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ABSTRACT

This dissertation seeks to explain the discursive origin, development, and transformation of
“Republican anticommunism,” and how and why this state-originated ideology continues to
shape Vietnamese exile communities today. The dissertation focuses on examining mechanisms
that allows certain narratives produced by the Republic of Vietnam to persist, despite the regime
changes, turmoil, war, and, ultimately, state collapse that characterizes Vietnamese Republican
history (1955-1975). The dissertation explores the unstudied “Political Study Program” Chuwong
Trinh Hoc Tap Chinh Tri (PSP) of the Republican government and examines its operations and
ideological messaging throughout duration of the Republican era. Focusing on three state-
derived Republican anticommunist narratives (Narrative of the Geneva Accords, Anti-
Neutralism, and Vietnamese Underdevelopment), the dissertation demonstrates how ideas once
articulated as propaganda by the Republican state becomes a widely deployed form of “social
knowledge” drawn upon by state and non-state actors alike. The dissertation, firstly, highlights
the efforts of the Republican state to “cultivate,” develop, and disseminate

an anticommunist political culture. Secondly, the project historically documents how these ideas
were creatively reconfigured by diverse actors across the Republican era. Lastly, it traces the
migration of these state-derived ideas following the Fall of Saigon (1975) and examines how
Republican anticommunism was reconstituted in the formation of Vietnamese America.
Alongside providing one of the first comprehensive political and social history of the
Vietnamese Republican era, the dissertation critically analyzes the historical process has led to
the creation of an anticommunist Vietnamese community overseas. It, furthermore, advances a
new theoretical paradigm that views the historical significance of South Vietnam through its
prevailing legacy on present day Vietnamese exile communities. At its crux, the dissertation
demonstrates how state-derived ideas, forms of identification, and discourses can survive long
after the state that progenerated them had fallen.
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PREFACE

The idea behind this dissertation emerged out of my own upbringings as a member of the
“Vietnamese American community.” Most stark and remarkable about such an upbringing was
the fervent, passionate, and, at times, rigid politics of anticommunism that pervades not only
public events or social gatherings, but also conversations within homes, between parents and
child, the elderly and the younger generation. In 2015, I conducted couple dozen oral history
interviews with members within my community (veterans of the Army of the Republic of
Vietnam) and found stark commonalities between their tales. It was less the personal or historical
contents of these tales that intrigued me, but rather the similarities in how each individual
interpreted events and historical developments of which they were a part. This led me down a
path to understanding this shared set of interpretation as a “discourse”—a collective, prevalent,
dominant mode of viewing the political world in its past, present, and future. And into the rabbit
hole I went.

In 2018, I traveled (rather, returned) to Vietnam to conduct dissertation research. At that
point, I knew that I wanted to explore how this body of political knowledge had been constructed
and how it was disseminated to the point in which it became prevalent. My research centered
primarily around Vietnam National Archive II and the General Science Library located in
downtown Saigon (Ho Chi Minh City). I poured over voluminous archival materials, at first,
seeking anything related to “political education” or “civic education” during the Republican era
in South Vietnam (1955-1975). It was then that [ happened upon what this dissertation calls the
“Political Study Program” (PSP). I discovered a pattern of routine “study” within the Republican
government’s bureaucracy and traced the source of telegrams, memos, dispatches, and letters to
the Ministry of Information—arguably the most powerful governmental organ of the Republican
state. I found related “study materials” assigned monthly to civil servants and soldiers. I pieced
together the three narratives of the Geneva Accords, Anti-Neutralism, and Vietnamese
Underdevelopment which will be discussed at length in this dissertation. I probed the political
discussions occurring within broader society, dwelling into contemporary newspapers, journals,
textbooks and the like and found resonances between state-originated texts and that of wider
public conversations. Some of these materials were self-purchased from local bookstores selling
“old” books, and others I found through the Interlibrary Loan system. I traced the narratives,
terminologies, and interpretations discovered during my investigation of the Republican “past” to
the political discourse of anticommunism in the Vietnamese American “present.” Here, I dove
into the plethora of political journals, pamphlets, and tracts developed by Vietnamese American
organizations over the years. What I found was stark continuities in how historical events were
interpreted, the terminologies that were used, and the significance of ideological content in how
Vietnamese Americans narrated their collective identity, their loss of homeland, and their
relationship to the fallen Republic of Vietnam.

As such, the writing of this dissertation was very much guided by the question of
ideological “continuity”: why ideas persist, despite happenings that would predict otherwise
(regime changes, revolutions, collapse of state), and what are the mechanisms that allow such
“continuity” to occur. I found that part of the answer lies in “change.” The ideological narratives
discussed in this dissertation did not remain exactly as it did when originally devised under the
First Republic of Vietnam (1955-1963). Rather, these narratives were modified, edited, and



changed over the course of their existence. That is, the survival of these narratives was a result of
the ability of “old” ideas to be adapted and retooled to serve the interests of new actors and to
cope with new developments and challenges. I found that these state-derived narratives have a
significance beyond their “political” worth, and that these narratives spoke emotionally and
morally to those who deploy them. Indeed, the attachment to these narratives were quite
passionate and ardent; they gave inspiration and justification for men and women to not only die
for these ideas, but kill for them. I found that efforts across Vietnamese Republican and
Vietnamese American history to disseminate, reinforce, and propagate these ideas transformed
them into a “hegemonic” way of interpreting reality. As a hegemonic force, anticommunism
influenced not only the politics of South Vietnam and Vietnamese America, but it had also
seeped into the cultural, artistic, and literary foundations of these communities and dictated how
these communities define identity and belonging.

This dissertation, fundamentally, is an attempt to explain how “Republican
anticommunism” became such a powerful and dominating force. As a comprehensive and
systematic ideology, Republican anticommunism did not exist prior to 1955, but now is at the
epicenter of politics within Vietnamese America. Since 1976, Vietnamese Americans had
congregated every year to mourn April 30'"—the date marking the fall of Saigon. Throughout the
history of the community, journalists had been assassinated for supposedly expressing
“communist sympathies,” families had poured thousands of dollars into political organizations
promising to “Restore the Nation,” and Vietnamese Americans had held public figures and
representatives of their community to ideological account. Those who counteracted or opposed
the politics of anticommunism had been met with condemnation, protests, death threats, and
violence. While existing as a discourse discoverable upon the words within a text,
anticommunism has real consequences in how people act in and engage with the socio-political
world.

On the one hand, this dissertation is a “historical” project and empirically builds from
traditional primary sources. It contributes a novel political and social history to understudied
aspects of Vietnamese Studies. On the other hand, however, the dissertation speaks to something
quite “sociological,” in that it seeks to theoretically explain the existence and transformation of a
phenomenon in the social world. Here, my training in sociology was invaluable for interpreting
and articulating why it is that Republican anticommunism has the effects and consequences that
it did in South Vietnam and Vietnamese America. This dissertation does not necessarily advance
a new “theory” about ideology or societal development. Rather, it advocates for a new way of
studying and viewing an exile community by taking into serious consideration of the national
formation processes within the society from which these migrants originate. This dissertation is
not speaking of some “primordial” traditional values that migrants bring with them to their new
world. The focus of this dissertation will be the construction of a modern, “nationalistic,”
Vietnamese political culture which emerged through postcolonial state-formation during the
Cold War. This dissertation will argue that it was this “political culture” that migrated with the
Vietnamese refugees following 1975, and it was this “political culture” that eventually shaped
Vietnamese exile formation overseas.

Some perhaps will find dimensions of the Republican anticommunist politics that this
dissertation discusses “repulsive,” or “conservative,” or “reactionary.” Others will perhaps find
that the story I tell is too critical or that the dissertation casts South Vietnam and Vietnamese



America in a negative or unsympathetic light. Some may find the history of Republican
anticommunism as “irrelevant,” or something that belongs to a foregone past. However, as
someone who had grown up with the Vietnamese American community and have witnessed the
anticommunist politics of the community firsthand, the research and writing of this dissertation
has provided me a lens that answered questions about the community’s origins, its past, its
transformations, and its (possible) futures. I hope that this dissertation will provide those of my
generation a similar vantage—a vantage into not only what the Vietnamese American
community was or is, but also what the community can be. The construction of this dissertation
was also an opportunity for me to confront and reflect upon the nature of the community’s
politics, question the limits and possibilities of dominating ideas, and probe at the “taken-for-
granted” stories and beliefs which lay at the core of a Vietnamese refugee identity.

It has been quite a journey for me to write this dissertation. For my readers (particularly
those who are Vietnamese Americans), | hope to take you on that journey in part.

Y Thien Nguyen
December 2020
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INTRODUCTION

On a Saturday morning in October of 2020, Vietnamese American supporters of Biden-
Harris ticket organized a public event at Catinat Plaza in Westminster, CA. For such an event,
there were, of course, Vietnamese-translated campaign signs bearing familiar slogans such as
Build Back Better, #SaveDemocracy, and their Vietnamese-language renditions (such as “Xay
Dung Lai, Tt Dep Hon”).! However, this demonstration of support for the Democratic ticket
was, perhaps, unique in that, for an event representing the more liberal and progressive strains in
American politics, it integrated a Vietnamese American symbol that has long signified the
conservative, anticommunist politics of the community: namely, the former national flag of the
Republic of Vietnam. Since its first adoption by the California cities of Westminster and Garden
Grove in 2003, the “Vietnamese Freedom and Heritage Flag” has now become a universally
recognized symbol of Vietnamese communities overseas. Vietnamese American deployment of
this “golden yellow”? flag has been historically diverse, representing not only Vietnamese
American political allegiances, but also the community’s culture, music, and South Vietnamese
past. However, as a community known for its ties to the Republican and white conservatism,
Vietnamese Americans have rarely deployed the flag in support of the Democratic Party or
progressive causes. And such a contradiction, inevitably, resulted in confrontation.

" CING DONG NGUTI MY 60T VIET
(NG HO JOE BIDEN

! “Tyan hanh ung h lién danh Biden-Harris tai Little Saigon, Nam California,” Saigon Broadcasting Television
Network: Phong Sw Cong Pong, Oct. 11, 2020. < https://www.sbtn.tv/tuan-hanh-ung-ho-lien-danh-biden-harris-tai-
little-saigon-nam-california/>; Cat Linh and Pang Giao, “Nhiéu Nguoi Viét & My xubng duong ung ho Biden-
Harris,” Nguwoi Viét Daily News, Oct. 11, 2020; Lé Trung, “Biéu tinh tuan hanh ung ho lién danh Joe Biden and
Kamala Harris,” Tre Magazine, Oct. 23, 2020.

2 “Golden yellow” was the adjective used to describe the “Freedom and Heritage Flag” in H.C.R. NO. 258 by the
81 Legislature of the State of Texas in May, 2009.

3 Cat Linh, “‘Fan’ Biden va ‘Fan’ Trump géc Viét tudn hanh nhiéu noi tai M¥,” Nguoi Viét Paily News, Oct 24,
2020.
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Angry, loud, and heckling, the Trump supporters approached from the plaza’s parking
lot. They demonized the Biden supporters as “Vietnamese traitors,” “communists,” and “dogs.”
They claimed that Biden supporters “ate the nation’s rice but pray to the communist’s ghost” an
com qudc gia ma tho ma céng san. They equated the Democratic Party with the Communist
Party in Vietnam and argued that just as the Democratic Party had “sold out” Vietnam during the
war, the Democrats would similarly “sell America to the Chinese communists.” The atmosphere
in Catinat Plaza that Saturday was intense. Viet Bao reports that “if not for the [presence of] the
police, altercations could have turned violent.”* As the Biden supporter began marching from
Catinat Plaza down Bolsa Street, Trump supporters pushed into the organizing area of their
opponents originally sealed off by yellow caution tape, “their hands bearing [their own yellow]
flags and slogans...as if occupying the territory of the enemy.”> A Trump supporter, interviewed
following the confrontation, argues that the Biden supporter’s use of the “flag of national
righteousness” co' chinh nghia quéc gia distorts its true meaning. That flag, according to the
speaker, was to represent the anticommunist cause. As Biden and Harris were “defenders of
China,” those who are voting Biden have no right to deploy that sacred symbol of the nation.®

Public display of support for the Republican ticket amongst Vietnamese Americans has
grown increasingly rampant in the months leading up to the 2020 election. In August,
Vietnamese American Trump supporters in San Jose organized a “cross country caravan” to
travel to Washington DC in support of the Republican ticket. Arriving on the 15, they confronted
anti-Trump protesters who stood in solidarity with the Black Lives Matter movement. A shouting
match ensued between those who lambasted “God Damn Donald Trump” and those Vietnamese
Americans who called for “Four More Years.”’ In the month of September, Vietnamese
Americans residents in Little Saigon, CA—the “Capitol” of the Vietnamese overseas
community—hosted nearly weekly rallies of hundreds in support of Trump. In October,
Vietnamese American Trump supporters organized another cross-country trip, deeming it
“Trump Journey MAGA 2020.” This time beginning in Southern California, the “caravan”
stopped at numerous Vietnamese American centers along the way, including Houston, New
Orleans, Biloxi, Atlanta, and Falls Church. Arriving in Washington DC on the 14", a mass of
some 1,500 Vietnamese American Trump supporters marched alongside the capitol’s greens,
bearing “Trump 2020” signs and slogans supporting conservative causes.®

4 Thanh Huy, “Biéu Tinh Tuin Hanh Ung Ho Cyu Pho Téng Théng Joe Biden va Thuong Nghi ST Kamala Harris,”
Viét Bao, Oct. 12, 2020.

5 Cat Linh and Dang Giao, “Nhiéu Nguoi Viét & My xudng duong ung ho Biden-Harris,” Nguoi Viét Daily News,
Oct. 11, 2020.

6 “C¢ vang tng ho Biden dung cd vang tng ho Trump trén duong Bolsa, 6ng quét rac néi gi?” PhoBolsaTV, Oct. 10,
2020.

7 “Hanh trinh xuyén My ctia nhitng ngudi tng ho Tong Théng Trump,” Saigon Broadcasting Television Network:
Phéng Sw Céng Pong , Aug. 12, 2020; “Tuan hanh van dong cho Téng Théng Trump & Virginia,” Saigon
Broadcasting Television Network: Phéng Sw Céng Pong, Aug. 16; “Cudc dbi ddu ciia nhom ung ho & phan dbi TT
Trump trudc Toa Bac Oc,” Saigon Broadcasting Television Network: Phéng Sw Céng Pong, Aug. 18, 2020.

8 “Di&n hanh xe ung ho Téng Théng Trump & canh st tai Nam California,” Saigon Broadcasting Television
Network: Phong Su Cong Do”‘ng, Oct. 4, 2020; “Houston chao don doan hanh trinh tir California dén Washington
DC, Saigon Broadcasting Television Network: Phong Sy Cong Déng, Oct. 7, 2020; “New Orleans & Biloxi chao
don doan hanh trinh tir California dén Washington DC, “ Saigon Broadcasting Television Network: Phong Sy Céng
Pong, Oct 10, 2020; “Tuan hanh tng ho TT Trump trong khu trung tim Thuong Mai Eden,” Saigon Broadcasting
Television Network: Phéng Sw Cong Pong, Oct. 12, 2020; “Tuan hanh tung ho Téng Théng Donald Trump trude
Toa Bach Oc,” Saigon Broadcasting Television Network: Phong Sw Cong Béng, Oct. 14, 2020.
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These organized events followed in the wake of Vietnamese American activism
combating California Governor Newson’s shut down of the California economy at the height of
the COVID-19 pandemic. Then, too, the “golden yellow” flag flew within the midst of the
MAGA hat-wearing, largely white protest that erupted in front of California State Capitol in
Sacramento.’ Here, Vietnamese American concerns targeted the closure of nail salons—an
industry that Vietnamese Americans have historically dominated.!? As the murder of George
Floyd sparked the nationwide Black Lives Matter movement, progressives in the community
joined in solidarity with protestors, reappropriating that “golden yellow” to march against
systemic racism and police brutality.!! Conservatives in the community, on the other hand,
focused on the “looting and violence” and rallied in support of “law enforcement.”!? They
attacked Vietnamese American public figures who came out in support of Black Lives Matter.
Andover representative Tram Nguyén and Houston entrepreneur Lé Hoang Nguyén, for
example, faced online harassment and death threats from thousands who labeled them
“communists” and called for them to be “hanged.”!?

For Vietnamese Americans Trump supporters, amongst the key reasons argued against
the Democratic ticket is the belief that Joe Biden would somehow “sell” the United States over
China if he were to be elected. In some ways, the politics and discourses deployed by the
conservative forces within the Vietnamese American community can be read as a reflection of
the rhetoric deployed by the Trump campaign. Trump and his campaign, in numerous occasions,
had pushed the notion that Biden was somehow bound to China. “If Joe Biden ever gets elected,”
the President had declared in one press briefing, “China will own America.”!* This argument, as
presented through conservative media, rests on the premise that Biden’s son, Hunter Biden, had
murky business dealings in China, made millions, and, ultimately, “served the ‘strategic
interests’ of the country’s communist government and military.” !> Implicitly, the narrative
pushes the idea that Biden is politically compromised and, due to his son, is beholden to the
Chinese government. In Vietnamese America, such a claim is appended upon allegations that
Biden’s domestic agenda is socialistic, and his foreign policy positions would economically
benefit the Chinese communists. Alongside these claims, voices within Vietnamese America
reflect the wider rightwing discourse that depicts Trump as a warrior defending American jobs

9 “Biéu tinh chdng 1énh cach ly & Sacramento,” Saigon Broadcasting Television Network: Phéng Su Céng Pong,
May 25, 2020; Terry Huy Nguyen, “Biéu Tinh Lén ¢ Thu Phii Sacramento California,” Trust Media Network, May
23, 2020, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vthe nuOPkU>.

10 Cat Linh, “Pro Nails Association s& ‘kién Thong Doc Newson’ doi lai cong bang cho nganh nail,” Ngwoi Viét, Jun
7,2020; Cat Linh, “Little Saigon: Dai dién nganh nail biéu tinh, khoi kién thdng dbc California,” Nguoi Viét, Jun. 8,
2020.

11 Ta Phong Tan, ““BLM’ & Little Saigon,” Tré Magazine, June 29, 2020.

12 “Nguoi Viét tham gia biéu tinh ung ho canh sat ¢ Portland,” VOA T iéng Viet, Aug. 25, 2020; Tony Bui, “Nguoi
Viét dién hanh béng xe ung hd TT Trump va Céanh Sat Rally to Support Trump & Police,” Viét-My Newspaper, Oct.
2020.

13 Tina Ha Giang, “Ung Ho¢ Black Lives Matter, hai nguoi My géc Viét bi goi 1a ‘cong san’ va khung bd tinh thén,”
BBC News Tiéng Viét, July 11, 2020.

14 Tim Hains, “President Trump: ‘The Biden Family is Selling Out Our Country Directly to the Chinese Military,””
RealClearPolitics, Sep 10, 2020; Evie Fordham, “US lost jobs because Biden loves ‘made in China’: Navarro,” Fox
Business, Sep. 6, 2020.

15 Bruce Golding, “Hunter Biden’s deals ‘served’ China and its military, new documentary claims,” Fox News, Sep.
4, 2020.
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and freedom, fighting against the Chinese communists through tough trade policies, and
protecting the American society from radicalism and left-wing saboteurs. '°

While these notions are undoubtedly enabled by the Trump campaign and contemporary
conservative voices, the idea that one must adamantly oppose a political enemy who would
“betray” or “sell” the nation to forces of international communism is not particularly novel in
Vietnamese Americans political discourse. Contemporary Vietnamese American support for the
Trump Presidency, at its crux, is a reflection of the historical embeddedness of anticommunism
within the community. Indeed, for anyone who had long observed the community’s politics, the
aggressiveness displayed, and the rhetoric deployed against Biden supporters mirrors countless
political episodes across Vietnamese American history. Similar demonizing language and
confrontation, for example, had occurred in 1999 when an angry crowd of some 15,000
Vietnamese Americans protested Hi-Tek, an electronics and video rental store, after the owner,
Trudng Vin Tran, displayed the Vietnamese communist flag and a portrait of Ho Chi Minh on
his storefront.!” Tony Lam, then sitting on the Westminster City Council as the first Vietnamese
to be elected to American political office, had refused to participate in the protests. His
businesses were picketed, effigies of him were burned, and he was labeled a “communist
sympathizer.”!® Intense as the Hi-Tek episode was, it was relatively more moderate than what
had transpired during the 1980s when journalists were assassinated for publishing contents
contrary to the political leanings of the community. These journalists were, too, deemed
“traitors,” “communist sympathizers,” “dogs,” and other sub-human categorization that justified
physical and political “extermination.”!”

It is clear that the contemporary rhetoric deployed against Biden-supporters stem from an
anticommunism that is entrenched within the Vietnamese American community. However, how
that anticommunism has become so entrenched and why it continues to shape the contemporary
moment is poorly answered in the existing scholarship. For one, it would be erroneous, as much
of the literature has done, to understand such anticommunist fervency and “hatred” as a
reflection of the loss and pain that the Vietnamese, as refugees, had endured. The issue here is
not that the existing literature has not attended to the anticommunist politics of Vietnamese
Americans. Rather it is how the literature has conceptualized and periodized the phenomenon.
What one finds in these episodes of anticommunist engagement is not mere “mourning” or

16 Glorification of Trump and disinformation against the Biden Campaign targeting Vietnamese Americans are
regularly disseminated through questionable online sources and social media forums. Amongst these, popularly
consumed Vietnamese-language Youtube Channels like “Little Saigon News,” “Saigon News,” “Thoi Sy Hoa Ky,”
“HTD News,” and “Tin Ttrc 24H Online.” The Youtube Channel and Facebook site under the name “Viet Trump
TV also produce these messages. The conservative Vigt-My Magazine repeats some of these claims (e.g., Lan Vy,
Dién tién v& vu bé bdi lién quan dén gia dinh 6ng Joe Biden, Viét-My Magazine, Oct. 2020; Lan Vy, “Mbi quan h¢
mo am cua con trai dng Joe Biden v6i Trung Cong,” Viét-My Magazine, Oct. 2020). Trump campaign messages are
also passed through the Facebook and Youtube Channel for “Viet Trump TV.” Similar content is presented on the
Vietnamese editions of “The Epoch Times” and “New Tang Dynasty Television,” mouthpieces of the Falun Gong.
On Falun Gong propaganda, see Kevin Roose, “How The Epoch Times Created a Giant Influence Machine,” The
New York Times, Oct. 24, 2020.

17 Jeffrey Ressner, “The Man who Brought Back Ho Chi Minh,” Time, Mar. 8, 1999; Nam Q Ha, “Business and
Politics in Little Saigon, California,” Special Collections and Archives: The UC Irvine Libraries, 2002.

18 Rene Sanchez, “Days of Rage in Little Saigon, The Washington Post, Mar. 5, 1999;

19Y Thien Nguyen, “(Re)making the South Vietnamese Past in America,” Journal of Asian American Studies,
21(1):2018, 65-103.
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commemoration of a painful, refugee past. It is, rather, the active reutilization of terminologies,
symbols, and narratives that derives not from the refugee or the Vietnamese American
experience per se, but rather in the national formation and state-building experience of South
Vietnam. In this sense, the demonizing language we see in contemporary episodes is only but the
most recent manifestation of an ideological form that had been “consolidated” long before any
Vietnamese entered the United States as refugees.

For another, Vietnamese American politics cannot be seen as simply tied to the
contemporary issues dominating the mainstream American political landscape. Just as how the
contemporary Vietnamese American demonizing of the Biden-Harris ticket is not merely a
reflection of rhetoric propagated by American conservative voices or the Trump Campaign, the
anticommunism of the Vietnamese American community is propelled by a logic that is both
internal to the community and rooted in a much deeper history. On the one hand, that logic
speaks to the Vietnamese sense of self, identity, and understanding of community. The
anticommunism in question have historically provided answers about Vietnamese nationhood
and citizenship and articulated values, beliefs, and ideals about what a Vietnamese “imagined
community” should be and what that that “community” should represent. On the other hand,
anticommunism is a form of Vietnamese “nationalism” that, in the contemporary context, has
melded political loyalty to an anticommunist Vietnamese nation to that of an anticommunist
American one. Here, Vietnamese American’s interpretation of the broader American political
landscape is greatly shaped by how the community has historically interpreted its own history
and its relationship to South Vietnam.

Thus, in the contemporary moment, although we find parallels between the rhetoric of
American conservatives and Vietnamese American anticommunists in their portrayal of Biden
and Trump, there are divergences in what ultimately informs these discourses. For Vietnamese
Americans, the anticommunist rhetoric they deploy is rooted in the discourse of a state that has
ceased to exist some 45 years ago last April. The Vietnamese American anticommunist depiction
of Biden as a national traitor who would “sell” the United States to China is akin to the narrative
once deployed during the Vietnamese Republican era (1955-1975) deriding Vietnamese
communists in Ha N@i as “traitors” Vi¢t gian who “deceived” lira bip the masses to “sell the
nation” ban nuodc to Soviet and Chinese communism. Such a depiction had been central to how
the South Vietnamese state justified its refusal to sign or recognize the 1954 Geneva Accords—a
document that, as narrated in Republican anticommunist discourse, was responsible for the
division of Vietnam at the 17" Parallel and, consequently, the war that would result in millions
of Vietnamese deaths. This narrative generated caricatures of communists as infiltrators, liars,
and deceivers against whom the Vietnamese people must ever be vigilant and wary. As evident
in the oft-repeated words of the former South Vietnamese President Nguyén Vin Thiéu, “Dimng
nghe nhiing gi Cong San nd1 ma hay nhin nhiing gi cong san lam,” [Listen not to what the
communists say, but see what the communists do]. Such notions of “resoluteness against
communism” dut khodt voi cong san had traveled with Vietnamese refugees following the Fall
of Saigon and into their communities abroad.?° It had inspired contemporary Vietnamese

20 The idea of “resoluteness” against communism emerged, for example, in Vietnamese American opposition to Bill
AB-22 proposed in 2017, which would allow Communist Party members to hold state jobs (“Cu dan Little Saigon
‘dirt khoat khong mé duong cho cong san,”” Nguwoi Viét, May 11, 2017; Huy Lam, “Thuong Nghi Si Janet Nguyén:
Cong San Khong Co Chd Pung & California,” Saigon Broadcasting Television Network: Cong Pong Hdi Ngoai,
May 19, 2017; Vi Anh, “Chéng Du Luat AB 22,” Viét Bdo, May 19, 2017); AB-22, ultimately, was dropped by Rob
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American protests against visits by representatives of the Vietnamese communist government,
the establishment of “No-Communist Zones,” and violence against “communist sympathizers.
In the present moment, anticommunist voices in Vietnamese America equate the Democratic
platform with the communist “slogans” chiéu bai once used to deceive and then betray the
Vietnamese people.?

The anticommunist discourse, and the historical production of that discourse, matters.
The remaking of the South Vietnamese past and how that past concretely shapes and informs the
Vietnamese American present is the subject of this dissertation. To achieve this task, the
dissertation diverges from contemporary approaches that view Vietnamese American
anticommunism as a form of “hatred” derived from the refugee experience and the loss of nation,
or as a reflection of American imperialism, or imitation of American foreign policy. Rather, the
dissertation locates Vietnamese American anticommunism in the indigenous attempt to create
and sustain an independent, anticommunist Vietnamese nation during the Cold War. Exploration
of this history of intense state-building and national formation directs attention to efforts of the
Republican state craft a responsible, ideologically versed, anticommunist citizenry that would
enthusiastically contribute to the development and defense of the nation. In the context of the
unfolding civil war in South Vietnam, Republican state-builders sought to create a citizenry that
was singularly devoted to the anticommunist cause, ever-ready and willing to fight against the
forces of communism and, if need be, sacrifice himself or herself to prevent the fall of the nation
into communist hands. As such, citizens were to “absorb” thdm nhuan the ideological messages
of the Republican state and deploy anticommunism as a “spiritual weapon” to safeguard oneself
and one’s compatriots from the deceptive propaganda of the communist enemy.

The dissertation, thus, relocates the creation of the Vietnamese “anticommunist subject”
away from American immigration policy and the refugee passage, and towards the history of
“ideological work” conducted under the Republican state. The dissertation examines how
“Republican anticommunism” became a hegemonic, prevalent, and “consolidated” political
culture in South Vietnam. It points to the array of anticommunist mass mobilization campaigns,
participatory activities, and state-sponsored cultural production by which civilians became
integrated into the “nationalizing” project. While these programs provided anticommunist
political culture, rigid anticommunist laws, censorship, surveillance, and state coercion
established the ideological boundary that “rules out” any and all things communist.

Rather than an ideology exclusive to the Republican state, the dissertation demonstrates
how Republican anticommunism survived despite the collapse of the regime that gave birth to it.
The dissertation explores the diverse ways through which both state and non-state actors
deployed and redeployed anticommunist narratives, terminologies, concepts across the societal
upheavals, regime changes, and warfare that characterized Republican history. The persistence of
Republican anticommunism as a collective discourse is explained, on the one hand, by continual

221

Bonta who proposed the bill (Guy Marzorati, “Oakland Assemblyman Drops Bill to Allow Communists in State
Government,” KOQED, May 18, 2017).

2! On no-communist zones, see David Haldane, “The Region; Garden Grove OKs Measure Opposing Visits by
Vietnamese Communists,” Los Angeles Times, May 12, 2004.

22 See interview with a former South Vietnamese Air Force officer who founded an initiative to fly a giant
“Vietnamese Americans Vote Trump” banner in Little Saigon who argues that the Democrats were purposefully
bringing socialism to the United States: “Phi cong Lé Hung va ké hoahcj bay tng ho Téng Thong Trump,”
PhéBolsaTV, Sep. 26, 2020 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MLDTjKsnNd4>.
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reinforcement of the ideology by different Republican regimes, and, on the other hand, the
changeability of constituitive narratives and their continued relevance to diverse South
Vietnamese actors at radically different moments in time. As this dissertation will demonstrate,
narratives developed at one point in time were reinterpreted and extended to speak to
developments far removed from events for which they were intended.

The adaptability of these narratives helps explain how Republican anticommunism
reconstituted in refugee communities in the United States. Former political and military elites
redeployed Republican anticommunism as a source of political legitimacy and an instrument for
community mobilization. By retooling the familiar narratives, terminologies, and symbols within
the Republican anticommunist repertoire to speak to refugee and exilic concerns, these elites, on
the one hand, reestablished ideological leadership over the community and, on the other hand,
reconstituted Republican anticommunism as the defining characteristic of the Vietnamese
American community. As this dissertation argues, it is impossible to understand contemporary
Vietnamese America and the entrenched anticommunist politics of the community without
understanding how anticommunism as a discourse historically emerged and developed, its
relationship to state power and national formation, and its role in shaping and defining the
Vietnamese modern experience.

It is difficult to not note the odd (if troubling) mixture of the South Vietnamese past and
the Trumpian present constituting contemporary Vietnamese American anticommunism. No
better example of such temporally contradictory concoction than in those events of early
October. As the “caravan” of Vietnamese American Trump supporters made its way across the
country, “meet-and-greet” rallies were held at key Vietnamese American centers along the way.
At these rallies were consistent chants that rang: “Who defeated the Chinese Communists?”
“Who defeated socialism?”—*“Donald Trump!” It is as if the political mantle once bequeathed
upon revered Vietnamese anticommunist leaders has been transferred to an orange-tanned, white
man with blonde hair. Indeed, these rallies simultaneously entailed the flag waving and
sloganeering of a typical Trump rally, as well as activities that traditionally characterizes a
Vietnamese American communal gathering: the singing of the South Vietnamese national
anthem, salute to the South Vietnamese flag, and continuous karaoke of popular South
Vietnamese songs. The flurries of flags mixed American, South Vietnamese, and Trump symbols
into a sea of red and yellow, blue and white upon which radically divergent histories awkwardly
converged. Beneath a raised “golden yellow” flag at Eden Center on a gloomy Monday morning,
participants in MAGA hats and carrying “Trump-Pence” signs, with hands to their hearts, sang
the familiar refrain:

“Céng Dan oi! Mau hién than duéi cd [O citizens! Hurry, offer yourself below the flag]

Cong Dan oi! Mau lam cho ¢6i bo [O citizens! Hurry, make our lands and shores]

Thoét con tan phé vé vang ndi gidng [Survive the destruction, glorify our ancestry]

Xung danh nghin ndm la giéng Lac H@)ng [Deserving of a thousand years as descendants of Lac Héng]”23

kookoskok

23 This is the refrain of the South Vietnamese national anthem: Tiéng Goi Cong Dén [The Call of Citizens]. The
depicted scene is covered and published by the Saigon Broadcasting Television Network: “Tuén hanh ung ho TT
Trump trong khu trung tim Thuong Mai Eden,” Saigon Broadcasting Television Network: Phong Su Cong Dong,
Oct. 12, 2020
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Politics in Vietnamese America surrounding the 2020 elections, undoubtedly, reflects the
complex history of anticommunism within the community —an anticommunism that goes
beyond merely political attitudes or opinions, but an entire array of historically-rooted
discourses, performances, and symbolization that brings together themes of nationhood,
citizenship, cultural identification, as well as a strong dose of conservatism, political toxicity,
and ideological policing. However, despite the centrality of anticommunism in Vietnamese
American politics and history, it is surprising that systematic studies of the phenomenon are rare
in the sociological and historical literature. Asian Americans are the fastest growing electoral
bloc within the United States and how they vote will be a determining factor on future elections.
As the fourth largest group within Asian America, Vietnamese American engagement with
anticommunism will be progressively important in the years to come.

For one, anticommunism significantly factors into how many Vietnamese Americans
vote and which political party they support. Vietnamese Americans, particularly the older
generation, have long been known to lean towards the Republican Party. Amongst Asian
Americans, Vietnamese Americans are the least likely to identify as Democrat and more likely to
support the Republican Party. Scholars have historically equated Vietnamese American support
of Republicans to that of the Cubans within the Latino community, making them “distinctive”
amongst immigrants of Asian origin.>* Recent polling suggests similar trends when it comes to
the Trump Presidency. While the Republican Party saw a marked decline in both Vietnamese
and Asian American support in 2016 from previous elections, the 32% of Vietnamese Americans
that voted for Trump still far surpassed the 18% in the general Asian American electorate. In
2018, Vietnamese Americans are more likely to identify as Republican (42%) than that of the
general Asian American electorate (28%).%° An AAPI poll, in fact, shows a whopping 64% of
Vietnamese Americans approve of Trump’s job performance two years into his Presidency while
three in five of the Asian American electorate disapproved of Trump’s job as President.?®

To explain this longstanding Republican support, scholars have consistently noted the
role anticommunism plays in the Viethamese American community.?’ Vietnamese Americans
are widely understood as a community of refugees who were forced to flee from their homeland
following the fall of Saigon in 1975. As those “boat people” who had once traversed the
dangerous high seas to escape the victorious communist regime, Vietnamese Americans
“understandably” held “indelible anti-communist hatred,”® “intense antipathy to

24 Zoltan Hajnal and Taeku Lee, Why Americans Don’t Join the Party, (Princeton University Press, 2011), 157-158,
197.

25 Abby Budiman, “Asian Americans are the fastest growing racial or ethnic group in the US electorate,” Pew
Research Center, May 7, 2020. <https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/05/07/asian-americans-are-the-
fastest-growing-racial-or-ethnic-group-in-the-u-s-electorate/>

26 AAPI, “2018 Asian American Voter Survey,” 5.

27 My Thuan Tran and Christian Berthelsen, “Vietnamese voters go left; Anticommunism in OC is tempered by a
focus on domestic issues. Democratic registration increases,” Los Angeles Times, Feb. 29, 2008.

28 C.N. Le, “Better Dead Than Red: Anti-communist Politics among Vietnamese Americans,” in Anti-communist
Minorities in the U.S.: Political Activism of Ethnic Refugees, ed. leva Zake (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009),
193.
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Communism,”~” or “sentiments of animosity towards the [Socialist Republic of Vietnam],
apparently stemming from decades of war, deprivation, pain, and loss at the hands of the
communists. For many who study the community, these experiences of violence and dislocation
lay at the center of explaining Vietnamese American anticommunism and the longstanding
support for the Republican Party and conservative causes. In an interview with the Los Angeles
Times, political scientist Fred Smoller of Chapman University, for example, argued that first
generation Vietnamese Americans “came out in force as anti-communists, and they strongly
believe that the Republican is more understanding of their stance.” That “stance” derives from
the fact that these refugees “can never forget the loss of their country” and the treacherous
“escape” from communist rule that many had endured following the fall of Saigon.®' Similar
Linda Vo notes, “The elders may be openly supporting Trump and the Republicans because they
feel an affinity for the party they view as fighting against the government that took over their
homeland.”*? Past experiences surrounding the refugee departure and loss of homeland, thus, is
the cornerstone of how the entrenched anticommunism of Vietnamese America, and, resultantly,
its support for the Republican Party, is explained by journalists and academics alike. As one
scholar makes explicit, the post-war anticommunist discourse publicly articulated in the
community reflects “the personal memories of a majority of Viét Kiéu.”*

This anticommunist “refugeeism” has historically defined the very essence of identity
and belonging in the Vietnamese American community.* Children grow up with tales from their
parents about “their own postwar escapes from the place of their birth.”** Often these tales are
replete with references to harrowing trials and tribulations that the older generation had to endure
to reach this American “Land of the Free.” Such arduous experiences include stories of
reeducation camps, piracy and rape in the South China Seas, death and starvation on rickety
ships, and loss of family and friends and regret for those left behind.>® Indeed, precisely such a
narrative is captured in the 2007 Vietnamese American film Journey From the Fall which

2 James Ciment, “Vietnamese American Politics and Political Empowerment,” in Allan Austin and Huping Ling
(eds)., Asian American History and Culture: An Encyclopedia (Routledge: 2015).

30 Kieu-Linh Caroline Valverde, Transnationalizing Viet Nam: Community, Cultural, and Politics in the Diaspora,
(Temple University Press, 2012), 10.

31 Anh Do, “In Little Saigon, strong support for Trump’s war on illegal immigration collides with other realities,”
Los Angeles Times, Sep. 27, 2018.

32 Anh Do, “Trump widens a generation gap in Vietnamese community: Older hard-liners vs. liberal youths.” Los
Angeles Times, Feb. 19, 2017.

33 Louis-Jacques Dorais, “Politics, Kinship, and Ancestors: Some Diasporic Dimensions of the Vietnamese
Experience in North America,” Journal of Vietnamese Studies, 5:2(2010), 91-132.

3% For definition of “refugeeism,” see James A. Morrissey, “Migration, Resettlement, and Refugeeism: Issues in
Medical Anthropology,” Medical Anthropology Quarterly, 15:1 (1983), 3+11-14. Asian American Studies, see
Mitchell Paul Ogden, “Refugee Utopias: (Re)Theorizing Refugeeism Through Cultural Production of the Hmong
Diaspora, (Diss., University of Minnesota, 2008); Phuong Tran Nguyen, “The People of the Fall: Refugee
Nationalism in Little Saigon, 1975-2005” (Diss., University of Southern California, 2009);

35 Anh Do, “Trump widens a generation gap in Vietnamese community: Older hard-liners vs. liberal youths.” Los
Angeles Times, Feb. 19, 2017.

36 Contemporary rendition of these themes in the scholarship are often through works utilizing Vietnamese
American oral histories and life stories. A recent example is in Nghia M. Vo’s The Vietnamese Boat People, 1954
and 1975-1992 which sought to “compile stories of these sea and land voyages, and to retrace the dangerous paths
these modern voyagers took to reach the lands of freedom” (McFarland&Company, Inc., 2006), 4. Emphasis on
“trauma,” loss, and resilience in the narratives of Vietnamese refugees are also found in Nathalie Huynh Chau
Nguyen, Memory is Another Country: Women of the Diaspora, (Pracger, 2009).
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followed the escape and rescue of Vietnamese refugees on the fictional fishing boat of Dai
Nghia. In the film, as the mother and her child reach American shores, the father languishes in a
reeducation camp, only to die trying to, too, escape communism. Themes of freedom, escape,
communist repression and sacrifice expressed in the film reflect how many Vietnamese
Americans understand and narrate the reasons for—as one Vietnamese film reviewer puts it—
“why are we here? Why were we forced to leave our homeland and chose some strange, faraway
land to start our lives anew?”%’

At least until the last decade of the Cold War, the strong stance in GOP foreign policy
towards communist countries had allowed the Party to acquire support from not only Vietnamese
Americans, but also the “anticommunist refugees” from China, Korea, and other Southeast Asian
countries.*® Indeed, during the 1990’s, Asian Americans were the only racial group more
conservative than whites.?* While the Asian American vote has grown increasingly progressive
since the turn of the millennium, Vietnamese Americans remain a strong political base for the
Republican Party. *° The crux of Vietnamese American anticommunism and its affinity with
white conservative causes provides a platform that joins the interests of these two groups, even if
these coalitions reflect “wary, short-term pragmatism.”*! Indeed, as demonstrated in the
contemporary support for Trump, the attacks that the President has deployed against China are
resoundingly welcomed amongst many within the Vietnamese American community. The
reasons why Vietnamese Americans oppose China, however, are not necessarily the same as
those of the President.

For another, anticommunism is a source of polarization between older and younger
generation Vietnamese Americans, and how that conflict is resolved can potentially shape the
trajectory of Vietnamese American politics for the years to come. While a large portion of
anticommunist activism is populated by the older generation, in recent years, a progressive
movement led by younger Vietnamese Americans have emerged in political juxtaposition to their
parents and elders. This younger generation not only tends to lean Democratic, they have also
organized campaigns in opposition to the Trump administration’s anti-immigration policies,
marched in support of Black Lives Matters, and pushed for protection of tenants and workers
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Seemingly, this younger generation does not bear the same

37 Thanh Nguyén, “Sau Nam Cho Mot Cudn Phim Vuot Séng — Journey from the Fall (Ky 2)” [Six Years for a Film
Journey from the Fall (Series 2)], Nguoi Viét [Vietnamese People], March 20, 2007,
https://web.archive.org/web/20070328173936/http://www.nguoi-
viet.com/absolutenm/anmviewer.asp?a=57305&z=124 (accessed January 10, 2020).

38 Bruce Cain, D. Roderick Kiewiet, Carole Uhlaner, “The Acquisition of Partisanship by Latinos and Asian
Americans,” American Journal of Political Science, 35:2(1991), 390-422.

39 Marco Morini, “Asian Americans in Politics” in Asian American Culture: From Anime to Tiger Moms
(Greenwood, 2016), 567-570.

40 Karthick Mamakrishnan, “How Asian Americans Became Democrats,” The American Prospect, Summer 2016;
Ryan General, “Why More Vietnamese Americans are Voting for Trump,” NextShark, Oct. 2020; Anna Vu, “Why
Some Vietnamese Americans support Donald Trump,” The Conversation, Aug. 19, 2020; Kate Ly Jonston,
“Vietnamese-Americans more likely to vote for Trump, survey says. How are their liberal kids coping?” USC
Annenberg Media, Sep. 21, 2020; Baoky Vu, “The Asian American voters who could help Trump win a second
term,” CNN-Opinion, Aug. 6,2020.; Sen Nguyen, “US election: Vietnamese-American prefer Trump to Biden—and
the president has fans in Vietnam too,” South China Morning Post, Oct. 3, 2020; Kimmy Van, “Who are the Asian
Americans still voting for Trump in spite of his ‘China virus’ rhetoric,” NBC News, Oct. 27, 2020.

41 Christian Collett, “The Viability of ‘Going it Alone’: Vietnamese in America and the Coalition Experience of a
Transnational Community,” Race/Ethnicity: Multidisciplinary Global Contexts, 1:2(2008), 279-311.
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anticommunist “hatred” as those Vietnamese Americans who came before. The political
rigidness of the older generation has, in fact, become a point of communal conflict, seen as an
impediment for those championing progressive causes.*?

However, the disjuncture between the first generation Vietnamese Americans and their
children or grandchildren is not simply a matter of generational misunderstanding or a difference
of experiences between those who had endured as refugees and those who had grown up in a
“multicultural” society.** Rather, what the younger generation confronts is an entrenched,
hegemonic ideology that has governed not only the Vietnamese communities in the United
States, but also the society from which the older generation derive—that of South Vietnam. Such
an ideology is, on the one hand, historically reinforced through embedded workings of power,
institutions, and narratives that cannot be so easily dispelled.** On the other hand, this ideology
had informed not only Vietnamese American politics, but also its culture, identity, and the very
definition of belonging within the community.

An understanding the contemporary political divisions within the Vietnamese American
community over the issue of anticommunism requires that the scholarship and progressive
activists reexamine how that anticommunism emerged and became so hegemonic in the first
place. To do so, one cannot rely on a conceptualization of Vietnamese American anticommunism
as something that stems from past experiences of hardship and tribulations, pain and losses “at
the hands of communist officials,”*’ nor is it sufficient to understand this ideology as a product
of American imperialism and Cold War US immigration policies. The former obscures how
anticommunism has been historically constructed and its historical relationship to institutions of
power and authority in South Vietnam and Vietnamese America. The latter simplifies

42 Progressive activism within the community had been led by groups such as Viet Unity, Viet Rise, and PIVOT
(The Progressive Vietnamese American Organization), which had mobilized cross-racially and intergenerationally
around opposition to the deportation of Vietnamese refugees under the President’s anti-migration policies, support
of Black Lives Matter, and a host of other issues (Tam An, “Biéu tinh ‘Bao vé ngudi Viét ti nan’ tai Little Saigon,”
Ngueoi Viét, Dec. 16, 2018; “Biéu tinh tai Little Saigon chéng truc xuét nguoi Viét ti nan,” VOA T iéng ViIét, Dec. 17,
2018; Cat Linh, “Ngudi biéu tinh doi cong 1y cho George Floyd chén tryc dudng chinh Little Saigon,” Nguwoi Viét,
June 6, 2020; Tran Ngoc, “Tuan hanh cho Phong Trao Black Lives Matter / Quyén song ciia Nguoi Da Pen ¢ East
Campus vao Juneteenth / Ngay Chim Dut Ché Do No Lé 19 Thang 6 ~ Black Lives Matter March on East Campus
on Juneteenth,” Viét Tide, June 23, 2020; Anh Do, “Vietnamese Americans rally in Little Saigon against Trump
administration’s push to deport thousands of war refugees,” Los Angeles Times, Dec. 15, 2020; Brandon Pho,
“Garden Grove Protest Displays Cross-Cultural and Racial Solidarity Years in the Making,” Voice of OC, June 5,
2020; Tracy La, “La: We were also told to ‘Go Back,’ It’s time for Vietnamese-American electeds to ‘Bring Human
Rights Home,” Voice of OC, July 22,2019; Ada Tseng, “O.C. Vietnamese American activists urge youth to speak
up for their beliefs,” Daily Pilot, Oct. 18, 2019). A critical take on notions that anticommunism is an impediment to
progressive politics, see Long S. Le, “Exploring the Function of the Anti-Communist Ideology and Identity in the
Vietnamese American Diasporic Community,” Journal of Southeast Asia American Education and Advancement,
6:14(2011), 1-27.

43 Anh Do, “Trump widens a generation gap in Vietnamese community: Older hard-liners vs. liberal youths,” The
Los Angeles Times, Feb. 19, 2017; Anh Do, “Trump impeachment leaves one Orange County family divided along
generational lines,” Los Angeles Times, Dec. 18, 2019;

4 In large part, the contemporary approach the issue of Trump and anticommunism in dialogue, seeking to
“persuade their parents to reconsider” (ed. Kevin Kim, “US election: A generational divide over Trump among
Vietnamese-Americans,” BBC News, Oct. 27, 2020.

45 C.N. Le, “Better Dead Than Red: Anti-communist Politics among Vietnamese Americans,” in Anti-communist
Minorities in the U.S.: Political Activism of Ethnic Refugees, ed. leva Zake (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009),
193.
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anticommunism to little more than a Vietnamese “false consciousness” without legitimacy or
substance beyond its relationship to American interventionism overseas. While US Cold War
policies undoubtedly enabled the making of Vietnamese American anticommunism, it is not its
source.

Situating this ideology within the longer history of South Vietnamese nationhood and
state-formation, and how aspects of that “nationalizing” experience are transplanted into
Vietnamese refugee communities in the United States relocates the contemporary “generational”
struggle over anticommunism to the internal mechanics and structures of power/knowledge
within the community itself. As later chapters will demonstrate, the battles over what a
Vietnamese community should represent and what values it should stand for are not novel
phenomena. These contests over symbols and meanings had been central to not only Vietnamese
American history, but also the history of the Republic of Vietnam. The fight for younger
Vietnamese Americans, thus, lies not in combating the opinions or beliefs of their elders per se,
but the institutions of ideological power that have long monopolized how anticommunism and
the community are defined.

For younger Vietnamese Americans, the contemporary moment requires a sober and
lucid confronting of our anticommunist past. Vietnamese American belonging, after all. is a set
of contradictions. Progressive alliances, particularly around issues of race and class, situate us
within an Asian American movement to which we did not historically belong. Our attempt to fit
our Vietnamese American “story” within the Civil Rights and Anti-War Movements of the 1960s
and 70s come into contradiction with the community’s symbols of belonging—the flag, the
anthem, the songs, the very name Little Saigon itself—all of which originated from politics and
values that are seemingly juxtaposed to contemporary understanding of social justice and
progressivism.*¢ But our history points to alternatives for what South Vietnam and Vietnamese
America could had been.

Few of us realize that anticommunism, at one point, had meant viewing the
“underdevelopment” of South Vietnam as a point of solidarity the Vietnamese people shared
with other peoples in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Albeit a solidarity opposed to
communism and abetted, in part, by the United States, it was an ideal of internationalist, “Third
World,” anti-colonialist affinity built on the promise of “self-determination” for newly
independent nations. Anticommunism in South Vietnam, also, at one point meant opposition to
white supremacy, or, in the words Ng6é Pinh Nhu, “white colonialism.” It meant resistance to
foreign domination and influence over the domestic affairs of their nation—against the Soviet
Union and China, as well as the United States and countries of the West. And anticommunism,
both in South Vietnam and Vietnamese America, had also once meant the welcoming of refugees
and migrants who fled authoritarian and war-ridden countries.

46 Viet Thanh Nguyen, “Refugee Memories and Asian American Critique,”Positions 20, no. 3 (2012): 926; on the
challenges of building Pan-Asian ethnic solidarity between traditionally dominant Asian American groups (Chinese
and Japanese Americans) and newly arrived Southeast Asian migrants, see Yen Le Espiritu, Asian American Pan
ethnicity: Bridging Institutions and Identities (Temple University Press, 1992).
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The sign reads “We Declare Our Thankfulness to the Friends of the Migrants all over the
World.”#

As Dr. King marched to Montgomery from Selma, on the other side of the world,
anticommunism was being deployed by South Vietnamese citizens who, for 18 long months,
rallied in the thousands almost daily to demand “social justice,” “social liberties,” “True
Democracy and Freedom,” and the reinstituting of civil rule. They too were met with, but
undeterred by, police batons, water cannons, mass arrests, and imprisonments. Anticommunism,
redefined and reappropriated from the South Vietnamese state, had been mobilized by South
Vietnamese (not American) anti-war activists who called upon their government to cease
hostilities and return to the task of “building the nation.” Such a movement had inspired the
songs of South Vietnamese (and Vietnamese American) folk legend Trinh Cong Son who
lamented the “legacy of Mother Vietnam,” seeing her “children” who had forgotten their “skin
color,” riled by “resentment and hatred” hdn thu, and destroying themselves and the country on
the fields of battle.*® This movement which opposed a “military solution” to the war was
championed by not only the reverends of the Unified Buddhist Church, but also by the activist
Catholic priest Hoang Quynh, journalists and popular news forums as diverse as 7w Do, Chinh
Ludn Chanh Dgo (a main Buddhist news organ) and Xay Dyng (main Catholic news organ), the
religious sects Cao Pai and Hoa Hao, as well as civil leaders from a sundry of political stripes.

If such history is unrecalled or unmentioned in contemporary Vietnamese American
renarration of the past, it is because those conferred with authority to tell our story had left such a
history out. Collective memory is, after all, the selective and politicized remembering of the past.
In the orthodox retelling, this period of South Vietnamese social activism and resistance is
marred with images of “chaos,” “communist infiltration,” and social disruption, ultimately

47 “Day of National Resentment” Ngay Quéc Hdan rally on July 20, 1964 in Saigon. Source: Youtube video “Ngay
Quéc Han 20-7-1964 Sai Gon,” uploaded Sep. 7, 2017.

48 Here I reference his 1965 song “Gia Tai cua Mg.” Mourned and eulogized for his death in Vietnam(“Vietnam
mourns its ‘Dylan,”” BBC News, April 4, 2001), Trinh Céng Son and his songs are similarly commemorated by his
fan in Vietnamese America (Ly Khanh Héng, “Nhéan ddc bi kich Trinh Cong Son nhé lai mét 16p nguoi,” Vién
Déng Daily News, Apr. 11,2020; Vann Phan, “Nhé nhau danh tim trong tiéng hat v6i dém nhac ‘Sai Gon Mau Ky
NIém,” Viét Tide, Sep. 9, 2019).
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leading to the loss of South Vietnam. In such a narration, those who had championed progressive
change in the name of anticommunism and South Vietnamese nationalism similarly had their
political loyalties questioned and demonized as “communist sympathizers” and “traitors.” The
castigation of this more progressive utilization of the anticommunist discourse favors the post-
1975 reconstitution of legitimacy for former military and political elites who had once sought to
answer the communist threat with increased military technology, expanded war, and the
repression of civil dissent. Critical examination of this history can provide alternative
imaginations to what anticommunism, South Vietnam, and Vietnamese America could have
been.

VIETNAMESE

Source: PhdBolsaTV3?

* Pang Giao, “Gidi tré gbe Viét va cang thagnr gia dinh vi biéu binh ung ho ong Floyd,” Nguoi Viét Paily News,
July 8, 2020. 1 )
30 «Xuat Hién Co Vang 3 soc d6 tai cudc bieu tinh #BLM & Westminister,” PhoBolsaTV, June 6, 2020.
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As a collective discourse, anticommunism is adaptive and everchanging—an incomplete
entity that is formed and reformed through historical human use and deployment. As we see with
the contemporary deployment of the South Vietnamese flag amongst Vietnamese American
Biden-supporters or activists in support of Black Lives Matter, the first steps had already been
taken to reappropriate the symbols of anticommunism in Vietnamese America and retool them
for progressive causes. Such redeployment of symbols, however, will inevitably come into
confrontation with the vested powers in the community and ideological institutions that had long
monopolized these symbols’ meaning and use. The political future of the community will be
shaped by the unfolding struggle over these symbols, their meanings, and the anticommunist past
from which they derive. What matters is who the future leaders of the Vietnamese American
community will be and what these leaders ultimately choose to do with a shared anticommunist

discourse.
skksksk

The following sections in this introductory chapter will review the existing historical and
sociological literature related to Vietnamese Americans, anticommunism, and the Vietnam War.
I begin with a discussion of how Vietnamese Americans are historically and represented within
the sociological literature on immigration and refugees. Most pertinently, the introduction
critically examines how the literature conceive of Vietnamese American anticommunism, and
argues that even the most recent efforts to examine “Vietnamese subjectivity,” memories, and
politics fail to adequately understand the scope and depth of anticommunism in Vietnamese
American politics. I argue that, to do so, the scholarship must redirect its attention to the
historical roots of anticommunism during the national formation process that had transpired
South Vietnam. I then move on to review the literature on the Vietnam War and the recent “New
Vietnam War studies” that advocates for the historical examination of South Vietnamese
“agency,” politics, and society as often ignored in orthodox historiography of the war. Despite an
appreciated development in the historiography of the Vietnam War, the recent scholarship fails
to examine the legacy of this war, particularly within the Vietnamese refugee communities
abroad. I argue for a conjoining of these two literatures to probe questions and provide answers
related to the most recent developments within each field.

To build a comprehensive understanding of anticommunism that connects both
Vietnamese America and South Vietnam, I turn to the broader scholarship on nationalism and
nation-state formation. I develop a concept of “Republican anticommunism,” defined as a
hegemonic and dynamic nationalist ideology that had been shaped and reshaped by South
Vietnamese and Vietnamese American actors across history. It is a sociopolitical construct that
was produced and promulgated by the Republican state, proliferated and became “consolidated”
through efforts by both state and non-state actors, existed as the predominant form of politics and
framework of interpretation for actors in South Vietnam, and was eventually transported along
with the Vietnamese refugees to construct their communities abroad.

To empirically parse out and examine the history of Republican anticommunism, I utilize
an unstudied ideological education program called the Political Study Program (PSP) to examine
how citizens are made in South Vietnam. This program stands as a quintessential case for
understanding the citizen-formation process due its consistent role in the dissemination of
anticommunist texts and its integrative function in mass mobilizing activities during the
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Republican Era. The content of what is taught and disseminated through the PSP provides the
empirical basis for this dissertation to map out the core narratives and concepts that constitute
Republican anticommunism as a discourse. As the most evident product stemming from the
South Vietnamese “nationalizing” experience to be transported to refugee communities
following the Vietnam War, this Republican anticommunist discourse is deeply embedded in
contemporary Vietnamese American cultural activities and remembrance. The introduction
concludes with a summary of chapters in this dissertation.

Vietnamese Americans in the Immigration Literature

Following the collapse of Saigon government in 1975, the exodus of South Vietnamese
refugees began en masse. In general, three distinct waves of migration can be identified. The first
wave, which occurred in the period leading up to and immediately following the Fall of Saigon,
comprised primarily of politicians, professionals, state agents, military officers, and those who
had close ties to the Republican government or American enterprises in Vietnam. This largely
urbanite cohort of 125,000 was soon followed by consecutives waves of “boat people,” sparking
a “crisis” as nations sought to manage the outflow of Indochinese refugees who fled the region
amidst the outbreak of the Third Indochina War, economic deterioration, and political
persecution. From 1978 to 1997, the number of Vietnamese boat people numbered in the excess
of 400,000, many of whom had had embarked on their journey on vessels poorly designed for
lengthy travel at seas, had faced violence and piracy, were detained for significant periods in
refugee camps, and only allowed into Western nations after a significant vetting process. More
ethnically, politically, and economically diverse than the previous wave, “the boat people were
less equipped for life in the United States....less well educated and had a more rural background
than the refugees who arrived in 1975.” The last wave of refugees came through the Orderly
Departure Program (later called the Humanitarian Operation Program), funneling some 500,000
former political prisoners, “reeducation” camp detainees, and Amerasians into the United
States.!

The scholarship on Vietnamese Americans began as soon as refugees began arriving in
the United States. Early sociological studies almost exclusively focused on Vietnamese
adjustment to American life. Questions guiding researchers, in large part, responded to the
challenges posed by the unprecedented number of asylees seeking entry into the United States
amidst one of the worst economic downturns in US history. In large part, social scientists from
the period treated Vietnamese migration as a human resource problem, consisting of how to, and
whether these refugees could, effectively integrate into the American economic and cultural
systems. Guided by the classic assimilation paradigm, researchers probed Vietnamese integration
into the US labor market, their reliance on social assistance, Vietnamese children’s grade point
average, their acquisition of the English language, and the socioeconomic aspirations and
“success” of Vietnamese refugees. > Early research, in general, presented an optimistic view of

5! United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, The State of the World’s Refugees 2000: Fifty Years of
Humanitarian Action (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 90.

32 Barry Stein, “Occupational Adjustment of Refugees: the Vietnamese in the United States,” International
Migration Review, 13(1):1979, 25-45; David Haines, Dorothy Rutherford, and Patrick Thomas, “The case for
exploratory Fieldwork: Understanding the Adjustment of Vietnamese Refugees in the Washington Area,”
Anthropological Quarterly, 52(2):1981, 94-102; Rita J. Simon, “Refugee families’ adjustment and aspirations: A
comparison of Soviet Jewish and Vietnamese immigrants,” Ethnic and Racial Studies, 6(4):1983, 492-504; Gail P.
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Vietnamese integration, placing emphasis on the role of the refugee family, “Asian” culture, and
ethnic solidarity in mitigating the social, cultural, and economic challenges that came with
refugee adjustment.>?

Beginning the 1990’s, more critically minded scholars began shifting away from the
assimilation paradigm to begin questioning the representation of Vietnamese Americans within
not only the sociological literature, but also in American popular media at large. This came in
tandem with broader discussions regarding the implicit biases embedded in cultural assimilation
theory and its utility for understanding the experiences and lives of migrant groups.>* With
regards to Vietnamese Americans, critiques focused on how the story of Vietnamese
assimilability and success melded into the myth of the “model minority.”>* As scholars argue,
Vietnamese Americans are presented as just the newest addition of high achieving, assimilated
Asian migrants who were able to reach “American dream” through “hard work and perseverance,
rather than political confrontation and agitation.”>® Scholars argue that despite high labor force
participation, Vietnamese Americans subsist on wages near poverty, continued to rely on welfare
programs, and had to turn to the informal economy to make ends meet. Rather than a story of
immigrant success and achievement, Gold and Kibria view the Vietnamese American experience
as one of “blocked mobility,” by which migrants had to resort to “strategies of survival,
including the pooling of family and community resources, reliance on public assistance,

Kelly, “Coping with America: Refugees from Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos in the 1970s and 1980s,” The Annals of
the American Academy of the Political and Social Science, 487: 1986, 138-149; David W. Haines (ed.), Refugees as
Immigrants: Cambodians, Laotians, and Vietnamese in America, (Rowman & Littlefield, 1989). These sociological
dimensions emphasized in the earlier scholarship continues in many recent scholarship that opt to view Vietnamese
Americans through somewhat more refined perspectives on assimilation and adaptation: James Freeman, Changing
Identities: Vietnamese Americans, 1975-1995, (Allyn and Bacon, 1995); Thuy B. Pham and Richard J. Harris,
“Acculturation strategies among Vietnamese-Americans,” International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 25:
2001, 279-300; Ruben Rumbaut, “A Legacy of War: Refugees from Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia,” in Silvia
Pedraza and Ruben Rumbaut, Origins and Destinies: Immigration, Race and Ethnicity in America, (Wadsworth,
1996), 315-333; Rebecca Y. Kim, “Ethnic Differences in Academic Achievement between Vietnamese and
Cambodian Children: Cultural and Structural Explanations,” The Sociological Quarterly, 43(2): 2002, 213-235;
Arthur Sakamoto and Hyeyoung Woo, “The Socioeconomic Attainments of Second-Generation Cambodian,
Hmong, Laotian, and Vietnamese Americans,” Sociological Inquiry, 77(1):2007, 44-75; Monica M. Trieu, “The
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Inquiry, 83(3):2013, 392-420.
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enrolling in language and job training programs and attempting to become self-employed.” >’
What scholars like Rutledge praise as “resilience”>® amongst Vietnamese Americans is in fact a
response to the chronic scarcity of jobs and impoverishment resulting from economic
restructuring in American urban centers. Even with these efforts, few were able to make it into
the American middle-class, and instead face stagnant wages, underemployment, and little
chances of social mobility.>’

The constant regurgitation of how “Confucian” ethics denoting educational importance,
social harmony, familial ties, discipline, and respect are translated into characteristics that help
Vietnamese refugees become successful in a country so drastically different from their homeland
highlights how that cliché of the “model minority” was appended upon this newly arrived group
of migrants—presumably because of their origins in Asia. More problematic, while the literature
presents a rosy image of Vietnamese American success, these migrants inevitably faced
racialized discrimination and violence, highlighting the liminality of belonging in America’s
“melting pot.”%® Often presented as representative of the Indochinese refugee population, the
emphasis on Vietnamese American successes, furthermore, discounts the variations of
“achievement” between the Vietnamese and subgroups like the Cambodian, Laotian, and
Hmong. Even within the Vietnamese American community itself, drastic differences exist
between generations and migration cohorts. ®' The neat and simplified story of the assimilated
Vietnamese American ignores the very real socio-economic challenges chronically facing the
community, reinforces racist and orientalist myths, and, consequently, limits the types of
subjectivities for which Vietnamese Americans can be understood and recognized.

Building on these critiques, the scholarship has expanded their scope for studying the
Vietnamese American community, integrating diverse disciplines including political science,
cultural studies, literary studies, and critical race studies. With a focus on the politics of
Vietnamese American identity and community formation, Vietnamese American
anticommunism emerges as an unavoidable subject for examination. It was not that early studies
were unaware of the rampant anticommunism amongst Vietnamese Americans. Rather,
Vietnamese American anticommunism is commonly seen as an accepted, unquestioned, and
expected component of individuals who had fled a communist country. Freeman, for example,
initially questioned “why so many Vietnamese were so virulently anti-Communist,” but quickly

57 Steve Gold and Nazli Kibria, “Vietnamese Refugees and Block Mobility,” Asian and Pacific Migration Journal,
2(1):1993, 27-56.

58 Rutledge, The Vietnamese Experience in America, Xi.
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denoted the phenomenon as something “understandable” and reflected a desire “to let Americans
know what it meant to live under Vietnamese Communist oppression.”? Similarly, Rutledge
presented the Vietnamese as “individuals who undoubtedly needed refuge in the United
States...[as] their ties to the US and South Vietnamese government targeted them for extinction
by the northern army and their admission to the United States was necessary for their survival.”%
Early scholars did not view anticommunism as something that was collective and ideological
amongst the refugees, but instead as individual and attitudinal, resulting implicitly from what
refugees had suffered through.

Despite the inability of the early scholarship to examine anticommunism in any serious
manner, the various interviews, life stories, and qualitative data collected from the refugees were
replete with anticommunist rhetoric, harrowing stories of communist atrocities, and efforts to
combat American depiction of South Vietnam and the Republican government. In his
introductions to a collection of Vietnamese life stories in Hearts of Sorrow, Freeman notes that
“Many Vietnamese say they are particularly upset that the Communists are often presented
idealistically, while the South Vietnamese Nationalists are described in unfavorable ways.” His
respondents point to how portrayals of the war “seriously distort the events and omit the
perspectives, not of the men who made the decisions, but of those who paid the consequences.”
% Indeed, with intent to allow the Vietnamese to “express themselves in their own terms about
subjects they considered important and wanted other Americans to hear,”®® Freeman’s work is
little more than a collection of translated life stories from Vietnamese respondents with little
critical engagement. Indeed, more so a moral project rather than a scholastic one, Freeman’s
virtual non-treatment of Vietnamese American anticommunism exemplifies how the early
scholarship did not question nor probe the politics of the refugees.

In the more recent scholarship, anticommunism is a key factor for understanding the
politics and culture of Vietnamese America. In tandem with the rise in Vietnamese American
political visibility and participation in electoral politics, recent scholarship often notes the
importance of anticommunism in explaining the community’s conservatism and support for the
Republican Party. As Linda Vo argues, the “staunchly anti-Communist ideologies, pro-business
policies, and traditional moral agendas” of the Republican Party appeal more so to the first
generation of Vietnamese Americans than younger cohorts who are often born in the United
States.®® Anticommunism has been demonstrated to be an important factor in Vietnamese
American political mobilization and activism. For Collet, Vietnamese Americans, by in large,
view “politics in the United States as a virtual extension of the war against the North
Vietnamese.”®” The anticommunist politics in the community is a political resource, conjoining
issues of “race, ethnicity, and evocative historical symbolism.”®® Anticommunist mobilization
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has been noted to be strategically diverse, involving not just protests, but also “running for
office, voting, and engaging in other conventional modes of civic participation.”®’

While scholars in the political sciences address the role of anticommunism in Vietnamese
American political engagement and electoral participation, scholars in Asian American Studies
have advanced the notion that Vietnamese American anticommunism is best understood as a
form of cultural politics. For much of this emerging literature, anticommunism is presented as a
crucial component for understanding Vietnamese American memory engagement and
community formation. Contesting the popular conception that Vietnamese American
anticommunism is a form of reactive, conservative politics, Thuy Vo Dang argues that
anticommunism is a “cultural praxis” or “a short-hand for a wide range of ideas and practices,
from paying respect to one’s family and elders to educating the community and society at large
about South Vietnam to maintain a Vietnamese culture in diaspora.”’® As a “cultural discourse”
anticommunism factors in as a source of solidarity, providing Vietnamese Americans with the
shared discursive language and narratives to mourn, remember, and build a sense of belonging
and commonality.”! Similarly, Aguilar San-Juan views anticommunism as a “political ideology”
deployed by Vietnamese Americans to regulate their community’s boundaries, reinforce mass
consumerism and commerce, provide “symbolization,” and engage in “strategic memory
projects.”’? More critically, Nhi T. Lieu’s examination of Vietnamese American popular culture
highlights anticommunism as a mode of representation through which Vietnamese American
institutions “symbolize the triumph of what South Vietnam could have been while they
simultaneously create a market that produces and augments the desire for ethnicity.””?
Anticommunism, on the one hand, serves to reinforce the norms of free market enterprise and
global capitalism.” On the other hand, anticommunism provides the political rhetoric that
“consolidates and strengthens Vietnamese exilic identities, defining for them what is properly
‘Vietnamese.””””

These scholars view Vietnamese American anticommunism as a source of ethnic identity
building and solidarity. Others like Caroline Valverde view the fervency of anticommunism in
the community as a source of divisiveness and ideological strangulation.”® As she notes,
anticommunist demonstrations and protests have served to “advance the anticommunist
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ideological perspective and control the mind-set of members of the diaspora.””” Vietnamese
America, for Valverde, is a site of political contestation within which “friction” emerges between
“staunch anticommunists” and those who desire change in the community. Articulating the
position of more progressive elements within the community, Valverde highlights how the
fervency of anticommunist allegiance by a “vocal minority” serves as a conservative force,
hindering change, silencing dissenting voices, and preventing dialogue between members of the
diaspora and those in Vietnam.”

Although the recent scholarship has established that anticommunism is an important
component for understanding the structure, content, and forms through which Vietnamese
Americans engage with their past, little, in fact, has been written on the actual history of
anticommunism. That is, despite such emphasis on the past, memory, and “history,” the existing
scholarship on Vietnamese Americans has not even begun questioning the historical genesis of
anticommunism, its transformations across time and space, and how it is that this ideology
became such a “mandatory,” influential and prevalent force.” For the most part, scholars
conceive anticommunism as originating from some form of collective “hatred” directed against
Vietnamese communism, supposedly emanating from “residual sentiments surrounding the
[Vietnam] war,” or a product of the shared experiences of “loss” and exodus.®’ As CN Le argues,
anticommunist “hatred” derives from the actions of the communists who “drove [the Vietnamese
refugees] from their homeland and brutalized their family members, relatives, and friends.”®!
Similarly, San-Juan views the anticommunist “slant” in Vietnamese American renarration of
their history is rooted in being “displaced forever from their homeland...[and thus are]
particularly driven to assert their hatred and anger toward the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam.

Virtually no scholastic work on Vietnamese Americans notes how the anticommunist
politics of the community has already existed—as that “political ideology,” a mode of
commemoration, a “cultural discourse,” something that defined “Vietnameseness”—Ilong before
the first Vietnamese refugee ever stepped foot on American shores. What this implies is the need
to examine the discursive forms and political practices from South Vietnam, and the process
through which these ideas and practices were transplanted into the refugee communities of
Vietnamese America. To examine such a process, the scholarship must realize that
anticommunism has a significance and historical depth that goes beyond contemporary memory
works or political engagement. It is a set of knowledge and interpretations that had once
informed South Vietnamese “political culture” and has transnationally traveled to inform
“cultural politics” in Vietnamese America.

To arrive at this socio-historical understanding of anticommunism, the scholarship must
first reconfigure its understanding of Vietnamese America’s past, its perception of the Vietnam
War, and its engagement with the historical implications of that war. In the recent literature
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reviewed above, the treatment of the Vietnam War and its relationship to Vietnamese America
largely conform to the “Critical Refugee Studies” approach outlined by Yen Le Espiritu in 2006.
Her call for a redirection of the study of Vietnamese refugees (and refugees at large) rests on a
critique of how Vietnamese refugees have been historically represented and subjectified in
American discourse. For Espiritu, traditional scholarship have represented the Vietnamese as the
“good refugee,” conjoining depictions of refugees as passive and pathetic victims in dire need of
American “rescue,” with caricatures of Vietnamese Americans as part of the successful and
assimilated Asian American “model minority. Such a depiction, on the one hand, reinforces
orientalizing narratives that “naturalizes Vietnam’s neediness and America’s riches.” It also
allowed the US to retrieve its international legitimacy following its defeat in the Vietnam War.
Writing in the context of another American war unfolding in Iraq and Afghanistan, Espiritu
argues that the field must take the Vietnamese refugees as a site of critique, understanding their
history and formation as “subjects of US war and imperialism.”%3

Although Espiritu provides an eloquent, critical, and much-need redirecting from the
assimilation-centered frameworks of earlier studies, it is, nevertheless, one that is inadequate to
address the ideological, historical and political scope of the Vietnamese American community.
There are two main issues with such a framing. The first of which, and most pertinent to this
dissertation, is the treatment of “Vietnamese subjectivity” as primarily a product of American
involvement in Vietnam. Anticommunism, as such, is understood as something that results not
from the South Vietnamese history of national formation, but seemingly a strategic response to
the racial, political and social landscape of the United States. While one can agree that post-war
American memory work has sought to repaint the Vietnam War as a “good war,” and that these
efforts have led to the excision of the South Vietnamese side of the story, anticommunism in
Vietnamese American cannot be reduced to something simply “asserted” by Vietnamese
Americans because their history is excluded from American discourse. Nor is anticommunism
merely something “adopted” by Vietnamese Americans to make themselves visible and
understood.® Such a depiction implies the primacy of the United States in the making of
anticommunism in the South Vietnamese and Vietnamese American context. It avoids
discussions of how the Vietnamese themselves are primarily responsible for the historical
crafting, development, dissemination, and, ultimately, transplantation anticommunist beliefs and
practices.

Espiritu is correct to note that Vietnamese American subjectivity “cannot be exclusively
defined within the US context.” However, it is further the case that these subjectivities did not
solely emerge from the “US war in and occupation of Southeast Asia.” Anticommunism, as it
existed in South Vietnam, was not some ideological import that came with “US
‘counterinsurgency’ actions, anticommunist insurgency, terrorism counteraction, and
peacekeeping operations.”® It is a product of the activities of state-builders in South Vietnam
who actively sought to institute anticommunism as their own state ideology—at times, through
programs scorned, unratified, or contested by their American advisors. The conceptualization
provided by Espiritu, ultimately, lends too great explanatory power to American hegemony, and
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conflates the anticommunism of South Vietnam and Vietnamese America with the
anticommunism that exists in American foreign policy.

Second, while Espiritu acknowledges that “Vietnam is a country and not a war,” she is
primarily concerned the production of “American identities and for the shoring up of US
militarism,” and thus leaves little room for excavating how Vietnamese subjectivities are
historically forged, apart from those explicitly linked to American-related processes.®® She does
not provide a way to understand Vietnam as that “country” and recasts Vietnam—as traditionally
done in the historiography of the war—as little more than a background for exploring and
critiquing American actions and subjectivities. Here, I am not calling for the examination of
some pre-migration, orientalized Vietnamese/Asian “culture” or the (re)discovery of some
primordial essence to Vietnamese ethnicity. Rather, my critique lies in the need for proper
engagement with processes of nation-state formation in this geographical space we now call
Vietnam.

Vietnam, as Goscha notes, “only existed in its present national form for about eighty-
three years and some months (as of 2016).”%” Despite the familiar myth that Vietnam is a 2,000-
year old nation, the term “Vietnam” was not widely utilized until nationalists like Tran Trong
Kim and H5 Chi Minh deployed the concept to make claims of national sovereignty over what
was immediately prior the French colonies of Tonkin, Annam, and Cochin China. As such, the
idea of “Vietnam” is very much a modern construct, and consequently the idea of Vietnamese as
a nationality. The bifurcation of Vietnam following the 1954 Geneva Accords formalized the
contested geography upon which postcolonial nation-state formation in Vietnam occurred.
Within the context of the Cold War, state-builders in North and South Vietnam followed
ideologically antagonistic visions for their state formation projects, consequently creating
different renditions of Vietnamese nationality and subjectivity. While the north pursued a
communist model, influenced by revolutionary nation-building projects in China and the Soviet
Union,® in the south, anticommunism was instituted as a state ideology guiding national
formation. As war once erupted in 1961, South Vietnamese nation-state formation coalesced
with war-making in South Vietnam.* Indicative of the South Vietnamese nation-building
project, the task of “building the nation” dung nudc become inseparable from the need to “save
the nation” curu nudc from communism.

The complexities of anticommunism so eloquently articulated in the recent literature on
Vietnamese America, thus, have deep historical moorings. The diverse “praxis” that Vo Dang
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identified is not something solely founded in the United States. This “praxis” of anticommunism
had existed in South Vietnam in the nation’s commemorative practices, celebrations, and cultural
productions. Citizens of the Republic of Vietnam had once mourned soldiers who died for the
“just cause” of anticommunism, celebrated mythological heroes and heroines (like Tran Hung
Dao and the Trung Sisters), and annually observed state-instituted anticommunist holidays.
“Black April”—the annual commemorative holiday that marks the Fall of Saigon in 1975—is
otherwise known as “Ngay Qudc Han” [“Day of National Resentment” in its proper
translation].”® A holiday of the same name was, too, annually commemorated in South Vietnam.
And, like its transmogrification into the Vietnamese American context, involved mass
demonstrations, public speeches, and remembrance activities—all in denunciation of the
“atrocities” of the Vietnamese communists. As an ideology supported by the coercive might of
the South Vietnamese state, anticommunism was deployed to define and regulate the
“boundaries” of belonging within a national community. While Vietnamese America does not
properly have its own military or police forces, the actions of community members to protest,
denounce, and, at times, enact violence against those who are deemed “communist
sympathizers” or “Vietnamese traitors” can be historically traced to Republican-era policies that
encouraged citizens to weed out communist “infiltrators, be “resolute” against the enemy’s
propaganda, and, ultimately, put this adamancy into practice in the physical and political
“extermination” of communists and their sympathizers. Reinforcing these citizen-level activities
are the laws and decrees by various South Vietnamese governments to criminalize communist
literature, organizations, activities, and even thoughts. At times, transgressions of these laws and
national anticommunist norms can mean death, torture, and lengthy imprisonment.

The framework I am advancing approaches Vietnamese American anticommunism from
its rootings in the state-formation and nation-building process that transpired in South Vietnam
from 1954-1975. This approach does not obfuscate the attention to Vietnam as a “war” (as
Espiritu fears), nor does it treat Vietnam as just a “country.” Rather, it takes South Vietnam as a
site to explore the construction of Vietnamese subjectivity in the context of a geopolitically
divided world, and how this process of national construction left lasting legacies in the identities,
beliefs, and politics of contemporary Vietnamese America. This approach does not necessarily
discount the interventionist role of the United States in shaping the historical happenings in
Vietnam. However, rather than viewing the United States as a hegemonic force that unilaterally
determined the beliefs and activities of the South Vietnamese (and subsequently Vietnamese
Americans), US foreign policy and military activities are treated as the background upon which
Vietnamese actors navigated, both in conformity and opposition. This Vietnam-centered
approach, thus, diverges sharply from Espiritu’s call for the centering American subjectivity.
Indeed, rather than utilizing the conflict in Vietnam and Vietnamese subjects to address the
“shaping and articulation of US nationhood,” it will address the role of the United States only
when they factor into how Vietnamese actors shaped and articulated their own Vietnamese
nationalism and belonging.

To correct any misconceptions, I must emphasize that this dissertation is not a
regurgitation of “the South Vietnamese side” of the story. While this study will engage with
Vietnamese-language anticommunist texts, these texts are not taken at face value as some
“correct” historical interpretation of the Vietnam War or South Vietnam. I follow in the tradition

%0 Vo, “Anticommunism as Cultural Praxis,” footnote 168.
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of constructionist theorists of the nation in viewing South Vietnam as sociohistorical construct. *!
In this view, what constituted “South Vietnam” is a consequence of the efforts by state and non-
state actors to construct and develop an “imagined community” of anticommunist compatriots.
The anticommunist texts that will be drawn upon for this dissertation are conceptualized as an
essential component of how actors attempted to reify South Vietnam as a nation, as well as
promote the idea that the Vietnamese Republican state properly represented Vietnam and the
Vietnamese people as a whole. These texts are thus the building blocks for piecing together the
anticommunist-cum-nationalist historiography that was deployed to rally citizens politically and
ideologically around the anticommunist cause. They are often emotionally evocative, dispensing
not only stories of harrowing “escapes” or tragic victimization at communist hands, but also
myths and lore about Vietnamese primordiality and past. In this sense, the anticommunist texts to
be discussed are rhetorically, ideologically, and politically tuned to the Republic of Vietnam’s
raison d’etre. In the post-1975 moment, familiar anticommunist symbolisms are deployed to
give reason for these Vietnamese existence in the United States, while maintaining an ideological
linkage to the South Vietnamese past.

South Vietnam in the Vietham War Literature

If Espiritu views the anticommunism of South Vietnam as historically negligible, she is
not alone in doing so. In large part, the voluminous historiography on the Vietnam War has
focused on the role of the United States and the Vietnamese communists in narrating the history
of the conflict. Depicted as a war in which a peasant guerrilla force was able the defeat the most
powerful and modernized armed force in the world, the Vietnam War has captured the
imagination of peace activists,’” military historians,” and scholars of empire alike.”* Moreover,
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due to the antiwar movement and the deliberate deceptions by the American government over the
conduct of the war, the victory of the communist guerrillas spelled not only American imperialist
follies abroad, but also probed questions of morality and justice in America’s ventures overseas,
and problematized the American claim to be the world’s champion for democracy and
freedom.” For much of the literature, it is the Vietnamese communists who bore the mantle of
nationalism, fighting for Vietnamese self-determination and independence from French colonial
and American imperial rule.® Their victory not only reinforces the notion that the communists
were on the “right side” of history, it also narrates the indominable capability of an indigenous
people to stand against an imperial force.®’

Such historiography on the conflict, however, omits any serious discussion of the
anticommunist nation being formed south of the 17% Parallel. Indeed, despite the tendency for
the literature to equate “national liberation” with the communist movement in Vietnam, it was
the Saigon government rather than the communist insurgency that really deployed nationalism in
the battle over the “hearts and minds.”® In the traditional historiography of the conflict, South
Vietnam and its anticommunist ambitions are often treated as “aberrant,” uncomfortable
historical anomalies that are best avoided, ignored, or explained away. When the Republic does
have a role in the historiographic retelling, it is treated as a corrupt entity whose status as an
American puppet is juxtaposed to the nationalist credentials of the Vietnamese communist
movement.”® The treatment of the Republic as a historical anomaly rather than a competing
nationalist force has allowed much of the existing scholarship to disregard South Vietnam’s
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political history, its role in the Vietnam War conflict, and its attempt to create an independent,
modernized, and prosperous nation.

In recent years, this omission has spurred a wave of new studies focusing on the
intellectual, diplomatic, political, and social dimensions of South Vietnam during the Vietnam
War. Focusing on the nation-building process during the First Republic, Phillip Catton
demonstrates that Ngo Dinh Di¢m’s efforts, although highly flawed, was a well-intentioned
endeavor towards a particular vision of Vietnamese modernity.'?’ Edward Miller contests earlier
portrayals of Di€ém as an American puppet by highlighting the unique Personalist philosophy of
First Republican President, his broad—at least initially—base of political support, and the
conflicts between American foreign policy and South Vietnamese nation-building efforts. '°!
Similarly, Geoffrey Stewart’s study of the “Special Commissariat for Civic Action” recasts the
national project of the Republic through the eyes of its state agents and state-builders. His work
centers on the First Republic’s endeavor for modernization through the cultivation of a new
citizenry and establishment of a unique framework for a nation.'%> Aside from these political
histories of the Republic, Olga Dror examined the production of youths in South Vietnam
through a social history of schoolbooks and pedagogical texts.!* Other recent works have
explored urban ideology in South Vietnam, ' cultural and political dynamics in Hué,'%® and
community formation in Chg Lén-Saigon amongst Chinese ethnics during the war. % Indeed,
emphasized in this “New Vietnam War scholarship” is the “agency” of the Southern Republic
and its people in the making of war and nation.

Despite the growth of studies on the Republic of Vietnam and the much-appreciated turn
towards the historical “agency” of South Vietnamese actors, a systematic and comprehensive
understanding of the national project in South Vietnam remains lacking.'?” For one, recent
studies have, in large part, prioritized the First Republican period at the cost of foregoing
satisfactory analysis of historical continuity and change. While the Diém administration was
consequential in establishing the political and ideological foundations of the Republic, the period
that followed is significant in transforming, contesting, redefining certain values laid out under
Di¢m. The defining works of the field, thus, have been limited by their periodization, often
focusing on the early temporal slice of Republican history rather than examining the era as a
whole.'% This limitation has prevented the scholarship from systematically examining the
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continuities of narratives, ideals, and visions, and has precluded theorization of how such
continuity was possible within a context of radical change. While anticommunism is largely
accepted as a crucial component of Republican politics, the history of how that anticommunism
evolved, transformed, and adapted to the shifting political dynamics of the Republic remains in
need of being written.

For another, scholars have not even begun to question the consequences of Republican
era, particularly upon a refugee community whose contemporary political landscape is
inextricably bound to the national formation process experienced in South Vietnam. If nation-
building is the defining issue in the study of the Republic, the available scholarship has yet to
address whether such state-led endeavors left any traces, influences, or legacies upon the people
affected. Indeed, the Vietnamese refugees who fled the country following the Fall of Saigon
carried with them the ideals, loyalties, and discourses once prevalent and hegemonic in South
Vietnam. The construction and imposition of these ideational elements that once compelled an
anticommunist nation into being cannot be taken lightly. Rather, because Republican
anticommunism was “transposed” from South Vietnam to Vietnamese America, the scholarship
must examine how this body of beliefs reached a level of significance that it could be carried
across the Pacific and be re-institutionalized as the defining political character of a migrated
community.'%

In effect, this dissertation conjoins emerging discussions on the study of the Vietnam War
and Vietnamese America through a historical sociology of “Republican anticommunism.”
Despite a common subject of inquiry, these two scholarships are rarely engaged with
simultaneously. Indeed, the lack of attention to developments within the Vietnam War literature
has allowed scholars of Vietnamese American studies to provide little more than brief,
contextual accounts to frame Vietnamese American history. Bringing these two fields into
dialogue can build complexity and expand their empirical and theoretical horizons. On the one
hand, if the scholarship on Vietnamese Americans lacks a historical understanding of
anticommunism as it existed in South Vietnam, the “New Vietnam War studies” provides a
framework for understanding how anticommunism was integrated into the South Vietnamese
nation-building efforts. On the other hand, the focus of Vietnamese American scholarship on the
diverse engagement with anticommunism as memory work and “cultural politics” implies that
the war has lasting legacies beyond the 1975 marker.

On a broader theoretical level, examining the emergence, development, and utilization of
anticommunism in South Vietnam and its eventual “transposition” into Vietnamese America can
shift our discussions on not only Vietnamese Americans, but refugees and immigrants at large.
Indicative in the review of scholarship on Vietnamese American in the previous section,
attention to a migrant’s past (particularly Asian migrants) has largely focused on how some
primordial, unchanging, ethnic culture from the homeland either benefitted or constrained the
migrant group’s assimilation into the American society. Contesting these orientalizing and
stereotypical assumptions about a migrant’s past requires that scholars take into serious
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of nationalism rather than a “static replication” of structures.
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consideration the processes of national and identity formation that came prior to a migrant’s
entry into the United States. A migrant groups’ engagement with the modern does not only occur
during encounters with a “different” culture and set of norms in the host society. Nor are
assertions of ethnic identities and solidarity simply a product of challenges and opportunities
faced in the post-migration context. Particularly for those migrants who arrived during the Cold
War, many (like those from Southeast Asia, Taiwan, South Korea, Eastern Europe, and Latin
America) had underwent periods of intense state-formation, nation-building, and warfare;
periods that forged new nations, political identities, and forms of belonging, reflecting of how
their respective countries engaged with geopolitics of the postcolonial era. These identities
cannot be assumed to have been erased because these groups had been “assimilated” into
American society.

Allen Chun has pointedly demonstrated how modern articulations of “culturality are
products of its embeddedness in different sociopolitical processes....namely geopolitics.”!!* In
his examination of the varieties of “Chineseness” produced in specific locales, Chun moves away
from superficial conceptualizations of culture and identity as “social fact sui generis” and
instead locates the formation of modern subjectivities “within their respective historical contexts
and underlying geopolitical formative processes.”!!! These “processes” involve those historical
“encounters with modernity,” particularly colonialism, nationalism, state formation, and global
capitalism. It is from these “encounters” that modern identities (defined as “a discourse, a social
construct...grounded in other frames of reference”) are produced. In large part a genealogical
examination of different forms of Chinese nationalism, Chun highlights the heterogeneity in the
spread of modernity and nationalism, the specific historical contexts in which people
“encounter” these processes, the construction and institutionalization of these identities through
nation-state formation, and their ongoing process of transformation.!'? Similarly, South
Vietnamese, Vietnamese American, and anticommunist subjectivities cannot be taken as a
“social fact sui generis.” These identities are sociopolitical constructs that stem from local,
historically rooted encounters with the modern. They emerged, are formed, institutionalized, and
evolve through human engagement and positionality within larger-scale processes. For this
dissertation, the focus will be on nation-state formation in South Vietnam and the extended
impact of this process in the refugee communities of Vietnamese America.

As scholars on Vietnamese America have long identified, engagement with the past is a
crucial component for understanding the politics and culture of the community. However, it is
how we define and understand that past that needs rectification. We cannot dilute that past to
some “Confucian” culture nor situate that past exclusively within the context of assimilation. It is
further the case that as the field moves towards Vietnamese American memory engagement and
political discourse, scholars must be able to historicize how these ideational factors emerged,
developed, and transformed, lest fall into the trap of ahistoricity and presentism.!!? In this sense,
scholars must move away from documenting Vietnamese Americans as simply assimilable
immigrants or traumatized refugees. The solution, as Espiritu right points out, is to understand
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that “Vietnamese subjectivity” is not exclusively produced in the American context.!'* But such
subjectivity is not merely a product of American intervention and involvement.

Espiritu had once pointed to how policies from the Immigration and Naturalization
Services during the 1980°s placed “the burden of proof of refugee status” upon the Vietnamese
asylum seekers, assigning priority to those who could demonstrate victimization from
communism. In her view, this process had “reduc[ed] the multifaceted histories of the Vietnam
War and their flight into a single story about communist persecution,” and thus had confined
American understanding of the Vietnamese as, almost exclusively, “anticommunist subjects.
The issue was that this “interpellation” resulted in the refugees adopting this anticommunism as
the primary subjectivity through which they could be understood within the American context.
As Espiritu argues, Vietnamese refugees thus “unwittingly” conform to American expectations
and became “used in justification of empire by those who claim to have fought for [their]
freedom.”!'® Apart from treating Vietnamese American anticommunism as just some form of
Vietnamese “false consciousness,” Espiritu discounts the drastic efforts of the Republican
government—over the course of nearly two decades—to imbue citizens with an “anticommunist
subjectivity.”!'7 If Vietnamese refugees were funneled through a system which prioritized those
who faced “communist repression or persecution,”!!® that process did not create the
anticommunist Vietnamese. Rather, it reinforced identities and ideations that were historically
already there.

In effect, Vietnamese America must be understood as a community constructed through
the reutilization of ideas and practices institutionalized through the course of national formation
in South Vietnam. Vietnamese Americans, in this sense, are displaced former citizens of an
anticommunist Republican nation. The political constitution of Vietnamese American is
characterized not only by the violence of war, but also a nation-building and state-formation
within the context of the Cold War. Postcolonial nations like the Republic of Vietnam faced a
global environment of geopolitical bipolarity, decolonization, and competing visions and paths
promising the achievement of modernity.!'” Within this context, national formation in South
Vietnam reflected broader trends of utopianism, militarization, and state-led modernization that
had characterized much of the Third World.'?° The intensity of the national formation process
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during the Republican period bears itself heavily upon the exilic politics of Vietnamese refugees,
influencing the political conversations, imagination, and identities of these refugees, as well as
how these refugees engage with opportunities and challenges in a migrated world. In this regard,
to study Republican Vietnam is to study the constitutive precursors of Vietnamese America.

Defining Republican Anticommunism

This dissertation conceptualizes anticommunism as a hegemonic ideology that is socially
and historically constructed. By ideology, I mean a systematic set of beliefs, narratives, and
assumptions that human actors draw upon to guide their actions and interpret their social world.
Historically, Republican anticommunism was a) developed as the national ideological product of
the Republic of Vietnam, b) promoted and instituted by South Vietnamese state builders who
viewed popular loyalty to the anticommunist cause as paramount to the survival of the Republic
and the defeat of communism in Vietnam, c) transformed into prevalent political framework of
interpretation, widely deployed and drawn upon by state and non-state actors alike, and, finally,
d) transported along with Vietnamese refugee bodies following the war and were drawn upon by
these refugees to construct their communities abroad. Far from the automatic or natural
consequence of collective or personal trauma, anticommunism became socially prevalent
through the activities of South Vietnamese and Vietnamese American political actors to build,
promote, and institutionalize the anticommunist ideas and practices. I term this sociopolitical,
ideological construct “Republican anticommunism.” I use the descriptor “Republican” to
highlight both the original historical context under which this particular ideology was conceived
and enacted, as well as the ideal to which the ideology harkens—that is, the establishment of a
modern republic.

By “hegemonic” I mean the pervasive and dominating presence of an ideology that is
reinforced and supported through power. Hegemonic ideas are created in service of those with
authority, are often imposed through coercion and manipulation, and are the institutionalized
consequences of past political conflicts and struggles. Because hegemonic ideologies are
pervasive and supported through authority, they are largely unquestioned, internalized, and
taken-for-granted sources of knowledge within a given society, becoming “truth” or
“knowledge” through regularization and use. '?! Rather than static and unchanging, ideologies
are a “process of continuous creation,” fluid and everchanging and are shaped by the historical
engagement of human actors.'?> While core assumptions within an ideology framework can
remain relatively stable, new concepts, terminologies, and narratives can be grafted upon
preexisting ideas, expanding their scope, relevance, and utility. As a hegemonic ideology,
Republican anticommunism pervaded virtually all aspects of South Vietnamese society, shaping
not only the national politics of South Vietnam, but also its laws, education, literature, music,
and arts.
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Nu-Anh Tran conceptualizes the anticommunism of South Vietnam as an alternative
form of Vietnamese nationalism. Drawing on Brubaker, Tran argues that the Republic of
Vietnam is best understood as a postcolonial “nationalizing state,” or a statist project premised
on the idea that the state legitimately belongs to a core nation whose welfare and interests should
be promoted by a government representing and led by a specific ethnic or cultural group.'?* The
global bifurcation resulting from the geopolitics of the Cold War, however, allowed for the
emergence of “contested nationalism,” or competing political, nation-state producing projects by
co-ethnics. Such a case squarely fits with Vietnam, which was divided between competing
nationalizing states—one allied to the Soviet Union in the north and another allied to the “Free
World” in the south. Thus, while Vietnamese identity defined the Republic ethnically (a
characteristic shared with the communist north), anticommunism defined the Republic of
Vietnam politically (allowing contesting forms of nationalism to manifest).'**

As the defining political characteristic of the “nationalizing” project south of the 17
Parallel, tremendous state resources were placed into the production, reinforcement, and
dissemination of Republican anticommunism. The Republican state encouraged the production
of anticommunist texts, literatures, and cultural productions, while simultaneously using
draconian measures to crackdown and eliminate communist influences and political enemies
within its national realm. Republican anticommunism, in this sense, can be seen as a possessing a
“dual character,” manifesting in Republican history as both a “political ideology” (something
articulated by regimes and social movements to “legitimate authority, mobilize political support,
and achieve social control”) as well a “cultural script” (something “tacitly shared” by which
people draw upon to interpret and frame social relations, create solidarity, and inform their daily
lives and routines).'?’

As Tran pointedly made clear, although a state ideological product, this anticommunist
nationalism nevertheless relied on the support of elites and intellectuals who “provided the
‘nation work’ to transform [state-derived ideas] into meaningful, nationalizing narratives.” %
This “nation work” was heavily populated by northern emigres who fled south following the
partitioning of the country in 1954.'27 A large part Catholics, these northern emigres were
selectively favored for governmental, political, and cultural positions within the Republic. These
emigres provided the bulwark of support for the Republican regime in its early years and their
experiences from the north provided the substance of anticommunist tracts condemning

123 Tran, Nu-Anh, “Contested Identities: Nationalism in the Republic of Vietnam (1954-1963),” (Diss., University of
California, Berkeley, 2013),15; citing Rogers Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the National
Question in the New Europe (Cambridge University Press, 1996), 83.

124 “Contested nationalism” defined on p. 12-15, Tran, “Contested Identities.”

125 The “dual character” of nationalism is cited from Jose Itzigsohn and Matthias vom Hau, “Unfinished imagined
communities: States, social movements, and nationalism in Latin America,” Theory & Society, 35:2006, 193-212.
Nationalism as political ideology, see Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, (Oxford University Press, 1983),
Anthony Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations, (Blackwell, 1986), and Eric Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism
since 1978: Programme, Myth, Reality, (Cambridge University Press, 1990). For nationalism as “cultural script,” the
best articulation is in Anderson, Imagined Communities. Similarly, see Liah Greenfeld, Nationalism: Five Roads to
Modernity, (Harvard University Press, 1992).

126 Tran, “Contested Identities, ’16.

127 “Nation work” is used by Tran in accordance with Timothy Brook and Andre Schmid, ed., “Introduction: Nation
and Identities in Asia,” in Nation Work: Asian Elites and National Identities (University of Michigan Press, 2000),
1-16.
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“communist atrocities” and legitimizing the nascent anticommunist nation. The contribution of
intellectuals and elites to the nationalizing project in South Vietnam “transformed
anticommunism from an abstract catchphrase into a widely recognized sentiment,” becoming the
defining characteristic of political life in the Republic.'?®

Itzigsohn and vom Hau outline a theory of transformation and evolution of nationalism.
Drawing from cases in Latin America, the authors highlight how contestation between the state
and societal forces shape and reshape particular articulations of nationalism, citizenship, and
belonging. In Itzigsohn’s and vom Hau’s framework, “state ideologies” are disseminated to the
wider public through state-controlled channels and institutions which serve in legitimizing the
regime in power. Through this process, state ideas are transformed into the “cultural scripts”
guiding the quotidian activities and routines of the nation. However, because these state-derived
ideas are prevalent and hegemonic within the broader society, they can also serve as
interpretative “grid” for subordinate actors seeking to expand or modify existing notions of
citizenship and national belonging. Non-state actors, thus, can reappropriate state ideas,
translating them into alternative renditions of nationalism that challenge dominant forms
articulated by the state. In moments of regime changes and state breakdown, these “alternative
national narratives” can replace dominant versions of nationalism if new political coalitions with
the oppositional movement are formed and successfully seize state power.'?’ A model of their
theory is illustrated below.

128 Tran, “Contested Identities,” 16
129 Jose Itzigsohn and Matthias vom Hau, “Unfinished imagined communities: States, social movements, and
nationalism in Latin America,” Theory & Society, 35:2006, 193-212.
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Graph 1: Figure of Itzigsohn’s and vom Hau’s framework.
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Itzigsohn’s and vom Hau’s framework of how state discourses are propagated, taken hold
of, and modified through state-society relations provides a useful general model for
understanding the transformation of Republican anticommunism in South Vietnam. States, in
their framework, play a crucial role in the establishment and maintenance of national discourse.
They respond to challenges by other elites and social forces who advance alternative
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interpretations of citizenship and the nation, and these contesting activities ultimately shape and
reshape the content and scope of the dominant national ideology. As the authors write, “these
struggles over national belonging may lead to the establishment of pervasive and long-lasting
imageries, or to discursive formations characterized by persistent instability and contestation.”!°
In the case of South Vietnam, both of these patterns partially manifest. Although Republican
anticommunism remained hegemonic and dominant throughout the Republican era, it was
subjected to rectification and modification precisely because it was consistently challenged by
excluded elites and social movements. Indeed, as regimes rose and fell across Republican
history, they drew upon the ideational creations of their predecessors, faced new forms of
contestations by different actors, and, consequently, made changes and reinterpretations to the
existing discourse. Narratives and scripts created at one moment in Republican history were later
redeployed under quite different historical contexts to interpret to unfolding developments and to
aid in legitimizing new coalitions and regimes.

Most crucial to the discussions in this dissertation is the movement of ideas from “state
ideologies” to “cultural scripts.” Here, Itzigsohn and vom Hau highlight the importance of the
“ideological capacities” of states. States disseminate their discourses through institutions and
channels for mass mobilization. The states ability to successfully disseminate their official
national discourses aid to “secu[re] their translation into cultural scripts.” In other words, state-
sponsored discourses do not simply remain within the state itself; rather, they “aim” to become
something pervasive, regular, and accepted within the broader society.!*! This “ideological
capacity” can be seen as a function of what Michael Mann refers to as the “infrastructural
power” of states to “penetrate civil society, and to implement logistically political decisions
throughout the realm.”!*? For Mann, it is the command over the infrastructural power (organized
penetration into society through various techniques) that provide states with autonomous
capability in action. As Mann stresses, “autonomous state power is the product of the usefulness
of enhanced territorial-centralization to social life in general.” The state’s organizational
capability fulfills functions that other groups within society cannot do and, thus, provides the
state with functional autonomy, making it a central actor in social affairs. Appropriating “‘free-
floating resources,’ not tied to any particular interest group, able to float throughout the
territorially defined society,” the state reorganizes these resources and redeploys them in a
centralized, systematic manner. For Mann, this process allows states to monopolize various
forms of power—military, political, ideological, and economic power—over its competitors in
society, and thus making it a unique actor in any given society.'?

This state capacity for organized, systematic, and regular “penetration” into society helps
explain how state-derived ideas can be transformed into hegemonic “cultural scripts.” Mann
conceptualizes “ideological power” as “deriv[ing] from the human need to find ultimate meaning
in life, to share norms and values, and to participate in aesthetic and ritual practices with
others.”!3* States, ultimately, seize upon existing desires for belonging and meaning within a

130 Tbid.

131 Ibid.

132 Michael Mann, “The autonomous power of the State: its origins, mechanisms, and results,” European Journal of
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134 Michael Mann, The Sources of Social Power: Volume 3: Global Empires and Revolution, 1890-19435,
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society, provide organized and articulate answers that speak to these desires, and deploy these
narratives systematically and consistently. The state’s ability to penetrate society allows it to
render its own versions of values, norms, and meaning as what is morally correct, as what is
“truth,” and what is obvious and normal. As such, ideas articulated by states are consequential
for understanding prevalent and hegemonic ideas within any given society. These ideas, indeed,
are not “neutral”’—they benefit and reinforce the legitimacy of states. !>

As an ideology, Republican anticommunism derives power from its ability to speak the
need for people in South Vietnam to find shared meaning and solidarity. But what those
ideational aspects ultimately entail stems from the Republican state’s capacity to “penetrate” the
Republican civil society ideologically. The Republican state’s ability to penetrate society with its
messages results from its organization of ideological production and dissemination. This activity
is centralized, consistent, and systematic, providing the Republican state an advantage over other
competing societal forces. It commands the key cultural and ideological institutions of the
Republican society—*“public education, mass communication, and public rituals”!'*®*—and thus
monopolizes ideological power. Control over these institutions provides the infrastructure that
allow state ideas to become so prevalent and dominating. The narratives that the Republican state
disseminates through these institutions, on the one hand, provide meaning and values that speaks
to societal need for belonging. On the other hand, it functions to legitimize the Republican’s state
governance and rule, providing the raison d’etre for the state—and the nation’s—existence.

However, while states can systematically convey their messages through institutions,
those state-sponsored narratives must also be adopted and accepted by the broader society. This
process is what Eric Selbin had termed “consolidation.”'*” In contrast to “institutionalization”
which denotes the process of “state-building” that often follows a revolutionary seizure of power,
Selbin develops the parallel concept of “consolidation” to speak to the responses or support of a
society to the values, programs, and agendas imposed by the revolutionary regimes. In Selbin’s
view, people matter in the construction of new regimes. It is not enough that states articulate
their ideas through institutions for new ideas to take hold. States also must provide mechanisms
through which people actively and regularly encounter and engage with these ideas. Selbin
argues that “consolidation” operates through political participation, mass campaigns, and state-
sponsored activities—formal and mobilizing mechanisms through which people become
involved and included in the revolutionary process. Participation in these activities was not the

135 Mann, The Sources of Social Power, 6-9.

136 Jose Itzigsohn and Matthias vom Hau, “Unfinished imagined communities: States, social movements, and
nationalism in Latin America,” Theory & Society, 35:2006, 193-212.

137 While Selbin developed the concept of “consolidation” as tool for understanding social revolutions, it can be
appropriated to understand efforts by the Republican state to radically transform South Vietnamese society. The
nation-building activities in South Vietnam, in fact, had be deemed “counter-revolutionary,” (Fred Halliday,
Revolution and World Politics: The Rise and Fall of the Sixth Great Power, [Duke University Press, 1999], 211).
Nevertheless, Republican nation-building shared key commonalities with socialist revolutions of the Cold War era.
The Republic of Vietnam did not come into being through popular uprising or guerrilla warfare as commonly
understood of social revolutions. However, the various Republican administrations sought to radically transform
aspects of the South Vietnamese society, particularly in the realm of culture, politics, and ideas. While it goes
beyond the scope of this dissertation to comprehensively address the social transformations that occurred under the
Republic vis-a-vis other emerging nations of era or the degree to which transformations under the Republic could
constitute as a “social revolution,” it suffices to note that the Republican state-builders pursued utopian visions to
radically alter their conditions of “underdevelopment” and build a model, “progressive” tién bé Vietnamese society..
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mindless incorporation of state values and ideas, but rather active engagement through which
people contested, evaluated, and modified the goals and aims of the revolution. The agency and
interpretations of people directly involved in the revolutionary process matters in this regard, and
successful consolidation only arrives through negotiation and collaboration between the
revolutionary state and revolutionizing society. For Selbin, the success of the consolidation
process “is measured by the degree to which the population adopts the core of the social
revolutionary project not simply in words but in deeds.”!*® Thus, people must not only think
revolutionarily; they had to act in such manners as well.

The focus on active engagement with new ideas and interpretations at the crux of Selbin’s
concept of “consolidation” is useful for understanding how Republican anticommunism was
incorporated as the defining “cultural script” that guided daily and regular activities within South
Vietnamese society. In essence, it is this process of “consolidation” that explains how those
under the governance of the Republican state became more than just a compliant populace, but
an active, politically inspired citizenry whose loyalties and values were bound to the idea of an
anticommunist Vietnamese nation. Citizens attended annual holidays condemning “communist
atrocities,” read popularly produced anticommunist literature and texts, attended publicly
delivered oral testimonies detailing victimization by communists, participated in mass rallies,
marches, and mass-based forms “nation work.” Although state-sponsored, these activities were,
nevertheless, engaged in critically and creatively by those who view themselves as part of the
Republican nation. They, like citizens of other emerging or revolutionary states, contested,
evaluated, and reinterpreted state discourses through political participation. The prevalence of
state messaging, thus, provides the first component of making Republican anticommunism into a
hegemonic political and cultural discourse; citizen’s active engagement with these ideas through
collective activity provides the second. As such, this dual process characterized by “ideological
capacity” of states and ideological “consolidation” through the populace allows Republican
anticommunism to transform from something new, novel, and centrally-located at its point of
conception into a taken-for-granted framework of interpretation, widely deployed by both state
and non-state actors alike.

The duality of the state ideological dissemination and broader incorporation into the
routines and daily lives of the society frames the making of citizens under the Republic. Citizen-
formation in the Republic, as with a number of other postcolonial states during the Cold War,
went alongside ambitions to radically transform the existing society from a “backwards,”
underdeveloped former colony into a fully-fledged modern nation. This utopian ambition is
reflected in the Personalist philosophy of the First Republic which sought “total liberation” of
man from not only his material wants, but also his “spiritual” needs. Envisioned in the Diém
administrations quest to form a “Personalist Revolution” was the creation of “new” men and
women, with new sets of values, new morals, and new sense of collective purpose and
belonging. Endeavoring the total transformation of South Vietnam, the Personalists promised a
society where everyone would “have enough to eat, warm clothes to wear” [com no do dm], and
a future in which every citizen would be afforded the total “flourishing” of their creative and
productive capabilities. Although efforts to create a “Personalist Republic” became defunct

138 Quote from Eric Selbin, Modern Latin American Revolutions, (Westview Press, 1993/1999), 21; On theoretical
conception of consolidation, see 19-29, 32-33; On long term effects of the consolidation process, see Nicaraguan
case, 110-125.
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following the death of Diém in 1963, elements of the utopian promise remained. Like the First
Republic, policies of subsequent regimes aimed at not only transforming the material
infrastructure of society, but also the thoughts and habits of citizens. Throughout the Republican
era, various elites and regimes sought to heighten the “civic aptitude” ddn tri of the population,
“strengthen” lanh manh hoa the national body by changing popular mindset and habits, and
promote mass engagement in hygiene campaigns, sports, and literacy programs.

In large part led by the Information Ministry, these efforts by the Republican state to
“subjectify” its populace provided the mechanisms through which the mass of the South
Vietnamese citizenry acquire an anticommunist “subject position”—or, to return to Espirtu, an
anticommunist “subjectivity.” Alongside creating this political atmosphere of pervasive and
intense anticommunist messaging, civilians were mobilized and actively encouraged to
participate in state projects and campaigns, attend “study sessions,” march in state-sponsored
rallies, contribute cultural and artistic works, and publicly vocalize their disdain for communism.
By generating an anticommunist political culture and sponsoring mass-based anticommunist
engagement, the Republican state created avenues through which state derived concepts,
terminologies, and narratives became familiar, prevalent, and, in some respects, internalized
amongst the citizenry.

However, far from some “false consciousness” or uncritical internalization of the state’s
dogma, historical actors can strategically appropriate narratives and scripts developed by those in
power to engage in diverse forms of resistance. In his critique of Gramscian hegemony, James
Scott argues that just because people express or conform to hegemonic ideas, it does not follow
that they are somehow brainwashed or “unwittingly” participating in their own domination. As
Scott writes: “Most acts of power from below, even when they are protests—implicitly or
explicitly—will largely observe the ‘rules’ even if their object is to undermine them.” 1*°
Subordinate actors may pay “homage” to the “official script” in order for their voices to be heard
by the power that be. They engage in a “strange theatre,” and serve not only strategically, but
those aspects of the hegemonic script can often be “a valuable political resource in conflict and
even in rebellion.”'*° Although hegemonic discourses condition what can be imagined, said, or
written, it is nevertheless an adaptive form of knowledge that provides room for manipulation,
appropriation, and change.!*! In this sense, what matters is how that discourse is used and by
whom.

Our historical discussion in later chapters will demonstrate how citizens of the Republic
strategically appropriated the available terminologies, narratives, and political concepts to
engage with, and contest against, the various Republican regimes in power. Simultaneously, the
Republican anticommunist discourse provided a political language through which actors mass
mobilize, attack political opponents, and build coalitions.'*? Both state and non-state actors in
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South Vietnam drew upon this collective anticommunist discourse upon to engage in politics,
produce literature, demonize opponents, commemorate heroes, and interpret the collective past—
or, to appropriate Vo Dang, participate in the anticommunist “cultural praxis” that would be
replicated in Vietnamese America. This usage and reusage of the Republican anticommunist
discourse over the course of the Republican history allowed narratives that were once novel at
the point of inception to be taken-for-granted truths. The changeability of Republican
anticommunism to speak to different events and developments and its sustained interpretative
relevance to South Vietnamese actors helps explain why Republican anticommunism, although
originating from the First Republic, continued to exist until the Fall of Saigon. Indeed, while
Di¢m and his administration were demonized following his assassination in 1963, those who
later rose to power, nevertheless, endeavored to build and sustain the anticommunist Vietnamese
nation that the First Republic had envisioned. In doing so, later state-builders drew on familiar
anticommunist narratives, terminologies, and political concepts to guide policies, institute laws,
build political culture, and legitimize their own rule. Thus, while the Republican national project
would ultimately end in failure in 1975, the widespread prevalence and survival of Republican
anticommunism as a collective discourse demonstrate its successful “consolidation” in South
Vietnam.

This consolidation of Republican anticommunism in the South Vietnamese
“nationalizing” project is a necessary condition for its existence in Vietnamese America. Indeed,
the anticommunist politics of Vietnamese America is very much dependent on the political
legitimacy and nationalist symbolism that were developed and popularized during the
Republican era. Vietnamese Americans continue to rely on the South Vietnamese national flag,
sing the Republican national anthem, and glorify South Vietnamese national heroes. Most
indicatively, however, is that the narratives, terminologies, and concepts developed during the
Republican era continue to be deployed in contemporary Vietnamese America. On the one hand,
Vietnamese Americans continue to narrate their collective history through the framework of
communist victimization and present their anticommunist politics as one that safeguards the
diaspora from communist infiltration and subversion. On the other hand, anticommunism serves
as a political language upon which competing factions and personalities draw to attack one
another or to acquire political legitimacy. As shared discourse that provides answers about
Vietnamese American identity and collective past, anticommunism serves as a source of
solidarity and is often activated for community mobilization. Intricately linked to workings of
power within the Vietnamese American community, anticommunism has been deployed to
legitimize the policing of the community’s boundaries, socially ostracize community members,
and even to commit murder and assassinations.

These forms of engagement with anticommunism in Vietnamese America, as this
introduction had consistently argued, are not particularly new. Rather, from collective
commemoration to violence against suspected communists, these forms of anticommunist
engagements have precursors in the South Vietnamese nationalizing experience. The history of
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how Republican anticommunism became reconstituted in Vietnamese America is the subject of
the last empirical chapter of this dissertation. It suffices now to note, however, that the remaking
of the South Vietnamese past is intricately tied to the reconstitution of former South Vietnamese
military and political elites as leaders within the emerging Vietnamese diaspora—a process that
was, in part, aided by the Cold War immigration policies of the United States. However, it is
inaccurate to suggest, as Espiritu does, that US policies made the Vietnamese anticommunist
subject. These policies did remake Republican anticommunism into a discursive and political
form that more closely conformed to the “social and political landscape” of the United States.

The Making of an Anticommunist Citizen/Subject

To explore the process of nation-state formation in South Vietnam, this dissertation
utilizes an unstudied ideological education initiative called the “Political Study Program”
Chuong Trinh Hoc Tap Chinh Tri (PSP). Implemented as a core component of the “Communist
Denunciation Campaign” Chién Dich Té Céng in 1955, the PSP was one of the few state
programs that was inaugurated at the formation the Republic of Vietnam and survived to its
collapse in 1975. Although the PSP was designed to be enacted on a national, mass level, it was
most effectively implemented amongst the civil servants and soldiers of the Republican state.
The longevity of the Program, in part, is explained by a continual and fierce belief on the part of
Republican state-builders that human beings could be transformed through regular and
compulsory ideological rectification. Routinized and standardized through the course of
Republican history, 20-odd years of PSP operations entailed weekly or monthly presentations,
reading materials, and discussion. Through “study cells,” orchestrators of the PSP sought to
cultivate state agents who were versed in the nationalist, anticommunist, and modernist vision of
the Republican project. By internalizing the propagated ideals, civil servants and soldiers were to
be transformed into active, committed, and politicized “cadres” who could properly enact the
policies of the Republican state.

Directed by the Information Ministry and its various reconfigurations, the operations of
the Program penetrated virtually every administrative organ in the Republic. From ministerial
heads to secretaries to police officers and security guards, all agents of the state were to regularly
participate in the Program. Each state organ had its own “committee” that was responsible for
organizing their respective ministry or department into manageable “cells,” ensuring that regular
study sessions were conducted by these cells, and that discussions in these sessions conformed to
language and ideological content mandated by the Information Ministry. Prior to each scheduled
week or month of study, the Information Ministry would disseminate “study materials” to each
ministry or department with a deadline for when completion of study is expected, and these
materials, in turn, are then disseminated to the respective civil servants of each organ. For the
most part, the Information Ministry left scheduling to the discretion of the respective
committees, as long as reading and discussion of the text were completed by the deadline.
Entering each study session, participants were expected to have completed their assigned
readings and had taken notes on questions and issues that they had uncovered. Each study
session, regardless of organ, followed a standardized format by which a “presider” would
introduce the topic of discussion, “presenters” would deliver scripted talks on the reading for the
week, and participating members would then collectively discuss the topic at hand. Following
each study session, the assigned secretaries were expected to deliver drafted reports on the date
and time of each session, what content was discussed, and note who spoke and what was spoken
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in the discussions that followed. These drafted reports were sent upward to the ministry-level,
which collated the reports from all study sessions and delivered these reports to the Information
Ministry. The Information Ministry would then deliver to each state organ its own appraisal of
the PSP activities in each state organ, noting deficits, room for improvement, or praise of the
efforts.

The tightly monitored and systematic operations of the Program allowed the Republican
state to ensure not only that similar messages were conveyed across the administration, but also
that discussions in each session conformed the state’s ideological impetus. Presiders and
presenters—effectively the leadership in each study session—were expected to properly answer
any questions posed by participants, ensure that discussions were orderly and remained on topic,
and rectify ideologically-incorrect statements. Rewards, recognition, and accolades were given to
leaders who operated their sessions properly and efficiently, while those organs which did not
meet expectations received warning and reprimand. As the program expanded, it became seen as
an integral component to the success of any major state initiative, including well-known
counterinsurgency efforts like the Strategic Hamlet, Open Arms, and the Phoenix Program. The
systematic, regular nature by which ideological and political messages were conveyed through
the PSP made the Program an essential platform for actualizing cross-ministerial cooperation on
these major projects. As the practice of political study moved from the organs to state into the
mobilizing campaigns that entailed mass participation, state messaging and surveillance
activities reached into the broader Republican society. By the end of the Republic in 1975,
political study sessions had been conducted in rural hamlets, amongst state-sponsored militia
groups, within worker’s and trade unions, and other civil societal organizations. Indeed, even
those organizations with weaker ties to the Republican state—like political parties and politico-
religious organizations—had appropriated the political study format to conduct ideologically-
independent “study sessions.”

In this dissertation, the examination of the PSP speaks to the broader aims of the
Republican state to construct an anticommunist citizenry. As agents of the state, civil servants
and soldiers are expected to be the moral and ideological “vanguard” of the national project,
willingly and enthusiastically participating in state programs and initiatives. Perceived as the
state’s representatives, administrative and military personnel engaged in ideological training that
was purposefully designed to cultivate an army of state “cadres” who could “lead the masses” in
the social transformation of the nation. Through the PSP, Republican state-builders believed they
could transform ordinary bureaucrats into compliant, ideologically versed, and politicized agents
of the state. As the model to produce “cadres” was eventually expanded to construct the
Republican citizen, the PSP is central for understanding the broader ideological work of the
Republican state and the South Vietnamese nationalizing project.

As a program explicitly designed to inculcate the values of the Republican state, the PSP
stands as a quintessential case for exploring the process through which an anticommunist
“subject” is produced. Aligned with the Republican quest for “spiritual” transformation of the
Vietnamese people, the operations of the PSP is Foucault’s “subjectification” in applied policy.
The belief of the Program was that through regular, standardized, and compulsory engagement
with ideological texts, state agents and civilians would become internalized beliefs that would
enable them to act as contributors to the national project. Participants are expected to internalize
values, concepts, and categories. In this process of state-mandated ideological pedagogy,
participants acquire knowledge, comprehension, and familiarity of Republican anticommunist
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“truth” discourse. Over the course of Republican history, state ideas are transformed into taken-
for-granted forms of knowledge, informing citizens of anticommunist terminologies,'* politico-
moral concepts, '* notions of belonging,'* and the specificity of what “people of the nation”
ngueoi Quoc Gia should stand for and what they should stand against. These categories and
concepts constitute the anticommunist notion of self, generating a perceived moral-political
universe which guided the activities of Republican actors, interpreted state policies and events,
and justified the existence of a nation devoted to the anticommunist cause.

The PSP, thus, lay at the core of nation-building and state-formation in South Vietnam.
On the one hand, the PSP was seen as an essential tool through which civil servants, soldiers, and
the citizenry could acquire “moral” and “civic” education, including an understanding of liberal
democracy, elections, and rights and duties of citizens. In this sense, the PSP served as a
mechanism through which a new sense of belonging, responsibilities, and identities were forged.
Republican state-builders sought to rid the South Vietnamese society of certain “traditional” and
“feudalistic” mentalities deemed antagonistic to the goals of national development and progress.
Orchestrators of the Program sought to “strengthen” the national body by changing the mindset
that ostensibly once allowed Vietnam to be colonized, purifying the national body of social and
political ills, and raise the “civic aptitude” dan tri of citizens so they could better participate in
the nationalizing project. On the other hand, the PSP was a crucial component for combating
communism in Vietnam. Believing they were at war against a conniving, clandestine communist
force, Republican state-builders viewed political study as a tool through which cadres and
citizens could acquire the “spiritual weapon” necessary to combat the deception of the enemy.
For Republican state-builders, it was necessary to transform citizens into vigilant and ever-ready
combatants who could detect and fight against communism wherever and whenever it arises. To
achieve this, routine ideological reinforcement was not only desirable for the anticommunist war;
it was a mandatory requirement for the survival of the nation.

Studying the PSP provides insight into how Republican anticommunism was
“consolidated” in South Vietnam. As will be elaborated in Chapter 3, the PSP operated within
the state’s “propaganda network.” This “network”™ entailed broad and systematic inter-ministerial
collaboration to deliver ideological consistent and rhetorically standardized content throughout
not only the administration, but also to the wider public. Indeed, for much of the Republican era,
the Information Ministry was at the center of this effort. On the one hand, the Information
Ministry was central to encouraging the production of anticommunist texts, broadcast, literature,
arts and the like. On the other hand, the organ served a monitoring and censorship function,
limiting the types of content that would be disseminated to the society writ large.'*® While the
“study materials” produced by the Information Ministry were far more complex than the slogans

3 E o Viét Cong [Vietnamese Communists], cong san nam ving [communist sleeper agents], than cong
[communist sympathizers].

4 E o ditt khodt tw tiong [thought resoluteness], ldp truong [ideological standpoint], chink nghia quoc gia
[nationalist righteousness].

S E g cong dong phat trién [communal progress], cong dong tw nhién [natural community], twong thin twong di
[mutual cooperation], déng bao [compatriots].

146 As Tran notes, there is little evidence that the Republican state forced writers and cultural producers to develop
anticommunist content and state efforts did not coerce the populace into accepting anticommunism. However, the
activities of the Ministry did establish the boundaries of what kind of information was legally and politically
acceptable. In this sense, censorship and state encouragement allowed Republican anticommunism to proliferate
beyond the governmental realm and into the popular culture of the Republican society.
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and texts made available to the wider public, the ideological messages conveyed through the
PSP, nevertheless, can serve as an empirical proxy for examining the ideological content made
available to the society writ large. Indeed, as will be demonstrated in later chapters, messages
conveyed through newspapers, textbooks, radio broadcasts, and other forms of mass media were
ideologically consistent with the discussions and texts produced for the Program.

Because the PSP was central to various state programs, it, moreover, serves as a key
channel for mass mobilization and penetration of Republican anticommunism in the wider
society. Counter-insurgency initiatives like the Strategic Hamlet, the Open Arms, and the
Phoenix Program were not confined solely to the Republican state. Rather, each of these
initiatives required participation from a broad swath of the population, whether in the form of
constructing fortified villages or delivering intelligence on suspected communist activities. As
such, the realization of these programs requires that regular citizens not only be appraised of
goals, protocols, and intent of these state initiatives, but also actively cooperate and participate in
these state projects. The PSP, in these cases, provided the organizational structure through which
ideological content could be effectively flow to the Republican citizenry for the cultivation of
popular support. This was precisely the case during key mobilizing efforts like Communist
Denunciation Campaign under Diém, or the mass “study” of the Paris Peace Accords under
Thiéu. During these campaigns, teams of cadres were sent to hamlets, villages, and wards to host
rallies and orchestrate demonstrations in support of the state’s policies. Central to these cadre’s
work was organizing mass study sessions through which state messages—even if distilled and
sloganized—were conveyed to ordinary citizens. By participating in these study sessions and
engaging in campaign activities, the PSP, and the state projects within which it operated, provide
the mechanism for the “consolidation” of anticommunism across the Republican era.

The PSP was a core component for the construction of an anticommunist citizenry in
South Vietnam. However, in line with what is consistently argued in this introduction, the effects
of the Program did not end at the “subjectivity” of Republican actors. The narratives,
terminologies, and concepts disseminated through the Program had lasting legacies upon the
Vietnamese exile communities. Although their nation has ceased from existence, Vietnamese
refugees drew upon the familiar anticommunist concepts, terminologies, and narratives of the
Republic to construct and form their communities abroad. In this sense, the anticommunist
“subjectivities” formed during the Republican era migrated along with Vietnamese bodies to the
shores of Western nations. The effects of Republican anticommunist “consolidation,” although
occurring during the Republican era, would persist long after that era has ended. This fact
compels the redirection of the study of Vietnamese Americans as not only products of migration
and exile, but also as enduring citizen-subjects of the Vietnamese Republican nation-state. In this
regard, examination of the PSP is important for understanding not only citizenship and identity
in Republican Vietnam but also in Vietnamese America.

Republican Anticommunism as Discourse

As an ideological discourse, Republican anticommunism was modified and adapted
throughout the course of Republican history. While the operations of the PSP can shed light upon
the citizen-formation process under the Republic, examination of the ideological text utilized in
the Program can illuminate the adaptability of the narratives, terminologies, and political
concepts originating from the Republican state. The ideological content taught through PSP
changed with the ebbs and flow of politics across Republican history. Different administrations,
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new leaderships, and unfolding developments pertaining to South Vietnam and the wider context
of the Cold War were necessarily integrated with what was read and discussed in the PSP. As
such, historically tracing the transformation of ideas and narratives developed at the point of the
Program’s inauguration to their later usage can provide valuable insights into the effects of
politics upon discourse and the dynamism of Republican anticommunism as an ideology.

Brown and Yule define discourse as “language in use.”!'*” The notion of “use” is core to
understanding the emergence, dissemination, and proliferation of anticommunist narratives,
terminologies, and concepts across the Republican era. In this dissertation, I conceptualize
discourse as a social practice involving the deployment of organized modes of communication
within observable historical, cultural and social contexts. To study discourse, scholars must turn
to the analyzable texts and conversations that actors produce through engagement with discourse.
As constitutive elements of discourse, texts and conversations provide the empirical avenues
through which scholars examine “what the speaker or writer is doing through discourse, and how
this ‘doing’ is linked to wider interpersonal, institutional, socio-cultural and material
contexts.”!*

Discourse is necessarily open to change, modification, and rectification. These changes
can come through the emergence of alternative and contesting cultural expressions, changes to
political coalition, or modification of existing narratives to be more inclusive or appeal to
subordinate demands. Change can also come through repeated use in changing historical
contexts. Such a change can be gradual and accumulative, shifting what is legitimately discussed
and how things are discussed through reinterpretation and reuse. New narratives can be “layered”
upon existing ones, and new events and historical developments are incorporated into the
existing discourse changing it incrementally.'#® Overtime, interpretations and narratives
originally utilized to explain an earlier event can be redeployed to make sense of ones that more
recently occurred.'>® The reconfiguration of existing narratives to new development can shift
what is emphasized in a discourse and can open room for alternative interpretations. Such
gradual change can be contrasted to more sudden ones, like during crises, accidents, or
challenges to existing forms of legitimacy. In these cases, new texts that “leave traces” can force
actors to immediately reinterpret their existing social reality, opening the door for radical
change.'! Such new “sensemaking” is necessitated in moments of “accidents and crises” as

147 Gillian Brown and George Yule, Discourse Analysis, (Cambridge University Press, 1983), 1.

148 John Richardson, Analysing Newspapers: An Approach from Critical Discourse Analysis, (Palgrave Macmillan,
2007), 24.

149 The idea of “layered” is appropriated from theories of gradual change in the historical institutionalism literature
to explain changes in discourses and narratives. “Layering,” here, is conceived as characterizing how institutions
and narratives may have “inconsistent or competing objectives” that are accrued over the passage of time. This
historical process can occur through “institutional conversion,” or the adaption of “existing institutions for new or
alternative purposes” (Kellee Tsai, “Adaptive Informal Institutions and Endogenous Institutional Change in China,”
World Politics, 59:1[2006], 116-141). See also, Edward Anthony Koning, “The three institutionalisms and
institutional dynamics: understanding endogenous and exogenous change,” Journal of Public Policy, 36:4(2016),
639-664;

150 Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann Mische, “What is Agency?” 103:4(1998), 962-1023; Nelson Philips, Thomas
Lawrence and Cynthia Hardy, “Discourse and Institutions,” The Academy of Management Review, 39(4):2004, 635-
652.

151 Nelson Philips, Thomas Lawrence and Cynthia Hardy, “Discourse and Institutions,” The Academy of
Management Review, 39(4):2004, 635-652.
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actors must retrospectively seek to make sense of what has happened and why it happened.
Through this process of reinterpretation, new texts and conversations are produced, providing
new explanations and new accounts to allow actors to make sense of their past and plan for the
future. >

As a discourse, Republican anticommunism provides the interpretative context through
which human actors in South Vietnam make sense of their often-turbulent reality and engage
with their social world. Republican anticommunist discourse governs what South Vietnamese
actors can imagine, what they do, and the representational ways in which they engage others and
society. If discourse acquires its importance through the performative power of language,
Republican anticommunism not only informs South Vietnamese actors of norms, rules, and
beliefs of their social world, it has the ability to “bring into being the very realities it claims to
describe.”!>? It “rules in” certain ideational constructs (such as the valuation of the Republican
state, the necessity of combating communism, the goals of economic prosperity and national
development, etc.) and “rules out” by limiting can be legitimately acknowledged and discussed
in political conversations (such as communist ideology, the legitimacy of the North Vietnamese
government, etc.).'>* Imbued with performative powers, Republican anticommunism did not
exist just as an abstraction; it was a guiding framework for action that humans sought to actualize
in South Vietnam. Indeed, the goal of constructing an anticommunist nation state was
purposefully and actively sought by the Republican state and citizenry. Republican
anticommunism defined the political activities of social actors who, through continuous
engagement with its ideational features, brought that discourse into reality.

As a mode of communication, discourse allows social actors to disseminate and transmit
ideas, and the invocation of these ideas perpetuate and sustain the discourse. Discourse must
necessarily be taught or relayed, and it is only through engagement by actors that the discourse
persists. In this sense, Republican anticommunism would not have survived without its continued
relevance to the activities of social actors in South Vietnam. Through the PSP, this relevance was
imposed and engagement with Republican anticommunism was an expected component of
political study. As the PSP became institutionalized practice within the Republican state, so too
is the discourse with which its participants engaged. The perpetuation of political study as a
practice, thus, became the mechanism for the perpetuation of the narratives, terminologies, and
concepts taught and disseminated through that practice. The routinization of political study (and
other forms of ideological work), in turn, routinized engagement with Republican
anticommunism. This routine allowed Republican anticommunism to become a normalized
discourse, governing the ideas, activities, and imagination of state agents and the Republican
society at large.

Examination of the texts taught in the PSP, thus, allows this dissertation to map out the
core narratives and concepts that constitute Republican anticommunism as a discourse. These
texts are systematically and regularly taught through the PSP and lay the groundwork for
building an understanding of the significance, meaning, and context behind events,

152 1bid; Karl Weick, Sensemaking in Organizations (Sage, 1995); Andrew Brown, “Making sense of inquiry

sensemaking,” Journal of Management Studies, 37:2000, 45-75.

153 Norman Fairclough, Analyzing Discourse: Textual Analysis for Social Research, (Routledge, 2003), 203-4.

154 For “rules in” and “rules out,” see Stuart Hall, “Foucault: Power, Knowledge and discourse,” in Margaret
Wetherell, Stephanie Taylor, and Simeon Yates, (eds), Discourse theory and practice: A reader, (Sage, 2001), 72-
81.
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terminologies, and depictions. Furthermore, because the PSP was so durable across Republican
history, examination of these texts overtime will lend insight into how narratives change, evolve,
and remain consistent. It shed light on how narratives developed at one moment in time are
redeployed by actors at a later moment, how references and interpretations change, and what
aspects of the original conception became obsolete or removed as a result of changing political
conditions and imperatives. Moreover, examination of the texts taught within the state provides a
baseline for comparison with political discussions and debates within the broader Republican
society. In doing so, this dissertation seeks to parse out which state-derived ideas and narratives
were reappropriated by non-state actors and which ideational aspects were not. Through
examination of discursive, textual content utilized the PSP, this dissertation seeks to establish
what was ideologically disseminated by the Republican state, what ideas actually “penetrated”
South Vietnamese society, and which ideas traveled and repurposed under the context of
Vietnamese America.

Republican Anticommunism and Vietnamese American Memory

In the post-1975 moment, what was most evidently transposed from South Vietnam to the
Vietnamese refugee communities abroad was this “discourse” of Republican anticommunism. As
an ideological “language” that was prevalent, familiar, and hegemonic in South Vietnam—
surviving despite the turmoil of the era by virtue of its continued political relevance—it would be
ludicrous to expect Republican anticommunism to somehow disappear as Vietnamese refugees
entered the United States.'*® Rather, republican anticommunism significantly shaped how
Vietnamese Americans engage with memory and their collective past. Those Vietnamese
American narrations of loss, pain, and trauma that are often linked to displacement and flight
following the Fall of Saigon was not something entirely novel and new. It is superficial to take
these narratives at face value as deriving from “real” lived experiences, and inadequate to
understand these narratives as a product of the refugee’s need to conform to portrayal of America
rescue and paternalism, or simply something that shores up American imperialism and
legitimacy. Rather, these narrations must be understood as an extension of the existing discourse
that informed South Vietnamese “meaning making” across the Republican era.!*¢ Just as the
South Vietnamese modified Republican anticommunism to speak to unfolding developments and
events during the war era, that same discourse continued to be shaped and reshaped to interpret
events in Vietnamese America.

Maurice Halbwachs understood memory as not individual and private, but rather social,
collective, and shared. Past events are not recalled as perfect images of what had transpired, but
rather the past is interpreted through existing collective frameworks and present concerns. That
is, memory is relevant insofar that it can be interpersonally communicated and expressed, and,

155 As Caplan et al., argues in their study of Indochinese American “achievement,” the success of the Indochinese
refugees was partially due to the fact that “They do not ruminate or rail against the events of their past.” Ironically,
the publication of their work followed the height of the “Homeland Restoration” movement, during which
Vietnamese exiles sought to send cadres back to Indochina to engage in guerrilla war in hopes of overthrowing the
communist regime in Vietnam.

156 Michelle Lamont, “Meaning-Making in Cultural Sociology: Broadening Our Agenda,” Contemporary Sociology,
39(4):2000, 602-607; see also, Ann Swidler, “Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies,” American Sociological
Review, 51(2):1986, 273-286.
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thus, hold social significance and value. '’ Portrayals of past events are filtered through
discourses, narratives, and assumptions that are collectively held by those who are engaging in
remembrance. Memory, furthermore, is not a neutral recollection. Which events are
commemorated, how they are commemorated, and who gets to be remembered are, in large part,
consequences of political and power struggles. As such, the examination of memory requires an
understanding of the collective discourse that actors draw upon to frame happenings in the past,
while simultaneously situating these memory engagements in the politics of the present.!>® The
latter, more or less, has been comprehensively addressed in recent scholarship on Vietnamese
Americans. The former, however, is a stark omission that results largely from the scholarship’s
inability to historically engage with how anticommunism had existed as a “consolidated,”
political discourse in South Vietnam.

Eric Hobsbawm points to the importance of imposed routines and rituals in the practice
of collective commemoration. His essay on “invented traditions” points to how engagement with
the imagined past is “normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules...which seek to
inculcate certain values and norms and behavior by repetition.” !> These rules, thus, structures
how people engage with the past by establishing boundaries upon who and which events are
remembered, and how they are to be remembered. Far from something natural or automatic,
these “rules” must have, at some point in time, been created, institutionalized, and formalized.
Hobsbawm points to nation-state in the examination of how traditions are invented in Europe. As
the “largest stage on which the crucial activities determining human lives...played out,” the state
provided a “framework” for human activities and collective action.'®® Through policies, laws,
and “state education,” people were made into citizens with tacit familiarity with how to interpret
the symbols representing the nation (“capitals, flags, national anthems, military uniforms” and
the like).'! In the construction of a national tradition, Hobsbawm points to creation of a secular
“clergy,” the development of new public ceremonies and rites, and the “mass production of
public monuments.” Each of these elements are crucial for the national practice of
commemoration, building a linkage between an imagined past and the political present. They
serve to link citizens to nation, and, in doing so, naturalizes symbols, narratives, and images that
were at one point novel “inventions.” %2

In the same way, we must understand that how Vietnamese Americans engage with their
past relies on rituals, symbols, and narratives that had, at some point in time, been
institutionalized and formalized. That process is located in the “nationalizing” process in South
Vietnam. Although physically removed from Republican nation-state as a consequence of how
the war in Vietnam was resolved, the tacit knowledge of commemoration was not erased. Rather,
it took new forms and was modified to speak to the contemporary issue of the present—or had

157 Maurice Halbwachs [Lewis Coser, ed. tr.], On Collective Memory, (University of Chicago Press, 1992), 37-40
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undergone a process of “adaptation” to reference Hobsbawm. '®* The South Vietnamese flag, for
example, has transmogrified from a symbol representing the ideal of an anticommunist
Vietnamese nation into one that represents Vietnamese American “Freedom and Heritage.” The
South Vietnamese national anthem is now sung following the “Star-Spangled Banner” during
Vietnamese American celebrations and events, symbolizing the Vietnamese’s belonging in
America’s national fold. And similarly, anticommunist depictions and interpretations that once
framed the “origin story” of the war in Vietnam were reappropriated to narrate Vietnamese
refugee journeys and trials, providing an answer to “why” the Vietnamese were in the United
States.

In this dissertation, a key focus will be the transformation of Republican anticommunism
as political discourse—that is the narratives, terminologies, and interpretations found in political
texts and discussions. Here, as noted in the previous section, the PSP will play an essential role
in establishing the “baseline” content that constitutes Republican anticommunism. Such an
examination, furthermore, will allow this dissertation to demonstrate how Republican
anticommunism has transformed and evolved throughout Republican history. The discussion on
anticommunist discourse in Vietnamese America will be framed as an extension of the discursive
evolution of this ideology. As will be demonstrated, Republican anticommunism greatly shapes
the ways in which Vietnamese Americans articulate and narrate their past. Rather than something
that arises from their experiences as refugees or as victims of communism, oral histories,
memoirs, and other commemorative texts of Vietnamese Americans rely upon familiar
depictions, terminologies, and narratives that had been long “consolidated” in South Vietnamese
history.

To take a lesson from Barry Schwartz’s examination of the memory of Abraham Lincoln,
past forms of commemoration bear itself upon and influence the commemorative activities of the
present. The “reputational entrepreneur” may engage with the changes in politics and conditions
of the present, but they must necessarily draw upon what existed prior to create meaning,
representations, and interpretations that are seen as legitimate. As Schwartz makes explicit,
“Lincoln highlighted the continuity of past and present because his identity had changed enough
to accommodate new concerns and preoccupations but not enough to negate what it previously
represented.”!®* The reproduction of past discursive forms will not be a perfect replica, as
Hobsbawm indicated. %> However, this does not invalidate the importance of those forms.
Rather, the past provides a political grounding that legitimizes new or modified ways to utilize
anticommunism. Here, both the institutionalized past and the politics of the present matters in
understanding the anticommunism in Vietnamese America today.

Chapters Outlines

The chapters of this dissertation are divided into four parts, encompassing a total of ten
chapters. These chapters will rely heavily upon the PSP to piece together a political history of the
Republic of Vietnam and Republican anticommunism. It will dissect how historical
developments shape the existing Republican anticommunist discourse, and how that discourse

163 Hobsbawm, “Introduction: Inventing Traditions,” 7-9.
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aid historical actors interpret, define, and mobilize around key developments in Republican
history. Part I provides historical background to the PSP (Chapter 1 and 2), Part II examines the
transformation of three core narratives taught through the PSP across Republican history
(Chapter 3, 4, and 5), and Part III interrogates the discursive impact of narratives within the
broader Republican society (Chapters 6, 7, 8, and 9). Part IV examines the legacies of
Republican anticommunism in Vietnamese America (Chapter 10 and Conclusion).

To sketch the empirical foundations of this dissertation, Chapter 1 documents the
institutional history of the PSP across the Republican era. The chapter locates the origins of
political study as a practice in the political activities of the Can Lao Party and its Personalist
philosophy of totalistic change. It articulates how the practice was conceived by the orchestrators
of the Program, examines the organization of the program, and details the various administrative
changes to leadership across Republican history. The chapter locates the institutional history of
the PSP within the broader political history of the Republic, documenting how the Program
transformed in form and function under the First Republic, the Interregnum, and the Second
Republic. It highlights the historical agency of Republican state-builders and illustrates how
enactment of the Program lay squarely within the modernist “postcolonial vision” of the
Republic.

Chapter 2 focuses on the institutional embeddedness of the PSP within the Republican
state’s broader agenda to cultivate an anticommunist citizenry and combat communism. It
conceptualizes the practice of political study as a “pedagogical” technique of the Republican
state, deployed to not only inculcate state values and discourse, but also as a disciplinary
mechanism for social control. Embeddedness of the PSP is, firstly, examined as a process of
institutionalization, emphasizing endogenous changes to the program, adaptability of the practice
to new functions, and the deliberate efforts of orchestrators of the Program to sustain and rectify
the practice to ensure its survival. Second, the chapter examines embeddedness through how the
Program is situated within the broader “propaganda network™ of the Republic. As the chapter
demonstrates, the PSP was central to virtually every major state project, acquiring roles in
broader state messaging programs (such as “Civic Education”) as well as coercive strategies
(such as the Phoenix Program).

The subsequent three chapters examine three specific narratives that are core to
Republican anticommunism: the Geneva Narrative (Chapter 3), Anti-Neutralism (Chapter 4), and
Vietnamese Underdevelopment (Chapter 5). These three narratives were systematically taught
throughout the duration of the PSP, transforming and modified in accordance to new state
objectives and the changing political conditions of the Republican era. The institutionalization of
the PSP did not simply embed political study as a routinized state practice, it also
institutionalized narratives, terminologies, and beliefs that gave meaning to activities of the
Republican state and their agents.

Part II of the dissertation empirically demonstrates how specific narratives in the
Republican anticommunist discourse were retained across the tumultuous history of the
Republic. If the practice of political study was adapted to changes in administration, state
programs, and objectives, these narratives that grounded the anticommunist national project were
adapted alongside it. New orchestrators of the PSP did not simply draw upon prior forms and
structures of the Program, they also drew upon existing ideological agendas and discursive texts
previously taught by prior regimes. The adaptability of these narratives helps explain their
persistence across time, utilized—if at times awkwardly—to justify new state policies,
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rhetorically combat new forms of dissent, and, all the while, maintain the legitimacy of the
anticommunist project in South Vietnam.

The persistence of specific ideological contents in state messaging aids in explaining how
Republican anticommunism became prevalent and hegemonic during the Republican era.
Because the same narratives, terminologies, and concepts were deployed time and time again
(though rectified and expanded to integrate new developments and to cope with changing
circumstances), these ideas become familiar and enter the working knowledge of political actors
in South Vietnam. The utilization and reutilization of the similar narratives, terminologies, and
concepts allow the “lessons” taught in one period of the Republic to apply to developments
temporally removed from the events that originally inspired them. Given the strictures of the
PSP, the internalization of these “lessons” was mandatory for state agents. The repetition of these
ideas over the course of 20 odd years transformed what was originally novel state narratives into
taken-for-granted truths that became habitually utilized to interpret new events, cope with new
challenges, and address new historical developments.

The three narratives, furthermore, articulate dimensions of politics unique to the South
Vietnamese experience during the Cold War. The first narrative—that of the Geneva Accords—
tells of the political origins of the Republic and its anticommunist ideals. It narrates the reason
for the state and points to the necessity of an anticommunist nation in South Vietnam. While
justifying the First Republic’s opposition to the Geneva signings and the North’s call for
reunification procedures, the narrative evolved under the Second Republic to legitimize the
Thi¢u administration’s position regarding negotiations and the question of peace. In the lead up
to and following the signing of the Paris Peace Accords, the narrative was redeployed to cast
doubt on the intentions of the communists and justify the regime’s policies of continued
militarization, martial law, anticommunist vigilance.

The second narrative emerged out of the First Republic’s reaction to the emergence and
growth of the Non-Alignment Movement that would influence many nations of the Third World.
Contesting the “middle-of-the-road” position that “neutralists” purportedly took, the narrative
emphasizes the adamancy required for success against communism, warned against communist
propaganda and duplicity, and sought to provide its state agents and citizenry the necessary
psychological “weapons” to safeguard against the influences of the communist foe. Under the
subsequent regimes, the narrative was deployed to combat the emergence of peace movements,
the “Third Force,” and calls for “coalition government.” Through this narrative, demands for
communist-inspired peace are naught but a seductive deception to “neutralize” South Vietnam
and “open the road” for eventual communist takeover.

The last narrative articulates the Republican modernist vision and the proper responses to
the unique postcolonial challenges of “underdevelopment, communism, and disunity” facing
South Vietnam. The narrative of Vietnamese Underdevelopment outlines these challenges in
detail and articulates a Personalist “path” towards development—one purportedly uniquely
catered the “realities” facing the Republic. While Personalism would not be retained as a guiding
philosophy for modernization following the collapse of the First Republic, elements focusing on
the unique challenges of underdevelopment, communism, and war were retained, and aspects of
communalism and “spiritual” transformation—concepts core to Personalist philosophy—were
revived in PSP texts of subsequent regimes.

Having established the institutionalization and perpetuation of both the practice of
political study and the three core narratives taught through the Program, Part III moves to discuss
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the “consolidation” of these state-originated narratives in the broader society. Chapter 6-9
zeroes-in on the “chaotic” Interregnum Period of the Republican era. An episode little explored
in the contemporary Vietnam War scholarship, the Interregnum was a defining moment in
Republican history, characterized by power struggles between competing groups over the
definition of Republican anticommunism and the direction of the country.

Part III highlights the prevalence of Republican anticommunism with the broader
Republican society and demonstrates the ability of this discourse to persist despite the collapse of
the state that gave birth to it. Chapter 6 begins with a brief historical timeline and outlines a
framework for understanding discursive continuity and change. Chapters 7-9 are historical in
nature, broken down chronologically. Chapter 7 addresses the “First Period of Military rule”
from November 1963-August 1964. Chapter 8 covers the period from September 1964-June
1965, or the “Period of Civil Rule.” Chapter 9 relays the return to military rule, beginning with
the establishment of the Directorate in June 1965 to the formation of the Second Republic in
1967.

Focusing on the political discourse generated within the “Republican civil society,” the
three empirical chapters demonstrates how Republican anticommunism moved from being a
“state ideology” to a “cultural script” widely held by citizens of the Republic. As such,
Republican anticommunism also informed “alternative national narratives” championed by the
“opposition” déi ldp which opposed, pressured, and lobbied the various regimes that arose
during the era to make substantial changes to the South Vietnamese political system and the
Republic’s conduct of war. While the political conversation during the Interregnum moved
significantly to issues of democratic reforms, anti-authoritarianism, and social justice, these
conversations were, nevertheless, situated within ingrained Republican anticommunist
narratives. “Old” narratives blended with “new” ones as an arising Republican civil society
deployed both set of ideas to challenge the state and joust for political legitimation and control
over the direction of the “Revolution.” Indeed, while the First Republic had fallen (and was
greatly demonized during the period), the anticommunist narratives it had established lived on
and were reutilized by different (at times antagonistic) historical actors for diverse political aims.
As such, Republican anticommunism was “consolidated” through its regular and fervent usage
by civil, religious and political groups to support, contest, and denounce regimes in power. While
oppositional forces were, in large part, politically defeated by the start of the Second Republic,
their messages and ideas around Republican anticommunism remained. Indeed, if the Second
Republic was far more democratic and progressive than the First, it was because of the massive
non-state mobilizing activities that had manifested during the Interregnum.

Part IV examines the legacies of Republican anticommunism in Vietnamese America.
Chapter 10 builds on the arguments made in the previous chapter to explore how the Geneva
Narrative, Anti-Neutralism, and Vietnamese Underdevelopment informed community formation
in the post-1975 era. While these narratives were no longer formalized or supported by a de facto
state, elements of the stories they told continued to pervade and inform the assumptions and
beliefs of Vietnamese refugees who fled overseas. As will be demonstrated, in the redeployment
of Republican anticommunism, Vietnamese Americans drew on familiar anticommunist
terminologies, caricatures, assumptions, and interpretations to mobilize around issues of “Human
Rights,” support movements seeking to “Restore the Nation,” justify attacks against political
dissidents, and the assert themselves ethnically and culturally as the “true” representatives of the
Vietnamese people. These early political movements laid the foundation for the Vietnamese
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exile’s community formation overseas, and reconstituted Republican anticommunism within the
politics of the budding Vietnamese American community.

The final chapter concludes with brief reflections on the future direction of Vietnamese
America and the legacy of anticommunism. It focuses on growing political and generational
divisions within the community and the effects of these divisions in contemporary American
politics. Particularly, it provisionally explores the progressivism of Vietnamese American youths
and their relationship to the anticommunism in the community. The chapter proposes a
constructive, but informed, path forward upon which the legacy of Republican anticommunism is
not rejected or demonized, but rather confronted as a defining aspect of Vietnamese American
identity.



PART I: POLITICAL STUDY AND THE VIETNAMESE REPUBLIC
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CHAPTER 1: CONCEPTUALIZATION AND HISTORY OF POLITICAL STUDY

“Céc gép lanh dao chi huy phai quan niém cho ding tAm quan trong cua vén dé hoc tap. Phai y
thire rang: ‘Hoc tap 1a mét qudc sach/The leadership must correctly appraise the importance of
[political] study. They must realize: ‘Political study is a national policy’”—Ng6 Dinh Nhu, 1959.!

' “Van D& Hoc Tép: Luogc thudt budi ndi chuyén cia O. C6 Véan Chanh Tri ngay 10-12-1959,” Folder No. 20358,
Tai liéu cua ban hwong dan hoc tap Phiu Tong Thong v/v “Nhdn xét vé am muu swa doi hién phap cua Viét Cong”
nam 1960. PTTDICH, TTLTQGIL
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On October 20™, 1960, when Tran Chanh Thanh ended his 5-year tenure as the Minister
of Information, he left behind a legacy that not many other South Vietnamese could ever hope to
match. During those five years, he had aided the formation of the first Vietnamese Republic,
waged a three-year campaign that laid the fundamentals of what would become South
Vietnamese anticommunism, and, perhaps most importantly, inaugurated a program of state
indoctrination that would survive long after his President has been killed. While the history of
the Vietnamese Republic was indeed a tumultuous one, filled with regime changes, coups, social
protest, and insurgent warfare, the PSP provided a consistency of engaged practice and state-
disseminated ideas revolving around themes of anticommunism, nationalism, and citizen
engagement in goals of national progress and development. Those who would assume the duties
once held by Tran Chanh Thanh as head of the Information Ministry would rely on the structure
and organization established during those early days of the First Republic. Men like Pinh Chinh
Trinh (Minister of Psychological Warfare under the Premiership of Nguyén Cao Ky), Nguyén
Ngoc An (Minister of Information under under the Premiership of Tran Van Huong), and Ngb
Khic Tinh (Minister of Information under under the Premiership of Tran Thién Khiém) would
rely on both the goals and format of the PSP laid out during the early days of the Communist
Denunciation Campaign.

During the First Republic, the innocuously labeled “Political Study Program” was a
central but by no means the sole mechanism for state propaganda and indoctrination.
Newspapers, academic journals, books, and radio broadcasts were replete with messages
expounding ideas of Personalism, anticommunism, development, and democracy. State-directed
mass conferences and gatherings of government employees, soldiers, and civilians often entailed
presentations of state-messages and collective discussions to follow. Indeed, rather than an
exclusive mechanism of state-indoctrination, the PSP is best understood as part of what Joiner
and Jumper call “the regime’s propaganda network.” This “network™ entailed not only avenues
through which state messages are articulated and disseminated, it also includes state-directed,
though non-governmental socio-political organs. Included were the National Revolutionary
Movement, the Union of National Revolutionary Civil Servants, and the Republican Youths.
These various organs were often directed by members of the Ng6 family or their trusted agents,
and membership to one often meant membership to another.? The importance of the PSP, thus,
laid not in its exclusivity, but its ability to shed insight on the systematic operations of this
“propaganda network.” Indeed, the ideas discussed, documents read, and presentations given in
the PSP often reflects those of these other propagandistic organs.

While subsequent regimes did not possess nearly the level of discursive control seen
under the administration of Ng6 Pinh Di¢m, reiterations of the PSP during subsequent eras
continued to be a means through which the Republican state disseminated, framed and
interpreted core topics of political importance. Matters covered in the PSP after the First
Republic reflected political issues debated in popular journals, newspapers, and other public
mediums and study materials presented the state’s position on transformative events such as the
“Struggle Movement” in 1966, the elections of 1967, the Paris Peace talks beginning in 1968,
and the Paris Peace Accords in 1973. If state messages faced increased resistance following the
First Republic, the PSP was an essential tool through which subsequent regimes sought to

2 Joiner, Charles A. and Roy Jumper, “Organizing Bureaucrats: South Viet Nam’s National Revolutionary Civil
Servant’s League,” Asian Survey 3(4), 1963: 203-215.
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maintain ideological unity within its administrative rank. Beyond timely coverage of developing
events, subsequent reiterations of the PSP, as with the First Republic, disseminated the ideals of
the Republic