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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Much of the scholarship on the colonial sphere remains focused on the ways that 

subalterns subverted colonial power and discourse, however little focus has centered on the way 

that colonized at times reified and perpetuated the ideas of the civilizing mission. In the case of 

Vietnam, over the course of approximately four decades Vietnamese intellectuals quickly swung 

from seeing the French as barbarians to a dynamic, modern power that should be learned from.  

In the process, modernization and development came to be synonymous with everything from 

the West while tradition was invented as the old teachings.  Importantly, while independence was 

achieved after much bloodshed and effort, the new Vietnamese state failed in reality to extricate 

itself from the grasp of European universalist ideas born out of the French Revolution.  From 

efforts to open “New Learning” schools to demands of equality to French citizens and access to 

basic rights, the Vietnamese vision of a New Vietnam slowly became constrained to the path of 

the international community of nation-states.  Ho Chi Minh would declare independence in the 

name of Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of happiness rather than the loss of the Mandate of 

Heaven.  As such, this paper traces the variety of factors that influenced the manifold nature of 

colonialism and how rather than existing in a post-colonial world, the ideas of the mission 

civilisatrice have been continued by the powers which rebelled against it.   



 

1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

On the Second of September of 1945, in the fading light of the Second World War, Ho 

Chi Minh addressed a crowd of some half-million urban and rural Vietnamese and minorities.1  It 

was the largest public speech gathering to date in Vietnam, an activity itself relatively unheard of 

forty years before.2  In a fairly short address, Ho proclaimed the independence of Vietnam from 

the French colonial regime, but also the layered imperial powers that imprinted themselves 

between 1940 and 1945.  The declaration marked the symbolic end to decades of uncertainty, 

oppression, famine, and death and the opening of another four decades of new versions of the 

same.  It represented the height of the August Revolution and the swelling possibilities of a new 

future for many of those who participated.3  Finally, it was a break and mystification from/of 

tradition and a definitive national shift of consciousness away from a Confucian state to the 

Nation-State. 

Historians have typically focused on Ho’s carefully crafted invocation of Liberal 

discourse through his direct quotation of the American Declaration of Independence and the 

French Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen, claiming the heritage of “universal human 

rights” for the people of Vietnam.  Additional focus centers on Ho’s concluding remark that 

                                                
1 David Marr disputes the official party number of one million and the Allied estimate of 600,000.  He figures, given 

the population of Hanoi stood at around 200,000 and perhaps 200,000 more came from the countryside, that a more 

reasonable estimate would be below 400,000.  Regardless, the numbers still warrant the place of largest gathering up 

to that point. David G. Marr, Vietnam 1945: The Quest for Power, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997). 

530. 
2 Vinh Sinh asserts that Phan Chau Trinh introduced the public speech alongside the curriculum of the Tonkin Free 

School in 1908 after learning about the practice from famed Japanese modernizer Fukuzawa Yukichi. Phan Chau 

Trinh. Phan Chu Trinh and His Political Writings, trans. Vinh Sinh, (Ithaca: Cornell Southeast Asia Program 

Publications, 2009). 9 
3 David Marr’s study on the months leading up to the Declaration of Independence arguably remains the best in 

terms of understanding the multiple layers of influence and chaotic nature present in Vietnam/Indochina towards the 

end of the Second World War.  Marr, Vietnam 1945. 
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placed hope that “the Allied nations, which at Tehran and San Francisco (had) acknowledged the 

principles of self-determination and equality of nations, (would) not refuse to acknowledge the 

independence of Vietnam.”4  Scholars and popular historians alike have debated Ho’s message in 

the post-war American literature as the first misstep of America’s Vietnam policy.5  However, 

this historiographical debate is largely unproductive.  It obscures the declaration’s historical 

context in order to drive an American-centric history (and memory) of Vietnam; instead looking 

in hindsight to find “where it all went wrong” for American policy makers.  It is the proverbial 

“tip of the iceberg” and below the surface lies an expansive network that helped produce this 

moment which has been silenced in this narrative. 

Importance should instead focus on the two primary audiences that Ho directed his 

message at, and to understand the declaration’s place in a lineage of efforts by other actors.  The 

first audience comprises those outside the physical borders of the New Vietnam across past, 

present, and future.  As alluded, the language of Ho’s declaration was, and still is, immediately 

recognizable to the West and one which implies a specific revolutionary lineage—a lineage of 

great pedigree in the modern era—that Vietnam thus aimed to be a part of.  The legacies of the 

French Revolution and the American Revolution often claim for themselves the heritage as 

defenders of freedom and democracy against tyranny.  Ho, and many other intellectuals as we 

shall see, implicitly used this mythological legacy to legitimize Vietnam’s own post-colonial 

identity incorporating a similar heritage of struggle against oppressors and foreign invaders.  A 

“same but different.”  

                                                
4 Ho Chi Minh. “Declaration of Independence of the Democratic Republic of Viet-Nam” in Ho Chi Minh on 

Revolution: Selected Writings, 1920-66. ed. Bernard B. Fall. (New York: The New American Library, 1967). 
5 While in the field of Vietnamese studies this is less prevalent, the debate seems to continue in the realm of Cold 

War studies and especially in popular history, most recently discussed in Ken Burns and Lynn Novic, The Vietnam 

War: A Film by Ken Burns and Lynn Novic. (2017; Public Broadcasting Service (PBS)), Film. 
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The second audience is, of course, the Vietnamese themselves.  Ho and the new 

Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV), in effect, promised to remedy the French denial of 

“inalienable rights” to the Vietnamese throughout the colonial era.6  The manifold audience, 

cheering under banners stating “Independence or Death,”7 seemingly embraced the message  

claiming to right the wrongs of the corrupt, mythical French mission civilisatrice with a tangible, 

equitable Vietnamese one.  Ho was not the first, nor the last, Vietnamese patriot who theorized 

about the transformation of Vietnam into a modern state structure.  It was one of many 

declarations and treatises discussing and exploring the direction Vietnam would or should take 

during the colonial period.  However, in the discourse leading and culminating in Ho Chi Minh’s 

September 2 address, intellectuals tellingly, from conservative collaborationists to radical 

communists, cast their message in the structure and language of Western states and the new 

‘International’ World Order.  As such, I am less interested in the path which lead the Vietnamese 

to Leninism over other radical or republican traditions, than I am with the fact that the 

Vietnamese chose to embrace Western modes of thought in order to define what “Vietnam” 

meant and the process which constrained the choices perceived to be available.8   

                                                
6 Ho.“Declaration of Independence” 
7 Marr, Vietnam 1945, 532. 
8 Excellent studies regarding a number of these internal conflicts and the rise of nationalism have been conducted by 

various scholars.  I borrow and rely heavily from the foundation that each of the following authors have laid and 

would not be able to present the following paper without their rigorous research and valuable insight. In 

Francophone studies, Pierre Brocheux and Daniel Hémery are generally considered among the founding scholars on 

a broad range of topics related to colonial Indochina. See: Pierre Brocheux and Daniel Hemery, Indochina: An 

Ambiguous Colonization, 1858-1954, trans. Ly Lan Dill-Klein, Eric Jennings, Nora Taylor, and Noemi Tousignant, 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009).  In the anglophone scholarship, William Duiker, and David Marr 

provided the introduction of Vietnamese studies in the 1970s and have since retained their place as foundational 

works.  Notably: William J. Duiker, The Rise of Nationalism in Vietnam, 1900-1941, (London: Cornell University 

Press Ltd, 1976); David Marr, Vietnamese Traditions on Trial 1920-1945, (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: 

University of California, 1981).  Marr’s portrayal of the 1920s and 30s Vietnamese has been roundly critiqued as too 

deterministic, with Hue Ho Ham Tai’s work Radicalism seen as capturing the more open-ended nature, and the work 

of Peter Zinoman which follows late 1930s alternatives to communism. See:  Hue-Tam Ho Tai, Radicalism and the 

Origins of the Vietnamese Revolution, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992); Peter Zinoman, Vietnamese 

Colonial Republican: The Political Vision of Vu Trong Phung, (Berkeley: University of California Press,2013). 
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Therefore, this thesis examines the inadvertent success of the mission civilisatrice in 

colonial Indochina through the catalyzing force of the French colonial apparatus from 1897 to 

Ho Chi Minh’s declaration in 1945.  Bookended by the collapse of the Can Vuong (Save the 

King) Movement and the Declaration of Vietnamese Independence, while being intersected by 

two world wars, this period witnessed the construction and expansion of the colonial leviathan 

and its subsequent “transformation into fiction” rather than becoming the “reality of tomorrow” 

by Vietnamese actors.9  However, interrogation of the language and physical expressions of 

Vietnamese modernity—as portrayed by Vietnamese intellectuals and rising urban class— also 

elucidates the transitional forces between 1897 and 1945 which shaped the way that freedom 

from colonial oppression was not always necessarily defined by the West, but grammatically 

structured by it.10  

Equally, these Vietnamese events intersect with more global ones, which played 

significant roles in the re-imagining of Vietnam and building the structure of integration.  In Asia 

across roughly the same period, Vietnam’s long standing “Big Brother,” China, fell from power 

with its shocking defeat at the hands of Imperial Japan in 1895 and a series of foreign 

concessions and unequal treaties during the Scramble for China which culminated in the Boxer 

Rebellion in 1900.  This coincided with the rise of Meiji Restoration/Renovation Japan to Great 

Power status, the expansion of its empire to Korea, Formosa and mainland China territories, as 

well as the stunning victory over Tsarist Russia in 1905.  Symbolically for the educated 

Vietnamese these events, coupled with Vietnam’s own loss of independence, signaled the power 

                                                
9 Bruno Latour and Michel Callon, “Unscrewing the big Leviathan: how actors macro-structure reality and how 

sociologists help them to do so,” in Advances in social theory and Methodology: Toward an integration of micro- 

and macro-sociologies ed. K. Knorr-Cetina and A. V. Cicourel (Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981). 277-303. 
10 I borrow lightly from Orit Bashkin’s concise description of intellectuals. “Intellectuals were the historians who 

wrote, rewrote and reinvented their nation’s past, the teachers who educated its youth, and the novelists who 

depicted their social, cultural and political milieu.”  See: Orit Bashkin, “Introduction,” in The Other Iraq: Pluralism 

and Culture in Hashemite Iraq, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008).  
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and legitimacy of Western Modernity and modernization while providing a means of interpreting 

their new global position. 

Likewise, Metropolitan France faced a series of challenges closer to home under the 

relatively new Troisieme Republique that provide contextual significance that is rarely 

considered in the historiography of colonial Vietnam. Subject to internal scandals, like the 

Dreyfus Affair, and ever persistent external threat through Great Power conflict and competition, 

France was far from stable at home, much less abroad.  The slow burn of the Belle Epoch 

towards the cataclysm of the First World War, in part, drove increased desire to transform the 

Empire into a meaningful economic bloc as crises mounted and imperial tensions ran higher than 

ever.11  Post-war turmoil, naturally, reached an even greater level of panic and re-imagining of 

national-self in the face of catastrophic losses in material and human life over the course of 

1914-18 and beyond.12  Direct contact with colonial troops generated a more humanistic face to 

the colonial question among normal French citizenry as politicians debated between the pursuit 

of a global or European visions of imperialism to revive France’s declining status as a Great 

Power.13  Communism, with the success of 1917 in Russia and partial successes in Germany, 

further increased anxieties among the more Right-affiliated, and often imperial minded, parties 

of the Republic.14  Above all, was the attempt to reconcile the universalist principles of the 

Revolution with the racialized oppression of colonialism.  There is a need to maintain integration 

                                                
11 See: Christopher Clark, The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in 1914, (New York: HarperCollins 

Publishers, 2014).  
12 See:  Stephen Broadberry, and Mark Harrison, “The Economics of World War I: A Comparative Quantitative 

Analysis,” (Presentation, Annual Meeting of the Economic History Association, Toronto, Canada, September 16-18, 

2005); Alexandre Lafon, “War Losses (France),” 1914-1918-online. International Encyclopedia of the First World 

War, (2014); Stéphane Le Bras, “Post-war Economies (France),” 1914-1918-online. International Encyclopedia of 

the First World War (2015). 
13  Joseph Bohling, “Colonial or Continental Power? The Debate over Economic Expansion in Interwar France, 

1925–1932,” Contemporary European History 26, no. 2 (May 2017): 217–41. 
14  Martin Thomas, “Albert Sarraut, French Colonial Development, and the Communist Threat, 1919-30,” The 

Journal of Modern History 77, (2005): 917–955.  
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of both the French and Vietnamese historiographies of the colonial era in order to remember 

each are but a part of a larger whole.  

On the surface, claiming September 1945’s Vietnamese Declaration of Independence as a 

triumph of the mission civilisatrice seemingly feeds the illogical, false, reactionary, or 

Eurocentric views.  Post-colonial scholars might argue that such assertions would reduce the 

Vietnamese to secondary actors, or modernity as an object forced upon and then parodied by 

these same Vietnamese individuals.  But this would be a mistake of misunderstanding and 

conflating the mission civilisatrice as an entirely European enterprise or a monolithic entity with 

a single axis of power. It would equally forget the real power of colonialism as a force of change, 

whether at the hands of the French programs or through indigenous Vietnamese movements.  As 

such, a more nuanced analysis would find the mission’s success as a product of both Vietnamese 

and French actors to “civilize,” incorporate, define, and modernize the larger ethnic Vietnamese 

and minority populations that began before independence. 

 The narrative may seem familiar because, I would argue, it is familiar across a variety of 

historical spaces and times.  The idea of the colonized simultaneously existing as colonizer is not 

a new phenomenon, nor one that has not been articulated, as scholars continue to break down the 

diametric exclusion of oppressor/oppressed. This process is especially evident in the recent 

historiography of the Late and Post Ottoman Empire15 and this duality’s end was conceptually 

                                                
15 Orit Bashkin examines similar “alternatives” to autocratic rule and a cultural pluralism of ideas explored by 

intellectuals in the formative years of Iraq.  See: Bashkin, The Other Iraq; Selim Deringil, in general, refutes the 

narrative of the Ottoman Empire as a colonized state but still sees it as a colonizer.  See: Selim Deringil, “‘They 

Live in a State of Nomadism and Savagery’: The Late Ottoman Empire and the Post-Colonial Debate,” Comparative 

Studies in Society and History 45, no. 2(2003): 311-42. For sectarianism and minoritization see:   Janet Klein, The 

Margins of Empire (Stanford University Press, 2012); Ussama Makdisi, The Culture of Sectarianism: Community, 

History, and Violence in Nineteenth-Century Ottoman Lebanon, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000); 

Stefan Winter, The History of the ‘Alawis, From Medieval Aleppo to the Turkish Republic (Princeton University 

Press, 2016). 
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formulated and dreamed about by authors such as Paulo Freire, Frantz Fanon, and others in the 

1960s and 70s.  I am sure in the scholarship across the “Global South,” one would be able to find 

similar arguments; however, I am less familiar with the entirety of this historiography outside of 

the formative post-colonial scholarship. This lens, though, has remained relatively untapped in 

the examination of Colonial Vietnam, nor utilized specifically to examine the hegemony of 

Western discourse in this more global context.  The similarities of colonial Vietnamese 

intellectuals to Iraqi, Brazilian, and any number of other “national” intellectual groups further 

suggests the way that international discourse became unified through the interjection of Western 

Imperialism and its civilizing/humanizing mission, as its rejection required understanding that 

blurred the relationship of colonized/colonizer.  Utilizing this broader understanding allows for a 

more complete picture of the colonial struggle and the ways in which colonial power was echoed 

and perpetuated. 

This then, is a different type of story about Colonial Vietnam.  It is not one of national 

liberation from the bondage of colonialism marked by independence, but rather one that explores 

the domination of the Enlightenment's heritage on the international stage. In so doing, I seek to 

examine what post-coloniality means and whether colonial peoples are truly past colonialism or 

still firmly gripped by it.  By examining the construction of the French colonial apparatus and its 

transition and transformation into a new Vietnamese state, I aim to build upon Dipesh 

Chakrabarty’s refutation of “first in Europe and then elsewhere.”16  I contend that, for colonial 

Vietnamese intellectuals interpreting the international system they had been forcibly 

incorporated into, this narrative claimed a certain level of validity and thus must be understood 

within this context.  As Chakrabarty states, “one simply cannot think of political modernity 

                                                
16 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference, (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2000). 
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without these and other related concepts that found a climactic form in the course of the 

European Enlightenment and the nineteenth century.”17   

As such, I do not seek to refute Eurocentric Liberalism and modernity as others have in 

an attempt to find indigenous versions of the same, but instead to understand the way in which 

European Liberalism has become hegemonic in the Global relationships of nation-states.  

Rejecting the “first in Europe and then elsewhere” discourse that has been perpetuated in 

knowledge production and Orientalist lenses essentially forces one to deny the real structural 

power of this narrative.  As Ella Shohat states, “the hegemonic structures and conceptual 

frameworks generated over the last five hundred years” did not simply vanish with the term 

“post-colonial.”18  The Vietnamese lived, and continue to live,19 through a Eurocentric structure 

that “undermined other histories and forms of identification” to incorporate the Vietnamese into 

the categorizations of “Western European intellectual traditions.”20  

Asli Igsiz articulates this structure, in the context of the post-First World War world, as 

both Liberal Humanism and historicist humanism which represents a “means of taxonomizing 

human identity through a ‘scientific’ and linear process” and via this structure “translates this 

                                                
17 In the quoted line, “these” refers to “concepts such as citizenship, the state, civil society, public sphere, human 

rights, equality before the law, the individual, distinctions between public and private, the idea of the subject, 

democracy, popular sovereignty, social justice, scientific rationality, and so on all bear the burden of European 

thought and history.” ibid. 4. 
18 Ella Shohat, “Notes on the ‘Post-Colonial,’” Social Text, no. 31/32, Third World and Post-Colonial Issues (1992): 

105. 
19 Ella Shohat’s article “Notes on the ‘Post-Colonial’” still posits many of the issues and the ambiguity of the term 

“post-colonial,” and the temporal-related baggage implied by the “post” moniker which has obscured the study of 

previously colonized peoples. hohat argues that post-colonial scholarhip’s ambiguity and essentializing, by 

“downplaying the multiplicities of location and temporality,” has risked “reproducing the colonial discourse” of 

those people who still reside under colonial rule—are they “pre-post-colonial” as she quips?  Usage of the term post-

colonial could refer to the United States as equally as Algeria, resulting in numerous logical issues.  Shohat suggests 

instead that conceptually the post-colonial has failed to realize it still exists within colonial discourse, but rather 

reified again.  See: ibid. 
20 Asli Igsiz, Humanism in Ruins: Entangled Legacies of the Greek-Turkish Population Exchange, (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2018)15.  
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taxonomy into policies of spatial (re)distribution and (im)mobility.”21  Or more simply as Anibal 

Quijano states, through racialization “the conquered and dominated peoples were situated in a 

natural position of inferiority and, as a result, their phenotypic traits as well as their cultural 

features were considered inferior.” This “coloniality of power” utilized race as “the fundamental 

criterion for the distribution of the world population into ranks, places, and roles in the new 

society’s structure of power.”22  French intellectuals, scholars, and government officials 

generated and dictated, through law, government reports, and other “empirically” derived 

published material, a new history of the Vietnamese people which was reified through successive 

Vietnamese generations who became increasingly alienated from their varied cultural heritages.  

As such, building the Vietnamese identity as an Other required French definitions but 

Vietnamese acceptances.  It is important to remember that it was not only the French who cast 

the Vietnamese as a lower civilization, but, paradoxically, the Vietnamese patriots fighting for 

their country as well.23   

Within this framework then, it is indicative that in the early 1900s scholar-patriots like 

Luong Van Can, founding member of the Tonkin Free School, cast the West as dynamic and 

Vietnam as static,24 that Phan Chau Trinh, another modernizing patriot, consistently looked to 

the French to materialize the message of the mission civilisatrice,25 or that both Japanese and 

Chinese modernizers, who also patterned themselves after Western thinkers, continually guided 

Phan Boi Chau’s methods of independence.26  Later Vietnamese intellectuals in the post-war 

                                                
21 ibid. 14. 
22 Anibal Quijano, “Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism, and Latin America,” Nepantla: Views from South 1, no. 3 

(2000): 535. 
23 Phan Boi Chau, Overturned Chariot: The Autobiography of Phan Boi Chau, trans. Vinh Sinh, (Honolulu: 

University of Hawai’i Press 1999), 58 
24 A New Method to Study Civilization. in Colonialism Experienced: Vietnamese Writings on Colonialism, 1900-

1931. ed. Truong Buu Lam. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000). 143-6. 
25 Phan Chau Trinh. A New Vietnam Following the Frano-Vietnamese Alliance. quoted in Phan. Phan Chau Trinh.  
26 Phan Boi Chau, Overturned Chariot, 128-7, 133, 140. 
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period cast these issues in even more explicit Western discourse—in petitions, letters, political 

involvement, and protest—as part of the contradictory effort to free Vietnam from French control 

and place it as an independent state in the international system of the League of Nations 

controlled by the West and the system of later International Socialism.  Careful interrogation of 

the language used by Vietnamese intellectuals informs the way that the structures of the French 

colonial state and mission civilisatrice facilitated this discourse through its effective sealing off 

into “black boxes” “modes of thoughts, habits, forces and objects” thereby limiting the 

imagination of Vietnamese actors to make choices.27   

These choices, as Paulo Freire suggests, rested wholly with the Vietnamese—choices of 

remaining authentic to themselves or “being divided” and between being actors or spectators.28   

This idea of choice retains the individual agency of the Vietnamese actors to decide their destiny 

without denying the power structures which dominated, influenced, or informed how the 

Vietnamese perceived the options available to them.  Ultimately, these choices, while confined 

and limited by French structures, remained the Vietnamese alone to make, whether to give into 

French definitions of themselves or one they created through internal debate.  The success of the 

mission civilisatrice finds expression, then, in its ability to change sectors of Vietnamese society 

into “that which no longer needs to be reconsidered, those things whose contents have become a 

matter of indifference” thereby narrowing the choices available to Vietnamese imagination to 

those desired by the West.29 

                                                
27 Latour, et al. 285. 
28 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 30th Anniversary ed., trans. Myra Bergman Ramos (New York, 

Continuum International Publishing Group, 2005). 48. 
29 Latour, et al. 285. 
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Two parts must be understood and examined in order to comprehend the dominating role 

of Western modes of thought.  The first lies with the French colonial regime, not because 

Western modernity came first, but because the French represent the first primary actor of change, 

as they had the force to do so.30  Despite their role as primary actor, the French colonial structure 

has largely been cast as imagined, “phantasmatic” or mythical by scholars, especially in regards 

to how a fictive, Orientalized view of Vietnam was fabricated and used to bolster a French sense 

of self-superiority.31  Yet, what may have existed only discursively in the minds of French 

citizens, took real, identifiable structure in the territories that it was used to oppress.  Peasants 

were taken away to rubber plantations, Vietnamese men served―and died―in the French 

military, new and heavier taxes were introduced, education and the very means of 

communication were debated and regulated, and dissidents were tried and executed.32  New 

means of communication and transportation shortened space and time, facilitating increased 

legibility of French power and allowed for greater control of not only the colonies, but the 

metropole as well.  This imagined and real structure dominated Vietnamese thought and slowly 

                                                
30 I utilize Bruce Lincoln’s multilayered discussion of force, primarily force “used by ruling elites to effect 

significant social change, for instance, when they direct the violence at their disposal beyond the borders of their 

own society in campaigns of expansive conquest through which ever-larger social aggregates with more varied and 

complex patterns of organization can be constructed.” Bruce Lincoln, Discourse and the Construction of Society: 

Comparative Studies of Myth, Ritual, and Classification, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 3-5. 
31 Many authors have made similar points. See: Nicola Cooper, France in Indochina: French Colonial Encounters, 

(Oxford: Berg Publishing, 2001). Panivong Norindr, Phantasmatic Indochina: French Colonial Ideology in 

Architecture, Film and Literature, (Durham: Duke University Press, 1996); Scott McConnell, Leftward Journey: 

The Education of Vietnamese Students in France 1919-1939, (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1989); 

Natalia Starostina, “Engineering the Empire of Images: Constructing Railways in Asia before the Great War,” 

Southeast Review of Asian Studies 39, (2009): 184-5.  
32 For peasants and taxes see: Ngo Vinh Long, Before the Revolution: The Vietnamese Peasants Under the French, 

(Cambridge, MA; The MIT Press, 1973); For involvement in the Great War see: Richard Fogarty, Race and War in 

France: Colonial Subjects in the French Army, 1914-1918, (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2013); 

Kimloan Hill, “Strangers in a Foreign Land Vietnamese Soldiers and Workers in France during World War I,” in 

Viet Nam: Borderless Histories, ed. Anthony Reid and Nhung Tuyet Tran. 256-89. (Madison: University of 

Wisconsin Press, 2005); For education see: Gail P. Kelly, “Conflict in the Classroom: a case study from Vietnam, 

1918‐38,” British Journal of Sociology of Education 8, no. 2 (1987): 191-212 and “Schooling and National 

Integration: the case of interwar Vietnam,” Comparative Education 18, no. 2 (1982): 175-195. 
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shifted Vietnamese away from traditional sources of power and learning in the face of perpetual 

failure to achieve independence. 

The second frame revolves around the perpetuation of these structures through 

Vietnamese hands.  As Patricia Pelley demonstrated in her work, many of these same systems of 

oppression or exploitation continued into the post-colonial period.  DRV policies of forced 

resettling and exchange of the mountain minorities to the lowlands,33 literacy campaigns to 

uniformly assimilate the population,34 hardening of territorial borders, invention of tradition, 

collectivization of agriculture and increased multilateral state interaction drove Vietnam towards 

the nation-state structure.35  Or later, more explicitly “as the White Tai Vice- Chairman of the 

Committee for Nationalities, Cam Ngoan, and his Vietnamese deputy, Hoang Lam, (recounted) 

in Hanoi in January 1986: ‘People of a lower civilization (Minorities in the Central Highlands) 

follow those of a higher civilization.’”36  Such state building means suggest that discourse was 

not inverted but the actors were as the Western informed worldview diffused across intellectuals 

and the mass population.  These, of course, are the more obvious representations of state-

building along the nation-state model in the post-independence period.  However, in the period 

discussed in this work, similar programs were launched in 1905-8 with the Dong Du (Go East) 

Movement and the Tonkin Free School, which both aimed at educating lay Vietnamese on the 

                                                
33 See; Dang Nguyen Anh, “Forced Migration in Vietnam: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives,” Asian and 

Pacific Migration Journal 15, no. 1 (2006): 159-173;  Grant Evans, “Internal Colonialism in the Central Highlands 

of Vietnam,” SOJOURN: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia 33, no. 5 (2018): 30–60; Patricia M. Pelley, 

Postcolonial Vietnam: New Histories of the National Past, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002). 
34 Mark Bradley, “Becoming Van Minh: Civilizational Discourse and Visions of the Self in Twentieth-Century 

Vietnam,” Journal of World History 15, no. 1 (2004): 65-83. 
35 See: Marr. Vietnam 1945; Pelley Postcolonial Vietnam. 
36 Evans, “Internal Colonialism,” 48.  
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ideas of Social Darwinism, modernization, and the need to discard the “the dirty and colorless 

blood” of the Mandarinate.37  

Similar to the process that Eugene Weber provided in his controversial Peasants into 

Frenchmen, Vietnamese intellectuals and urbanites attempted to incorporate and redefine their 

fellow Vietnamese through a new shared tradition and in so doing defined the Vietnamese 

nation-state.38  This internal colonization of Vietnam paradoxically existed alongside, and often 

merged with or was subsumed by, the external colonization expressed by the French which has 

silenced this conceptualization of colonial Vietnam.  Despite being modified to suit individual 

tastes and goals, both systems of colonization picked from the same menu of thought.  By 

speaking through a commonly understood grammatical structure, one constructed through the 

Enlightenment and its heritage, Vietnamese intellectuals began crafting an identity that was both 

legible to the West and distinctly “Vietnamese” that would prove fundamental to the 

independence struggle.   

Notionally and physically then, the mission civilisatrice did not end with the collapse of 

the French imperial state but continued with the Vietnamese nation-state as “almost the same, 

but not quite.”39  The not quite, as Homi Bhabha eludes, represents the Otherness of the subaltern 

or rather their specific invented traditions, language, culture, etcetera which separates various 

                                                
37 Phan Chau Trinh, “Letter to Governor-General Paul Beau,” in Colonialism Experienced: Vietnamese Writings on 

Colonialism, 1900-1931, ed. Truong Buu Lam, (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000), 139. 
38 Despite the wide historiographical debate regarding the timing and advent of the “modern” French period and the 

incorporation of the provinces into the center, individuals such as Boswell, have rightly pointed out the framework 

presented by Weber remains an interesting lens to understand internal colonization of the nation-state period.  The 

concept of internal colonization and forced uniformity as part of the modern state structure and the death of regional 

habits, still strikes itself as a viable historical event.  Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of 

Rural France 1970-1914, (Stanford: Stanford University 1976); Laird Boswell, “Rethinking the Nation at the 

Periphery,” French Politics, Culture & Society 27, no. 2 (2009): 111-126. 
39 Homi Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse,” October 28, Discipleship: A 

Special Issue on Psychoanalysis (1984): 125-133. 
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‘national’ identities.  “The Same,” however, is perhaps more interesting.  Whether the 

Vietnamese decided to be French citizens, part of an Indochinese collective,40 or Vietnamese, the 

identity shared the grammatical structure of invented tradition and cultural commonality that 

occurred relatively simultaneously across imperial settings.41  Believing their ancestors to be the 

Gaul or the Kinh served the same purpose of legitimizing the modern nation-state.42 Vietnamese 

identity coalesced as a defined and bounded Other, producing a commonality of 

“Vietnameseness” and silencing other internal and external definitions, while simultaneously 

integrating this new identity into the Liberal global order ushered in by the post-First World War 

agreements.43   What slippage then can we perceive in this transitional period as colonial power 

served as a foil for Vietnamese to cast themselves as “different” but paradoxically utilized the 

structures that shifted their worldview in order to define this Otherness? 

 Understanding that the period of the 1900-45 represents both a cleavage of actors and 

also a continuation of colonial policy at the discursive level allows for a more developed 

understanding of how colonialism shaped and continues to shape the way individuals interpreted 

the world around them.  The Vietnamese may have gained independence but paradoxically 

submitted themselves to the Western worldview.  The process of “civilizing” or normalizing 

identity at the elite or intellectual level provided means to transform the Vietnamese from one 

                                                
40 Christopher E. Goscha, Going Indochinese: Contesting Concepts of Space and Place in French Indochina, 

(Copenhagen: Nordic Institute of Asian Studies, 2012).  
41 See: Makdisi, The Culture of Sectarianism; Conrad Toteman, Pre-Industrial Korea and Japan in Environmental 

Perspective, (Leiden: Brill, 2004); White, Emergence of Minorities. 
42 Often (in)famously quoted in historical works was the forced recitation of “Nos Ancêtres Les Gaulois” before 

class lecture by colonial subjects throughout the empire. See: Marie-Paule Ha “From ‘Nos Ancetres, les Gaulois’ to 

‘Leur Culture Ancestrale:’ Symbolic Violence and the Politics of Colonial Schooling in Indochina” French Colonial 

History 3, (2003): 101-117; Milkie Vu.  “Examining the Social Impacts of French Education Reforms in Tonkin, 

Indochina (1906-1938).” Inquiries Journal/Student Pulse 4, no. 4 (2012). 

http://www.inquiriesjournal.com/a?id=634. 
43 See: Margaret MacMillan, Paris 1919: Six Months that Changed the World, (New York: Random House, 2002); 

Igsiz, Humanism in Ruins; White, Emergence of Minorities. 
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form of modernity to a “new” Western modernity.  Through this understanding, the claim that 

the French, despite generating an undesirable outcome for their imperial project, succeeded in 

providing the necessary pressure to drive the Vietnamese towards the system of nation-states, 

which by 1920 “became the only internationally legitimate state form,” takes an undeniable 

shape.44  

 

Sources 

 

 There are several limitations with the source base this paper engages with that I would 

like to address.  Given my lack of Vietnamese language skill at this time, most of these sources 

have not yet been consulted.  Also access to documents in Vietnam at the National Archives II, 

unfortunately, did not materialize due to unforeseen circumstances.  However, this does not 

mean that Vietnamese voices are completely silenced.  Many of the pivotal political tracts, 

pamphlets, newspapers, literature, and even peasant relations and accounts have been translated 

or were originally published in French and other languages alongside Vietnamese.  This, in part, 

stems from the chaotic nature of language systems in Vietnam during the covered period with 

many works published in French, the romanized script quoc ngu, and the Chinese based, demotic 

script, chu nom, as it was unclear which system the audience would be most familiar with.  

Therefore, when possible, the original French publications have been used and I have relied on 

relatively well received translations for difficult or almost impossible to find Vietnamese 

language sources in the West.  This latter category includes Vinh Sinh’s translations of Phan Boi 

                                                
44 While Anderson uses the term International, I would contend that conceptually it was simply a new coat of paint 

on an old fence of Western hegemony. Benedict Anderson, “Nationalism,” in Joel Krieger (ed.), The Oxford 

Companion to Politics of the World, 2nd edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). quoted in Benjamin White, 

The Emergence of Minorities in the Middle East: The Politics of Community in French Mandate Syria, (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2011). 37. 
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Chau’s autobiography,45 and collection of essays by Phan Chau Trinh, Truong Buu Lam’s 

collected works in Colonialism Experienced, Ngo Vinh Long’s limited collection of peasant 

literature, and to some degree Maurice Durand and Nguyen Tran Huan’s An Introduction to 

Vietnamese Literature.  

Translations, of course, contain their own epistemological issues which are relevant to 

this study given my focus on discourse.  Specific word choice and the relationship of 

sign/signified are often hazy at best.  There is no way to definitively state that the terms chosen 

by current translators equated to the intended meaning of the original nor that the term, even 

within the same language, did not have a different context from today.  Likewise, the jumble of 

French and Vietnamese writings systems, not to mention Chinese and Japanese—something 

Phan Boi Chau managed to use his knowledge of Chinese characters to navigate this issue 

contemporaneously46—generates another layer of potential misunderstanding.  Even if we are to 

take the words at their face value, interpreting what implications come with that linguistic choice 

and in what way were they received by the average French or Vietnamese individual remains 

speculative.  How can I definitively state that Vietnamese interpreted “popular rights” in the 

same way that their French counterpart would?  Part of my argument hopes to answer that 

question by exploring the ways Vietnamese began to “think” in French but speak in 

Vietnamese.47 Another part would suggest that the ability to translate these terms across different 

                                                
45 In particular, Vinh Sinh goes to great lengths to comment on his translation process of the autobiography and his 

combination of the various versions that were dictated, printed, or otherwise modified. Phan Boi Chau. Overturned 

Chariot 33-5 
46 Phan Boi Chau, Overturned Chariot, 89-91, 99. 
47 I borrow the language of an Armenian school teacher, interviewed by Nicola Migliorino, who stated that “the old 

generation used to think in Armenian; The new generations think in Arabic and write in Armenian.” Nicola 

Migliorino, “‘Kulna Suriyyin’? The Armenian community and the State in contemporary Syria,” Revue des mondes 

musulmans et de la Méditerranée [En ligne], (2006): 115-6, http://journals.openedition.org/remmm/3020. 
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languages feeds into their hegemonic role in defining our world view—implying, again, the 

successful incorporation of the Vietnamese into the “civilizing” or “humanizing” system 

gradually created by the European imperial powers.48  

Additionally, as my framework deals with a specific level of discourse and structure I am 

inherently privileging intellectual voices, both French and Vietnamese, which would come to 

define both the anti-Imperial narrative and the post-colonial state formation.  My aim is to 

understand the process that guided the Vietnamese from the position of colonized to colonizer at 

the international and national spheres.  Which direction this transition should take, of course, was 

hotly debated among not only the Vietnamese but the French as well,49 and later continued to be 

physically debated with AK-47s, MAS 36s, and M-16s.  As alluded previously, I am less 

concerned with the specific debates between constitutionalists, communists and every shade in 

between and instead focused more-so on the ideological transformation of the Vietnamese as a 

whole, or at least among those where power would ultimately reside.  At this level it is possible 

to discern the ways in which the mission civilisatrice was perpetuated by the Vietnamese 

intellectual and bourgeois society rather than overthrowing the chains of oppression. 

This is not to say that voices from the bottom, or that alternatives to secular modernity 

did not exist as exemplified by Hue-Tam Ho Tai’s seminal work on the Hoa-Hoa sect, and other 

studies on peasant movements like Caodaism.50  These voices and other voices from below need 

to be considered in the way that they were silenced by the narrative of civilizing and 

                                                
48 I again borrow the lineage and language of Igsiz. Igsiz. Humanism in Ruins.  
49  On French internal divisions see: Joseph Bohling. “Colonial or Continental Power?”; Martin Thomas. “Albert 

Sarraut, French Colonial Development” and “European Crisis, Colonial Crisis? Signs of Fracture in the French 

Empire from Munich to the Outbreak of War.” The International History Review 32, No. 3 (2010): 389–413.  On 

Vietnamese divisions see: Tai, Radicalism.  
50 See: Hue-Tam Ho Tai, Millenarianism and Peasant Politics in Vietnam, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1983). 
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incorporation.  However, given the source base available to me at this time, I am unable to 

explore these avenues of thought except in a potentially essentializing role as people acted upon, 

and rarely actors.  This of course risks perpetuating the silences of the colonial mission. 

Nevertheless, I do not pretend that the intellectual elites represent the greater Vietnamese society 

like the writers in L’Echo Annamite claimed in their introduction to “The Wish List of the 

Vietnamese People.”51  As such, for now this limited view must be accepted, and hopefully 

expanded later through further research and access to both oral sources and archival documents.  

 

A Note about Terminology 

 

 Defining a monolithic French or Vietnamese identity, especially before 1900, let alone 

before the colonial period, represents an historical impossibility.  Much of the recent scholarship 

on Vietnam focuses on refuting the continuous narrative generated in both the post-colonial 

narrative of the Communist Party of Vietnam and in the colonial imagination.52  Given that 

Vietnam currently has some 54 recognized minorities living under the umbrella of the new state, 

some level of ethnic essentializing is inevitable.53  Similarly, despite the Vietnamese, or Kinh, 

accounting for approximately 86% of the numerical population, divides between the growing 

urban class and rural society widened, especially through the uneven application of French 

                                                
51 “The Wish List of the Vietnamese People,” L’Echo Annamite, Nov. 28, 30 and Dec 1, 2, 3, 4, 1925, in 

Colonialism Experienced: Vietnamese Writings on Colonialism, 1900-1931, ed. Truong Buu Lam, (Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press, 2000), 209. 
52 Much of the recent scholarship on Vietnam has utilized longue durée narratives to unpack and refute the 

Vietnamese Communist Party vision of a single, unified history since time immemorial.  Instead authors like 

Kiernan, Pelley, and Taylor depict more manifold histories of Vietnam that have competed, been reimagined, and 

silenced by subsequent governments. This aims at posing the Communist Party narrative for what it is, a national 

history, much like many national histories of other people. See: Ben Kiernan, Viet Nam: A History from Earliest 

Times to the Present, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017); Pelley Postcolonial Vietnam; Keith W. Taylor, A 

History of the Vietnamese, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2013).  
53 Katsushi S. Imai, Raghav Gaiha and Woojin Kang, “Poverty, inequality and ethnic minorities in Vietnam,” 

International Review of Applied Economics 25, no. 3 (2011): 249. 
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colonial power and infrastructure programs.54 Additionally, there is the complication that the 

usage of the term “Vietnam” or “Vietnamese” was often questionable in early writings, Ben 

Kiernan states that the modern naming formation of “Viet Nam” dates sporadically, with its most 

recent usage appearing briefly around 1804.55  Nomenclature under the colonial regime took 

even newer names and artificially separated space.  New identities ranged from 

Annamite/Annamese (in reference to Annam), Cochinchinese, Tonkinese, Indochinese, and 

occasionally French, with even Ho Chi Minh standing accused of conflating the terms Annamese 

with Indochinese at one point.56 As such, national identity remained fluid throughout the colonial 

period and into the post-colonial.  

Ultimately, as Christopher Goscha demonstrated in his work Going Indochinese, 

becoming “Vietnamese” was far from certain and often hotly debated in the print culture and 

public sphere of the 1920s and 30s.57  Vietnamese history, like many “national” histories, 

represents the domination of one particular brand over all of the others.58   The language and 

terms chosen impart a certain symbolic marker of power in discourse.  Chapter 1 will further 

discuss the specific symbolic and taxonomizing nature of this terminology in the context of the 

French “rationalization” of the Indochina colony pursued under Governor-General Paul Doumer.  

The subsequent chapters will discuss the power of this language through the Vietnamese 

intellectual community. However, this constant movement between terms can make for 

confusing writing when I refer to the Vietnamese people or Vietnam in general.  At the risk of 

being ahistorical, I have elected to use the term Vietnam/Vietnamese in reference to the majority 

                                                
54 See: ibid.; Vu. “Examining the Social Impact.” 
55 Kiernan, Viet Nam, 3-4, 15. 
56  Goscha, Going Indochinese, 4. 
57 See: ibid. 
58 Mark R. Beissinger, Nationalist Mobilization and the Collapse of the Soviet State, (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2002), 21. 
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Kinh ethnic population when applicable in order to limit such confusions.  Where the distinction 

of terminology is necessary to understand a shift or provides valuable insight, I maintain the 

original word choice.   

Additionally, I do not pretend to claim that pre-colonial Vietnamese did not possess 

modern state structures, nor that they were working towards “developing” or civilizing the land 

that now comprises Vietnam. The alternatives to Western Liberal modernity existed through the 

Confucian system and any other possibilities of Vietnamese imagination.  One only need to look 

as far as the Kingdom of Siam, modern day Thailand, to see these mechanisms of possibility.59  

Defining Modernity itself―whether the upper-case or lower-case varieties―remains slippery in 

historical thinking, especially in the East Asia context.60 Further, modernity remains a non-static 

idea which had specific meaning to Vietnamese anti-colonialists and potentially different 

meaning to the scholars who later studied them.  However, in the framework of this study, as I 

hopefully have made clear, I aim to discuss modernity as a process of the universalizing 

“Western” or Enlightenment discourse, temporal standardization, commonality of national 

definitions, and new conceptualization of self.  Modernity became the invention of tradition, of 

“backwardness,” and the later revival of tradition as paradoxically modern in the eyes of the 

student movements in the 1920s and 30s.  As such, modernity remains equally fluid in this study 

but will be clearly delineated through how Vietnamese and French utilized this term.  Through 

this discourse, the rise of Western hegemony, in shaping the way subaltern and colonized 

intellectuals perceived the struggle towards the post-colonial world, becomes observable. 

                                                
59 See: Charles F. Keyes, Thailand: Buddhist Kingdom as Modern Nation-State, (Boulder: Westview Press, 1987). 
60 See: Mark Elvin, “A Working Definition of ‘Modernity’?,” Past & Present, no. 113 (1986): 209-213; Susan 

Stanford Friedman, “Definitional Excursions: The Meanings of Modern/Modernity/Modernism,” 

Modernism/modernity 8, no. 3 (2001): 493-513. 
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Finally, the mission civilisatrice itself should not be understood as a static idea but one 

that continued to evolve over the course of the colonial and post-colonial periods.   Debate on the 

confusing meanings of how the civilizing mission was to be interpreted and applied gained steam 

as Western scholars attempted to understand the break-up of the imperial powers shortly after the 

Second World War.61   Scholars have, however, agreed on the beginning, typically dated to Jules 

Ferry’s 28 July 1885 address to the French Parliament, where the French Colonial Party re-cast 

the imperial project along the concept of a civilizing mission.  In his address, Ferry claimed that 

France’s position as the guardian of republican virtue meant that the French had a specific duty 

to the other races of the world.62  This translation of the “white man’s burden” and what justified 

French colonialism against older Spanish or Portuguese colonialism, drove the imperial project 

until the Great War.  

The Interwar period witnessed another evolution as a wounded metropole from the 

stresses of war was forced to reconsider how to pay for its expensive empire.  This opened 

debate on La plus grande France and the idea that the colonies should be integrated into the 

greater whole of one hundred million Frenchmen.63 Alongside, came opposing views of 

association, where the “native” populations would be trained to handle all but the most senior 

positions of power in a bid for the colonies to become more self-sufficient.  This debate 

intersected with the previously mentioned post-war crisis in Europe and often overshadowed by 

these pressing matters closer to home.  However, the mentality of superiority—of la mère patrie 

                                                
61 Martin Deming Lewis, “One Hundred Million Frenchmen: The ‘Assimilation’ Theory in French Colonial Policy,” 

Comparative Studies in Society and History 4, no. 2 (1962): 129-153. 
62 Jules Ferry, “Les fondements de la politique coloniale” (28 juillet 1885). http://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/ 

decouvrir-l-assemblee/histoire/grands-moments-d-eloquence/jules-ferry-28-juillet-1885. 
63 Léon Archimbaud, La plus grand France, (Paris: Hachette, 1928); Albert Sarraut. La mise en valeur des colonies 

français: avec onze cartes en noir et en couleurs. (Paris: Payot & cie, 1923); Camille Gorju. Le bloc francolonial. 

(Paris: M. Girard and E. Briere, 1917). 
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France knows best for its children—never left the discourse of the mission civilisatrice.  The 

mission changed its outward dressing as international climate forced alteration of its image, but 

whether under the title of teacher in the colonies or protector of minorities under the mandate, 

the process of “waiting” for the oppressed maintained.64   

 

Chapter Outlines 

 

Chapter one examines the pre-colonial and early French Colonial efforts in tandem to 

provide context to the mechanisms of change that occurred during French occupation. Part of the 

chapter outlines the colonial and imperial missions that operated in and around Vietnam at the 

hands of Chinese, Vietnamese, and many others in the centuries before French 

intervention.  Examining these expeditions in tandem with early French colonialism before the 

Great War elucidates both the differences and commonalities of the projects, while also situating 

Vietnam’s place within a broader historical sphere.  The other focus of the chapter is on the 

discourse of the mission civilisatrice and how it was utilized in practice.  Finally, I dissect the 

differences in Confucian discourse that had dominated Vietnamese intellectual circles to provide 

a basis to understand the fundamental shift in Vietnamese frames of reference as a result of the 

power of colonialism. 

The second chapter explores how Confucian educated Vietnamese, confronted with the 

loss of their nation, began to fetishize Western thinking to reinterpret Vietnam’s relation to the 

world.  Many of these individuals, enthralled by not only the material power but analytic power 

of the West, began to pursue “modernizing” programs that aimed to Westernize Vietnam.  In 

essence, these scholars attempted to self-civilize Vietnam in an effort to prepare the people for 

                                                
64 Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 8. 
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future independence, or interdependence.  It was a time of bridging between the old methods of 

learning and new, of blending Spencer with Confucius.   

The third chapter discusses the metropolitan crises of the post-war period and the 

reconceptualization of France’s relationship to the world as both a European hegemon and an 

even more expansive empire.  Additionally, I interrogate the way the experiences of the Great 

War and the promises made and reaffirmed at the Paris Conferences altered the perceptions of 

empire.  Specifically, the alteration of colonial policy away from forceful assimilation to one of 

association, mise en valeur, and limited promotion of rights to indigenes. Headed by individuals 

like Albert Sarraut, France experimented with a variety of solutions to tie the colonies closer to 

the metropole through education, or mise en valeur of the individual. This chapter also examines 

the failure to realize these grandiose dreams and the uneven nature of the programs that 

ultimately failed to resolve the issues of colonial exploitation while providing sufficient 

indigenes protections for the rising bourgeois colonial class. 

Finally, I present the parallel development of the Gallicized Vietnamese youth who felt 

France had failed in its civilizing mission.  In the face of an emerging New World Order ushered 

in by national self-determination, Vietnamese youth pursued change through this new 

international platform via the League of Nations and the rise of the Third Internationale.  Unlike 

the pre-war discourse, which largely existed between colonized/colonizer—with the notable 

exceptions of Japan and China—the post-war discourse took an international identity, much like 

their non-colonial counterparts. Through official channels and protests in the League of Nations, 

Vietnamese intelligentsia sought to redefine their oppression in terms that would be legible and 

“legitimate” to the Liberal West.  But in their political writings, we find not a return to a real or 

imagined Vietnamese past, but a Vietnam that would progress forward to international equality.  
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Paradoxically, these intellectuals’ grievances were not predicated on specific hatreds of the 

French or a rejection of Western learning, but the fact that France had not civilized Vietnam 

more, that the colonial administration had not realized the messages of the mission civilisatrice 

and the legacies of 1789.   
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CHAPTER 1 

THE DECONSTRUCTION OF SOCIETY 

 

It is certainly difficult to locate all the minute lasting imprints of colonialism in the 

former French empire’s territory.  Some find expression in odd places.  Items as seemingly 

mundane as alcohol or coffee symbolize the legacies of colonial rule’s ability to alter taste, habit, 

and thought among the colonized.  French cognac, especially Hennessy, remains extremely 

popular in Vietnamese communities: no party or gathering is complete without a bottle, liquor 

cabinets missing the caramel colored alcohol lack prestige, and its popularity as a highly 

regarded gift continues—I personally received a bottle of rare Hennessy White recently.  While 

most individuals my age and younger (20-25 years) doubtfully consider the colonial implications 

of the alcohol, its initial popularity can trace its roots to the vogue qualities of all things French 

among the rising bourgeois and petit-bourgeois Vietnamese of the 1920s and 1930s.65  

 Likewise, the introduction of coffee to Vietnam changed palettes of both poor and rich 

alike.  Both coffee and milk, specifically the less perishable sweetened condensed milk, had been 

introduce to Vietnam early in the colonial era with the rise of metropolitan business ventures and 

plantations.  Most popular was a combination of the two, now known as Vietnamese Coffee (cà 

phê đá which translates literally to iced coffee)—a creamy, iced coffee made from French dark 

roast dripped slowly over condensed milk, mirroring the parts of caf�́� au lait.  The slow drip 

brewing of the coffee meant it was more of a leisure drink that the more affluent would partake 

in while discussing the latest news, gossip, or theorizing about the nature of man.66  Cheaper and 

                                                
65 Carl Samson, “Why Vietnamese People Love Hennessy So Much,” nextshark.com, December 6, 2017, 

https://nextshark.com/vietnamese-people-love-drinking-hennessy-much/. 
66 Vu Hong Lien, Rice and Baguette: A History of Food in Vietnam, (London: Reaktion Books, 2016), 114-6. 
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faster alternatives were made popular among the working class, and production exports increased 

exponentially to the point where today Vietnam remains only slightly behind Brazil in terms of 

gross coffee export.67 

 Changes in taste in Vietnam extended well beyond a handful of drinks to everything from 

hairstyles, clothing and art production to larger, macro actors like capital markets, liberal 

individualism, and print culture which have all left traceable marks on the modern Vietnamese 

identity.  Driving many of these changes were French Colonial actors and networks of actors 

which sought to both exploit the Indochina region economically through projects of mise en 

valeur and in return Westernize or occasionally gaulify the inhabitants under the mission 

civilisatrice.   Despite the ultimate failure of France to integrate its colonies into La plus grande 

France, the same cannot be said about its attempt to integrate Vietnam into the global sphere. 

 This chapter, as such, has multiple narratives to build the context of the alterations that 

Vietnamese began to experience in the early 1900s.  Part of this chapter examines the differences 

between French colonialism and the “pre-colonial” history of Vietnam.  France was not the first 

“civilization” that attempted to raise Vietnamese from barbarity, as Chinese missions sought to 

disseminate Confucian moral teachings and agricultural techniques.  As such, examining the 

differences between the previous Confucius model of thought and Western Liberal tradition 

provides a means to separate the historical time of Vietnamese colonial experiences.  This 

chapter attempts to understand the differences between the two colonial missions in order to 

better interpret the subsequent shift of Vietnamese intellectuals from one worldview to another.   

                                                
67 Data harvested utilizing the Food and Agriculture Organization comparative tools.  Metrics were trade, crops and 

livestock products, Vietnam/Brazil, export quantity, and coffee green + roast (total). Vietnam as of 2016 exported 

1.4million tonnes against Brazil’s 1.8million tonnes.  In 2012, Vietnam surpassed Brazil briefly.  Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, “FAOStat,” www.fao.org, accessed February 15, 2019, 

http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#compare. 
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Additionally, this chapter examines the physical manifestations of the colonial missions 

of French, Chinese, and Vietnamese actors throughout history to demonstrate the break between 

the colonialism of the past and the “modern” colonialism of the French and how the latter 

continues to be reified in subsequent projects. The fact remains that Western European 

intellectual tradition retains a privileged space or as Dipesh Chakrabarty notes, subaltern history 

still must respond to the dominant power of Eurocentrism.68  This process of historicizing and 

taxonomizing the world is then examined through both the physical and metaphysical nature of 

the mission civilisatrice.  Discursively, the rationalization of Confucian thought and efforts by 

contemporary scholars to reconcile its philosophical ideology with modern, or more accurately 

Western, developments exemplifies the manner in which Kant, Rousseau, and even Marx take 

precedence over Mencius, Han Yu, and others.  The changes to family structure, trade, capital, 

and education through the program of mise en valeur, or development/improvement, manifest the 

physical symbols of how Eurocentric power has incorporated the “global” into a single “unified” 

domain.  

 Equally, understanding the aims of French colonialism and its driving power are 

instrumental in interpreting the power of colonialism to alter and subsume Vietnamese actors 

into a new frame of reference. This speaks to the modern state’s hallmark ability to pervade the 

lives of all of its inhabitants and in doing so normalize and remove perceptible choices to micro 

actors.69  Bruno Latour and Michel Callon’s attempt to resolve the paradox of micro-macro 

relationships proves useful here to provide the theoretical structure that facilitated the generation 

of a colonial leviathan that was able to alter the perceptions of power relationships between 
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Vietnamese and French actors.70  The early showcases of French force to alter and effect social 

change in the greater empire to build an even greater state structure undeniably showcase the 

way that the mission civilisatrice offers a temporal break for the history of Vietnam and a 

background for the subsequent chapters which explore the way Vietnamese came to embrace this 

structure. 

 

Colonialism Before Colonialism 

Much of the argument of this paper is predicated on the idea that the civilizing mission 

introduced by the French was unique or at least different from what came before, marking a 

break in the chronology of Vietnamese history. China’s well documented series of military 

excursions to the south in an effort to spread the “benefits of Confucian civilization to the rest of 

the world” instantly come to mind.71  These ventures took place sporadically since the First 

Century C.E. under the Han dynasty and continued with varied success until the early 1400s 

alongside broader efforts of Imperial China to tame its frontiers alongside the invention of nature 

and identity.72  While the projects varied in their intensity across the various dynasties and a 

millennia of history, they occurred generally in parallel to most of the sprawling “old” empires 

which sought to civilize their frontiers.73  

As such, certain parallels exist between the Chinese civilizing mission and the 

assimilationist aims of Western imperialism, especially among the Qing Dynasty.  Conceptually, 

Confucianism offered the same, or at least similar, moral imperative that Republicanism/French 
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Culture or the “White Man’s burden” of the Anglo-Saxons utilized to justify imperial missions to 

elevate barbarian peoples to a higher level of worldliness.74  Han administrators in the First 

Century sought to “polish” the southern populations to become civilized, teaching new 

agricultural techniques to master the natural frontier among many other practical sciences 

mirroring the objectives of the French civilizing mission to educate populations about the tools 

required for the “mastery of nature, including the human body, and mastery of what can be called 

"social behavior."75  Conquering the frontiers and extending metropolitan greatness aided in 

defining and legitimizing the power of these states. 

Like the western models of hierarchy, Chinese—and later Vietnamese—imperial efforts 

created stratified barbarian identities among those they sought to conquer. Frontiers in Mongolia 

and Manchuria required little or no civilizing and its inhabitants often seen as defenders of 

Civilization, while populations on the more barbaric southern border were more energetically 

assimilated.76  Vietnamese looked upon their neighbors of Siam and Champa with similar disdain 

that continued into the French colonial period, often invoking Vietnam’s historical place as a 

high civilization derived from the lineage of Confucian emperors.  In the case of Chinese 

conquest along the southern frontier, alongside the military came Chinese administrators who 

brought Confucianism, Chinese models of governance, personnel, and education systems, new 

means of agriculture, reformulation of the household, and Chinese language, dress, and 

aesthetics in an effort to “civilize barbarians” usurping the influence of Buddhism, Islam and 

Hindu religions on Vietnam’s Kinh peoples.77  
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Economic colonialism and exploitation accompanied the Chinese civilizing mission as 

well.  These “less than equal” populations were often incorporated as economic tributaries to 

build the splendor of the metropolitan ruling elites who extracted a variety of princely sums 

ranging from tigers and rabbits to pearls from territories such as Japan, Vietnam, and Korea.78  

As Jonathan Schlesinger demonstrates, Qing rulers sought to exploit the power that was 

associated with conquering frontier regions symbolically expressed through the commodification 

of various material cultures which generated legitimacy and prestige among the upper class.79  In 

general, as Kenneth Pomeranz states, the Chinese mission aimed itself at the co-optation of elite 

bodies, or the creation of elite bodies that could eventually “rule their society in accordance with 

universal (imperial) values,” with an aim to incorporate these bodies into the metropole proper or 

as tributaries.80  At a more localized level, along the southern frontier Chinese entrepreneurs 

supported by the state established a number of syndicates aimed at extracting capital through the 

operation of plantations and businesses in prostitution, opium, alcohol, and tin.81  The Chinese 

syndicates, while not necessarily monopolies in reality, maintained control of a large portion of 

Vietnam’s and Indochina’s industry and trade networks which would only be supplanted by the 

French in the early 1900s.82  

Vietnam, under the Dai Viet Empire, also launched its own series of imperial expeditions 

in its mythicized nam tien, or the southern march, aimed at the Kinh’s other ethnic neighbors 

over the period of the 1390s into the 1500s. Vietnamese leaders pursued a bloody war of 

annihilation in the name of Dai Viet’s civility and technological superiority that it had gained 
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through its relationship with China, claiming for itself the mantle of inheritor of classical 

Chinese civilization.83  In the name of protecting Vietnamese customs from the influences and 

chaos of “the Chinese, the Chams, the Lao, the Siamese, or the Cambodians,” Vietnamese lead 

200,000 troops south in a rapid campaign sacking and looting their way through Champa which 

resulted in 40-60,000 Chams being put to the sword in the capital city alone.84  In the subsequent 

occupation, ethnic tensions remained high as efforts were launched to breed out the Cham 

through marriage, alter customs and dress to more Confucian models, and unleashed bloody 

pogroms in response to rebellions.85 

However, this context exists, at times, centuries before the French colonial intervention. 

Drawing a line of continuity from Vietnamese expansionism, despite the current party’s 

historiographical efforts, would be dubious at best.86  Economically, Pomeranz stipulates that 

“the breadth and depth of socioeconomic transformation imagined by late nineteenth-century 

civilizing missions created new differences between capital poor and capital-rich empires” 

implying a change, not between geography but the economics of later imperialism.87  Capital 

facilitated, according to this model, the expansion of the empire’s ability to support and extend a 

more rigorous civilizing mission.  Whereas previous colonial missions—including European 

ones—took centuries to slowly disseminate themselves and their ideas to the colonial sphere, the 

late imperial period was marked by the rapidity at which it destabilized and transformed societies 

that came under its rule. 
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The European imperial mission itself changed between the history before 1789 and the 

principles that came after it. The transformation of the political, intellectual, and economic 

culture born out of 1789 has long been the topic of French and European historical studies and 

debates.88  Discursive alteration accompanied the rise of a new Europe, born out of the 

Enlightenment, “of the development of liberalism, of the French Revolution” and new 

universalist principles for organizing the state based on legitimacy residing with the people.89 

Extending these principles to the colonies and the subjugated “feudal” societies remained the 

raison d’etre of Republicans since the time of the Jacobins.  The rise of the supposedly more 

rational, democratic governments accompanied greater governmentality of the people through 

wider, standardization of law such as the Code Napoleon which was also quickly extended to the 

colonial sphere in a modified form.90  Citizenship became the watchword of the new empires 

which represented the culmination of the ideas on state, progress, and ownership of the bourgeois 

class, and the creation of a similar indigene elite became the unspoken force of new imperialism.   

These changes between Chinese and French colonialism were not lost on those who 

experienced these events either.  As Hoang Cao Khai mentions in 1910, traditional Vietnamese 

who advocated inter-relationships along the Chinese model were “not aware of the difference 

between colonization in the past and colonization in the present.”91  In part, Hoang points to the 
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shrinking of the world brought about by technological revolutions like the steamship and 

wireless telegraph which could mobilize imperial forces to Vietnam within fifteen days unlike 

the three hundred days it took the Chinese to travel the nominally shorter overland distance.92  

The other part echoes Pomeranz stating that in modern warfare and imperialism, “one must take 

into consideration the financial side of things,” which meant Vietnam, as a poor nation, had little 

chance of freeing itself without extensive financial means.93  The changes in capital and 

technology offered new means to imperial powers to launch vastly more encompassing colonial 

missions that, rather being tributary in practice, seized the means of production away from the 

indigenous population and placed it in the hands of the colonizer.94  Or to put it a different way, 

there was a difference in governmentality and the ability to project force to the colonial sphere in 

the name of civilizing.   

Other discontinuities come from the decades leading up to the first French military 

intervention into Cochinchina. Vietnam was racked by political instability and environmental 

disasters that undermined Vietnamese cohesion and lead to a series of violent civil wars which 

decimated the population.95  Emperor Ming Mang’s tenure (1820-41) brought a return to the 

embracement of Confucian and Chinese history in Vietnam alongside expansionist conquest 

until his death.96  However, in the years following his death was more turmoil, strife, and natural 

disasters that further broke down Vietnamese unity which coupled with the entrance of the 

“barbarian” invasion.  Importantly, it was the French and not the Vietnamese who were seen as 

backward and uncivilized at this time.  
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Colonial Differences 

 

Discursively, the European imperial mission, and the French mission civilisatrice 

specifically, ultimately operated on different modus operandi from its Confucian Chinese 

counterpart. Despite these civilizing missions being far from static or monolithic in nature, 

spanning numerous governments and decades—even centuries, there exist certain distinguishable 

patterns or at least contours unique to the specific messages of each.  While both are predicated 

upon a perceived superiority of culture and the desire to spread this culture to the barbaric 

frontiers, the tying of race to civilization was far more explicit in the case of the European White 

Man’s Burden; that “the white race was charged with the responsibility of civilizing—or trying 

to civilize—all of the dark, supposedly backward races of the world.”97  Similarly in France “the 

Revolution [of 1789] convinced the French that they ‘were the foremost people of the universe’ 

and that la grande nation had an obligation to carry their revolutionary ideals of liberal 

brotherhood beyond France's borders.”98  As such, Frenchness was tied to a specific superiority 

that mixed race and national identity, which would be utilized in varying mixtures to deny the 

extension of rights to colonial subjects. 

Compared to the racialized European model of colonialism, Confucian cultural 

assimilation was, at least nominally, not dependent on biological appearance but predicated on 

whether one could effectively incorporate and educate themselves in Confucian cultural norms.  

Effectively, it was possible to change culture and clothes unlike skin color which was 

biologically determined. As such, while ethnic tensions may have influenced the expansion of 

Confucianism, there was more “success” in the Confucian civilizing mission’s efforts to 
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assimilate foreign bodies into the greater polity, with the Manchu Qing dynasty being a prime 

example.99  As Shuchen Xiang notes, assimilation in Chinese imperial projects lie with the 

“Chunqiu-Zhanguo belief in cultural/inclusive rather than ethnic/exclusive identity” that 

facilitated the concept of “the transformability of one’s cultural affiliation.”100  Thus there is a 

fundamental difference in the definition of the Other at a metaphysical level that dictated the 

empire’s ability to transform or civilize this body.  In one such example, a female blood-sucking 

ghost, becomes assimilated into the home of an upright Chinese man who teaches her the moral 

lessons of Chinese culture to literally transform her into a human body which can bear children 

and produce cultural items like paintings.101  In contrast Xiang notes that in Western paradigms 

the Other, such as Jews, faced annihilation as they existed entirely opposed to the self, and 

existed almost entirely to define the ego/self, thus unable to be transformed. 

There exist other problematic theoretical and metaphysical discontinuities between the 

philosophical traditions of Confucianism and the Liberal, Enlightenment discourse that the 

French mission civilisatrice was founded.  Much of the recent scholarship, and some historical 

works like those of K’ang Yu-wei, on Confucianism has sought to rectify the paradoxes with 

what authors collectively have coined modernity and Confucian and Neo-Confucian thought.  

Across topics of autonomy of the individual, democracy, the nation, and progressivism, authors 

have attempted to reconcile Confucian philosophy with their “modern” counterparts.102  The 
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primacy of modernity as the driving discursive and material force for change in the colonial 

sphere is likewise undeniable.  Modernity has come to be associated with the rise of individuals 

and its inverse, the rise of power over individuals through the nation-state, a break from tradition 

or the invention of tradition, the introduction of more rational and scientific interpretations and 

the emergence of the individualist paradox of representation/alienation.103   

Confucianism however lacks the concepts of individualistic “autonomy” required for 

liberal democracy as the “self-legislation” of the individual has no traditional roots.104  Instead, 

Confucianism predicates power and legitimacy from an absolutist heritage of Heaven that, 

despite scholars’ best efforts, remains disjointed from “modern” democracy in the legacy of 

1789.105  Conceptually the self in Confucianism leads to a higher integration and communal 

relationship rather than higher introspection/seclusion as the dialectical tension of Self/Other 

takes in Enlightenment discourse.106  These differences, again, reference the philosophical 

differences between Enlightenment beliefs of assimilation and those of Confucianism.  

Fundamentally, such differences inform the adage of Confucianism’s ability to facilitate a multi-

ethnic state whereas Europe fragmented into increasingly racialized and nationalized entities, 

regardless of how essentializing the phrase remains. The linear progress of the Enlightenment 

stands temporally in opposition to the cyclical evolution of Chinese thought, which existed in 

“permanent decadence” since the beginning and fatalistically rises, falls, and recovers 
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indefinitely.107  These differences in perceptible time become increasingly important when 

examining the way early Vietnamese scholars cast tradition/modernity and the positivist linearity 

of Marxist histories in the post-war period. 

In general, while some recent works on paring Confucianism/modernity are clear 

attempts to legitimize the Chinese Communist Party through the unification of contemporary 

systems to ancient/traditional symbols, across the corpus of literature the specific discourse 

utilized to envision modernity belays the pseudonymous nature of modernity and the West.  Or 

to follow the language of Dipesh Chakrabarty, this sort of forced response by Confucian 

philosophers to Eurocentric historicism exemplifies the way that history still remains framed 

within the paradigms of Enlightenment thought and that Enlightenment ideology retains a 

privileged place of legitimacy.108  Similarly, the acquiescence to the primacy of Eurocentrism 

supports Ella Shohat’s idea that the structures of colonialism have not disappeared with the 

nominal independence of states but continues to pervade and find new expressions in the “post-

colonial.”109   

The prolific nature of the philosophical discussion on the inability to reconcile Confucian 

and Enlightenment ideology, as such, presupposes an incompatibility that becomes acute in the 

colonial period of Vietnam.110  If we extrapolate the concept that Confucianism and 

democracy—both the liberal and socialist strands—are unresolvable, that the most abstract 

understandings of Self differentiates and influences the underlying messages of the civilizing 

missions, and that “ever since the early nineteenth century (i.e. the beginning of Western 
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imperialism), the people’s rule has become the language for legitimizing political power (my 

emphasis),” then the subsequent gravitation of Vietnamese intellectuals into the latter signifies 

its subsumption into the discursive currents which grow out of 1789.111  This break from 

Confucian paradigms of thought in favor of European traditions coupled with the material 

changes in the governmentality of the colonies which, while far from monolithic, manifested 

itself in greater totality than its predecessor.  As will be seen in subsequent chapters, Vietnamese 

were acutely aware of these conditions.  

 

The Third Republic and Empire 

 

Alongside the Hexagon, the brutal conclusion to the Franco-Prussian War, and civil war 

in Paris, the nascent Third Republic inherited the colonial empire that had been developed since 

the time of the First Empire.112  Much like its predecessors, there was little consensus among the 

administration and much conflict with how the colonial sphere should operate in relation to the 

metropole.113  A particularly murky picture arose in the aftermath of 1871 and the collapse of the 

Second Empire, as all things related to former Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte III became taboo 

and faux pas.114  Algeria in particular became a difficult point of contention as the colony was 

technically an extension of France on different soil to avoid the language of imperialism, but 

implicitly imperial in nature.115  As a result of the association of empire with the embarrassing 
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end of the Second Empire, unlike Great Britain and even the Netherlands, France’s parti 

coloniale remained a periphery movement.  Pro-colonial support remained fractured and 

arguably declined before the imperial peak of 1914, which likely has to do with the logical 

inconsistencies of imperialism and republicanism.116   

Equally, rapid turnovers in colonial officials due to the relatively low stature of the 

colonial appointments led to a disjointed vision of how to pursue mise en valeur across the 

empire.  Those that remained were incompetent and had to be manipulated or were fervent 

colonialists who attempted to guide the project to a coherent mission.  This was further 

complicated by the myriad of colonial systems of governance and the general lack of 

communication among departments pertaining to the colonial sphere.  As a 1920 parliamentary 

report would note: “The present constitution of the colonial ministry is characterized by the 

fragmentation of powers and responsibilities, the overlapping of services, the multiplication of 

parasitic organisms, which are useless and costly, and the powerlessness of all to conceive of 

overviews as well as to make coordinated efforts.”117  Some individuals like Jean Marie Antoine 

de Lanessan, Governor-General of Indochina from 1891-4, sought more independence for the 

local officiates to cut through bureaucratic hurdles and restraints caused by metropolitan politics 

in order to make the colonies more flexible and enable more energetic pursuit of mise en 

valeur.118  

Despite general unpopularity, a handful of ardent colonists would eventually come to 

exert disproportional power in shaping public opinion on the colonial question as the imperial 

                                                
116 C.M. Andrew, “The French Colonialist Movement during the Third Republic: The Unofficial Mind of 

Imperialism,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 26, (1976): 144-5. 
117 “Report by Paul Laffont, Journal Officiel, Documents Parlementaires,Chambre,” no. 807 (1920): 1103, quoted 

in, ibid. 156. 
118 Jean-Louis de Lanessan, La colonisation française en Indo-Chine, (Paris: F. Alcan, 1895): 352 



 

40 

mission came to be associated with French national prestige as a Great Power.  Before 1914, few 

metropolitan French citizens ever came in contact with colonial inhabitants rendering it unlikely 

that most citizens comprehended the gravity of the colonial question especially when France was 

undergoing changes of its own.119  Therefore colonialists conceptualized the mission civilisatrice 

for the general public in the chauvinistic language that scholars are familiar with in the years 

before the Great War in order to gain broader support for the expansion of French colonialism.  

The colonial project was fashioned as the duty of France to the world as the superior civilization, 

as a salve for the wound of 1871, a solution for a threatening Germany, or prestige against an age 

old British enemy in the competition of nations.120  Third Republic Colonialism in the metropole 

was thus ultimately less about economics and capitalistic gain and more about nationalistic 

pride.121  

The parti colonial’s efforts continued to develop and conceptualize the mission 

civilisatrice and mise en valeur that began with Napoleon I throughout the period.122  The French 

Third Republic, like the inheritor governments of 1789, considered it their manifest destiny to 

end feudal oppressors and “barbaric customs” the world over and in its place bring 

enlightenment, scientific reason, democracy, and individual liberties, or in short the perceived 

French civilization.123  As Jules Ferry proclaimed in his oft quoted defense of the French colonial 

mission, France had a special moral obligation among the European powers to spread the 

superior civilization founded upon the principles of 1789.124 Civilization for the French 
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engendered the specific concepts of freedom from the tyranny of nature, in the form of modern 

health practices and the environment, ignorance, instinct and despotism.125  As much of the 

scholarship on the French Republican Empire notes, the process of civilizing and the physical 

manifestation of development often was utilized to resolve the paradoxes of republicanism and 

colonial exploitation.126 

French colonial policy came to be defined by the theoretical framework of assimilation, 

at least until 1914.127 Purportedly, this policy believed in the height of French universalism born 

out of the Revolution and the ability for France to export the gains of the revolution to all 

individuals.  On the surface then, the policies of assimilation carried similar beliefs to the 

Confucian model’s interpretation of raising “backward” societies to the ranks of the civilized 

through the exportation of specific knowledge.  But Ferry and others also paradoxically 

combined these beliefs with the White Man’s Burden and the Spencerian competition of nations 

creating the sort of waiting room of history and an Orientalized understanding of its colonies.  

Further complications arose as assimilation faced challenges from its inception as the more 

“pragmatic” and the segregative biopolitics of Social Darwinism eclipsed the ideas of the 

Universal Man, which re-racialized colonial relations.128  In its place would rise the more 

scientific policies of association, which became the guiding light of the empire in the post-1914 

world.   

The mission civilisatrice became part of France’s national identity as the standard bearer 

of republicanism and democracy and a propaganda tool to showcase French superiority to the 
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other Great Powers rather than an energetically and honestly pursued attempt to transform the 

colonies.  As such certain base characteristics of Third Republican colonialism exemplify the 

Enlightenment dialectical understanding of other and self, where the Republic used empire to 

define national French identity.129  It provides an essentialized lens of how the French 

government sought to cast themselves as the protectors of Republican values and stoke the 

nationalistic pride of France’s special place in history.  Pride translated into reality in the 

manifestation of mise en valeur across the empire.  From West Africa to Indochina La Troisième 

République pursued the construction of public works, such as railways and hydro-agricultural 

development, alongside efforts to make a new “man” out of the barbarian populations under their 

control through programs of health education to freeing them from the supposed shackles of 

feudalism. 

Despite the fact that many of these programs were inefficient or slow in their progress, as 

was the case of the Trans-Indochina Railway, they had a significant effect towards the 

development of the presence and expansion of the idea of French power among both the 

metropole and the colonies.130  These displays of power and legitimacy had real effects on 

convincing certain indigenes in the early 1900s of the technological power, and ergo the physical 

power of their colonial masters and reified the structures of colonialism. Likewise, as many 

authors have noted, “the empire of images” dialectically fueled nationalistic pride among the 

metropolitan community as the exportation of “modernity” typified French grandeur.131  The 

civilizing mission was thus as much about defining Frenchness through the creation of an Other, 
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and the dialogue generated between these two actors, as it was about developing the imperial 

sphere and civilizing the margins.  However, the discourse of the civilizing mission remains 

important, as the inability to resolve the conflict of republicanism and imperialism coupled with 

the unpopularity of the empire facilitated rising tensions between the various factions of 

metropolitans, colons, and indigenes.  

 

Paul Doumer and the Reorganization of Indochina 

 

Ten thousand kilometers away the machinery of the colonial mission had very tangible 

influences on the indigenes of Indochina.  Mise en valeur projects, despite de Lanessan’s 

apprehensions, had relative colonial autonomy from metropolitan gazes to follow a general 

pattern of rationalization through reorganization, development, and education across all of the 

colonies.132  In Indochina, still a loose union of five distinct administrative territories, Governor-

General Paul Doumer (1897-1902) began a series of programs aimed at strengthening French 

colonial rule while developing the economy and infrastructure of the colony.   Doumer, a Radical 

deputy and former minister of finance, is largely considered one of the most successful of 

Indochina’s governor-generals and laid the foundation for many of the later development 

projects.133 

Before Doumer’s tenure, the Indochina territory was a state of economic mis-

management, military rule, and fragile power relationships.  The twin blows of the Can Vuong 

(Save the King) Movement, and the embarrassment the “Tonkin Incident” brought the parti 
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coloniale—a failed military expedition against Chinese bandits in Northern Vietnam—forced a 

re-assessment of the organization of the colonial territory and how the colonies must be ruled 

with less resources.134  Military victory had been achieved, but at significant material cost and a 

blow to colonial popularity.  By 1895, the conquering and pacification of Vietnam led to an 

expenditure of almost 750 million francs and countless Vietnamese and French lives.135  The Can 

Vuong additionally demonstrated the physical limitations of French colonial regime to project 

power across the territories it nominally ruled.  It took roughly a decade of persistent French 

efforts to stamp out the movement and even then, cells persisted into the next century.  The 

French administration simply lacked the resources and manpower to maintain control through 

brute force alone.   

Similarly, French administrators and businessmen alike had faced difficulties with the 

existing economic system, which in the late 1800s still remained firmly in the control of Chinese 

syndicates.  Former Governor-General de Lanessan lamented that the “colonial administration 

has only served the interests of the Chinese” rather than facilitating French efforts to expand 

French industry and capital.136  As previously discussed, Chinese syndicates had historically 

controlled much of Indochina’s economic enterprises and the incongruent nature of French 

colonial rule meant the French simply did not have the means, or the capital, to supplant the 
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Chinese businessmen.137  Despite the apparent limitations, Dourmer’s tenure rigorously sought to 

change this status as the collapse of the Can Vuong and the unprecedented expanse of French 

conquest also allowed Doumer to nominally proclaim the end of pacification and the beginning 

of mise en valeur in Indochina.138  As Gerard Sasges notes “Doumer’s appointment in 1897 

marks the point when the administration and its local clients were finally able to bring to bear the 

necessary mix of fiscal freedom, administrative and commercial capacity, and personal ambition 

on the problem of Chinese economic power.”139  

Given his background in economics, Doumer’s administration began to launch many of 

the programs de Lanessan had discussed, including the much desired Trans-Indochina railway.140  

Doumer energetically pursued the creation of “a tax system appropriate to the country, its social 

status, the mores of its inhabitants and the needs of its budget.”141  Doumer even managed to 

balance the budget for the first time in the colony’s history in his short tenure as governor.142  

With the aid of a handful of wealthy French investors like the Denis brothers and A. R. Fontaine, 

power over the economic engine also began to shift into French hands, as capital was generated 

through bonds and the development of the Bank of Indochina.143  As such, forced transfer of 

Chinese businesses and plantations to French conglomerates was relatively swift so that by the 

early 1900s French investors were already buying out the suppliers of goods like fish, alcohol, 

minerals, and opium and transforming them into French import/export industries.  By the 1920s 

only a handful of conglomerates controlled and dictated all of the major means of production of 
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these items resulting in an increase in private investment from 365 million francs across the first 

six decades of colonial rule to over three billion.144  A close relationship between colonial 

administrations and private conglomerates generated both state funds and beneficial 

monopolized business ventures firmly in the hands of French control.  When monopolies were 

circumvented by local indigenes, the state would step in to set quotas such as the one on alcohol 

which required Vietnamese to buy three liters a month regardless if they drank it, and many did 

not due to changes in manufacturing and taste.145  Exports and imports would be key to keeping 

the wheels of the colonial machine turning and well-greased with capital which was funneled 

into the Bank of Indochina.  

The success of these programs becomes evident when comparing the colonial 

expenditures to those of the empire and metropole in general.  With the affluence of private and 

localized capital, the economic expenditure across the entire empire was surprisingly between 

one and three percent of total French expenditure over the bulk of the colonial period, 1830-

1960.146  Indochina would actually be able to subsidize the metropole an average of seven 

percent of public expenditure over the period of 1900 until the Second World War.147  In general, 

Denis Cogneau, Elise Huillery, and Sandrine Mesple-Somps conclude that colonial financial 

burden in France was actually fairly light, but the perception of military intervention and in the 

context of post-war disaster colored this cost disproportionately.  As Sasages notes, this level of 

economic success began however, with Paul Doumer.  

                                                
144 Gerard Sasges, “Scaling the Commanding Heights,” 1512.  
145 Nguyen Thuong Hien, “Tearful Conversation over the Mulberry Fields and the Sea,” in Colonialism 

Experienced: Vietnamese Writings on Colonialism, 1900-1931. ed. Truong Buu Lam. (Ann Arbor: University of 

Michigan Press, 2000), 172. Also see: Erica J. Peters, “Taste, Taxes, and Technologies: Industrializing Rice 

Alcohol in Northern Vietnam, 1902–1913,” French Historical Studies 27, no. 3 (2004): 593-4. 
146 The authors refute previously literature of French colonial expenditure of 8-9% and general understanding that 

state expenditure was rampant in the colonies.  Cogneau, et. al. “Who Bore the Cost of French Colonies?” 
147 ibid.  

 



 

47 

Changes in tax structure brought changes in rural relations, corruption among officials 

broken down traditional bonds between the Confucian community leaders and the village 

families who were slowly replaced by a rising nouveau riche class of entrepreneurs.148  Villages 

that ran largely autonomously in the pre-colonial era steadily became more incorporated in the 

colonial apparatus as taxes and corv�́�e duties became more extensive.149  As David Marr and 

Ngo Vinh Long demonstrated, villages moved from a barter economy to a monied economy that 

placed increased stresses on peasants who were forced into usurious loans and spiraling debt, 

breaking up communal lands in ways similar to the modernizing forces of the French 

Revolution.150  Peasants became squeezed from all sides and many, trying to escape destitution, 

were tricked into working the hellscapes of mines and rubber plantations.  Extracted from the 

peasants came the capital for a new urban bourgeoisie and nouveau riche Vietnamese class, 

which French had hoped to co-opt for the civilizing mission.151  

Alongside economic rationalization, Doumer launched reforms aimed at centralizing and 

homogenizing the colonial administration.  Indochina was formally organized as a colony into 

five French styled pays, Cambodia, Laos, and the three of Vietnam: Tonkin, Annam, and 

Cochinchina, which became the defining nomenclature of the Vietnamese colonies in particular.  

Newspapers, political tracts, common discourse, letters, and individuals often utilized the 

multitude of French colonial terms for Vietnam and even came to believe in a Greater Indochina 

state over the specific Vietnamese one.152  Administration outside of the directly French 

controlled Cochinchina was supported by the integration of the remaining mandarins and local 
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structures.  In the prelude to Doumer’s rule, Indochina had become a notorious colony of 

functionaries, where there “were nearly five functionaries for every settler” in 1898 due to the 

ever expanding déclassé of trained bureaucrats in the metropole with no career opportunity with 

the Third Republic.153  Despite possessing a disproportionate amount of state employees in the 

colonies, control of the countryside remained tenuous at best while expenses soared given the 

officiate overlap.   

As such, Doumer and government officials like Paul Bert, resident general of Tonkin and 

Annam, utilized a policy of political association in Indochina meant to employ indigenous power 

to pacify and indirectly rule regions at a localized level, and in doing so extended French control 

and reach to a much broader base.154  As an added bonus, the use of indigenes officials would 

theoretically cut the costs of expensive French bureaucrats and soldiers.  With most of the 

mandarinate gutted after the Can Vuong, only collaborationist Vietnamese remained.  Doumer 

found the mandarins and local officials to be incredibly supportive of the French, making no 

attempt to free themselves of French rule as the mandarins were able to maintain their own 

influence and power at the local levels.155  The new post-1897 mandarins proved all too willing 

to collect taxes for the colonial state in the name of token prestige and personal gain.156  The 

inclusion of the traditional structures and the corruption of the remaining mandarins would come 

to haunt the French in the coming decades.  

The program of indigenous low-level functionaries also required technical training and 

education to be effective replacements.  Similar programs of education had been introduced to 
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the metropole’s rural departments in an effort to civilize and homogenize the French people in 

the years following the French Revolution.157  The export of these programs to the colonies then 

was a natural conclusion.  Education was clearly articulated as the long-term means of 

subjugation or revolution by both French and Vietnamese alike, and a battle over the youth of 

Vietnam began its heady conflict early in the colonial period.  As Gustave Dumoutier, the 

inspector of Franco-Vietnamese school system would state, quoting the Chinese Kangxi 

Emperor: “Law can regulate people in a period of time, whereas education ties people 

forever.”158  Scholars conducted various studies on the pre-colonial education system as a means 

of interpreting and Vietnamese cultural practices and to measure French advancement of 

Western practices.159 

Based on an Orientalized and largely ignorant understanding of their colonial population, 

French administrators began to pursue a series of education reforms in order to cement long term 

incorporation or subjugation of colonial subjects. Tonkin education reform beginning in 1906, 

effective in 1909, and the existing education system in Cochinchina took strides since the 1850s 

to replace Confucian systems of learning with Western textbooks, often taken quite literally from 

the metropole.160   Central to this program was the continued promotion of quoc ngu as a tool for 

decreasing the language barrier issues presented by translation, but one that was mired by a 

manifold language policy.161  Many schools in Cochinchina utilized French as the primary 
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language of instruction, as the territory directly ruled by French administrators and had the 

largest colon population, whereas the other territories often utilized “reformed” traditional 

schools or presented little change at all.162  The overarching goal remained transforming the 

education system into a tool of the mission civilisatrice and usurping the traditional Chinese 

influence and power of the mandarinate exams. 

When examining “pre-colonial” Vietnam in comparison to the later colonial practices of 

the French, structural similarities seemingly exist.  Resemblance of programs aimed at 

developing agriculture practices, education systems, and taste, taxes, and governmentality 

between the Chinese and French colonial mission certainly support that thesis.  However, 

comparing the specific mechanics and discourse of the two programs relays the dubious nature of 

suggesting that the French continued the Chinese civilizing mission, or even the Vietnamese 

internal colonization efforts.  Significant differences in both the envisioning of assimilation and 

the relationship of the Other engender an undeniable break in the worldview provided by the 

French and the Chinese systems.  Equally, the specific lineage that the French civilizing mission 

grew from, was a relatively “new” phenomena born out of the French Revolution and the 

Napoleonic Wars based on teleological progress and scientific rationalism which engendered the 

basis of the mission civilisatrice and the ideas of mise en valeur.  

In general, the competing forces of colons, indigenes, metropolitans, pro- and anti-

colonialists, and every shade in between led to a varied application of ideas and systems to the 

colonial sphere.  At a more physical level, the inability to realize a coherent strategy at both the 

metropolitan and colony levels resulted in a far more deconstructive and contentious program 

than expected.  However, in a competition of images, the French ideas of modernity coupled 
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with their perceived power among a rising class of Vietnamese struck by the loss of their 

homeland.  The successes of the French colonial mission, like the longevity of certain alcohols 

and coffee’s popularity, were not readily apparent to all the parties involved.  It would take a few 

more decades of experimentation before the projects of mise en valeur bore fruit, no matter how 

rotten, by which success could begin to be measured.  The de-legitimization of tradition through 

the feats of arms achieved by the French and the subsequent accomplishments of technology 

would cement the allure to the West of Vietnamese scholars who straddled the systems of the old 

and “new.”  In a search for answers, these differences were quickly recognized by Vietnamese 

intellectuals in the 1900s who began to turn away from the Chinese model to embrace the 

mission civilisatrice vision of the world.   
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CHAPTER 2 

CIVILIZATION AND BARBARITY 

 

“Where,” a traveller might ask, “would one go to have the most authentic pho in 

Vietnam?” Such a question is sure to raise a heated debate among Vietnamese but general 

consensus suggests that “real pho can only be eaten in Vietnam, more precisely in the North, 

more precisely still, in Hanoi” implying some level of agreed upon communal authenticity 

granted to specific locational attributes and taste.163  Pho, a type of noodle soup comprised of a 

beef or oxtail broth, beef of various types—usually less desirable cuts or cut-offs, rice noodle, 

and aromatic spices, is now largely considered a staple of Vietnamese culture and national 

identity both inside Vietnam’s borders and internationally.  I have personally yet to meet a 

Vietnamese family who does not have their own pho recipe or are unfamiliar with the dish as a 

national icon.  And certainly, no Vietnamese restaurant in the United States is complete without 

the tasty soup, while its similar popularity in France stems from its comfortable alikeness to 

French cuisine.164   

Beneath its clear, fatty broth lie multiple layers of identity and consumption indicative of 

colonial and imperial legacies, as well as efforts to define Vietnamese culture indigenously and 

internationally.  Pho’s status as a national dish, on one hand, essentializes and sterilizes the 

broader Vietnamese cuisine that spans centuries, eclipsing other, perhaps more historically 

significant or symbolic dishes such as bun bo Hue, another beef soup that predates pho 

originating from the capital city of Hue.  Despite its current fame and mythos of longevity in 
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relation to Vietnam, pho’s actual roots are probably less than a century old, developed in the 

northern city of Hanoi in the early 1900s.165  Pho encompasses and combines much of the 

influences on Vietnamese culture in the past century, from Chinese and French to indigenous 

eating practices.  

Like many other dishes of former colonies consumed by Westerners—chicken tikka 

masala comes to mind, part of pho’s success and international acclaim is thanks, in large part, to 

its compatibility with Western palettes.  It is both “exotic” enough, given the complexity of the 

broth, and comfortable enough, given the structural closeness to Western cuisine such as the 

French pot au feu, to make for easy consumption.  Such resemblance has even led some to claim 

French roots for the soup in clear attempts to delegitimize and re-colonize Vietnamese culture.166  

Alongside this compatibility, come claims of “Americanizing” or “Westernizing” the dish to 

further suit Western taste.167  This sort of oriental gaze or subsumption into Eurocentric 

understanding through labelling/rationalizing pho into terminology/structures familiar to the 

West, reflect the broader themes of national identity creation in the World Order ushered in with 

the 20th Century, dictated through the imperial powers.  

As such, pho’s development mirrors much of the colonial struggle to define Vietnamese 

identity itself.  It is perhaps no coincidence that pho’s popularity as a national icon rose with the 

particular brand of nationalism that accompanied the colonial period and a new wave of 

Vietnamese intelligentsia.  While the previous chapters explored the pre-colonial and early 
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French efforts to deconstruct Vietnamese society, this chapter looks at how Vietnamese actors 

similarly sought to modify the idea of what it means to be Vietnamese, or if there even was a 

Vietnamese identity.168  The chaos of the widening Vietnamese worldview caused by the shock 

of French imperial power led to a bubbling cauldron of material with a yet unknown fate—what 

type of soup would Vietnam be?  

Historians have perhaps ascribed too much power to anti-colonial nationalism as a 

process of indigenous, subaltern revolt that seizes back power from the colonial oppressor 

without recognizing the paradoxical means of achieving this end.  Homi Bhabha discussed the 

mimicry of the subaltern, Dipesh Chakrabarty aimed at placing the colonial at the center of 

history, yet beneath it all, continues a real Eurocentric power and discourse that existed 

historically among the actors involved.  This chapter explores the way Vietnamese began to 

think like Frenchmen even if they were not gaulois.  In order to define modern Vietnam, 

Vietnamese anti-colonialism chose to abandon real tradition in favor of an invented tradition, one 

that ultimately was and is not much older than pho.  This invention served as a foil to legitimize 

a new identity among the Vietnamese as well as the international community organized and 

dictated by the liberal imperial powers after 1919.   

Like pho broader, national identity remains a layered and often Janus-faced affair. 

Vietnamese identity represents an indigenous creation yet is also one that must constantly pander 

to be recognized, legitimized, and consumed by global relationships.  The period of early anti-

colonialism, as such, represents a duality of remaining essentially Vietnamese while becoming 

palatable and comfortable enough to the West to be seen as legitimate.  Experimentation and 

colonial experiences drove increasing numbers of intellectuals to explain Vietnam’s situation in 
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terms analogous to Western Liberalism in order to highlight the familiar contradictions of 

colonialism and to legitimize the Vietnamese case in the international arena.  The internal 

Vietnamese debate over its national ingredients rapidly evolved from pragmatic use of Great 

Power tutelage and a rejection of tradition towards a re-imagined past and an identity 

grammatically similar to Western Liberal traditions, crafted by Vietnamese actors who had only 

known the yolk of colonial rule.  In so doing, these intellectuals succumbed to the Coloniality of 

Power and the taxonomizing language of Liberal discourse, inadvertently or purposefully 

incorporating themselves into the stated ideas and purposes of the mission civilisatrice.  

 

A Millennia of Confucius, A Decade of Spencer 

 

At the turn of the 20th Century, alongside Paul Doumer’s new vision for colonial 

Indochina came a new generation of Vietnamese who were raised entirely under French 

occupation.  Unlike their predecessors, these scholars began to supplement the Four Books and 

Five Classics with an influx of Chinese translations of Western works on topics ranging from the 

Franco-Prussian War to descriptions of the Maritime world akin to Alfred T. Mahan’s work that 

proved heavily influential in the European world.  This section explores the way that early efforts 

by the “Generation of Lasts and Firsts,” as David Marr labels these scholars, sought to shift the 

Vietnamese worldview and interpretation to meet the challenges of colonial rule through both 

discourse and physical action. 

Interpreting this generation’s turn away from Confucianism and their ability to digest the 

various ideas of Western discourse has led to some historical debate. On one level, following 

William Duiker’s argument, there is little reason to believe that these scholars possessed more 

than a cursory understanding of Western literature nor what to do should they achieve 
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independence except rely on precedent.169  Phan Boi Chau’s early attempts, which will be 

discussed later, at organizing anti-colonial resistance after he finally passed his regional 

examination in 1900 seemingly follow such a pattern.  On a different level, as David Marr notes, 

a definitive shift occurred in the Vietnamese scholar’s worldviews.  Marr outlines that 

Confucianism represented one of the most “conducive [world doctrines] to basic political 

perception” and provided the tools for scholars to clearly envision “where power resided, who 

exercised it, and how.”170   

While perhaps not entirely familiarized with the concepts of the “New Learning,” 

Vietnamese scholars were far from ignorant nor un-intelligent—Confucian Exams still required a 

certain level of talent, despite the rising and rampant corruption of the late rigid system.   It is 

equally difficult to measure competence, even Western equivalent movements possessed a wide 

range of interpretations and understanding, and more than a little orientalizing to suggest that the 

Vietnamese were somehow not capable of having an intimate understanding of the literature.  As 

we will see, these scholars proved more than capable of interpreting Western discourse but 

incapable of escaping its allure.  Loss of country and identity, humiliation by continued French 

success, and grappling the real power dynamic between the enslaved Confucian collaborators, 

led “these Vietnamese to a mood of critical inquiry and hopefulness” in something different.171   

Other factors further drove this new generation towards new methods.  Alongside the 

embarrassment that accompanied the failure of the Can Vuong came increasing disillusionment 

with what remained of the collaborationist mandarins.  The extensive corruption of these 

officials, especially the local extortion of peasants in the forms of personal bribes and other 
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measures, further forced Vietnamese scholars to look for new solutions to their colonial 

predicament.   As Phan Chau Trinh claimed in his letter to Governor-General Paul Beau in 1907, 

the current regime separated Vietnamese of all classes from their traditional authorities while the 

abuses of local mandarins were slowly becoming French abuses among the greater population.172  

Through his experiences, Phan found that commoners believed that French continued support of 

corrupt mandarins had fostered the idea among these individuals that it was now French power 

which mistreated the Vietnamese, who began to feel considered less than human beings.173  Phan 

echoed this critique in more ideological terms, by accusing the French of spreading evil through 

their unwillingness to investigate the morally bankrupt abuses of power associated with the local 

Confucian officials.174  

 Out of such observations rose the desire to change and adapt Vietnam to its current 

situation to save the essence of Vietnamese culture from its perceived regression, which had 

previously for “a thousand years transmitted writings from generation to generation.”175  While 

perhaps an inconsequential portion of the already small segment of literati, the programs that 

these scholars suggested were radical in their significant rejection of tradition and the movement 

to forms based on Western learning.  Additionally, focus centered on saving the culture and 

people of Vietnam in a more nationalistic sense; that “love of country was stronger than the 

Confucian loyalty to the king.”176  Despite individual scholar’s own success in the Exam System, 

many achieved high ranking degrees and positions in the mandarinate, many abandoned these 
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teachings.177  As such, a central theme was the saving of Vietnam from its impending destruction 

as dictated by the competition of nations. 

Paradoxically, rather than trying to modify Vietnamese structures, i.e. the things that 

imparted certain aspects of “Vietnamese-ness,” to meet contemporary challenges, some 

individuals like Phan Chau Trinh called for “discarding thousands of those ignorant heads” 

sitting atop the shoulders of the mandarins.  In the place of Confucianism would be a new, more 

modern—and implicitly Western—system of education and governance to “open up the people’s 

mind” and “awaken” them from the “deep sleep” of Confucian stagnation which had led 

Vietnam to virtual slavery.178  Through reading the “great books” of the West, such as 

“Rousseau's Social Contract, Spencer’s Theories on Progress, and Montesquieu’s Discourse on 

Human Rights,” Vietnamese scholars “began to have a rough idea of the rivalries in the world” 

and were “profoundly struck by the tragic prospect of the ruin of nations and the extinction of 

races.”179  

It was in such conditions that in 1900, Phan Boi Chau began to organize what would 

become the Vietnamese Modernization Society.  Phan’s early efforts for the Society straddled 

similarities with previous anti-colonial movements displaying very little adoption of the New 

Learning.  Phan claimed the goals were: 

1) To make contact with the remnants of the Can Vuong to “assail the enemy 

vengefully” by “the primary means of violence.”  

2) To find a leader “from among the royal lineage” and to support them “secretly 

with influential persons” “to bring together the patriots from the South to the North” 

3) Acquire outside assistance, i.e. a foreign power, to aid the Society.180 
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Such goals professedly support Duiker’s assertion that the Vietnamese possessed limited 

understanding of how to achieve independence, let alone an intimate understanding of Western 

discourse.  Phan’s ideas for the Modernization Society have little apparent difference from the 

Can Vuong and seemed more like a repeat of that effort. 

However, Phan continued to develop this program with colleagues over the next few 

years, broadening the membership base, while sharpening the rhetoric of the Society’s purpose.  

Tieu-La convinced Phan that “at present, those who long for the past wish only to honor the 

sovereign and expel the enemy; they do not think beyond that” and have missed the essential 

element of winning “the hearts of the people” implying a change from concepts of loyalty to an 

individual, the emperor, to a Liberal concept of sovereignty residing with the people.181  Taking 

this advice to heart in 1903, Phan still expended energies to locate his royal individual, the Prince 

Cuong De, to bequeath symbolic legitimacy along traditional lines but also wrote his widely 

circulated pamphlet, “A New Booklet on the Ryukyus Written in Blood and Tears.”182  

The language of “A New Booklet” departed from Phan’s previous appeals to other 

scholars through traditional poetry.  Unlike earlier overtures, Phan hoped to awaken his fellow 

scholars to the plight of cultural extinction that Vietnam faced and the need for a new approach 

to achieving Vietnamese independence.  Noticeable Social Darwinist undertones framed Phan’s 

work, having been introduced to the concepts in 1897 through scholar Ky-Am Nguyen-Lo-

Trach.183 The first section of the pamphlet “gave a painful account of the humiliation brought 

about by the loss of country” that the Ryukyu Kingdom experienced at the hands of Meiji Japan 

alluding to the fate which awaits Vietnam—total assimilation and “catastrophe in the future.”184  
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The remaining four sections built on the ideas of Tieu-La, as Phan more articulately outlined his 

plan of survival through opening the people’s minds, stirring their moral and patriotic fever, and 

returning to a system built on talent.185  The new message seemed to resonate well with his peers, 

as Phan’s renown expanded rapidly. 

With his network of resistance growing, a formal meeting was held in early 1904, where 

members of the association decided Phan would be sent overseas to solicit aid.  Again Tieu-La, 

according to Pham, was a voice of reason.  Tieu-La stated that “no country except one of the 

‘same culture and same race,’” a phrase historian Vinh Sinh claims coincides with the expansion 

of the West in the mid-19th Century into Asia, would agree to aid the Vietnamese.186  Since 

China “lacked the wherewithal even to save herself,” Vietnam looked to Japan, fresh from its 

cataclysmic victory over Russia, representing the “only country of the yellow race that had 

modernized.”187  The twin pillars of racialized and progressive thinking synonymous with 

Liberal biopolitics are quite obvious in Tieu-La’s advice, while the turn away from the 

traditional Big Brother of Vietnam for Westernized Japan symbolically mirrors a turn away from 

Confucius for Spencer.    

Despite changes in rhetoric, the Society in practice persisted in its short-sighted drive to 

seek outside powers to liberate Vietnam through armed intervention.   Phan Chau Trinh feared 

that rather than liberating Vietnam, the Vietnamese would be trading one colonial master for 

another.188  Such fears were certainly reasonable.  Given Phan Boi Chau’s work on the Ryukyu 

Kingdom, it is more than a little ironic that he was so blind to Japan’s imperial ambitions.  
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Equally, it is unlikely that higher level literati were aware of China’s collapse to imperial 

powers, but unaware of Japan's role in China’s decline through the Sino-Japanese War in 1894-5 

and its involvement in the Boxer Rebellion in 1900—especially given French troop involvement.  

Understandably then, Phan Chau Trinh accused the Modernization Society of “rushing forward 

when one cannot see ahead;” blinded by the attraction of Japanese modernization success.189   

Phan Chau Trinh’s worries seemed unnecessary in the summer of 1905 when Phan Boi 

Chau set foot in Japan after a long journey of smuggling himself to the Kobe port.  While the 

expressed goal remained to gain Japanese military support, Phan Boi Chau lacked relationships 

with the necessary individuals to realize this dream.  It was only after he met Chinese intellectual 

Liang Qichao, whose voluminous works on modernization and liberal thought Phan Boi Chau 

respected immensely, that forward momentum was possible, but along a different path.190  Liang 

quickly dissuaded the Vietnamese plan, informing Phan that “it would surely be impossible to 

find an excuse to drive” the Japanese out once they had entered Vietnamese borders.191  From 

this advice and a number of introductions, Phan worked alongside a number of Japanese liberals 

to develop the program which would come to be known as the Dong Du (Go East) Movement, 

aimed at fostering the internal strength of the Vietnamese through westernized education taught 

at Japanese schools.192  

 

Dong Du and the New Vietnam 

 

 The Dong Du Movement represents the beginning of a visible shift in Vietnamese 

ideology and methods from previous independence movements.   Interpreting the Dong Du 

                                                
189 Phan. Phan Chu Trinh. 16-17.  
190 See: Joseph Levenson, Liang Ch'i-Ch'ao and the Mind of Modern China, (Los Angeles: University of California 

Press, 1970). 
191 Phan Boi Chau, Overturned Chariot, 86. 
192 The Dong Du Movement has been covered extensively by other authors and historians. See specifically: Vinh 

Sinh, Phan Boi Chau and the Dong Du Movement, (New Haven: Yale Southeast Asia Studies, 1988). 



 

62 

Movement requires a variety of layers to be peeled away.  Rather than reliance on violence, the 

Dong Du demonstrates a belief that a new generation had to be trained with different skills to 

overcome colonial rule.  Following the lens of the 1970s postcolonial scholars, the movement 

exemplifies the early development of subaltern revolt, where the subaltern seizes or attempts to 

seize the language of the oppressor and “indigenizes” it to be utilized as the tool to break the 

oppressor/oppressed relationship.  The French and the power of colonialism, unable or unwilling 

to offer the Vietnamese the actual means of the mission civilisatrice, effectively forced the 

Vietnamese to seek alternative avenues to access this knowledge, something that Phan Chau 

Trinh lamented in letters to French administrators.   

Specifically Phan drew attention to the fact that, after reading the newspaper Dai Viet 

Tan Bao discussing Vietnamese in Japan, these were individuals who “for thousands of years 

have never gone beyond their gates,” “have resolved to abandon their families and relatives and 

cross vast oceans to go to a foreign country that for a thousand years they had never heard of” 

rather than work with the French.193  The Vietnamese quite observably worked outside the power 

structures of French administrators and provided their own interpretation of colonial power, such 

as Phan Boi Chau’s “A New Booklet.” But simultaneously, the interpretations that they took of 

colonial power were viewed, not through ideas of Confucian cyclical time but a progressive lens 

of modernization and development.  Modernization itself came to be synonymous with the 

“West” and Western teachings in the vein of Meiji Japan’s similar modernization. 

As such, the Dong Du Movement also represents a beginning of Vietnam’s incorporation 

into the structures of the West.  It also characterizes a point of departure from authentic 
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indigenous structures to a manufactured concept of indigenousness, despite the program’s 

limited nature and scope.  As Confucian teachings continued to falter, a choice was made by a 

rising number of Vietnamese to sacrifice this teaching “at the altar of modernity.”194  The 

mechanism of developing “internal” strength suggests a self-civilizing mission achieved through 

educating the young minds of Vietnam to new possibilities associated with the power of 

Colonialism.  This concept becomes more explicit when viewed in tandem with Phan Boi Chau’s 

prolific treatises he wrote during his time in Japan aimed at educating the “older” minds of 

Vietnam to understand the benefits of the New Learning.  Among the most intriguing tracts was 

Phan’s vision for a New Vietnam, Tan Viet Nam, which significantly utilized the nomenclature 

of “Viet Nam” over Annam, Dai Viet, Indochina, etc.   

French authorities considered The New Vietnam “trashy and defamatory” towards France, 

and particularly criminal in its assumption “that the goal of independence had been attained” and 

that “unjust taxes and the burdensome and tyrannical bureaucracy of the French were considered 

past realities.”195 Such remarks come as no surprise given the content of Phan’s pamphlet. Phan 

opens The New Vietnam with his own imperial dreams for Vietnam stating that: 

After modernization we shall determine the domestic as well as foreign affairs of 

our country.  The work of civilization will go on, day after day, and our country’s 

status in the world will be heightened...Every country of Europe, America, Japan, 

the United States, Germany, England will make ours their first ally.  Siam, India 

and other countries of the South Seas will look up to our land as an enlightened 

example.  Even the big countries of Asia, such as China, will be brother countries 

to ours.  The enemy, France, will be afraid of us; she will listen to us, ask us for 

protection. Our flag will fly over the city of Paris, and our colors will brighten the 

entire globe. At that time the only fear we shall have is that we won’t have 

enough time to protect other countries...Such will be the victory of our race. (my 

emphasis)196 
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The discursive changes and influence of Western ideology are quite obvious.  Phan’s 

imagination for the future of Vietnam was bound by the allure and capability of Western 

discourse to interpret French oppression but also the optimistic hope that Vietnam could invert 

this relationship and become a protector nation itself.  Phan clearly views Vietnam’s 

international legitimacy tied to Western states through his desire to become their first ally, while 

he additionally seeks to elevate Vietnam from the “little brother” of China to one of parity, or 

even surpassing to become the example for Asia. Phan seemingly re-articulates the imperial 

world through his expressed goal to become the protecting power and spreading “the wind of 

freedom” across “five continents.”197  All of this, and nine more “conditions” that currently 

plagued the Vietnamese people ranging from the role of mandarins to the military and economic 

expansion, would be turned into “pleasant situations” through the process of modernization 

according to Phan.   

Modernization, in Phan’s view, clearly represented an interchangeable word for the 

processes and ideas of Western Liberalization and Positivism.  This, again becomes explicit in 

his second point of removing the mandarins and replacing them with a Congress Hall split into 

three tiered assembly based on “democratic rights” and the “people will have the ultimate right 

to make decisions” “to preserve their country’s destiny.”198  This introduction of individualistic 

rights and conceptualization of citizenship departed from Confucian understandings of 

individualism as “as a vitally integrated element within a larger familial, social, political, and 

cosmic whole.”199   While, Phan’s wording could be viewed as a Confucian interpretation of 

Western understanding given his propensity to frame individuals in the context of a national 
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whole, the language and juxtaposition of failing tradition and a brighter future painted through 

“modernization” further supports a shift in ideological frameworks from Confucian 

interpretations of the world to Liberal Western ones.   

Members of the current regime were cast as leeches, consuming their population for 

personal gain, and as such had to be removed from the land.  Phan’s imagined penal codes would 

homogenize the population through re-education centers to give criminals back “their civic 

dignity,” a foreshadowing of the decades to come.200 A national army and shrine akin to 

Yasukuni would be raised.201  Through European and Japanese advisors, the Vietnamese would 

learn not only practical technologies like new forms of agriculture and industry but ideological 

curricula of philosophy, medicine, science, politics, literature, history and many other topics 

implicitly trading the previous versions of these subjects for their Western counterparts.  

Through this modernization the “people’s mind would be wide open” and “civilization will reign 

through liberty everywhere,” further demonstrating a linkage between civilization/modernization 

and modernization/Westernization.202  Phan would even go so far to refer to Vietnamese customs 

as “deeply rooted” and “barbarian” while “their desire for progress remained very shallow.”203   

The domination of Western discourse becomes all the more apparent in his concluding 

remarks presented in “six desirable situations.”  Essentially, the desirable situations are changes 

in mentality required to achieve modernization.  Phan develops his ideas about the Vietnamese 

race compared to their neighboring races in order to foster a sense of patriotism to awaken 

Vietnam from its slumber.   Accompanying his formulation of racialized taxonomy, Phan flirts 
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with ideas of progressivism stating that in a “competitive world” the Vietnamese have stood idle 

due to a lack of “desire for progress,” watching their race be swallowed by foreigners and 

perfecting “the skill of being a slave” since the Chinese Han Dynasty.204  Phan further condemns 

Vietnamese refusal to change, who have instead turned their eyes away from the “civilizing 

process” materialized by French technology such as automobiles, rifles, and electric trains.205  

Phan accuses the Vietnamese of perpetually waiting for “their time,” rather than seizing 

progress, mirroring the temporal differences between supposedly fatalistic cyclical time of 

Confucianism and linear, progressive time of the Enlightenment.206  Phan posits Vietnam must 

actively take steps on an individual level to raise the Vietnamese civilization.  But to Phan, even 

the step of intensive training abroad was “simply to get on the bandwagon of civilization” and 

without this education Vietnam would be unable to “achieve any feat of civilization.”207  Only 

through determination and perseverance could Vietnam become the Japan of tomorrow.208   

 Examining the entirety of the ideas presented in The New Vietnam, it is not a difficult 

stretch to observe the connections between Phan’s vision and Westernized discourse.  However, 

Phan’s work could, and should, simultaneously be read through the lens of Confucian ideologies. 

As demonstrated in chapter one, Confucian ideologies possessed their own similar concepts of 

race, individualism, progress, and a number of synonymous ideas of Western Discourse which at 

times converge. However, in the case of The New Vietnam, there is a certain privileging of 

Western programs of modernization, democratization, and the immediate contrasting of what 

was perceived as traditional against modern that embody Confucius and Liberal tradition 
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respectively.  Equally, we can assume that given his audience was fellow Confucian scholars 

who may have been unfamiliar with the concepts Phan was espousing, there was a tactical 

necessity to bridge the mental gap between the world views.  As such, The New Vietnam should 

be seen as a radical departure from previous ideology.  

The question then becomes how influential was Phan Boi Chau’s message among the 

Vietnamese?  Gauging such a metric, as with any public sphere development, is inherently 

difficult.  However, over one thousand copies were printed and circulated after being smuggled 

into Vietnam, and each copy, as with all print culture, could have been digested by more than 

one individual.  Additionally, the pamphlet was popular enough to elicit the aforementioned 

response from the French, suggesting a decent circulation.  These conclusions seem to be 

supported by the physical metrics of the Dong Du Movement which tell a similar tale.  It is 

significant that by 1907 Vietnamese families from all three regions and of all affluency sent 

some two hundred children, some as young as ten years old, to Japan to obtain Western style 

educations, just as Phan had suggested in The New Vietnam.  In general, those students who 

made the journey remained heavily committed to the program, despite facing destitution and 

language barriers.  Their presence alone suggests a certain resonance of Phan’s message. 

Equally, behind each student was some form of mainland support as families either 

donated funds, smuggled the children to ports, or lied to French secret police about their 

children’s whereabouts.209  Some families were no doubt pragmatic, seeing Western education as 

a means of getting ahead, but this still required a hazardous journey and personal risk.  Likewise, 

others must have believed in the patriotic message that Phan had delivered by donating funds 

overseas to support other children, essentially investing in the future of Vietnam.  These families 
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ultimately were more willing to risk prison, death of their children, or any number of fates in lieu 

of sending their children to local traditional Confucian teachers, choosing Phan Chau Trinh’s 

unknown rather than safety and patient waiting.  While two hundred seems small out of a 

population of millions, the proportion becomes far more significant if we restrict this number to 

the 20,000 literati families who were Phan Boi Chau’s main target.210  Also likely, are those who 

approved of the mission but had no children and no means to support others, had children but 

similarly lacked the means or will to send their children on the arduous journey but were open to 

the message, and those who were unable to make it to Japan before the program was closed in 

1907-8.   

 

The Hanoi Free School and Vietnamese Colonization 

 

These conclusions are buttressed by the much broader success of another modernization 

effort launched shortly after the Dong Du Movement began.   In order to save both French power 

in Indochina and relieve the anxieties of the Vietnamese,  Phan Chau Trinh called upon France, 

in his letter to Governor-General Jean Baptiste Paul Beau (1902-8), to fulfil its role as educator 

in every aspect, to create social mobility - teaching the people the methods with which to earn 

better wages - and to allow the Vietnamese a public voice.42  Inspired by his time in Japan, Phan 

Chau Trinh returned to Vietnam to launch his own program of modernization in conjunction with 

a number of other scholars interested in disseminating Western knowledge to others.211   

Together, they developed the Hanoi Free School, opening in March 1907 with the 

permission of the French government.  Modelled after Japanese Liberal Fukuzawa Yukichi’s 

Tokyo Keio Gijuku, the Hanoi Free School built a curriculum centered around Western scientific 
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learning in order to foster the “cause-and-effect relationship” between “civilization and the 

people’s mind.”212 As Thi Phuong Hoa Tran notes, the Hanoi Free School paralleled the “Duy 

Tan movement initiated by Phan Chu Trinh, pointing out three approaching lines to reform the 

country “Enlightening people” (Khai dân trí),“Strengthening national spirit” (Chấn dân khí), 

“Improving living standard” (Hậu dân sinh).”213 Phan Chu Trinh succinctly summarized that 

“even if Vietnam is a barbarian or semicivilized country, it has, for thousands of years, 

transmitted its writings from generation to generation.”214  As such, it was not, Phan asserts, a 

predilection for rebellion that was driving the Vietnamese people, but the anxiety of the 

collapsing civilization around them that was paving the road for destruction.215  All that was 

required for harmony was for the French to resolve this loss of civilization and to reign in the 

mandarins who are hampering the progress of the people.  Once again, the Vietnamese cast the 

concept of modernization as a civilizing force meant to be embraced as the future of Vietnam. 

Like the Dong Du and Phan Boi Chau, the scholars of the Hanoi Free School published a 

number of works in conjunction with the program.  These were even more condemning of 

Confucianism than Phan Boi Chau’s The New Vietnam.  Particularly A New Method to Study 

Civilization, also known as New Book on Civilization published in 1904-7, provides the most 

complete refutation of “tradition” and was utilized by the teachers at the Hanoi Free School. The 

work opens by introducing the reader to the definition of civilization as an “ideology of opening 

up the people’s mind” followed by a discussion on the taxonomizing of the world’s countries 
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into uncivilized, semi-civilized, and civilized.216  Like The New Vietnam, it is possible to read 

this along Confucian lines, and the idea of cultural superiority associated with that system.   

However, the authors are quick to place themselves outside of this lens, offering the past 

of Vietnam and Asia as once “at the source of all civilizations” with “fame as a civilized country 

spread far and wide” but now Vietnam “no longer enjoys the precious products of [their] 

mountains and forests” nor “hold onto the benefits derived from hundreds of commodities.”217  

Instead, the “pearls [of Vietnam’s resources] will never return to [their] shores,” as Vietnam had 

become slaves to foreign goods, mirroring the language of zero-sum game of Social Darwinism 

that was used to justify imperialism, war, and any number of ventures in the name of competition 

between nations.218  

This was no accidental similarity either, as A New Method delves into a discussion of “the 

well known fact” that Vietnamese civilization has “always been static” while “the Western 

civilization is full of dynamism.”219  This conclusion was drawn from a difference in 

civilizations stemming from the European possession of the “contradictory influence.” 

Conceptually this embodied the dialectical relationship between “Congress preserving the 

national good” from the top and “the press expressing the people’s will” from below, which 

fostered national “devotion to their race,” desire for progress in education, change and dynamism 

in the political sphere whether monarchical or republican, an “intimate relationship” between 

people and nation, and finally a sense of adventurism to explore the world which led to 

colonialism.  In contrast, Vietnam possessed the “original cause,” an ignorance created through 
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the perceived superiority of Vietnamese cultural institutions endowed by Confucianism and a 

penchant to view the past as inherently correct and everything new as wrong.220  For each of the 

positives of the West, the authors reflect on the self-proclaimed/orientalized backwardness of 

Vietnam to further exemplify its “permanently static character.”221  

Thus, in order to “attain civilization” the Vietnamese must pursue a program of 

“developing people’s minds” as the authors keenly acknowledge that the “yellow people have 

nothing less than the white men” in raw ability but problematically possess “eyes [which] have 

not seen” “where development lies.”222  A New Method persists that without experiencing other 

models, there is nothing to imitate and “if there is no capital, they can do nothing to increase it” 

implying the foreign nature of Western concepts of government, property, and labor.223  After 

introspection and theorizing, the authors decided on six paths which would begin opening the 

mind of Vietnam.  Like the French, Vietnamese scholars priortized removing the Chinese based 

writing system for the quoc ngu to facilitate literacy and increase communication in a wholly 

“Vietnamese” system, despite its invention from Western missionaries.224   

Second encompassed the removal of Chinese books—for they “record Chinese history” 

and “have nothing much concerning” Vietnam—and replace them with introductory volumes 

that summarize the great ideas of East and West, translated into Vietnamese, combined with 

“Vietnamese history as the principal subject matter” with “drawings of our villages, our country, 

roads, rice fields (emphasis added).”225  The third discusses changing the Examination System to 

better reflect ability rather than “the memorization capability of the candidates” and the eight-
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line poems, which even China had abandoned in 1900, in favor of practical knowledge in history, 

liberalizing the rules imposed on style and content and the addition of mathematics and national 

language.226  The final three topics concern developing a system of talents, expanding industry, 

and publishing of newspapers to stimulate ideas. 

In its conclusion, the authors contrast Vietnam’s “deep sleep” to the successes of Japan, 

Siam, and even China who have successfully crossed the river of Westernization/Modernization 

while Vietnam remained “anchored in the middle of it.”  If Vietnam fails to “destroy the old 

fortifications” then it may become the barbarian society of tomorrow as, like the river, 

civilization’s “movement has no end” and therefore “progress also has no end.”227  Such a line 

certainly cements the degree to which those associated with the Hanoi Free School embraced the 

ideology of Western Liberalism and progress.   A New Method presents a direct affront to 

traditional Vietnamese thinking and models, and a romanticized/essentialized view of the West 

analyzed through the lens of Social Darwin and progressivism in rather blunt and obvious 

language, signaling again the submission of Vietnamese scholars to the enchantment of Western 

discourse.    

The school also moved beyond fostering the mind to outward appearance, where students 

were encouraged to wear Western dress, and acquire new, short haircuts over the longer queue 

style braid, symbolically “cutting off…[the] ignorance” of Confucianism.228  Even more 

explicitly, Nguyen Quyen, one of the principals of the school, stated in a poem; “This time I had 

my hair cut and became a monk/ I will chant the ‘Independence’ sutra, and I will live/ in the 
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‘Modernization’ Temple”229  The aesthetics of Western appearance took root quickly and 

remained a staple of Annam throughout the colonial period, with the Phan Chan Trinh “style” 

becoming in vogue.230  Alongside physical appearance, came more practical learning in the form 

of new methods of farming, capitalism, and trade activities, despite occasional difficulties 

associated with the transition from Confucian ideology and Western concepts of property.   

Eventually, the program enrolled some six hundred students both male and female.231  

This figure does not include the establishment of sister primary schools in rural departments, nor 

the increasingly large crowds of un-enrolled, and not easily quantifiable, individuals who came 

to listen to Phan Chau Trinh’s speeches on modernization.232  Like the Dong Du Movement, the 

Hanoi Free School had a short tenure with the French government targeting the program as a 

central hub of the 1908 Tax Riots, which was also known as the Short Haired Rebellion, due to 

the wide participation of individuals with cut hair.  Special sentences were given to individuals 

caught with short hairstyles and most of the teachers and students of the Hanoi Free School were 

arrested including Phan Chau Trinh, who would later be exiled to France.233  But this should not 

detract from the relatively large outreach of the school signaled a further perceptible change 

among Vietnamese families. In 1917, the proclamation for the Thai Nguyen Uprising stated that 

“the Hanoi Free School opened our mind,” and subsequent revolutionaries would embrace Phan 

as an embodiment of progress. An increasing willingness to seek Western learning based 

educations for their children rather than entrusting this task to the traditional Confucian village 
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scholars signaled, again, a disillusionment with the latter and a choice to abandon the safety of 

familiarity for change. 

Despite the ultimate failures of the two programs, the ideas that they fostered continued 

moving forward.  While Phan Chau Trinh never gave up on collaborationist methods with the 

French, constantly beseeching French officials to uphold the mission civilisatrice up to his death, 

his goals moved in parallel to Phan Boi Chau’s more militant appeals to tutoring from 

modernizers in China and Japan.  The ultimate aim was to raise Vietnam back to the ranks of 

“civilized” nations and achieve independence, it was only the timing/methods of the latter that 

the two fundamentally differed.  As such, it is apparent that the most radical and revolutionary of 

the Vietnamese scholars began to view the world in terms of Western discourse as a means of re-

civilizing Vietnam and applied this practically through education programs aimed at the younger 

generations.   

Thus, examining the early nationalist movements of the Vietnamese assists the historian 

in reconciling agency, subaltern discourse, and Eurocentric power.  At any given moment, 

Vietnamese demonstrated that there were limits to French power, the Dong Du Movement lasted 

for roughly five years which the French proved unable to stop until signing a treaty with Japan 

and the Hanoi Free School operated both within the intended French permissions and beyond, as 

demonstrated by the Short Hair Rebellion.  Similarly, the Vietnamese retained the ability to 

choose the path which they were to take, despite colonial repression and exploitation.  No one 

forced Vietnamese families to send their children abroad or to Western curriculum schools 

developed by the scholar-patriots, yet many still chose or felt compelled to do so in increasing 

numbers.   
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Equally, much like the introspection into pho’s historicity that opened this chapter, the 

authors of A New Method implored the reader to seek what was authentically Vietnamese, which 

books, which history, which maps and images, which language.  These categories took shape 

through the othering of neighbors to define what Vietnam was not, or how its history was 

superior to its immediate neighbors.234  While othering no doubt existed before direct 

colonialism, as exemplified by the previously mentioned conquest of the Cham, the physical 

language had changed to one inspired by Social Darwinism and the competition of nations.  

Additionally, through this understanding, embracing Western discourse was no less authentic to 

Vietnamese identity than embracing the ideas of Confucius that was associated directly with 

China.  Both were seen as borrowed from other civilizations as tools to be used, but when placed 

in contrast with each other, only one offered a path forward to regain Vietnam’s status among the 

“civilized” or “protector” nations.  Certainly, Vietnamese had not looked upon Confucianism as 

“static” or “semi-civilized” for the centuries that Vietnam utilized the model, while the French 

were viewed as barbarians upon their arrival in Vietnam. 

This shift results from the structures layered above choice which sealed away and 

normalized sectors of Vietnamese society.235  The real power of colonialism to incorporate and 

dominate local thought into the taxonomizing structures of Liberal Discourse restricted the 

options perceived available to individual Vietnamese.  This restriction becomes clear in the cases 

of The New Vietnam and A New Method, where the world is portrayed as divided into various 

civilizations and races associated with progress, dynamism, and power related to a people’s 

proximity to Western intellectual tradition.  And while it can be said that the specific applications 

were indigenized or mimicked, the structures were, quite obviously, pulled directly from or 
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privileged Western intellectual foundations.  Similarly, “tradition” and “modernity” are placed 

diametrically against each other, the former signaling the failures of the Vietnamese, and the 

latter the reason for French success, mirroring the early French efforts to deconstruct “feudal” 

vestiges in the colonies. The inability of Confucian interpretations to successful remove the 

French coupled with the perceptible difference in technological innovation and other physical 

signs of colonialism restricted Vietnamese imagination from finding solutions outside of 

Westernization.   

These ideas would continue to grow and change, as Vietnamese continued to experiment 

to perfect the flavor of their national broth.  Phan Boi Chau would continue his pursuit of 

achieving independence in a series of attempts under the banner of the Vietnam Restoration 

League in 1912 based off the Chinese revolutionary platform and informed partly by Phan’s 

readings of The Social Contract, De l’Esprit des Lois, and others.236  Phan’s shift towards 

democracy can be seen both as a genuine commitment towards progress, built upon the 

interactions he had both with Phan Chau Trinh and others in Japan, and a pragmatic calculation 

to gain Chinese revolutionary support to overthrow the French in Indochina.237  Under the banner 

of a newly designed national flag, Phan and the others formed essentially a government in exile 

which in itself was a legitimately progressive step when compared to the Association.  They 

printed bonds to raise the necessary funds to support a League army, wrote a book for military 

strategy and created a battle standard alongside the national flag.238 In essence the League 

attempted to generate the symbolic nationalism of a community.  
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However, by the beginning of the Great War, most of these efforts had been crushed by 

the French colonial state.  Phan Boi Chau was taken captive right before the war by Chinese 

officials during a political power struggle where he would remain until 1917 only to be captured 

again in 1925.  Phan Chau Trinh was one of the lucky few who received some amnesty and was 

able to leave the prison island of Poulo Condor alive—the same could not be said for many 

others of the Short Hair Movement.  He would be exiled to France, due to his popularity among 

the people, where he could be monitored easier, but separated from the colony.  It was here 

where Phan would meet a young Ho Chi Minh and inspire a new generation of revolutionaries 

and continue to critique Vietnamese traditional power and champion modernization through 

French hands. These student revolutionaries, as we will see, possessed a more nuanced 

understandings of the West and the manifold intellectual currents that coursed their way through 

the streets of Paris.  This education developed through direct contact with the metropole in the 

Great War and the expanding French education reforms as empire was re-conceptualized in the 

post-war period. The worldviews of individuals like Phan Chau Trinh seemed archaic by the 

1920s to a new generation of Vietnamese, the Great War had changed international relations.  



 

78 

CHAPTER 3 

THE COLONIAL GREAT WAR EXPERIENCES  

 

France emerged from the Great War gasping for air and faced a series of crises both 

materially and to its very identity in the post-war years.  Close to 1.4 million metropolitan 

Frenchman had given their lives over four bloody years accounting for 3.4 percent of the 

population, which does not include the tens of thousands of colonial troops nor those maimed.239  

Civilian casualties numbered in the hundreds of thousands and an estimated deficit of 1.5 million 

births resulted from the catastrophic losses of young men.240  France’s pre-war demographic 

decline was only exacerbated under such conditions affecting more than just military strength but 

also creating economic shrinkage.  Manpower losses equate to a smaller workforce and less 

targets for manufactured goods in the interwar.  France had further economically expunged some 

54.7 percent of its pre-war capital during the course of the war.241  Its infrastructure in previously 

occupied regions witnessed wholesale destruction; 712,000 buildings, 20,000 industrial factories, 

2.5 million hectares of farmland, and thousands of miles of roads, canals, railways and their 

bridges.242 

Yet some metropolitan hope remained with the success that the imperial war effort had 

achieved.  Hundreds of thousands of colonial troops helped offset French losses and material 

imports staved off economic collapse as a result of German occupation.243  In subscriptions 

alone, the colonies had provided some 600 million to one billion francs in capital with Indochina 
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providing over half the total.244  They had contributed approximately 2.5 million tons of various 

material and goods to the metropole.245  Albert Sarraut concluded the colonies were no longer 

“the dream and fantasies of literature” instead they had “at the moment of peril” supplied the 

much needed manpower and material demonstrating the colony’s “vitality at an hour of great 

danger.”246  Or as Leon Archimbaud would state in 1928 “our colonies are indispensable to us, 

and without them, France would no longer be France.”247 

As such, Albert Sarraut, now Minister of Colonies (1921-5), began promoting a wider 

program of mise en valeur across the empire to be pursued more vigorously than the pre-war 

years. Development of the colonial economies into more diverse economies, colonialists argued, 

would simultaneously “produce men” out of the uncivilized through a change in environment 

and social engineering.248  Specifically changes in education and public hygiene sought to 

progressively improve the character and condition of the indigenes. Policies of association once 

again gained popularity as colonial officials noted the failures of the previous policy of 

assimilation to replace previous social institutions across the colonial sphere.249  Textbooks 

gained more nuanced approaches to local traditions where it could be reconciled with the secular 

mission civilisatrice. As such the post-war engendered a belief that the metropole and colonies 

could work together to build a greater France, a France of 100 million human beings, no longer 

just Frenchmen.250 
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 These programs however rarely proceeded as planned anywhere in the empire, with 

forced labor and cash crops remaining a staple as colons largely blocked efforts to incorporate 

the rising indigenous elites into government institutions as equals.  Alongside colon pressure, 

chaos descended immediately following the Great War in 1920 as recently named Prime 

Minister Millerand faced large scale worker insurrection at home, new mandates in the Middle 

East, and a myriad of other concerns associated with the redrawing of maps in the collapse of 

Europe’s oldest land empires.251  Brutal counter-actions and the collapse of the trade unions 

saved metropolitan France from revolution while hypocritical efforts to maintain the empire 

against the movements of national self-determination continued to generate tensions, especially 

in the new mandates like Syria.252   France also emerged from the event politically alienated by 

her former allies over the issues of French prestige and its post-war position at the Paris Peace 

Conferences.253   Further, the economic goals to forcibly acquire the capital necessary for 

funding the reconstruction of France failed as Germany defaulted on reparations payments and 

Poincare ordered French troops to cross the Rhine to occupy the industrial heartland of the 

nascent Weimar Republic.  Expenses soared and the franc faced further devaluation while a new 

reparations plan was to be drafted to remedy Germany’s fiscal crises.254  

Fundamentally, the post-war period became a question of how to contain Germany and 

retain France’s place as European hegemon.  After the narrowly escaped disaster of the Ruhr 

Occupation, the ability of the French to project power seemed limited at best.  Despite 
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Germany’s upheaval in the immediate economic fallout of hyperinflation, France still remained 

in a precarious position herself.  As Joseph Bohling notes: in the 1920s many French elites 

worried that the nation state could not manage the international challenges that France faced; 

instead, they turned to organising larger political structures – empire (which became the French 

Union in 1946), supranational Europe or Eurafrica – as ways to stimulate economic growth and 

maintain France’s political independence.”255  

As such, another option to the empire of 100 million people was a Federal Europe to 

contain the “German danger [to] France” and the threat of “Imperialism, Bolshevism, the spirit 

of revenge and all secret dealings.”256  As Adam Tooze states, France was clearly militarizing a 

chain of Eastern European states, pseudo-imperialistic in nature, to act as “guard dogs” against 

German encroachments.257 Despite the foundation of the Little Entente as a political and 

economic system created by and for its member states, the newly formed Eastern European 

nations, the fate of the Entente, Peace, and the League of Nations intertwined synonymously in 

many works of the era.258 As such, France placed a great level of importance in the early years 

on the survival of the Little Entente, often equating its survival to that of France itself. 

In the face of increasingly heavy protectionist economies of the United States, Great 

Britain, and the Soviet Union, France faced its own dilemma of securing its economic 

standing.259  Initial answers sought a policy in-line with the colonial empire as imperialism.  A 

project of mise en valeur began simultaneously in Eastern Europe as belief in the power of the 
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Little Entente overshadowed the parti coloniale’s efforts to convince France of the need to re-

invest in the colonies. When examining the economic growth of the region in 1935, Milan Hodza 

found the area still overwhelmingly agrarian, an average of 60%, and millions of pounds and 

francs in debt.260  This sort of economic development level explicitly mirrors the colonial 

imperial picture that pro-colonialists had of the global empire.  Eastern Europeans could be 

targets for unloading French industrial goods but much closer to home than colonies like 

Indochina and forcing economic reliance meant they would be forced to answer to French 

demands.  With French industry once again booming during a time of market shrinkage, French 

development programs sought not to industrialize agrarian Eastern Europe but rather increase 

farmers’ wages to afford French manufactured goods.261  This further paints a picture of the 

pseudo-imperialistic nature of French interaction with Eastern Europe as a replacement for the 

more troublesome global empire. 

Ultimately this state investment project did little to secure French borders as historians 

now know.  Briand’s policies construed a radical experiment and departure from traditional 

foreign policy considerations. Instead of relying solely on these underdeveloped Eastern nations, 

Briand recognized the necessity of including Germany in the industrial calculations of a 

successful European bloc, and through cooperation would hopefully bind them together to end 

imperial rivalry between the two.262 Thus, rapprochement economically and politically would 

render the European issues solved, allowing for a return to more global considerations.  The 

dream remained until the death of Gustav Stresemann in 1929 and crushed in the Depression the 

following year.  Despite rapprochement, the constant pressure of the German threat continually 
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dogged the imperial vision for colonialists and required the message be cast in relation to the 

safety and wellbeing of the metropole. As such, the projects of mise en valeur in the 1920s and 

30s, which provide important context for the changes in the next generation of Vietnamese who 

are the central actors of the next chapter, were often conducted in tandem with the continental 

visions of empire. Each fought the other for limited resources and markets and forced to justify 

their existence to the metropole—and internationally in the case of the colonies in an era of 

national self-determination.  

 

Colonial Experiences of the Great War  

 

 At the end of the Great War, almost one million colonial troops had served in military 

and civilian roles in the metropole.263  Officers like Charles Mangin, author of La Force noire, 

had led the charge before and during the war for the inclusion of colonial troops as an integral 

military asset, the “endless reservoir of men” to balance French demographic decline.  Despite 

the pervasive racial stereotypes of the martial races and the hierarchies of (in)effectual soldiers, 

colonial troops bled all the same alongside their metropolitan counterparts in every year of the 

war in combat and non-combat rolls, and especially so during the Chemin des Dames Offensive 

in 1917.264   They held the line “fighting to the death to beat back enemy attacks” and advancing 

into withering fire on command.265 Such favorable performances, exemplified the dedication and 

loyalty of these colonial troops to their mère patrie while supporting the positions of officers like 
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Mangin.  Above all, it appeared as if the French had confirmed the answer to their demographic 

decline and in total war the economic engine of empire seemed well reasoned.  As Camille Gorju 

would note as early as 1917, the colonies were no longer “an item of luxury” but “an extension 

of France” “which must be exploited.”266  

 The colonial sphere was a mixture of turbulence and stability. With most of the scholar-

patriots either in prison, in hiding, or in exile, the French theoretically could expect little 

opposition and the Restoration League had faced further liquidation at the hands of colonial 

authorities.267  Most of the colonial troops that remained in Vietnam were utilized to hunt down 

Chinese bandits and “pirates” throughout the course of the war.268  The seeming calm obscured 

the fact that the colony would face a series of rebellions almost every year of the war.  However, 

none that ever seriously threatened French rule, despite the limited number of troops in the 

territory and focus drawn to Europe.  In 1914, an ethnic minority rose up to protest heavy 

taxation after poor harvests and disease but were quickly crushed by technologically superior 

French troops.  This was followed by a brief uprising in Cochinchina that, despite being quickly 

broken up and repressed in 1916, still shook colon communities in the area.269   

 The most significant of the rebellions came from the Autumn of 1916 Duy Tan Plot, 

named after fifteen-year-old Emperor Duy Tan, and the 1917 Thai Nguyen Uprising. The former 

was almost farcical in how poorly the rebellion was coordinated. The uprising’s plan quickly 

flushed out by collaborationist mandarins and French agents, leading to most of the elements, 

namely the colonial troops, being neutralized before the rebellion even began.270  The child 
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emperor was swiftly deposed and shipped into exile, further signaling the ineptitude of the 

traditional powers in Vietnam. More significant was the Thai Nguyen Uprising, which Peter 

Zinoman claims was “the largest and most destructive anti-colonial uprising” to occur between 

the 1880s and 1930.271  Under the five star, red and yellow flag of the nationalist movements, the 

Vietnamese colonial troops launched a mutiny to escape colonial abuses and freed a number of 

political prisoners, including one Luong Ngoc Quyen, son of Luong Van Can and follower of 

Phan Boi Chau’s Dong Du Movement.  In principle, the uprising was important due to its multi-

class, multi-regional composition involving political prisoners, peasants, and soldiers, 

showcasing a different sort of rebellion, one of “horizontal comradeship” that is “characteristic 

of modern political nationalism.”272 However, these events remained marginal in the greater 

history of Vietnam, in large part due to a French cover-up and media blackout by the colonial 

administration.273  Likewise German efforts to upset the colonies through coordination with the 

nascent nationalist movements ended in failure, but remained real fears for French 

administrators.274 

For those in the metropole, racial stereotypes both evolved and became more entrenched 

due to the close proximity of thousands of indigenes and the non-colonial French which had a 

lasting impact on the roll colonies would play in the post-war period.  Vietnamese combat 

experience leveled or reduced the French superiority in many cases. Some Vietnamese began to 

see the French as not only “cowards but also lack[ing] talent because they had only one-tenth of 

the Germans’ military skill.”275  This demystification of racial hierarchy naturally deeply 
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troubled French administrators, fearing the effects these veterans might have after 

demobilization.  French also began to see the Vietnamese in a more popular light as well.  Many 

Vietnamese performed skilled tasks as truck drivers, clerks, and nurses, earning a reputation 

among the French as individuals with a “subtle intelligence, nimble, quick to learn, [and] 

endowed with a remarkable gift for imitation, having a love and respect for intellectual 

culture”276 in contrast to their pre-war assumption of being unsuited “to be able to face this 

terrible ordeal (the war).”277  Sometimes the racial hierarchies worked between indigenes, 

tensions between Senegalese and Vietnamese workers in 1918 led to a massacre of fourteen 

Vietnamese and many more hospitalized, forcing French officials to disperse hundreds of 

Vietnamese to avoid a series of revenge killings.278 

As both Kimloan Hill and Richard Fogarty discuss in their respective works, interracial 

interactions became a prevalent concern for metropolitan morality and racial hierarchies. 

Constant social interaction between local French people and Vietnamese servicemen and 

workers at cafes, shops, and on the streets served to further demystify the colonizer/colonized 

inequalities. Preventative measures were taken by the patriarchal leaders of French society to 

punish Vietnamese who “dared to fall in love with a French girl.”279  Regardless, 250 French-

Indochinese couples were married in France and thousands more had various romantic love 

affairs.280  The indigenes sexual interactions with French women served as a slight against the 

“prestige” of women in the colonies, especially in the case of prostitution where, unlike the 

“women of this race (French)” in the colonies, “two francs was enough to have fun with 
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them.”281 Some soldiers even viewed sex explicitly as revenge on their colonial master’s 

exploitation of indigenous women.282 

However, while scholarship has focused on the evident and incredibly important negative 

effects of the war on the structure of colonial racism, there was an assimilating factor that should 

not be overlooked.  As is well known, enlistment and service in the French Army occasionally 

came with the promise of citizenship in the vein of the Revolutionary Wars of 1792 and the 

mythos of the levee en masse.  The hope of gaining social advancement, naturalization and equal 

rights represented a motivating factor beyond economic enrichment for colonial volunteers and a 

topic that would become a point of contention in the post-war period.  Full citizenship, 

nominally, rested on knowledge of French language, obey French law and Civil Code, and 

pledge allegiance to the French administration.283  Some soldiers and workers opted to re-enlist 

rather than go home despite general demobilization in hopes of realizing the dream of 

naturalization and enjoyment of the equality, and sometimes power, they wielded in the 

metropole. Others took matters into their own hands, attempting to marry into well-to-do sponsor 

families of officers, lawyers, and other wealthy individuals, while certain French officials looked 

at the union of French women and indigenes through a liberal belief that the marriage would 

have an assimilating effect on the individuals and prove beneficial to colonial society.284  One 

Vietnamese soldier claimed he became “the worst betrayer” of Vietnam to marry his French 

fiancee and gained French citizenship in the process.285   
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Likewise, education continued, or perhaps began for many of these individuals, during 

their time in France. Through organizations like Alliance française sponsored by, at the time, 

Governor- General Albert Sarraut, French women offered formal lessons in quoc ngu and 

French. These women also sent care packages of both treats and textbooks to frontline 

soldiers.286 Access to other reading material was available in both languages at the Cercle 

Indochinois eventually, according to Hill, benefiting some 25,000 men, and provided a place of 

socialization for the regionally diverse recruits.287 In the immediate post-war, special programs 

funded by the colonial government and other entities like the French Trade Union enabled almost 

three thousand Vietnamese to stay in France to gain either vocational or higher education.288   

Other education came in the form of political mobilization and organization techniques 

through France’s “favorite pastime” of striking. Many of the Vietnamese who were brought to 

France, due to their perception as a non-warrior race, were utilized to fill the manpower 

shortages in the production sectors.  However in 1917 and 1918, workers went on strike for a 

variety of reasons, and sometimes in coordination with French workers for better wages, better 

living conditions, vacation periods, and an end to the war.289  Demobilization meant that these 

tactics of organization of workers were also brought home to the colonial workers providing new 

means to undermine unjust colonial exploitation.  Despite comprising a relatively small portion 

of the population, between 1923 and 1927 workers organized Association Amicale des 

Travailleurs Indochinois (Friendly Association of Indo-chinese Workers), Association de 

Laqueurs (Association of Lacquer Workers), Association Mutuelle des Travailleurs (Workers’ 
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Mutual Association) and the Comité de Défense des Travailleurs Annamites (Committee to 

Defend Annamite Workers). 290  Others coordinated with metropolitan political groups such as 

the Ligue des Droits de l’Homme and the Parti Communiste Français as we shall see in chapter 

four.   

Above all, the Great War caused a re-imagining of imperial relationships and the role the 

colonial sphere would play in the future defense of la patrie. The changing, or more nuanced 

stereotypes and the importance of colonial manpower coincided with a shift in policy towards 

association and a “better” understanding of colonial subjects.  Alongside these changes came the 

discourse of a more positive colonial relationship, that the metropolitan officials would finally 

take their role as “civilizers” seriously.  

 

La plus grand France and Mise en Valeur: Successes and Ideals 

 

As previously mentioned, colonial performance—despite or perhaps aided by colonial 

equalization—resulted in French colonialists altering the conceptual framework of empire.  

While 100 million Frenchmen sounds inherently assimilationist, there exist simultaneous 

interpretations that imply that rather than incorporating indigenes into the metropole, the 

metropole would now expand beyond the Hexagon to grow to a domain twenty times the size of 

la Patrie; the idea of la plus grande France or “Greater France.” 291  Or as Albert Sarraut 

succinctly states: “the national idea must create a new state of mind that clearly discerns the 

inescapable incorporation to French life this immense colonial life.”292  In other words, rather 

than the colonies solely incorporating French teachings, France must also embrace and learn 
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more about her colonies and the human beings which inhabit them.  Sarraut believed in a new 

type of humanistic colonialism and that “natives were men like us” and therefore “we must treat 

them as men like us.”293   

This differed from the Anglo-American biological determinism as French racial thinkers, 

taking a more Lamarckian view, believed that through a change in their environment could 

change the characteristics of the individuals.  Rather than centuries of change that produced the 

“European race,” through the knowledge and ability of superior French culture it would be 

possible to change “barbarians” in a few generations time to modify and mold these individuals 

to the ranks of civility.  Long term investment into infrastructure and public works would couple 

with the tutelage of indigenous elites and previous structures under the direction of Republican 

higher functionaries to provide this transition.  As Clifford Rosenberg notes, “color 

consciousness had little purchase with Sarraut and the more moderate members of the Radical 

Party.”294    

As such through the proper development of the colonies the threat to the empire could be 

checked by replacing these negative forces by a benevolent France.  The core of La mise en 

valeur took aim at outlining a series of infrastructure and manufacturing plans tailored to each 

colony to achieve this goal.295  Success seemed possible as Sarraut’s proposal came at a high tide 

of imperial sympathy as indigenes had paid for the “progress” of the mission civilisatrice in 

blood and proved their usefulness in wartime considerations. Central to the plan remained 

economic exploitation of the colonies, now with a new face.  An almost command market 
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economy was envisioned, where each region was to be tailored to the goal of imperial autarky.  

To initiate early programs, the colonies would at least partially self-finance their 

“improvements” through the vast capital reserves still housed in colonial banks while the 

remainder would be state subsidized. The colonialists posited that infrastructure and industrial 

development, rather than creating competing markets as many French industries feared, would 

facilitate increased exports.296  Modernization of roads meant modernization of transportation, 

giving market availability to companies like Renault and Citroen or more aesthetic products like 

the cosmetics of Coty and Tokalon while increased real wages among colonial indigènes could 

translate to real increases in consumption and foster individualistic identities. 297  Colonial 

progress and integration equated directly to metropolitan economic growth.298 

In Indochina, policies of association and assimilation worked in tandem since Paul 

Doumer’s administration, but the post-war period led to a re-evaluation of the myriad of 

conflicting principles which the mission civilisatrice across the empire operated.299  This 

problem would persist throughout the post-war period.  Individuals like Leon Archimbaud 

theorized in his 1928 work La plus grand France on how to remedy the issues caused by the 

diversity of colonial administration systems and lack of intercommunication which had 

hampered previous imperial efforts.300  As previously discussed, the parti colonial was often 

“incompetent and incoherent,” where cabinet appointees to colonial departments often knew 

little about the colonies, some believing Haiti was recently lost to revolt or having no knowledge 
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of agreements like the Entente Cordiale until after the document was signed.301  Creating a more 

effective bureaucratic structure that would uniformize colonial administration would hopefully 

remedy these situations and make the colonies more profitable and flexible.  

In general, Archimbaud’s goal clearly sought the rationalization and professionalization 

the French empire into a cohesive state-run unit. Despite “different levels of civilization” among 

the various colonial populations, Archimbaud believed that standardization was the only way to 

overcome the colonial mess.  He utilized the contrasting examples of Indochina where locals 

were shunned and Madagascar where they were embraced to great effect.302  Perhaps with some 

irony, colonial nationalist movements achieved greater cooperation and cross communication.  

Events in Morocco under Abd-El-Krim and Syria through the Druze revolt reached similarly 

minded Vietnamese movements to provide context for delegitimizing colonial power.303 

Effort to sway public opinion toward investment in the colonies was aided through tourist 

programs and adventure logs.  Once such account by Alph Fafart, Vers la plus grande France 

d’Asie, recounts the author’s travels on his way to Indochina and the sense of wonder he felt with 

the effects France had on the colony.304  In his conclusion, he states that more French economic 

development was still needed to free up the market and Greater French Asia represents an 

excellent investment.  Additionally, Fafart hoped to bring the colonial question to the 

metropolitan citizens so that “every citizen would know by what means and efforts the colonies 

had been conquered, their purpose, and their utility.”305  As Cindy A. Nguyen demonstrates, 

greater tourist efforts helped solidify the imagined space of the colony of Indochina to generate 
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tangible markers of  the success of the civilizing mission.  These movements among both French 

and Vietnamese tourists “conceptualized new spatial realities through engagement with ideas on 

modernity, individualism, and community.”306  

Other concerns took a more humanistic look at what French rule had wrought among the 

colonial populations due to the incoherent policies. French West Africa officials stated their 

belief that the “native policy had regressed, not progressed” under French rule, a sentiment 

Vietnamese intellectuals would agree with (See Chapter Four).307  Others like former Lieutenant-

Governor Rodier of Indochina feared that the French “had turned them (the Vietnamese) into 

illiterates,” rather than transforming the Vietnamese through pedagogical tools.308  The zealous 

wholesale destruction of traditional power structures left significant vacuums in power which 

threatened the entirety of the colonial project.  Like Sarraut, administrators in other colonies 

came to the conclusion that French policy must begin to understand that the colonial people “had 

a history of their own which we [the French] do not have the right to ignore nor disdain, on the 

grounds that it is not written and does not appear on univèrsity curricula. It is the history of a 

human race and, for this reason alone, cannot remain unknown to men, whomever they might be, 

and particularly not to men who have received the mission to continue [this history]."309 

Of the programs of mise en valeur, the development of the individual would have the 

most lasting impacts despite being marred by limitations and failures to extend the programs en 

masse.   Much scholarship has been dedicated to the role of education in the colonies and the 

debate on whether the French effectively transformed Vietnamese into “Frenchmen with yellow 
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skin” or if that was even the aim at all.310   As has been discussed, the education reforms of the 

previous decades brought a nominal end to the Confucian System of learning and worked 

towards fully incorporating Vietnam into a “globalized” Eurocentric pedagogy in the years 

before 1914.311  French administrators would claim that “if we [the French] want to exercise our 

influence in these countries, to draw Indochinese people to follow our way, to liberate them and 

raise their spirit, we should deliver our ideas to them and teach them our language… starting 

from the school.”312   

In part, colonial education programs were an exportation of the internal civilizing mission 

that Eugene Weber discussed in Peasants into Frenchmen, the idea of modernity’s universalizing 

and uniformizing effects. This incorporation into French structures coincided with the 

aforementioned Chinese intellectual turn towards “revolutionary and nationalist ideas” which 

aided the French in “destroying the ancient cultural and linguistic bonds that had long united the 

Vietnamese and Chinese elite” further alienating the Vietnamese from traditional worldviews.313  

Of course, actions taken by the scholar-patriots also helped to break down the barriers to 

“modernization” in the years before 1914.  Most importantly for this project of uniformity was 

the final, formal end of the Confucian Exam system by 1919 across Vietnam, which had been 
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dying from an assault from French and Vietnamese alike.  However, as we have seen, a new 

program of association sought to rebuild some of the traditional power structures that did not 

conflict with French Republicanism.  

While still framed within a very orientalist and paternalistic relationship between 

colonizer/colonized, this idea of incorporating specific indigene history and leadership marks a 

significant departure from previous French efforts to eradicate “barbaric” cultures and “feudal” 

vestiges.  French officers “considered the old mandarin elite nothing but a class of pedants and 

parasites who had stultified the development of Vietnamese society.”314  Other lessons 

prioritized Confucian morality, as French administrators saw themselves incapable of replacing 

this instruction, serving the dual role of associating this curriculum with French power while 

maintaining “traditional values” at home.315  Additional topics covered hygiene and physical 

education, as well as the standard math and sciences, with the majority of the time dedicated to 

French instruction.316  

However, where tradition stood in the way of progress, French educators were quick to 

dispose of the indigenous cultural practices. School textbooks targeted tradition directly through 

stories of urban children looking nostalgically at the rustic nature of Vietnam to demonstrate the 

progress that French civilization had bequeathed to these students through development.317  

Alongside the progressive nature of contrasting urban “civility” with rural “backwardness,” 

textbooks introduced Vietnamese children to racialized hierarchies which continued the 

deconstruction of Vietnamese culture; claiming that Vietnamese had been mere copyists all 
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along.318  As Marie-Paule Ha notes, early assimilationist policies of nos ancetres les gaulois fell 

away to a more taxonomizing, hierarchical message which taught indigenous culture and 

morality in order to establish the superiority of the European white race.319  Ha utilizes the 

concept of symbolic violence to support this claim.  In general, symbolic violence embraces the 

idea that “through an institutionalized educational system that reproduces the linguistic and 

cultural capital of the dominant power” the “culture of the dominant class” becomes legitimized 

and normalized.320   

Education continued to be a central debate and means of judging French efforts to 

“develop” the Vietnamese as the topic increasingly became synonymous with the civilizing 

mission among French and Vietnamese alike. While we have seen that the ideas of the West 

seeped into Vietnamese intellectual circles through Chinese translations, training in French 

language knowledge opened doors for this generation to a new host of contemporary 

metropolitan ideas and closer readings.  Further, French based education provided tools for more 

nuanced interpretations of colonial law which enabled the Francophone generation to provide 

closer analysis of the Janus-natured colonial regime.321  Yet, this freedom of interpretation 

paradoxically meant submission to and reproduction of French intellectual currents. 

The largest advances came through the incorporation of Western medicine into the 

colonial sphere, which ironically, was wholly unprepared for the diseases of the tropical climate 

of Indochina or the jungles of Africa.  Thus, the colonial “laboratory” served as both a region to 

advance Western medicine and also as a supposed marker of French superiority.  Advances in 
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antibiotics, vaccinations, and biology served to enhance public health and serve as a symbol of 

progress both in the metropole and in the colonies.322  As Lara J. Iverson demonstrates, medicine 

served the further purpose of cataloging the biology of Vietnamese, such as pelvic structure, 

empirically providing evidence for racial theories that pervaded both France and the West in 

general.323  These types of medical journals and data collection were likewise pursued by 

Vietnamese practitioners of Western which provided a self-taxonomizing and orientalizing 

physiology of Vietnamese women, implying a certain level of success that “modern” medicine 

had in converting to the theories of Mendel and Darwin.  

The effects of these policies are clear in how older generations viewed younger 

Vietnamese as déraciné “unable to produce anything worthy of consideration to the national 

body of literature, but they also contribute to disgracing our national language. Nowadays we 

(the Vietnamese) observe frequently these “new” students gathering and talking only in French. 

Not only on the topics of philosophy or politics, but even just basic phrases like hello, thank you, 

or goodbye. They consider that impressive and prestigious...”324  Some critiqued that rather than 

assuming “real” modernity, much of the focus was on bourgeois trappings and “surface” 

modernity.325  Older, more conservative Vietnamese like Pham Quyen and Luu Trong Lu 

lamented that “we used to be Chinese. Now we are French. Have we ever been allowed to be 

Vietnamese?” and that it felt as if “the nation were a ship in the middle of a wide river; it has 
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long ago left one shore, but it is still far from the other.”326  These feelings coincided with Pham 

Quyen’s further conclusion that students seemingly became equally ignorant of Vietnam’s own 

Confucian intellectual heritage and the intellectual rigor of the French philosophes.327  

These fears of previous Vietnamese scholars provide insight then into the success of mise 

en valeur of the individual and environment in limited areas. Thus, there are at least two lenses 

of interpretation which work neatly with Asli Igsiz’ concepts of Liberal humanism/historicist 

humanism. From the French aspect, the process of symbolic violence effectively incorporated 

Vietnamese youth to interpret their world along racialized, scientific identities and fostered a 

hierarchy of civilizations.  Simultaneously, Vietnamese also utilized their new French language 

skills to familiarize themselves with the republican heritage of “equal social and political rights” 

informed by “social justice and restitution.”328  However in doing so, Vietnamese inadvertently 

increased the colonization of their minds and submission to the discourse of the oppressor.  

Rather than freeing themselves, the effects of mimicry further subjugated Vietnamese to 

associate not only their own past, as French bequeathed upon their colonial subjects a 

“rediscovery” of indigene history, but their future became cast as a product of Western 

interpretations.329  
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Race and Space of Mise en Valeur 

 

The reality of course was far from this idyllic community of would be equals.  

Association also meant that French administrators had a new method to reject the naturalization 

of indigenes that was theoretically allowed under assimilationist policies.  Even Albert Sarraut 

viewed the Indochinese in a more paternalistic lens, claiming in his 1919 farewell speech in 

Saigon that “a father never abandons his children.”330  Sarraut further interpreted development 

through the pragmatic lens of stemming bolshevism rather than exclusively a desire to raise 

supposedly backward peoples.331  Sarraut, despite all of his rhetoric on elevating human beings, 

really only believed in mise en valeur’s ability to raise colonized peoples as long as they were 

not intermingled with metropolitan French men and women.  Sarraut only believed “on the most 

abstract level” that colonial subjects were “men like us” and often found typical racialized and 

orientalized view of natives as “lazy, indolent, and improvident.”332 In pragmatic terms, mise en 

valeur and social evolution would never remove the racial tensions of empire, but development 

and other wise policy choices could diminish its effects.  Even more realpolitik, the development 

of the colonies could be seen as a way to centralize economic modernization and extend French 

control rather than extending individual liberties.333 

Claiming to uphold Republican ideals and avert racial ideologies of the Anglo-American 

colonial projects, served to reconcile in metropolitan circles the inherent contradictions of 

colonialism and universalist republicanism.  However, policies of including indigenes into 
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representational government facilitated a more legalistic separation of colonizer and colonized, 

building the sort of  “waiting room of history” that Dipesh Chakrabarty describes.334 Association 

only served to further orientalize and codify the history of colonial populations through 

expressions such as the 1931 Colonial Exhibition.335  More explicitly, officials like Sarraut kept 

colonizer/colonized equality at bay through clearly discriminatory policies in the bureaucratic 

structures of the metropole that are rife with racial and biological undertones. Indigenes seeking 

to transfer their regional baccalaureate to the metropole would be informed that the degrees did 

not equate, and therefore denied positions.336  Others were forced to pass the same exams as 

Europeans to join higher level bureaucratic organizations like the cadre supérieur, which most 

were woefully under prepared for if they could even read the French documents.337  

Again this fits with the sort of double-sided coin of Igsiz’ historicist humanism/liberal 

humanism; the self-proclaimed aim of “equal social and political rights” informed by “social 

justice and restitution”338 which has instead replicated “historicist humanist” discourse as a 

“taxonomizing force of human identity through “scientific” and linear processes.”339  A program 

aimed at extending equality implies the logical opposite as well, that inequality currently exists 

and must be progressively rooted out.  The process of attempting to gain knowledge of the 

colonized by the colonizer further alienates the latter and increases its legibility as an Other 

rather than an equal.  This sort of minoritization, ironically, is/was instrumental to the creation of 

the nation-state which came to be defined through the more nuanced versions of French 
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Republicanism.340  Both French visions of imperial, or international systems to maintain security  

thus represent the latest iteration of “Western European intellectual traditions” that continue to 

shape and divide the world along Orientalized historicist minorities in the name of protecting 

these potentially oppressed groups.341  

Other barriers to keep the two polities separated came in the form of naturalization and 

immigration acts. Naturalization was continually limited through bureaucratic means, such as the 

creation of semi-citizen status in Algeria, that relayed the metropolitan officials’ racist views of 

the indigenes.  War-time promises of enhanced rights in exchange for military service were 

quickly rolled back, citing incompatibilities of indigenous cultures, such as Islam, with the 

requisite “Frenchness” that marked an individual ready for citizenship.342  Protectionist policies 

for immigration and work visas further limited the realities of the “association” policy.   

Naturalization remained an elusive process, and became a major critique of the rising bourgeois 

and Franco-Vietnamese individuals both in the metropole and the colony.343 Travel visas from 

Algeria, a colony that was supposed to be a physical extension of France, to the metropole were 

slashed in 1924, resulting in the number of immigrant workers dropping precipitously from 

7,640 to 331 a month later.344   

Indochina’s experiences of the post-war differed slightly again from its African 

counterparts in terms of migration as colonial pressure allowed for an increase in student 

migration.  The number of Vietnamese students studying in metropolitan schools would expand 

from 600 to about 1700 but remained relatively small compared to the more significant rise in 
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Franco-Vietnamese schools from 124,688 in 1920 to 287,037 by 1938.345   However, these 

students would come to have a significant influence, disproportionate to their numbers. Those in 

the metropole, as Ho Chi Minh would note to a letter to Albert Sarraut in 1922, were heavily 

monitored by the sûreté under the guise of social health and police organizations claiming to be 

assisting the immigrants.  The constant surveillance led Ho to tongue-in-cheekly comment that 

doing away with the “personal assistants” would cut down on French administrative costs.346 

Vietnamese immigration was throttled further following the Yen-Bai Mutiny protests in 1930 

which resulted in a number of student radicals being extradited back to the colonies, while 

officials attempted to find solutions to the student problem that “didn’t smack of police 

repression.”347 Many of these students would cause untold amounts of problems for the French 

colonial regime once back home.  

Popularity of the phrase la plus grand France found itself in a decline that mirrored the 

viability of colonial progress (fig. 1).  Imperial popularity observably reached its peak in 

literature during the Great War, a concept not far from the truth of empire in practice.  The post-

war period served to only fuel hopes of indigenous elites that the French were finally going to 

offer the means to equality that ultimately never materialized, or when it did was extremely 

limited through bureaucratic nightmares.  Irregardless of the size of the post-war French empire, 

bolstered by mandates and captured territory, its physical strength had been spent in the crucible 

of the Great War and the limited resources which remained were constantly in competition with 

the manifold projects that France found itself committed to. 
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Figure 1: Usage of the phrase ‘la plus grand France’ 

Source: Google Ngram Viewer  

 

Materially, economic development, rather than diversifying and creating a neo-

mercantilist market aimed at long term gains, focused almost entirely on cash crops as colons 

and colonial conglomerates blocked reform. Efforts to “indigenize” the agricultural and 

production centers of Vietnam and place these in the hands of small business owners largely 

failed to overcome the capital and “efficiency” of the forced labor plantations that were still 

backed by the state.348  The short-lived hope suggested but never materialized by the 1920s 

buckled under the weight of the Depression. As conglomerates failed, as in the case of 

Indochina, projects of diversifying the economy were hewed off to save the struggling core 

businesses.349  Huge loans were disbursed to bailout these massive corporations, too large to let 
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fail but impossible to continue as they were.350  Body taxes, like the corvée, continued to strain 

rural populations already overburdened by French and nouveau riche Vietnamese plantation and 

mine owners, whose properties came to be known as hells and slaughterhouses.351 Popularization 

of the plight of peasants came through literary tales, such as Ngo Tat To’s Tat Den (When the 

Light’s Put Out), showcasing starving peasants forced to sell their children to rich landlords to 

pay off tax debts and continued to suffer humiliating abuses by officials.352  Across the empire 

“civilizing through coercion” remained the mainstay of peasant colonial experiences.353 

Regardless of colonial party efforts success in the pre-war years at forcing the 

government towards increasingly risky colonial ventures, the post-war quickly turned into an 

illusion of grandeur to soothe metropolitan anxieties.354  Metropolitan spending on the colonies 

across the empire in fact declined slightly over the interwar period from an already dismally low 

percentage of national expenditure.355 Despite Sarraut’s touted numbers of colonial contribution 

during the war, these still only accounted for nominally only 2.5 to 4 percent, at best, of total 

expenditure in the French budget.356  Incohesive strategies and limited state intervention meant 

that colonies remained largely private ventures rather than the dreamed of command economy.357 

Indochina did have some success in fusing the colonial state and private business venture 
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through the Bank of Indochina, and the economic collapse brought on by the Great Depression 

actually increased the centralization of economic power in the hands of the state. As Gerard 

Sasges notes “by the mid-1930s, the state and the Bank of Indochina had succeeded in 

disciplining the disorderly economic landscape that the colonial conglomerates had built after 

1897.”358 However, this success is lessened in the face of peasant unrest caused by the 

depreciation of rice sales and the real economic downturn that the metropole faced in the 1930s.  

Further, the successes of rationalization proved too late to sway public opinion which clawed for 

more than just increased railway construction. 

Ultimately despite some successes, concerns among colonial officials still remained as 

old modes of forced colonization had led to some successes in raising a new elite of “the young, 

the avant-garde, the example” but the failures of colonial policy to materialize the policies of 

mise en valeur had undermined these successes turning this promising elite into declasse.359  

This new Western educated declasse would quickly harness the paradoxes of the colonial 

project’s inability to generate meaningful reform for their own gain.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

REVOLUTION AND INTERNATIONALISM 

 

 

In the 1950s, at the height of the anti-French military campaigns, the banh mi sandwich 

made its way onto Vietnamese streets.360  The tasty, aromatic sandwich utilizes a modified 

baguette for its base, incorporating rice flour into the mixture to give it a fluffier texture while 

retaining the signature crisp exterior of a French baguette, usually accompanied with a spread of 

mayonnaise and a couple dashes of Maggi sauce for more French influence. The fluffiness 

allows the sandwich to be packed with a variety of ingredients, unlike making a sandwich with 

the more dense, traditional French baguette.  Popular variants use grilled pork, chicken, 

anchovies or cha lua—a type of pork bologna—and usually coupled with pâté, another distinctly 

French contribution.  Garnishes include pickled carrot and daikon, hot peppers, cucumber, 

cilantro, and green onion, giving a nice brightness of color and crispness to the contents.  

When approached at a surface level, the clear French influence would suggest the banh 

mi’s status as a wholly colonial product, a mistake I made the first time I heard of the sandwich.  

The incorporation of the baguette, mayonnaise, pâté, and Maggi sauce into the vehicle of a 

sandwich all suggest the colonization of Vietnamese cuisine.  And one would not be far off in 

making such a claim, given the relative foreignness of these items to pre-colonial Vietnamese 

palates.  French colons introduced colonial Vietnamese to cold cut sandwiches, and more 

specifically the baguette.  Like cognac, these items held certain levels of status given their price 

and the general fetishization of French goods among the rising Vietnamese urban class.  This 

                                                
360 Lien, Rice and Baguette, 128-132. 



 

107 

change of palette occurred alongside the introduction of more lofty Republican idealism and 

modernizing programs associated with the post-war period discussed in the previous chapter and 

the rise of a new world order.  

A second layer serves as a final indictment of French colonial rule.  Alongside the Eiffel 

Tower and the croissant, the baguette ranks as one of France’s most iconic cultural items, despite 

internal debates on what exactly defines a baguette and its own non-static identity.361  So much 

so, that French President Emmanuel Macron recently filed to have the baguette protected under 

UNESCO’s heritage laws as a symbol of France, while legislation regarding its production is 

traceable to the French Revolution itself.362  One might contend that to change the baguette 

would be an insult to France itself.  And that is exactly what Vietnamese bakers did through the 

introduction of rice flour into the baking process, finalizing a symbolic divorce of the colonized 

and colonizer that coincided with the real divorce at Dien Bien Phu.  Thus, the sandwich in many 

ways served as a parody of France’s supposed superior culture by “improving” the individual 

components of the sandwich by Vietnamese actors. 

However, some of the mythos of the banh mi is exactly that—myth.  Rice roll 

“sandwiches” existed well before the banh mi, utilizing tightly rolled rice sliced into “buns” 

which are filled with a variety of topics in between. Unlike the banh mi, these rice rolls are more 

likely to be considered a meal as they include the star of every meal: rice.363  As such, the banh 

mi’s greater popularity has been gained through its consumption in the West. This is largely due 

                                                
361 Roger Cohen, “The French Forsake the Baguette for a Loaf of Nostalgia,” The New York Times, (New York, 

NY), Jan. 5, 1997. https://www.nytimes.com/1997/01/05/weekinreview/the-french-forsake-the-baguette-for-a-loaf-
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362 Eric Levenson and Lorenzo D’Agostino, “France’s Macron wants baguettes protected by UNESCO,” CNN, Jan. 

13, 2018. https://www.cnn.com/2018/01/13/europe/france-baguette-unesco-heritage/index.html; Maggy Donaldson 

and Quartz, “Paris is Facing a Baguette Shortage,” The Atlantic, Aug. 22, 2015. https://www.theatlantic.com/ 
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to the fact that, despite the changes in the specific content, the structure of the sandwich—some 

form of food placed between bread—remains legible to Western consumers.  It is immediately 

recognizable as a sandwich but the taste is “the same but different,” to borrow Homi Bhabha's 

words, to “western” palates which in part explains its rampant popularity in the United States due 

to its familiarity yet exoticism.364  Its Vietnamese-ness derives from the actors who developed it, 

but serves to orientalize and taxonomize the authenticity of the dish, whose memory in Western 

countries is largely confined to the idea that colonialism and emigration to America somehow 

changed Vietnamese palettes for the better or decreased its authenticity as a “Vietnamese” dish. 

The banh mi as such represents a layered symbol of colonialism as Vietnamese culture 

paradoxically built symbolic revenge upon the foundations of French systems and Westernized 

views and tastes it sought to free itself from.  Like the scholar-patriots before them, the 

generation of gaulicized Vietnamese continued to pursue the physical liberation of their people 

from the control of the West and the French—albeit in more nuanced terms compared to the 

scholar-patriots.  Yet in order to free themselves, these youthful intellectuals came to define the 

Vietnamese community increasingly through the lens of Western discourse.365  This paradox 

resides in the reality that French colonial education and greater intimacy with the metropole led 

to a restriction of Vietnamese imagination that had already begun among the scholar-patriots.  

Unable to perceive choices outside Western paradigms, many of the demands of the Vietnamese 

in the wake of the Great War essentially bartered with the French government, and specifically 

the radical Albert Sarraut, to complete the mission civilisatrice as its terms shifted in the post-

war world.  Rather than imagining a world that was authentically Vietnamese, there was a 

                                                
364 Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man.” 
365 See: Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, revised 

ed. (London: Verso, 2006).  



 

109 

continued push towards the production of a national identity through the taxonomizing language 

of racism and biopolitics in a pursuit of international equality.    

As outlined in the last chapter, French colonial efforts during the war and post-war 

fundamentally altered the colonial relationship and opened new paths of nationalist sentiment. 

As such, the demands of the Vietnamese became progressively more aligned and recognizable to 

Western readers in a bid to articulate and critique the failures of the mission civilisatrice and the 

suffering of colonialism. In essence, certain Vietnamese sought to replace the rhetorical nature of 

the French civilizing mission with a concrete one. Examining Vietnamese movements, even the 

anti-colonial groups, of the 1920s and 30s reveals a commonality based on achieving the 

principles of the civilizing mission, differing only in the means of success. Whether the new 

mission was led by socialists, monarchists, republicans, French, Vietnamese, or some form of a 

hybrid, all aimed to achieve a Vietnamese return to the status of “civilized” and equal power.  

While this group of urban intellectuals would be dwarfed by exceptional movements like 

caodaism which does represent an “indigenous” modernity, the fact that Western educated elites 

disproportionately influenced and guided post-war efforts is undeniable.366  As such, excluding 

the rather large caodaist movement, which itself was guided by famous revolutionary Nguyen An 

Ninh, is not an oversight but a practical limiting based on the power Westernized intellectuals 

would wield.367 

In this sense, I aim to break away from the traditional interpretations of anti-colonialism 

in the post-war period as subalterns usurping the language of colonial oppressors to undo the 
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oppressor/oppressed relationship, but rather understand it as a continuation of the oppressor’s 

ability to limit and confine the oppressed to that exists in conflict with the idea of freedom and 

independence.  This interpretation seeks to move beyond a binary relationship to a more complex 

realization that the contemporary world continues to exist within the figurative power of Western 

language.368  Taken together, I seek to view the Vietnamese quest for independence in the 1920s-

30s as a continuation of the mission civilisatrice’s goal of raising the Vietnamese to a “higher” 

level of civilization.  Alongside the assumption that subaltern revolt aimed at resolving the 

paradoxes of Liberal human rights and the realities of colonial exploitation, we also can witness 

the further paradox that in order to become free of the French, the Vietnamese irreversibly began 

to think like Frenchmen.  As Paulo Freire posited in his seminal work, at what point does the 

oppressed become the oppressor?369  

Unlike the time of the scholar-patriots where relations often blurred between 

colonizer/colonized, by the Great War, such negotiations were severely limited by the collapse of 

Phan Boi Chau’s Vietnam Restoration League and the exile of individuals like Phan Chau Trinh.  

One could argue that French control over Indochina entering the Great War achieved new 

heights of domination and power.  Thus, there were fewer practical Vietnamese applications 

pursuing the civilizing mission akin to the Hanoi Free School or Dong Du Movement.  Instead as 

seen in the last chapter, a more complicated but more legible relationship through the 

development of the colonies gave rise to a new generation of Vietnamese, educated in Franco-

Vietnamese schools, who inherited both vastly different tools and circumstances.  Instead, as has 
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been alluded, much of the Vietnamese efforts in the post-war period relied heavily on various 

levels of appeals and discursive methods to achieve the aims of “civilizing,” rather than 

conducting the civilizing themselves.  Thus, this chapter speaks more to the success of French 

efforts to replace, incorporate or relabel Vietnamese intellectual currents into French patterns of 

thought based on universal rights, Liberal individualism, and equality. 

 

A New World Order 

 

It would be impossible to summarize all of the ramifications that the Great War and the 

subsequent peace conferences had on the world at large.  Much of the recent scholarship 

discusses the multifaceted, and often unintended, consequences that developed from the ideas 

and principles proclaimed by the Victorious Coalition; the invention of 

minoritization/sectarianism, the extension of racist biopolitics, national self-determination, anti-

colonialism, democracy, revolution, the rise of the nation-state and so on.370  Yet, the Western 

memory of the war still very much eclipses the historical memory of the event.  In the hands of 

but a few men whose knowledge of the world consisted of idealism, national lenses of 

realpolitik, and informed by orientalized reports that were often skimmed at best, the map of the 

world was redrawn.  President Woodrow Wilson would claim that the delegations of Paris “were 

the state” of the world and Georges Clemenceau assumed for the conference the lofty title of 

being “the league of people.”371  The new order was beginning to look a lot like the old one, but 

with new clothes and a few less players.   

Discourse changed its outward appearance but not its positivist intellectual heritage.  

Peoples the world over submitted letters, requests, and delegations to the Supreme Council in 
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hopes of realizing a “new” type of equality based on universalist principles.  It just so happened 

that these universalist principles were rooted not in Confucius, Mohammed, or Buddha but 

through Plato, Rome, and the Enlightenment.372   Pre-war conceptualization of “rights invoked 

by many Enlightenment thinkers and then in the revolutionary moment were in some sense 

above the state” yet paradoxically explicitly related to the ability of the state to project these 

rights through a social contract of citizenship.373   The post-war world shifted this discourse to a 

new, higher polity: the League of Nations, whose supposed aim was the extension of the Rights 

of Man to all Men and utilize as its gatekeepers the Liberal powers.  Samuel Moyn and Lynn 

Hunt’s inclusions of only Western intellectual tradition in tracing the foundations, or evolutions, 

of human rights is certainly indicative of the power of coloniality to dominate the supposed 

“international” sphere.374  

The concept of self-determination of populations was from its inception Eurocentric 

despite the use of its rhetoric across the colonial sphere.  If one examines the entire fourteen 

points, one would be confronted with the fact that eight of the points regard resettlement of the 

territories of Europe’s oldest land empires, while the famous point five contains incredibly vague 

language that is hardly assuring for colonial nationalism.375  It is clear that when Wilson 

discussed that “the rights of small nations and of nationalities” had been trampled by Great 

Power politics, he did not have in mind Algeria, Indochina, India, Syria or any other polity but 

Belgium, Poland, Serbia, and Romania.376  So, despite the overall historical memory of Wilson’s 

dream of people of the world being “dominated and governed only by their own consent” and his 
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personal universalist idea of the protection of minority nations, the reality that would come to 

pass was outlined in his original argument. 

Thus, the supposed new world order that arose out of the Paris Peace Conference was 

more like an extension of the old one into an increasingly more international context.  As Scott 

McConnell succinctly puts “one consequence of the Great War was to make the world smaller… 

in the wake of the war, a new type of Vietnamese nationalism, more knowledgeable about 

France and the world, began to make its presence felt.”377  But this knowledge was a discourse 

defined by more clearly articulated terms of racism, progress, and the hierarchies of nations that 

had been growing in power and legitimacy among colonial nationalists.  As such it should come 

as no surprise that “international” bodies like the League of Nations would come to be controlled 

by the age old European imperial powers of France and Great Britain.  Or that the justification of 

Mandates continued to use the language of colonialism’s waiting room of history, as the people 

of these new states somehow required the tutelage of the West to learn how to properly rule their 

territories.  With such justification for mandates and the extension of empire as an 

internationalist imperative, what hope could colonial peoples, viewed through the lens of racial 

inferiority of the Anglo-Americans or the lack of civility of the French, really have?378  

Racial biopolitics were not replaced by humanistic goals but were re-affirmed as 

exemplified by the exclusion of the Empire of Japan’s request for a clause of (limited) racial 

equality.  Increased governmentality hid the horrors of oppression now behind the walls of 

Liberal humanism obscuring the white man’s burden and the mission civilisatrice rhetoric of 

aiding and protecting those who never asked.  They were reified again in 1923 through the 
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infamous population exchange of Muslim Greeks and Christian Arabs, which would serve as the 

blueprint for future international precedent as recent as the Bosnian War and beyond.379  A 

continuation of the orientalized sectarianism and minoritization processes that began with the 

Revolutionary era gained even greater legitimacy and fractilization.380  For minority rights to 

exist, minorities also had to be created and reified, exacerbating tensions and giving rise to a new 

form of individualistic realpolitik legitimized by the power associated with “international” 

discourse.381  Like the case of Kurds and Armenians in the pre-war era, where symbolic power of 

the state was misapplied to a poorly understood situation generated “ethnic” conflict, so too was 

national self-determination.382   It was into this context that the Vietnamese began, as the 

previous quote by McConnell notes, to make their presence felt on the international stage 

seeking not independence but popular rights—the Rights of Man. 

 

A Letter to Robert Lansing 

 

Vietnamese patriots, influenced by the fever of self-determination, (now) famously 

drafted a letter during the Paris Peace Conferences addressed to American Secretary of State 

Robert Lansing under a collective pen name Nguyen Ai Quoc, or Nguyen the Patriot.383  The 
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letter in seemingly tongue-in-cheek language entreats the victorious entente to uphold their 

claims to spread civilization and defeat barbarism before expressing the desire to transform the 

principles of nations from an ideal to reality. Specifically, the letter asked “humbly” for the 

extension of “the sacred right for peoples to self-determination” to the Vietnamese people.384 

However the translation of self-determination took a very different meaning from the ethnic 

groups of Central Europe and the Middle East.  

Rather than asking for their own state, the Vietnamese “delegation” limited themselves to 

demands of representation in French Parlement, release of political prisoners, reform of the 

justice system with a system based on law rather than decree, creation of fair schools for 

indigenes, and finally freedom of the press, assembly, and travel.385 These concepts fit with the 

incremental, progressive nature of the civilizing mission and the broader movements towards 

equality that arose in the name of democracy.  Vietnamese individuals, in this case, quite clearly 

sought not independence, but the next step that was beholden to a “semi” civilized or civilizing 

people according to the message championed by assimilationists like Albert Sarraut.  Through 

international channels, Vietnamese hoped to force or embarrass France into granting what 

amounted to the status of second-class citizens—but importantly still citizens of France rather 

than Vietnam.  Logically, Vietnamese expected the extension of basic rights afforded by the 

Declaration of the Rights of Man in the name of “Fraternité universelle” in exchange for 

Vietnam remaining squarely in the administrative control of la plus grande France and accepting 

French leadership.386   
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The narrative utilized by “Nguyen Ai Quoc” also fits neatly with the critique common 

among many of the anti-colonial movements around the globe who viewed their positions in the 

aftermath of the Great War on more equal footing, aiming itself at exposing the hypocrisy of the 

colonial regime.  The difference in the case of Vietnam was the fact that rather than seeking 

independence, the message essentially asked for more French involvement and colonialism.   

Additionally, the letter in general represents a unique step in Vietnamese efforts to gain equality 

and recognition in the international system, rather than the bilateral or unilateral relationships 

with the French government that came before.  This Vietnamese group astutely aimed to 

leverage the individual factions of the Victorious Powers in order to achieve their goals, while 

also suggesting a belief in the legitimacy of the international system, headed by the Americans, 

to effect change in the colonial situation towards recognizing all people.  

As such, the letter offers a complex negotiation of submission to French colonial power 

and desire on the part of Vietnamese reformers to embrace French rule. Importantly, whether the 

author's intended the language to be taken literally or sarcastically, there is a definitive acquiesce 

to the structures of Western discourse as the solution to the problems. The letter as such 

embraces the paradox of thinking like a Frenchman, and in this case following a path closer to 

becoming a Frenchman rather than remaining authentically “annamite.”387  This theme would 

continue throughout the political activities of the post-war period.  Naturally the letter was 

ignored. 

 

Collaboration and the Bourgeoisie  

 

Mobilization in the post-war period differed from the dislocated Can Vuong Movement 

that preceded, and the disorganized, limited nature of the scholar-patriots.  Facilitated by new 

                                                
387 The authors use the term annamite in this case over other terms. ibid. 



 

117 

technologies and crafty navigation of censorship laws, the rising Vietnamese “bourgeoisie” 

participated in the ever growing public sphere of journals, newspapers, and pulp literature.388   

This media provided a vehicle for Vietnamese dialogue across regional borders with Hanoi 

papers finding their way to Saigon and visa-versa, providing a platform of retrospection on 

Vietnamese identity and a transfer of knowledge and ideas.389 Unlike the movements of the 

scholar-patriots in the early 1900s, the new urban movements reached ever greater numbers.  

In 1926, the return and death of Phan Chau Trinh witnessed tens of thousands of 

Vietnamese across the colonial territory holding “nationalized” public demonstrations and the 

trial of Phan Boi Chau the year before was so publicly protested that his execution was 

commuted and eventually limited to house arrest.390  The twin events marked a turning point in 

political action in Vietnam. Students publicly brandished the phrase “a bas les Français” 

resulting in over a thousand being expelled from school.391 Such mobilization and bending of 

colonial power through non-violent action was unheard of in Vietnam to this point.  The 

Constitutionalist Party, as the collaborationist bourgeoisie self-styled themselves, prided 

themselves on the wealth they had amassed under the colonial regime, and pleasured themselves 

with the vapid consumption of Western aesthetics.  Urban manuals aimed at these individuals 

informed them of how to manufacture “soap, toothpaste, shampoo, face powder, hair dye, 

granulated sugar, and lubricating oils” and also the basics of western science: Pasteur, germ 

theory, and Einstein’s relativity.392 
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Depending on the social situation of the individual, the bourgeoisie acted as a catalyst 

and locus of political mobilization like it did in much of Europe since 1789.  For those who were 

part of the rising bourgeois class, the consumption of all things western served the interests of 

self-promotion and aggrandizement against their peers as French aesthetics and goods were seen 

as markers of civility or modernity.393  The lack of social mobility inherent in the colonial system 

of domination, meant the messages of equality, specifically the recognition of the Vietnamese 

bourgeois class by their French peers, became central to their critique of the colonial state and 

gravitation towards the messages of republicanism.  Above all, these sort of collaborationist 

Vietnamese sought equality of opportunity, the law afforded to French citizens, and the ideals 

which French republicanism was founded upon. As Peter Zinoman notes, later colonial 

republicanism derived itself from the “triumvirate of Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity” founded 

in the Revolution of 1789, to promote the nation alongside “the expansion of suffrage and the 

cultivation of a rational, civic-minded citizenry through mass education.”394  Or as contemporary 

Nguyen An Ninh, himself a virulent reader of  “Renan, Nietzsche, Flaubert, Kant, Plato, Alain, 

Rousseau, Tolstoy, and Dostoevsky,”395 notes: 

Already there are people who try to persuade the masses to abandon their hope for 

revenge through violence and guide them toward a new kind of struggle. They 

demand only those basic liberties that protect the human dignity; they seek only 

such reforms that would harmonize the democratic tradition of the Vietnamese 

people with European ideals. They do not accept, as the masses have hitherto done, 

the rules of the struggle. They no longer fight in secret and out of sheer patriotism. 

They fight, openly, in the name of humanitarian ideals and the principles of 1789. 

(my emphasis)396 
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Out of these desires came “The Wish List of the Vietnamese People,” published in 1925 

in the more collaborationist minded paper L’Echo Annamite, which outlined the way forward for 

the new Governor-General Alexandre Varenne.  “The Wish List” largely called upon the French 

to take their role as protector seriously, and not simply exploit the Vietnamese for personal 

gain—a familiar narrative. The authors additionally sought to bring Varenne up-to-date with 

Vietnamese affairs and to demonstrate the level of sophistication the Vietnamese possessed in an 

attempt to dispel the disconnect between French concepts of the average Vietnamese as 

“satisfied with their daily bowl of rice,” who are seemingly indifferent, and the reality which 

faced the colonial state.48   

However despite rising tensions, the authors found that if the French were to actively 

collaborate with the average Vietnamese, who in a self-orientalized language were “devoid of 

any subversive intention” and without a “shadow of nationalistic thought,” the French might in 

fact be able to find harmony in the colonial relationship.397  This again suggests a strand of 

Vietnamese intellectual current which actively sought partnership and more civilizing and 

developing by the French. Cooperation, it was reasoned, would provide greater benefits for all 

parties again following the ideas of mise en valeur but at a much greater pace than half a century.  

In this vision, Vietnamese would be granted basic rights which they had been denied which 

mirror the requests of Nguyen Ai Quoc’s letter to Robert Lansing: freedom of press, freedom of 

assembly, justice reform, inclusion or greater inclusion in the decision-making bodies of the 

colony.50 

Foremost, these collaborationists requested new means of education to re-civilize 

Vietnam and to broaden the base of Westernized Vietnamese.  The authors state, again in a self-
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orientalizing manner, that the “Vietnamese race” has long had the ability to “be educated and to 

assimilate a foreign culture” and that the French should seriously “spread the intellectual 

enlightenment” of the West to all Vietnamese.398  The List re-imagined the Confucian past where 

“education has been highly regarded” with “instruction was free” which allowed “the humblest 

child of the common people could expected to be appointed to the highest position in state 

government” with success in the Exam System.399  Education was a means to material equality 

and success that the Vietnamese presently lacked, while even those with European educations 

were barred from posts due to naturalization acts.400 

As such, naturalization became part of the vision for the future of Vietnam, implying a 

willingness to become French Citizens and integrate legally into Greater France.401  

Naturalization symbolized the ultimate “betrayal” of one's mother country for another, so the fact 

that collaborationists were willing to adopt la Patrie as their host nation goes well beyond 

symbolic power.  Constitutionalists were seeking gains most of all for their children, which 

sought more education, more opportunities and more Frenchness.  Together, these requests offer 

not revolutionary concepts towards independence, but abstractly replaced “colonialist France” 

with “republican France” to bring “the law and the sword that protects the law” rather than “only 

the sword” of militaristic oppression.402  However, like the letter to the American Lansing, 

collaboration seemed to fall on deaf French ears, and thus the only logical solution to achieve 

“equality” was through independence. 
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Between Collaboration and Revolution 

 

Perhaps with some historical irony, it was in part the efforts of the Constitutionalists that 

led to an increased radicalization of their children.  Many of the wealthy bourgeois were able to 

send their children to study in France where the education and degrees conferred would facilitate 

their children’s careers while the French saw study programs as an easy political demand to 

fulfil.  And for the most part, the early efforts in the immediate post-war to co-opt these children 

into more or less apathetic Gaulified Vietnamese worked.  Ho Chi Minh would lament the fact 

that most of the students preferred to billiard halls and nightclubs over political activism.403  

Other Vietnamese, like those who came before them during the Great War, were drawn to the 

fair and equitable treatment they received in France compared to the colonies and “worried about 

the time when [they were] going to return home.”404  

However, many came to France already imbued with a sense of rebellion against the 

power structures both French and Vietnamese, a youthful predilection to revolt.  They were, as 

Pham Quyen described, “rebels in the French style, for French reasons” and quickly integrated 

themselves into French political culture.405  The deconstructive efforts of education, the close 

proximity of metropolitan luxuries, rights and equalities, and the promises of greater opportunity 

in the post-war period meant that the allure of western power drove many young Vietnamese, 

like similar rising student movements around the globe, to abandon the old ways which were 

viewed with a nostalgic lens of antiquity.406  The young students seemingly “tried to seize hold 

of several millennia of knowledge in a few years” and at times stumbled with an “imperfect 
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understanding of French culture and its false knowledge aimed only at securing jobs.”407 

However, it was only this liberal/modern discourse that contained legitimacy for the future of 

Vietnam and as such gave rise to a more legible anti-colonial discourse and challenge to French 

colonial legitimacy but not French republican legitimacy 

Simultaneously, the very same allures of everything French engendered feelings of 

alienation from traditional Vietnamese power bases, separating the new generation from their 

“father’s house.”408  The dominance of Western aesthetics found expression in the arts and 

literature.409  Romantic literature popularized modernization through its characters who were cast 

as stereotypes of tradition or modernity.410  Many of these stories, like those by Khai Hung and 

Nhat Linh, under the guise of love stories, utilized character manifestations of both the modern 

and traditional elements in Vietnam as a symbolic critique of society as a whole.411  In the tales, 

young love between non-traditional urbanites was often hindered by some quasi-traditional 

caricature who was no longer in touch with contemporary social norms.  Tradition, and 

specifically filial piety, was seen as holding the new generation back from achieving the means 

to “see the world in such a way as to alter it.”412  If the nation were a ship in the middle of a river 

as Pham Quyen remarked, then the student’s solution was to cut the anchor of tradition weighing 

down progress.  The duty to parents and paternalistic structures left the new generation crippled 

to move forward, and thus it must go.413  In its place came veneration for the champions of 

progressive revolutionaries who sought rights and equality for Vietnam. 
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 International appeals were again pushed forward in 1926, authored by independence 

parties Phuc Viet (Vietnam Party for National Independence) and Viet Nam Hon (The 

Vietnamese Soul) in “An Appeal to the League of Nations for the Right of Self-Determination of 

the Vietnamese People.” These two parties gained legitimacy through their association with 

famous nationalists; Phan Boi Chau and Phan Chau Trinh were named honorable members of 

Phuc Viet and Nguyen Ai Quoc was named the founder of the Viet Nam Hon, despite having 

already left for Moscow, implying a harmony between old actors and new.414  These Vietnamese 

independence parties highlighted, for international leaders, the history of the French colonization 

which continued to oppress and ignore the wish list of the Vietnamese represented by “all social 

classes and full of confidence in the (new) collaboration policy” in an attempt to work with 

French leaders—again suggesting a willingness to integrate Vietnam into the Western system.415   

Instead the Vietnamese had been “crushed by racism;” subject still to poll tax, forced 

labor, and compelled to buy opium and alcohol while public works went neglected to the 

determinant of the people, these independence minded individuals saw the French practices as 

irreconcilable with Vietnamese prosperity.416  They ask the question of where Vietnam would be 

without the French; they who had for centuries a “very high moral civilization” and a nation 

“based on the unity of language, religion, race, and customs” echoing much of the ideas and 

verbage of the scholar-patriots.417  While this was largely a re-imagining of the past, recounted 

by individuals who had never experienced this history, the myth of nationalism based on 
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hierarchical comparisons to their previously inferior neighbors provided a moralistic critique of 

the colonial abuses: France had not brought civilization, but enslavement and destitution.  

While these individuals nostalgically looked back on the imagined Vietnamese history as 

a critique of colonial injustice, they importantly did not seek to return to this pre-colonial state of 

“very high moral civilization” but sought to complete the messages of the French civilizing 

mission at Vietnamese hands. The country was already deemed “lost” by previous generations 

through the failures of their dogmatic beliefs viewed through the Spencerian conclusion that “a 

strong, intelligent country will dominate a weak country.”418 In this case, Tran Huy Lieu’s 

prescription was not a return to the dereliction of the past but to look beyond to the means of 

self-strengthening, mirroring the projects of the previous generation, to once again rise to the 

ranks of a strong, intelligent country and join the revolutionary flame engulfing India, Syria, the 

Philippines, and the rest of the colonial world.419   

Alongside mass national rally came organization by those who returned from the 

metropole, and the beginnings of true political parties in Vietnam.420 As is often mentioned in the 

Vietnamese historiography, “how many future heads of state, how many ministers, how many 

authors, and editors, and leaders of political factions emerged from the groups of students 

educated in Paris and London between the wars?”421  Most of the students performed poorly in 

school, and often had an inadequate grasp of the theoretical lenses that they initially engaged 

with.  Yet this was rapidly changing with a self-educating Vietnamese class of revolutionaries, 
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more effectively organized, began to reinterpret their world through a kaleidoscope of Marx, 

anarchism, self-definition, republicanism and liberation.422  The increasingly radicalized students 

in France became better organized through their targeting by the messages of the French Left, 

who implored French socialists to work with the colonized to overthrow the bourgeois order.  As 

Socialist Daniel Guerin noted, it was the ironic that the “Western bourgeoisie brought about its 

own negation and fashioned its own grave-diggers” through educating Vietnamese students in 

the topics of self-determination and revolutionary liberation of peoples, for where else would 

they have learned these principles except in “Republican France?”423 

In the “Appeal for National Self-Determination” to the League of Nations, the Viet Nam 

Hon led by Nguyen The Truyen called once again, as the title of the document suggests, upon the 

“sacred principle of the right of self-determination” which France had also supported and to 

allow Vietnam to “join the society of nations.”424  Rather than freeing themselves of the West, 

Vietnamese sought to be embraced into the new world ushered in by 1919.  Additionally, in 

exchange for freedom, Vietnam would surprisingly pay an indemnity against French war debts to 

the other Entente members, conclude a treaty of political and commercial alliance with France, 

and draft a constitution based on the principles of “sovereignty of the people” and “respect for 

ethnic minorities.”425 Such terms appear to suggest little of real Vietnamese independence, even 

if such exchanges were pragmatic flourishes to bring the French to the bargaining table. Instead, 

the post-independence vision echoes colonialism but with extra steps. Observably, the most 

important item on the Vietnamese agenda was international equality and the right to civilize 

themselves at their own pace, or in fact begin civilizing Vietnam. 
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 Similarly, a direct appeal to the Ministry of Colonies by the Parisian Vietnamese led 

independence movement, disillusioned by the empty promises of the French mission 

civilisatrice, saw new colonial collaboration as an insult to Vietnamese intelligence.426  It was 

abundantly clear to the authors that “colonization [would] continue to be implemented for and by 

financiers who [would] continue to rule as absolute masters as long as colonization exists.”427  

Yet, despite harsh critiques, they also incongruently sought to enter a complicated military 

alliance that would promise “hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese citizens...rallying to the aid 

of France” before concluding that it was only through separation and equality on the 

international stage that “harmonious collaboration” could be achieved.428  What is peculiar or 

striking about these “independence” treaties was the reality that independence was not the main 

goal, but rather equality. Taken together, Vietnamese articulated the future of their country along 

the structures of Western liberalism and equality, still tinged with currents of Social Darwinism, 

progressivism, and racism.   

Despite the Nguyen The Truyen’s eventually founding of the Annamite Independence 

Party (AIP) in 1927 and claims that the party aimed itself at “totally an immediate 

independence,” a closer introspection reveals a freedom different from what historians largely 

constitute as independence.429  These movements still sought to work closely with French, such 

as sending Vietnamese students in larger numbers to France, defensive alliances or more 

perplexing, that Vietnam would still willingly invite “thousands of French professors and 

teachers to come to propagate French civilization in Indochina.”430  Collaboration took on a new 
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mode of interdependence as an observable desire to re-civilize or “heal” Vietnam through 

education and economic development pervade the aims of independence.  Rather than a divorce 

of the two people, Vietnamese independence cast itself through a new relationship as 

international peers legitimized through the League of Nations, where civilizing and development 

would continue but on Vietnamese terms rather than through colonial oppression.  While the AIP 

shifted towards the Third Internationale after its appeal to the League was ignored, the concept of 

utilizing a transnational organization to achieve a higher level of civility still rings true, it just 

happened that it was now one of socialism.  Thus, like the banh mi that opened this chapter, 

Vietnamese effectively sought to generate an authentic identity but in doing so, structured 

themselves into the grammar of the West in their appeals to international and French political 

bodies.  Principly, it would appear that the Vietnamese were not rebelling against the concepts of 

the colonial mission, and in fact sought to continue those ideas, but rather rebelled against the 

illiberal and unjust nature of colonial exploitation which Marxism offered the best analytical lens 

to critique. 

 

Revolution and its Aspirants  

 

 The Vietnamese campaigns of the 1920s and 30s continued to evolve in a chaotic 

manner, embracing a wide range of political views and visions of the future.  It would be 

impossible to explore the entirety of these movements, which foundational scholars on the post-

war Vietnamese have dedicated multiple volumes to.431  The constant stream of Vietnamese 

students returning to Vietnam greatly affected the subsequent rise and diversification of political 

parties in the towards the end of the 1920s.   Like much of the rest of the “civilized” West, and 
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France in particular, factionalism became acute and political fronts, coalitions, and break ups 

were common. Discussions of socialism and class struggle, how to handle the Third 

Internationale, the revolution of the individual and the collective, interpreting Marx, colonialism 

and armed revolution engrossed both Vietnamese students and French alike.  Vietnamese 

participation in metropolitan politics, especially in the Section française de l'Internationale 

ouvrière (SFIO) and the subsequent founding of the Parti Communiste Français (PCF) is well 

documented and through which many soon to be revolutionaries acquired much of the 

organizational, philosophical, and leadership techniques required to head anti-colonial efforts.432   

As David Marr notes “Understanding reality was not enough. One also needed to 

discover the means to alter reality. In the process of ascertaining what is, one was never to lose 

sight of what ought to be.”433  Rational empiricism was thus not enough to change colonialism. 

Yen Bai and the destruction of the Vietnamese Nationalist Party (NVQDD), patterned after the 

Chinese Kuomintang, seemingly cemented this fact.  As Tai notes, the destruction of the 

NVQDD led to an end of “rebellious individual” and the rise of the “proletariat masses.”434 In its 

place stepped the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP), Trotskyists, new Progressives, late-

Republicans. Obsession on what lead the Vietnamese to cast their revolutionary lot ultimately 

with the communists of the Third Internationale and the discourse of the Cold War and more 

contemporary moderates, like Albert Sarraut, has mired the reality that Western intellectual 

tradition first manifested themselves in the colonial space and then continued to be reified by 

both French and Vietnamese. 
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Whereas Tai warns contemporary scholars to not be seduced by the “self-consciously 

Western language of the Vietnamese radicalism into overlooking the many ways in which this 

rhetoric resonated with traditional political culture,” this seems more coincidence rather than 

intent.435  Were the Vietnamese students who turned their back on tradition, who viewed it as an 

anchor of the past, likely to frame and pander their message to an audience they sought to 

emancipate themselves of?  Given the disruptions of colonialism to traditional society in 

Vietnam and the subsequent reinvention of tradition, to what extent did these messages actually 

echo Vietnamese pre-colonial culture? Given the fundamental differences in the 

conceptualization of self and the role of the individual in the society of traditional Confucianism, 

the inability of contemporary scholars to reconcile democracy and Confucian ideology, bodes 

poorly for this particular argument.  For all of their discussion of independence and saving their 

country, the Vietnamese remained trapped within the discourse of the West and an imagined 

concept of what Vietnam was through a relationship with Western Civilization and 

Democracy.436  When Republicanism failed to materialize the bourgeois dreams of Vietnamese 

youth, they turned to increasingly more extreme methods of revolutionary struggle to achieve 

collective equality through socialism. 

The final question then that is pertinent to this thesis, is to what degree was Marxism part 

of France’s intellectual tradition, and therefore—willingly or not—part of its mission 

civilisatrice.  To what degree can one trace the Jacobins of 1792 to Lenin’s Bolsheviks?  If the 

Eighteenth Brumaire was the farce of history how would Marx have viewed 1917.  Again, there 

is not enough room to fully discuss the entirety of Western intellectual tradition, however the 

sinews of history seem to bind these events together.  The link between the French 
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Enlightenment Revolution and the Marxist October Revolution was discussed by socialists in 

France almost immediately.437  In between was over a century of history that happened to 

coincide with the colonialism of Vietnam.  It is easy to forget that the events that shaped 

Vietnamese revolutionary discourse were contemporaneous with the revolutionary struggles of 

France and Europe before eventually uniting, as previously mentioned, as the world shrunk in the 

aftermath of the Great War.  

The more liberally minded Third Republic was born out of the crushing and bloodletting 

of the socialist Commune, which drew from the springs of Marx and the Paris Commune of 

1792. The most extreme elements of the French Revolution, the ones which declared Liberté, 

égalité, fraternité and sung La Marseillaise, continued to move in tandem with the more 

reactionary and liberal.  Maximillian Robespierre, and the Jacobins, famously believed in an 

international brotherhood of man, that all men should be afforded the same democratic rights to 

be freed of feudalism, which would have been consecrated in his additions to the Declaration of 

the Rights of Man, before the rise of Napoleon.438  The Revolutionary Wars fought in the name 

of exporting the revolution, of liberating the oppressed, certainly mirrors the discourse of the 

mission civilisatrice and the goals of international socialism to free the proletarian masses from 

the bourgeoisie.  Vietnam would also face an international consortium which sought to quell 
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rebellion akin to the European Grand Coalitions that faced Revolutionary France and the 

Siberian Expedition into Soviet Russia.   It would be farcical to state that history repeats itself, 

but there certainly are patterns.  

More abstractly tracing the intellectual tradition rather than the tenuous material and 

historical links offers a more concrete linkage.  As Herbert Marcuse notes “German Idealism has 

been called the theory of the French Revolution” and that Hegel, Kant and others sought to 

“respond to the challenge from France to reorganize the state and society on a rational basis.”439  

German Idealism sought to reconcile rational universal order and the autonomy of the individual.  

This nestles tightly with the idea that, if we are to believe Samuel Moyn, “unlike later human 

rights, [the rights of man] were deeply bound up with the construction, through revolution if 

necessary, of state and nation.”440  In essence, the rationalization of the individual also limited 

the rights and autonomy of the individual through the state—a subsumption of the individual to 

the collective.  The tragedy of the French revolution, as Marx would state, was the ultimate 

constriction of radicalization by Napoleon and bourgeois elements, and thus stands in opposite 

relief to the “unfinished agenda” of radicalism in Vietnam, which was overtaken by more 

extreme elements.441   

Marxism’s own deterministic positivist view outlines the requirements of bourgeois 

republicanism and radicalism of the Enlightenment’s vein in order to dispel the earlier stages of 

feudalism and myth before marching on to higher organizations.  While Marx dealt little with 
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colonialism, it would not be difficult, as Lenin did, to extend the plight of the proletariat to the 

colonial sphere.442 The tools utilized by which “the bourgeoisie had come to power, the 

unfettering of forces, universal freedom, self-determination—in short, enlightenment “and its 

suppression of those rights to those it ruled applied to all that it ruled, even when separated by 

race or “civility.”443  Republicanism and Socialism are two sides of the same coin, opposed but 

joined, born out of the Revolution of 1789—the dueling forces that occupy the two lines of 

revolution.444  So as the separation of the historical legacy of Marxist socialism and French 

republicanism disappears and all one is left with is an undeniable domination of Vietnamese 

intellectuals by the discourse of Western intellectual tradition.    
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A CONCLUSION OF SORTS 

 

Ho Chi Minh declared Vietnamese independence on September 2, 1945 before the world 

and the people of Vietnam.  It was a new Vietnam, that Ho unlikely would have recognized upon 

returning to Vietnam after thirty years abroad in 1941, but at the same time would be more 

familiar to the European cities he left behind.  The Vietnam he and many other revolutionaries 

were met with was the culmination of half a century of deconstruction, experimentation, and re-

construction of Vietnamese society by an international consortium of actors, ideas, and projects.  

Like the contradictions of the colonial project, Ho’s message filled with paradoxes and 

curiosities, nationalism and internationalism, modernity and invented tradition, civilization and 

barbarity and the Rights of Man and colonial inequalities.  Vietnam declared its independence 

from the concepts of Colonial France, but importantly not from the idea of Republican France 

and a universalist dream of equality and freedom from tyranny.  Further, it was the failures of 

French imperialists to uphold the “standard of Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity” and the ideals of  

“democratic liberty” that provided the context for revolution, and not that the French had lost the 

Mandate of Heaven; presenting the most tangible signifiers of how far Vietnamese worldviews 

had shifted over fifty years.445  They would continue to shift towards the greater international 

systems of capital and human rights over the next fifty. 

Independence was as much an end and a beginning as it was a continuity for the New 

Vietnam.  Vietnam was immediately thrust from the chaos of the Second World War into the 

Cold War politics that materialized before peace was signed.  The world saw a new international 

body, the United Nations (UN), rise from the ashes of the League of Nations but consisted of 
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much of the same ideas of protecting and developing the world created by the very powers which 

destroyed the world sponsored by the classic old empires in the G7 and executed through 

institutions like UNESCO and the World Bank.446  As such, this chapter serves less as an end of 

the tale, as time continues to march forward, but as a brief exploration on where the story goes 

from here.  Thus, in lieu of a conclusion, I offer more of an epilogue that explores only the 

surface of the scholarship on post-independence efforts to continue to civilize the margins of 

Vietnam and homogenize the population in the name of both the Democratic Republic of 

Vietnam (DRV) and the Republic of Vietnam (RVN).  Few—if any—authors have made the 

claim that the post-independence Vietnamese efforts were/are a continuation of French colonial 

policy or if they do, it is a briefly mentioned affair.447 

Efforts to civilize Vietnam by the new DRV began immediately after declaring 

independence in 1945.  Despite facing a coalition of allied forces in an effort to return Vietnam 

to French control, DRV leaders, including Ho and Vo Nguyen Giap, began to plan a mass 

literacy campaign simultaneously with its military efforts.  The program served two purposes: 1) 

to make good on its promises of educating the population of Vietnam, demonstrating its 

legitimacy over the French colonial regime, and 2) extending the new state’s administrative 

structure to the village level.  The later effort by “Vietnamese Communist revolutionaries 

established a vigorous local administrative structure that was dominated by party members and 

had a more intrusive presence in local life” increasing citizen-state contact while providing more 
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control over the direction citizens would develop.448  Literacy further offered a stabilizing and 

standardizing effect on the greater Vietnamese population, which despite French intrusions 

remained relatively disconnected, the imagined community of Benedict Anderson.449  Ho stated 

explicitly that the literacy campaign between the years of 1956-58 was “ the first step in raising 

our cultural level” which would “help us strengthen the task of resuscitating the economy, 

developing democracy. The elevation of the people’s cultural level is an essential task in the 

construction of a nation that will be peaceful, united, free, democratic and wealthy”450 

Education and other familiar “civilizing” campaigns against poor hygiene practices and 

superstitious beliefs became part of the patriotic duty of all Vietnamese citizens in an effort to 

eliminate backwardness (lac hau) from Vietnamese society.451  Hygiene practices continue to be 

a topic of research, such as a 2017 study on the introduction of Western oral health care against 

“traditional Eastern oral health beliefs.”452  The researchers came to the conclusion that Vietnam 

required “professionals to educate Vietnamese patients” on the “importance of utilizing Western 

health care services” and that many Vietnamese still clung to seemingly backwards beliefs.453  A 

number of revolutionary slogans accompanied these efforts aimed at popularising and informing 

the population of everything from HIV/AIDS to representative democracy and the need to 

modernize to prevent the country from regressing to a “less developed” state.454  Some ordered 
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the population to follow Ho Chi Minh’s example that made “the people rich, the country strong, 

fair, democratic and civilized society.”455  Extra emphasis was placed on tearing down the pre-

revolutionary “feudal” society that had kept the people ignorant and maintained “backwards” 

practices like arranged marriages.456   

Other efforts were led to rediscover the past that was hewn from Vietnamese history due 

to colonialism.  Alongside the efforts to educate the population, the Party’s desired to re-imagine 

Vietnamese identity according to a homogeneous history through ethnographic work.  History 

became a self-serving nationalistic paradigm similar to those of other nation-states, from the 

Manifest Destiny to Pan-Turkism and Greek irredentism.  A time-immemorial history of the 

Vietnamese population tracing its ethnic and racial lineage was formulated stretching back to 

further and further dates in time and utilized to “decolonize” the past as Patricia Pelley asserts.457  

Another way of interpretation is a re-colonization of Vietnam to a “new” history that began with 

the colonial moment.  Minority populations and the more rural became standard targets for 

ethnographers to introduce “standard” Vietnamese practices in the place of superstitions and 

feudal structures.458  Populations deemed more barbaric were brought to civility.  

Minority tensions increased in large part due to the wartime experiences against first the 

French and then Americans.  While ethnic tensions had remained fairly low throughout the 

colonial period, the use of recruiting “friendly” minorities for colonial troops used to combat the 

Viet Minh ignited early clashes between the various sub-minorities and the Kinh.459  French 

guerrilla operations utilized almost entirely minority populations against the conventionalization 

                                                
455 ibid. 5. 
456 Malarney, “Literacy for the Masses,” 89. 
457 Pelley, PostColonial Vietnam, 8 
458 ibid. 70 
459 Jean Michaud, “The Montagnards and the State in Northern Vietnam from 1802 to 1975: A Historical 

Overview,” Ethnohistory 47, no. 2 (2000): 350-1. 
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Viet Minh forces, while Giap would later use other minorities to great effect at Dien Bien Phu.  

Official Vietnamese history has forgotten about their contributions.460  Americans would also use 

Hmong and other highlanders in their imperial war, promising a variety of stimuli.  During the 

split of Vietnam, Ngo Dinh Diem and the Republic of Vietnam likewise sought to educate and 

develop the countryside as part of the anti-communist insurgency programs involving forced 

relocation and agricultural advancement in what became the “Strategic Hamlet Program.”  

Policies of communist re-education by the Socialist Republic of Vietnam (SRV) of the 

southern population in the post-war period are reminiscent of Phan Boi Chau’s dreams of 

utilizing jails as a means of forcefully rehabilitating societal outliers back into the main 

population. Minorities, despite being notionally recognized by the SRV’s constitution are marred 

by Janus-faced policies of acceptance and assimilation.  At the national level 17.3 percent of 

delegates represent 13 percent of the population, but these numbers hide the inclusion at the 

communal level and the tenuous agrarian change that has altered social conditions among the 

highland peoples.461  Real representation of minorities follows the same sort of elite-peasant 

imbalance that marked the rise of the DRV/SRV under colonial rule.  While citizenship was 

extended to minorities from the inception of the state, their cultural practices were/are tightly 

regulated by government through a system akin to French association and mise en valeur policies 

which dictate whether certain practices and beliefs that contradict socialist, progressive values 

are “backward” or “feudal.”  As such, many of the ethnocentric practices and beliefs in 

modernization of the French mission civilisatrice have led to a reification and perpetration of 

colonial policies by the DRV and the SRV officials.  

                                                
460 ibid. 353. 
461 Sarah Turner, “’Forever Hmong:’ Ethnic Minority Livelihoods and Agrarian Transition in Upland Northern 

Vietnam,” The Professional Geographer 64, no. 4 (2012): 546-8. 
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Doi moi, the recent efforts to marketize the Vietnamese economy, have led to the end of 

isolation caused by the Cold War and American intervention.462  The success of the Communist 

Party to re-integrate Vietnam into the international system led by the the G7 has led to the 

creation of the colloquial “Vietnam Model” in international relations. The model is predicated on 

the idea that once bitter enemies and opposing political systems can rectify themselves through 

marketization.  Vietnam stands as the poster child for American hopes of dealing with China, 

North Korea, and the rest of the modernizing Indo-Pacific.  Recently in 2016, President Obama 

delivered a 30-minute speech to young Vietnamese in Hanoi, praising Vietnam’s “enormous 

progress” and its “enter[ing into] the global economy,” while foreign investment has flowed into 

the country.463  In rather Orientalizing terms, Obama recounts the achievements of Vietnam in 

recent memory, the fact that its people are on Facebook and Instagram, that it has high-rises and 

skyscrapers, and a “dynamism” which “delivered real progress.”464   

The metrics of  civilization are invoked once again to praise even the Vietnamese for 

increasing “the number of people with clean drinking water and electricity, the number of boys 

and girls in school, and literacy rate” while lowering “hunger, disease, child and maternal 

mortality” thanks to the transformation of economic reforms of doi moi.465  Obama was keen to 

belittle Vietnam’s “different path” and to point out its human rights abuses compared to the rest 

of the world, stating that together Vietnam and the United States could build a more free and 

equitable world, reminiscent of Albert Sarraut’s speech in 1919.  He mentions how through a 

                                                
462 Some scholars have also looked at how doi moi has been extended to other aspects of life, specifically education 

and the way textbooks have been used to foster new ideas of state to curtail Chinese power.  See: Martin Großheim 

“Đổi mới in the Classroom? The Portrayal of National and World History in Vietnamese Textbooks,” SOJOURN: 

Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia 33, no. 1 (2018): 147-80. 
463 “Remarks by President Obama in Addresss to the People of Vietnam,” May 24, 2016, https://br.usembassy.gov/ 

quotes-remarks-president-obama-address-people-vietnam/  
464 ibid.  
465 ibid. 
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Fulbright University, Vietnam will be able to learn about Phan Chu Trinh, Nguyen Du, and the 

technical skills to modernize their country, as if the non-Fulbright institutions were incapable of 

doing so before.466  Colonialism continues, it just hides itself in new mechanisms.  Ultimately, it 

would seem that the dreams of Vietnamese nationalists in the 1910s and 20s have come true—

they were now, as Obama proudly asserts, “a middle-income nation.” 

 

  

                                                
466  Vietnamese students scored higher than most “first world” countries in 2015 during the international Pisa tests.  

Andreas Schliecher, “Vietnam’s ‘stunning’ rise in school standards,” BBC, June 17 2015, https://www.bbc.com/ 

news/business-33047924. 
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