
In this i m p o r t a n t n e w study, C h a r l e s K e i t h ex

plores the c o m p l e x p o s i t i o n of the C a t h o l i c 

C h u r c h m m o d e r n Vie tnamese history. B y dem

onstrat ing h o w F r e n c h c o l o n i a l rule a l l o w e d for 

the transformation of C a t h o l i c missions m V i e t 

nam i n t o b r o a d and p o w e r f u l economic and i n 

s t i t u t i o n a l structures, K e i t h discovers the w a y s 

race defined ecclesiast ical and c u l t u r a l prestige 

and c o n t r o l of resources and i n s t i t u t i o n a l author

ity. T h i s , a long w i t h c o l o n i a l rule itself , created 

a cul ture of re l ig ious l i fe m w h i c h re lat ionships 

b e t w e e n V i e t n a m e s e C a t h o l i c s and E u r o p e a n 

missionaries w e r e less equal and more fractious 

than ever before. H o w e v e r , the c o l o n i a l era also 

b r o u g h t unprecedented ties b e t w e e n V i e t n a m 

and the transnational ins t i tut ions and culture of 

g l o b a l C a t h o l i c i s m , as V a t i c a n reforms to create 

an independent n a t i o n a l C h u r c h h e l p e d V i e t 

namese C a t h o l i c s to reimagine and redefine their 

re la t ionships to b o t h miss ionary C a t h o l i c i s m and 

to c o l o n i a l rule itself. M u c h l i k e the m y r i a d revo-

l u t i o n a r y ideologies and struggles m the name of 

the V i e t n a m e s e n a t i o n , this r e v o l u t i o n m V i e t 

namese C a t h o l i c l i fe w a s u l t i m a t e l y ambiguous, 

even c o n t r a d i c t o r y : i t es tabl ished the founda

tions for an independent nat ional C h u r c h , but 

it also p o l a r i z e d the place of the n e w C h u r c h m 

p o s t c o l o n i a l V i e t n a m e s e p o l i t i c s and society and 

p r o d u c e d deep d i v i s i o n s b e t w e e n Vietnamese 

C a t h o l i c themselves. 
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"In this r i c h l y documented and j u d i c i o u s l y argued book, C h a r l e s K e i t h has 

crafted an engaging account of w h a t i t w a s l i k e to be C a t h o l i c in nineteenth-

and t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y V i e t n a m . H e prov ides w h a t no other scholar has: a 

nuanced and c o m p l e x h i s t o r y of the p o l i t i c a l d i s c o r d , social uncertainties, and 

s p i r i t u a l aspirat ions that shaped C a t h o l i c i s m for m i l l i o n s of Vietnamese from 

the b e g i n n i n g of F r e n c h c o l o n i a l rule to the first years of nat ional independence. 

Inte l l igent , d e t a i l e d , and c o m p e l l i n g . C a t h o l i c V i e t n a m is an important book." 

J . P. D A U G H T O N , author of A n E m p i r e D i v i d e d : 

R e l i g i o n , Republicanism, and the Making of French Colonialism, 1 8 8 0 - 1 9 1 4 

"In C a t h o l i c V i e t n a m , C h a r l e s K e i t h challenges a d e e p l y entrenched b o d y of flawed 

convent iona l w i s d o m about the m o d e r n h i s t o r y of V ie tnamese C a t h o l i c i s m . 

F r e e f rom the biases and tendentious assumptions that d i s t o r t e d scholarship 

on the t o p i c d u r i n g the V i e t n a m W a r era and armed w i t h a massive arsenal of 

difficult-to-access p r i m a r y sources m F r e n c h and V i e t n a m e s e , K e i t h prov ides 

the most t h o r o u g h and evenhanded h i s t o r i c a l treatment c u r r e n t l y avai lable of 

the V i e t n a m e s e C a t h o l i c c o m m u n i t y under F r e n c h rule , w h i l e t e l l i n g a grip-

p i n g s tory about a fascinat ing but neglected p o l i t i c a l and c u l t u r a l process that 

he calls C a t h o l i c ' d e c o l o n i z a t i o n . ' B e a u t i f u l l y w r i t t e n , e x h a u s t i v e l y researched, 

and persuasively argued, C a t h o l i c V i e t n a m sets a n e w standard w i t h i n the field." 

P E T E R Z I N O M A N , author of The Colonial Bastille: 

A H i s t o r y of I m p r i s o n m e n t i n V i e t n a m , 1 8 6 2 - 1 9 4 0 

"In this nuanced, w i d e - r a n g i n g , and l i v e l y account, C h a r l e s K e i t h establishes 

h o w V i e t n a m e s e C a t h o l i c s p o s i t i o n e d themselves and w e r e perce ived over t ime. 

C h a l l e n g i n g b i n a r y and o r t h o d o x narrat ives, K e i t h ' s m e t i c u l o u s l y researched 

b o o k successfully interrogates and u l t i m a t e l y debunks not ions of C a t h o l i c i s m ' s 

inherent foreignness to V i e t n a m . C a t h o l i c V i e t n a m p r o v i d e s very important and 

t i m e l y c o n t r i b u t i o n s to the histor ies of V i e t n a m , of r e l i g i o n , and of F r e n c h 

c o l o n i a l i s m . " 

E R I C T . J E N N I N G S , author of Imperial Heights: 

Dalat and the Making and U n d o i n g of French Indochina 


