z Fanon , Peau  noire,  masques 
blancs [Paris : Seuil , 1952] , 9) , I  am o f cours e leavin g asid e a  consideratio n o f th e 
ways i n whic h Tra n Va n Tun g ma y hav e bee n deployin g hi s autobiographica l 
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persona in an ironic mode, or enacting in a strategic fashion the colonial identit y 
imposed upon him by the French. The seamless textual construction of this identity, 
however, does seem quite different fro m wha t appear s i n the novels discussed i n 
the following chapters. Soon after the publication of Reves d'un campagnard annamite, 
Tran Van Tung moved to Paris, where he lived until his death in 1988. Significantly, 
an element of disillusionment with France began to appear in his work as early as 
1946, in Bach-Yen  ou  k filk  au  cozur fiddle (Paris : J. Susse , 1946) . 

47 Christophe r L. Miller, Theories of Africans: Francophone Literature and Anthropokgy 
in Africa (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 15. 

48 Marguerit e Triaire , ed. , LTndochine  a  travers  les textes (Hanoi : Directio n d e 
1'Instruction publique de l'lndochine, Imprimeri e d'Extreme-Orient, 1944) , 182. 

Chapter 2 

1 Nguye n Phan Long, Le Roman de Mademoiselle Lys (Hanoi, Imprimerie Tonkinoise, 
1921), 5. Subsequent references wil l be given in the main text . 

2 I n colonia l contexts , th e notio n o f "tradition " i s fraught an d complex . Whe n I 
refer t o "traditiona l Vietnames e culture " here an d elsewher e i n thi s book , I  d o 
not mean to suggest that such a concept operated in a straightforward, unified , o r 
uncontested fashio n fo r th e million s o f subject s unde r Frenc h rul e i n colonia l 
Indochina. Rather, I wish to designate sets of cultural practices that function withi n 
the text s unde r consideratio n a s sign s o f Vietnames e identity , understoo d i n 
opposition to French models, and deployed to a variety of narrative and ideological 
ends. For more on the notion of "tradition" in different cultura l contexts, see David 
G. Marr , Vietnamese  Tradition  on Trial; Borrowings  and  Adaptations in  Vietnamese 
Culture, ed. Truong Bu u Lam (Manoa , HI : Center fo r Southeas t Asia n Studies , 
University o f Hawaii , 1987) ; Narayan, Diskcating  Cultures; an d The  Invention of 
Tradition, eds . Eri c Hobsbaw m an d Terenc e Range r (Cambridge : Cambridg e 
University Press , 1983). 

3 Kamow , Vietnam, 112. For more on the history and changing position of women 
in Vietnamese society , se e Le Thi Nha m Tuye t an d Ma i Thi Tu , La  Femme au 
Viet Nam (Hanoi , Editions en Langues Etrangeres, 1976) ; Arlene Eisen Bergman, 
Women of  Viet Nam (Sa n Francisco : Peoples Press , 1975) ; Arlene Eisen , Women 
and Revolution in Viet Nam  (London : Ze d Books , 1984) ; and Marr , Vietnamese 
Tradition on Trial, 190-251. 

4 Cite d i n Le Thi Nham Tuyet and Mai Thi Tu, La Femme au Viet Nam, 38-9 . 
5 L e Thi Nham Tuyet and Mai Thi Tu, La Femme au Viet Nam, 39. 
6 A n in-dept h comparativ e stud y o f Vietnamese an d Chines e governmen t i n th e 

period jus t precedin g French rul e can be found i n Alexander Barto n Woodside , 
Vietnam and the Chinese Model:  A  Comparative  Study  of Nguyen and Ctiing Civil 
Government in the First Half of the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press , 1971). 
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7 I n "Relata , Relationships , an d Context: A Perspectiv e on Borrowed Elements i n 
Vietnamese Culture, " Nei l Jamieson write s tha t individualis m i n Vietna m wa s 
"introduced throug h Frenc h textbooks , derive d mainl y fro m Frenc h literar y 
tradition, and popularized through the new poetry and associated 'romantic' novels 
and short stories written by and for young products of the French school system." 
In Borrowings and Adaptations in Vietnamese Culture, ed. Truong Buu Lam, 130. 

8 L e Thi Nham Tuyet and Mai Thi Tu, La Femme au Viet Nam, 105 . 
9 L e Thi Nham Tuyet and Mai Thi Tu, La Femme au Viet Nam, 105-6 . 
10 I n Diskcating Cultures, Uma Narayan analyzes precisely the sor t of inconsistenc y 

that characterizes Nguyen Phan Long's stance on the impact of French culture i n 
Vietnam: "This 'selective labeling' of certain changes and not others as symptoms 
of 'Westernization ' enable s th e portraya l o f unwelcome change s a s unforgivabl e 
betrayals o f deep-rooted an d constitutive traditions , while welcome change s ar e 
seen a s merel y pragmati c adaptation s tha t ar e utterl y consonan t wit h th e 
'preservation of our culture and values' ... Not surprisingly, the gender of the actors 
seems to be one factor tha t determines whether a  particular change is regarded as 
an exampl e o f 'Westernizatio n tha t i s disrespectful o f our traditions'. " Narayan , 
Diskcating Cultures, 23 , 26. The relationship of gender to collaborationist politic s 
will be examined i n greater depth in the final section of this chapter . 

11 Marr , Vietnamese Tradition on Trial, 191 . 
12 L e Thi Nham Tuyet and Mai Thi Tu, La Femme au Viet Nam, 91 , 93. 
13 Yeager , The Vietnamese Novel in French, 18 . 
14 Josep h Buttinger, Vietnam: A Dragon  Embattled, 2 vols. (New York: Praeger, 1967) , 

I, 199. 
15 Buttinger , Vietnam, I, 200. 
16 Davi d G. Marr, Vietnamese Anu-Coknialism, 1885-1925  (Berkeley : University of 

California Press , 1971) , 268. 
17 Commentin g on the origins of the Constitutionalis t Party , Jay Carter writes tha t 

"[t]he precis e dat e o f th e party' s foundin g i s difficult t o ascertain , an d differen t 
secondary sources place i t from 191 7 through 1923 . The party seems not to have 
been officiall y registere d i n Franc e unti l 1926 , and i n Cochinchin a unti l 1937 . 
Because these officia l date s are obviously no t useful , i t seems reasonable t o dat e 
the party from wha t woul d become it s official organ , La Tribune Indigene, whic h 
first appeare d i n Sai Gon i n the summer of 1917. " Carter, "A Subject Elite : The 
First Decade of the Constitutionalist Party in Cochinchina, 1917-1927, " Viet Nam 
Forum 14 (1993/94),212. 

18 Buttinger , Vietnam,  I, 201. 
19 Willia m J . Duiker , The  Rise  of Nationalism in  Vietnam, 1900-1941  (Ithaca , NY : 

Cornell University Press , 1976), 145. 
20 Mega n Cook, The Constitutionalist Party in Cochinchina: The Years of Decline, 1930-

1942 (Clayton, Victoria , Australia : Centre o f Southeast Asia n Studies , Monas h 
University, 1977) , 16. 

21 Carter , " A Subjec t Elite, " 214 , an d Cook , The  Constitutionalist  Party,  17. Th e 
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Colonial Counci l was an advisory body with limited powers, and a  joint French -
Vietnamese membership. See Truong Buu Lam, Colonialism Experienced, 13 . 

22 A s Duiker notes, this cahier was reprinted in a pamphlet, which is available in the 
Archives Nationales de France, Section Outre-Mer, Carton 331, Dossier 2677; it 
also appears in English translation (a s "The Wish List of the Vietnamese People" ) 
in Truong Buu Lam, Coknialism Experienced, 208-27. 

23 Thi s exploitatio n intensifie d a t th e tur n o f th e century , wit h th e arriva l o f 
Governor General Paul Doumer in 1897 . Doumer, previously France's minister of 
finance, i s generally considered t o be responsible for the economic turnaround of 
Indochina: a s Karnow writes, he "almos t single-handedly transforme d Indochin a 
from a financial loss to a profitable enterprise, " largely by transferring the economic 
burden "fro m th e Frenc h taxpaye r t o th e Vietnames e people , not onl y saddlin g 
them with the costs of supporting their own domination, but also exploiting them 
in orde r t o gai n a  fat yiel d o n th e colonia l investment. " Karnow, Vietnam,  127. 
For mor e o n th e ofte n appallin g policie s pursue d bot h b y Frenc h official s an d 
private businesses in Vietnam in the first decades of the twentieth century, as well 
as conditions i n Frenc h factories , mine s an d plantations , se e Karnow, Vietnam, 
124-30, and Le Than Khoi , Le Viet-Nam, 425-30. 

24 Buttinger , Vietnam, I, 201. 
25 Yeager , The Vietnamese Novel in French, 167 . 
26 Yeager , The Vietnamese Novel in French, 168 . 
27 Karnow , Vietnam, 189. 
28 Buttinger , Vietnam, II, 729. 
29 Fo r a  brief descriptio n o f th e Vietnames e syste m o f naming , se e D o The Dun g 

and Le Thanh Thuy, Le Vietnamien sans peine (Chennevieres-sur-Marne : Assimil, 
1994), 33-4. 

30 I n Vietnam, children are often referred to by the number that corresponds to their 
position, i n term s o f age , amon g thei r siblings . I n souther n Vietnam , formerl y 
Cochinchina, thi s numberin g begin s wit h two , no t one ; hence th e narrator , a s 
her parents' eldest (and only) child , i s called Hai. 

31 Suc h attempts to describe Vietnamese culture by means of European referents were 
quite common in French writing on Vietnam during the colonial period. Compare, 
for example , Hai' s descriptio n o f th e Ong-Tao  with th e followin g passag e fro m 
Raoul Petit's Choses etgens de Cochinchine (Saigon, Imprimerie L. Menard, 1901) : 
"Les ancetres sont  veneres a  Vegal  des  Dieux Lares , chez  les Antiques.  En  Annam, 
comme a Rome, ks etres  decides de k familk  reviennent a Vendroit ou ils ont vecu kurs 
pies et  kurs souffrances" [Th e ancestors are worshipped i n the same way that th e 
lares were i n Antiquity . I n Vietnam, a s in Rome , the decease d member s o f th e 
family return to the place where they lived their joys and their sufferings] (105) . 

32 A s Yeager has pointed out, this type of cultural comparison serves a specific extra -
textual function i n a Vietnamese francophone novel : to explain and clarify cultura l 
points for a non-Vietnamese, and probably French, reader (Yeager, The Vietnamese 
Novel in French, 54-57). I would maintain, however, that in the case of a narrator 
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like Hai , cultura l comparison s als o serv e t o emphasiz e he r ow n distanc e fro m 
Vietnamese culture — in a sense, Hai herself is in the position of a French reader, 
and her relationship to her own culture is largely mediated through Western points 
of reference . 

33 I n earl y twentieth-century Vietnam , a s Jack Yeager has written , "fictiona l pros e 
narration was a newly acquired form. The Vietnamese Francophone novel appears 
to be a n imitatio n o f it s French models , especially eighteenth - an d nineteenth -
century socia l novels related by third perso n narrator s o r confessions tol d i n th e 
first person." Vietnamese francophone novelist s did not, of course, merely imitate 
Western models. As Yeager goes on to point out, these novelists adapted the genre, 
producing texts marked by both Vietnamese and French cultural influences . Th e 
fact remains , however, that the novel as a form of literary production i n Vietnam 
did not exist until after the arrival of the French. See Yeager, The Vietnamese Novel 
in French, 7 . 

34 Amon g others , Ha i mention s o r discusse s th e ancien t Greek s an d Romans , 
Rabelais, Racine , Corneille , Pascal , Mm e d e Scudery , Honor e d'Urfe , Mm e d e 
Sevigne, Rousseau , Alfre d d e Musset , Balzac , Sull y Prudhomme , Theophil e 
Gautier, and Henrik Ibsen . 

35 Romanticism , whic h greatl y influence d literatur e i n Vietnames e a s wel l a s 
Vietnamese literature in French, was often attacke d by conservative critics in the 
1920s and 30s in terms that closel y recall those used by Hai's parents and Minh . 
See Marr, Vietnamese Tradition on Trial, 126, 206, 269n. 

36 Ha i is , of course, not th e onl y character i n francophone literatur e t o be seduced 
by Western literature. The protagonist of Ousmane Soce's Mirages de Paris (1937) , 
for example , i s imbued fro m a n early age with a  novelistic sensibility : "Des  quHl 
avait pu sentir ce qu'il lisait, il  s etait adonne, avec  frenesie, a  la kcture des romans. II 
y trouvait des amis aux noms bizarres. A  certain  moment,  il  aurait souhaite  s'appeler 
d'Artagnan . . ." [Fro m the time that he was able to feel what he read, he had given 
himself over , in a frenzy, t o the reading of novels. He found i n them friends wit h 
bizarre names. At one point, he would have liked to have been called d'Artagna n 
...] Soce , Mirages  de  Paris (1937; Paris : Nouvelles Edition s Latines , 1964) , 14 . 
While Ha i survive s he r nearl y fata l encounte r wit h Frenc h culture , Soce' s 
protagonist i s not s o fortunate: a t th e en d o f th e novel , h e throw s himsel f int o 
the Sein e an d drowns . For mor e o n Mirages  de  Paris, se e Christopher L . Miller , 
"Hallucinations o f Franc e an d Afric a i n th e Colonia l Exhibitio n o f 193 1 an d 
Ousmane Soce' s Mirages de  Paris,11 Paragraph  18 , No. 1  (1995), 39-63. To nam e 
just on e othe r strikin g example , on e o f th e primar y character s i n Moulou d 
Mammeri's Le sommeil du juste (1955) volunteers to fight for France during World 
War I I in large part because he has been shaped through his reading of Western 
literary and philosophical texts . Disillusioned by the violent racism he faces as an 
Algerian i n th e Frenc h army , he doe s precisely what Hai' s fathe r wishe s he ha d 
done wit h he r novels , burning th e book s he rea d an d cherishe d i n th e colonia l 
classroom: "Lentement  k  flamme  caressait ks  feuilks et  doucement gagnait de proche 
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enproche Moliere, Shakespeare, Homere, Montesquieu, ks autres"  [Slowl y the flames 
caressed th e page s an d sprea d softly , b y degrees , Moliere , Shakespeare , Homer , 
Montesquieu, the others]. Mammeri, Le sommeil du juste (Paris: Plon, 1955) , 146. 

37 A t leas t on e criti c chos e no t t o pardon Nguye n Pha n Lon g fo r th e for m o f hi s 
novel: in her 193 7 book on French Indochina, Virginia Thompson writes, "Even 
a novel lik e Le Roman de Mile, [sic ] Lys, written i n the pures t French , clea r an d 
classical in style, suffers from boring digressions and from a lack of unity and direct 
observation." Thompso n make s thi s comment , significantly , t o suppor t he r 
assertion that Vietnamese writers are, in effect, culturally incapable of writing good 
novels. Thompson, French Indo-China (London: Allen & Unwin, Ltd., 1937) , 316. 

38 Nguye n Phan Long's anxiety over the generic status of his text is further reflecte d 
by the fact tha t he furnishes th e novel with not one , but two subtitles: "Qournal 
dHune jeune  fille cochinchinoise)," an d "essai  sur  revolution/des moeurs annamites 
contemporaines" ["(Th e Diary of a Young Girl from Cochinchina)" ; "essay on th e 
evolution/of Contemporar y Vietnames e Morals"] . As Sharon Lim-Hin g remark s 
in her reading of Le Roman de Mademoiselle Lys,  "[t]he insistence on naming th e 
genre in the title(s) is confounded by the number of different genres : novel, journal, 
or essay?" Lim-Hing, "Vietnamese Novels in French," 135. 

39 Th e Nouveau Petit Robert defines psyche  both as a "Grande  glace mobik montee sur 
un chassis  a  pivots grace  auxqueh  on peut Vincliner a voknte et  se regarder en  pied" 
[Large movable mirror mounted o n a  frame wit h pivots allowing one to til t i t a t 
will and t o see oneself full-length] , an d as "Vensemble  des  phenomenes psychiques, 
considered comme formant l'unite  personnelle" [The totality of psychic phenomena, 
considered as forming the unity of the self] (emphasi s added). 

40 Writte n almos t sevent y year s afte r Nguye n Pha n Long' s novel , Ki m Lefevre' s 
Metisse bknche contains a  strikingly simila r scene . Lefevre's narrator , seein g he r 
face i n a  photograph, i s confronted b y her physica l difference fro m a n imagine d 
Vietnamese racial ideal : "La vision de k photographie  me boukversa au point que ma 
mere, inquiete, courut  chercher k glace  de son mari quelle me tendit. ]e regardai dans 
le miroir: ma surprise fut profonde. Je n'etais pas du tout comme je m'etais imaginee. Je 
dus reconnoitre que fetais plus proche de k photo  que de Videe que favais de moUmeme 
... Je  pris doukureusement conscience de mon alterite" [Th e sight of the photograp h 
upset me so much that my mother, worried, ran to look for her husband's mirror , 
which sh e held ou t t o me . I looked int o th e mirror : my surprise was profound. I 
was not a t al l how I  had imagine d myself. I had t o recognize that 1  was closer t o 
the photograp h tha n t o the ide a that I  had o f myself .. . Painfully , I  realized my 
otherness] (155) . 

41 I t i s tempting t o rea d thi s passag e a s a n illustratio n o f Hai' s shortcoming s a s a 
reader. I f she were not s o eager to have a  roman of her own, she might hear th e 
obvious Balzacian echo i n Lucien Raynal's name: Lucien i s also the name of the 
protagonist of  Illusions perdues (1837-1843) . Hai's own romantic illusions , at thi s 
point, ar e too firmly entrenche d t o allow her t o read thi s warning sign . Nguyen 
Phan Lon g was himself a n avi d reade r o f Balzac , and too k inspiratio n fro m th e 
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Comedie humaine whe n writin g th e storie s i n hi s 193 2 collection Cannibaks  par 
persuasion — the title story, for example, has strong links to Balzac's Uauberge rouge 
(1831). In the colonial context, Raynal's name also evokes that of L'Abbe Raynal, 
the eighteenth-century historia n and encyckpediste whose Histoire phiksophique et 
politique des etablissements  et du commerce des Europeens  dans les  deux Indes (1772) 
represents a n earl y indictmen t o f colonialis m an d slavery . Through th e share d 
name, the anticolonia l libera l L'Abbe Rayna l i s strangely linked t o the deceitfu l 
mercenary Lucie n Rayna l —  a  lin k tha t woul d suppor t th e pro-colonial , 
collaborationist politic s of the novel. 

42 Yeager , The Vietnamese Novel in French, 130 . 
43 Thes e structure s o f identity , o f course , would b e buil t aroun d anothe r displace d 

point o f origin : a s a  Vietnames e woman , Ha i coul d onl y imagin e a  historica l 
connection t o th e Khme r cultur e represente d b y th e temple s a t Angkor . 
Nonetheless, the fact remains that the temples could stand i n defiance o f French 
claims of European cultura l superiority. In "Vietnamese Novels in French," Lim-
Hing writes that Angkor "is a pre-colonial wonder which seems to respond to the 
multiple allusions to European culture in other parts of Hai's journal. The voyage 
to Angkor is the turning point, after which Hai gives up the idea of French culture 
as superior" (168) . While Angko r certainl y ha s th e potentia l t o "respon d .. . t o 
European culture," I do not believe that the voyage serves as "the turning point " 
for Hai; in fact, as I have mentioned and will go on to demonstrate in more detail, 
the trip ultimately fails to reorient her cultural identity . 

44 Anderson , Imagined Communities, 179 . 
45 Henr i Gourdon, Ulndochine (Paris: Librairie Larousse, 1931) , 193. 
46 Wright , The Politics of Design, 195 . For more on the work carried out by the Ecole 

Francaise d'Extreme-Orient a t Angkor, see Henri Marchal, Angkor: La Resurrection 
de Van khmer et Vozuvre de VEcok francaise d'Extreme-Orient (Paris: Office Frangai s 
d'Edition, 1945) . Marchal, a  former curato r o f the site , refers t o th e Angko r 
monuments as "VorgueildeV Indochine frangaise" [the pride of French Indochina] (32). 

47 I n Aux Tempks d }Angkor avec ks voyageurs, ks  romanciers et ks poetes (Saigon, n.p., 
1932), Loui s Mallere t write s tha t "ks  sites  artistiques  de  Vancien empire khmer  ont 
ete, non  pas meme des lieux de pekrinage, mais k but  vers kquel se  sont hatees des 
cohortes de voyageurs, presses de remplir kur cornet  de route" [the artistic sites of the 
ancient Khme r empir e wer e no t eve n place s o f pilgrimage , bu t th e destinatio n 
toward which cohorts of visitors hastened, in a rush to fill up their log books] (2). 
See among others L'Abbe Bouillevaux, Ma Visite aux mines cambodgiennes en 1850 
(Saint-Quentin, Imprimeri e de J. Moureau, 1883) ; Henri Mouhot, Voyage dans ks 
royaumes de Siam, de  Cambodge,  de Laos ...  (Paris : Hachette , 1868) ; Franci s 
Gamier, Voyage d'exploration en Indochine ...  ,2  vols . (Paris: Hachette, 1873) ; Louis 
Delaporte, Voyage  au Cambodge:  Varchitecture  khmere  (Paris: Delagrave , 1880) ; 
Etienne Aymonier, Le Cambodge et ses monuments (Paris: E. Leroux, 1897) ; Marcel 
Monnier, Le Tour d!Asie, 2  vols. (Paris: E. Plon, Nourrit et Cie, 1899); and Pierre 
Loti, Un Pekrin d*Angkor (Paris: Calmann-Levy Editeur, 1912) . 
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48 Du e de Montpensier, La  Vilk au  bois dormant, De  Saigon a Ang-Kor en automobik 
(Paris: Librairi e Plon , 1910) , 183 . I n additio n t o La  Vilk  au  bois  dormant, 
Montpensier wrot e severa l othe r book s and article s on Indochina , mos t notabl y 
Notre France d*Extreme-Orient  (Paris : Perrin e t Cie , 1912-13) . Significantly, Ha i 
is familiar with his work: in the first section of Le Roman de Mademoiselk Lys, she 
explicitly discusses "Les Disparates, un artick du Due de Montpensier" [Les  Disparates, 
an article by the Due de Montpensier] (76) . 

49 Montpensier , La Vilk au  bois dormant, 183-184 . 
50 Montpensier , La  ViUe au bois dormant, 249 . 
51 I n "Vietnamese Novels in French," Lim-Hing writes: "In 1296 , a Chinese traveler 

Chou Ta-Kua n visite d Angko r an d recorde d hi s thoughts . Hi s writing has bee n 
the basis for recreating, that i s imagining, daily life at Angkor in earlier centuries, 
given the dearth o f other sources . He was probably an important source for Hai' s 
imaginings, thoug h th e Chines e chronicle r i s not credite d i n Mademoiselk  Lys" 
(166). Chou Ta-Kuan's memoi r was interesting enough to the French to merit a 
translation a s early as 1819; Paul Pelliot of the Ecole Francaise d'Extreme-Orien t 
published a  revised an d extende d translatio n i n 1902 . It seem s likel y tha t Hai' s 
relationship to this crucial non-Western tex t on Angkor would have been, at best, 
mediated through layers of French translation and annotation. See Chou Ta-Kuan, 
"Memoires sur les coutumes du Cambodge," trans. Paul Pelliot, BuUetin  de VEcole 
Francaise d'Extreme-Orient II (1902), 137-77. 

52 Wright , The Politics of  Design, 199 . 
53 I n Le  Tour d'Asie,  Monnier write s tha t "une  sorte de  frayeur vous saisit a  k seule 

idee de cette nuit faite sur Vhistoire d!un peupk" [ a sort of fright take s hold of you at 
the very idea of the darkness that fel l over the history of a people] (I , 90), while 
in Aux Tempks  d'Ankgor  ...  ,  Malleret wonders , "EstAl  au monde Vexempk d'une 
autre nation ayant comme celle-ci egare  k  souvenir  de son histoire? Est-ce  pour  cek, 
quau milieu  des  mines, s'eveille  dans  le cceur des Europeens une  compassion secrete 
pour ks descendants  des batisseurs  dAngkor?" [I s there another nation i n the world 
that has, like this one, lost the memory of its history? Is it because of this, that i n 
the midst of the ruins, a secret compassion for the descendants o f the builders of 
Angkor well s u p i n th e heart s o f Europeans? ] (9) . I n Malleret' s view , thes e 
descendants hav e los t th e memor y o f thei r ow n past , an d i t i s the Frenc h wh o 
must act as curators of their history; compare his "compassion secrete" to Hai's "pitie 
retrospective." 

54 Kwam e Anthony Appiah, In M;y Father's House: Africa in the Phiksophy of Culture 
(New York: Oxford Universit y Press , 1992), 174. 

55 Appiah , In  my Father s House, 176. 
56 Compare , fo r example , Hai' s interrogatio n o f immutabl e identitie s wit h th e 

following questio n pose d b y Judith Butler : "wha t ground s th e presumptio n tha t 
identities ar e self-identical , persistin g throug h tim e a s th e same , unifie d an d 
internally coherent?" Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity 
(New York: Routledge, 1990) , 16. 
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57 A s Stole r ha s noted , th e specte r o f atavism —  o f the resurgenc e o f non-Europea n 
cultural trait s withi n colonize d subject s wh o hav e apparentl y bee n assimilate d t o 
European cultura l model s —  haunte d colonia l discourse s tha t emerge d ou t o f th e 
intersections o f race an d culture . See Stoler , Carnal  Knowledge  and  Imperial  Power, 
particularly 79-111 . 

58 Kelly , "Franco-Vietnames e Schools, " 343. 
59 Margare t Cohen , The  Sentimental  Education  of  the Novel (Princeton , NJ : Princeto n 

University Press , 1999) , 34 . 
60 Th e othe r frequentl y deploye d scenari o i s tha t o f adultery . Cohen , Sentimental 

Education, 38 . 
61 Cohen , Sentimental  Education,  34 , emphasi s added . 
62 I n he r discussio n o f the historica l an d politica l context s ou t o f which sentimenta l 

novels emerged i n France i n the early part of the nineteenth century , Cohen argue s 
persuasively tha t th e unresolvabl e tensio n betwee n individua l freedo m an d 
collective welfar e tha t characterize s thes e narrative s mus t b e rea d a s a  for m o f 
mourning fo r th e ideal s o f th e Frenc h Revolution , whic h faile d t o reconcil e th e 
political tensio n betwee n negativ e an d positiv e rights . Cohen , The  Sentimental 
Education of  the  Novel, 75-6 . 

63 Fo r mor e o n th e roman  a  these,  se e th e discussio n o f Ba-Dam  i n th e followin g 
chapter. 

64 Not e ho w closel y th e languag e o f thi s passag e echoe s tha t o f Tra n Va n Tung' s 
"Connaissance d e l a France," i n Reves  d'un  campagnard  annamite:  "...  6  ma France 
bien-aimeel C'est  toi  ...  qui  ma  donne  ...  tout  ce  quil  y  a  de  plus  vivant,  de  plus 
imperissable en moi.  C'est  toi  qui me mets  dans  kpossibilite  de  devenir un  homme"  [... 
oh m y belove d France ! I t i s you .. . tha t ha s give n m e .. . everythin g tha t i s mos t 
alive, mos t eterna l withi n me . I t i s you tha t make s i t possible fo r m e t o become a 
man] (197) . 

65 I n he r discussio n o f Le  Roman  de  Mademoiselle  Lys,  Lim-Hin g read s th e nove l a s 
an earl y attempt a t Vietnamese nationa l literature , a s a text i n which women mus t 
be controlle d o r suppresse d "fo r th e goo d o f th e nat ion " —  a n ultimatel y 
independent Vie tna m embodie d i n an d "centere d aroun d Min h th e man " 
("Vietnamese Novel s i n French, " 174 , 161) . Such a  reading , perceptiv e a s i t i s i n 
terms o f the text' s misogynis t politics , seems t o be founde d upo n a n exaggeratio n 
of Nguyen Pha n Long' s nationalist leaning s i n the earl y 1920s . Lim-Hing describe s 
the Cons t i tu t iona l i s t Part y o f Coch inch in a a s "call[ing ] fo r Vie tnames e 
independence unde r th e aegi s o f th e French " (128) ; elsewhere , sh e write s tha t 
Nguyen Pha n Lon g "wa s considere d a  moderat e Franchophil e [sic] , a  politicia n 
who worked fo r an independen t Vietna m whic h would maintain tie s with France " 
(164-165), an d tha t h e create d i n hi s nove l " a mode l fo r an d o f independen t 
Vietnam" (138) . This vie w o f Nguyen Pha n Lon g and th e Constitutionalist s i s a t 
odds with th e literatur e o n th e party' s political agend a i n the 1920s . In "A Subjec t 
Elite," fo r example , Carte r asks , "Wer e th e Constitutionalist s nationalists? " Hi s 
answer: "th e part y wa s close r t o a  'loya l opposition, ' tha t hope d t o modif y som e 
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French policies, like attitudes toward civil liberties and economic opportunity, but 
with continued French sovereignty, at least for the foreseeable future" (226) . 

66 Cook , The Constitutionalist Party in Cochinchina, 130 , 131 . 
67 Milto n Osborne, "The Faithful Few: The Politics of Collaboration in Cochinchina 

in th e 1920s, " in Aspects of Vietnamese History,  ed. Walter F . Vella (Honolulu , 
HI: The University Press of Hawaii, 1973) , 161 . 

68 Understoo d i n thi s way , Le  Roman  de  Mademoiselle  Lys  seem s t o pu t a 
collaborationist twis t on Partha Chatterjee' s observation s regardin g nationalis m 
and gende r i n th e contex t o f India n nationalism , paraphrase d her e b y R . 
Radhakrishnan: "question s of change and progress posed i n Western attir e wer e 
conceived as an outer and epiphenomenal aspec t of Indian identity , whereas the 
inner and inviolable sanctum of Indian identity had to do with home, spirituality, 
and the figure of Woman as representative of the true self. [...] Like any framework 
whose finitud e i s the representation o f it s own limited an d ideologically-biase d 
interests, the nationalist framework too thematizes its own priorities: the selective 
appropriation o f th e Wes t an d th e safeguardin g o f one' s essentia l identity . 
Unfortunately, i n authorizing such a schizophrenic vision of itself, nationalism loses 
on both fronts: its external history remains hostage to the Enlightenment identit y 
of the West while it s inner sel f i s effectively writte n out of history altogethe r i n 
the name of a repressive and essentialist indigeny. And Woman takes on the name 
of a vast inner silence not to be broken into by the rough and external clamor of 
material history." R. Radhakrishnan, "Nationalism, Gender, and the Narrative of 
Identity," in Nationalisms &  Sexualities,  eds . Parker e t al. (New York: Routledge, 
1992), 84-5. 

69 Th e grotesque implication of this speech — that the loss of Minh's bodily integrity 
cannot begi n to repay France for the benefits o f Enlightenment an d progress — 
echoes th e dynamic o f "continuous debt " describe d b y Franchise Verge s i n her 
discussion o f the family romanc e o f French colonialism : "Dependence an d debt 
were the operative elements of the colonial family's dynamics. Its rhetoric displaced 
social relations determined by the symbolic and economic organization of exchange 
between th e colon y an d the metropol e an d replaced the m wit h th e them e of 
continuous deb t o f the colony t o its metropole .. . The debt wa s constituted by 
the idea l o f the French Revolution , o f the French republic . In territories wher e 
feudalism, barbarism , o r backwardnes s reigned , materna l Franc e ha d brough t 
Enlightenment and progress. She would save her children and elevate them toward 
full humanness .. . Precious woods, sugar, minerals, bodies to fight her wars, none 
of this would be enough to repay France for what she had given." Verges, Monsters 
and Revolutionaries: Coknial  Family  Romance  and  Metissage (Durham , NC: Duke 
University Press , 1997) , 6, 7. 

The effect s o f Frenc h colonia l pedagog y an d propagand a tha t positione d 
imperial dominatio n a s a familial relatio n ma y have been particularly poten t i n 
the contex t o f Vietnam, wher e notion s o f filial piet y an d moral deb t playe d a 
central rol e in structuring socia l life . Neil L . Jamieson describes the importanc e 
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of these notions in the following passage: "First and foremost, children were taught 
filial piety (hieu),  to obey and respect and honor their parents. Children were made 
to fee l keenl y tha t the y owe d parent s a  mora l deb t (on)  s o immens e a s to b e 
unpayable .. . Anxiety over repayment of on to parents and ancestors was a powerful 
force for both virtue and achievement... Yo u were, simply by being alive, in debt 
to your family — no matter how much you might have accomplished, no matte r 
how wretche d yo u migh t be. " Jamieson , Understanding  Vietnam  (Berkeley : 
University of California Press , 1993), 16-17 , 22-3. 

Chapter 3 

1 Truon g Din h Tr i an d Alber t d e Teneuille , Ba-Dam  (Paris : Fasquelle , 1930) . 
Subsequent references wil l be given in the main text . 

2 Josep h Buttinger , Vietnam:  A Dragon  Embattled, II , 705. While Cochinchina was 
a Frenc h colony , Tonki n an d Anna m wer e officiall y classifie d a s protectorates , 
and as such were theoretically not subjec t t o direct French rule. 

3 Wayn e Koestenbaum, Doubk Talk: The Erotics ofMak Literary  Collaboration (New 
York: Routledge, 1989) , 2; Koestenbaum's emphasis. 

4 I t woul d b e fascinatin g t o lear n th e precis e circumstance s o f th e authoria l 
collaboration tha t resulte d i n Ba-Dam.  How did thes e two men come t o write a 
novel together? What role did each play in the creation of the text? Unfortunately, 
while some material exists on Teneuille's career as a writer and Truong Dinh Tri's 
career as a politician, I  have been unable to locate any information o n the genesis 
and composition of Ba-Dam itself. 

5 Mega n Cook, The Constitutionalist Party in Cochinchina, 8 . 
6 Davi d G. Marr, Vietnamese Tradition on Trial, 152 . 
7 A s this brief synopsis makes clear, Ba-Dam exemplifies th e "transracial love plot" 

outlined b y Mary Louise Pratt : "While the lover s challenge colonia l hierarchies , 
in the en d the y acquiesc e t o the m .. . Suc h i s the lesso n to be learned fro m th e 
colonial lov e stories , i n whos e denouement s th e 'cultura l harmon y throug h 
romance' alway s break s down . Whethe r lov e turn s ou t t o b e requite d o r not , 
whether th e colonized love r i s female o r male, outcomes seem to be roughly th e 
same: the lovers are separated, the European is reabsorbed by Europe, and the non-
European dies an early death." What remain s fascinating i n the case of Ba-Dam, 
and wha t wil l be examined a t length i n this chapter , i s the exten t t o which th e 
tragic outcome of the plot is denaturalized through the text's attention to the force 
of colonial stereotypes. See Pratt, Imperial Eyes, 97. 

8 Bu i Xuan Bao, "Introduction historique," 633. 
9 Jac k A. Yeager, The Vietnamese Novel in French, 53. 
10 Thi s aspec t o f earl y Vietnamese francophon e literatur e wa s reflected b y simila r 

ethnographic strain s i n othe r colonia l literature s o f th e period . A s Gu y Ossit o 
Midiohouan ha s pointe d ou t i n hi s stud y o f Africa n literatur e i n French , suc h 
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literary representations of colonized cultures cannot be read as intrinsically resistant 
to French domination. Ethnographer/novelist Pau l Hazoume, for example, stated 
in 193 7 that his goal as a writer was to "fournir a  la colonisation les information s 
auxquelles ell e a  droi t pou r mieu x penetre r e t guide r le s masses" ["to furnis h t o 
the colonia l projec t th e informatio n t o whic h i t i s entitle d i n orde r bette r t o 
penetrate an d t o guid e th e masses"] . Cited i n Midiohouan , L'Ideokgie  dans  k 
litterature negro-africaine d'expression francaise (Paris : L'Harmattan, 1986) , 76. See 
also Midiohouan, 59-79 . 

11 Abdu l R. JanMohamed, "The Economy of Manichean Allegory: The Function of 
Racial Difference i n Colonialist Literature," in "Race," Writing, and Difference, ed. 
Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1986), 83, 84. 

12 Fo r a brief overview of this corpus, which consisted of approximately one thousand 
texts, see Osborne, Fear and Fascination in the Tropics. 

13 Th e epigrap h take s some liberties with the origina l English of Okakura Kakuzo' s 
passage, whic h read s a s follows: "S o muc h har m ha s bee n don e alread y b y th e 
mutual misunderstandin g o f th e Ne w Worl d an d th e Old , tha t on e nee d no t 
apologise for contributing his tithe to the furtherance o f a better understanding. " 
Note, i n particular, th e introductio n o f the word collaborer [collaborate ] int o th e 
French translation. Okakura Kakuzo, The Book of Tea (New York: Duffield &  Co., 
1912), 11. 

14 Susa n Rubi n Suleiman , Authoritarian  Fictions:  The  Ideokgical  Novel as  a Literary 
Genre (New York: Columbia University Press , 1983), 10. 

15 Th e anxiet y generate d b y the notion o f metissage i n Indochin a foun d on e o f it s 
most peculia r literar y manifestation s i n th e Frenc h nove l Francois  Phuoc,  metis 
(Paris: Charpentier, 1929) . Written b y Jehan Cendrieux , this melodramatic tex t 
narrates the shor t and tragi c life of the Franco-Vietnamese Francois , who comes 
to a predictably violent end on the streets of Paris after having unknowingly falle n 
in love with his French half-sister . A  contemporar y bu t considerably mor e sober 
look at the legal issues and problems raised by metissage in the French colonies in 
the years leading up to the publication of Ba-Dam can be found in Arthur Girault , 
"La condition juridique des metis dans les colonies frangaises," Revue  Politique et 
Parlementaire CXXXIX (1929) , 126-31 . For more on the complex ways in which 
metissage challenged the racial and cultural categories around which colonial rule 
was constructed , se e Stoler' s "Sexua l Affront s an d Racia l Frontiers : Cultura l 
Competence an d th e Danger s o f Metissage, " i n Carnal  Knowkdge and Imperial 
Power, 79-111 . 

16 Suleiman , Authoritarian Fictions, 206 . 
17 Stole r discusses at length the colonialist desire to bind culture to race, noting not 

only tha t th e concept s o f "racia l purity an d cultura l securin g o f racia l identity " 
were seen t o be threatene d b y metissage an d interracia l sexua l relationships , bu t 
also tha t poo r o r otherwis e culturall y margina l white s i n som e colonies ra n th e 
risk of losing their formal or legal racial status. Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial 
Power, 67, 34-40. 
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18 Roby n Weigman, American Anatomies: Theorizing  Race and Gender (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press , 1995), 4. 

19 Rut h Amossy , Les  idees  recues: semiologie du  stereotype  (Paris: Nathan , 1991) , 
37. 

20 Ott o Klineberg, Social Psychology, revised ed. (New York: Henry Holt 6k Co., 1954), 
489. 

21 Alexandr e d e Rhodes , Divers  voiages  du  P. Akxandre de  Rhodes, En  k  Chine,  & 
autres roiaumes  de  I'Orient, avec son retour en Europe par la Perse et  VArmenie. Le 
Tout divise  en trois  parties, 2nd ed . (Paris : Che z Sebastie n Mabre-Cramoisy , 
Imprimeur du Roy, rue S. Iaques, aux Cicognes, 1666) , 3. 

22 Rhodes , Divers voiages, 83-4. 
23 Pau l Bourde , De  Paris  au Tonkin,  3rd . ed . (Paris : Caiman-Levy , 1888) , 112 . 

Subsequent references wil l be given in the main text . 
24 Pau l Giran, Psychokgie du peuple annamite, 119 , 90. 
25 Suc h perceptions of Asian masculinity did not disappear at the end of the colonial 

era — witness th e followin g descriptio n i n Marguerit e Duras' s UAmant  (1984) : 
"La peau est d'une somptueus e douceur. Le corps. Le corps est maigre, sans force, 
sans muscles, i l pourrait avoi r ete malade , etre en convalescence , i l est imberbe , 
sans virilite autre que celle du sexe, il est tres faible, i l parait etre a la merci d'une 
insulte, souffrant " [Th e ski n i s of a  sumptuou s softness . Th e body . Th e bod y i s 
thin, without strength , without muscles , he could have been ill , recovering fro m 
illness, he i s beardless, with no virility other than that of his sex, he is very weak, 
he seems to be at the mercy of an insult, suffering]. Duras, L'Amant (Paris : Editions 
de Minuit, 1984) , 49. The lover in question, of course, is ethnically Chinese an d 
not Vietnamese; nonetheless, the similarities between Duras's description and those 
found i n colonialist text s on Indochina are striking. 

26 Henr i d e Bizemont , L'Indo-Chine  frangaise, cite d i n Edouar d Petit , Le  Tong-Kin 
(Paris: Lecene, Oudin et Cie, 1892) , 202. 

27 Raou l Petit , Choses et gens de Cochinchine, 38. 
28 Edouar d Diguet , Les  Annamites: societe, coutumes,  religions (Paris : A. Challamel , 

1906), 13. 
29 Th e Pavilkns-Noirs  (Black Flags) were Chinese bandits, most of whom had bee n 

driven int o Vietnam afte r th e failure o f the Taiping Rebellion (1850-64) . 
30 Th e claim that metissage  leads inevitably to the degeneration of the human races 

and to the degradation of civilization is the central thesis of one the founding text s 
of modern European racism , Joseph-Arthur d e Gobineau's Essai  sur I'inegalite des 
races humaines (1853-55) . In a chapter defining his notion of racial degeneration, 
Gobineau writes : "Je  pense done que k mot  degenere, s'appliquant  a un peupk, doit 
signifier et signifie que ce peupk na  plus  k vakur  intrinseque  qu autrefois il  possedait, 
parce qu'il n'a  plus  dans ses veines k meme  sang,  dont des alliages successifs  ont 
graduelkment modifie k  vakur"  [ I think, then , that the word degenerate, applied t o 
a people, must mean and does mean tha t thi s people no longe r has the intrinsi c 
worth i t once had, because i t no longer has in its veins the same blood, since the 



NOTES TO PAGES 96-108 

worth of this blood has been gradually modified by successive mixtures]; elsewhere, 
he describe s wit h horro r th e "anarchic  ethnique"  [ethni c anarchy ] cause d b y 
metissage. Gobineau' s racis t conviction s wer e echoed b y other Frenc h writer s of 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; social scientist Georges Vacher 
de Lapouge, for example, declared in the late 1880s that "les  resultats d[u metissage! 
n'ont rien d'advantageux. Laideur,  vulgarite,  manque  de vigeur, moindre  duree de vie, 
tares physiques nombreuses,  nos  sang-meles ont  tout contre eux  ...  L'incoherence  des 
metis nest pas  seukment somatique,  elk  existe  au  point de vue de l'intelligence et  du 
caractere" [the result s (o f metissage)  brin g wit h the m n o advantage . Ugliness , 
vulgarity, a lack of vigor, a shorter lifespan, numerous physical defects, our mixed-
bloods have everything going against them .. . The incoherence of the metis i s not 
only somatic , i t als o exist s o n th e leve l o f intelligenc e an d character] . Se e 
Gobineau, Essai  sur  I'inegalite des  races humaines  (Paris : Editions Pierr e Belfond , 
1967), 58, 158, and Vacher de Lapouge, Les selections sociaks; cours  libre de science 
politique, prof  esse a  I'Universite de  Montpellier (1888-9)  par  G. Vacher  de Lapouge 
(Paris: A. Fontemoing, 1896) , 179, 183. 

31 Hom i Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 66. Subsequent references wil l be given in 
the main text . 

32 Suleiman  notes the crucial interpretive function o f narrative commentary in realist 
fiction: "t o th e exten t tha t th e narrato r figure s a s the sourc e o f th e stor y h e i s 
telling, he functions no t only as 'author' but also as authority. Since i t is his voice 
that inform s us of the characters ' actions and of the circumstances i n which they 
occur, an d since we must conside r — by virtue o f the pac t which , i n the realis t 
novel, link s th e telle r o f th e stor y t o hi s audienc e —  tha t wha t th e narrato r 
recounts i s 'true, ' ther e occur s a  blurring o f boundaries tha t make s u s accept a s 
'true' no t onl y wha t th e narrato r tell s us about th e event s an d circumstance s of 
the fictiona l world , bu t als o wha t h e tell s u s i n th e wa y o f judgmen t an d 
interpretation. Th e narrato r thu s becomes no t onl y th e sourc e o f hi s story , bu t 
the authoritative interpreter of its meaning as well — and this meaning is, in realist 
fiction, invariabl y linke d t o ou r non-fictiona l world. " Suleiman , Authoritarian 
Fictions, 72 . 

33 Giran , Psychokgie du peupk annamite, 87 . 
34 Senegales e autho r Ousman e Soce' s Mirages  de  Paris (1937) , mentione d i n th e 

previous chapte r i n relatio n t o Le  Roman de Mademoiselle Lys,  als o has strikin g 
similarities to Ba-Dam — both texts recount unsuccessful interracia l relationships; 
both foreground figures of mirages and hallucinations in their descriptions of cross-
cultural encounters ; bot h en d i n th e deaths , b y drowning , o f thei r mal e 
protagonists. 

35 Chanta l Descours-Gatin, Quand Vopium finanqait k coknisation  en Indochine (Paris : 
Editions L'Harmattan, 1992) , 34. See also Alfred W. McCoy, The Politics of Heroin 
in Southeast Asia (New York: Harper & Row, 1972) . 

36 Stanle y Karnow, Vietnam, 128. 
3 7 Buttinger , Vietnam,  II, 713. 
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Chapter 4 

1 A s a  normalien,  h e i s reported t o hav e develope d clos e friendship s wit h futur e 
Presidents Leopol d Seda r Sengho r an d George s Pompidou . See "Il s etaient troi s 
condisciples," Le Monde, 23 April 1974 . 

2 Pha m Du y Khiem's literar y production fro m thi s period include d a  fictionalize d 
memoir, inspire d by his experiences as a volunteer i n the French Army in 1939 -
40, and two volumes of stories adapted from Vietnamese tales and legends. Initially 
published in Hanoi, these texts were all reissued by Parisian publishers during the 
1950s. Pha m Du y Khiem , D e Hanoi  a La Courtine  (Hanoi: Edition s L e Thang , 
1941), reissue d unde r th e pseudony m o f Nam Ki m a s La Place d'un  homme.  De 
Hanoi a  La  Courtine  (Paris : Plon , 1958) ; Legendes  des terres sereines (Hanoi: 
Imprimerie Taupin, 1942 ) and La Jeune femme de Nam Xuong (Hanoi: Imprimerie 
Taupin, 1944) , reissued togethe r a s Legendes des terres sereines  (Paris : Mercure de 
France, 1951) . 

3 Fo r a  mor e detaile d biographica l sketc h o f Pha m Du y Khiem , se e Yeager , The 
Vietnamese Novel in French, 176-8 . 

4 Pha m Du y Khiem [publishe d unde r th e pseudonym o f Nam Kim] , Nam et  Sylvie 
(Paris: Plon, 1957) . All references wil l appear in the text as NS. 

5 Se e "Instantane: Nam Kim," Les Nouvelks litteraires,  20 November 1958 . 
6 Kristi n Ros s examines th e interrelationshi p betwee n decolonizatio n an d Frenc h 

postwar modernization in Fast Cars, Ckan Bodies:  Decoknization and the Reordering 
of French Culture (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1995). 

7 "L e Viet-Nam et la culture francaise" [article containing both Lebois's speech and 
Pham Du y Khiem's response] , Revue de k Mediterranee  1 7 (1957) , 641 . Further 
references wil l appea r i n th e tex t a s VNCF . I t i s worth notin g tha t Lebois' s 
designation o f Pha m Du y Khie m a s "un de s premiers romancier s francai s d e c e 
temps" praises th e write r whil e simultaneously effacin g hi s Vietnamese identity . 
As I  shall demonstrate , thi s gesture i s perfectly i n keeping with Lebois' s readin g 
of Nam et  Sylvie. 

8 I  borrow th e ter m "phantasmati c Indochina " fro m Panivon g Norindr' s stud y of 
the discursiv e practice s tha t allowe d fo r th e creatio n o f "Indochine " a s " a 
nineteenth-century Frenc h fiction, a  fantaisie o r geographic romance, created by 
France to elicit desire for its Far Eastern colonies." Panivong Norindr, Phantasmatic 
Indochina (Durham, NC: Duke University Press , 1996), 17. 

9 Conside r the following passage , taken from a  French school manual published i n 
1901: "li importe de preparer nos fils  a cette tdche cokssak: il  faut kur faire connaitre 
nos possessions kintaines et ks kur  faire aimer comme lew propre patrie ...il  faut  enfin, 
par des exempks  probants, refuter  cette erreur  funeste qui  veut que k Frangais  ne soit 
pas colonisateur, et  inspirer a la jeune generation cette confiance en soi qui fait les peuples 
forts" [It is essential t o prepare our sons for thi s colossal task : we must introduc e 
them t o ou r farawa y possession s an d mak e the m lov e the m lik e thei r ow n 
fatherland., we must finally, through convincing examples, disprove that disastrous 
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fallacy that insists that the Frenchman is not a colonizer, and inspire in the young 
generation tha t self-confidenc e tha t make s fo r stron g populations] . E. Josset, A 
Travers nos coknies: livre  de kctures sur I'histoire, k  geographie,  ks  sciences et k morak 
(Cours moyen et superieure), (Paris: Armand Colin, 1901) , cited in Cooper, France 
in Indochina, 59. 

10 Christophe r L . Miller , "Hallucination s o f Franc e an d Africa, " 44 . Emphasi s i n 
original. 

11 Le  Temps, 16 January 1934 . 
12 Gwendoly n Wrigh t ha s pointed ou t tha t th e building s tende d les s to reproduc e 

indigenous architectura l forms from th e colonies than to reflect th e orientalizin g 
vision of their French designers. The Maison des Etudiants de I'Indochine, she writes, 
"represented a  Frenc h perceptio n o f Indochines e aesthetics , evokin g a n exoti c 
distant world for the Parisians, articulating a complex cultural milieu of power and 
history fo r th e Maison' s resident s an d thei r Frenc h neighbors. " See Gwendoly n 
Wright, The Politics of Design, 225 . 

13 McConnell , Leftward Journey, 80 . 
14 Thi s act of self-censorship seems quite reasonable when one considers the fact tha t 

Indochinese subject s studying in France were the targets of routine, i f not always 
effective, surveillance . Th e Service  de Controle et  d'Assistance  aux  Indigenes, 
organized b y the Ministr y o f Colonie s i n 1919 , compiled dossier s o n individua l 
students, opened an d read their mail , and monitored thei r politica l activity . See 
McConnell, 86-90. 

15 1  woul d lik e t o than k Eri c Smoodin fo r hi s assistanc e i n locatin g a  copy o f th e 
1932 Back  Street, the firs t o f thre e differen t film s base d o n Fann y Hurst' s 193 0 
novel. 

16 Thi s absenc e i s particularl y striking , a s w e hav e seen , i n contras t t o earlie r 
treatments o f interracia l lov e i n Vietnames e francophon e literatur e suc h a s Le 
Roman de Mademoiselle Lys and Ba-Dam. 

17 Mille r make s thi s poin t i n referenc e t o th e 193 1 Colonia l Exhibition : "I t wa s 
designed t o exhibi t authentic  differences, nativ e culture s transplante d int o th e 
Vincennes park , reproduce d i n cemen t an d papier-mache , 'protected ' b y a n 
overarching structure that France provided (Civilization) . Solidarity did not mean 
blending or mixing; it was predicated on segregation and specificity." See Miller , 
"Hallucinations of France and Africa," 46. 

18 Na m makes this argument during a debate with Eliane Tournier, a  French writer 
who has just published a novel entitled Elk bknche et lui jaune — a barely disguised 
reference t o Christiane Fournier' s melodramatically racis t Homme jaune et femme 
bknche (1933). In Fournier's novel, young Marie-Claire Danfreville marrie s Xuan, 
an Annamite, only to discover that he i s a treacherous and cold-blooded spy who 
is responsible for the murder of her father, a  captain in the colonial air force. In a 
scathing review written soon after it s publication, Pham Duy Khiem protested the 
racist depiction of Marie-Claire's perfidious husband: "Mais il n'y a pas un Annamite 
qui puisse se reconnoitre, en  toute verite, en  k personne  de Xuan; pas un qui ne crie a 
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I'invraisemblance a  chaque  chapitre" [Bu t ther e i s no t on e Annamite  wh o coul d 
recognize himself , i n al l truth , i n th e characte r o f Xuan; not on e wh o doe s no t 
cry out at the implausibility of every chapter]. Pham Duy Khiem, Melanges (Hanoi : 
Imprimerie G. Taupin & Cie, 1942) , 10. 

19 I n th e wak e o f th e Yen-Ba y rebellion i n earl y 1930 , Pasquie r (also attempted t o 
persuade parents i n th e colonie s no t t o allo w thei r childre n t o stud y i n France , 
warning the m o f the grav e moral dangers o f the metropole . See Pierre Pasquier , 
Circulate aux families au sujet de Venvoi des etudiants indochinois  en France (Hanoi : 
[n.p.], 1930) . 

20 Le  Figaro, 1 7 January 1934 . Ellipses in original. 
21 Le  Temps, 17 January 1934 . 

Chapter 5 

1 Pha m Van Ky, Des Femmes assises ga et la (Paris: Gallimard, 1964) ; page references 
will appear in the text . 

2 Pha m Van Ky, L'Homme de nulle part (Paris: Fasquelle, 1946); page references will 
appear in the text. In the decade preceding the appearance of this text, Pham Van 
Ky published a  serie s o f dramati c an d pros e work s i n variou s French-languag e 
journals, a s well a s three volume s o f poetry . Fo r a  complete bibliograph y o f hi s 
works, see Yeager, The Vietnamese Novel in French, 172-6 . 

3 A  numbe r o f such collections were published during the 1940s , including Trin h 
Thuc Oanh and Marguerite Triaire's La Tortue d'or (Hanoi: Imprimerie d'Extreme-
Orient, 1940) ; Pham Duy Khiem's Legendes des terres sereines and La Jeune femme 
de Nam Xuong; and Tran Van Tung's Le Coeur de diamant, 2nd ed. (Paris: Mercure 
de France, 1944) . 

4 I n the prologue, for example, the narrator invoke s Pascal by stating that the Jade 
Emperor "avait  certainement des  raisons que  k raison  humaine  ne connaissait  pas" 
[certainly had his reasons which human reason did not know] (6). 

5 Discussin g the choice made by Vietnamese authors to write in French, Yeager has 
written tha t "[a]mong intellectuals .. . creatin g in another languag e was perfectly 
ordinary .. . Tha t th e languag e wa s Frenc h rathe r tha n Chines e wa s merely a 
variation on an old familiar theme." While this assessment may accurately describe 
the situation of certain authors, in the case of Pham Van Ky it seems inadequate; 
as this chapter will demonstrate, one of the overriding concerns of Pham Van Ky's 
work i s precisely th e profoun d effect s upo n identit y o f differen t language s an d 
writing systems. See Yeager, The Vietnamese Novel in French, 53 . 

6 Nguye n Tra n Huan , "Introduction, " i n Nguye n Du , Vaste  recueil  de kgendes 
merveilkuses, trans . Nguyen Tran Huan (Paris : Gallimard/Unesco, 1962) , 18. 

7 A s noted i n Chapter One, the Kim-Van-Kieu — a rendering in Vietnamese verse 
of an earlie r Chinese tex t — i s generally considere d t o be the nationa l poe m of 
Vietnam. Composed in the early nineteenth century , i t was written in chu nom, a 
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demotic writing syste m tha t use d Chines e character s t o represen t th e sound s of 
the Vietnamese language. See Nguyen Du, The Tak of  Kieu, trans, and annotate d 
by Huynh Sahn Thong (Ne w York: Vintage, 1973) . 

8 Fo r a fascinating i f somewhat idiosyncratic biography of Pham Van Ky, see Nguyen 
Hong Nhiem, "L'Echiquier," 6-29 . 

9 Originall y conceived as a storybook for children, the text apparently suffered whe n 
it was rewritten for an adult audience under the advice of a new editor. See Nguyen 
Hong Nhiem, "L'Echiquier," 23. 

10 I n a somewhat different form , the legend can be found i n Nguyen Du's Truyen Ky 
Man Luc.  Nguyen Du , "Histoir e du mariage de Tu-Thuc ave c une fee," in Vaste 
Recueil de kgendes merveilkuses, 128-42 . 

11 Th e lin k betwee n homelan d an d migran t identity , o f course , i s fa r fro m 
straightforward o r singular , an d ha s becom e a  major focu s o f inquir y i n recen t 
theoretical writing on issues of immigration and culture. See, for example, Bhabha, 
The Location  of Culture;  Iain Chambers , Migrancy,  Culture,  Identity  (London : 
Routledge, 1994) ; Borders, Boundaries,  and Frames: Essays in Cultural Criticism and 
Cultural Studies, ed. Ma e G . Henderso n (Ne w York : Routledge, 1995) ; Writing 
Across Worlds: Literature and Migration, eds . Russell King, John Connell, and Paul 
White (London : Routledge, 1995) . 

12 Th e descriptio n o f Tu Thuc' s retur n i s all th e mor e strikin g when compare d t o 
the same moment in both Nguyen Tran Huan's translation of the sixteenth-century 
version of the story ("En un clin d'oeil, il  arriva chez lui" [in the blink of an eye, he 
arrived home]) an d Pham Duy Khiem's 194 2 version ("I I monta sur k char  et, en 
un clin  d'oeil,  se vit deja rendu"  [He mounted hi s chario t and , i n th e blin k o f an 
eye, sa w himsel f alread y returned]) . Nguye n Du , Vaste  recueil  de  legendes 
merveilkuses, 142 , and Pham Duy Khiem, Legendes des terres sereines, 2d ed., 48. 

13 Salma n Rushdie, Shame (New York: Alfred A . Knopf, 1983) , 61. 
14 Pha m Van Ky opens L'Homme de nulk part  not with the indeterminate "II  y avait 

une fois ..." [Onc e upon a time . . . ] , but rather with the less mitigated " A I'origine 
des temps ..." [A t the beginning of time ... ] (5). 

15 T u Thuc' s predicamen t seem s clearl y reflecte d i n Pau l White' s descriptio n o f 
migrants' attempt s t o retur n t o thei r homelands : "T o retur n ma y be t o g o back 
but i t may equally b e t o star t again : to see k but als o to lose . Return ha s both a 
temporal and a spatial dimension. For the individual returning to their 'own ' past 
and place i t i s rarely fully satisfying : circumstance s change , borders i n al l senses 
are altered , an d identitie s chang e too. " Paul White, "Geography , Literatur e an d 
Migration," in Writing Across Worlds, eds . King et al, 14 . 

16 Pha m Van Ky, Freres de sang (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1947) ; page references wil l 
appear in the text . 

17 Fo r interesting commentar y o n Freres  de  sang, se e Thuong Vuong-Riddick' s tw o 
related articles , "Le Drame de Foccidentalisation dan s quelques romans de Pham 
Van Ky," Presence francophone 16 (1978), 141-52, and "Corps et acculturation selon 
Pham Van Ky," Presence francophone 1 8 (1979), 165-76 . See also Nguyen Hon g 
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Nhiem, "L'Echiquier," 64-88, and Nathalie Huynh Chau Nguyen, "Between East 
and West," 138-8 8 and 281-327. 

18 Th e las t o f these novel s wa s awarded th e Gran d Pri x du Roman d e I'Academi e 
francaise i n 1961 . According t o Nguye n Hon g Nhiem , Perdre  k  demeure  even 
sparked the interest of a Hollywood producer, who approached Pham Van Ky with 
the idea of "un film a grand spectacle" [an epic film] to be directed by William Wyler, 
with David Niven and Alain Delon in starring roles. The author signed a contract 
with Paramount, but the film was never made. Nguyen Hong Nhiem, "L'Echiquier," 
5-6. 

19 Des  Femmes assises ga  et k wa s the las t of Pham Van Ky's novels to be published 
under hi s ow n name . On e othe r novel , Memoires  d'un eunuque,  was publishe d 
anonymously i n 1966. 

20 Lis a Lowe, "Literary Nomadics in Francophone Allegories of Postcolonialism: Pham 
Van Ky and Tahar Ben Jelloun," Yak French  Studies 82 (1993), 44, 48. 

21 Nguye n Hong Nhiem, "L'Echiquier," 284. 
22 Nathali e Huyhn Chau Nguyen, "Between East and West," 160. 
23 I n an intervie w wit h Adrien Jans, Pham Van K y expressed the imbalanc e of his 

intercultural conditio n i n term s tha t ech o th e notio n o f th e pause  mortelk: 
"J'assume, a  Paris, un  desequilibre ...  Le  desequilibre inevitabk, entre deux cultures ... 
Je suis heureux de ce desequilibre, car  I'equilibre, pour k romancier,  equivaut  au point 
mort" [1 take on, in Paris, an imbalance .. . The inevitable imbalance between two 
cultures .. . I  am glad for thi s imbalance , since for a  novelist balance amounts t o 
death]. Se e Adrie n Jans , "Pari s a u reflet s d u mond e III : d'Angkor a  Hanoi, " Le 
Soir, Bruxelles , 29 May 1954. 

24 Th e narrator appears to have confused Geryon with Gyes, brother of Briareus and 
Cottus. Collectively known as the the Hecatonchires, the three brothers each had 
fifty head s and one hundred arms and hands. Geryon, also a monster with multiple 
body parts, owned a large herd of red cattle that Hercules was called upon to steal. 
The erro r could be considered fortuitous t o the extent tha t Geryon' s herd serves 
as an imagisti c link t o th e prehistori c cav e paintings discussed o n th e followin g 
page of the novel. 

25 Th e narrator' s evocatio n o f the cav e paintings i s also suggestive i n term s of th e 
novel's fundamental concer n with systems of writing (see the final section of this 
chapter). In Lascaux ou k naissance  de Van (1955), Georges Bataille describes what 
he call s the "signes  intelligibks"  [intelligibl e signs] that can be found o n th e wall s 
of th e Lascau x cave : "figures  geometriques  compkxes  et ponctuations, formant  sans 
nul doute  un  ensembk  autrefois  intelligible. Nous  pourrions  songer a des  modes 
d'expression de k pensee  analogues en  rudimentaire a  Vecriture" [comple x geometri c 
figures an d punctuation , formin g withou t a  doubt a  formerly intelligibl e whole . 
We coul d imagin e the y ar e mode s o f expressin g though t analogous , i n a 
rudimentary way , to writing]. Later, he check s his impulse to "read" the sign s as 
writing: "Nous pouvons toujours enoncer ce que parfois ces signes nous suggerent, mais 
nous devrons avouer finakment ne  rien savoir" [W e may always express what thes e 
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signs sometimes suggest to us, but in the end we must admit that we know nothing]. 
Georges Bataille, Oeuvres compktes, Vol. IX (Paris: Gallimard, 1979) , 54, 55. 

26 I n French, the word main means "hand," while tenant is the present participle of the 
verb tenir, "to hold." Maintenant itself derives etymologically from the verb maintenir, 
possibly derived in turn from the popular Latin manutenere, "to hold with the hand." 

27 Th e Mersebur g Charm s ar e preserve d i n writte n for m i n a  ninth-centur y 
manuscript belongin g t o th e Cathedra l Librar y o f Merseburg , Germany . Se e J . 
Knight Bostock , A  Handbook  on  Old High German Literature, 2 d ed. , revise d b y 
K.C. King and D.R. McLintock (Oxford : Oxford Universit y Press , 1976) , 26ff. 

28 I n spite of this revelation, at least one contemporary reviewer seems to have read 
the title as a description of an exotic and specifically non-European cultural milieu: 
the narrator, he writes, "n'a  pas oublie  son enfance au pays des rizieres, une  enfance 
ou il etait entoure de femmes assisses autour de lui. Et a Paris aussi, il  a ete entoure de 
femmes-amies dont il pourrait etre amoureux; mais,  en bonne Parisiennes, elks  ne sont 
pas assises" [ha s no t forgotte n hi s childhoo d i n th e lan d o f th e ric e paddies , a 
childhood during which he was surrounded by women sitting all around him. And 
in Paris too, he was surrounded by women friends wit h whom he may have been 
in love; but, like good Parisians, they are not sitting down]. R.-M. Alberes, Review 
of Des Femmes assises ga et k i n Les Nouvelks litteraires,  1 7 Sept. 1964 , 5. 

29 I n an articl e published a  few years before Des  Femmes assises  ga  et k, Pha m Va n 
Ky traces the origin of the Chinese writing system back to the trigrams. Responding 
to th e question , "Qu'est-ce  au  juste que  I'ideogramme?"  [What , exactly , i s a n 
ideogram?], he writes : "Les  origines  en remontent aFoHi ...  Unjour,  au  bord d'un 
lac, il apergoit une tortue  insolite. Elk  porte  sur  sa carapace une  figure. II s'avise de 
l'interpreter. II  la reduit a deux lignes, I'une  continue ;  I'autre brisee .  II ks 
superpose trois  par  trois: trigrammes; ou  six par six: hexagrammes. En  epuisant  ks 
combinaisons, il  obtient huit trigrammes et soixante-quatre hexagrammes ...  Aux 
et de  Fo Hi, [Vecriture  chinoisej  ajoute six  autres traits,  et  pas dans k seul  sens 
horizontal: dans  les huit  directions de I'espace" [It s origins go back to Fo Hi .. . On e 
day, at the edge of a lake, he spied a  strange tortoise . I t had a  figure on it s shell. 
He dared t o interpre t it . He broke i t down t o tw o lines , one continuous ; 
the other broken .  He superimposed them, three by three: trigrams; or six by 
six: hexagrams. Exhausting the combinations, he created eight trigrams and sixty-
four hexagrams .. . To the an d the o f Fo Hi, (Chinese writing) add s 
six other strokes , and not onl y on the horizontal : in al l of the eight  directions of 
space]. Pham Van Ky, "La Croix et I'ideogramme," Comprendre 17-1 8 (1957), 77-
78. Followin g Pha m Va n Ky' s own idea s o n th e matter , i n th e discussio n tha t 
follows I  will conside r th e trigram s t o be associated wit h — indeed , a t th e ver y 
heart of — an ideogrammatic system of writing. 

30 Nguye n Hon g Nhie m ha s note d tha t thi s "transfert,  force, de  I'ideogramme a 
Valphabet" [force d transitio n fro m th e ideogra m to the alphabet ] occurred i n th e 
author's ow n childhood . "La  mutation profonde qui  s'ensuit," she writes, "ne  cesse 
de travailkr Pham Van Ky,  je  dirai  au  corps,  et naturelkment a  Vesprit.  Dans  son 
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inconscient, j'imagine vokntiers k persistance  retinienne, et  Vobsession, du  Maitre des 
Caracteres" [Th e profound mutation that ensued continues to transform Pham Van 
Ky, his body I mean, and naturally his spirit. In his subconscious mind, I  imagine 
with pleasur e a  sor t o f persistenc e o f vision , a n obsessio n wit h th e Characte r 
Master]. In an open letter to Jean-Jacques Mayoux, Pham Van Ky himself described 
the profoun d impac t o n Vietnames e subject s o f th e shif t fro m character s t o 
alphabets: "qu'advientAl  a  un Vietnamien  qui abandonne ce  mode figuratif pour les 
alphabets europeens!  Une rupture  totak"  [wha t happen s t o a  Vietnames e wh o 
abandons thi s figurative mod e for Europea n alphabets ? A tota l rupture] . Nguyen 
Hong Nhiem, "L'Echiquier, " 11 ; Pham Van Ky and Jean-Jacques Mayoux, "Voix 
d'est, voix d'ouest: un dialogue entre Jean-Jacques Mayoux et Pham Van Ky," Les 
Lettres nouveUes 38, 728. 

31 Joh n DeFrancis, Coknialism and Language Policy in Viet Nam, 24 . Subsequent page 
references wil l be given in the main text, along with the abbreviation CLPVN. 

32 Milto n Osborne, The French Presence in Cochinchina and Cambodia, 44. In a lecture 
delivered at the College des Stagiaires, Eliacin Luro offered th e following odd advice 
to aspirin g colonia l administrator s worrie d abou t th e difficult y o f learnin g 
characters: "Quand  pour k premiere  fois,  vous  vous trouvez au milieu d'un  peupk 
nouveau, noir ou jaune a physionomie compktement  differente de  k notre,  vous avez 
du constater avec depit que I'on reste fort kngtemps avant de pouvoir distinguer un negre 
d'avec son voisin, un Annamite d'un autre  Annamite.  Cependant  au bout d'un an k 
memoire des [sic] ces physionomies etranges s'estformee, k cerveau  est desormais devenu 
apte a recevoir I'impression rapide de ces traits  inconnus jusque k,  et  Von est etonne de 
ne plus confondre un millier de figures, bien  moins differentes entre elks  que ne k sont 
des hieroglyphes. Messieurs,  je  suis fermement convaincu quil en  est de meme pour k 
memoire des  caracteres" [Whe n for th e firs t time , you found yoursel f i n the mids t 
of a new population, black or yellow with physiognomies completely different fro m 
our own , yo u mus t hav e remarke d i n despai r tha t i t woul d b e quite som e tim e 
before yo u could distinguis h on e negro from hi s neighbor, on e Vietnamese fro m 
another Vietnamese. At the end of a year, however, your memory of these strange 
physiognomies i s formed, an d your brain i s henceforth read y to receive the rapi d 
impression of these formerly unknow n traits , and you are astonished tha t you no 
longer confus e a  thousan d faces , muc h les s differentiated tha n ar e hieroglyphs . 
Messieurs, I am absolutely convinced tha t the same holds true for the memory of 
characters]. Eliacin Luro, Cours d'administration annamite, 741 . 

33 Diguet , Les Annamites: societe, coutumes,  religions,  49. 
34 Jule s Ferry, Le Tonkin et k mere-patrie,  13t h ed. (Paris: Victor-Havard, 1890) , 297. 
35 Alber t Marie Aristide Bouinais and A. Paulus, L'Indo-Chine frangaise contemporaine, 

Vol. 2  (Paris : Challamel Aine , Editeur , 1885) , 215 . Later i n thi s volume , th e 
authors explicitl y lin k quoc ngu to th e mission  civilisatrice  o f French colonialism : 
"La kngue vulgaire, ainsi  fixee par nos caracteres [sic] ktins, nous  ouvre une voie facie 
pour faire penetrer nos idees civilisatrices, pour vulgariser ks sciences de I'Europe ignorees 
dans Vextreme Orient"  [The vernacula r language , thu s fixed b y our Latin letters , 
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opens t o u s an eas y path throug h whic h w e may introduc e ou r civilizin g ideas , 
and make accessible fields of European knowledge unknown in the Far East] (260-
i) . 

36 Comissaria t d e I'lndochin e a  I'Exposition d e Lyon, UIndochine  (Paris, Augusti n 
Challamel, Editeur, 1914) , 40. 

37 Giran , Psychokgie du peupk annamite,  123 . 
38 Pauli n Vial, Cochinchine frangaise. Rapport  sur k situation  de k coknie,  ses institutions 

et ses finances, par  M. Vial,  Directeur de I'Interieur (Saigon: Imprimerie Imperiale , 
1867), 21. 

39 Diguet , Les Annamites: societe, coutumes,  religions,  27 . 
40 M . P. Vial, UInstruction publique en Cochinchine, 2n d ed. (Paris: Challamel Aine, 

Editeur, 1872) , 3. 
41 Edouar d Petit, Le Tong-Kin, 227. 
42 Jule s Roux, Le Triomphe definitif  en Indochine du mode de transcription de k kngue 

annamite a I'aide des  caracteres romains  ou  «Quoc  ngu» (Paris: Bibliotheque d e l a 
Revue Indigene, 1912) , 10. 

43 Benedic t Anderson, Imagined Communities, 128 . 
44 Davi d G. Marr , Vietnamese Anticolonialism, 169 . 
45 Th e oppositio n betwee n letter s an d ideogram s ha s bee n questione d i n recen t 

scholarship, a s mor e attentio n ha s bee n pai d t o th e phoneti c componen t o f 
ideographic characters . Discussing wha t h e call s "Th e ideographi c myth, " John 
DeFrancis write s tha t "Chines e character s ar e a  phonetic , no t a n ideographic , 
system of writing .. . 1  would go further: Ther e never has been, and can never be, 
such a  thing a s an ideographi c syste m of writing." During th e 1940 s and 1950s , 
however, sino-linguist s workin g i n Franc e expresse d a  view o f character s muc h 
closer to that of Pham Van Ky's narrator: "s'il  est incontestabk que Vindication de k 
prononciation se  trouve presente dans  k caractere,  elk  ne  modifie pourtant  en rien k 
principe ideographique ...  k  caractere  garde son entxte independante et  ne se rapproche 
en rien du systeme alphabetique" [i f it is incontestable that a marker of pronunciation 
is present withi n th e character , thi s marke r i n no wa y modifies th e ideographi c 
principle .. . the character retains its indepedent essence, and in no way resembles 
the alphabeti c system] . DeFrancis , The  Chinese  Language:  Fact and  Fantasy 
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1984), 133; Georges Margoulies, La kngue 
et Vecriture chinoises (Paris : Payot, 1943) , 81. 

46 Lis a Lowe, "Literary Nomadics," 50, my emphasis. According to the Grand Robert, 
cadenas can only be used to signify a  chest when i t i s used to designate a  specifi c 
historical object: a  "coffret ferme a I'aide d'un cadenas, contenant  I'argenterie dont se 
servaient ks  rois  et  ks  grands  seigneurs"  [ a small ornat e ches t close d wit h a  lock , 
containing the silverware used by kings and great lords]. 

47 Wit h no function beyon d it s locking and and unlocking mechanism, the cadenas 
a combinaisons  als o evoke s th e endlessl y fastene d an d unfastene d chain s o f th e 
women of the Merseburger Zauberspruche; indeed , the etymological root of cadenas 
is the Latin catena, "chain." 
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48 Invente d abou t 1879 , Volapu k wa s on e o f th e earlies t artificiall y constructe d 
international languages . Underneath th e narrator' s humorou s commen t lie s th e 
suggestion tha t th e mother' s random arrangemen t o f letters  coul d b e read a s an 
act of linguistic invention; i t seems clear, however, that the "word" formed by the 
mother's rando m arrangemen t canno t b e considered a s a recognizable linguisti c 
unit o f meaning . Fo r mor e o n Volapuk , an d th e intriguin g tie s betwee n 
international languag e movement s an d Wester n perception s o f th e Chines e 
language an d writin g system , se e Joh n E . Joseph , "Basi c Englis h an d th e 
Debabelization of China," in Intercultural Encounters: Studies in English Literatures, 
eds. Heinz Antor an d Kevin L. Cope (Heidleberg : C. Winter, 1999) , 51-71. 

49 Margoulies , La Langue et Vecriture chinoises, 75 . 
50 Th e narrator' s frien d Orl a insist s upo n th e materialit y o f th e writte n alphabe t 

during a conversation in which she describes having "read" the letters of his name 
as if they were pictographs: "Je  voyais dans  k  premiere  kttre une coknne, une  coupe 
ouverte de potence et  son pendu ...  Et  dans  la deuxieme lettre:  k  reprise  de contact 
d'Antee avec  k terre,  un effort  desespere pour  reatteindre I'azur"  [I saw in th e firs t 
letter a  column, th e open curve of a scaffold an d it s hanged man .. . An d i n th e 
second letter : Antaeus touchin g back down to earth , a  desperate effor t t o touc h 
the sky again], (295-6). 

51 I n fact , certai n Mors e signs do represent concept s rathe r tha n individua l letter s 
(«• _ • • • » =  « Wait"; " _ •  __ " =  "start" ; " • _  • " =  "understand") . Thes e 
conceptual signs , however , ar e fe w i n numbe r an d d o no t detrac t fro m th e 
fundamentally alphabeti c nature of the system. 

52 Th e link between Morse code and the trigrams is further strengthened in the novel 
by the fac t tha t th e narrator' s mother , soo n afte r havin g sen t her firs t telegram , 
sends him a copy of the I Ching. 

53 Th e ful l name s o f the seve n citie s can be found i n a  Biblical passage tha t itsel f 
suggests the power o f letters to signify i n a  transcendental fashion : " I was in th e 
Spirit on the Lord's day, and heard behind me a great voice, as of a trumpet, Saying, 
J am Alpha and Omega, the first and the last: and, What thou seest, write in a book, 
and sen d i t unto th e seven churches which ar e in Asia; unto Ephesus , and unt o 
Smyrna, an d unt o Pergamos , an d unt o Thyatira , an d unt o Sardis , an d unt o 
Philadelphia, and unto Laodicea." (Revelation 1:10-11 , emphasis added). 

Afterword 

1 Th e episode aired on Antenne 2  on April 7 , 1989. 
2 Ki m Lefevre, Retour a k saison  des pluies  (Paris : Barrault, 1990) , 112 . Subsequent 

references wil l be given in the main text . 
3 Sk y Dayton, "Welcome to the Internet Age," bLink Magazine February-March 2000, 

48. Dayton' s word s tak e o n a  certai n chillin g qualit y whe n rea d alongsid e th e 
French newspape r report s o f Genera l Vuillemin' s trans-Africa n flight , cite d i n 
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Chapter Fou r ("the Sahar a will be practically eliminated, an d greater France will 
finally become a living reality"). 

4 Jea n Bernabe, Patrick Chamoiseau, and Raphael Confiant, Ekge de k creoUte  (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1993) , 52. 

5 Francisqu e Vial, Le Probkme humain de I'lndochine, 53 . 
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