Introduction

This book is about the rise of anti-Catholic violence in carly nin-::t-::cnth-c-::ntury
Viernam and the pmfuund social and pulirical changcs it created in the decades
prccu_{ing French colonial rule. From the first years of the century, sweeping po-
litical reforms under the Nguyén dynasty led to profound shifts in Viernamese
sociery. One organization rharcxpcricncu.{ the full force of these changcs and in
rn Pl:l:fod a cara.lytic role in the unﬁ}lding p(}lirical turmoil pn:cu:.{ing the
French invasion in 1858 was the Missions Erranggres de Paris (MEP), a French
mission society. Oﬁcring on ly a4 VEry narrow view of these mfcrlappi ng dcvclup-
ments and their repercussions, schﬂlarship on mid-nincrccnth-ccnrury Vietnam
has gcncrall:,-‘ concentrated on mission Carholicism, both its doctrine and orga-
nization,asa dcsrabilizing force within Viernamese culture and pulirics. Indeed,
most studies focus narrowly on the years of upheaval bridging the Franco-
Spanish invasion of 1858 to 1862, analyzing local tensions acc-:}rding to the impe-
rial COnquUest and mid-ccnrur:,i East Asian gcnl:mlirics.l As a consequence,

analyses have overlooked the complex local situation thar first gave rise to wen-
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sions between Catholics and mainstream Viemamese and later evolved into bit
ter sectarian division.

Drawing mgcrhcr thedi Ecrcntcxpcricnccs of Viernamese Catholics, French
missionaries, aswell as Ngu:ff;n mandarinsar different levels of the bur{:au{racy,
this study examines Cathelicism’s role in mid-century Vietnamese sociery and
pulirics. :’Lccurding o pr{:v:tilingcunccpriuns, the anti-Catholic repression arose
toa larg-:; (_{-:,grc-:; from dc-:;p suspicions over cultural differences and Catholicism'’s
incompatibihty with “traditional” ways. Carholicism, a ﬁ)r-::ign doctrine, it has
been argm:d, conflicred with local cusroms and liﬂ:ways, and wherever it sprcad
tore at the fabric of society, _polarizil‘uﬁ,r communities and -:;mding traditional au-
thﬂrit:,-‘.1 However, such views of local social relations ignore the impetus of cul-
tural change in the shaping of perceptions and beliefs. In early Nguyén Viernam
the foundations of official antipath:f were neither PLLI’C]:,F ideo lt)gic:d nor Pﬂliti-
cal. Moreover, the efforts o (_{CSL'I'-:‘}:,." the mission presence and force Catholics o
recant were incrcasingly di sproportionate to and inconsistent with the threar
po sed IZ):,." this com munity. Indeed, co ntrary to comimon perceptions of pr-:;c-:}l-:}-
nial Viernam, Catholics did not live bc:,:-:}n(_{ the margins of sociery. For much of
the three w four decades prccodi ng colonizartion, Catholics in m any arcas of the
king(_{-:}m r-:;prcsuntu_{ a rclati\'cl:f well-assimilared community, and negotiation

’rll'l(_{ accom 1T}(‘}(.{thi{'}1‘1 W’itl’l NON-Converts wen more O &L‘,l‘l than not tl'lL‘ norm.

CONTROVERSIAL HERITAGE

Modern scholarship has approached Viernam’s Catholic herirage from different
perspectives, but undoubtedly the most controversial debates have centered on
the at times ambiguo us role of French missionaries in the diplomatic and Pﬂliti-
cal machinations that led to the French invasion of 1858. Written in Paris at the
ht:ighr of the Viernam War in the late 1960s, Cao Huy Thuin's incisive—and
controversial—d issertation, for -;:xampl-:;, focused on missionaries such as }\-'Igr.
Francois Pellerin, who \'ig{}musly lobbied the court of Nap.}l-:;on I1 from the
c:u'l:,i 1850s fora 1ni1irar:,r' intervention in Viernam to rescue local Carholics from
the ﬁcrccl:f anti-Catholic kil‘lg Ty B Similarl}-‘, writing a generation later,
Nyguyén Van Ki¢m,a Hanoi-based historian of Catholicism in Viernam from
the seventeenth to ninereenth cenruries, lambasted the lincagc of fifth-

columnist missionary agitators, all of whom he asserred had api-:;c-::mcal rolein
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d;;stabilizing the Ngu:,-‘f;n d:,-'nas ty and hclpi ng pave thew ay for the French inva-
sion. Kiém cites the renowned Bishop Pigneau de Béhaine—an MEP mission-
ary seen in some quarters as h:wing been instrumental in the establishment of
the Ngu:ff;n dynasty in 180z—as a particularl:,-‘ cunning “poliric:d conspiramr”
(maiu toan chink tri) whose machinations played a partin longer term French
ilnpaialdcsigns.’*

There is substance to the accusation that a number of late 18408 and 18505
missionarics pla:ﬂ:d a crucial role in the p-:}litical petitioning in France that led
to invasion. Bur this is not the whole sSTory. If the criticism directed ar some
missionaries has been in part warranted, the treatment of Catholics in con-
trast has been harsh and callous. For while French missionaries have been re-
viled as agents nfimpcrialism, Vietnamese Cartholics have been dcnigraru_{ as
traitors, collaborators, and French surrogates. A notable -:;xampl-:; is s Q_LE.ﬂl‘lg
Hung's unforgiving appraisal of the Catholic church’s controversial Viernam-
ese hcriragc, which passu_{ off the Nguyf:n court’s hmrilir:,r' and cpimdcs of
mass violence—such as the execution of some 4,800 Catholics in Nam Pinh
province in 1861—as a r-:,grcttablc but justiﬁod response to a moment when
the Nguyén stare faced a great “rhrear o narional sccurir:,r'.”c’ Such black-and-
white cxplanatiﬂns characterize the dominant historical view of relations be-
rween Catholics and non-Catholics. Bur far from drawing on a solid
foundarion to demonstrate thar Catholics pm;od an nvcrwhclming threar to
the kingdom’s in(_{cfx:n(_{cncc and the (_{:fnast:,-', these assertions are based largcl:f
on very limited and selective documcntar:,-' evidence.

Until the opening of the MEP private archive in the early 19905, research
on the mission’s role in ninctccnth-ccntur:,-‘ Vietnam was dcpcn(_{cnt on amere
handful of official mission sources—the publishod extracts of missionary cot-
rcsl:xmdcncc found in official mission hismriugraphy on the pcriud. The two
mission historians to whom many modern studies—Viernamese and West-
ern—owe a great debr for these extracts are Fathers Louis-Eugene Louver and
Adrien Launay. Their combined works, which include gcncral histories of en-
tire missions and biﬂgraphics of French missionaries and local martyrs, pub-
lished berween the 1880s and carl:,-‘ 19208, represent much more than simply
the official chronicle of the mission’s endeavors.® Rich in derail and insighrs
into grassroots Vietnamese life and politics, Louver’s and Launay's collecred
works subsuqucntly became the sta_pl-:; source in studies s-:;cking cither to dem-
onstrate or to counter charges of Catholics’ culpability. But viewing Viernam

thro ugh the late-nineteenth-centur y Catholic worldview, their works suffer
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from a Pcculiarl:f fundamental misrepresentation of sectarian tensions that
can -:}nl:,-' be understood IZ):,." cxplaining the social context in which thc:f WIOTE.

Born in the decades of ascendant French narionalism and raised in apcrim_{
coinciding with the first colonial incursions in Vietnam, Louvet (1838-1900)
and Launay (1853-1927) first rraveled ro Cochinchina—sourhern Viernam—
in 1863 and 1877, rcspccrivcl:,i. Their arrival in the new cnlun:,i coincided with
the first waves of mass violence that followed the invasion, and this unques-
tionably loomed larg-:: in their perceptions of Catholic and non-Catholic rela-
tons and in theirw ritings. Follow ing the establishment of the French colonial
beachhead in Cochinchina in 1862, the resertlement of Catholic r-::fug-:;cs
from elsewhere in Vietnam around Saigﬂn and the reorganization of power
relations in the region under French rule prm'idu:.{ the basis for p(}lirical dif-
ferentiation berween Carholics and non-converts, which consolidated over
fme Nt Sharp divisions. The rcligi-:}us-basu_{ violence of these decades, where
not r.ml:,«' Nguyén officials buralso the myalisr scholar gentry and peasants par-
ricipatod in the massacres of Catholics, had no pr-:;codcnt in the Pr-::c-:ﬂonial
era.” Nevertheless, Louver and Launa}-"s studies, narrated against the back-
dmp of boi ling internecine hatred, dcpicr a timeless and irrcparablc animosity
berween Catholics and “pagans.” More than any other residual impression,
this perspective ofdivision and Catholics’ social margina.lization has remained
a dominanr fearure in modern Viernamese hismriugra]:ﬂ'ly.

Postcolonial studies by Vietnamese scholars since 1954 have approached
the task t)F-:;xplaining anti-Catholicism from a very different set of polirical
sensitivities. With the exception of several notable pro-Catholic works—Dby
Fr. Phan Phat Huén in the former Republic of (South) Viernam, and Fr.
Etienne Vo Pitc Hanh, who wrote in Paris in the 1960s°—scholarship has
m'crwhclmingly taken a crirical and highly puliricizu:.{ view of local Catholics
and the mission. Initially, due ro political sensitivities, official socialist histori-
ograph}-' pmducod in _Fmstindcpcndcncc Hanoi porrra:ﬂxl Catholics as valued
members of the ncwl:,r' indcpcndcnt nation. Far from bcing 1narginalizu_{
within the new political serring, the ncwl:,-‘ Imw-::rf'ul Viernamese Workers
Party (the Communist Party after 1976) co-opted the northern Catholic com-
munity into the SocialistLeninist agcnda as part of awider drive ro neurralize
social divisions. The process of reconstruction after n-:;arl:,-‘ a decade of conflict
with the French—beginning straight after World War IT—necessitated a po-
liricall:,r' pragmatic appmach as the stare mughr to reduce the threar ofinternal
instabilit:f from m inority groups potcntiall:,-' hostile to the new regime.
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Nevertheless, Catholics faced considerable scrutiny in north Vietnam for
their _politic:d role in the recent colonial past. In his landmark chronicle of the
Frenchinvasion, ofhicial historian to the new regime Trin Van Giau cmphasizu:.{
the unity with which all sections of sociery, all r-::ligi-:}ns, and members of all eth-
nic groups, resisted the French invaders? In rewTiting Vietnam's hismr}-' in the
carly postcolonial era from a strictly Marxist and Vietnamese nationalist frame-
work, Giau and others mught to divorce the p:}rtra:,-'al of Vietnamese id-:;ntit:f
from the ambiguit:,-‘ and complicatiﬂns of rcligi-:ms affiliation. As such, the
church’s acriviries were described within astricr discourse thar narmwly focused
on its role in L'-:mtriburing to national reunification and reconstructon. In this
way the Vietnamese church’s activities could becom patiblc with the Party-smt{:’s
nari{m-building agcnda. Bur this :tpprmfal carl:,i in the indcpcndcncc era repre-
sented a truce rather than unqualiﬁod acceprance. Subs-:xlucntly, the church’s
h-:;ritagc faced highly varying, (_{-:,grccs of scrutiny and criticism acc-:}rding to
changing inrellecrual moods rcﬂccring nation bui.lding, conflict, and the post-
1975 reconstruction,

Undoubtedly the most contentious shift in perceptions of Viernam’s Catho-
lic heritage occurred with Pope John Paul IT's mass canonization in 1988 of 117
martyrs from various persecutions in Vietnam, Against the backdmp of ongo-
ing Cold War rensions, not to mention John Paul IT's support for Poland’s Soli-
darir:,r' movement, the canonizarion—one of the largcsr in Varican hismry—was
understandably interpreted by Hanoiasan openly hostile provocation. Many of
these martyrs, the first of which died as far back as the seventeenth cenrury, had
been {)fﬁcially viewed as rebels and eriminals. Father _]m;cph Marchand, for ex-
ample, was convicted by the court of Minh Mang in 1835 for his involvemenrina
secessionist rebellion in GiaDinh—maodern-day Ho Chi Minh Ciry. And while
the majority of the martyrs were Vietnamese, rwenty-one were missionaries, in-
clmiingcl-::vcn Spaniard.s and ten French. Inall, 111 of the groupwere executed or
died after 1833—in the tumultuous decades prcccding the French invasion of In-
dochina and the end of Vietnamese independence.!!

The Varican’s mass canonization sparked a wave of controversy in the Viet-
namese SCh{}larl}-‘ comimuniry. Bur more important it plac-ud the question of
Carholic hismr:,r' squarcly on the rable for historical researchers. If earlier
works pmducod b:,-' Hanoi had been wo cautious or restrained in rcgard to dis-
cord between Catholics and non-converts, after 1988 scholars wasted no time
in rccvaluaring the contriburion of Carholics o the nincrccnrh-ccntury up-
heavals. This reversal, which also occurred against the backdmp of the yreat
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uncertainties created IZ):,." the sudden L‘-:ﬂlapﬁc in 1989 of Vietnam'’s most impor-
Tant eCOnOMmic SPonsor and political ally, the Sovier Union, is made all the
more interesting for cuinciding with the rehabilitarion ar this dme of the
Nguyén dynasty in official scholarship. Where once scholars derided the dy-
nasty and its “feudal” social structures as “r-:;actionar:,-'” and as much of an
cnemy to the “masses” as French impcrialism, 2 more s:,r'mparhcric vOLCeS b{,gan
to cast the Ngu:,-‘f:n (_{:,.fl‘laﬁt}-' in a new and somewhat s:fmpathctic light, cmpha-
sizing its lt,gitimac:f and dow npla:,-‘ing the systemic failures that (_{-:}ggul its ef-
forts to deal with the French invasion.”” In effect, criticism of the church’s
nin-:;tccnth-ccntur:,-‘ lcgac:,-' dovetailed with the state’s r-:;appraisal of its (_{:,."1‘1215-
fic prulcccsmr. The conjunction between such r-::appraisa.ls reveals the signiﬁ-
cance of hisr{)ri{}graphy in the ongoing narration of Viernamese hismry and
official views on Viernamese identiry."

Pr-:;cisuly because of this tanglod web of politicizul representations a new ap-
praisal of social chang{: and cspccia.lly rcligiuus relations in (_{:,inasric Viernam is
needed. The bl-:md:,-' record of r-:;ligi-:}us violence in the nineteenth century was
not an inevitable consequence of the incomfnribility of Catholic beliefs with
local liﬁ:wa:,r's or cntircly artriburable to the intrigues of missionary fifth-
columnists. Nor can French colonial rule, as the L‘atal:,-'st for Vietnam's violent
transition to the modern era, be held S{‘}lcl:,i respons ible for igniting rcligio us wen-
s10nS. Oﬁcring a fresh inter pretation of evenrs, this book draws on the rich ar-
chive of pcrmnal miss10n corrcs;mndcncc and the Ngu:,-‘f;n (_{:fnastic chronicles

to illuminate the local dimensions of the rise of anti-Cartholicism.

THE CONTEXT OF CHANGE: THE MISSION IN
COCHINCHINA

From the c:u'l:,i 18208, two disranrly relared dcvclupmcnrs doverailed o give rise
to the surge of anti-Catholic sentiment. Under emperor Minh Mang (r. 1820
.q.o:), Hué embarked on a series of bureaueraric and social reforms dcsignu:.{ toen-
able rthguyEn o consolidare irs rule in areas of Viernam it had never gm'crnu_{
before, the northof Tonkin or Bang Ngoai, and in areas it mught O govern w ith
grcarcrdirccr control, es pccia.lly the far south in the Meko ng Deltaand the coun-
rr:,r'sidc surmunding Gia Binh, 1'110(_{{:1'1'1-:.{:{:,«' Ho Chi Minh Ciry. Cninciding

with these endeavors, the Missions Etrangtres in Viernam cnjomd an unprece-
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dented rise in supportin France and elsewhere in Eumpc on the back of increas-
ingl:f well-coordinated print and publicit:f. After decades of stagnation bmught
abour b:,r' the French Revolution and exacerbared b:,«' Napo leon's reign, the MEP’s
forrunes turned after 1813, lcading o a resurgence in its activities in the Far Easr,
especially in Viemam. Mission work there was aided by the inflow of secure
funds from Europe and an unprccu.{cnm_{ interconnectviry w ith church orga-
nizations back in France. More than any othcrdcv-:;lopmcnt -::arl:,-‘ inthe century,
this conjunction was to have a precipitous role in rcshaping Vietnamese society
and establi shing community divisions on the eve of colonial rule.

The Nguyén dynasty was the first—and last—to rule over all modern Vier-
nam-:;su-spcaking territories. Yet the correlaton berween this remarkable _p(ﬂiti-
cal achievement and the pmﬁ}und and ongoing cffects of rerritorial unification
under the Nguyén in 1802 on social and cultural identities in Viernam has only
rcc-;:ntl:,-‘ received the attention it deserves. Following on from the gr-:}un(_{br-:;ak-
ing works of Nola Cooke, Li Tana, and Choi Byung Woolk, this srud:,r' con-
centrates on Cochinchina—ﬂﬁng Trong, the southern half of Viemam, and
-:;Spcciall:f the region surmun(_{ing 1‘110(_{-::1'1‘1-(1:1:; Ho Chi Minh Ciry, known as
Gia DPinh—which included the township of Gia Pinh—or by the mid-
nineteenth century as the Six Provinces ({uc tinh), of which Saigon became the
French capital.”®

;’Lparr from sccking o capiralizc on the ﬁndings of these studies, there are
other g-:md reasons to focus on Cochinchina to cxpl-:}r-:; the rise of Ngu:,-‘f:n
anti-Cathelicism. The turmoil thar engulfed Vietnamese Catholics in the
nineteenth century unfolded in two r.wcrlapping contexts: the contestation
over rcligi-:}n and culrural di\'-:;rsity, and the process of Pﬂlitical and rerritorial
integration. And nowhere in Vietnam are the broader repercussions of these
TWO more rcadil:,i visible over the course of the century than in the dramaric
changcs that took placc in the far south. I focus on this region because it was
here thar the MEP first gained privileged access to the upper levels of the
Nguy{’:n regime in the last decades of the cightccnrh century, in what was es-
sentially a symbiotic relationship. And Cochinchina-Pang Trong was also
the first region to fall under French rule decades later in the 1860s. But far
from scclcing to set southern experiences nfp()liric:d and social chang{: apart
from the rest of the king(_{-:}m, this book also covers events in other areas of the
king(_{-:}m, notabl:f (_{Ll'.l'il‘lg the anti-Catholic campaign in the late 1830s.

Against the backdrop of Nguyén political expansion and the MEP’s rising for-
tunes, this SL'LI'.(_{:,." btgins IZJ:,." -;:xploring grassroots experiences of the consolidation
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of Nguyén rule in the reigns of its first two rulers, Gia Long (r. 1802-19) and
Minh Mang (r. 1820-40). Chapter 1 provides background on the develop-
ments within the Nguyén state and the MEP organizationin the early decades
of the cenrury. Where once Nguyén rule in Cochinchina had been character-
ized IZ):,." social and cultural Huidit:f in r-::ligi-:}us identities—a situation that
continued well into the 18108 under King Gia Long—the reign of the second
Nguyén king, Minh Mang, from 1820 bmught rapi(_{ L‘hang-:;. R-:;Sfmnding to
the dangers of regionalism, Minh Mang instigated sweeping reforms from the
1820s. By crearing new opportunitics in educarion and in opening parhs of ad-
vancement in the burcaucrac:,-‘, the d:,inasty mught to dismantle r-:;gi-:mally fo-
cused afhiliations in Socicty.lé Bur its success was far from uniform: in facr it
creared as many divisions as it mught o oblirerate. As part of these centraliz-
ing efforrs, the court adoptod an oppressive stance on r-::ligious h-::tcmdmc:,-' in
particular. For the MEP, which had -:}nl:,-' just started to recover, these develo p-
ments garhcrcd momentum at a fareful point. Not r.)nly did the 182058 see an
influx of a sizeable wave of young missionaries to the Cochinchina mission
centered in Gia DPinh, also in this period the MEP gained for the first time
sole aurhﬂriry over the local ecclesiastic hicrarchy in the southern half of the
kingdom and was able to appl:,-‘ a more rigorous indoctrination of converts
than had been p'.}ssibl-:: in earlier decades.

Under Minh Mang, the Nguyén dynasr}«' was transformed into an impcrial
power, extending Viernamese rule atits heighr in the 18308 deep into Cambo-
dian and Lao rerritory. The transformation also entailed a fundamental
changc in the way the dynasry relared o minority rcligiuus and ethnic groups
within thek ingdom. Hué mught to reorganize the kingdom’s sites of worship
and spiritual power to Str-:;ngthcn the new capital’s auth-:}rity. Dang{;musly for
the mission, the new courr also increased scrutiny of rcligiuus communities
that did not accord with Nguyén doctrinal sensibilities. As Chapt-:;r 2 shows,
the court became incr-:;asingl:,-' wary of the growing influence of the mission in
Lrassroots sociery and concerned for the challcngcs it pm;od to Hué's impcrial
vision. To curb the mission’s expansion, the court issued its first anti-Catholic
proscription edict in January 1833. However, the proscription coincided with
the rise of anti-Hué sentiment within southern society, which cxplﬂdu_{ in
May in a secessionist rebellion. The presence of an MEP m issionary, Fr.]{)scph
Marchand, in the rebellion raised the specter of mission Subtcrfugc and pro-
vided the jusriﬁcarinn fora campaign {)fpcrsccurit}n.

Chaptcr 3 examines the impact of the anti-Catholic repression in the late
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1830s. In the aftermath of Lé Van Khdi's secessionist rebellion, the court in-
tensified its efforts o dcsrmy the local church and the mission. But dcspitc the
rigorous appmach to bureaucraric reform in earlier years, and irs increased ar-
WM PLs to exert greater control at the district and \'illag-:; level, the campaign’s
results were far from successful. Resistance in \'illag{; society to the more bru-
tal aspects of the proscriprion frustrated Hué’s efforts to crack down on the
church. Duril‘lg this Pcri-:}(_{ the dcv-:;lopmcnt of a black cconomy, in which
Catholic communities avoided the harsh Pcnaltics ofthe proscription b:,-' brib-
ing local officials, gr{:arly cm'nplicarcd relations with aurhorities. Incrcasingly
frustrared by the spread of such arrangements, the court imposed grearer pen-
alties and offered ever greater rewards for the capture of missionaries and
priests. In the end, far from hcra.lding the precipitous decline of the church,
the late 18308 campaign 01‘11:,«' marginaﬂy weakened the missionary presence; at
the same time it undermined trust within the burcaucrac:,-‘ and in official rela-
tons with ¢TassTOOLs society.

These developments not only draw atrention to the porential rivalry be-
tween the Nguyén court and the MEP, which was conmli(_{ating its position
in grassroots society, rhc:,r' also reveal the changing condirions of greater inter-
connectivity between societies in Asia and Eumpc at the btginning of the
nineteenth century. By the 18408, as Chapt-:;rs 4 and 5 show, the d:,-'namics of
nincrt:cnrh-ccnrury glabalizari{m cnabled the increased presence of European
imperial powers in Southeast Asia for political and economic conquest. Ad-
vances in communications and transport had increased Public awareness in
Eumpc of socieries and culruresin the Far East, and had given rise to new con-
Hngencies in cross-cultural relations. This can be seen clcarl:f in the new possi-
bilities created b:,-' greater interaction between the French mission on the
ground in Vietnam and Catholic communities in France. The MEP’s exploi-
tation of print capitaliSm IZJ:,." 1nid-ccntur:f, o cite a prominent -:;xampl-:;, Saw
the publication and dissemination thro ugh-:}ut Euro pe of the corres Pr.mdcnc-::
of priests from missions around the world in prominent Carholic juurnals
such as the Annals qf the Propagation qffbe Faith. In effect, the MEP came to
regulate perceprions of Viernamese society and Nyguyén oppression for French
audiences in the decades before the very first French impcrial encounter, the
naval bombardment of Pa Nangin 1847."

The popularit}-' of the Annals ledtoa hugc rise in sub%riptions to the jout-
nal berween the carl:,r' 1820s and the lare 1830s, which was no doubr fueled by

the dramatic stories t)chrSccuti-:}n in placcs such as Vietnam and China. As
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Subﬁcripti-:}ns increased, funds and donations flooded into the Annals and
subs-::qucntl:f its principa.l afhliare, the MEP, which for the first time in its his-
rory was able to lavish its missions with a srca(_{y fow—rthanks o safer and
more fru_lu-:;nt Shipping to Asia—of finances for its activities. In plac-:;s like
Vietnam where religious oppression had forced the mission and Catholics un-
dcrgmund, these funds Pl:l:,-‘u_{ a major role in a.llcviaring official sanctions:
th-:;:,-' pm\'idod much needed cash to bribe officials for saﬁ:ty from the threat of
arrest, or to remove Catholics from strife and extortion. Over time, such ar-
rangements drew Cartholics, their non-convert ncighbnrs, and local officials
Nt tightcr circles of (_{-:;Ix:ndcncc. More important, thc:f created what can
01‘11}-‘ be described as a black CConomy of bribcry and extortion that pr-:widu_{
Carholics with a d{:grcc of protection bur gave rise to one of the most desrabi-
lizing d:,-'namics to affect the Ngu:,-‘f:n dynasty's p:ﬂitical cconomy. B:,." ﬁ_t-:;ling
the grcu_{ of low-level officials, mission funds undermined the foundarions of
integrity among villagc and districr officials on the pcriphcr:,i of central rule.
Aware of this d-::gra(_{ati-:}n, the court att-:;mptod bur ultimatcly failed to sanc-
ton corruption. In the end, as a consequence, frustration ar the inconsistent
trearment of Catholics—and more gcncrall:,i the dererioration of uniform
acti-:m—thmughﬂut the burcaucrac:,-‘ hcightcnul the panic of senior officials
when the dynasty faced its greatest crises in the 18505, makingcxm:lm action
the nnly attractive option.

Apart from cxplﬂring themes Spcciﬁc to mi(_{-c-:;ntur:,-' Vietnam, this book
also seeks to contribute new un(_{crstanding to the backgmund of inter-
religious hostility in nineteenth-century Asia. The situation in Nguyén Vier-
nam represents just one cxampl-:; of wider transitions elsewhere in the region
where pcriphcral communities such as Catholics became central to the atten-
tons of mulriplc pulirical centers and a barrltgmund for the imposition of
competing i(_{-::t)l-:}gical visions. Pulled in different directions, b:,-' the Catholic
church in France and the Nguyén stare in Hué, Viernamese Carholics were
forced to renegotiate and reinterpret their position, both in local social set-
tngs and in relation to the state and official authorities. In the process, new
patterns in community behavior cmcrg-::d, local notions of the dualit:,-‘ of reli-
gious afhliarion and p(}lirical lnyalry within sociery shifred irrcvncably, and
the means IZ):,." which pc-:}_pl-:; and communities asserted their id-:;ntit:,-‘ acquiru_{
new forms of expression. In brief, the historicization -:}fr-:;ligious violence and
social changc is crucial for a more nuanced perspective on the dramaric shifts

in the r-:;gi-:}n's political and social identities.
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SOURCES

While official perspectives from the court can rell us much abour imperial arri-
tudes and shifts within official circles, such insights must be complcmcntul IZ):,."
mnsidcring, as R:Llph Smith noted on mid-nincrccnrh-cmrury Vietnamese d:,r'-
nastic p(ﬂitics, the realities of “the r-::lati-:}nship between government and soci-
-::t:,-'.”ls D-:;Spitc the hcav:f hand of central rule as the chief protagonist in
state-societry relations, villagc sr.)cicr:,i’s resistance to the implcmcntari{m of ofh-
cial polici-::s demands arrention. In short, in Stu(_{:fing carl:,-‘ Nguyén Viernam we
need to be attuned w “the _politic:d and social realities of the Pcri-:}(_{ rather than
of the Confucian ideal.™ For no marter how rigorously Hué sought to extend its
reach below canton level into the villag-:;, local interests and needs more often
than not Pr-::vailul. The L'-:}mpliancc of low-level officials with local power-
holders and community clders was an cnduring fearure of ¢Tassroots sociery.
However near or far from Hué, individual officials, as we will see, continued to
act afrer calculating a balance berween pcrmnal interests, official rcspﬂnsibili-
ties, and the desire to promote local social harm{my. Irisin lighr of this rension
between state views and local lif-:;wa:fs thatI -;:xpl-:}r-:: the rise of Ngu:ﬂ::n h-:}stility
to Catholicism.

This srudy draws on the experiences of those dirccrly involved in the era’s
broad shifts, Catholics and non-converts, missionaries and mandarins. And
to tell their stories T draw on two principa.l sources: the pcrmnal cotrespon-
dence of French missionaries based in Cochinchina and modern Viernamese
translations of several of the Nguyén d:,-'nastic chronicles. Each of these offers
its own invaluable insights 1nto chang-:: in the nineteenth century, and like-
wise cach suffers from parricular prcjudiccs that can hinder our undersrand-
ing of events. The Nguyén (_{:fnast:,-' Veritable Recovels, which T use cxt-:;nsiv-:;ly
in this Stud:,-‘, for the 18308 Minh Mang era, for -;:xamplc, Were not publishod
unril 1866 —two decades after the evenrs rhc:,«' record, and nnly four shorr years
after the 1862 Treary of Saigon, which ceded three Viernamese provinces to
French rule. On the other hand, missionary (_{cpictions of events, alth-:}ugh
CONLEMpPOraneous, are often imbued with European prcjudiccs and are some-
times distorted IZJ:,." a zealous Catholic worldview.

Moreover, the culrural contextin whicha Nguy-:'_:n official dicrared amemo-
rial to the throne and an MEP priest drafted a private letter to a friend or fam-
il:,-' member in France derived from two very different worldviews. Indeed, itis

hard to imagine two more dissimilar mental universes than those inhabired IZ):,."
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missionaries and mandarins in the mid-nineteenth century. Bur perspectives do
not necessarilyalter facts, orat least undo experiences of events. And many events,
such as the issuc of proscriprion edicrs, arrests, and interactions berween mission-
aries and officials, as well as execurions described b:,-' missionaries in their lerrers to
France, are also rcportud, often in detail, in the Nguyén chronicles. Despire the
obvious idx:nlugical differences thar would have informed a mandarin or a mis-
sionary in his dcsuription of an event, there is nonetheless some L‘-:)mpatibﬂit}-‘ be-
tween these sources tharallows ampleevidence for corroboration.

Like most historians of Vietnam lr.mking at this pcriud, I am in the firstin-
stance dcpcn(_{-:;nt on the official chronicles of the Ngu:ﬂ::n d:,-'nast:,-', many of
which have been translated from classical Chinese into modern Vietnamese—
gudc ngi—since the 1960s. In particular, I draw on the Nguyén Veritable Rec-
ovels (Bai Nam Thuc Luc) and the Nyguyén selecred biographies (Dai Nam Lit
Tmr}f.fn:l of prominent officials, members of the 1'-:‘}:,."5_1 famil:,-‘, and other notables
deemed pertinent to the course of the dynasty’s history. Such works have been
used with great success in several important studies, most notabl:,-' Alexander
Woaodside’s groundbreaking analysis of the Nguyén bureaucracy and Philippe
Langler’s exhaustive study of Nguyén elite culrure and stare historiography.®
But undﬂubtu_{ly the most important source for my work is the volumes of pri-
vate, unpublishu_{ corr-::s;mndcncc in the archive of the Missions Etrang&rcs in
Paris. As this archive was {mly {)pcncd for public research rccmrl:,r', around fif-
teen years ago, itisa great Pri\’ikg{; to have had the opportunity to cxpl-:}rc 1ts ma-
terials and pmvi(_{-:; a new interpretation of the events in which missionaries and
Carholics were involved. For a lnng time, {mly pLd::lishu_{ and edired versions of
this corres _and;;ncc had been available to non-mission researchers. It is there-
fore one aim of this book to utilize these rarcl:,-‘ used materials in a manner that
will shed new lighr onthe pcrsuna.lirics and ex periences of their authors.

The MEP archive is not solely composed of mission correspondence. In the
dense volumes, and indeed within the narratives of letters, are numerous extracts
and quotes of Viernamese Catholics, PriICsts, NON-CONVErts, and Nguyén authori-
tes. In most cases these have been rendered in French, bur sometimes extracts ap-
pear in vernacular Vietnamese. These offer f'asdnaring insights INTO eNCOUnters
berween missionaries, priests, and mandarins, such as the intriguing {:xchangc in
1844 berween Mgr. Dominique Léfébvre and the prominent southern governor
and general Nguyén Tri Phuongon Cathelic healing and medicine. The inevita-
ble question arises, however, of whether we can rcl:,i onthe memory and inregriry
of the missionary authors in their reporting of others’ experiences and dialogu-:;s.
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L artempt ar every opportunity to corroborate events, conversations, and the sen-
tments of communities with other available evidence. It is, nevertheless, illumi-
nating to read these reconds against the grain for whar rhc:,i can reveal to us of
shifting mission attitudes, We are also spared the danger of overreliance on mis-
sionary narratives IZ):,." the abundance in the archive of French translations of im-
portant Ngu:,i{':n court documenrs; these include extant versions of proscription
edictsand internal 1{5511 papers and judgmcnts issued against Catholics in certain
infamous cases. More than the official chronicles, these records offer crucial in-
sighrs into bureaucraric wnrkings and arrirudes from the pcrind.

Finaﬂ}-‘, in Sc-:;king o link perceptions of events using French and Viernamese
sources, contrasting experiences {}fchang{:, and -;:xploring the unique percep-
tions of missionaries and mandarins, this srud:,r' seeks to broaden the use of com-
IZJil‘lil‘lg indigcnous and “furcign” perspectives in the reconstructing of the
Vietnamese past. Despire their vastl:,-' different social and rcligious sensibilities,
mandarins and missionaries had much more in commeon than is immu.{iarcly
obvious. ﬂ‘lmughout the years of anti-Catholic hosrilit:,-', we see time and again
officials acting to maintain onder between Catholics and non-converts in their
bailiwicks and, pcrhaps out {)fcﬂmpaﬁﬁiﬂn, scclcing to limir the impact of some
of the harshest measures of the proscription. Of course, many mandarins were
unswerving in their oppression of the rcligion. But the m'crwhclming experi-
ence 1s {)fsrabiliry and respect for human life. Similarly, missionaries n:gularly,
where feasible, mught o open and maintain channels of communication with
officials. Dcspitc 1-:}athing the actons -:}fparticularly hostle mandarins, most
missionaries tried to creare the means for negotiation to ensure a modicum of
safery from threar for congregations.

Above all, the most insightful aspect OFI‘DiSSi{‘}Har:ﬁ and official experiences is
the p(m:nria.l rhc:,«' hold for illuminaring the circularion and integration of “for-
-::ign” culture within the local social landScap::. After li\'ing for years and some-
nmesdecades in Vietnam, missionaries became as much a part-:}f the local world
as their ncighburs and confreres. Their insighrs intolocal lifew ays pmvidc anim-
portant prism thmugh which we might better understand the local world and
-:;Spcciall:f the dramartic chang-:;s ushered in b:,-' French colonial rule.



