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ABSTRACT

Vietnam is a multi-ethnic state that has diverse religious traditions as a result of
the continuous interaction of both internal and external sources of philosophies.
Because of the demands and interests of the state and people, bureaucrats, elites
and commoners of traditional Vietnamese kingdoms had to create a dynamic,
unified system of notations and rituals in order to produce a shared political and
cultural experience. Vietnam’s struggle for independence and development during
the last millennium has demonstrated that this system is a unique mechanism used to
empower the Vietnamese people and enable the crossing of boundaries. History has
shown that Vietnamese people, largely influenced by external philosophies, have
learned to absorb and reconstruct a harmonised and localised form of ancestor-
worship and the Three-Teachings (Buddhism, Confucianism and Taoism) to create
the cultural nexus for themselves. As a result, the fusion and reconstruction of
national identity not only made Vietnamese culture more distinct from Chinese
culture (a source of influence) but also created a neutralised social bond among
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the different classes that strengthened the sense of solidarity. The people’s war
against foreign invaders, the people’s diplomacy, and people-oriented policies
were thus successful. The Vietnamese approach to state-building has sought to
directly cultivate social harmonisation and religious tolerance among its people.
This research mainly applies Adam Seligman and Robert Weller’s (2012) concept
of mutual interaction between notation, ritual and shared experience, in order to
analyse different discourses disclosed by the case studies. The research argues that
definite state-centralised agenda had never achieved the ultimate goal of state-
building in Vietnam even though to some extent it appeared to have been successful
during late imperial China. Instead, there always have been needs to find a neutral
area somewhere in between both sides such that state interests and the desires of
the commoners could meet, mutually make compromise and allow themselves to be
fused together.

Keywords: Vietnam, ritual, shared experience, harmonisation, tolerance

INTRODUCTION

Vietnam is predominantly a rice-based agricultural society. As a Southeast
Asian country, Vietnam has been influenced by Indian, Chinese and Western
cultures (Phan 2006). The amalgamation of internal and external influences
may make one believe that Vietnamese society and culture are full of
contradictions, boundaries and ambiguities. This assumption, though, is
incorrect. Vietnam has attained a highly integrated culture in both sacred and
profane domains. The integration of different cultures in Vietnam was initiated
by bureaucrats and elites, whose state-building approach distinguishes itself
from China’s approach to cultural integration, what James Watson called,
“standardisation.” In other words, Vietnam’s long history of anti-sinicisation
during late feudal dynasties and de-sinicisation in the era of French occupation
has taught and pushed Vietnamese people to stand together, regardless of
social and religious differences. Bureaucrats, under the direction of the
elites, had strived to benefit from such a consciousness by transforming de-
sinicisation into a source of harmonisation and tolerance rather than a source
of nationalism. External threats created the driving force for internal solidarity
that empowered Vietnamese people to confront these dangers.

Traditional Vietnamese civilisation adopted the Chinese model of
statecraft. This model has produced many similarities between Vietnamese
and Chinese culture. In researching how late imperial Chinese emperors built
their state, Watson proposed the famous theory of “standardisation,” which
he defined as “state aided by the literate elite sought to bring locals under

60



1JAPS, Vol. 16, No. 2, 59-83, 2020 Vo Van Sen and Nguyen Ngoc Tho

its influence by co-opting certain popular local deities and guaranteeing that
they carried all the right messages[:]... civilization, order, and loyalty to
the state” (Watson 1985: 323). Historically, late imperial Chinese emperors
sanctioned the standardisation of gods, cults and rituals with the aim that
“ritual orthopraxy served as a powerful force for cultural homogenization”
(von Glahn 2004). Stephan Feuchtwang called this “imperial metaphor”
(Feuchtwang 1992) and Prasenjit Duara called this “superscription” (Duara
1988: 778-795) to describe the mechanism by which the state privileges
certain interpretations and sanctioned images to strengthen its control over
society and integrate different cultures. Paul Katz also claimed that “how
cultural integration in China was attained via the standardization of culture,
here defined as the promotion of approved deities [...] by state authorities and
local elites” (Katz 2007: 71-90). The state-sanctioned symbols “produced
a high degree of cultural unity, transcending social differences in mythic
interpretation and variant local ritual practice” (Sutton 2007: 5), hence each
sanctioned cult functioned as “a channel whereby the state might be brought
into the village” (Faure 1999). Chinese culture was thus highly integrated.
Here, the state’s co-option of certain popular deities, rituals and cults defines
China’s top-down approach of unifying different local cultures but at the same
time exacerbated the social and class hierarchy.

However, compared to Chinese feudal dynasties, Vietnamese feudal
dynasties were neither as centralised nor as hegemonic as their Chinese
counterpart. On the one side, Vietnam had to confront the asymmetric power
relationship with China, and on the other side, she had to unify her people to
build the state and define their identity. Although considered a periphery state
by China, Vietnam was also a “mini-centre” during the late feudal dynasties.
This position ensured relative independence for Vietnamese culture, and it
also served to subvert Chinese dominance. From his comparative case study of
Yunnan and Vietnam, C. P. Fitzgerald found an interesting fact: “Vietnam has
been sinicized much deeper and earlier than Yunnan, but it had never willingly
accepted a Chinese identity and had maintained its own distinct Vietnamese
identity [...]. The kings of Nanchao (Yunnan) sought to increase their power
by seizing parts of the (Chinese) empire; the kings of Vietnam turned on
their non-Vietnamese neighbors to the south and despoiled them of their
possessions.” In other words, Nanchao fought to maintain their distinct non-
Chinese character, “and prepare[d] the way for full Chinese authority”; while
the Vietnamese learned to advance the frontiers, “bringing Chinese culture as
the advance proceeded, and to create a situation where the Vietnamese people
gained a national identity which made further Chinese intrusion improbable,
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rare, and finally wholly discontinued” (Fitzgerald 1972: 213). How did the
Vietnamese people manage to build and maintain their identity against such
a background?

DIVERSITY AND ITS MEDIATION

The history of human civilisation shows that peoples have to live with
difference and ambiguity due to the diversity in ways of living and thinking.
Those who are members of groups that are usually kept separate from each
other, gradually develop differences. Diversity is thus a deeply ingrained
feature of the world. Many theorists and writers advocate for a pluralism
in which people produce and use “a system of thought which recognizes
more than one ultimate principle” (Ellis 2015: 232). It is true that ambiguity
appears when people make distinctions. Vietnamese bureaucrats, elites and
commoners have always made the distinction with Chinese identity, and as
a result, they create and confront ambiguities. It is a fact that any creation of
order or imposition of boundaries and categories produce ambiguities. They
are a feature of order, not chaos. Ambiguities exist even in the case when
a specific religious group treats religious differences as though they were
religious similarities. Arthur Wolf claimed that there was “a vast gulf between
the religion of the elite and that of the peasantry” (Wolf 1974: 9); therefore,
there exists many ways of understanding and manipulating liturgical rituals
and symbolic philosophies of religions. In many cases, low tolerance for
ambiguity correlates with “crude stereotyping, rigid defense and general lack
of insight” that lead to ambivalence and warfare (Levine 1985; quoted in
Seligman and Weller 2012: 19, 22).

According to Seligman and Weller, we can handle and cross boundaries
by embedding ‘“notation, ritual and shared experience” into our way of
organising social activities. Those different aspects interact with each other
which “helps to construct alternative historicities and socialities” (Seligman
and Weller 2012: 9). If notation serves to order knowledge of the world, ritual
and shared experience instead offer knowledge for the world (Seligman and
Weller 2012: 204). Notation can be understood as a system of symbols used
to represent patterns, elements or numbers in daily life. Notation attempts to
impose a preconceived grid on experience — an interpretive template drawn
from some ideal set of all similar previous experiences that will provide an
ideal context and interpretive vision for it. During the process of Vietnamese
nation building, people share a set of values where “they share the potential
space of what ‘could be,” a subjunctive world” (Seligman and Weller 2012:
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92, 150), the world that people “share the potential space of culture created
through ritual” (Durkheim 1995). In another work, Seligman, Weller and their
colleagues emphasised that “this shared ‘could be’ (or, sometimes, ‘what if”)
is the nodal point where members of a society come together as symbol users.”
Similarly, they explained that the subjunctive world is the one which “creates
a community of empathy at the same time.” According to this interpretation,
ritual, “therefore, is an endless work of creating a subjunctive world in overt
tension with the world of lived experience” (Seligman et al. 2008: 23, 28).

Ritual means “primarily those acts that are formalised through social
convention[s] and are repeated over and over in ways that people recognise as
somehow the same as before.” According to Emile Durkheim (1858—-1917),
many people tend to understand ritual as a channel to deal with the sacred
world only; however, the basic structure of rituals is actually to cross the
boundary between the sacred and profane (quoted in Seligman and Weller
2012: 7). Ritual repetition allows us to share disparate experiences together
and to live with difference, not to remove it (Seligman and Weller 2012: 8-9,
25, 94, 134). Ritual can allow us to live with ambiguity even when we lack a
full understanding.

Ritual impels a flow of time in a way that notation needs not. Any
boundary crossing implies movement over time. Ritual regularises this through
conventionalised repetitions — the constructed and shared rhythms that we call
“meter.” Ritual creates time in the sense that its shared meters allow people to
feel that the world 1s not in total chaos, that what happened before can reliably
happen again, that we share a past and a potential future (Seligman and
Weller 2012: 201-202). “The attraction of pluralism,” McGrath said, “lies
not in its claim to truth, which is remarkably elusive and shallow, but in its
claim to foster tolerance among the religions” (Okholm and Philips 1996:
208; quoted in Marbaniang 2007).

Shared experience can be understood as a form of highly contextualised
knowledge by which participants together learn to embed (or to absorb) during
a ritual or a significant event that enables them to cooperate across boundaries
by reconciling differences (Seligman and Weller 2012: 161). This process can
extend even to the point of not attempting to come up with shared meanings,
as long as there is a sufficient sense of shared processes and shared goals for
working together.

The process of shaping Vietnamese identity distinctly from its Chinese
counterpart and the state-organised religious diversity both have always
brought chaos. Richey once stated that “Confucianism is not seen as a
Chinese tradition but rather as a native expression of Vietnamese values”
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(Richey 2013: 60), while O. W. Wolters took it cautionary when using the
term “Confucianism” in Vietnamese cultural history (Wolters 1976: 203-226;
cited in Duong 2004: 289). “The very ordering of chaos, however, creates
its own ambiguity” which we cannot deny (Seligman and Weller 2012:
18). Ambiguity, in this case, is the price the Vietnamese pay for their need
to draw [the/a] distinction with the Chinese; it required the people to live
in a shared experience even though the state is full of ethnic and religious
diversity. Ultimately, all bureaucrats, elites and commoners met in a place
which may be called “empathy.” Empathy develops generosity and sense of
sharing among the participants. Under Chinese cultural dominance and the
strong demand of creating a Vietnamese social and cultural structure, people
of different classes moved closer together. Eventually, this social structure
enabled religious harmony and tolerance in Vietnam.

THE BUILDINGOF SHARED NOTATION AND SOCIALRITUALS
IN VIETNAMESE CULTURE

Specifically, notation and social rituals in Vietnamese culture are built upon
two pillars: the spirit of religious harmony and tolerance (the internal factor),
and the strong demand to build a state identity (the external factor). The
former, as the prerequisite, lays the foundation for boundary-crossing, while
the latter supplies the impetus that ensures the attempts at boundary-crossing
are brought to completion.

As many Western writers emphasised, “to be a pluralist is to claim
that the religious perspectives of more than one basic theistic system or
variant thereof can justifiably be considered equally close to the truth” or “be
considered to reflect some aspect of this truth” (Byrne 2011: 36-37). Neither
the pluralist nor the inclusivist, however, can avoid exclusivism at some point.
Theologically speaking, moderate exclusivism proves to be the best since it
neither distorts the meaning of truth, as pluralism does, nor imposes itself on
other religions, as inclusivism does, but remains true to its source of doctrine
(Marbaniang 2007). During the process of state-building, the Vietnamese
possessed the dualistic attitude of inclusiveness and exclusiveness when
dealing with Chinese culture (and maybe with Western culture too); moreover,
they are inclusive when rallying people of different classes together for state-
building and identity-construction projects. Therefore, Vietnamese nationality
stems from the need to confront external threats that in turn generates (or
creates) an internal social structure that is both resourceful and adaptable.
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Externally, Vietnamese have always been worried about being ruled by
outsiders (such as when the Chinese tried to rule Vietnam for more than ten
centuries, from 111 BC to 938 AD, and during the Ming occupation between
1407 and 1428) and being assimilated by a foreign culture; therefore, the
state cultural structure has been shaped on a rather independent mode which
is distinct from China.

Notation itself is related to cultural identity. Deeper notation can
be clearly defined through the process that the nation-state draws/redraws
boundaries and reconstitutes collectivities through a high degree of abstraction
and notational interventions, such as bureaucracies, flags, literature, rituals,
popular religions, etc. (for details, see Seligman and Weller 2012: 179). An
independently perceivable system of cultural notation can make the distinction
sharper and stronger.

The Vietnamese national identity was formed during the first period of
Chineserule. Australian scholar, Jennifer Holmgren, stated that “contemporary
records of Chinese activities in Tonking during the first six centuries of
colonization tell us more about the process of Vietnamisation among Chinese
families than they do about Sinicisation of the Yue #” (Holmgren 1980: 172).
Accordingly, many Chinese clans established family interests in North Vietnam
and were absorbed into the social, economic and political environment locally.
Chinese Confucian culture strongly affected the Vietnamese bureaucracy and
the elite during the Tang dynasty; however, it could not entirely assimilate
the Vietnamese people into the Chinese culture. In turn, the Vietnamese, with
their strong consciousness of national identity and ethnic distinction, started
appropriating Chinese ideological and philosophical wisdoms to construct their
own culture and source of power. Fitzgerald said, “...Vietnamese culture took
on a deep Chinese coloration, but the ethnic character of the people continued
to be Yue, that is ‘Viet,” and they inherited and cherished that consciousness
of difference in race and desire for separate nationhood which in a modified
form has always characterized their more assimilated cousins, the Cantonese”
(Fitzgerald 1972: 22). “If Chinese troops, stationed in the country, remained
there after the political change, they became absorbed into and assimilated
with the native race” (Fitzgerald 1972: 214). Similarly, Joseph Buttinger has
elaborated further by claiming that the Vietnamese people “absorbed of the
skills, customs, and ideas of the Chinese, the smaller grew the likelihood of
their ever becoming part of the Chinese people” (Buttinger 1968). Truthfully,
the Vietnamese people have got their own agenda for their own tradition.
In fact, it was the Chinese emperors’ intensive efforts to turn North Vietnam
into Chinese territory during the 10-century-long period of Chinese occupation
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(BC 111 to AD 938) and then the 21-year period of Ming’s rule (1407—1428)
which pushed “the Vietnamese to become their own as a separate people with
political and cultural aspects of their own” (Buttinger 1968: 29). As a long but
narrow nation with diverse geographical conditions, the Vietnamese territory
is “the most oddly shaped in the world.” Such geographical conditions attract
foreign invasions; therefore, “to be Vietnamese is to resist and suffer external
oppression, but it does not require abstinence from the world’s good things”
(Womack 2006: 63). Baldanza, after investigating Sino-Vietnamese relation
during early and middle Ming period, suggested the so-called “de-civilizing
mission” among Chinese elites which “was a drive to classify the Vietnamese
as culturally other, not as a precursor to converting them to Chinese way, but
rather in order to draw a clear line between “us and them” and to demarcate a
strict division between the two states” (Baldanza 2013: 56).

The bureaucrats and the elites led the process of state-building.
Robert Weller said, “The elites tended to develop more ideologized religious
interpretation...”; “community solidarity opposes or supports national
solidarity as the national political situation improves or worsens” (Weller
1987: 10, 53). Driven by the strong desire of building a distinct national
identity, the Vietnamese bureaucrats and elites actively strove to establish
common interests and to connect individuals of different backgrounds by
using a distinct set of cultural notation to construct shared rituals and a shared
experience. Vietnamese first civil law, the Le dynasty’s Hong Duc Code
(1430s), 1s said to be a civil law. Through this code, the Le government wished
to “protect independent villages from being absorbed into larger private
holdings [to] keep social levels, such as those of dependents (‘serfs’) and
commoners, stable and separate from private interests” (Dutton and Werner
2012: 126).

Internally, Vietnam is the living land of many world religions and
ideologies. Approximately around the beginning of the Christian era,
Indian Theravada Buddhism was disseminated in North Vietnam while
both Buddhism and Brahmanism were disseminated in Central (Champa
culture) and South Vietnam (Oc Eo culture). Theravada Buddhism was then
replaced by Chinese-styled Mahayana Buddhism, Confucianism and Taoism
during the period of Chinese occupation (111 BC-938 AD). Catholicism, on
the other hand, arrived in Vietnam as early as the 1560s after the Western
traders (Portuguese, Italian, French, etc.) proselytised Vietnamese coastal
communities (Tran 2001: 522; Phan 2010). Catholicism has since spread
throughout the nation when Vietnam began enlarging their territory to the
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central and southern part of the country between 16th and 19th centuries.
After the introduction of Catholicism, Protestantism has also been propagated
throughout Vietnam. The process of unifying the central and the southern
lands from the early 17th century onward allowed the Vietnamese people
to absorb the ethnic Cham’s Brahmanism and Islam as well as the ethnic
Khmer’s Theravada Buddhism. The arrival of the Chinese people during late
Ming to early Qing period in Southern Vietnam also enriched the religious
diversity in Vietnam through their popular religions (polytheism) and folk
Taoism, such as the cults of Tianhou X &, Guandi [#77, God of Wealth #&
#5144 and other popular gods. The southern Vietnamese started creating
new religions by reconstructing existing ones in the late 19th and early 20th
century by absorbing the attractive qualities of all religions and philosophies
together and rebuilding them under a new ideological framework. Hue-Tam
Ho Tai (1983) stood on the perspective of political history to call this the
millenarian movement. There were several millenarian sects that were founded
during this period, among which includes Buu Son Ky Huong,! Tu An Hieu
Nghia? and Hoahaoism® in An Giang province, Caodaism* in Tay Ninh, and
other popular religious movements. Research by Truong Van Chung in 2016
shows that more new religions, such as Yi Kuan Tao (— & i&),’ Jehovah’s
Witnesses,® Minh Su’” and Ha Mon,? etc. are either disseminated or founded
recently in Vietnam (Truong 2016: 450-595). In his analysis, Truong Van
Chung stated that new religions are created and propagated under the notion
of the self-experience capacity, secularism and strong sense of changeability
and adaptation, pragmatism (reality-based practices) and religiosity (Truong
2016: 674—677). Many millenarian leaders, as well as newly-emerging
sect organisers, have taken advantage of an obvious feature of Vietnamese
personality to form their religious foundation — religious harmonisation and
tolerance.

During the middle and late feudal dynasties, Vietnamese kings and the
elites learned to organise commoners through harmonising Confucianism,
Buddhism and Taoism — each inclusively intertwined with the others (see
also Ho Tai 1983: 20). As analysed by Rodney L. Taylor, Confucianism has
got a “single thread runs throughout the tradition, and this thread is religious”
(Taylor 1990: 2). This primary attribute has laid the basic foundation for the
conflation of “Three Teachings.” Indeed, the “Three Teachings” formed a
syncretic belief system that integrates Buddhist, Confucian and Taoist tenets
that could be found at all levels of Vietnamese society (Dutton and Werner
2012: 114; Duong 2004: 289-318).
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Vietnamese society and culture have accumulated and incorporated
internal and external influences, in which “the ideologies of the spirit cults,
Buddhism, and classical Confucianism continued to interact within the royal
court and village society” (Dutton and Werner 2012: 31). All the classes
merged these three teachings together; however, people tended to prefer one
teaching over the others depending upon the circumstances of their lives. The
rulers tended to use Confucianism to organise and run the state, and they used
Buddhism and Taoism to connect and incorporate people to the state structure.
Ho Tai (1983: 20) concluded that “Confucianism absorbed in governmental
operation and associated with the scholar-officials while both Taoism and
Buddhism loomed larger in the daily life of the average Vietnamese.”

Confucianism strongly emphasises the concept of harmony. Early
Chinese Confucians, in fact, theorised the core idea that ritual was the
key to creating harmony. According to Analects 1.12, Confucius himself
argued that “among the functions of /i (&), the most valuable is that it
establishes harmony” (Waley 1938: 12). Chinese and Vietnamese emperors
acknowledged and regulated annual sacrifices to the Heaven, Earth and specific
state gods to ensure the maintenance of state harmony. The responsibility
of the Ministry of Ritual was to solve these issues. Sometimes, the king
directly ordered people of reputation to be responsible for consolidating and
regularly implementing li to ensure the social order, such as King Le Thai To
(1428-1433) who ordered the sage, Nguyen Trai, to determine the system
of court dress, headgear, annual state, village and family rituals as well as
musical arrangements for each occasion (Dutton and Werner 2012: 107). The
significant difference between the Vietnamese way of defining social rituals
and imperial Chinese “standardised orthopraxy” (as defined by Watson 1985:
269-310) is that Vietnamese kings and bureaucrats fused both top-down
and bottom-up approaches, i.e., state-driving aims with commoners’ desires.
Confucianism states, the “superior man harmonizes without being the same,
the inferior man is the same without harmonizing” (Waley 1938: 23). The
Vietnamese bureaucrats, elites, and at some extent, the commoners in all
historical periods have learnt from this lesson, they put aside or concealed
the domestic difference (or conflict, if any) for the ultimate goal of national
peace and development. Obviously, localised Confucianism has contributed
to the state-building process in Vietnam. Additionally, it is necessary to note
that Vietnamese Confucianism was profoundly transformed from classical
doctrines (N. T. Nguyen 2016) to one that coexisted and interacted with
indigenous cults and Buddhism (see also Dutton and Werner 2012: 35). Dung
N. Duong once suggested that Vietnamese Confucianism “should be realized
in conjunction with Buddhism and Daoism” (Duong 2004: 294).
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Similarly, Mahayana Buddhism in Vietnam strives for social harmony.
With a large portion of the state population claimed to be Buddhists, Vietnam
is a Buddhist state. After a long period of Chinese rule (111 BC —938 AD), the
Ly dynasty (1010-1225) and Tran dynasty (1225-1400) strongly promoted
Buddhism as the country tried to reshape state identity differently from the
Chinese model (see Buttinger 1972: 41; Taylor 1976: 172—-176). Lee Khoon
Choy stated that Ly and Tran dynasties were stable periods when Vietnamese
“molded a Southeast Asian Vietnamese culture” (Lee 2013: 336-337). At the
end of Tran dynasty, while classical Confucianism was growing, the royal
family, bureaucrats and commoners became interested in Chan Buddhism,
especially the Truc Lam School (See Dutton and Werner 2012: 30). Later
dynasties also proved to be more enthusiastic about Buddhist philosophy. The
Nguyen lords in the state of Quang Nam (later to be called Cochinchina by the
French colonists) had an agenda to empower the state to compete against the
Confucianised Tonkin state by inviting many famous Chinese monks (such
as Nguyen Thieu/Yuan Shao JG#H, 1648—-1728; Thich Dai San/Shi Dashan
KA, 1633-1705, etc. (see H. D. Nguyen 1995: 91-93, 126128, 166—168)
to help develop Buddhism as an official religion in the country. Thanks to these
concrete foundations, the Vietnamese nation has been fostered its unification.
John Whitmore stated that “Vietnam was a land of many temples and famous
monks, and its hold on the Vietnamese people seems to have been fairly
strong.” “Taoism, on the other hand, was not nearly as entrenched, though a
number of its temples did exist” (Whitmore 1985: 120). We suggest that the
Vietnamese used Buddhism to unify the new territories in the South, since
both the local Khmer and overseas Chinese population normally practiced
Buddhism.’

Consequently, the never-ending process of molding Vietnamese identity
and building religious harmonisation has constructed the sense of rationalism
and tolerance. As a result, the ordinary Vietnamese person is usually friendly,
open-minded, generous and tolerant. Since 1633, Christoforo Borri remarked,
“The Cochin-Chinois' is more gentle and courteous in conversation, than any
other nation of the East: and albeit on the one side they stand much upon their
valour; yet on the other side, they hold it as infamous to be transported with
choler,” and concluded that “By which occasion, there is a fair Gate opened
for the Preaching of the Gospel of Jesus Christ amongst them.” Later, C.
Gosselin remarked “the Annamese are gentle and harmonious, easy to listen
to the right reason and strongly condemn the agitation of anger” (Gosselin
1904: 526). Paul Giran further remarked that Vietnamese have a moderate
mind, meaning that in them all elements are in harmony and balanced with
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each other (Giran 1904: 64). After conducting quantitative and qualitative
research, Tran Ngoc Them found that contemporary Vietnamese express a
stronger sense of equanimity, optimism, pragmatism, creativeness and critical
adaptiveness (Tran 2001: 211-233).

Besides harmonising differences and diversity, the Vietnamese are
strongly influenced by sentimentalism and theory of yin-yang interaction
which allow them to apply a flexible behaviour and avoid extremism
in action (see Tran 2001). During the first millennium AD, while being
ruled by Han Chinese leaders, Vietnamese people sought for their own
spiritual supports; eventually they got inspired by Buddhism. Their minds,
their feelings and their spirits were profoundly deepened by Buddhist
thoughts. They continued absorbing Confucian and Taoist philosophy
from a foundational understanding of Buddhism and reconciled them
under a Vietnamese prism (Phan 2010: 27-106), creating a harmonious
spiritual life. Starting from Buddhism, the Vietnamese style further adopted
“Tam gido dong nguyén” (The Three Teachings are of the same original
source /= #([A)J7) from classical Chinese tradition and continued developing
it into “The myriad teachings have the same original source” (¥ #[7]75)
and/or “Tam gido hop nhat” (The unity of Three Teachings /=& ).
Dung N. Duong also asserted that Confucianism, together with Taoism, had
to accommodate themselves to Buddhism (Duong 2004: 300). It is religious
harmony and flexibility that foster religious tolerance. Paul Giran (1904)
said, “The special feature of Vietnamese belief is the tolerance” (Giran
1904: 200). Buddhism itself highly values the concept of “Advaita” (non-
dualistic), meaning “not to differentiate from the other under any form” (T. N.
Nguyen 2016: 122) However, the Vietnamese overestimate this spirit. This
harmonious spirit regulates daily behaviour as well as social life. The author,
Nguyen Thua Hy, quoted Crawfurd’s statement that Vietnamese people “love
to laugh, are witty, like to talk, and are hospitable and easy-going” (see T. H.
Nguyen 1994: 65). Nguyen Van Huyen’s research emphasised “(Vietnamese)
are eager for hospitality and generosity. They can treat their friends to a very
tasty meal and even live in poverty for many days with their wife and children”
(V. H. Nguyen 1996: 560). As a matter of fact, Vietnamese people are keen on
stability, harmonisation, tolerance, sentimentalism, emotion, poetry, patience
and hospitality (see Phan 2010). The harmonious Vietnamese mind and easy-
going manner are surely not simple shallow-mindedness.
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THE FORMATION OF SHARED EXPERIENCE AND ITS
EFFECTS IN VIETNAMESE CULTURE

Shared experience, in its repetitive circulation, can create the empathy and
sense of inclusiveness among the members of a group. Hans-Georg Gadamer
said, “Experience is valid only if it is confirmed; hence its dignity depends
on its fundamental repeatability” (Gadamer 1975 [1960]: 311). Experience,
thus, has to be validated by repetition. Vietnamese feudal leaders and elite
members were conscious about this principle. Hence, they started building
many annual and periodical sacred sacrifices, ceremonies, codes of behaviour
and other notational complexes to nurture the “communitas”! and shared
experience among state members.

Vietnamese people create a shared experience, one that is mediated
through ancestor-worship, hero-worship' and the “Three Teachings.”
Each one mediates order and disorder in each sphere: ancestor-worship
deals with family and family-based relations, the “Three Teachings” help
build harmonious social relationships, and hero-worship directly promotes
the national solidarity and identity-building. As mentioned above, when
confronting difficulties in the state-building process or uniting the people,
the Confucianised Nguyen lords in the early 17th century invited several
Chinese monks to Vietnam to unify the people. Buddhism, in its turn, existed
and developed on the axis of multi-religious harmonisation. After Chinese
monks moved to Vietnam, they had to transform their meditation practices
and liturgy in order to be accepted (in Vietnam); therefore, the Buddhism that
both Chinese and Vietnamese monks generated evolved differently from the
Buddhism in China (H. D. Nguyen 1995: 92). Similarly, ancestor-worship
and Buddhism are still practiced among the ethnic Chinese communities
in Vietnam; they are an effective means in implementing the process of
integration and indigenisation (N. T. Nguyen 2017).

Vietnamese identity is perpetually changing. It is not a well-defined
or well-constructed set of values. The long but narrow territory with diverse
topographic expressions, diverse climatic zones with harsh oceanic typhoons
and unpredictable tropical monsoon, all have trained the Vietnamese people to
possess a sense of critical interaction and adaptation. Vietnamese love living in
peace in their homeland, but their critical sense of adjustment and adaptation
brings them mobility. Vietnamese people are considered to be flexible, open-
minded and easy-going. They are not xenophobic. Brantly Womack said,
“there is no dimension of Vietnamese life or culture that simply curls up
within Vietnam and shuns the outside world.” To be creative in music, art,
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cinema, cuisine or literature means to be engaged in a cosmopolitan space in
which anything that is useful is good. To be cosmopolitan, to learn languages,
to travel or to swim competently in world currents is not to be less Vietnamese.
Americans visiting Vietnam over the past 25 years are usually struck by the
fact that “Vietnamese do not appear resentful about the war” (Womack 2006:
64—65). Vietnamese identity contains the spirit of multicultural harmonisation
and tolerance. Ancient and medieval maritime trade lines took many parts of
Vietnam their seaports and stop-overs. The excavation of the Oc Eo sites
in the Mekong River Delta and the findings of many Roman coins (some
date back to the time under the reign of Antoninus Pius (138-161 AD) and
some under the reign of Marcus Aurelius (161-180 AD), and while other
relics have been unearthed (Tran 2001: 521; Vo and Pham 2017: 61) reveal
that ancient Roman and Middle Eastern traders once traded in Vietnam.
In the first millennium AD, Vietnam was once ruled by the Han Chinese
(111 BC-938 AD). Chinese rulership could not stop the dissemination of
Confucianism, Mahayana Buddhism and Taoism. Phan Ngoc, a well-known
Vietnamese researcher, emphasised that the Vietnamese people creatively
and simultaneously applied four prisms, namely nationalism, destiny, rural
village-based living environment and Southeast Asian culture, to deal with
Chinese philosophies and religions; this helped the Vietnamese to absorb and
use these introduced wisdoms in their own way (Phan 2010: 27-106).

The religious tolerance in Vietnam cultivates the harmonious society
with distinctive identity and cultural characteristics. Vietnamese civilisation
is mainly inclined to intellectual civilisation rather than an institutional one.
Many Buddhists understand and apply Confucian and Taoist philosophies to
their liturgical activities. As a result, Confucian scholars and Taoist masters
never prohibited the practice of Buddhism. Many Confucian scholars were
inspired by their visits to Buddhist temples. Their personal interactions with
Buddhistmonks allowed for the osmosis of Confucian and Buddhist philosophy
(see D. L. Nguyen 2007). The feudal educational system was also deeply
inspired by “The Three Teachings are of the same source.” Five years after
the Temple of Literature was built in the ancient capital, Thang Long (present-
day Hanoi), King Ly Nhan Tong organised the first Three-Teaching Imperial
Examination to choose the best scholars from the country. The Vietnamese
historian of the ancient period, Ngo Si Lien (15th century) wrote, “Three-
Teaching Imperial Examination seeks to find scholars who are comprehensive
in all three philosophies to become officers” (Ngo 1697 [2006]). Phan Huy
Chu (1782-1804) stated: “Ly and Tran dynasties, both highly appreciated
Buddhism and Taoism; therefore, they selected intellectuals who specialize
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in both philosophies... The talented scholars, though, specialized in all three
teachings” (Phan 1961: 54)

In fact, the idea of “The Three Teachings are of the same original
source” (=1 [F]J) became available during the period of Chinese occupation
and was probably imported from China. Thich Minh Tue, a Buddhist master
(1993), quoted the case of Mou-zi (4-F) arriving in Vietnam from China at
the end of 2nd century AD. Mou-zi expressed in Ly Hoac Luan (FLE¢m)"
that after his mother’s death, he did not want to work as a mandarin. Instead,
he indulged himself in the three-philosophies. He applied his understanding
within Buddhism, pondered on Lao-zi’s Daodejing, took Taoist miracles
as “good wine” and Confucian classics as “the flutes” (Thich 1993: 68).
In the Le-Nguyen period (15th-mid 20th centuries), Confucianism was
established as the national ideology. Confucian scholars became entangled
by the unchanging Confucian principles, however, they actively learnt from
Buddhist and Taoist philosophies to enhance their capacity of dealing with
people and to keep balanced between their political and social life. Nguyen
Trai (1380—-1441), Ngo Thi Nham (1746—1803), Nguyen Dinh Chieu (1822—
1888), etc., are well-known scholars in such a tradition.

As for family and social relations, feudal dynasties exaggerated the
Confucian value of loyalty (&) for their own purposes. However, based on the
idea of religious harmonisation and tolerance, the concept of loyalty is built
on the virtue of filial piety and righteousness. Loyalty is co-shared with filial
piety; loyalty is practiced when the king and imperial class work in coherence
with the people and for people’s benefits. The ethics of loyalty, therefore, is
closely tied to patriotism and the motto: trung qudn — ai quéc.'* When loyalty
expands patriotism, it also involves the concept of filial piety since this ethic
is classified into two mutually interdependent values: normal filial piety and
great filial piety (patriotism). In patriotism, the concept of righteousness
becomes modified by loyalty and filial piety. Accordingly, righteousness itself
is divided into normal righteousness and great righteousness (patriotism). As
stated by Phan Ngoc (Phan 2010: 27-106), Vietnamese people see the world
through their own prisms, among them, nationalism or patriotism has made
Vietnam different from the other East Asian countries (Nguyen 2016).

Vietnamese people consider patriotism the most important virtue.
“The Vietnamese are normally shy and peace-loving, however, when
encountering dangers, they are willing to sacrifice for the great righteousness/
K (Dao 1938: 342). Thanks to Vietnamese peace-loving and tolerant
mindset, they are wise when dealing with resentment. In the early 15th
century, after defeating the Chinese invaders, King Le Loi and scholar Nguyen
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Trai decided to set up boats and carriages and offered foods for the Chinese
invaders to return to China (Ngo 1697/2006: 63—66).

Catholicism was transmitted in the middle of the 16th century and has
continued to grow in size during the last four centuries. Vietnamese Catholics
simultaneously worship God and their ancestors, live generously and tolerantly,
and observe Confucian principles and Taoist naturalistic harmony. Their
mottos, “Song Phuc 4m trong 1ong dan toc” (Live the gospel in the heart of
the nation) and “Kinh Chua yéu nudc” (Respect God and practice patriotism),
deeply resemble traditional harmonisation and tolerance. During the Nguyen
dynasty (1802-1945), the royal family and the mandarins discriminated
against the Catholics, yet they remained faithful. In 1858, when the French
attacked Da Nang and one year later, Sai Gon, they tried to attract the support
of Catholic villages and communities; however, none of them followed the
French. Vietnamese practice their original version of Catholicism that fuses
patriotism, religious tolerance, and aspects of Buddhism, Confucianism
and Taoism. Catholicism was found as an important philosophical factor in
Coconut Sect' as well as other religious movements.

There has been almost no religious warfare in Vietnamese history. In
all cases, the Vietnamese people recognised that ideological differences were
real and that, at least temporarily, they could be bridged. In the 1870s, the Sat
Ta Binh Tay movement broke out in Nghe An, Ha Tinh and other provinces
in North and Central Vietnam;'¢ however, it was limited to small regions and
short periods while the main reasons for the movement came from political
clashes, not religions themselves. During the Vietnam War (1954-1975),
Haohaoism in the Mekong River Delta was ordered by Ngo Dinh Diem,
leader of the Saigon Regime, to organise an army; however, it became useless
and disappeared at the end of the war. Recently, the riots in Hanoi (Thai Ha
parish), Nghe An and Bac Giang province all were engaged in land-based and
other social conflicts (Tran and Hoang 2014).

Religious movements in Southern Vietnam have expressed religious
tolerance since the middle of the 19th century. The movements were in
response to the French invasion of Vietnam and also an expression of original
ethics and values: tolerance and flexibility. New religions were constructed
from the concept of filial piety and patriotism after the long process of
dismantling rigid Confucian concepts. Therefore, “in Southern Vietnam,
the so-called ‘Confucianism’ is not Confucianism.” Instead, “the so-called
‘not Confucianism’ is just Confucianism” (Cao Tu Thanh 1996: 147)."7
Many people visiting Buddhist temples to worship Shakyamuni Buddha,
Bodhidharma or Avalokite§vara don’t really know about the life of the
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Buddha or the stories of other important Buddhist figures. Similarly, “they
practice Confucian principles daily but don’t know who Confucius or Lao-tzu
is. In their eyes, these classics must be used in their adaptable way” (Nguyen
and Phan 1991: 64). It is the Mekong River Delta where Mahayana Buddhism
reunites with its counterpart, Theravada Buddhism, through the ethnic
Khmers, making Buddhism the core philosophy for almost all reconstruction
processes that shape new religions. A pair of couplet attached at the main gate
of the communal shrine of Thoai Son District in An Giang province, reads:

Quan phi quan than phi than quan than giai cong lac;
Phu bét phu tir bét tir phuy tir thi ddng hoan'®

Another case study comes from Minh Duc Nho Giao Dai Dao,"
a deconstructive version of classical Confucianism in Tra Vinh province
(also in the Mekong River Delta). This sect was founded in 1932 by Luu
Cuong Cang, a farmer from the Ba Dong coastline under the reconciliation
of the decentralised Confucianism and the core values of Buddhism. On
the other hand, Minh Duc Nho giao dai dao also added Taoist and Caodai
philosophies in their moral principles. The followers worship three important
values: minh dtc — tan dan — chi thién. “Minh dtc” B3#E means “to illustrate
illustrious virtue,” “tan dan” i [#1] Kmeans “to renovate the people,” and
“chi thién” % ¥ means “to rest in the highest excellence.”” Actually, this is
a specific expression of the original concept of Filial piety under the form
of a millenarian sect in which Buddhism and Confucianism are intertwined.
In summary, multicultural harmonisation and religious tolerance are the
core values and philosophical foundation throughout history. They were
constructed during the processes of treating specific natural environment
locally and managing the social and international relations. Structural
analysis has shown that multicultural harmonisation and religious tolerance
imply social principles rather than religious miracles and mysteries. Above
all, patriotism, righteousness, flexibility and open-mindedness are the most
important values (moral aesthetics) that directly impact the process of shaping
multicultural harmonisation and religious tolerance. This process helps make
religions and religious basis in Vietnam more rationalistic and science based
as well as make Vietnamese identity an everlasting process rather than a
defined set of aesthetics and values.

It is true that the state, the law and top-down Confucian standardisation
have never been absolutely effective in creating a unified and harmonious
religious life in Vietnam. State-building and development definitely require
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the unified interests of all partners, state, elite and commoners. During the
process, state-driven notational system, ritual and shared experience have
always worked inclusively to generate and maintain the unified national
interests that ensure victory over any internal or external challenge. As
Vietnamese people say, “You can’t do anything, even what seems easy, when
it is rejected by the commoners; conversely, when you have the commoners’
agreement and care, you can do everything, even work that is considered a
thousand times more difficult.”*!

CONCLUSION

Culture is “not something given but something to be gradually and gropingly
discovered” by members of a society (Sapir 1949). “Much culture, however, is
neither strongly institutionalised nor strongly ideologised. It exists instead as
a process of pragmatic interpretation and reinterpretation” (Weller 1987: 7).
The Vietnamese have built a way to deal with diversity, ambiguity and even
external threats by restructuring the commoners’ basic faith(s) and rituals and
by utilising them to create a shared experience and empathy. It is true that all
religions being absorbed and re-constructed mainly by social discourses and
in a manner that is reasonable are undoubtedly sustainable. Consequently,
any oppressive force imposing its power will inevitably fail.

This research finds out that state-centralised agenda had never achieved
the ultimate goal of state-building in Vietnam, instead, there always have
been needs to find a neutral area somewhere in between the state and the
common people such that state interests and the desires of the commoners
could meet, mutually make compromise and allow themselves to be fused
together. The state has attained a highly integrated culture in both sacred
and profane domains, thanks to the inclusive “bottom-up” agenda which is
probably initiated and lead by bureaucrats and elites. Vietnam’s long-term
experience of de-sinicisation and quest for state-building have tied people
together, regardless of social and religious differences. Bureaucrats, under the
assistance of the elites, have strived to benefit from such a consciousness by
transforming it into a source of harmonisation and tolerance which cultivate
the inclusive mind in each person. External threats, at a certain level, turns
out to be a “means” and “driving force” for facilitating internal solidarity
and sharpening the community’s sense of need for state-building. In such a
background, Vietnam has successfully created a common platform for many
religions and ideologies to live peacefully and harmoniously in a certain
multicultural environment.
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On the other hand, the people of Vietnam are able to avoid extreme
responses in dealing with the challenges of otherness by cultivating toleration
(or appreciation) for pluralism through the creation of common rituals, which
are the result of harmonious absorption and incorporation of Confucianism,
Buddhism, Taoism and indigenous wisdoms. From the Vietnamese point of
view, cultural diversity, including diverse religious philosophies, is a kind of
“social capital.” As James S. Coleman put it, “social capital is defined by its
function. It is not a single entity, but a variety of different entities having two
characteristics in common: They all consist of some aspect of social structure,
and they facilitate certain actions of individuals who are within the structure”
(Coleman 1990: 302). Vietnam’s history of facilitating a harmonious mindset
is also the history of building and protecting the state. Because of this, it
tends to obscure the state’s indigenous philosophy as well as its principles
and modes of operation.

Religious diversity is undoubtedly a reflection of cultural diversity.
Religious diversity can exist and develop only through a tolerant spirit and
religious tolerance in particular. Religious tolerance is a special premise of
a multicultural world where different peoples, leaders and civil societies
acknowledge and respect the religious faiths and practices of different groups
from different backgrounds. From diversity to harmonisation and tolerance,
the Vietnamese people are culturally empowered by their tradition and values,
and at the same time this process nurtures the mind of the nation and ensures
her vigour, especially when Vietnam contemporarily reshapes and promotes
her socio-cultural domains such as education (i.e., school culture and liberal
ideology), social progress (i.e., social welfare and social equality), and cultural
revitalisation (i.e., identity and cultural heritage preservation).
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Buu Son Ky Huong is a synthetic religion founded by Doan Minh Huyen (1807—-1856)
in 1849 in Chau Doc, An Giang province. Currently, there are around 15,000 followers
in the Mekong River Delta (see more Ho Tai 1983: 20-27).

Tu An Hieu Nghia is a synthetic religion under a branch of Buu Son Ky Huong
that combines Mahayana Buddhism, Lin-chi tsung [ %%, Tiantai-zong K& 575,
Confucianism, Taoism, ancestor worship and patriotism. It was founded by Ngo Loi
(1831-1890) in Oc Eo village, Tinh Bien District, An Giang province. There are around
80,000 followers in Southern Vietnam nowadays (see more Ho Tai 1983: 3, 12, 66,
146, 177).

Also called Hoahao Buddhism, Hoahaoism was founded in 1939 by Huynh Phu So
(1919-1947) in Hoa Hao village, Tan Chau district, An Giang province. Hoahaoism
continued Buu Son Ky Huong’s philosophy; however, it adjusted the structure.
Hoahaoism took Mahayana Buddhist philosophy as the foundation and added ancestor
worship (see Ho Tai 1983: 17-19, 26-37, 125, 170; also Tran 2001: 472—475).
Caodaism is a synthetic religion that was founded by Ngo Van Chieu (1878-1932) in
Tay Ninh, 100 kilometers northwest from Ho Chi Minh City. Caodaism was constructed
on the foundation of Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism, ancestor worship, Catholicism
and other religions. There are around 5 million followers living in the Central and
Southern Vietnam (see Tran 2001: 559-573; see more Ho Tai 1983: 7778, 100; and
Dutton and Werner 2012: 429-30).
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11

12

13

14

15

16

Yi Kuan Tao is a Chinese synthetics religion that was transmitted to Vietnam by
overseas Chinese during 1980s (Truong 2016: 451).

Jehovah’s Witnesses is a Western religion that was transmitted to Vietnam in 1935 by
a French priest, Frank Rice, from Australia (Truong 2016: 525).

Minh Su is a synthetic religion that originated in China, was disseminated to Vietnam in
the middle of the 19th century, and officially acknowledged by Vietnamese government
in 2007 (Truong 2016: 564).

Ha Mon is an expanded and localised religion of Catholicism in Kon Tum (Central
Highlands) that was founded in the end of the 20th century.

Ethnic Khmers in Vietnam practice Theravada Buddhism while ethnic Chinese practice
Mahayana Buddhism.

The Central Vietnamese in the 17th century. North Vietnam was called Tonkin and
Central and South Vietnam was called Cochinchina.

The term was first used by Turner, V. (1966), The ritual process: structure and anti-
structure, 96-97, 105, 109 (Rochester/New York: The Lewis Henry Morgan Lectures
and The University of Rochester).

In Vietnam, hero worship has been a significant part of traditional popular religions.
Some cults were formed by state, such as Ho Chi Minh cult in late 20th century, while
others by commoners such as Hai Ba Trung cult (from the first century) and Saint Tran
Hung Dao cult (after 13th century). See Pham Quynh Phuong (2009). However, people
of latter periods mingled two sources together; therefore, these cults can be read both
from the top down and from the bottom up (Ho Tai 1995; Pham 2009).

Mau Tu Ly Hoac Luan 7§ P, or Mou-zi on the Settling of Doubts, supposedly
contains an autobiographical introduction, 37 articles of dialogue between Mou-zi and
an unnamed Chinese critic(s) questioning Buddhist practices, and a postscript in which
the critic(s) converts to Buddhism (Thich Minh Tue 1993, History of Buddhism in
Vietnam, 68 (Ho Chi Minh City: Association of Buddhism).

Trung qudn — di quoc: loyalty-patriotism dualism (B E . ).

A synthetistic sect founded by Nguyen Thanh Nam (1910—-1990) in the mid-20th century
in Ben Tre province. The Coconut Sect claims the policy of religious integration and
synthesis, especially Buddhism and Catholicism. The Vietnamese Government has yet
to acknowledge the Coconut Sect as a religion. Currently, it is considered as a historical
legacy rather than a living sect.

“Sét ta binh Tay” (# /- ~F-74): “Sat Ta” means “killing the Catholics or the heterodox
followers,” and “binh Tay” means “defeating French colonists.” The Sat Ta Binh
Tay movement was also called the Van Thdn movement. It broke out in 1864 during
an imperial examination. Confucian scholars protested against the Mau Than Treaty
(1862) between Nguyen dynasty and the French. According to the Treaty, the Nguyen
dynasty relinquished three provinces to the French. In 1870, three priests—Pierre-
Marie Gendreau, Jean-Denis Gauther and Joseph-Hyacinthe Sohier—submitted to
the royal court a proposal that would prevent the discrimination against Catholicism
(Ta dao meaning negative religion) and Catholics (“Ta dan” meaning “negative
people™). The royal court passed the proposal (Qudc sir quan triéu Nguyén or Nguyen
Dynasty Institute of History), Pai Nam thuc luc (Annals of Pai Nam), vol. 7, Giao duc
Publishing House,1149. The remnant of the movement was then boycotted because of

79



1JAPS, Vol. 16, No. 2, 59-83, 2020 Crossing Boundaries and State-building

its harsh treatment towards the normal Catholics. It was finally replaced by the Can
Vuong movement (Aid the King Movement) in 1885 (see also Tran 2001: 530).

7 The Vietnamese translation is “Khong Nho ma khong Nho, khong Nho ma l1a Nho.”

'8 The Chinese translation is “F IEF EAEERH B B 8%, KARF AT T2 [FEC;
The English is “[ When] the king does not act like a king, the minister does not act as a
minister, [then] king and minister [can] all share in common enjoyment; [when] father
does not act like a father, the son does not act like a son, [then] father and son [can]
share in common happiness” (fieldwork note, 2016).

19 The Chinese translation is BH {2 K iE.

20 See https://ctext.org/liji/da-xue.

The Vietnamese original proverb is “Dé tram lan dan khong ciing chiu; Khé van lan

dan liéu cling xong.”

21
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