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Abstract

In this paper we try to approach the issue of contesting national
identities by exploring the change of street names in the largest city of
Viét Nam, H6 Chi Minh City or Sai Gon, from the French colonial to
the post-colonial period. Sai Gon was the first Vietnamese city where
the French colonial regime implemented the modern naming system
for streets. Before the period of French colonization most of the streets
in Vietnam had no official names. The French set up their
street-naming system to imprint the contemporary French national
and imperial identity on the urban symbolic landscape. After
decolonization, both the Republic of Vi¢t Nam (RVN) and the Socialist
Republic of Viét Nam (SRV) followed the street-naming principles of
the French to interpret their own Vietnamese national identity.
Although both the postcolonial regimes highlighted the independence
and identity of Vietham by naming streets after historical figures,
there were a few variations in their contents. The RVN attempted to

legitimatize its regime by emphasizing the role of the Nguyén dynasty,
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whereas the SRV did so by asserting contemporary political
leadership.

Key words: Ho6 Chi Minh City, Saigon, street naming, national
identity, toponymy



Contesting National Identities 57

I. Introduction

In recent decades the study of place-naming or toponomy has moved
on from the traditional focus on etymology and taxonomy to the
political implications of naming (Rose-Redwood, Alderman, &
Azaryahu, 2010: 453). Hence, place-naming is all about questions of
power, culture, location and identity (Nash, 1999: 457). In other words,
naming place such as street names not only has the purpose of
orientation but is also used to commemorate key events or
personalities from national history to expresses the ideology of the
dominant authorities. Therefore, street names possess a powerful
symbolic importance in displaying a particular political identity
(Light, 2004: 154). Since street names serve as a tool for a political
regime in expressing its political identity, a newly established political
regime would usually change them to suit its own purposes.
Therefore, the renaming of streets is a common practice used to
inscribe new narratives of national history and identity onto the urban
landscape (Light, 2004: 155), which is what is known in toponymic
scholarship as the “critical turn”, which addresses the crucial issue of
the politics of place-naming on national and cultural identities
(Rose-Redwood et al., 2010: 455).

Ho6 Chi Minh City was previously known as Gia DPinh #7E
under the Nguyén [t court before the French occupied the city in the
mid-19t century and later changed its name to Sai Gon.! Therefore,

" The French navy attacked the port of Da Nang ;& (today’s l73#) in 1858
and then occupied Gia Dinh 37 in the next year. In 1860, the Nguyén
court of Vietnam sent governor-general Nguyén Tri Phuong [tf175 (1800-
1873) to command the armed forces to reoccupy Gia Dinh. Nguyén later
built the Ky Hoa fortress in Gia Pinh to fight against the French. However,
the French military attack of 1861 captured Ky Hoa and completely occupied
Gia Dinh (Tran, 1960: 201-203). It is believed that the etymology of Sai Gon is
that Sai and Gon are the Sino-Vietnamese words meaning “firewood, lops,
twigs, palisade” (4%) and “stick, pole, bole” (1) respectively. This name may
refer to either the many kapok plants that the Khmer people had planted
nearby or the dense and tall forest that once existed around the city
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its street names have been considerably changed three times, first by
the Union of Indochina or French Indochina (Péng Duong thugc Phip,
1887-1954), then by the Republic of Vi¢t Nam (RVN, Viét Nam Cong
Hoa, 1955-1975), and finally by the Socialist Republic of Viét Nam
(SRV, Cong hoa Xa héi chii nghia Viét Nam, from 1976 until the present).

Regarding the study of street-naming in Vietnam, most has
focused on etymology and taxonomy. A quick look at the on-line
sources related to the street names of Sai Gon reveals the monograph,
The changing of street names in Sai Son from 1928 to 1993 (Nhing thay doi
tén dwong phé ciia Thanh pho Sai Gon tir ndm 1928 dén 1993) by Nguyén
Cong Tanh (2007). The book focuses on both the etymology and the
changing street names followed by the various political regimes.
There is also Tran Ngoc Quang’s Sai Gon and the old street names (Sai
Gon va nhitng tén dwong xua)(2009), which is an anecdote on the
changing street names of Sai Gon and reveals the author’s sentiments
on toponymic change.

This paper attempts to explore the issue of contesting national
identities by analyzing the street names of H6 Chi Minh City, the
largest city in Viét Nam, from the colonial regime to the post-colonial
one. The aim of this paper is to investigate how the respective
governments have used street-naming to imprint their own visions of
national identity. The source materials that we use are from the
collection of Sai Gon’s street names by Nguyén Tan Loc, the maps of
Sai Gon in 1928 from the website Sommaire, the map of Sai Gon
published by the National Geographic Service of Vi¢t Nam in 1958
(from the digital archives of the University of Texas Libraries), and the
map of Sai Gon published by South Publisher (Nha xudt ban Nam Bg).

To analyze the street names, first we divide the street names into
3 stages based on the political regimes. Then we divide the street

names in each stage into 2 categories, street-naming after what

(WIKIPEDIA: Ho Chi Minh City, n. d.).
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happened in the designated streets versus street-naming unrelated to
the history of streets. We treat the latter as the spatial representations
of the various ideologies imprinted by the political regimes.? In other
words, we will focus on the second category to examine what kind of
criteria for street-naming were utilized by subdividing them into the
naming principles of people, things (incl. battles, events, organizations
movements etc.), ideology, geography, history, and others. Then, in
the following sections, we will address what kind of principles the
various regimes used for street-naming, and also which the important
ones are that express the power and identity of each regime. In
addition, attention is given to how the different regimes used street
names to promote their ideologies and built their own colonial and
national identities.

In addition, the streets in Sai Gon or HCM City can be divided
into boulevards or avenues on the one hand and common roads on
the other hand. The boulevards are in the central area, where most of
the administrative buildings, markets, and churches are (See Map 1).
The authorities named the boulevards and avenues after more
important things than the common roads. Therefore, by examining the
street-naming of the boulevards and avenues, we can figure out the
most important ideas that each political regime would like to convey.
All the boulevards and avenues are only given names after people,
battles and events, and ideas or slogans, by which the political
regimes could demonstrate clearly what they thought most crucial to
them (see Table 1). 3

2 However, this does not mean that we treat street names belonging to the
tirst category as bearing no political implication as promoted by the different
political regimes.

3 Table 1 is based on the maps of Sai Gon in 1928, 1958 and 1995
(Perry-Castafieda Library Map Collection, n. d.; Ban B6 Thanh Pho Sai Gon
Vao Nam 1995, n. d.).
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Map 1. Boulevards and Avenues in Sai Gon under the French
Colonial Regime
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Table 1. The Principles of Street-naming for Boulevards and

Avenues
Regimes Peoples  Battles and Events  Ideas or Slogans  Total
Union of Indochina 8 0 0 8
RVN 20 0 2 22
SRV 15 2 0 17

II. Street Names under the French Colonial Regime

The streets and quarters in Gia Pinh Thanh (Citadel of Gia Pinh) have
gradually been developed and expanded since the citadel was built in
the late 18th century (Ban dd Gia Pinh 1815, see WIKIPEDIA: Tran Vin

Hoc, n. d.)4 However, most of the streets in Gia DPinh, as well as in

4 In 1788, Nguyén Phuc Anh *=igps (1762 - 1820) reoccupied Gia Pinh from
the Tay Son @ . regime. Later, in 1789, a citadel called Gia DPinh Kinh
(Citadel of Gia Pinh) was built. In 1790, Quy Sai Gon (Citadel of Gai Gon)
was built based on Citadel of Gia Pinh. Sai Gon was Citadel of Gia Pinh
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the other cities of Viét Nam, bore no official names before the era of
French colonization. When the French took over Sai Gon in the
mid-19t century, they remodeled the city on the European style and
endowed it with the title “Paris in the Orient”. New infrastructures
such as churches, schools, hospitals, and traffic systems were
established and named in French.

Sai Gon was the political headquarters of the French colony in
Cochinchina. To the French, it was a place of unique importance since
the city symbolized their central control of the hegemonic process by
which the French built their colony. Consequently, when the French
conquered Sai Gon, the colonial regime rapidly started to engrave its
presence on the urban landscape, and the naming of streets was one of
the ways in which the French colonial regime imprinted their own
national identity on the colony.

Among the 347 street names in Sai Gon under the French colonial
regime, we can divide them into street-naming after what happened
in the designated streets (19.6%) versus street-naming unrelated to the
history of streets (80.4%). Then we can further regroup the latter into 5
categories as follows: people (e.g., Viethamese and French figures),
things (e.g., battles, events, organizations, movements etc.), ideologies
(e.g., ideas or slogans), geography (e.g., place names), and history (e.g.,
dynastical titles), (see Table 2).

As for all of the street names in Sai Gon during the French
colonial period (Table 2), the largest number (47%) were named after
Frenchmen, whereas their Vietnamese counterparts made up just 3%.
Street-naming after people also displayed a specific spatial order,
which follows the above-mentioned boulevards and avenues versus

common roads. There were 7 boulevards and 1 avenue, and most of

from 1790 to 1801. After recapturing Pha Xuan % % from the Tay Son
regime, Nguyén Phtic Anh enthroned himself as the Emperor of Vietnam
with the title “Gia Long” £.4. Since then Gia Dinh lost its role as political
center but still prospered as the biggest commercial city of Vietnam.
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them were swiftly given the names of contemporary French Prime
Ministers, the Governor-General or General of French Indochina or
Cochinchina, and one famous missionary in Indochina. For example,
Boulevard Jules Ferry was named after the Prime Minister of France
from 1880 to 1881 and from 1883 to 1885. Boulevard Paul Doumer was
named after the Governor-General of Indochina from 1897-1902.
Boulevard Bonard was honored Louis-Adolphe Bonard (1824-1852), the
French admiral who served as the first official military governor of

Cochinchina.

Table 2. The Principles of Street-naming in Sai Gon during

the French Period
Principles Sum | Percentage (%)
Names of immigrants’ original places 6 1.7
Happening on the spot Representation of space 59 171
Original village names (past place 3 0.9
names) ’
Vietnamese figures 10 29
People French figures 164 475
People from other countries 2 0.6
Battles and events 14 41
Things Organizations and movements 0
Others (e.g., warships and merchant
3 0.9
Not vessels)
happening  |14eology |Ideas or slogans 4 1.2
on the spot
Place names in Vietnam 3 0.9
Place names in France 7 2.0
Geography
Places the French colonized 2 0.6
Place names in other countries 5 1.4
History Titles of Vietnamese dynasties 0
Others Numbers and unknown 63 18.3
Total 347 100.00
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On the other hand, 156 roads were given the names of less
important persons such as another French missionary in Vietnam,
famous French scientists and novelists, and the French colonial
officials and soldiers. It also attracted our attention that many French
people who were born and grew up in Sai Gon and who later went to
serve in the First World War and then died in Europe had streets
named after them: rte. Pierre, rte. Léon Combes, rte. Freres Guillerault et
al. Since most of them were considered native to the city, this indicates
that the French colonial regime endeavored to promote them as role
models for their colonial subjects in Indochina by commemorating
those who died in the distant European war. In addition, Vietnamese
who worked for the French colonial government or contributed to
French colonial business also had streets named after them: r. de Do
Hiru Vi,> r. de Truong Minh Ky etc.

The 2nd category are important things from the regime’s
perspective. Street names such as rte. Verdun, rte. Douaumont, rte.
Champagne, rte. Ky Hoa,” and rte. Harmand, which were the names of
battlefields where the French had been victorious in Europe and in
Indochina, illustrate this point.

The 3rd category is the ideology promoted by the colonial regime.
Terms such as colonial (colonial), république (republic), nationale (national),

and impérale (imperial) were considered important concepts.

5 D6 Hitu Vi # % - was a combat pilot and died for the French army in the
First World War. Union Indochina once issued a post stamp in his name. A
street in La Faux, Picardie of France still bears his name. See Mathilde Tuy¢t
Tran (2012).

¢ Truwong Minh Ky 3 P 3= (1855-1900) was an interpreter for French colonial
officials, and a teacher of College des interprétes and College des administrateurs
stagiaires. In 1889 he was appointed as the interpreter for the delegation of
Hue imperial ambassador to France to attend the Magic Circus in Paris.

7 The battle of Ky Hoa on 24 and 25 February of 1861 was an important
French victory in Cochinchina. This campaign began as a punitive
expedition and ended as a French war of conquest. The war concluded with
the establishment of the French colony of Cochinchina, which eventually led
to nearly a century of French colonial dominance in Vietnam.
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The 4t and 5t categories relate to geography and history. The
French colonial government simply brought place names from France
and other colonies to celebrate its achievements. Thus we have rte.
Paris, which is the capital of France, and r. de Phnom Penh, which is the
capital of Cambodia, part of Indochina, appearing in Sai Gon City.

Indeed, during this period we cannot find any street names in
Vietnamese other than those named after the aforementioned
Vietnamese individuals. All the streets in Saigon were named in
French, and it is certain that linguistic expressions were used to define
the French nation in the urban areas where they exerted their control

most effectively.?

III. Renaming Streets in the Post-colonial Period,
1955-1975

In the post-colonial period, after the Viét Minh gained control of
North Vietnam, the Sai Gon government is commonly referred to as
“South Vietnam”, after the Geneva Conference in 1954. The
government was replaced by the Republic of Vietham when Bao Dai
(FRK, 1913-1997) was deposed by his Prime Minister Ng6 Dinh Diém
(1285, 1901-1963) in 1955. Ngd maintained Sai Gon as the capital.
After the colonial government collapsed, the new political regime
replaced the public symbols of the streets with new ones to assert its
political independence. Street-renaming was the main component for
the creation of new public symbols (Gill, 2005: 480). The street names
in HCM City experienced two rapid changes after decolonization, one
in 1955 with 97% changed, and the other in 1976 with 26% renamed.
On the other hand, the periods from 1955 to 1975 and 1977 to 1996

8 After World War Two, the French established the State of Vietham under
Emperor Bdo Dai in 1950, which lasted until the year of 1954. According to
Nguyen Cong Tanh (2007), only one street changed its name, from Boulevard
Lagrandiere to Boulevard Gia Long, perhaps because the State of Vietnam was
an associated state within the French Union.
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saw the addition of new street names, around 33.5% and 20%
respectively, as the total number of streets increased.

In 1955, the newly established RVN immediately renamed Sai
Gon's streets. All the street names in Sai Gon changed from French to
Vietnamese. Only one street maintained the name of a Frenchmen,
Albert Calmette, an immunologist, to commemorate his contribution to
a vaccine against tuberculosis. Table 3 shows the principles of

street-naming by the RVN.

Table 3. The Principles of Street-naming under the RVN
(1955-1975)

Principles Sum | Percentage (%)
Names of immigrants” original
. . 1 0.2
places (people's identities)
Representation of space 21 4.2
Happening on the spot Original village names (past place 0 65
names) ’
Vietnamese figures 3 0.6
French figures 0 0
Vietnamese figures 381 774
People French figures 1 0.2
People from other countries 5 1
Battles and events 11 22
Things
Organizations and movements 7 14
Ideology Ideas or slogans 7 14
Not happening Place names in Vietnam 8 1.6
on the spot
Place names in France 0 0
Geography
Places the French colonized 1 0.2
Names of countries 1 0.2
History Titles of Vietnam's dynasties 1 0.2
Numbers 3 0.6
Others
Unknown or no names 13 2.6
Total 496 100.00
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If we compare the principles of street-naming in Sai Gon between
the French colonial period and that of the RVN (Tables 2 & 3), a
similar pattern for street-naming can be observed. Before the French
period, most streets in Vietnam had no official commemorative names,
since the Vietnamese feudal regimes did not apply the modern
naming system. Therefore, the postcolonial Vietnamese government
followed their colonial precedent of street-naming principles, but the
contents that expressed national identity changed.

Concerning the commemoration of people, the Vietnamese
figures increased rapidly from 3% to 77.4%, whereas the French ones
decreased from 47% to 0.2%. As for the spatial order of these street
names, at this time the boulevards and avenues extended from the
central area to the nearby commercial area, and the number increased
to 20 (see Map 2). They were named after Vietnamese legendary
heroes, e.g., boulevard Hung Vuong [+ (Hung King—title of kings
of Van Lang SZEB under the Hong Bang dynasty), Boulevard An
Duong Vuong %[5+ (title of the King of Au Lac B ), and famous
Vietnamese kings, generals, and mandarins. For instance, Tran Quang
Khai [ Y¢RE (1241-1294) was the grand chancellor of the Tran
Dynasty and Tran Quoc Toan [ [ ¥4 (1228-1300) the Supreme
Commander of Pai Viét Kk during the Tran Dynasty. They were
the two key commanders of the Dai Vi¢t army in the war of resistance
against the Mongolian invasion in the 13t century. Lé Loi ZZF|
(1384-1433) was the Emperor of Vietnam and founder of the later Lé
Dynasty. He is considered to be the most famous figure in Viethamese
history and one of the greatest heroes. Nguyén Hoang [ i
(1525-1613) was the first of the Nguyén Lords of Pang Trong it
(the Interior) 9 of Viét Nam in the 17th century, and it was the Nguyén
Lords who expanded Viét Nam'’s territory to Sai Gon. Ham Nghi 8 H

9 According to Li Tana, the term appeared in Alexandre de Rhodes’s
Dictionarivm Annamiticom, Lvsitanvm, et Latinvmope, published in 1651. This
term was likely coined by the southerners in the 1620s (Li, 1998: 12).
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(1871-1943) and Pong Khdnh [FE (1864-1889) were the Emperors of
Nguyén’s dynasty from 1884 to 1885 and from 1885 to 1889,
respectively. Both were under the French protectorate. Other roads
also carried the names of other kings, generals, mandarins, and poet
from different dynasties; from the Ly dynasty (1009-1225): Ly Chiéu
Cong Udn Z2/\48 , Ly Chiéu Hoang ZREE, Ly Thuong Kiét ZHE£E etc.;
from the Tran dynasty (1226-1400): Trdan Thdi Tong W K52, Tran
Thinh Tong BREESE, Tran Nhdt Dugt @&, Tran Khinh Du BREEER
etc.; from the Lé dynasty (1428-1527): Lé Thanh Téng *REE5E, Nguyén
Trai [t/ etc.; from the Nguyén dynasty (1802-1945): Gia Long, Minh
Mang BHdn, Thiéu Tri 438, Tw Dic F{E, Lé Vin Duyét ZRCIR,
Nguygn Hiru Canh [t #% etc. Some roads were named or renamed
after scholars or intellectuals who were thought to have made
contributions to Vietnamese culture, even though they were
considered to have collaborated with the French colonial government,
e.g., Paul Cua street, Pham Quynh 333 street,0 and Truong Vinh Ky
jR7kaC street. Moreover, Calmette, who was French but was thought to
have made contributions to the development of Vietnam in the field of
health, had his name retained. In addition, the authorities also
celebrated people from other countries who were thought to have had
a positive influence on Vietnamese society in general. Thus we had
Chinese historical figures such as Khéng Tw £+ (Confucius), Manh
T % F (Mencius), Lio Tw % -F (Laozi), and Trang Tw it
(Zhuangzi), whose philosophical ideologies were regarded as
important to the traditional society of Vietnam. One of streets was
named after ]. F. Kennedy (1917-1963), who was the 35t President of
the United States, from 1961 to 1963, since he supported Ngoé Dinh

10 Phagm Quynh (1892-1945) was a courtier of the Nguyen Dynasty and a
monarchist who supported the adhering to traditional Vietnamese customs
in the establishment of a constitutional monarchy. He was considered a
pioneer in promoting the use of Vietnamese instead of French words to
reason and write theoretically.
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Diém’s regime’s fight against the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North

Viéet Nam).
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Map 2. Boulevards in Sai Gon under the RVN

As for the 2nd category, the RVN authorities also commemorated
famous events or battles in Vietnamese history. For instance, Chuwong
Duong #[% is the name of the battle between Dai Viét and the
invading Mongols (Nguyén Moéng) in the 13t century, while Bach
Pdng % is the river where most of the important battles took place
in the history of Vietnam's struggle against domination by China from
the north.

Thirdly, street names also reflected the ideology promoted by the
leaders of the RVN. For instance, Céng Hoa A1 (Republic) was used
name the boulevard, and other roads bore the term of Tw Do B
(Free), Cong Ly /N (Justice) etc.

As for street names derived from geography and history, Phu Tho
&&= is the capital where the legendary Hung Kings established the
state of Van Lang.Hong Bang JEJEE is the title of the dynasty which is
believed to be the legendary beginning of Vietnamese history.
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IV. Street-renaming in 1976: Redefining the
Vietnamese National Identity

After the communists took over Sai Gon on April 30, 1975, Viét Nam
turned into a completely communist state, with the South overrun. In
1976, Sai Gon was officially renamed Hoé Chi Minh City. Meanwhile a
lot of streets were renamed by the new authorities in order to both
de-commemorate the previous regime and celebrate the new national
identity (see Table 4).

Table 4. The Principles of Street-naming in the SRV (1975
and Onwards)

Principles Sum Percentage (%)
Representation of space 25 4
Happening on the spot r?;f;l:)a Lvillage names (past place 64 10.7
Vietnamese figures 2 0.3
Vietnamese figures 418 68.8
People French figures 4 0.7
People from other countries 2 0.3
Battles and events 13 2
Things
Not Organizations and movements 10 1.6
happening
on the spot Ideology Ideas or slogans 25 4
Place names in Vietnam 26 4.2
Geography
Names of countries 1 0.2
Numbers 7 1.2
Others
Unknown 10 1.6
Total 607 100.00

If we compare Table 3 with Table 4, although the number of
Vietnamese figures in street-naming has increased, the percentage has
decreased from 77.4% to 68.8%, whereas that of ideas/slogans and



Vietnamese place names increased both in number and in percentage,
from 1.4% to 4% and from 1.6% to 4.2% respectively.

Among all the streets, 26% were renamed. Table 5 shows what

kinds of street names had been removed or replaced. Concerning the

erased street names, most had previously been named after

Vietnamese figures (82%) and ideas or slogans (4.4%). Those renamed

streets are mostly Vietnamese figures (89%) and organizations and

movements (3.8%). Concerning the new streets, most were named

after national or local figures (28%), the names of villages that the

streets belonged to (22.5%), ideas and slogans (20%), and place names

in Viét Nam (15%).

Table 5. Changes of Street Names from the RVN to the SRV

Street names being

Street names being

Street names being

erased (%) replaced (%) added (%)
R
Representation of space 4(3) 3(2) 5(4.2)
bNgr;:;)tfo village that the streets 0(0) 2(1.5) 27(22.5)
Vietnamese figures 111 (82) 117 (89) 34 (28)
People from other country 3(2) 0(0) 0(0)
Battles and events 0(0) 2(1.5) 2(1.6)
Organizations and movements 0(0) 5(3.8) 0(0)
Ideas or slogans 6 (4.4) 0 (0) 24 (20)
Place names in Vietnam 1(0.7) 2 (1.5) 18 (15)
Names of countries 1(0.7) 0 (0) 0 (0)
Others 8(6) 0(0) 10 (8.3)
Total 135 (100) 131 (100) 120 (100)
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As for the boulevards and avenues, their total number in 1976

decreased from 22 to 17 (Table 1) because some of them became either

merged or downgraded to common roads (see Table 6 and Map 3).11

Table 6. The Changing Names of Boulevards under Each

Regime
Union of Indochina RVN SRV
Jules Ferry Thong Nhadt 4fi— Lé Dudn Bj
Luro Cuong Dé FEfE Téon Dirc Thing Fltif%
Albert Dinh Tién Hoang T /2
Doumer Ham Nghi B(E.
Charner Nguygn Hué [jrE
Bonard Lé Loi Z2¥]|
Tran Hung Pao [H#13E \
Galliéni - Tran Hung Dao
Dong Khdnh [E]B
Kitchener Nguyén Thdi Hoc [ A2

Nguyén Cu Trinh [5tfEHd

Cong Hoa F:A

Nguygn Vin Cur i

Thanh Thai %%

An Dwong Vwong 2215 F

Nguyén Hoang [ty

Tran Phii e

Hing Vuong Jiff .

Petrus Ky 57K a0

Nguyén Tri Phuong [e175

Minh Mang BHdn

Ng6 Gia Tu =57

Nguyén Vin Thoai FrsCE%

Tran Quang Khai [

Ba thing hai —H=H

Tran Quéc Toan PHEIHE

Nguyén Biéu i

Nguyén Chi Thanh i

Hong Bang Y& e

Dién Bién Phii 25i8F

11 Map 3 is based on Ban Db Thanh Phé Saigon Vao Nam 1995, Ban dd du
lich (Tourist Map, Saigon ville in 1995)(n. d.).
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2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9. Bd. Tran Hung Dao

Bd.
B
Bd.
Bd. Nguyen Hué
B
B
B

Buildings

A. Reunification Palace
B. Cathedral

C. Hc'} Chi Minh City People’s Committee Head Office
D. Bén Thanh Market
E. Railway Station

F.Pha Tho Sports Club . 1 Km

Map 3. Boulevards and Avenues in Sai Gon under SRV

Among the 17 boulevards and avenues in the year 1976, 15 were
named after people and 2 after events or battles. The number of
boulevards commemorating people also decreased from 20 to 15. In
the previous stage, most boulevards had been named after Nguyén
Lord, Nguyén’s King or Nguyén’s generals who helped Nguyén Anh
to fight against Tay Son (e.g., Bouleverd Nguyén Hoang %, Pong
Khanh [F] ¥, Nguyén Van Thoai [t C 5 etc.). The new regime
renamed them after General Secretaries of the Viethamese Communist
party. Thus we had Tran Phi [ (1904-1931), who was the first
General Secretary of the Communist party from 1930 to 1931; Ngé Gia
Ty %% (1908-1935), who was the General Secretary of the
Communist party in the South in 1930; Nguyén Vin Cir [t 303
(1912-1941), the General Secretary of the Communist party from 1938
to 1940; Lé Dudn %R%j (1907-1986), the General Secretary of the
Communist party from 1976 to 1986 etc.

Concerning the battles, events, organizations, and movements,
street names given by the previous regime were mostly retained, but
new ones were also added. The new regime had two boulevards

renamed for the said principle. Ba thing hai (February 3) is the date
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when the Viethamese Communist party was established in 1930,
which asserts the leadership of the Communist party over the country.
Di¢n Bién Phu BEiEKT (1954) is the glorious victory of the Viét Minh
communist-nationalist revolutionaries in Indochina, leading to the
end of the French colonization in Vietnam as well as the total
independence of the Democratic Republic of Vi¢t Nam (DRV) in the
North.

Regarding the common roads, the majority of street names with
tfigures being deleted are also those who were affiliated with the
Nguyén dynasty: Gia Long, Minh Mang, Thiéu Tri, Tw Dirc, Phan Huy
Ich &kEzSs, Vo Duy Nghi #Mff#, Lé Vin Duyét, Phan Thanh Gian &%
fifj etc., because to the Vietnamese historian in the North (1954-1975)
Viét Nam was colonized by the French due to the weakness of the
Nguyén dynasty. The streets with the names of Vietnamese people
who collaborated with the French (e.g., Pham Quynh, Truong Vinh Ky
etc.) were also renamed. These street names were replaced by the
names of famous martyrs in the Indochina war or Vietnam!? war:
Huynh Khuwong An H % (1912-1941), Huynh Vian Bdanh & SR
(1920-1969), Lé Thi Riéng 2R3 (1925-1968), Lé Thi Hong Gam ZREK 3
#% (1951-1970), Lé Vin ST 2374 (1910-1948), Vo Thi Siu H[KF5
(1935-1952) etc. Writers, poets, song writers or scientists who were
thought to have contributed significantly in the Indochina war or
Vietnam war such as Lé Anh Xuin 282513 (1940-1968) and Hoang Viin
Thu =382 (1909-1944) also had streets named after them. Attention
should also be paid to the naming of streets after Frenchmen such as
Louis Pasteur and Alexandre de Rhodes, who contributed either to the
founding of bacteriology or to the modern written Vietnamese in

Latin script.

12 The Vietnam war is a term first used by the U.S. and its allies, and being
internationally accepted. Nevertheless, Vietham coins the war as the
resistance against America (Khdng Chién Tranh Chéng My Ciru Nuéc) or the
American war (Chién tranh M5).
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Streets named after ideas or slogans promoted by the previous
regime were mostly deleted: Ddn tién [ F 2 (Progressive
democracy), Cong hoa F£H1 (Republic) and Lién Minh K83 (Alliance),
while some were retained, such as Cong Iy /33 (Justice) and Tw Do
H H (Freedom). The boulevard named after Thé'ng Nhat 4 —
(Unification) was also changed to Lé Dudn, but the term Thong Nhdt
was moved to another new street. As mentioned above, the number of
street names in this category increased from 7 to 25. A lot of new
ideologies such as Cich mang #dn (Revolution), Thanh Cong [T
(Success), Chién thcfng Bk (Victory), Gidi phong f#i (Liberation),
Péc Lip #8171 (Independence), Déin chi &7+ (Democracy), Doin két
E4E (Unity), Chi cong &4y (public-spiritedness) and Tdi Thiét Fe%
(Reconstruction) were added to the street names. These terms
expressed the great achievements of the SRV under the leadership of
the Communist party and were proclaimed as the standards of
socialism.

New street named after battles and events were affiliated with
victories or important events recognized by the SRV. Examples are
Cidch Mang Thing Tam (August Revolution) in 1945, meaning the end
of the Vietnamese feudal regime, resulting in the birth of the DRV,
and X6 Viét Nghé Tinh (Nghé Tinh Soviet, 1930-1931), implying the
first anti-French movement under the leadership of the Communist
party. Hai sdu thing ba (March 26t%h) commemorates the date when the
H6 Chi Minh Communist Youth Union, the largest socio-political
organization of Vietnamese youth led by the Communist Party, was
established.

There have been no street names with the titles of Viethamese
dynasties after 1975. However, the number of Vietnamese
place-names has increased significantly from 8 to 26. Seven street
names of the RVN were retained. Among the newly added street

names, more than half were from the North. Most of them imply a
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landscape filled with significant historical meaning from the North of
Viét Nam. For example, Ba Vi 24 are the mountains in Hoa Binh I
¥ which are regarded as the ancestral mountains of the Vietnamese.
Thai Binh JAF is the province which reached its production peak of
rice yield (5 ton/ha/year) in 1966 under Socialist-building in the
North of Viét Nam.

In short, the SRV erased those promoted by the RVN and
honored those which were associated with the communists and
reunification (Table 7). However, we should note that many of the
added street names are simply for the purpose of identification in
order to reflect the development and expansion of the city. For
instance, Table 5 shows that 22.5% of newly developed streets were

named after villages after they had been incorporated into the city.

Table 7. Examples of Street Name Change after 1976

Street names being deleted Street names being added
Vietnamese 1. Nguyén lords and Nguyén kings 1. General Secretaries of the Communist
figures 2. Nguyén's generals who helped party

Nguyén Anh to fight against Tay Son | 2. Famous martyrs in the Indochina war
3. The famous generals/mandarins of the | and Vietnam war

Nguyén dynasty 3. Writers, poets, song writers, and
4. Vietnamese who collaborated with the |  scientists who had made contributions

French in the Indochina war or Vietnam war
Ideas or Din tién (Democracy and progression), |Cdch mang (Revolution), Chién thing
Slogans Cong ly (Justice), Cong hoa (Republic) | (Victory), Gidgi phong (Liberation)
Battles and 1. Date that Viét Nam communist party
Events or its organizations were established

2. Battles/events in fight against either
French or American

Place names in |Bdc Viét (The North of Viét Nam) Famous place names in the North of
Vietnam Viét Nam
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V. Conclusion

In this paper, we have examined the naming and renaming of streets
by the colonial and post-colonial regimes to interpret the competing
national identities promoted by each.

Street names were something of a modern Western innovation
(Azaryahu, 2001: 30), and in most cases are one aspect of what
scholars define as official nationalism, the governmental policy of
imposing a national sentiment on its population (Anderson, 2006: 101).
The French brought in the practice of street-naming after they set up
the colonial government in Sai Gon. The majority of streets were
named after contemporary things that connected the French and Sai
Gon. Only 0.5% of the streets were named after the titles of
Vietnamese dynasties. Street names are also associated with the areas
where the French government was colonizing. Street-names thus were
organized to illustrate the idea of the nation/colony-building project
of the French.

The RVN followed by erasing most of the “colonial” street names
and gave Vietnamese names to streets, which signified a complete
break from the colonial past and the beginning of a new
nation-building project. Later, when the SRV took over Sai Gon, the
new government used a similar strategy by de-commemorating the
symbols of the previous regime.

Since the two post-colonial regimes shared similar anti-colonial
historical memories, they celebrated many of the same things in
street-naming. 99% of street names were changed when the RVN took
over the French colonial regime (1955) but only 26% street names
were changed when the SRV later took power. However, it is
important to note that the subsequent post-colonial Vietnamese
regimes basically followed the street-naming principles practiced by
the French, by naming streets after people, Dbattles, events,

organizations, movements, and ideologies.
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Although the principle of street-naming after people is quite
popular, the SRV did not follow most of the socialist countries in East
Europe, which named streets after international communist leaders or
prominent figures from the USSR such as Vladimir Ilyici Lenin and Iosif
Visarionocivic Stalin in Bucharest and Romania (Light, Nicolae &
Suditu, 2002). It is surprising to see that no such names existed in
HCM City after 1975. This suggests that the SRV adopted a
nation-building strategy by placing more stress on its own land,
people and the past rather than on foreign things.

Furthermore, if we look at the naming of boulevards, we can
clearly see what kind of political ideology each regime wanted to
propagandize. Most under the French colonial regime were named
after French political leaders and were scattered around the political
center. As for the two post-colonial regimes, most of the boulevards
named by the RVN were after the kings, mandarins or generals of
the Nguyén dynasty. It is evident that the RVN used the strategy of
highlighting the Nguyén dynasty, which was considered the first
Vietnamese dynasty in the southern part of Vi¢t Nam, to symbolically
legitimatize the RVN in the South. However, under the subsequent
Socialist regime, most of the names associated with the Nguyén
dynasty were renamed after the communist party leaders. Thus, while
we have the RVN, whose strategy was to employ the previous
dynastic tradition to convey the sense of historical continuity for the
purpose of legitimizing its regime, the subsequent SRV changed this
strategy by using the same pattern as French Indochina had done, by

asserting political leadership as the central idea.
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