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Viet Thanh Nguyen won the Pulitzer Prize for his novel "The Sympathizer." (Bob Chamberlin / Los Angeles
Times)   

Viet Thanh Nguyen took the Pulitzer Prize in fiction Monday for his debut novel, "The
Sympathizer," published by Grove Press. Nguyen, a professor at the USC, is one of the
L.A. Times' 10 critics at large.

"Thanks for all your good wishes," Nguyen wrote on Facebook. "I double checked with
real people in my publisher's office...and they say that The Sympathizer really did win the
Pulitzer Prize. Unless this is some cosmic virtual reality trick. I'm stunned."

Reached by phone in Boston, where he would be giving a reading later Monday night,
Nguyen expressed surprise and delight. He had no plans to break out the champagne
until after his reading was concluded.

The Pulitzer committee lauded "The Sympathizer" as "a layered immigrant tale told in the
wry, confessional voice of a 'man of two minds' -- and two countries, Vietnam and the
United States."

Nguyen, who lives in Los Angeles, was born in Vietnam; his family came to the U.S. as
refugees in 1975. "The Sympathizer," which follows a wickedly smart double-agent for
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refugees in 1975. "The Sympathizer," which follows a wickedly smart double-agent for
South Vietnam, begins at the end of the Vietnam War, moves to Southern California and
eventually winds up on a film set not unlike "Apocalypse Now." Part thriller, part political
satire, "The Sympathizer" is sharp-edged fiction.

Nguyen cited prior Pulitzer wins by Jhumpa Lahiri and Toni Morrison as being
significant to him. "Certainly when Jhumpa Lahiri won for 'Interpreter of Maladies' it
was huge for any of us working in Asian American literature," he said, admitting that's
one of many ways to classify her short story collection. "When that happened, it was such
a landmark for those of us who are writers of color and Asian American writers."

He says he admired the choice "to give it to Toni Morrison [for 'Beloved'] who is not just a
writer but a thinker. She's absolutely uncompromising in her aesthetic, and so articulate
about why she makes certain kinds of decisions in her writing... her claim that she writes
literature for black people first and foremost. That was always my aspiration too – to

write for an audience of people who are intimate to me, and not to think that I was
writing for a white audience first."

Nguyen explained, "The book is confession from one Vietnamese person to another – it
was always designed to be addressed to Vietnamese people – anyone else who's reading
they are not the intended audience, at least not in the novel. I thought I was writing the
book for myself, but to reach a larger audience it would have to speak to multiple
audiences – from the feedback I've received, they've responded very positively to the
book too."

Talking to the Times in 2015, Nguyen explained his perspective in creating the character.
"You have a much happier life if you just see things from one point of view. You have no
ambiguity," he says. The protagonist of "The Sympathizer" -- who goes unnamed
throughout the book -- has to see two sides, constantly judging others and himself in a
moral morass.

It's important that the Pulitzer committee recognized a work of fiction from Los Angeles,
set in locations on the Pacific Rim. "We are a Pacific-facing country as much as an
Atlantic-facing one," Nguyen told The Times. "Literary culture needs to recognize that
diversity."
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Nguyen's latest book is the nonfiction study "Nothing Ever Dies: Vietnam and the
Memory of War," published earlier this month by Harvard University Press. He is at work
on a sequel to "The Sympathizer."

Book news and more; I'm @paperhaus on Twitter

MORE IN BOOKS:

Author John Green is in training to drive a pace car on Indianapolis Motor Speedway

Ken Ilgunas' 'Trespassing across America' on the 1,700-mile route of the Keystone XL
pipeline

'The Killing of Osama Bin Laden' by Seymour Hersh details a grave threat to our
democracy

Carolyn Kellogg     

Carolyn Kellogg was named book editor of the Los Angeles Times in 2016. She joined the L.A. Times in 2010 as a staff



Books Newsletter
Weekly

Stay up to speed with Times editors' favorites in books, authors, events and more.

ENTER YOUR EMAIL ADDRESS 

ADVERTISEMENT

http://lithub.com/talking-to-pulitzer-prize-winning-writer-viet-thanh-nguyen/
https://twitter.com/paperhaus
http://www.latimes.com/books/jacketcopy/la-et-jc-author-john-green-grand-prix-pace-car-20160418-story.html
http://www.latimes.com/books/la-ca-jc-trespassing-america-20160417-story.html
http://www.latimes.com/books/la-ca-jc-0417-killing-bin-laden-20160417-story.html
http://www.latimes.com/la-bio-carolyn-kellogg-staff.html
http://www.latimes.com/la-bio-carolyn-kellogg-staff.html
https://twitter.com/@paperhaus
https://www.facebook.com/latimesbooks/
mailto:carolyn.kellogg@latimes.com?subject=Viet%20Thanh%20Nguyen%20wins%20the%20Pulitzer%20Prize%20for%20fiction%20for%20%27The%20Sympathizer%27&body=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.latimes.com%2Fbooks%2Fjacketcopy%2Fla-et-jc-viet-thanh-nguyen-pulitzer-prize-fiction-sympathizer-20160418-story.html


2/13/2018 Viet Thanh Nguyen wins the Pulitzer Prize for fiction for 'The Sympathizer'

http://www.latimes.com/books/jacketcopy/la-et-jc-viet-thanh-nguyen-pulitzer-prize-fiction-sympathizer-20160418-story.html 5/7

Carolyn Kellogg was named book editor of the Los Angeles Times in 2016. She joined the L.A. Times in 2010 as a staff

writer in books with an emphasis on digital projects. Her work was recognized with the paper's editorial award. For six

years, she served on the board of directors of the National Book Critics Circle. Prior to coming to The Times, she served

as editor of LAist.com, web editor of Marketplace and as the web editor of the California Community Foundation. In her

spare time, she ran a podcast interviewing authors called Pinky's Paperhaus. She has an MFA in creative writing from

the University of Pittsburgh and a bachelor's degree from the University of Southern California.
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