CHAPTER 9

The Noble Person and the Revolutionary

Living with Confucian Values in Contemporary Vietnam

NGUYEN Nam

AT A CONFERENCE in Hanoi in 2012 on research methods for studies on
Confucianism, a couple of papers were presented on President H6 Chi Minh
and Confucian teachings. During the discussion on this topic, a participant
brought to the audience’s attention the case of the well-known medical doctor
and political activist Nguyén Khic Vién, who was seriously criticized in North
Vietnam in the 1960s for figuring out, in an essay, Confucian elements in H6
Chi Minh’s thought. Rereading Vién’s essay, titled “Confucianism and Marx-
ism in Vietnam,” together with his notes added to the text later in 1984, we can
retrieve some traces of a downturn period for Confucianism in the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam (DRV). Examining how the essay and its author have been
treated throughout different phases of recent history, we can see the changing
attitudes toward Confucianism, the opposing public points of view on it as part
of socialist leadership, and the diverse standpoints of Vietnamese intellectuals
under the influence of prevalent sociopolitical discourses.

Equally interesting is Nguyén Khic Vién’s analysis of passages cited from
Hé Chi Minh’s handbook Let’s Change Our Methods of Work. The citations
comprise a set of moral values put under the name of “Revolutionary Vir-
tues,” and they are unquestionably the modifications of Confucian cardinal
moralities. Thus, these “revolutionary virtues” epitomize the revolutionization
of Confucian pivotal virtues, which makes them more effective for and suit-
able to new revolutionary tasks. Through H6 Chi Minh’s revolutionization of
Confucian moral values, it is not hard to see an enduring of Confucianism in
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his ideological foundation, and this is a universal feature shared by East Asian
leaders, no matter which ideology they are pursuing. Furthermore, the core of
Confucian virtues remains as a powerful force to unite people around a leader-
ship that skillfully employs it in East Asian society. All these arguments will be
justified through the scrutiny of H6 Chi Minh’s Confucian foundation and his
cardinal revolutionary moral values as explained in Let’s Change Our Methods

of Work.

Introductory Remarks

In 1962, the French journal La Pensée, a quarterly review of “modern rational-
ism” founded in Paris, published a feature essay titled “Confucianisme et Marx-
isme au Vietnam” (Confucianism and Marxism in Vietnam) (La Pensée, no.
105 [October 1962]) by Vietnamese pediatrician and political activist Nguyén
Khic Vién (1913-1997). It was later translated into English in 1974," and sub-
sequently became Vién’s most widely read work. Ironically, however, it was not
available in Vietnamese translation until 1993, more than three decades after
its initial publication® and about seven years after the implementation of Déi
Méi (Renovation) policy in Vietnam.?> The 1993 Vietnamese edition included
a short but significant note from the translators, who observed that the essay
“has been translated into many languages. That year [1962], the Sy That Pub-
lishing House* in Hanoi translated it into Vietnamese, but did not publish it.”
Although the translators offered no explanation for the three-decade delay in
publication, Nguyén Khic Vién himself offered a few hints in an appendix to
the 1993 volume. The appendix, which Vién had drafted during the 1980s, pro-
posed “to review a few crucial points from the previous essay before discussing
other issues.” Vién first restated the main argument that he had advanced in
1962, and acknowledged that his thesis had provoked controversy:

Confucianism paved the way with auspicious conditions for the intro-
duction of Marxism [into Vietnam]. This is an argument that has caused
many “waves and winds.” The main argument is that unlike other reli-
gions, [the aim of ] Confucianism is to direct human beings’ thought
completely into social life; therefore it stands on the same page with
Marxists. If we are able to convince a Confucian that Marxism can realize
all the social ideals that he has ever thought of, this Confucian should
be willing to decline Confucianism and accept Marxism. Meanwhile,
socially persuading a Christian, a Buddhist, or a Muslim remains insuf-
ficient, because persuasion cannot provide them with an answer about
the transcendental afterlife. Like Marxists, Confucians do not raise such

a question.’
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As a way of defending his argument, Vién identified two main histori-
cal aspects of Confucian thought. The first and most foundational aspect was
the essentially humane quality of Confucianism, which emphasized the ideal
of human social improvement. The second and far less appealing aspect of
Confucianism had to do with its recasting as a bureaucratic ideology of gov-
ernance. Vién summed up this difference as follows: “one is the mandarin’s
Confucianism, and the other the scholar’s” According to Vién, the first aspect
of Confucianism—its fundamental humanity—was particularly apparent in
the Confucian background of Communist Party founder H6 Chi Minh. Vién
argued that this claim regarding Ho’s affinity for Confucianism had been the
main reason that his essay had not previously been published in Vietnam.

Due to their lack of awareness of these two trends, a number of people
have blotted out the historical role of Confucianism, upholding that since its
beginning, Confucianism has only played a negative role antithetical to the so-
called folk-thought. Armed as these people are with such a prejudice, whenever
they hear someone asserting the proximity between Confucianism and Marx-
ism, or, more seriously, mentioning some Confucian elements in President H8’s
thought, they will treat [these allegations] as “heresies” or “insubordinations.”

To back up his claims about H6’s embrace of Confucianism, Nguyén Khic
Vién also cited at length a few passages from a 1948 handbook authored by
Ho titled Sea ddi lé I6i lam viéc (Let’s change our methods of work). In this
text, H6 undertook to transform pivotal Confucian values into revolutionary
moral concepts. An investigation of Vién’s essay, coupled with an analysis of
Hé&'’s handbook, reveals some of the ways in which Vietnamese intellectuals and
political elites undertook to adapt core elements of Confucian morality into a
revolutionary ethical system.

Nguyén Khic Vién and His Essay

According to the autobiographical account in his book Pao va doi (The way
and life), Nguyén Khic Vién was born into “a laureate family.”” His father
Nguyén Khic Ni¢m (1889-1954) passed the imperial examination at a very
young age in 1907, with the title of Metropolitan Graduate with Honors, and
then served as a mandarin of the Nguyén dynasty, but did not want his son
to follow in his footsteps. Vién was sent to a Franco-Vietnamese elementary
school, and later attended high school in Vinh, Hué, and Hanoi. After study-
ing in Hanoi’s Medical School for three years (1934-1937), Vién continued
his study in Paris. Having carned his medical degrees in pediatrics and tropi-
cal diseases in 1940 and 1941, respectively, he became active in the politics of
the overseas Vietnamese community in France. Suffering from tuberculosis,
Vién had to undergo seven surgeries between 1943 and 1948: eight of his ribs,
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the entirety of his right lung, and one-third of his left lung were removed, and
doctors warned him that he had at most two years to live. But instead of sur-
rendering to this miserable fate, Vién consulted various “books on Eastern and
Western philosophies;” and finally adopted the technique of “breathing with
the stomach” as a treatment for his aliments. In 1949, as Vién was recovering,
he joined the French Communist Party. This was a significant political land-
mark in Nguyén Khic Vién’s life, and he would later describe himself as “rooted
in Confucianism but equipped with [the] experimental science that is liberal
democracy and Marxism.”®

As the secretary general and Communist Party secretary of the Overseas
Vietnamese Federation in France from 1952 to 1963, Nguyén Khic Vién was
a leader of the Vietnamese liberation movement in France, and contributed to
notable French journals such as La Pensée, La Nouvelle critique, Démocratie
nouvelle, and Europe. His essay “Confucianism and Marxism in Vietnam” was
written during this time, coincident with the construction of “the initial foun-
dation of socialism” in North Vietnam and “the struggle against [the] U.S. neo-
colonialism regime” in South Vietnam.” Recalling the causes and conditions of
his essay’s composition, Vién writes:

On the occasion of a discussion with writer Albert Camus, I raised the
question on the relationship between Confucianism and Marxism in
Vietnam. I presented a few arguments. First, Confucianism actually had
two trends; one was humane/anthropocentric [#hdn bin N\ 4], and the
other feudal [phong kién ¥17E]. Second, although differing from one
another, Marxism and Confucianism share a common point [in] that
[each] directs human thought toward the improvement of social orga-
nization, and the construction of relationships among people, but makes
no claims about where the soul goes after death, whether [to] heaven
or hell. Hence, if persuaded, those who follow Confucian teaching can
accept Marxism. Based on these observations, I wrote an essay printed
in the journal La Pensée in 1962. This work received a lot of attention
from the public within and outside Vietnam because the way it posed
questions was not as rigidly dogmatic as the style favored by many Party
authors during that period. Some brothers from Su Thét [“Truth”] Pub-
lishing House also suggested that the work be translated and published,
but they could not obtain permission and had to abandon the idea."

In addition to reiterating his main point about the basic compatibility of
Confucianism and Marxism, Nguyén Khic Vién also specified the adaptability
and relevance of Confucianism in a new society founded on Marxist philoso-
phy. Trained with the anthropocentric and collectivistic spirit of Confucian-
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ism, Vietnamese Confucian scholars, according to Vién, saw no conflict in their
transition from the teaching of Confucius to the doctrine of Karl Marx. Vién’s
bifurcation of Confucianism into “humane/anthropocentric” versus “feudal”
traditions was designed to legitimate it in the new socialist Vietnam. Yet it was
the very distinctiveness of the essay’s claims that had triggered the negative reac-
tions against it.

Due to his antiwar activities, Nguyén Khic Vién was expelled from France
and returned to Vietnam in 1963. Around the same time, the Ninth Plenum of
the Vietnam Worker’s Party passed a Resolution on “The International Situ-
ation and the Party’s International Duties,” which called on the Party to fight
against opportunism, revisionism, dogmatism, and sectarianism."" Vién later
described the political atmosphere in North Vietnam at that time as fraught
with tension and suspicion:

When I returned [to Vietnam], people in the country were conducting a
course on learning Resolution Nine against revisionism. Since I had just
come back, I did not yet fully understand the Party’s internal situation.
[ The transfer of | my Party membership was also not yet accepted. [Viet-
namese] members of the French Communist Party who had returned to
Vietnam before 1960 only needed to complete a couple of formalities,
and quickly joined the Vietnamese Party. However, as there occurred the
problem of fighting against “revisionists” starting from 1960, European
parties were regarded as “revisionist,” and consequently Party members
coming home from European countries had to endure a trial period [to
verify if they were qualified to join the Vietnamese Communist Party].
The political situation of 1963 was truly quite complicated.'

Although Nguyén Khic Vién did not explicitly link the suppression of the
Vietnamese version of his essay to the 1960s domestic context in North Viet-
nam, such a political situation was evidently unfavorable for the publication of
his work."

After his return, Vién eventually gained admission to the Party and was
placed in charge of the Foreign Language Publishing House in Hanoi, where
he became “an interpreter of Vietnamese history, culture, and the Vietnamese
struggle to the many intellectuals, militants, and journalists sympathetic to Viet-
nam who visited Hanoi during the Vietham War, from 1965 to 1975.” In this
role, he was “one of the Vietnamese scholars who did most to interpret Vietnam
for the West.”'* Although he rejoiced at the end of the war and the reunification
of the country in 1975, Vién remained critical of whatever was detrimental to
the development of the nation. During the period from 1976 to 1993, he sub-

mitted about thirty reccommendations, comments, and letters discussing various
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critical issues of the country and calling for reforms to leaders of the Party, the
National Assembly, and the Government. These documents were not released
to the public at the time, and only a portion of them was recently published.”
In 1992, in keeping with the implementation of the P8i mdi policy, the Party’s
General Secretary D6 Mudi had several meetings with various audiences, assur-
ing them that the Party would welcome divergent ideas from the people.' It is
probably not coincidental that in the following year, 1993, Thé Gidi Publishers
(formerly Vién’s Foreign Language Publishing House) printed the Vietnamese
translation of his essay together with some of his other writings in a book titled
Bain vé dao Nho (On Confucianism).

The publication of Nguyén Khic Vién’s book On Confucianism in 1993
should be examined in relation to the broader reappraisal of Confucianism in
connection with its alleged contribution to the rise of the “Four Asian Tigers”
(alternatively, “Four Asian Little Dragons”)—Hong Kong, Singapore, South
Korea, and Taiwan. As early as 1974, Edwin O. Reischauer attributed the eco-
nomic success of Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore to a
number of key traits easily linked to Confucian values."” In his “1984’s Supple-
mental Notes,” Vién mentioned ez passant that “a Japanese scholar™® has also
formed the argument that Confucianism has helped nations like Japan, Taiwan,
[and] Korea easily move toward modernity”"” In the same vein as these observa-
tions, Le Nouveau monde sinisé (The new sinicized world) by French scholar
Léon Vandermeersch was translated into Vietnamese in 1992, reconfirming the
appreciation of Confucianism within an Asian framework.”” More than thirty
years after he first wrote it, Vién’s essay seemed to be reaching Vietnamese read-
ers at a propitious moment. Four years later, in 1997, its author passcd away at
the age of eighty-four.

In a section of the 1962 essay called “Confucians and Marxists,” Nguyén
Khic Vién painted a picture of Vietnam’s first Marxists. In most cases, these
revolutionaries were “petty intellectuals;” educated in the Franco-Vietnamese
education system but “forced to end their studies before taking their baccalaure-
ate exams.” In other cases, they were “village teachers, often at private schools,
just like the scholars of old.”*' Having grown up in the Confucian tradition,
these Vietnamese Marxist cadres often appreciated and integrated Confucian
principles of political morality into their revolutionary lives:

The notion that leaders should exemplify high moral standards was
deeply engrained in Confucian countries....[Today’s Marxists] still
recite Confucian sayings: “Do not be corrupted by wealth,” “Do not suc-
cumb in the face of adversity,” “Do not bow your head before demonstra-

tions of force.”*
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To support this contention, Vién quoted long passages from a handbook called
Stia doi [¢ 167 lam viéc (Let’s change our methods of work) that was employed as
a main material for the Party’s cadre training during the national liberation war
in the late 1940s. Although Vién did not mention the identity of the writer of
the handbook, H6 Chi Minh (under the pen name of X.Y.Z.) is widely known
to have been its author. And even though the reason why the author’s name is
omitted remains unknown, the cited passages in Vién’s essay clearly showed how
H6 had transformed pivotal Confucian moral values into key virtues required
for the revolutionary. Before examining their transformation in detail, let us do
a quick review of H6 Chi Minh’s attitude toward Confucianism.

The Issue of the Noble Man and the Revolutionary

A number of Vietnamese scholars have written about H6 Chi Minh and Con-
fucianism since the 1990s.2* The opening of a 1993 essay titled “Nguyén Ai
Qudc—Hd Chi Minh véi Nho gido” (Nguyén Ai Qusc—[also known as] Ho
Chi Minh and Confucianism) by Nguyén Dinh Chu points out that

There exists something strange in the following case: Confucianism had
had a predestined affinity with Nguyén Ai Quéc since his childhood, and
followed H6 Chi Minh to the end of his life; and although the disci-
pline “H6 Chi Minh Studies” was founded and has been developing for
about thirty years, the recognition of Confucian influence on Nguyén
Ai Qu6c—H6 Chi Minh—was officially promoted only three years ago
(1990), on the occasion of the commemoration of the centenary of his
birth. Perhaps the title of “Cultural Personality” that the world offered
him on the occasion of this commemoration* plus the atmosphere of
renovation started after the Sixth National Plenum of the Communist
Party of Vietnam have helped us to overcome that abnormal thing.”

The Confucian background of H6 Chi Minh has recently been lauded as a key
part of his commitment to patriotic tradition. According to an official biogra-
phy of H6 Chi Minh (announced on the website of the Ho Chi Minh Museum),
Ho “was born into a family of patriotic Confucian scholars, and grew up in a
locality that had a patriotic tradition of valorous fighting against aggression.”*
Thus, we may wonder what H6 Chi Minh himself thought of Confucianism.

In a conversation with Russian poet and essayist Osip E. Mandelstam
(1891-1938) in Moscow in 1923, Nguyén Ai Quéc (the future H6 Chi
Minh) offered an understanding of Confucianism framed within a Vietnamese
context:
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I was born into a Vietnamese Confucian family.... The youth from those
families often studied Confucianism. Comrade, you must know that
Confucianism is not a religion but a science of moral experience and
conduct. Based on this foundation, one puts forward the notion of the
“Great Unity”?

Mandelstam recorded these words in an interview-like essay under the title
“Visiting an International Communist Warrior—Nguyén Ai Quéc.” For Man-
delstam, the view of Confucianism as “a science of moral experience and con-
duct” plus the Confucian goal of the “Great Unity” in Nguyén Ai Quéc’s narra-
tive were highly suitable to communist ideals.

Hé Chi Minh regarded Confucianism as part of his life. In a speech pre-
sented at the ceremony to celebrate the National Unity Front (Lién hi¢p quéc
gia) organized by the Buddhist Association for National Salvation (Hoi Phét
gido ctiu quéc) on January 5, 1946, Ho claimed that “ As Buddhists believe in
Buddha, [and] Christians believe in God, we believe in the teaching of Confucius.
Those are the most venerated to whom we entrust.”* Later, during an interview
with Vasidev Rao of Reuters in May 1947, when asked whether H6 Chi Minh’s
government would include members of all social classes and parties in order
to reach a political solution for a Vietnamese-French relationship, H6 asserted
that “Hd' Chi Minh may pursue Marxism, or follow Confucianism, but the Viet-
namese government still comprises representatives of all parties and even those
who belong to no party at all.”?

Among the extant writings collected in Hé' Chi Minh: The Complete Works
(Ho Chi Minh toin tdp), there survives a short article titled “Confucius,” pub-
lished in 1927.%° This article expressed H6’s reaction to the Chinese Nationalist
Government’s decision “to henceforth abolish all ceremonies commemorating
Confucius as well as projected expenses for those rituals, and to use all temples
of Confucius as public schools.” H6’s reaction in this particular case was based
not only on his political standpoint, but also on his general understanding of
Confucius and Confucianism. According to the article, the Chinese Nationalist
Government’s official order was issued on February 15, 19273 H6 Chi Minh
(also known as Ly Thuy around that time) wrote the article in Guangzhou—the
former seat of the Nationalist Government, and commented on the abolition
of the ceremonial ritual clearly from a communist perspective. The Nationalist
Government’s order discussed in Ho’s article was the beginning of an ideologi-
cal policy that would be widespread in China in the next few years, pinpointing
Confucius’ political shortcomings, and reevaluating the contributions of Con-
fucianism to the development of China through history.*> Ho’s response to this
policy was decidedly mixed. While he seemed prepared to accept the abolition
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of Confucianism as a political doctrine, he argued that it could and should be
preserved as a system of moral values:

With the abolition of rituals commemorating Confucius, the Chinese
government has dropped an old institution that goes against the spirit
of democracy. For us, the Vietnamese, let us perfect ourselves spiritually
by reading Confucius’ works, and revolutionarily reading Lenin’s works
is a must.>

Eighteen years later, as the provisional president of the Democratic Repub-
lic of Vietnam, H6 Chi Minh had the chance to formally pay respect to Confu-
cius and his teaching in a revolutionary spirit and style. As the head of the new
state, standing against colonialism and feudalism, in David Marr’s words “Ho
was quite selective when it came to participation in commemorations, reﬂecting
the national persona he was crafting for himself.”** Nonetheless, on October 21,
1945, President H6 invited the former emperor, Bio Dai, who had previously
announced his abdication, and was currently serving as a “Supreme Adviser” to
the new DRV, to accompany him to Hanoi’s Gidm Temple (also known as the
Temple of Literature, dedicated to Confucius) and attend the Autumn Ritual
commemorating the Sage. It was worth mentioning that not only Vietnamese
government officers but also high-ranking Chinese officials took part in this
annual commemoration. It was also noteworthy that H6 Chi Minh played the
role of the ritual host, and that the commemoration “was carried out with a
specifically new spirit” through several reformed rituals, reflecting the “break-
ing with bad feudal practices to follow the path of revolutionary democracy”

The fusion of Confucian and revolutionary values was prevalent indeed
during the early years of the DRV. Perhaps the best evidence of this appears in
the reworking of the concept of “noble person” ( junzi/quin ti ) in official
DRYV discourse. Only about three weeks after the commemoration of Confu-
cius hosted by President H6, the DRV first university opened in Hanoi. As the
General Director of the Higher Education Department and the Director of the
Ecole frangaise d’Extréme-Orient, Professor Nguyén Vin Huyén delivered the
opening speech at the university’s inauguration in the presence of President H6.
Emphasizing the university’s responsibility to train a new generation of Viet-
namese intellectuals, Nguyén Van Huyén announced:

We all feel responsible in training a number of people who possess good
morals and the capability to guide the masses. Should you allow me to
employ an ancient term with its ancient connotations from an Eastern
civilization, [these people are] qudn t11, who, on the one hand, know how
to hone their knowledge to be able to evaluate any force of civilization,



THE NOBLE PERSON AND THE REVOLUTIONARY 137

and who, on the other hand, also apprehend how to process practically so
that they can apply their wisdom in life, raising the national flag together
with their brothers, sisters, and compatriots of different professions, even
in thunderous storms, and in all international meetings on culture built
on the glorious foundation of peace, justice, liberty, happiness, and uni-

versal love of human beings in the future.’®

The qudn ti (noble person) in this speech implicitly carried on the traditional
Confucian values, yet was also a blend of both nationalism and international-
ism. Although sometimes overlooked, the notion of the “noble person” always
serves as the foundation for the construction of the ideal personality (colored
with a specific political ideology) in countries influenced by Confucian culture.
In his essay, Nguyén Khic Vién portrayed H6 Chi Minh as “a Confucian scholar
who changed from one philosophy to another,”* and “yet still retained his basic
personality of a quan-tu.””* Peter A. DeCaro, in his study Rbetoric of Revolt,
even dedicates a full-length chapter to a portrait of “Ho Chi Minh: The Chun
Tzu [ junzi]”® Just as he had reformed the rituals commemorating Confucius
along revolutionary lines, H6 Chi Minh would promote the new image of the
revolutionary (and not the “noble man”), with redefined Confucian values, in

his handbook Lez’s Change Our Methods of Work.

Let’s Change Our Methods of Work

For a better apprehension of the handbook Lez's Change Our Methods of Work
(hereafter, “the handbook”), a brief review of its historical background is
needed. H6 Chi Minh completed the handbook in October 1947 under the
penname of X.Y.Z. It was first printed by Su that (“Truth”) Publishing House
in 1948, and was subsequently reprinted several times in Vietnam.

During the short but tumultuous period from 1945 to 1948, the Vietnam-
ese were fighting for their country’s unity and independence from the Japanese
and French occupiers. Taking advantage of the Japanese surrender at the con-
clusion of World War II, the Viét Minh (League for the Independence of Viet-
nam), under the leadership of H6 Chi Minh, established the new state known
as the Democratic Republic of Vietnam on August 28, 1945. A few days later,
on September 2, H6 proclaimed Vietnam’s independence in Hanoi, opening
his speech with Thomas Jefferson’s declaration “that all men are created equal,
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that
among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”* More than a year
later, unwilling to lose its colony, France opened fire in Hanoi on December 17,
1946; shortly after that, on December 19, France issued an ultimatum, demand-
ing the disarmament of the DRV’s armed forces. Refusing the French demand,
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on December 20, as DRV President, H6 appealed to the whole nation to stand
up and join the national resistance against the colonial regime. The Viét Bic, a
mountainous region between the Sino-Vietnamese border and the Red River,
then became “the very cradle of the resistance.” In October 1947 the French
secretly launched the Lea Campaign to “destroy the foundation of Vietnamese
resistance” in the north; it was also at that time that the Central Party Com-
mittee’s Standing Bureau decided to “destroy the winter march of the French
army.”"! H&'s resistance government not only fought against the French army,
but also commenced building the foundation for a new ideology. David Marr
succinctly describes the beginning of this long and complex process:

From his mountain hideout during the Pacific War, H6 Chi Minh pro-
moted a mix of Confucian and modernist values to be assimilated by
the [Indochinese Communist Party] members and then taught to fol-
lowers.... The Propaganda Ministry under Trdn Huy Liéu took respon-
sibility for devising a comprehensive program of social transformation

dubbed the New Life Campaign (Van dong Doi séng Méi).*

These were the historical circumstances under which the handbook was com-
pleted. Its targeted readership clearly included Party members and cadres who
were striving for the nation’s independence and governing part of the country’s
territory.

Revolutionary Virtues

Under the title “Revolutionary Virtues” (Pao diic cich mang), H6 presents a
concise account of the moral values that a cadre must display and embrace in
order to transform himself into a revolutionary:

It is not difficult for a cadre to become a real revolutionary if he wants
to. Everything depends on his heart-and-mind [long minh]. If his sole
interest is the Party, the country, and his compatriots, he will gradually
become totally just and selfless [chi cong vé tw ZNTEFL]. As be has been
Jjust and selfless, his personal faults will progressively decrease, and his vir-
tues described below will become increasingly apparent each day. Iz brief,
the good virtues are five in all: humanity [{"], righteousness [#], knowl-
edge [%], courage %], and integrity [5g].?

This excerpt brings up a number of issues, including the origin of ¢h7 cdng vé 1,
a phrase that would later become one of the foundational revolutionary moral
values of the members and cadres of the Vietnamese Communist Party. It also
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illustrates Ho's selective appropriation of certain Confucian virtues to form
the list of five required norms of revolutionary virtue. The first chapter of the
Classic of Loyalty (Zhongjing 5.4%), titled “Heaven, Earth, and Gods” (“Tiandi
Shenming” KMt 1#HH),* begins with the following lines:

A maxim from ancient times [states that] the only virtue for the above
and the below to receive Heaven's favor is the way of loyalty. Overshad-
owed by Heaven, sustained by Earth, and followed by human beings,
nothing is greater than loyalty. Loyalty means [standing at] the center,
being totally just and selfless.>

Another dictum in the same chapter also reads, “Loyalty is what is described
as ‘being whole-hearted””* Thus, the notion of being “totally just and selfless”
and the importance of the heart-and-mind in self-training to become “a real
revolutionary” asserted in Ho’s handbook seem to have been inspired by this
classical text. Although Hé did not cite the Classic of Loyalty explicitly, the cir-
culation and popularity of the classic in Vietnam can be confirmed by the local
reproduction of this work now preserved at the Han-Nom Research Institute
in Hanoi.?

At first glance, the five good virtues of the revolutionary are reminiscent of
the “Five Constants” (wuchang 117, originally advocated by Dong Zhongshu
#hEF (179-104 B.C.E.). Indeed, three of H&'s five essential revolutionary vir-
tues apparently were taken directly from the “Five Constants”: benevolence (ren
{=), righteousness (yi ), and knowledge (zhi %). Ho opted to replace the
other two of the five, ritual (/i &) and trustworthiness (xiz {5), with courage
(yong B), and integrity (lian Bg). However, a further reading of the Analects
shows another group of three fundamental virtues of the noble man:*

The Master said, “The way of the superior man is threefold, but I am not
equal to it. Virtuous [ren], he is free from anxieties; wise [zh7], he is free
from perplexities; bold [ yong], he is free from fear”

The Master said, “The wise are free from perplexities; the virtuous from
anxiety; and the bold from fear”>

The Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong F1J55) also gathers ren, zhi, and yong
into a trio called dade 715 (“universally binding virtues”): “Knowledge, benev-
olence, and courage, these three are the universally binding virtues” (Zhongyong
20).%" Hence, following this approach, one may treat H6’s revolutionary virtue
quintet as a combination of the dade trio and two additional elements (righ-
teousness and integrity). However, due to the quintet format of the essential
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revolutionary moral values, they were apparently grouped together according
to the model of the “Five Constants.” The choice and use of these Confucian
moral concepts was reminiscent of the New Life Movement in China of the
carly 1930s, which emphasized the roles of the old Confucian virtues of ritual
(£i ¥8), righteousness ( yi %), integrity (lian BE), and knowledge (2hi %) as a
means to reinforce nationalism and modernization.”

In his essay titled “Virtues of Junzi,” Antonio S. Cua tries to distinguish the
basic interdependent/complete virtues of 7ez {— (benevolence, humaneness), /i
4 (rules of proper conduct, ritual, rites), and yi # (rightness, righteousness,
fittingness) from dependent/partial virtues such as k#az & (magnanimity), xin
{Z (trustworthiness), and yong & (courage). According to Cua, the cardinal vir-
tues of ren, yi, and /7 are “relevant to all situations of human life as our actions
have always effects on others,” whereas the partials have their “application to
circumstances,” and, furthermore, their ethical value “depends on connection
with the...cardinals.”>

The emphasis on certain moral values reflects specifically temporal socio-
political demands, even as the modification of the connotations of the selected
moral concepts reveals the efforts to make them fit well in new social contexts.
Although the handbook does not specify any reasons for its particular choices
from the Confucian repertoire of moral concepts, reading its interpretation of
the five highlighted virtues can help to better understand why Hé selected them.

HUMANITY

Humanity (ren) is the first virtue to be interpreted, and its interpretation also
paves the way for the representation of the remaining virtues. The handbook
explains:

The virtue of humanity consists of loving deeply and wholcheartedly
assisting one’s comrades and compatriots. That is why the cadre who dis-
plays this virtue wages a resolute struggle against all those who would
harm the Party and people. That is why he will not hesitate to be the
first to endure hardship and the last to enjoy happiness. That is why he
will not covet wealth and honor, nor fear hardship and suffering, nor
be afraid to fight those in power. Those who want nothing are afraid of
nothing and will always succeed in doing the right thing.>*

In this explanation of “humanity,” readers can identify at least two Confucian
writings that have been reworded and altered for a better fit into the handbook’s
new context. First, there is Fan Zhongyan’s Suffi# (989-1052) oft-quoted
motto from his “Memorial to Yueyang Tower” (Yueyang Lou ji :F51%50): “Be
the first in all under heaven to bear hardship, be the last in all under heaven to
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enjoy happiness.”>> Moreover, Fan’s thought is followed by a slight modification
of Mencius’ definition of “the great man” (dazhangfu KK). A passage in the

Mencius reads:

To be above the power of riches and honors to make dissipated, of pov-
erty and mean condition to make swerve from principle, and of power

and force to make bend—these characteristics constitute the great man.>

For Ho, the ideal revolutionary was obviously close to the Confucian
“great man.” At the same time, H6 departed from classical precedents in subtle
ways. As described by the handbook, the “virtue of humanity” comprises hozn-
estly loving (thir tha thuong yéu) and wholebeartedly assisting (hét long gitp do)
“one’s comrades and compatriots.” Here, humanity also requires sincerity (cheng
#%) and full devotion of one’s heart-mind ( jinxin F(s) to realize one’s object
of commitment. Unlike the Confucian “great man,” the revolutionary “wages a
resolute struggle against all those who would harm the Party and people.” Thus,
for Ho, loyalty (zhong i) was directed first and foremost to the Party and the
people while love was clearly class-oriented.

RIGHTEOUSNESS

As for righteousness ( yi #), the handbook writes:

Having a sense of duty means uprightness—not having ulterior motives,
doing nothing unjust and having nothing to hide from the Party. It also
means not being preoccupied by personal interests in conflict with those
of the Party.”’

The distinction between “just” and “unjust,” the individual’s transparency in
front of the Party, and the harmonization between the individual’s and the
Party’s interests here are clearly based on a subset of class-based moral values
that the revolutionary must follow strictly. The distinction between “right” and
“wrong” of course requires the involvement of knowledge/wisdom.

KNOWLEDGE

According to the handbook, selflessness plays a crucial role in the display and
application of knowledge (zhi %):

Since one’s conscience [zhi/tr{] is not clouded by personal interests, clar-
ity of purpose can be easily maintained. It becomes easier to reason and
find the right way. One can judge men and investigate matters. Useful
projects can be accomplished, while interests harmful to the Party can
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be avoided. For the sake of the [Party’s] just cause, people of value will be
promoted while vigilance against crooks is maintained.*®

Often rendered into English as “knowledge” or “wisdom,” zhi/tri, as Henry
Rosemont has observed, “is the philosophically significant most frequently
occurring term in the Analects.” Having examined this concept in various con-
texts of the Analects, Rosemont concludes that “[Zhi] is perhaps best defined
as a sense of what it is most fitting to do in our intevactions with our fellow human
beings, understanding why, performing those actions, and achieving a sense of well-
being from so doing.”® Hence, there is another translation suggested by Roger
Ames for this Confucian concept: the term “realize” can serve well here, for
“it is epistemically as strong in English as know’ with respect to truth condi-
tions.”®! Moreover, since “realize” also means “[making] real” it simultancously
carries the meaning of “[putting] into practice” with the proper stances and
feelings toward what one is making real in one’s conduct. Through Confucius’
teaching on zhi/tri, Rosemont finally sees it as “religious or spiritual instruc-
tions for how to live a meaningful life”** The handbook’s description of this
concept also reflects this spirit, but redefines it on the basis of the interests of
the Party and the people.

COURAGE

For Ho, the introductions of #hin, nghia, and tr{ prepared the way for the
fourth moral virtue, “courage” ( yong 5):

Having courage means carrying out what one believes is right. It means
not being afraid to correct one’s faults, to endure suffering, and to face
hardship. It means not hesitating to reject honors and ill-gained wealth.
If necessary, it means the sacrifice of one’s life for the Party and country
without qualm.®

The premise on which H6 understands yong is clear: it must be carried out on
the basis of daring to realize “what one believes is right” ( gdp viéc phdi 6 gan
lam).* This principle is in agreement with Confucius’ sayings in the Analects,
where the Master emphasizes the critical need of righteousness in improving
personal courage:

To see what is right and not to do it is want of courage.®> (2.24)

Zilu said, “Does the superior man esteem valor [courage]?” The Master
said, “The superior man holds righteousness to be of superior impor-
tance. A man in a superior situation, having valor without righteousness,
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will be guilty of insubordination; one of the lower people, having valor
without righteousness, will commit robbery. (17.23)

According to the Analects, courage must be guided by righteousness, and in
its turn righteousness must be based on humanity/benevolence as indicated
by Confucius: “Men of humanity are sure to be bold, but those who are bold
may not always be men of humanity” (14.5). Based on the Analects’accounts,
one scholar has described the interrelationship among humanity, righteousness,
and, implicitly, courage as follows:

Hence, aren person must be a righteous ( y7) person. If this reasoning is cor-
rect, the relationship between 7ez and y7 has to be that 7ez determines both
i as the rightness of an action and yi as the righteousness of the agent.”

Noteworthy is that courage is often linked to other virtues in the Analects,
such as the love of learning: “There is the love of boldness without the love of
learning; the beclouding here leads to insubordination” (17.8).% Bravery must
follow propriety/rites (/i &) to avoid chaos—“Boldness, without the rules of
propriety, becomes insubordination” (8.2)®—and this is why Confucius hates
those who “have valor merely, and are unobservant of propriety” (17.24).7 In
the handbook, since the “propriety/rites” of the Five Constants are not listed
among the five required virtues of the revolutionary, the absence of the link
between this moral value and courage is understandable. However, as we have
seen in the elucidations of the previous three moral values of benevolence, righ-
teousness, and knowledge, loyalty to the Party and the people stands out as the
pivotal criterion that defines every single virtue essential for the revolutionary’s
self-cultivation. This trend of thought was first promoted in 1946 in the educa-
tional system of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, and became an essential
moral norm of the Vietnamese state.”' H6 Chi Minh would later crystallize this
loyalty in his oft-cited motto, originally written in 1955:

Revolutionary virtue can be summarized as clearly distinguishing right
from wrong, persevering with class position, wholeheartedly being loyal
to the country, and unreservedly practicing filial piety toward people (#i7
trung vdi nide, tin hiéu vdi din).”*

Nine years later, in 1964, he proclaimed another version of the motto:
Our army is loyal (zrung i£.) to the Party, and practices filial picty (hiéu

Z%) toward the people, being ready to fight and sacrifice their lives for the

independence and freedom of the fatherland, and for socialism.”
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“Being loyal to the country/the Party and practicing filial piety toward the
people” has been regarded as one of H6 Chi Minh’s fundamental ideas. The
textbook 7u tudng Ho' Chi Minh (H6 Chi Minh’s thought), prepared for college

students, observes this principal virtue:

Hé Chi Minh introduces new revolutionary contents into a new con-
cept, namely “being loyal to the country and practicing filial piety toward
the people.” This is the most important moral criterion. Moving from
being loyal to the king and practicing filial piety toward parents to being
loyal to the country and practicing filial piety toward the people is a revo-
lution in moral conception. H6 Chi Minh reverses the old Confucian
concept, and constructs new morality as if “a man firmly stands on his
feet, and raises his head toward the sky.”

In Ho Chi Minh’s view, the country is the people’s country and the peo-
ple are the country’s owner. Hence, “being loyal to the country and prac-
ticing filial piety toward the people” is the expression of responsibility
toward the enterprise of nation-building-and-defending and the develop-
ment path of the country.

The core content of loyalty to the country is that within the relationships
of individuals, community, and society, one must give the foremost prior-
ity to the interests of the Party, Fatherland, and Revolution.”*

The common thread that traverses the first four revolutionary moral values of
humanity, righteousness, knowledge, and courage has been summed up in H6
Chi Minh’s mottos and clarified in the commentaries: as the representative of
the country and the people, the Party deserves the top priority, and loyalty to
the Party assures the perfection of the five fundamental revolutionary virtues
highlighted in the handbook. Reading the handbook in its original context
when the Party was taking the lead in the fight against feudalism and the resis-
tance against French colonialism, one can straightforwardly understand why
courage was one of the five desired moral values for the revolutionary.

INTEGRITY

Asa Confucian moral value, depending on the contexts in which it emerges, lian
& has been rendered into various English equivalents, such as “grave reserve,””
“self-denying purity,”® or “upright, honourable, integrity and character.””” How-
ever, the most common equivalent is “integrity,” which also appears in Nguyén
Khic Vién’s citation from the handbook:
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Having integrity means not coveting status or wealth, not secking an easy
life or not willing to be flattered by others. That is why one can be lucid
and generous and avoid self-degradation. There exists only one type of

eagerness—that is the eagerness to study, work, and make progress.”®

In the Vietnamese original of the citation, the term tham (“coveting” &) stands
for different English rewordings, such as “secking” or “willing” The quote ends
with the eagerness for self-cultivation, and this reminds us of a saying from the
Analects: “When his desires are set on benevolent government, and he secures
it, who will accuse him of covetousness?” (20.2).”” Having a rhetorical structure
similar to Confucius’ cited assertion, the handbook defines “integrity” as the
avoidance of any temptations that lead to self-degradation, and the enthusiastic
striving for self-improvement.

Two years later, in 1949, writing under the pseudonym of Lé Quyét Thing,
Hé Chi Minh revisited this moral concept in a series of four newspaper articles
on diligence (cdn %)), frugality (kiém %), integrity (/iém ), and straightfor-
wardness (chinh 1F),% and discussed /iém in great detail:

Liém means purity, without greediness. In the past, under feudalism,
mandarins who did not squeeze money from the people were called /ién,
but it has only a narrow meaning. Our country is now the Democratic
Republic; and the term /iém has a broader meaning. Everyone must prac-
tice /iém. Similarly trung is to be loyal to the Fatherland, and b#éi means
to practice filial piety toward people. We love our parents, but we must
also love others” parents, and inspire the love for parents in all human
beings.

Liém must be accompanied by kiém. Correspondingly, ki¢m must
be paired with cdzn. Ki¢m is the premise for the practice of /iém, because
lavish spending begets greediness.

...Our nation is carrying out the war of resistance and structuring
the country, building the New Life in our new Vietnam. Not only do we
need to be diligent and frugal, but we must also keep our purity/integ-
rity (liém).*!

Here, as in the carlier handbook, H6 sought to redefine Confucian key moral
values in the context of revolutionary Vietnam in the 1940s. An examination of
some Confucian classics, such as the Analects, Mencius, Liji (Classic of Rites),
and Xunzi, to name but a few, shows that /iém has various connotations, and
as a moral value it can be universally practiced without restriction to any social
class.®? Like H&'s elucidations of the other Confucianism-based moral values,
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his interpretation of /ié is positioned within the framework of the war of resis-
tance and nation-building led by the Communist Party.

WHY ARE PROPRIETY AND TRUSTWORTHINESS MISSING?

The absence of two Confucian constants, propriety (/ &) and trustworthiness
(xin {5), from H&'s set of revolutionary virtues cannot be easily overlooked.
Given its status as a cardinal virtue, the exclusion of “propriety” from the list
is particularly striking. As we will see, the logic of the omission of “propri-
ety” helps explain H&’s decision to leave “trustworthiness” off the list. Having
reviewed extant documents relevant to H6 Chi Minh and Confucian morality,
Hoa John Le Van concludes:

As a son of a Vietnamese mandarin-scholar, [H6 Chi Minh] was trained
carly in the Confucian heritage. The five cardinal virtues of compassion,
righteousness, ritual, knowledge, [and] integrity, perhaps except for rit-
ual, were part of [H6]’s personal life.®

Nonetheless, H6 Chi Minh himself did not stipulate why he left “propriety”
out of the repertoire of revolutionary virtues. Various scholars have endeavored
to fill in the gap, rationalizing any possible reason that might have caused H6
to pass over “propriety.” The following is a line of reasoning articulated by a
Vietnamese academic:

Whenever talking about human beings’ virtue, Confucians often link
it with /i/[¢ of the Five Constants (ren, yi, li, zbi, xin). Based on the
explanation from the Shuowen jiezi [ S fift5", Explanation of patterns,
elaboration of graphs], the principle of /% is “stable steps, respecting the
spirits, and seeking happiness,”® reflecting the relationship between
human beings and spirits. [L:] is combined with theocracy, and devel-
oped into the distinction between superior and inferior, rich and poor,
closeness and distance, that is founded on a strict aristocratic ranking
system. Therefore, in the Zuozhuan, the account of Zhanggong’s [
] eighteenth year says, “As fames and positions vary, rituals are also
different.” ... Thus, /i//¢ stands for the social status of the feudal hierar-
chy. Among the dominant classes, /i//¢ also cannot escape from it. Li/[¢
becomes a powerful political tool, and an effective method for control-
ling the realm and people in the feudal monarchical age. Thus, in Hé
Chi Minh: The Complete Works (ten volumes with 7,053 pages in total),
Uncle H6 never mentions the term /i//¢ from the Five Constants of feu-
dal Confucians.®
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The passage starts with a definition of /i (unfortunately, inaccurately trans-
lated) from the Shuowen jiezi to suggest that /i was originally deployed as an
instrument to enhance the unequal relationships between human beings and
spirits. It then takes the next step of identifying /7 as a feudal social practice, a
claim that appears to confirm the class-based nature of this moral concept and
reveal it as a “powerful political tool, and an effective method for controlling
the realm and people in the feudal monarchical age.” Although H6 Chi Minh
never endorsed such an understanding of /7//¢, it seems to be widely accepted in
Vietnam, as the phrase /2 gido phong kién (“feudal proprieties”) carries strongly
negative connotations (especially of gender inequality). However, the author
of the excerpt above seemingly overlooks a well-known dictum of Confucius
in the Analects: “To overcome oneself and restore the practice of proprieties
is benevolent love.” Since ren (benevolence) is the ground of /7 (rules of pro-
priety), and / must be in accord with ren, “customs, rituals, regulations, and
rules eventually should be regulated by re.”® In other words, rules of propriety
are the vehicle for realizing and strengthening benevolence. When discussing
the civility of the revolutionary policeman in a letter written in March 1948,
Hé Chi Minh reminds the reader that police must treat people with respect,
etiquette, and moral standards (/2 phép).*® Obviously, revolutionary benevolent
love needs to be expressed through certain revolutionary rules of propriety. Li/
[é was omitted from President H&'s writings possibly due to the fact that it was
generally understood as “rites” or “rituals,” and its hierarchical features had been
prevalently associated with feudalism. However, as the set of rules of propriety
or social conventions, /i//é was unquestionably required and practiced in the
Democratic Republic of Vietnam.

Although trustworthiness (xi7 {) is not recorded in the handbook’s list
of moral virtues that the revolutionary must acquire, it occasionally emerges as
a required virtue in a number of other writings by H6 Chi Minh. In his speech
given at the concluding ceremony of a complementary training course for mid-

level cadres in 1947, H6 declared:

A good cadre must have revolutionary morality. If one is well-trained in
military affairs, but lacking revolutionary morality, it is difficult to suc-
ceed. In order to acquire revolutionary morality, one must possess the
following five elements: 77/ [%], Tin (5], Nbdn [{~], Ding [ 3], [and]
Liém [BE]. I now clarify them.

Tr{ means clear-headedness, knowing both the enemy and our-
selves; recognizing good people and supporting them; identifying bad
ones and not employing them; being aware of our goodness and improv-
ing it; identifying evil and avoiding it.
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Tin means [that] whatever is said must be trustworthy; assertions
and practices must be in accordance with one another; we must try our
best to carn people’s and soldiers’ trust.

Nhin means to possess universal love: loving our country, people,
and soldiers.

Diing means being forceful, decisive but not jeopardizing, having
well-prepared plans and determinedly carrying them out straightaway,
even if facing dangers. It also means to have bravery in any business.

Liém means not to covet fame or position, not being excessively
desirous of life, money, and sex. A cadre who dares to sacrifice his life
for the fatherland, for his people, and for the just cause does not covet
anything.¥’

The above-cited passage not only furnishes us with another chance to
further comprehend H6's understanding of #74, nhin, diing, and liém, but also
supplies us with his explanation of #7, another moral value. H6 Chi Minh’s
notion of 7 is basically in agreement with the Confucian notion of xiz, which
emphasizes verbal commitment with respect to one’s deeds. This point can be
illustrated through a couple of examples from the Analects. For instance, when
asked about how a man’s conduct can be appreciated by his fellows, Confucius
replies, “Let his words be sincere and truthful, and his actions honorable and
careful” In another case, the Master places emphasis on the imperative con-
cordance between words and conduct: “At first, my way with men was to hear
their words, and give them credit for their conduct. Now my way is to hear their
words, and look at their conduct.”" Having examined the concept of xi in the
Analects, Cecilia Wee comes to the following conclusion:

Xin is concerned primarily with commitments in which verbal (or other)
representations have been made, where trust can exist, and perhaps usu-
ally exists, against a background of unspoken social norms.”

Indeed, the agreement between words and deeds stands out as the foun-
dational principle of xiz, but it must be conducted against the “background
of unspoken social norms.” This background is spelled out in H6’s discourse:
as all means must serve revolutionary ends, the cadre must be trustworthy so
as to win his people’s and soldiers’ hearts-and-minds. H6 Chi Minh obviously
did not treat the Confucian Five Constants as an entirety; he broke them down
into individual entities and recombined them with other moral values into dif-
ferent clusters of five. Depending on his audience, H6 selected a certain cluster
to present to his targeted readers/listeners. Thus, even though xin/tn does not
emerge among the “Revolutionary Virtues” discussed in the handbook Lez’s
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Change Our Methods of Work, it remains as an essential quality of the revolu-
tionary in other writings by H6 Chi Minh.

The handbook in general and its five revolutionary moral elements in par-
ticular are in many ways reminiscent of Chinese Communist Party leader Liu
Shaoqi’s BI/V&F Lun gongchan dangyuan de xiuyang (On the cultivation of Com-
munist Party members).” First delivered as a series of lectures for CCP members
at the Institute of Marxism-Leninism in Yan’an in 1939, Liu frequently invoked
the Chinese concept of self-cultivation (xiuyang (%), and therefore aligned
his views with “Chinese tradition, most specifically with Neo-Confucian praxis
based on the Great Learning [Daxue K22, the Mean [Zhongyong ], and
self-examination through quiet-sitting.” In this work, Liu cited several sayings
from Confucian and Neo-Confucian sources, but these quotes “survive in the
collective memory only as traditional sayings without awareness of their exact
provenance.””* Liu’s work was translated into Vietnamese and also employed as
training material for Vietnamese cadres in the late 1940s.”

Unlike Liu’s indoctrination work, H6’s handbook does not contain any
direct quotations from the Confucian classics, although traces of those texts
can be discerned in his text, as this chapter has shown. By rephrasing Confu-
cian sayings in Vietnamese language, the handbook rhetorically presents them
in a simple and easy-to-understand way, and consequently strips off the old-
fashioned classical veneer of the original texts. This tactic is especially clear in
Hé’s discussion of the Confucianism-inspired essential revolutionary virtues.
The Confucian roots of these terms were instantly recognizable to Vietnamese
elites trained in the Confucian educational system. And yet, as they were popu-
larly employed and practiced in daily life, ordinary Vietnamese embraced them
as common sense and as part of their culture, even though they were unaware of
their classical provenance.

After examining several Confucian values as they were reinterpreted in Ho
Chi Minh’s writings, Hoa John Le Van concludes:

[H6]’s unique revolutionary contribution was his adaptation of Marx-
ism to elaborate a new dimension of traditional Confucian values that
had tightly bound Vietnamese society in ritual bondage. Earlier, we have
noted that [H6] deliberately excluded [/, ritual] from the five basic Con-

fucian virtues.”®

That H6 infused traditional Confucian values with revolutionary meanings is
undeniable. However, based on the evidence presented here, it is hard to find
any trace of Marxist theory in H&’s adaptation of Confucian moral concepts.
In addition to distilling and simplifying Confucian values, H&’s revolutionary
framework points his readers to the ultimate goal: service to the Party and the
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people, or, in Neil L. Jamieson’s words, to “behave toward the party as if it were
your family””’

Conclusion

Although there has never been any government-led campaign of “Criticizing
Confucius” during the Democratic Republic of Vietnam era (1945-1975) or
in the Socialist Republic of Vietnam period (1975 to the present), the treat-
ment of Confucius and his doctrine has changed significantly over the decades.
Often identified with pejorative suppressive feudalism, Confucianism has
sometimes been targeted for eradication, even in countries where it enjoyed
deep influence. Nguyén Khic Vién’s essay “Confucianism and Marxism in
Vietnam” serves as an example, showing an intellectual effort to acknowledge
the positive aspects of “Confucianism of the scholars” of a Vietnam in transi-
tion. However, a number of his arguments, including his discussion of the rela-
tionship between H6 Chi Minh and Confucianism, faced negative reactions
and criticisms from contemporary readers. Only after the implementation of
the D&i méi (Renovation) policy, the international reappraisal of Confucian-
ism due to the success of the four Asian Little Dragons, and the commemora-
tion of H6 Chi Minh as a “cultural personality” on the occasion of the cen-
tenary of his birth, did Vién’s essay have the chance to reach its Vietnamese
readers. Since the publication of the essay in Vietnam, numerous studies on
Hé Chi Minh and Confucianism have been carried out, revealing his skillful
transformation of Confucian values to serve the nation’s revolutionary cause.
Cited in Nguyén Khic Vién’s essay, the section “Revolutionary Virtues” from
Hé Chi Minh’s Let’s Change Our Methods of Work and other examples from
H&’s writings reveal how Ho transformed pivotal Confucian moral values and
reintroduced them as essential virtues required for the revolutionary. Simpli-
fied, Confucian values are rendered into new revolutionary contexts. The
Confucian noble person is transformed into the ideal revolutionary and put
forward to serve the revolution.

Appendix 1

1984’S SUPPLEMENTAL NOTES

by Nguyén Khic Vién®®

Please allow me to review a few crucial points from the previous essay before
discussing other issues:
We must clearly identify two trends of thought in Confucianism: one is
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the original stream that is humane, and the other is a stream belonging to the
ideology of the bureaucratic apparatus; one is the mandarin’s Confucianism,
and the other the scholar’.

Due to their unawareness of those two trends, several people have blotted
out the historical role of Confucianism, asserting that since its beginning, Con-
fucianism has only played a negative role in opposition to the so-called folk-
thought. Of course, as they’re armed with such a prejudice, whenever they hear
someone asserting the proximity between Confucianism and Marxism, or, more
seriously, mentioning some Confucian elements in President Ho’s thought, they
will consider [these sayings] “heresies” or “insubordinations.”

Also due to this type of prejudice, they believe that Nguyén Trai [[jrfE]
[1380-1442] has nothing to do with Confucianism, repudiating all Vietnam-
ese patriotic Confucians as a whole, and treating patriotism merely as anti-
Confucian. Someone even writes, “Patriotism is the pathbreaking light (let me
emphasize the term ‘pathbreaking’) for the early naissance of a traditional and
unique culture in Vietnamese territory.”

Such statements reverse the historical process. There must first have been
the establishment of a thriving and distinctive culture, and later from this foun-
dation patriotism would gradually take shape. When the Bich Viét [k, or
“One-Hundred Viet] nations fought against the Qin-Han army, they were not
motivated by patriotism; even in the time of the Trung sisters [the rebellion
against the Han military], there did not exist a true patriotism as it is under-
stood in our time. People must have gone through a long historical process in
which the resistance against foreign invasions was not the exclusive element
that formed patriotism. One must include the following components:

Self-protection from natural disasters through the construction of
embankment systems

The establishment of a centralized monarchical government

The construction of a national culture

Without the centralized monarchy with its mandarin machinery account-
able for national duties based on a unified ideology, there could not exist the
awareness of patriotism at an advanced level. Only when facing natural disasters
and foreign invasions would commoners come to the recognition of transcend-
ing their local mentality, scholar gentry would be conscious of their duties to the
nation, and everyone would be [unified] around the image of a king. Within a
long historical evolution, being loyal to the king [#7ung quin £ ] and being
patriotic [4i quéc E ] would have remained inseparable from one another.
Confucianism played a crucial role in the formation of patriotism. Nguyén

Dbinh Chiéu, Mai Xuin Thudng, [and] Phan Dinh Phung were Confucians,
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and one cannot distort the truth by claiming that these patriots totally had no
relationship with Confucianism.

Later, as history moved forward, there emerged more progressive regimes
and ideologies. To return to Confucianism is reactionary, but to fully reject
the role of Confucianism is really childish. Only the emergence of capitalist
[thought] and proletarian thought could end the historical role of Confu-
cianism. Nowadays it is easy to point out the weaknesses of Confucianism,
but one has to relocate it back into its historical context to be able to see its
multifacetedness.

Some have argued that people do not accept Confucianism because it
arrived in our country together on “the hooves of invading soldiers” What a
simplistic view! Some portion of the people will accept an ideology because
of its contents, but not for its place of origin (let’s consider the cases of Bud-
dhism and Marxism!). In the early independent period, during the Ly and Trin
dynasties, the centralized monarchical machinery had not reached an advanced
level; although the warlords were gone, rice fields, estates, and the fiefs of royal
nobles still existed. Confucianism and its unified mandarin apparatus were not
accepted. The mandarin machinery employed Confucianism as its weapon to
compete with Buddhism. During this period, Confucianism was progressive in
comparison to Buddhism.

Others have also considered the Ly-Tran period with the dominance of Bud-
dhism more progressive than the post-fifteenth-century Lé dynasty founded on
Confucianism. To some extent, Buddhism was better than Confucianism, and
the Ly-Tran regime more “likeable” than that of the Lé dynasty. However, exam-
ined within the nation’s historical process, the Lé period achieved a higher level
of unification of the kingdom. Newly independent, the Ly [and] Tr4n dynasties
could only defend the northern borders of their realm; with a population still
small, they could not fully explore the Red River Delta, and they had to con-
front two kingdoms, Champa and Khmer, without a decisive victory. The realm
was always threatened by two-pronged attacks from the Northern and South-
ern frontiers. In the Lé dynasty, Dai Viét [ Kj#, “Great Viet” = Vietnam] clearly
gained more advantages: the Northern and Southern borders were secured for
a long time, and the territory was expanded southward. This was a centralized
monarchy with a mandarin apparatus working on a unified ideological founda-
tion of Confucianism. In the historical context of that time, this regime was the
most rational (in comparison to the Champa and Khmer kingdoms). Later on,
Confucianism could not handle conflicts and had to concede.

Confucianism paved the way with auspicious conditions for the introduc-
tion of Marxism [into Vietnam]. This is an argument that has caused many
“waves and winds.” The main argument is that unlike other religions, [the aim
of ] Confucianism is to direct human thought completely into social life; there-
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fore it stands on the same page with Marxists. If we are able to convince a Con-
fucian that Marxism can realize all the social ideals that he has ever thought of,
this Confucian should be willing to decline Confucianism and accept Marxism.
Meanwhile, socially persuading a Christian, a Buddhist, or a Muslim remains
insufficient, because persuasion cannot provide them with an answer about the
transcendental afterlife. Like Marxists, Confucians do not raise such a question.

Recently a Japanese scholar” has also formed the argument that Confu-
cianism has helped nations like Japan, Taiwan, and Korea more easily move
toward modernity.

On this favorable land, Marxism sowed new seeds—science, democracy,
and international proletarian spirit, which were completely new elements.
However, like Confucianism, when the Party has held political power, the
risk of the bureaucratization of Marxism is always threatening, and a Marxism
bureaucratized in several aspects is very similar to Confucianism. Criticizing
Confucianism is also helpful for the criticism of today’s bureaucratism.

Appendix 2

CONFUCIUS'®®

Guangzhou, February 20, 1927

On February 15, the Government of the Republic of China issued a decree:
henceforth to abolish all ceremonies commemorating Confucius as well as pro-
jected expenses for those rituals, and to use all temples of Confucius as public
schools.

Confucius lived 2,478 years before our time. During the last 2,400 years,
he had been worshiped by the Chinese people. All Chinese emperors called
Confucius the head of sages, and offered honorific titles to his successors.

From ancient times, the Vietnamese people and Vietnamese kings highly
respected this sage. Nevertheless, the Chinese government has just decided that
from now on, there is no longer any official worship for Confucius. Is that truly
a revolutionary action?

Let us first review who Confucius is, why kings and emperors venerated
him so approvingly, and why the Chinese government now rejects such a sage
who has been so greatly worshiped.

Confucius lived in the Spring-Autumn period. His virtue, scholarship,
and knowledge have earned great admiration from his contemporaries and later
generations. He studied tirelessly, and never felt shame when learning from his
inferiors; being unknown to the masses did not bother him at all. His renowned
formula “See what a man does. Mark his motives. Examine in what things he
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rests. How can a man conceal his character?”'"! reflects the profundity of his
cleverness.

Nevertheless, in a setting twenty centuries ago, during the time when capi-
talism and imperialism did not exist, and nations were not oppressed as we have
now experienced, Confucius’ mind was never roused by revolutionary doc-
trines. His virtue is perfect but cannot accommodate our contemporary trends
of thought. How can a round lid fittingly cover a square box?

Kings venerated Confucius, not only because he was not a revolutionary,
but also due to the fact that he carried out a prevailing propaganda beneficial to
them. They exploited Confucianism in the same way as imperialists are exploit-
ing Christianity.

Confucianism is founded on three cardinal guides, namely [that] the king
is the guide to his subjects, a father to his children, and a husband to his wife;
and five constant virtues, namely benevolence, righteousness, courtesy, wisdom,
and trustworthiness.

Confucius compiled the Spring and Autumn Annals ro criticize “rebel-
lious ministers” and “villainous sons,”'** but did not write anything to indict
the crimes of “evil fathers” and “parochial princes.” In brief, he was obviously a
speaker who defended the exploiters against the oppressed.

Judged by Confucian teaching, Russia, France, China, the United States,
and democratic countries are nations in which moral principles are missing, and
people who rise against the monarch are seditious. If Confucius lived in our
time, and persistently kept those opinions, he would become a reactionary per-
son. There could also be another possibility that this super-man would be able
to cope with the situation, and quickly become a loyal inheritor of Lenin.

With the abolition of rituals commemorating Confucius, the Chinese gov-
ernment has dropped an old institution that goes against the spirit of democ-
racy. For us, the Vietnamese, let us perfect ourselves spiritually by reading Con-
fucius’ works, and revolutionarily reading Lenin’s works is a must.

Published in 7hanh nién (Youth) newspaper, no. 80 (1927)
Translated [into Vietnamese] from a French translation
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