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n the first page of Viet
Thanh Nguyen’s Pulitzer
Prize-winning novel The
Sympathizer, you are introduced to a very candid,
very eloquent, very literary
spy. And – despite being
automatically on guard in
the presence of a person who is an informer,
a turncoat, a lily-livered blabberer – you
are instantly beguiled.
At least I was. Was it the reference to
Eliot in paragraph 2: “April, the cruelest
month”, the reference to Nikolay
Chernyshevsky on page 3? Was it, as I
went along, Walt Whitman on page 91,
Graham Greene’s Quiet American on
page 97, the Brothers Karamazov on page
202 (accompanied by the delicious remark:
“Weapons I professionally admired,
but vodka and novels I loved”)? Was it
the unmistakable, unspoken shadow of
Conrad?
The answer is both yes, and no. The
literary delight of feeling like an insider
who gets the jokes was more than a
personal kick: it was related to Nguyen’s
larger concern with representation, be it
in literature or in cinema. The question
he asks, repeatedly, at various stages of
the novel is: Who owns the means of
representation? Emerging from a rather
harrowing and also oddly-handicapped
stint as the Vietnamese ‘expert’ during
the shooting of a Hollywood blockbuster
on Vietnam (what else could that be
but Apocalypse Now) our Sympathizer
spends the entire flight back ‘home’ to
America “brooding over the problem of
representation. Not to own the means
of production can lead to a premature
death, but not to own the means of
representation is also a kind of death. For
if we are represented by others, might
they not, one day, hose our deaths off
memory’s laminated floor?”
This book is Nguyen’s way of owning
his own representation, even as the hyphen
in its Vietnamese-American formation
can sometimes swing from clarity to
caricature; even as his protagonist wonders
whether he or his confessor is the true
owner of the story. When the Sympathizer
finally watches the film he has consulted
on, and finds his name entirely missing
from the copious credits where even the
elephants have been acknowledged, he
feels a “murderous rage”. The Auteur
has obliterated him completely. For a
mole as successful, as efficient, as bland
and obedient as he has always been – the
General, with whom the narrator leaves
for America hours before the fall of
Saigon, doesn’t suspect for a moment that
his right-hand man is a communist spy
sending regular reports to his handler and
fellow communist, his friend-philosopherguide Man – this is an epic failure: he has
“failed at the one task both Man and the
General could agree on, the subversion of
the Movie and all it represented, namely
our misrepresentation.”
He had believed himself to be “not
only a technical consultant on an artistic
project, but an infiltrator into a work of
propaganda” planted on the sets to play
the small but essential role of destabilising
“Hollywood’s function as the launcher
of the intercontinental ballistic missile
of Americanization”. He had been only
too aware that the Movie is merely “the
local anaesthetic applied to the American
mind” in which the wholesale killing of
‘authentically’ outfitted Vietnamese extras
was “either a reenactment of what had
happened to us natives or a dress rehearsal
for the next episode”. In a hilarious scene
where he arrives at the Auteur’s Hollywood
Hills home to have a script meeting, he
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“best kind of truth, the one that meant
at least two things”. It should seem
laughable that this man bristles at the
idea of false representation. But it isn’t
laughable because there is no hedging in
the author’s presentation of his fictional
character’s moral universe. There are
many cynical characters and moments,
and a wealth of devastatingly cutting
lines in the book; the fictional character’s
complicity is accompanied by the author’s
critique of the hypocrisies of small
people with large appetites for power.
As a Vietnamese-American, Nguyen
straddles and seesaws between empathy
(with the Vietnamese) and indictment
(of the American).“Nothing,” he writes,
“was more American than wielding a
gun and committing oneself to die for

acutely feels his “foreignness” in the way
Violet, the personal assistant, regards
him, and this “misrecognition” – he is
after all a “card-carrying American with a
driver’s license, a Social Security card and
a resident alien permit” – wounds him
deeply. The flawlessness of his English
doesn’t matter, all Violet sees is the
yellowness of his skin, the narrowness of
his eyes. Or rather, she sees right though
him, or maybe even sees someone else:
“her retinas burned with the images of
all the castrati dreamed up by Hollywood
to steal the place of real Asian men.”
Fu Manchu, Charlie Chan, Hop Sing,
Number One Son, and “the bucktoothed,
bespectacled Jap not so much played as
mocked by Mickey Rooney in Breakfast
at Tiffany’s”.
●

The question Nguyen, who is a Vietnamese-American,
asks, repeatedly, at various stages of the novel is:
Who owns the means of representation? Emerging
from a rather harrowing stint as the Vietnamese
‘expert’ during the shooting of a Hollywood
blockbuster on Vietnam our Sympathizer spends the
entire flight back ‘home’ to America “brooding over
the problem of representation. Not to own the means
of production can lead to a premature death, but
not to own the means of representation is also a kind
of death. For if we are represented by others, might
they not, one day, hose our deaths off memory’s
laminated floor?”
●
freedom and independence, unless it was
wielding that gun to take away someone
else’s freedom and independence.” What
was country music if not the perfect
accompaniment to a lynch-mob, set to
the “humble beat of the red-blooded,
bloodthirsty
American
heartland”?
And what was this superpower’s “most
unique architectural contribution to the
world”? Hold your breath: a parking lot.
In a world of hilarious contradictions, the
only thing worth fighting for, Nguyen
seems to say, is the moral right to own
one’s own story, however bruised, biased
and bathetic it might be.
Enough has already been written about
this novel since its publication in 2015 for
most readers to know that this is a war
novel, a Vietnam War novel – “the first
war where the losers would write history
instead of the victors” – and that it charms
and chills in equal measure. I won’t hold
forth on the plot, the action (of which
there’s plenty!), the double-crossing, the

The Auteur’s blistering aggression at
the suggestion that he hasn’t got the details
right leads to a rupture. The Sympathizer
says that since none of his people actually
has a speaking part – all they do is scream
– he could “at least get the screams right”!
“Screams are universal,” says the Auteur.
“Screams are not universal,” says the
Sympathizer and demonstrates, rather
vividly. “One must listen … carefully to
understand that while pain is universal,
it is also utterly private. We cannot know
whether our pain is like anybody else’s
pain until we talk about it. Once we do
that, we speak and think in ways cultural
and individual.” The scene, in entirety, is
comical. But the point it makes is crucial:
how not to allow pain to be flattened,
homogenised and appropriated by
dominant forces of production; how not
to be mis-recognised.
The Sympathizer himself is “misrecognized”, living as he does a double
life, coolly asserting that a lie is really the
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heartbreaks, the cold-blooded acts, the
white-hot speed with which the narrative
unfolds, nor expound on the characters,
and the denouement. What I will do is
urge even those who may have read it
once to read it again, critically. To pause
and consider the questions Nguyen raises,
and ask some of their own. Which slogan
is the “empty suit”, which the rousing
call to revolution? Can revolution ever
be innocent? What do we understand by
innocence, by obscenity? Who is speaking,
who is being spoken for? Why is the key
word that apparently unlocks the enigma
of this novel: nothing?
In a 2012 post on DiaCRITICS, the
blog of the Diasporic Vietnamese Artists
Network, DVAN, edited by Viet Thanh
Nguyen, he writes about the uses of rage.
About how it’s okay for a white American
to be angry, and express that anger, but
not so okay for a hyphenated minority
American: “Americans and French
generally don’t like angry Vietnamese
or Southeast Asians, and westerners
don’t like angry Asians. That’s why it’s
easier to be a writer or an artist of an
Asian background who isn’t angry, on
the surface.” Confusion, self-hatred,
melancholy, comedy, hope, romance are
all acceptable. “But anger? Absolutely
not, with one very big exception. If
you are angry at other Asians, namely
your parents, your family, your abusive
husband, your ungrateful children, or
your old world country, that’s cool. We
can sell that. Anger at non-Asians – oh,
let’s be honest and say anger at whites –
not so much.”
The Sympathizer is, on the surface, a
model of non-anger, a tale suffused by all
the acceptable emotions. Is that the reason
for its worldwide success, its palatability?
Its wry, ironic, hilarious satire — words
that leap off the book jacket? The novel
suffers, at times, from both the things
it disdains: cliché and stereotype; the
action often seems filmi. And, as Subarno
Chattarji, a specialist in VietnameseAmerican literature, points out:
The fictional resolution of ideological
conflict offers a fairly standard, mainstream white American idea that the
Vietnamese revolution was an exercise
in violence and barbarity with no future.
The revolution was violent, barbaric,
and a failure in many ways, but despite
all the critiques that The Sympathizer
offers of the US it falls back into an
‘us-and-them’ framework dominant
within the US. There is no possibility
of considering what the revolution and
independence meant for Vietnamese,
what the war and its struggles created
within Vietnam (other than horror and
reeducation camps such as universal
health care, education for all), and why
ultimately it failed. In other words, like
mainstream American representations
of the war I think Nguyen’s novel too
is a somewhat solipsistic one which is
sad because his biculturality gives him
insights that a white writer may not
have.
Enthralled by the story, one risks
losing sight of history, the horror that lies
beyond its page-turning momentum and
its fluid narration. All the funny, straighttalking, gut-wrenching emotion enacted
through the Sympathizer’s confession
cannot hide its heart of darkness. All I
can say without spoiling it for the reader
is that the most disturbing thing about it
was not the casual brutality on both sides
but the narratorial shift at the end — the
taking away of the ‘I’, the splintering of
the consciousness that had for so long,
and so successfully compelled us by the
sheer force and coherence of its being. n
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lleke Boehmer’s The Shouting in the Dark is haunted
by the ghost of Kurtz
from Joseph Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness. This
is not at all obvious in
Boehmer’s novel and yet it
is obviously not accidental
either, as the title of the novel suggests.
Or as the author’s CV suggests too:
Boehmer is from South Africa and is
now Professor of Literature at Oxford
University, UK; her latest study was
Indian Arrivals: Networks of British
Empire. However, Elleke Boehmer has
also published five acclaimed novels,
Screens Against the Sky (1990); An
Immaculate Figure (1993), Bloodlines
(2000), Nile Baby (2008), and now
The Shouting in the Dark, as well as a
number of short stories in journals,
magazines, and anthologies. Inevitably,
her scholarship remains part of her
creative writing, but it does so in subtle
and often indirect ways.
Ostensibly, The Shouting in the Dark
is a bildungsroman: it tells us the story
of Ella, daughter of Dutch parents,
growing up in apartheid South Africa.
Ella’s story is presented to the reader
within the frame of her discovery, as
an adult, now living in the Netherlands
and involved in anti-apartheid activities, that her father, Har, had not
registered her birth in the Dutch ‘folk
register’. In other words, there is no
official evidence in the Netherlands,
that Ella is her father’s daughter —
and the patriarchal logic of citizenship
makes her motherhood irrelevant.
This strange – and Ella is convinced
conscious, if not consciously mean –
omission means that Ella is not entitled
to Dutch citizenship, and has to face
the possibility of being repatriated to
South Africa.
From here, we are moved back
to Ella’s childhood and adolescence
in South Africa, a place of layers of
repressed past and bottled violence,
which evokes the earlier novels of
JM Coetzee. It is a past dominated by
a storm-prone house, with a veranda
that gives a fantastic ‘African’ view
outside: “[…] on the high rim of the
African shield, on the shoulder of land
that the great continent at its southeastern edge hefts up from the deepblue Indian Ocean.” Inside, there is a
large portrait. The portrait is that of
Ella’s aunt, her mother’s dead sister,
after whom Ella has been named, and
whose eyes seem to follow Ella around
the room.
Outside, on the veranda, with a
bottle of Old Brown Sherry, Har,
the father, rages in the evenings. A
spectacled book-keeper, he had fought
in the Second World War, and is
sometimes joined by his friends from
the time, who sit there on the veranda,
enjoying its view of Africa, reminiscing
about the exploits of their war vessel,
the Tjerk Hiddes. The father – the
narrative refers to both the parents
far more often as ‘the father’ and ‘the
mother’ than by their names, which
powerfully suggests Ella’s growing
alienation from both – is the storyteller
of his group:
The father breaks the seal on a
fourth bottle of Old Brown Sherry.
The men raise their heads, hold out
their glasses. Ella’s cheek has grown
cold against the window. She takes
her head away from the glass, uses
the hem of the curtain to prop her
other cheek, a vertical pillow. The
father’s chin goes up. She sees he’s
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unforgettable.” However, like Kurtz’s
much-vaunted genius in Conrad’s
novel, there is no real evidence of Aunt
Ella being ‘remarkable’, except in the
memories of her sister, who had grown
up in her shadow, and of Har, who had
married her first and holds her largerthan-life memory against the present,
especially his daughter and wife.
As Ella discovers, it is only when
Aunt Ella died of cancer that Har
married her timid younger sister.
Unlike Aunt Ella, who had taken to
Africa, though probably (like Har)

gathering himself for a second wind.
Even with more than one listener
present, she notices, yawning, he
talks over their heads, still addresses
his invisible audience arrayed in the
dark lawn.
But sometimes, when no war-friend
is visiting, the father sits alone on the
veranda, drinking and shouting in the
dark. His audience is the darkness in
the lawn. Like Marlow and Kurtz in
Conrad’s book, he is above all a ‘voice’.
With his insistence on dressing properly,
and his preference for English, and
his stories and strong, loud opinions,
Har is Kurtz, if Kurtz had married
and fathered a daughter. He is Kurtz
mellowed down, and a covert part of
Ella’s story is about whether this has
made him the worse man or the better.
Or he is the smaller Kurtz: his
neuroses and violence are all smaller
than those of Kurtz; there are no skulls
around his storm-prone house. He is
perhaps just as bitter and disappointed
as Kurtz towards the end, but he is
never hopeless: despite his incipient
racism (“In this country it isn’t for
blacks to aim high. That’s the country’s
strength. It’s for the white to aim
high,” he declares), Har will never
write those words, ‘Exterminate all the
Brutes!’ Perhaps that is the reason why,
when handed a copy of Conrad’s Heart
of Darkness, Har is not interested in
reading it.
But there is another Kurtz in
Boehmer’s novel, and just as carefully
camouflaged and altered: Aunt Ella
whose intricate, beautiful portrait
looks down at all the three ordinary
and estranged members of the family.
As the mother puts it about her
sister: “Oh, she was remarkable, Ella,
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also without even dreaming to question
its white privileges, her younger sister,
Ella’s mother, is haunted by nostalgia
for the Netherlands and goes back
‘home’ once every two years as long
as she can afford to do so. The father
never accompanies her and Ella to the
Netherlands.
Despite his racism and his belief
that the world exists to be the white
man’s oyster, Ella’s father, like Kurtz,
has no wish to leave Africa. Feeling
betrayed by his family, his wife’s family,
the Netherlands, Europe, civilisation,
he vents his frustrations on a rigid
and imaginatively limited wife, and a
daughter who is teaching her heart to
grow smaller and harder. And yet – Ella,
the daughter, realises this in the final
pages – his great legacy is that he sees
Ella as belonging to Africa, something
he tries and partly fails to do himself.
The father’s white supremacist
Africa is very different from the
daughter’s anti-apartheid Africa, and
yet, unlike the mother, both have – like
Kurtz – decided to be ‘African’ as they
understand that term. That, Boehmer
suggests towards the end of the novel,
might have been the reason – and not
just his anger and meanness, which
could be considerable too – that had
prevented Ella’s father from registering
her birth in the folk register of the
Netherlands.
The father, like Kurtz, crawls off
to die in Africa — in a hospital bed,
but nevertheless. The daughter, years
later, after her mother’s death, in the
Netherlands, realises that she has
chosen to live with Africa. A haunting
evocation of a childhood, this novel is
also a confirmation of an identity that
cannot be reduced to words. What can
Ella be but South African? Though her
notion of that contextualised identity is
inevitably different – perhaps even poles
apart – from her father Har’s notion.
Har’s voice rages through this novel,
browbeating his wife and daughter, but
as was the case with Kurtz and Marlow
in Conrad’s great novella, what it finally
reveals is the necessity and limitations of
words. Except that in Boehmer’s novel,
what is brought back from Africa is not
a lie made of hollow words. Instead,
it is an experience — charged, brutal,
contradictory, and yet containing within
itself the possibilities of truth.
n

