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			Context

			Since the fall of Saigon in April 1975, the Vietnam War has inspired a vast library of American fiction and nonfiction. Most of these works depict the war as a chiefly American drama, one in which the Vietnamese themselves are nameless, voiceless features of the lush, tropical setting. Viet Thanh Nguyen’s debut novel The Sympathizer offers a different perspective: Narrated by a Vietnamese communist working as a spy in America during and after the war, the novel invites readers to reconsider the war as they know it from American literature and film.

			The Sympathizer was met with near-universal praise following its publication in 2015. It was the recipient of multiple awards—including the Pulitzer Prize—and Nguyen, a professor at USC, was hailed as a brilliant new voice in fiction.

			Nguyen, who was born in Vietnam but raised in the United States after his parents fled in 1975, sought to fill the void in the canon by giving voice to the underrepresented and misrepresented Vietnamese soldiers and refugees whose lives were deeply affected by the war and its aftermath. Part spy novel, part satire, and part political thriller, The Sympathizer explores the space between Orient and Occident, communist and capitalist, colonizer and colonized, in one man’s identity.

		

	
		
			Overview

			The narrator, who remains unnamed, writes his confession from a prison cell. He addresses the confession to his enigmatic imprisoner, the Commandant.

			The narrator begins his tale in Saigon toward the end of the Vietnam War. He works as an aid for the General, a head of the South Vietnamese secret police, but he is secretly a spy for the communists. In many ways, the narrator is split in two: he is a double agent; his two best friends and blood brothers are Bon, a loyal South Vietnamese, and Man, a communist; and he is of mixed descent, the child of a French father and a Vietnamese mother. As Saigon falls to the North Vietnamese, the narrator flees to America with Bon, the General, and the General’s family and staff; as a refugee, he will continue his espionage work and send reports back to Man in Vietnam.

			The Vietnamese refugees struggle to make their way in America during the first year after the war. The narrator lives in Los Angeles with Bon, and works in the Department of Oriental Studies at Occidental College, his alma mater. He begins a sexual relationship with a Japanese American named Sofia Mori.

			The General orders the narrator and Bon to kill a man referred to only as the “crapulent major” after the narrator falsely accuses him of espionage. The narrator obeys, fearful of refusing the command and believed a spy, is guilt-ridden. Meanwhile, the General enlists the help of a right-wing political ally, an American congressman, to take back Vietnam from the communists.

			The Congressman, who has connections in Hollywood, recruits the narrator to consult on a new Vietnam War movie, The Hamlet, written by the famous Auteur. The movie portrays Vietnamese people in crude stereotypes; the narrator agrees to fly to the Philippines for the filming. He hopes to positively change the representation of Vietnamese people and culture, but he fails—the movie is a piece of American propaganda.

			Upon his return to America, the narrator learns that the General plans to send a group of expat soldiers back to Vietnam. The narrator is determined to go in order to save Bon, who has volunteered for the mission. The General orders him to assassinate Sonny, a Vietnamese journalist and the narrator’s college friend. Sonny is also the new lover of Sofia Mori. While wrestling with the prospect of killing yet another innocent man, the narrator becomes involved with the General’s daughter, Lana. Eventually, the narrator murders Sonny and flees the United States on the reconnaissance mission.

			The assignment is a failure, and Bon and the narrator are captured and imprisoned for more than a year in a reeducation camp. The Commandant, to whom the narrative has been addressed all along, is one of the narrator’s captors. His other is the commissar—who reveals himself at the end of the narrative: it is Man. Man tortures the narrator into confessing his involvement in the rape of a communist agent during the war. Over the course of the interrogation, the narrator understands that the revolution has betrayed the Vietnamese much as the colonialists betrayed them in the past. The narrator and Bon are released, and they leave Vietnam on a boat to America.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Asia Soo: A Chinese English actress who plays the character of Mai in The Hamlet; she is beautiful and a lesbian; as Mai, she is raped by King Cong.

			The Auteur: A rich, famous Hollywood writer and director; he is the author and director of The Hamlet. The Auteur is arrogant, rude, and ignorant of Vietnamese culture.

			Baby-faced guard: This guard, referenced occasionally throughout the novel, assists with the narrator’s interrogation; he nudges the narrator frequently to keep him awake.

			Bon: A true patriot of the Republic of Vietnam, Bon hates the communists and fights for the South Vietnamese during the war; he met his blood brothers the narrator and Man as a teenager at lycée; after his wife and child die during the evacuation, he becomes withdrawn and depressed.

			Claude: A CIA agent stationed in Vietnam during the war; Claude works with the narrator and the General both during and after the war; he teaches the narrator interrogation methods and helps the General start the Movement to take back Vietnam from the communists.

			The Commandant: The figure to whom the narrator addresses the first several hundred pages of his confession; the Commandant is a National Liberation Front official working at the Vietnamese reeducation camp where the narrator is imprisoned; he believes the narrator has been corrupted by the West.

			The communist agent: An unnamed agent for the communist party; she is caught by Man and the South Vietnamese trying to eat a list of all the South Vietnamese officials’ names; in punishment, she is brutally raped by South Vietnamese police officers; she haunts the narrator’s memory.

			The Congressman: A Republican congressman in California and staunch anticommunist; he still believes in the South Vietnamese cause and sympathizes with the General; in exchange for future support from immigrant Vietnamese voters, he agrees to help fund the General’s movement and introduces the General to possible sponsors.

			The crapulent major: A fat, drunken major in the South Vietnamese secret police; he is married and has two children; in California, the narrator falsely accuses him of being a communist spy, and he is assassinated on the General’s orders by the narrator and Bon.

			Danny Boy: The part in The Hamlet played by an adorable Filipino child actor whose name the narrator forgets. In the movie, Danny Boy is an innocent Vietnamese child who is adopted by an American soldier after King Cong kills his parents.

			The Department Chair: The narrator’s boss at Occidental College’s Department of Oriental Studies, the Department Chair treats his Asian employees as if they are the stereotypes of their respective nationalities—for example, he calls the Japanese American Ms. Mori “Ms. Butterfly.”

			Dr. Richard “Dick” Hedd: An English scholar, Hedd is the author of the much-praised book Asian Communism and the Oriental Mode of Destruction: On Understanding and Defeating the Marxist Threat to Asia—the book the narrator uses to decode messages from Man; an “expert” on the Orient, Hedd has a supercilious, paternalistic attitude toward Asians.

			Duc: Bon’s toddler son; he is killed along with his mother in a firefight on the runway of the Saigon airport.

			Father: The narrator’s father was an unnamed French Catholic priest; he dies before the events of the novel begin. The narrator’s father taught the narrator the Catholic Catechism along with other children in Vietnam; he did not acknowledge the narrator as his son or show him any affection. It is implied that Man or a communist assassin killed him after the narrator told Man he wished his father dead.

			The General: A general with the South Vietnamese secret police; flees Vietnam as Saigon falls and becomes a refugee in America. He is arrogant, proud, and paranoid. He holds out hope of defeating the Vietnamese communists; he organizes a small army, and sends a reconnaissance mission overseas to infiltrate Vietnam.

			The Idol: A pop star cast as the young Sergeant Jay Bellamy in The Hamlet; he is handsome, but inexperienced as an actor.

			James Yoon: A Korean American actor who plays the part of Binh in The Hamlet. Yoon has played many Asian characters of assorted nationalities; usually, as in The Hamlet, his character dies a violent death.

			King Cong: A character and a group in The Hamlet, King Cong is a fictional type of Viet Cong. The name “King Cong” is used in both a singular and plural sense, to refer to many soldiers or only one, just as American soldiers in Vietnam referred to both single Viet Cong and groups of Viet Cong as “Charlie.”

			Lana: The General and Madame’s oldest daughter, who went to America to study on a scholarship at Berkeley. She has assimilated into American culture; she wears revealing American clothing and pursues a singing career, upsetting her parents; she and the narrator date regularly and have sex once.

			Madame: The General’s wife and the mother of his children; Madame is fierce, tough, and intelligent. Often, she comes up with the ideas for which the General takes credit. Though she never cooked or cleaned in Vietnam, she learns how to run her own household as a refugee in Los Angeles and eventually opens a restaurant.

			Mother: The narrator’s unnamed mother; she died unexpectedly during his second year of college at Occidental; he remembers her often, and misses her. She was a Vietnamese peasant woman who worked as a maid for his father, and was a young teenager when he was born; she was selfless, caring, and encouraging.

			Ms. Sofia Mori: A Japanese American woman in her mid-forties who claims America as her true home; she works with the narrator as a secretary in the Department of Oriental Studies at Occidental College; she is opinionated, outspoken, and confident. She and the narrator start a sexual relationship, with no strings attached; while the narrator is away in the Philippines working on the film, she falls in love with Sonny.

			Narrator: A communist spy who works for the General, the narrator writes his “confession” from a Vietnamese reeducation camp sometime after the events he describes. The narrator, who remains unnamed, is educated, intelligent, and fluent in both English and Vietnamese. He attended college as a scholarship student at Occidental College in the United States, where he studied American literature and culture in preparation for his work as a communist spy. The narrator is half-French, half-Vietnamese, and he has a talent for seeing things from two sides—he can identify with both sides of any conflict.

			Professor Hammer: The narrator’s thesis advisor at Occidental College; he remembers the narrator’s thesis on The Quiet American by Graham Greene and gets the narrator a job in the Department of Oriental Studies at the college. The professor used to be a communist, but considers it a youthful, foolish cause.

			Sonny: An old college classmate of the narrator’s, Sonny was also a Vietnamese scholarship student at Occidental College; he stayed in America after graduation. Sonny is smart and handsome, and he supports the communist cause. Sonny starts a Vietnamese newspaper for the refugee community; he falls in love with Ms. Sofia Mori. Sonny publishes unflattering articles about the General’s Movement, and the narrator murders him on the General’s orders.

			The Thespian: An experienced, much-lauded actor cast as Captain Will Shamus in The Hamlet; he is a method actor, and so refuses to shave or shower for the duration of the filming.

			Violet: The Auteur’s production assistant on The Hamlet; she dresses and acts in a blunt, direct, bureaucratic manner; she recruits the narrator to work on the film, and acts as a liaison between the narrator and the director throughout filming.

			The Watchman: A Viet Cong agent responsible for engineering wristwatches to set off bombs. The narrator, under Claude’s direction, tortures and interrogates the Watchman in an all-white room. The Watchman commits suicide after the interrogation is complete.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Chapter 1

			An unnamed narrator begins his confession to a mysterious figure he calls “the Commandant.” The narrator, we surmise, writes from a prison cell. His story begins in Vietnam, at the end of the Vietnam War: The narrator works as a communist spy. He infiltrated the inner circle of the General, an American sympathizer and head of the South Vietnamese secret police. As a spy, he is forced to persecute communists—he is haunted by a female agent whom he arrested as she was trying to swallow a list of members of the secret police.

			With Saigon on the verge of falling and the Americans pulling out, the General must evacuate or face death. Claude, his friend in the CIA, arranges a flight to Guam with seats for only some of the General’s staff and family. The narrator compiles a list of people who will make the flight; he knows that those left off the list will likely die.

			The narrator meets up for a good-bye drink with his two best friends, Bon and Man. The three men are blood brothers—each bears the scar of their three-way blood oath on his palm. Man is a communist (and the narrator’s spy handler), but Bon fought for South Vietnam. Bon will flee with the narrator; Man will stay behind. The three friends nearly get into an altercation with three South Vietnamese soldiers—one of the soldiers calls the narrator, who is half-French, a “bastard”—but explosions elsewhere in Saigon distract them.

			Need to Know: The narrator frames the novel as a confession written from prison, but the circumstances of his imprisonment remain a mystery. The narrator describes himself as a man capable of viewing any issue from two sides—and this description is borne out in his role as a communist spy infiltrating the anticommunist forces, in his mixed-race heritage, and in his moral ambivalence.

			Chapter 2

			According to the General’s instructions, the narrator has made arrangements for a select group of the General’s family and staff to leave Vietnam. He obtained visas and transportation to the airport for the group of evacuees, including Bon and his wife, Linh, and their infant son, Duc—by bribing and threatening various officials.

			On the morning of their flight, the evacuees ride in a convoy from the General’s villa to the airport. They drive by Saigon’s Lam Son Square, where the National Assembly of the Republic of Vietnam was based, and they pass the basilica where the narrator covertly met with Man, his communist handler and close friend. The last time they met there, Man instructed him to go to America and continue spying on the General. He playfully teases the narrator into admitting that he actually wants to go to the United States, to which the narrator considers its superficial qualities, and the fact that he is not at home anywhere in the world.

			The airport is part military base, part evacuation zone. After fighting their way through the chaotic group of refugees and soldiers awaiting escape, the General’s evacuee group settles in to wait for their flight number to be called.

			Need to Know: On his last ride through Saigon, the narrator remembers his country’s absurd political history—abused first by the French, then by the Americans, and he contemplated the blood oath made between him, Bon, and Man, binding each to the others, and to their own principles.

			Chapter 3

			The narrator begins this section by thanking the Commandant for his “notes” on the confession. He states that as a spy he did feel sympathy for the group he infiltrated.

			At the airport, the narrator sits on a tennis court filled with refugees. He is wedged between Bon, Linh, and Duc on one side and three Vietnamese prostitutes on the other. The narrator flirts with the young ladies until, after hours of waiting, his flight number is called. The anxious refugees cram into a C-130 cargo plane, but just as it starts moving, a missile strikes—the airport is under siege, though it’s impossible to tell whether the Viet Cong are attacking or whether the South Vietnamese, frustrated with the Americans, have decided to fire on the departing aircraft.

			Another C-130 miraculously lands on the runway. It’s the refugees’ last chance to escape, and they run to it. The narrator and Bon make it aboard the departing plane, but Linh and Duc are hit and killed in the fray.

			Need to Know: When Saigon falls, the South Vietnamese will likely be killed or imprisoned; the Americans have set up their own economy of goods and prostitution, and the Vietnamese who depended on them are left to struggle. In fleeing Saigon, the Americans betray their South Vietnamese allies and the narrator, who, despite his stated communist loyalties, cannot help but sympathize with them.

			Chapter 4

			The plane lands and the General’s group is taken first to Camp Asan in Guam, then to Camp Pendleton, near San Diego. The National Liberation Front has taken Saigon. When the General tries to raise morale at the camp, the refugees greet him with anger and contempt—he fled to safety while their friends and family stayed and fought. The General tells the narrator that he thinks there’s an informant among his staff. The narrator, panicking, names an innocent man who he refers to only as “the crapulent major.”

			In the year after the war, the Vietnamese refugees scatter across the country. The narrator lives with Bon in Los Angeles and works at Occidental College, his alma mater, as an administrator in the Oriental Studies department. His boss, a white man, gives the narrator patronizing, tone-deaf advice on how to balance his dual Oriental and Occidental heritage.

			Over the course of his first year in America, the narrator continues reporting to Man via letters written in invisible ink and sent through an intermediary in Paris. He recounts the Vietnamese refugees’ struggles in America. Man sends the narrator coded replies in the mail, which the narrator deciphers using a book called Asian Communism and the Oriental Mode of Destruction: On Understanding and Defeating the Marxist Threat to Asia by Richard Hedd.

			Need to Know: The narrator’s new life in America is rich with irony and dualities. He is a man of Asian (Oriental) heritage who works at Occidental College; he uses an anticommunist book to decode communist missives; the General trusts him—the communist spy—to name the communist spy in their midst. The South Vietnamese must endure the irony: as Vietnamese, they cannot fully assimilate; but as Americans, they cannot stay fully Vietnamese.

			Chapter 5

			The General plans a celebration for the grand opening of his liquor store on the one-year anniversary of Saigon’s fall. The narrator receives permission to leave work early for the party from his immediate superior, a Japanese American woman named Ms. Mori with whom he has a sexual—but not romantic or committed—relationship. He remembers his first sexual experience: As a child, he once used a raw squid to masturbate. (Afterward, he was sure to take that particular squid for himself when his mother served it for dinner.) He doesn’t find masturbation or sex obscene—he believes violence and war are far more depraved than sexual liberation.

			Before the party, the narrator meets with the General and Claude, their friend in the CIA. Claude laments the bad decisions on America’s part that led to Saigon’s fall. The General tells Claude he suspects a communist informant, and names the crapulent major. He orders the narrator to plan the crapulent major’s assassination; he and Bon will carry the murder out. Though the narrator is reluctant to comply, he notes that Bon seems happy for the first time since the death of his wife and child.

			Need to Know: The General still believes that he can take back South Vietnam. He orders the narrator to murder an innocent man; he will do it because he values his life and his position as a communist spy.

			Chapter 6

			The liquor store’s opening celebration begins. The narrator greets the men he knew from Vietnam; many of them, once high-ranking officials, are working minimum-wage jobs and collecting welfare, struggling to make their way in America. The narrator also runs into Sonny, a college friend and fellow Vietnamese scholarship student who is now an editor at a Vietnamese newspaper for the refugee committee in California.

			While planning the crapulent major’s assassination, the narrator dines with him and watches him, learning about his habits and his family. The narrator feels uneasy and guilty—the major is innocent, and he is married with newborn twins. To ease his conscience, the narrator seeks moral justification in a dinner party conversation with an old college professor and Claude, who assuage his guilt by helping him recall the major’s corrupt behavior during the war.

			After weeks of planning, the narrator and Bon ambush the major outside his apartment complex. Bon shoots him in the head.

			Need to Know: Faced with assassinating the major—who is innocent of being a spy, but who committed other crimes during the war—the narrator grapples with his conflicted sense of guilt and duty; his situation demands that he comply, but he wonders if this murder will serve the common good.

			Chapter 7

			The narrator takes Ms. Mori to a Vietnamese wedding as his guest. The bride is the daughter of a Vietnamese refugee, and most of the guests are refugees, too. A right-wing politician called the Congressman gives a rousing speech in support of the South Vietnamese cause and against communism. Also in attendance are Sonny and Lana, the General’s wayward oldest daughter—educated in the United States, she dresses and acts like an American. She sings provocatively at the wedding; the narrator watches, lusting after her.

			A week after the wedding, the narrator drives the General and Madame to the Congressman’s house, where they discuss their shared hatred of communism. The Congressman tells them that, as a side job, he consults with Hollywood directors on their scripts, advising them on how best to preserve American values in their movies. He invites the narrator to look over the script of an upcoming film about the Vietnam War: The Hamlet.

			Need to Know: The Congressman’s support of the Vietnamese is motivated mostly by his political agenda rather than by true sympathy for them. The Congressman is a potential source of support for the General’s counterrevolutionary cause, while Lana represents a possible—and forbidden—love interest for the narrator.

			Chapter 8

			After reading over The Hamlet and making notes on the script, the narrator drives to Hollywood for a meeting with the Auteur, a famous writer and director. The Hamlet is the story of courageous American Green Berets defending a small hamlet from an evil squad of Viet Cong, led by a villainous communist called King Cong. The narrator finds the script infuriating: in it, the Vietnamese are portrayed as evil, pathetic, or stupid. Most of them are slaughtered, and not one has a speaking part.

			At the meeting, the Auteur and his assistant, Violet, treat the narrator with derision and disrespect. The narrator makes several suggestions—add Vietnamese and female characters with speaking parts, for example—but the Auteur rudely rejects them.

			Dispirited, the narrator returns to the General and Madame’s house. Over a bowl of her excellent pho, the men discuss the General’s plan to mobilize the refugees into a force that will, eventually, go to Vietnam to fight the war against the communists anew.

			Need to Know: The infuriating meeting with the Auteur highlights the lack of accurate representation of Vietnamese people in America, in media, and outside of Asia. The narrator realizes that the world will remember the war via its Hollywood film depiction, rather than by its actual history—even though the North Vietnamese beat the Americans, the Americans will take revenge by misrepresenting the Vietnamese in film.

			Chapter 9

			Much to the narrator’s surprise, the Auteur and Violet invite him to join The Hamlet’s production crew at the film set in the Philippines. The Auteur is using real Vietnamese refugees as extras, and he wants the narrator to work with them to translate and ensure authenticity.

			The narrator helps the General set up a front organization, the Benevolent Fraternity of Former Soldiers of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam. The Fraternity will funnel the donations it receives into funding the General’s counterrevolutionary Movement. Once the front is set up, the narrator leaves for the Philippines.

			The narrator arrives with his rucksack at the film production site. There, he sympathizes with the refugees—they are outcasts, just as he once was. He recalls when, as a child, he was taunted and insulted for being half-French.

			The Hamlet’s film’s set designer, Harry, has meticulously recreated an entire Vietnamese hamlet in the Philippine jungle. The narrator’s favorite part of the set is the cemetery. He pastes his mother’s picture onto one of the gravestones and paints her name on it in red; he was devoted to his mother, who died during his sophomore year of college, and he mourns her death at his makeshift tombstone.

			Need to Know: The narrator sees his job with The Hamlet as an opportunity to secure better representation of Vietnamese people in American cinema; once he is on the set, he reconnects with his past and his lost country. Meanwhile the General’s Movement is rife with dramatic irony: we know that the South Vietnamese will never take back Vietnam from the communists.

			Chapter 10

			The Auteur and the actors arrive on set. Two Americans, the Thespian and the Idol, will play the lead roles of Captain Will Shamus and Sergeant Jay Bellamy. The Auteur has added three Vietnamese siblings—Binh, an American-sympathizing older brother who gets brutally killed by King Cong; Mai, a younger sister who gets brutally raped by King Cong; and Danny Boy, a younger brother who would be brought back to the states and adopted by Bellamy’s family. These three characters are not portrayed by Vietnamese actors, but by a Korean American character actor, a Chinese English actress, and a Filipino child actor.

			Filming begins. The narrator acts as a translator and advocate for the Vietnamese refugees; they are the film’s extras and only actors of Vietnamese heritage. He clashes with the Auteur when he criticizes Mai’s rape scene—it’s heavy-handed and unnecessary. The Auteur dismisses and insults him.

			The narrator helps with Binh’s violent interrogation scene, directing the Vietnamese refugees to, as the Auteur says, “act natural,” meaning, act like the Viet Cong. The refugees are confused—they fought against the Viet Cong in the war; if they act natural, they wouldn’t be acting like Viet Cong. Still, they shrug off their confusion and pretend to beat Binh. The scene reminds the narrator of his experiences with actual interrogations: during the war, he was a student in an interrogation course taught by Claude.

			Need to Know: The Hamlet provides a satirical commentary of real-life Vietnam War films in which the Vietnamese are stereotyped as stupid, brutal, savage, or sexualized and act only as foils to American heroism. Though the Auteur seemed to want authenticity in his movie, it was filmed in the Philippines (not Vietnam), the only Asian actors with speaking roles are played by non-Vietnamese, and the only genuine Vietnamese on-screen are from the south of the country, paid to portray Viet Cong from the north.

			Chapter 11

			As the filming of The Hamlet progresses, the narrator begins to feel that he has infiltrated a piece of propaganda; he reflects that he may have been deluded in thinking he could change the way Vietnamese are portrayed in films. Instead, he may have done more damage: as a real Vietnamese consultant, he lends the appearance of authenticity to the film’s representation of Vietnamese. He realizes that the movie will take the place of actual history: Americans will remember the war as it appeared in the movies, not as it really was.

			The narrator learns that the cemetery will be destroyed in the filming of the final battle scene, so he goes to say good-bye to the memorial he made for his mother. The cemetery is rigged to blow up during filming, but somehow the explosion is triggered early, and the narrator wakes up in a hospital with bad burns. The hospital’s all-white atmosphere reminds him of the room in which he interrogated communist agents under Claude’s tutelage. He recalls, with regret, how he tortured a Viet Cong soldier known as the Watchman, who later committed suicide.

			Need to Know: The Hamlet is as much propaganda as it is art; it justifies and perpetuates American attitudes toward the Vietnamese by portraying them as evil or helpless. As the narrator recalls from a speech by Chairman Mao, art and politics are inseparable.

			Chapter 12

			The narrator returns to America and visits the General and Madame at the Vietnamese restaurant they opened in his absence. The restaurant funds the General’s nascent counterrevolutionary army—he’s assembled a small corps of men and plans to send a reconnaissance team overseas to begin fighting again. The narrator volunteers to join the team—really, he wants to save Bon, who has already signed on—but the general refuses to let him go.

			Next, the narrator visits the crapulent major’s widow and gives her half of the money he received from The Hamlet’s film production for the twins. He remembers how he was teased and derided for his mixed-race heritage; at eleven, he learned from his mother that his father was the French Catholic priest who had taught him the catechism at the diocese school.

			The narrator picks up a bottle of vodka and drives to Ms. Mori’s apartment, hoping to resume their sexual relationship. But she already has a guest: Sonny, the journalist.

			Need to Know: The General moves forward with his doomed attempts to regain South Vietnam and keep the war relevant to the Vietnamese refugee community. The narrator, guilty over his part in the crapulent major’s death, attempts to redeem himself by giving the major’s widow money.

			Chapter 13

			The narrator, Sonny, and Ms. Mori have an awkward reunion at Ms. Mori’s apartment. Ms. Mori and Sonny are together, and they appear to be in love. The jealous narrator verbally attacks Sonny: In college, Sonny spoke passionately about the Vietnamese revolution, but he never returned to Vietnam and fought in it. Sonny, ashamed, admits to cowardice—and gains Ms. Mori’s sympathy. Though the narrator won the argument, Sonny won Ms. Mori.

			The narrator attends the training exercises of the General’s nascent army. He tries to convince Bon not to go on the reconnaissance trip, but Bon says that he has nothing else to live for—life in America is emasculating and miserable for the Vietnamese men who had trusted the Americans and fought by their side, only to be betrayed by them.

			Need to Know: The Vietnamese refugees training with the General are recapitulating the Americans’ actions: they are training to go to Vietnam and fight communists. The refugees have now become would-be colonizers.

			Chapter 14

			Sonny publishes an article in his newspaper titled “Move On, War Over,” criticizing the General’s attempts to perpetuate the conflict and retake Vietnam. The General is incensed. He demands that something be done—though he doesn’t say what. Since returning from the Philippines, the narrator has been doing clerical work for the General and the Movement, reporting everything he sees and hears to Man.

			An ad in Sonny’s paper announces that Lana will be singing in a revue called Fantasia. The narrator and Bon attend the event together. On their way, they sing the Rolling Stones songs they enjoyed in their youth; the narrator remembers how he, Bon, and Man became blood brothers at their lycée in Vietnam—they fought off a group of bullies and swore a blood oath. Each of the three men still bears a scar on his hand.

			At the performance, the narrator watches Lana sing several of the songs that were popular in Saigon, lusting after her. The narrator flirts with Lana after the show. Bon comes and talk to them, too, and the narrator is even more attracted to Lana when she comforts Bon—moved by the music, he weeps for his dead wife and child.

			Need to Know: The narrator’s espionage work continues as the General prepares his reconnaissance mission. The songs that Lana and the others sing at Fantasia evoke nostalgia for Vietnam and fantasies of an unattainable American Dream.

			Chapter 15

			The narrator courts Lana: He sees her once a week, takes her on dates, and writes poetry for her. He does not succeed in sleeping with her, though.

			The narrator takes the General to a steakhouse dinner with the Congressman, the author Dr. Richard Hedd (who wrote the book that the narrator uses to decode messages from Man) and several other white businessmen. The General and the narrator are conscious of their outsider status as foreigners and refugees; they are dining with men who have power over them, and who do not fully respect them.

			The General hopes to ask for more money to fund the Movement. Dr. Hedd, whose book is full of patronizing generalizations about Vietnamese people and politics, dominates the conversation and nearly derails the General’s plea for more financial backing. The narrator placates Hedd by quoting from his book and affirming his condescending opinions on Vietnamese people and culture.

			After dinner, the Congressman shows the men into a private room, where prostitutes greet them.

			Need to Know: The two Vietnamese men have carefully observed the powerful white men; they know how to tread lightly around them. While these white men ignore and patronize them, they somehow believe that they are experts on Vietnam and Vietnamese people without having ever spoken or listened to any Vietnamese.

			Chapter 16

			As the narrator drives the General home from the dinner with the Congressman, the General tells him that he has reconsidered the narrator’s request to go on the reconnaissance mission. If the narrator will assassinate Sonny, he can go. Though the narrator does not want to kill again—and he doesn’t believe that Sonny is a Viet Cong agent—he feels that he must do it in order to placate the General and go overseas to protect Bon from near-certain death, even though Man has ordered him to stay in America. Bon offers to kill Sonny in the narrator’s place, but the narrator refuses the offer.

			The next week, the narrator goes to Lana’s apartment. They eat and drink, and he tells her about his family. Suddenly, he decides to leave. He goes to Sonny’s apartment; Sonny lets him in, and the two men talk. The narrator confesses that he is a communist, but Sonny doesn’t believe him—Sonny thinks the narrator has come to bait him out of jealousy over Ms. Mori.

			The narrator kills Sonny, shooting him in the hand, the back, and the head. The narrator changes into the wig and extra clothes he brought with him, and leaves the apartment building unnoticed before vomiting in the street.

			Need to Know: The moral tension of the narrator’s work as a communist spy is brought to the fore when he kills another innocent man. He inhabits his role as spy so fully that when he confesses his espionage to Sonny, the journalist does not believe him—and the narrator wonders if he has lost his true identity to his cover identity. His throwing up after the execution may be interpreted as a sign of inner conflict and catharsis.

			Chapter 17

			The narrator flies to Bangkok with the other members of the General’s reconnaissance team. On the flight, Sonny and the crapulent major appear every time he closes his eyes.

			The team meets up with Claude in Bangkok, and Claude takes them out for a night on the town—a night they know may be their last, as they will head for the guerrilla camp early the next day and are likely to die on their mission. Bon and the narrator choose to go to the movies, where they see The Hamlet. The film is violent and gripping. The narrator realizes that the Auteur left his name out of the credits. Bon tells him that he failed—the Vietnamese don’t seem human in the movie.

			Back at their hotel room, Bon falls asleep while the narrator imagines that he sees the crapulent major and Sonny lying on the ceiling. He remembers his last conversation with the General and Madame at the airport. They berated him for trying to court Lana, and told him that because he is a bastard, they could never approve of him for their daughter.

			The next day, the men travel to the guerrilla camp near the border of Laos. There, they find that the fighters dress and act like the Viet Cong did during the war, and their leader dresses and acts like Ho Chi Minh—he even calls himself “Uncle,” just as the communist leader did.

			Need to Know: After seeing The Hamlet, the narrator realizes that all he did by working on the film was lend aesthetic authenticity to the film’s essentially dehumanizing representation of Vietnamese people. And the Auteur, who didn’t really care about truth in storytelling, erased the narrator from the production; an act of murder. Meanwhile, the General’s soldiers have effectively morphed into the men they once fought against—this time, they are the guerrillas, while the communists are the ones in power.

			Chapter 18

			The men spend two weeks acclimating to the weather and getting to know the other guerrilla fighters. One night, the narrator and Bon set off on a twelve-man reconnaissance mission to the Vietnam border. While marching through the jungle at night, the narrator listens to the guerrillas’ radio station, which broadcasts the love songs that were popular in Saigon during the war.

			The march is strenuous for the narrator, who is forced to undergo withdrawal from alcohol. He remembers, with longing, the night he spent with Lana after killing Sonny.

			On the second night of the trek, one of the men steps on a mine; the explosion blows off his leg and kills him. A few men carry the body, while the narrator carries the severed leg until they can find a place to bury the dead man.

			They reach the Mekong River on the third day, and begin to cross into Vietnam only to be ambushed on the riverbank. Only Bon and the narrator survive.

			Need to Know: The South Vietnamese guerrilla soldiers embark on a doomed mission into Vietnam; because the narrator has been reporting to Man consistently, the communist forces know that they’re coming and ambush them. The narrator manages to save Bon from death; it is foreshadowed that Bon’s future is not safe.

			Chapter 19

			The Commandant reads over the narrator’s confession—which, we understand, is what we’ve been reading all along. The narrator is imprisoned in a Vietnamese reeducation camp, where he has spent a year in solitary confinement writing the confession we have just read. The Commandant still believes the narrator is tainted by the West—he seems to sympathize with Americans, and in his confession he alludes more to Western culture than to Vietnamese culture.

			The Commandant tells the narrator that Western influences must be cleansed from him: As a lesson, he shows the narrator a two-headed baby he keeps suspended in formaldehyde, malformed by the mother’s exposure to Agent Orange.

			Still, the Commandant tells the narrator that he is ready to move on to the next level: He will meet the mysterious commissar, a man he has never seen, but who will preside over the final phase of his reeducation. The commissar’s face is hideously scorched and scarred, but his voice is familiar to the narrator. The commissar is Man.

			Need to Know: In a twist, the narrator learns that the commissar who imprisoned him is his blood brother and former handler, Man; he is friend and foe; comrade and captor. His disfiguration—physical two-facedness—representative old and new, past and present; it is a manifestation of additional dichotomies in the characters who inhabit the novel.

			Chapter 20

			Just after the commissar reveals his identity, the narrator is blindfolded and taken to an interrogation cell. There, he is subjected to sensory deprivation, starved, and deprived of sleep. Helpless and increasingly exhausted, the narrator has a vision of Sonny and the crapulent major, who scold him for killing them.

			The narrator cannot understand why Man would betray him as he has, or why Man is now torturing him.

			After some amount of time, Man comes to speak with the narrator. There is something, Man says, that the narrator has not confessed, something to do with the female communist agent that the narrator arrested during the war. The narrator protests that he has confessed everything, but Man insists that he is leaving something out.

			The narrator asks Man what happened to him. On the last day of the war, Man’s unit suffered a napalm attack; Man survived, but is permanently disfigured, his face terrifying even to his wife and children.

			Man tells the narrator that he is torturing him in order to save him from the Commandant.

			Need to Know: In a reversal of circumstance, the narrator is subjected to the same interrogation and torture techniques that he once perpetrated on communist agents.

			Chapter 21

			The narrative, shifting into third person, describes the narrator’s continued sensory and sleep deprivation. After some amount of time, the Commandant, the commissar (Man), and a doctor enter the interrogation room (in which everything is painted white) and question the narrator. They inject him with a truth serum, and administer electric shocks to keep him awake. The narrator recognizes these techniques from the interrogation book Claude gave him to study, KUBARK Counterintelligence Interrogation.

			The captors urge the narrator to confess what he left out of his written confession: He did not reveal the full story of the female communist agent he arrested, the one who tried to swallow the list of secret police names. The narrator, after protesting that he doesn’t remember, finally confesses that he stood by and watched as three secret police members brutally raped her. She revealed nothing, not even her name, which she said was “Viet Nam.” As a final humiliation, the secret police left a soda bottle inside of her. The narrator confesses to the crime of doing nothing, and begs for sleep.

			Need to Know: The narrator’s constant wakefulness is a physical representation of the “awakening” that his interrogators are trying to effect in him. The rape of the communist agent takes on greater significance as a representation of what the war did to the country of Vietnam.

			Chapter 22

			The narrative returns to the first person; the dialogue between the Commandant, the commissar, the doctor, and the narrator is written in the format of a movie script. The narrator understands that he is being punished for the crime of inaction—he stood by and did nothing while atrocities occurred around him. The interrogation also reveals that the narrator told Man that he wished his father dead—and that Man carried out the narrator’s wish.

			Left alone in the interrogation room, Man and the narrator talk. Man asks the narrator to shoot him, untying his hand and handing him a gun—Man says that he has grown disillusioned with the revolution, as the Vietnamese are now just acting as their own colonizers, committing crimes against each other. The narrator cannot shoot Man. Man tells the narrator that he will be released as soon as he can answer one question: What is more important than freedom and independence? (The question references a famous Ho Chi Minh quote: “Nothing is more important than freedom and independence.”)

			After more torture, the narrator realizes that the answer to the question is “nothing,” but not in the way that Minh meant it; the answer is nothing in the paradoxical sense of nothing being something—the revolution has rendered freedom and independence worth less than nothing (because nothing is worth more).

			Need to Know: In an absurdist ending to the interrogation, the narrator grasps two paradoxical truths: Inaction is a form of action, and nothing is a form of something. The revolution, meant to free the Vietnamese people, has ironically entrapped them in a tyranny of their own making.

			Chapter 23

			The narrator completes his reeducation by answering Man’s question with that one word: nothing. Traumatized and injured, the narrator returns to his solitary cell, but his conditions improve: he can walk outside, now, he can take exercise, and he is allowed a better diet. To help him recover from the interrogation, the doctor encourages him to copy out his confession once more. After he writes out the original confession, he adds an account of his interrogation.

			The narrator goes to see the commissar—Man—one last time. The narrator has begun to refer to himself as “we” instead of “I”; in the psychological fallout of his interrogation, he has begun to see himself as two separate people. Man says that he has arranged for Bon and the narrator’s release; first, they will go to Saigon, and then they will escape to America.

			Man gives the narrator one last gift: his rucksack and the battered copy of Asian Communism and the Oriental Mode of Destruction.

			Bon and the narrator become “boat people,” escaping on a boat headed across the ocean—they don’t know if they will survive or not. In the end, the narrator finds hope in his situation: he is a revolutionary in search of a revolution.

			Need to Know: Out of madness, the narrator has achieved a new clarity. Though the revolution has betrayed him, he now embraces his dual identities—referring to himself as “we”—and vows to live on as a revolutionary in the face of an uncertain future.

		

	
		
			Character Analysis

			The Auteur: The famous writer and director is based on real-life author and director Francis Ford Coppola; The Hamlet, the author’s Vietnam War epic, alludes to Coppola’s Apocalypse Now. The Auteur’s arrogance and culturally insensitive depiction of Vietnamese people are the vehicles through which The Sympathizer investigates the media’s role in glorifying American colonialism while misrepresenting and dehumanizing the Vietnamese who died in the Vietnam War.

			Bon: As the narrator’s best friend and blood brother, Bon is the foil to Man. He is an anticommunist, and his experience parallels that of many who fought with and for the Americans during the Vietnam War: He loses his family to the violence and lives an emasculated, frustrating life as a refugee in America, where his race and status prevent him from ever being fully accepted.

			The General: The nameless General embodies a stereotypical South Vietnamese military official. Blindly loyal to the Americans, he is ultimately failed by them. He, in turn, betrays the people for whom he fought by abandoning them and fleeing Vietnam rather than staying and fighting. He leaves the dirty work of assassination and torture to his underlings, preferring the political pleasures of speechmaking and fundraising.

			Lana: Three conflicting cultures intersect in Lana: she is Vietnamese, she speaks French, and she has embraced American culture. Like the narrator, she occupies a culturally ambiguous middle ground, which may in part account for the narrator’s attraction to her. But she also represents an ultimately unattainable ideal (a fantasy)—despite her apparently modern, liberal-minded lifestyle, her parents disapprove of the narrator’s relationship with her because of his status as a “bastard.”

			Man: As the narrator’s Vietnamese communist blood brother, Man is Bon’s foil. He tethers the narrator to the communist cause, and his experience after the war is in some ways representative of Vietnam in the aftermath of the War: disfigured by napalm, he now commits crimes against the people for whom the revolution was fought, reeducating and killing Vietnamese just as the Americans and the puppet government once did.

			Sofia Mori: The narrator’s older Japanese lover is a second-generation immigrant; her parents came to America after World War II, and she embraces American culture as her own. She is further along in her immigrant journey than the Vietnamese: Though she still copes with racism in America, she feels no loyalty to Japan.

			Narrator: The unnamed narrator is both the hero and the antihero of the novel. As he says in the novel’s opening, his ability to see both sides of any issue is both his greatest strength and his greatest weakness. Like Vietnam itself—a single nation split into North and South, colony and self-governed nation—the narrator embodies contradictions: he’s a communist who fights communists; he’s the child of a French colonizer and a Vietnamese peasant; his best friends are a South Vietnamese soldier and a Communist soldier; he’s an Oriental educated at Occidental College. The narrator is at the center of every conflict in the book, pulled between the communists and the anticommunists, the Americans and the Vietnamese, the colonizers and the colonized.

			Sonny: Born Son Do, Sonny is the narrator’s foil. Like the narrator, Sonny was a left-leaning, Vietnamese scholarship student at Occidental College; unlike the narrator, Sonny remained in America instead of returning to Vietnam. He and the narrator both have sex with Ms. Mori, but he falls in love with her instead of keeping his feelings for her only sexual. He lives the life that the narrator could have pursued, had he not returned to work as a spy for the communists; when the narrator murders him, he severs himself utterly from the pacifistic, Americanized life he could have had.

		

	
		
			Themes and Symbols

			Themes

			Colonialism and Orientalism: Every Vietnamese character in the book must contend with the legacy of European colonialism and Orientalism. The book’s white characters—the Congressman, the Auteur, and Richard Hedd—have patronizing attitudes toward the Vietnamese. Yet these same white characters consider themselves experts on Oriental people and are fascinated with the Orient—the Congressman sees it as a valuable battleground against communism, the Auteur makes it the subject of his cinematic masterpiece, and Hedd writes academic books about it. Caught between colonial and Oriental attitudes, the Vietnamese are either dismissed or misunderstood.

			Innocence and Guilt: As a communist spy, the narrator often grapples with the moral dilemma of doing what is wrong in order to serve what he believes is right—for example, he struggles to justify his killings of Sonny and the crapulent major, innocent men whose lives end in order to maintain the narrator’s position as a spy for the communists. The narrator must often choose not between right and wrong, but between wrong and wrong or right and right. His final confession highlights this dilemma: he is guilty not of an action, but of an inaction.

			Duality: The narrator is constantly torn between opposing identities: He is half French, half Vietnamese; he is a communist spy but lives and works with the South Vietnamese; he was born in Vietnam but educated in the United States; his home is both Vietnam and America, but also neither, as he is a creation of both. His two best friends represent each side—Man, a North Vietnamese communist, and Bon, a South Vietnamese patriot—and he’s constantly pulled in opposing directions between them. At the end of the book, after he is tortured almost to insanity, his broken mind finds clarity: he begins to refer to himself as “we.” His two sides are finally recognizing each other as one.

			Physical manifestations of this conflict include: the two sides of Vietnam fighting each other, Man’s two faces, and the narrator’s copy of Asian Communism and the Oriental Mode of Destruction, which has broken into two halves by the end of the story.

			Symbols

			Representation and the film The Hamlet: The Auteur’s film The Hamlet, loosely based on Apocalypse Now, exemplifies the misrepresentation of Vietnamese people in Western depictions. The Vietnamese, like many minorities, have no voice in American media, and are therefore portrayed only as dehumanized stereotypes. In The Hamlet, the Vietnamese men are either stupid, savage, sexualized, or simply grateful to the American soldiers. The misrepresentation of the Vietnamese in American art further entrenches the colonialist American politics that led to the Vietnam War. The film shows America at its worst—only interested in entertainment, choosing to forget what really happened—the violence, the lives lost, the war lost—and replacing it with an exciting, consumer-friendly action film meant to placate the American audience and reframe the narrative.

			Rape of the communist agent: After the secret police capture the communist agent, she tells them only that her “surname is Viet, and [her] given name is Nam.”. The secret police then rape her, as the country of Vietnam was depredated in the conflict between the North and South. Their final insult is to leave a Coca-Cola bottle—a powerful symbol of American capitalism—inside of her.

			Red: In the West, the color red has often been linked to communism, as in “the Red scare.” In Asian cultures, red is associated with good luck and prosperity. While in the Philippines, the narrator reflects on his childhood and considers the opposite, that red, “is not good luck. Red is not fortune. Red is revolution.” Red appears throughout the novel in the scars of the palms of the narrator, Bon, and Man; in the red paint used on the fake tombstone on the film set, and the traditional red envelopes that were gifted to all the children, but the narrator’s contained less money than the others’ (since he was considered a half-breed).

			Asian Communism and the Oriental Mode of Destruction: Richard Hedd’s book symbolizes and satirizes the paternalistic, racist aspects of colonial attitudes toward Asia. Just as the North Vietnamese successfully exploited the Americans’ ignorance of their country and people, the narrator and his communist handler, Man, use Hedd’s book to code and decode their messages to each other.

		

	
		
			Author’s Style

			The Sympathizer is written as a first-person account of the unnamed narrator’s actions during and after the Vietnam War. The narrative is framed as a confession, written mostly from a prison cell in a Vietnamese reeducation camp and addressed to the Commandant.

			The narrative voice is intelligent, funny, and alive to irony. The narrator critiques both the Vietnamese and the Americans, often diverging from the main narrative to offer wry, educated commentary on colonialism, racism, politics, Vietnamese history, and American culture. The narrator sometimes veers into the descriptive or lyrical, and his voice is dense with digressions and humorous observations.

			He often combines lofty diction with low humor—as when he wonders which American official “squeezed out Frequent Wind [the American evacuation operation] from between his tightly clenched buttocks?”. Dialogue is embedded within the narrator’s running commentary, presented without quotes and frequently without line breaks.

			The story is studded with satirical references to American Vietnam War literature, particularly Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now and Graham Greene’s The Quiet American.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“Nothing, the General muttered, is ever so expensive as what is offered for free.”

			The General refers to the aid that Americans offered the South Vietnamese during the war. After supplying the South Vietnamese with weapons and ammunition for much of the conflict, the American government refuses to send more money as the North Vietnamese troops approach Saigon. The general reflects that the Americans weren’t really trying to help the South Vietnamese—they were pursuing their own agenda.

			“As Hegel said, tragedy was not the conflict between right and wrong but right and right, a dilemma none of us who wanted to participate in history could escape.”

			The narrator often struggles between right and right: as a double agent, he knows that what is right from the communist perspective contradicts what is right from the South Vietnamese perspective, and vice versa. This conflict—between dueling moral perspectives—defines his experience during and after the war.

			“I was maddened by my helplessness before the Auteur’s imagination and machinations. His arrogance marked something new in the world, for this was the first war where the losers would write history instead of the victors, courtesy of the most efficient propaganda machine ever created (with all due respect to Joseph Goebbels and the Nazis, who never achieved global domination).”

			The narrator recognizes art as a form of propaganda; Hollywood is part of the military industrial complex that allowed America to enter the Vietnam War in the first place. The Auteur is a Hollywood artist and therefore an American propagandist: he’s in a position of power, and his depiction of Vietnam will be the one that history remembers despite the fact that his side lost the war.

			“As a nonwhite person, the General, like myself, knew he must be patient with white people, who were easily scared by the nonwhite. . . . The General was deeply familiar with the nature, nuances, and internal differences of white people, as was every nonwhite person who had lived here a good number of years.”

			The narrator reflects that the refugees and colonized peoples throughout the world must learn how to coexist with whites, who are almost always in a position of power over them. Though the white characters in The Sympathizer often claim unearned expertise in Vietnamese culture, it is the Vietnamese “boat people” who have carefully studied white people and white culture in an effort to fit in and get by.

			“THE COMMISSAR: Now that we are the powerful, we don’t need the French or the Americans to fuck us over. We can fuck ourselves just fine.” 

			The commissar—who is really Man—has become disillusioned with the revolution. Now that the Vietnamese have achieved self-determination, they are committing the same crimes against their people that their colonizers and invaders committed—even to the point of using the CIA’s interrogation techniques to “reeducate” some of their people.

			“What do those who struggle against power do when they seize power? What does the revolutionary do when the revolution triumphs? Why do those who call for independence and freedom take away the independence and freedom of others? And is it sane or insane to believe, as so many around us apparently do, in nothing?”

			In the aftermath of his grueling interrogation, the narrator considers these universal questions. He understands that the revolution was both victorious and self-defeating; the violence and brutality of the war and the winner’s tyranny in the war’s aftermath have rendered the values for which the communists fought worthless. Though these questions remain unanswered, they are at the core of the narrator’s journey—and, on a broader level, these questions echo across history.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Viet Thanh Nguyen based The Sympathizer’s narrator partly on real-life communist spy Pham Xuan An, who was promoted to the rank of major general by the North Vietnamese for his work as a mole.

					The term “boat people,” which was in wide use during the late 1970s, refers to refugees who fled Vietnam by boat following the Vietnam War. The refugees faced pirates, starvation, and rough weather on their journeys; sometimes, they were sent back once they had landed by countries who refused to accept refugees.

					American soldiers in Vietnam called Viet Cong “Charlie” for short. The nickname comes from the abbreviation of Viet Cong to V.C., which was “Victor Charlie” in radio code, or “Charlie” for short.

					Apocalypse Now was one of the first movies Viet Thanh Nguyen remembers watching; it would later serve as the inspiration for The Hamlet, his satirical version of Hollywood’s Vietnam War movies.

					One million Vietnamese civilians died in the Vietnam War, which is known to the Vietnamese as the American War.

					After the North Vietnamese invaded Saigon in April of 1975, the city was renamed Ho Chi Minh City in honor of the Vietnamese communist revolutionary leader.

					Though many Americans remember the huge protests against the Vietnam War and the draft in America, the majority of the men who fought in Vietnam volunteered. Only 1.8 million out of the 8.7 million men in the army during the war were drafted.

					As the narrator’s mother mentions in The Sympathizer, legend has it that the people of Vietnam are the children of Lac Long Quan and Au Co, the son of a dragon and the daughter of a fairy.

					During the fall of Saigon, Viet Thanh Nguyen was 4 years old. His family—his mother, his 10-year-old brother, and his father—escaped onto a barge to the United States, where they first settled into a refugee camp.

					Viet, the author’s first name, means “the name of the people” in Vietnamese. It is a very common name in Vietnam.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Ao dai: A traditional Vietnamese women’s garment, the ao dai is a long-sleeve tunic with ankle-length panels in front and back, worn over trousers; the narrator reminisces about the white ao dai worn by Vietnamese schoolgirls.

			Dialectical materialism: The Marxist theory that political and historical events result from a series of social contradictions and their solutions; the theory also holds that social conflicts are caused by material needs. Man is a dialectical materialist from a young age.

			Lycée: The French word for secondary school; Bon, Man, and the narrator attend lycée together.

			Mata Hari: A beautiful and seductive female spy; Mata Hari is also the name of a Dutch dancer and secret agent who worked as a French and German spy before being executed by the French in 1917; when the narrator first began spying, he imagined that his communist courier would be sexy, like Mata Hari.

			Mekong River: The river separating Vietnam from Laos; the narrator and Bon are captured by the communists as they attempt to cross the Mekong.

			Montagnard: A blanket term used by French colonizer to describe any of the many Vietnamese highlander peoples, including the narrator’s Vietnamese family.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					Andrew Carnegie Medal for Excellence in Fiction winner

					Asian/Pacific American Award for Literature winner

					Center for Fiction First Novel Prize winner

					Dayton Literary Peace Prize winner

					PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction finalist

					Pulitzer Prize for Fiction winner

					Edgar Award winner

					A New York Times bestseller

					A New York Times Notable Book

					A Wall Street Journal Best Book of the Year

			

			“The Sympathizer can be read as a spy novel, a war novel, an immigrant novel, a novel of ideas, a political novel, a campus novel, a novel about the movies, and a novel, yes about other novels … a bold, artful and globally minded reimagining of the Vietnam war and its interwoven private and public legacies.” —The Guardian

			“The Sympathizer is too great a novel to feel bound to our current soul-searching about the morality of torture. And it’s even more than a thoughtful reflection about our misguided errand in Southeast Asia. Transcending these historical moments, Nguyen plumbs the loneliness of human life, the costs of fraternity and the tragic limits of our sympathy.” —The Washington Post

			“[A] dark and exciting debut novel … Black humor seeps through these pages (“Remember that the best medical treatment is a sense of relativism,” a doctor advises), as does a deepening sense of despair.” —The Wall Street Journal

			“Magisterial. A disturbing, fascinating, and darkly comic take on the fall of Saigon and its aftermath and a powerful examination of guilt and betrayal. The Sympathizer is destined to become a class.” —T. C. Boyle

			“The narrator’s voice alone is the novel’s universe, its whole self, always displaying a leaping, dangerous intelligence that makes the book nearly impossible to close.” —Bookforum.com

		

	
		
			About Viet Thanh Nguyen

			Viet Thanh Nguyen was born in Ban Me Thuot, Vietnam, in 1971. His parents were North Vietnamese Catholics. When the communists took over the North, they fled to the South; when Saigon fell, they fled the country with their two sons. Viet arrived in the United States as a four-year-old refugee in 1975. Because his family could not initially find someone to sponsor them, they were split up—Viet was sent to live with a foster family for several months until he was reunited with his family.

			The Nguyens first settled in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. In 1978, the family moved to San Jose, California, where Nguyen’s parents opened one of the first Vietnamese grocery stores in the city.

			Nguyen went on to graduate from UC Berkeley with bachelor’s degrees in English and ethnic studies and, later, a PhD in English. He then moved to Los Angeles to teach at the University of Southern California, where he is currently the Aerol Arnold Chair of English and Professor of American Studies and Ethnicity. He is the author of three nonfiction books including, Nothing Ever Dies: Vietnam and the Memory of War, which was a finalist for the 2016 National Book Award.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“Author Viet Thanh Nguyen Discusses ‘The Sympathizer’ and His Escape from Vietnam.” NPR.

			“For Viet Thanh Nguyen, Author of ‘The Sympathizer,’ a Pulitzer but No Peace.” The New York Times.

			“Pulitzer Prize-Winning Author Viet Thanh Nguyen ‘Never Stopped Being a Refugee.’” Mother Jones.

			“Talking to Pulitzer Prize-Winning Writer Viet Thanh Nguyen.” Lit Hub.

			Viet Thanh Nguyen’s Official Website. 

			“Winning the Pulitzer Changed the Value of My Book and Myself.” The Guardian.

			Books

			The 13th Valley by John M. Del Vecchio

			Dispatches by Michael Herr

			Fire in the Lake by Frances Fitzgerald

			In Pharaoh’s Army: Memories of the Lost War by Tobias Wolff

			Matterhorn: A Novel of the Vietnam War by Karl Marlantes

			Orientalism by Edward Said

			The Quiet American by Graham Greene

			We Were Soldiers Once … And Young by Lt. Gen. Harold G. Moore [Ret] and Joseph L. Galloway

			Other Books by Viet Thanh Nguyen

			Nothing Ever Dies: Vietnam and the Memory of War

			Race and Resistance: Literature and Politics in Asian America

			The Refugees
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