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This  book argues  that  the  historiography of
twentieth-century  Vietnam  has  vastly  overrated
the  significance  of  communism  while  slighting
Confucianism and Buddhism. No one can dispute
this when it comes to historians inside Vietnam,
who must run a gauntlet of Communist Party cen‐
sors to be able to publish. But McHale is targeting
western historians who, in his opinion, have dis‐
played a heavy teleological bias towards the revo‐
lutionary forces that took power in 1945. Focusing
on the 1920-1945 era, McHale asserts that "com‐
munism only  fitfully  influenced  public  life"  (p.
xii).  More  generally,  "modern  ideologies  were
nowhere near as successful as they often claimed
to be in displacing so-called traditional ones" (p.
64). 

To make his case, McHale assiduously mines
the large collection of  1920-1945 publications to
be found at the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris.
Because  books  on  morals  and  religion  far  out‐
number those on politics, he declares them to be
more important. If we took this quantitative anal‐
ysis  further,  I  suspect  that  morals  and  religion
would be trumped by pulp fiction, detective sto‐

ries,  how-to  manuals,  theatrical  reprints,  and
sheet music. Given the realities of colonial censor‐
ship, the surprising thing is how many books of
political interest were published, not how few. 

Setting  aside  title  counts,  print  culture  cer‐
tainly  did  explode in  Vietnam during the  1920s
and  1930s,  with  newspapers  far  more  popular
than books,  and literacy doubling or tripling,  to
encompass perhaps 20 percent of the population.
The sheer diversity of content is what stands out,
not  attempts  by  Confucians,  Communists,  Bud‐
dhists or any other contingent (including the colo‐
nial  state)  to  gain the  upper  hand.  Curious
teenagers of the 1930s could explore ten times as
far and wide as any prior generation of readers. 

McHale's chapter on Confucianism compares
three writers:  a  conservative colonial  school  in‐
spector; a radical non-communist; and a romantic
idealist. The post-modernist epithet of "essential‐
ism" is  deployed repeatedly.  Since  the  author  is
convinced that Confucianism's overall impact on
Vietnam has been greatly exaggerated when com‐
pared to Buddhism, one is left wondering why he
devoted thirty pages to the topic. 



The same question arises with the chapter on
communism.  McHale  seems  more  interested  in
demonstrating that prior historians have exagger‐
ated the importance of the Indochinese Commu‐
nist  Party than delving into the content of  rele‐
vant newspapers, books, broadsides and banners.
To  be  fair,  he  does  grant  that  the  party  had
learned  some  communication  skills  by  1941,
which  would  come in  handy  a  few years  later.
More importantly,  however,  by choosing to con‐
centrate almost entirely on the Communist Party,
McHale  misses  the  opportunity  to  discuss  a
wealth of 1926-1939 publications written by influ‐
ential Trotskyists, non-party Marxists and social‐
ists. 

It  is  in the chapter on Buddhism where the
author makes an original contribution to the his‐
toriography of 1920-1945 in Vietnam. For students
of  Buddhism,  this  chapter  offers  a  rare  insight
into southern Vietnamese perceptions, which can
then be usefully compared with developments in
other late colonial  societies,  for example Burma
or Korea. McHale begins by postulating that Bud‐
dhism shaped Vietnamese society more profound‐
ly than Confucianism. To substantiate this gener‐
alization would require a scholarly journey back
to pre-colonial times. Instead, the author proceeds
to argue that "Vietnamese Buddhism began a ma‐
jor transformation between 1920 and 1945, form‐
ing an autonomous realm of discourse in which
printed matter played a key role" (p. 144). He then
traces two different developments: the "Buddhist
Revival" push for textual orthodoxy; and the in‐
creased circulation of poetry, tales and songs pro‐
moting popular Buddhist devotionalism. 

The highly literate monks who led the Bud‐
dhist  Revival  came  mostly  from  Hue  in  central
Vietnam, and drew their inspiration from contem‐
porary reform efforts  in  China.  I  would suggest
they also tried to emulate the organizational so‐
phistication of the Catholic Church. McHale ends
up admitting that  the Buddhist  Revival's  signifi‐
cance for 1920-1945 was limited, thus seemingly

knocking off yet another historical actor. Not until
1963 did the heirs of the Buddhist Revival come
into their own--only to be suppressed a few years
later by General  Nguyen Cao Ky with American
backing. 

McHale's  thoughtful  discussion  of  popular
Buddhist  devotionalism  focuses on  publications
that circulated in the Mekong Delta. It is a brave
author indeed who tackles this regime's religious
experiences in the 1920-1945 era, beginning with
Pure Land influences, but then extending to Ther‐
avada Buddhism, local spirits,  The Tale of Three
Kingdoms,  Theosophy  and  much  more.  McHale
quotes at length from a fascinating 1935 song de‐
picting a battle between materialists and idealists,
with the latter winning out and entering the land
of  Nirvana.  Clearly  old  ideas  now had to  make
their way in new historical circumstances. In the
process, "traditions" hardly remained the same. 

As  the  title  foreshadows,  Print  and  Power
links the rise of print culture to the emergence of
a "public sphere" in Vietnam. I have two problems
with  this  argument.  First,  it  should  not  be  as‐
sumed that Vietnam lacked a public sphere prior
to arrival of the printing press. Literati, clan lead‐
ers, clerks, monks and healers had long interacted
outside the state system, communicating via pen‐
script, poetry, oral messages and face-to-face en‐
counters. Together they affected the opinions and
behavior of ordinary people fully as much as did
king, court and mandarinate. 

Secondly,  throughout  the  colonial  era,  oral,
physical  and ritual communication continued to
shape Vietnam's public sphere. Illiterate men and
women could memorize and recite large amounts
of classical literature, folk poetry, sutras, genealo‐
gies and contemporary political rhetoric. The art
of public speaking was introduced, and audiences
learned how to clap, cheer, and repeat slogans in
unison.  Flags,  banners,  insignia  and  armbands
proliferated. Peasants walked miles to participate
in mass demonstrations. In 1945, millions of Viet‐
namese took up weapons, learned military drills,
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and employed political terminology which previ‐
ously  had been the  intelligentsia's  preserve.  We
can question the degree to which people under‐
stood what they were saying, but not the enthusi‐
asm with which they spoke to each other. Word-
of-mouth propaganda proved most effective. This
should hardly surprise us: even in today's world
of mass communication and multi-million dollar
advertising  campaigns,  word-of-mouth  remains
that most important form of human communica‐
tion. 

Returning to the problem of teleology, McHale
is right to remind us of its pitfalls. As historians,
we should make every effort to re-create for read‐
ers a time and place where people did not know
what we know. Simultaneously, however, we need
to  acknowledge that  such people  are  constantly
trying to fathom the future and making plans to
control it. I suggest that progressive intellectuals
were better  at  this  in  the Vietnam of  the 1930s
and  early  1940s  than  the  proponents  of  Confu‐
cianism  or  Buddhism.  Of  course,  if  the  intelli‐
gentsia  had  known  that  Vietnam  would  be  en‐
veloped by war for thirty years, or that the Com‐
munist Party would repress dissent ruthlessly and
monopolize  power  up  to  the  present  day,  they
might have taken a different course. 

McHale is acutely aware of the war and Com‐
munist dictatorship, and this may help to explain
his  downgrading  of  "modern  ideologies"  in
1920-1945. He devotes his last paragraph to evok‐
ing the religious revival underway in Vietnam in
the  new  century.  Fortunately,  historians  do  not
have to be judged on their capacities at futurolo‐
gy. 
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