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Abstract

Ki'is a special genre in Vietnamese literature which embraces many subgenres of nonfiction which
are classified in Western literature under such headings as diary, memaoir, travelogue, biography,
autobiography, and reportage. Within the twentieth century, ki has experienced many ups and
downs before, during and after the Vietnam War. In this dissertation, from the angle of cultural
studies which see genres both as historical products and a representation of subjectivity which
resists to the assimilation of collective memory, | will investigate the theory and production of ki
in the twentieth—century Vietnamese literature in order to find out the hidden mechanism which
control the up and down and the variation of ki. The theory and practice of ki in North Vietham
since 1945 to the 1986 Reform, and the performance of ki in South Vietnam during the Vietnam
War, as well as the return of ki to be a democratic genre in North Vietnam after the 1986 Reform,
will be investigated to clarify how a genre, as a historical product, reacts to different rhetorical

strategies in different historical situations.



Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1. Overview

Ki'is a special genre in Vietnamese literature which embraces many subgenres of nonfiction which
are classified in Western literature under such headings as diary, memoir, travelogue, biography,
autobiography, and reportage. It also shares many similarities to Chinese baogao wenxue
(reportage) and Soviet ocerk (sketch/reportage). If so, why it is impossible to describe ki simply as
literary nonfiction? First, ki does not contain all subgenres of literary nonfiction (for example,
literary essays, satirical essays, letters, food writing and other hybridized essays). Secondly, | wish
to retain the word ki because it has a particular history in Vietnam. That is the reason why | prefer

to reserve the name ki in this research.

In this dissertation, | use the term ki to refer to any literary nonfiction text that describes
a factual event, person, social phenomenon or historical period, using literary styles and
technique and written in the form of prose. However, in Vietnamese literary history, there have
been many different opinons on what is ki and how many subgenres it embraces. In Vietham
before 1945 and in South Vietnam from 1945-1975, ki normally refers to nonfictional genre which
are phong su (investigative reportage), ki s (historical reportage), truyén ki (biography), du ki
(travelogue), hoi ki (memoir), and nhdt ki (diary). * In North Vietnam from 1945-1986, socialist
critics tended to broaden the category of ki by including but ki (a flexible combination of

travelogue, reportage and literary essays) and tuy but (literary essays) into the genre. Also in this

! See Vii Ngoc Phan, Nha Vin Hién Pai (Modern Writers) (Van hoc, 1998) and V& Phién, ‘Van Hoc Mién Nam:
Téng Quan (Introduction to South Vietnamese Literature)’ (Westminster: V&n nghé, 1988)
<http://www.vietnamvanhien.net/vanhocmiennamtongquan.pdf> [accessed 20 March 2013].
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period in North Vietnam, truyén ki (biography) turned into a loose combination of
autobiography/biography and fiction which praises the socialist heroes. However, after the
Renovation in 1986, but ki, tuy but, and especially the socialist truyén ki have gradually been
removed from the category of ki, which means that recent ki scholars and readers have come

back to the definition of ki before 1945.

The changes in the theory and performance of ki in Vietnamese twentieth—century
literature inspired me to examine the hidden mechanism for those changes. Besides, among
others, ki plays an important and unique role in Vietnamese literature. Firstly, it is one of the
genres which had the most to do with the modernization of Vietnamese literature in the first half
of the twentieth century (1900-1945). It also fuelled two influential debates among Vietnamese
literary circles, which were the pen war over art—for—art’s sake or art—for—life’s sake (1935-1939)°
and the debate over the fictional elements in ki in the 1960s.? Secondly, during the Vietnam War,
which, in the North Vietnam, is known as “khdng chién chéng My, Nguy” (“War of National
Salvation against the Americans”), ki plays an important role in both North and South Vietnamese
literature. And lastly, this is also the genre which has produced many contested and socially

influential works at each point in Vietnamese modern literary history.

However, the study of ki has not matched its important position in Vietnamese literature.
One of the main reasons for this lack of attention is that the theory and practice of ki vary a great
deal between historical periods. Most domestic studies of ki have been based on the traditional
literary criticism which is heavily influenced by Soviet literary criticism. Furthermore, the
production of ki after 1975 has only attracted a few researchers because of its political
sensitiveness. To the international critics and readers, this Vietnamese literary genre is still largely

an unknown area though its subgenres are not unfamiliar in Western literary tradition. Recently,

% See Vi Trong Phung, ‘D& ddp Lai Bdo Ngay Nay: Ddm Hay Khéng Dam (A Response to Ngay Nay
Newspaper: Pornographic or Not)’, Bdo Tuwong Lai.
* This debate will be presented in Chapter 2 of this dissertation.



Charles A. Laughlin’s Chinese Reportage: The Aesthetics of Historical Experience (2002) which
investigates the performance of Chinese baogao wenxue (reportage), a close relative of
Vietnamese ki, has a lot to do with filling this gap. However, this is not enough to help understand

this special genre in Vietnamese literature.

Since the 1930s, critics and writers have tried to form a theory of ki using theoretical
approaches. Narrator, themes, plot, literary styles, spatial — temporal typology, typicality,
allowances of literary techniques, among others, are of the most interest in ki criticism. However,
these theoretical approaches fail to explain the position changes among ki subgenres as well as
between ki and other literary genres in Vietnamese literary history, not to mention the changes in
poetics inside this genre in every period. Meanwhile, ki proves that it has a special relationship to
Vietnamese historical changes such as the National Front (1936 — 1939), the Vietnam War (1945 —
1975) and the Renovation which started in 1986. This relationship suggests that a historical

approach to the genre might be a fruitful one.

There are a few Vietnamese researchers who have investigated the genre or one of its
subgenres from the angle of cultural studies. Trinh Bich Lién’s PhD dissertation Phong sy Viét Nam
trong méi trwdng sinh thdi vdn héa thdi ki d6i mdi (Vietnamese Investigative reportage in the
Renovation Culture, 2008) approaches investigative reportage as a democratic voice which
contributes to the social change in Vietnamese society. However, the main content of the
research is in fact based on a rather traditional critical approach which focuses on realist values
and techniques as well as literary styles. The dissertation remains unclear about the historical and
generic connections between investigative reportage and other ki subgenres as a whole and
therefore fails to explain the changes in this genre over time.” In such a situation, Nguy@n Thi
Ngoc Minh’s PhD dissertation Ki nhw mét logi hinh dién ngén (Ki as Discourse, 2013), which

combines discourse theory and cultural semiotics to set up a theory of ki, is a significant

* Another PhD dissertation which shares this approach is Cao Thi Xuan Phugng, Phdng Su Viét Nam Thoi Ki
Da&i M&i (Vietnamese Investigate Reportage in the Renovation)” (Vietnam Institute of Social Sciences, 2011).
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development in the study of this genre. She argues that there are two basic codes which form a ki
text: the generic code (which includes two individual codes: the truth code and the artistic code)
and the ideological code. Whereas the generic code sets the stable, fixed form of a ki text, the
ideological code is the unstable one which makes this genre change over time. For example,
because in the medieval time, magic and extraordinary creatures were believed to exist, medieval
ki also includes stories about them and counts them as facts. Minh spends one third of her
dissertation investigating the performance of ki in the North Vietnamese literature produced

during the Vietnam War, showing how socialist realism “ritualizes” the structure of k.

International scholars recently have paid more attention to the relationship between
literary nonfiction genres, especially, autobiography (an important subgenre of ki), and historical
situations from the angle of cultural studies. Connecting autobiography to the expression of
gender, postcoloniality and wartime, scholars of autobiographical studies have shown the
problematic nature of autobiography due to the essence of memory and language as well as the
act of writing. Linda Anderson’s Autobiography (2001) provides an overview of different
approaches to autobiography, ranging from the poststructuralist Paul de Man’s claims regarding
the death of autobiography as well as more positive views of the genre from critics such as
Jacques Derrida, Fredric Jameson and Alastair Fowler. While analysing postcolonial and female
autobiographical texts, Anderson asks how autobiography “can be used or read as a mode of
political questioning at the very juncture of contradictory and dissonant discourses” (p. 13).
Following Anderson, Victoria Stewart in Women's Autobiography: War and Trauma (2004)
explores selected female writers” autobiographies around the time of World War | and World
War Il in terms of dealing with trauma and resisting a collective romanticized view of war as well
as questioning the act of writing autobiography. David Huddart, in his book Postcolonial Theory

and Autobiography (2008), challenges the conception that autobiography is narrowly

> In this part of her dissertation, Minh is influenced by the way Katerina Clark applies cultural semiotics to
analyze how Stalinist socialist realism assimilates the novel into the form of epic in her book The Soviet
Novel: History as Ritual, first published in 1981 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000).
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ethnocentric and paternalist and suggests that autobiography constitutes a general philosophical
resistance to universal concepts and theories. While these scholars emphasize the democratic
nature of the genre, there are other scholars who dig deep into the relationship between
autobiography and the politics of memory, an approach to genre which was inspired by such
critical works as Maurice Halbwachs’s The Collective Memory (first published in 1939, translated
into English in 1980), Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities: Reflections on The Origin and
Spread of Nationalism (1983) as well as Michel Foucault’s ideas on truth as rhetorically
constructed and the relationship between literature and politics, counter—memory and popular
memory. Among the critical works on the politics of memory in literary nonfiction genres, two
articles share my approach to ki: Peter Zinoman in his article “Reading Revolutionary Prison
Memoirs” in The Country of Memory: Remaking the Past in Late Socialist Vietnam (2001), and,
relating to investigative reportage, a subgenre of ki, Michael Schudson and Chris Anderson's
article “Objectivity, Professionalism, and Truth Seeking in Journalism" (in The Handbook of
Journalism Studies, 2000) is an example of criticism which challenges the belief that journalist
texts are objective and truthful, instead exploring the ways in which such writing can be used to

create an institutionalized and official memory.

The scholarship on autobiography and reportage has led me to approach all subgenres of
ki as a whole from the point of view of cultural studies, which considers genres as socially
constructed. However, to understand ki requires additional research which investigates this genre
as a unique phenomenon in Vietnamese literature, putting it in the Vietnamese historical, political
and cultural situations since the 1930s as well as exploring its connections to its sibling genres in

other countries’ literature.

Charles A. Laughlin’s Chinese Reportage confirms the literary merit of reportage and its
significance in the Chinese leftist cultural legacy, arguing that values of individualism and

humanism underpin the aesthetics of reportage, and suggesting that this makes the genre a
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democratic voice against social and political injustice. The book also shows how socialist realism’s
themes and literary styles assimilate reportage into propaganda under Mao’s policies on art and
literature. However, Laughlin neglects to consider the relationship between Chinese reportage
and other literary nonfiction genres which share the same relationship with socialist realism in
particular and Chinese history in general. Similarly, Nguy&n Thi Ngoc Minh’s PhD dissertation K7 as
Discourse, despite exploring all subgenres of ki as a whole, only focuses on how socialist realism
manipulated ki in North Vietnamese literature during the Vietnam War, without further
connecting it to the production and criticism of ki in South Vietnamese literature during the War,
as well as after the Renovation (P8i M&i) in 1986. This leaves unexplained the question of why
and how the theory and practice of ki significantly differs among different historical periods as
well as why ki can fulfil a double role as a tool to create collective memory for propaganda

purposes, and as a powerful democratic resistance to the official collective memory.

It is also important to note that there is a gap in the study of South Vietnamese literature
during the Vietnam War in general and ki in particular due to its political sensitiveness. There is a
popular view among South Vietnamese exile scholars that South Vietnamese literature was
independent from politics, and played a positive role in reflecting and adjusting political policies®.
In fact, however, ki in South Vietnamese literature during the Vietnam War both differs and is

similar to ki in North Vietnamese literature in terms of the relationship with collective memory.

In this study, from the angle of cultural studies, | will investigate the theory and practice
of ki in both the North and South Vietnamese literature during the Vietham War as well as after
the Renovation in 1986, putting this body of work in the contexts of Vietnamese literary
modernization, socialist realism, and postmodernism. Focusing on the relationship between its
generic markers (accurate presentation of facts and literary technique) and the changes in the

perceptions of truth among different historical periods, doctrines and literary cultures, this

®See V& Phién.



dissertation will explore how differently political authorities and individual writers treated ki to
match their purposes. From the angle of the politics of memory, | argue that ki plays a double
role: it functions as a propaganda tool to create institutionalized memory but it also resists that

institutionalization.

1.2. Terms and methods

1.2.1. Brief history of ki

It is necessary to distinguish ki from American New Journalism’. Although New Journalism is
basically literary reportage, which is a subgenre of ki, this literary movement is a unique way of
combining fictional techniques and journalism to create a fresh, unconventional kind of
journalism. Like journalism, it deals with real, current events and its purpose is to criticize or
reflect a political, social or cultural phenomenon. Like fiction, New Journalism embraces fictional
devices to make itself a more flexible way of writing than conventional journalism. John Hellmann
points out that New Journalists select, arrange and stylistically transform journalistic elements in
order to “create an aesthetic experience embodying the author’s personal experience and
interpretation of the subject”, which help readers “not merely read about events, but participate
in the author’s personal experience and interpretation of them”®. New Journalists believed that is
an appropriate way to access a fragmented, chaotic and “unreal” reality like American society in

the 1960s and 1970s.

The word ki, originally a Sino—Vietnamese word, means “to record”. During the medieval
period, it is often difficult to place a given text in either a historical, philosophical or literary

category because the text is normally a combination of all these above. The prototypes of ki,

’ New Journalism is American literary movement in the 1960s and '70s that pushed the boundaries of
traditional journalism by applying literary techniques and a subjective perspective, which is unusual in
conventional journalism. Prefering "truth" to "facts”, reporters immersed themselves in the stories as they
wrote them. The term was coined by Tom Wolfe in a 1973. Prominent writers of New Journalism Tom
Wolfe, Truman Capote, Hunter S. Thompson, Norman Mailer, Joan Didion, Terry Southern, Robert
Christgau, Gay Talese.

® John Hellmann, Fables of Fact: The New Journalism as New Fiction (Urbana: Illinois University Press, 1981),
25.
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which are tap ki (random records, in which the writer records what he has seen or heard,
containing historical information about places, cultural artifacts, customs or even extraordinary
incidents) and ki sw (including travelogue and historical reportage, which narrates a journey or a
historical event)®, are no exceptions to this rule. Other scholars add thuc luc (records about feudal
dynasties), bi ki (historical records written on stele), tv (preface), bat (postface) in to the category
of ki. Theses genres have their roots in the tradition of nonfiction prose in Chinese medieval
literature which left a deep influence on Vietnamese literature, through nearly a millennium of
Chinese domination (111 — 938). The reason for this generic categorization is that these genres
are believed to contain not fabricated stories but facts only. Although these prototypes of ki are
not pure but a combination of different kinds of writing, they show that medieval writers did pay
attention to a distinction between nonfiction and fiction as well as acknowledge their ethics and
responsibility as the witnesses of history. Medieval ki not only combines different knowledge
areas such as history, philosophy and literature but also different modes of writing as well: the
medieval writers did not only narrate or describe an event, a journey, a place or a person but also
expressed their feelings and thoughts. It is common for a writer to add some verses into the text
as a way to reveal his or her feelings towards the object. These basic generic markers leave their
traces in the theory and practice of modern ki. Understanding medieval ki helps to explain the

later difficulties of Vietnamese critics and writers while trying to define the subgenres of ki.

The earliest works which closely resemble ki in a modern sense can be traced back to the
1700s in Vietnamese traditional literature and include such works as Vi Phuwong Dé’s Céng du tiép
ki (Random Notes Taken When Unoccupied by Public Affairs, 1755), and Lé Hitu Trac’s Thuong
kinh ki s (Record of a Visit to the Royal Palace, 1782). The former records the social, cultural and
historical events and even some magical incidents which the writer witnessed or heard about,

while the latter narrates a journey into the royal life through sharp, satirical yet tolerant eyes,

° See Tran Dinh S, My Vén D& Thi Phdp Vén Hoc Trung Pai Viét Nam (Poetics of Vietnamese Medieval
Literature: Some Research Topics) (Hanoi: Gido duc, 1999), p. 324.
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providing readers with insights into the corrupt reality of feudal society. While Céng dw tiép ki's
form resembles that of the short story in a number of ways, Thuong kinh ki sy, though different
to investigative reportage in the modern sense, may usefully be considered as the first
investigative reportage in Vietnamese literature. There is a longstanding tradition in Vietnamese
feudal society to treat poetry and academic essays as superior to narrative texts. However, since
the 1700s, when Vietnamese feudalism reached its climax of corruption, the need to reveal social

issues through story—telling increased, reflected in the blossom of proto—reportage and fiction.

Modern ki was formed along with the process of the modernization of Vietnamese
literature which began with the French colonization of Vietnam (1858 — 1945). The influence of
European education, printing technology, journalism and the replacement of Sino—Vietnamese
letters with quéc ngi¥ (Latin—based national script) transformed literature. The Western genres
such as journalistic reporting, autobiography, short stories, novels and literary criticism were
introduced into Vietnamese literature, merging with the existing literary tradition in order to fulfil
the modernization of Vietnamese literature. Diary, memoir, biography, autobiography,
travelogue, investigative reportage — different forms of Western literary nonfiction — were
adopted and absorbed into Vietnamese literature by the French—educated intellectual generation.
While Western philosophy is known for its intensive use of logic, reasoning, and categorization,
Eastern philosophy tends to make less rigid distinctions between, for example, metaphysics and
epistemology. Whereas Western philosophy tends to focus on the parts and prefers breaking
down ideas and concepts into categories, Eastern philosophy tends to focus on the totality,
aiming to link ideas together and show how they all reflect the same truths. Therefore, it is
understandable that the theory of genre was not particularly well developed in Chinese and
Vietnamese literary criticism. Medieval intellectuals rather focused on themes, literary styles and
techniques, as well as the historical, political and ethical values present in a literary work. This is

why it is appropriate to claim that the adoption of Western literary nonfiction genres during the



colonial period helped Vietnamese writers and critics to gain a clearer understanding of the
existing traditional genres, including medieval ki. An overview of ki’s subgenres, including modern
and traditional ones appeared in 1942, when V{i Ngoc Phan’s two—volume Nha vdn hién dai
(Modern Vietnamese Writers) was published. In the book, Phan acknowledges the confusion of
genres among literary circles™ and sets up an overview of genre using both his knowledge of
Western literary genres as well as of the Vietnamese literary tradition. He categorizes writers into
groups based on the genres in which they excell. Vi distinguishes and defines different genres of
literary nonfiction prose as follows: but ki (a flexible combination between reportage/travelogue
and literary essay), lich st ki sw (historical reportage), truyén ki (biography), and finally phdng sw
(investigative reportage)™. Basing on Phan’s definitions, readers can realize that tiy bt (literary
essays) share many similarities with tap ki (random records, a subgenre of the medieval ki which
was mentioned above); modern ki sy (historical reportage) is not much different from its
predecessor in medieval literature, its predecessor in Vietnamese traditional literature. Although
Phan showed that these genres are all nonfictional, he was not the one who put them together
under an umbrella term, ki. Among them, in this period of Vietnamese literary modernization, tiy
but and phdng sy were at the heart of Viethamese literature, while ki st and autobiographical
genre which are truyén ki, nhat ki, héi ki attracted less attention of writers, It is interesting that
the wake of individualism in Vietnamese culture and literature was mainly expressed not in
autobiography but in tho Mdi (New Poetry, a renovation in Vietnamese poetry, which was

influenced by French Romanticism and Symbolism)** and tuy but. In “Concepts of ‘Individual’ and

10 “Cach day khoéng lau, vao khoang ndm 1934— 1936, nhiéu nha van nwéc ta van chua phan biét dugc thé

nao 13 lich str, th& nao 13 lich s ky s, thé nao 13 lich sir tiu thuyét va thé nao I3 truyén ky” (“Not long ago,
many Vietnamese writers were still unable to distinguish historical reportages, historical novels and
biographies”) in Vii Ngoc Phan, Nha Vdn Hién Dai (Modern Writers) (Van hoc, 1998) 491.

" In Western literary theory, both historical reportage and investigative reportage are known as literary
reportage. However, it is difficult to simply group these two genres under one umbrella term (literary
reportage) because there is a tradition of historical reportage in Vietnamese medieval literature.
Furthermore, differences between these two subgenres become visible in North Vietnamese literature
during the Vietnam War, as | argue in Chapter 2.

2 Hoai Thanh and Hoai Chan, ‘M6t Thoi dai Trong Thi ca’, in Thi Nhdn Viét Nam, 1932—-1941 (Vietnamese
Poets) (Hanoi: Van hoc), pp. 15-47.
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‘Self’ in Twentieth Century Vietnam”, David Marr states that Viethamese autobiography in the
early twentieth century was less likely to reveal inner feelings, personal concerns or family
interactions. The experience which is shown in most memoirs of this period, especially prison
memoirs, was mainly used for political and personal effect. Marr also points out that only Nguyén
Hong’'s Nhitng ngdy tho du (Days of Childhood, 1938) can be seen as the “high point of personal
exploration via the medium of autobiography”. * As | mentioned in the Introduction of this
dissertation, Peter Zinoman continues Marr’s idea in an analysis of the twentieth—century
Vietnamese revolutionary prison memoirs as the legitimation of the past of CPV cadres.* This

attitude toward autobiography has a lot to do with collectivism which was constructed by

Confucianism and socialist realism, as | will argue in the following part in this chapter.

Among the genres of literary nonfiction, investigative reportage, influenced by
nineteenth—century French critical realism and maybe the reportages of the proletarian literary
movements of many nations in the 1920s (including the United States, Germany, China, Japan and
the Soviet Union)®, played an important role in the most active period of the modernization of
Vietnamese literature (1930 — 1945) and had a close relationship to the liberal movement in
Vietnam between 1936 and 1939. In 1936, the anti—fascist Popular Front, an alliance of French
left—-wing movements, won the May 1936 elections, leading to the formation of a new
government headed by Léon Blum. The new government implemented various domestic reforms
and also instigated a new policy for all French colonies, including Indochina, increasing the

democratic conditions in these areas. A corresponding Indochinese Democratic Front was formed,

B David Marr, ‘Concepts of “Individual” and “Self” in Twentieth—Century Vietnam’, Modern Asian Studies,
34 (2000), 769-96, 785.

" Zinoman, ‘Reading Revolutionary Prison Memoirs.’

> Due to the lack of documentation in this area, it is difficult to identify whether the emergence of
Vietnamese investigative reportage between 1936 and 1939 was influenced by the reportage of the
worldwide proletarian literary movement or was merely part of a widespread but disconnected literary
response to a similar historical situation in various different countries. | have seen no evidence that
reportage writers such as Vi Trong Phung, Tam Lang or Ngd Tat Té ever read works of the German writer
Egon Erwin Kisch, who promoted literary reportage as the genre of the new era, and left a deep influence
on Chinese literary reportage. Nor do these writers seem to have been familiar with other Chinese, Soviet
or Japanese texts of this genre before or around the boom of ki in Vietnamese literature after 1930.
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uniting nationalists under the lead of the Indochina Communist Party. This historical situation led
to the flowering of investigative reportage which revealed the dark side of Viethamese colonial
society including official corruption and the miserable life of proletarians. Prominent writers of
investigative reportage during this period are Vi Trong Phung, Tam Lang, Trong Lang, Ngb Tat T4,
among others. Phung earned the nickname 6ng vua phdng sw (The King of Reportage) after
publishing influential reportages which are Lam d7 (To be a Whore), Luc Xi (V.D. Clinic), Cam bdy
ngudi (The Man Trap), Com théy Com c6 (Household Servants). Phung is also famous for writing

novels which are rich in investigative reportage quality, for example, S6 dé (Dumb Luck, 1936),

It is noteworthy that writers of literary essays and investigative reportage before 1945 did
neither have the need to put them under any theory of genre nor debate over whether they could
contain any fictional elements or not, as the writers of the following period (1945-1986) did.
Phung, the King of Reportage, only involved in a pen war between writers who supported “art for
art’s sake” and ones who devoted to “art for life’s sake”, fueled by the charges that his works
were pornographic by Ngdy nay columnist Nhat Chi Mai.™ In fact, while claiming that his works
were all about truth and to reveal the true face of the corrupted society, he was not bound in
using fictional techniques in his reportage. Thay Tranviet comments on Phung’s The Industry of
Marrying Europeans: “In his reportage, Phung often uses this tactic of shifting back and forth
between non—fictional reporting and fictional invention to intensify the parody of the situation”,
and “while retaining elements of the truth, a phdng sy writer has the freedom to exaggerate the
event in order to make the story more interesting. Vi Trong Phung had always been motivated by
the truth, as he had often said in his writings. [...] If the truth—seeking aspect in his work made Vi

n 17

Trong Phung a reporter, his ability to fictionalize the truth made him a writer”.”” It seems that

Phung’s reportage is not about photographic realism but imaginative truth.

v Trong Phung.

v Thay Tranviet, ‘Introduction: “Vii Trong Phung's The Industry of Marrying Europeans: A Satirical
Narrative”, in The Industry of Marrying Europeans (Cornell Southeast Asia Program, 2006), pp. 9-21, 10, 11,
12.
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While Vietnamese writers and critics before 1945 paid little attention to the theory of
literary nonfiction, North Vietnamese literature during the First Indochina War (1945-1954) and
the Vietnam War (1954-1975) took high regard of some literary nonfiction genres which are ki sy
(historical reportage), but ki, and tuy but, a special subgenre of but ki. Especially, during this
period, there was the emergence of truyén ki, which, originally refered to biography in
Vietnamese literature before 1945. However, truyén ki from 1945 to 1975 turned into a loose
combination of autobiography/biography and fiction and was put under the category of ki. It is
the first time in Vietnamese literary history, ki became an umbrella term for a wide range of
literary nonfiction genre, which are investigative reportage, historical reportage, memoir, diary,
biography, travelogue, but ki, tuy but, and even truyén ki. These theory and performance of ki
emerged under the influence of Stalinist socialist realism which obsessed North Vietnamese
literature since 1943 to the Renovation in 1986. In this dissertation, | will clarify why Stalinist
socialist realism took an importance role in the construction of such theory of ki'in North Vietnam
(1945-1986), whereas in South Vietnamese literature (1954-1975) and Vietnamese Renovation
literature (1986—present), writers and critics tended to come back to the conception of ki before

1945.

1.2.2. Cultural studies approaches to genre

In several dictionaries of literary terms which were published before 2000, literary nonfiction is
left out. For example, in the second edition of The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms
(first published in 1990, 2nd edition in 2001 by Oxford University Press), Chris Baldick only
mentions drama, fiction and poetry as three basic literary genres. But, in recently dictionaries,
literary nonfiction genres have been listed along with the three mentioned genres. J. A. Cuddon,
in A Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory (5th edition, Wiley—Blackwell, 2013)
acknowledges the emergence of “a number of non-fiction genres, notably autobiography,

biography and the essay” as literary genres (p. 299). The acknowledgment of several nonfiction
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genres as literature along with the claim that genres are not pre—determined but socially
constructed by cultural materialists puts the study of ki on a firmer basis and encourage me to
explore what differences and similarities the tradition of Viethamese ki shares with other literary

nonfiction.

Ki'is not, as | will argue, a pre—determined, fixed literary genre but a socially constructed
one, which changed over time due to different historical, political, cultural circumstances of
Vietnamese history. The essence of ki lies in the politics of the relationship between “truth”,
memory and literary nonfiction genres. To understand why | choose to approach ki from the point
of view of the politics of memory, let’s take a brief look at cultural studies, a historical approach to

genre.

In Genre: An Introduction to History, Theory, Research and Pedagogy (2010), Anis S.
Bawarshi and Mary Jo Reiff distinguish two basic approaches to genres in literary tradition: the
theoretical and the historical approaches. Typical for the theoretical approaches, Neo—classicalists
develop a theoretical, trans—historical set of categories to “classify and describe relations
between literary texts, rather than examine how genres emerge from and are codified by users
within actual contexts of use” (p. 15); Structuralists understand genres as “literary institutions, or
social contracts between a writer and a specific public, whose function is to specify the proper use
of a particular cultural artifact”*®. Romanticists and Post—Romanticists such as Freidrich Schlegel,
Benedetto Croce, and Maurice Blanchot began to turn from theoretical to historical approaches
with their “denial of genre”, contributing to a dynamic understanding of the relationship between
texts and genres, which left a deep influence on post—structuralists such as Jacques Derrida.
Doubting that genre is a property of a text, Derrida argues that there is no genreless text but texts

do not belong to a specific genre because texts participate in a genre, or more accurately, several

¥ Fredric Jameson, quoted in Anis S. Bawarshi and Mary Jo Reiff, Genre: An Introduction to History, Theory,
Research and Pedagody (Indiana: Parlor Press & The WAC Clearinghouse, 2010), 18.
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genres at once: “genres are the preconditions for textual performances”.” Reader response

approaches recognize genre not as a property of a texts but a performance of a reader,

particularly the literary critic, upon a text.

Reacting against theoretical approaches which study literature in isolation from its social
and political contexts, cultural studies approaches to genre were a product of the historical
approach to culture. These approaches explore the dynamic relationship between genres, literary
texts, and socio—culture, especially “the way genres organize, generate, normalize, and help
reproduce literary as well as non-literary social actions in dynamic, ongoing, culturally defined
and defining ways”.” For example, David Quint, in Epic and Empire: Politics and Generic Form
from Virgil to Milton, points out that epic belongs to the victor as the victors experience history as
coherent, end—directed story told by their own power, while romance belongs to the losers as
they are powerless to shape their own ends; or Peter Hitchcock argues that the urge to codify the

novel as a genre in the 1960s and 70s was connected to a decolonizing process in which

postcolonial states asserted their autonomy and difference.”*

Both new historicism and cultural materialism, two branches of cultural studies, which
build on Marxist and historicist approaches to literary texts, emerged in the late 1970s and early
1980s: new historicism in the USA and cultural materialism in Britain. Although they agree that
literature can be used to legitimize power, and focus on exploring “the role of historical context in
interpreting literary texts and the role of literary rhetoric in interpreting history”,”> while “new
historicists believe that the challenge literature poses for power is ultimately contained, cultural

materialists believe that literature has the potential to subvert it”.”* The limit of both these

approaches is that they neglect to consider the author’s subjectivity and creativeness while

19 Jacques Derrida, The Law of Genre (1999), quoted in Bawarshi and Reiff, 21.

% Ibid, 23.

!Ibid, 25.

2 5ee John Brannigan, New Historicism and Cultural Materialism (Macmillan Press Ltd, 1998), 4

> peter Childs and Roger Fowler, The Routledge Dictionary of Literary Terms (London and New York:
Routledge, 2006), 43.
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considering all works no more than a struggle between dominant and subordinate readings. As a
result, the artistic and linguistic aspects of the texts are mostly left out of concerns in these kinds

of study.

While the tradition of theoretical approaches failed to explain the complexity of ki due to
seeing it as a fixed genre, cultural studies has the potential to solve this problem by looking at this
genre as a historical phenomenon. Believing that “[g]lenre formations and transformations are
linked to social formations and transformations in ideological, powerful ways”, cultural studies
has contributed to genre studies by examining “how genres reflect and participate in legitimizing
social practices and recognizing how generic distinctions maintain hierarchies of power, value,

and culture”.”

Cultural studies make use of memory studies in order to analyse the interactions between
individual memory and collective memory hidden under texts, media, memorials,
commemoration. It seems that auto/biographical nonfiction (life—writing) is one of the areas
where cultural studies and memory studies meet the most often. There have been a number of
scholarly works which examine the connection between this genre and collective memory at
some level: examples include Linda Anderson's Autobiography (2001), Victoria Stewart's Women’s
Autobiography: War and Trauma (2004), and David Huddart's Postcolonial Theory and
Autobiography (2008). In “Reading Revolutionary Prison Memoirs” (in The Country of Memory:
Remaking the Past in Late Socialist Vietnam, 2001), Peter Zinoman demonstrates that
revolutionary prison memoirs served as propaganda to create a collective memory about the
communist leaders as proletarian heroes and in particular to obscure their bourgeois background.
Owen Evans in Mapping the Contours of Oppression: Subjectivity, Truth and Fiction in Recent
German Autobiographical Treatments of Totalitarianism (2006) investigates eight works of

autobiographical nonfiction and fiction to clarify the connection between totalitarian regimes and

** Bawarshi and Reiff, 25
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individual. His research is influenced by Anderson's idea on the connection between
autobiography and survial from oppression.”> My research does not only examine autobiography,
memoir, diary but also connects them to other subgenres of ki to see how ki, as a genre, was
manipulated to create collective memory under the influence of propaganda and how it resisted

collective memory at the same time.

Over the past two decades, cultural memory studies, a research trend which studies the
relationship between culture and memory, has become a key issue of interdisciplinary research
which has attracted the attention of many international scholars. It has been applied in
numerousareas: history, translation studies, film and media studies, journalism, museum and
memorial studies, psychology, and politics. It also covers a wide range of topics: gender,
postcoloniality, nationalism, imigration, war and the self, among others. One of the key concepts
of cultural memory studies is “collective memory” (alternative terms include social memory,
institutionalized memory, public memory and cultural memory*®) which was coined by Maurice
Halbwachs in 1920s. Halbwachs argued that individuals remember not individually but as a
member of a group. The group contexts are the social frameworks of individual memory: “It is in
society that they recall, recognize, and localize their memories”.”’” The concept of “collective
memory” opened a new path for memory studies, as reviewed in The Collective Memory Reader:
memory now is understood as “at once situated in social frameworks (e.g. family and nation),
enabled by changing media technologies (e.g. the Internet and digital recording), confronted with
cultural institutions (e.g., memorials and museums), and shaped by political circumstances (e.g.

» 28

wars and catastrophes)”.”® Therefore, studying memory helps us to understand “what categories

people, groups, and cultures employ to make sense of their lives, their social, cultural, and

> Anderson, 104.

*® These terms cannot replace for each other perfectly. They can be different to each other due to different
contexts of usage.

%7 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, ed. by Lewis A. Coser (Chicago & London: The University of
Chicago Press, 1992), 38.

28 Jeffrey K. Olick, Vered Vinitzky—Seroussi and Daniel Levy, ‘Introduction’, in The Collective Memory Reader,
ed. by Jeffrey K. Olick, Vered Vinitzky—Seroussi, and Daniel Levy (Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 3-62.

17



political attachments, and the concomitant ideals that are validated — in short, the political,

cultural and social theories that command normative attention.”

Since the 1970s, along with the memory boom (the publication of many auto/biographical
writings in different countries, especially European ones) and the linguistic/cultural turn, which
approaches culture as a symbolic, linguistic and representational system®, cultural memory
studies has witnessed a veritable boom in various countries and disciplines. Scholars of memory
studies have been enriching its legacy with various approaches to memory: while Halbwachs
(1920s) considers remembering as a collective action, Paul Ricoeur in Memory, History, Forgetting
(2003) reminds us not to forget the role of the individual in that process. Aleida Assmann divides
collective memory into social memory, political memory and cultural memory, in which “canon”
and “archive” are the sources creating cultural memory.*! Inspired by the theory of collective
memory, Paul Fussell, in The Great War and Modern Memory (1975) explored how the new
experience of World War | and its literature reshaped the memories of an entire generation. Jay
Winter in Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History (1995)
has also shown how commemorations of World War | transform individual grief into public

mourning.

From the angle of trauma studies, Judith Herman in Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath

of Violence from Domestic Abuse to Political Terror (1992), Dori Laub and Shoshana Felman in

29Jeffrey K. Olick, Vered Vinitzky—Seroussi and Daniel Levy, “Introduction,” in The Collective Memory Reader,
ed. by Jeffrey K. Olick, Vered Vinitzky—Seroussi, and Daniel Levy (Oxford University Press, 2011), 34.

% See Victoria E. Bonnell and Lynn Hunt, “Introduction,” in Beyond the Cultural Turn, ed. by Victoria E.
Bonnell and Lynn Hunt (The University of California Press, 1999), pp. 1-34, 8. In the 1970s, many
foundational works of the movement emerged: Hayden White’s Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in
Nineteenth—Century Europe (1973), Clifford Geertz’s The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (1973),
Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (1977), and Pierre Bourdieu’s Outline of a Theory of Practice (1977).
! See Aleida Assmann, “Canon and Archive,”(first published in Erinnerungsraume: Formen und Wandlungen
des kulturellen Gediichtnisses. 1999) in The Collective Memory Reader, ed. by leffrey K. Olick, Vered
Vinitzky—Seroussi, and Daniel Levy (Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 334—337, and Aleida Assmann, ‘Re—
Framing Memory. Between Individual and Collective Forms of Constructing the Past’, in Reforming The Past:
History, Memory and Identity in Modern Europe, ed. by Karin Tilmans, Frank van Vree, and Jay Winter
(Amsterdam University Press, 2010), pp. 35-50.
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Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History (1992) andr Cathy
Caruth in Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (1996) all claim that forgetting is
as important as remembering, and a fallible memory (mistakes or amnesiac elements) may speak
to a historical truth: how the traumatic person is shocked and changed by the horror incident, or
how collective amnesia reflects the way the group ornation dealt with the traumatic past. Kalii
Tal, in Worlds of Hurt: Reading the Literatures of Trauma (1996) suggests to consider the specific
effects of trauma on the process of narration. For example, in 'Speaking the Language of Pain:
Vietnam War Literature in the Context of a Literature of Trauma,' she shows how traumatized
soldiers use narratives to gather scattered personal myths in order to undermine the national

myth of the war®.

The recent international conference on The Cultural Politics of Memory at Cardiff
University (14 to 16 May 2014) is an example of how cultural memory studies is still at the heart
of research concerns gathers scholars from various disciplines. Among literary texts,
auto/biographical nonfiction has been credited as one of the most popular sources, due to its
unique generic trait: individual, nonfictional reflection of the past, which is based on a witness
narrator with sincerity and authentic experience. What a study of life—writing texts seeks, as
Saunders points out, is not historical fact but modes of writing, not actual memories but
memories as representations, and representations as memories. More specifically, such
approaches search for “interpretations of the ways in which memory was produced, constructed,
written, and circulated”.® Ki, since 1945 up to present, has been in a serious relationship with the

(Vietnam) war trauma and political oppression. The above insights into memory studies will have

a lot to do with exploring the politics of this genre, in other words, they help to make sense the

32
Tal.

3 Max Saunders, “Life-Writing, Cultural Memory, and Literary Studies,” in Culturall Memory Studies: An
International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, ed. by Herausgegeben von Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nunning
(Walter de Gruyter, 2008), pp. 321-332, 322-323.
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way ki has been utilized as collective remembrance as well as how it has resisted against that

instituationalization as individual approaches to history.

To investigate the cultural politics of memory in ki means to explore how institutions and
writers transformed the genre to eitherconform, establish or resist institutionalized memory. The
biggest institutionalized memory that ki has dealed with since 1945 is socialist realism, a theory
which is heavily influenced by Lenin’s Theory of Reflection and put much importance on “truth”

and its related terms which are “truthfulness” and “sincerity”.

1.3. Outline of chapters

In this dissertation, from the angle of cultural studies which see genres both as historical
products and a representation of subjectivity which resists to the assimilation of collective
memory, | will investigate the theory and production of ki in the twentieth—century Viethamese
literature in order to clarify the hidden mechanism which control the ups and downs and the

variation of ki.

In Chapter 1, | have given a brief look at the definition and subgenres of ki, as well as
approaches to ki, as a genre, in Vietnamese and in western criticism. Chapter 1 also explains why
cultural studies is appropriate to investigate the unique transformation of ki in Vietnamese
literature. In Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, | will provide a comparison of North Vietnamese and South
Vietnamese ki during the Vietnam War, whereas in Chapter 4 | will show how ki after the
Renovation in 1986 resists the institutionalization of Stalinist socialist realism, which is analysed
in Chapter 2. The whole thesis aims to demonstrate how a genre reacts to different rhetorical

strategies in different historical situations.

In Chapter 2 of this dissertation, “Stalinist Socialist Realism and North Vietnamese Ki,
1945 to 1986”, | will clarify how the collectivism inherited from Confucian chdn was continued in

Stalinist socialist realism in Vietnamese literature during 1945-1986, revealing in the way it
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institutionalized the concepts chdn thuc (truthfulness), chdn that/chdn thanh (sincerity), sw thuc
(truth) and chdn Ii (Truth) as its main principles. In North Vietnamese literature from 1945 to
1986, socialist realism became the rhetoric of truth which is used by the Viethamese Communist
Party to legitimate its power. In this chapter, | will also demonstrate how Nhan vin Giai phdm
writers resisted that institutionalization of truthfulness and sincerity and how socialist ki
conformed to it. Especially, | will examine the replacement of investigative reportage by other
kinds of ki which are ki sy, but ki, tay but, truyén ki. Through its canonization of ki which is poor in
investigative quality and rich in propagandist content, socialist realism provided institutionalized

memory of the socialist transformation and the Vietham War.

In Chapter 3, “South Vietnamese Ki during the Vietham War (1954 — 1975)”, | will examine
how different the way South Vietnamese writers during the period 1945-1975 perceived the
concept of sincerity and truthfulness, which led to the diversified demonstration of the Vietnam
War in ki. | will also argue that despite many South Vietnamese exiled sholars claimed the
independence of South Vietnamese literature from politics, the works of four South Viethamese

ki writers show that they were not totally free from orthodox ideology and censorship.

The Renovation (P8i M&i) in 1986 made a great change in Vietnamese literature. In
Chapter 4, “Vietnamese Ki since the Renovation”, | will look at the performance of memaoirs,
diaries and autobiographical metafiction to find out the changes in the way renovation writers
have thought of sincerity and truthfulness. The resurrection of investigative reportage, the
decanonization of socialist writers, the turn toward autobiographical metafiction will be
examined to show how Vietnamese writers since 1986 resist the assimilation of Stalinist socialist

realism, which has been monopolized to construct institutionalized memory.

This project, explores the assimilation of and resistance against the institutionalization of

memory in Vietnamese ki since 1945 up to present. The project links the conceptions of sincerity
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and truthfulness between North Vietnamese writers (1945-1986), South Vietnamese writers
(1945-1975) and Vietnamese renovation writers (1986—present) to show how these concepts

support different rhetorical strategies.
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Chapter 2

Stalinist Socialist Realism and North Vietnamese Ki, 1945 to 1986

It is undeniable that theory of ki as we see today was formed and developed during this sensitive
historical period (1945-1986) in North Vietnam. In this chapter, historical, poltical and cultural
circumstances will be investigated to find out how what were the foundations for the theory and
performance of ki during 1945-1986. The extent to which writers during this period conformed to

or resisted the theory will be of the main content of this chapter as well.

Let’s recall a brief history of the relationship between the USSR and Vietnam in the
twentieth century. After nearly a thousand year of being a Chinese colony, Vietnam officially
gained its independence from China in 939 A.D. and started to build up the country under
feudalism. In 1858, the French army started to invade Vietnam and completed the invasion of the
whole of Vietnam by 1887. During the French colonial period, there were many revolutionary
movements and resistances which were raised by patriots with different ideologies and plans.
Various alternatives to French rule (a return to feudalism, the adoption of Japanese
modernization or the application of Sun Yat—sen’s political philosophy**) were entertained, but
none proved capable of dislodging the colonial system. Nguyen Ai Quoc (later become President
Ho Chi Minh) went to Europe in 1911 to find another way to gain independence for Vietnam.
Working hard to survive and travelling from country to country, watching the production of
capitalism as well as experiencing the life of proletarians, finally, he found that Lenin’s
revolutionary theory could be applied to Vietnamese historical circumstances. Marxism shows
that to transform a feudal society to a socialist one, it is necessary to develop capitalism in order

to prepare proper material conditions first. Lenin applied it creatively: he supposed that it is

** The Chinese revolutionist Sun Yat—sen created a political philosophy known as the Three Principles of the
People (nationalism, democracy, and the people's livelihood).
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possible to make a shortcut for Russia by leaping over to socialism from feudalism without a
capitalist period. Inspired by the foundation of Soviet Russia, Nguyen Ai Quoc recruited young
patriots to establish the Indochina Communist Party in 1930. In 1945, when German and Japan
forces were defeated, Nguyen Ai Quoc (now known as Ho Chi Minh) succeeded in leading
Vietnamese people to gain the independence from Japanese army by the August Revolution and
established the Democratic Republic of Vietnam on 2™ September 1945. But in 1946, the French
army came back and threatened the existence of the young republic. The Indochina War between
the French army and the Vietnamese people under the lead of the Vietnam Independence
Alliance Association (Viet Minh Front, which was formed in China in May 1941 by Ho Chi Minh)
started in December 1946. In 1950, the Chinese People’s Republic and Soviet Russia started
supporting Viet Minh with weapons. Viet Minh won the Indochina War by defeating the French
army at Dien Bien Phu in 1954. But after that, Vietham was separated into two sides: the
Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV or North Vietnam) under the lead of the Vietnam
Communist Party (CPV, with the support of socialist countries), and the anti—-communist Republic
of Vietnam (RVN or South Vietnam) and its allies — most notably the United States. The Vietnam
War in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia started on 1 November 1955 and finished with the Fall of
Saigon on 30 April 1975. Supported by China and Soviet Russia, the Vietnam People's Army (North
Vietnamese Army) and the Vietcong (also known as the National Liberation Front, or NLF), a
lightly armed South Vietnamese communist front directed by the North, combined guerrilla war
strategy with conventional battles to fight South Viethamese forces which were backed by the
American military advisors and army as well as equipped with air superiority and other latest

weapons.

The U.S. government viewed the involvement in the war as a way to prevent a communist
takeover of South Vietnam as part of their wider strategy of containment. The North Viethamese

government and the Vietcong viewed the war as a resistance war, fought initially against France,
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backed by the U.S., and later against South Vietnam, which it regarded as a U.S. puppet state.
During the Vietnam War, North Viethamese government and army received great support from
Russia: weapons, food, clothes for soldiers, as well as intellectual, financial and, technical help for
socialist transformation in the North. North Vietnam sent a lot of students and intellectuals to
Russia, forming a close relationship between socialist Vietnamese culture and Soviet political
culture. Not only Soviet policies regarding industries and agriculture but also Soviet socialist
realism in literature and art became the models for the young socialist Vietnam. Since 1945 to
1986, before the “P6i M&i” (“Renovation”) started, the influence of Soviet politics and culture

remained strong in Vietnam.

2.1. The adoption of Stalinist socialist realism into Vietnam, 1945-1986

Tracking down the Soviet materials on socialist realism which were translated and published in
Vietnam as well as Vietnamese texts during 1936 — 1986, it is not difficult to see that Soviet
theories of socialist realism had a great influence on Vietnamese literature and arts during the
twentieth century. Firstly, it is necessary to clarify how Stalin manipulated Lenin’s Reflection
Theory to legitimate socialist realism as his instrument to keep literature and arts dependent of

politics.

2.1.1. Lenin’s Reflection Theory

In Chapter Six “Empirio—Criticism and Historical Materialism” of Materialism and Empirio—

Criticism: Critical Comments on a Reactionary Philosophy, 1909) Lenin states:

Social consciousness reflects social being—that is Marx’s teaching. A reflection may be an
approximately true copy of the reflected, but to speak of identity is absurd. Consciousness
in general reflects being—that is a general principle of all materialism. It is impossible not
to see its direct and inseparable connection with the principle of historical materialism:

social consciousness reflects social being.
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[...] Materialism in general recognises objectively real being (matter) as independent of
the consciousness, sensation, experience, etc., of humanity. Historical materialism
recognises social being as independent of the social consciousness of humanity. In both
cases consciousness is only the reflection of being, at best an approximately true

(adequate, perfectly exact) reflection of it.*

According to historical materialism, social consciousness reflects social being. But how exact can
this reflection be? In Chapter 2 of Materialism and Empirio—Criticism: Critical Comments on a
Reactionary Philosophy (1909), when arguing against Bogdanov’s statements on absolute and
relative truth, Lenin states that human beings are capable of getting at the truth: “Human thought
then by its nature is capable of giving, and does give, absolute truth, which is compounded of a
sum-—total of relative truths”. But he also states that truth only exists in a limited field: “Truth and
error, like all thought—concepts which move in polar opposites, have absolute validity only in an
extremely limited field”, and there is no boundary between relative and absolute truth®®. This
ideological point of view influenced Lenin’s thoughts on literature as well. Lenin’s article “Leo
Tolstoy as the Mirror of the Russian Revolution” in Proletary (Vol. 35, 1908) is famous for
articulating a typically Leninist view of art and literature. He focuses on clarifying, from the
perspective of Marxism, how Tolstoy succeeded and failed in reflecting the struggle between
classes in Russian feudal society in 19™ century. Lenin advocated a kind of literature which
supported politics (Party—spirited literature). But he did not mean that art’s truth must be
identical to reality’s truth. In the 1930s, however, Stalin began to apply Lenin’s Reflection

Theoryin a more crude and literal way.

* V. I. Lenin and Abraham trans. Fineberg, Materialism and Empirio—Criticism: Critical Comments on a

Reactionary Philosophy (Moscow: Zveno Publishers, 1909). Retrieved from:
<http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1908/mec/six2.htm#tvl4pp72h—322> [Accessed 16 August
2013].
* Ibid.
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It is visible that this Reflection Theory—influenced cultural policy was popular in Vietham
from the 1940s to 1986. Even now, its echoes in current Vietnamese culture can be detected (see
Chapter 4). Lenin’s T8 chirc cua Pdng va Vidn hoc Béng (Party Oganization and Party Literature,
1905), one of the first books to be published in an independent North Vietnam, was translated in
Vietnamese by Xuan Truong and published by Sy That Publishers in 1957. It was followed by
Lenin’s Ban vé Vdn hoc va Nghé thuét (Lenin On Literature and Arts, edited by Jean Fréville, 1957)
which was published in North Vietnam in 1960. Three years later, in 1963, V& Vdn héa Vdn nghé
(On Literature and Arts), a collection of communist leaders, including H6 Chi Minh, Truéng Chinh,
L& Duan and Pham Van Dong, who were deeply influenced by Lenin’s thoughts, was published. It
was considered the key book for writers and cultural officials and reprinted the year after (1964)
and several times after that. The influence of Reflection Theory on literary criticism and theory

can be seen in other books which are mentioned in the previous part of this chapter.

Leonid I. Timofeev can be considered as the most prominent and earliest communist critic
whose books were introduced to literary circles in North Vietnam. His book Tir dién Thudt ngi¥
Vidn hoc (Dictionary of Literary Terms) was translated and published in Viethamese in 1955.
TimofeeV’s influence can be easily traced in books of key critics of the early period of socialist
literature in North Vietnam such as Lé Dinh Ky and Ha Minh Dtc. In Nguyén ly ly luén vdn hoc
(Principles of Literary Criticism, Vol. 1, 1944) which was translated by Lé Dinh Ky and published in
North Vietnam in 1962, Timofeev’sliterary criticism and theory are intensively influenced by

Lenin’s Reflection Theory:

The objective content of an artistic work (and literature in general) is, first, the historical
reality which predetermines the writer’s consciousness as well as his life conditions
reflected in his works, regardless of his attitude towards those conditions. “A reflection
may be an approximately true copy of the reflected, but to speak of identity is absurd.

Conciousness in general reflects being — that is a general principle of all materialism”,
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Lenin said. “It is impossible not to see its direct and inseparable connection with the
principle of historical materialism: social consciousness reflects social being” [...] But the
objective content of an artistic work is also subjective: it is expressed in the way the
writer introduce the reality. The way the writer selects and explains facts reflects how he

perceives and evaluates reality.”’

However, Timofeev’s intention when applying Lenin’s Reflection Theory is to legitimate Stalin

socialist realism as an indispensable and advanced methodology for Soviet writers.

Therefore, in term of literary history, it is clear that socialist realism is thoroughly defined
by the historical conditions and is an indispensable development phase of our literature.
[...] The Regulations of the USSR Union of Writers (1934) show that writers in the Soviet
Union agreed to sincerely and concretely reflect the reality of its revolutionary progresss,
collectively held a socialist view of that reality and the wish to contribute to the socialist
transformation positively, and shared a Party spirit which is the best expression of the

masses spirit.38

*” Leonid I. Timofeev, Nguyén ly ly luGn vidn hoc (Principles of Literary Criticism), Vol. 1, trans. Lé Dinh Ky
(Hanoi: Van hoa Publishers, 1962), 39-40. Ortiginal text in Vietnamese: “Vay n6i dung khach quan cdia mot
tadc phdm nghé thuat (va do dé theo nghia rong, cé thé nai la cha vin hoc néi chung), trudc hét 1a cai thyc
té lich str d3 quyét dinh y thirc cla chinh nha van, cling nhu d3 quyét dinh hoan cdnh cudc séng trong d6 ¢d
nha van, d3 dugc nha van dem phan anh trong sdng tac cia minh, du bdn than nha van cé théi dé déi vdi
hoan canh 4y nhu thé nao chang nita. “Cai dwoc phan anh toén tai doc 1ap déi véi nhitng céi phan anh né
(ddc 1ap d8i véi viec nhan thirc thé gidi bén ngoai) 1a luan diém co ban clda chl nghia duy vat”, Lenin said.
(...) Pong thoi noi dung khach quan cla tac pham nghé thuat khéng thé khéng cé mau sic chl quan; d6 1a
céch gidi thiéu cta nha van vé cudc séng ma nha vin miéu ta trong tdc phdm. Nha van chon loc va gidi thich
nhitng su kién cla cudc sé6ng ma minh miéu ta tirc [a danh gid hién thyc va ndi Ién thai dd cda minh déi véi
hién thyc ay”.

% Leonid 1. Timofeev, Nguyén ly ly luén vén hoc (Principles of Literary Criticism), Vol. 2, trans. L& Dinh Ky
(Hanoi: Van héa Publishers, 1962), 262-263. Original text in Vietnamese: “Nhu thé, ding vé phuong dién
lich sir van hoc ma ndi, thi rd rang 1a phuong phap hién thyc x3 héi ch nghia dwoc quy dinh mot cach siu
sac b&i hoan canh lich st va 1a mot giai doan phét trién tat yéu clia nén vin hoc ching ta. (...) Trong diéu lé
clia Hoi cac nha van X6 viét (1934) d3 chi ra rang nhirng nha vin X6—viét thong nhat véi nhau & chi hwéng
chung 13 phan anh mét cach chan thwc va cu thé lich st cudc séng trong sy phat trién cadch mang cla né, &
thdi d6 x3 hoi chd nghta vdi cudc séng dy, & long mong mudn tham gia mot céch tich cuc vao cong cudc kién
thiét chu nghia x3 hoi, & tinh dang cdng san chd nghta véi tinh chat 12 biéu hién t8i cao cla tinh nhan dan”.
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Basically, Lenin’s reflection theory does not suggest that the work of art mirrors the appearance
of things in the world. It reflects their underlying structures (as defined by Marxist Leninism). So
socialist realism would not, for Lenin, have to be photographically “realistic”. It is only Stalin, later
on, who insists on less experimental forms of representation.This Stalinist policy of culture was
expressed early in many messages and articles by Truwdng Chinh, the highest cultural leader in

North Vietham.

2.1.2. What is Stalinist socialist realism?

TimofeeVv’s legitimation of Stalinist socialist realism can be seen in the series of Viethamese
theoretical books published in 1962, which are Nhitng Nguyén Ii vé Li ludn Vidn hoc (Principles of
Literary Criticism), Tdc phdm Vdn hoc (Literary Works) and Loai thé Vdn hoc (Literary Genres).
These books were written by Lé Dinh Ky and Ha Minh Dirc and became the manuals for university
students. Another book which demonstrates Stalinist socialist realism is Nguyén Ly Vdn hoc
(Principles of Literature, 1965) which was written by several university professors (Ha Minh D,
Nguyén Vinh, Nguyén Vin Hanh and L& B& Han, among others) in North Vietnam.* Again,

Reflection Theory was mentioned as the ideological foundation for literary criticism:

The philosophical foundation for properly apprehending the relationship between
literature and reality is the Marxist—Leninist Reflection Theory. It is a theory which
explains the origins and forms of perception as well as the human capability of
apprehending reality [...] Human beings are absolutely able to apprehend it, or in other
words, to get to the essence of the world and understand the world’s operation principles

in order to better it.*

* It was reprinted in 1974 under a new title Co s& Ly lugn Viédn hoc (Introduction to Literary Criticism and
Theory, Vol. 1, Gido duc Publishers).

0 Ha Minh Dic et. al., Co sd Ly ludn Vdn hoc (Introduction to Literary Criticism and Theory), Vol. 1 (Hanoi:
Gido duc Publishers, 1974), 53. Original text in Vietnamese: “Co s& triét hoc dé giai quyét ding dan mdi
quan hé gilra van hoc va hién thyc 13 phan 4nh luan cta chl nghia Mac — Lénin. D46 13 ly luan vé ngudn gdc
clUa nhan the va hinh thire cda qua trinh nhan thire, vé khd ndng nhan thirc thé gidi cha con ngudi (...) Con

29



The book also points out the value of a literary work is defined by how exactly it reflects
reality, how it helps readers to acknowledge the objective truth, and how it promotes social
progress. Marxist—Leninist socialism is mentioned as the ideological foundation for writers to get
to the essence of reality and to acquire “truthfulness” in their works. In the book, tinh chdn that
(truthfulness) is presented as one of the most important standards of literature. It is defined as
“the reflection of the essence and principles of reality, in other words, the reflection of truths”
and it is “concentrated into typical characters and situations”.** However, as in Timofeev’s book,
the authors also use Reflection Theory to legitimate Stalinist socialist realism. The book explains
“party spirit”, “class spirit” and “the masses’ spirit” as indispensable qualities of socialist realism.

These principles reflect the fact that Stalinist socialist realism is nothing other than a strategy to

make literature become a tool of politics.

The definition of socialist realism in J. A. Cuddon’s A Dictionary of Literary Terms and

Literary Theory might be considered as one of the best definitions for this term so far:

By the time of the first Soviet Writer’s Congress of 1934, socialist realism emerged, in an
atmosphere of Stalinist repression of all other factions, as the victorious official Party
aesthetic, sanctioned by Maxim Gorky, N. Bukharin and A. A. Zhdanov, Secretary of the
Central Committee for “ideology”. Zhdanov defined socialist realism as the portrayal of
“reality in its revolutionary development”. Such art, he argued, must contribute to the
project of ideological transformation and education of the working class. Other features

of socialist realism, as designed by its various proponents, were an emphasis on factuality,

nguoi hoan toan cé thé nhan thirc duoc thé gidi, nghia 1a tham nhap vao ban chat cla thé gidi, nAm duoc
nhitng quy luat van déng cla thé gidi dé cai tao thé gidi”.

“ Ibid, 57, 73, 76. Original text in Vietnamese: “Gia tri cila mot tdc phdm nghé thuat dwoc quyét dinh & chd
(...) né phan dnh ddng dan dén muic nao hién thyc khach quan, gitip cho ngudi ta nhan thirc dén mirc nao
chan ly cudc sdng, tadc ddng dén mirc nao cdng cudc cai tao cudc séng” (57). “Do d6 nha van phai cé thé gidi
quan ding dan dé cé thé phan 4nh hién thuc ding dan. Thé gidi quan” d6 chinh |a chl nghia Mac — Lé nin.
(...) Tinh chan that 13 sy phdn &dnh ban chat va quy luat cda hién thyc tic 1a phan dnh dugc chan ly cudc
s6ng” (73). “Tinh chan that dwoc nang cao va tap trung nhat thanh tinh dién hinh cba nhitng tinh cach va
hoan cdnh” (76).
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the integration of scientific and technical detail, the application of later 19" century
realist techniques to Soviet heroes, and the literary projection of a socialist future.
Socialist realism traced its authority back through Lenin’s notions of parinost
(partisanship) and literature as reflection of reality to the statements of Marx and Engels
themselves, especially Engel’s comments on the importance of expressing “typical”
individuals and forces. But this alleged lineage is somewhat misleading. While Marx and
Engels certainly saw literature as performing an ideological function, they stressed it
highly mediated connection with economic formations, and Engels spoke of its “relative
autonomy”. It is true that they both praised realism but they did not centralize it in any
coherent interventionist formulation. [...] It was only with Lenin and Trosky that literature
was ascribed an interventionist and partisan function in a broader revolutionary

approach. But the interventionism championed by both men was highly complex and

flexible, qualified by its reference to particular historical circumstances.*?

It is evident that, originally, socialist realism is not much different from realism which is “a
mode of writing that gives the impression of recording or reflecting faithfully an actual way of life.
The term refers, sometimes confusingly, both to a literary method based on detailed accuracy of
description (i.e. Verisimilitude) and to a more general attitude that rejects idealization, escapism,
and other extravagant qualities of romance in favour of recognizing soberly the actual problem of
life”*. All theories of realism, including socialist realism, “rest on the assumption that the novel
imitates reality, and that that reality is more or less stable and commonly accessible. But it is
possible to conceive of the relationship between art and reality in terms of imaginative creation

n4a

rather than imitation”™. Socialist realism and others pursue is not the accurate imitation of an

objective reality but an imaginative truth. What makes socialist realism different from other

*? Cuddon, 664.

** Chris Baldick, The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, 2nd edn (Oxford University Press, 2001),
199.

* Ibid.
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theories of realism is that it only focuses on reality “in its revolutionary development” There is
nothing necessarily or inherently mono—voiced about the notion of socialist realism (Brecht, for
example). However, after Lenin’s death, Joseph Stalin®, during his reign, distorted and
monopolized socialist realism to become the sole doctrine for literati. In the meeting with writers
at Gorky’s house (October 1932), Stalin said: “An artist should first of all show our life truthfully. If
he complies with the task he will not fail to single out the factors which lead us to socialism. This |

should call social art, socialist realism”.*®

As demonstrated in Stalin’ speech on socialist realism and Timofeev’s Principles of Literary
Criticism, Stalinist socialist realism values “truth” and related terms such as “truthfulness” and
“sincerity” However, these values were predetermined by the Party spirit. A literary work would
be only “truthful” and “sincere” if it conformed to the Partys’s doctrine. Socialist realism,
therefore, became the instrument to control intellectuals and maintain the dependence of
literature and arts on politics Along with the influence of the USSR, Stalinist socialist realism

became extremely influential in Vietnam from 1945 to 1986.

2.1.3. How Stalinist socialist realism was introduced into Vietnam?

In the book Nhin lai nira thé ky ly lugn chu nghia hién thuc xd hdi chd nghia & Viét Nam 1936—
1986 (A Review of 50—-year Socialist Realism in Vietnam 1936-1986, 1999), Phuong Luu chronicles
the adoption and development of socialist realism by Vietnamese critics and politicians. But he
does not describe in detail how Soviet texts on socialist realism were introduced and took effect
in Vietnam. The term "socialist realism” was introduced into Vietnamese literary circles firstly by

Hai Triéu, a Marxist critic, during the literary argument between writers who support for “art for

> Joseph Stalin (born December 18 — died March 5, 1953), secretary—general of the Communist Party of the
Soviet Union (1922-53) and premier of the Soviet state (1941-53), who for a quarter of a century
dictatorially ruled the Soviet Union and transformed it into a major world power. Source: Ronald Francis
Hingley, ‘Stalin’, Britannica <http://www.britannica.com/biography/Joseph-Stalin>.

% Cited in Politics and Propaganda Institute, Tim Hiéu Chu Nghia Hién Thuwc X& HOi Chd Nghia (To
Understand the Socialist Realism) (Hanoi: Politics and Propaganda Institute, 1973). This is a training material
written by the Vietnam Institute of Politics and Propaganda.
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art’s sake” and those who support “art for life’s sake”. Representing the latter, Hai Triéu used the

term “chu nghia t3 thuc xa héi chd nghia” (socialist realism) in 1936 and 1939 to describe writing

which criticised French rule and promoted a socialist alternative.

In the article “Macxim Godc ky, nha dai vdn hao cla Lién bang X6 viét va cla thé gidi d3
qua doi” (“Maxim Gorky, The Great Writer of the USSR and the World Has Gone”, 4 July 1936),

Hai Triéu and Hai Thanh define socialist realism as follows:

Socialist realism is an exact and detailed description of phenomena at the present or in
the past which leads the masses to an awareness of socialism and encourages them to

fight for it.*’

In a subsequent article, “Van hoc Lién bang Nga X6 viét” (“The Literature of the USSR”) in
Hén tré (25 July 1936), Triéu and Thanh continued to explain the notion of socialist
realism. According to them, socialist realism differs from critical realism because it does
not only reveal social evils but also sets out a way to cure them, which is socialism.*® And,
in the article “Di t&i chi nghia ta thuc trong van chuong: Nhitng khuynh huéng trong tiéu
thuyét” (“Towards Realism in Literature: Tendencies in Novels”) in Tao dan (16 May
1939), Triéu wrote:Socialist realism admits that every work embraces an ideological
tendency, but it rejects the subjective, arbitrary, mechanical and conservative ideologies

which were superficially added to texts in the past”.”’

* Hai Trieu and Hai Thanh, ‘Macxim Godcky, Nha dai Vin Hao Cla Lién Bang X6 Viét Va Cla Thé Gigi d3 qua
doi (Maxim Gorky, The Great Writer of the USSR and the World Has Gone)’, H6n Tré, 4 April (1936). Orginal
text: “Ch( nghta td thwc x3 héi c8t & sy ta mot cach chan that ranh mach, nhitng hién tugng qué khi hay
hién tai, 1am thé& nao cho su ta thuc dy cé thé duwa quan ching dén ché gidc ngd, tranh ddu dé kién thién x3
héi cht nghia”.

*® Hai Tridu and Hai Thanh, ‘Van Hoc Lién Bang Nga X& Viét (The Literature of the USSR)’, Hn Tré, 25 April
(1936).

* Hai Tridu, ‘Di T&i Chl Nghta Ta Thuc Trong Vin Chuong: Nhitng Khuynh Hudng Trong Tiéu Thuyét
(Towards Realism in Literature: Tendencies in Novels)’, Tao dan, 2 (1939), 3.0riginal text in Vietnamese:
“Chl nghta ta thuc x3 hoi van ludn ludn thira nhan moi tac phdm déu c6 mdt khuynh hudng, nhwng chi
nghia ta thuc xa héi lai hét sirc ky nhitng khuynh huéng chi quan, déc dodn, co gidi, nhirng tu twédng cd
dinh, nhitrng tin diéu bat dich ma tac gia d3 vung vé ghép vao cau chuyén”.
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However, as Hue Tam Ho Tai points out in “Literature for the People: From Soviet Policies to
Vietnamese Polemics”, in Triéu’s articles, “how to concialiate various perceptions of ‘truth’ and

how to serve that ‘truth’ were left vague”.*

Two years before the August Revolution which freed Vietnam from French rule, Trudng
Chinh, one of the earliest revolutionary figures and later President of the Congress in the Social
Republic of Vietnam (1960 — 1986), wrote a key political and cultural document for the young
Vietham Communist Party: Dé cwrong vé vin héa Viét Nam (Theses on Vietnamese Culture, 1943).
Thesesreflects Stalin’s thought on socialist realism and Mao Tze Dong’s Talk in Yenan in many
ways. In the text, Chinh stated that: “The Indochinese cultural revolution has to take the task of
constructing socialist culture”.”® Trwong Chinh argued that: “The revolution has to fight against
other artistic tendencies like classicism, romanticism, naturalism, and symbolism in order to help
socialist realism to victory”.”” For Chinh, art and literature were part of the revolution against the
French colonial regime. A year later, Dang Thai Mai, a Marxist critic, also described socialist
realism as a “literary methodology” (“phuwong phap sang tac”). In his book Vdn hoc khdi lugn
(Introduction to Literature, 1944), Mai stated that in the contemporary period, it is necessary to
use socialist realism as the essential creative method to defeat romanticism and idealistic
literature. After the success of the August revolution in 1945, socialist realism continued to be
strengthened as the sole orthodox doctrine of the new arts and letters. Since then, the term
“socialist realism” regularly reappears in the party policies, reports, congresses and conferences
" (e

of artists. In 1948, Chinh presented a speech, “Chu nghia Mac va Van hda Viét Nam” (“Marxism

and Vietnamese Culture”) at the 2™ National Congress on Culture in the military zone Viét Bic.

> Hue Tam Ho Tai, ‘Literature for the People: From Soviet Policies to Vietnamese Polemics’, in Borrowings
and Adaptions in Vietnamese Culture, 1987, 63—83, 80.

> Truwdng Chinh, ‘D& Cuwong v& Vin Héa Viét Nam (Theses on Vietnamese Culture), 1943
<http://www.talawas.org/talaDB/showFile.php?res=3261&rb—0102> [accessed 3 March 2013]. Original text
in Vietnamese: “Nén vdn héa ma cudc cadch mang van héa Déng—duong phai thyc hién sé 13 vin hda x3 héi
chid nghia”.

>? |bid. Original text in Vietnamese: “Cong viéc phai lam: tranh d4u vé téng phai van nghé (chdng chl nghia
c6 dién, chd nghia I3ng man, chd nghia tw nhién, chd nghia twong treng v.v... ldm cho xu huwdng ta thuc xa
hoi chd nghta thing”.
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Trwong Chinh stated that socialist realism was a creative method, and should be the leading guide

for writers. When introducing socialist realism, he quoted Engel’s definition of realism:

As we understand it, socialist realism is a method of artistic creation which portrays the
truth in a society evolving towards socialism according to objective laws. Out of objective
reality we must spotlight "the typical features in situations" [a quote from Engels] and
reveal the inexorable motive force driving society forward and the objective tendency of

the process of evolution.”

It is clear that during the Indochina War between the Viét Minh (the League for the Independence
of Vietnam) and the French army, socialist realism was still new to many communist artists of the
Viét Minh. In 1949, in Viét B3c, the central base of Viét Minh, there was a meeting to debate over
literary issues among key communist writers including Nguyé&n Binh Thi, Té Hitu, T6 Hoai, and Vin
Cao. The main objective of the meeting was to remove artists’ confusions over socialist realism
and come to a mutual understanding of the theory.>* The main questions were: how does socialist
realism differ from critical realism? Can socialist realism be applied to Vietnam’s current
situation? Should socialist artists mention the dark side of the new society? After Vietnam won its
independence from the French in 1954, North Vietnam started the socialist transformation and
khdng chién chéng My (“War of National Salvation against the Americans”). During this period,
Stalinist socialist realism officially became the orthodox doctrine for literature and arts. Among
others, the national congresses of writers and artists in 1957 and 1962 took an important role in

legitimating socialist realism.

> Truwdng Chinh, ‘Chd Nghia Mac va Van dé Vin Héa Viét Nam (Marxism and Vietnamese Culture)’, in V&
Vdn Héa Vdn Nghé (On Culture and Art), 4th edn (Hanoi: Van héa, 1976), pp. 147-156.Translated and cited
in Jamieson, p. 212. Original text in Vietnamese: “Vé sang tac, 18y ch( nghia hién thuc x3 hdi chi nghia lam
goc. [...] Hién thuc xa hoi chi nghia 1a mdt phwong phdp sang tac vin nghé ta nhirng sy that trong xa héi.
Nhung trong sy that khach quan, phai Iam néi bat 1&n nhitng tinh cach dién hinh trong nhitng truoing hop
dién hinh (Angghen). Hon nita, né 1am cho nguoi ta thdy duoc cai 18 chuyén bién tat nhién cta x3 hdi, cai
khuynh hudng khach quan cla sy vat tién héa”.

>* The content of the conference was reprinted in T8 Hitu, Xdy Duwng Mét Nén Vén Nghé Lén, Xirng Bdng
V@i Nhdn Ta Vi Thoi Dai Ta (To Build a Great Art Which Matches Our Time and Our People) (Hanoi: Van
hoc, 1973).
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It is worth noting that until 1962, except individual articles and speeches on socialist
realism by Vietnamese writers and politicians, there were no theoretical books in this field which
were written and published by Vietnamese. The most important theoretical books on socialist
realism which were published during 1945 — 1962 were translated from Russian, French or
Chinese. They are: Hién thuc Xd héi Chu nghia (Socialist Realism, 1951) which collects ideas of A.
Tolstoy, Fadeev, Tcherbina, and Jean Freville on socialist realism, T. S. Trofimov and B. B.
Kudonesov’s Chu nghia Hién thuwc Xd héi Chi nghia La Gi? (What is Socialist Realism?, 1958), V.
Tsebina and A. lvasenko’s Nhitng Cudc Théo luén vé Chud nghia Hién thuc X& héi Chd nghia & Lién
X6 (Discussions on Socialist Realism in the USSR, 1961), Nguyén ly Mi hoc Mdc — Lénin: Chi nghia
Hién thwe X héi Chu nghia (Principles of Marxist—Leninist Aesthetics: Socialist Realism, 1962),
Soviet Institute of Philosophy’s Nguyén Ii Mi hoc Mdc — Lé nin (Principles of Marxist—Leninist
Aesthetics, 1963) and L. |. Timofeev’s Nguyén ly Ly luGn Vidn hoc (Principles of Literary Criticism,

Vol. 1 & Vol. 2,1962).”

In 1962, Nhirng Nguyén Ly Ly ludn Vién hoc (Principles of Literary Criticism), Tdc phdm Vén
hoc (Literary Work), and Loai thé Vén hoc (Literary Genres), were published as parts of a series on
Literary Rhetoric and Criticism and were used as the manual for university students. The authors
were Lé Dinh Ky and Ha Minh DBlc. The title of the first book is similar to L.I. Timofeev’s one,
which was translated and published by Lé Dinh Ky in Vietnam in 1962. But the work of Lé Dinh Ky
and Ha Minh Dlrc closely resembled Timofeev’s in content. In fact, both authors had studied in

the USSR and graduated from Lomonosov University, which used to be the largest and most

>* Detailed information of the books: 1) Alexis Tolstoy, Fadeev, Tcherbina, and Jean Freville, Hién thuc Xd
héi Chi nghia (Socialist Realism), trans.Nguyén Xuan Canh and Chan Thanh (Hoi Van nghé Viét Nam, 1951).
2) Trofimov, T. S. and Boris Bialik Kudonesov, Chu nghia Hién thwc Xd héi Chd nghia La Gi? (What is
Socialist Realism?), trans. Hong Phuwong and Van Tién (Hanoi: Sy that (Truth) Publishers, 1958). 3) Tsebina,
V. and A. lvasenko,. Nhi*ng Cudc Théo luén vé Chi nghia Hién thuc X& héi Chd nghia & Lién X6 (Discussions
on Socialist Realism in the USSR), trans. L& Dinh Ky and Vi Thu Hién (Hanoi: Van hoc, 1961). 4)Unknown,
Nguyén ly Mi hoc Mdc — Lénin: Chd nghia Hién thwc Xd héi Chu nghia (Principles of Marxist—Leninist
Aesthetics: Socialist Realism), trans. Tran Y Minh, P& Manh Cung (Hanoi: Vin héa Nghé thuat, 1962). 5)
Soviet Institute of Philosophy, Nguyén Ii Mi hoc Mdc — Lé nin (Principles of Marxist—Leninist Aesthetics),
trans. Hoang Xuan Nhi (Hanoi: Sy that (Truth) Publishers, 1963). Its main content is also about socialist
realism. 6) Leonid Ivanovich Timofeev, Nguyén Ly Ly lugn Vidn hoc (Principles of Literary Criticism) — Vol. 1 &
Vol. 2., trans. Lé Dinh Ky(Hanoi: Van hoc Publishers).
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important university in the USSR and a common destination for Vietnamese intellectuals. The
number of theoretical books on socialist realism which were published between 1958 and 1962 is
notable. This reflected the Party’s effort to strengthen socialist realism as an official method for
arts and to stop ideological dissensus among intellectuals, which was raised by Nhan van — Giai
pham Movement (NVGP, which is similar to the Chinese Hundreds Flower Campaign) in 1958,

which | will discuss later in this chapter.

The application of Stalinist socialist realism in Vietnam was also influenced by Chinese
Communist Party’s policy on literature and arts. Although Mao Tze Dong never used the concept

756

“socialist realism’, he claimed that “literature and art are subordinate to politics”>". Chou Yang, his

speaker in term of literature and art, addressed at the Second Chinese Writers’s Congress (1953):

The socialist elements are day by day rapidly growing and playing an increasingly decisive
role in the life of the people. Powerful state-owned enterprises of a socialist nature have
assumed the leading position in the national economy. The Communist Party, as the
leader of the national political power, enjoys the highest prestige among the people.
Marxism-Leninism and comrade Mao Tze Dong’s teachings on the Chinese revolution are
widely disseminated among the people throughout the country. This provides a broad

and real foundation for the development of a socialist-realist literature and art”.”’

Later, in a report in September 1953, Chou Yang claims that Chinese writers “regard the
method of socialist realism as their highest principle in the creation and criticism of all literature
and art”.*®. Though Mao Tze Dong, Chou Yang and Chinh, it is clear that the intention of treating

socialist realism as the official method for literature and art was passed from the Soviet Union to

* Mao Tze Dong, ‘Talks at the Yenan Forum on Literature and Art,, 1942. Retrieved from:

<http://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected—works/volume—3/mswv3_08.htm> [accessed 4
March 2012].

>’ Chou Yang, 1953. “Fight for the creation of more and better literary and artistic works”, Wen—i pao, 19, p.
7-17; see p. 7,8. Translated into English as “For More and Better Literary and Artistic Creations”, in Chou
Yang, China’s New Literature and Art, p. 1-51.

> Wen—i pao, 1953, 19, p. 12.
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China and Vietnam. It is not clear that whether Chinh was influenced by Mao’s Yenan Talks or not
when he wrote the Theses on Vietnamese Culture in 1943. But Mao Tze Dong had a significant
impact on Vietnamese Communist Party doctrine. There are many translations and reviews of
Mao’s ideas which were published since 1953 or ealier. In 1953, Tran B& Dat published Ban vé tw
twdng Mao Trach Béng: Suw két hop chud nghia Mdc - Lénin vdi cach mang Trung Quéc (About Mao
Tze Dong’s Thoughts: The Integration of Marxism-Leninism and Chinese Revolution), a book which
summarizes Mao’s thoughts on revolution, communism in general and on literature and art in
particular. This book was translated and reprinted twice by Sy that in Vietnam in 1953. In 1959,
Mao Trach Béng ban vé vin nghé (Mao Tze Dong on Literature and Art), a collection of Mao’s
thoughts of literature and art was translated by H6 Té Ngoc and published in Vietnam. A year
later, the book Giwong cao hon nita ngon c& tuv twéng vin nghé Mao Trach Béng (To Spread and
Strengthen Mao Tze Dong’s Thoughts on Literature and Art) by Ldm Mac Ham was translated into
Vietnamese and published as a part of the series Td sdch ly lugn — hwdng dan sdng tdc (Literary
Criticism and Writing Guide Books). Among the articles of orthodox critics and writers who
attacked Nhan vdn Giai phdm Group in the pen war 1955-1958, Mao Tze Dong’s thoughts on

literature and art were repeated many times to support the writers’ point.59

In general, the definition of socialist realism in Vietnam is identical to the one in the USSR.
Most Vietnamese materials on socialist realism which were published during 1936-1986 matched
the Soviet ones in the following points. Firstly, socialist realism is a more advanced version of
realism. Like realism, it is a mode of writing which reflects faithfully an actual way of life.
Secondly, party—spirit (socialist vision) is the ideological foundation of every work, which can

provide readers the essence of reality as well as a bright vision of the future.Lastly, the

>° For example, see Trudng Chinh, “May V4n D& V& Vin Hoéa Vin Nghé" ("Some Specific Problems in Art",
1958), in V& Vidn héa Vin nghé (On Culture and Art) (Hanoi: Van héa, 1976), Iv, 189-220; or Trwdng Chinh,
“Lén An Bon Nhan Van Giai Pham" ("A Criticism of Nhan Vin Giai Pham Group"), in V& Vén héa Vén nghé
(On Culture and Art, 1958) (Van hoa, 1976), pp. 221-224.

38



protagonist of socialist writing is the Hero both/either on the battlefield or in agricultural and

industrial labour.

What we intend to clarify here is to answer the following questions: why was socialist
realism so important in Vietnam during 1945-1986 as well as in the USSR and China? And why
among other literary genres, did ki come to play such an important role in socialist literature?
Before answering these questions, it is necessary to understand the factors in Vietnamese cultural

tradition which preceded the acception of Stalinist socialist realism into Vietnam.

2.1.4. On sincerity and individualism: from the Confucian Man to the Collective Man

Stalin’s conception of realism had been preceded by other cases in which Vietnamese writers had
been influenced by their own tradition and European realisms. Before the Indochina War against
the French (1945 — 1954) and the Vietnam War (19954 — 1975), the period 1930 — 1945 can be
considered as the golden age of Vietnamese realist literature which was influenced by
nineteenth—century critical realism in European literature. Investigative reportage by Vi Trong
Phung, Tam Lang, Ng6 T4t T8, and realist fictions by Nam Cao, Nguyén Céng Hoan, among others,
were at the heart of the literature at that time. This realist movement in its broadest, non—
Stalinist sense is considered one of the greatest achievement of Vietnamese literary
modernization (1858 — 1945). It became the premise for Soviet socialist realism to be adapted
easily when it was first officially introduced into Vietnamese literature around 1945. However,
what made Stalinist socialist realism first accepted among Vietnamese literati was the Confucian
tradition which values collectivism and conformity. | wil clarify that connection through a
comparison between the conception of “sincerity” in Stalinist socialist realism and Vietnamese

Confucian chdn,

Firstly, it is necessary to understand the concepts of truth, truthfulness and sincerity in

the traditions of Western and Eastern philosophy and literature. The meaning of truth varies in
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different fields such as rhetoric, philosophy and science and discourse studies. Aristotle
distinguished rhetoric from philosophy and science by arguing that philosophy and science sought
truth while rhetoric sought the appearance of truth. Therefore, truth of proposition (in rhetoric),
absolute truth (in religion and philosophy) and objective truth (in philosophy and sciences) are
said to be different. To Aristotle, rhetoric was the art of discovering the 'available means of
persuasion in a given case' (Rhetoric 1355b)%. This belief was one of the reasons which made
rhetoric to be considered subordinate to philosophy and sciences for centuries. The first scholar
who paved the way for postmodernism to claim that all truths, even the ones by philosophy and
science, are rhetorical, was Friedrich Nietzsche: “Nietzsche departed from this tradition on the
guestion of truth itself — the question of whether there could be true beliefs and therefore right
actions in any absolute sense. He argued instead that truth was perspectival, historical, and that
beliefs were never proven but only persuaded”.®! He claimed the death of God by believing that
“there was no Truth and that the goal of pursuing the Truth was only a supreme rhetorical ploy,
he then saw that what was presumed to be the means of pursuing Truth and Justice — that is,
power, residing in institutional and personal authority — was the actual goal, the only goal. The
Will to Truth, he concluded, is the Will to Power”.®* Nietzsche explained that “the myth of Truth”
exists because people want to believe in something and they feel good about persuading others,
which is a form of pursuing power and the desire to belong to communities. In place of one
singular truth, Foucault speaks of particular “regimes of truth”. Following Nietzsche, scholars of
discourse studies have blurred the lines between rhetoric, philosophy and sciences by considering
them all as discourses. The notion of objective and universal truth has been undermined. The line
of Nietzsche’s followers includes poststructuralists (e.g. Michel Foucault), postmodernists (e.g.
Jean—Francois Lyotard) and neo—pragmatists (e.g. Richard Rorty). In “Truth and Power” (1977),

Foucault said: “Truth is a thing of this world: it is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of

% Aristotle, quoted in Stephen R. Yarbrough, After Rhetoric: The Study of Discourse Beyond Language and
Culture (Southern lllinois University Press, 1999), 16.

ot Yarbrough, 17-18.

* Ibid, 18..
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constraint. And it includes regular effects of power. Each society has its regime of truth, its
‘general politics” of truth: that is, the types of discourse which accepts and makes function as

true”.®

Foucault pointed out what may happen when rhetoric and philosophy are too concerned
with “reality” as the believed foundation of truth and the source of force. It is dangerous if a false

or deceptive form of rhetoric may become the source of power. Discourse studies, in contrast, is

not concerned with “reality” as such: its spirit is to accept “the way things are”.

Truth now is understood to be a social construction rather than an accurate picture of an
independent object world. Postmodernism and discourse studies’ belief in the rhetorical essence
of truth is reflected in the way postmodern writers blur the lines between fiction and nonfiction.
Tim O’Brien, one of the most prominent American war writers, revealed that he prefers
imaginative truths to external facts. For O’Brien, it is impossible to get to an accurate imitation of
objective reality in writing because “writing nonfiction or fiction, we’re aware that we’re editing;
we’re aware that our subjects are exaggerating, or that we may be exaggerating, to get a larger

»64

truth...””” He believes that “[t]he facts, in Vietnam, make liars of us all”; therefore, conversely,

“prominent lies can turn into profound truths, for the moment”.*

Changes in the meaning of sincerity and authenticity in recent decades closely correspond
to changes in the perception of truth. Authenticity and sincerity are confused terms, which have
been often mistaken for each other. Among others, the definitions of sincerity and authenticity by
Kerry Sinanan and Timothy Milnes in the introduction to Romanticism, Sincerity and Authenticity

(2010) are clear and strong:

The question of authenticity, after all, is fundamentally a matter of being: as Hartman

notes, authenticity contrasts with “imitation, simulation, dissimulation, impersonation,

% Michel Foucault, “Truth and Power,” in The Foucault Reader, ed. by Paul Rabinov (New York: Pantheon
Books, 1984), pp. 51-75, 72-3.

o Timothy J. Lomperis, “Down the Slippery Slope: Tension between Fact and Fiction,” in Reading the Wind:
Literature of the Vietnam War (Duke University Press, 1987) pp. 41-62.

® Ibid, 59.
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imposture, fakery, forgery, inauthenticity, the counterfeit, lack of character or integrity”.
Sincerity, on the other hand, is described by Bernard Williams as one of the two main
virtues of truthfulness. Truthfulness, he argues, implies a respect for the truth that
involves both accuracy and sincerity: thus, “you do the best you can to acquire true
beliefs, and what you say reveals what you believe”. Authenticity is a state, sincerity a

practice.66

In short, sincerity is a virtue of the author (being true to himself) while authenticity is a virtue of
texts in their relation to reality (true to experience, for example, or to facts). For a long time,
sincerity and authenticity were considered as the virtues of an author and the experience
represented in a literary work, which guarantee the truthfulness and rightness of the work. In
Vietnamese, there is no equivalent word for “authenticity”. Instead of authenticity, what
measures the connection between literary works and reality is thdt or chdn thuec (truthfulness)®’.
In Vietnamese cultural and literary tradition, chdn that (sincerity) attached to the concept Pgo
(the Way).®® Vietnamese medieval writers believed that literature must carry Pgo and that
writers have to be chdn that in order to get to the essence of reality and help readers
acknowledge and follow righteousness. Chdn thdt originates from the word chdn, which has its

counterpart “cheng” in Chinese culture. A thousand years under the rule of the Chinese left a

% Sinanan and Milnes, 4.

%’ Hoang Phé, Tir dién Tiéng Viét (Vietnamese Dictionary) (Hanoi: Tl dién Bach khoa, 2010) 194, 1188.

%8 Ssame word in Chinese: Tao or Dao. Dao has multiple meanings. One of its usages is to refer to ethics. Dgo
means “the Way”, or sometimes, “doctrine” or “principle”. In a greater philosophical context, Pao signifies
the primordial essence or fundamental nature of the universe. “Confucian masters focus on how to apply
the principle governing Heaven and Earth to human life and society and on how to find the Way to maintain
or restore the harmony of the world. [...] The universal Way is understood to originate from Heaven and
Earth and therefore to be the source of the meaning and value of human life. It is believed to have been
manifest in the wisdom of the ancient sage—kings, in the doctrine of Confucius, and in the way of life of
good people. Understood as such, the Way is the foundation of a harmonious universe, a peaceful society
and a good life, and without it the transformation of the universe would break down, human society would
fall into chaos, and the state would weaken and collapse. Although Confucians recognise that whether or
not the Way prevails in the human world is not entirely a matter for human beings but is more or less
predetermined (‘It is the Destiny (ming) if the Way prevails. It is equally Destiny if the Way falls into disuse’,
Lunyu, 14: 36), they nevertheless believe that within the framework of human destiny, individuals are
endowed with responsibilities to practice the Way in their own life”. From Xinzhong Yao, An Introduction to
Confucianism (Cambridge University Press, 2000), 139
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heavy influence on Vietnamese language and culture. Chdn in Vietnamese has the same meaning
as Confucian cheng, which can be explained as thdt/thuc (true, truthful), sw that (truth,

truthfulness) or chdn that (“sincerity”, “trustfulness” and “trustworthiness”). The word chdn Ii

(Truth) also originates from chdn. ®

Chinese cheng and Vietnamese chdn are often rendered as “sincerity” by western
scholars However, cheng/chén differ to “sincerity” to some certain extent. Yanming An, through a
comparison of sincerity and cheng, shows the philosophical difference between the two concepts

as follows:

In the European medieval ages, as well as in ancient times, sincerity was a secondary
value, dependent on or affiliated to factual or religious ‘truth’. It could be either positive
or negative in reference to its service or disservice for the truth. After the later trend of
Romanticism, sincerity was released from its entanglement with factual or religious truth,
and turned to be a value by itself. The renewed ‘sincerity’ contained a tension between
individuality and universality, meaning ‘to be true to one’s (individualistic) self’, and, in
the meanwhile, standing as a general criterion to evaluate and judge people’s thinking
and conduct. This may lead to either negative or positive consequences in a society. In
contrast, ‘true’ and ‘self’ in Confucian cheng respectively refer to the universal true
feeling and the universal human nature. It is an independent value from the very
beginning, the root or substance of all the other virtues, and the sole path to the solution
of the contradiction between knowledge and action. In principle, it precludes any
probability of ‘doing bad sincerely’, and therefore, in theory, will never lead to negative

social consequences.”

% See Yanming An, ‘Western “Sincerity” and Confucian "Cheng”’, Asian Philosophy, 14.2 (2004), 155-69, p.
157; and Hoang Phé, "chan", "chan |i","that", "thwc", "sw thuc", Tir dién Tiéng Viét (Vietnamese Dictionary)
(Hanoi: Tir dién Bach khoa, 2010), 193, 1188, 1245.
70

An, 168.
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In Western tradition, just as conventional notions of truth were questioned long before
poststructuralism or postmodernism, notions of sincerity have been held up to critical scrutiny
for a long time. For example, in Sincerity and Authenticity (1972), Lionel Trilling shows that since
the Renaissance, Shakespeare through the character lago saying “lI am not what | am” already
doubted the sincerity of literature. The word “sincerity” derived from the Latin word sincerus and
first meant exactly what the Latin word means in its literal use — clean, or sound, or pure".71
Trilling also points out that this doubt of the sincerity of literature in particular and language in
general was marked by Ludwig Wittgenstein’s “linguistic turn” in the first half of the twentieth
century. In Philosophical Investigations (1953), he asserts that philosophy “is a battle against the
bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language”.” Sincerity and authenticity in their
absolute meaning are impossible due to the essence of language and the act of writing. Truth is
rhetorically built, a social construction and sincerity and authenticity no longer guarantee
truthfulness in literature. Trilling asserted that in recent centuries, sincerity had been replaced by
authenticity, and the modern meaning of authenticity is “to stay true to oneself” due to the gap
between genuine experience/feeling of an individual and the objective reality. Therefore, the
meaning of sincerity in western tradition has a connection with skepticism and individualism.
Meanwhile, Chinese cheng and Vietnamese chdn has a lot to do with Confucian conformity and
collectivism. Their validity has “nothing to do with factual or religious ‘truth’”, and they contain
“no individualistic element” because the conditions for “to be true to oneself” (cheng/chén) are
to “please the parents” and to “understand goodness”.” It is noteworthy that Confucianism pays
litte attention to science and nature. While it emphasizes the importance of self cultivation

through learning, it does not encourage skepticism. Learning is not to invent new things or find

out new knowledge but to acknowledge the predetermined Way, in other words, the order and

! Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 1972), 12.
72 Ludwig Wittgenstein, quoted in Trilling, 33.
”* An, 162-163.
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the principles of the society.”* David Marr summarizes five cardinal virtues for Confucian men

which are "benevolence" (nhan), "righteousness" (nghia), "ritual" (l€), "knowledge" (tri), and

"sincerity" (tin). Among them, benevolence is the most important:

"Benevolence" was clearly the most important, occasioning intricate debate and
refinement among Chinese writers over two millenia. For Vietnamese of the
nineteenth century, however, benevolence seems to have taken on qualities of
abstract, even mystical goodness, often limited to the king alone. By contrast,
"righteousness " had much more concrete implications, which even the most lowly
subject was expected to understand. Righteousness meant doing what was correct
rather than what was of immediate personal gain, of accepting one's obligations
within the system—in short, of practising self-denial for the greater good. "Ritual"
meant careful attention to social forms, to decorum, as well as intricate ceremonies
directed toward Heaven, the ancestors, local deities, and assorted wandering spirits.
"Knowledge" emphasized the judging of human character in order to maximize
other ethical traits; it was never an end in itself, nor did it focus on nature.
"Sincerity " meant the cultivation of trust, the elimination of schemin g and
suspicion between ruler and subject, father and son, and so on; it seems to have

been the least discussed of the cardinal virtues.

It can be seen that in Vietnamese Confucian feudal society, the most important virtues of a man
were of social ethics. He had to self—cultivate to live in harmorny with his family, his community
and his country. He had to conform and please his parents, his king and his country.”” “I”,

therefore, was supressed by “We”. In Vietnamese medieval literature, private feelings and

concerns were mostly absent or had to be revealed secretly and fiction was considered low—class.

ML T Stepaniants, trans. Tran Nguyén Viét, Triét Hoc Phwong Béng (Introduction to Eastern Thought)
(Hanoi: Khoa hoc X3 haoi, 2003), 145.

” Tran Trong Kim, a famous Vietnamese scholar of Confucianism, points out that Confucianism takes high
regard of loyalty. See Tran Trong Kim, Nho Gido (Confucianism) (Van hoc, 2003), 44.
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As Marr points out, sincerity seems to attract less attention of Confucian scholars. Truth, in
Confucian society, is less refered to scientific truths but to Hgo (the Way) which a Confucian man
follows to cultivate himself and to conform and benefit his society.76 In western literature, since
Romaticism, a literary work is considered to be authentic if it is true to the writer’ self, whereas in
Vietnamese literature, truthfulness is the concept which replaces authenticity. If in Vietnamese
Confuncian feudal society, the truthfulness of a literary work was decided on how it conforms to
the Confucian Way, in Vietnamese literature during 1945-1986, it was decided on how well it

conformed to Stalinist socialist realism.

My argument in this dissertation is that the ways in which Stalinist socialist realism found
its way into Vietnamese culture and literature were influenced by Vietnamese Confucian
traditions of perceiving sincerity, truthfulness and Truth. This dissertation also has an ambition to
find out how ki writers, along with the wake of individualism, and under the influence of

postmodernism, have resisted that institutionalization of sincerity and truth.

2.1.5. Socialist realism as Truth

In the meeting with writers at Gorky’s house (October 1932), Stalin said: “An artist should
first of all show our life truthfully. If he complies with the task he will not fail to single out the
factors which lead us to socialism. This | should call social art, socialist realism”.”” It is noteworthy
that in Stalin’s stament, there is a rhetorical strategy to identify socialist realism with truthfulness,

and truth with socialism. This rhetorical strategy can also be seen in Trwdng Chinh’s speeches and

texts, which were created to legitimate Stalinist socialist realism.

Why Truth matters to socialist realism? It is natural that when a new regime is being

established, it is necessary to prove that it is an advanced and suitable one to the society. When

®In Understanding Vietnam, Neil L. Jamieson also points out that while individualism is what American
children are taught, conformity is what children in Vietnamese Confucian society had to learn. See Neil L.
Jamieson, Understanding Vietnam (London—Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1995),
217.

’7 Cited in Politics and Propaganda Institute.
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applying socialism to Russian society, the Soviet Communist Party needed to legitimate its power
by proving that it was a better regime for the masses. Being confused by the chaos at the time of
the socialist transformation, the masses were hungry for truths: they needed to know the inner
essence of reality and to have an ideal to follow. Which one should they believe in: capitalism,
feudalism or socialism? To sustain the masses’ belief in socialism, art and literature was utilized as
apropaganda’s tool. Socialist literature was believed to be opposite to bourgeois and feudal
literature. As the products of bourgeois society, such literary tendencies as naturalism, mysticism,
modernism and romanticism were considered to be unable to reveal the essence or truth of
reality. Therefore, they were considered to be hostile to the masses’ advancement. There was a

similar situation in Vietnam during 1936 — 1986.

During the First Indochina War and the Vietnam War, the political, cultural and economic
situation in Vietnam was highly complex. The Vietnamese Communist Party (CPV) had to face
many difficulties which were raised by foreign enemies as well as different revolutionary
ideologies. To lead the masses to socialist society and win the territory back from the French, and
later from the American—puppet government in South Vietnam, CPV had to legitimate its power
by asserting that socialism was the only Truth and the inevitable way to get to a better society.
This was demonstrated in many orthodox talks and texts. H6 Chi Minh asserted that “there is only
one way for the Vietnamese nation to achieve freedom, which is proletarian revolution”.”® At the
Congress of Army Writers in 1959, Truwang Chinh claimed that “For us, the most revolutionary way
is socialism”.”® The letter of the Central Committee of the Labour Party of Vietnam which was sent
to the Fourth National Congress of Artists in 1968 continued to assert that “Writers and artists

must consider socialism and communism as the best objective and ideal, and our country, our

people and the revolution as the most noble things to devote to; culture and ideology must

% Ho Chi Minh, Anthology of Ho Chi Minh, Volume 4 (Hanoi: National Politics Press, 2000), 50.

” Truwong Chinh, ‘M3y Van dé V& Vin Héa Vin Nghé (Some Specific Problems in Art)’, in V& Vin Héa Vin
Nghé (On Culture and Art) (Hanoi: V3n hda, 1976), Iv, 189220, 166. Original text in Vietnamese: “D&i v&i
chuing ta, cdch mang nhat |a theo ch( nghia x3 hoi”.
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become their battle, and literature and arts must become their sharp weapon”.? In another book

published in 1967, he emphasized that “Socialist realism is the best methodology for literature

and art. [...] Socialist realism is also the best methodology for criticism” .2

In 1951, the book Hién thuwc X& héi Chu nghia (Socialist Realism) was published in the
military base of the Viét Minh. It included several translated texts on socialist realism by Russian
and French writers, who are Alexis Tolstoy, Tcherbina, Fadéiev, Jean Fréville. It is the first officially
published theoretical book on socialist realism in Vietnam. Looking at the selected texts in the
book provides us with insight into the meaning of socialist realism to the socialist transformation
in Vietnam as well as in Russia and other socialist countries. In the article Marxism and Literature
which was originally the introduction to Marx and Engels, Literature and Art (1936) Jean Fréville, a
famous French communist writer and historian, shows why “truth” was so important to socialist

literature:

Since the reactionary classes want to maintain their power to rule the society, they need
to make up and distort the truth. In contrast, the revolutionary classes must know the
truth in order to improve it. While revolutionary literature turns towards reality and is
based on scientific analysis, reactionary literature runs away from it by hiding in idealistic

philosophy or religion.”

8 Central Committee of the Labour Party of Vietnam, “Thu Cla Ban Chap Hanh Trung Uong Pang Lao Péng
Viét Nam GUri Dai HOi Van Nghé Toan Qudc Lan Thi IV (Letter from Central Committee of the Labour Party
of Vietnam to the 4th National Congress of Literature and Arts 1968),” in V& Vidn héa Vién nghé (On Culture
and Art), 4th edn (Van hda, 1976), 40. Original text in Vietnamese: “D&i véi anh chi em van nghé si cda ta,
chl nghia x3 héi, chd nghia cong sdn phai |d muc dich va ly twdng dep d& nhat; T6 qudc, nhan dan va cach
mang la d6i twong phuc vu cao quy nhat; vdn hda va tu twdng 13 chién trwdng; tdéc pham van hoc, nghé
thuat 13 vii khi sdc bén”.

8 Truong Chinh, “Phan Diu Cho Mt N&n Vin Nghé Dan Téc Phong Phd, Dudi Ngon C& Cha Nghia Yéu
Nudc va Chd Nghia X3 HOi (To Fight for A National Literature and Art Which Is Rich and Conformed to
Patriotism and Socialism),”in V& Védn héa Vin nghé (On Culture and Art), ed. by Anonymous, 4th edn (Van
hda, 1976), pp. 183-190, 186. This was originally a book published by Sy that Publishers in 1967. Original
text in Vietnamese: “Hién thuwc x3 héi chd nghia 1a mot phuong phap sang tac van nghé tét nhat. [...] Hién
thuc x3 hdi chi nghia con |a mot phuong phdp phé binh van nghé tét nhat”.

8 jean Fréville, “Chd nghia Mac va Van hoc” (“Marxism and Literature”, 1936). In Alexis Tolstoy et al., Hién
Thue X& H6i Chd Nghia (Socialist Realism), trans. Nguyén Xudn Canh and Chan ThanhHdi Vin nghé Viét
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In the article, Fréville further explains the truth—carrying quality of socialist realism. He asserts

that socialist realism “serves the truth but does not take advantages of it” (61).

“Only the revolutionary classes see the advantages of telling the truth [...] Writers who
co—operate with the exploiting classes are unable to fully describe the truth [..] To
understand the world’s reality, it is necessary to see with the eyes of the advanced class,
which is the proletarian class which has no motivation to fake or hide the truth of

reality”.®

For Fréville it is socialism which enlightens the proletariat class who could not see the essence of
reality before. Socialism is the natural revolutionary stage of human society. In order to truly
investigate and describe the reality, writers need to embrace socialism as the essential ideology to
orient their writings. Such statements as “socialism is the natural revolutionary tendency”,
“socialism should be the worldview for writers”, “socialism is the Truth” are popular throughout
other texts in Hién thuc Xd héi Chu nghia (Socialist Realism). For example, in Nghé thudt va Lao
déng (Art and Labour), Fadéiev, President of the Soviet Writers” Union, stated that Soviet
literature predicts a “new born truth”: socialism.® Similarly, in the article Nhiém vu Vidn hoc (The
Mission of Literature), Tcherbina asserted that “Leninism reaches the highest level of Russian and
worldwide culture. It completes the long exploration of the greatest thinkers over thousands

years”® and suggested that to “more exactly express Leninist=Stalinist theory about the truth of

Nam, 1951), 65. Original text in Vietnamese: 'Trong khi céc giai cap phan déng mudn gilt quyén théng tri bat
budc phai uén nan lai su viéc va td son diém phan cho ching, thi cic giai cdp cdch mang can phai biét rd sy
that, dé cai tao sy that. Van hoc cdch mang, quay vé thé gidi bén ngoai, can phai dya trén sy phan tich khoa
hoc; trong khi dy thi van hoc phan ddng 1an trén vao triét Iy duy tdm hay tén gido'.

® |bid, 63. Original text in Vietnamese: 'Chi cé nhitng giai cdp cach mang 13 thdy céi loi trong viéc néi sy that
(...) Cac van si c8 két vdi giai cip bdc 16t khong thé nao md td dugc su thue, ma cling khdng thé nao m6 t3
né duoc mot cach day da (...) Mudn bao quét thé gidi, phai nhin thé gidi véi con mat cla giai cap tién bo,
clia giai cap khong cé gi can phai gidu gi€ém, né nang, gia mao, — v&i con mat cla giai cap vo san'.

8 Alexis Tolstoy et al., Hién Thuc Xa HOi Cha Nghia (Socialist Realism), trans. Nguyén Xuan Canh and Chan
ThanhHoi Van nghé Viét Nam, 1951), 65. Original text in Vietnamese: “N6 bdo hiéu mot chan ly x3 hoi chu
nghia ma&i”.

® |bid, 22. Original text in Vietnamese: “Chd nghta Lé—nin, mdc cao nhat cda vin héa Nga va vin héa thé
gidi, hoan thanh cdng trinh tim tdi hang bao nhiéu thé ky cia nhitng bd éc vi dai nhat trong nhan loai”.
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Bolshevik principles and the variety of political ideals in our current Soviet literature and art,
focusing on describing the Person who is building communism in every Soviet citizen is the most

important mission” %

In The Mission of Literature, both Tcherbina and Jean Fréville make a contrast between

socialist realism and other bourgeois literary tendencies. Tcherbina writes:

Modern bourgeois culture has been a tool of the ruling bourgeois class. The ugliness of
racism, the triumph of the lowest and most brutal instincts, and mysticism — these are the
basis of current bourgeois literature, theatre and film, especially in the United States. The
robber, the swindler, the traitor and the bourgeois: these are the protagonists of
bourgeois literature and art all over the world [...] foreign reactionary literature praises

the corruption of mankind and thinks of them merely as two-legged animals®’.

In Art and Labour, Fadéiev expresses a similar thought:

In fact, bourgeois literature is no longer an authentic literature because it has lost the
main object of art: human beings. There are more and more works of the most brutal
naturalism which despise human value and confuse readers with their chaotic and

depraved forms®.

% Ibid, 30. Original text in Vietnamese: 'D& dién t3 mot cach ding dan hon hoc thuyét Lé—nin Xit—ta—lin vé
chan ly clia nguyén tic bon—sé—vich va sy phong pht clia nhitng Iy tudng chinh trj trong vin nghé X6 viét
hién nay, chd trong lam n&i bat con ngudi xay dwng chi nghia céng san trong ngudi cdng dan xo viét 13 mot
viéc t6i quan hé”.

8 Ibid, 25-26. Original text in Vietnamese: “Van hda tu san can dai tir [du d3 bién thanh moét dung cu trong
tay mot bon dai tu san. Tu twdng thu han clia chl nghia vi chliing, sw dic thang ctia nhitng ban nidng ha cap
nhat va suc vat nhat, chd nghia than bi — d6 1a nén tang cta van hoc, san khiu, dién anh tu san hién gio,
nhat 1a & My. Tén trum &n cudp, tén ludng gat, tén phan phuc, tén tuv san, |a nhirng vai chinh cda van nghé
tu san cac nudec....van hoc phdn déng ngoai qudc di ca ngoi sy sa doa clia con nguwdi va ha thap ho xuéng
hang mot con vat hai chan'.

% Ibid, 33. Original text in Vietnamese: “That ra nén vin hoc tw san can dai d3 hét 13 mdt nén vin hoc vdi
nghia dung cta néd. Vi né da mat ddi twong chinh cla nghé thuat: con ngudi. Cang ngay ching ta thiy cang
nhidu nhitng cai th& ch( nghia tu nhién thd bao nhat né ha thap gid tri con ngudi cong véi mot hinh thirc
van nghé dbi truy réi loan, rat khé hiéu vdi nhan dan”.
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Along with this is the worship of highest communist leaders, Lenin and Stalin, who were made to

be models for protagonists in socialist realist literature.

Lenin and Stalin, our two great historical figures, are the role models for everyone to
follow. Stalin taught us to live and work according to Lenin’s teachings. The best works in
Soviet art present such heroes as Lenin, and were described by Stalin in his speech on the
election day of 11 December 1937: “Our people need their representatives to be such
politicians as Lenin. They need them to be lucid, firm, and brave in fighting against the
masses’ enemies and to steadily go ahead in dangerous situations, and to be clever and
patient when dealing with the most complicated issues as well as to be sincere, honest

and truly love our people, just like Lenin did.*’

And Tcherbina asserted that “Stalin is the Lenin of our own days!” (28). This cult of personality,
which was a result of Stalinism, remained popular in Russian, Chinese and Vietnamese culture for
a long time, especially in the early period of socialist transformation. For example, in the poem
“Doi doi nhéd Ong” (“Viva Stalin”, 1953), T6 Hitu addresses Stalin as the dearest and most noble

one:

My baby, how lovely your first word: Stalin

[...]

Love my father, my mother and my spouse

8 Ibid,28. Original text in Vietnamese: “Lé—nin va Xit—ta—lin, hai nhan vat vi dai cta lich s& |a nhitng tam
guong sang cho moi ngudi noi theo. Pdng chi Xit—ta—lin day ching ta séng va lam viéc theo nhitng gido
huan cla Lé—nin. Nhitng tdc phdm hay nhat trong nghé thuat X6 viét thé hién moét kiéu ngudi Lé—nin, dugc
Xit—ta—lin md ta nhu sau trong bai dién van doc ngay tuyén clr 11-12-1937: 'Nhan dan phai doi dai biéu
minh thé& hién day dd con ngudi chinh trj kiéu Lé—nin, doi ho cling sdng sudt va cuong quyét, cling can dam
trong ddu tranh va thang tay véi ké thu cla nhan dan, doi ho ciing vitng tién khdng so hii, khéng dao déng
trong nhitng trudng hop hiém ngheo, ciing khdn ngoan va kién nhin trong khi giai quyét nhitng van dé ric
roi nhat, cling chan thanh ngay thing va yéu nhan dan nhu Lé—nin'.
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But | love you, Stalin, ten times more than myself*

And “Sang Thang Nam” (“A May Morning”, 1951), another poem by Té Hitus, pictures H6 Chi

Minh as a National Father and a “revolutionary sun”:

You shine as the sun

And enemies are frightened bats

Flying unsteadily around your feet

[...]

You are the Father, the Uncle, the Brother,
The Great Heart which filters our blood
Nothing more glorious than fighting

Led by our Great Party and Great Father
[...]

If You say “go”, we go

If You say “win”, we win

The world has Stalin

We have Uncle Ho

Freedom will be ours

The world will be at peace.™

This poem and many others of Té Hitu stayed in textbooks of elementary, secondary and high

schools in Vietnam for a long time.

% 18 Hiru, Boi doi nhé Ong (Viva Stalin), March 1953, reprinted in T8 Hitu, Viét Béc (Van nghé, 1954), 19.
Original text in Vietnamese: “Y&u biét may, nghe con tap ndéi/ Tiéng dau long con goi Stalin! (...) Thuong cha,
thuong me, thuong chéng/Thuong minh thuong mét, thwong dng thuong mudi”.

' 18 Hiru, Sdng thdng ndm (A May Morning) (first published in 1951), reprinted in TS Hitu, Viét Bdc, 4.
Original text in Vietnamese: “Ngudi ruc rd mét mat trdi cdch mang/Ma dé qudc 13 loai doi hét hoang/Dém
tan bay chap choang dudi chan Ngui (....)Nguwoi 1a Cha, 1a Bac, Ia Anh/ Qua tim I&n loc tram dong mau nho/
Khong gi vinh bang chién dau duéi cd/Dang chai loi HO6 Chi Minh i dail (...) Bac bao di, |a di/ Bac bdo thang,
la thang/Viét Nam cé Bac HO/Thé gidi cé Xta—lin/ Viét Nam phai ty do/ Thé gidi phai hoa binh!”
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In summary, it is clear that the texts which are mentioned above have a consistent
argument: Socialist realism is seen as the new literature of the masses because of its truth—
carrying quality and because it is based on an advanced worldview which is socialism; socialist
realist literature aims to depict socialism as the Truth for the masses to follow; and communist

leaders are representatives of the Truth.

It is not a coincidence that the leading state publisher in the USSR was named Pravda
(Truth). The newspaper was started by the Russian Revolutionaries during the pre—World War |
days and emerged as a leading newspaper of the Soviet Union after the Russian Revolution. The
newspaper also served as a central organ of the Central Committee of the Russian Social
Democratic Labour Party and the Communist Party of the Soviet Union between 1912 and 1991.
After the dissolution of the USSR, Pravda was closed down by the then Russian President Boris
Yeltsin. The first and most important publisher in the North Communist Vietnam was also named
“Sw That” (“Truth”). It was established on 5 December 1945 (four months after Vietham won the
independence from France), and recently its name has changed into “Nha xuat ban Chinh trj Quéc
gia — Sy that” (“Truth the National Publishers of Politics”). Besides, the first official newspaper of
Vietnam after gaining independence from the French in 1945 was Sy That, which in 1951 was
renamed as The People’s Newspaper (Bdo Nhdn dén), the most important official voice of the

Vietnam Communist Party and government nowadays.

2.2. Nhan vian Giai pham Affair: efforts to escape socialist realism

Immediately after Vietnam won independence from the French and started the socialist
transformation in the North, several artists and writers who served in the Indochina War against
the French under the lead of the Vietham Communist Party started to feel that the way politics
was controlling art and literature inhibited their creativity. They grouped together to voice the

need of freedom for art and literature through two main journals Nhdn vdn (Humanism) and Giai
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phdm (Fine Works or Masterworks)®>. The movement (Nhan vin Giai pham, NVGP) was named

after the two journals. They were productive from 1955 until suppressed by the Party in 1958.

NVGP was initially formed by the need of freedom by art and literature itself and later
encouraged by the reassessment of Stalinist art and literature in Russia after Stalin’s death (1953)
which officially started in February 1956 and the Hundred Flowers Campaign (1956—1957) in
China, which happened somewhat later but had a shorter life. The movement emerged among
the soldier writers in March 1955, when Tran Dan and Tl Phdc, with the support of Hoang Cam
and Lé Dat, criticized Viét Bdc, a poetry collection of T6 Hitu, for its distance from reality and lack
of creativeness. Hitu was a well-known and influential poet, and also the Vice Minister of
Propaganda at the time. This criticism raised a lot of controversy because Hitu’s s poems had long
been popular among the masses and in shools. It was considered to be a canon of socialist
realism. In April 1955, Dan and Phdac submitted a “Proposal for a New Cultural Policy” which asked
for the freedom of literature and arts in general and for soldier writers in particular. They were
arrested and detained for three months at barracks as a punishment (June to September 1955).
However, they did not stop there: in January 1956, the first issue of Giai phdm (Giai phdm mua
xudn), edited by Pat and Cam, was published, introducing brave opinions on freedom of literature
and arts. One month later, Dan and Phac were arrested for a second time, and Dat was inspected
by the military political section. The journal was seized. Dan attempted to commit suicide in
prison but was saved and then released along with Phac by General Nguyén Chi Thanh, Head of
the Department of Politics (a body of the Ministry of Defence). Under the orders of H{tu, Vice
Minister of Propaganda, state-sanctioned criticism was directed towards Dan’s poem Nhét dinh
thdng. However, not long after that, , there were several consecutive signs of democracy in the

USSR and China: in the USSR, Nikita Khrushchev, Stalin’s successor, denounced his legacy and

%2 There are some other journals of NVGP which are B4t mdi (New Land)which was able to produce one
volume before removed by the authorities, and Vdn (Literature) which followed orthodox policy in the
beginning, but later supported NVGP, for which it was closed by the authorities in January 1958. Sharing the
same fate was also T do dién dan (A Forum of Freedom) which was closed in 1958 as well.
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initiated a process of de—Stalinization in the 20" Congress of the USSR Communist Party 924 (24
February 1956), and, on 27 May 1957, by a speech titled “On Handling of the Contradictions
Among the People”, Mao Tze Dong started the Hundred Flowers Campaign which encouraged
citizens to openly express their opinions of the communist regime. One month later, in June 1956,
an insurrection of workers began in Poland. The Vietnamese Labour Party reflected these changes
in the USSR and China by allowing more criticism of the regime, which resulted in the
establishment of newspapers and journals by artists and writers who supported freedom of
expression. For example, Giai phdm and Nhdn védn, two journals of art and literature, were
founded on 29 August and 20 September 1956 respectively. These publications played the role of
an open forum for intellectuals and artists to speak out their disagreement with the Land Reform
and the restriction of freedom to art and literature. The important figures of the movement are
the lawyer Nguyén Manh Tuong, Dr. Pang Van Ngit, the scholar Dao Duy Anh, the philosopher
Tran Dirc Thao, the painter Bui Xuan Phai, the writer Trwong Tlru, the poets Tran Dan, Hoang
Cam, Phung Quan, Quang Diing, Van Cao, Nguyén Hitu Dang and Lé Dat. But the journals’ life was
short: after the government’s decree No. 282/SL which narrowed the freedom of journalism was
signed on 9 December 1956, Nhdn vdn and Giai phdm and another journal titled T do dién dan
(Forum of Freedom) were closed. The campaign against Nhan van Giai pham Group was officially
started in the 2™ Congress of Artists (20 — 28 February 1957) in Hanoi, in which Trudng Chinh
appealed for the elimination of the NVGP group. In July 1957, Mao Tze Dong ordered the
suppression of the Hundred Flowers Campaign. The Communist Party sent officials to China to
learn how to deal with the movement. After they came back, the Party decided to close down the
journals and imprisoned many intellectuals and artists who took part in the movement. Some

were sent to re—education camp or made to undertake self—criticism®. After the Renovation (P&i

* This summary of NVGP affair was based on the chronicle of NVGP by Thuy Khué, a Vietnamese exiled
writer whose book Nhdn Vin Giai Phdm va vian dé Nguyén Ai Quéc: Bién khédo (Falls Church, VA: Tiéng Qué
Huong Press, 2012) is an elaborate investigation of the affair. Retrieved from:
<http://thuykhue.free.fr/tk04/nhanvan.html> [Accessed 6 September 2013]. The other sources include
Zachary Abuza, Renovating Politics in Contemporary Vietnam (London: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc.,
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M&i) in the late 1980s, many of the imprisoned intellectuals were quietly rehabilitated. Many of
the writers and poets in the late 1990s and 2000s were honoured with state awards by the
government. Although most scholars refered NVGP as dissidents who opposed the CPV and
socialism, | share Peter Zinoman’s opinion that they did not actually want to eliminate socialism.
In fact, the movement was to increase freedom of expression and ask for a reform of socialism in

Vietnam.**

As mentioned earlier, NVGP started with the criticism of Viét Bdc (1954), a collection of
poems by T6 Hitu, which reflects and praises the First Indochina War by Vietnamese people under
the lead of the Communist Party. The book was praised as a masterpiece of socialist literature in
the most popular orthodox newspapers (Nhén Dén and Védn nghé). On 4 March 1955, Tran Dan
and T& Phac held a seminar on Viét Bdc among soldier writers, which accused the collection of
being unfaithful to reality and poor in terms of literary creativeness. The seminar’s content was
put into a special issue of the journal Vidn nghé devoted to criticism of Viét Bdc, inspiring many
other criticisms of the collection to appear in different journals and newspapers in the following
few months. In order to protect his reputation, Hitu reacted by organizing two seminars on Viét
Bdc, in which the typical conservative criticics praised his work. One month after the seminar, Dan
and Phac submitted Dw thdo chinh sdch vidn héa mdi (A Proposal of New Policies on Culture)
which voiced the desire for freedom of expression on the part of soldier writers. The two events

were in fact closely connected to each other.

2001).; Peter Zinoman, ‘Nhan Vin—Giai Phim and Vietnamese “Reform Communism” in the 1950s: A
Revisionist Interpretation’, Journal of Cold War Studies, 13.1 (2011), 60-100.; Lai Nguyén An and Alec
Holcombe, ‘The Heart and Mind of the Poet Xuan Diéu: 1954-1958’, Journal of Vietnamese Studies, 5.2
(2010), 1-90.

o Zinoman, ‘Nhan Vin—Giai Phdm and Vietnamese “Reform Communism” in the 1950s: A Revisionist
Interpretation’.
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It is noticeable that in the argument over Viét Bdc, the worst “truthfulness” and “reality”

P

were the key words. They can be seen in this brief news on Nhén dén®® on 17 April 1955:

Following the two previous seminars, on 14 April 1955, the third seminar on T6 Hitru’s Viét
Bac was held by the Literature Department of the Vietnamese Association of Literature
and Arts. Attending the meeting were many poets, writers and ones who love poetry and
arts. “Truthfulness” was the hot topic during the seminar. The discussion of Viét Bdc is to

be continued.’®

In the article “Tap tho Viét Bac cé hién thuc khong?” (“Questions On the Truthfulness of Viét

Bdc”) in Vidn nghé, No. 65 on 11 March 1955, Hoang Y&n commented:

it can be seen that Té Hitu’s poems nowadays are not as good as before. It is because he
has not brought into his works the fighting spirit of our era to make our hearts melt. As
the life experience is not profound enough, many parts of the collection are

stereotyped.”’

Sharing Hoang Yén'’s opinion, poet Hoang Cam accused Viét Bdc of lacking a foundation in real
experience, and therefore being unable to reveal deeper levels of the soul or to provide anything

except general images which can be seen anywhere. Besides, the routine of using exaggeration

* Nhén dén (the People/the Masses) is one of two most important newspapers and official voice of the
Vietnam Communist Party, which was established on 11 March 1951 in the military zone Viét Bic.

% Orginal text in Vietnamese: “Tiép theo hai cudc hop trudc, téi thit ndm 14—-4-1955 Ban van hoc cla Héi
Van nghé Viét Nam d3 triéu tap cudc hop thi ba dé thao luan vé tap tho Viét Bic cla T6 Hiru. Dén dy, cling
nhu trong hai cudc hop trudc, cd ddng dd anh chi em quen biét trong nganh tho va mét s6 anh chj em yéu
tho hodc hoat déng trong cac nganh nghé thuat khac. Cudc thao luan rat séi ndi van xoay quanh van dé tinh
chat hién thuc trong tho T6 Hiru. Cudc thao luan van tiép tuc”. Reprinted in Tw Liéu Thdo Ludn 1955 vé Tap
Tho Viét Bdc (Records of the Discussion on ‘Viét Bdc’ in 1955), ed. by Lai Nguyén An (Hanoi: Van héa Thong
tin). Retrieved from: <http://phebinhvanhoc.com.vn/?p=3667> [Accessed 3 September 2013].

%7 Original text in Vietnamese: “ta thdy tho T8 Hi*u ngay nay con bé hon tho T8 Hitu trudre kia. Bé vi T8 Hitu
chua théi dugc vao tho ngon Itra hirng huwc chién dau cla thoi dai dé€ d6t chay long ngudi doc. Bé vi chat
s6ng chuwa that sau sac nén y tho nhiéu doan con gia tao cong thirc”. Reprinted in Lai Nguyén An. Retrieved
from: < http://phebinhvanhoc.com.vn/?p=3632> [3 September 2013].
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when describing leader figures is another limitation.”® In Dan’s words, it expresses individualism

and the cult of personality®

Nguyén Van Phu in his article “Tranh luan vé tap tho Viét Bdc: Vai diém non yéu trong
nghé thuat tap tho Viét Bac” (“Viét Bdc: Some Limitations in Poetics”) in Védn nghé, No. 69 (21

April 1955) argued that in terms of poetics, Viét Bdc does not meet the criteria of socialist realism.

| look only to the poetic side to see whether Viét Bdc is successful or not, and whether it is
typical of socialist realism. Though the artistic aspect is not the main standard by which to
judge a work, it remains an important one. In my opinion, T&é Hiru’s poetics are

neitherrich nor flexible, and this lessens the political content of his poetry as well'®.

Nguyén Viét Ldm took sides with T6 Hitu by an article titled “Tw twéng va tinh cam trong tap tho
Viét Bac cé hién thuc khong?” (“Ideology and Feelings in Viét Bac: Truthful or Not?”) in Déc lap,
No.96 (23 April 1955), which asserted that T6 Hiru’s poetry constituted romantic realism, a high
level of socialist realism. There were some other articles which supported Té Hitu as well, but it is

visible that these voices were weaker and less pursuasive.

Not only was Viét Bdc criticized as an improper representation of socialist realism.Phung
Quan’s novel Vwgt Cén Bdo (Cén Bdo Prison Break) also received criticism. During several
seminars among soldier writers, the novel was accused of untruthfulness for portraying the

prisoner as a simple—-minded hero. For example, Dan said that the hero in Vuwgt Cén Pdo is a

% See Hoang Cam, “Tap tho Viét Bic thi€u chat séng thuc t&”, Vidn nghé, No. 67 (1 April 1955). Reprinted in
Lai Nguyén An. Retrieved from: <http://phebinhvanhoc.com.vn/?p=3652> [Accessed 3 September 2013].

% See Hoang Cam, “Tién t&i xét lai mot vu an vin hoc: Con ngudi Tran Dan” (To Reassess A Literary Affair:
Tran Dan’s Personality), Nhdn vdn, No.1l, (20 September 1956), 2-4. Can be seen online at:
<http://www.talawas.org/talaDB/showFile.php?res=78128&rb=0102> [Accessed 3 September 2013].

100 Reprinted in Lai Nguyén An. Retrieved from: <http://phebinhvanhoc.com.vn/?p=3761> [Accessed 3
September 2013]. Original text in Vietnamese: “Téi chi dirng vao phia nghé thuat dé tim hiéu xem nghé
thuat tho T6 Hitu d3 thanh cong hay chua? Va d3 tra 16i ndi ndi dung hién thuc xa héi chd nghia chuwa? Tiéu
chuan nghé thuat khong phai la chinh yéu, nhung 13 mot tiéu chuan quan trong. T6i cho rang nghé thuat
tho T6 Hitu chua duoc phong phi cho [3m nén cé dnh hudng dén ndi dung chinh tri, mudn sau sac ma
khong dat dwoc”.
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headless and heartless one.'®

It is not a coincidence that Viét Bdc and Vwot Con Pdo, the two
works which were published in 1954 and well received by orthodox criticism (both of them
received the awards from the Vietnamese Literature and Art Association in 1955), became the

targets of NVGP writers. For them, to improve the political mechanism that controls literature and

art and fight for its freedom, the first thing to do is to undermine its faulty products.

It is necessary to point out that during the argument over Viét Bdc, the writers who
criticized it still sincerely wanted to contribute to a socialist literature and art and supported the
Party in the socialist transformation. What they demanded in their criticism was a democratic
literature which was not controlled by the Party’s propaganda. They believed that literature and
art should fight for a better society by not only giving hope and praises towards that
transformation but also pointing out the limitations and wrongdoings which also happen during

that process. In order to do it, art and literature should be free.

In his diary Notes 1954—1955, Tran Dan wrote:

What is to blame is the system! It is as heavy as mountain. It surrounds us, above us,
under us, in front of and behide us. [...] Where is the Party? What a shame: the Party is
not in us, in every single one, in every working and fighting one, and in every one who
shed his blood through his writing. The Party is not there yet, only the counter—

revolutionary darkness has covered everything.

Only if the Party stays in every person can the “system” be destroyed. That’s what | think
and act: The Party is in me. | would like to destroy the “system” [...] Recently, there have

been two “battlefields”: 1) Vot Cén Ddo, 2) Té Hitu’s poetry. | like these debates, not

101 See Vi TU Nam, Ki niém doc dudng vdn (A Diary: Memories of My Writing Life), (Hanoi: Hi Nha van

Publishers, 2010), 80. Original text in Vietnamese: “14-3-1955. Tranh ludn vé Vugt Con P3o lan ba &
truong Nguyén Trai, vi cau lac bd Poan K&t mac ban. Hop téi 11 gio, van ging 2 v kién: Tran Dan phé phan:
“Nhan vat trong Vuot Con Dao la ngudi cut dau, khdng éc khong tim” (?1) Ong Hoai Thanh phét biéu tran
trong vé cudn sach. L& Dat rat béc”.
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because of the works and the writers themselves but because a greater meaning is at
stake. These arguments promote the freedom of criticism. This would make the Party

102

became part of everyone'®. Let’s fight for realism and human values'®.

As Dan many times expressed to his friends, he still believed in the Party and socialism. What he
fought again is “the system”, which is nothing else than the factionalism among leaders of cultural

section.

First time ever in the Vietnamese socialist literature, “truthfulness”, the key value and
standard of socialist realism was reconsidered. Intellectuals and writers had not doubted the
sincerity and authenticity of socialist realism as a method yet, but they started to show their
disappointment with the canonicalization of propaganda literature and the strict censor policy
towards works which depict the bad sides of the socialist transformation. As Huy Phuong, pointed
out in “Phé binh va da kich, mét mat cGa chi nghia hién thuc x3 hdi” (Criticism: A Part of Socialist

Realism) in Vdn nghé, No. 142 (11 October 1956):

In our country, within the past 10 years, we have been lacking that courage. (...) Those
one-sided works cannot touch the masses” soul. Readers feel depressed because the
content of those works is not familiar to them. At another side, it spreads the easily self-

satisfication and laziness, and the fear of facts among the writers, which may encourage

'%2 Tran Dan, Ghi 1954-1960, ed. Pham Thi Hoai, Vin Nghé publishers, 2001). Original text in Vietnamese:

Dang trach 13 cd mot cai HE THONG! N6 n3ng nhu nti. N6 & trén c6, & dudi cé. & ngang cé. Dang trudc,
d3ng sau déu c6 nd (...) Pang & dau? Thuong oi! Dang chua & chung minh, & tirng ngudi mot. O nhitng
nguwdi ndo cé lao déng. Cé d4u tranh thyc. Cé rd mau trén mét van tho, mot nét but. (...) Chi khi nao Dang &
tirng ngudi, tirng canh tay minh, thi mai tan dugc "hé théng". Tdi nghi va téi lam: Pang & t6i. T6i pha Hé
Théng. (...) P6 nay dang cé hai chién trudng kha sbi suc: 1) Vugt Cén Pao, 2) Tho T6 Hiru. Toi thich nhirng
cudc tranh luan nay. Khéng phai vi ban than nhitng quyén sach va nhitng tac gia dy. Ma vi y nghia né rong ra
nhiéu mat khac. Phat huy phé binh tu do. Nang nhau Ién, lam cho Dang vao tirng ngudi mét. Giwong cao: 13
co hién thuc; gid tri con nguoi”. Can be seen online at:i<
http://www.talawas.org/talaDB/showFile.php?res=1526&rb=0102> [Accessed September 2013].

% Ibid.
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the bad habits and activities to bloom in the dark, due to lacking the light from the

freedom of speech™®.

By questioning the sincerity of a praised piece of socialist realism (Viét Bdc), Dan and Phéc and
their supporters showed how political impulse distorted and made propaganda works become
canons of socialist realism as a way to control literature and art. The criticism was important itself
because the courage to criticize orthodox texts represented the freedom of speech, which was

lacked in a military literature.

Tran Dan is considered as unofficial leader of NVGP, who fuelled the movement with
brave activities and rebellious works which were much different to literary canons at the time.
Besides, his tragedy of being isolated from literary circles and society is typical for the fate of
NVGP people.'® Though Dan was not arrested, he was isolated for the rest of his life. He died in
1998, leaving an enormous literary legacy including novels and poems which can be seen as
literary revolutions in Vietnamese literature in terms of techniques, styles and contents. Although

his works were unable to be published until 1988, he was still persistent to write experimental

104 Huy Phuong, ‘Phé Binh va da Kich, Mt Mat Cda Cha Nghia Hién Thuc X3 HG6i (Criticism: A Part of

Socialist Realism)’, Vidn Nghé, 142 (1956).0rginal text in Vietnamese: “Nhitng tdc pham mot chiéu &y khong
thé di sau vao long quan ching. Ngudi doc chép miéng thay tadc pham xa la v&i minh. Mét mat khac né gieo
rac mot tam Iy thda man va dé dai dén muic ludi biéng, mot tdm ly bung bit va so hii sy thuce, tao diéu kién
cho nhirng t& tuc cang manh mé& phét trién trong bdng t8i clia cdng luan”. Reprinted in Tw liéu thdo ludn
1955 vé tdp tho Viét Bdc (Records of the Discussion on Viét Bac in 1955), ed. Lai Nguyén An (Hanoi: Van hda
Thong tin Press, 2005). Can be seen online at:
<http://www.talawas.org/talaDB/showFile.php?res=137378&rb=0102> [Accessed September 2013].

1% A summary of Tran Dan’s life:

In 1955, Tran Dan took the lead in the criticism of Viét Bac and the Proposal of New Cultural Policies. He
was arrested and forced to join the Land Reform activities in order to be ideologically re—educated. Later,
his poem “Nhat dinh thang” on the periodical Giai phdm Mua xudn (1956) received severe criticism from
conservative critics. Tran Dan was arrested the second time. He commited suicide in prison but saved.
General Nguyén Chi Thanh was informed ofhis case and decided to release Tran Dan. From August 1956 to
December 1956, following the USSR de-Stalinism and Chinese Hundred Flower Campaign, Vietnam
Communist Party decided to provide more freedom of speech. Many left—wing journals and newspapers
were released during this period. Tran Dan was vindicated.From December 1956 to June 1958,the Party
closed the presses of NVGP and arrested key leaders. Several meetings and congresses were held with the
attendance of hundreds artists and writers to criticize NVGP group. Tran Dan was sent to work at farms and
factory as a way of re—education. He died in 1998 and was posthumously granted the State Award of
Literature and Arts in 2007.
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fiction and poetry. His work since NVGP to his death represented for an effort to remove Stalinist—

Maoist socialist realism, which has become a collective memory in literature and art.

Before joining the Vietham Communist Party in the defensive war against the French in
1947, Dan was a leader of a symbolist poetic movement named Dag ddi in Vietnam. After having
become a soldier writer, Dan started to feel uncomfortable with writing propaganda literature. In
his notes on poetic composition in 1954, he already questioned the sincerity and truthfulness of

socialist realism literature and asked for a multi—sided representation of life:

| have completed writing the book Ngudi ngudri I6p Idp. 1t is a book about Dién Bién Phud
Battle. However, | was already sick of it because it lacks the truth of the war, and it lacks
my personal truth as well. It is not war, and it is not me. Nothing is greater than the Truth.
There is nothing support politics and our life better than a great Truth which is well
presented and fully presented. | used to want my poetry as fierce and dark as a
nightmare, later | preferred it to be as real and concrete as an idle talk about chicken, or a
soldier’s “handmade” poem, and now | would love a poetry which combines both. It is
multi—sided but also single—sided. [...] | strongly believed that a communist is an open—
minded one, without any prejudices. [...] Therefore, now | would love to compose poetry
which mentions political issues in a non—political way. On the contrary, it may reflect

political issues while presenting non—political area.'*

% Tran Dan, ‘Ghi Chép vé Tho, 1954 (Notes on Poetic Composition, 1954), Tienve, 2001

<http://www.tienve.org/home/viet/viewVietJournals.do;jsessionid=BFE1A199DDB6C8E752637CA01743437
B?action=viewArtwork&artworkld=339> [Accessed 3 March 2013]. Original text in Vietnamese: “T6i vira
Vit xong cuén Ngudi ngudi 16p 16p. Viét vé chién tranh & Dién Bién Phi ddy. Nhung ma t6i da chén roi. Tai
vi ring t6i it thay su thuc clia chién tranh trong d6 qua. Va vi rang toi it thay sw thuc cla ban than t6i trong
dé qud. Chua phai 13 chién tranh, va chua phai 13 t8i. Cho nén tdi néi rang, khong gi I6n bing Sy Thuec.
Khong cé gi phuc vy sat chinh tri, phuc vy sat trudc mat hon 13 Sy Thuc that 16n lao, that tron ven, that lau
dai.Trudc kia toi thich Tho nhw mét con moéng &c hdn don, vé sau t6i lai thich Tho né thyc nhu la chuyén
con ga, nhu bai ndi cta anh can bd, nhu |0i ca dao cua anh déi vién, cho nén bay gid toi thich mét thé Tho
nao d4 rat loan nhung lai rat binh... Rat nhiéu chiéu géc bé dién, nhung lai chi cé mot chiéu géc bé dién. Ma
toi rat tin rang ngudi cdng san la mdt ngwoi dai linh ddng, khdng cé cong thire, dinh kién, khi an khi hién,
nay khéng mai cd, lai vira cé vira khéng. [...]Vi vay bay gi& t6i mubn mdt thi Tho ndo dé né ndi vé van dé

62



After the criticism of Viét Bdc and the submission of the Proposal of New Cultural Policies,
Dan wrote “Nhdt dinh thdng” (“Victory Is Going to Be Ours”), which was published in January
1956. The poem, which reflects Dan’s literary principle, immediately accused of having bourgeois
viewpoints because in the poem, he shows the confusedness and worry of the ordinary people
who were leaving the North for South Vietnam in 1954. His poem was unusual in comparison to
canons of socialist poetry because of its multi—sided view of the 1954 Migration. After NVGP was
suppressed (1958), Dan’s new experiments in poetry and fiction continue to undermine socialist
realism as a method. He offered new reception of “chan |i” (truth) the key principle of Stalinist
socialist realism: “Chan li la mét 16i thoi khong budng tha nhan thé” (“Truth is an expired product
which keeps sticking to mankind”) or “hién thyc la mét hw ciu tir d4u chi cudi, tir dudi 1én dau”
(“Reality is a fiction from head to toe”), or “t6i tir chirc ti€n si. phd bac si. st ki. chan li. thdm mi.

107

thi si” (“Doctor, professor, historician, truth, aesthetics, poet — | resigned from all”).”" Instead of

III

noble concepts as “truth”, “aesthetics”, “ideal” of socialist poetry, Tran Dan absorbed into his
poetry the opposite which are secular objectives, slangs, swear words. He renewed poetry and
Vietnamese languages with many experiments in grammar and vocabulary.’® He also opposed
socialist novels by creating an experimental novel named Nhi¥ng ngd tw va nhitng cét dén (The
Crossroads and the Street Lamps, 1964) which is a combination of political, detective, love novel.
It both recalls and satirizes novels of critical realism, socialist realism and existentialism. The

protagonist of the novel is a playboy, an anti-hero who has no talent, and no ideal, no life

principle to follow.

Dan’s writings represent the resistance against the assimilation of propaganda literature,

in other words, the resistance of individual memory against institutionalized memory, which

chinh trj badng mdt cach khdng chinh trj gi ca. Ngwoc lai, né néi nhitng cai khdng chinh tri ma lai rat chinh
tri”.
7 Tran Dan, ‘Tho Lay (Random Verses), ed. by Pham Thi Hoai, Talawas, 2003. Retrieved
from:<http://www.talawas.org/talaDB/showFile.php/showFile.php?res=901&rb=0202> [Accessed 3 March
2013].
1% For example, see Tran Dan, ‘& Joacx’, Talawas, 2002. Retrieved  from:

<http://www.talawas.org/talaDB/showFile.php?res=50&rb=0202> [Accessed 3 March 2013].
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discourages subjectivity and creativity. It is noteworthy that Dan did not write ki since NVGP
affair. It remains unclear why he did not choose ki to show his rebellion against Stalinist socialist
realism: whether it is because that ki was believed to contain truths only therefore it is politically
sensitive, or because he did not believe in its transparency and sincerity? Other writers of NVGP
also did not write ki. Instead, poetry, fiction and plays were their favourites, which enabled them
to use metaphors and other literary techniques to represent the reality in more flexible and

diversified ways.

2.3. The 1960s debate over fictional elements in ki

The obsession with truth of Stalinist socialist realism was also represented in the 1960s debate

over whether ki could contain fictional techniques or not.

Before this debate which was published on the journal Védn hoc during 1966-1967, the
term ki had never been used to refer to a lot of subgenres. Vii Ngoc Phan in his 1942 book defines
phdng suw, ki sw, ho6i ki, truyén ki, du ki, tuy but, however, he does not put them under the
umbrella term ki. The term ki was used to translate the Soviet genre ocerk (means “sketch” or
“reportage”) which appeared in Leonid I. Timofeev and Natan Vengrov’s Ti¥ dién thudt ngi¥ vdn
hoc (Dictionary of Literary Terms, published in Vietnam in 1955) and Boris Polevoy’s Viét ki sy
(Writing Reportage, published in Vietnam in 1961). Timofeev defines ogerk as “a type of narrative
prose” which “is different to other genres as novels, medium—length stories and short stories in
the way it accurately describes factual events and people”.'®. The definition, although it refers to
Soviet reportage, is quite broad, which might have influenced North Vietnamese critics to use the

term ki to refer to many types of literary nonfiction. This period is also the time Soviet socialist

realism was adopted into Vietnamese art and literature and became the orthodox doctrine,

109 Original text in Vietnamese: “Ki |& mot trong nhitrng thé loai clia van xudi tu su. N6 khac vdi cac thé loai
khéc (ti€u thuyét, truyén vira, truyén ngan) & chd né mo ta mot cach chinh xac cac sy kién xay ra trong cudc
s6ng that va nhitng ngudi tham gia vao céc su kién dé 1a nhitng con ngudi cd that trong cudc séng” in
Leonid Ivanovich Timofeev and Natan Vengrov, Tir Dién Thudt Ngir Védn Hoc (Dictionary of Literary Terms)
(Hanoi: Giao duc, 1955), 93-94.
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influencing both the theory and practice of literature. The obsession with “truth” of socialist
realism, which is analysed in this study, put literary nonfiction genres, along with realist novels'*?

into the centre of Vietnamese literature during the war.

The first time that the term ki was widely used as an umbrella term for many literary
nonfictional genres in Vietnamese literature was in a meeting on the issue of ki between writers
in the newspaper house of Tap chi Vdn hoc (Journal of Literature) in Hanoi in 1966. The meeting
fuelled a debate between North Vietnamese socialist writers over the possibility of fictional
elements and techniques in ki, which attracted much attention and were reported by the journal
over the course of the year that followed. Here and there before the meeting, the term ki had
been used to refer to a few types of literary nonfiction such as literary reportage, memoir, and so
on. However, Vi BDirc Phuc, one of the writers who attended the meeting, was the first one who
provided an overview of all the subgenres of ki. In his report “Ban vé cac thé ki trong vin hoc tur
cdch mang thang tdm dén nay” (“On the Subgenres of Ki in Vietnamese Literature since the
August Revolution”), which later was published on Vdn hoc (Vol.6, 1966), Phuc put phdng sw
(investigative reportage), ki sw (historical reportage), but ki (a genre which is a combination
between reportage and literary essays), tuy but (literary essays), nhat ki (diary), hdi ki (memoir),
du ki (travelogue) under the category of ki. Since 1965, the Party launched competitions to write
about “nguoi that, viéc that” (“real people, real events”) and assigned writers to do it as well. In
this period, writers and critics started to use the term truyén ki (which, at first, was used to refer

1) to loosely refer to autobiography,

to biography by Vi Ngoc Phan in Modern Writers in 1942
memoir or even autobiographical fiction, which praise heroes of the war or the socialist

transformation. Truyén ki was considered as a subgenre of ki as well.

110 . T . . . . .
In fact, the “realist” novels of socialist realism seem rather to be the combination of realist techniques

and the revolutionary romanticism than the continuation of the tradition of nineteenth century critical
realism.
" This information was previously mentioned in this chapter.
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Although the writers differed in the attitudes toward the possibility of fictional elements
and techniques in ki, they all acknowledged ki as an important genre in Vietnamese socialist
literature. The 1966 debate, which content was updated in the literary journal Vdn hoc, was in
fact a continuation of the propaganda to ensure that writers made use of literary nonfiction to
support the resistance war (in other words, the Vietnam War) and the socialist transformation. It
followed and supported the competions to write about real people, real events which were
started in 1965. During this process, some translations of Chinese articles on baogao wenxue
(literary reportage) were also published in Van hoc. Besides, while introducing and explaining the
genre ki, North Vietnamese writers often cited the definition of Soviet ogerk and refered to
prominent Soviet ogerk writings as examples for young writers of ki to follow. These sparked
further connections between Vietnamese ki, Chinese and Soviet literary reportage and the

doctrine of socialist realism, which | will explore further in Chapter 2.

Vi Burc Phuc’s categorization of ki remained influential for a long time in literary circles,
and its influence can be seen in numerous critical and theoretical works on ki, for example Ha
Minh Blc’s Ki viét vé chién tranh cdch mang va xdy dwng chd nghia xd héi (Ki on the National
Defence and the Socialist Transformation, National Army Publishers, 1980); or Nguyén Xuan
Nam’s Tir dién vdn hoc (Dictionary of Literature, Volume 1, Social Sciences Publishers, 1983) as
well as in several university manuals. In Li lugn Vén hoc (Literary Theory, Volume Two), Tran Binh
Str et al define ki as a genre which is in between literature and journalism and other documentary
genre. It always follows latest and most concerned contemporary issues of the society. Tinh xdc
thuc (accuracy) of the events described in ki is considered as the most important characteristic of
this genre. K/ flexibly combines different literary modes which are narrative, lyric, and argument

with scientific method.
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2.4. Thereplacement of investigative reportage

2.4.1. The triumph of biit ki, tuy biit, ki sw over investigative reportage

Several recent researchs, for example, D6 Hai Ninh’s “Ky trén hanh trinh d6i méi” (“The Change of
Reportage Literature in the Vietnamese Literary Renovation”, 2006) and Nguyén Ngoc Minh’s PhD
dissertation “Ki nhu mot loai hinh dién ngén” (“Ki as Discourse”, 2013) share the idea that during
the period 1945-1975, phdng sy (investigative reportage) was absent and replaced with ki sw
(historical reportage), but ki (a combination between travelogue, historical reportage and literary
essays), tuy but (literary essays) and truyén ki. What are the differences between ki sy, tuy but,
but ki and investigative reportage, which caused their different destinies in the time of socialist

realism in North Vietham?

Tam Duong explains the differences between historical reportage and investigative

reportage as follows:

Historical reportage is close to investigative reportage. [...] They are similar in terms of
focusing on events and less use of the lyrical elements. However, while events take a
more important role in investigative reportage, feelings and opinions take more account

in historical reportage. Historical reportage often cover the whole event chronically.'*?

He also defines tuy but as the subgenre in which the lyrical is the most condensed, in comparison
to other subgenres of ki. “In tiy but, the event/people/thing only plays the role of inspiring the
writer to reveal his inner feelings. [...] Tuy but does not focus on telling a story but provides

readers with a lot of unique images and thoughts. Tiy bt is close to poems written in prose”.'*

"2 Tam Duwong, ‘Vé Thé Ki (On the Genre of Ki)’, Vidn Hoc, 2 (1967), 6-7, 6. Original text in Vietnamese: “Ki

sw |a mét loai ki rat gan vai phong su. [...] Nhitng diém giéng nhau d6 13 ki su cling chl trong dac biét dén
su va cung cé it yéu té trir tinh. Nhung d3 1a anh em (dau 1a sinh d6i) thi van cé diém gidng nhau: noi dung
hién thyc trong ki sy it cé nghia van dé nhu & phdng su nhung yéu té trir tinh lai twong d6i nhiéu hon. Ki sy
thuong trinh bay mét van dé theo dién bién thoi gian va thwong |a tron ven cad mot qua trinh”.

B Tam Duwong, 7. Original text in Vietnamese: “Tuy but |a loai ki tri tinh nhat. Trong tuy but, ngoai gidi chi
14 phuy, chi Id mdt cdi c& dé ngudi viét boc 16 ndi tdm [...] Su viéce trong tuy bt kha tan man, tac gid dung
nhiéu lién tudng twong, dan nguoi doc di rat xa trong khong gian va thoi gian, dung nhiéu bién phap tu tir
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But ki can be seen as a flexible combination between historical reportage, travelogue and tuy but.
However, similar to tuy but, but ki only uses historical event or the journey to reveal the writer’s
opinions and feelings. From the definition of ki sw, but ki and truyén ki, it can be seen that the it is
not the investigation but the demonstration or feelings and thoughts are the main contents of

these genres.

In her dissertation, Minh explains this phenomenon from the perspective of genre and
ideology. She points out that under socialist realism, ki sw, but ki and truyén ki returned to the
poetics of epic and myth. Instead of the investigative quality of investigative reportage, the epical
and poetical became the main content of socialist ki. While investigative reportage requires
independent, subjective approach to reality, socialist realism ki ask writers to conform to the
orthodox ideology. Therefore, there was not a chance for investigative reportage to develop
during the period 1945-1986. She also examines how travelogue was transformed into but ki:
“The journey is no longer to discover a new world, but to prove a predetermined truth”.'** For
example, “in The Farming Soldiers, T6 Hoai opens with the present event, his visit Khazakhstan
and admires of the prosperous life there, and refers back to the painful past of the country, and
come back to the present at the end of the piece. This structure is to emphasize the writer’s
proud and belief in the socialist transformation in this friend country and Vietnam”.'* Minh
argues that in socialist ki, the self of the narrator has to transform into a collective self, in this
way, socialist ki highly resembles epic and myth. The Quest and resurrection ritual which create

the structure of myth and epic also control the plot and the way which characters are presented

sang tao nhirng hinh anh, lién hé bat ngd déc ddo. Tuy but rat gan tho van xudi, cai ban ngi cla tac gia tuy
but béc 16 gan nhu trong tho trir tinh.”.

% Nguy&n Thi Ngoc Minh, ‘Ki Nhw Mt Loai Hinh Di&n Ngon (Ki as Discourse)’ (Hanoi National University of
Education, 2013), 102.

3 |bid. Original text in Vietnamese: “trong Nhitng chién si khai hoang, T6 Hoai d3 m& dau tac phdm bang
cac sy kién trong hién tai (chuyén thdm Cadacxtan, cudc sng tuoi dep, tri phu trén dat nwéc), sau dé mdi
quay ngugc trd lai qua khit lich sir dau thuwong, gian khd cla dat nwdc nay, két thuc tdc pham lai quay lai
vdi thoi hién tai... K&t cdu nay nhdm lam ndi bat niém tin twéng, tw hao, lac quan vé cdng cudc xay dung
chd nghia x3 héi noi nuédc ban cling nhu Viét Nam”.
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in but ki, tuy but and ki sw. In this way, Minh meets Charles Laughlin in the discovery of the lost of

‘actuality’ in Vietnamese socialist ki and Chinese socialist reportage. Laughlin wrote:

‘the forces of conformity within Chinese socialism, particularly under Mao Zedong,
ultimately transformed reportage from a liberating form of leftish artistic expression into
an orthodox vehicle for extolling the Great Helmsman and the Communist Party. [....]
Reportage under socialism was losing its hold on ‘actuality’ (zhenshixing), and in this
sense the highly literary quality of the genre at this point became a burden, detracting
from its value. [...] Some of the more superficial conventions of socialist reportage will be
familiar to readers: the depiction of warm and congenial relations between soldiers or
cadres and the common people (represented by carefully crafted images of the peasant
and worker);the cathartic narration and shedding of an ugly, backward past (in the ‘old’
China) to set off the process of education and salvation in the loving bosom of the Party;
binary oppositions between the presocialist modern Chinese order and the idealized,
utopian, socialist order; the extolling of heroic figures; and a didactic narratorial pose in

which the narrator often directly addresses the reader or offers rhetorical questions”.**®

Through the mentioned research, it can be seen that the illustrative surpressed and replaced the

investigative quality of ki. The lyrical was also increased to cover the absence of the investigative.

That explains why historical reportage and literary essays won over the absence of investigative

reportage and the triumph. However, international and Vietnamese scholars have left the short

existence of truyén ki unexplains. The confusion over the different definitions of truyén ki in

different periods and different places in Vietnam in the twentieth century is another question

which inspires me to take further examination.
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Charles A. Laughlin, Chinese Reportage : The Aesthetics of Historical Experience, Asia—Pacific. (London:

Duke University Press, 2002), 223.
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2.4.2. Truyén ki: Achilles heel of socialist ki

Since 1964, the CPV started launching the competitions in writing about “real people, real events”
(“ngudi that, viéc that”), for example, the completion in writing about the martyr hero Nguyén
Van Troi in 1964, the one about “real people, real events” in 1966, the one about socialist heroes
in 1967, the one about H6 Chi Minh in 1969, and the competition of revolutionary and socialist

memoirs in 1974.*

As a result of these competitions, truyén ki came at the heart of North
Vietnamese literature. Nguy&n Ditrc Thuan’s Bat khuét (Indomitability,1965), Tran Dinh Van’s Séng
nhw anh (Nguyén Van Trdi As He Was, 1965)"%, Nguyé&n Thi’s Ngudi me cdm stng (A Mother Who
Fights, 1965) received high awards and were considered as canons of socialist literature. Along
with the emergence of this kind of work about real people and real events, the need to define its

genre occurred. It was also the main reason for the debate in the journal Vdn nghé in 1960s,

which became intensive in 1966, 1967, as mentioned in the previous section.

Truyén ki contains two words: truyén (story, fiction) and ki (to record/literary nonfiction).
In 1942, Vi Ngoc Phan was the first critic who defined truyén ki as biography: truyén ki is “to
record the history of a historical figure or a famous person”."™ It means that before 1945, truyén
ki refered to biographical nonfiction. Phan’s definition of truyén ki faced a challenge in 1960s. It
was no longer fit to define the memoirs and biographies which were produced in North Vietnam
from 1945-1986. Most of them were written to fit the Stalinist socialist realism’s representation
of the socialist hero. Nguyén Ngoc Minh points out that socialist truyén ki apply the poetics of epic

and myth: for example, Nguyén Dic Thuan’s Bdt khudt (Indomitability) has the structure of a

" see Vidn Hoc Viét Nam Chéng My Curu Nudc (Vietnamese Literature in the Resistance War Against the

Americans), ed. by Hoang Trung Thong (Hanoi: Khoa hoc Xa hoi, 1979), 455.

"8 Nguy&n Vin Tri (1940 —1964) was a Viét Minh (National Liberation Front) bomber. He gained notoriety
after being captured by the South Vietnamese while trying to assassinate United States Secretary of
Defense Robert McNamara and future ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. who were visiting South Vietnam
in May 1963. Trdi's widow, Phan Thi Quyen, and the writer Tran Dinh Van, authored the 1965 book Nguyén
Vén Tréi As He Was. The book is about the last days of Trdi in prison and the meetings between him and his
wife. It shows little about their inner feelings and focuses on the heroic expressions of Tréi as well as
Quyén’s journey from ignorance to a sympathy with her husband and socialism.

19 v Ngoc Phan, 552. Original text in Vietnamese: truyén ki 1a “ki lai truyén (su) vé mét nhan vat lich s,
mot danh nhan”.
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myth which is about a hero in his fight against evils, darkness and the Death. Indomitability tells
the own story of the writer, a communist cadre, in the time he was imprisoned in Cén Dao by
Diém’s government. It shows his bravery, patience, intelligence and loyalty to communism in the
fight against the evil plans and tortures of the prison guards. This structure of the memaoirs like
Indomitability resembles the one of Soviet novels, as Katerina Clark demonstrates in her 1982

book, The Soviet Novel: History as Ritual*®.

In 1966, while Vi Dirc Phlc put phdng su, ki sw, but ki, tiy but, héi ki, nhét ki, du ki under
the umbrella term ki, he did not mention the term truyén ki. However, he asserted that ki va
truyén viét vé ngudi that (fiction about real people, real event) differ to each other at the level of
fictionization. He also stated that the1962 memoirs of the heroes L& Van Cau, Nguyén Thj Chién,
Ngb Gia Kham, Giap Van Khuong could be called fiction, however, they are actually ki because of

their accuracy and truthfulness.'

Through the debate, it can be seen that many writers and
critics were confusing to define the genre of those works. To define them as fiction is to lessen its
accuracy and truthfulness of the works about the socialist heroes, in other word, to undermine
the sincerity and truthfulness of Stalinist socialist realism. Tam Duong was the first critic to use
the term truyén ki to refer to Indomability, Nguyén Vién Trbi As He Was, and A Mother Who Fights,

122 Although Tam Duong, and

and he was also the one who put truyén ki in the category of ki.
later, Hd Minh Dtrc (1980)**, and Nguyé&n Xuan Nam (1983) admitted the existence of fictional

elements in truyén ki, they still guaranteed its accuracy, sincerity and truthfulness. Ha Minh Dlrc

argues that truyén ki is a subgenre of ki, which contains some characteristics of fiction. Plot is

2% Clark. Zinoman has the same view that revolution prison memoirs were manipulated to create the myth

of communist cadres. He claims that “ In addition to drawing attention to the importance of revolutionary
training and political commitment, another concern of revolutionary prison memoirs is to portray
Communist prisoners as dauntless and heroic figures”. Zinoman also explains the reason of this
manipulation of memoir: “The party's need to assert the legitimacy of its monopoly over political power
required a popular literary form that cleaned up, embellished, and celebrate the history of its heroic
struggle and sacrifices”. Zinoman, ‘Reading Revolutionary Prison Memaoirs, '32, 39.

21 Vi Bie Phuc, ‘Ban vé Cac Thé Ki Trong Van Hoc Tir Cach Mang Thang Tam dén Nay (On Subgenres of Ki
since the August Revolution 1945 Up to Present)’, Vdn Hoc, 8 (1966), 8-12, 11.

22 T3m Duong.

Ha Minh Btrc, Ki Viét vé Chién Tranh Cdch Mang va Xdy Dwng Chi Nghia X& Héi (Ki On the Resistance
War and the Socialist Transformation) (Hanoi: Quan d6i Nhan dan, 1980).

123

71



124

essential in truyén ki, while it may be optional in ki s and but ki.*** Nguy&n Xuan Nam defines the

subgenres of ki as follows:

Ki embraces a lot of subgenres, among them ki s and phdng sy are close to
documentary, and tap vdn (random notes), but ki chinh ludn (political literary essays) are
close to argumentation, while memoir is close to history, tay but contains a lot of lyrical

elements, and truyén ki is close to truyén (fiction).'®

Therefore, truyén ki since 1960s became the term referring to a vague combination of fiction and
nonfiction. Although fictional techniques are visible in truyén ki, socialist critics and writers still
insisted that it is nonfiction. While autobiography and biography in western society since
Romanticism were going toward revealing the inner self, North Vietnamese socialist truyén ki
were created to represent a collective self. Private life and inner feelings are absent in truyén ki,
of if they present, they have to be the ones which conform to the institutionalized values. The
protagonist of truyén ki must represent for the New Man of socialism, who is hardworking,
patient, brave and clever either/both in fighting in battles or working in factory/farm to

contribute to the socialist transformation.

If revolutionary romantic realism is where Trudng Chinh shows his weaknesses in
defending Stalinist socialist realism'®®, truyén ki is what typical for the poetics of revolutionary
romantic realism. In the meeting with military writers in 1959, Trwong Chinh asserted that

revolutionary romantic realism is the highest version of socialist realism:

Is socialist realism and romanticism opposing each other? If it is bourgeois romanticism,
yes. However, if it is revolutionary romanticism, no. Because socialist realism does not

forbid us to dream. [...] Our imagination, on the basis of reality situation and the objective

24 43 Minh P, 73.

Ttr dién Vién Hoc Vol. 1, ed. by Nguyén Xuan Nam (Hanoi: Khoa hoc X3 hoi, 1983), 365-366.
See 2.1.4.“Socialist realism as Truth”.
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development principles of the world, can go ahead of time and encourage us. It is not
only unharmful but also advantageous because arts and literature should not limit in the
honest representation of reality but also has to forecast the future to encourage people.
Therefore, socialist realism at its top performance will be identical with revolutionary

romanticism.?’

It is noteworthy that while Chinh confirmed that it was fine to insert romantic view of
future into socialist realism literature, socialist truyén ki, by its application of the poetics of epic
and myth, provided a romantic representation about the past of the socialist heroes. Chinh'’s
guarantee of the legitimation of revolutionary romantic realism could not cover the faulty of
truyén ki and assure its position as a nonfictional genre. It is interesting that Chinese socialist and
Soviet critics experienced the same confusion when they tried to define the genre of similar

works. Boris Polevoy (1952) explained the confusion as a natural phenomenon of literature:

Recently, there has been the emergence of several works, which raised controversy over
their genre. People could not tell whether they are reportage, short stories or long fiction.
However, in my opinion, their emergence is natural. When writers and journalist sincerily
and truthfully demonstrate the quest of a real person in the quest for socialist
transformation, they could naturally go over the limitations of reportage to get closer to

short stories or even novels.'?®

We can see the same confusion in an article on Chinese Nhén ddn nhét bdo, “Mot sd y kién vé van

hoc bdo cdo” (“Some opinions on baogao wenxue”) by M3 Thiét Dinh. a Chinese critic. The

127 Trwdng Chinh, ‘Néi Chuyén Tai H6i Nghj Ban Viét Toan Quan (Talk at the Meeting of Military Writers)’, in

Budc Tién M&i Cla Phong Trdo Sdng Tdc Vidn Hoc Trong Qudn ddi (New Progress in the Writing Movements
in the Army) (Quan d6i Nhan dan, 1959), pp. 21-22.

128 Boris Nikolaevich Polevoi, Viét Ki Sw (Writing Reportage), trans. Anonymous (Vin hoc, 1961), 17. First
printin 1952.
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129 The insistence on

translation of the article was published on the journal Védn hoc Vol. 9 in 1966.
the accuracy and truthfulness of Soviet reportage (ogerk), Vietnamese ki and Chinese baogao
wenxue weakened their defense of the legitimation of this kind of memoirs and biography while
they could not deny the fictional techniques in the books. In recent books on literary theory and
criticism, truyén ki are no longer mentioned as a subgenre of ki or the authors rather avoid
mentioning it. For example, truyén ki is stated as a subgenre of ki in Tran Dinh S& and Phuong

Lwu’s Li lugn vdn hoc (Literary Theory, Vol. 2, 1987). However, in its latest edition of the book

(2008), the term is removed.**°

This chapter has shown the obsession with truth in North Vietnam before 1986, which
also existed in the USSR and Maoist China. It was not only expressed in political and historical
discourses but also in literary ones. The intention to make a collective memory of communism as
well as its tool which is socialist realism as absolute truths was reflected in the suppression of
NVGP and in the effort to make ki a popular genre of socialist realism literature. This chapter have
also clarified how Vietnamese socialist realism, which was heavily influenced by Stalinist policies
toward literature and arts, manipulated the theorization and performance of ki in order to make it
become one of the most effective kinds of propaganda. The debate on the possibility of fictional
element in ki in 1966—1967, somewhat was a reaction to reinforce socialist realism as the best
methodology for literature, which was undermined by the NVGP’s claim of freedom of expression

in the late 1950s.

2% M3 Thiét Dinh, ““Mbt S8 y Kién vé Vin Hoc Bio Cao” (“Some Opinions on Baogao Wenxue”), Vén Hoc, 9

(1966), 5.
B39 See Tran Pinh S& and others, Li Ludn Vdn Hoc, Tap 2 (Literary Theory, Volume 2), ed. by Tran Dinh Sk
(Hanoi: Dai hoc Su Pham, 2008).
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Chapter 3

South Vietnamese Ki during the Vietnam War (1954 - 1975)

In 1954, the French surrender at Dien Bien Phu led to the Geneva Accords, by which Vietnam was
partitioned along the 17th Parallel into communist and non—communist parts. North Vietnam
became the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, governed by the Vietnamese Communist Party; its
capital was Hanoi. South Vietnam, with the support of the US, became the Republic of Vietnam
(1955-75), which had its capital in Saigon. Within 300 days of the signhing of the accords, any
civilians who wished to leave either side could be transferred. Nationwide elections to unify
Vietnam were to be held in 1956, although these in fact were never held because Viethamese
communist leaders appeared certain to win these elections, and the United States and the leaders
in the south wanted to forestall this eventuality. The unification of Vietnam failed and the

131 The Vietnam War

Vietnam War gradually escalated, lasting until the Fall of Saigon in 1975.
began in 1959 between the National Liberation Front for South Vietnam (NLF, or, in the words of
the US, the “Viét Cong”) supplied by North Vietnam and South Vietnamese soldiers (Army of the
Republic of Vietnam: ARVN), led by the government of South Vietnam and supported by the
Americans. The US did not only support the government of the south with weapons, financial aid
and military advisers but also with troops (1965 — 1973) and a bombing campaign in North
Vietnam (February 1965 to October 1968). After the Tet Offensive of 1968, the US lessened its
intervention in Vietnam. Despite a peace treaty concluded in January 1973, the war continued

until the North Vietnamese army overran Saigon on 30 April 1975. As a result of their

geographical and political separation, North and South Vietnamese literature during 1954-1975

B This information is retrieved from: <http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/229032/Geneva—

Accords> [Accessed: 2 June 2014].
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developed in different ways. While North Vietnamese literature, under the influence of Stalinist
socialist realism, became mono—voiced and regid, South Vietnamese literature managed to
provide multiple voices in some ways. Ki of South Vietnamese writers also reflects that

characteristics as well as the complicated relationship between powers and literature.

Firstly, it is necessary to identify what South Vietnamese literature is. The exiled scholars
who fled from South Vietnam in and after 1975 have strongly distinguished “vdn hoc mién Nam”

77

(“South Vietnamese literature””) from “van hoc giai phdng mién Nam” (“literature devoted to

)32 which was written by South—originating communist writers** and

South Vietnam’s freedom
denied that “literature devoted to South Vietnam’s freedom” is a part of “South Vietnamese
literature”. Meanwhile, North Vietnamese communist scholars consider that South Vietnamese
literature during 1954-1975 contains two parts: the urban literature in South Vietnam and the
literature devoted to South Vietnam’s freedom by South—originating communist writers who
worked under cover in Southern urban areas or in the battlefields in the South. Since 1954 and
until recently, North Viethamese communist criticism, under the influence of Stalinist socialist
realism, has considered the urban literature in South Vietnam as “phan déng” (“counter—
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revolutionary”), “suy d6i” (“corrupt”), vdn hoc phuc vu chl nghia thyc dan kiéu maoi” (“a

puppet literature of neo—colonialism”), which aimed to turn the South Vietnamese people into

32 For example, see Pham Van ST, Védn hoc gidi phéng Mién Nam (Literature Devoted to South Vietnam’s
Freedom) (Hanoi: Dai hoc va Trung hoc chuyén nghiép Publishers, 1975).

33 These writers fled north during or after the migration (1954-1955). They were trained in the north and
joined the NLF. Some hid their identity as communists in order to work as writers in South Vietnamese
cities. Kevin Ruane states that during 1954-1955, “an estimated 900,000 people fled south in the first
months after partition, the majority of them Catholics fearful of persecution, and Washington and Saigon
made considerable propaganda capital out what was portrayed as an exodus from tyranny. At the same
time, around 130,000 northern—based French forces regrouped in the south, with about the same number
of Vietminh troops and supporters moving in the opposite direction” (Kevin Ruane, War and Revolution in
Vietnam, 1930-75 (London: University College London Press, 1998), 38).

B4 See Vi Hanh and Nguyén Ngoc Phan, Mét Trdm Cdu Héi Bdp vé Vin Hoc Thoi Ky 1945-1975 J Thanh
Ph& H6 Chi Minh (100 Questions on Literature in H6 Chi Minh City during 1945-1975) (Saigon: Van héa — Van
nghé Publishers, 2008), p. 14; and, Tran Trong Dang Dan, Vdn Hda, Vidn Nghé Nam Viét Nam 1954-1975
(South Vietnamese Culture and Arts, 1954-1975), 2nd edn (Hanoi: Van héa Thong tin Publishers, 2000),
481.
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“n6 1é ty nguyén” (“voluntary slaves”).” Against the entrenched views of both sides, | consider

that South Vietnamese literature during 1954-1975 consists of all literary works which were

published within South Vietnam, including the “grey” literary works™®

which were printed using
Roneo duplicators by the writers of the Thai D6 Group and distributed without permission of the

authorities, as well as works by communist writers who worked under cover in the urban areas of

the South.

It is difficult to approach South Vietnamese literature (1954—-1975), not only because of
the lack of material™’ but also the prejudices about it from both sides. While northern orthodox
criticism has viewed southern literature negatively, some exiled scholars and writers who fled
from the south have highly praised South Vietnamese literature for its independence. For
example, V& Phién, in Vdn hoc mién Nam: Téng quan (Introduction to South Vietnamese
Literature, 1988) argues that South Vietnamese literature during this period was opposed to
propaganda, and maintained its independence from the influences of the communist government
in North Vietnam and the US—allied government in South Vietnam. Moreover, it even challenged

them:

Literature and arts in the North unconditionally served the regime. It became propaganda
for any changes of policies or plans by the government. [...] Meanwhile, in the South,
when literature, arts and politics reached mutual consent, literature and arts became the

supporters and reminders of the government. In contrast, they opposed the regime if it

>Eor example, see Tra Linh and others, Vidn Héa Vén Nghé Mién Nam Dudi Ché 6 My Nguy (South

Vietnamese Culture and Arts during the Vietnam War) (Hanoi: Van héa — Ha N6i, 1977), 11.

3¢ “y/3n nghé xam” (“grey” literature) by members of the Thai D6 Group (a group of anti-war writers) will
be analysed later in this chapter.

7 After the North communist regime took over the South in 1975, most of the books which were published
in the South during 1954-1975 (especially the literary ones) were burned or prohibited, becoming
inaccessible in libraries. The material for this chapter was provided by some private collectors and from
some websites. | tried to avoid using material from websites when possible. However, in some cases, these
sources are necessary due to the limited accessibility of hard copies.
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failed their expectations. In the South, these politics—attached literature and arts always

troubled politics and themselves. **

Phién believed that after 1945, in communist areas, investigative reportage ceased
because no one was allowed to talk about social inequality and wrongdoings. Meanwhile, in
southern literature, writers were free to uncover social evils as well as the wrongdoings of
poIiticians.139 Therefore, in his opinion, although in the last few years of the southern regime,
urban literature deteriorated, only ki was still socially minded: “There were no ki which was
against the war or tasteless, utopian. There was no ki which was leftist or coward. There was no
communist agent among ki writers”.**® Besides, when asserting that southern ki was only positive
and supportive towards the regime and social improvements, Phién intentionally left out works

which were anti—war and criticised the performance of the government — for example, works by

writers of the Thai D6 Group and the journal Trinh bay.

Both these contradictory views of southern Vietnamese literature went to extremes: one

considered it as the slave of powers and the other believed in its independence from politics.

38 v/ Phién, Vién Hoc Mign Nam: Téng Quan (Introduction to South Vietnamese Literature) (Westminster:

Vin nghé, 1988), p. 80. Original text in Vietnamese: “® Bic vin nghé phuc thi chinh quy@n bat ct theo chu
truong nao, chiéu hwdng nao, giai doan nao [...] o] Nam, khi ddi bén di thudn chiéu thi van nghé giuc gi3,
thuc bach chinh quyén, khi nguwoc chiu thi van nghé chéng di, phan khang. O Nam, thir vin nghé c6 chinh
tri tinh ludn ludén vat v3, ndé 1am khd chinh tri va ty 1am khd nd”. V& Phién, a famous writer of South
Vietnamese literature before 1975, became an exiled writer after the Fall of Saigon and this book was
published in the U.S. | have been unable to locate a hard copy of this book and therefore use the ebook
version, which may have different pagination. This ebook was etrieved from:
<http://www.vietnamvanhien.net/vanhocmiennamtongquan.pdf> [Accessed 20 March 2013].

" |bid 244.

% bid, 248. Original text in Vietnamese: “Méc cho nhitrng khong dam hu twdng, nhitng uwdt at mé li, nhirng
vién vong, nhirng chuyén bién suy dén clia van chwong d6 thj vao nhirng ndm cudi cling, ki c mot muc dan
than, tich cuc. ki khong cé th ki phan chién, khéng cé thr ki vien mo, khéng cé ki ta khuynh, than cong,
khéng cé tinh than chi bai, ddu hang, hoa gidi hoa hop trong ki, khong cé vin cong chui vé nam vlung trong
ki”.
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3.1. The historical, political and cultural situation in South Vietnam, 1954
-1975

3.1.1. Political and social situation

Ngd Dinh Diém, the first prime minister, led South Vietnam between 1954 and 1963. Diém’s
family dictatorship, the defeats at the hands of the Viét Céng and the repression of Buddhists
resulted in the loss of support from southern people. In addition, in the countryside, ambitious
programmes of social and economic reform led to bribery and corruption. The program which
aimed to resettle the rural population into fortified camps in order to separate them from
Communist insurgents also failed. Diém’s religious policies, which supported Catholicism and
lessened the influence of Buddhism, created further disorders. After Diém was deposed in a
military coup in 1963, there was a series of short—lived military governments. General Nguyén Vin
Thiéu held the position of prime minister of South Vietnam from 1967 until 1975. Despite the
intensive military coups, the war against the North was continued with the material and human

support of the US between 1954 and 1975.

Although Diém’s government failed and and was removed by a coup which was approved
by the Americans, the political situation in the South during Diém’s regime was more stable than
it had been between 1964 and 1975. During two years (from the end of 1963 to early 1965), the
government of South Vietnam was changed twelve times by military coups. V& Phién summarizes

this period as follows:

It was not until the establishment of the National Affair Committee in February 1965 and
the approval of the Constitution in April 1965, marking the birth of “the second republic”,
that the political situation in the South was more or less stabilized. Prime Minister Nguyén
Van Thiéu’s government managed to settle the situation in the South to a certain extent.

Although there were no further coups, such uprisings as the Buddhists’ street
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demonstrations, students’school boycotts, feminist movements occurred continuously

until the day the communist forces took over Independence Palace.**

Moreover, the people of South Vietnam, especially the peasants in the countryside,
suffered because of the battles between the NLF’s forces and the South Vietnamese soldiers and
US troops. Death, injury, property destruction and uncultivated land could be seen everywhere.
Corruption and the long war drained the government’s budget, which resulted in high inflation,
which in turn further impoverished peasants, workers and soldiers’ families. The existence of the
US army in South Vietnam also created more disorder. The US currency (which was much more
valuable than the local one), luxury goods and different lifestyles increased social divisions,
exacerbated smuggling and increased the number of prostitutes as well as threatening traditional

families.

3.1.2. The cultural situation: literature and politics

Between 1954 and 1975 there were several national congresses of artists in the North. But there
was only one in the South: the National Congress of Artists (7 — 15 January 1957), which was held
in the early days of Diém’s government. The congress discussed and set up some principles for
Southern writers. The slogan of the congress was “Ty do, dan tdc, nhan it (“freedom,
nationalism and civil society”). The congress set the guidelines for cultural development which
were: “V&n héa dan tdc phat trién, Cach mang qudc gia thanh cong” (“To develop national

culture, and to ensure the success of the national revolution”), “Bai trir tinh than nd 1é Thyc Cong

trong van héa” (“To remove the slavery spirit of Communism”) and “Phat trién van héa dan toc va

1\ Phién, 156. Original text in Vietnamese: “M3i dén thang 2—1965, khi Uy ban Linh dao Quéc gia daigc

thanh |ap, thang 4-65 khi hién phdp mdi ra doi khai sinh nén dé nhj céng hoa, tinh hinh mdi &m tham dan.
Nguy&n Van Thiéu it ra d3 8n dinh daigc tinh thé. Mac du vay, méc du ddo chanh chinh ly c6 ngirng, nhitng
chuyén Phat gido xuéng daing, bay ban thd ra daidng, sinh vién bai khda, khéng ngd, dét xe, phu nit doi
quyén séng v.v..., nhitng chuyén nhu thé cir tiép tuc déu déu cho dén ngay cong san vao kéo co tradc dinh
Doéc Lap”. The day “the communist forces took over the Independence Palace” means 30 April 1975, the Fall
of Saigon.

42 “Nhan vi”, which content is similar to “civil society”in some ways, is a theory by President Ngé Dinh Diém
as a political guideline to reform South Vietnam. The theory was inspired by two Confucian concepts, which
are “Nhan” ({Z) and “Vi” (fiL).

80



nhan vi” (“To develop a culture based on national values and civil society”).**®

Delegates to the
congress praised the ideological openness and free speech of southern cultural policies and
criticized the North for making literature and arts subordinate to politics. However, in his speech

at the opening of the congress, Prime Minister Ng6 Dinh Diém also emphasized the close

connection between cultural activities and politics:

But we should not forget that cultural works are being created in a complicated political
situation such as this. Just as our spirit and body are connected, it is difficult to separate
cultural activities from our being, or our will to freedom from the tasks and requirements
raised by the current reality of the nation. [...] Therefore nothing other than your efforts
to balance the freedom of cultural activities with the historical tasks of the nation, your
efforts to solve these natural, cruel but productive contradictions between them, will

boost this cultural renaissance movement.***

The contradiction between the congress’s guidelines and the fact that Ngé Dinh Diém’s
government controlled literature and art between 1956 and 1963 is reflected in Nhan dinh IV:
Chién tranh, Cdch mang, Hoa binh (Collected Essays Vol. 4: War, Revolution and Peace) by Nguyén
Van Trung. He argued that although in the first period of Diém’s regime (1956-1960), literature
and art started to boost under the support of the government, since 1961 to 1963, literature and
arts was more about propaganda than genuine artistic value: Diém’s government “never built up

sufficient cultural policies” and “treated literature and arts as no more than political

Y3 K7 Yéu bai H6i Vén Héa Toan Quéc (Proceeding of the National Congress of Culture) (Saigon, 1957), 9.

Ngd Dinh Diém, “Hudn tir cla Ngdé Tong thong nhan dip 1& khai mac Pai hdi Vin héa Toan qudc”
(“Opening Speech”), Ki Yu Bai Héi Védn Héa Toan Quéc (Summary Records of the National Congress of
Culture) (Saigon, 1957), p. 11. Original text in Vietnamese: “Nhung ching ta khong nén quén cac cong trinh
tri thirc phai phat trién trong nhitng khung cadnh phirc tap. Vi tinh than va thé xac khing khit mat thiét véi
nhau nén khé ma tach biét cac hoat dong van hoa ra khéi than phan con ngudi, y chi ty do ra khdi nhirng
doi hoi cta ki thuat chung va nhitng yéu cau clia van ménh thyc tai quéc gia.[...] Vay chinh nhitng c6 géng
cla quy vi dé quan binh cac doi hdi clia hoan canh lich sir nwdc nha véi tu do can thiét cho moi hoat dong
van hda, chinh nhitng cd géng clia quy vi dé ché ngu su twong phan ty nhién, khac nghiét nhwng phong phu
4y, sé day manh phong trao phuc hung V&n héa nay”.

> The year when Diém was overthrown and killed in a military coup.
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propaganda”.’®® After the fall of Diém’s government, literature and arts became more

independent from politics. In some ways, southern writers managed to develop multiple voices in
literature in general and ki in particular. However, it would be naive to suggest that literature and
arts were free from politics. The following paragraphs in this section clarify this relationship
between southern literature and politics through investigating such issues as funding, censorship

and prominent literary trends.

Thé& Nguyén, one of the founders of Trinh bdy (Speak Out), a prominent leftist journal,
disagreed with some literary journals and magazines — for example, Vidn nghé (Literature and Arts)
and Sdng tao (Creation) — receiving funds from the American government or organizations which
aimed to establish “a system of fraud and dictatory values” in South Vietnam. Works were
published and praised in these publications not because of their own literary value but for their

propagandist effects.'"’

Nguyén Sa, an influential writer and the founder of the magazine Hién bai
(Modern, one of three prominent literary magazines in South Vietnam during 1954-1975), also

once confessed that Diém’s government and its other successors used funds to turn writers and

journalists into their puppets.

We all remember well that the governments in the past supported artists financially.
Many of us, including me, did directly or indirectly receive money from them. Suppressing
our guilty conscience, we quickly spent that unrighteous money by writing some easy
pieces of propaganda. The marriage contract between literature, arts and politics was

broken more than once. It even pushed them far apart and heightened the disagreements

146 Nguyén Van Trung, Nhdn Dinh IV: Chién Tranh, Cdch Mang, Hoa Binh (Collected Essays Vol. 4: War,

Revolution and Peace) (Saigon: Nam Son Publishers, 1966), 168. Original text in Vietnamese: “Nhin lai mé6t
cach phé phén sinh hoat vdn héa, vin nghé trong 10 ndm qua, tat nhién phai dé y t&i thoi ky twong d6i cé
nhiéu diéu kién thuan tién cho sinh hoat vin nghé (1956 — 1960); tir 1961, sinh hoat bat dau suy yéu, va sau
bién c6 1-11, thi do nhitng ban tdm chinh tri, nhitng xdo trén cla th&i cudc khéng con cho phép nghi hay
lam van nghé nira! [...] khuyét diém |&n lao 13 chua hé d3t ra mét chinh sach van héa thuc sy, hodc cé dat
ra, lai chi coi nhu mot chiéu bai, déng thai chinh tri hda van hda, 1an 16n vin héa va tuyén truyén. Khuyét
diém 13 coi nhe vin hda vi khong thay tac dung chinh tri cha nhirng céng trinh vin héa thyc sy”.

"7 Thé Nguyén, “Vin Nghé Trwdc Nhitng Muwu D BAt Chinh Clia Hé Théng Chién Tranh Lanh (Literature and
Arts Against Unrighteous Schemes of the Cold War System),” Trinh béy, 9 (1970), 15-28, 16.
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between writers who received nothing or just a little and the ones who were granted a lot
of money. Consequently, they argued and humiliated each other as if they were

enemies.'*®

Nguyén Hién L&, in his memoir Doi Viét Vin Cua Téi (My Writing Career, 1996) also confirmed the

financial and political influence of the government on literature and journalism in the South:

After the Geneva Accords, some Northern writers who fled to the South managed to
establish some publishing houses and launch some newspapers and journals with
financial support from the government, boosting the development of literature and arts
in the South. They were anti-communists such as Nguyén Manh C6n, Mai Thao, Do3n
Qudc Si, Thanh Tam Tuyén. [...] Since about 1960, southern people started to disagree
with Diém’s regime and American interference; therefore, they gradually rejected the
propagandistic literature which spread anti-communism and American culture. Southern
people turned their back on many propagandist publications of the government, which
were well printed and sold at cheap prices, and went back to French journalism and
books. The existentialist movement and the French nouveau roman were widely

introduced to southerners.**

8 Nguyén Sa, “Tinh Canh Nha Vin Viét Nam Nhitng N3m N&m Muoi, Sau Muoi (Situations of Vietnamese
Writers during 1950s and 1960s),” in Mét béng héng cho vdn nghé (A Rose for Our Literature and Arts)
(Saigon: Trinh bay, 1967), 34. Retrieved from:
<http://www.talawas.org/talaDB/showFile.php?res=8832&rb=08>. Original text in Vietnamese: “Chuing ta
déu nhé ki rang cac chanh quyén di ving da nhiéu [an dén véi vin nghé. Tién day, bao day lam gi. Nhiéu
ngudi trong ching ta, cé tdi, da nhan tién truc tiép hay gian tiép, tién bao thau hay tién bai. R8i dé cho cai
tinh cam t6i 16i nam im, ching tdi lam ldo lam 18u cho tién bac khong sang sta kia dwoc tiéu di mau lé [...].
Cho nén cac cudc hon phéi guong ép nay d3 hon mot [an dua dén d6 v&. Sw phan hod tram trong hon:
chinh quyén va vin nghé van ding & hai phia mit trdi va hon nita, ngudi cam tién va ké khdng cé co hoi,
thdng cAm nhiéu va tay cam it si va va ludm nguyt 1an nhau nhw quan thiu quan han”.

% Nguyén Hién L&, ‘Doi Viét Vin Cla Tdi (My Writing Career)’, Vén Héa Théng Tin (Ho Chi Minh: Vin héa
Thoéng tin Publishers, 2006). Retrieved from: <http://maxreading.com/sach—hay/doi—viet—van—cua—toi>
[Accessed 13 May 2014]. Before its publication in Vietnam, this book was also published in California in
1986 by Vian nghé Publishers. Original text in Vietnamese: “sau Hiép dinh Genéve, mot s& nha vin & Bic di
cu vao Nam, ra bdo, m& nha xuat ban, dugc chinh quyén gilp phuong tién, nhé vay van nghé mién Nam
khé&i sac. Ho déu la nhitng ngudi chdng cdng nhu Nguyén Manh Con, Mai Thao, Dodn Qudc Si, Thanh Tam
Tuyén. Vao khoang 1960, dan chiing bat dau ghét chinh sdch Ngé Dinh Diém, ghét My, nén nhitng tdc pham
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After the fall of Diém’s regime, the subsequent government’s control over literature and the arts
was not as complete as before. However, writers and artists were not as free to express their

political points of view as V3 Phién believed.®

Censorship remained effective through the
existence of the southern republic (1954-1975). Nguyén Ngoc Lan, editor in chief of Déi dién,*™*
bitterly commented that “freedom of expression was only for the depraved or “hypnotic”writings
[which enslave people]”.”® He coined the name “ché d6 H6t—Cit—Duc” (the “Regime of
Confiscation and Removal”) to refer to the way the southern government used censorship to
manage literature and the arts, blaming it for restraining writers from freedom of expression and
draining literary inspiration.” Tran 4 Diing, in his review of the southern literature in the 1970s,
revealed that the writers who were against censorship had to stay silent or only riskily managed
to publish a few of their writings in some magazines or journals. According to him, peace,
democracy, independence and resistance were still the prohibited words that poets could not

> Thé& Nguyén pointed out that besides censorship, the government in the South also

mention.
distorted and lowered the value of writings which opposed the Cold War and rejected
propaganda.’®® Many newspapers and periodicals were banned, such as Péi dién, Hanh trinh and
Trinh bdy. Nguyén Ngoc Lan took two examples to demonstrate the severe censorship of the

government: “The daily newspaper Tin sdng (Morning News) was confiscated seventy—eight times

within seven months, and so were six continuous issues of the monthly magazine Déi dién

chéng cdng va tuyén truyén cho vin héa My bi tay chay; khéng ai bdo ai ma nhitng sich béo cla cac co
quan vin héa My, Diém, du in rat dep, ban rat ré ciing it ngudi mua.Ngudi ta trd lai thich sdch bdo Phép va
bédo chi dua nhau gidi thiéu phong trao hién sinh clung phong trao tiéu thuy&t mdi (ciing goi 1a phan tiéu
thuyét) cha Phap”.

% see the introduction to this chapter.

A leftist magazine which existed from 1969 to 1978 in South Vietnam.

152 Nguy&n Ngoc Lan, “Vdn Héa Trong Tu Do (Culture and Freedom),” Trinh bdy, 9 (1970), 30-44, 34.
Original text in Vietnamese: “chi cé th& “van chuong” hi hda hay ru ngt 1a tha hé banh truéng”.

>3 see Nguy&n Ngoc Lan, 39.

Tran D6 Diing, “Dao Quanh Thi Truong Chir Nghia Nhitng Nam B3y Muoi (A Review of the Literary
Market in 1970s),” Trinh bdy, 11 (1971), 49-55, p. 49&51. Original text in Vietnamese: “Nhitng nha vin
khéng chju khuat phuc ché do kiém duyét van tiép tuc phai cadm tiéng hay chi cd thé xust hién mét cach rat
u hiém hoi trén mot vai t& tap chi twong déi tu do nhd & mot quy ché bao chi khéng kém phan bap bénh va
nguy hiém. [...] Hoa binh, dan chd, ddc lap, dan tdc, tranh dau van |a nhitng trai cAm ngoai tam tay cla cac
nha tho, khéng ké nhitng tip tho roneo, nhat 13 cla cidc anh em sinh vién hoc sinh vd mot s& hiém hoi
nhitng bai tho dang trén mot vai to tap chi”.

>> See Thé& Nguyén, 16.
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(Encounter)”.**® The fines for publications which were confisticated and sued also drained the

pockets and weakened the will of the heads of those newspapers and periodicals. Some writers

7 The phenomenon of “an

were even given prison sentences for politically sensitive writings.
pham xam” (“grey works”) was also a result of the censorship policy: during the climax of the war
(1968-1975) when the criticism of the South Vietnamese regime and the war increased markedly,

a number of writers gathered to publish their writings using ronéo duplicators and distributed the

copies without the government’s permission.™®

However, after 1975, when looking back on the performance of literature in South
Vietnam during 1954-1975, some prominent scholars asserted that southern writers were still
offered freedom of expression at some level. For example, in My Writing Career, Nguyén Hién Lé
confirms that some newspapers and magazines were quite open to publishing the works of

writers with different ideologies:

The political ideologies of the key writers of Bdch khoa (A Hundred Schools of Thought)
are sometimes contradictory: Vi Hanh is communist while V3 Phién is anti—communist.
Although Doan Thém, Phan Van Tao dislike communists and the Americans, they did not
reveal their criticism [...] I, and maybe Nguy&n Ngu Y and Lé Ngo Chau felt sympathy with
the North [...] However, all the writers of the magazine were still friendly with each

other.™®

¢ Nguy&n Ngoc Lan, 31. Original text in Vietnamese: “M&t nhat bao nhu t& Tin Sdng d3 bi tich thu dén 78

lan trong vong 7 thang. Mét nguyét san nhu t& D4i dién bi tich thu ludn 6 s6 lién”.

7 See Th& Nguyén, “Nhan Mt Ban An Bao Chi (On the Sentence for A Journalist),” Trinh béy, 32 (1971), 5-
7. Father Trwong Ba Can was given 6—-month prison sentence for writing an article which titled “25 nam xay
dung chd nghta x3 hdi tai mién B3c” (25 Years of Socialist Transformation in the North Vietnam) on B4i dién.
8 The name “an pham xam” (grey works) refers to the color of the copies printed by ronéo duplicators.

19 Nguyén Hién Lé. Original text in Vietnamese: “Tu tudng chinh trj ca nhi*ng cay viét nong cot clia Bach
Khoa c6 khi trdi nguwoc nhau: Vi Hanh thién cdng, sau theo céng. V3 Phién chdng cdng. Doan Thém, Phan
Van Tao, khéng wa cong nhung cling khong d3a; khéng thich My nhung cling khong néi ra [...] T6i, ¢ 18 ca
Nguy&n Ngu Y va Lé Ngd Chau cé cdm tinh véi khang chién [...] Méc dau vay, cdc anh em trong toa soan van
gitt tinh hoa hao va&i nhau”.
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Thuy Khué shares Nguyé&n Hién Lé&’s idea that Bdch khoa was the longest—running magazine which
gathered the most contradictory political voices.'® However, Nguyén Hién L& also points out that
Bdch khoa was not as popular and influential as Nam Phong or Phong héa Ngay nay because it

was not funded and did not improve its appearance'®.

Another scholar who shares Nguyén Hién L&’s thought on the censorship policy in the
South is Nguy&n V&n Trung, one of the most influential intellectuals in South Vietnam during
1955-1975, founder of the leftist magazines Pai hoc (Great Knowledge, or Higher Education), Dt
nwdc (Nation), and Hanh trinh (The Journey). He describes how censorship influenced publication

in the South as follows:

Because of security reasons, books were not able to be published without permission and
had to go through the process of censorship as well. Newspapers were exempted from
censorship but could be confisticated and sued for violation of political or cultural
regulations. If some writings were not allowed to be published openly, they were still able
to be printed using ronéo duplication and sold half openly. Sometimes they were
confisticated as well. Generally, a writer could express their thoughts on prohibited
topics, criticize political policies or submit letters of protest to the government, without

worrying about the security of his family, friends and his own.**

% Thyy Khué, “Vin Hoc Mién Nam 1954 — 1975 ( Literature in South Vietnam 1954 — 1975),” Vén Viét,
2014. Retrieved from: <http://vanviet.info/van—hoc—mien—nam/van—hoc—mien—nam/> [accessed 10 August
2014].

et Nguy&n Hién Lé&. Original text in Vietnamese: “Tuy nhién phai nhan ring Bach Khoa khéng cé anh huwéng
I&n nhu Nam Phong, Phong Hod, Ngay Nay trong dan chiing. Nam Phong ra d&i & budi giao thdi, vin héa cii
bat d3u chuyén manh qua vin héa méi clia phuwong Tay, s6 ngwoi viét it ma sd ngudi doc ciing it, bao nhiéu
cay Viét cé gid tri déu don ca vao t& d6, nén khdng mét t& nao khéc cé nhiédu bai dang doc va cé nhiéu déc
gia nhuNam Phong lai dugc tro cdp nén dirng vitng dugc, nhirng t& khac cé ra cling chi dwoc muoi s6 13
chét. C6 thé& n6i Nam Phong mot minh mét chg, do d6 cé anh hudng, uy tin 16n”.

162 Nguyén Van Trung, “Hudng vé Mién Nam Viét Nam (Towards the South Vietnam),” Khdi hanh, 92 (2004).
Retrieved from <http://nguyenvantrung.free.fr/baivietl/huongve.htm, Accessed 15 August 2014I>. Original
text in Vietnamese: “Bao thi khong phai kiém duyét nhuwng cé thé bj tich thu dwa ra toa. Trong khudn khd
chinh sach han ché ty do chinh tri nhw vy, néu khéng xuat ban cdng khai, hop phap, van cé thé in ronéo,
phd bién bay ban ngay ca trén cac sap bao va cé thé bj tich thu. Ngudi cdm but viét nhirng didu cadm ky, phé
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Generally, there are two main kinds of writers in the South during 1954-1975: ones who
supported the government of the South and the war against the North, and ones who were
against both the war and the government, among them some who felt sympathy with
communism. But the attitude of writers, even the ones who represented for the official voice such
as Nha Ca, or the ones who were against both the war and the government such as Phan Nhat
Nam, changed over time. Therefore, it is difficult to put southern writers in simple groups based
on their political tendencies. It is also imprecise to call some writers “leftist” because of the
changes and overlapping of ideologies in most writers during the period. This will be shown in the

following parts of this chapter.

The writers who were against the government and the war gathered in some periodicals
such as Trinh bdy, Bat nudc, D6 dién, Hanh trinh, which later were banned. Trinh bdy’s guiding
principles were to resist the war against the North and the American interference and to pursue
social reform.'®* Nguy@n Van Trung, the founder of Pai hoc, Bdt nwdc, Hanh trinh, attracted many
students and intellectuals with his appeals for non—-communist social reform. By analysing how
American aid was just a tool of neo—colonialism as well as how China and Russia attemped to

control Vietnam, he urged the Vietnamese to be independent.'®

3.1.3. The relationship between writers, literature and reality
The debates between writers who support “art for art’s sake” and ones who believe in “art for
life’s sake” seem to happen in regularly critical times. Before the First Indochina War, in the final

years of the French colony in Vietnam, there was such a debate (1935-1939) among Vietnamese

phan chinh sich nay, chinh sach kia cia nha nuéc, thdm chi hop nhau viét khang thu phan déi, ding trén
bdo ma khdng lo ngai vé an ninh chinh tri ciia ban than gia dinh ban bé”.

183 Eor more information, see Diém Chau, “Loi Phi L6 Cho Tap Chi Trinh Bay (On the Launching of Trinh
Bay),” Trinh bdy, 1 (1970), 1-2 and Diém Ch&u, “sy Tinh Mdng Cta Thé Hé Nhitrng Ngudi Thién Chi (The
Disillusion of Good-Willed Generation),” Trinh béy, 7 (1970), 71-79.

%% See Nguyén Van Trung, Nhdn Binh IV: Chién Tranh, Cdch Mang, Hoa Binh (Collected Essays Vol. 4: War,
Revolution and Peace), 129-131.
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writers who support “art for art’s sake” and ones who supported “art for life’s sake”.*® Later, the

NVGP movement in the North was another version of this debate. It also came back among
literary circles in the South during the Vietham War (1954-1975). Essentially, the debates

reflected what Vietnamese writers thought of the relationship between reality and literature.®

NhAt Linh, the founder of the magazine Védn héa Ngdy nay, was a prominent supporter of
“art for art’s sake”. He claimed to be devoted to “a literature and art which are universal”.’® Nhat
Linh stayed away from political and social issues and focusing on purely artistic themes. However,

in real life he was an active revolutionist.*®®

Although he kept a unproblematic voice in literature,
in 1960 he was involved in an attempted coup against Diém’s dictatorial government. Besides
writers who supported “art for art’s sake”, there were two kinds of writers who pursued “art for
life’s sake”, in other words, the kind of art which devotes itself to social development through
social engagement. The first kind was the writers who supported the government and the war
against the North, for example, Mai Thao, Ly Hoang Phong and Duong Nghiém Mau. Mai Thao'®’

showed his support for Diém’s government by appealing to artists and writers to engage in social

activities, to “lam lich s&t” (“make history”).

An artist is never able to be an objective witness; he always plays a protagonist in the

great play of life. He is an insider, with a clear responsibility. He does not merely record

' This debate was mentioned in Chapter 1 as well.

This was discussed in Chapter 2 of this dissertation..

Cited in Th& Nguyén, “Van Nghé Trudc Nhitng Muwu D6 Bat Chinh Cha Hé Théng Chién Tranh Lanh
(Literature and Arts Against Unrighteous Schemes of the Cold War System)”, 17.

1% He used to side with the Vietnamese Communist Party to fight against French colony but later fled to
Hong Kong in 1946 and South Vietnam in 1951.

189 Mai Thao used to be a member of Viét Minh (League for the Independence of Vietnam), which was a
national independence coalition under the lead of Vietnamese Communist Party from 1941 to 1954. He left
Viét Minh in 1951 and moved to South Vietnam in 1954. He was the founder of Sdng tao and Nghé thudt,
the two magazines on literature and arts.
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historical events for future generations. [...] An artist does not write history, he makes

history and risks his life for it.”

Ly Hoang Phong, in Vdn nghé (Literature and Arts), also criticized Nhat Linh’s “art for art’s sake”
and encouraged art and literature to fight for freedom, revolution and engage in the nation’s
life."”* Dwong Nghiém M4&u, another writer of Vdn nghé, asserted that literature and art have to
reflect reality with a revolutionary spirit; and Vién Linh reflected the government’s propaganda,
which was against “undevelopment, separation, and communism” by fighting against “a literature

which represents undevelopment, separation and communism”."’?

Thé& Nguyén proves that most of the writers who supported “art for art’s sake” and the
anti-communist writers who encouraged “art for life’s sake” were funded by either the Americans
or the government of the South. According to him, writers were funded for “their complete

13 of the Americans and the government of the

submission” to the “political system and plans
South. In other words, they were funded because they either ignored the political and social

issues of the country or supported the Americans and the government by criticizing communism

70 Mai Thao, “Nghé Thuat, Su Bdo Dong Khan Thiét Va Thudng True Cha Y Thie (Arts and the Alarm of Our
Conciousness),” Sdng tao, 7 (1961), p. 3. Original text in Vietnamese: “Ngudi lam nghé thuat khéng thé bao
gio dong vai trd mot nhan chirng khach quan, han khong bao gior 3 mét nhan chirng khach quan, mot ké
xem kich, han déng vai chinh trong v& kich 1&n, han |a mot ké nhap cudc, han cé mot thai dd, mot trach vy
minh bach, han khéng chi ghi chép, thu lwvgm cho mét vién bao tang hau thé nhirng bién dong lich sir mot
thoi. Nghé thuat khong con l1a mot hinh thirc dién ta tiéu cuwe, nghé thuat |a mot hanh déng tich cuc trong
cai y nghta toan ven, cach mang nhat cla danh tir, nguoi lam nghé thuat khong viét lich str, han lam lich st
va sdng chét véind”.

! Ly Hoang Phong, “Dung Trudc Thuc Tai (Facing the Reality),” Vén nghé, 9-10 (1970), p. 9. Original text in
Vietnamese: “Dirng trudc thue tai hdm nay, tiéng néi clia vin nghé van la tiéng néi doi hdi tu do, doi hoi
cach mang, doi hoi gia nhap, doi hdi tham du vao dong séng cla dan tdc, doi hdi thodt ly ra ngoai vong bé
tac cla thoi dai, doi héi mot y thire mdi, mot xa hoi mdi, mot doi séng méi”.

72 Cited in Th& Nguyén, “van Nghé Trudc Nhitng Muu D6 B4t Chinh Cla Hé Théng Chién Tranh Lanh
(Literature and Arts Against Unrighteous Schemes of the Cold War System)”, Trinh bdy, 9 (1970), 16-28, 22.
Original text in Vietnamese: “V&i Duong Nghiém Mau, cay but bao Vdn nghé, vin nghé khong con 13 mot
th& phu phiém, xa lia thyc tai ma tw né phai phan anh thyc tai véi y thirc cdch mang. [...] Vién Linh “nhu dé
dap lai cai khiu hiéu “3 chéng: cham tién, chia r& va cong san” dang dwoc bd may tuyén truyén nha nuéc cd
vl ldc ndy”: “Hanh déng tham chién véi thuc tai khan trvong, hanh dong tham chién vdi vin hoc cham tién,
chia r&, hanh ddng tham chién v&i cdng san Iling doan la hanh déng tham chién cta anh em ban bé ching
t6i”.

' Thé& Nguyén, “Vin Nghé Trudc Nhitng Muu D8 B3t Chinh Cla Hé Théng Chién Tranh Lanh (Literature and
Arts Against Unrighteous Schemes of the Cold War System)”, 16. Original text in Vietnamese: “sy than phuc
vé mat chinh tri cda ho”

89



and praising the current government of the South and encouraging social reform under the lead
of the government."”* Thé Nguyén also points out that these writers, for example, Mai Thao,
Thanh TAm Tuyén and Vién Linh, who used to praise “art for life’s sake” and call upon a social
revolution under the lead of Diém‘s government after 1962, changed into enthusiastic supporters
of “art for art’s sake” because from 1962 President Diém “did not mention the word “reform”
anymore and imprisoned anyone who spoke it out”.'”® Vdn d&, the literary magazine which
gathered many previous writers of Sdng tao'’®, published many articles which criticized literature
which was heavily philosophical and political and praised a new literature which came back to a
pure art. For them, writing should be “an act of purifying language” and should “have nothing to

h”.”” Th& Nguyén criticised Phan Lac Phuc’s praise of Mai Thao’s

do with people’s life and deat
works in the journal Vén dé: Phan Lac Phuc appreciated that Mai Thdo “turned his back to the
present and searched only for the past. There was no objective reality in his works. Just his
soul”.’’® Nguyén also shows that Vién Linh, the writer who used to demonstrate Diém’s

propaganda of “Ba chdng” (“Three Enemies”), which was mentioned earlier, turned to favouring

“a poetry which is out of the influence of history”. He argued that “Poetry has no mission. It is

% For more details, see Thé Nguyén, “Vin Nghé Trudc Nhitng Mwu Db Bat Chinh Cla Hé Théng Chién

Tranh Lanh (Literature and Arts Against Unrighteous Schemes of the Cold War System)”.

> Thé& Nguyén, ‘Van Nghé Trudc Nhitng Muu d6 B4t Chinh Clia Hé Théng Chién Tranh Lanh (Literature and
Arts Against Unrighteous Schemes of the Cold War System),’23. Original word in Vietnamese: “Tlr sau nam
1962, khong bao gi® ngwroi ta thay téng thdng Diém nhéc téi hai chit cach mang nita, ma nguoc lai 1a bd tu
tat ca nhirng ai nhic t&i hai chit nay”.

e Among them, Mai Thao, the founder of Sdng tao became the editorial secretary of Vén dé.

Thé& Nguyén, ‘Van Nghé Truwdc Nhitng Muwu d6 B4t Chinh Cla Hé Théng Chién Tranh Lanh (Literature and
Arts Against Unrighteous Schemes of the Cold War System),” 25. Original text in Vietnamese: “T&i day, mot
vu trdo trd, “xé cd” hét sirc hi hitu d3 xay ra: céc tay lam béo trg cdp duédi thoi T.T. Diém lai tiép tuc cudc
choi cla ho trén nhitng bang hiéu mdi, nhung [an nay véi nhitng chd trwong méi: khau hiéu cla ho bay gio
khéng con phai la “van nghé cach mang”, “vdn nghé |a phuong tién hanh déng”, “van nghé 13 tham gia
chéng 3 thir gidc cham tién, chia réd va cdng san” nhu & dudi thdi Diém nita [...] ma 1a “hanh déng tinh khiét
hda ngdn tlr”, “1a “chir khéng lam cho ai séng, khong lam cho ai chét”.

78 Phan Lac Phuc, “Nhin Mai Thao qua Cdn nhéa ving nudec mén”, Vén dé, s 2, 1967, 65. Cited in Thé
Nguyén, “Van Nghé Trudc Nhitng Muu D6 Bat Chinh Cla Hé Théng Chién Tranh Lanh (Literature and Arts
Against Unrighteous Schemes of the Cold War System)”, p. 26. Original text in Vietnamese: “van chuong
clia Mai Thao “quay lwng lai hién tai, ngadm nhin di ving. Khong cé thé giéi khach quan. Chi c6 tam hon cla
riéng Mai Thao tran ra trén gidy”.

177.
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arnachist. It is the sorcerer, the fortune teller, and the dictator itself”.”° In conclusion, Nguyén
calls Thdo, Tuyén, and Linh “dra dadnh bac bip” (“the cheaters”) who helped the Americans and
the government of the South to “established a system of arbitrary and fraud values in order to
confuse and fail an environment of free speech, which prefered talents and individual efforts to
ideological stands”.'® Their writing, instead of engaging people in social activities, aimed to lull

them into accepting the contemporary order and sleep through the harsh reality of the war and

the social issues.

The second kind of writer who supported “art for life’s sake” was the writers who were
against the government of the South and the war. These writers gathered around the journals and
magazines Hanh Trinh, Trinh bdy, Bét nudc, Péi dién, Pai hoc and the group Thdi D. Nguyén Vin
Trung praised the freedom of writing which emerged individuality with social engagement.®

Diém Chau, the editor—in—chief of Trinh bdy described the attitude of the magazine towards the

relationship between writers, artists and reality as follows:

An artistic work is firstly a historical product. It is the proof of how the author perceives
the world, the history of his time and himself. [...] Turning art into commercial products or
embellishments in order to eliminate any danger of changing social order is the act of a
minority group in power. [...] For a genuine culture for future, it is necessary to deny the

commercial quality which the current system [of the South] is trying to attach to every

7 vién Linh, Khéi hanh, s8 70, 1970, 5. Cited in Thé Nguyén, “Vin Nghé Truéc Nhitng Muu D8 Bt Chinh

Cla Hé Théng Chién Tranh Lanh (Literature and Arts Against Unrighteous Schemes of the Cold War
System)”, p. 27. Original text in Vietnamese: “Tho chang cé s& ménh gi rdo. Tho la ké phi cong dan, vo chinh
ph(, thay phép, ké tién tri, nha doc tai”.

8 Th& Nguyén, “Vin Nghé Trude Nhitng Muu D8 B3t Chinh Cla Hé Théng Chién Tranh Lanh (Literature and
Arts Against Unrighteous Schemes of the Cold War System)”, 28. Original text in Vietnamese: “Nhu da xac
dinh rd ngay tir dau bai nay, rdng day khong phai la viéc cé6 mot s6 nha van d3 nhan tién, cang khong phai la
mot cudc tranh luan cé tinh cach vé van vé mdt quan niém vin chuwong, ma 13 van d@ muwu toan st dung
tién bac dé thiét 1ap mot hé théng gia tri doc dodn va gia tao “lam khd” cho mét thj trudng chit nghia tu do,
noi y thirc hé dugc coi nhu khong dang ké bang tai ndng va thanh qua ca nhan”.

181 Nguyén Vin Trung, Lwoc Khdo Vién Hoc — Tap 1 (Introduction to Vietnamese Literature, Vol. 1) (Saigon:
Nam Son Publishers, 1963), 164. Original text in Vietnamese: “tu do sang tac khéng phai 1a mudn viét gi thi
Vviét, vd trach nhiém, nhung 13 duoc tu do lya chon viét van, va nhat 13 dwoc tu do thé hién cudc doi theo
I8i nhin cGa nha vdn, nhu mét tdc pham van chuong “.
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artistic work. It is also necessary to refuse to make art become a decoration and cover for

the degraded reality. **

The introduction to the group Thdi D6 by the founder Thé Uyén also reflects these writers’

engagement with political and social issues:

In Saigon in the late 1960s and early 1970s, there was a group named Thdi d§, which used
roneo duplicator to publish writings without permissions of the government and
distributed them secretly. They also established a publishing house named Thdi dé which
published legally. The members held some meetings on literary and non-literary topics.
Their goal was to conduct a non—communist revolution which is similar to the ones in

Norway and Switzerland.'®

These different attitudes towards the relationship between reality and writings show that the
literature of the South is not entirely free from the influence of political ideologies and power as

V® Phién claimed.

Although southern writers were not free from the influence of ideologies and power, they
had more freedom in choosing how to write. Tran Hoai Anh, in Ly ludn — phé binh vdn hoc & dé thj

mién Nam, 1954 — 1975 (Literary Theory and Criticism in South Vietnam, 1954 — 1975) reveals that

182 Di&m Chau, “Vin Nghé va Thuc Tai Cla Dan Toc (Literature and Arts and the Nation’s Reality)”, 3-4.

Original text in Vietnamese: “[M]6t cdng trinh nghé thuat trwdc hét |a mot thuec tai lich s, 13 chirng tich cla
mot ngudi bidu 16 nhdn quan clia minh vé thé gidi, cdm nghi cla ngudi d6 vé lich st cla thoi dai minh va
chinh minh. [...] Viéc bién nhitng cong trinh nghé thuat thanh nhitng san phdm buén ban, nhitng do vat
trang tri, nham loai trr moi nguy co bién déi thyc tai x3 hoi dwdi sw thong tri cta thiéu s6 dic quyén. [...]
Tranh d4u cho mot nén van héa cla ngay mai tirc 13 phai khudce tir “tinh chat hang héa” ma céi hé théng
dang mudn tap tanh tu badn & day d3 mudn gan cho cdc nghé pham, 13 khudc tir vai trd “lam dep”, “bién
minh” cho sy hién hitu cla nhitng thuc tai suy d6i. D6 cling chinh 13 tranh ddu nham thay d6i céi thuc tai hi
bai cla dan tdc hién nay”.

'8 Thé Uyén, “Nhém Thai Do: Nhitng Ngudi Ling Man Cudi Cung (Thai P8 Group: The Last Romanticists),”
Tién vé, 2009 <http://tienve.org/home/literature/viewliterature.do?action=viewArtwork&artworkld=8666>
[accessed 5 May 2014]. Original text in Vietnamese: “Vao nhitng ndm chét 60 va dau 70, & Sai Gon xuét
hién mét nhém van hoa 18y tén 13 Thai d6, xuat bdn mot tap san in ronéo khdng xin phép chinh quyén, phd
bién han ché, 14y tén |13 Thai D, mdt nha xuat ban in typo cling tén Thai Do cé xin phép B6 Thong tin kiém
duyét nhw moi ngudi, va t6 chirc budi nhitng sinh hoat khac cé tinh cdch vin nghé va khéng cé tinh cach
van nghé. Muc dich 13 dé tién téi thuc hién mdt cudc cdch mang khéng cong san, theo mot khudn miu
twong tw cac nwéce xa hodi Bac Au nhw Na—uy, Thuy—dién”.
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southern writers saw a writer’s own style and individuality as important. They did not accept any
mandatory formula for their works. Meanwhile, in the North, Stalinist socialist realism put the

184
k.

importance on the ideological contents of every literary wor For example, in “Trach nhiém

nha van” (Writer’s Responsibilities, 1966), Minh Dl&rc Hoai Trinh wrote: “We writers are free to

choose what and how to write without asking anyone’s permission”.'*®

However, for writers of “art for life’s sake”, freedom of expression cannot be separated
from the issue of writers’ responsibilities and engagement to their society. Nguyén Van Trung in
Lugc khédo vdn hoc (Introduction to Vietnamese Literature, 1963) argued that “the objects of
literature are the world of human beings, in other words, the universe which is created and
perceived by human beings”.’® For southern writers, it is impossible for literature to be an

absolutely objective representation of reality but rather a subjective one because it is always a

reflection through a writer’s eyes.

In general, many southern writers admitted that it is impossible for literature to be
absolutely objective or just a photograph of reality. Tam ich, in Vdn nghé va phé binh (Literature,
Arts and Criticism, 1969) claimed that “The act of writing and composing is not just to copy the

» 187

reality like a camera does”.”™" Despite the fact that he is an undercover communist writer, Vi

Hanh admitted the subjectivity of literature: “A writer is unable to be objective and “cold”, as

184 See Tran Hoai Anh, Ly Ludn — Phé Binh Vén Hoc O D6 Thi Mién Nam 1954-1975 (Literary Theory and

Criticism in South Vietnam 1954-1975) (Hanoi: HGi Nha van Publishers, 2009), 97. Original text in
Viethamese: “Cac nha vdn mién Nam rat dé cao cd tinh sang tao va phong cach nha van. Nghia 13 ho rat tén
trong vai trd cla cd nhan trong sang tao nghé thuat. Ho khéng chdp nhan tinh “codng déng” véi nhirng “tiéu
chuén tién nghiém quy dinh séng tac. [...] Li luan vdn hoc mién Bac giai doan 1945-1975 chi thién vé danh
gid nodi dung tu tudng cha tac pham”.

8 Minh Birc Hoai Trinh, “Trach Nhiém Nha Van (Writer”’s Responsibilities),” Tin sdch, 46 (1966), 34. Cited
in Tran Hoai Anh, p. 96. Original text in Vietnamese: “Nha van ching ta I3 tu do chi c6 mot minh v&i ngoi
but tha hd muén b6 cuc, mudn x&p dit, xdy dung thé nao thi xay, khoi phai hdi y kién, khoi phai xin xé ai
ca”.

186 Nguyén Van Trung, Lwoc Khdo Vdn Hoc-Tép 1 (Introduction to Vietnamese Literature, Vol. 1), 101.
Original text in Vietnamese: “d8i twong t6ng quat cla vin chuong |13 thyc tai nhan loai, 13 vii tru do con
ngudi hidu va tao dung”.

87 Tam ich, Vin Nghé va Phé Binh (Literature, Arts and Criticism) (Nam Viét Publishers, 1969), p. 169. Cited
in Tran Hoai Anh, 96. Original text in Vietnamese: “Sang tac khdng phai chi Ia ghi chép lai nhitng su viéc cé
thuc nhu mét cai may chup anh”.
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somebody said. They are somehow likely to redo the image of reality according to their own point

of view” %8

The fact that southern writers acknowledged subjectivity can be seen in their ideas of
sincerity and authenticity. In Bdi viét vdn cia téi (My Writing Career, 1996), Nguyén Hién L&, a

famous southern writer who was very active and influential during 1952-1975, wrote:

Sincerity has two meanings. Firstly, if there is no inspiration, do not write. All the works
that my readers and | liked the best were the ones in which | was really honest to myself. |
followed my feelings during the writing process. [...] Secondly, when you write something,
you have to forget all canons and literary techniques, just follow your own personality.

[...] | respect simplicity and also my own personality”.**’

This means that, for him, sincerity means to be honest to oneself and to respect individuality in
any artistic activities. This is different from the perception of sincerity by northern writers under
the influence of Stalinist socialist realism: a writer’s sincerity had to fit his social role and

responsibilities as well as the official political ideology.

In addition, the way southern writers perceived reality was also influenced by theories
and thoughts which promoted independent thinking such as existentialism, nihilism and a
refreshed Buddhism by the internationally influential monk Thich Nhat Hanh. In Néo vé cia y (The
Miracle of Mindfulness, 1967), he encourages people to doubt any theories and systems in order

to experience and find their own way in life.

88 V& Hanh, ‘Muwdi N3m Cam BUt (Ten Years of Writing), Bdch Khoa Thori dai, 243 (1967), 81. Original text in

Vietnamese: “Nha vin khong thé nao khach quan theo nghia lanh lung vé tw nhu van hing nghe néi. Cai
nhin cla ho nhat dinh phai nhao nan lai thyc tai, du mudn du khdng, theo cai nh3n quan cta ho vé doi”.

%% Nguy@n Hién Lé. Retrieved from: <http://maxreading.com/sach—hay/doi—viet-van—cua—toi/cach—toi—
lam-viec—35691.html> [Accessed 20 August 2014]. Original text in Vietnamese: “Thanh thyc cé hai nghia.
Nghta th&t nhat: khong cdm xuc thi dirng viét. Nhitng bai vin ma téi dac y va dwoc ban vin cung doc gia
thich hau hét 1a nhirng bai t6i rat thanh that véi t6i, nghi sao viét vy, cdm xuc ra sao thi dién ra nhu vay,
[...] Nghta th& nhi |a khi viét, phai quén hét danh si c¢d kim, quén h&t moi k§ thuat Iam vén, ma chi theo ca
tinh cGa minh. [...] Tdi trong su binh di ma cling trong cd tinh cda toi nira”.
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Existentialism was introduced into South Vietnam in the early 1960s. It was not a
coincidence that Tran Thai Dinh’s Triét hoc hién sinh (Introduction to Existentialism, 1967) and the
translation of André Maurois” Great Modern Theories were two bestsellers during the 1960s and

1970s in South Vietnam.'®

In the book, Dinh explains existentialism in a clear and simple way. He
introduces both the atheistic and theistic branches of this theory as well as its prominent thinkers
such as Kiekergard, Sartre, Nietzsche, and Heidegger. Pinh defines existentialism as follows:
“Existentialism is a theory which shows the awakening of men: an existentialist is a man who
bravely confront facts and does not follow any abstract theory and believes in such things as that
kings are always respectable and masters are always rightful. [...] In short, each of us is a free
individual who have the right and responsibility to assess everything and everyone which we
meet”. Dinh also introduces how Nietzsche claims the death of God and religions to appreciate

Ubermensch (often translated as Superman or Overman), a kind of men who is free to exercise his

own judgment and to decide how he should live:

According to Nietzsche, there is no abstract truth and there is no absolute truth, no
“thing—in—itself” (truth without consequences) which is not created or influenced by
someone’s viewpoint. [...] Therefore, real knowledge should come from experience and

be tested in practice, not by any abstract “truths” which lure man from the reality."”*

1% See V8 Phién, 91. "Theo kinh nghiém riéng cta chung téi khi chi trvong nha Thoi Méi thi hai cudn sach

ban dugc nhanh nhat nhiéu nhat 13 hai cuén lién quan dén triét hoc, tirc cudn Triét hoc Hién sinh cha Tran
Thai Dinh va cudn Nhiing trao lwu Ion cua tu tudng hién dai, dich cia André Maurois".

! Tran Théi Dinh, Triét Hoc Hién Sinh (Existentialism), 3rd edn (ebook) (Hanoi: Vin hoc, 2005). Original text
in Vietnamese: “Theo Nietzsche, khdng thé cé chan ly triru twgng, khéng thé cd sw nhan thirc tuyét d6i, sy
nhan thirc khdng cta ai hét va khéng do mét quan diém nhat dinh nao hét. [...] Cho nén tri thirc thyc thu
nhat phai la tri thire gan lién véi thue t&, 18y thuc tai 1am thudce do chan ly, ché khong 18y nhitng “chan ly
triru tuwgng” dé ru ngd va lam cho con ngudi xa lia cudc sinh hoat mudn mau cla trwdng doi”. Nietzsche re—
defines truth as follows: “The ‘thing—in—itself’ (which would be, precisely, pure truth, truth without
consequences) is impossible for even the creator of language to grasp, and indeed this is not at all desirable
[...] What, then, is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonomies, anthropomorphisms, in short a sum of
human relations which have been subjected to poetic and rhetorical intensification, translation, and
decoration, and which, after they have been use for a long time, strike people as firmly established,
canonical, and binding; truths are illusions of which we have forgotten that they are illusions, metaphor
which have become worn by frequent use and have lost all sensous vigour”. See Friedrich Nietzsche, “On

95



Not only was Dinh’s book popular in southern cities: fictions of existentialists such as Albert
Camus and Jean—Paul Sartre attracted a lot of readers. Popular topics of existentialism such as the
“human condition”, “authenticity”, “truth”, “idols”, the “overman” and the “absurd” were highly
popular in South Vietnamese literature in the 1960s and early 1970s. They are also easy to see in

the works discussed in this chapter, which shows that existentialism had a deep influence in

intellectual circles in South Vietnam before 1975.

The view that truth is rhetorical and institutional and that it might institutionalize and
restrict was not only provided in Tran Thai Pinh and other writer’'s books and articles on
existentialism and nihilism but also presented in Thich Nhat Hanh’s book Néo vé cia Y (The
Miracle of Mindfulness) which explains his Engaged Buddhism. The book analyses the relationship
between power, truth and individuals: power creates collective resemblances and considers them
as truths in order to institutionalize individuals. In the book, Hanh suggests that truth should be

looked at in a new way:

Everyone evaluates himself and others by the perceptions and criteria which are created
by someone else. [...] The borrowed should never be a truth. We are only able to reach
truths through experience. [...] Otherwise we are all processed into products which are no
different from each other by society. Power creates collective resemblances which
threaten humanity and individual personality. We surrender to power because we have

no courage to oppose or give up.'*>

Truth and Lying in a Non—Moral Sense,” in The Birth of Tragedy and Other Writings, ed. by Raymond Geuss
and Ronald Speirs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 144, 146.

%2 Thich Nh&t Hanh, Néo vé Cia Y (The Miracle of Mindfulness) (Saigon: L& B&i, 1967) Retrieved from:
<http://langmai.org/tang—kinh—cac/vien—sach/tap—truyen/neo—ve—cua—y> [Accessed 16 August 2014].
Because of being unable to have the hardcopy of the original book, | used the ebook from the website. The
book was first published periodically on the literary journal Git¥ thom qué me in 1965. Mdi nguwoi déu tuw xét
minh va xét doéan ké khac bang nhitng nhan thic va nhitng tiéu chudn von khong phai Ia cda minh. [...]
Nhitng cdi thwdc di mugn khéng bao gid cé thé goi la chan ly ca. Chan Iy khéng thé di mugn, chan Iy chi co
thé thwc chirng. [...]D& rdi ching ta, tat ca ching ta déu dugc xa hdi ché bién va khudn dic thanh nhirng
héa phdm gidng nhau. Gudng may dua t&i mét céi collective ressemblance ma khi nhin vao, ching ta thay
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In conclusion, there were different views of the relationship between reality and
literature among southern writers. Although some writers were devoted to “art for art’s sake”
and preferred writings which were free from contemporary social issues, most agreed that
literature has to be rooted in daily life, reflect its time and devote to social development. As Tran
Hoai Anh states in Ly lugn — phé binh vdn hoc & dé thji mién Nam 1954 — 1975, the difference
between southern writers and northern ones on this issue consisted in the extent of reality which
is reflected in literature. For writers and literary critics in the South, literature is able to approach
and represent not a limited area of reality but many aspects of it. They did not consider literature
as a simple, casual copy of reality. Meanwhile, literary cricitism in the North claimed that
literature had to reflect the people’s efforts to conduct socialist transformation and the defensive
war”.'*® | agree with Tran Hoai Anh that the extent of reality in southern literature was broader;
however, it is inaccurate to say that northern writers only held a simple view of reality which was
heavily influenced by Stalinist socialist realism. Chapter Two shows that northern writers have
different ideas on the relationship between reality and literature; however, the ideas which were

opposed to the orthodox one were suppressed.

nhan tinh va cé tinh con nguwdi bi de doa tram trong. Ching ta cli dau di theo, tai vi ching ta khong cé can
dam chdng tra lai, khdng c6 can dam tir bo”. Thich Nhat Hanh (1926-) is a Viethamese Zen Buddhist monk,
teacher, author, poet and peace activist. He went to exile in France since 1973 and lives in the Plum Village
Monastery in the Dordogne region in the South of France. Famous for his Engaged Buddhism and his peace
activities, he is considered one of the most influential Buddhist monk in the western world. He was
nominated to the Nobel Peace Prize by Martin Luther King Jr. in 1967 for his efforts to stop the Vietnam
War.

' Tran Hoai Anh, 80-81. Original text in Vietnamese: “Tuy nhién diém di biét gitta Iy ludn — phé binh vin
hoc & d6 thi mién Nam véi ly luan — phé binh & mién Bac, chinh [a & quan niém vé pham vi phdn anh cudc
s6éng cla van hoc. Ly ludn — phé binh vin hoc & d6 thi mién Nam quan niém cuéc séng dugc van hoc phan
anh khdng bo hep trong mdt pham vi hién thyc ndo, ma mé ra nhiéu chiéu kich khac nhau cta hién thyec.
[...] Ho cling quan niém van hoc khdng phai la sy sao chép doi séng mét céch gidn don, so lwgc theo chl
quan cta nha van. [..] Trong khi dé, ly ludn — phé binh vin hoc & mién Béc ltic b3y gi® quan niém vin hoc
phai phan 4nh cudc sdng lao dong san xuat va chién ddu cla nhan dan dang dién ra tirng ngay tirng gio
trong cdng cudc xay duwng ch nghia xa hdi va d4u tranh théng nhat nudc nha”.
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3.1.4. The perception of ki in South Vietnamese literature (1954 - 1975)

While northern writers and critics since 1945 until recently considered literary essays,
investigative reportage, diary, memoir, correspondence and travelogue as subgenres of ki,
southern writers did not group them into one umbrella term like that but considered them as
different literary genres. In Introduction to South Vietnamese Literature, V3 Phién shows that
writers in the South did not pay much attention to theorizing ki. While northern writers and critics
had a long discussion and debate over ki in early 1960s, southern writers merely inherited Vi

Ngoc Phan’s theory of ki, which was visibly influenced by French criticism and genre theory.™*

In Nha vdn hién dai (Modern Writers, 1944), Vii Ngoc Phan considers but ki as equivalent
to literary essays (including personal essays and critical essays) in Western literature. But ki had

% He argues that phdng su

roots both in Western and Vietnamese literary traditions.
(investigative reportage/investigative reportage), lich st ki sw (historical reportage), truyén ki
(biography) as modes of narrative. These modes are different from the mode of literary essays:
while the former focus on events, the latter put importance on arguments and feelings. He also
distinguishes lich si tiéu thuyét (historical novels) from historical reportage and biography. He

emphasizes that investigative reportage, historical reportage, and biography should not contain

any fictional detail but facts only.**®

Similar to Phan, Phién differentiates the literary essay from investigative reportage, diary,
memoir and travelogue. He explains that in literary essays, events are not important but
arguments and feelings are. They play an important role in literary reportages.””’ However, he

also uses ki as the umbrella term for the latter.

% see Chapter 2.

195 See Vi Ngoc Phan, Nha Vdn Hién Bai (Modern Writers), 2nd edn (Hanoi: Van hoc, 1998), 454.

1% see Vil Ngoc Phan, pp. 542-3, 552.

%7 See V3 Phién, pp. 216-217. Original text in Viethamese: “Chlng ta chon cdi bén sidng tdc hwdng vé nghé
thuat; con bén kia hdy duwa vé dia hat nghién ctru khdo luan. D3 déng y vé ndi dung roi, xin goi nd |a tuy but,
thay vi but ki. Vi chit ki thdy khéng hop. O day chuyén ghi chép su viéc khdng phai 1a cai quan trong. Ki va
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According to Phan in Nha vdn hién dai (Modern Writers), but ki is equivalent to what we
call tuy but [literary essays], and phdéng sw [investigative reportage/ investigative
reportage] is equivalent to what we call ki. In ki, besides phdng sw, we would like to
include ki sw [historical reportage], h6i ki [memoir], tap ki [random reportage/notes],
which all focus on recording events. That is why we want to replace Vii's but ki with the
term tuy but in order to distinguish but and ki. If tiy but focuses on feelings, ki focuses on
recording events; if tiy but focuses on literary techniques, ki focuses on reality.... [...]
According to Pham Van Si*® ki embraces subgenres such as “phdng sy, but ki, tuy but,

thu, truyén ki”. That is not appropriate.’

Nguyén Hién Lé&’s memoir also reveals that southern writers did distinguish ki and tuy but: “I did
not compose any poem, but was interested in writing kinds of ki (travelogue, memoir) and luan
[essays](nghi ludn [critical essays], cdo ludn [review], tiy but [literary essays]) as well as articles

about education and literature”.”®

In summary, during 1954-1975, southern writers were different to northern ones
because they did not put literary essays and biography into the same group with historical
reportage, investigative reportage, memoir and travelogue under the umbrella name ki. Because

of the lack of material, it is not clear whether southern writers used the term ki to group historical

phong sy cbt ghi nhan thwce tai, di sat thyc tai. Trong tuy bat cling cé thuec tai, cd sy viéc, co tai liéu, di
nhién. Tuy but ctia Pham Binh HS ¢é, tuy bit clia Nguyén Tuan cling cé nita: c¢é van cau Hién Lwong dém ki
tirng tdm chang han; nhwng nhitng cai d6 khong lam ra gia trj cla tac pham, khong phai 1a déc diém cda van
loai”.

%8 Pham Vin ST’s idea of the subgenres of ki reflects Northern criticism and theory of ki since 1960s up to
recently.

99y Phién, pp. 243—4. Original text in Vietnamese: “Trwdc kia, Vi Ngoc Phan phan lam hai bé mén: buat ki
va phéng su. Sau nay, c6 ngudi (nhu Pham Van Si) gbp lai lam mot, goi chung |a ki. Theo céi goi clia Vi Ngoc
Phan trong Nha van hién dai thi bat ki twong &ng v&i bd mén ma ching téi goi la tuy but; con phéng sy gan
tuwong (rng véi cdi ma chiing toi xin goi |a ki. Trong bd mén ki, ngoai phéng sy ra, ching t6i muén bao gbm
ludn c3 céc loai: ki sw, hdi ki, tap ki, tat cd déu cé mét diém chung 1a ndng vé ghi chép su viéc. Boi diém &y,
& bd mén trwdce ching téi da thay chir but ki cha éng Vii ra chit tly bat, chd y 1a muén phan biét but véi ki,
tach céi nay ra khdi cai kia. M6t bén ning vé cdm nghi, mét bén thién vé ghi chép; mét bén chd trong nghé
thuat, sang tao, mot bén chu trong thuc tai. [...] Con theo Pham Van Si thi thé ki bao gdm ‘phdng su, bt ki,
tuy but, thu, truyén k7. Nhu thé e khéng 6n”.

2% Nguyén Hién Lé. Original text in Vietnamese: “t&i khéng 1am tho, khéng viét tiéu thuyét, ma thich loai ki
(du ki, hoi ki), luan (nghi ludn, cao luan, tuy but) va chi y téi cac van dé gido duc, van hoc”.

99



and investigative reportage, memoir and travelogue or not. However, after 1975, in Introduction
to South Vietnamese Literature (1986) and My Writing Career (1996), both Phién and Nguyén L&,
two popular writers of southern literature between 1954-1975, used the term ki to refer to these
genres. The reason for the variety of conceptions of ki is in part dependent on local circumstances
and in part on literary history, for in Vietnamese medieval literature, ki referred to any

nonfictional narrative.

Although southern writers’ theory of ki was different to one of northern writers, ki
nevertheless remained a popular genre in southern literature between 1954 and 1975. Similar to
northern ki, the most popular topic in ki in southern literature was the war. V3 Phién asserts the
abundance and diversity of ki on the war and distinguishes the development of ki into two
periods: before 1963 (the first republic of the South under Ngé Dinh Diém’s government) and
after 1963 (the second republic of the South). He also emphasizes the close relationship between
investigative reportage and the seriousness of the situation: “The more serious the political
conflicts were, the more memoirs were published; the fiercer the battles were, the more

investigative reportages appeared”.”™

Phién even asserted that while after 1945, in the North, investigative reportage

disappeared because no one was allowed to say anything about social inequalities, “ki is one of

the specialities of southern literature during 1954-1975”.°> He believes that in the South, writers

were free to reveal social evils as well as wrongdoings by politicians. At this point Vo seems to be
one-sided: in fact, the wrongdoings by politicians were only revealed after they were no longer in

power.”®® Phién also argues that ki in the South was very sincere, accurate because it was out of

%L & Phién. 246. Original text in Vietnamese: “chinh trudng cang sbi déng hdi ki cang nhiéu, chién trudng

cang sb6i dong phéng su cang nhiéu”.

202 Ibid, 244. Original text in Vietnamese: “ki |la cdi dac biét cia van hoc mién Nam trong thoi ky 1954—
1975”".

% Eor examples, see Cao Van Ludn’s Bén giong lich st (By the Flow of History, 1965), L& Tt Hung’s Bén
twdng Da Lat (Four Generals of Da Lat, 1971), and Nhitng bi mat cdch mang 1-11-1963 (Secrets of the Coup
on 1" November 1963, 1971).
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the control of power.”" However, he also betrays himself by claiming that “There was no ki which

is against the war or sentimental, utopian. There was no ki which was leftist or coward. There was
no secret communist agent among ki writers”.”*® The comment suggests that V& Phién has
equated the point of view of southern writers to the official one of the government of the South.
Later, some intellectuals who were also southern writers between 1954—1975 like Phién, pointed
out that how Phién’s anti-communism influenced the way he selected and criticized works of
southern writers in Introduction to South Vietnamese Literature. He left out, for example, writers
of the journal Trinh bdy and the literary group Thdi dé. The works of other leftist intellectuals such

as Nguy@n Van Trung and Vi Hanh were also not mentioned in the book.**

In summary, from Phién’s book, it can be seen that ki in southern literature during the
Vietnam War was a popular genre. Unlike northern literature of the same period, investigative
reportage was not absent but relatively active. However, it is impossible to say that southern ki
during the war was absolutely objective because it was independent from political influence. The

following parts of this chapter will argue this case.

3.2. Multiple voices in South Vietnamese ki (1954 - 1975)

It is evident that there are two periods in the development of southern ki during the Vietnam
War: before and after 1963. After 1963, when the battles between northern communist forces
and southern ones, which had the support of the American forces, became fiercer, ki became
more frequent. Prominent works of ki are: Phan Nghi‘s Vot Trwong Son (Crossing Trwong Son

Mountains, 1967); Thai Lang’s Nhét Ki Ngudi Chirng (Diary of A Witness, 1967); Kiéu My Duyén’s

2% See VB Phién, 248. V& Phién claims that writers of ki, for example, Phan Nhat Nam, did not have to

follow any order or under any political pressure when writing his works. Original text in Vietnamese: “k/
mién Nam that dwong dudng chinh chinh. Khéng ai dat ra duwong 16i, ra chi thi, cap gidy phép cho Phan
Nhat Nam di “ba cung” vé&i bat cir nhan vat nao dé viét ki ca”.

2% 3 Phién, 247. Original text in Vietnamese: “ki khong cé th ki phan chién, khéng cé thi ki vién mo,
khong cé ki td khuynh, than céng, khéng cé tinh than chi bai, dau hang, hoa giai hoa hop trong ki, khéng cé
van cong chui vé ndm vung trong ki”.

% see Nguy@n Vin Trung, “Hudng vé Mién Nam Viét Nam (Towards the South Vietnam)”; Thuy Khué;
Nguy&n Hién Lé.
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Thién thén mi ndu (The Brown—Bereted Angels™’, 1969); Duong Hung Cuwdng’s Linh thanh phé
(City Soldiers, 1969); Dwong Nghiém Mau‘s Bja nguc cd that (A Real Hell, 1969); Nh3 Ca’s Gidi
Khdn S6 Cho Hué (Mourning Tourband for Hue, 1969); Trang Chau’s Y sT tién tuyén (Military
Battlefield Surgeonszos, 1970); Phan Nhat Nam‘s Ddu binh Itra (Traces of War, 1969), Doc dudng
s6 mét (Along Road No. 1, 1970), Mua hé ddé Iiva (Fiery Red Summer, 1972); and Xuan Vii’s Buong
Di Khéng Pén (The Road to Nowhere, 1973°%). There were also many fictions which are rich in ki-
quality such as Nh3 Ca’s Tinh ca cho Hué dé ndt (A Love Song for Hué the Ruined City, 1969), and
Nguyén Sa’s Vai ngay lam viéc & chung sw vu (Few Days Working at the Military Mortuary, 1972).
The origins of these writers were varied: Phan Nhat Nam, Thai Lang and Dwong Hung Cudng were
soldiers of the RVNMF; Xuan Vii was a returner who was previously a communist soldier; Kiéu My
Duyén was a medical student; Trang Chau was a military surgeon; Phan Nghi and Nha Ca worked
as journalists; Duwong Nghiém Mau and Nguyén Sa were writers. | have chosen to examine Phan
Nghis Vuwot Trirong Son (Crossing Truong Son Mountains, Thai Lang’s Nhat Ki Nguoi Ching (Diary
of A Witness), Nha Ca‘s Gigi Khdn S6 Cho Hué (Mourning Tourband for Hue), and Phan Nhat Nam’s
Déu binh Itra (Traces of War) and Doc dudng s6 mét (Along Road No. 1) to show that southern ki
managed to develop a freedom of expression at some levels and also that it was unable to escape
from the influence of censorship and political power. Although Phan Nghi and Nh3a Ca were
journalists who represented the official voice of the government, and Thai Lang and Phan Nhat
Nam were military officers, the ways they saw and presented the opponents, the southern

writers, the American and South Korean forces, as well as the ordinary people are different from

each other.

297 Refers to the Republic of Vietnam Military Army (ARVN, the army of the South during 1954-1975).

The book was granted the first prize by the Psychological Operations unit in 1969.

The book was granted the national award by the government of the South in 1973. Xuan V{i was a northern
soldier, who fled from the communist army in 1971 and later wrote several anticommunist works which were
well praised by the government of the South. Xuan Vii used the metaphor “the road to nowhere” to refer to
the H6 Chi Minh trail (also known in Vietnam as the "Trwdng Son trail"), a supply route that ran from the
Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North Vietnam) to the Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam) through the
Laos and Cambodia. The system provided manpower and material to the National Front for the Liberation of
South Vietnam (called the Vietcong or "VC" by its opponents) and North Viethamese Army, during the
Vietnam War.

208
209
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3.2.1. Images of the opponents

Phan Nghi's Vgt Trwong Son (Crossing Truwong Son Mountains, 1967) is typical of the official
viewpoint of the government in the way it describes the Vietcong antagonists as crafty and

wicked:

Every person who lives in this “measly land”?*® has been carrying few cangues on his neck.
Either he chooses whether to be under the lead of the government of the South or follow
the Vietcong, he has to suffer from it. He can be accused by either of them. Anyway, it is
less dangerous to be accused by southern officials than by the Vietcong. One summer
night in 1965, the Vietcong attacked O Mén district. They rushed into the house of
Captain Bui Quang Kinh of the Air Division No. 116 in order to capture him. They left after
having killed his mother and destroyed his house. There must be blood in all the
Vietcongs acts of revenge. However, was killing an old woman a heroic deed which
represents the Bolsheviks’ heroism? Since the war became wider, the “white terror” has
increased and happened everywhere in the countryside and along the roads. Mines,
grenades, submachine—guns, machine—guns, those killing weapons have killed countless

ordinary people.”*

% The name “vung dat 1én sai” (“measly land”) refers to the area in the South where the Vietcong guerrilla

forces operated, making it difficult for the RVNMF to control. Later in the book, Phan Nghi explains that it
originated from the name “carte rougeole” by French army: “1952-53, bon nha binh cla thyc dan Phap d3
ménh danh nhitng cdi ban d6 trong dé ghi rd céc vj tri déng quan cla ho vdi nhirng vi tri cé khang chién
quan hoat déng |a “carte rougeole”, vi trong né nhw mot cai bé mét rd nhing nhit” (During 1952-1953, the
French colonial military forces used the words “carte rougeole” to refer to the maps of the areas where
they located both their military bases and Vietnamese resistance forces because they look like the pock—
marked face of a patient with measles). See Phan Nghi, Vugt Trudng Son (Crossing Truong Son Moutains)
(Missing name, 1967), 26.

> phan Nghi, 32. Original text in Vietnamese: “Ngudi dan trong “ving dat 1&n s&i” d3 phai séng trong céi
canh mot ¢ déi ba chong. Theo Quéc gia cling khé ma theo Cong san cling ¢ tdi. Bé&n nao cling c6 quyén
hoi tdi minh hét. Nhung Quéc gia néu cé héi tdi thi chi cdnh cdo so so, chir con bi cdng san héi tdi thi cudc
doi dé di khai hoi véi giun 1dm. Vao mot dém ha tuin thang 10 — 65 Viét Cong d3 kéo quan vao quan ly O
M®n, suc vao nha dai Uy BUi Quang Kinh chi huy phi doan 116 dé dinh bat séng 6ng vi ho tin dng madi v,
Viét cong d3 ha sat ba me dng Kinh va kéo sap nha 6ng rdi bd di. Ay, trong tit ca nhitng vu tra thu cda Viét
cong déu phai c6 mau chay. Nhung, giét hai mét ba |30 gia thi khong biét rang d6 c6 phai la mot hanh dong
anh hung xuat phat tir cai ch( nghia anh hung tap thé ma ngudi Bonchévick thudng réu rao hay khéng. T
khi cudc chién tranh mé réng, nhitng vu “khlng bd trang” thudng dién ra ngay nay qua ngay khac & noi
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The book is a collection of war reportage writings about the strategic areas along the Trwong Son
Range in the South, where the Vietcong’s guerrilla forces and troops operated. The ordinary
people who lived in these areas were continually in danger because of the fire between the two
sides. Moreover, they were caught in the middle of the civic action programmes which were
conducted by both Vietcong and the local authorities under the lead of the government of the
South. In Nghi‘s book, the Vietcong are shown not only to be bloodthirsty but also greedy. He

quotes a farmer: “Vietcong’s tax policy is so cruel!”**?

| compared the tax bills of the farmers in this area and found out that they [the Vietcong]
do not have any fixed criteria for tax. Their taxing is so arbitrary. [...] The Vietcong often
charge 6% tax on the original investment; however, their way of taxing is calculated
manually and casually, which makes the tax rate sometimes rise to 10%. But that is only
the tax charged every time a farmer brings his harvest to market. He also has to pay the
argricultural tax. For example, if a farmer harvests 100 gig**® of paddy on every acre, the

Vietcong will take 35 gig for tax, which will be collected in cash.”**

This cruel tax policy had made many farmers and small and medium businesses leave their homes
and their businesses. Nghj shows his enmity towards the Vietcong through this satiric paragraph:
“Among four basic kinds of calculations which are addition, substraction, multiplication and

division, there are two which have been removed from the list of Vietcong’s tax collectors, leaving

thén d3 sau Ty tre xanh trén bo rudng, doc cac qudc 19, tinh 16. Min, lyu dan, tiéu lién, dai lién, nhitng dung
cu giét ngudi 8y da hdy diét biét bao sinh mang cla dam dan lanh”.

%2 phan Nghi, 39. Original text in Vietnamese: “C&i 16i danh thué cta Viét cong ciing 4c 6n 13m!”

A measure weighing about thirty kilograms.

Phan Nghi, 39-40. Original text in Vietnamese: “Tdi dd so sdnh may cai bién lai thué cla nhitng ngudi
dan & trong viing nay va thay rang ho chang cé quan thué biéu gi hét choi. Panh thué tuy hirng. [...] Vé lta
gao théng thudng Viét cong danh 6 phan trdm vao gid vén, nhung vi ho tinh todn theo 18i thd cédng nghiép,
nén sé thué phai ndp cé khi lén t&i 10%. Nhung d6 mdéi chi la thué hang chuyén, ho con phai chiu thué néng
nghiép nira. Mot mau san xuat dwoc 100 gia Ida thi Viét cong thu 35 gia. S6 35 gia nay s& quy thanh tién, va
néng dan phai ndp cho Viét cong”.
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only addition and multiplication. The more the multiplication is used, the better”.?* It is difficult
to check the accuracy of this information; however, Nghi’s viewpoint is typical for the propaganda
of the government of the South, which describes the Vietcong as bloodthirsty and greedy. In the
time when both sides were trying to attract southern people to their sides, it is not likely that the
Vietcong applied this cruel tax policy in the areas which still officially belonged to the government

of the South.

Captain Phan Nhat Nam in his two memoirs Ddu binh Iira (Traces of War, 1969) and Doc
duwong sé 1 (Along Road No. 1, 1970), which are a combination of memoir and literary reportage
written during the eight years of his military career from 1961 to 1969, does not only show his
disappointment with the Americans and the government of the South but also a negative attitude

towards the Vietcong. In the battlefield, the Vietcong are described as “inhuman” and “soulless”:

There were footsteps coming closer: the Vietcong were going to “clear” the battlefield! |
heard them cursed and shot. The sounds were dry and fast. They abused and shot our
injured soldiers. They had never made me feel hatred and disgust like this. Deaths were
normal in wartime. However, it was inhuman to abuse and kill an injured enemy. They
were soulless animals. We captured opponents many times. We shared foods and
cigarettes with them. We in the air force are famous for being tough. However, we never
abused captured opponents, much less injured ones. But the Vietcong were soulless

people, they forgot human feelings”.**®

21 Ibid, 57. Original text in Vietnamese: “Trong b&n phép todn: céng , trlr, nhan, chia thi d3 cé 2 bij loai ra

khoi b6 mén nay, chi con lai tinh nhan va tinh cdng. Cang nhan nhiéu bao nhiéu, cang t6t bay nhiéu”. (57)

% Phan Nhat Nam, 16. Original text in Vietnamese: “Cé chan ngudi xi xdm dén, Viét cdng di thanh toan
chién truong! Tiéng chlri mang chen 1an tiéng né kho va gon. Ching chlti méng hodc ban chét thuwong binh.
Chua bao gi® tdi cdm thlu va ghé t&m bon ching dén ngan nay. Chién tranh |a luat cla sdng chét, nhung khi
ngudi d6i dich véi minh ngd xudng thi ai n& long ndo dé hanh ha va giét chét. Lii ching no, loai khdng cé
linh hon. B3 bao lan chiing tdi bat duoc tu binh, ké cho thudc |4, nguwdi cho com an, nhitng ngwoi linh Nhay
dU xwa nay van cé tiéng 1a clrng ran nhung chia mot 1an nao ching téi hanh ha tu binh, huéng gi tu bi
thuong. Nhuwng & day, bon Viét cdng nhu mét ké vo linh hén, ching quén mat tinh ngudi..”.
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In Nam’s books, the Vietcong are shown to be either wicked or pitiful and passive. However, they
are also victims of the war and have to suffer the horror of death, poverty and other hardships of
the war: in Along Road No. 1, the Vietcong are represented either by a lost and unarmed foot—
soldier who suddenly shows up with a dazed face from the bush,?” or a Vietcong who is “dead
skinny and so frightened that unable to say anything” and two under—sixteen—year—old Vietcong
with frightened faces, who were “still holding some cooked rice in their mouths when they were

pulled out from a pond”.**®

If Nghi keeps a cold and ironic attitude towards the Vietcong, Nam tries to explain why

they became so brutal and enduring during the war:

You had still to fight in order to help the political witches to have better cards on the
gamble of negotiation. [...] Your minds which were filled with hatred and excessive and
single—-minded zeal were led by a utopian plan which was created by the leaders who
were bound with the past’s glory and the lame belief that they were some kinds of
superman who could save the nation [...] Although we fought lamentably, our hearts were
still free. Meanwhile, you were just some robots who were sunk in the dark abyss of

illusions. Moreover, you were helpless robots.”*

bid, 26. Original text in Vietnamese: “Trong |4 xanh hién ra mot ngudi mac quan phuc mau xanh deo ba-

|6 mat may ngo ngac. Y 1a mét binh si cla tiéu doan bd binh, ching tdi khdng biét tai sao anh ta di lac va
khong cé sung”. (From the bush a man in green military uniform with a dazed face suddenly showed up. He
was a foot—soldier. We did not know why he was lost and unarmed).

218 Ibid, 16. Original text in Vietnamese: “Dai d6i 72 bao cdo: Bat dwoc mot tu binh Viét cdng, tén ngudi gay
rac, nét miat kinh hoang khéng thé tra 10i vdi ching téi dwoc mét cau hoi, nét mat hét hodng cla hai tén
dich chwa qua mudi sdu tudi 16i 1én tir mot dam béo, mdt tén con dang ngdm mét bling com”. (“Company
No. 72 reported that they had captured a Vietcong who was dead skinny and so frightened that unable to
say anything. [...] [I also remembered] the frightened faces of two not—over—sixteen—year—old Vietcong who
were still holding some cooked rice in their mouths when they were pulled out from a pond”).

% |pid, 106. Original text in Vietnamese: “Cac anh con phai chién dau dé cho dam phu thly chinh trj dt
nhitng 14 bai thau cdy |én canh bac hoa dam [...] Dau 6c day thu han cudng tin dwoc dan dat vao mdt muc
tiéu khong twéng, vo vong. Muc tiéu duoc thiét k€, hoach dinh tir tri ndo nhitng I3nh tu bi bao cirng béi hao
quang qua kht, nhitng nguoi cé long tin tudng que quédt rang, chinh minh, mét loai siéu nhan ma lich st
dan toc can dén... Ching t6i chién d4u trong bi dat nhwng van con tu do noi trai tim, trong khi cac anh chi 1a
mot [T ngudi mdy mé mudi sau vue den cla do twdng. Té hon nira — Mét 10 nguwdi may bat luc”.
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This perception of the Vietcong as wicked, inhuman and robot-like can be also seen in Nha Ca’s
Gidi khén sé6 cho Hué (Mourning Headband for Hue, 1969). The majority of the Vietcong “are
emotionless”,*”® according to Old Minh, a character in the book. This view of the Vietcong is also
demonstrated in Chapter Three of Mourning Headband. This chapter shows a contradictory scene
in the early days of their occupation of Hué: while the ordinary people hid themselves in their
houses in order to survive the fire between ARVN, US forces and the Vietcong, and an ordinary
person hiding in the bush was killed because he was mistaken for an enemy by some Vietcong
soldiers, some female Vietcong still enjoyed learning to ride motorbikes which were left by people
who ran away from the city. Ca calls it “bénh dich hadn hoan cla céc anh gidi phéng” (“the disease
of happiness among the liberation soldiers”)**! because they were happy with their victory while

the whole city was living in such a dreadful and alarming atmostphere. Moreover, Ca depicted the

northern liberation forces as deceitful and greedy:

In the morning, they were still shy and cautious towards local people. However, just after
a secret order from their higher authorities, in the afternoon, they suddenly changed into
very friendly soldiers who were eager to get along well with the people. Many bags of
rice, traditional cakes and sugar—preserved fruits from Hué’s households, which were

prepared for New Year celebration, were loaded into the trucks by the liberation soldiers.

2% see Nh3 Ca, Gigi Khdn S6 Cho Hué (Mourning Headband for Hue) (Saigon: Déng Duong Thoi Bao,

1969). Retrieved from <http://www.vietnamvanhien.net/GiaikhanSoChoHue.pdf> [Accessed 8 October
2013]. | hada copy of the book which was printed in 1969. However, it was not complete. This is why |
have used the online version of the book. Original text in Vietnamese: “Ong Minh cu &i: "Con ngudi cong
san lam gi ¢ tinh cam. Chang né chi c6 muc dich 13 thang, diét, tién t&i. Tao & véi ching nd lau roi tao
biét" (Old Minh smiled and said: Communists are apathetic. Winning, killing, going forward are all they
aim for. | knew it because | used to live with them for a long time”. In the book, Old Minh was a peace
activist who supported neither the northern nor the southern government. He is the only one real hero
who, despite the ceaseless fire from both sides, is able to save ordinary people and injured soldiers.

2! Nh3 Ca.
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According to them, they just temporarily borrowed them for the use of the liberation

troops.**

In another part near the end of the book, Ca ironically summarizes the Tet Offensive as follows:
“The liberation troops only “freed” blood and took away the light and small items such as
watches, pens and other lovely petite assessories “by mistake”.?®> Her bad impression of the
Vietcong is also reflected in this metaphor of the liberation flag: “I saw some liberation flags in the

corner of the house, over which flies swarmed. They emitted an unbearable stench”.?*

In summary, if in northern propaganda literature under Stalinist socialist realism, the
opponents (the Americans and the RVNMF soldiers) were portrayed as animal-like, in Phan Nghi,
Phan Nhat Nam and Nha Ca’s ki, Vietcong tend to be represented as machine—like. While Nghi
always keeps a critical and ironical tone while mentioning Vietcong in his book, Nam and Ca try to
explain the reasons for the brutality and coldness of the Vietcong. For Nam, the reason is the
influence of a political theory and system (communism) which drained the common sense of the
Vietcong, making them become merely fighting machines: “Alas! You were drained until you were
empty of human values. We understood and felt so sorry for you! Your brutality and cruelty must

have origined from supressed desires and dreams”.**> Here is another example in Along Road No. 1:

Your skins were not those of human beings: they were so strangely pale that you look

unreal. You were looking at us without vitality and feelings. You were the secret and dull

2 bid. Original text in Vietnamese: “Budi sang ho con e dé véi ngudi dan, nhwng tdi trua tdi chidu, mot noi

|énh dwoc truyén tai rat nhanh, ho thay d&i thanh nhitng chién si rat nhiin nhan thuong dan séng hoa hop
véi dan dé dang. Nhirng bao gao tlr trong cac ngdi nha cling véi banh tét banh chung, mt banh day & trong
may ngay t&t dwoc mang ra san chat 1&n nhirng chuyé&n xe van tai d& chd [&n miét trén, ma theo cac anh giai
phéng thi ho muwon tam cho quan déi giai phdéng”.

% ibid. Original text in Vietnamese: “Céc anh giai phong chi gidi phdng xwong mau va cdm nham nhitng thir
nhe nhang nhu déng hd, but may, nhitng d6 vat nhd nhd, xinh xinh, hay ngd nghinh”.

2% |bid. Original text in Vietnamese: “Téi thiy bén géc nha may céi c& gidi phong d3y mau, mot vai chd rudi
van con bau & day. M3y chiéc co tiét ra mt mui tanh khé ngdri”.

22 phan Nhat Nam92. Original text in Viethamese: “Nhuwng h&i 6i cdc anh bj gian Iwgc dén qua nhiéu, cac
anh thi€u dén dod can mon nhat, ching téi hiéu va thwong cic anh nhiéu I3m. Al Nhitng hung bao, nhitng sai
l&ch vé nhan &i chic cling cé & dau day, cling bat ngudn tir nhitng wéc mudn sdi bong bi chén ép”.
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hollows made by the years which you had spent in the jungle. Your eyes were also not of
human beings any more. They functioned physically but their owners had lost human
senses and feelings. Now | can understand why you were so aggressive in battle: it was

because that was when you were awake.”*

Different to Nam, Ca distinguishes the minority of the good communist soldiers from the
cold and greedy majority. In the scene mentioned above, while other soldiers happily enjoy

learning how to ride a motorbike, a soldier named Thu seems lonely among his comrades:

The female soldiers enjoyed it and laughed happily but the young soldier did not. His eyes
were fixed on some women who were rushing out of their houses crying for help: “Help!

Please save my son! Help! Please help my father, my husband!”

Some female soldiers on motorbikes passed him and shouted joyfully: “There are

so many motorbikes here. We are going to have some after the final victory”. One

17

shouted to him: “Our comrade Thu is so hard—working!” Her imitation of the local accent

was so unbearable. The young soldier frowned. [...] Sadly, he raised his rifle at the tree in
front of him as if he wanted to shoot something. No shot. The female soldiers laughed

and went downbhill in a flash.?*’

226 phan Nhat Nam,91. Original text in Vietnamese: “Da cac anh khéng phai da nguoi, trang xanh bac théch
dén la lung, m6t mau sic khdng that, khdng cd. Cac anh nhin ching téi khong cdm gidc, khdng y niém, cac
anh la khoang tréng, bi an, u uat, budn ba do ndm thang day dic trong rirng, trong |a. Mat cla céc anh hét
con 1a mat nguoi. DAy chi 1a d6i nguoi khép mé khi thire, ngli. Dung nhu vay, vi cac anh d3 ddnh mat y niém
cla thij giac, cla tat ca gidc quan con ngudi. Cac anh hét tinh ngudi. Bay gid téi cé thé hiu tai sao cac anh
hung hang khi tac chién. Toi biét réi... DAy |a lic cdc anh dang séng lai”.

7 Nh3 Ca62. Original text in Vietnamese: “M3y cé cudi dua thiét vui nhwng anh linh tré khéng cudi. Mat
anh [am [Am [i [i nhin xuéng con d&c dang cé may ngudi dan ba chay ra dudng kéu ctru:

"Clru con tui vdi, bé lang bé nwéce oi. Clru chdéng ctru cha tui'.

Ma4t cb nit can bd lwdt qua mat anh, cudi cudi néi noi:

"Trong nay nhiéu xe qua, thang loi roi minh 6 xe di".

MOt ¢ néi lon:

"Déng chi Thu tich cyc qua hil"

C6 ta nhai giong Hué rat khé nghe. Anh linh tré cau may. [...] Khéng hiéu byc tirc hay budn ba chuyén gi,
anh ta dua sing [&n nham than cay trwdc mdt nhw mudn ban. Khong cé tiéng dan né. May ¢d nit cn bo
cudi x0a, thodng cai ho da xudng téi lung chirng d6c”.
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At the end of Mourning Headband, another local expresses what he thinks about Vietcong:

“They also know to pity people. They saved my son who was injured by shrapnel from a
broken fieldgun. A young northern soldier sadly said to me: “Please don’t hate us. We just
obeyed orders from higher authorities. We are separated from our families. We are also
poor and hungry. We are so sad to see people die like this”. [...] There, they are also pitiful

and they also hate the war like us, right?”?*®

Ca’s view of the opponents is more complicated. While Phan Nghi and Phan Nhat Nam show their
strong criticism of Vietcong, Ca uses an ironical tone when she tells the stories of the majority of
Vietcong, as the previous paragraph states. However, by demonstrating that a minority of
Vietcong were victims of political power and the war, that some people were humane and lonely
among the cold, brutal and greedy majority. Ca seems to manage to keep the objective viewpoint
which is expected of ki. However, is this memoir truly impartial? | will return to this question later

in this chapter.

While Nghi, Nam and Ca show their criticism of the Vietcong in their works clearly, in
Diary of a Witness, Thai Lang shows his leftist viewpoint by not mentioning anything about
Vietcong despite the fact that he worked in an area where there were also Vietcong guerrilla
forces and troops, as in Nghi’s Crossing Truong Son. This attitude towards Vietcong was also
expressed in his fictions, for example, Trong mét ngdy cua mét nguoi (A Day in A Man’s Life,

1970).

%% Ibid . Original text in Vietnamese: “Ho cling biét thwong ngudi, ho cru thang con tui bi miéng dai bac.

Mot anh linh Bac Viét tré da than thé véi tui: “Cac bac nght lai dirng ghét bd tui chau. Tui chau chi biét thi
hanh theo |&nh trén. Tui chau cling xa gia dinh, déi khd. Nhin cdnh déng bao chét nhu thé nay, tui chdu
cling khé dau 1dm”. [...] D6, ho cling t8i, ho ciing 0an chién tranh [3m chd”.
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It is noteworthy that more extreme northern criticism of South Vietnamese literature
(1945-1975) before 1986°*° suggests that the way South Vietnamese literature depicts the

Vietcong is a form of psychological warfare:

To intimidate readers, the reactionary hack writers often excessively depicted the
Vietcong as bloodthirsty. They turned the Vietcong into “the hateful beast” and “the
scared beast” in order to spread doubt and fear; moreover, the illogical hatred toward
communism in anti—communist works, either fiction or drama, contains an obvious lie:
“the Saigon government is absolutely good and the Vietcong is absolutely bad”. It is
necessary to destroy the latter to protect the former. “The Vietcong” in these writings,
therefore, does not originate from reality but is purely a product of propaganda. The
criteria of literature which are authenticity, sincerity or objectivity were nothing to those

writers, moreover, they were taboos.**

) "

Evidently, the criteria of socialist realism, which are “sincerity”, “authenticity” and “objectivity”
were not only used to evaluate northern literature but also the opponent’s one. Interestingly, that
northern propaganda literature, under the influence of Stalinist socialist realism, also describes
the Americans and South Vietnamese soldiers and officers as bloodthirsty animals.”*" It is accurate

that Nghi’s investigative reportage and some southern propaganda films and literature did

2 |n Vietnam, the reception of South Vietnamese literature (1945—-1975) has positively changed.

Thach Phuwong, “Van Nghé Phan Bdng, Mii Xung Kich Trén M3t Trdn Vdn Hoa va Van Nghé (Reactionary
Literature and Art: The Pioneer in the Cultural Battle),” in Vdn hda, vdn nghé mién Nam dudi ché d6 My-
Nguy (South Vietnamese Culture and Arts under the US Puppet Regime), ed. by Tra Linh and others (Hanoi:
V&n héa, 1977), pp. 246-335, 265. Original text in Vietnamese: “Dé& gy tac dong manh dén tam ly, ting
cudng do rung ron va khing khi€p ddi véi ngudi doc, mét thd thuat thudng thay cda bon bdi but phan
déng la sy “lam phat” hinh twgng mau trong khi miéu ta vé ngudi cong san, ngudi can bd khang chién. “Con
ngwa cam thu” va “con ngwa so hai” duwoc ké dich s&r dung cing mot ldc phdng vao tran dia tu tudng, tran
dia tdm hdn quan ching, nham gieo rac sy ngd vure, hoang mang va cao hon, tao nén si 0dn ghét, long cdm
thu vo ly d6i véi cdch mang. Doc nhitng “tdc phdm” mang ch( dé chéng cong, tir tiéu thuyét dén kich, tur
truyén ngan dén truyén dai, nguoi ta dé nhan ra duoc sy danh trdo khai niém tho bao nay: “Qudc gia la tot
tuyét d6i, cong san 1a xau tuyét déi”. Hai cai d6 ddi 1ap nhau nhu nwdc véi llra. Phai diét cai thi hai dé bao
vé cdi thir nhat. Cho nén, nhan vat goi 1a “cdng san” hay “cdch mang” & day la hinh tugng can cé chi khéng
phai hinh tugng vén cé trong hién thuc. Nhitng tiéu chuin cla nghé thuat nhu tinh chan that, su trung thuc
cla ngodi but, chan Iy khach quan déi vdi ho khdng nhitng 1a chuyén phlu phiém, ma con la diéu t&i ky”.

21 see Chapter 2. V& Phién, an anti-communist southern writer, also pointed out some northern
propaganda portrayed South Vietnamese soldiers and the Americans as cannibals. See V& Phién, 7.
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portray the Vietcong as bloodthirsty and greedy animals. However, although Ca and Nam also
depict the Vietcong as emotionless machines, they either explain it with the influence of
environment and ideological power or try to separate the good minority from the bad majority. In
other words, their works offered multiple voices in some ways. However, in general, the
impressions of the Vietcong in these writings still reflect the Saigon government’s anti—
communism. In southern literature during 1945-1975, the works which openly show positive

impressions of the Vietcong did not have the chance to be published because of censorship.

4.2.2. Images of the American and other allied forces

That Phan Nghi represents the official viewpoint of the government of the South is also expressed
in the way he sees the American and South Korean forces, which joined the Vietnam War as the
RVN’s allies. It is not a coincidence that in Crossing Trwo'ng Son, Phan Nghi explains the motives of
the American interference in the South Vietnam at least twice. While anti—war writers strongly
exposed the war crimes by the American forces to the ordinary Vietnamese people®? and saw the
RVN government’s co—operation with the Americans nothing than “trd rudc voi vé day md”
(“letting the wolf into the fold”)***, Nghi praises the generous support of the Americans and
distinguishes them from the corrupt southern officers:

All the American aid is of good quality, including weapons and human resources for the

war against communists. The supporters only want their aid to reach the poor in order to

improve their life. In no way would they be so stupid enough to let corrupt officers to

steal from them and turn their gains into international bank deposits or stocks as in the

22 For example, see Editorial board, “son MY, Cuirc Biém Cla M&t Chinh Sach Toi Ac (Son M§: The Extreme

of an Evil Policy),” Trinh bdy, 1971, 3-6; Thé Nguyén, “Vin Nghé Trudc Nhitng Mwu D6 Bat Chinh Cla Hé
Théng Chién Tranh Lanh (Literature and Arts Against Unrighteous Schemes of the Cold War System)”; or
Thé& Nguyén, “Van Nghé Truwdc Nhitng Muwu D6 Bat Chinh Cla Hé Théng Chién Tranh Lanh (Literature and
Arts Against Unrighteous Schemes of the Cold War System)”.

> Nguy&n Ngoc Lan, “Banh v& Hay Keo M§: 'Hoa Binh Trong Strc Manh va Uu thé'(The American Candies as
Fine Illusions: 'A Peace with Wealthiness and Advantages'),” Tia sdng, 1970, 4.
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time of Nhu and Diém. How sad it is that the disbursement process sometimes did not

happen in the way it was expected, making the aid unable to reach the right people.”*

Also, while the journal Trinh bdy, by criticizing the mass massacre in Son My by an American

troop, reveals the hidden motives of the American support to Vietnam as follows:

The American military interference is a dubious scheme regardless of the legitimate
aspirations of the Vietnamese. Therefore, that they “misunderstood” the situation of the
revolutionary war in Vietnam, and that they made light of the life of Vietnamese people

are just the inevitable results of such a policy.”*

Nghi claims the motives of the Americans in the Vietnam War are noble and generous:

The people and soldiers of the other side have been blocked in the maze created with the
“people’s war” theory and the “a—war-to—free-the—South” propaganda. Therefore, they
could not understand anything about the situation of the South and why the Americans
had to come here. They are not the successors of the French colonists either they would
never become the owners of our country. They came here with only one noble mission,

that is to save a brother country from the invasion of communism.*

% Phan Nghi, 18. Original text in Vietnamese: “Moi thit vién tro clia My déu tt hét, ké ca nhitng cudc vién

trg sing dan ngudi ngom dé danh cong san. Ngudi dua vién trg tat nhién khong cé gi mong mudn hon I3
sy vién trg clia minh t&i dwoc tay dan ching nghéo khé, nang cao muyc séng cla ho, khién cho doi séng cla
ho d& phan lem ludc cht khdng doi nao lai ngu dai d&n céi mirc muén cho nhitng vién trg ay chui vao két
sat clia may thang mét I&n tai to bung by dé chiing cé thé chuyén ngan ra ngoai quéc hay mua c6 phan cuia
nhi¥ng cong ty I&n tai cdc nudc Tay phuwong, nhuw dwdi thoi Nhu Diém nguoi ta da tirng lam. Nhwng dau ddn
thay, cai phan thi hanh lai c6 nhitng rac rdi to tinh, né khién cho vién tro khong t&i tay ngudi dan dwoc”.

25 Editorial board, 6. Original text in Vietnamese: “sy hién dién quan sy cia MY tai Viét Nam da la mét
muu toan m& am, bat chip nhitng nguyén vong chinh dang cta ngudi Viét Nam, thi viéc ho “hiéu nham”
hoan canh chién tranh cdch mang tai Viét Nam, viéc ho coi ré sinh mang clia ngudi Viét Nam cling chi |3 két
qua tat nhién cla chinh sach d6 ma thaéi”.

236 Nghi, 50. Original text in Vietnamese: “Nhirng nguwdi dan va ngudi linh & phia bén kia chién tuyén mu mit
trong cdi thién la dia vBng cha ly thuyét chién tranh nhan dan va chién tranh gidi phdng véi céi dudng 18i
tuyé&n truy@n mét chidu va nhdi so, tat nhién khéng hiéu mot ti gi vé ndi tinh mién Nam va nguyén nhan
thic day ngudi My cd mat & day. Ho khong phai la hau than cla ngudi Phap. Cling nhuw khdong bao gio ho cé
thé 13 chd nhan éng cla dat nwdc nay, ma chi téi day véi mét s mang cao ca gilp d& mét nwdc anh em
trong hang ngii Thé gi¢i Tu do d& chdng lai lan séng xam l&ng cda cdng san”.
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Nghi’s defence is typical of the RVN government’s propaganda of the American intensive military
interference in South Vietnam. It is worth noticing that Vot Trrong Son was written in 1966—
1967 and published in 1967. This is the time of the direct American involvement in South
Vietnam: from March 1965, the American government ended the advisory years (1955-1964) and
started the period of the “local war” (or “limited war”) strategy (1965-1968). The American
government enhanced its role in the Vietnam War by providing more American military
consultants, American soldiers and hired South Korean troops, as well as more weapons and
financial support for the South’s government in order to end the war. The presence of a large
amount of American soldiers also brought along PX (Post Exchange) culture: as Stanley Karnow
writes, "the main PX [Post Exchange], located in the Saigon suburb of Cholon, was only slightly

smaller than the New York Bloomingdale’s..."**’

It heavily transformed the economy and
increased prostitution and corruption in the society of South Vietnam®®, leading to more criticism
and moves against the Americanization of the war. The bitterness of seeing this presence
undermine traditional values and families can be seen in the autobiography of Duong Hung,
Cudng Linh thanh phé (City Soldiers), when the narrator witnesses a close comrade’s happy family
broken because the wife, in order to save the family from poverty, goes to work for an American
office and is seduced by an American man. The rule of luxury and money over morality and the
great distance between the living standards of the American soldiers and the Vietnamese soldiers
and ordinary people as well as the bombing and other unintentional and intentional war crimes
by the American forces, which heavily influenced the lives of ordinary people, all increased the

South Vietnamese’s inferiority complex and anxiety over the large—scale US intervention in

Vietnam.

27 Stanley Karnow, Vietnam: A History, 2nd edn (New York: Penguin Books, 1997), 453.

With the presence of the American forces during the escalation, South Vietham was inundated with
manufactured goods from the U.S. Because of the war, lots of people lost their homes and their lands and
suffered from poverty. Meanwhile, many military officers and government officials became corrupt by
taking advantages of American aid and the illegal trading of American goods, which were favoured by city
people. Soldiers” families also became victims of corruption and inflation when soldiers” salaries were not
enough to support their families. Because of poverty, many families were broken when the women married
Americans or became prostitutes for the American forces.
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And Nghi, although his viewpoint of the American is typical of the government’s one, was
unable to ignore the side—effects of this presence of the American forces on Vietnamese society.
However, the way he wrote about prostitution in Crossing Truwong Son is different from Nam and
Lang: “Wherever American forces go, follow the S& Nach Ba [snack bar] and laundry shops”.?*
There is a word—play here: “s& Nach”, the pronunciation of “snack” in Vietnamese, sounds similar
to a phrase which means “touching someone’s armpits”, refering to the fact that those snack bars

were in fact places of prostitution. The following paragraph is how he describes the country

prostitutes who followed the American troops for a living:

S& Néch Ba is just a temporary tent. The only trait which makes it different from other
kinds of tents is that it is decorated with showy colours and some young girls who have
just started learning how to make up and wear high heels. Poor them, who have just been
familiar with walking barefoot or riding on cattle, now they have to adapt to the civilized
world, no wonder they were still clumsy at it. When they are on high heels, they look so
similar to the Chinese communist advisers, who came to help the Viét Minh in 1952, on
their Sterling bijkes, travelling on the Cao—Bac—Lang and Ha-Thai-Tuyén roads**°. On the

bikes, their bodies were twisted, making their butts look like a horse s ass.”**

By comparing the prostitutes to the Chinese communist advisers, who were the allies of the
opponent (northern communist), and comparing the Chinese communist advisers to horses, Phan

Nghi animalizes the bodies of the prostitutes, putting distance between them and the ordinary

9 phan Nghi, p. 135. Original text in Vietnamese: “Linh My di t&i dau, S& Néch Ba va tiém giat di di theo tdi

do”.

** The roads which connected provinces in North Vietnam and close to the border between China and
Vietnam. Phan Nghi witnessed it because he lived in the North before he fled to the South in 1954.

*! Phan Nghi, 136. Original text in Vietnamese: “s& Nach Ba chi |a mét tip [éu dwng 1én tam b, né chi dac
biét hon nhitng tup léu khac & chd cé trang hoang loe loet xanh dé tim vang, véi may cd géi méi tap danh
phan, thoa son va di gidy cao goét. Khén khé cho cac em, vén chi quen di dat, cudi trén lung trau, lung bo,
nay bdng dung phai hda minh vao véi nép séng van minh tranh sao khéi sy b& ngé! Hoa cho nén, trong cac
em di gudc khdng khac gi nhin may éng c¢6 van Trung Cong — t&i gitp Viét Minh vao ndm 1952 — di xe dap
Sterling, trén nhi*rng con dudng Cao—Bac—Lang, Ha—Thai—tuyén; céi than hinh ctia ho clr veo di va céi dit thi
cong tén nhu dit nguya”.
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southerners. The way he sees these prostitutes’bodies reveals that the rise in prostitution clearly
threatened patriarchal values. This also reflects how he perceived the side—effects of the
presence of American army in South Vietnam: in this case, to look at something humorously is
also to accept it or to gloss over it. While other writers blamed the American forces for the

degradation of southern society, Nghi seemed to accept it as an inevitable side—effect.

The propaganda voice in Crossing Tru'o'ng Son is also reflected in the way Nghi depicts the

South Korean soldiers:

South Korean Prime Minister Kwon Chung said that the Korean soldiers joined the
Vietnam War in order to protect their own country. They consider Vietnam, another Asian
country which is also separated, as the front line of the war against communism. And they

hope that the failure of Vietcong would advantage the reunion of Korea.**?

By quoting this, and referring to the soldiers of “su doan Manh H&” (“the Tiger Division”) as
“nhitng nguoi chién dau cho hoa binh”** (“fighters for peace”), Nghi shows his view of the South
Korean forces not as fighters for rent but as generous allies who also work hard for a great goal:
to remove communism. Nghi spends one fifth of his book depicting the South Korean soldiers
from many aspects: in battle, in social work and in private life. In battle, they were brave and
skilful as “nhitng 6ng vua cha chién trdn” (“kings of battle”) who managed to win over an

244

outnumbering enemy.”™ They did not just fulfil the duties of a soldier but also worked hard for

2 |bid, 272. Original text in Vietnamese: “Thi twéng Nam Han Kwon Chung d3 ndi réng nhitng ngudi linh

Dai Han chién dau & Viét Nam |a dé ty bao vé cho minh. Ho nhin Viét Nam, mot qudc gia A chau khac bj chia
cat, nhu mot tuyén dau cla cudc chién dau chdng Cong & phia Bac, va ho hy vong rang sw that bai cla Viét
Cong s& dem lai nhitng yéu t& tat thang cho su thong nhat x( s& ctia qudc gia Triéu Tién”.

2 Ibid, 267.

244 Ibid,308. Original text in Vietnamese: “Mac du quan dich manh gip bdi, nhung cac chién si Dai Han d3
néu cao tinh than quyét chién quyét thang day lui dich. Trong dém t&i mit mu nhw bung 1y mét, anh ludi [&
loang lodng. Nhitng d6m dan Ira bay véo véo trong khong gian. Ngudi ta lao minh vao vong Ira. Nhitng
tiéng thét xung phong rung ron. Binh si thay quan luc chién qua d3 xirng dang la nhirng dng vua cla chién
trdn. Ho d3 dp dung cd mdn vd Théi cuc dao trong ltc cdn chién. Mang cdi truyén théng cta nhitng chién
thdng Yando, Sindo, cac chién st dung cdm dy d3 hoan toan nam vitng duoc tinh thé sau hai tiéng dong ho
xung sat, khién cho dich phai thdo chay toi b&i”.
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the benefits of the Vietnamese people who had suffered because of the war: “The wounds of the

war have been cured by the Korean soldiers”.** They helped the elders do farm work and rebuilt

2

houses which had been destroyed by the war, **® and they helped poor young couples to get

247

married and settle down.”™" And to save the children who lost their families because of the war,

they created orphanages:

The South Korean soldiers who are from a snowy country have warmed this land which
has been exhausted by the war. [...] Those orphans now are living comfortably like the
children from rich urban families. They are sent to primary and secondary schools. Their
bedrooms are clean and well-equipped. They have beds, blankets, mosquito—nets and

mattresses. Even radios.248

Their generosity is also expressed in the way they treat the people who live in the opponent’s
areas. Their medical centre is for all ordinary people irrespective of where they were from,
regardless of whether it was a communist or non—communist area: “In the market, South Korean
soldiers set up a medical centre in order to cure the local people of both areas. [...] In the area of

social work, it is inappropriate to consider political viewpoints”.**

** |bid,269. Original text in Vietnamese: “Vét thuong clia chién tranh dang dwgc nhitng ngudi linh Dai Han

bang bo lai”.

2% |bid, 292-4. Original text in Vietnamese: “T4t ca nhitng gia dinh néng din neo ngudi chi con 6ng gia ba
|30 déu duoc ho tdi lam gitp. Xay l0a, gid gao, quat thdc va cay cay. Trudc khi cdm sting ddnh cdng san, ho
ciing 1a ndng dan”; and “Ngoai viéc giip dan lam rudng, ho con gitp dan lam nha clra. Trén nhitng manh dat
tan hoang vi binh Ira, nhitng ngudi linh Pai Han, minh tran trung truc, md héi d6 xudng céi lwng cdnh phan
trong den nhanh, dang lam viéc tui byi”.

7 |bid, 298. Original text in Vietnamese: “Cé dau chu ré déu thudc nhitng gia dinh ngheo khé. Ho khéng c6
dud tién dé thanh |1ap gia dinh. Nhitng ngudi linh Dai Han d3 déng vai trd 6ng To ba Nguyét dé se duyén cho
ho nén vo nén chong: gilp gao, gilp tién va cac phwong tién khac. Pam cwdi d3 dién ra tung birng ma
nhirng ngudi linh Pai Han d3a dai dién luén cho ca quan vién hai ho”.

**% |bid, 291. Original text in Vietnamese: “Cac chién si Pai Han & cai x& tuyét lanh kia d3 dem tinh thuong
reo rac trén manh dat can cbi vi chién tranh nay. [...] Nhitng tré md ci dy ngay nay duoc sdng véi tién nghi
nhuw nhitng dra tré con nha gidu & thanh thi. Puoc di hoc & céc trwdng Tiéu hoc, Trung hoc. Phong ngl cla
cac em sach s&, khang trang. Chan man, givdng, dém. Lai c6 ca may hat”.

249 Ibid, 302. Original text in Vietnamese: “Ngay trong chg, binh si Dai Han c6 dit mét tram y t& dé chira
bénh cho dan ching ca hai vung. [...] Trong I3nh vuc cdng tic x3 hdi khéng thé cé van dé ngin chia gidi
tuyén”.
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In Crossing Trwong Son, the Korean soldiers are also described as an army which is not
only disciplined and enthusiastic but also artistic: the password to go through the gate of their
base is the name of a famous poet (Kim Sa Cat) and the word “Yo Dé Sen” (“female students”).
The talk between the journalist (Phan Nghi) and the captain about the sad Korean folk songs also
shows that, in the author’s eyes, Korean soldiers are proud and sentimental people, who are still

250

sad about being colonized by China and Japan in the past.” Nghi shows the Korean soldiers not

as soldiers for rent but as proud and humane friends, or as brothers who share the same boat: “I
suddenly remembered what a South Korean, who shared the same tent with me, said: “Our
country is in the same situation as yours. Ours used to be dominated for many years. And we had

to cheer many kinds of invaders”.”!

Nghi admits the fact that there were financial reasons for the military intervention of
South Koreans in the Vietnam War, which were already widely known internationally and

domestically:

Western journalism has shown a negative attitude towards South Korean support to
Vietnam. In the article titled “Fighting Tiger for Rent” in The Economist on 25" February
1966, the author points out that by joining the Vietnam War, South Korea is benefitting
politically and financially, especially in terms of labour export. Last year, South Korea
earned 15 million dollars from exports to Vietnam, in which steel and cement made up

the greatest part. And this figure increased in 1966.%>

% bid, 320. Original text in Vietnamese: “Nhuwng ma nhirng ban dan ca nhac Triéu Tién sao ma budn té tai.

Téi hoi Ly twdng quan: “—Nhac Dai Han sao ma budn qud vay?” Ly tudng quan voi dua hai tay [én vust vao
mat lam diéu nhu ngudi khdc réi mim cudi ma ring: “sau bao nhiéu ndm bi nwéc Tau, bi Nhat ban dé ho,
dan ching con vui lam sao duwgc!”

>!bid, 284. Original text in Vietnamese: “Téi th&t nghi dén 1di néi clia anh ban ddng nghiép Dai Han &
chung [éu:” Hoan canh nudc téi khdéng khac gi nwdc anh. Cling bao nhiéu ndm bi dd hd. Va phai hoan hé
biét bao nhiéu |a hang ngudi”.

> bid 283. Original text in Vietnamese: “B&i thé bdo chi Tdy phuwong, ngay cd nhitng bdo ban d3 nhin sy
gilp d& cha Pai Han tai Viet Nam vdi mdt con mét soi méc. Tap chi “The Economist” s& ra ngay 25 thang 2 —
1966 trong céi tieu dé “Fighting tiger for rent” di c6 mot doan dai y nhan manh ring: “Trong cudc chién
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However, he admits this in order to defend South Korea: “Anyway, to us, South Korea is still
better than other friendly countries who have only taken advantage of the war. They have treated

it as a great opportunity for trading or a reference source for studying anti—guerilla strategies”.”

In summary, by portraying the American and South Korean forces as great allies who were
not only disciplined, brave and well-trained but also generous, helpful and warm—hearted, Phan
Nghi’s Crossing Truwong Son is typical of the government’s propaganda representations of the
American and South Korean forces in South Vietnam. The work reflects and/or contributes to

build up the collective memory about these allies.

Although Nha Ca and Phan Nghi both were journalists, the way she saw and depicted the
American forces in her memoir of the Tet Offensive which titles Gidi khdn s6 cho Hué (Mourning
Tourband for Hué, 1969) is different from Nghi’s one in Crossing Truwdng Son. The memoir displays
Ca’s own experience in the Tet Offensive as well as other stories which she collected during and
after the event. The Tet Offensive was a major offensive launched by the North Vietnamese Army
and other Vietcong forces on January 31, 1968. These forces conducted a coordinated series of
attacks on more than 100 cities and towns in South Vietnam. The objectives of the offensive were
to foment rebellion among the South Vietnamese population and encourage the United States to
scale back its support of the Saigon regime. Though U.S. and South Vietnamese forces managed
to hold off the Communist attacks, the offensive, especially the lengthy Battle of Hué, shocked the
American public and further promoted the anti-war movement. After the 25—day battle of Hug,
most of the city was ruined and many civilians and soldiers from both sides were killed. The

historical documents of each side provide different number of casualities for the Communists, the

tranh & Viét Nam, Nam Han khdng nhirng c6 lgi vé phwong dién chinh tri ma con ca vé kinh té va nhitng sy
cung cap nhan cdng nira. Ndm ngodi Nam Han d3 xuat cang 15 triéu My kim hang héa, nhat |1a thép va xi
mang sang Viét Nam, va trong ndm 1966 sé hang xuat cdng con tang thém hon nita.

>3 |bid,284. Original text in Vietnamese: “Nhuwng trén thyrc t& du sao Dai Han ddi vdi ching ta cling ¢6 nhiéu
an tinh hon mot vai qudc gia ban khac chi biét gitip d& bang mém vé&i nhitng su 13m le loi dung budn ban va
coi cudc chién tranh hién tai nhu mdt ngudn loi dé khai thac, dé hoc tap chién thuat chéng du kich”.
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ARVN and the American forces, as well as Hué civilians®**. However, they all prove that the battle
of Hué was one of the bloodiest single battles during the Vietnam War. Despite heavy casualties
for the Communists, the Tet Offensive proved to be a political victory that marked the turning
point of the Vietnam War, starting the American withdrawal from the region. In late 1968,
President Johnson announced to the U.S. people that he intended to seek a negotiated peace
settlement in Vietnam. The new president Richard Nixon began troop withdrawals in the
beginning of 1970 and the last American soldier left Vietnam in 1973. From 1970 Nixon applied a
new policy which was known as “Vietnamization”. The plan was to build up the ARVN, so that
they could take over the defence of South Vietnam. The U.S. continued to support South Vietnam
financially until the Fall of Saigon in 1975. Ca was a popular southern writer and journalist of VOV
(Voice of Vietnam). When she came back home to attend her father’s funeral, she accidentally
experienced the Tet Offensive in which she and her family tried to flee from the city under the
rain of bombs and bullets. A year after the event, in late 1969, Ca wrote and published the
memoir Mourning Headband and was immediately awarded the national prize for literature by

the government of the South.

2% See Lé Minh, “T4n Cong Hué Trong Tét Mau Than 1968 Dién Ra Nhu Thé Nao, (How the Batle of Hué in

the Tet Offensive 1968 Happened)” Tién phong Online, 2008 <http://www.tienphong.vn/xa—hoi/tan—cong—
hue—trong—tet-mau—than—1968—dien—ra—hhu—the—naonbsp—109682.tpo> [accessed 28 May 2014]. Tién
phong Online is the official voice of the Ho Chi Minh Communist Youth Union. In this article, L& Minh states
that the Communists had about 3,000 killed, while there were about 10,000 ARVN and U.S. troops had been
killed. Meanwhile, according to Willbanks and Schulimson, North Vietnamese forces had between 1,042
and 5,000 killed and 89 captured in the city and in the surrounding area. The number of U.S. Marines and
soldiers killed during the fighting was 216 with 1,609 wounded. The number of ARVN troops killed was 421.
Another 2,123 were wounded, and 31 were missing. More than 5,800 civilians had lost their lives during the
battle and 116,000 were left homeless out of an original population of 140,000. See Jack Schulimson and
others, The U.S. Marines in Vietnam: 1968, the Decisive Year (Washington, D.C: History and Museums
Division, United States Marine Corps, 1997), 213, 216; and James H. Willbanks, The Tet Offensive: A Concise
History (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 44—-45. The idea of a massacre at Hué is controversial.
Official documents and journalism of the US and the government of South Vietnam assert that many Hué
civilians were slaughtered by the Communist forces and buried in mass graves. North Vietnamese
Communists and other international and American journalists and scholars confirm that this was a myth
created by the US and Saigon government’s propaganda: the Communists had to bury many Hué civilians
who were killed by the US bombs along with their own dead in those mass graves. One of their proofs was
that the Saigon government forbade international journalists from visiting excavations of the alleged
graves.
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While Nghi praised the Americans as a great ally, Ca noticed their cold and frigid attitude

toward the life of Vietnamese ordinary people in wartime:

On the first day of the battle, the American troops went to An Cuyu to check the situation,
then came back and stayed quiet, letting the Vietcong do whatever they wanted. When
they took a turn in the road, someone behind Dai Cang Temple fired at them. The
American troops halted. Some soldiers entered the nearest house and dragged out a
young man. He was a student of Quy Nhon College of Education who just came home to
see his family. He could speak English. He showed his ID and talked to the Americans. But
they did not care. A shot, and the poor man fell down, his body wasted. The Americans

left in their trucks for Phu Bai.>®

Although she acknowledges that “There is no rule in wartime. Everyone could doubt each
other”,”® Ca still shows her bitterness over how the American soldiers killed Vietnamese people
solely to preserve their own safety: “The Americans might burn a hamlet down, destroy a house
or fire at a shelter which was full of women and children just because they heard a strange

sound”.”’

It is clear that in Mourning Headband, the Americans are no longer the generous and
warm—hearted saviours depicted in Crossing Trwo'ng Son. Moreover, Ca does not only depict them
as a cold ally but also sees the ordinary American soldiers as victims of the war and the cards in a
gambling match played by politicians:

And among the scattered sand bags and huge wooden bars, lay a dead American. He

layprone, his face to the road. Next to his face, one of his hands was holding something

> Nh3 Ca, 260. Original text in Vietnamese: “Ngay ngay dau tién né sung, quan MY ciing 1én dugc téi An

Cuwu coi tinh hinh dé rdi sau d6 vé nam y&n mét noi cho Viét cdng hoanh hanh. Khi di ngang qua khéi ngheo,
mdt phat sting & dau phia sau Midu Pai Cang ban ra. Poan quan My dirng lai, mdt vai nguwoi My di vao nha
gan nhat 16i ra mot thanh nién. Anh nay biét ndi tiéng Anh, |d mét gido sinh trudng su pham Quy Nhon vé
thdm nha. Anh dua gidy t&, néi chuyén vdi ngudi My. Nhwng ho dau can biét. Mot phat sing nd, ngudi
thanh nién t6i nghiép ngd xudng dat, co dim ngudi lai. Ngudi MY leo 1én xe 14i vé Phi Bai”.

% |bid, 267. Original text in Vietnamese: “Chwa hét, chién tranh con vé tdi va 13m. Moi ngudi cé quyén nghi
ngo nhau”.

*|bid. Original text in Vietnamese: “Bén phia quan My chi nghe mét tiéng déng, mdt am thanh nhd dét
ludn cd mot xdm, gidt sap mot nha, ria tirng 1an dan vao mdt cin ham ldc nhic day dan ba tré con”.
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tightly. Curiously, | looked closer and found out that it was a small photo of a young
American woman holding a little girl, cheek to cheek. Both of them were smiling
beautifully in a fruitful garden. The American man was still very young. He must have

been under thirty. His blond hair was heavily stained with blood.**®

How Ca thinks about the relationship between South Vietnam and the American ally can be

summarized by examining a scene at the end of the memoir: some American soldiers enjoy

making fun of the fleeing people and a sinking dog:
Some American soldiers who guarded in the ends of the bridge were laughing when they
looked at the bewildered flock of people fleeing from Hué. They wank, they imitated
them and sometimes fired in the air to tease them. The gun shots frightened the people
even more and scared them away. The laughter of the Americans pursued them. Men ran
away along with dogs, and dogs ran away along with men. Where were they from, such
many dogs following the flock running away from the city? A black dog was pushed so
hard that it fell into the edge of the bridge. A shot, and the dog whined in pain and fell
into the stream. There was a riot of laughter. Some black and white Americans standing
on the bridge continued to shoot in order to prevent the dog from swimming back to the
bank. The dog was swept away farther and farther. It whined so pitifully. They kept
shooting but had no intention of killing it. They just wanted to keep it away from the
bank. The fleeing people cried loudly and miserably while running. The louder the cry
was, the harder the laughter. The people fell down and tried to stand up, and fell down
again. Is this the image of our nation: a dog trying to get to the bank of the river? How

pitiful our country was: the status of a Viethnamese was beneath a joke, lower than that of

% |bid, 200. Original text in Vietnamse: “Va giita nhitng bao cat bj dao lén, gitra nhirng thanh gb I&n, xac

mot ngwoi M nam sdp, mat nhin ra ngoai dudng. Tay anh ta duwa ra trudc mat va ndm chat lai. Toi to mo
nhin k¥, thi ra d6 la mét birc anh nhé in hinh mét ngwoi dan ba tdy phuong dang ap ma bén mét dira bé gai
bu mam. C3 hai me con cung cudi, tuoi tham gitta vudn trai cay tuoi tot. Ngudi My con tré 1dm, anh ta
chwa tdi ba muwoi tudi, mai téc vang hoe dinh bé bé&t mau”.
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a dog. [...] Now the dog sank and was swept away, along with the blood which already

reddened the whole river.”®

The scene is metaphorical: the sinking dog is referred to as the country, which became the toy in
the game of bigger countries. The American ally, who is shown as generous and enthusiastic in
Nghi’s Crossing Truong Son, now becomes distant and cruel when witnessing the miserable
Vietnamese caught between life and death. It is noteworthy that although this view of the
Americans is very different from the propaganda in Phan Nghi’s book which was published in
1967, Nha Ca’s Mourning Headband was still granted the national award for literature by the
government in 1970. One may claim this proves the South Vietnamese government’s
commitment to freedom of expression. In fact, however, this reflects a change in the
government’s attitude toward the Americans. After the Tet Offensive in early 1968, the American
government began a withdrawal of troops from Vietnam, which was completed in 1973. Jeff T.
Hay summarizes it as follows: “After Tet, the primary American strategy was no longer to win the
war but to find a way to withdraw from the quagmire honourably”.”® Therefore, the Tet
Offensive shocked the South Vietnamese not only because of the horror itself but also because of

its aftermath, which was abandonment by the Americans. They felt betrayed and as if they were

merely pieces in a game played by larger countries. The way the Americans were presented in this

% |bid, 205. Original text in Vietnamse: “M&y anh linh M§ gac & hai d3u cau nhin doan ngudi chay loan 16i

thoi [8ch théch cudi véi nhau, ching nheo mat, 1am trd, d6i khi duwa stng [&n ban chi thién doa nita. Poan
ngudi nghe tiéng sing 1a bd chay, nhitng trang cudi thich tha ndi lén déng sau lung. Ngudi chay véi chd,
cho chay vdi ngudi. Nhitng con ché & ddu chay theo doan ngudi ma nhiéu thé khéng biét. Mot con ché den
bi nhitng budc chen I8n, chay tran xudng mot dau cau mép sdng. Bdng mét phat siing nd, con ché kéu mot
tiéng tham thiét, l3n tron va roi xuéng nwdc. Tiéng cudi 6n o ndi Ién. May ngudi My den, My trang dirng
trén cau tiép tuc ban ngin khong cho con ché 16i [én bo. Con ché cl xa dan b, kéu odng odng, hét stc
tham thuwong. Nhitng vién dan van ban t&i tap nhung hinh nhu khdng dinh giét con chd, ma chi gitr khong
cho né vao bo. Cé nhitng vién dan ban tréch 1én b& dwong, nhitng vién khac doi xuéng nuéc. Doan ngudi
tan cuw chay téi hon loan, kéu khdc rén troi. Tieng kéu khéc cang to thi tiéng cwdi ciia mot s6 ngudi My bén
kia sdng cling cang I&n. Nga xuéng rdi dirng day, dirng day réi chii nhai. Dan tdc t6i day sao? Con ché dang
¢6 16p ngdp 16i vao bd tim sy séng d6 sao? Pang thuong cho dan téi, nwdce ti, than phan ngudi dan khong
bang mét tro dua, khdng bang mat con ché. [..]. Con ché bay gio d3 chim cd minh xudng nudc, mic cho
giong nudc lang |18 cudn di cung nhirng giong mau dé tham héng mat nuwédc séng xanh”.

280 Joff 7. Hay, The Greenhaven Encyclopedia Of the Vietnam War (Greenhaven Press, 2004), 274.
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memoir reflected that critical change in the attitude of southerners and the government of South
Vietnam toward the Americans.

Captain Phan Nhat Nam, from the point of view of a soldier who directly experienced
battles, shows a different attitude toward the Americans in Traces of War and Along Road No. 1.
Unlike Nghi and Ca who were journalists, Nam was not heavily influenced by the official view of
the government. He chose ki to express the sadness and horror of his experiences and to convey
his despair about the government as well as to correct the way in which soldiers had been
inaccurately represented by sentimental literature by psychological warfare writers or cheap
writers. In Traces of War, he distinguishes the normal American soldiers from the American

politicians who manipulated the war:

The American marines who were stationed in the forts along the river banks got noisier
when they saw us passing by. It seemed that they all had the long blonde hair which
marines were allowed to keep. Soldiers who served in remote areas all looked so pitiful.
Their calls echoed on the river, sounding so sad and desperate. Our boat passed by,

farther and farther. The shadow of the foreign soldiers gradually blurred in the rain.”*

The paragraph shows how Nam saw the ordinary American soldiers: they were not superior and
cold strangers but ordinary ones who were also suffering loneliness and despair because of the
war. Nam shared Ca’s view on the situation of men in wartime: whatever sides they belong to,

they are all helpless against war violence and political schemes.

In addition, Nam shows his bitterness against the damage to southern society caused by

the presence of the American army: “However, in this war, my beautiful motherland has become

%1 phan Nhat Nam, 80. Original text in Vietnamse: “Hai bé&n b& d6n nhd nam rai rac bdo vé thay dao, linh

My dirng & be thay ching t6i di qua, la 16i am i, hinh nhu Hai quan cho dé téc dai, nén anh ndo anh néy rau
téc bom xom vang ruc. Ngwdi linh tha & mién xa nao tréng ciling toi nghiép nhu nhau. Tiéng goi clia ho vang
xa trén mit séng, nghe budn budn nhu madt ndi tuyét vong, chiéc thuyén chay miét, béng ngudi linh vién
chinh chim dan trong man mua”.
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» 262 The southerners’ wrath when

flashy and dirty under the hand of the great friend and ally
seeing the corruption and degradation of Pleiku, one of the southern cities which were heavily

changed by American soldiers’ dollars, was reflected in the following paragraph:

Pleiku, the city of snack—bars, where there are no well-mannered people on the roads
after 8 p.m., | thought. There is no point protecting it: a city of legal prostitution, of
callous and depraved body trade, a city which has run out of love and affection. Yes, why

do we have to protect it? Let’s ruin it as much as we like [...]***

Traces of War was published in 1969; however, this part of the memoir was written in 1966,
during the American ground war, which was also reflected in Phan Nghi’s Crossing Truo'ng Son
Mountains. While Phan Nghi’s work reflected the government’s propaganda of the American ally,
Phan Nhat Nam provided a well-educated South Vietnamese soldier’s personal view of the
American army. In Doc dwéng sé 1 (Along Road No. 1, 1970), Nam’s bitterness against the
presence of an American army responsible for the moral degradation of the South turns into an

anger against the the American betrayal after the Tet Offensive:

And now the Americans demand to withdraw their army from Vietnam because they feel
that it is unreasonable to let their young soldiers die for a country with a capital which is
in fact a huge brothel. [...] The Americans have thrown a key card named “Sovereignty” in
this political gamble. But “Sovereignty” is also a magic spell for political sorcerers to
ruthlessly intervene in the destiny of a foreign country. For example, they arrogantly

announced that it was necessary to replace Saigon government. But what Saigon

%2 1bid 64. Original text in Vietnamse: “Nhuwng qué huong dep dé& cla tdi trong chién tranh, duédi ban tay

cla nguwdi ban déng minh trd nén lde loet do day”.

%3 phan Nhat Nam, Ddu Binh Lira (Traces of War), 63. Original text in Vietnamse: “Pleiku, thanh phd cua
snack—bar, ngudi tlr té khéng cé ai ra dwdng sau tam gid tdi, tdi nghi vay. Thanh phé cta di diém cong khai,
clia d8i chac dam dat 16 liu, thanh phd hét tinh ngudi, gitr gin 1am gi? Phai, gitt gin lam gi? Pha cho tha

”

clra..”.
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government is if not an essential card which was created by the Americans for the last

critical period?*®*

In Along Road No. 1, Nam also shows that the selfishness and indifference of the

Americans in the Tet Offensive (1968) as well the brutality toward South Vietnamese people in

265 266

the massacre in Son My (1968)” awake him from the dream of the great ally.” He bitterly
reveals that one of the reasons for the failure of co—operation is the Americans” lack of respect
for the Vietnamese: “There, that is how the Americans saw the Vietnamese: a semi—civilized tribe.
No more, no less”.*® It is significant that this strong criticism of the Americans, which is similar to
Ca’s in Mourning Headband, was published only after the U.S. had shown their intention to

abandon South Vietnam.

Although Thdi Lang was a well-educated South Vietnamese soldier like Phan Nhat Nam, in
Nhat ki nguoi chieng (Diary of A Witness, 1967) his view of the Americans is even more negative.
Lang was a member of the literary group Thai Do (“Attitude”). The group was formed in the late

1960s in Saigon, gathering writers and artists who advocated non—communist reform in South

% Phan Nhat Nam, Doc Pudong S6 1 (Along Road No. 1) (Saigon: Pai Ng3, 1970), 90-91. Original text in

Vietnamse: “Va bay gi& ngudi My d3 dén luc doi rat quan vé vi khdng gi vo ly hon dé cho nhitng ngudi linh
tré chét cho mét Quéc gia c6 thl dé |a nha diém khdng 16. [...] “Dan tdc tu quyét” nhu mot don quyén cin
ban, ngudi My danh ra chiéu thirc ty do trwdc mét 1ap ludn chinh tri. Nhwng “Dan tdc tw quyét” cling chinh
1 cu than chd d& mé& man cho nhitng ban tay phu thiy tha hd quyét dinh vin ménh mét Quéc gia khac
bang cach can thiép that phii phang nhw nhitng cau tuyén bé hdn xuoc... Can thay ddi chanh pha Sai gon, va
chinh phd Sai gon 13 gi? Néu khdng |a mét con bai quyét liét cla giai doan mau Itra trude day cling do chinh
nguwoi My tao ra”.

%% The Son My Massacre, which is normally known as My Lai Massacre, refers to the killing of between 347
and 504 unarmed civilians in South Vietnam on March 16, 1968. My Lai and M§ Khé are two hamlets within
Son My village which were suspected of harbouring the 48th NLF Battalion which had retreated after the
Tet Offensive. The crime was committed by U.S. Army soldiers from the Company C of the 1st Battalion,
20th Infantry Regiment, 11" Brigade of the 23rd Infantry Division. Victims included men, women, children,
and infants. Some of the women were gang—raped and their bodies mutilated. Twenty—six soldiers were
charged with criminal offenses, but only Lieutenant William Calley Jr., a platoon leader in C Company, was
convicted. Found guilty of killing 22 villagers, he was originally given a life sentence, but served only three
and a half years under house arrest. Source: Anonymous, “Murder in the Name of War — My Lai,” BBC
News, 1998 <http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia—pacific/64344.stm> [accessed 19 February 2013]; and: Trinh
béy's editorial board, "Son My, cuc diém cla mot chinh sich t6i 4c (Son M§: The Extreme of an Evil Policy)".
%6 See Phan Nhat Nam, Doc Puwéng S6 1 (Along Road No. 1), 93-95.

Phan Nhat Nam, Doc Budng S6 1 (Along Road No. 1), 93. Original text in Vietnamese: “Day, ngudi My d3
nhin ngwoi Viét Nam nhu vay — mot | dan ban khai khong hon khéng kém”.
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Vietnam. They published a Roneo—printed illegal journal which was named Thdi Bé and operated
a legal publishing house which had the same name. The group was broken up after a few years by

the Americans and the South Vietnamese Central Intelligence Department.”®®

The works by the
Thai D6 writers show a negative view of the government of the South and the American
intervention in the Vietnam War. Lang’s Diary of A Witness was one of few works which were
published legally. However, some parts of the book were removed by the government censor. In

addition, all the dates and the location names in this diary were removed, which reduced the

credibility and sharpness of the work as a ki writing.

Diary of a Witness shows Lang’s own experience as an interpreter for the American
advisors in the areas where the battles between South Vietnamese soldiers and Vietcong forces
happened. The position of an interpreter enables him to reveal the essence of the Vietham War
from a particularly sensitive position: he is a Southern army captain and an interpreter for the
American military consultants during the period of “local war” (or “limited war”) strategy (1965-
1968). These years saw more bombing both in the North and the South to prevent and destroy
the Vietcong army, in which many ordinary people were victims. As an interpreter, Lang became
familiar with other hidden, dark sides of the war: what American soldiers really thought of the
Vietnam War, how the local military forces and administration reacted to the “local war” strategy,

and how the ordinary people who were stuck in the battle area suffered.

Joining the American consultants as an interpreter in District K.M. (it is not clear where
this area actually is), the narrator is put in a place where it is easy to see both sides: the
Americans (who do not know Vietnamese) and the local people (who are ignorant of English).
Different languages make it difficult for them to understand each other, however, it also make it
easier for both sides to lie to each other. The Americans and the local people hide their real

thoughts from each other, but they do not or are unable to do it to the interpreter. From this

%% 5ee Thé Uyén.
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position, Lang realizes that the Americans are not a monolithic group. Firstly, there are cunning
“foxes”: for example, the fat medical sergeant of the advisor unit which Lang works for. He
shamelessly tells him that he joined the war because of money: his wife had asked for a new
house. The sergeant claims that what the Americans do to support South Vietnam is futile
because they are unable to understand the local people and the local people will end up

?%% hecause they are Vietnamese after all. When the American medical sergeant

supporting the VC
and the narrator go to District A.V. to offer medicine to poor local people, although the medicine
supply is not appropriate, it is still distributed in order for the Americans to keep up the
propaganda schedule. For every different illness, the Americans provide the same multi—vitamin
and promise the ignorant people that those tablets would cure them from illness. The narrator
feels depressed when he thinks about smarter Viethameses who might have been lied to with
other things which are “bigger” than the multi vitamin tablets.””® He bitterly concludes that: “l am
a witness, a witness of suffering or a witness to the attempt to prevent malnutrition with

multivitamin tablets”.?”*

While the fat sergeant is typical of the soldiers who join the war for money, the
inexperienced young American captain represents the young Americans who, despite looking
down on the materialistic motivation of the older soldiers, attend the war for adventure and
military glory. The young captain and the fat sergeant have one thing in common: both of them
do not care much about destroying communism and believe that all Vietnamese are

untrustworthy, lazy, dull and greedy. There is a scene in which the District Chief holds a party for

% \/C is the abbreviation of Vietcong, which is often used by the Americans and South Vietnameses during

the Vietnam War.

7% see Thai Lang, Nhat Ki Cda Nguwoi Chieng (Diary of A Witness) (Saigon: Thai Do Publishers, 1967), 15-16.
Ibid,119. Original text in Vietnamese: “T6i 1a chirng nhan, mdt chirng nhan cla bi tham hay mét chirng
nhan gitra nhi*rng vién thuéc b6 va bon dan gay”.
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the American advisors. Both the Americans and the Vietnamese in the party warmly welcome and

praise each other, but they also speak ill of the other in their mother tongues.?’?

And the Americans were chatting over the foods and the girls attending the party. They
said:

- Their food tastes really nice but it might not be clean.

- That’s right.

- Maybe we gonna get diarrhoea tomorrow.

- Who is the girl sitting next to Madam District Chief?

- Her younger sister.

- She’s pretty but we still need to wash her clean before taking her to bed.

- With 5 bucks?

- Fuck, it just costs 5 bucks too even in Saigon.

- Butshe’s a good girl.

- She’s good but money will do. We can do anything with the Viethamese for money.

They choked of laughter.””

The scene shows that both the young and old Americans of the advisory unit think little of the
Vietnamese. The myth of the great ally which is seen in Nghi’'s book and other government’s

propagandas is broken here: this ally does not trust and respect its partner.

2 see Ibid, 22-23.

273 |bid, 22—23. Original text in Vietnameses: “Con may ngudi M§ thi ban nhau vé dd &n va may cb gai duoc
moi du tiéc. Ho noi:

- D6 &n tui nd ngon nhwng chac |a khong sach.

- Pung thé.

- Cé thé dau bung ngay mai.

- An nhiéu fa chdy mat.

- C6 gdi ngdi canh ba Quan 13 ai?

- Em ba ta.

- Dep nhung cling phai tam that sach trudc khi cho vao givong.

- V&inam do la?

- Cwrt, & Sai gon cling chi nam do la théi.

- Nhung cd nay tir té.

- N6 t&r t&€ nhwng minh cé nhiéu tién. Dan Viét Nam ctt tién |a xong hét.
Ho cuoi sac”.
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The young captain in Diary is enthusiastic but naive. For example, when he sees that the
District Chief is reading a book which in fact is nothing but a tasteless Chinese kung—fu fiction, he

thinks that it is a book on military strategy. He says to the narrator:

“I think this district chief is very good. Although he is always busy, he still spends time on
military books. Last time when | came here, | also saw him reading such thick books. An
interpreter told me they were books on military strategies. It is very good: he will be

successful in killing a lot of the Vietcong”.””*

The American captain is not only naive but also cruel. He forces the district chief to agree with

him to bomb a location which is not certain to have VC or not. Two observers on the aerial

reconnaissance helicopter No. L. 19 report to him and the district chief differently about the

people in the suspected area: the Vietnamese observer thinks they are just some farmers bringing

in the harvest while the American observer believes they are VC. The American captain insists:

“It’s fine that District Chief thinks that they are not VC, but | still believe that an American captain
» 275

who operates an L.19 will never make a mistake”.””> Finally, the District Chief has to agree to

bomb the location.

There is also class and colour discrimination among the American advisory unit. The black
American soldier is compelled to do most of the hard work. The Japanese yellow captain is so
lonely that he loses himself in wine and his memories of the two nuclear bombs dropped on the
Japanese by the American forces. The national loss has become an individual loss.”’”® By claiming
that the fat medical sergeant is the real leader of the American advisory unit, the myth of the

great ally by propaganda is totally broken.

7% |bid, 11. Original text in Vietnamese: “Tdi nghT 6ng Quan nay kha, 6ng 8y ban ron sudt ngay va chiu khé

nghién ctru Binh thu. Ky trudce tdi dén phong éng ta cling thay éng doc nhitng sdch day nhu thé, mét Thong
dich vién da noi d6 1a Binh thw. That kha, 6ng ta s& giét nhiéu Viét cong”.

% Ibid, 13. Original text in Vietnamese: “Né&u 6ng Quan nghi rang dé khong phai 1a V.C ciing duoc, nhung
tdi nght chiéc L. 19 do mdt Pai Gy MY 1ai va quan sat thi khdng thé [am dwoc”.

#’® Ibid, 90-92.
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3.2.3. Images of South Vietnamese soldiers

The differences between Phan Nghi, Phan Nhat Nam, Nha Ca and Thdi Lang can also be seen in
the way they represent the South Vietnamese soldiers. Typifying the official viewpoint of the
government, in Crossing Tru'o'ng Son, Nghi portrays them as heroes. Firstly, they are the pilots of
the 74™ Air Division, who are both ordinary and heroic: “They fought calmly and cheerfully”.?”’
The following is an example of how Nghi depicts a typical hero of South Viethamese army. Hoang

Map represents for the soldiers who gather their vindictive hatred into their daily duty because

their parents were executed in the Vietcong’s land reform:

If you saw Hoang Map, a pilot of the 74™ Air Division, loading the 50—kilos bombs into the
wings of the fighter airplane, you would realize that he was the new kind of Hercules of
this era. With revengeful eyes, he loaded the bombs into the airplane in a flash. He was

really faster than a machine.””®

The way Nghi portrays this curiously resembles northern works which employed the epic devices
of socialist realism. For example, in Ngéi sao trén dinh Phu Védn LGu (The Star on the Top of Phu
Vén Pavilion, 1969), Hoang Phd Ngoc Tuong describes a young and devoted communist soldier
who becomes proud and emotional when he is assigned the job of protecting the communist flag

from the fire of the American air forces in the Battle of Hué:

Viét emotionally stood up and put his left hand on the heavy machine gun, face to the

sky, with his hat hanging down his back. The young soldier’s steady and proud figure was

*’ Phan Nghi, p. 91. Original text in Vietnamese: “Ho danh gidc mét cach rat than nhién va vui nhdn. Nhung

cling cé nhitng chién si dd don long cdm thu ctia minh vao cong viéc hang ngay.... Nhirng nguoi than sinh
cla ho d3 bij Viét cong dau té dén chét”.

7% bid, p. 92. Original text in Viethamese: “Cl dirng quan sat va chirng kién lic anh chang Hoang Mép,
chién st Khéng doan 74, 1ap nhitng trdi bom néng 100 livres (50 ki—I6) vao canh phi co khu truc, méi thay
rang anh 13 mot th& Hercules cla thoi dai. M3t anh long 18n mét hdn nhitng nét cdm thu. Tay anh nang trai
bom I&n.Va phap! phap! phap! chilodng mot céi 1a xong hét. Thiét ding Ia nhanh hon may”.
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silhouetted against the sunset sky, looking like a heroic statue which was made at the

same time as this ancient palace.””

That Phan Nghi describes the South Vietnamese air force soldiers in battles: “They fought calmly
and cheerfully” also reminds one of some northern propaganda ki, which depicted the war as full
of hardship but also of joy and love — for example, Nguy&n Tuan’s Puwong vui (The Trail of Joy and
Happiness, 1949), Tinh chién djch (Love in Battlefield, 1951) or Ha Néi ta ddnh My gidi (We

Hanoian Fight the American Well, 1972).

The soldiers in Crosssing Truro'ng Son are not only brave and devoted but also mischievous
and playful: they look forward to Saturdays, when they are permitted to visit Saigon. There is no
discrimination but only friendship between officers and ordinary soldiers in the 74™ Air Force in
Nghi’s book: “The General and pilots treated each other as friends. However, when it came to

%0 1t can be seen that Nghi wants to emphasize the

discipline, there was no concession”.
contradiction between the Vietcong and the South Vietnamese soldiers: while he depicts the
Vietcong as greedy, brutal, and untruthful, he offers not only the heroic side of South Vietnamese
soldiers but also their human side. This technique is also seen in the way Nghij describes “doan

(groups of rural development officers)**":

AN

can b xay dywng nong thon

The rural development officers did not only do the duty of a soldier but also worked as

farmers, builders, carpenters and unavoidable medical staff. [...] | was watching the

279 Hoang Phu Ngoc Twang, “Ngbi Sao Trén Dinh Phu Van Lau (The Star on the Top of Phu Van Pavilion),” in

Vidn hoc Viét Nam thé ky XX, Quyén 3 ( Vietnamese Literature in the Twentieth—Century, Part Three, Volume
8), ed. by Trinh B4 Dinh, Doan Anh Dwong, and Lé Thij Duwong (Hanoi: Van hoc, 2009), pp. 903-967, 943.
Original text in Vietnamese: “Viét xdc dong ding théng I&n im I&ng, tay trai dat |1én nong khau dai lién, mit
huwéng theo nong sung hoi ghéch 1én cao, chiéc mii tai béo budng xuéng sau gay. Béng ngudi linh tré canh
gilt bau troi thanh phé Hué ndi 18n nén trdi ng d6 rang chiéu virng chai thanh mot khéi den kiéu hanh,
tréng giéng nhu mdt pho twong diing st duoc tac cung mét 1an véi diy thanh c6 nay khodng rd tir nién dai
nao, cé 18 con lau doi hon c3 lich st cha nd”.

80 phan Nghi, 101. Original text in Vietnamese: “Tw |&nh vé&i phi cong x&r sy v&i nhau nhu tinh ban. Tuy
nhién lGc nao nhi nhd thi van nhi nho, nhung khi can phai ap dung ky luat thi van phat nhu binh thwong”.

1 The groups of rural development officers were the units of the half civil, half military officers who went
to the countryside to improve the life of farmers. They belonged to the Rural Development Department,
which was established in January 1966 and managed by Ministry of Defense of RVN. This department
existed until the fall of RVN in 1975.
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female officers working on the vegetable fields. They wore camouflaged clothes, hair let
down on their back, and the morning sunshine was pouring on their bright faces. Those
extraordinary beauties were contributing to the great process of developing our

country.”®

The idealization of the South Vietnamese soldiers is even more pronounced in Kiéu My Duyén’s

Thién thén mii ndu (The Brown—Bereted Angels, 1969). This ki work, which was written in the form

of a diary, tells the story of Captain Dao B4 Phudc and the soldier named Nguyén who is the

author’s lover. Duyén describes Phudc, who lost his life in battle, not only as a perfect military

leader who treated his soldiers as his sons, cared for poor people, was brave in battle, but also a

perfect family man. And Nguyén, her lover, is a younger version of Dao Ba Phudec: “I always keep
» 283

his perfect image in my heart to wordship”.”*> These two heroes are depicted as the reverse of

the corrupt society of Saigon.

What makes Nghi’s description of the South Vietnamese soldiers different to northern
propaganda is that he does not hide the soldiers’ pitiful side or the corrupt side of some military
officers. In Crossing Tru'd'ng Son, a pilot sadly tells the narrator about his family’s miserable life

because of the inflation of the economy and his poor salary:

Once when | came home to see my family, my wife was extracting some paste from the
pot in which she was cooking rice and mixing it with sugar to feed my baby as a

replacement for milk which was very rare and expensive because of inflation. How angry |

*#|bid, 259. Original text in Vietnamese: “Doan can bo xay dwng ndng thon vira |3 nhitng chién si cam sing

lai vira 1a nhitng chién si cdm cay, cdm cudc, trong d4 lai cdn ¢ ca nhitng dng tho né, tho mdc, nhitng nhan
vién y t& bat dac di. [...] Toi liéc mat nhin may cd can bo dang di chuyén trén nhitng ludng rau. Ho méic do
beo, téc xBa xudng lwng, nang ban mai roi chi€u vao khudn mat hong hao clia ho. Nhitng cai sic dep man
dai &y dang gép phan nd luc vao cong cudc kién thiét dat nudc”.

*% Kidu My Duyén, Thién Thén Md Néu (The Brown—Bereted Angels) (Saigon: Kim Anh, 1969), 75. Original
text in Vietnamese: “ltc nao téi cling cé hinh anh dep tuyét voi cia ngudi yéu dé tén tho”.
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was! While | risk my life on the battlefield, my family suffers from poverty! Sometimes,

feeling crazy, | just wanna [...]***

Nghi also bitterly mentions the city officials who become corrupt and low of anti—-communist
spirit. Instead of worrying about the nation, they put themselves first.?®> He also mentions few
examples of corruption among officers in the army. In Crossing Trwwd'ng Son, there is a sergeant
who, when searching the village, snatchs an old man’s fishing—net. However, he is shielded by his
seniors when the story is revealed. Although this corrupt side of South Vietnamese officers is
presented in no more than few sentences in the book, it represents an effort to achieve credibility

and objectivity in Nghi’s propagandist investigative reportage.

Because in Mourning Headband, Nha Ca focuses on the situation of ordinary people in the
time between life and death, she only mentions the South Vietnamese soldiers in a few
paragraphs. However, her preference for them is revealed in the character of Thai, her cousin

2% During hard times, he protects and takes care of her and his

who is a rural development officer.
family well. Although it is not mandatory, he wants to join the troops and to fight in battle. Ca’s
sympathy is also shown in the scene in which the South Vietnamese soldiers who are heading to

the battlefield generously share their foods with the miserable people who are fleeing from the

city:

| had never seen any soldiers who were so lovely and kind—hearted. They who were from

different areas came here to die for Hué. [...] | thought of the local soldiers who fled on

%% Phan Nghi., p. 104.Original text in Vietnamese: C6 [an vé thay vo dang chit nudc com pha voi duwong

thay sira cho con vi sita dang khan hiém, vat gia leo thang: “Thé& cé giadn khdng co ch&t! Minh chién dau hung
huc, mdt séng hai chét & ngoai mit tran ma & hau phuong bi bét nhu thé, 13m ltc chi mudn....

% phan Nghi, p. 263. Original text in Vietnamese: “Cai tinh than “Tién thién ha chi wu, hau thién ha chi lac
da bi Iat nguoc lai thanh ra “Tién thién ha chi lac, hau thién ha chi wu”. (The principle [of officers] which is
“Be the first to worry for the country’s problems and the last to enjoy the country’s fortune now has turned
into “Be the first to enjoy the country’s fortune and the last to worry for the country’s problem”)”.

*®%|n South Vietnam from 1966 to 1975, the Rural Development Department was a unit of the Ministry of
Defence. The officers of the department were also soldiers.

”
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the very first day of the battle and some others who took advantages of the short cease—

fire to flock out to collect rice and properties from abandoned houses.”’

Differently from Nghi and Ca, who focus on the heroic side of South Vietnamese soldiers,
Phan Nhat Nam, who is a soldier, takes a closer look at the horror life of South Vietnamese
soldiers in Traces of War and Along Road No. 1. He portrays them as helpless heroes and
unavoidable victims of political games. In particular, they face the danger of losing their humanity
under the influence of the brutality of the war. Firstly, Nam does not hide the bloody reality of the

battles in which South Vietnamese soldiers suffered heavy losses:

We continued to collect corpses on the 11" June. Last night the rain made the corpses
look more horrible. Their skin became swollen, thin and pale as if they would split if we
touched them. It took four people to carry each corpse because they were all swollen
with water. Two held the arms and two held the legs. The bodies were dragged on the
road and laid next to each other, looking like calves. To save time, we officers also had to
do this work. We were hesitant at first; however, we got used to rotten flesh after the
forth corpse. | did not dare to look at my hands when | returned to the jungle: a thick and
solf spread of the rotten flesh had covered my hands. When we finished at 2 p.m, | wiped
my hands on the ground as hard as if | would take my skin off. Although | was craving for a

cigarette, | did not dare to smell my hands.?*®

%’ Nh3 Ca, 185. Original text in Vietnamese: “Chua bao gio tdi nhin thay nhitng ngudi linh dé thwong nhuw

thé. Ho 13 linh mién xa dé&n dé chét & Hué. [...] Troi oi, t6i nghi dén nhirng ngudi linh dia phuong, mot s6 d3
bd d6n chay vé ngay hém dau, mét s6 doi hoi yén 13 x6 ra, di vac gao, di vao nhirng cdn nha bd khéng 13y
de”.

*%8 phan Nhat Nam, 46. Original text in Vietnamese: “Ngay 11 thang 6 tiép tuc nhit xac, tran mua dém qua
lam céc thay ma tré nén kho coi, da ngudi chét cing mong tanh va trang nhdt twdng nhu dung vao sé v
toang. Xac chét gdp nudc cang phong [&n phai bén ngudi khiéng méi néi. Hai ngudi nam cb tay, hai ngudi
gilt d6i chan. Xac chét dugc kéo xénh xéch trén mat dudng, x€p canh nhau nhuw nhitng con bé. ST quan
ching t6i cling phai lam viéc nay dé rat bdt thoi gian. Thoat dau con e ngai nhung dén xac thir tw thé nam
I&p thit nhiin cla xac chét tiép xuc vdi ban tay hda thanh quen. Di tir noi dé xdc trd vao rirng, toi khéng dam
nhin vao hai ban tay ca minh, thit da ngudi chét da phét mét 1dp day trén da tay. Hai gi& chiéu, xac chét d3
nhit duoc hét, téi cha tay xudng mat dat nhw muén béc hin I¢p da. Them diéu thudc 14 nhung khéng dam
dua ban tay Ién moi”.
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And here is another example:

A whole squad was shot down immediately at the beginning. This was obviously a cul-de—
sac, without any way out at all. | ran back to the south and saw a horrorific scene: most
soldiers of 73th Company had been killed. Only two surviving squads tried to join us while

returning enemy fire.”®

Heavy casualty rates were not mentioned in Nghi’s book and northern communist propaganda
during 1945-1975, but they are to the fore in Nam’s Traces of War. The soldiers in the book
bitterly realize that one of the reasons for their losses is betrayal by their seniors and by greedy

people in the big cities who benefit from the war:

Who were the ones who ordered the last bombing? They might have wanted to end our
unit’s death agony sooner! Fuck them! Why didn’t they bomb where the Vietcong
gathered? | swore in extreme anger. Twenty—four hours later, when | returned to Péng
Xoai, the flesh around my wound had become rotten and stinked. While passing the
headquarter tent, | became crazy when the staff officers looked at me as if | was some

strange animal.?*

Despite the soldiers’ sacrifice and devotion in battle, their lives are disregarded by their own
seniors who command them from safe and comfortable rooms or tents which are far away from
danger. It is not only their seniors who disappoint them: when they return to Saigon to suppress

street demonstrations and political coups, their idealistic hopes are also broken:

*® |bid, 48. Original text in Vietnamese: “M6t ti6u ddi ngd guc ngay trong gidy phut d3u tién. Hét dudng,

dung 1a d&n duwdng cung. T6i chay lui vé phia nam, mot canh tugng dau long va kinh khiép. Linh cta dai doi
73 coi nhu chét gan hét, con lai khdang chirng hai tiéu doi vira ban vira kéo 1én phia ching t6i”.

290 Ibid, 49. Original text in Vietnamese: “Khong hiéu ai d3 ra lénh cho cudc déi bom vira roi? Chac han
nhitng ngudi d6 mudn két thic thoi gian hdp hdi cla thuwong binh don vij téi! Tién su cha ching né, sao
khong déi bom ngay trén con dudng noi Viét cdng tap hop... Toi chlti thé véi uat gidn cao d6. Hai muoi bdn
gi® sau khi vé dugc bén Dong Xoai, |dp thit chung quanh chd bj thwong d3 théi loét han di, t6i mudn tho
huyé&t vi gian dit khi di qua Iéu cla b6 chi huy hanh quan, nhitrng vién s quan tham muwu ngdi nhin téi nhu
convat la”.
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It was a relief for us to leave Saigon. A month was enough to breake our illusions about
the rear area which had betrayed us by taking advantages of our blood and tears. A
month was also enough for us to see the evil of every kind of religious leaders and street
protesting “kings” who in fact were full of hatred and venal desires. A month was enough
to break the dreams and illusions of every young and old soldier. Now we fully

understood that our blood and life had been wasted for a mendacious society.”*

Along Road No. 1 shows Phan Nhat Nam'’s cynical disillusion with every kind of political and
religious leaders, either communist or non—communist, either Buddist or Catholic. For him, all
“than tuwong” (“idols”) achieve their eminent position by sitting on the blood and tears of

numerous ordinary people and are still unable to quench their own greed and desires. ***

In Nam’s book, the South Vietnamese soldiers are no longer the heroes who “fought
calmly and cheerfully” as in Nghi’s Crossing Truwo'ng Son. They are just pawns in a political game,
who are betrayed by their seniors and by people in the cities. They also suffer from poverty and
are crushed by brutality. Because of the war, their appearances are changed and their lives are at
risk but also their humanity is in danger: “This life had changed me into a stranger: he was brutal
and full of hatred. A part of my soul had died”.””® The brutality is shown in the fight between
Nam’s comrades and religious protesters in Saigon. Seeing that religions are exploited by the

protesters, the soldiers throw their fists and weapons at the crowd with all their suppressed anger

! |bid, 21. Original text in Vietnamese: “Chung t8i roi Sai Gon trong thé dai nhe nhdm, mét thang & Thi D6

d0 dé tao thanh sup d6 tan hoang trong long, dd thay rd sy phan bdi cda hdu phuong, mét hau phuong lira
dao trén mau va nuwdc mat cha ngudi linh. Mot thang d0 dé ching téi hiéu ti tién hén mon cla loai lanh tu
nga tat, nhirng anh huing dudng phd, nhirng 6ng vua biéu tinh theo ngau hirng, vua tén gido day thu han va
duc vong... Mét thidng ‘v& méat’ linh non ciling nhu linh gia. Ching tdi bay gi& biét r&6: Mau va doi sdng cla
minh d3 d6 ra cho mot x3 hoi Itra loc”.

%2 see Phan Nhat Nam, Doc Dudng S6 1 (Along Road No. 1) (Saigon: Dai Ng3, 1970), 186-195.

Phan Nhat Nam, D&u Binh Lia (Traces of War), p. 21.0Original text in Vietnamese: “Mdt khoang doi d3
d&i téi thanh ké la réi... Mot tén hung bao, tri ndo cdm hon va thu han. Téi chét mot phan ngudi trong toi”.
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and disappointment as well as their brutality, which originates from the violence of war.”** Traces
of War also records the time when Nam works as a training officer at the military school: he feels

depressed and vents his anger on the new recruits:

City civilians, city soldiers and the naively silly new recruits under my management, all of
them could raise my unhealthy hatred and anger when | thought about the deaths of my
miserable friends. | felt crazy when seeing the happiness of being alive! | vented my anger
in drinking. It did not make me drunk but made me strangely violent. | used to wait at

Tran Quéc Todn Street to kill someone.”®

That violence is also vented on a prostitute who the narrator met in between fierce battles: “I
threw a punch at her. She fell down on the bed and cried loudly”. He bitterly concludes: “This
environment was some kind of adopted parent, who distorted and trained my soul into that of an

animal”.?%®

Nam’s rough representation of South Vietnamese soldiers complies with his writing’s
objectives: in the prelouge to Along Road No. 1, he announces that he writes to correct “van

” (ll

chuwong salon” (“salon literature”) which distorted the image of South Vietnamese soldiers. Nam
uses the term “salon literature” to refer to the tasteless or propagandic works written by the

writers who never experienced the real life of ordinary soldiers. He criticizes the works which

simplify or distort the image of South Vietnamese soldiers:

% Phan Nh4t Nam, D&u Binh Lira (Traces of War), 20. Original text in Vietnamese: “Trung d6i t6i nhu trong

con dién cla thu han va phan nd, nhitng ngudi linh lao vao trong ddm déng” (Our platoon, gone insane
because of hatred and anger, threw ourselves into the crowd).

*® |bid, 53. Original text in Vietnamese: “Ngudi & thanh phd, nhitng ngudi linh khéng di hanh quan, va gan
gilii nhat 1a dam tan binh ngu ngo hdn don dwdi quyén, tat ca déu cé kha ning khéu goi thi han bénh hoan
khi t&i nght dén canh chét khon nan clia ban bé — N&i thu han nhin thay nhitng ngudi cé hanh phtc vi dwoc
sdng! Ly rvou khong phai [a nguyén nhan nhung 13 mét tinh chat, mot cach dién ta sy cudng nd. T6i khoéng
say nhung men rugu gidp nhitng cdm xuc bién thanh cuc doan hung bao la lung. Téi d3 dirng & dwong Tran
Quéc Toan dé dgi giét mot ngudi”.

2% phan Nhat Nam, Doc Budng S6 1 (Along Road No. 1), 16. Original text in Vietnamese: “Original text in
Vietnamese: “Tap thé nay 13 mot thr cha me nudi, bép méo va day dd linh hon t6i thanh mat th sinh vat —
R4t la v&i dam dong, rat xa vdi gia dinh”.
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| know that soldiers have been “kidnapped” into literature many times. In those writings,
the soldier is either sunk in debauchery, or heroically manages to kill at least a whole
battalion of the Vietcong. He may get injured seriously: for example, losing at least an arm
or a leg. The most popular is that he loses his eyesight! There are also soldiers who are
stuffed with such indigestible “foods” as “God”, “human condition”. Sometimes, they are
seen to curse the government.”’

In contradiction to those writers, Nam intends to present the situation of soldiers without any
gloss: they fight bravely but could lose in battle or be betrayed by their own people; they think,
they grieve as any ordinary people; and they are also in danger of losing their humanity because
of the violence of war. However, one element has been filtered out in Nam’s works: there are no

cowards, no returners among ordinary soldiers. The pride of a soldier made Nam separate

ordinary soldiers from the corrupt world of city people and military seniors.

Thai Lang, who worked as an interpreter for the American advisors, focuses on the
bitterness of an unavoidable witness of the comedy between the American advisors and the
Vietnamese officers in which both sides suspect and lie to each other. In Diary of A Witness, the
soldiers and the ordinary people become the victims of that political comedy. There is a scene in
the work which strongly reveals what Lang thinks about the situation of ordinary soldiers caught
between the American advisors and Vietnamese officers. A soldier is reported to be seriously
injured. Major K. suggests the American advisor asks for a helicopter ambulance. The American
advisor does not believe the report and asks him to check it in person before he decides whether
to ask for the helicopter or not. The injured soldier is carried to the headquarters after an hour.

The helicopter arrives after three more hours. By that time, he has died.

27 phan Nhat Nam, Doc Pudng S6 1 (Along Road No. 1), 17. Original text in Viethamese: “6i da biét linh d3

bi ‘bat coc’ vao tac phadm rat nhiéu. Trong dé thang linh ‘dwoc’ udng rwgu d€ dén ndn ra mat xanh mat
vang; di phong tra ‘choi’ cave, gdi diém lu bu va giét it nhat ca tiéu doan Viét Cong, hodc bi thuong it nhat
ciling vao dd “chan tay biét ly’ va &n khach nhat 1d muc ‘Gid tlir nh sdng’ nhung thudng thudng bi mat mot
mat! c6 anh linh lai bi nhét vao mdém nhitng thirc dn khé nudt nhu Thuong BE, cudc doi, than phan... va doi
khi con cho linh chi chinh quyén”.
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| looked at the bloody body which lay uncovered on the dry grass in front of a pagoda.
The nurses, after finishing their medical aids, retreated to the shade of a tree nearby to
chat and burst into laughter. The winds were blowing sand on his body. That was the dark
and pitiful situation of a soldier when he was no longer able to fight.”*®

Unlike the unlucky soldier, the narrator experiences a different kind of suffering. Although the
narrator is offered security and convenience because he works for the Americans, he feels
depressed and disgusted by the relations between the American advisors and the local military
leaders. The District Chief and his staff, while submitting to the orders of the Americans, mistrust
and speak ill of their ally secretly in front of them. Moreover, they cooperate with speculators and
merchants to exploit the American aid. Unable to escape his job as an interpreter, the narrator,
while seeing through both sides, has no choice other than to lie or to remain silent: “I continued
to work in depression among the strangers who were full of prejudice, and the Vietnamese who

always flattered in order to take advantage of them”.**

Four writers approached the South Vietnamese soldiers differently: while Phan Nghi’s
Crossing Trwong Son offers a propagandist view of the ARVN and Nha Ca’s Mourning Headband
shows her sympathy towards them, Phan Nhat Nam and Thai Lang’s works demonstrate hidden
negative sides in the life of South Vietnamese soldiers: heavy casualities, being betrayed by their

own people, or the loss of humanity, which are absent in northern propaganda ki.

3.2.4. Images of ordinary people
While Phan Nghi, Nha Ca, Phan Nhat Nam and Thai Lang are different in the ways they present
the Vietcong, the Americans, and South Vietnamese soldiers, they are rather similar in their

demonstration of South Vietnamese ordinary people. Crossing Truong Son Mountains and

% Thai Lang, 136. Original text in Vietnamese: “Tdi nhin vao cdi xdc day mau me dat ténh hénh gitra bii co
kho trudc clra chiia. Khong cé gi dap |én than thé anh ta. M3y y ta sau khi bing bé d3 quay vao ngdi dudi
gdc ciy gan d6 ndi chuyén cudi sac sua. Tirng ludng gid thdi nhitng dot cat phu [én ngudi anh. D6 13 than
phan den, tli cla ngudi cdm sing, sau khi da khéng con cdm duwoc sing nira”.

299 Ibid, 20. Original text in Vietnamese: “Tdi lai lam viéc trong su chdn nan ctia minh, bén canh nhitng ngudi
xa la day thanh kién. Va bén canh nhitng tén ngudi Viét ludn ludn xoat xuyt ninh bo dé ap phe budn ban”.
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Mourning Headband for Hué are typical of what these writers think of the situation of the people

in wartime: they are the most miserable victims of the war.

In Crossing Trwong Son, the life of the ordinary people, who live in guerrilla areas, are
always at risk. Not only can they be killed by bombs and bullets, but they also suffer poverty.
Rural development officers and veterinarians cannot approach them because they do not dare to
work in those dangerous areas. Besides, bombs and bullets turn farmers into nomads in their own
country: “They were scared of the Vietcong. However, what scared them the most were the
bombs from the sky. Evidently the bombs were mean to kill the Vietcong; however, they did not
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have eyes to distinguish farmers from guerrillas”.” In addition, they are victims of Chinese—origin

speculators.

While Nghi investigated the life of farmers who lived in the guerrilla areas, Ca had a
chance to experience the extremely miserable life of ordinary people during the Battle of Hué.

This is a typical scene in Mourning Headband:

A flock of people, about a hundred, was led by a few fathers and two Buddhist priests.
They hold a white flag which was made of a ragged cloth. They were half running, half
walking, like acrobats. [...] Thai stood by the road, raised his hand to stop a father:
“Father, how is it going over there?” The father shook his head, foaming at the mouth. A
priest who was holding an injured child whose blood was dropping on the road waved his
hand to suggest we should follow them to a safer place. However, he was also too tired to
speak. [...] The people were crying and praying while running. Some were calling on God,
the others on Buddha. They hastily ran toward the bridge and suddenly ran backward,

turning back to the bridge again. The gunfire from Phu Cam was still intense. Some people

3% phan Nghi, 20. Original text in Vietnamese: “Ho s¢ Viét Cong la mdt 18, ma cdi so khdng khiép nhat |a

nhitng chum bom ti trén troi roi xudng. Bom 4y tat nhién dé giét Viét Cong, nhung né lam gi cé mat dé
phéan biét duoc dau la dan, dau la du kich”.
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fell behind the flock. They were crying desperately: “Father, wait for us! Father, please

save us! Oh my Lord, demons are chasing us!**

Desperately running away from the falling city which was under continuous American bombing
and firing between the Vietcong and South Vietnamese, the people while trying to cross the
bridge came under American fire. The scene thoroughly depicts the helplessness of men and
religion in wartime. It questions the rationality of war and draws attention to the situation of the
country in a wider political game: “Bombs and bullets from faraway countries, under the name of
supporting the South or helping the North, were all poured down on a small city to blow up
children and crush innocent men”. Ca bitterly concludes that the status of Vietnameses even

worse than a dog’s one:

Is this the image of our nation: the dog who was trying to get to the bank of the river?
How pitiful our country was: the status of a Viethamese was beneath a joke, lower than
that of a dog. [...] Now the dog sank and was swept away, along with the blood which

already reddened the whole river.

The only hero among ordinary people in Mourning Tourband is V6 Thanh Nam, an old intellectual
who risks his life to save people, irrespective of which side they belong to. While most people
around him were either frightened, he, with only a bicycle, goes everywhere possible to cure the
wounded, bury the dead, find food and organize shelter for everyone. This solitary hero supports

neither side: he used to demonstrate at the Geneva Conference (1954) to oppose the Geneva

%1 Nh3 Ca. Original text in Vietnamese: “Doan ngudi cé dén ca tram ngudi, dan d3u 13 may éng cha, mét hai

ong suw. Ho cam co trang, |a bang da th vai toi ta, 14 c& hang phuc, 14 co so hai. Ho vira di, vira chay nhw
nhitng con |4t dat. [...] Thai déng hin ra vé duong gio tay dén: "Thua cha, trén riva rang?’ Ong cha lic d3u,
miéng nhu dang sli bot mép. M6t tu si b& mot dira bé bj thuong mau chay nhd giot trén duwdng, dua tay
xua diu bao ching tdi chay theo, dirng dirng nguy hiém. Nhung 6ng ta ciling khéng néi néi ra thanh tiéng
nita. [...] Doan ngudi vira chay vira kéu khdc ciu kinh, ké doc kinh ciu Chua, ké kéu tr&i goi Phat. Doan
nguoi chay 1éu béu xudng cau roi bdng chay nguoc trd lai, réi dang chay nguoc bdng tré lui, tiép tuc vé phia
trudec. Tiéng sung tir phia PhG Cam van nhw mua, vai ké yéu dudi chay cudiculing cach doan nguoi kha xa,
ho dang kéu gao nhu dang tuyét vong sap chét dén noi roi: ‘Cha oi, ch® con. Cha oi, cltru chiing con. Chua
6i, quy dudi ching con'”.
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Accords which separated Vietnam into the North and the South. He said: “I oppose every war”.>*?

This peace—loving hero is also soulful and optimistic. While the battle was fierce in Ti* Pam, he
» 303

still gathered youngsters to sing and play music in the temple of Phan Bi Chau”.”™ However, Ca

also bitterly realizes that all efforts of this hero go to nowhere or even ironical.

Old Minh still sounded optimistic: “We should call for peace and attract the world’s
attention. Tomorrow | am going to write more letters. | am going on hunger—strike to
oppose the Americans and the Vietcong as well. Anyone joins me?” Everyone looked at
each other, half wanted to join, half wanted to burst out laughing because it was so ironic
now. For me, | only wanted to be alive. Either communism or the existing order would be

meaningless if | was no longer alive.**

At the end of the book, as if to emphasize his helpless and solitary nature, it is not even clear

whether or not Old Minh is still alive.

Similar to these ki of southern writers, northern propaganda ki in particular and literature
in general, supported the point that ordinary people are victims of the war. However, while
southern ki during 1945-1975 hardly demonstrated ordinary people as heroic, or, showed the
helplessness of lonely heroes in wartime, northern propagandic ki tended to offer a collective

heroism of ordinary people.®®”

By presenting the Vietcong as either bloodthirsty or machine—like, Phan Nghi’s reportage Crossing
Truong Son Mountains and some parts of Phan Nhat Nam’s and Nhda Ca memoirs resemble

northern propaganda ki in some ways. However, the memoirs of Thai Lang, Phan Nhat Nam and

%2 |bid . Original text in Vietnamese: “Tao chéng hét, chién tranh 1 tao chéng”.

303 .

See Ibid.
% |bid. Original text in Vietnamese: “Giong dng Minh van tin twéng: “Minh c& kéu goi hoa binh, c& kéu goi
thé& gi¢i. Ngay mai tao viét thu glri nita. Tao td chirc tuyét thuc phan d&i My, phan déi Viét cong, dira nao
dam theo khéng?” Moi ngudi nhin nhau, nlra muén huwdng &ng vi thay giong 6ng day hang hai, nlra muén
phi cudi vi tinh chat mia mai khéi hai. Con tdi, ltc d6 chi mudn dwoc yén than, qudc gia hay cdng san lic nay
cha cé ty nghia ly g hét néu t6i khdng séng duoc”.
305

See Chapter 2.
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Nha Ca also manage to develop multiple voices in the way they represent the Vietcong, the
American and other ally forces, as well as the South Viethamse soldiers and people. The horrors
and losses of the war, as well as the corruption of South Vietnamese society under the presence
of the American army, and the unstable political system do not in themselves explain the
existence of multiple perspectives in South Vietnamese ki. South Vietnamese writers were offered
freedom of expression in some ways.The works of Ldng, Nam and Ca questionthe essence of the
war and the order that they had been put into, and bravely present the reality from their own
experience and from different angles. It is obvious that V& Phién’s claim of the extreme objectivity
in South Vietnamese ki, which was mentioned earlier in this chapter, is excessive. However, is it
possible to assert that Thdi Lang, Phan Nhat Nam and Nha Ca remained free from the influence of
the Saigon government?

Firstly, that southern ki presents both northern and southern soldiers (as well as American
soldiers and ordinary Vietnamese) as war victims is not completely free from propaganda.
Northern criticism saw it as “van hoc tinh thuong, tdm ly chién” (“psychological warfare

% The Vietnam War, in the Saigon government’s view, was an unjust war between

literature”).
brothers, which was fuelled by the North. Therefore, the compassion for the situation of the
country and northern people was a popular slogan in the Saigon government’s propaganda. In
the introductory speech of the National Congress of Artists (7 — 15 January 1957), Tran Khanh
Thanh stated that he wanted northern artists and writers to demonstrate justice and love of their

compatriots as southern ones do.*”’

Although Phan Nhat Nam’s memoir Traces of War and Along
Road No. 1 provides a rough representation of the life of South Vietnamese soldiers and a bitter

demonstration of the cold and aloof American ally, his works were only officially published after

the Americans had begun to withdraw from South Vietnam after the Tet Offensive in 1968. Thai

3% See Tra Linh and others,.

Ki Yéu Dai H6i Vén Héa Toan Quéc (Proceeding of the National Congress of Culture), 24. Original text in
Vietnamese: “Chuing ta mong cac vin nghé sT & Bac phan khoi phai bé budc ca nggi long cidm thu, su chia ré
giai cip, sy pha hoai tdn gido va gia dinh, ma dwoc dem tai ndng cla minh lam sang to6 cdng ly va tinh
thuong déng chdng”.
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Lang’s Diary of A Witness strongly criticizes the failed alliance between the Americans and South
Vietnamese was written in 1967 but not published until 1969. This suggests that the Saigon

government also attempted to control the collective memory through publication.

The fact that Nh3 Ca’s Mourning Headband for Hué was immediately awarded the first
prize for literature by Saigon government and was continuously reprinted from 1970 to 1973 also
has something to do with the Saigon government’s attempts to claim that the Vietcong conducted

a massacre at Hué. Nh3 Ca has assured that her book contains facts only, no fictional element:

Having survived the Battle of Hué, | wrote Mourning Headband for Hué. It is neither a
novel nor any other kind of fiction which is devoted to an artistic purpose. It contains just
facts, the facts of an escape from the battle. | simply record my own experience and other
surviors’ stories which | was told. They are just the fragmentary stories of a falling city in

the chaos of fire and deaths.

Traditionally, there is only one narrator in a memoir. However, there are three memoirs by
different narrators in Mourning Headband: the main narrator is Nha Ca, telling her own
experience of fleeing from the falling city; besides, she adds two stories which are told by
survivors of Hué. In addition, there is a chapter told in the third—person, an unconventional mode

in the memoir.>®

It is noticeable that Ca neither encountered the Vietcong nor witnessed the
massacre while the story by Kham, the dying young man from An Cuu, and the story by an injured
young man from T&r Dam, as well as the chapter told in the third—person, provide a detailed
demonstration of the Vietcong as well as some evidence of the massacre by the Vietcong, which is
absent in the story by the narrator Ca. Besides, the way Kham and the young man from T&r Dam

tell their stories are identical to the narrator Nha Ca’s one. Two details are repeated many times

in Ca’s writings: firstly, the vitality of nature regardless the destruction of war which encourages

% 1n Mourning Headband, hapter 3, “Nhitng mdnh vun gop nhdgt” (“Collected stories”), is told in third—

person. Chapter 5 is the story told by the injured young man from Tir Pam. And chapter 7 is the story told
by Kham, the dying young man from An Cuyu.
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people to live; secondly, the people’s love and respect towards their birthplace in their dying
moments. For example, after hours of fear fleeing from the battle and witnessing the chaotic
situation of Hué civilians in the church—turn—shelter, the narrator Ca suddenly realizes how

beautiful and precious nature is:

It was drizzling, which made me fasten my coat to prevent the wind and the raindrops.
Last night in the church, my fear and worry made me feel hot sometimes. Now standing
by the well, | suddenly felt like looking at the rain and the green desperately as if | would

never be able to see them again.*”

Similarly, the anonymous young man who fled from Tlr Pam also mentions the ochna flowers:

But | suddenly stopped at the water storage tank which was already dry: near the tank, an
ochna tree®'® of which all the branches had been ruined, maybe by a piece of artillery, still
showed its yellow flowers. They looked like small lights of hope which brought back my

vitality and yearning for surviving.*"*

This detail also appears in the same way in the story by Kham, the dying young man from An Cyu:

Huong, a few days later, told me that a liberation soldier died in that vacant hole, head on

the edge and face to my house. | guessed that before he died, he was able to see the

%% Nh3 Ca. Original text in Vietnamese: “Troi I3t phat mua, t6i phai kéo hai vat 40 mang té lai d& che gid. C3

dém trong nha tho, phan so héi, phan lo Iang tdi khdng cdm thay lanh ma nhiéu ltc con thdy néng birng 13
khac. Bay gio dirng bén giéng nuéc, nhin mua bay, nhin cay cd, t6i bdng nhin canh vat mot cach hét sirc
ham hé8, nhu sg khéng bao gi®” con nhin thay duoc nira”.

% The ochna tree resembles the cherry or apricot. Because it blossoms with yellow flowers in spring, it is
ofen used for decoration in southern households during the Lunar New Year Festival. Therefore, it
represents traditional family gathering and happiness.

1 Nh3 Ca. Original text in Vietnamese: “Nhung téi ding sitng lai, noi chiéc bé can, cady mai d3 giy hét
nhanh, chac mét qua dai bac d3 roi gan dau d6, nhung nhitng cdnh hoa mai vang van ti€p tuc, bén canh
nhitng canh gy, nhitng gach ngdéi, nhitng bdng mai vang nhu nhitng d6m hy vong gay cho long tdi bao tinh
cam thiét tha, ham séng”.
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yellow flowers of the ochna tree in the yard and a part of the roof which had been ruined

by bullets or B40 rockets in the first night of the battle.>"

For South Vietnamese people, the yellow ochna flowers do not only represent nature but also Tet,
the Lunar New Year Festival when every family gathers and enjoys time together. This kind of
detail, which uses nature as a metaphor for domestic tranquillity also appears in other books by

Ca.

Another trademark detail of Ca is the attachment between people and their birthplace,
which is shown in the fact that the head of a corpse is laid out so that it points totheir homeland
when they are buried. When Kham flees from the city he notices the position of the dead
American: he lies prone, face to the road, his hand tightly holding a family photograph. Before he
dies, Kham also asks Ca and her cousin to lay him by the door to be able to look at the rain, the
grass and his homeland in his last moments: “I'd love to see the rain and the green. Bullets
haven’t touched that tree yet and the rain has washed it clean. I'd love to see it”.*"* The narrator

Ca also records a sentimental scene in which a South Vietnamese soldier thoughtfully buries a

Vietcong:

In the garden which was just few houses away from my house, there were a vacant house
and a vacant shelter from which an injured liberation soldier emerged when it was filled
with gas [by southern soldiers]. He was left behind by his comrades. He died at the
moment he came out and saw the light. In the shelter, despite his injury, he still wrote his
diary and a letter to his mother and sister. Especially, he also wrote an anti—war letter:

“When | die, | would love to have my head layed to the north and legs to the south. |

2 |bid. Original text in Vietnamese: “Chiéc h8 b tréng doé, may ngay sau, Huong ké cho téi nghe, c6 mot

ngudi linh gidi phdng chét guc trong dé, dau ké 1én miéng hd va mat quay vao phia nha t6i. T6i doan chac
trwdc khi chét, anh con kip nhin thay nhitng bédng mai vang trong san va mot phan mai nha bi sip d6 vi
manh dan hay nhitng phat B40 clia dém d3au tién khai héa”.

3 bid. Original text in Vietnamese: “Thoi anh chi d& méc tdi, chay di, khéng ho tran t&i bay gid. Xin dwng
tdi noi canh clra, khéng, noi céi cot kia cling dugc. Tdi con nhin thdy mua, thay cd cay. Bui ciy trwdc mit
chwa cé mot vét dan nao tdi phéa, mua gdi sach hét dé téi nhin”.
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contributed to this bloodbath; therefore, | deserve to die here, along with the innocent
Hué civilians and my people”. After reading the letter, the southern soldier quickly put it
in his pocket, and quietly carried the body to the garden. He made a small hole to bury
him. He carefully checked directions in order to properly place the unfortunate man’s

head to the north.3"*

These trademark details also reappear a great deal in Ca’s other works, for example, her

autobiographical fiction Tinh ca cho Hué dé ndt (A Love Song for Hué the Ruined City, 1969).

It is noteworthy that both the young man from Tlr Dam and Kham, the man from An Cuu,
when talking to Ca and her cousin, are either seriously injured and either in flight from Hué or
dying. Therefore, it is unusual that they still manage to include these sentimental details in their
talk to the narrator Ca. By sharing the same trademark details with the story by the main narrator
Nha Ca, the stories by the young man from T Pam and Kham, the man from An Cuyu, are no
longer simply records of events: they have been assimilated by Ca’s rhetorical strategy; in other

words, they have been fictionalized to support the author’s intention.

Despite using multiple narrators, which is unusual in ki, and applying a similar rhetorical
strategy for different narrators, Mourning Headband is more like an autobiographical or
testimonial fiction than ki. However, Ca still insists that there is no fictional detail in her book and

calls it “but k”.>*> Moreover, both southern and northern readers and authorities, either in praise

4 Ibid. Original text in Vietnamese: “Ngay sau khu vwdn cach nha téi vai cdn, c6 mét ngdi nha bo khong,

mot chi€c ham bd khéng, ngudi ta cling bom hoi cay, x6ng ra moét giai phdng quan bj thuwong, bi dong déi
bo lai. Va khi 1én nhin thay dnh sang thi hin ciing vira thd hit ra ma chét. & trong hiam, du dau dén, hin
cling viét nhat ki, viét thu glti cho me va em. Diéu déc biét I3 han c6 mot 14 thu nguéch ngoac viét phan déi
chién tranh nita: Khi t6i chét, t6i mudn gdi dau |én dat Bic, du chan t6i & mién Nam. Toi d3 gy canh d6
mau & thanh phé nay, téi phdi d&€ mau cua téi lai d&€ hoa cung véi dong mau oan e cla dan Hué, cla dan
tdc t6i. Ngudi linh Biét déng doc xong may dong trén, anh vdi nhét 1a thu vao tui, réi lang 18 bé xac tén Viét
cong, xac mot ngudi Viét Nam, ra vuon. Anh dao mot cai hd nho va chon xac ngudi mién Bac chét cling véi
dan Nam. Anh nhin quanh quat, tinh lui tinh t&i dé tim ra phuong Bac lam chd gdi dau cho ké bac ménh”.
5 A kind of reportage which tends to describe an event, a place, a journey rather than investigate
something. Writers can add a lot of comments or personal feelings into but ki. Vii Ngoc Phan, as stated
earlier in this chapter, use the term “but ki” to refer to literary essays, which is a different genre from ki.
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or criticisism of the work, have considered it as Ca’s memoir. While northern critics accused the
work of providing distorted information about the Battle of Hué, the Saigon government praised it
for accurately recording the massacre committed by the Vietcong and portraying the horrors of
war, for which the book was granted with the National Prize for Literature in 1970. There was no
testimony of any survivors from what was called “the Vietcong massacre”; therefore, the book,
which only records what survivors from the Battle of Hué heard from others about the crime, was
considered an accurate account and used in the government’s propaganda campaign against

northern communism.m

In short, While Nghi, in his Crossing Trwdng Son Mountains, heavily reflects the Saigon
government’s propaganda by depicting the Vietcong as bloodthirsty and greedy beasts as well as
praising the alliance with the American, Phan Nhat Nam, Nha Ca and Thai Ling manage to develop
multi—sided viewpoints which undermined the myth of the great war against communism by the
great South Viethamese army and the great American ally. However, they were not totally free
from the orthodox ideology of Saigon government. While Lang avoids mentioning the Vietcong in
Diary of a Witness, Nam and Ca show their disagreement with communism in their works.
Besides, their criticism of the Americans and of corrupt South Vietnamese officials as well as the
criticism of South Vietnamese soldiers only appeared after the Americans started to abandon
South Vietnam, showing the role of the Saigon government in the manipulation of public memory
despites its claim to support freedom of expression. It is also noticeable that while there was
secret sympathy for the Vietcong in South Vietnamese poetry, the perception of ki as a discourse

of truth restricted its writers from positive representations of the Vietcong. There was no ki which

3% Gareth Porter has revealed that the Saigon government manipulated documents on the Tet Offensive.

Firstly, there are contradictions in the reports of casualities in the Battle of Hué. Secondly, the Saigon
government did not permit journalists to approach the sites of excavations of mass graves in Hué after the
Tet Offensive. Porter challenges Douglas Pike’s assertion about the causes of civilian deaths in Hué, stating
that there was no systematized massacre by the Vietcong. See D. Gareth Porter, “The 1968 “Hue
Massacre,”” Indochina Chronicle, 33 (1974), 2-13
<https://msuweb.montclair.edu/~furrg/porterhuel.html>. For opposite idea to Porter’s one, see Douglas
Pike, The Viet Cong Strategy of Terror (Saigon: US Mission, 1970).

149



openly supported communism in South Vietnamese literature during 1945-1975. Interestingly, in
late 1970, Tran P& Diing, a writer of the anti-war journal Trinh bdy, commented on the

relationship between memoirs, history and politics as follows:

The appearance of historical and political memoirs at the end of every year these days is
also noticeable. It represents an effort to rewrite or reassess history. It wants to erase or
remake something; simultaneously, it states that the past offers precious lessons for the
present. Such kinds of memoir are likely to be published more in the upcoming years

because of political reasons rather than history and literature’s sake.*

Tran D6 Diing’s remark demonstrates that the objectivity of South Vietnamese ki had already
been questioned even at the time. It is interesting that, as previously mentioned in this chapter,
Mai Thao, the founder of few journals which received funds from the government and the
American, also once claimed that: “A writer can never play the role of an objective witness. [...] A

writer does not write history, he makes history and risks his life for it”.*'®

Y Tran D& Diling, 51-52. Original text in Vietnamese: “Su xuat hién vao nhirng ngay cudi ndm cla loai vin

hoi ki lich st va chinh trj cling dang quan tam. N6 biéu hién cho nd lyc ‘viét lai, xét lai’ lich st, nd lyc béi xda
mot cai gi, lam lai mot cai gi, ddng thoi cho biét qua khir 1a mot bai hoc dat gia cho hién tai. Nhitng tap hoi
ki vn khong méi la gi d6i v&i nwde ngoai, nhu vay, chac sé con duoc tung ra nhiéu hon trong nam tdi vi
nhirng muc dich chinh tri hon |a van hoc va st hoc”.
318 . 2

Mai Thao.
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Chapter 4

Vietnamese Ki since the Renovation

4.1. Overview: Changes in theories and criticism of socialist realism and
ky since 1986

Nguyén Minh Chau’s essay “Viét vé chién tranh” (“Writing about War”) in Vdn nghé Quén ddi
volume 11 (1978) is considered as the first voice which acknowledged the need to reconsider
socialist realism in Vietnamese literature. By saying “It seems that our generals and captains” war
memoirs have not thoroughly described the complicated and twisted road in their minds to a
decision in battles”,*”® Chau reveals the way war experience was represented in Vietnamese
literature since 1945 is simple—minded and formulaic. It seems to be not a coincidence that after
Tran Dan, the main figure of Nhan van Giai pham (NVGP), Chau, another soldier writer, also
attacked socialist realism in its most traditional and familiar incarnation: the wartime literature of
soldier writers. He shows that “readers want access to the truths of reality in their rough, original
forms, without any make-up”*?. In this first attack, he did not directly point out that socialist
realism as propaganda is the reason for the failure of war literature, but he argued that that kind

of war writings do not match the criteria ofauthentic realism, and shows that writers, in order to

get close to it, sometimes need to fight against the long—lasting taste of readers and their own

319 See Nguy&n Minh Chau, “Viét vé chién tranh” (“Writing about War”), Vén nghé Quén déi, Vol. 11, 1978,

114 — 119. Original text in Vietnamese: “Hinh nhu héi ky chién tranh cla cac vi chi huy cla ching ta chua
md ta ki nhirng ching duwong khic khuyu dé di d&n ha quyét tam”. And: “Trén con dudng di d&n chl nghia
hién thyc, doi khi ching ta phai khai chién véi ca nhitng quan diém t6t dep va 1au dai cia minh”.

320 Ibid., 116. Orginal text in Vietnamese: “ti€p can t6i da v&i nhitng sy that cudc doi & dang nguyén khdi,

chat phdc, méc mac, khdng trau chubt, trang tri, t6 diém”.
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321 |n fact, Chau quietly started his struggle to renew Vietnamese literature after

habits of writing.
1975 with the novel Mién chdy (The Burned Land, 1977) which examines the aftermath of the
war, and collections of short stories like Nguwdi dan ba trén chuyén tau téc hanh (The Woman on

the Express Train, 1983) and Bén qué (The River Dock of My Hometown, 1985), in which the war,

people’s lives and the narrator’s inner self are revealed from many angles.

Hoang Ngoc Hién was the first writer to directly criticize socialist realism as the main
reason for the poor performance of Vietnamese literature. In his article “V& mot dac diém cua
van hoc va nghé thuat & ta trong giai doan vira qua” (“On a Characteristic of Our Literature and
Arts during the Last Period”) in Vdn nghé (1979), he wrote: “In general, in our literature
nowadays, writers tend to describe what—should—exist more than what—exists”. He continued
that: “In several works, it is clear that writers seem to care more about conforming [to
propaganda] than to truthfulness. This kind of work can be called “conformist realism”.>*> Though
he did not even hint that “conformist realism” (or doctrinal realism) is in fact another name for
socialist realism, readers might easily have guessed what he meant. The article was like a bomb
thrown into collectivized literature, raising a fierce debate among literary circle and politically
influencing the critic’s life. Though considered as one of the most influential intellectuals in art
and cultural area in Vietnam in the late 20" century, his criticisms of socialist realism lead to

professional ostracization.

It was not until the meeting of Nguyén Van Linh, the general secretary of the Vietnam
Communist Party (CPV), with artists and writers on the 6" and 7" October 1987, that the end of

socialist realism as the orthodox method for literature and arts became widely known. Before

2 pid.

322 Hoang Ngoc Hién, V& mot dac diém cla van hoc va nghé thuat & ta trong giai doan vira qua” (On a

Characteristic of Our Literature and Arts during the Last Period), Ngudn: Van nghé sd 23, ra ngay 9/6/1979.
[Accessed http://phebinhvanhoc.com.vn/?p=303 September 2013]. Original text in Vietnamese: “Nhin
chung, trong sang tac hién nay, sy miéu ta céi phai ton tai I&n at sw miéu ta cai dang tén tai”. And “Poc mét
s6 tac pham chiing toi thay tac gia dudng nhu quan tdm dén sy phai dao nhiéu hon tinh chan that. Cé thé
goi loai tdc pham nay 13 “ch( nghta hién thuc phai dao”.
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that, in order to solve the political and economical crisis in Viethamese society, the economic
Renovation (“D&i mdi”) which ended the collectivized economy and accepted the market
economy and private ownership was introduced by the 6th National Congress of the CPV in Hanoi
between 15 and 18 December 1986. In this congress, Linh was elected to succeed Chinh as Party
General Secretary. Therefore, the meeting between Linh and artists can be considered as a
significant change in cultural policy, conforming to the economic renovation. The meeting
gathered nearly one hundred writers, artists and cultural activists and focused on a discussion of
the need to release literature and the arts from the control of propaganda. Typically, the writer
Nguyén Ngoc pointed out that the circumstances of war led to a politically conformist literature
and arts which slowed their development for a long time.>”> Answering to the artists and writers
in the meeting, Linh admitted that during the last period, the achievement of literature and arts
was still poor. The CPV had underestimated the role of literature and arts, and arbitrarily
controlled them. It had also implemented several unfair policies in cultural management.

However, he still tried to save socialist realism at some level:

We should maintain socialist realism. There are some who claim to belong to socialist
realism but do not dare to write truth, do not dare to criticize the Bad in order to
construct the new Man of the new era. As the genuine artists, you comrades should

preserve your honest way of writing and a pure and bright mind.

You are soul engineers, therefore, you have to contribute to the emergence of
the New Man by describing theOld Man who is full of mistakes and bad habits. You should

not follow idealism to describe people as saints.

323 Nguyén Ngoc’s report in the meeting was printed later in Vdn nghé, see “Can phat huy day da chirc ndng
cla van hoc nghé thuat” (“To Fully Promote the Functions of Literature and Arts”), Védn nghé, Vol. 44 (31—
10-1987).Can be seen at:

<http://www.viet—studies.info/NhaVanDoiMoi/NguyenNgoc CanPhatHuyDayDu.htm> [  Accessed 2

September 2013].
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It is not socialist realism if your writings do not make people look forward to the
bright future and strongly believe in it in order to overcome current difficulties. Audiences
and readers do not only need to see the darkness but also the light in order to come

through it.>**

Inspired by the meeting, two months later, Chau marked his fight against socialist realism in his
article “Hay doc 10i ai di€u cho mét giai doan van nghé minh hoa” (“Let’s Say Farewell to a Period
of lllustrative Literature and Arts”) on Vdn nghé (5 December 1987). In this article, he criticized
the efforts of politics to control literature and the arts which had resulted in diminishing the
creativity and honesty of artists. He does not wish to reject the whole of Vietnamese literature

during the postwar period but sadly points out its aesthetic failure:

| do not think that in the last few decades, the revolutionary literature which was
nourished by the wisdom, sweat and blood of many generations of writers, did not
provide any great and truthful work. But, on the other hand, we need to be honest to
each other: during the last few decades, there was only freedom for illustrative writing.
We got used to decorating the conventional forms and models and assumed it as the

whole wide reality.*”

2% See Nguyén Vin Linh, “Ddng chi Nguy&n Vin Linh néi chuyén véi vin nghé si” (“Nguyén Vin Linh Talks to

Artists”), Vdn nghé, Vol. 42 (17-10-1987). Can be seen at: <http://www.viet—
studies.info/NhaVanDoiMoi/NguyenVanLing NoiChuyenVanNgheSi.htm> [Accessed 2 September 2013].
Original text in Viethamese: “Phai dirng virng trong truong phai ta chan x3 hoi chi nghia. Cling cé nhirng
nguwdi tu xwng 13 & trudng phai ta chan xa hoi chd nghia nhung ho khéng dam viét sy that, khong dam phé
phén 1én dn cdi xau dé xay dung con ngwdi madi. La nhitng van nghé si chan chinh, cac dng chi phai gilr gin
sy trung thuc cha ngdi bat, gilr gin tw duy trong sdng cha minh. Cac dong chi la nhirng ki su tdm hén, phai
gop phan xdy dung con ngwdi mai tir nhitng con nguwdi cli cdn mang nhiéu thiéu sét, tham chi con mang
nhidu céi xu. Dirng roi vao khuynh hudng duy tdm, duy y chi méd ta con nguwdi méi ludn ludn toan ven nhu
6ng thanh. Phai thay rd cd nhuogc diém mdi xay dung duoc con ngudi mdéi. Ta chan xa hdi chd nghia néu
khong lam cho con ngudi hudng vé tuong lai tét dep véi mot niém tin 1&n dé vuot qua nhitng khé khan
trong hién tai thi khéng ding vdi long mong muén cla ching ta. Codng ching khi thuwdng thirc tic phdm cua
ching ta khéng thé chi thay t6i sim ma phai thdy dwoc 4nh sang dé nhay qua bdng t6i”.

2 See Nguyén Minh Chau, “Hiy doc |oi ai diu cho mot giai doan vin nghé minh hoa” (Let’s Farewell a
Period of Illustrative Literature and Arts), Vdn nghé, Vol. 49 & 50 (5-12-1987). Reprinted in Nguyén Minh
Chdu: Tdc phdm chon loc (Selected Writings of Nguy&n Minh Chau), ed. Tén Phwong Lan (Hanoi: Gido duc
Publishers, 2009) 462—66, 456. Original text in Vietnamese: “T6i khong hé nght rang may chuc ndm qua nén
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Lé Ngoc Tra, a critic who was educated in Soviet Russia, can be considered as another
prominent critic of socialist realism. After his article “Van nghé va Chinh tri” (“Arts and Politics”)
on Vdn nghé (Literature and Arts) volume 51 & 52 (1987) which also criticizes the influence of
politics on literature and the arts, he continued to reveal how writers and artists wrongly applied
the notion of truth and reflection in literature and arts, seeing this as one of the reasons for the
poor performance of revolutionary and socialist literature in “Vé& van d@ van hoc phan anh hién
thyc” (“On Literature’s Reflecting Reality”) in Vdn nghé (1988). In his opinion, many artists and
writers rigidly assumed that photographic realism is socialist realism, therefore, restrained their
creativeness. There were other writers and artists who acknowledged that realism seeks not the
appearance but the essence of reality, however, they were forced to use rigid and simple
formulations of propaganda literature. He also identified the principal influences behind the
collective attempt to reflect reality as follows: the Yenan thoughts on literature and arts (by Mao
Tze Dong) and vulgar reception of literature and art in Soviet aesthetics and criticism as well as

the misleading interpretation of Lenin’s Theory of Reflection.

According to Lenin’s Theory of Reflection, consciousness is the reflection of the material
world, and social consciousness is the reflection of social being. Reflecting reality is not a
mission but a characteristic of literature. Besides, saying true and saying truth is not the
same thing. [...] The truthfulness of literature, therefore, is not only the truthfulness of
reflecting reality, but also the truthfulness of the writer’s attitude, evaluation and
honesty. Saying true and saying truth always come under a condition: the right to say true

and say truth. For many years, our literature has not been given that right. **

van hoc cadch mang — nén vin hoc ngay nay cé duoc la nhd bao nhiéu tri tué, moé hdi va cd mau cla bao
nhiéu nha vin — khong c6 nhirng cai hay, khong dé lai dugc nhirng tdc pham chan thuc. Nhung vé mét phia
khéc, cling phai ndi that véi nhau rang: may chuc ndm qua, ty do sang tac chi cé ddi véi 16i viét minh hoa,
vin hoc minh hoa, v&i nhitng cay but chi quen véi cong viéc cai hoa, két 13, von may cho nhitng khudn khd
d3 c6 sd3n ma ching ta quy cho day d3 13 tat ca hién thuc doi s6ng da dang va rong 16n”.

%% See L& Ngoc Tra, ‘Vé Van dé Vin Hoc Phan anh Hién Thuc (On Literature’s Reflecting Reality)’, Vén Nghé,
20 (1988), 3 <http://www.viet—studies.info/NhaVanDoiMoi/LeNgocTra_PhanAnhHienThuc.htm> [Accessed
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However, Tra did not directly point out that rectification criticism was one of main reasons which
led many writers assume photographic realism as socialist realism. The influence of recfitication
criticism will be demonstrated later in T6 Hoai’s Cdt bui chdn ai (The Dust Beneath Whose Feet,

1992), which is investigated in the following part in this chapter.

Until now, there has been no administrative voice which officially claimed the death of
socialist realism as the orthodox method in Vietnamese literature and art. But in a discussion
between famous writers and critics on the relationship between literature and politics and the
freedom of writing in the office of the Vidn nghé newspaper on 28 January 1988, Hoang Ngoc Hién

affirmed that socialist realism is “a fake concept”:

Socialist Realism is a fake concept that has caused troubles for writers and artists, critics
and authorities for a long time. At the beginning, it was just a banner, but then it was
turned into an academic concept, and then was decorated and demonstrated as a

method of writing, and became so powerful.**’

Later, in the book Nhin lai nira thé ky ly luén hién thuc xd hdi chd nghia & Viét Nam, 1936—1986 (A
Half Century of Socialist Realism in Vietnamese Criticism, 1936—1986), which was published in
1999, Phuong Lyu marks the period 1975-1986 as the last period in which a theory of socialist
realism in Vietnamese literature was maintained. In L& Duy Bac’s Budng 16i vin nghé sau 1986

(Policies on Arts and Literature after 1986, 2001), socialist realism is not mentioned as the

12 August 2013]. Original text in Vietnamese: “Theo phan &nh ludn Lénin, y thirc 13 phan anh cha vat chat, y
thire x3 hoi phan énh tén tai xa héi... o} day phan anh hién thyec la thudc tinh ch& khéng phai la nhiém vy
cla vin hoc. Mat khac phai thdy rang néi that va néi su that khong phai bao gidr cling [a mét. [...]Tinh chan
thuc trong van hoc, do dé, cling khong phai chi la tinh chan thyc cla sy phan anh, ma con la tinh chan thyc
lich str cla thai do, cach danh gia va sy trung thyc cba nha van. Noi that va ndi sy that bao gio cling phai
kém theo mét diéu kién: quyén dwoc néi that va néi sy that. Nhiéu ndm qua vin hoc ta chua hoan toan cé
quyén ay”.

37 van Trang, ‘Thdo Luan Ban Tron Tai Tudn Bdo Van Nghé, 28-1-1988 (Discussion at Van Nghé on 28
January 1988)’, Vidn Nghé, 10 (1988), 2. Original text in Vietnamese: “Van dé hién thuc x3 hdi chl nghia
cling can duwoc xem lai. Day 13 mot khai niém gid da giy dau khé kéo dai cho ca nghé si, ca nha nghién ciru
|an 13nh dao. N6 ltc dau dwoc néu 1én nhu mot ngon cd, va d3 cé stre tap hop, vay goi. Nhuwng tai hai la &
chd tir mot ngon co, ngudi ta lai dinh bién né thanh khai niém hoc thuat, dé lam sang cho né, chirng minh
né la phuong phép séng tac, bién né thanh van ning”.
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orthodox method for literature and arts anymore. In fact, most Viethamese writers and artists
turned their back on socialist realism after 1987. Among critical works which looked back and
explained the existence of socialist realism in Vietnamese literature, the prominent ones are Tran
Dinh SI's “Van hoc va hién thuc trong tam nhin hién dai” (“Literature and Reality Under Current
View”) in the conference Vidn hoc phdn dnh hién thuc dét nwéc hém nay (Literature on Reflecting
Current National Reality, July 2010), and L3 Nguyén “Van hoc hién thuc x3 hdi chd nghia nhuw mét
hé hinh giao ti€p nghé thuat” (“Socialist Realism as an Artistic Communication Mode”) in Nghién
ctru vdn hoc (2012). These critics exemplify a recent trend of approaching literature using
Foucault’s theory of discourse. They examined socialist realism from its relationship with politics

and Soviet aesthetics.

Along with the fight against socialist realism in the theoretical realm, there was an
enduring fight conducted by many writers who were of the new generation as well as ones who
grew along with socialist realism during the war. Their writings were called “Vin hoc D&i mé&i”
(“Renovation Literature”). In poetry, Ché Lan Vién’s poetry collection Di cgo tho (Posthumous
Manuscript, 1992-95) is a typical one. In theatre, Lwu Quang Vi’s plays in 1980s such as Hoén
Trwong Ba, Da hang thijt (The Butcher’s Skin), Téi va Chung ta (I and We), Ong vua héa hé (The
King Turns Tiger), Chiéc é c6ng ly (The Umbrella of Justice) stirred theatres in Hanoi with questions
of the relationship between individuals and power, the soul and the material world, and explored
how people are institutionalized by ideological systems and their own desires. In fiction, some
prominent works of this post—socialist realist writing include Pham Thi Hoai’s first novel Thién su
(Angel, 1988); Dwong Thu Huong's novels Bén kia bo o vong (Beyond Illusions, 1987) and Nhitng
thién dwong mu (Blind Paradises, 1988); Bao Ninh’s N&i budn chién tranh (The Sorrow of War,

1987); Nguyén Huy Thiép’s Tudng vé huu (The Retired General, 1989); Duwong Huéng’s Bén khéng
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chdng (The Dock of Husbandless Woman, 1991).® After the rise of Renovation Literature,
Vietnamese literature recently has turned towards world literature in its efforts to represent the
problems of current society as well as individuals. This post—Renovation Literature can be

summed up by Nguyé&n Binh Phuong’s statement:

There is a young literature which is contrary to Renovation Literature in the way that it
does not express its disagreement or angriness at anything. In my opinion, that this young
writer generation is against nothing provides them with a great freedom for writing.
There are social messages in this kind of literature, but they contain no political

motivation. They care less for politics than for individuals in the current society.**

In fact, it is not easy to distinguish the boundaries between Renovation Literature and post—
Renovation Literature because the war, the collectivised system and its aftermath as well as
literary heritage of socialist reaslism are still reflected in Vietnamese life and literature in various

ways, which will be demonstrated in the following parts in this chapter.

Recently, the influential critic L& Nguyén has split Vietnamese literature after 1975 into
three periods: 1975-1985 sees the beginnings of the literary renovation; 1986-1991 is the most

active period of renovation literature; and from 1992 up to now, the renovation seems to have

330

been completed and Vietnamese literature has entered a new phase.”" He stated that the literary

328 . . . . . . .
For more information about Vietnamese Renovation literature, see: Dana Healey, ‘Literature in

Transition: An Overview of Viethamese Writing of the Renovation Period’, in The Canon in Southeast Asian
Literatures, ed. by David Smyth (Curzon Press, 2000), pp. 41-50.

** This is from an interview with Nguyén Binh Phuwong by Dominique Bari, “1975-2005, Viét Nam ba muoi
ndm sau: Nhin vé van hoc hém nay” (“1975-2005: Thirty Years of Vietnamese Literature”), L’Humanité
(April 2005). The Vietnamese translation of the article by Phan Binh can be seen at:
<http://www.tienve.org/home/literature/viewLiterature.do?action=viewArtwork&artworkld=3542> [12
August 2013]. Original text in Vietnamese: “Cé mot nén vdn hoc tré, déi nghich véi vén hoc D&i Méi, khdng
bay t6 su bat binh, du trwdc bat c cai gi. Ho khdng chéng cdi gi c3, theo tdi diéu d6 mang lai cho ho mét tu
do rat I&n dé sang tac. Ngay ca khi ngudi ta tim thay trong dé nhitng théng diép cé tinh chat x3 hdi, né
khéng mang tinh chat chinh tri. Ngudi ta khéng quan tdm dén chinh tri nira, ma quan tdm dén cé nhén
trong xa hoi duong thoi”.

30 5ee L3 Nguyén, “Nhin lai cac budc di, lang nghe nhitng tiéng ndi” (“Looking Back: Vietnamese Literature
After 1975”), Vidn hoc Viét Nam sau 1975: Nhitng vén dé nghién ctru va gidng day (Vietnamese Literature
After 1975: Some Issues in Study and Teaching) (Hanoi: Gido duc, 2006), 55-69.
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renovation started with ki (especially investigative reportage) but its best achievements are

among short stories and novels.

My argument is that though during the most recent period defined by Ld Nguyén, most
readers and critics seem to have considered stories and novels as more typical for the literature of
renovation, in fact, it is ki which more clearly shows how Vietnamese literature turns away from
socialist realism and comes closer to postmodernism. The resurrection of investigative journalism,
a genre which was absent in socialist realism ki during 1945-1986, and the emergence of
renovation memoirs, as well as autobiographical metafiction, sparkle a postmodern skepticism on
the sincerity and truthfulness of canonized socialist ki and a playful attitude toward the

transparency of the genre.

4.2. Such a Night and the resurrection of investigative journalism

The text which inaugurated the most active period of the literary renovation was Phung Gia Loc’s
investigative journalism “Cai dém hém 4y dém gi” (Such a Night) on Védn nghé 1987. This piece
tells the real story which happened to the writer’s family and other farmers in Thanh Héa
Province on 26 November 1983. It shows how farmers suffered from the rigid and unfair policies
of collective farming and the new kind of “village bully” by local authorities. At the end of 1987,
when LOc confronted dangers because of his honesty and braveness against the provincial
authorities, his friends arranged to help him to flee to Hanoi. He was hidden and taken care of by
writer friends in the Vdn nghé newspaper office and the piece was written there. Nguyén Ngoc,
the chief editor of Vdn nghé, who helped to hide Léc during that time, later recalled that LOc’s
work created an intense controversy, which awoke investigative journalism as a genre, fuelled

hundreds of courageous pieces which honestly reflected wrongdoings and the aftermath of war
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throughout the whole country, contributing to significant changes in the cultural and economic

policies of the Vietnamese government.*!

Such a Night depicts a chaotic and tragic night when L6c’s family and his village neighbour
confronted police and village authorities who came to every household to seize property for their
not being able to pay the collective farming tax. Because of high taxation, famine and a lost
harvest due to floods, most households were not only unable to pay the tax in full but also
suffered from hunger and despair. A terrorist and undemocratic atmosphere prevailed in the
villages. Thanh Hda Province can be considered as one of the hottest spots in this conflict
between the masses and the authorities. Such a Night starts with the hunger and despair of the
narrator (the author himself) when he sees that his family, friends and neighbours are starving
and desperately worried about their tax debts. It ends with the desperation of the entire family
after the police and village authorities, having pushed L6c’s ailing mother to the floor, take away a
supply of rice seeds hidden in a coffin, which have been saved by the family for the future funeral

of his mother only.

There is nothing particularly noteworthy about Such a Night's technique and style,
compared to investigative journalism of the period 1932—-1945 which is considered as the golden
age of this genre in Vietnamese literary history. What made the piece so powerful an example of
Vietnamese journalism is not the form but the content. More specifically, it bravely approaches
another area of truth — the wrongdoings and failed policies of the contemporary political system,
which had been avoided by journalism and literature for a long time. Such a Night marked the
resurgence of investigative journalism as a genre after a long period of disappearance (1945—
1986). The piece was very well-received and led to a fierce debate. After Such a Night was

published, Léc received great support from many readers and writers. An investigation in Thanh

31 See Nguyén Ngoc, ‘Doc “Dém Trudc” Nhd Phung Gia L&c’ (To Remember Phiung Gia Léc), Tudi Tré
Online, 11 May (2005) <http://tuoitre.vn/Van—hoa—Giai—tri/114335/Doc—%E2%80%9CDem—
truoc%E2%80%9D—nho—Phung—Gia—Loc.htmI> [Accessed 4 July 2013]
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Hoa Province’s conflict was conducted, which led to the head of the province being removed from

his position and introduced changes in the provincial policies and administrative system.

Many readers share the feeling that Such a Night is reminiscent of a scene in Ngb Tat Td's
famous novel T4t dén (Lights Off, 1937), which is rich in reportage quality. The scene in this work
is similar to Such a Night's situation in many ways: in Lights Off, unable to pay for the high and
unfair poll tax for himself and his already dead brother, Dau’s ailing and starving husband is in
danger of being imprisoned. Finally, Dau has to fight against the village polices and authorities in
order to prevent them taking her husband away. Despite her efforts, he is dragged off, leaving his
starving and despairing wife and children behind. Let’s compare two paragraphs from the two

works:

There came the sounds of drums and trumpets all over the village. Dogs started barking in

every hamlet.

Dau yawned while stretching his arms sluggishly. He leaned his arms against the
bed and tried to sit up while moaning. When he picked up the bowl with his shivering
fingers, trying to sip some porridge, the village police and the men of the head of village
appeared with whips and ropes. Striking the whip on the floor, the village police fiercely

shouted at Du in the voice of a drug addict:

“Hey bastard, | thought you died yesterday night, but you are still alive, aren’t

you? Quickly pay the money! Now!”

Frightened, Dau dropped the bowl and fainted.**

32 Ng6 Tat T8, Tdt deén (Lights Off) (first printed on Viét Bdo Newspaper, 1937), reprinted in Ngd T4t T8, Ngé
TGt T6 va Tdc Phdm (Ngé Tét T6 and His Works) (Hanoi: Van hoc, 1971), 78. Ngé Tat T8 was one of the most
prominent Vietnamese writers and journalists in the first half of the 20" century. Most of his fictions are
rich in reportage quality, which is a consequence of his main job as a journalist. Original text in Vietnamese:
“Tiéng tréng va tiéng tu va d3 thing thang dua nhau tir phia dau lang dén dinh.

161



And here is the similar scene in Such a Night:

Suddenly the sounds of gongs roared all over the district. From a loudspeaker turned up
to maximum volume, came the news of provincial plans and policies of farming and tax
collecting. Hoang Van Nhan, leader of farming group No. 12, read out the list of
households who had not paid. Torches were blazing along every path. The dogs were all

barking like hell.

[...] Just before 1 a.m, the police and the village militiamen crowded in
tumultuously to the households which had not managed to pay enough farming tax. Dogs
were barking, and pigs were crying as if being slaughtered, which frightened my smallest
son so much that he bursted into crying and held on to my wife tightly. Thic, my second
child, crouched into my chest in the bed, not daring to make a sound. | heard the police
and militiamen were searching for rice seeds in my next door neighbour’s house. | could

clearly hear them shouting and my neighbours begging for mercy.**

It is uncertain that LOoc intentionally makes the situation and the style in his reportage similar to
the scene in Lights Off. The work is in fact the real story of himself, his family and his hometown.

It was bravely published to reveal the problems of farming policies and the overcontrol of new

Tiéng ché sta vang cac xém.

Anh D3u udn vai ngap dai mét tiéng. U& 0ai, chdng tay xudng phan, anh vira rén vira ngdng dau Ién. Run ray
cat bat chdo, anh mdi ké vao dén miéng. Cai |& va ngudi nha ly trwdng da sam sap tién vao vdi nhitng roi
song, tay thwdc va day thirng.

G6 dau roi xudng dat, Cai lé thét bang giong khan khan cla ngwoi hat nhiéu sai cii;

—Thang kia, 6ng tudng may chét dém qua, con séng ddy a? Nop nét tién swu! Maul!

Hoang qué anh D4u vdi dé bat chdo xudng phan, 13n dung ra d6, khéng ndi dwoc mét ciu gi”.

33 Phung Gia Léc, “Cai dém hém ay dém gi” (“Such a Night”), Védn nghé (1987). Can be seen at:

<http://tuoitre.vn/Chinh—tri-Xa—hoi/Phong—su—Ky—su/114622/Phung—Gia—Loc——Cai—~dem—hom-ay—dem—
gi.html> [Accessed 8 July 2013]. Original text in Vietnamese:

“BAng tiéng kéng gd giuc gid lien hoi. Kéng khap x3: tir ddi 1 d&n doi 15, nhu mot sw bung nd day chuyén.
Tiéng loa phdéng thanh mé& hét ¢& doc ban tin, k& hoach huy déng Ivong thyc cla tinh va chi thj cta tinh dy
vé cdng tac lwong thuc. Hoang Van Nhan, déi trudng doi 12, doc trén loa danh sach nhirng nha thiéu thdéc
chua giao nép cho hgp tac xa. Dén dém soi rirng ruc & cac nga dwong. Ché sta oi la cho sda.

... Gan mot gi®r sang, cdng an, dan quan da ap dén cac nha no théc. Tiéng chd sla vang, tiéng lon kéu éng
ech nhu bj choc tiét & cac nha gan quanh, lam thang Ut Vin khéc thét 1én, 6m riét |18y me. Thang Thirc cling
im thin thit, n3m co trong long tdi khong dam cua. B&n nha 6ng Ai, ldng giéng cach vwon nha téi mot hang
rao, cdng an va dan quan dang lung suc. Tiéng 6ng ba Ai kéu xin va tiéng quat lac, tdi nghe rd mén mot”.
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“village bully” by local authorities. What makes this reportage reminiscent of Lights Off and other
great pieces of investigative reportage in its golden age (1932-1945) lies not only in the similar
details surficially but in its vehement criticism of the contemporary political system. After Such a
Night was published, hundreds of pieces of investigative reportage appeared in newspapers all
over the country, revealing many hidden social problems. For example, Tran Huy Quang’s Chuyén
ctia mét éng vua 16p (Story of A King of Rubber Tyres, 1987) and L&i khai cda bi can (Declaration of
the Accused, 1987), both first published in Vdn nghé, are two reportages about a businessman
who successfully created and ran an independent tyre factory but faced many obstacles and was
even imprisoned by the authorities because before 1986, private ownership was out—lawed. Vdn
nghé became the first newspaper which showed its commitment to renovation by publishing
several influential pieces of reportage towards the end of 1987. Tran Khac’s Nguoi dan ba quy
(The Kneeling Woman, 1987) depicts the miserable life of a woman at the hands of corrupt rural
authorities; Hoang Minh Twong’s Lang gido co gi vui (The Joy of Teaching, 1987) reveals the
impoverishment of teachers; V& Van Truwc’s Tiéng kéu ctru cia mét ving vdn héa (The Cry for Help
from A Cultural Area, 1987) shows how careless and ignorant management of culture by local
authorities damages the cultural legacy of Vietnam. It is noticeable that Nguyén Ngoc, the chief
editor of Vdn nghé during that time, received a lot of criticism from above authorities. He retained
his position for almost two years but was forced to resign at the end of 1988. Moreover, despite
their influence and well-acknowledged place in the literary renovation, these works have not
been reprinted or put into university manual of journalism as well as any collection of journalism

to this day.**

After the period 1986-1991, investigative reportage quickly developed in terms of
numbers of journalists and published works. But there has not been any new “earthquake”

created by investigative reportage since 1986. The resurrection of investigative reportage after

3% For example, in Dlrc Diing, Phdng Sw Béo Chi Hién dai (Modern Investigative Journalism) (Hanoi: Théng
tan, 2004), there is none of the controversial pieces mentioned above.
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1987 originated from the need to know the truth and to tell that truth to readers and writers. Its
blooming is the consequence of the fact that many socio—economical and political problems were
hidden or distorted in presentation for a long time due to the cultural management policies and
the application of socialist realism before the Renovation. After the social problems before the
Renovation were revealed and to some extent solved, other problems of the new period
appeared and many of them have been reflected in journalism. But there are still some taboo
areas for investigative reportage including, for example, corruption on the part of high—ranking
officials and rebellions against the existing state. Under the state’s censorship policy®®, it is not
easy for investigative reportage to have a multi—angled approach that area. At this point, | share

Laughlin’s explanation for the decreased performance of Chinese reportage after 1989:

There was of course genuine interest among readers and writers, primarily because
contemporary reportage in the 1980s provided a rare window to information and ideas
that had been taboo throughout the Cutural Revolution (1966-76). That is, its values
derived from its supply of information that had previously been lacking, but once it had
served its purpose of confirming the disillusionment of the Chinese reading public
reportage became expendable: it declined sharply in quality and popularity after 1989.
From another point of view, though, the value to readers and writers of reportage in the
1980s was that it provided a means of social critique that was able to circumvent the
official news media and also provide a deeper analysis of the social and cultural roots of
certain problems facing Chinese society. The decline of reportage after 1989 cannot be
interpreted as a sign that this function has become irrelevant, only that reportage is no

longer a reliable medium for the performance of this function.**

3% Censorship is still effective in Vietnam, though it is less strict. There are more reportages which uncover

social evils or wrongdoings. However, politics is still a forbidden area for investigative reportages.
3% Charles A Laughlin, Chinese Reportage : The Aesthetics of Historical Experience (London: Duke University
Press, 2002) 21.
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There are strong parallels between the rise of investigative journalism in Vietnam and China. Both
the two countries have been underlying a similar political process: the economy and culture has

been liberated to a degree while thecentral political authority has been maintained.

When investigative reportage as a genre cannot match the expectation of journalists and
readers any more, automatically, attention turns to other literary forms: the novel and the short
story became the renovative centre of Vietnamese literature. In other subgenres of ki, for
example, memoir and autobiography, we see an increasing tendency to combine or blur the
boundaries between ki and fiction, or to seek renewal by means of postmodern literary strategies,
as | will explain in the next part of this dissertation. In other words, the essence of reality is now
expressed in another way: through a notion of imaginary or fictional truth. Another explanation
for investigative reportage’s fall into disfavour is that postmodernism has gradually made writers
and readers realize the incredibility of texts, especially ones which are long well-known for its
credibility like history and journalism. Postmodern theory leads to a more sceptical attitude to
truth: the text does not simply reflect material or social being. It rejects rigid genre boundaries

and promotes parody, irony, and playfulness.

4.3. Memoirs of literary circles: decanonizing socialist writers

It is a fact that there are strong connections between autobiography®*’ and the representation of

gender, trauma and postcolonialism.**®

Linda Anderson has considered autobiography as “the text
of the oppressed”: “Autobiography becomes both a way of testifying to oppression and

empowering the subject through their cultural inscription and recognition”.*® If the resurrection

*7 In broad sense, autobiography refers to memoir, diary, autobiography, testimony. In narrow sense, it

refers to an account of a person's life written by that person, focusing on his private life rather than offering
a broader view of history and the society.

38 These connections have been examined in several researchs, for example, see: Victoria Stewart,
Women’s Autobiography: War and Trauma (Palgrave Macmillan, 2004); Owen Evans, Mapping the Contours
of Oppression: Subjectivity, Truth and Fiction in Recent German Autobiographical Treatments of
Totalitarianism (Amsterdam — New York: Rodopi, 2006); David Huddart, Postcolonial Theory and
Autobiography (Abingdon: Routledge, 2008).

339 Anderson, 104.
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of investigative reportage informs the resistance of individual memory against collective one as
well as an improvement of democratic conditions, the publishment of the memoirs after 1986,
which portray hidden sides of North Vietnamese literary circle, reflects the need to return
autobiography to be a democratic genre. Through undermining the myth of socialist writers,
these memoirs undermine propaganda memoirs as well as a collective memory of socialist writers

as the speaker of absolute truth.

4.3.1. Myth of socialist writers

Let’s look at a typical selected collection of criticism during the period 1945 —1985: Tap nghij luén
va phé binh vdn hoc chon loc (A Collection of Selected Literary Criticism), Volume 3. The book was
published in 1976 by Gido Duc, a publisher which was established in 1957 and has been Vietnam’s
leading educational publisher ever since. There are two main parts to the book: the first includes
four essays on the principles and objectives of socialist literature by key cultural leaders; the
second part contains seventeen critical essays on socialist writers, poetry and prose, in which
there are four on H6 Chi Minh’s literary works and three on the poetry of T6 Hitu, the leading

cultural figure of the Party at that time.

1 To Learn President Ho's revolutionary thoughts on culture, literature and arts

2 Reading H6 Chi Minh’s Prison Diary

3 Reading Uncle H6's poetry

4 H6 Chi Minh’s political commentary works

5 Introduction to T8 Hitu’s Tir dy

6 On T6 Hru’s Viét Bdc

7 Some thoughts on T8 Hitu’s Gid Iéng
8 Poetry and the great war against the American for national indepence
9 Poetry from the South: the national songs
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10 | Vung md: a novel about workers by a worker writer

11 | The national hero in BPét nwdc dirng 1én

12 | Typical characters in Cdi sén gach

13 | Truthfulness and fighting spirit in Tém nhin xa

14 | Con Cé Island’s soldiers in Nguy&n Khai’s writing

15 | Bdt khudt (Undauntedness): a great lesson of being a revolutionist

16 | A Mother Who Fights: a heroic mother

17 | Hon Bdt: a truthful depiction of the great war by our heroic people in the South

The list shows that all these selected critical works are instances of socialist literary criticism:
“truth” and heroism are the criteria. Not only were cultural leaders” works made models of
socialist literature but themselves as writers also became heroes. During the period 1945-1975,
the stories of how different people went through hardship and ignorance to acknowledge
Marxism and become socialist writers were popular. It was also common to read accounts of how
a socialist literary work was created in a difficult situation such as under the enemy’s threatening
or wartime hardship. Such tales were often told in writing camps and conferences and were also
published. H6 Chi Minh and Té Hitu are the most popular examples made by this propagandic
criticism. Similar to the manipulation of revolutionary prison diaries which was investigated in

7340

Peter Zinoman’s “Reading Revolutionary Prison Memoirs”>™, the appearance of these “becoming

a writer” stories confirmed the national myth of revolution.***

9 See Zinoman, ‘Reading Revolutionary Prison Memoirs.’” In this article, he gives a thorough analysis of how

Vietnamese revolutionary prison diaries reflect the national myth of revolution.

*n The Country of Memory: Remaking the Past in Late Socialist Vietnam (University of California Press,
2001), Hue Tam Ho Tai applied William C. Spengemann and L.R. Lundquist’s idea of the relationship
between autobiography and American Myth in “Autobiography and the American Myth” (1965), American
Quarterly 17 (fall 1965): 501-2; and Benedict Anderson’s idea of “the biography of nations” Imagined
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 2006), 204. He stated:
“Making history serve wartime purposes was achieved by writing the past (history in the lower case) as a
narrative of heroic and ultimately triumphant struggle against foreign domination and inscribing the future
as a vision of communist utopia achieved through the inexorable working of History with a capital H,
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During the period 1945-1986, the principle of “Party Spirit” became the lodestone for
both literary writing and criticism. In a letter to the 3™ National Congress of Artists in December
1962, the Central Committee of the CPV stated: “Our criticism of arts and literature has improved
to strengthen and verify the Party’s policies on arts and literature as well as to study and apply
Marxist-Leninist thoughts on arts and literature”.>** Similarly, in the 4™ Congress of Artists in
1968, Trwong Chinh stressed that “Criticism does not only have to guide readers and audiences to
properly receive artistic works, and improve their knowledge, Party spirit and aesthetic ability, but

also to ensure that writings and performances adhere to Party doctrine”.>* This policy led to two

7344 (

kinds of criticism during this period: investigative criticism by “linh gac tv twdng “ideology
police”) which identified the political flaws in a given; and illustrative criticism which praised
particular works in order to create a new myth of socialist writers. When political content was the
most important criteria for any work, writers who adopted literary forms and language unfamiliar

to socialist realism were said to be “lost” in bourgeois, counter—revolutionary thought (NVGP** is

a clear example).

After 1975, many memoirs were published, serving the need to remembering one of the
most special periods in Vietnamese history, which combines the revolution, the Vietham War and
socialist transformation. A great deal of them were written by military and political leaders, for
example, Hoang Van Théi’s Nhitng ndm thdng quyét dinh (The Most Crucial Years, 1985), Dang Vil

Hiép’s Ki trc Tdy Nguyén (Memories of Tdy Nguyén, 2001) Phung Thé Tai’s Bdc H6, Nhitng ki niém

Marxist style”. (p. 4). Tai went on to suggest that the state shaped “not only written history but popular
memory as well” (p. 7).

%2 Central Comittee of the Labour Party of Vietnam, ‘Thw CGa Ban Chdp Hanh Trung wvong Dang Lao dong
Viét Nam GUri Dai HOi Van Nghé Toan Quéc Lan Thi Il (Letter from Central Committee of the Labour Party
of Vietnam to the 3rd National Congress of Literature and Arts 1968)’, in V& Védn Héa Vién Nghé (On Culture
and Art), 4th edn (Van hoéa, 1976), pp. 19-31, 19. Original text in Vietnamese: “Céng tac li ludn va phé binh
cling d3 cé nhiéu ¢ gang mai dé gilt virng va lam sang té duong 18i vin nghé clia Pang va tim hiéu thém
nhitng nguyén li clia cht nghta Méc — Lénin vé van nghé, nhdm ddy manh viéc sang tao va thuwdng thirc van
nghé”.

** bid, 38. Original text in Vietnamese: “Cdng tac phé binh khdng nhitng phai gitp quan chidng thudng thirc
tadc phdm mot cach ding dan, nang cao tu twdng, nhan thirc va trinh d6 thdm my cla nhan dan, ma con
phai gitt vitng vai tro hwdng dan cho séng tac va biéu dién nghé thuat di dung dwong |6i cia Pang”.

** See Tran Dinh, Pén Cu (Ngudi Viét, 2014).

** Nhan vin Giai pham Movement (NVGP). Refer back to Chapter 2 for more details.
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khéng quén (Uncle Ho: Unforgetable Memories, 2002), Nguyén Thi Binh’s Gia dinh, Ban bé va Pat
nwdc (Family, Friends and Nation, 2012). Besides, there were several memoirs written by writers,
critics or cultural figures, for example, Anh Tho’s Ti¥ bén séng Thuong (From Thuong River Dock,
1986), and T8 Hitu’s Nhd lgi mét thoi (A Time to Remember, 2000), Nguyén Hién Lé&’s Hoi ki
(Nguyén Hién Lé’s Memoir, 1992). However, none of these works became literary phenomena on
the scale of Té Hoai’s Cdt bui chdn ai (The Dust Beneath Whose Feet, 1992) and Chiéu chiéu (Every
Afternoon, 1999), Nguyén Khai’s Thuong dé thi cuwdi (And God Is Smiling, 2006), or Nguyén Ding
Manh'’s Hoi ki (Nguyén Ddng Manh’s Memoir, 2008). While being well received and discussed by
readers, these works were not appreciated by the authorities. In particular, Nguyén ©dng Manh’s
Memoir, which was leaked on the internet before publication, was prohibited by the authorities
and also received severe criticism from orthodox critics. What lay behind these literary
phenomena? These memoirs did not focus on the writers’ life but covered the experiences of
Vietnamese literary and artistic circles between 1945 and1986. In particular, these memoirs

addressed two highly sensitive periods: the removal of NVGP and land reform.

4.3.2. To Hoai’s The Dust beneath Whose Feet and Every Afternoon: untold stories about
socialist writers

T6 Hoai is generally considered to be one of the most prominent prose writers of Viethamese
literature. After joining the socialist revolution in 1943, T6 Hoai became one of the top writers of
socialist literature in North Vietnam. He was also one of the first writers granted the highest
award given by the government of Vietnam in recognition of cultural and/or scientific
achievement: the H6 Chi Minh Prize. He joined the CPV early and worked as a socialist writer
during the Indochina War and the Vietnam War. He spent much of his time in the literary circles
of Hanoi and later recorded his experiences. Cdt bui chdn ai (The Dust beneath Whose Feet, 1992)

is mostly about Nguyén Tuan, Xuan Diéu and Nguyén Hong,** his three close writer friends during

¢ All the main writer figures in The Dust Beneath Whose Feet, including Nguy&n Tuan, Xuan Diéu, Nguyén

Hong and T6 Hoai himself are granted H6 Chi Minh Prize in 1996. Nguy&n Khai, the author of And God Is
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the incident of NVGP. Chiéu chiéu (Every Afternoon, 1999) tells the stories of writers who were
forced to work in the countryside as part of land reform legislation.*” These two works shocked
reader with stories which did not share the myth of socialist writers created by orthodox criticism

between 1945 and 1975.

The Dust beneath Whose Feet suggested that the freedom of the writer was an illusion
and subjected censorship policies to criticism. The political police who monitored the publishing

industry was mockingly depicted as follows:

At the time the ones who secretly guarded every publication served in the be ideological
police.. Of course, those polices could not live in idleness, they had to find faults at any
cost. But in fact, their assessments were simply mechanical imitations of someone else’s.
[...] When higher authorities found faults in a specific text, then suddenly those polices
also found it faulty too and started to investigate its every line. Of course they found

more faults in the end!”>*®

Irony is the dominant tone of this memoir. For example, T6 Hoai uses pastiche while narrating the
event in the typical style of public—reflection: Many writers and artist who joined or supported
NVGP had to make a formal and written confession of their errors in an act of reflection. “l was

blind and lowered my guard. Many departments of the Writer’s Union were monopolized. The

Smiling also received this award in 2000. The H6 Chi Minh Prize (Vietnamese: Giadi thuéng H6 Chi Minh) is
an honorary award given by the government of Vietnam in recognition of cultural and/or scientific
achievement. The prize was established by decree in 1981 and has been awarded in 1996, 2000, 2005 and
2012 often posthumously. The prize is named for Ho Chi Minh, and is considered one of the highest honors
bestowed by Vietnam.

**7 Land reform in Vietnam was a program of land reform in North Vietnam from 1953 to 1956. It followed
the program of land reform in China from 1946 to 1953. The aim of the land reform program was to break
the power of the traditional village elite, to form a new class of leaders, and redistribute the wealth (mostly
land) to create a new class that has no ownership. Urban intellectuals were sent to countryside to
investigate ownership and redistribute. Many writers and artists who supported NVGP had to join this
program as way of self-reflection.

**® T6 Hoai, Cdt Bui Chdn Ai (The Dust beneath Whose Feet) (H5 Chi Minh City: Hoi Nha vin, 1992), 67.
Orginal text in Vietnamese: “Cé mdt th&i, nhitng ngudi theo ddi bdo chi, xudt ban va phat hanh sich bdo
duoc phong 1am linh gac. Linh gac thi phai cé viéc cla linh gac, chang I8 3n lvong dé ding khéng. Nhung
that ra ngudi ta chi doc a dua réi danh don héi cho. Cap trén hd ngudi dy, bai 8y ¢6 van dé. Ty nhién cam
thay hinh nhu c6 van dé that va ngudi ta do tim tirng cau tirng chir. Thé& nao chd ra van dé!”
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Nhan Van Journal and Minh Blrc Publishers were suspended, but NVGP thoughts have still been

7349

existting and distracting us”””. The meetings to re—educate NVGP people are also ironically

summarized:

Unfortunately, some [NVGP people] enthusiastically admitted their faults and even
exaggerated them but still gained no trust. Moreover, they were accused of being

IH

“superficial” and avoiding proper self-reflection. When it was his turn to confess, Nguyén
Hbng put a pile of Vdn’s volumes in front of everyone, then tearfully opened them and
told the story of each. No one could tell whether he was admitting his faults or explaining
his good motives and efforts. Also, there were some unable to sleep for a whole month
because of worry. In the Clru quéc Newspaper, there was a young lad went to the woods

and hanged himself.**°

Not only ironically uncovering the truth about the suppression of NVGP, Hoai also revealed untold
stories about Nguyén Tuan, Xuan Diéu and himself, all of whom were considered and depicted as
prominent socialist writers. Tuan was worshipped by everyone because of his writing talent,
aestheticism, elite and unique manner. Before 1945 he was known for the inventiness of his
language and the quest for lost traditional beauty but after 1945 he incorporated some of those
elemenst in work that the authorities found acceptable. For example, he focused on presenting
the beauty hidden inside normal people during the socialist transformation and battles. But in The

Dust Beneath Whose Feet, besides those characteristics, there was another hidden side of Tuan:

Every time he got angry [with T& Hitu], Nguyén Tuan grumpily said:

349 Ibid, 98. Original text in Vietnamese: “Téi bj mo hd mat cdnh gidc moi mat. Cc co quan Hoi Nha Van va

nhiédu cdng tac bj Iling doan. B4o Nhan Van, nha xuit badn Minh Dirc khéng con, nhwng tw tudng Nhan Van —
Giai Pham van ton tai, van lam léch lac ching t6i”.

330 Ibid, 99. “KhS mdt ndi, cé ngwoi nghe phé binh, ci ti€p thu thun that, con minh hoa thém 16i minh cho to
ra thém nita. Thé ma ciing khéng duoc tin, lai bj t6 cdo 13 hoi hot, trén dau tranh. Co ngudi béng that nhan
thay minh sai, nhan ngay ciing lai bi cho la néng can, con vet, thiéu dao sau suy nghi. Dén lwot Nguyén Hong
trinh bay, lai dat chdng bdo Van ra trwdc mat, gid tirng s6, vira ndi vira (ra nwdc mat. Chiu chang ai phan
tich ra th& 13 k& cong hay nhan téi. Téi dw cac cudc chinh hudn d3 nhiéu, cé ngudi lo qué, ca thang khéng
chop mét, nhuw & bdo Ctru Quéc, mot cau con tré, d3 vao rirng that c6”.
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— I”d rather return my party membership to T8 Hitu.

But he never did.

And every year, on the anniversary of the founding of the party or during the New
Year festival, Nguy&n Tuan would visit T6 Hitu*>*. He carried a few yellow roses. It almost

became a custom. After all, it’s only words L2

The legendary writer finally turns out to have some human, pathetic side like everyone. Gift of
flowers signifies respect and more broadly that he is prepared to observe social norms and to play
the political game in his own interests. He is not claiming to be above the game or to be in some
separate imaginative realm. After all, he turns out not a pure aesthete. T6 Hoai’s attitude towards
Tuan is not humiliation but sympathy, because he also ridicules himself like that: “My rectification

“knife” also fierily executed a lot of NVGP people”*?

. He quoted friends’” comments on his
personality: Nhu Phong used to call him as “a cunning suburban bastard with artificially polished
writings”, and Tuan directly told him that he did not “appreciate him as either a person or a

writer”®*

. And finally, the revelation of his previously concealed homosexual relationship with the
gay writer Xuan Diéu was a shock to Viethamese conservative society and completed T6 Hoai’s

demythologization of socialist writers.

Irony is also the spirit of Every Afternoon, which tells the stories of how intellectuals,

especially writers (and Nguy&n Tuan was one of them) were assigned jobs as land reform officials.

Bt During the pre—unification period (before 1975), T Hitu (1920-2002) was one of the most influential

figures in setting cultural policy in North Vietnam. He was also Vietnam's most famous revolutionary poet.
*2 |bid, 176. During 1945 — 1986, poet Té Hitu was the second important cultural leader after Trudng
Chinh. Original text in Vietnamese: “Mdi lan cau kinh, Nguy&n Tuan viing vang néi:

—Thé& nay thi tao dem tra thé Pang lai cho T8 Hitu.

Nhuwng chua bao gio Nguyén Tuan lam thé.

Ma chi thady mbi ndm, dip ky niém ngay vao Dang, hay tét nhat Nguyén Tuan déu dén choi T8 Hitu. Thé nao
cling cAm |én may bong hdng vang long trirng ga. Trudce sau té chinh hdu nhu d3 thanh nép. Cling 13 miéng
xa thoi...”.

*>3 Ibid, 99. Original text in Vietnamese: “Dao kéo chinh hudn cla téi cling d3 hing hai m& xé nhiéu ngudi
lam”,

** bid, 116, 170. Original text in Vietnamese: “Nhu Phong van bao t6i 13 thing ngoai 6 au ca, vin chuong
déo got”. Nguyén Tuan: “Td Hoai. Minh thudng it khen dng — vé ca con ngudi, ca nha van”.
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Before | had never known what rice plants look like. But now | waded across rice fields
with my trouser legs rolled up like every one, and carried a leather satchel like a proper
official. Being the all-important land reform official of the village, | managed to avoid
going to the fields by pretending to be working on the papers. If | was hungry, | just
needed to order Dang, the village leader’s daughter, to go to the market and fetch
something to eat. Stealing time to eat, or even stealing someone to sleep, and covering

those guilts, none of them above, |, a land reform official, was not daring enough to do.*®

Every Afternoon also describes the two years that Hoai spent in Nguyén Ai Quéc School (the
Party’s political ideology training institute) in order to improve his understanding of Marxism and
socialist aesthetics. He admitted that he could not understand what he was taught: “it was all
Greek to me”, he wrote. “I tried but all | gained was patches of knowledge. Maybe | would never
get there. Finally, | remained me. That’s all”.**® And in Every Afternoon it is shown clearly that To

Hoai is not the only one.

Explaining his motives for writing these memoirs and revealing previously suppressed
details about NVGP and land reform, Hoai said that he wanted to write about the period in which

he lived like an honest secretary:

| always have to fight against my self when | am writing autobiography. People often write

memoirs to say something: either to praise themselves, or to express their love or hatred,

% 76 Hoai, Chiéu Chiéu (Every Afternoon) (H6 Chi Minh City: HOi Nha van, 1999)., 9. Original text in

Vietnamese: “Trudc day t6i chua biét mat cay lda. Rdi toi cling xan quan khdi d3u gdi ra dong 16i rudng, vai
van deo cdi tui xac cot da, vé can bd. Anh ddi chiia chdm mdt xém, ngai ra déng thi mé tui 1ay s& vor nghién
ctru, déi thi bao cd Pang con dng ré trwedng xdm ra cho mua banh ngd keo bdt vé an, c6 ngudi dén thi ding
day cam céi ch8i dwa may nhat quét nha, &n vung, ké ca 3n vung ngudi, va Iam che mat thé gian, anh doi t6i
nao biét co ai trén dau”.

% |bid, 182. Original text in Vietnamese: “Khé 13m, twéng 13 dén nghe gidng vé kinh t& cu thé rdi vé nha
may lién hé, kiém tra s& v& ra, nhwng cang U U cac cac nhu vit nghe sdm”. And “Thé thi nhitng cdi dugc cla
t6i cling van lai chi 1a chadp va, khau rim, khau dup. Toi chju khé cdp nhit nhung biét dén bao gioy méi dwoc
¢b6 may. Vira hoc vira nhé 1ing nhang, lam thé nao cho cé tri thirc. Cé 1& ching bao gio. Téi van chi 13 toi vay,
vay thoéi”.
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or to seek something. But for me, either when writing short stories, novels or memoirs, |

always try my best to approach the truth. Of course the notion of truth here is flexible.*’

This statement is an indirect criticism of the notion of truth in socialist realism. By claiming a
flexible notion of truth, Hoai contrasted his own provisional truth with the propaganda’s more
absolute but false truth. In this way, he meets the war writer Tim O’Brien, who claimed to pursue
an imaginative truth to hard facts, even in his autobiographical writings."”58

4.3.3. Nguyén Khai’s And God Is Smiling and Finding My Lost Self: Sincerity and
truthfulness are different stories

Unlike Td Hoai’s memoirs, Nguyén Khai’s Thuong dé thi cudi (And God Is Smiling, 2003) focuses
more on his own life as a writer. Through the memoir, readers also learn about literary circles
between 1945 and 2003, especially during NVGP event and the literary renovation. However, the
memoir mainly deals with Hoai’s journey from being a miserable child to becoming a writer in the
turbulence of the revolution and the war. In the memoir, the author speaks of himself in the third
person as “him“. Although Khai uses the memoir to defend himself against the accusation that he
was a “coward” who used “cunning” in order to survive, it still revealed a hidden side of him as a

writer, painting a self—portrait which did not fit the myth of the “socialist writer”:

And what about him? If it happened that his mission as a writer clashed with his
responsibility as a Party member, what would he do? Normally, the writer in him stepped
back or avoided conflict for one very simple reason: he had to conform to the Party’s

regulations as long as he remained a party member. Therefore, the characters in his

*7 Lan Ngoc, ‘Phéng V4n Nha Vin Té Hoai: Dirng Nén Ki Vong Gi Vao Lép Gia (Interview of T6 Hoai: You

Should Not Put High Expectations of the Old Writer Generation)’, Thé Thao Vd Vén Hda, January (2007)
<http://tuoitre.vn/Van—hoa—Giai-tri/181658/nha—van—-to—hoai—dung—nen—ky—vong—gi—vao—lop—gia.html>
[7 July 2013 ] Orginal text in Viethnamese: “V&i téi, khi dat bat viét hoi ky 13 1am mot cudc dau tranh tu
tudng. Ngudi ta thudng viét hoi ky dé trinh bay mét van dé gi day, dé ca ngoi chinh minh, dé yéu ai hoic
ghét ai, nhung ciing cé khi chi dé tim ra mét diéu gi ddy. Nhung vdi toi, du viét truyén ngan, tiéu thuyét hay
hoi ky thi toi van cd gang viét gan nhat véi sy that, tién tdi sy that. Tat nhién, cai ‘gdc do’ sy that né cling
linh dong Iam. Nhung tir géc do cla toi va do t6i la chon thi tdi ddm bao thé [a dung nhat, gan nhat”.

% see Lomperis.

174



works cannot go to the extreme of their personalities, instead, they stop somewhere in
the midlle, they step back, they make up with each other®®. Finally, they become
identical. Their lives are too flat to remain interesting to the reader. Finally, he became a
pathetic writer, a second or third—class one. He could only accept it because without the
revolution and the Party, he had no chance to live a normal life let alone to become a

writer.>®°

What is the reason for a famous writer to feel the need to re—assess his life and works after
gaining fame, respect and well-being? Khai had no intention of writing off his whole career as a
writer, and nor did he need to: he is generally considered a sharp writer and was brave enough to
broach sensitive and difficult topics such as religious and ideological conflicts in the North after
1945. But in And God Is Smiling there is evidence of guilt and dissatisfaction about himself as a
writer. This can be explained by investigating Khai’s last controversial publishment: a political
essay named Di tim cdi téi d& mét (Finding My Lost Self), which was published online in 2006, two

years before his death.

The 1950s and the 1960s were joyful years for me. But for millions of ordinary people,
they were years of worry and despair. My joy was real, my writings during that time were

sincere. But other people’s tears were real, too. | knew and | saw them. | should have

359 Many writers of socialist realism like T6 Hoai, believe that they cannot create characters” development

basing totally in their own imagination but follow their dialectical development in real life.

360 Nguyén Khai, Thuong DE Thi Curdi (And God Is Smiling) (H6i Nha van Publishers, 2003), 189. Original text
in Vietnamese: “Con han, néu xay ra sy va cham gitta chirc ndng clia mdt nha van va trach nhiém cla mot
dang vién thi han tinh todn cach sao? Thong thudng 1a han nhan nhwong va né tranh vi mot céi ly rat don
gian: néu han con la dang vién thi phai chap hanh nhitng nghi quyét cla Dang. Thanh thir cadc nhan vat cla
han khong di dén tan cung tinh cach cla ho, ho thudng dirng & khoang gitra, roi lam lanh, rdi nhan nhuong,
tré nén giéng nhau & nhitng s6 phan md nhat, thiéu tinh quyét liét, tinh bi kich dé tr& thanh nhitng guong
mat 1&n cé sirc am anh lau dai trong long ban doc. Han chi cd thé a nha van tam thuong, mdt nha vin loai
2, loai 3 gi d6, biét vay nhung han van chap nhan, khong cé cach mang thi dén lam nguoi tam thuwong cling
kho néi gi lam moét nha van”.
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known which side to turn to. After growing old, | suddenly realized that a writer should

only follow his heart, his inner goodness.**!

It took Khai a lifetime to realize that writer’s personal sincerity and truthfulness of his work are
different things. A writer can be sincere about what he writes, but the selected reality presented
in his writings may not be representative for the essence of reality. Moreover, it is difficult for a
piece ofwriting to achieve truthfulness when its author has abandoned his own judgements and
beliefs in order to identify himself with the orthodox ideology, ignoring his own discovery of
history, culture and human life while in fact “all prophecies are just hysterical and delirious”*®.
Khai bitterly admits that “after spending all our youth believing those prophecies, finally when

h”.** He criticized

grow old, we end up find out that all our achievements are just a pile of rubbis
the ambition of socialist realism to use fixed formulations to achieve “truthfulness”, which would
be impossible when reflecting human soul. Khai writes that: “Human beings remain a wide and

deep secret from the very beginning. Communists must be so proud to use re—education game to

control the soul of human beingsbecause it is as flexible as the wind”.*** He points out that:

361 Nguy&n Khai, ‘Di Tim Cai Téi dd Mat (Finding the Lost Self)’, 2006. Can be seen at <http://www.viet—
studies.info/NguyenKhai_DiTimCaiToiDaMat.htm> [Accessed 3 March 2013]. Orginal text in Vietnamese:
“Nhirng ndm 50, 60 cta thé ky 20, vdi toi 1a nhitng ndm tran day niém vui. Nhin vao dau tdi ciling thay toi
duoec, dan tdc téi dwoc. Nhuwng ciling nhitng ndm 3y véi hang triéu ngudi dan thuwong lai 1a nhitng ndm day
lo lang, hai so va tuyét vong. T6i vui 13 chuyén cé that, nhitng trang viét cla t6i vao nhitng nam &y 13 rat
thanh that. Nhung nwdc mat cla ngudi khac cling 13 chuyén cé that, t6i cé biét, c6 duoc chirng kién. Toi
nén nghiéng ngodi but cla tdi vé phia nao. Vé gia tdi mdi nhan ra nha van phai nghe theo tiéng goi cla tinh
cam, cla trai tim, cla cai phan thién lwvong trong con ngudi minh”.

362 Nguyén Khai uses the word “prophecies” here to refer to political theories, including socialism.

Nguyén Khai, ‘Di Tim Cai T6i d& M4t (Finding the Lost Self).” See original text in Vietnamese: “Phai b han
nhitng tw tuwdng tri€t hoc va thé gidi quan phu hgp véi cach nghi, cach nhin, cadch danh gia cla riéng minh,
da dugc chirng minh qua nhitng trdi nghiép cla ban than dé& nhap vao dong tu twdng chinh thdng, céi triét
hoc chinh théng, cadch nhin nhan va danh gia chinh théng, xét cho cling cha lién quan bao nhiéu t&i cai tam
sy dang ap 0, t&i nhitng didu can phai viét, va trén hé&t, mau thit hon hét 13 nhitng phat hién déc ddo cla
riéng minh trong lich s, trong vin hod, trong nhan sinh”. And: “Moi |&i tién tri déu cé tinh mé sang, déng
c6t. Danh cd mot thai thanh xuan dé tin vao nhirng |16i tién tri 4y, vé gia nhin lai cai tai san tinh than thau
gdp mot doi chi la mat cai kho chira dd tap nham chang cé mét chut gia tri gi”.

*** Ibid. Original text in Vietnamese: “Con ngudi van nguyén ven |a mdt bi mat ménh mong, sdu thdm nhu
tir thla nguyén so vay. Nguoi cdng san phai kiéu ngao 13m mai dam bay cai tro chinh huan phé binh dé 1anh
dao mot cach chuan xac cai phan khé ndm bat nhat trong con nguoi. Vi né bién hod, né phu du nhu may
nhu gio vay”.

363
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There are many political and cultural figures” memoirs which neglect the hidden part of
their selves, the animal part which encourages us to commit sins and creates our
ridiculous facial expressions. The part which they want to forget and would even become

dangerous for someone who acknowledges it.**

By noting that the memoirs of “political and cultural figures” who have been well-trusted by the
masses are incredible, Khdi implies that the possibility of sincerity is also questionable because

writers either do not fully know themselves or consciously hide the ugly sides of their souls.

There is nothing new in Khai’s above ideas. As | mentioned in Chapter Two, NVGP writers,
especially Tran Dan, had previously drawn attention to the gap between text and reality and
historical or political truth. In his last writing, Di cdo (Posthumous Writing, 2009), which included
notes of his thoughts on literature during his career as a writer until his death in 1989, Nguyén
Minh Chau pointed out how “for a long time we have mistaken the essence of reality for some
superficial things which are visible: corruption, collective production, socialism” and suggested
that writers should “capture not only the real but also the illusory sides of life, not only reality but
its shadow as well, which is the genuine reality”.>® What is noticeable here is that they these
words in Finding the Lost Self were uttered by a leading writer of Vietnamese socialist realism,
who used to carefully avoid trouble, for example, he did not attend NVGP and the literary
renovation at its peak time (1986-1991). It suggests that significant changes had taken place at
the very core of orthodox, mainstream literature in Vietnam. And God Is Smiling is also considered

as a failed novel by Khai, in which he tries to examine himself from a critical and ironical

%% |bid. Original text in Vietnamese: “Nhiéu tap hdi ky cla cac danh nhan ca chinh tri 13n vin hoa déu thidu

cai phan con nhay nhua cla ho, céi phan thu vat clia con ngudi noi san sinh ra nhitng t6i 4c chuwa hinh
thanh, cai qué quét, cdi budn cudi da duwoc kiém ché dung lac, d3 dwoc gidu nhem, cdi phan ho mudn quén
di va rat dé trd thanh lang séi véi dong loai néu trong dong chi, ddng nghiép con cé ngudi bist dén va nhé
téi”.

366 Nguyén Minh Chau, Di Cdo (Posthomous Writing), Volume 1 (Ha N6i Publishers, 2009), 350, 361. Original
text in Vietnamese: Thuec ra l1au nay ta nham hién thyc 13 cai gi bay ra b& mat moi ngudi déu thay: tham 6,
hop tac hoéa, chl nghia x3 hoi”. And: “Cac nha vin dang c6 ndm bat khéng nhitng cai thuwc ma ca cai hu ao
clia doi séng, khdng nhitng ndm bat hién thu'c ma con mudn ndm bat céi béng cla hién thuc va cai dé méi
la cai hién thuc dich thyce”.
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viewpoint, however, it turns out that toward the end of the work, he is lost in defending himself.

This unintentionally sets off the tragedy of a typical writer of Stalinist socialist realism.

4.3.4. Nguyén Pdng Manh’s Memoir: individual memory versus institutionalized
memory

A comparison between T6 Hoai’s two memoirs, Nguyén Khai’s And God Is Smiling, and H&i ki
Nguyén Bdng Manh (Nguyén Bdng Manh’s Memoir), which was leaked on the internet against the
wishes of its author in 2008, would conclude that the latter text is by far the most controversial
one. Nguyén Ding Manh (1930-), its author, is generally considered to be one of the most
influential critics of Vietnamese contemporary literature.*®’ He is most famous for biographical
criticism, a trend which was not popular in mainstream criticism between 1945 and1986. Fed up
with literary criticism which focussed on political content and “truthfulness” criteria, Manh
encouraged readers to approach literary works through lively literary portraits in his typical works
such as Nha vdn, tu twéng va phong cdch (Writer, Ideology and Style, 1983) and Con dwdng di véo
thé gidi nghé thudt nha vén (Ways into the Writer’s Creative World, 1994). Biographical criticism
allowed him to see that a combination of talent, ideology, personality and historical and family
background creat thewriter as a whole and al of them are reflected in his writings. Manh’s style of
criticism may be one of the reasons which led him to pay attention to “behind the scenes” stories
about literary and political circles, which are the principal elements of this memoir. Shortly after
being leaked on the internet, the memoir was attacked by orthodox critics, who suggested that
Manh gave wrong and distorted imgages of influential political and cultural figures, and wrote

368

purely out of his personal hatreds.”™ Besides sensitive details about the operation of the

367 Nguyén Dang Manh (1930-) is one of the most influential critics of Vietnamese contemporary literature.

He was granted the title Honorary National Teacher and State’s Award on Literature and Arts. See Annex 2.
%% See: D3ng Huy Giang, “Bé&nh thudng tinh ma nén tranh” (“To Avoid a Popular Disease”), Vidn nghé tré (23
November 2008); Nguy&n Hitu Thing, “Vé& hoi ky clia Nguyén Pang Manh — Tac gia sach gido khoa Van”
(“About Nguyén Pdng Manh’s Memoir”), Vdn nghé tré (30 Novembeer 2008); 6 Hoang, “Mdt cudn hoi ky
|an nhiéu san” (“A Memoir with Lots of Faults), Vdn (November 2008); Thanh Truc, “Tam sy duwong doi hay
noi trat han? (Nguyén Bdng Manh’s Memoir: Sharing about Life or Release of Hatred?”), An ninh thé gidi (8
November 2008); Thugng Nguyén, “Chat ddc hai trong mét cuén hoi ky” (“The Poison in A Memoir”), Céng
An Nhdn Dén (12 December 2008).
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Vietnamese National Assembly, the way Manh writes about H6 Chi Minh is another main reason
for the book to be banned. Manh reserves a whole chapter (Chapter Seven) for the most

important figure in Vietnamese 20" century history.

Contrary to the allegations of orthodox critics, however, Manh does not ridicule H6 Chi
Minh in this memoir. On the contrary, his admiration for him is expressed quite clearly. For
example, Manh addresses H6 Chi Minh as “cu” (great elderly), “bac” (uncle), which are theterms
of respect for the elderly). However, the book pictures H6 Chi Minh in a way which is different
from the propaganda image. Besides being strong—willed, intelligent, caring and good—natured,
H6 Chi Minh in Manh’s understanding is also a normal person. He is scared in dangerous
situations, suffers sexual restriction through devoting his life to a political career, and is clever
enough to make use of propaganda in politics, and feels helpless when confronting a greater
power such as the Russian or Chinese socialist authorities, or even his own comrades when they
became unduly influential. The followings are typical examples of how Manh perceives the

national hero:

I saw H6 Chi Minh with my own eyes twice.

The first time was after the August Revolution in 1945. My father took my family
from Thai Binh to Bic Ninh Town. | continued my education by going to Han Thuyén
secondary school.

One day, there was an announcement that H6 Chi Minh was going to visit Bac
Ninh. Some of my school mates and | were selected to welcome him. Everyone was given
a small paper flag to wave when he came. We stood in line in front of the town’s
information department, where he was supposed to visit. After a while came a small cab
which stopped right in front of the department. | saw two bodyguards leap out of the cab

and quickly jump onto the low wall in front of the department. Guns in hands, they
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carefully and nervously looked to left and right. H6 Chi Minh emerged from the car. He
wore khaki clothes and canvas shoes and held a baton. He was thin and tanned. Black—
haired and black—bearded. He stood right next to us but gave us little kids no attention
while we all shouted in our loudest voices: “Long live President H8!” He stayed there for a
while, then came inside while watchfully looking around. Straight—backed, thin but strong

and active, that was my impression of him.**®

Manh describes a later encounter with H6 Chi Minh when the former was working as a lecturer at
Vinh University of Education in 1961 or 1962. President H6 had a meeting with local people in the
town’s stadium. In Manh’s memory, H6 “was not at all a good speaker. His speech was slow,
short, and lacked smoothness. Sometimes he blundered and had to cover it up by changing the

subject”.?”°

Manh does not only record his own experience with H6 Chi Minh but also presents what
he was told by those who had the chance to meet or work with H6 Chi Minh, for example, the
writer T6 Hoai, the artist Diép Minh Chau, war hero Nguyé&n Thj Hang. He even recounted rumours
about H6, which circulated in some quarters. For these reasons, his memoir was criticized for
discrediting and distorting the image of an important historical figure. What may have been the

author’s purposes in doing this? Manh provides the answers at the beginning of the memaoir. First,

309 Nguyé&n Ding Manh, Ho6i Ki Nguyén Bdng Manh (Nguyén Ddng Manh’s Memoir) (The e—version of this
memoir was leaked and spread on the internet out of the author’s intention. He does not want to publish it
yet due to political reasons, 2008). Original text in Vietnamese: “Toi dwoc tan mat thay H6 Chi Minh hai lan.
Lan thi&r nhat ngay sau Cach mang thang Tdm. Sau cudc khéi nghia thang Tam 1945, b6 t6i dua ca gia dinh
tr Thai Binh vé Thj xa Bac Ninh. Tdi ti€p tuc hoc cap Il & trweong Han Thuyén. Mot hom duwoc tin H6 Cha tich
vé Bac Ninh. Tai va may ban hoc duoc nha truong cr di don. Moi dra dwoc phat mot 14 co nho bang gidy,
hé& H6 ChU tich dé&n thi vy c& va ho khau hiéu chao mirng. Ching tdi dirng x&p hang trudc clra phong thong
tin thi x3, noi Cha tich H6 Chi Minh téi. Boi mét ltc thi cé mét chiéc xe 6td con dd ngay mép duong, trwdc
clra phong thoéng tin. TAi thay c6 hai anh canh vé vot ra trudc, cdm |dm 13m tiéu lién, nhay I&n dirng trén hai
cdi tru cla birc tuwdng hoa thap trudc phong théng tin. Hai anh lia mii sung sang trai, sang phai, vé mit cang
thang. H6 Chi Minh buwéc ra sau. Quan do kaki. Gidy vai. Cam batoong. Ngudi gay, den. Rau tdc cling den.
Ong dirng lai ngay sat ching toi, nhung khéng dé y gi dén bon tré con nay c3, tuy ching toi ra sirc phat co
va hd “H6 Chd tich muén ndm!”. Blng lai mét 1at, li€c nhin chung quanh mét chat, mat day canh giac, roi
ong di rat nhanh vao phong théng tin. Lung rat thang, gdy nhwng cirng cap, clr chi lanh len — n twong cta
tdi vé H6 Chi Minh |a nhu thé”.

7% |bid. Orginal text in Vietnamese: “Hd Chi Minh khéng heé td ra I3 ngudi hung bién. N6i cham, ngin, khéng
lwu lodt. C6 chd 1& miéng néi hé, voi lang sang v khac”.
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he wanted to discharge his own feelings and thoughts, to feel “the pleasure of releasing the facts
of our life” because “my own life and my writing have some specific values”. Secondly, since
people seem to be interested in learning significant historical and cultural information from
important figures, he wants to offer an individual perspective on history in the hope that it might

be of use to someone:

Besides, though | am only a politician by accident, | had the chance to witness many
important historical events such as the August Revolution and land reform, and to know
some private stories of figures such as H6 Chi Minh, T6 H{tu and several key cultural
figures such as Nguy&n Tuan, Xuan Diéu, T6 Hoai, Nguyén Hong, etc. Of course, these
stories have already been told from the orthodox viewpoint. Here | simply offer my own

apprehension and subjective view with the hope that it might benefit someone.*”

By saying that his personal perception of history had some specific value as well as noting that
rumours and other’s stories are also a part of reality, Manh articulated the need to re—consider
public memory as it had been established in history and propaganda literature. In this way,
Manh’s memoir resembles T6 Hoai’s The Dust Beneath Whose Feet and Every Afternoon as well as

Nguyén Khai’s And God is Smiling, which also revise the images of much—praised socialist writers

! |bid. Orginal text in Vietnamese: “Viét hoi ki d& 1am gi nhi? Viét hdi ki thi cé ich gi cho minh va cho ngui

khac? Hinh nhu t6 bay mot sy thuc cha doi minh cling 1a mot khodi thu riéng clda con ngudi ta. Khodi th
duwoc gidi tda. C6 ai d6 ndi rang moi khodi cdm trén doi déu 1a su trat ra khdi than minh (decharger) mot cai
gi d6. V&i minh thi thé. Nhung con vdi ngudi. Ngudi ta thich doc hoi ky cla céc danh nhan, cta nhitng nha
hoat ddong tdm c& qudc gia, qudc té hay nhitng nha van héa |&n. Biét dwoc bi mat cla cudc doi danh nhan la
biét dugc nhitng thdng tin cé y nghia qudc gia dai sy, biét dwoc kinh nghiém cla nén vin héa mot dan téc.
Vay tdi viét hoi ky vdi tw cach gi? Chi d& cho minh duoc gii tda cling dwoc chl sao? Ngoai ra liéu con cé ich
cho ai nita khéng? Téi khong tin 1dm. Ciing cé thé c6 tac dung trong mdt pham vi hep trudc hét ddi véi
nhitng ngudi than, ngoai ra 1a nhirng ai coi cudc doi riéng cta tdi cling cd moét céi gi dang td mo va su
nghiép viét lach cla tdi khong dén ndi hoan toan vo gia tri. Nghta la cling muén tim hiéu ciing muén giai
thich. Ngoai ra téi tuy khéng phai nhan vat lich s nhung su tinh c& da dwa day téi dwgc chirng kién nhiéu
sw kién lich s&r quan trong nhu Cach Mang thang Tdm hay cai cach ruéng dat... va biét dugc mot it chuyén
rieng cia mét s& danh nhan nhu H6 Chi Minh, T8 Hitu, Va nhiéu nha vin héa I&n nhu Nguyén Tuan, Xuan
Diéu, Té Hoai, Nguyén Hong... Tat nhién nhitng sy kién nay va nhirng nhan vat kia ngudi ta d3 néi nhiéu,
viét nhiéu réi theo cach nhin quan phuong chinh théng, & day t6i chi néi nhirng hiéu biét tryc tiép cla riéng
ti v&i cach nhin rat ch( quan cla téi. Nhwng chinh vi thé ma, biét dau day, lai cé thé dem dén nhitng théng
tin riéng.nhirng y vi riéng”
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by picturing them not as heroic soldier writers but as normal people who are also pathetic in their

struggles with the political control of literature.

When these memoirs are put alongside the revolutionary prison memoir or war memoirs
of military or political leaders, one can see the differences clearly. The latter creates personal
stories of how to overcome the cruelty of colonialism or wartime difficulties as heroic Communist
activists and soldiers®”®> who symbolized the “biography of the nation” (Anderson, 1983), in other
words, the victory of revolution and socialism. The former deconstruct the mechanism of
institutionalized memory through desacralizing the idea of the socialist writer as heroic
Communist soldier. Consequently, memoirs of literary life are also a way to deconstruct socialist
realism. In these new memoirs, the most prominent writers of socialist realism are no longer
heroic and committed but normal people who were institutionalized and swept under the wheels
of history. The emergence of these memoirs of the literary life reveals the need to reimagine

history from multiple points of view, especially from individual and subjective ones.

One might at this point ask two questions. First, why were such politically sensitive
memoirs able to bloom? And second, how were these memoirs different to memoirs of socialist
realism (before and after 1975) in terms of style and form? D6 Hai Ninh in her article “Ky trén
hanh trinh d&i ma&i” (“The Change of K/ in the Vietnamese Literary Renovation”) in Nghién citu védn

hoc (Literary Studies) explains the blossoming of ki in Vietnamese literature after 1986 as follows:

372 See Peter Zinoman, “Reading Revolutionary Prison Memoirs”, The Country of Memory: Remaking the

Past in Late Socialist Vietnam, ed. Hue Tam Ho Tai (Berkeley, Calif. ; London: University of California Press,
2001), 22, 23, 39. Zinoman asserts: “A survey of revolutionary prison memoirs reveals little variation in
terms of form, content, or thematic orientation. Virtually all works within the subgenre highlight the
political education and successful resistance efforts of jailed Communist activists. They employ structurally
identical episodes to illustrate colonial cruelty and Communist heroism”. He also argues that revolutionary
prison memoirs were the result of “the efforts of the leaders of the new Communist state during the late
1950s and 1960s to construct and promote an official public history of their rise to power” because the
party’s need “to reassert the legitimacy of its monopoly over political power required a popular literary
form that cleaned up, embellished, and celebrated the history of its heroic struggles and sacrifices”. In the
Introduction to the book, Hue Tam Ho Tai agrees with Zinoman: “Making history serve wartime purposes
was achieved by writing the past (history in the lower case) as a narrative of heroic and ultimately
triumphant struggle against foreign domination and inscribing the future as a vision of communist utopia
achieved through the inexorable working of History with a capital H, Marxist style” (p. 4). He asserts that
the state shapes “not only written history but popular memory as well” (p. 7).
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The flowering of various kinds of ki in the literary renovation is a persuasive proof of the
democratic spirit of literature in this period. As a dynamic and sensitive genre, ki is the
best to satisfy the writer’s need to tell truths and the reader’s need to know truths, which
are consequences of the democratic movement [in Vietnamese politics]. That ki, through
individual experience, offers subjective apprehension and discussion to readers makes

this genre’s depth and attractiveness.*”?

Ninh also further explained the rise of the memoir as a subgenre of ki during this period:

The democratic atmosphere allowed writers to reveal their deep thoughts and secrets,
and even to attack topics which had been prohibited before. Simultaneously, memoirs
serve the readers’ desire to re—assess the past and history. [...] The development of
memoir also proved that individual experience had become more valuable [...] While the
revolutionary memoirs of the previous period focus on events which greatly influence the
development of society, the memoirs of the literary renovation pay more attention to

historical observations and individual destiny under the wheels of history.*”*

Although | agree with Ninh that memoirs bloomed thanks to more democratic conditions after

1986 and did indeed re—assess orthodox presentations of the past, | would argue that her view of

7 P& Hai Ninh, 'Ky Trén Hanh Trinh D8i M&i' (‘The Change of Reportage Literature in the Vietnamese

Literary Renovation'), Nghién ctru vdn hoc (Literary Studies), 11 (2006). Original text in Vietnamese: "Sy
phat trién phong phu va da dang cla cac thé ky thoi d6i méi |d mét minh chirng sinh déng vé tinh dan chd
trong vin hoc. Vi tv cach 1a mot thé loai nhay bén, ky c6 kha ning ddp (*‘ng mot cach cao nhat nhu cau
duoec biét, dugc néi su that— hé qua tat yéu cda trao lvu dan chl. Khd ning déi thoai, dé xuat nhitng kién
gidi riéng trén co s& trai nghiém cla ca nhan d3 tao nén chidu sau nhan thirc va sirc hap dan cla thé loai".
Can be seen online at:
<http://vienvanhoc.vass.gov.vn/noidung/tintuc/Lists/PheBinhVanHoc/View_Detail.aspx?ltemID=36>

[ Accessed 23 December 2013].

% Ibid. Original text in Vietnamese: “Khéng khi c&i m& va dan chl tao didu kién cho nha vin cé co hdi boc
bach, hé 16 nhitng ndi niém gan rudt, nhitrng trin tr& suy tw cta céi toi, nhitng bi mat riéng tw, tham chi
khéng ngan ngai dung cham dén nhirng diéu trudc day bj coi 1a cdm ky. Déng thoi héi ky cling ddp ng nhu
cau cua thé& hé ngudi doc can hiéu, chiém nghiém qua khi, danh gia lai lich st, “di tim thoi gian d3 mat”.
[...] Sw phat trién cha thé loai hoi ky cling chirng td kinh nghiém ca nhan dang trd nén cé gia tri hon [...] Néu
nhu nhirng cudn héi ky cdch mang trudc day thudng chi trong dén su kién lich sir dac biét ¢ tac ddong I6n
dé&n qua trinh phat trién x3 hdi va y thirc con ngudi thi nhitng cudn hdi ky vdn hoc thdi d6i mdi quan tam
hon dén sy chiém nghiém lich st va s& phan ca nhan trong lich sit”.
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ki in general and memoirs in particular is still influenced by the traditional theory of ki, which had
become canonical between 1945 and 1975. By claiming that ki is best able to satisfy “the writer’s
need to tell truths and the reader’s need to knowing truths”, she reveals her commitment to the
notion that ki can and should be transparent and honest. However, such a view leaves D unable
to explain the difference between revolutionary memoirs written between 1945 and 1975 and

memoirs of literary circles written after 1986.

Investigating the reasons that so many autobiographies appeared in East Germany after

1990, Owen Evans argues that:

none of the texts purposefully seeks to deconstruct the autobiographical form; the desire
to document the experience of totalitarianism far outweighs any theoretical concerns
about the form and its reliability as a rendition of self. [...] For the eight authors here,
their decision to adopt an autobiographical form to recount these experiences in a liberal
climate thus represents a quite deliberate attempt to reassert, to rescue the self. In this
way, they might even be seen to be reconstructing a subjectivity that had been repressed,

even deconstructed, by totalitarianism.>”

In comparison to Evans’s texts, the memoirs of Vietnamese writers after 1986 adopted a more
complicated attitude towards “the form and its reliability as a rendition of self”. On the surface,
these memoirs maintain the traditional form of autobiography. The authors seem to be satisfied
with questioning the credibility of public memory by providing hidden secular side, or even
pathetic side of the literary canons. It is difficult to tell whether they were bounded by the
traditional expectation of the genre to be “truthful” and transparent or they intended to utilize
that expectation to increase the effect of exposing readers to secrets different to the accepted

versions. However, some changes in the form are made, reflecting the writer’s changing attitude

> owen Evans, Mapping the Contours of Oppression: Subjectivity, Truth and Fiction in Recent German

Autobiographical Treatments of Totalitarianism (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2006) 7.
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towards the reliability of texts and the act of writing. While revolutionary prison memoirs intend
to inform and convince readers of a prefixed “truth”, these controversial post—1986 memoirs
communicate the facts by means of pastiche, along with the abundance of seemingly insignificant
details and in a chaotic order. The epic quality associated with the sincere, objective, determined
narrator in the revolutionary memoir is now replaced by irony and with a less than completely
reliable narrator. Quite suddenly, socialist realism is undermined by its own favourite genre:
memoir. Moreover, the blurring of the boundary between memoir and fiction in post—1986
writing reveals a treatment of genre which might in some ways be characterized as postmodern.
To6 Hoai himself once called his novel Ba ngudi khdc (Three Enstranged People, 2006) a memoir:

this confusion of genres may stem from an acknowledgement of Western postmodernism.

4.4. Pang Thuy Tram'’s Last Night I Dreamed of Peace: changes and
resistance in literary reception

The resistance to a traditional conception of memoir and other subgenres of autobiography such
as the diary and the travelogue can be seen in such recent works as Nhat ki Ddng Thiy Tram (Last
Night | Dreamed of Peace, 2005), theVietnamese best seller, and also in the success of Nguyén

Van Thac’s Méi mdi tudi hai muoi (Forever Twenties, 2005), another soldier’s diary.

bang Thuy Tram (1942-1970) was a North Vietnamese army doctor who fought for the
North in the Vietnam War and died defending her medical aid station from the attack of an
American troop in the Ba To jungle in south—central Vietnam. The diary remained in the hands of
a US veteran for thirty five years and returned to Dr Tram’s family in 2005. It was published and
soon became a phenomenon, “selling more than 300,000 copies, generating numerous
translations and a television show and causing a wave of patriotic nostalgia among young

Vietnamese”.>’”® There are many reasons for the popularity of the book. However, most readers

7% See David McNeil, ‘Diary of a Vietcong Doctor: The Anne Frank of Vietnam’, The Independent, 2005

<http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/diary-of-a-vietcong-doctor-the-anne-frank-of-vietnam-
317801.html, accessed 3 October 2013>.
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agree that the success of the book comes from its differences to works of government
propaganda. L& Minh Tién argues in Tudi tré that the book satisfies the hunger for idealism,
tolerance and sacrifice in a changing society, as well as the young generation’s need for “earthly

377

heroes” instead of saintly ones.”’ In an interview with BBC Vietnamese, critic Vuwong Tri Nhan

suggests that “the diary is more interesting because Bang Thuy Tram sincerely wrote for herself

only”.>”® B3o Ninh, the author of N&i budn chién tranh (The Sorrow of War), also states in Tudi tré:

The first time | saw the diary, | was deeply moved. It represents a part of my youth. It is
the most beautiful time in my life. [...] The reactions of young readers to the book are
totally sincere. Don’t think that the Vietnamese younger generation does not care about
the past: they just get bored with the empty, superficial lectures about it. [...] The young
generation nowadays is not different from the one in the past. They are not really spoiled
and degraded. And, when they come across honest writing, which was supposedly written
only for the author herself, they were deeply touched. Honest words are always more

attractive than lies.>”®

77 L& Minh Tién, ‘Nght vé Hién Tuong Nguyén Van Thac — Ding Thuy Tram (About the Phenomena of War

Diaries of Nguy&n V3n Thac and Ding Thuy Tram), Tudi Tré Online, 18 September 2005
<http://tuoitre.vn/Chinh—tri—-Xa—hoi/Thoi-su—suy—nghi/98546/nghi—ve—hien—tuong—nguyen—van—thac—
dang—thuy—tram.html> [accessed 03 October 2013>. Original text in Vietnamese: “Theo t6i hai cudn nhat ky
cla anh Thac va chi TrAm cé thé trd thanh “sach g6i dau givdng” cla nhidu ngwdi vi da xuat hién trong lic
ma x3 héi dang trong thoi ky “khd han” vé gia tri s6ng [...] sw thanh céng cla hai cun nhat ky nhu con
mudn néi rang hinh nhu d3 cé mot bién chuyén trong nhan thirc noi gidi tré hién nay. Qua that qua anh
Thac va chi Tram, ching ta cé cam gidc hinh nhu ngwoi tré hdm nay dang can nhitng “hinh miu ly twéng
trong doi thuwong” chr khéng phai la nhirng bac thanh nhan cao voi ma ngudi ta chi cé thé ton kinh chir kho
noi theo duoc”.

% Nguy&n Hung, “Con S8t Cudn Nhat Ky “Cé Lira” (War Diary Becomes A Publishing Sensation),” BBC
Vietnamese, 6 September 2005. Original text in Vietnamese: "sw chan that cia Dang Thuy Tram vi chi viét
cho riéng minh d3 khién cho cudn nhat ky thém hap dan".
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/viethamese/vietnam/story/2005/09/050901_dangthuytramdiary.shtml>[accessed
03 October 2013>.

7 Ngoc Lan, “Nha Vin Bao Ninh: Cai That Bao Gid Ciing C6 Strc Quyén R (Bao Ninh: Truth Is Always
Attractive),” Thé thao va Vdn héa, August 2005, 41-43. Original text in Vietnamese: "Lan dau tién nhin thay
cudn nhat ky, tdi da rat xic dong. D6 13 mdt phan tudi tré cla t6i. DS 13 nhitng ndm thang dep nhat cua
cubc doi toi. [...] Phan &ng cla doc gia tré la hoan toan chan thit. Dirng nghi thanh nién Viét Nam khong
thém quan tdm dén qua kh& ma ching qua vi "ching" khong thich nhitrng bai giang sdo réng day thoi! [...]
Thanh nién thoi nay va thanh nién hodi xwa van thé. Ho khdng hoan toan hu hdng. Va, khi bit gdp mot cau
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David McNeil also summarizes Vietnamese readers’ reaction to the diary as follows:

Although this is not the first Vietham War diary published, many Vietnamese say Dr
Dang's account has struck a chord with young people because it comes raw with human
emotions and unvarnished by government propaganda. Much of the official Viethamese
history of the anti—US conflict celebrates the heroic sacrifices of loyal Communist cadres,
immune to the fear, hate and longing for love that all soldiers feel. [...] Nguyen Duc Tinh, a
radio announcer from Hanoi, says: “She writes the truth about her feelings, and despite
everything she loved people. It comes straight from her heart. | think a lot of young
Vietnamese are impressed at the way she was ready to sacrifice her life. | hope people

around the world will read it to understand the truth about the Vietnam war”.**°

Most comments on the diary share this point: this book is different from propaganda literature in
“tinh chan that”. The concept of “tinh chan that”, as mentioned in Chapter One of this
dissertation, can be translated as “honesty”, “sincerity” or “accuracy”, in contrast with “gia doi”
(“fake”, “lie”). Although socialist realism valued sincerity as its highest dignity and requirement,
the way contemporary readers perceive sincerity has changed: a literary text is sincere when it
depicts reality from multiple angles. That is why Last Night has been praised: Tram did not only

mention heroism and patriotism but also loss, doubt as well as some wrongdoings in her

organization:

Victory comes close already, but all Duc Pho remains heavy with sorrow; day by day blood
still runs and bones still fall. The saddest part of the hardship is that | still have not found
fairness or rightness. | still have not won the struggle with the bad traits which dishonour
the members of the Party and break the spirit of the people who work at the clinic. Thuy!

Are you a loser? While the Party members and the youth all support me, I still cannot win

chuyén rat that, mét cdu chuyén viét cho chinh minh, ho d3 "lén con s6t". Cai that bao gi& ciling ¢ strc
quyén rii hon su gia tao!”
% McNeil.
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over some of the evil persons in the clinic. All during the terrible dry season, | never felt
sad, but always smiled in the face of hardship; yet now | am so hurt. The real enemy | do

not fear, but | am afraid of how the enemy has poisoned my comrade’s minds.*!

Although the criteria of sincerity have changed, the expectation and belief in the sincerity of
autobiography has been greatly influenced by traditional theories of the genre. For example, the
passage | have just quoted reveals that Tram in fact acknowledged that her diary is not only for
herself, it might be read by the survivor soldiers or her family. She also assumed herself the task

of recording the heroic battles of her comrades and the Souther Vietnamese:

October 10, 1969. | haven’t written in this diary for a long time. Is the conflict gradually
taking away the thoughts of one who knows how to think about life? No, | don’t want it to
be that way, but the job weighs heavily on me and everyday the sorrow of dead comrades
makes me forget personal matters. This diary is not only about my life but is and must be
pages of memory of a life bright with the Struggle and full of the sorrow of the

courageous Southerners.*®

The quoted paragraph shows that Tram did acknowledge that she was writing not only for herself
but for someone else to read, and her diary should not be only about her private life but also
reflect the heroism of her comrades and southerners. The act of writing is already the act of
editing. When you write for someone else to read, you have to edit even more. That detail
undermines the absolute purity and sincerity of the book, which are believed by a great deal of
readers. The reception of Tram’s diary, therefore, reflects that Stalinist socialist realism somewhat

still remains in the way Vietnamese readers receive ki. The pattern of reading revolutionary prison

38 bang Thuy Tram and Andrew X. Pham trans., Last Night | Dreamed of Peace: The Diary of Dang Thuy

Tram (Broadway Books, 2008), 142.

382 Ibid, 169. Pham translates the phrase “phai Ia” (“must be”) into “is” but this is not accurate. See the
original text in Vietnamese: “nhung quyén nhat ky nay dau phai chi 13 cudc s6ng cla riéng minh ma né phai
13 nhitng trang ghi lai nhitng manh doi ryc Ira chién d4u va chéng chat dau thuwong cda nhitng con ngudi
gang thép trén manh dat mién Nam nay”. In BDang Thuy Tram, Nhét Ky Ddng Thiy Trém (Hanoi: H6i Nha
van, 2005), p. 213.
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memoirs and truyén ki about real heroes (1945-1975) still lingers in contemporary readers,

especially, the ones who directly experienced the war.

4.5. Challenges to ki: emergence of autobiographical meta/fiction

As demonstrated in Chapter Two, ki occupied the main channel of Vietnamese literature because
the accuracy of events and characters in ki was identified with the truth—bearing quality of

socialist realism.*®

The former was been taken as the guarantee for the latter. After the Vietnam
War ended in 1975, and especially after the renovation in 1986, the need to reassess historical
truth and to represent a multi-dimensional reality has become more increasingly evident. The
resurrection of investigative reportage and the emergence of confessional memoirs about the
literary life demonstrated that the genre has answered the call for literary renovation. However,
ki has faced new challenges. Firstly, although Vietnamese society has seen an expansion of
democratic culture after the Renovation (DP&i Méi) in 1986, the existence of censorship has
lessened the performance of ki to some extent. Secondly, nowadays both writers and readers
have gradually come to “a changing, postmodern understanding of the nature of history, the
historical process and the (in)validity of any individual account’s claims to accuracy or, ultimately,
objective truth”.*®| have previously suggested that postmodernism in the sense of multiple
perspectives and a rejection of the idea of some single truth has been a good thing for
Vietnamese literature, it also represents a challenge (perhaps in the sense that radical pomo
theory might deny historicity). Ki after 1986 has been at risk. And autobiography, one of its
important subgenres, has been at risk as well. Despite that memoirs of communist military
officers and political figures, which follow the tradition of revolutionary prison memoirs, were

abundant the end of the Vietham War, the number of confessional memoirs and diaries after

1986 remains modest, due to eitherthe Party’s censorship or the skeptical view of account

% As stated in Chapter 2, “truth” in socialist realism originally referred to the essence of reality, but the

vulgar reception of socialist realism subsequently tooktakes realist appearance as in photographic realism
as truth..

# Ann Heilmann and Mark Llewellyn, eds., Metafiction and Metahistory in Contemporary Women’s Writing
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 3.

189



literature which origins from postmodernism. Ki is no longer the centre of Vietnamese literature:
after 1975, writers and readers have paid more attention to novels and short stories. Among
them, historical fiction and autobiographical metafiction has emerged as one of the most
attractive and controversial subgenres. Historical and autobiographical elements which are crucial
in ki now have been absorbed into fiction in a new attitude towards reality. In the following
paragraphs, | will examine Bao Ninh’s The Sorrow of War as the first autobiographical metafiction

which questions war trauma representation and asks for critical reading.

It is no coincidence that most autobiographical metafictions after 1986 have attracted
both readers” attention and that of the censorship authorities. Dwong Thu Hwong’s Bén kia bo do
vong (Beyond Illusions, 1987) and BUi Ngoc Tan’s Chuyén ké ndm 2000 (A Tale for 2000, which was
started in 1991 and published in 2000) were banned in Vietnam. Bao Ninh’s N&i budn chién tranh
(The Sorrow of War), which was first published in 1987 under the title Thdn phdn tinh yéu (The
Destiny of Love), was not allowed to be reprinted between 1991 and 2005. The autobiographical
elements in these novels are the main reason for all their troubles with censorship. | will examine

the case of The Sorrow of War to clarify it.

The structure of The Sorrow of War is a novel within a novel. The novel inside The Sorrow
of War is written by Kién and he is also its main character. He writes about his own traumatic
experience with the war and his life after the war as well as about writing this novel. Although
most of Kién’s novel is told in the third person, some parts are narrated from a first—person point
of view (Kién’s) as well. Though Kién repeatedly informs us that he is writing a novel, it turns out
that he cannot write anything except his own life. His writing follows not his plan but the flow of
his chaotic memory: “He had intended to write one thing but his pen took another direction,

displaying a mind of its own”.>®

** B3o Ninh, Frank Palmos and Phan Thanh Hao, The Sorrow of War (London: Martin Secker & Warburg Ltd,

1993), 181.
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The novel seemed to have its own logic, its own flow. It seemed from then on to structure
itself, to take its own time, to make its own detours. As for Kien, he was just the writer;
the novel seemed to be in charge and he meekly accepted that, mixing his own fate with
that of his heroes, passively letting the stream of his novel flow as it would, following the
course of some mystical logic set by his memory or imagination. [...] From that winter’s
night when he began to write, the flames of memory led Kien deeply into a labyrinth,
through circuitous paths and back out again into primitive jungles of the past. Again,
seeing the Sa Thay River, Ascension Pass, the Screaming Souls Jungle, Crocodile Lake, like
dim names from hell. Then the novel drifted towards the MIA team, gathering the
remains, making a long trail linking the soldiers” graves scattered all over the mountains
of the North and Central Highlands; this process of recalling his work in gathering remains

had breathed new energy into each page of his novel.**®

Doan Cam Thi is reasonable in thinking that Bao Ninh’s original intention was to write The Sorrow

of War in the form of autobiography. She argues that Ninh had to choose the novel form instead

because “conventionally, every autobiographer has to “tell the truth only”. Ninh both desired this
n 387

and was scared of it. [...] the censorship authories quietly shadow his writing”.”" Thi also quotes

Nguyén Minh Chau’s bitter acknowledgement of the situation of Vietnamese writers before 1986:

It seems that each writer has been keeping two pens in his hand while writing: one pen is

for ordinary readers, one is for writing propaganda to be read by the cultural authorities.

386

Ibid, p. 81.
**7 poan Cam Thi, “N&i Budn Chién Tranh: Ty Truyén B4t Thanh (The Sorrow of War Supposed to Be An
Autobiography),” Tién vé, 2004.

<http://www.tienve.org/home/literature/viewlLiterature.do;jsessionid=7D95A8E8DCC85E03B11E66ED79C1
Ad2C?action=viewArtwork&artworkld=4572> [accessed 2 September 2013].Original text in Vietnamese:
"Vay khéng viét tu truyén [a mot lwa chon cla Bao Ninh. Nhung vi sao? Vi hanh déng giao wdc «chi ké sy
that» ma bat cl tac gid tw truyén nao cling phai ddm nhan trudc doc gid cta minh. Hanh ddng dé, cling nhuw
viéc truc dién trudce cong ching, tac gid cla N&i bubn chién tranh vira mudn vira so hii. [...] cai bong cua
kiém duyét 13p 16 sau nhirng trang viét cia Bao Ninh". The original article was written in French. See Doan
Cam Thi, "Du sujet dans Le Chagrin de la guerre, roman vietnamien de 1990 — Genese d'un contre—
discours”, Cahier du centre Marcel Granet, n. 2: Sujet—Moi—Personne, sous la direction de Francois Jullien,
Institut de la Pensée Contemporaine — PUF, 2004.
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Sadly, the second pen, which was created for self—protection, after staying in their hands

for a long time, became more skillfull. >

Thi also claims that Ninh wrote The Sorrow of War in the form of metafiction to show readers “the
pressure of censorship without mentioning it directly”.®®® It is a fact that N&i budn chién tranh
(The Sorrow of War) was the original name of the novel. However, because of its politically
sensitive content, Ninh changed this title to Thdn phdn cda tinh yéu (The Destiny of Love) for its
first publication. The novel, published in the democratic atmosphere created by the reform in
1986, was well-received both by readers and critics but soon be banned for more than ten years
(1991-2005) by the government. These facts prove that Bdo Ninh had good reason to worry
about the book’s political sensitiveness. The novel might have been still more controversial if it

had presented itself in the form of memoir. That Ninh chose the form of metafiction might be a

way of softening the impact which an autobiography might have in the eyes of the state.

Thi’s argument is a possible explanation for the autobiographical metafictional form of
The Sorrow of War, but it is not the only one. There are some prominent similarities between
Ninh and his protagonist Kién: for example, Kién is the lone survivor of the 27th Battalion while in
reality Ninh was one of the ten survivors of the 27th Youth Brigade. In addition, both Ninh and
Kién went to university and writing school after war. The novel is clearly not an autobiography but
can be called as an autobiographical novel because of these autobiographical elements. Why,

then, were these elements consciously retained if Ninh wanted to avoid political difficulties?

% Nguy&n Minh Chau, ‘H3y doc Loi Ai di€u Cho Mét Giai doan Vin Nghé Minh Hoa (Let’s Say Farewell to A

Period of lllustrative Literature)’, Vdn Nghé, 49 & 50 (1987). Original text in Vietnamese: “Cé vé tudng nhu
mdi nha vin mbi khi ngdi trwdc trang gidy 13 cung mét |Gc phai cdm hai cdy bat: mot cay bat dé viét cho
nguoi doc binh thuong, cho doi, mdt cdy but khac viét cho dao, lo viéc che chan, viét cho 1anh dao vin nghé
doc. Ma cai ngoi but thit hai nay, budn thay, cdc nha van cam lau ngay dé tw bao vé minh cho nén ciing 1dm
kinh nghiém, ma ciing tai hoa lam!”

**Poan Cam Thi. Original text in Vietnamese: “Bao Ninh mudn giup ngudi doc hiéu duoc ganh ning cla
kiém duyét ma khéng mudn ban truc ti€p dén hién twong nay, khdng nhic dén danh tir ki huy dé”.
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My argument is that Ninh had a complicated attitude towards genre. On the one hand, he
was influenced by the traditional theory of autobiography, which emphasized the sincerity and
accuracy of this genre. This attitude is revealed in his comments on Last Night | Dreamed of Peace
as “an honest writing, which was supposedly written for the author herself only”.>*® From this
point of view, the autobiographical elements in The Sorrow of War serve to increase the reader’s
belief in the authenticity of the experiences presented in the book. Ordinary readers continue to
be interested in autobiographical forms because of their curiosity and because they long to read
accounts of real life experiences. Besides, the autobiographical elements also reveal that Ninh

values individual, subjective approach of history, which is undervalued by Stalinist socialist

realism:

He dares not abandon himself to emotion, yet in each chapter Kien writes of the war in a
deeply personal way, as though it had been his very own war. [...] There is a force at work
in him that he cannot resist, as though it opposes every orthodox attitude taught him and

it is now his task to expose the realities of war and to tear aside conventional images.>**

There is also another institutionalized memory that Ninh wanted to fight against: the distorted
imagination of the war created by the American propagandic or cheap films and writings: “l am
watching a US war movie with scenes of American soldiers yelling as they launch themselves into
combat on the TV screen and once again I’'m ready to jump in and mix it in the fiery scene of

blood, mad killing and brutality that warps soul and personality”.*”?

Ninh’s attitude towards genres is complicated because although he still believed in the
sincerity and accuracy of autobiography at some levels, he started to doubt the transparency of

language and the act of writing. Kién repeatedly admits that he has been trapped in his traumatic

% See the previous part on Tram’s diary in this chapter.

Bao Ninh, Palmos and Hao, 45.
Ibid, 44.
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memory of the past: “The past years out here imprison me”.>* However, the chronological order

of traditional autobiography and the novel is no longer appropriate to transcend the
multidimensional reality of traumatic experience. To present the reality of the war, which
contains both the real and the surreal, a reality in which “justice has won, but cruelty, death and
inhuman violence have also won”,** is a challenge for traditional autobiographical writing. Ninh
created a metafiction in which the act of Kién’s writing an autobiographical novel is acknowledged
and judged by two characters: Kién himself and another writer at the end of the book who finds

Kién’s manuscript and introduces it. This strategy allows the author to reveal the difficulties of

telling a war story:

So bitter is his frustration that he feels his pen takes him closer at first and then more
distant from what he wishes to say. [...] But the act of writing blurs his neat designs, finally
washing them away altogether, or blurs them so the lines become intermixed and
sequences lose their order. Upon rereading the manuscript he is astounded, then
terrified, to read that his hero from a previous page has, on this page, disintegrated.

Worse, that his heroes are inconsistent and contradictory, and make him uneasy.395

It is not that Kién the writer is not skilful enough to keep up his “neat designs”, but his writing is a
complex of commemoration and investigation which focusses on his own life as well as the wider
history of the war. The writing process follows the logic of traumatic memory. That his heroes are
“inconsistent and contradictory” is the result not only of the multidimensional reality of the war
but also of the complicated process of remembrance. | do not share Kate McLoughlin’s thought
that like Tolstoy in War and Peace (1865-9), Edith Wharton in “Writing a War Story” (1919) and

Tim O’Brien in “(1990), Ninh fails to write about war, writing instead about the difficulities of its

3% |bid, 40.

*** Ibid, 180.
3 |bid, 44.

194



representation because War “resists depiction”.**® On the contrary, Ninh manages to do both by

means of nonchronological narrative as well as metafictional form.

Ninh’s metafiction strategy also includes another writer, who only shows up at the end of
the novel and plays the role of a narrator and a reader. This anonymous writer, who lives in Kién’s
neigbourhood, found his manuscript, copied and introduced it to society. Basing on this account,
it would seem that from page 1 to page 212 of the book is entirely Kién’s work, and the
anonymous writer only writes from the end of page 212 to page 217 (the last page of the book). It
is possible that some readers may find the anonymous writer insignificant or absurd because he
contributes nothing to telling the main story and confines himself to explaining the chaotic
structure of the manuscript and commenting on Kién's presentation of the war and post—war life.
Unlike Kién, who is confused, disorganized and frequently feels helpless, the anonymous writer,
who also used to be a soldier, is articulate and analytical. In other words, he is the idealistic
reader that Ninh expects. He explains the chaotic structure because he is committed to defending
the spirit of Kién’s novel: “the sorrow of war”, which is omitted or poorly represented in the
literature of socialist realism. In this way, this anonymous character can be seen as Ninh’s clever
defense against censorship as well as readers who have been influenced by the vulgar reception
of literature. He repeatedly affirms that soldiers like Kién and him “had shared all the vicissitudes,
the defeats and victories, the happiness and suffering, the losses and gains” (p. 216) and for them
the war was “the painful but glorious days”, the “caring days, when we knew what we were living
and fighting for and why we needed to suffer and sacrifice” (p. 217). He also points out that Kién'’s
writing is just an individual comprehension of the war and its aftermath: “Each of us carried in his
heart a separate war which in many ways was totally different, despite our common cause. We

had different memories of people we'd known and of the war itself, and we had different

3% Kate McLoughlin, Authoring War: The Literary Representation of War from the lliad to Iraq (Cambridge

University Press, 2011) 5.
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destinies in the postwar years” (p. 217). Besides, he analyses how sorrow involves saving human

souls from the brutality and destructions of war:

But we also shared a common sorrow, the immense sorrow of war. It was a sublime
sorrow, more sublime than happiness, and beyond suffering. It was thanks to our sorrow
that we were able to escape the war, escape the continual killing and fighting, the terrible
conditions of battle and the unhappiness of men in fierce and violent theatres of war. [...]
His sorrows prevented him from relaxing by continually enticing him back to his past. [...]
Even so, | believe he derived some happiness from looking back down the road of his

past.>”’

The troubles that The Sorrow of War had to face after its publication support this account of the
anonymous character. Recently, in an interview in 2005, Ninh summarized the complicated

reactions towards his book at the time it was published:

Despite being well-received by many readers, the book also faced severe criticism from
readers and critics who used to put literary works into simple, contradictory categories:
we — enemy, light — darkness, and so on; but in recent years, readers’ views of the war

have changed, they don’t see my point of view as unfamiliar anymore.**

However, there is another explanation for the creation of the anonymous writer at the
end of the book. Gradually acknowledging the incapacity of language and writing to capture

reality and the writer’s idea, Ninh wants to help readers realize the distance between literary

37 Bao Ninh, Palmos and Hao, 217.

Ngoc Lan. Original text in Vietnamese: “Tat nhién vao nhitng ndm dé thi nhitng cu hoi nhu vay cling gay
ra nhitng phan &ng vi nhirng ngudi xwa gid ho quen doc van chuong theo phan tuyén, quen doc van
chuwong thoi chién tranh thi ngudi ta khéng chip nhan, nhiéu ngudi khdng thich, ddc giad cling thé, nha phé
binh lic 8y ho cho la cudn siach nay danh déng, ngudi ta dung chit "danh déng dich ta", coi quan ddi xam
lwoc cling y nhw quan do6i khang chién vay. Tuy nhién, né van cé mdt bd phan khac nguoi ta lai tan thanh,
ang hé, va thadm chi cudn sach nay cia téi dwoc gidi thudng cia H6i Nha Van Viét Nam, nghia 13 nd ¢é hai
lubng tu tudng khac nhau. Trong vong 20 ndm, tir d6 cho dén nay khoang 20 ndm thi cai nhin cla con
nguwdi, ngwdi ta nhin vé cudc chién tranh — tirc doc gid & Viét Nam — cling trudng thanh 18n. Ngudi ta thay
diéu toi viét khong cé gi 1a mai”.
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works and reality as well as to come up with a more flexible attitude to literature. The anonymous
writer, while giving hypothesis and comments on Kién’s novel, keeps saying that he is uncertain:
“many would say this”, “Surely this was what the real author of this novel intended to say?”,
“Perhaps that was not completely true”( 214-7). These suggestions of uncertainty undermine the

readerly conventions which had long been created and sustained by socialist realism.

In summary, the form of a metafiction in The Sorrow of War, in one hand, reflects an
effort to escape and challenge vulgar reading of ki which is influenced by Stalinist socialist realism.
This vulgar reading has also been presented in strict criticism of historical fictions in Vietnam
recently. Since 1986, there are several historical fictions, for example, Nguyén Huy Thiép’s
historical fictions, which were accused of distorting historical figures and events by adding
fictional details which secularized the heroes or changed the accuracy of historical events. While
this literary strategy reflects a subjective, individual and more humane approach to history, how
these historical fictions were criticized also represents the mechanical reception of literature,

3% On the other hand, the metafiction form shows

which origined from Stalinist socialist realism.
Ninh’s postmodern view in the sense that he sees language and writing as opaque and not simply
referential. However, the doubt of the credibility of autobiography and other subgenres of ki has
been not clearly shown in the book. This task has been performed by recent Vietnamese writers:

for example, in Chinatown, Thuan uses the autobiographical elements to make a fake

autobiography which does not aim at tricking readers but is intended for dynamic readers who

39 gee Viét Quang, ‘Sdng Tac vé dé Tai Lich S&r Khdng dwoc Xuyén Tac Lich St! (Historical Fiction Should Not

Distort History)’, Bdo Nhdn Dén, 2014 <http://www.nhandan.com.vn/chinhtri/binh—luan—phe—
phan/item/22543402—-sang—tac—ve—de—tai—lich—su—khong—duoc—xuyen—tac—lich—su.html> [accessed 6 May
2014]; D6 Hai Ninh, ‘Nhirng Tranh Ludn vé Van Xudi Hu Cau Lich St va Sy Chuyén Bién Cla Tu Tuéng
(Debates Over Historical Fictions and the Changes in Historical Approaches)’, Vidn Hoc Viét Online, 2012
<http://www.vanhocviet.org/trao-doi-van-hoc/--hi-ninh-nhng-tranh-lun-v-vn-xui-h-cu-Ich-s-v-s-chuyn-bin-
ca-t-tng> [accessed 3 April 2013]., and Peter Zinoman, ‘Nguyen Huy Thiep’s “Vang Lua” and the Nature of
Intellectual Dissent in Contemporary Viet Nam’, Viet Nam Generation, 4.1-2 (1992), 62-64, and Nguyén
Huy Thiép, ‘Van Chuong Khdng Can Nhitng Ngudi Chi Viét Nhw N6 Béc Hay Giai Khudy (Literature Does Not
Need Puppet Writers)’, Vdn Nghé Thdi Nguyén, 16 (2014), 3.
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0 Thuan’s work reflects a new and more playful attitude

may create different versions of the text.
towards autobiographical genre, which is typical for postmodern perspective, as stated in
Narrative and Genre: “there was no longer a biographical self capable of reflection, or a
biographical reality upon which to reflect. Hence reflection itself was merely ideology; and

autobiography totally fictional”.***

When Bao Ninh’s autobiographical metafiction and the Renovation memoirs by Td Hoai, Nguyé&n
Khai, and Nguyén Diang Manh are put along side of the revolutionary prison memoir or war
memoirs of military or political leaders, one can see the differences clearly: if the latter creates
personal stories of how to overcome colonial prison’s cruelty or wartime difficulties as communist
heroes to symbolize the “biography of the nation”, in other words, the victory of revolution and
socialism; the former, intertextually deconstructs that mechanism of creating public memory
through demystifying the idea of socialist writer as heroic communists. Consequently, it is also a
way to deconstruct socialist realism, which was set to become a tool for creating public
(institutionalized) memory as well. In thesenew representations of ki and autobiographical fiction,
the most prominent writers of socialist realism are no longer heroic and committed ones but
normal people who were institutionalized and swept away under the wheels of history. By the
decanonnization of the socialist literary canons, these renovation memoirs undermine the
sincerity and truthfulness of ki written in the period 1945-1986 and suggest a new perception of
sincerity and truthfulness which attaches to individualism and imaginative truth, and which
alsoreveal the need to re—approach history, to re—picture the past from multiple points of view,

especially from an individual or subjective one. Besides, the complicated reception of Dr. Tram’s

0 see DS Hai Ninh, "Tiéu Thuyét C6 Khuynh Hudng Tu Truyén Trong Vin Hoc Viét Nam duong dai

(Autobiographical Novels in Contemporary Vietnamese Literature)", 2012.

a0t Mary Chamberlain and Paul Thompson, eds., Narrative and Genre (London: Routledge, 1997), 3. See also
Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, “The Trouble with Autobiography: Cautionary Notes for Narrative
Theorists,” in A Companion to Narrative Theory, ed. by James Phelan and Peter J. Rabinowitz
(Malden:Blackwell Publishing, 2005), pp. 368—-369: “Autobiographical texts may be a minefield for the
unwary reader, but they can also be a field of play and an occasion for critical reflection on changing
reading practices, audiences, and ethics”.
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diary and historical fictions also represent both change and resistance in Vietnamese
contemporary readers, many of whom remained under the influence of Stalinist socialist realism

and opposed the introduction of postmodernism.
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Conclusion

The transformations of the theory and production of ki in North Vietnamese (1945-1986, and
1986—present) and South Vietnamese literature (1945-1975) which have been examined in this
thesis show how ki was manipulated and absorbed into rhetorical strategies of socialist realism
and Saigon government propaganda as well as how it resisted against them, which demonstrates

the role of individual memory and collective memory to genre.

In the beginning, my objectives of this research were to clarify how the manipulated the
concepts “sincerity” and “truthfulness” by Stalinist socialist realism changed the face of
Vietnamese literature since 1945. | intended to make a comparison between North Vietnamese
socialist ki with South Vietnamese ki (1945-1975) and Vietnamese Renovation ki in order to
demonstrate that socialist ki in North Vietnam (1945-1986) was a unique phenomenon. However,

in the end of the project, | found a lot of unexpected results.

In Chapter 1, | introduce and connect Vietnamese ki to its cultural, political situation. |
was not expected that the application of socialist realism in North Vietnam (1945-1986) was
prepared with Confucian collectivism. In their books, Jamieson (1995), Abuza (2001) and Kim Ninh
(2002) connect the collectivism in Vietnamese culture from Confucian tradition with socialism,
which inspires me to connect Confucian chdn with Stalinist concept of sincerity and truthfulness
to explain how conformity make these concept different from ones in western society which

values individualism and skepticism.

From the perspective of cultural studies, in Chapter 2, | examine in details how the
application of Stalinist propaganda literature, which is basically the rhetoric of Truth, transformed

ki, a nonfictional genre, into literature of revolutionary romanticism. Other writers, for example,
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Nguyén Ngoc Minh (2013), have examined how investigative reportage was replaced with epical
ki sy, but ki and tay but. When looking at the dictionary of literary terms and books on literary
theory which were published since 1960s up to present, | found that there are a lot of different
definitions of truyén ki. Moreover, recent authors have tended to remove or ignore this term. It
encouraged me to take further research on truyén ki, which in the end clarify that truyén ki is
where socialist ki show its weaknesses. Truyén ki, a vague combination between fiction and
autobiography/biography, reflected the effort to establish the myth of socialist hero and the great
socialist transformation as Truth. However, as | present in chapter 2 and chapter 4, the efforts of
NVGP and Tran Dan in the late 1950s, as well as the investigative journalists and autobiographers
after the 1986 Renovation, undermined that rhetorical strategy. While NVGP undermined
principles socialist realism, which are sincerity and truth, as well as rigid approaches to the
essence of the reality, after 1986, Phung Gia Ldc, T6 Hoai, Nguyén Dang Manh and Bao Ninh
returned ki to be a democratic genre by bravely revealing wrongdoings and hidden pathetic sides
of socialist literary canons. This reflects that the persistence of individual approach to history and
art has managed to help the genre to resist against the assimilation of Stalinist socialist realism to

a certain extent.

Before conducting Chapter 3, | expected that the examination of South Vietnamese ki
would show that it is totally different from North Vietnamese socialist ki. However, it surprised
me that the works of Phan Nghi, Phan Nhat Nam, Nha Ca and Thai Lang demonstrate that South
Vietnamese ki was also unable to avoid the influence of propaganda and censorship, which can be
seen in the way some ki works praises the American as the great ally and the Vietcong as
bloodthirsty beasts. However, the openness to many phisolophical, cultural and literary influences
and a freedom of expression to some extent in South Vietnam during the Vietnam War allowed
these writers to depict the American ally, the South Vietnamese forces, the ordinary people as

well as the Vietcong from different angles.
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Through the analyses in this thesis, ki is shown as a historical product. As a discourse, ki
may reflect or or have to conform to a collective memory which is manipulated by power. This
view of genre is necessary to awake readers from naive belief in the transparency, sincerity and
stability of every genre. It promotes critical reception of every historical or literary works. Every
text absorbs different genres as well as the representation of individual subjectivity. It may be the

reflection of or resistance to collective memory, or the combination of both.

It is not that until postmodernism appear, did readers start to doubt the transparency and
sincerity of ki. However, despite that we are skeptical of ki, we still retain the habit of writing and
reading ki. Ki has not died in the era of postmodernism. What are the reasons for the existence of
ki over time and places, as well as the similarities and differences in reading and using ki among
different cultural communities? In non—communist and non—Asian countries, whether ki has been
manipulated to conform to a master rhetorical of truth or not? Especially, what would happen to
ki when every reader acknowledges that language and literature are not transparent and sincerity
and truthfulness are only rhetorically built? These questions might be the topics for further

studies which are the continuation of this research.
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Abbreviations

CPV: Vietnam Communist Party

DRV: Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North Vietnam)

RVN: Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam)

ARVN: Army of the Republic of Vietnam

NLF: the National Liberation Front (also known as the Vietcong,, in the American’s words)

NVGP: Nhan van Giai phdm
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