Introduction

Prologue: A death in November

On September 2, 1963, Ng6 Pinh Nhu, the brother and chief political
advisor to the South Vietnamese president, Ngé Pinh Diém, spoke in secret
with the Polish diplomat Mieczystaw Maneli to discuss the possibility of
peace talks with Ha No6i. In the context of the deteriorating relationship
between the Americans and the South Vietnamese, the meeting in Sai Gon,
which was seething “with rumors, plots, and counterplots,” raised US
suspicions that Nhu was trying to betray the alliance and forfeit the war.?

The crisis was stirred by an incident that occurred several months
earlier. On May 8, South Vietnamese soldiers in the city of Hué killed
several unarmed civilians opposing a government ban on the public
display of Buddhist flags.® The episode ignited a wave of political protest
during the summer that would come to be symbolized by the famous
photograph of Thich Quéng Dic’s self-immolation. By “burn[ing]
himself in front of reporters,” working for the American media, the
Vietnamese monk had apparently produced the “first really powerful
image to shake the Western world, to momentarily crack through the
chain of mediatized simulacra.”

Shattering the image of the South Vietnamese government as a “stable,
viable and democratic bastion of the Free World,” the photograph
would become “a universal symbol of rebellion and the fight against
injustice.”® Taken during the height of the Civil Rights Movement, the
picture appeared to provide irrefutable evidence that the Republic of
Vietnam (RVN) was a repressive regime, denying equality to its own
Buddhist majority. The backlash in the international press would prompt
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US officials to threaten a withdrawal of support and a complete suspen-
sion of aid,” at a moment when the insurgency appeared to be fulfilling
its pledge to destroy the “dictatorial government of the American lackey,
Ng6 Pinh Diém.”

In less than two months after the meeting in September, Diém and Nhu
were killed in a coup backed by officials at the American embassy. The
assassination on November 1 marked the beginning of a tragicomic cycle
of changing regimes and incompetent leaders. This ended in April 1975
with the communist victory and the humiliating withdrawal of American
forces, after two decades of war that left millions of Vietnamese dead.
By that point, the Republic was already widely regarded as a political
puppet, manufactured by the world’s greatest capitalist power, waging an
imperialist war against a poor peasant society. Refracted through politi-
cal and cultural movements in the US and Europe, the victory against the
Americans and the South Vietnamese would be celebrated as a symbol
of world revolution: “In the wave of youthful protest against authority...
in the 1960s, rejection of old sexual morality and an enthusiasm for the
joys of marijuana and LSD became conflated with lunges against capital-
ism and imperialism, of which Vietnam appeared an exceptionally ugly
manifestation.”

Viewed from this vantage point, Nhu’s response to Maneli during their
meeting on September 2 seems utterly strange and inexplicable. After a
lengthy “exposition on the philosophy of the cult of personality,”® and
its role in what he described as the Republic’s increasing success in the
war, Nhu, unaware that the end had arrived, announced the beginning
of a “new phase” of the conflict.!! For the South Vietnamese, the war, as
he explained in his peculiar paradoxical style of speaking, had become a
“social revolution” against the communist revolution in the countryside.
As a total transformation of society, this revolution, moreover, was not
simply a nationalist struggle to overcome communism. On the contrary,
nationalism, according to Nhu, was merely an “alibi” exploited by Third
World leaders who failed to recognize the “need for social revolution in
under-developed countries.”?

Casting the Buddhist Affair as a mediatized spectacle (“ce spectacle
unique au XXéme siécle”),'* and an “imperialist plot” (dm muu dé quéc)
to crush the social revolution in the name of a Western ideal of democ-
racy,' Nhu declared the “war cannot be won with the Americans because
they are an obstacle to the revolutionary transformation of society which
is the prerequisite of victory.”'® This obstacle was identified in particular
with the mechanism of American aid, which Nhu (speaking through
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a government newspaper organ) had condemned, in unmistakably
Marxist terminology, as an instrument of underdevelopment: “Vietnam
Not a Guinea Pig for Capitalist Imperialism to Experiment On.”!® The
“new phase” of the conflict, therefore, would call for resistance both
against communism and American neo-colonialism. The Republic, as
Nhu explained to an astonished Maneli, “is fighting against [both] the
guerrillas and imperialism.”"”

Even more puzzling, however, than the idea that the South Vietnamese
were engaged in an anti-colonial struggle against their American allies,
was the fact that, for Nhu, the ultimate aim of the social revolution in the
South was not to defeat communism. Rather, the goal was the abolition
of capitalism. Just as the Americans were now an “obstacle to the revolu-
tionary transformation of society,” so the “capitalist regime” in the South
“cannot effectively oppose Communis[m].”'® In another display of his
penchant for abstruse dialectical statements, Nhu, therefore, explained
that the anti-communist war was in fact an anti-capitalist strategy: “I
am really combating communism in order to put an end to materialistic
capitalism.”®

This apparently implausible explanation of the political aims of the
South Vietnamese state, which was reputed to be a bastion of democracy,
has been taken as “evidence that Nhu was mad,” dismissed as a symptom
of his opium-induced paranoia, or one his Machiavellian schemes to
preserve his own power.?’ The socialist concepts that Nhu described to
Maneli, however, were in fact an integral part of the “philosophy of
the cult of personality,” or Vietnamese Personalism, which Nhu had
developed before the founding of the Republic in 1955 as a “Personalist
democracy.”” This form of democracy, which was viewed as directly
opposed to Western liberal democracy,? would not be based on individ-
ual rights and formal equality, but rather on the communist principle of
“to each according to his needs.” As Nhu affirmed in the manifesto of the
Personalist Labor Party (Cdn lao Nhan vi Cdch Mang Ddng), the “goal
of production must be the satisfaction of needs.”* Under a Personalist
government, “production must serve the people,” whereas in a capitalist
regime, “it is man who is in the service of the economy.”* This Marxian
principle, moreover, was one that the Republic would attempt to apply in
its anti-capitalist war against communism. For Nhu, the struggle against
the Marxist insurgency in the South “was never just a security measure,”
but the “vehicle for a full-scale political and social revolution that would
put into practice the long-proclaimed ... ideals of the regime’s own
philosophy of ‘personalism.””? This “Marxist Personalism,”? therefore,
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as Nhu pointed out to Maneli, was the intellectual foundation for the
counterinsurgency program, the “philosophy of the Strategic Hamlet
Campaign.”?

This commitment to a political theory that seems to so closely resem-
ble the doctrine of the Communist Party suggests a different explanation
on the crisis in 1963. From the perspective of Nhu’s surprising account
of the conflict, the Republic appears not as the first in a series of ill-fated
experiments to prop up dependent and decadent political proxy regimes
in the war against international communism. Nor were the Ngos, as
John F. Kennedy would later remember them, patriots who, in spite of all
their flaws, were deeply devoted to the national cause. (“They were just
tyrants,” said an acquaintance to Kennedy, seeing his shock at the news
that the two Vietnamese leaders had been brutally killed in the coup.
“No,” he responded. “They were in a difficult position. They did the best
they could for their country.”®) In Maneli’s report, Nhu appears not as
a nationalist figure, but something stranger and more paradoxical, an
anti-colonial leader, exploiting the wealth of an imperial power in order
to wage an anti-capitalist war against communism: “Nhu spoke about his
socialist concepts with many of the highest-ranking Western diplomats,
and seemed to believe in them. And this during a period when he was
drawing millions of dollars from American’s ‘nonsocialist’ treasury.”?

Seen from this unlikely perspective, the coup in 1963 appears, then, not
as an event that marked the demise of an undemocratic regime and an
American puppet. If Nhu’s socialist concepts were not a sign of insanity,
but principles that were actually applied in an anticommunist war against
capitalism, then the collapse of the Republic may have been something
other than the way it appears in much of the historical record: the defeat
a revolutionary attempt to establish a socialist society different than that
of the Communist Party. This society, according to Nhu, was in process
of successfully fighting the war against the insurgency,*® while freeing
itself from the economic dependence imposed by its capitalist patron.*!

This social revolution, however, would never be realized. In the place
of a socialist society, “fighting against the guerrillas and imperialism,”
the Americans, after the coup, would help install a dependent “capitalist
regime” that would be unable to “effectively oppose Communis[m].”

A South Vietnamese view of the war

The Unimagined Community presents a political and cultural history of
imperialism and capitalism in the South Vietnamese context, from the
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colonial era to the end of the Vietnam War. As a conceptual frame for the
project, the first part of the book reconstructs the ideology that informed
the seemingly improbable account of the conflict that Nhu relayed to
Maneli during their meeting in 1963. From the point of view of Nhu’s
Vietnamese Personalism, the war was not a contest between Marxism
and nationalism, or communism and democracy (as it appears from a
Cold War perspective), but an anti-capitalist struggle against Stalinism
and US imperialism.

Inspired by a form of French Marxist humanism, this Vietnamese
Personalism emerged both as a product of and critical reflection on the
history of imperialism. According to this theory, the society that existed
prior to the colonial period was radically altered by the introduction of
capitalism and bourgeois democracy, which resulted in underdevelop-
ment, rather than political and economic modernity. As a “Personalist
democracy,” the First Republic (D¢ Nhdt Cong Hoa Viét Nam, 1954-1963),
therefore, would seek to establish a non-Western form of modernity in
a social revolution against capitalism and liberal democracy. While this
revolution would make use of the “alibi” of nationalism, promoting the
development of a South Vietnamese national culture, its ultimate aim
was a communitarian form of democracy, based on the “withering away
of the state,” and the abolition of the form of the nation itself.

This social revolution would be crushed as a result of the coup. Its
defeat, however, did not come at the hands of the communists. Nor was
its end the result of its own authoritarian tendencies, provoking rebel-
lion by the South Vietnamese masses. Rather, it was defeated by agents
of the “imperialist” institutions that it sought to eradicate, institutions
with which it was allied in the war against communism. Backed by the
American embassy, the coup was carried out by members of an elite
urban minority who dominated the underdeveloped capitalist economy,
as well as the centralized structures of the state, which the social revolu-
tion had been designed to abolish.

After the fall of the First Republic, the South Vietnamese leaders who
came into power, avoiding the “need for social revolution in under-
developed countries,” would adopt the ambiguous banner of nationalism
and democracy, which covered the absence of any alternative political
project. The war, then, would become a conflict between communism
and democracy, Marxism and nationalism. What followed, however, in
the decade after the coup, would largely confirm the unlikely assertion
by Nhu that a “revolutionary transformation of society” was “the pre-
requisite of victory.” Along with the destruction and violence of the war
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of attrition, which replaced the social revolution in the countryside to
establish a non-Western form of modernity, the economic and political
liberalism of the later regimes would create an economically dependent
urban society.

Extending the Personalist critique of liberal democracy developed in
the earlier chapters, the second part of the book, shifting the attention to
culture, examines what South Vietnamese writers described as an under-
developed “postindustrial society” (xa hoi hdu kj nghé) that emerged
in the cities after the fall of the First Republic. From the mid-1960s, a
capitalist culture industry, promoting a new société de consommation,
would diminish the role of journalism, high culture and art, leading
communist critics to condemn this development as an American scheme
to destroy the national consciousness. This conspiracy, however, was
actually an unintended effect of political and economic liberalization,
which had been suppressed under the Personalist regime of the early
Republic. Instead of providing a medium for imagining the nation (to
recall Benedict Anderson’s famous account of the role of print capital-
ism), the culture industry in the South would dispense with the “alibi”
of nationalism in an unexpected direction, in the creation of a kind of
unimagined community: an urban audience for mass-produced culture
that became increasingly detached from the reality of the war in the
countryside.

The book concludes with several reflections on another unusual
feature of US imperialism during the Vietnam War, related to the rise
of mass culture. For Hannah Arendt, this imperialism was that of a
liberal democracy whose policymaking was transformed by the prac-
tice of “image-making,” or the production of mediatized spectacles.
Many of these images, which have been celebrated as universal symbols
of rebellion in the iconography of the era, take on a more uncertain sig-
nificance from the perspective explored in this book. The photograph of
Thich Quéang Duc’s self-immolation, which endures as a powerful image
of political protest, would destroy a social revolution against capitalism
in the South. The result was a crisis that created the need for a massive
American military intervention, which the social revolution had tried to
avert. In “a poignant example of resistance to Diem,” the “spectacular
self-immolation during the 1963 Buddhist crisis stamped an image on
the Vietnam War that has never faded away.” But the “demise of the
Diem regime created the situation that the Buddhists fought to avoid at
all costs: increased American involvement in South Vietnam’s affairs and
expansion of the war.”*

~ 6~



Introduction

In 1968, the power of the image to propel such unexpected reversals
in the course of events was confirmed once again by the strange fate of
the Southern insurgency (whose revolution had been reproduced in a
non-Stalinist form by the government that the Americans had helped
to demolish). During the Tét Offensive, the insurgency was desicively
defeated as a result of an enormous military miscalculation by commu-
nist leaders. Through the agency of the image, however, this tragic defeat
on the battlefield was transfigured as an unprecedented political victory
for the communist forces. The Southern insurgency was immortalized
by the mediatized representation of the appalling miscalculation that
guaranteed its destruction.

On the other hand, for the South Vietnamese, image-making by the
international media would have exactly the opposite impact. As Diém
correctly conjectured, months before the media coverage of the Buddhist
Affair, the “war can only be lost by the American press.”** But what he
could not have imagined perhaps was that, after the coup, the authors
of the mediatized representations that helped to bring down the regime
would also play a principal part in shaping its historical image: “The
anti-Diem faction dominated the [American] press through the efforts of
a small group of journalists,” including Malcolm Browne, who captured
the photo of Thich Quéng Dtc. “The significance of this is that those who
championed the coup have written the popular history of its aftermath.
[These] writings are best understood as an attempt to blame the outcome
in Vietnam on everything but the coup.”*

The sections below present a brief account of this popular history,
followed by a more detailed description of the individual chapters of the
book.

The South, the war and the myth of the nation

The Vietnam War is often portrayed as the final act in an ancient
historical drama, that of the Vietnamese people united in their mil-
lennial struggle to achieve independence. For over a thousand years,
the Vietnamese, according to the historical fiction, fought to preserve
their identity and their national culture against the Chinese, eventually
liberating themselves from their colonial masters in the ninth century
AD. In the late nineteenth century, the French, following in the footsteps
of earlier foreign invaders, conquered the country under the pretext of
protecting the followers of their Christian religion. Acting contrary to the
ideals of the French Revolution and the Rights of Man, they succeeded
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in subjugating the Vietnamese masses. To ensure their domination, the
imperialists then tried to erase the national culture of their colonial sub-
jects, attempting to civilize a people who “possessed a rich civilization ...
when the French were still living in caves.”**

The colonial era came to a close in 1940, when Indochina was occupied
by Japan. At the end of the war, the surrender of the Imperial Army
created a political vacuum, allowing the Viét Minh, led by H6 Chi Minh,
to declare independence. This independence, however, would only be
won through a long and difficult struggle. In response to the attempt by
the French to reestablish control of the colony, the Viét Minh launched
an anti-imperialist war, continuing the ancient tradition of resistance to
foreign invaders.

Following the defeat of the French at Dién Bién Phu in 1954, the
Americans, mistakenly identifying a war of national independence with
the international communist struggle, would become directly involved
militarily. Rejecting the Communist Party’s legitimate claim to represent
the Vietnamese people, the USA, under the pretext of aiding a separate
but equally sovereign Vietnamese state, provided support to a series of
corrupt and incompetent governments in the South. Lacking a popular
base of support, these regimes were forced to employ dictatorial methods
in order to preserve their authority.*

The first of these regimes, which existed from 1954 to 1963, was
“headed by President Ngo Dinh Diem, an autocratic, nepotistic ruler
who valued power more than either his relations with the Vietnamese
people or progress in fighting the communists.”” A representative of
the interests of a reactionary colonial-era elite, Diém, a former mandarin
and a Catholic, ruling a country with a Buddhist majority, conducted a
campaign of mass repression and terror. Through a draconian program
of forced relocation, Diém attempted to gain “control over the peasants
by herding them into ‘strategic hamlets.””*

The program was part of a “hodgepodge of ersatz Fascist ... techniques
that the regime resorted to in its efforts at political motivation and
control,” efforts that were directed by Diém’s younger brother Ngo6 Pinh
Nhu. Operating largely in the shadows, Nhu, an “admirer of Hitler” as
well as communist dictators, “borrowed promiscuously from both right-
wing and left-wing varieties of totalitarianism,” in order to establish an
extensive police apparatus in the South.** Controlled by a “proto-Fascist
and mentally unstable drug addict,” the “Strategic Hamlet Program,”
however, “as carried out by ... Nhu proved to be a catastrophic
failure.”® The program would stoke deep-seated resentment among the
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Vietnamese masses, “roused into a fury by an abuse beyond any [they]
had previously experienced from this foreign-rooted government.”*!
Instead of establishing a “stable, viable and democratic bastion of the
Free World,”* the policies implemented by Diém and Nhu would serve
to destabilize the political situation, alienating the people, provoking
widespread international outrage, and undermining the credibility of the
US mission abroad.** As a result, the repressive tactics employed by the
puppet regime in Sai Gon could not overcome the communist people’s
war, which drew its primary base of support from the population itself.

Recognizing this failure, and the unpopular character of the regime
they had helped to create, US officials supported a coup against Diém
and his brother on November 1963, seeking to replace them with more
capable and less authoritarian leaders.** But because the new political
puppets proved to be as corrupt and incompetent as the ones before
them, the situation continued to quickly deteriorate, allowing the insur-
gency to prevail in the battlefield. Faced with the possibility of imminent
defeat, US officials made the fateful decision to expand the American
presence. Discarding the political pretence of supporting a sovereign
national government, fighting a war against communist subversion, the
Americans, then, would assume a leading role in the conflict. By the mid-
1960s, the repressive program of mass relocation, which was employed
unsuccessfully by the puppet regime in the South, was replaced by a
high-tech war of attrition.* Having failed in its attempt to control the
Vietnamese people by proxy, by forcing the peasantry into government
camps policed by its political clients, the USA would deploy its immense
military apparatus with the aim of killing the enemy as quickly as possible.

The war of attrition, however, in spite of the mass destruction and
death, would fail in the end to overcome the insurgency, owing to the
superior methods of organization employed in the people’s war strategy.
Drawing its strength from the indomitable will of the Vietnamese people,
rooted in an ancient tradition of resistance to foreign invaders, the insur-
gency would defeat a vastly superior conventional army, reuniting the
nation and restoring the country’s independence.

This account of the conflict corresponds to what the Vietnamese
Marxist writer and activist Ngd Van Xuyét has described as a reduc-
tive representation of the war that “depicts the North as David bringing
down Goliath.”® In this image, the war appears as a contest between US
imperialism and the Vietnamese people, steeped in a heroic tradition of
anti-foreign resistance. This depiction of Vietnamese culture relies on
what the historian Keith Taylor describes as an enduring fable, repeated
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in much of the historiography on the Vietnam War: “Most books about
the mid-twentieth-century Vietnamese wars provide a prefatory myth
about the Vietnamese being a unified people who for millennia have been
enemies of the Chinese, and consequently have become experts at resist-
ing foreign aggression.”" For example, Nguyén Ba Chung, criticizing the
American government for its “amazing ... ignorance” of this nationalist
myth, argued that the failure to “take into account ... Vietnam’s two
thousand year history of hard-fought existence ... is the essence of the
Vietnam tragedy.”® In a more recent work on the war, this 2,000-year
history is identified as the source of an indomitable will to resist that
enabled the Vietnamese people (who are identified with the communist
forces) to overcome a vastly superior army: “Americans had never heard
of Vietnam before the late 50s ... but Vietnam had a long ... history that
goes back several thousand years.” As a result of this national history, “a
‘tradition of resistance’ had been forever instilled within the Vietnamese
and would be used effectively by the communists in the 20th century.”*
“Expelling foreign invaders,” therefore, as another writer concludes,
“was an ancient Vietnamese custom.”*

For Ngb Vin, such representations distort the fundamental complicity
between the ideals espoused by the American government and those
of the communist forces. In the war, the Americans, who had fought
to defend capitalism and bourgeois democracy, would be defeated by
a Stalinist bureaucracy whose reign would serve only to perpetuate
the same institutions in a more authoritarian cast: “The Vietnamese
bureaucracy ... with its ‘cultivated middle-class’ background, master of a
hierarchical one-party state, has done nothing but replace the bourgeoisie
and the landowners in exploitation of the proletariat and the peasantry.”
Through the program of collectivization, carried out after the war, the
labor and land of the Vietnamese masses would be expropriated as com-
modities, collectively owned by the bureaucratic elite, who imposed an
authoritarian form of state capitalism. In the end, a “Stalinist party came
to power through the terrible suffering and sacrifice of millions of peas-
ants, who were rewarded by their renewed enslavement to the nationalist
bureaucracy, as a workforce necessary for the primitive accumulation of
capital ... for the sole profit of a new variety of moneygrabbers.”!

In light of this tragic historical outcome, the Vietnam War can be
understood as belonging to what Guy Debord has described as a series
of spectacular “battles between competing versions of alienated power.”
During the Cold War, these conflicts pitted the “most advanced econo-
mies” against the “state bureaucracy ... of ... countries living under
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colonialism or semi-colonialism.” The antagonists in these battles, who
appeared to embody opposing political systems, were, in fact, the “func-
tions of a single tendency that ... is capitalism.” Thus, after the war,
the bureaucratic elite in Vietnam, having asserted that “socialism differs
from capitalism in crucial ways, and proving it by applying its premises
to pursue the war successfully ... were converted to the notion ... that all
economies ... must surrender to the ... immutable objective laws of the
market, whoever is nominally in power.”*?

Outline

This study disputes the representation of the war as a contest between US
imperialism and the indomitable will of the Vietnamese people, rooted in
a national history of heroic anti-colonial struggle. As I argue in Chapter
1, this ancient tradition was in fact a modern invention, a product of new
forms of mass media, introduced by the colonial administration as part
of the mission to civilize. This imperial project, moreover, did not simply
betray the ideals of the French Revolution and the Rights of Man. Rather,
as I argue in Chapter 3, the imperialism of the early colonial state was
defined by the attempt to impose a Western ideal of democracy, one that
was fundamentally opposed to the structure of Vietnamese civilization.

In the precolonial period, the country, which consisted of a myriad
of semi-autonomous village communities, was ruled by a weak imperial
court, a nominally absolute legal authority, lacking a modern apparatus
of power that could intervene in the daily affairs of its subjects. This
civilization, therefore, was that of a despotism whose largely formal
prerogative constituted the juridical superstructure of a communal or
democratic organization of peasant production, based on a custom or
unwritten tradition of village autonomy. During the early colonial era,
this organization was transformed by the introduction of capitalism and
Western democracy, based on a system of individual rights guaranteed
by the colonial administration. Together with the impersonal power of
the market economy, these rights, enforced by the disciplinary institu-
tions of a centralized state (such as the police and the colonial prison),
served to weaken the authority of the imperial court, while undermining
the traditional autonomy of the village.

The disciplinary machinery of the colonial government also included
a new system of mass education, based on instruction in the vernacular
script, and the creation of a modern Vietnamese media, disseminated
through print capitalism. These institutions, which enabled a modern
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bourgeois public sphere to emerge in the colony, were originally estab-
lished, with the support of the French secret police, as a tool for monitor-
ing the political activities of the colonial population. In the attempt to
deploy this modern form of publicity as a technique of surveillance, the
French administration, however, would also create the conditions for a
new “imagined community” of the nation, and the development of a new
national culture.

During the 1920s and 1930s, the vernacular press would be instru-
mental in spreading the modern mythology of a 2,000-year history of
resistance to foreign invasion. As I argue in Chapter 1, this modern
tradition was the result of an anti-colonial interpretation of the preco-
lonial past, based on a European conception of national sovereignty. In
the interpretation, the legal prerogative of a weak imperial court, whose
power was limited by the customary autonomy of the Vietnamese village,
was rewritten as the sovereign right of a “people” possessing a distinct
national culture, over the territory it had historically occupied. In this
nationalist history, the Vietnamese people (who had appeared in the
imperial records only as “subjects” (ddn) of the “civilized” rule of the
king) would become the foundation of a new “popular sovereignty” (ddn
quyén). Projecting the modern conception of sovereignty into the preco-
lonial past, writers, working in the modern vernacular media, created a
new national history of a new national people. In this history, the latter
appear as a unified subject, engaged in a 2,000-year struggle to preserve
its national heritage against all foreign invaders.

Disseminated through a popular medium that had been created in part
as an imperial tool of surveillance, this history was adopted by the elite,
inspiring widespread resistance to colonial rule. Thus, the apparently
ancient tradition of expelling foreign invaders would be used to oppose
the very imperialism that had helped to create it, in establishing the
vernacular press as a tool for policing its subjects.

During the Vietnam War, the diffusion of the new national culture
would become an integral part of the program employed by the
Communist Party to mobilize the Vietnamese masses and to instill in
them an indomitable will to resist, apparently rooted in ancient tradition.
In that sense, the communist people’s war strategy was used to create
the very “national people” who would fight to defend its immemorial
sovereignty against American neo-imperialism.

In historical works on the war, the uncritical acceptance of the modern
mythology of an ancient Vietnamese culture has served to discourage a
more careful examination of the South Vietnamese side of the conflict.
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Portrayed as a government that was hopelessly compromised by its col-
lusion with US imperialism, the Republic has been widely regarded as a
political puppet, unworthy of the millennial history of foreign resistance
invented in the colonial era. As a result, in “much of the writing on the
war, the South Vietnamese,” as George Herring has noted, “are con-
spicuous by their absence, and virtually nothing has been done on their
dealings with the United States.”*

This book will address this conpicuous absence by presenting a wide-
ranging discussion of South Vietnamese culture as it emerged in the
context of the colonial era and the Cold War. In doing so, however,
it will also attempt to call into question a fundamental presupposition
of both “orthodox” and “revisionist” accounts of the conflict.>> This
assumption is that the Republicanism of the South Vietnamese state was,
from beginning to end, that of a nationalist government aimed at estab-
lishing a democratic alternative to communism based on the principle
of popular sovereignty.” In the case of the First Republic, the project
proved unsuccessful because of the failure of its president, Ngo Dinh
Diém, to implement democratic reform and to broaden the popular base
of his government.

This presupposition has served to conceal a remarkable political and
social experiment, carried out under the shadow of US imperialism.
Contrary to the conventional view, the war, for the First Republic, was
not an anticommunist crusade, undertaken by a regime that was inca-
pable of creating a stable democracy. Rather, the early Republic, as it
evolved in its nine years of existence, could be more accurately character-
ized as a Marxist humanist state, applying a political philosophy known
as “Personalism,” which espoused a Marxist critique of capitalism and
bourgeois democracy.

Chapter 2 examines the intellectual origins of this Vietnamese
Personalism through a close reading of the work of the French Catholic
philosopher Emmanuel Mounier. Contrary to the caricature of his
thought as an incoherent and reactionary religious ideology, the latter
was in fact a philosophically rigorous form of Marxist theology, one that
appealed, moreover, to anti-colonial leaders from throughout the devel-
oping world. In the chapter, the interpretation of Mounier’s Marxist
critique of capitalism and liberal democracy will provide the broader
theoretical framework for this study and its reexamination of the war
from a South Vietnamese perspective.

During the First Republic, the philosophy of Personalism, as I explore
in Chapter 3, would inform the development of the Strategic Hamlet
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Campaign, which was the primary strategy in the struggle against the
insurgency. Contrary to existing accounts of the latter, the program was
not simply a totalitarian technique of mass repression, developed by
foreign advisors such as the British counterinsurgency expert, Robert
Thompson. Rather, it was conceived by Diém’s brother Ng6é Dinh Nhu
as a “social revolution” (cdch mang xa hoi), aimed at transforming the
entire economic and political structure in the South.

This revolution was supposed to provide an alternative to that of the
government’s communist rivals. This alternative, however, was not simply
a mixture of nationalism, capitalism and liberal democracy, institutions
that were inherited from the colonial administration. On the contrary,
the leaders of the early Republic were acutely aware of the difficulties
of establishing a Western-style democracy and a liberal economy in the
context of war and underdevelopment, difficulties that were exasperated
by American influence and aid. Instead of seeking to establish a bastion
of capitalism and bourgeois democracy, the South Vietnamese leaders,
therefore, in devising the Strategic Hamlet Campaign, would attempt to
actualize an alternative version of communism.

But as such, the war in this earlier phase was not a conflict between
socialism and democracy. Rather, as this study contends, it was a contest
between two different forms of anti-colonial communism. Rejecting the
ideals of liberal democracy, which had been introduced as part of the
mission to civilize, the early Republican leaders would come to conceive
of the conflict as a social revolution against both liberal democracy and
the Stalinism of the Communist Party.

Drawing on the historiography invented in the colonial era, Republican
leaders presented this Marxist humanist struggle as a modern version of
the national myth of the “Southward Advance” (nam tién), the South
Vietnamese counterpart to the ancient tradition of resistance to foreign
invaders. The revolution, then, in the South, would be cast as the con-
tinuation of the process of geographical expansion that, over the course
of some 700 years, established the national territory of the Vietnamese
people. In contrast, however, to the communist deployment of the
modern mythology of an ancient tradition of anti-imperialism, the aim
of the second Southward Advance was not the creation of a sovereign
national government. Rather, the leaders of the early Republic envisioned
a kind of return to a precolonial tradition of village autonomy, modern-
ized on the revolutionary model of a direct “democracy at the base.”’

This model was partly derived from the Personalist notion of praxis
(which Nhu translated as cdn lao), an act of free individuals, liberated,
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through their voluntary subjection to a “communal discipline,” from the
impersonal rule of the market as well as the disciplinary apparatus of the
national government. In a “withering of the state,” this autonomy, based
on a personal discipline that is freely imposed, would serve to preempt
the power of the centralized government, creating the conditions for
a stateless form of non-Western modernity, superseding the notion of
national sovereignty. The early Republic, therefore, would attempt to
defeat the insurgency by employing a form of social organization, based
on an ancient tradition of village democracy, that could operate indepen-
dently of the centralized state.

But in that case, the war, as it was waged by the South Vietnamese
government, was not simply a nationalist struggle. In contrast to the
communist people’s war strategy, the dissemination of a national culture,
which the early Republic employed as part of its program of “nation-
building” (xdy dung qudc gia), was not aimed at creating an “imagined
community” of the nation. Rather, the nationalist myth of the Southward
Advance was used in the program as a means of imagining a stateless
form of modern community. During the period of the First Republic,
the war, then, was not a conflict in which US imperialism employed a
superior conventional army against a people steeped in a long national
history of anti-foreign partisan warfare. Rather, it was a contest between
two Vietnamese states, applying the same people’s war strategy, while
embracing two different conceptions of communism: one based on the
dictatorship of the proletariat and the other oriented toward a socialism
without the state.

By 1962, moreover, the revolution to establish this stateless form of
democracy had begun to succeed in containing the insurgency in the
South. As I argue in Chapters 3 and 4, however, the aim of creating a
democracy at the base, or a socialism without the state, would put the
leaders of the early Republic directly at odds with the Americans, as well
as the South Vietnamese urban elite. For this group, the social revolution
seemed like an authoritarian seizure of power by the executive branch,
whose program of decentralization threatened the political prerogative
of the ministries and military elite in Sai Gon. In that sense, the goal
of creating a democracy at the base, preempting the authority of the
centralized government, was directly opposed to the aim, embraced by
the Americans and urban elite, of establishing a parliamentary state in
the South.

Ultimately, this “misalliance” between the Americans and the leaders
of the early Republic would lead to its downfall. In 1963, the regime
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was overthrown in a coup supported by the American embassy in a
misguided attempt to uphold the image of the Republic as a liberal
democracy, an image that its leaders had rejected in favor of a stateless
form of democracy, and a return to rural autonomy. Contrary to the
conventional view, the collapse of the First Republic, therefore, was not
a result of its failure to establish a viable parliamentary government.
Rather, it was the increasing success of the Strategic Hamlet Campaign
(as an alternative version of communism) in superseding the central
agencies of the constitutional government, and decentralizing the strug-
gle against the insurgency, that caused the fall of the First Republic.

But in that case, the early South Vietnamese state was neither a reac-
tionary puppet regime, hired by an imperial power to repress its own
population, nor an independent nation that was undermined by its own
lack of democracy. Rather, the First Republic, in the years just before its
collapse, was something more paradoxical and improbable. It was an
anti-Stalinist socialist government, attempting to carry out its own com-
munist revolution against the insurgency, a revolution that would put its
objectives at odds with those of its neo-colonial patron, who conspired to
overthrow the regime for the sake of liberal democracy.

As T explore in Chapter 4, this contradiction would compromise both
the counterinsurgency strategy (which the early Republic conceived as
a social revolution, rather than a program of pacification), as well as the
psychological warfare campaign carried out in the North. For the South
Vietnamese, the campaign was to be an extension of the counterinsur-
gency strategy, a second Southward Advance to reconquer the North.
For the Americans, on the other hand, the aim of the program was to
employ modern mass communication technologies to discredit the com-
munist government, to undermine its nationalist image and publicize its
lack of liberal democracy.

In the end, the coup that defeated the Personalist revolution would
produce a profound political crisis, compelling US officials to dramati-
cally expand the American military presence. Having undermined the
Marxist humanist program of the early Republic, policymakers in
Washington would come to rely on a high-tech war of attrition, employ-
ing information and image-making in order to overcome the insurgency.
The violence of the war of attrition would result in widespread rural
depopulation. The early Republican program of social revolution in the
countryside, then, would be replaced by an “urban revolution,” aimed at
isolating the insurgency by displacing the rural population en masse. In
the cities, moreover, the policies implemented by the later Republican
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governments would help to precipitate the emergence of an enormous
consumer society, dependent on American aid. Chapter 5 will look at
the rise of a new popular culture, which would become an increasingly
pervasive phenomenon in South Vietnamese cities from the mid-1960s,
as the violence continued to escalate in the countryside.

This popular culture, and the consumer society from which it emerged,
was viewed by the Communist Party as an instrument for enslaving the
masses that was far more effective than American psychological warfare
campaigns. Having failed to crush the indomitable will of the Vietnamese
people (rooted in an ancient tradition of resisting foreign invaders)
through the use of superior violence, the Americans attempted to
“invade the national culture” through popular media, in order to under-
mine the will to resistance. In the cities, therefore, the “decadent cultural
products of American neo-colonialism” were deployed, purportedly,
for the purpose of destroying national consciousness. The development
of a “neo-colonialism” consumer society would be used to dissolve the
national culture, which had previously served as a medium for imagining
the nation. Divested of their national identity by the products of a foreign
popular culture, urban South Vietnamese would become increasingly
indifferent to the revolutionary appeals of the Party.

As T argue in Chapter 5, the development of popular culture, contrary
to this communist account of neocolonialism, was not part of a psycho-
logical warfare campaign to manipulate the South Vietnamese masses.
Rather, it was an unintended outcome of policies, implemented by the
later Republican governments, in accordance with the American aim of
establishing a bastion of liberal democracy and free market capitalism.
In the cities, this created a climate of intellectual and cultural freedom,
conducive to artistic experimentation and vigorous democratic debate in
the media, which were completely unknown in the North.

Because of this liberal tendency, however, the later Republican
regimes would largely abandon the project of disseminating a national
culture in order to create an imagined community of the nation. This
liberalism with regard to the question of culture would lead to the
emergence of a largely unregulated market for media in the South.
As the violence continued to escalate in the countryside, the market
would become almost completely confined to the cities, reinforcing
the separation between the rural and urban populations. Freed from
the censorship imposed by the early Republic, the market, moreover,
would divert the attention of South Vietnamese intellectuals away from
the creation of high culture and art toward the production of mass
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entertainment. This entertainment included new forms of serialized
fiction, genres on which the newspapers depended for profits from
advertisers, who promoted the products of an underdeveloped society
of high mass consumption. During this period, the free market for
media would impose a compulsion upon artists to meet the increasing
demand for popular fiction, while producing an uneven distribution
of culture, which helped to isolate the imagination of rural and urban
South Vietnamese. If print capitalism, therefore, during the colonial
era, had helped to establish a new national culture, during the war, the
unregulated market for media would work to unravel this imagined
community. This effect of the media, in the era of high mass consump-
tion and imperial image-making, would realize the aim of the early
Republic in a direction that its leaders had never expected. Whereas the
First Republic, in its opposition to capitalism and liberal democracy,
had imagined a stateless form of community, the liberalism of the later
Republic would give rise to an unimagined community, as a form of
anti-modernity.

Chapter 6 proposes a reading of one of the most successful examples
of South Vietnamese serialized fiction from this period of the war: Bli
Anh Tudn’s Ian Fleming-inspired Z.28 novels. Like other popular works
from the period, the novels’ primary source of appeal is the language
of advertising employed in the prose, a phenomenon that became per-
vasive in South Vietnamese cities during the war. The novels consist of
narratives of surveillance composed out of passages modeled on com-
mercials for brand-named commodities. The success of the Z.28 series,
however, was not only due to the appeal of its Vietnamese superspy
character as a figure of vicarious consumption. In the novels, the char-
acter also appears as a symbol for the South Vietnamese state and its
precarious position within the broader geopolitics of the Cold War.
The frivolous tales of high mass consumption, therefore, set in a world
reduced to an advertised image, also suggest a reflection on the place
of the nation within the Cold War balance of power. In the Z.28 series,
the RVN appears as a state whose autonomy is undermined by the
military and economic support it receives from its American ally. The
Republic, in other words, is portrayed as a nation whose political sover-
eignty is threatened by its dependence upon its superpower patron. The
American government, then, is characterized in the series as both an
ally and an object of political enmity. In the Z.28 novels, the Vietnamese
spy appears as a figure who opposes this ambivalent ally not through
overt forms of resistance, but rather through the act of consuming
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American aid in the form of brand-named commodities. Thus, in the
novels, the celebration of consumerism implies both an endorsement of
the “neocolonial” consumer culture that emerged in the South as well as
a repudiation of the imperialism or dependence on American aid that
created this culture.

Finally, turning to the American perspective, Chapter 7 presents an
analysis of the role of image production in American liberal democracy
as a distinguishing feature of US imperialism during the Vietnam War.
As the USA took control of the conflict, “image making,” which Arendt
defined as both the production of media spectacles and the creation of
data, would play an increasingly significant part in the campaign against
the insurgency. While intelligence and high-tech surveillance were
employed in order to detect and destroy an unconventional army, the
projection of the image of US omnipotence was used to “persuade” the
enemy to surrender the war.

This unconventional army would finally be defeated in 1968. In an
enormous strategic mistake, the communistleadership launched a general
offensive at Tét that allowed the Americans and South Vietnamese to
virtually destroy the entire Southern insurgency. This tragic defeat on the
battlefield, however, would become a decisive success for the communist
forces on the terrain of the spectacle, turning American public opinion
against the Vietnam War.

Notes

1 George Donelson Moss, Vietnam: An American Ordeal (London: Routledge,
2016), 109.

2 Fredrik Logevall, Choosing War: The Lost Chance for Peace and the Escalation
of War in Vietnam (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 7.

3 Robert J. Topmiller, The Lotus Unleashed: The Buddhist Peace Movement
in South Vietnam, 1964-1966 (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky,
2006), 1.

4 Nora M. Alter, “Vietnamese theatre of resistance: Thich Nhat Hanh’s meta-
physical sortie on the margins,” in Imperialism and Theatre, ed.]. Ellen Gainor
(London: Routledge, 1995), 10.

5 Adrian Jaffe and Milton C. Taylor, “A crumbling bastion: flattery and lies won’t
save Vietnam,” The New Republic 144:7 (June 19, 1961), 17.

6 Mark Oliver, “The Full Story of the Burning Monk Who Changed the World,”
All That's Interesting, allthatsinteresting.com/thich-quang-duc-burning-
monk. Last accessed July 27, 2019.

7 Topmiller, The Lotus Unleashed, 4.

~ 19 —~



8

9

10

11

12
13

14

15

16

17

18

19
20

21

22

23

24

Introduction

Quoted in Nguyen Van Canh, Vietnam Under Communism, 1975-1982
(Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution Press, 1987), 2.

Max Hastings, Vietnam: An Epic History of a Divisive War 1945-1975 (New
York: Harper, 2018), 1.

Telegram from the Central Intelligence Agency Station in Saigon to the
Agency, September 6, 1963.

Secret Telegram from Maneli (Saigon) to Spasowski (Warsaw) [Ciphergram
No. 11424], September 4, 1963, History and Public Policy Program Digital
Archive, AMSZ, Warsaw; 6/77, w-102, t-625, obtained and translated by
Margaret Gnoinska. Published in CWIHP Working Paper No. 45.
Memorandum for the Record, Saigon, October 21, 1962.

Jacqueline Willemetz, La République du Viét-Nam et les Ngo-Dinh (Paris:
L'Harmattan, 2013), 66.

Meeting Minutes, June 14, 1963, Box 03, Folder 04, Douglas Pike
Collection: Other Manuscripts — Intra-Ministry Committee for Strategic
Hamlets, Vietnam Center and Archive (hereafter VCA), Texas Tech
University.

Telegram from the Embassy in Vietnam to the Department of State, Saigon,
October 7, 1963, 7 p.m.

Quoted in Howard Jones, Death of a Generation: How the Assassinations of
Diem and JFK Prolonged the Vietnam War (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2003), 136.

Secret Telegram from Maneli (Saigon) to Spasowski (Warsaw) [Ciphergram
No. 11424].

Mieczystaw Maneli, War of the Vanquished (New York: Harper & Row,
1971), 145.

Ibid., 145-6.

Ellen J. Hammer, A Death in November: America in Vietnam, 1963 (New York:
E. P. Dutton, 1987), 230.

In articles that appeared in the paper Xa hgi, founded by future members of
the Cén Lao like Tran Qudc Buiu, Nhu advocated a syndicalism based on the
cooperative as an anti-capitalist organization. See Dan Sinh, “Tim hiéu t&
chiic hgp-tac-xa” [Understanding the commune-cooperative organization],
Xa Hoi, September 15, 1953, 23.

Piero Gheddo, Catholiques et bouddhistes au Vietnam (Paris: Groupe des
éditions Alsatia, 1970), 154.

Ddng cuong Cdn lao Nhdn vi Cdch mang Ddng [Principles of the Can Lao
Personalist Revolutionary Party], folder 29361, Phong Phu Téng Théng Dé
Nhat Cong hoa [Files of the Office of the President, First Republic], Vietnam
National Archives No. 2.

Quoted in John Corwin Donnell, “Politics in South Vietnam: Doctrines and
Authority in Conflict” (Ph.D. dissertation, political science, University of
California at Berkeley, 1964), 168.

~ 20 ~



25

26

27

28

29

30
31

32
33

34

35

36

37

38

39
40

41
42
43

Introduction

Paper - The Political Factor in Pacification: A Vietnam Case Study [Draft], 4.
VCA. 21470122001 No Date Box 01, Folder 22. Vincent Puritano Collection.
Seth Armus, “Bernanos, Mounier, and Catholic Anti-Americanism,
in National Stereotypes in Perspective: Americans in France, Frenchmen in
America, ed. William L. Chew (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2001), 348.

National Security File, Box 200: Vietnam, 9/22/63 - 10/6/63, CIA Reports.
Box 2.

Francis X. Winters, The Year of the Hare: America in Vietnam, January 25,
1963-February 15, 1964 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1997), 141.
Maneli, War of the Vanquished, 120.

Willemetz, La République du Viét-Nam, 66.

Meeting Minutes (#20), Uy-Ban Lién-Bo Dac-Trach vé Ap Chién-Lugc tai
binh Gid-Long [Intra-Ministry Committee for Strategic Hamlets], 8. VCA.
1820108001 September 7, 1962. Box 01, Folder 08. Douglas Pike Collection:
Other Manuscripts — Intra-Ministry Committee for Strategic Hamlets.
Topmiller, The Lotus Unleashed, 4.

Robert Thompson, Defeating Communist Insurgency: The Lessons of Malaya
and Vietnam (New York: Praeger, 1967), 100.

The Editor, “Review & Outlook: The First Lesson of Vietnam,” Wall Street
Journal, November 2, 1983, 1.

Nguyen An Ninh, “La France et I'Indochine,” Europe, 8:31 (July 15, 1925),
262.

George C. Herring, Americas Longest War: The United States and Vietnam,
1950-1975, 4th ed. (Boston, MA: McGraw-Hill, 2002), 59; David Anderson,
Trapped by Success: The Eisenhower Administration and Vietnam, 1953-61
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1991), 121-33.

John Prados, “JFK and the Diem Coup: Declassified Records” (November 5,
2003), nsarchive2.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB101/index.htm. For a similar
view of Diém, see Kathryn Statler, Replacing France: The Origins of American
Intervention in Vietnam (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2007),
1, 249-50, 282.

Neil Sheehan, A Bright Shining Lie: John Paul Vann and America in Vietnam
(New York: Vintage, 1989), 124. On Thompson, see David French, The British
Way in Counterinsurgency 1945-1967 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2011).

Sheehan, A Bright Shining Lie, 179.

Eric M. Bergerud, The Dynamics of Defeat: The Vietnam War in Hau Nghia
Province (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1991), 35.

Sheehan, A Bright Shining Lie, 309-11.

Jafte and Taylor, “A crumbling bastion,” 17.

Seth Jacobs, Cold War Mandarin: Ngo Dinh Diem and the Origins of America’s
War in Vietnam, 1950-1963 (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
2006), 185.

~ 2] ~



44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53
54

55

56

57

Introduction

James M. Carter, Inventing Vietnam: The United States and State Building,
1954-1968 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 13.

Gregory Daddis, Westmorelands War: Reassessing American Strategy in
Vietnam (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 77.

Ngo Van, In the Crossfire: Adventures of a Vietnamese Revolutionary (Oakland,
CA: AK Press, 2010), 121.

Keith Taylor, “The Vietnamese Civil War of 1955-75 in Historical Perspective,’
in Triumph Revisited: Historians Battle for the Vietnam War, ed. Andrew
Wiest and Michael J. Doidge (New York: Routledge, 2010), 17.

Quoted in Pham Hitu Tric, “Chuong trinh nghién ctiu ngudi Viét hai
ngoai va vu kién William Joiner Center” http://talawas.org/talaDB/showFile.
php?res=2744&rb=0307. Last accessed July 21, 2019.

Lonnie M. Long and Gary B. Blackburn, Unlikely Warriors: The Army Security
Agency’s Secret War in Vietnam 1961-1973 (Bloomington, IN: iUniverse LLC,
2013), 17.

James F. Dunnigan and Albert A. Nofi, Dirty Little Secrets of the Vietnam War
(New York: Thomas Dunne Books, 1999), 28.

Ngo Van, “Revolutionary witness: Vietnam’s history of struggle against impe-
rialism,” The International: Journal of the Workers International to Rebuild the
Fourth International, 17 (January 1996).

Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle, trans. Ken Knabb (London: Rebel Press,
1983), 27.

Gabriel Kolko, Vietnam: Anatomy of a Peace (New York: Routledge, 1997), 9.
George C. Herring, “Peoples quite apart:” Americans, South Vietnamese, and
the war in Vietnam,” Diplomatic History, 14:1 (January 1, 1990), 1.

See Gary R. Hess, “Historiography: The unending debate. Historians and the
Vietnam War,” Diplomatic History, 18:2 (Spring, 1994), 239-64.

Vi, Tuong, “Nation Building and War: The Republican Experience, 1955-75,
Symposium: Vietnam War Revisited, September 14, 2018, Washington, DC
National Archives Research Center.

See Marguerite Higgins, Our Vietnam Nightmare (New York: Harper &
Row, 1965), 166-7, 173; and Thompson to McGhie, November 27, 1961,
FO371/160119, DV1015/258, PRO; Saigon to Foreign Office, August 1, 1962,
FO371/166706, DV1015/166, PRO.

~ 22~



