
 
 

 

The Sympathizer 

(Questions) 

1. What is the significance of the title, The Sympathizer? 

2. How does the protagonist’s mixed parentage, his “outsiderness,” anticipate his 

dual nature and divided loyalties? 

3. The novel takes the form of a long confession written by the narrator in prison. 

How effective is this approach? What quandaries does it raise regarding truth and 

coercion? 

4. The narrator is a spy, a secret agent. Is The Sympathizer an espionage thriller? 

Or is Nguyen playing with the conventions of a thriller? 

5. What impact did American culture have on the Vietnamese refugees as they 

sought to assimilate in their adopted homeland? 

6. When Vietnamese refugees returned home, how do think they were viewed by 

those who never left? 

7. Do you think that younger readers will experience a different impact from this 

novel than readers who grew up in the Vietnam era? 

8. What does the narrator mean when he tells us, "I am a man of two minds"? 

How does this statement reverberate throughout the book? 

9. Comparisons of this work have been made to Joseph Heller's Catch-22, an 

absurdist take on World War II. Nguyen includes similar satire in The Sympathizer. 

One such example is this statement: 

It was a smashingly successful cease-fire, for in the last 

two years only 150,000 soldiers had died. Imagine how 

many would have died without a truce! 



 
 

 

Can you find other examples where the author employs similar satiric wit? What 

affect does such a stylistic device have on your reading? Does the black humor 

lessen the horror of the war, or draw more attention to it? 

10. Talk about the conclusion of the book, which many describe as shattering. 

Was it so for you? How has the narrator been changed by his experiences? What 

has he come to learn about himself, his culpability, his identify, the war, America 

and Vietnam? 

 

11. The narrator says that the war in Vietnam "was the first war where the losers 

would write history instead of the victors." What does he mean by that? What do 

you know (or remember) about the war—and how did you come to know it? How 

does point of view, who does the telling, alter one's understanding of history? 
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The Sympathizer 

(About the Author) 

Author Bio 

• Birth—March 13, 1971 

• Where—Buon Me Thuot, Vietnam 

• Raised—Harrisburg, Pennsylvania; San Jose, California, USA 

• Education—B.A., Ph.D., University of California, Berkeley 

• Awards—Pulitzer Prize; Edgar Award 

• Currently—lives in Los Angeles, California 

 

 

Viet Than Nguyen (Pronounced "when" with a slight "ng" at the onset.) was born 

in Buon Me Thuot, Vietnam. He came to the United States as a refugee in 1975 

with his family and was initially settled in Fort Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania, one 

of four such camps for Vietnamese refugees. From there, he moved to Harrisburg, 

Pennsylvania, where he lived until 1978. 

 

Seeking better economic opportunities, his parents moved to San Jose, California, 

and opened one of the first Vietnamese grocery stores in the city. In the late 

1970s and early 1980s, San Jose had not yet been transformed by the Silicon 

Valley economy, and was in many ways a rough place to live, at least in the 

downtown area where Viet’s parents worked. He commemorates this time in his 

short story “The War Years” (TriQuarterly 135/136, 2009). 

 

Education and teaching 

Viet attended St. Patrick School and Bellarmine College Preparatory in San Jose. 

After high school, he briefly attended UC Riverside and UCLA before settling on 

UC Berkeley, where he graduated with degrees in English and ethnic studies. He 

stayed at Berkeley, earning his Ph.D. in English. 

 

After getting his degree, Viet moved to Los Angeles for a teaching position at the 

University of Southern California, and has been there ever since. 

 



 
 

 

Writing 

Viet's short fiction has been published in Manoa, Best New American Voices 2007, 

A Stranger Among Us: Stories of Cross-Cultural Collision and Connection, Narrative 

Magazine, TriQuarterly,  Chicago Tribune, and Gulf Coast, where his story won the 

2007 Fiction Prize. 

 

He has written a collection of short stories and an academic book called Nothing 

Ever Dies: Vietnam and the Memory of War, which is the critical bookend to a 

creative project whose fictional bookend is The Sympathizer (2015). Nothing Ever 

Dies examines how the so-called Vietnam War has been remembered by many 

countries and people, from the US to Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, and South Korea, 

across literature, film, art, museums, memorials, and monuments.  

 

Name 

People not familiar with Vietnamese culture sometimes have a hard time 

pronouncing Viet's surname. The Anglicization of Nguyen leads to further issues. 

Is it pronounced Noo-yen? Or Win? It’s never pronounced Ne-goo-yen. The Win 

version is closer to the Vietnamese and seems to be the favored choice for 

Vietnamese Americans. 
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The Sympathizer 

(Reviews) 

The great achievement of The Sympathizer is that it gives the Vietnamese a voice 

and demands that we pay attention. Until now, it's been largely a one-sided 

conversation—or at least that's how it seems in American popular 

culture…[where] we've heard about the Vietnam War mostly from the point of  

view of American soldiers, American politicians and American journalists. We've 

never had a story quite like this one before…[Nguyen] has a great deal to say and 

a knowing, playful, deeply intelligent voice. His novel is a spy thriller, a 

philosophical exploration, a coming-of-age tale, the story of what it's like to be an 

immigrant, to be part-Asian, to be the illegitimate child of a forbidden liaison. It's 

about being forced to hide yourself under so many layers that you're not sure 

who you are…There are so many passages to admire. Mr. Nguyen is a master of 

the telling ironic phrase and the biting detail, and the book pulses with Catch-22-

style absurdities…[Nguyen] undercuts horror with humor and then swings it back 

around. 

Sarah Lyall - New York Times 

 

 

[R]emarkable…Nguyen…brings a distinct perspective to the war and its aftermath. 

His book fills a void in the literature, giving voice to the previously voiceless while 

it compels the rest of us to look at the events of 40 years ago in a new light. But 

this tragicomic novel reaches beyond its historical context to illuminate more 

universal themes: the eternal misconceptions and misunderstandings between 

East and West, and the moral dilemma faced by people forced to choose not 

between right and wrong, but right and right. The nameless protagonist-narrator, 

a memorable character despite his anonymity, is an Americanized Vietnamese 

with a divided heart and mind. Nguyen's skill in portraying this sort of ambivalent 

personality compares favorably with masters like Conrad, Greene and le Carré. 

Philip Caputo - New York Times Book Review 

 

 



 
 

 

Nguyen’s cross-grained protagonist exposes the hidden costs in both countries of 

America’s tragic Asian misadventure. Nguyen’s probing literary art illuminates 

how Americans failed in their political and military attempt to remake Vietnam—

but then succeeded spectacularly in shrouding their failure in Hollywood 

distortions. Compelling—and profoundly unsettling. 

Booklist 

 

 

A closely written novel of after-the-war Vietnam, when all that was solid melted 

into air. As Graham Greene and Robert Stone have taught us, on the streets of 

Saigon, nothing is as it seems.... Both chilling and funny, and a worthy addition to 

the library of first-rate novels about the Vietnam War. 

Kirkus Reviews 
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The Sympathizer 

(Enhancement) 

Growing up in California, where his parents had fled from war-torn Vietnam in 

1975, Viet Thanh Nguyen absorbed themes and images from popular culture that 

he went on to challenge as a writer. Movies such as Rambo, Platoon, and 

Apocalypse Now, he explained in an All Things Considered interview on National 

Public Radio, traumatized him as a youth: as an American, he could identify with 

Hollywood soldier-heroes, but he also identified with the Vietnamese who were 

being killed. Nguyen became avid student of the history of the Vietnam war since 

about age twelve, and much of his work as an academic and a fiction writer 

explores issues of war and memory, multiculturalism, diaspora culture, critical 

analyses of the Vietnam war. 

Nguyen's first novel, The Sympathizer, earned the author comparisons to writers 

such as Joseph Conrad, John le Carré and Graham Greene. The book tells the story 

of an unnamed protagonist and narrator, the son of a French priest and a 

Vietnamese mother, who becomes embroiled in the dark politics of the Vietnam 

war. He describes himself, as the novel begins, as "a spy, a sleeper, a spook, a 

man of two faces," never to be entirely trusted. The character, known as the 

Captain, serves as a top aide to a brusque South Vietnamese army general who 

escapes Saigon in the American airlift in 1975. But the Captain is also spying for 

the other side, and after following the general to the United States, he is charged 

with keeping tabs on the restive exile community there that is plotting with the 

general to launch a counter rebellion against the North Vietnamese. The Captain 

has begun his involvement with good intentions; as the book's title indicates, he is 

a man who can see others' viewpoints and can sympathize with their goals. But 

out of self-preservation, he ends up incriminating comrades, eventually realizing 

that in betraying others he has betrayed his own values and rendered them 

meaningless. 

"I wanted to write a novel that was going to be a direct confrontation with 

politics, history, the war and also I wanted to write a novel that would be 

entertaining," Nguyen told Rumpus Web site interviewer Alex Dueben. "I figured 

a spy would allow me to do all those kinds of things." Indeed, many reviewers 



 
 

 

noted the book's humor as well as its dark and troubling themes. A writer for 

Kirkus Reviews, for example, found the novel "both chilling and funny"; Library 

Journal reviewer Reba Leiding similarly described The Sympathizer as a 

"breathtakingly cynical" book that has "its hilarious moments." Writing in the Los 

Angeles Times, Jessica Gelt commented that the book "reads as part literary 

historical fiction, part espionage thriller and part satire." 

Categorizing the novel as a "tragicomic" work, New York Times Book Review 

contributor Philip Caputo observed that The Sympathizer "reaches beyond its 

historical context to illuminate more universal themes: the eternal 

misconceptions and misunderstandings between East and West, and the moral 

dilemma faced by people forced to choose not between right and wrong, but 

right and right." The book "deals with some horrible things and I wanted to show 

those things in as unvarnished a way as I could, without giving the reader the 

benefit of sentimentality or editorial comments on the immorality on what the 

reader has been witnessing," said Nguyen in the Rumpus Web site interview. The 

Sympathizer is "certainly a novel about the Vietnam War, but I always intended it 

as a novel about power, abuse, authority, and how everybody--on all sides of all 

factions--are capable of doing these things. We like to deny that we are capable of 

doing those things but that our enemies can, and so the novel takes a side. The 

novel takes the side of justice, but in so doing, it recognizes that everybody is 

committing injustice in the name of these revolutionary and democratic 

struggles." 
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