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CHAPTER  4 
TRADITION AND REVOLUTION IN 
VIETNAM 
 
 

The course of cultural development followed by the Vietnamese has been 
markedly different from that of their neighbors in mainland Southeast Asia. 
Whereas the other civilizations of Southeast Asia drew their inspiration from 
India, the Vietnamese have drawn theirs from the great tradition of China. Yet, 
while belonging culturally to the East Asian rather than the Southeast Asian 
_world, the Vietnamese have adapted themselves to a Southeast Asian environ-
mment-not only the natural one with its tropical and monsoonal features, but  
also a social one. Over the centuries, the Vietnamese have had intensive rela- 
tions with Southeast Asian hill peoples, with the Chams and the Khmer, and 
with various Tai peoples. It is the adaptation of a Chinese-derived cultural  
tradition to a Southeast Asian environment that has given the Vietnamese 
tradition its distinctive cast. 
 During the course of Vietnamese history, the forms that this mode of  
adaptation assumed differed as the Chinese cultural tradition on which the  
Vietnamese drew underwent changes and as the Vietnamese developed new 
relationships in the Southeast Asian world in which they lived. In the latter half 
of the nineteenth century, the basic parameters of Vietnamese life were them- 
selves radically changed. The establishment of French colonial domination over 
Vietnam shattered the cultural consensus that had previously existed and also 
brought about a fundamental restructuring of Vietnamese society. 

French rule itself never provided a reasonable alternative to the traditional 
order. It did, however, serve as the context within which a radical reorientation 
of Vietnamese life was worked out. During the colonial period and the post-
colonial period (which, for South Vietnam, lasted until 1975), the Vietnamese 
experimented with a number of different cultural systems in their efforts to find 
years to adapt to the radically changed world in which they lived. For many 
ways several systems appeared to be viable candidates for providing the basis 
for a new Vietnamese order, but it is now clear that this order will, throughout 
Vietnam, be based on the Western-derived ideology of Communism. 

In this chapter, discussion will focus on some aspects of traditional 
Vietnamese society and culture as they existed prior to the establishment of  
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well as nonagricultural production in order to obtain foreign exchange, the RV 
has encouraged the training of specialists, although it insists that these e " Red" 
as well as " expert." But the emergence of scientific specialists has created yet 
another problem for the DRV: 

The pressures of the need for agricultural change have led to the appearance of 
small groups of specialists in the north, and these groups have in turn produced 
their own scientific parochialisms . . . 
[T]he problem is that each group of specialists wishes to ordain the direction of 
agricultural modernization. And the limited quantity of state resources makes it 
unlikely that all the specialists can have their way. . . The only priority in 
agricultural development policy that seems to be universally accepted in the 
north is that of water control-flood defenses and better irrigation. 222

 
Now that the war is over, it is likely that the debate over the priorities to be set 
in the effort to bring about agricultural modernization will develop in intensity. 
It may even be that" experts" from southern Vietnam, even though they are 
patently not" Red," will contribute to this debate. 

Although the exact course of the technological revolution in northern 
Vietnam, and now in southern Vietnam as well, cannot be predicted, the goals 
are clear. These goals were set out in an important speech given by Le Duan in 
February 1970. In this speech, Le Duan quoted Lenin to the effect that: "The 
only possible economic basis of socialism is mechanized heavy industry. Who-
ever forgets this is not a Communist." In addition to an emphasis on trans-
forming the economic base of Vietnam from agriculture to heavy industry, Le 
Duan spelled out the goal for those who remained in agriculture. The program 
for this sector is the "urbanization of villages," meaning, according to Wood-
side, "the continued development of large cities that will serve as political and 
economic and cultural centers for the entire country but also the creation of 
many new 'moderate and small' cities for the purpose of "direct action" against 
sluggish rural regions." 223

Both the revolutions in productivity and in technology depend on the final 
revolution, the revolution in ideology and culture. In the final section of this 
chapter we turn to a consideration of the ideological and cultural characteristics 
of life in communist Vietnam. 

 
IDEOLOGY, EDUCATION AND VALUES IN COMMUNIST 
VIETNAM 
 
Traditional Culture and Traditional Values in the D.R. V. 
The central value which Communist in North Vietnam emphasizes is that 

through work or labor one realizes one's place in ,society. The name of the 
Communist party in Vietnam, Dang Lao Dong, gives evidence of this central 
value; it is the party of workers. How different is this value to that expressed in 
the early nineteenth-century poem, The Tale of Kieu-a poem better known to 
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Vietnamese than Shakespeare's plays are to Westerners. In this poem, written 
by Nguyen Du, the heroine Thuy Kieu is unable to realize her great talent be-
cause heavenly-decreed fate, or Karma (as interpreted in Vietnamese terms) has 
destined her for a life of suffering. The poem concludes with the assessment 
that one cannot create the world in which one lives; one can only adapt to what 
Heaven ordains: 

All things are fixed by Heaven, first and last.  
Heaven appoints each creature to a place. 
If we are marked for grief, we'll come to grief.  
We'll sit on high when destined for high seats.  
And Heaven with an even hand will give 
Talent to some, to others happiness. 
In talent take no overweening price 
Great talent and misfortune make a pair. 
A Karma each of us has to live out: 
Let's stop decrying Heaven's quirks and whims.  
Within us each there lies the root of good: 
The heart means more than all talents on earth. 224

 
Although Communists have been politically dominant in North Vietnam 

since 1945 and have been leaders of an independent government there since 
1954, the Communist version of the "work ethic" has still not been accepted by 
all. Many still adhere to traditional values that lead people to accept the world 
as it is. . 

The traditional institution in Vietnam that served to reinforce the value of 
accepting a preordained position within society was the extended family. 
Within the family, the child was taught that his or her position in the world was 
determined by his or her ancestry. Through the obligations one was taught one 
had toward males, toward elders, and toward ancestors, one acquired the value 
of acceptance of the world as it is. Although ancestor worship has long been 
officially disapproved of in the DRV, it still continues to be practiced there. In 
1967 Chaliand observed an ancestral shrine in one peasant home, and another 
peasant made specific reference to his performance of the ritual. 225

German author Peter Weiss, who visited the DRV in May-June 1968, 
provides further evidence of how the family continues to teach ideas that lead 
people to feel themselves subject to impersonal forces beyond their control. In 
addition to the perpetuation of ancestor worship, 226  he reports the continuation 
 of the practice of changing children's names to confuse malevolent spirits: 

Even today in the villages children are not addressed by their own names. Out 
of respect for the spirits, which may do a child harm or kidnap him, a cover 
name is used. A girl whose name means "pearl" is addressed as "cow". The 
child is aware that he has another given name but responds to the nickname. 
Thus the spirits are outwitted. 227

Weiss also reports that villagers continue to use the large array of traditional 
pronouns that permit them to make fine distinctions regarding the relative social 
superiority and inferiority of those with whom they interact. 228
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While the family continues to promote traditional values, the village no 
longer has the same connotations it had traditionally. The radical restructuring 
of the local community following land reform and the establishment of co-
operatives served to undermine the cult of the guardian spirit of the village. 
 Chaliand was told by one informant that 

As for the spirit that is supposed to watch over the village, anyone who wishes 
to pay homage to it is free to do so; few people bother, except the old. Since 
1957 there has been no more talk of the guardian dragon objecting to wells 
being dug, and villagers are no longer sent into trances at ritualistic ceremonies 
designed to ward off diseases. 229 

 
The discrediting of the cult of the guardian spirit has been accompanied by a 
discrediting of the Buddhist monks and astrologers who traditionally served to 
interpret to villagers what heaven had decreed.  23O

In folk drama and popular literature, however, the traditional values 
remain. The hat cheo or popular theater is reported still to be ubiquitous, and its 
themes still emphasize the acceptance of the world as it is found by confronting 
its incongruities with 1aughter rather than action. 231  Perhaps most significantly 
of all, The Tale of Kieu still remains the most well-known piece of literature in 
North Vietnam. Weiss reports coming across a young woman, acting as guard 
to a hospital located in a cave, sitting "bent over a dog-eared copy of Kieu". He 
also reports more generally that . 

The greatest of the classical poems Kieu is known everywhere through 
oral transmission. . . Everybody can repeat excerpts from the Kieu epic 
in recitative. 232

 
EDUCATION AND CULTURAL LEADERSHIP IN COMMUNIST 
VIETNAM 
 
The promotion of the Communist version of the "work ethic" in con-

tradistinction to the fatalism of traditional values has been carried out primarily 
through two institutions, the educational system and the Party. Once the Viet 
Minh came to power in August 1945, a concerted effort was undertaken to 
eradicate illiteracy. 233 Although the war with the French made this campaign 
difficult to wage, it achieved a considerable degree of success. 

Following the establishment of the DRV in 1954, efforts to develop edu-
cation were intensified greatly. The regime sought to eliminate illiteracy, to 
create a body of skilled personnel, and, above all, to raise the ideological 
consciousness of the general populace. According to official statistics, the total 
number of students increased from 746,000 in 1955 to 2,666,000 in 1964-5; the 
increase in higher education was proportionately more dramatic, rising from 
1,200 in 1955 to 26,300 in 1964-5. 234

The curriculum of the elementary schools in North Vietnam lays heavy 
emphasis on basic language and mathematical skills and on the rudiments of 
science.235Those who continue their education at higher levels gain increasingly 
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specialized training in scientific agriculture or some other modem skill. From 
the very beginning of schooling, ideological values are also emphasized. In  
geography, students learn about the unity of Vietnam and about those Countries 
with close ties with Vietnam-for example, China, Laos, Cambodia, and the 
Soviet Union. In history, students are taught the stories of national heroes and f 
especially themes from modern Vietnamese revolutionary history. The books  
read for literature classes include such novels as Ngo Tat To's When the Lamp  
was Extinguished, which describes "peasant life in the delta during the days of 
colonial rule." 236 Anti-American themes were stressed during the period of the 
second Indochina War. The importance of combining "study and work," 
"theory and practice," "intellectual work with manual work" is also stressed 
from these second-phase course (i.e., upper elementary level) on. For the latter 
purpose, schools are allocated land on which practical work can be carried out. 
237

 The DRV has also expended considerable effort to provide continuing 
education for adults as well as for children: t 

[T]he vigorous development in adult education was another great feature of, 
the North Vietnamese education program. According to government reports, 
more than 3 million persons attended education courses between 1961 and 
1964 . . . The majority of persons enrol1ed were industrial workers and cadres 
of agricultural cooperatives.238

Today, a very large percentage of the adult population of northern Vietnam has 
been educated according to the syllabuses established by the Ministry of  
Education in the DRV. 

The leaders of the DRV face major problems if they are to see the form of 
education now established in the north extended to the south as well. The 
majority of the people of South Vietnam did not receive their education under 
the Communist system. Rather they studied at schools sponsored by the govern-
ment of the Republic of Vietnam, by the Catholic Church, by the Buddhist, and 
by private parties. Thus, the leaders of the DR V face a dual challenge: how to 
extend basic education throughout the countryside and how to re-educate those 
trained under totally different systems. 

A situation in which the Communist leaders of Vietnam find themselves 
seeking to educate a population raised with different values from their own is 
not new to them. A similar situation prevailed when they first began their 
efforts to create a Communist state in Vietnam. To overcome the problems 
facing them, Communist leadership from the start has placed great reliance on 
the cadres (can ho) of the party, and the can ho remain today as the cultural, as 
well as the political, vanguard of the revolution. 

The can ho are not mere party functionaries as they are sometimes por-
trayed; more accurately, they are the functional equivalent of a priesthood or a 
cross between priests and mandarins. The aspirant to can ho status must first 
undergo intensive education in Marxist-Leninist doctrine in much the same way 
that a priest is educated in sacred texts or the mandarin in the writings of Con-
fucius. From his training, the fundamental ideas of conflict between classes and 
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especially between colonial oppressors (first the French, then the Americans) 
and oppressed, of historical determinism (" history is on our side "), and of 
creating a new world through work have been deeply ingrained in the cadre's 
mind. 239 

Having demonstrated his or her grasp of doctrine, the aspirant to can bo 
status is then initiated. Such initiation is said to have taken place, at least in 
South Vietnam, in the context of a "solemn ceremony" at which the aspirant. 
dedicates himself or herself to the Party.240 This dedication is periodically 
reinforced by the "ritual" of kiem thao ("self-criticism"), which has striking 
similarity to the ritual of confession practiced by chapters of Theravada 
Buddhist monks. 

Although some cadres (like some priests) have compromised their original 
pledge or have placed their own self-interest above that of the party, most have 
proven to be highly disciplined. No other ideology prevalent in modern 
Vietnam has been communicated by such a dedicated group of men. Herein lies 
the success of the revolution in Vietnam. 

The struggle against "colonialism" (as it has been construed in Vietnamese 
Communist terms) has ended; however, efforts to build a Socialist and then a 
Communist society are still very much in process. Even in the north, vestiges of 
traditional values are to be found; in the south large segments of the population 
are strongly committed to values other than those promoted by the Com-
munists. For all the cultural problems Vietnam has yet to face, it still seems 
likely, however, that its future lies with those who believe that humans can 
create a new world, a better world, through their own labor. 
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