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Abstract

A form of Sinology emerged in Vietnam in the early twentieth century during the period
of colonial rule as Western learning came to replace the traditional curriculum of the
Confucian classics. At first, scholars sought to preserve traditional learning by translating
Confucian and Buddhist texts into the Vietnamese vernacular. Then in the 1930s and
1940s, scholars produced works on Chinese history, philosophy, and literature that
engaged with the works of modern scholars from China and the West. The development
of this body of Sinological scholarship was then disrupted by periods of revolution and
war. This article traces the development of Sinology in Vietnam through these periods
up to the present.
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Sinology in Vietnam is a difficult topic to address. On the one hand, one could argue
that there is little or no Sinology in Vietnam in that there are very few Vietnamese
scholars who produce knowledge about China for the sake of educating others about
China. At the same time, one could also argue that Sinology is very deeply rooted in
Vietnam, in that there are countless aspects of Vietnamese society, culture, and history
that cannot be explained without knowledge of and reference to something Sinitic, and
many scholars in Vietnam possess such knowledge. This odd position that Sinology
occupies in Vietnam today, as a body of knowledge that both does and does not
exist, is the result of a century of intellectual developments and transformations
which I will trace and examine in this article.

In the nineteenth century, Vietnamese society was firmly situated within the larger
world of Sinitic learning. Literary Sinitic was the main language of written communi-
cation, and education focused on the Confucian classics and other Sinitic texts. Then, in
the early twentieth century, with Vietnam under French colonial rule, traditionally
trained Vietnamese intellectuals turned to Chinese and Japanese reformers to learn
about the West. In the process, they came to learn about nationalism, and they started
to view the texts that they had long studied as no longer simply the Confucian classics,
but as the “Chinese” Confucian classics. By the 1920s, as the study of Western knowl-
edge came to be seen as more important than the study of traditional knowledge, or
what now came to be referred to as “Han learning” (Hdn hoc ¥#%%), and as the
Vietnamese vernacular came to replace Literary Sinitic as the preferred language of
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written communication, some traditionally trained scholars set about translating the
Confucian classics and other texts from Literary Sinitic into the vernacular to preserve
the knowledge in those works for a new generation of Vietnamese educated on Western
learning (Tdy hoc P8%5%).

I would argue that this is when Sinology began in Vietnam. While some have char-
acterized virtually everything that was written in Literary Sinitic in Vietnam in the past
as a form of Sinology, I argue that Sinology in Vietnam only began in the 1920s, when
Sinitic learning came to be perceived as a separate body of knowledge.' In particular, if
we understand Sinology as a body of knowledge devoted to understanding the history
and culture of a distinct place that we now refer to as “China,” it is only in the 1920s
that Vietnamese intellectuals came to fully view the knowledge that they had previously
just considered as “learning” to now be knowledge that was from and about China. That
said, this divide between Vietnam and China was not, and still is not, absolute in
Vietnam. The scholars who translated texts like the Confucian classics into vernacular
Vietnamese in the 1920s, for instance, did so out of a belief that the information in
those texts was part of the “national essence” (qudc tuy [BI#F) of Vietnam at the
same time that they also recognized that those texts were ultimately Chinese in origin.

This bifurcated view of “Han learning” continues to exist today. The fact that
Vietnamese recorded information in Literary Sinitic for roughly a millennium means
that one cannot possibly understand “Vietnam” without knowing things that are
“Chinese,” to use those modern concepts. As a result, a great deal of the scholarship
about old Vietnam that has been produced in the Vietnamese vernacular over the
past century contains significant Sinological information. Further, there are scholars
in Vietnam today who read Literary Sinitic and who study old Vietnamese texts who
possess extensive Sinological knowledge and who are trained in the skills of a
Sinologist. However, these scholars put that knowledge to use in their study of
Vietnam, rather than China. Meanwhile, over the past century, there have been compar-
atively few scholars in Vietnam who have produced knowledge about China for the sake
of educating others about China.

In this article, I attempt to document the scholarship that has been produced in
Vietnam to educate people about China, and particularly its history, philosophy, liter-
ature, and culture, the core concerns of Sinology. What we will find is that the devel-
opment of Vietnamese Sinology, after its initial emergence in the 1920s, was deeply
affected by the politics of the twentieth century in Vietnam. World War II, the
August Revolution of 1945, the First Indochina War (1946-1954), the division of
the country into North and South Vietnam following the Geneva Accords of 1954,
the end of the Vietnam War in 1975, the 1979 Sino-Vietnamese War, and the eventual
warming of Vietnam to diasporic Vietnamese and China in the 1990s are all events that
have influenced the production of Sinological knowledge in Vietnam.

I will trace the production of Sinological scholarship through these periods.
However, I begin this article by briefly documenting the way that Sinology emerged
in Vietnam in the early twentieth century as the intimate bond with Sinitic learning
that had long existed in Vietnam was severed. Finally, on a technical note, I have
made an effort to include Chinese characters alongside Vietnamese names and titles

"For the view that considers virtually all writings in Literary Sinitic in Vietnam as constituting Sinology,
see Tao Zhenyu M#R28, Shijie geguo Hanxue yanjiu lunwenji 1 % Bl Z2HF SR SC4E [Collected writ-
ings on Sinological research in the various countries of the world], Vol. 1 (Taipei: Guofang yanjiu yuan,
1962) and Vol. 2 (Taipei: Guofang yanjiu yuan, 1967).
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for the benefit of readers with a background in Sinology. However, starting in the 1920s,
some authors only wrote in Vietnamese, and therefore, we cannot know with certainty
which characters corresponded to their names. For such individuals, I have not
included the characters for their names. Also, some publishers, such as those in
South Vietnam, continued to include Literary Sinitic titles for their vernacular publica-
tions as late as the early 1970s. When such titles are available, I include the characters
alongside the Vietnamese title.

Sinitic Learning as Knowledge

In 1802, the last Vietnamese dynasty, the Nguyén Dynasty (1802-1945), came to power.
A year later, the court established educational regulations (gido diéu #(f%) to standard-
ize instruction across the realm. The regulations stipulated that children were to begin at
the age of eight by learning the Classic of Filial Piety (Hiéu kinh Z-4%) and the Classic of
Loyalty (Trung kinh E5%%). At the age of twelve, students were then to study the
Mencius (Manh ti¢ 3iT), the Analects (Ludn ngii iWnt), and then the Doctrine of
the Mean (Trung dung ). At fifteen they could then move on to the Classic of
Poetry (Thi kinh 5§%%) and the Classic of Documents (Thu kinh F5#%), and then, finally,
they were to learn the Classic of Changes (Dich kinh 5%%) the Record of Rites (Lé ki 1%
7L), the Spring and Autumn Annals (Xudn thu ##K) as well as other works of philos-
ophy and history (t# st ¥ %)%

None of these texts were referred to as “Chinese.” They simply were the texts that
contained the knowledge that the Nguyén Dynasty believed people needed to have a
mastery of so that they could eventually perform the work of a government official.
At the same time, these texts were clearly in a language that was different from the lan-
guage that Vietnamese spoke in their daily lives. In the nineteenth century, however, the
vernacular was perceived by the educated elite in Vietnam as an inferior form of lan-
guage, one that only represented “sounds” (d4m %) rather than the “patterns” (vin
) of writing, patterns that communicated the teachings of the Sages of antiquity.
Nonetheless, some scholars recognized that to effectively transmit those teachings to
people who were not yet fully conversant in writing, it was necessary to translate “pat-
terns” into “sounds.”

Before the twentieth century, many of the Confucian classics were translated into the
“kingdom’s sounds” (qudc dm [H#%). In doing so, scholars employed a demotic script
based on Chinese characters called “Nom” . At times these translations were made in
prose, while at others the translations took the form of poetry. These translations aided
cognition, but also served as a mnemonic device to help students retain information.
Did such translations constitute a form of Sinology? While nineteenth-century
Vietnamese scholars learned an enormous amount about the ideas, history, and culture
of the place that we now refer to as “China,” they did so with the sense that this was
simply “knowledge” rather than “knowledge about a particular place.” Indeed, so faith-
ful were Vietnamese scholars to this form of knowledge that some modern academics
have claimed that premodern Vietnamese scholars did not produce original ideas about
this body of knowledge, as one finds in say Japanese Nativist scholarship.’

*Pai Nam thic luc chinh bién dé nhdt ky K& %8R 5 —4C [Veritable records of Pai Nam, first
compilation], (1848), 22/18b.

’Liu Yujun I3, “Yuenan jingxue dianji kaosh™u #ipi 42 M #E% A [Examination of Vietnamese
sources for the study of the classics], in Waiyu Hanji yanjiu jikan 3AMNEFERTF FLET] [Collected research
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However, such scholars have not closely examined works like the vernacular trans-
lations in Nom of the Confucian classics. That is a task in which Vietnamese scholars
have recently started to engage.* What they have found is that while it is true that we
cannot find premodern Vietnamese scholars producing clearly defined schools of
thought, at a more granular level, in works like the Vernacular translations of the
Confucian classics, one can detect a good deal of intellectual interaction with those
works and their commentaries. Nonetheless, I still would not label such writings
“Sinology,” as they were produced in an environment where the information in these
texts was considered “knowledge” rather than “Chinese knowledge.” The idea that
“Chinese knowledge” was a separate form of knowledge only emerged in Vietnam in
the early twentieth century as Vietnamese reformist scholars who had been exposed
to the Western concept of the nation began to rethink how people in Vietnam should
be educated.

on Chinese-language sources in foreign lands], edited by Zhang Bowei 5&{Hf# (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju,
2010), 401-421.

*Nguyén Tuin Cudng has written the most on this topic. See the following: “Dich Ném kinh dién Nho
gia tai Viét Nam tU goc nhin tu liéu, phién dich va thong dién kinh dién” [N6m translations of Confucian
classics in Vietnam: From the perspectives of sources, translations, and interpretations of the classics], Tap
chi Han Ném 2016.2, 13-28; Nguyén Tudn Cudng, “Tiép can vin ban hoc véi T thu udc gidi” [A textual
approach to the T thu udc gidi (MUEFXIfE)], Tap chi Hin Nom 2014.2, 27-45; “Dién cach Chu Tt hoc tai
Viét Nam: tit Ti thu chuong cii tdp chii dén T thu udc giai” [Development of Zhu Xi studies in Vietnam:
From the T4 thu chuong cii tap chit (V975 &) 4EIE) to the Tif thu uéc gidi (WIFELIfR)], Tap chi Hdn Nom
No6m 2012.5, 3-21; “Nghién ctu vé T thu udc gidi: Lugc ta van ban va giai doc bai Tua ctia Lé Quy Pon”
[Research on the Ti thu udc gidi (VUFEAJf#): A brief description of the text and an explanation of the
preface by Lé Quy Pon], Tap chi Hén Nom 2010.6, 37-49; and “Tu liéu Kinh Thi chit Nom: Lugc quan
vé trit lugng, dic diém, gid tri” [Materials on the Nom version of the Classic of Poetry: Initial study of
the holdings, characteristics, and values], Tap chi Hin Nom 2007.1, 48-64.

For works in Chinese, see Nguyén Tusn Cuong Ftf2 54, “Jingxue yu wenxue: Shijing zai gudai Yuenan
de fanyi yu jieshou” A% 5% B S0 EL: RS TE 1 A A 1) B BL%E 2 [Classical scholarship and literary schol-
arship: The translation and reception of the Classic of Poetry in old Vietnam], Shijie Hanxue 12 (2013),
102-14; and “Wenzi, yuyan yu sixiang de bentuhua: Guanyu gudai Yuenan rujia jingdian fanyi wenti”
I B E BUEARM AR A - BRI R A ML BIEE R [Localization of characters, language
and thought: Regarding the issue of the translation of the Confucian classics in old Vietnam], Zhongguo
xue 3 (2013), 103-24.

For works with co-authors, see Nguyén Tudn Cudng and Nguyén Thi Tu Mai, “Muc dich phién dich
kinh dién Nho gia tai Viét Nam qua goc nhin trong cudc clia cic tic gia trung dai” [The purpose of trans-
lating the Confucian Classics in Vietnam from the perspective of Medieval Vietnamese authors], in Nghién
ctiu Nho gido Viét Nam: quan diém va phuong phdp [Research on Vietnamese Confucianism: Views and
Methods], edited by Nguyén Kim Son (Ha Noi: Pai hoc Qudc gia Ha Noi, 2018), 137-62; and Nguyén
Quang Hong and Nguyén Tudn Cudng, “Thi kinh gidi dm: Van ban sém nhét hién con in theo van
khic nim Vinh Thinh 1714” [Thi kinh gidi am (F$#8f#&): The earliest extant manuscript based on
the printing of Vinh Thinh 1714], Tap chi Hén Ném 2005.3, 36-52.

For the work of other authors, see Nguyén Kim Son, “Hoat dong dién dich Han Nom kinh dién Nho
gia ctia cac nha Nho Viét Nam: Phan tich tit géc d6 muc tiéu va ban chit” [Activities of Vietnamese
Confucian scholars to translate the Confucian canon: Analysis from the perspectives of objective and
essence], in Kinh dién Nho gia tai Viét Nam [Confucian cannon in Vietnam], edited by Nguyén Kim
Son (Ha Noi: Pai hoc Qudc gia Ha Noi, 2012), 33-46; and Nguyén Thanh Tung, “Chu Dich gidi nghia
dién ca trong tién trinh dién Ném Kinh Dich thoi trung dai” [The Chu Dich gidi nghia dién ca (J& 5fit
F21#AX) in the evolution of the translation into Ném of the Classic of Changes in the medieval period],
Tap chi Hin Ném 2012.3, 28-47.
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The Emergence of “Chinese” Knowledge and the “Chinese” Language

Reformist Vietnamese scholars engaged in various efforts to transform education in the
early twentieth century. Some of these scholars contributed to a short-lived
private school in Hanoi called the Pong Kinh Free School (Péng Kinh nghia thuc
HTF5) and in the process produced writings that expressed new views. However,
a larger transformation in how educated Vietnamese viewed knowledge was driven
by reforms to the civil service examinations. In 1906 the French colonial administration
compelled the Nguyén Dynasty to reform the curriculum and format for the civil ser-
vice examinations. Alongside the established track of studying the Confucian classics
and taking exams in literary Sinitic, two new tracks were established, one in vernacular
Vietnamese written in the Latin script (qudc ngit [#{#5) and one in French. Further,
exam candidates in these latter two tracks were to be examined on topics like
Vietnamese history and Western science in addition to Confucian morality.

In new textbooks that were produced for the Pong Kinh Free school and the
reformed civil service examinations, the previous association of the Confucian classics
with universal knowledge was broken. Now the curriculum of the nineteenth century
was viewed as foreign knowledge, and the continued study of such knowledge was pre-
sented as an obstacle to progress, as nationalism required one to be knowledgeable
about one’s land. In the reformist writings from the early twentieth century, we thus
find many authors criticizing what they saw as the previous obsession with what they
now termed “Chinese” knowledge and they lamented how little people knew about
Vietnam. Hence, we find authors making statements such as the following: “Students
in our kingdom obstinately hold on to the rotten writings of China [Chi Na hui ldu
chi van SRR Z 3C]. With regards to our kingdom, they are oblivious, as if having
descended into a fog. Even students from the elite and high-placed; if you ask them
which country’s land they inhabit, they cannot answer.”® Scholars familiar with
late-nineteenth-century Japanese writings will recognize the term “Chi Na” (Jpn.,
Shina >ZJf) for “China” here, a sign that this author had been exposed to reformist
writings from Japan, most likely through Chinese translations. With the rise of
anti-Japanese sentiment in China in the first half of the twentieth century, Chinese
scholars came to argue that this term carried derogatory connotations and avoided
using it. However, prior to that point it was used by such reformers as Liang Qichao
PSR (1873-1929) in the late nineteenth century.® Its appearance here thus clearly
places this text in the context of the reformist writings in Literary Sinitic of that era.

While such texts were written in Literary Sinitic, the educational reforms of 1906
promoted the use of the Vietnamese vernacular written in the Latin script, as well as
French. With the termination of the civil service examinations in 1919, the French
transformed the existing multi-lingual approach to education into a system of
“franco-annamite” schools where instruction was in the Vietnamese vernacular and
French. Literary Sinitic gradually lost its position of centrality, although it took several
more years for the vernacular to fully develop into a language that could be used widely
in professional life. Nonetheless, by the early 1930s, we can find modernizing educator
(Nguyén Phiic) Ung Qua (1905-1951) declaring that the vernacular was experiencing a
renaissance. This rebirth, according to Ung Qua, was made possible by the massive

®Anonymous, Cdi liiong mong hoc qudc sit gido khoa thu P [ 5228 52 ¥Rl # [National history text-
book for reformed elementary education], National Library Manuscript No. R.1946, 1b.

%Joshua A. Fogel, “New Thoughts on an Old Controversy: Shina as a Toponym for China,” Sino-Platonic
Papers No. 229 (2012), 1-25.
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infusion into the language of terms from French, and from reformist Chinese writings,
as neologisms that had been created in Japan in the late nineteenth century and had
passed into reformist Chinese writings in the early twentieth century, all made their
way to Vietnam, and eventually into the vernacular.”

As new life was injected into the Vietnamese vernacular, Literary Sinitic gradually
lost much of the special, even sacred, status that it had long enjoyed.® While many
began to refer to Literary Sinitic as “Han” ¥, in vernacular writings in the 1920s we
can also find Vietnamese authors referring to the language by using “Tau,” a colloquial
name for “China.” One can find, for instance, articles published in vernacular
Vietnamese at this time on such topics as the origin of Chinese characters (chit
Tau), Chinese grammar (meo vin Tau), and types of Chinese prose writing (cdc 16i
vin Tau).?

That said, Literary Sinitic was not completely abandoned, nor was it entirely “desa-
cralized.” Instead, it was still taught in some schools, and textbooks that were developed
for teaching the language reveal that it was still seen to be connected to Vietnamese soci-
ety. For instance, in 1928, educators Lé Thu6c and Nguyén Hiét Chi produced a work
called A New Textbook for Han Prose (Hdn vin tan gido khao thu ¥ 3CH 204 3) and
in their introduction they put forth three reasons for the continued importance of learn-
ing Literary Sinitic. First, they argued that it contributed to the preservation of ethics
(bdo ton luan ly {RA7f@3). The second was that it enhanced one’s knowledge of
“national prose” (qudc vin [B3C). The third was that it enabled one to perform certain
daily tasks, as there were still official documents, like contracts, that were written in
Literary Sinitic, and the final section of this book was dedicated to teaching students
how to read such a document."’

Lé Thudc and Nguyén Hiét Chi thus pointed to ways in which Literary Sinitic still
played a role in Vietnamese life, albeit a limited one. However, their pedagogical
approach to teaching the language was novel and emulated Western methods of teach-
ing and learning foreign languages. As Lé Thudc and Nguyén Hiét Chi explained in the
introduction to their textbook, whereas traditionally teachers initiated instruction by
getting students to read texts, their approach was to begin by teaching single words,
and then move on to sentences, and finally paragraphs.'’ This approach was promoted
by others at the time, such as journalist and scholar Phan Khoi (1887-1959) who

7Ung Qua, “Viét Nam ta cing duong c6 mot thdi ky phuc hung (mot bai dién vin ctia dng gido su Ung
Qua),” Phy nii tdn vin [Women’s News] No. 165 (25 August 1932), 9-13.

8John Duong Phan, “The Twentieth-Century Secularization of the Sinograph in Vietnam, and its
Demotion from the Cosmological to the Aesthetic,” Journal of World Literature 1 (2016), 275-93.

*Pong Chau [Nguyén Hitu Tién], “Xét ngudn géc chit Tau lic méi phat 4m ra lam sao” [Examining the
origins of Chinese characters at the time they were first pronounced], Nam Phong [Southern Breeze], 55
(1921), 37-46. This is a translation of Liang Qichao 2R, “Cong fayin shang yanjiu Zhongguo wenzi
zhi yuan” £€ 5% & LA 52 i [ 307 2 U8 [Examining the origins of Chinese characters from the perspective
of pronunciation], Dongfang zazhi 77 #5E [Eastern Miscellany] 18.21 (1921), 111-17. Nguyén Hiiu Tién
also translated from Chinese the following works: “Khao vé nguyén luu chit Tau” [Origin and development
of Chinese characters], Nam Phong 70 (1923), 299-04; “Lugc thuat vé meo van Tau” [Brief account of
Chinese grammar], Nam Phong 71 (1923), 395-99; and “Khdo vé cac 16i vin Tau” [Examination of the
various types of Chinese writing], Nam Phong, published in six installments from 72 (1923) to 76 (1923).

19L¢ Thu6c and Nguyén Hiét Chi, Hdn vdin tan gido khoa thu: Lép so dang ¥ SUH#UALE, W14 [A
new textbook for Han prose: elementary level], 3rd ed. (Hanoi: Nha Hoc chinh DPong Phap, 1933). The
preface that I cite dates from 1928.

""Lé Thudc and Nguyén Hiét Chi, Hdn vin tan gido khoa thu.
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published a series on “Han prose through self-study” in 1932 in a newspaper called
Women’s News (Phy nit tan vin UiZC##)."> Finally, in 1932, historian Dao Duy
Anh PR#HEYE (1904-1988) produced a Chinese-Vietnamese dictionary, providing a
key tool for the modern study of Literary Sinitic."

Thus, in the first third of the twentieth century, what had previously been regarded as
simply “knowledge” and “writing” now became identified as “Chinese” knowledge and
writing. It is with this sense of separation that I argue Sinology, as the study of a separate
place that we now call “China,” emerged in Vietnam. Nonetheless, what was now regarded
as “Chinese” knowledge and writing was still not entirely separate from Vietnamese life.
Instead, many regarded it as essential knowledge for understanding Vietnam. As a result,
what emerged in this period was a bifurcated form of Sinology, where “Han learning” was
simultaneously viewed as the product of another land and an essential element of
Vietnamese life both in the past and to some extent still in the present.

Nam Phong and the Preservation of Han Learning

This bifurcated view of Han learning was enthusiastically promoted in a journal called
Southern Breeze (Nam Phong F)3l), which ran from 1917 to 1934. The journal con-
tained sections in vernacular Vietnamese and Literary Sinitic, as well as a section on
vocabulary which explained neologisms used in the journal, most of which were
adopted from reformist writings in Literary Sinitic. Later, in 1922, a French section
was added as well. While this journal is most closely associated with the editor of the
Vietnamese and French sections, a Western-educated scholar by the name of Pham
Quynh Y538 (1892-1945), in the early years of the journal the editor of the Literary
Sinitic Section was particularly important. This man’s name was Nguyén Ba Trac
Brff s (1881-1945). Traditionally educated, before establishing Nam Phong with
Pham Quynh, Trac had journeyed to Japan, Korea, and China to seek out modern
knowledge.

Nguyén Ba Trac shared his modern knowledge starting from the first issue, where the
opening essay in the Literary Sinitic section of the journal was a long article that he wrote
on nationalism. Nguyén Béd Trac wanted traditionally trained scholars to acquire new
knowledge. He made this point directly in another article, written and published in
Literary Sinitic but later translated into the vernacular, entitled “Some Words of Loyal
Adpvice to Our Confucian Scholar Friends.” This essay notes that in Japan and China tra-
ditionally trained scholars had learned new concepts from the West and had transformed
their thinking. As a result, he argues, they went from writing poetry and erudite prose to
writing about history, philosophy, science, politics, and the arts."* This is what Nguyén B4
Tréc wanted to see the traditionally trained scholars in Vietnam do as well.

At the same time, Nguyén B4 Trac was aware that many scholars would not make
this transition. However, he hoped that such people would at least make the effort to

"?Phan Khéi, “Hén vin doc tu # 3 H81% (Chinois sans maitre)” [Han prose through self-study (Chinese
without a teacher)], Phu nit tdn vin 164 to 183, 18 August 1932 to 29 December 1932.

“Pao Duy Anh, Hdn-Viét ti; dién gidn yéu B HLfE 2 [Abridged Chinese Vietnamese dictionary]
(Hanoi: Imprimerie Lé Van Tén, 1932).

"Nguyén B4 Tréc, “Mdy 15 trung cdo véi cic ban nha Nho” [Some Words of Loyal Advice to Our
Confucian Scholar Friends], translated by Nguyén Pon Phuc, Nam Phong 51 (1921), 190-91. The original
essay in Literary Sinitic was published in Nam Phong 49 (1921), 1-12. In the digitized version of this jour-
nal, the first eight pages of the Literary Sinitic version are missing.
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preserve traditional learning, or what he called “Han learning.” While Nguyén B4 Trac
defined Han learning as teachings that had come to Vietnam from China beginning in
the Han Dynasty, he did not see this body of knowledge as “Chinese.” Instead, he saw it
as the heritage of his land; and just as Europeans preserved the learning of the Greeks
and E_omans, so, he argued, should the Vietnamese preserve the Han learning of the
past.

During the 1920s and 1930s, some scholars accepted the task of preserving Han
learning by translating into vernacular Vietnamese texts of Chinese and Vietnamese
origin that were originally written in Literary Sinitic. Two scholars who published reg-
ularly in Nam Phong, Nguyén Dén Phuc Bt/& & (1878-1954) and Nguyén Hiu Tién
B & (1875-1941), played an important role in this process, and among other con-
tributions, they translated and serialized in that journal the Mencius and the Analects."®
Meanwhile, beyond Nam Phong, in the 1920s and early 1930s, other scholars translated
such works as the Classic of Poetry, the Great Learning, the Analects, the Mencius, the
Doctrine of the Mean, and the Classic of Filial Piety."” Also during this period, revolu-
tionary Phan Boi Chau /il (1867-1940) compiled a long work on early Confucian
texts and another on the Classic of Changes while living under house arrest in Hue;
these works appear to have initially circulated among friends before being published
years later.'®

Traditionally trained Confucian scholars were not the only people in 1920s Vietnam
who felt the need to translate texts originally written in Literary Sinitic. Buddhist schol-
ars also contributed to this trend. By the 1920s, there was a sense among Buddhists in
Vietnam that the religion was in decline,’® and this led to a movement to “revive
Buddhism” (chdn hung Phat gido JRFLH%1).*° One of the causes for this sense of
decline was the fact that as fewer people learned Literary Sinitic, there were fewer people
who could read religious texts as, for centuries, Buddhist texts in Vietnam had been

15Nguyén B4 Trac, “Ban vé€ Han hoc” [On Han learning], Nam Phong 40 (1920), 324-36.

'*Pong Chau [Nguyén Hitu Tién] and Tung Vin [Nguyén Don Phuc], “Manh tit quéc van giai thich”
[The Mencius explained in the national prose], Nam Phong, published in 40 installments from 78 (1923) to
158 (1931) and “Luan ngi qudc van gidi thich, c6 bai tiéu stt dtiic Khong phu ti” [The Analects explained in
the national prose, with a biography of Confucius], Nam Phong, published in 10 installments from 165
(1931) to 187 (1933). Their translation of the Mencius was subsequently published in book form: Pong
Chéiu Nguyén Hiu Tién and Tung Vin Nguyén Don Phuc, trans., Manh ti¢ quéc vin gidi thich [The
Mencius explained in the national prose] (Hanoi: Trung Bac tin van, 1932).

Listed in the order in which they were published, these works are as follows: Nguyén Vian Hiéu,
Nghiém Thugng Van, and Pang Dtc To, trans, Pai hoc [Great Learning] (Hanoi: Imprimerie
Tonkinoise, 1922); Duong Ba Trac, trans., Ludn ngii [Analects] (Hanoi: Imprimerie Vinh Thanh, 1922);
Nguyén Vin Hiéu, Nghiém Thugng Vin, and Ping Puc T, trans., Kinh thi [Classic of Poetry]
(Hanoi: Imprimerie Nghiém-Ham, 1924); Trdn Tufn Khai, trans., Manh t# [Mencius] (Hanoi:
Imprimerie Tonkinoise, 1926); Luong Van Can, trans., Hiéu kinh [Classic of Filial Piety] (Hanoi:
Imprimerie Long Quang, 1929); Ha Tu Vi and Nguyén Vin Pang, trans., Trung dung [Doctrine of the
Mean] (Hanoi: Tan dan, 1933).

"phan Béi Chau, Khong hoc dang [Light of Confucianism] (Hue: Anh Minh, 1957) and Chu dich
[Changes of the Zhou] (Saigon: Khai Tri, 1969).

%See, for example, the preface to Tinh Quang Cu Si, trans., Phdt hoc di gidi [Buddhist learning easily
explained] (Sadec: n.p., 1932), 2. This work is a translation of Jia Fengzhen B %%, Foxue yijie 5% 5)f#
[Buddhist learning easily explained] (Shanghai: Shangwu, 1926).

*For an overview, see Elise Anne DeVido, “Buddhism for This World: The Buddhist Revival in
Vietnam, 1920 to 1951, and Its Legacy,” in Modernity and Re-enchantment: Religion in
Post-Revolutionary Vietnam, edited by Philip Taylor (Singapore: ISEAS, 2007), 250-96.
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recorded in that language. Hence, just as Confucian scholars translated the Confucian
classics into vernacular Vietnamese in the 1920s and 1930s, so did Buddhist scholars
translate various texts at that time.”!

While numerous scholars thus sought to translate texts from Literary Sinitic into the
vernacular to preserve for a new generation the knowledge that they contained, they did
so at a time when ideas about that knowledge were changing in the broader world of
East Asia. In the case of Confucian learning, for instance, as scholars in East Asia
adopted the Western concept of the nation, some scholars then argued that
Confucian morality constituted the “national essence” (qudc thiiy [B{##) of their coun-
try, or that it should serve as the core morality for the teaching of ethics (ludn Iy ffr#H),
another Western concept, in a national curriculum. Japanese and Chinese scholars were
the first to address these topics; however, their writings were translated into Vietnamese
and influenced the way that Vietnamese scholars thought and wrote about these issues
as well.

In the case of ethics, for instance, in 1920, Nguyén Hitu Tién translated and serial-
ized Cai Yuanpei’'s ¢G5 (1868-1940) 1910 History of Chinese Ethics (Zhongguo lixue
shi HBfREEE).>> Then in the early 1930s, he translated and serialized part of
Miura Tosaku’s —HiBE1E (1887-1960) 1923 History of Asian Ethics (Toyo rinrigakushi
A ELEL ), by relying on a Chinese translation of this work by Zhang Zongyuan
R 5% 70 and Lin Ketang #F}HE > Cai Yuanpei’s text was again translated and serialized
in the 1930s in a journal called Overseas Studies (Du hoc bdo #5:4R). This journal was
part of an initiative that was established by the Nguyén Dynasty in 1926 to send tal-
ented students to study in France. While the purpose of this initiative was to train
young Vietnamese in Western subjects, the journal was used to remind these students
of the moral values that they were expected to uphold.** We can see here an example of
this larger East Asian effort to utilize Confucian morality for modern nation-building, a
development that Vietnamese learned from Chinese writings and then employed in
their society.

In the introduction to their translation of the Mencius, Nguyén Hiu Tién and
Nguyén Don Phuc make this point explicit. They recognized that they were living in
a new age when the emphasis was on national prose (qudc vin [#3C), that is, writing
in the vernacular. At the same time, however, they stated that the classics of the
sages and commentaries of the wise (thdnh kinh hién truyén BB {H) contributed
to the national essence (quéc tiy [BI#F). By translating those works into national
prose, Nguyén Hiiu Tién and Nguyén Don Phuc said their purpose was to take the spi-
rit of Confucian writing (chit Nho; Ruzi f# %) and transfer it to the national language
(quéc ngit [BFE) so that anyone who sought to understand the way of the sages could
apprehend it in the vernacular.*

*'To take two of many possible examples, see Doan Trung Con, trans., Di¢u phdp lién hoa kinh [Lotus
sutra], 2 vols. (Saigon: Editions Poan Trung Con, 1936) and Cuu Ma La Thép, trans., Phdt di gido kinh
[Bequeathed teachings sutra (Fo yijiao jing f#ii##(#5)] (Saigon: Imp. de I'Union, Ng. Van Cua, 1937).

Pong Chau [Nguyén Hitu Tién], “Khao vé lich st ludn 1y hoc nuéc Tau” [Examination of the history
of ethics in China], Nam Phong, published in eight installments from 34 (1920) to 45 (1921).

**Pong Chau [Nguyén Hitu Tién], “Khao vé luan Iy hoc sti nudc Tau” [Examination of the history of
Chinese ethics], Nam Phong, published in 17 installments from 168 (1932) to 210 (1934).

2*Nguyén Nam, “A Local History of Vietnamese Sinology in Early 20th Century Annam: The Case of the
Bulletin Du hoc bdo #23R,” East Asia 31 (2014), 139-56.

**Pong Chau and Tung Vin, “Manh tit quéc van gidi thich,” Nam Phong, 78 (1923), 487.
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Reformulating “Chinese” Knowledge

While we can see the translations of the Confucian classics in the 1920s and 1930s as an
effort to preserve the core moral teachings in those works for people living in a new age,
as the comments above about such issues as the national essence indicate, it would be
inaccurate to see these translations as the work of conservative individuals who were
stuck in the past. The scholars who translated texts such as the Confucian classics pos-
sessed new ideas and adopted new approaches. In translating the Mencius and the
Analects, for instance, Nguyén Hiiu Tién and Nguyén Dén Phuc also provided brief his-
torical biographies of Mencius and Confucius and discussed how these philosophers
were evaluated by Song Dynasty scholars. This provision of biographical and historical
information so that these works could be contextualized was a new practice. Vietnamese
scholars who translated the Confucian classics into Nom in the nineteenth century had
not done this. Instead, we can see this practice emerging in the 1920s as traditionally
trained Vietnamese scholars sought to introduce knowledge to readers educated in
Western learning. Hence, a scholar writing under the name of An Khé published general
articles in Nam Phong in the 1920s on the teachings of Confucius and Mozi, while in the
1930s, Nguyén Don Phuc published a series of short biographies of famous Confucian
scholars, namely, Dong Zhongshu = f{'£¥, Fan Ning 7%, Wang Tong .18, Xue Shou
0, Han Yu #%#, Zhou Dunyi J# 34, Shao Yong #%, Cheng Hao #£#H, Cheng Yi
FEEH, Zhang Zai 9%, Xie Liangzuo #f R1%, Hu Anguo #]%[, Zhu Xi K, Lu
Jiuyuan B /LI, Zhao Fu #18, Xu Heng #, and Xu Qian #Fiit.>

In presenting summaries of the lives and works of various Chinese historical figures,
the authors of these texts often translated from contemporary Chinese writings. For
instance, Nguyén Poén Phuc and Nguyén Hiu Tién introduced readers to the life and
teachings of Wang Yangming 1[5 HH (1472-1529) in articles in Nam Phong by translat-
ing part of a work that Chinese scholar Sun Yuxiu f&#if& (1871-1922) had published
earlier in the century.”” Nguyén Déon Phuc, meanwhile, translated some of the contribu-
tions that Sun Yuxiu had made to a book series called the “Collected Works for Young
People” (Shaonian congshu /V4F#5), to produce articles about the fifth-century
poet, Tao Yuanming Fij¥}ii#, and Song Dynasty scholar-officials Sima Guang w5t
(1019-1086) and Su Shi #7# (1037-1101).* Finally, Nguyén Hitu Tién published an

%6An Khé, “Khao vé hoc thuyét ctia cic mon d6 Khéng TG [Examination of the teachings of the dis-
ciples of Confucius], Nam Phong 89 (1924), 383-92; “Khéao v€ hoc thuyét Mic Tt” [Examination of the
teachings of Mozi], Nam Phong 91 (1925), 29-37 and 93 (1925), 253-61; “Danh nho nuéc Tau”
[Famous Chinese Confucian scholars], Nam Phong, published in nine installments from 136 (1929) to
151 (1930).

*Ting Vin [Nguyén Pén Phuc], “Lich st Vuong Duong Minh” [History of Wang Yangming], Nam
Phong 108 (1926), 143-53; “Hoc thuyét Vuong Duong Minh” [Teachings of Wang Yangming], Nam
Phong 109 (1926), 245-57; and Dong Chéau [Nguyén Hiu Tién], “Mot nha dai triét hoc doi Minh,
Vuong Duong Minh” [A great philosopher of the Ming period, Wang Yangming|, Nam Phong 145
(1929), 589-96 and No. 146 (1930), 52-67. These articles contained translated passages from Sun Yuxiu
418, Wang Yangming /58 [Wang Yangming] (Shanghai: Shangwu, 1917).

**Tiing Van [Nguyén Don Phuc], “Mot nha cao si nuéc Tauw: Ong Dao Uyén Minh” [An esteemed
Chinese scholar: Mr. Tao Yuanming], Nam Phong 179 (1932), 560-78; “Lich st va st nghiép Tu Ma
Quang” [History and career of Sima Guang], Nam Phong 147 (1930), 173-84; and 148 (1930), 237-50;
and “Lich st va st nghiép T6 Dong Pha” [History and career of Su Dongpo], Nam Phong 149 (1930),
344-57; and 150 (1930), 462-77.
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article on the poet, Qu Yuan J#Jii (340-278 BC), by translating excerpts from Liang
Qichao’s essay, “Research on Qu Yuan” (Quyuan yanjiu J AT 7).

Just as Nguyén Pén Phuc and Nguyén Hiu Tién sought to address an audience
beyond the world of traditional scholar-officials, so had Sun Yuxiu and Liang Qichao
sought to do the same in their writings. In particular, Sun and Liang were concerned
with developing a sense of nationalism among the Chinese, and as such, they presented
information about historical figures in new ways for a general educated audience.
Indeed, the series that Sun contributed to was alternately called “Abbreviated
Accounts of Great Chinese” (Zhongguo weiren de zhuanliie H[8{f& A [F){21%). In trans-
lating these works into Vietnamese, Nguyén Pon Phuc and Nguyén Hiu Tién not only
introduced information about important figures in Chinese history, but they also
exposed their readers to these new ways of writing about the past.

In addition to these biographical works, Chinese scholars in the early twentieth cen-
tury also created texts that surveyed the history of certain topics, such as literature or
philosophy. Some of these works were translated into Vietnamese in the 1920s and
1930s. In 1922, Nguyén Hiiu Tién translated Wang Mengzeng’s T4 14 (1873-1959)
1914 Reference Book for the History of Chinese Literature (Zhongguo wenxueshi
cankaoshu FFSCE 1 2%3%)° In 1926, he published a translation of Zhang
Liangcai’s JR55ER (1870-1906) History of Chinese Customs (Zhongguo fengsu shi 1
JE{# 5), posthumously published in 1911.>" Then in 1931, Tién translated and pub-
lished Liang Qichao’s essay, “On the Main Trends in the Changes in Chinese Scholarly
Thought” (Lun Zhongguo xueshu sixiang bianqian zhi dashi &y [ 5% i1 AR 8#& 2
K%%).>* Finally, in 1933, he translated Chen Binhe’s BEAAK (1897-1945) 1927
Small History of Chinese Buddhism (Zhongguo Fojiao xiaoshi "1 {#%/s #).%

Such works by Chinese authors were often based on, or inspired by,
late-nineteenth-century Japanese books which sought to conceptualize Chinese litera-
ture, culture, and religion in the same way that Western scholars wrote about their
own, and other, societies. The Chinese works then influenced how Vietnamese scholars
conceptualized certain bodies of knowledge. For instance, in the late nineteenth century,
Japanese scholars produced histories of Buddhism that centered on a narrative of
various sects. This sectarian conceptualization of the history of Buddhism was
replicated by Chinese scholars.>® Vietnamese scholars then translated some of these
Chinese works, such as a certain Huang Shifu’s 3 -8 General Outline of Buddhism
(Fojiao gailuan HiZ(HEsm).”> Then, finally, Vietnamese scholars produced original

*Pong Chau [Nguyén Hitu Tién], “Khao vé Khuit Nguyén” [Examination of Qu Yuan], Nam Phong
119 (1927), 4-14.

**Pong Chau [Nguyén Hitu Tién], “Vin hoc st Nuc Tau” [Literary history of China], Nam Phong,
published in eight installments from 56 (1922) to 64 (1922).

*'Pong Chau [Nguyén Hiu Tién], “Khao vé phong tuc nudc Tau” [Examination of the Customs of
China], Nam Phong, published in eight installments from 111 (1926) to 118 (1927).

**Pong Chau [Nguyén Hiu Tién], “Khao vé hoc thuat tu tudng nuéc Tau” [Examination of Chinese
scholarly thought] Nam Phong, published in five installments from 163 (1931) to 167 (1931).

3 DPong Chau [Nguyén Hiiu Tién], “Lich st Phét gido nudc Tau” [History of Buddhism in China], Nam
Phong 178 (1932), 492-98; 180 (1933), 19-30; and 183 (1933), 357-67.

**Erik Schicketanz, “Narratives of Buddhist Decline and the Concept of the Sect (zong) in Modern
Chinese Buddhist Thought,” Studies in Chinese Religions 3.3 (2017), 281-300.

*Hoc Tang Mat Thé, trans., Phdt gido khdi ludn [General outline of Buddhism] (Hue: T6én That Tung,
1939).
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writings that followed this sectarian model of Buddhist history, such as scholar Poan
Trung Con’s (1908-1988) Buddhist Sects (Cdc tong phdi dao Phat).>

This same scholar, Poan Trung Con, also produced what can be considered a mod-
ern history of Tang Dynasty monk Xuanzang's % #% (602-664) journey to India to
obtain Buddhist texts and learning. Published in 1931, Poan Trung Con presented
Buddhism in contrast to Western history and his book in contrast to popular writings
on Xuanzang’s journey. In particular, Doan Trung Con noted that the sophisticated and
influential teachings of the Buddha emerged in India at a time when in France there was
little more than warring and uncultured Gaul tribes. Meanwhile, Poan Trung Con crit-
icized the historical distortions that popular accounts of Xuanzang’s journey had intro-
duced and presented his work as a corrective to those widely known works.?”

The popular accounts of Xuanzang’s journey can be attributed to the sixteenth-
century novel, Journey to the West (Xiyou ji PUil#iC). At roughly the time when
Poan Trung Con wrote his more academic study of Xuanxang’s journey, there were
numerous versions of this story in circulation in Vietnam.’® Beyond this tale, there
was an astonishing quantity of translations and adaptations of Chinese popular novels
published in Vietnam during the colonial era and continuing into the post-colonial
period in South Vietnam, where martial arts novels by the likes of Jin Yong 4/
(1924-2018) became popular as well. In the case of Jin Yong, or Kim Dung, as his
name is written in Vietnamese, the craze for his novels began in the early 1960s
with the publication of The Heaven Sword and the Dragon Saber (Yi tian tu long ji
R EFERL).” While the translation of such popular and martial arts novels may
not constitute Sinology, they nonetheless deserve mention as they have played a very
important role in establishing a foundation of cultural and historical awareness about
China among Vietnamese in general. Indeed, Poan Trung Con felt that the knowledge
about Xuanzang that came from popular novels was so prevalent that he needed to
counter it with a more scholarly account.

Finally, alongside the new categorizations of bodies of knowledge created by
Japanese and Chinese scholars that were introduced at this time were many other
works by Chinese scholars which introduced various aspects of what Vietnamese at
the time referred to as Western Learning. In the 1920s, the leading Vietnamese intellec-
tuals tended to be proficient in either Literary Sinitic or French. While the number of
those who were proficient in French increased over time, in the 1920s and even into the
1930s, scholars proficient in Literary Sinitic played an enormous role in introducing
Western ideas, often by translating works written by Chinese scholars into the
Vietnamese vernacular.

*Poan Trung Con, Cdc tong phdi dao Phdt [Buddhist sects], 2nd ed. (Saigon: n.p., 1943).

*Poan Trung Con, Vin minh nha Phdt qua Tau ... (Thdy Huyén Trang di thinh kinh) [Buddhist civ-
ilization made it to China ... (Master Xuanzang’s trip to seek sutras)] (Saigon: Agence Saigonnaise de
Publicité, 1931), 3 and 5-7.

*See, for instance, Hoang Minh T, trans., Tdy du dién nghia PGi#i#%% [Journey to the West trans-
lated], 16 vols. (Bén Tre: Pham Pinh Khuong, n.d.); Nguyén Ngoc Xuan, Tdy du truyén PGJHEH
[Account of the Journey to the West], 3rd ed. (Hanoi: Nguyén Ngoc Xuén, 1925); Anonymous, Tdy du
dién kich VG¥i## %] [Journey to the West drama], 2 vols. (Hanoi: Phic Vin, 1929); Lac Khé, trans., Tdy
du ky, phé binh theo tam Iy hoc va triét hoc [Journey to the West, critiqued following psychology and phi-
losophy], 77 vols. (Hanoi: Trung Ky, 1933-34), Hoang Minh T, trans., Tdy du dién nghia VEIFHZE
[Journey to the West translated], 16 vols. (Bén Tre: Pham Pinh Khuong, n.d.).

**Tit Khénh Phung, trans., C6 gdi D6 Long: truyén da sit v higp Trung Hoa [Maiden of D6 Long: A
Chinese martial arts historical tale] (Cholon: T4n Thé Ky, 1964).
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Historian Pao Duy Anh, for instance, established a publishing initiative in 1928 to
introduce Western knowledge to Vietnamese by commissioning translations and sum-
maries of Chinese writings that had been published in 1923 as part of a series called the
Eastern Library (Dongfang wenku % /7 3 J#). Some of the works that were selected for
this initiative included Wang Pingling’s % (1898-1964) Collected Discussions on
Psychology (Xinlixue luncong 'L¥EE:5R ), a two-volume work entitled A Critique of
Western and Eastern Cultures (Dongxi wenhua piping 3 78 CALHERT) that was com-
piled by a scholar writing under the name of “The Rustic” (Cangfu {67Z), a collection
entitled The Women’s Movement (Funii yundong % 2Ci#))), and two speeches by Sun
Yatsen f&i%All (1866-1925) on economics. Meanwhile, there were other titles in this
series that did not make explicit the source of their information, but which seemingly
came from other titles in the Eastern Library series.*’

While such works were not Sinology, in that their goal was not to understand China,
nonetheless they were part of a serious effort to learn from Chinese scholars about the
modern world. Through them many new ideas were introduced to Vietnamese readers,
contributing to intellectual transformations that culminated in what I would refer to as
a kind of global or cosmopolitan Sinology in the 1930s and 1940s.

Towards Global Sinology in the Late Colonial Period

Exposure to the new ways in which traditional knowledge was being presented and
talked about by Japanese, Chinese, as well as French scholars led to the production
of increasingly new forms of scholarship in Vietnam. A classic example of this is a
work on Confucianism that was written by educator Tran Trong Kim Ffiffi4: (1883
1953) and published in three volumes in the 1930s. Usually referred to in English as
Confucianism, the title of the work was actually written in three languages as fi #{
Nho gido: La doctrine des Lettrés, and it was subsequently revised and published in
four volumes and an appendix in 1943.*'

Confucianism consists of nineteen chapters that cover the history of Confucian
thought from the time of Confucius to the period of the Qing Dynasty, followed by
one chapter that discusses the history of Confucian thought in Vietnam. Like Poan
Trung Con’s history of Buddhism, this work demonstrates a new approach to writing
about Chinese thought that had developed in East Asia starting in the late nineteenth
century when Japanese scholars attempted to demonstrate that there were philosophical
traditions in Asia that paralleled the history of Western philosophy. Hence, from
Matsumoto Bunzaburd’s FAZ L = H[ (1869-1944) late-nineteenth-century History of
Chinese Philosophy (Shina tetsugaku shi SCHSETEH) to Xie Wuliang’s #f &
(1884-1964) 1916 History of Chinese Philosophy (Zhongguo zhexue shi H[8]¥75% 5)
to Hu Shi’s #Hi# (1891-1962) 1919 Outline of the History of Chinese Philosophy
(Zhongguo zhexue shi dagang [ ¥7E: 52 K 4i), and culminating in Feng Youlan’s
W (1895-1990) 1934 History of Chinese Philosophy (Zhongguo zhexue shi "H[H]
P15: 1), a series of surveys of Chinese thought was produced that sought to present
Chinese thought as a philosophical tradition on par with Western philosophy.

“OTr4n Dinh Nam, comp., Tri Khon: Tam ly hoc nhdp moén [Intellect: A psychology primer] (Hue: Tiéng
dén, 1928); Nghi Pam, trans., Dong Tdy van héa phé binh [A critique of Western and Eastern cultures], 2
vols. (Hue: Tiéng déan, 1928); Da Lan N Si, trans., Phu nit vdn dong [The women’s movement] (Hue: Tiéng
dan, 1928); and Chinh tri nudc Trung Hoa [Economy of China] (Hue: Tiéng dén, 1928).

“ITran Trong Kim, Nho gido [Confucianism], 2nd ed., 5 vols. (Hanoi: Lé Thing, 1943).
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Tran Trong Kim’s Confucianism fits perfectly into this effort to explain Confucian
thought in comparison to, and in dialog with, Western philosophy. Indeed, in his intro-
duction, he compares and contrasts the ideas of ancient Greek philosophers such as
Heraclitus, Parmenides, and Pythagoras with ideas in the Classic of Changes, just as
Hu Shi and other scholars in China did at that time. We can also see Trdn Trong
Kim’s Confucianism as contributing to a broader process of vernacularizing traditional
knowledge. Just as Feng Youlan wrote in a more vernacular style than Xie Wuliang had
earlier in the century, so was Tran Trong Kim’s explanations of Confucian thought
more colloquial than the earlier attempts in Vietnam to present traditional ideas in
the written vernacular.

French scholar Emile Gaspardone reviewed the first volume of Confucianism in 1930
and recognized its contribution in vernacularizing traditional knowledge by saying that
in transcribing and explaining Sinitic terms, the book offered a kind of useful “compar-
ative vocabulary.”*> At the same time, however, Gaspardone dismissed Trin Trong
Kim’s introduction, stating that the author had merely followed a fashion of citing as
many names of foreign philosophers as possible.*’ In this comment we can see a dis-
connect between the objective of Gaspardone, who was interested in producing knowl-
edge about “the Orient,” and that of Tran Trong Kim, who wished to demonstrate that
Vietnam possessed a philosophical tradition that was as rich as that of the West. In
doing so, Trdn Trong Kim was both following and contributing to an effort among
some intellectuals in East Asia to examine traditional ideas in comparison to, and in
dialog with, Western philosophy. As such, Tran Trong Kim’s Confucianism was inno-
vative, and it was so in no small part because it engaged with the same ideas that
Chinese intellectuals were considering at that time.

We can see this phenomenon even more clearly in the work of historian Pao Duy
Anh who published a history of China in 1943 entitled An Historical Outline of China,
From Distant Antiquity to Today (Trung Hoa sit cuong, tii thdi c6 dén ngay nay).**
A decade before this book was published, Chinese historians had engaged in a
drawn-out debate about how the five Marxist modes of production could be applied
to the periodization of Chinese history. In his introduction, Pao Duy Anh discussed
the positions of several of the historians in this debate, such as Tao Xisheng g+ 22
(1899-1988), Li Ji &%= (1892-1967), Lii Zhenyu =#EF (1900-1980), and Guo
Moruo FBIA# (1892-1978), as well as Sano Kesami {EIFZRA2ZE (1886-1945) in
Japan.*” Pao Duy Anh then offered his position on this issue. Finally, while most of
the work covers periods of Chinese history for which there is textual information,
bPao Duy Anh also included chapters on geography, the Paleolithic, and the

“*Emile Gaspardone, Review: “f&#{ Nho gido: La doctrine des Lettrés” [fH %! Confucianism: the doctrine
of the scholars], Bulletin de I’Ecole frangaise d’Extréme-Orient 30 (1930), 156.

“Gaspardone, Review, 155.

*“Pao Duy Anh, Trung Hoa st cuong, tii thdi ¢6 dén ngay nay [An historical outline of China, from
distant antiquity to today] (Hue: Quan hai tiing thu, 1943).

“>The works Dao Duy Anh cites are as follows: Tao Xisheng Fij# %, Zhongguo shehuishi lunzhan, di ba
ji HBIAL G S ERELEE J\BE [The debate on Chinese social history, the eighth collection], Li Ji 257
Zhongguo shehuishi lunzhan pipan "B+ E L REILH) [Controversies and critiques in Chinese social
history], Lit Zhenyu (= RF), Shigianqi Zhongguo shehui yanjiv 5287414 B+ &6 7L [A study of prehis-
toric Chinese society], Guo Moruo R %, Zhongguo gudai shehui yanjiu "1 B QL & 5T [A study of
ancient Chinese society], and Sano Kesami £ ¥ 35, Zhongguo lishi jiaocheng H1IBJEE 11 2f% [Course
in Chinese history].


https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2022.29

https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2022.29 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Journal of Chinese History 271

Neolithic, and for the geography chapter, Pao Duy Anh relied heavily on a work by
French scholar René Grousset (1885-1952).4°

bao Duy Anh’s An Historical Outline of China is thus a very cosmopolitan and con-
temporary work in the way that it engaged with Marxist ideas, as filtered through the
writings of Chinese historians, as well as with the work of a European scholar. We can
see a similar approach in some writings that were produced in the 1940s on Ming
Dynasty philosopher Wang Yangming. There were various schools of thought (hoc
phdi Z2)R) that developed in the late imperial period in China around Wang
Yangming’s ideas, and his ideas also inspired reformist Japanese during the Meiji
period. Reformist Chinese who then visited Japan at the turn of the twentieth century,
like Liang Qichao and Sun Yatsen, were then exposed to this interest in Wang
Yangming’s ideas and introduced his ideas to their contemporaries in China.

Vietnamese intellectuals gradually became aware of the influence of Wang
Yangming’s ideas on the Japanese and Chinese reformist movements, and when
some obtained copies of his collected works, in the 1930s, they produced extended writ-
ings. Tran Trong Kim, for instance, wrote a long essay in which he discussed Wang
Yangming’s life and philosophy in more detail than he had in Confucianism. He also
introduced the various schools of Wang Yangming thought and concluded with a
very brief chapter on the interest in Wang Yangming in Japan.*” Additionally, journalist
and writer Phan Van Hum (1902-1946) produced a study of Wang Yangming’s life and
philosophy while under house arrest in the early 1940s. In this work, Phan Van Hum
went into more depth than Tran Trong Kim did in his writing, and he also engaged in
some innovative comparative analysis. He has, for instance, a brief but fascinating chap-
ter that places Wang Yangming’s life in a global perspective by indicating what was hap-
pening at that time in Europe, China, and Vietnam. He then points to the ways these
worlds were connected by noting that in suppressing an uprising, Wang Yangming had
employed “Frankish” (Phat lang co f# B[ #) guns that were modeled after Portuguese
firearms.*® Meanwhile, in other chapters, Phan Vin Hum discusses Wang Yangming’s
philosophy in dialog with comparative ideas in Western philosophy.

Finally, another journalist and writer Pao Trinh Nhat (1900-1951) wrote a series of
articles on Wang Yangming in 1942-43 for a newspaper and then compiled those arti-
cles into a book in 1944.* In these writings, Pao Trinh Nhit took a more colloquial
approach in discussing Wang Yangming’s life and philosophy, as befit the context of
the newspaper where he published his writings. The following year, in 1945, Dao
Trinh Nhét published a book on Wang Anshi T2 (1021-1086). In the preface to
this work, he stated that Wang Anshi was one of the few Chinese historical figures
who had not been written about yet in Vietnam. He claimed that everyone from
Confucius and Laozi to Kang Youwei 774 (1858-1927) and Liang Qichao, to
Gou Jian )% (496-465 BC) and Yang Guifei MBI (719-756), had either been writ-
ten about, critiqued, exalted in verse, or had their lives performed on stage.”

4SRené Grousset, Histoire de '’Asie—II. L'Inde et la Chine (Paris: G. Crés, 1922).

“It is not clear when this was first published, but a posthumous version was published in Saigon in 1960.
Trén Trong Kim, Viiong Duiong Minh [Wang Yangming] (Saigon: Tan Viét, 1960).

**Phan Vin Hum, Vudng Diiong Minh: than thé va hoc thuyét [Wang Yangming: his life and teachings]
(Hanoi: 1943), 287-89.

“*This work was republished in Saigon in 1960. Dao Trinh Nhit, Vidng Dudng Minh [Wang Yangming]
(Saigon: Téan Viét, 1960).

*Pao Trinh Nhét, Viong An Thach [Wang Anshi] (Hanoi: Dai La, 1945), 1.
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Therefore, by the early 1940s, a great deal of information had been produced in the
Vietnamese vernacular about Chinese history, philosophy, literature, and culture.
Further, while many of these works simply transmitted information, there were
some, such as the writings of Pao Duy Anh and Phan Vin Hum, that went a step fur-
ther and attempted to reconceptualize received information. These scholars did so by
engaging with scholarship and ideas from East Asia and Europe, and in the process,
they produced what we can categorize as a global or cosmopolitan form of
Sinological scholarship. As we will see in the next section, other scholars produced
such works in the 1940s as well.

The Demise of Vietnamese Sinology in War and Revolution

World War II came to Vietnam in the fall of 1940 when the Japanese began to occupy
French Indochina just a few months after the collaborationist state of Vichy France had
been established in the metropole. For the next four and a half years, the Japanese
allowed the Vichy French officials in Vietnam to continue to govern over the colony.
However, in March of 1945, the Japanese imprisoned the French officials and had
Nguyén Dynasty emperor Bdo Dai ff£ K (1913-1997) reject his kingdom’s status as a
protectorate of France and declare Vietnam independent. From March until August
1945, Tran Trong Kim, the author of Confucianism, served as the prime minister of
this nominally independent state. However, in August of 1945, Trdn Trong Kim relin-
quished control of the country to the revolutionary forces of the Viét Minh, under the
leadership of communist revolutionary H6 Chi Minh & (1890-1969), an event
known as the August Revolution. H6 Chi Minh declared Vietnam to be independent,
however, the French were intent to retake their colony, and negotiations between H6
Chi Minh’s government and the French broke down in late 1946 leading to the outbreak
of the First Indochina War.

While one might logically assume that life under a colonial ruler and an occupying
power would be oppressive, on an intellectual level the early 1940s was quite vibrant.
The Vichy French colonial government was concerned that Vietnamese intellectuals
would be attracted to Japanese calls for pan-Asian unity and allowed for a degree of
Vietnamese nationalism to be expressed to counter that potential. We can see this
new tendency reflected in some of the articles published in two scholarly journals
that were established during the war years. One of the journals was called Knowing
the New (Tri Tan H1#7), a name that was inspired by Confucius’s instruction in the
Analects to “review what you have learned and know what is new” (wengu er zhixin
MR A7), The opening article of the first issue was written by a scholar by the
name of Nguyén Vin T B3 Z (1889-1947) who encouraged readers not to use
the name “Annam” (Chn., Annan %) to refer to the country, a name that was in
common usage at that time, as he argued that this was a term that the Chinese had cre-
ated for Vietnam in the past when it was under their control and that it had submissive
connotations.”

In subsequent issues of Knowing the New, as well as in the other new journal, Just
Commentary (Thanh Nghi %), Nguyén Vin T6 published numerous articles that
examined Sino-Vietnamese historical issues, and a definite pro-Vietnamese sentiment

*'Ung Hoe Nguyén Vin T6, “Quéc hiéu nudc ta khong nén goi la An Nam” [Our country should not be
called Annam], Tri Tan [Knowing the New] 1 (1941), 1 and 17.
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can be detected in these writings.”> At the same time, we can see another notable devel-
opment in Nguyén Van T&’s examination of historical issues between Vietnam and
China. Whereas earlier scholarship had focused on translating Chinese writings and
ideas into the vernacular, Nguyén Vin T6 produced original, and analytical, scholar-
ship. Other scholars who published in these journals did the same. Historian and liter-
ary scholar Hoang Thuc Tram (1902-1977), who wrote under the name of Hoa Bing,
produced a study of diplomatic relations between the Qing Dynasty and Vietnam in the
late eighteenth century.”® Trin Vin Gidp (1902-1973), another historian and literary
scholar, wrote about the influence of certain Chinese writings on medieval
Vietnamese stories.”* Finally, Phan Vin Hum published a comparative article on the
dragon in Chinese and Vietnamese thought.>

In other words, we can see in Knowing the New and Just Commentary the emergence
of what we can consider truly modern historical and literary scholarship. Indeed, while
Hoa Bing wrote an article that explained and provided a translation of Li Bai’s %% [
(701-762) poem, “Resentment” (Yuanging 421%) for a section on “Selected Excerpts
from Literary Sinitic Writings” (Hdn védn trich diém) in the inaugural issue of
Knowing the New, that section was soon discontinued as the journal focused on scholar-
ship that was more comparative and analytical nature.”® This is a trend that was evident
in the early 1940s beyond these two journals as well. Phan Vin Hum’s study of Wang
Yangming in dialog with Western philosophy is one such example. That book was pub-
lished as part of a series of books on Western and Asian philosophy published by the
“New Viét” (Tan Viét) publishing house in Hanoi. Called “Philosophy Bookshelf” (Tt
sach triét hoc), this series included works devoted to Bergson, Kant, Nietzsche, Einstein,
Descartes, Bacon, Aristotle, and Comte, while Phan Vian Hum contributed his work on
Wang Yangming as well as a volume on Buddhist philosophy.””

Meanwhile, there was another book series that was published at this time in Hanoi
that produced similar works. Called the “Scholarship Bookshelf” (Tt sdch hoc thuat),
this series was published by the National Learning Publishing House (Qudc hoc thu
xd [ +E). Among its titles was an introduction to philosophy that discussed
Han Feizi #FET (d. 233 BC) and Laozi alongside Plato and Socrates.”® Another vol-
ume focused on the philosophy of Mozi 2 F (ca. 470—ca. 391 BCE) and contained a
section that compared his concept of universal love (kiém di %) with the charity (bdc

*2Ung Hoe Nguyén Vin T8, “Nudc Nam ta vé doi Tién Lé (theo t& tfu clia st Tau)” [Our country of the
South during the period of the Former Lé (according to a memorial by a Chinese envoy)], Tri Tdn No. 3
(1941), 9; “Sti Tau d6i v6i Hung Pao Vuong” [The Hung Pao prince according to Chinese histories], Tri
Tan No. 17 (1941), 17-18; “Vua Lé Théi T6 danh dudi quan Tau” [King Lé Théi TS fought off the Chinese
troops], Tri Tan No. 65 (1942), 2-4 and 7; and “Stt liéu: sii ta so v6i sti Tau” [Historical sources: our history
compared with Chinese history] Thanh Nghi, published in 12 installments from No. 60 (1944) to No. 105
(1945).

>*Hoa Bing [Hoang Thuic Tram], “Mot doan lich s ngoai giao gitta ta va Tau hoi cudi thé ky tha XVIITP
[A period of diplomatic history between us and Chinese at the end of the eighteenth century], Tri Tdan No.
152 (1944), 2-3 and No. 153 (1944), 20-21.

**Tran Vin Gidp, “Lugc khdo vé tiéu thuyét Tau, phu thém tiéu thuyét Viét Nam xua” [A brief exam-
ination of Chinese stories, with added discussion of old Vietnamese stories], Thanh Nghi, published in
seven installments from No. 8 (1942) to 19 (1942).

>>Phan Vian Him, “Rong trong tu tudng ngudi Tau v ngudi Viét Nam” [The dragon in the thought of
Chinese and Vietnamese], Tri Tdn No. 194 (1945), 4-5.

*Hoa Béng, “Odn tinh’ cta Ly Bach” [Li Bai’s “Resentment”], Tri Tdn No 1 (1941), 9.

57Phan Van Hum, Phat gido triét hoc [Philosophy of Buddhism] (Hanoi: Tan Viet, 1943).

*%Lam Giang, Triét hoc dai cuong ¥ K#4i [Outline of philosophy] (Hanoi: Quéc hoc thu xa, 1943).


https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2022.29

https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2022.29 Published online by Cambridge University Press

274 Liam C. Kelley

di %) of Jesus Christ. Published in 1942, this study was written by journalist and
writer L& Van Hoe (1911-1968).” In a preface to the book, Nguyén Vin T6 stated
that in writing this work, Lé Van Hoé had consulted studies by Liang Qichao, Hu
Shi, and French missionary and Sinologist Léon Wieger (1856-1933).%

In that same year of 1942, scholar Ngo T4t T 442 (1893-1954) also published a
work on Mozi.®" Two years before that point, Ngo T4t T& published translations and
explanations of Tang Dynasty poetry.®® In his preface to that work, Ngo Tit T6
could see that war was engulfing the world, and he mused that it was preferable to
engage in research on timeless literature than to be bothered with the transience of con-
temporary affairs. Perhaps such a philosophical perspective is what propelled him to
delve into the study of Mozi. In doing so, he consulted not only contemporary
Chinese scholarship on Mozi, of which he found Hu Shi’s to be the most insightful,
but traditional commentaries as well. Ng6 T4t T6 together with a colleague then pub-
lished a similar study that same year on Laozi.®’

These works were published as part of a series called the “Philosophy Collectanea”
(Triét hoc tung thu ¥ #: %) under the Mai Linh Publishing Company (Mai Linh tu
thu cuc #4812 /7) in Hanoi. The same publisher produced an annotated translation
of the Doctrine of the Mean and a work entitled an Outline History of China by a scholar
named Phan Khoang (1906-1971).°* An advertisement at the back of the volume on
Laozi indicates that there were plans to produce works on Confucius, Mencius,
Zhuangzi, Han Feizi, the disciples of Confucius, Wang Yangming, Han-era Confucian
scholars, and Song-era Confucian scholars. However, none of those proposed works
appear to have been published. Indeed, as World War II came to an end and the
August Revolution brought political change to Vietnam, it is clear that various
Sinological projects went unfinished. In 1945, for instance, L& Van Hoe began to publish
a series entitled The Teachings of Confucius (Khong gido hoc thuyét FLELZ:1).% A first
volume presented a detailed discussion of the history of the textual transmission of
Confucian teachings, while a second volume explained key terms in the Confucian
tradition. Three additional volumes were proposed but apparently never published.

The work of a prolific literary translator by the name of Mac Bao Thén, who wrote
under the pen name Nhugng Téng (1904-1949), encountered a similar fate. In 1944
alone, Nhugng To6ng published translations of the Zhuangzi, the Historical Records
of Sima Qian F]F51& (ca. 145-ca. 86 BCE), the “Lisao” (Encountering Sorrow)
poem from the Songs of Chu, poems of Du Fu FLHj (712-770), and the Romance of

%9Lé Van Hoé, Hoc thuyét Mdc ti [Teachings of Mozi] (Hanoi: Qudc hoc thu xa, 1942).

The specific works mentioned were Liang Qichao’s Scholarly Biography of Mozi (Mozi xue'an 5 T4 5%),
Hu Shi’s Outline of the History of Chinese Philosophy (Zhongguo zhexueshi dagang [H¥742 52 K4H) and
Léon Wieger’s History of religious beliefs and philosophical opinions in China (Histoire des croyances religieuses
et opinions philosophiques en Chine).

*'Ng6 Tt T8, Mdc i [Mozi] (Hanoi: Mai Linh, 1942).

©2Ngb Tat T6, Pudng thi: phién dich va khdo ciiu tho Pudng [Tang poetry: translations and examinations
of Tang poems] (Hanoi: Tan Dén, 1940).

“*Ng6 Tt T6, Nguyén Duc Tinh, Ldo ti, triét hoc khdo ciiu [Examination of the teachings of Laozi]
(Hanoi: Mai Linh, 1942).

*Phan Khoang, Trung dung chii giai: triét ly ciia Khéng gido [Doctrine of the Mean annotated and
explained: the philosophy of Confucianism] (Hanoi: Mai Linh, 1943) and Trung Qudc su cuong [Outline
of Chinese history] (Hanoi: Mai Linh, 1943).

%Lé Vin Hoe, Khéng tir hoc thuyét [Teachings of Confucius], 2 vols. (Hanoi: Quéc hoc thu xa, 1945).
The first volume contains a preface by Pham Quynh.
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the Western Chamber.%® In 1945, he was working on translations of the Strange Tales of
Liao Zhai and the Dream of the Red Chamber. However, those works were not pub-
lished. Finally, Phan Van Hum was planning to publish a work entitled Mencius—
Dialectics (Manh tii—bién chiing phdp) and another entitled The Philosophy of the
Classic6 7of Changes (Triét hoc Kinh dich), but neither of those works were published
either.

With the August Revolution and then the First Indochina War, some publishing
houses stopped operating. In addition, several of the scholars mentioned above were
killed by one side or the other. Pham Quynh and Nguyén Ba Trac, the founding
co-editors of Nam Phong, were assassinated in 1945 by the Viét Minh. Their colleagues
at Nam Phong, Nguyén Hitu Tién and Nguyén Pon Phuc, died of natural causes in
1941 and 1954, respectively. Tran Trong Kim left the country and stayed out of the
limelight for a few years, before passing away in Dalat in 1953. Nguyén Van T6
sided with the Viét Minh and was killed by the French in 1947. Phan Van Hum was
killed in 1946. There are differing accounts as to who killed him. Nhugng Téng was
assassinated by a Viét Minh agent in 1949. Dao Trinh Nhit died in 1951. Ngo T4t
T6 died in 1954, the year the First Indochina War ended. Finally, Pao Duy Anh
lived until 1988, however for reasons we will discuss in the next section, the only addi-
tional work that he produced on China was a 1974 translation of the Songs of Chu.®®

The period from 1945 to 1954 thus brought to an end two phenomena. First, French
colonial rule came to an end. Second, an emerging effort to produce a modern, cosmo-
politan, analytical Sinology came to an end as well. To some extent, as we will see below,
there was an effort in South Vietnam to continue this Sinological tradition; however, as
we will also see, that effort was cut short in 1975. Meanwhile, in the North, Sinological
scholarship took a new turn.

Revolutionary Sinology in North Vietnam

The First Indochina War lasted for eight years. It quickly reached a stalemate as the
French maintained control of urban areas while the Viét Minh controlled the country-
side. The French tried to gain the political upper hand in 1949 by allowing former
emperor Bao Dai to declare Vietnam independent and to establish what was called
the State of Vietnam as a constituent state in the French Union. However, the obvious
contradiction of an independent state in a larger union was not lost on Vietnamese who
wished to see an end to French control and influence, and as a result, the war continued.
Ultimately, following their defeat in the Battle of Dien Bien Phu in 1954, the French
agreed to leave Vietnam under the conditions of an agreement known as the Geneva
Accords which stipulated that the country be temporarily divided for three years
until national elections could be held. In the interim, H6 Chi Minh governed over
the northern half of the country while an anti-communist Catholic by the name of
Ng6 DPinh Diém (1901-1963) came to govern over the southern half. In the end, the

®Nhugng Téng, trans. Trang Ti, Nam Hoa Kinh [Zhuangzi, Nanhua jing], S& ky Tu Ma Thién
[Historical Records of Sima Qian], Ly Sao [Lisao (Encountering sorrow)], Thd Dé Phii [Poetry of Du
Fu], Mdi Tay (Tay Suong Ky) [Romance of the Western Chamber] (Hanoi: Tan Viét, 1944).

’See the advertisements at the end of Nguyén Anh Nghia, Triét hoc nhdp mén [Introduction to philos-
ophy] (Hanoi: Tan Viét, 1944).

*Pao Duy Anh and Nguyén Si Lam, trans., Sd t¢ [Songs of Chu] (Hanoi: Vin hoc, 1974).
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elections were never held. Instead, two states, North and South Vietnam, developed side
by side and eventually went to war.

In the 1950s and 1960s, North and South Vietnam both participated in the processes
of decolonization and nation-building. Their approaches differed dramatically, however,
and these differences can be seen in the sphere of Sinological scholarship. In the case of
North Vietnam, there was a very strong effort to de-link culture and knowledge from
both the colonial period and what Vietnamese Marxist scholars referred to as the “feu-
dal” ( phong kién %) era that had preceded it. Here, the issue of historical writings in
Literary Sinitic became the topic of debate. During the First Indochina War, intellectu-
als who supported the Viét Minh reportedly agreed that writings in Literary Sinitic
should not be considered Vietnamese literature because they were composed in a for-
eign language. However, in 1955, Khudt Duy Tién (1909-1984), a communist revolu-
tionary who now served on the editorial board of a new journal devoted to historical
and literary scholarship, and who wrote under the name Minh Tranh, published an arti-
cle in which he made the case that patriotic writings that had been written in Literary
Sinitic should be considered part of the nation’s literary heritage, as their content was
more important than their form.*

This idea was immediately countered by multiple scholars, including Pdng Xuan
Khu (1907-1988), a leading communist cultural theoretician. Pdng Xuidn Khu wrote
under the name Trudng Chinh, meaning “long march” (Chn., changzheng =ALE).”
Earlier, in 1943, Truong Chinh had produced a roadmap for the future of
Vietnamese culture called the Thesis on Vietnamese Culture (Dé cuong vin héa Viét
Nam). In this work, Truong Chinh argued that the growth of Vietnamese culture
had been stunted by feudalism, colonialism, and Japanese fascism, and more specifi-
cally, by the various philosophical ideas that supported these regimes of power, from
Confucianism to Western philosophy. In his thesis, Truéng Chinh called for the crea-
tion of a new culture, one that would be shaped by the three processes of
“nation-ization” (dan toc héa [KJFAL), “masses-ization” (dgi ching héa KFEAL),
and “science-ization” (khoa hoc héa FHE:4k).”!

Several scholars contributed to this debate, and it was eventually decided that patri-
otic writings in Literary Sinitic could be considered part of Vietnamese literature.”” As
for what was considered patriotic, the writings that were mentioned in these discussions
consisted primarily of passages from historical texts that were produced during times of
conflict with China, where the texts could be interpreted as indicating resistance to

®Minh Tranh [Khut Duy Tién], “Mot vin dé vé vin hoc st Viét Nam: C6 thé liét nhing bai van yéu
nudc do ngudi Viét Nam trude kia viét bang chii Han vao vin hoc dan tdc cua ta khong?” [A problem
concerning the history of Vietnamese literature: Can we include in our national literature the patriotic writ-
ings written by Vietnamese in Han?] Tdp san nghién ciu vin-si-dia [Journal of research on
literature-history-geography], 6 (1955), 9-19.

7*Trudng Chinh, “Ban gép vao vin dé ‘C6 thé liét nhiing bai vin yéu nuéc do ngudi Viét Nam trudc kia
viét bang chii Han vao van hoc dén tdc ctia ta khong?” [Contributing to the question “Can we include in
our national literature the patriotic writings written by Vietnamese in Han?”], Tdp san nghién ciiu
van-sii-dia 11 (1955), 70-74.

7'Kim Ngoc Bao Ninh, A World Transformed: The Politics of Culture in Revolutionary Vietnam, 1945-
1965 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2002), 26-36.

72Vin Tan, “Pa dén luc tam két thic cudc tranh luan vé vin dé ‘C6 nén liét nhiing bai van do nguoi Viét
Nam trudc kia viét bang ch@ Han vao vin hoc déan toc ctia ta khong?” [It is time to provisionally close the
debate on the question “Can we include in our national literature the patriotic writings written by
Vietnamese in Han?”] Tdp san nghién ciiu van-sii-dia 23 (1956), 10-23.
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China. Meanwhile, at the same time that such writings were accepted as Vietnamese
literature, even though they were written in Literary Sinitic and produced under the
conditions of feudalism, the North Vietnamese government was politically on extremely
good terms with the government of the People’s Republic of China. This amicable rela-
tionship was at times reflected in scholarship, such as in a 1954 article by Minh Tranh
in which he argued that the Chinese and Vietnamese peoples were “friends in battle” in
that they had historically always risen in rebellion against the feudal ruling class.”’

In these politicized conditions, it was impossible for the kind of cosmopolitan
Sinological scholarship that had been produced in the early 1940s to continue.
However, what we might call “revolutionary Sinology” was welcomed. Just as there
had been a concerted effort to translate Chinese scholarship from the Republic of
China in the 1920s and 1930s as a means to modernize knowledge in Vietnam, so
were many Chinese works from the People’s Republic of China translated or written
about in North Vietnam in the 1950s and into the 1960s. For example, around the
time that the debate on patriotic literature written in Literary Sinitic took place,
Chen Boda’s [H{[1iE (1904-1989) 1951 article, “Mao Zedong Thought is the
Combination of Marxism-Leninism and the Chinese Revolution” (Mao Zedong sixiang
shi Makesi Liening zhuyi yu Zhongguo geming de jiehe B3 ¥ LALE K5 oo /L 51 52 32
FE B A4S E),” Hu Qiaomuw’s BIE A (1912-1992) 1951 Thirty Years of the
Communist Party of China (Zhongguo gongchandang de sanshi nian SE A 3L
M) =-+4F),”° and essays by Mao Zedong L5 (1893-1976) himself were pub-
lished, such as his “Analysis of the Social Classes in Chinese Society” (Zhongguo shehui
ge jieji de fenxi 7141 & % BE &K 1) 53 HT), written in 1925, and “How to Analyze Rural
Social Classes” (Zenyang fengxi nongcun jieji A& AT AT AR, written in 1933.7°
Meanwhile, Vietnamese authors produced works on such topics as the struggle against
the Rightist faction in China and the history of the Chinese Red Army.”” Finally, a his-
tory of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) that was published in China in 1962 was
immediately translated and published in Vietnam that same year.”®

Beyond works that dealt with the CCP and related issues, some Sinological publica-
tions were produced in North Vietnam that dealt with other issues. For instance,
Marxist historian Lii Zhenyu’s 1949 Simplified General History of China (Jianming

7Minh Tranh, “Nhan dan Trung Quéc ban chién ddu ctia nhan dan Viét Nam trong lich st” [The
Chinese people are historically friends in battle of the Vietnamese people] Tdp san nghién ciiu
van-si-dia 1 (1954), 50-56.

7*Tran B4 Dat [Chen Bodal, Ban vé tu tudng Mao Trach Pong: Su két hop chit nghia Mdc Lé-nin voi cdch
mang Trung Qudéc [On Mao Zedong thought: The combination of Marxism and Leninism and the Chinese
Revolution] (Hanoi: Su That, 1955).

7*H6 Kiéu Méc [Hu Qiaomu], Ba mudi ndm ciia Dang Cong san Trung Qudc, 1921-1951 [Thirty years
of the Chinese Communist Party, 1921-1951] (Hanoi: Su that, 1957).

7Mao Trach Déng [Mao Zedong], Phan tich cdc giai cdp trong xa hoi Trung Qudc, va phan tich cdc giai
cdp trong nong thon nhu thé ndo [Analysis of the social classes in Chinese society, and how to analyze rural
social classes] (Hanoi: Su That, 1953).

7’Nguyén Ngoc Kha, Gioi thiéu cuoc ddu tranh chong phdi hitu va cao trao thi dua ty cai tao tu tuong o
Trung Qudc [Introduction to the struggle against the Rightist faction and the climax of the effort at self-
thought reform in China] (Hanoi: Sy That, 1958), and Anonymous, Truyén Hong quan Trung Qudc
[Story of the Chinese Red Army] (Beijing: Waiwen, 1959).

"8Vong Thuc [Wang Shi %], Ma Ky Binh [Ma Qibing F§#7J%], and Vuong Kiéu [Wang Qiao F#],
Lich sit Ddang Cong san Trung Qudc gidn yéu [Concise history of the Communist Party of China] (Hanoi: Sy
that, 1962).
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Zhongguo tongshi f& B 71 [Bj@ 52 ) was translated and published,”® while the writings of
Lu Xun &R (1881-1936), a writer favored by Chinese communists, were published as
well.** The scholar who translated Lu Xun’s writings was Phan Khéi, the journalist and
writer who, as we saw above, had promoted a new approach to learning Chinese in
1932. Phan Khoi was a prolific writer who had commented on a wide range of social
and cultural issues over the years, including critiquing individuals who tried to perpet-
uate reverence for Confucian teachings.

At the time his translations of Lu Xun’s writings were published, Phan Khoi was
serving as the editor of a journal called Humanities (Nhan Vin A3C). That journal,
together with another periodical called Masterpieces (Giai Phdm 1% i), published writ-
ings that urged the authorities in North Vietnam to allow for more creative freedoms.
Just as the CCP followed the Hundred Flowers Campaign at this time with the
Anti-Rightist Movement, so were these calls for reforms met with repression. A sign
of what was to come came in the form of an article in 1958 that reported on “the strug-
gle against revisionism” in the historical profession in China, an article that detailed the
supposed crimes of various scholars, such as archaeologist Chen Mengjia [ %K
(1911-1966) and historian Lei Haizong 7 i 5 (1902-1962).8

In the following issue of this same journal, Phan Khoéi was denounced for being an
imitator of Hu Shi. In particular, he was charged with earlier having replicated the ideas
of Hu Shi in his writings. That was considered a crime as Hu Shi was characterized in
this piece as a foot soldier for the “capitalist pragmatists,” John Dewey, William James,
and Ernst Mach.®” Hence, Phan Khéi was guilty by association, and he lived out his life
under house arrest, passing away the following year, in 1959. Historian Pao Duy Anh
was also implicated in this “Nhén vin Giai phdm Affair,” as it is known, and only
played a peripheral role in the world of scholarship from this point onward.
Meanwhile, Pham Quynh was posthumously denounced.*’ Finally, as North and
South Vietnam went to war in the 1960s and early 1970s, much of the scholarly
focus in the North turned to the production of works that could help mobilize the pop-
ulation and develop a strong sense of nationalism.

Nostalgic Sinology in South Vietnam

In contrast to the North, where there was a deliberate effort to move away from the
scholarship of the colonial era, scholars in South Vietnam worked to create a post-
colonial society that built upon the scholarly foundation that had been established dur-
ing the colonial period. In the case of Sinology, while many of the scholars who had

7Lt Chin V@ [Li Zhenyu 3R], Gidn minh Trung Quéc théng sii [Simplified general history of
China] (Hanoi: Nhian dan xudt bén xa, 1956).

%Phan Khoi, trans., Tuyén tgp Tap van Lo Tdn [Selections from the collected writings of Lu Xun]
(Hanoi: Van nghé, 1956).

81Nguyén Luong Bich, “Cuéc d4u tranh chéng chti nghia xét lai trong cong téc st hoc & Trung Quéc”
[The struggle against revisionism in historical work in Chinal, Tdp san nghién ciiu vin-si-dia 40 (1958),
14-34.

82Nguyén Péng Chi, “Quan diém phan déng, phan khoa hoc ctia Phan Khéi phai ching 1a hoc mét clia
Ho Thich” [Are not the reactionary and anti-scientific standpoints of Phan Khoi in imitation of Hu Shi],
Tap san nghién ciiu van-si-dia 41 (1958), 7.

$Hong Hanh, “Su thong nhat vé tinh chdt phan dong ctia Pham Quynh trong linh vic chinh trj va vin
hoc” [Agreement about the reactionary character of Pham Quynh in the realms of politics and literature],
Tap san nghién ciiu van-sii-dia 48 (1958), 60-81
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produced Sinological knowledge during the colonial era had died, some new scholars
took up the task of maintaining and developing this field of scholarship. Many of
these individuals were northerners who decided to migrate to South Vietnam following
the signing of the Geneva Accords in 1954, while some were from the southern half of
the country. Through the works of these scholars, we can gain a sense of the stark dif-
ferences between the intellectual worlds of North and South Vietnam.

Let us consider, for instance, the case of a scholar by the name of Nghiém Toan
(1907-1975). Raised and educated in the north, Nghiém Toan served as a school
teacher and university instructor before migrating to Saigon in 1954 where he took
up a post teaching Vietnamese and Chinese at the University of Humanities and
Sciences (Pai hoc Van Khoa), a university that had been established by Bao Dai’s
State of Vietnam in 1949.** While still in the north, Nghiém Toan had produced a
three-volume supplementary textbook to help middle and high school students improve
their writing by emulating examples of good prose. The examples that Nghiém Toan
chose for this textbook came from a variety of authors, such as Vi Trong Phung
(1912-1939), an author who had produced works of insightful social critique in the
1930s, as well as French writers like Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Gustave Flaubert.®
This work was reproduced in South Vietnam, whereas in North Vietnam, French
authors were largely anathema and Vi Trong Phung’s writings were denounced follow-
ing the Nhan Vin Giai Phim Affair.*°

The intellectual environments of North and South Vietnam were, therefore, radically
different, and the environment in the South was much more conducive for the perpet-
uation of the Sinological scholarship that had been produced during the colonial era.
Indeed, one can discern a clear line of knowledge transmission from the colonial period
to South Vietnam in two ways. First, publishers in the South reproduced works that had
been published during the colonial period. Hence, texts like Tran Trong Kim’s
Confucianism, Pao Duy Anh’s An Historical Outline of China, and Phan Khoang’s
Outline of Chinese History were all republished in the South, as were several of
Nhugng Téng’s translations and a massive four-volume translation of the Strange
Tales of Liao Zhai that Dao Trinh Nhit was working on when he died in 1951.%
Further, important works by Chinese authors were also published, such as Feng
Youlan’s History of Chinese Philosophy.®®

Second, scholars in the South produced new Sinological works, such as translations,
that continued practices that had been established in the colonial period. Nghiém Toan,
for instance, published a translation into Vietnamese of the Daodejing in 1961 and

84Tran Hitu T4 and Pham Thu Huong, “Nghiém Toan—Su6t doi ty hoc” [Nghiém Todn—a life of self
study], Ngudi Lao Pong [Laborer], November 17, 2015. https://nld.com.vn/giao-duc-khoa-hoc/nghiem-
toan-suot-doi-tu-hoc-20151117214907612.htm (accessed on November 20, 2021).

85Nghiém Toan, Viét lugn [Viét discourse], 3 vols., 3rd ed. (Hanoi: S6ng Nhi, 1951).

8Peter Zinoman, “Vi Trong Phiing’s Dumb Luck and the Nature of Vietnamese Modernism,” in Dumb
Luck: A Novel by Vii Trong Phiing, trans. Peter Zinoman and Nguyén Nguyét Cam (Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan Press, 2002), 22.

8Nhugng Téng, trans., Nam hoa kinh [Classic of Nanhua] (Saigon: Tan Viét, 1962), Mdi tdy (Tdy suong
ky) [Romance of the western chamber] (Saigon: Tan Viét, 1963), Su ky Tu Ma Thién [Historical Records of
Sima Qian] (Saigon: T4n Viét, 1964), and Pao Trinh Nhat, trans., Liéu trai chi di [Strange tales of Liao
Zhail, 4 vols. (Saigon: Bén Phuong, 1954).

%Nguyén Hiu Ai, trans., Trung qudc triét hoc sit [History of Chinese philosophy] (Saigon: Khai Tri,
1966).


https://nld.com.vn/giao-duc-khoa-hoc/nghiem-toan-suot-doi-tu-hoc-20151117214907612.htm
https://nld.com.vn/giao-duc-khoa-hoc/nghiem-toan-suot-doi-tu-hoc-20151117214907612.htm
https://nld.com.vn/giao-duc-khoa-hoc/nghiem-toan-suot-doi-tu-hoc-20151117214907612.htm
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completed a French-language translation of the Romance of the Three Kingdoms.*
Meanwhile, in that same year of 1961, southern scholar Nguyén Duy Can (1907-
1998) also published a translation of the Daodejing. He then went on to translate
parts of the Zhuangzi and to produce original studies of the ideas of Laozi and
Zhuangzi.”® Numerous other scholars produced individual translations or works of
scholarship, such as a certain Hoang Khoéi who produced a translation of the three
main commentaries on the Spring and Autumn Anmnals, the Zuo, Gongyang, and
Zhuliang commentaries and Nguyén Manh Bao (d. 2004), an adherent of the Cao
Dai Religion, who produced a seven-volume study of the Classic of Changes.”"
Finally, new translations were produced for many of the Confucian classics. Some of
these were published by individual presses.”> Others were published by the Ministry
of Education.”

That the government was involved in the publication of the Confucian classics points
again to the stark differences between the intellectual environments in South and North
Vietnam. Indeed, in the South in the 1950s to 1970s, traditional Sinitic learning was not
merely a subject of scholarly inquiry, but was for some still a lived culture. There were,
for instance, various associations and organizations that were devoted to the promotion
of Confucianism. Meanwhile, there were scholars like Nguyén Pdng Thuc (1909-1999)
who both promoted Confucianism as a philosophy for life and examined it as a schol-
arly subject. Born and raised in the north, Nguyén Ding Thuc pursued higher educa-
tion in Europe. In 1954, he migrated to South Vietnam and took up a position as a
professor of Eastern philosophy at the University of Humanities and Sciences. Over
the following two decades, Nguyén Pang Thuc published extensively, but his most
notable work was arguably his five-volume History of Eastern Philosophy (Lich su
triét hoc phuong Déng). Meanwhile, Nguyén Dang Thuc also interacted with his con-
temporaries in Asia, welcoming, for instance, modern Neo-Confucian scholar Carson
Chang (Zhang Junmai 587 ) to South Vietnam in 1958.”*

As impressive as Nguyén Dang Thuc’s scholarly output was, arguably the most pro-
lific producer of knowledge about China in South Vietnam was Nguyén Hién Lé (1912-
1984). Originally from the north, Nguyén Hién Lé appears to have learned Literary
Sinitic largely on his own when he was young before moving to the south for work
in the 1930s. Remembered today primarily as a translator, Nguyén Hién Lé did indeed

8 Nghiém Toan, Pao diic kinh: qudc van giai thich [Daodejing: explained in national prose] (Saigon:
Khai Tri, 1961) and Nghiém Toan and Louis Ricaud, trans., San guo zhi yan yi, Les trois royaumes
[Romance of the Three Kingdoms] (Saigon: La Société des etudes indochinoises, 1958-61).

*Nguyén Duy Can, trans., Pgo diic kinh [Daodejing], 2 vols. (Saigon: Khai Tri, 1961), Nam Hoa Kinh:
noi thién [Classic of Nanhua: inner chapters], 3 vols. (Saigon: Khai Tri, 1962), Ldo tu tinh hoa [Essence of
Laozi] (Saigon: Khai Tri, 1963), and Trang T tinh hoa [Essence of Zhuangzi] (Saigon: Khai Tri, 1963).

*'Hoang Khoi, Xudn thu tam truyén FAK =% [Three commentaries on the Spring and Autumn
(Annals)], 4 vols. (Saigon: B6 Gido-duc, Trung tm hoc liéu, 1969-71).

9See, for example, Ta Thanh Bach, trans., Ti thu: Dgi hoc [Four books: Great learning] (Saigon: Khai
Tri, 1960), and T thu: Trung dung [Four Books: Doctrine of the Mean] (Saigon: Khai Tri, 1960).

93Examples include Thim Quynh, trans, Kinh thu [Classic of documents] (Saigon: Bo Gido Duc, 1965);
Ta Quang Phat, Thi Kinh tap truyén [Collected commentaries on the Classic of Poetry] (Saigon: BO Gido
Duc, 1969); Lé Phuc Thién, trans., Lugn ngit [Analects], 3 vols. (Saigon: B Gido duc, 1962-1967); Nguyén
Thuogng Khoi, trans., Manh ti [Mencius], 2 vols. (Saigon: Bo Gido duc, 1968); and Pham Ngoc Khué,
trans., Dai hoc [Great learning] (Saigon: B6 Gido duc, 1970).

**This topic is treated in detail in Nguyén Tuin Cudng, “The Promotion of Confucianism in South
Vietnam (1955-1975) and the Role of Nguyén Pang Thuc as a New Confucian Scholar,” Journal of
Vietnamese Studies 10.4 (2015), 30-81.


https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2022.29

https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2022.29 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Journal of Chinese History 281

translate an astonishing array of texts, from Dorothy Carnegie’s How to Help Your
Husband Get Ahead in His Social and Business Life, to Lev Nikolayevich Tolstoy’s
War and Peace, to Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart.” In between these diverse trans-
lation projects, Nguyén Hién Lé also introduced Chinese literature, philosophy, and his-
tory to Vietnamese readers. In doing so, Nguyén Hién Lé went far beyond simply
translating, as he strove to provide contextual information so that readers could gain
a full appreciation of Chinese writings and ideas.

Nguyén Hién Lé&’s first major work in this vein was a three-volume Outline of the
History of Chinese Literature.”® Published in 1955-56, it contains a preface that
Nguyén Hién Lé wrote at the end of 1953, just a few months before the Battle of
Dien Bien Phu and the end of French colonial rule in Vietnam. In this preface,
Nguyén Hién Lé noted that while there were people who had translated Chinese liter-
ature, such as Tang poetry, into Vietnamese, they had not written about the Tang
Dynasty period itself, its characteristics, or its intellectual and artistic culture. As a
result, Nguyén Hién Lé stated that one could read hundreds of pages of such transla-
tions and still come away with a very limited understanding of Tang-era poetry.
Indeed, he stated that trying to learn about Chinese literature from the extant works
in Vgi;etnamese was like trying to learn about France by staring at a statue of Joan of
Arc.

In his writings, Nguyén Hién Lé thus endeavored to provide more contextual infor-
mation so that readers could better understand Chinese literature. Beyond this three-
volume survey of Chinese literature, Nguyén Hién Lé later produced a two-volume
work on Ancient Chinese literature, as well as a volume on Modern Chinese literature.”®
Additionally, he also published a work that focused on the writings of Song Dynasty
scholar-official and poet Su Shi. In writing this work, Nguyén Hién Lé relied heavily
on two works. The first was Lin Yutang’s 5% (1895-1976) study of Su Shi, The
Gay Genius: The Life and Times of Su Tungpo. The other was a collection of Su Shi’s
writings that was published by the Commercial Press (Shangwu Yinshuguan 775 E
Z8F) in Shanghai in 1958.”° Hence, like the Vietnamese scholars who wrote in the
1930s and 1940s, Nguyén Hién Lé produced knowledge about China by engaging
with both primary sources and international scholarship.

We can see this same approach in works that Nguyén Hién Lé produced in collab-
oration with Nguyén Hiiu Vin (1904-2005) a colleague who wrote under the name
Gian Chi. A fellow northerner, Gian Chi moved to South Vietnam in 1954. Working
together, these two produced translations of Sima Qian’s Historical Records, Han
Feizi, Xunzi, and the Strategies of the Warring States (Chién qudc sdch ¥X[H]5),

%>Nguyén Hién L&, trans., Gitip chong thanh cong [Help your husband succeed] (Saigon: Nguyén Hién
L¢, 1956); Nguyén Hién L&, trans., Chién tranh va hod binh [War and peace] (Saigon: L4 B6i, 1968); and
Nguyén Hién Lé and Hoai Khanh, trans., Qué huiong tan ra [The homeland broken apart] (Saigon: Cadao,
1970).

**Nguyén Hién L&, Pai ctiong viin hoc sit Trung quoc [Outline of the history of Chinese literature], 3 vols.
(Saigon: Nguyén Hién L, 1955-56).

’Nguyén Hién L&, Pai ciiong vin hoc sit Trung quoc [Outline of the history of Chinese literature], Vol. 1
(Ho Chi Minh City: Téng hgp, 2012), 8-9.

**Nguyén Hién Lé, C6 va 'n Trung Qudc [Ancient Chinese literature] 2 vols. (Saigon: Tao Dan, 1965-66),
and Vin hoc Trung Qudc hién dai, 1898-1960 [Modern Chinese literature, 1898-1960] (Saigon: Nguyén
Hién Lé, 1969).

*Lin Yutang, The Gay Genius: The Life and Times of Su Tungpo (New York: John Day Company, 1947)
and Su Shi £, Su Dongpo ji ff I LE [Collected (writings of) Su Dongpo] (Shanghai: Shangwu, 1958).
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while Gian Chi translated the works of Lu Xun. Beyond translating works, however,
Gian Chi and Nguyén Hién Lé also produced a two-volume survey of Chinese philos-
ophy, which relied heavily on the writings of Hu Shi, Feng Youlan, Yu Tong 5*[7], Jiang
Weiqiao #§4E% (1873-1958), and Xiao Gongquan # A HE (1897-1981).'%

Yet another scholar who engaged with the work of international scholars was Luong
Kim Dinh (1914-1997). Raised in a Catholic village in the north and trained as a priest,
Kim Dinh, as he is commonly known, journeyed to France in the late 1940s where he
studied Western philosophy and Sinology. He then returned to Vietnam where he
worked in various universities in South Vietnam in the 1960s and early 1970s and pub-
lished extensively. While the content of his writings was deeply Sinological, Kim Dinh’s
works were not about China. Instead, he sought to develop ideas in Chinese philosophy
into a new philosophy for the society of South Vietnam. This was not a conservative
initiative, for Kim Dinh’s writings engage extensively with Western philosophy and the-
ory. As such, one encounters in his writings references to a wide range of scholars from
social scientists like Marcel Granet and Claude Lévi-Strauss, to Sinologists like Herrlee
Creel and Joseph Needham, to philosophers like Friedrich Nietzsche and Michel
Foucault. Finally, Kim Dinh also developed what can perhaps be labeled an ultra-
nationalist view that what Vietnamese scholars usually referred to as “Han learning”
was originally developed by the ancestors of the Vietnamese. Through this argument,
Kim Pinh claimed works like the Classic of Changes for Vietnamese culture and thus
employed Sinitic knowledge to create a modern Vietnamese philosophy.'®'

This effort to create a place for Han learning in the contemporary world is one that
the scholars who translated the Confucian classics into the vernacular in the 1920s had
engaged in as well. That said, the efforts of scholars like Luong Kim Pinh, Nguyén
bing Thuc, and Nguyén Hién Lé to keep Han learning alive in the 1960s had a differ-
ent feel to it. In the 1920s, traditionally trained scholars could see that their cultural
world was gradually disappearing. In the 1960s, however, much more was at stake.
Not only was what remained of Han learning threatened by the modernizing drive
of the post-colonial nation-building project in South Vietnam but the land that these
men associated with Han learning, their home in the north, was being lost as well.

In the introduction to his three-volume work on Chinese literature, Nguyén Hién Lé
wrote in 1953 that compiling that book brought him back in time to a wonderful period
in his youth when he had visited relatives in the countryside outside of Hanoi. There
along the banks of the Red River in a small house in the shade of bamboo trees amidst
the vast greenery of rice fields, he would listen to the sounds of bamboo flutes and the
village Confucian scholars chanting verse. That ideal image of Vietnam and the place of
Han learning in it, I would argue, haunts the Sinological scholarship of South Vietnam.
Scholars like Nguyén Hién Lé, Nguyén Pang Thuc, and Luong Kim Dinh were emo-
tionally very attached to Han learning. That attachment, however, was not, I would
argue, an attachment to China. Instead, it was more of a form of nostalgia for a lost
home and the world associated with that home.

'%Gian Chi and Nguyén Hién L&, Pai cuiong triét hoc Trung Quéc [Outline of Chinese philosophy], 2
vols. (H6 Chi Minh City: Thanh Nién, 2004), 11.

19! 1iong Kim Dinh published more than 30 books. For an example of one of his more philosophical works
see Chii thoi [Time] (Saigon: Thanh Binh, 1967). For an example of work that developed the idea that
Confucian texts were created by the ancestors of the Vietnamese, see Cd cdu Vigt Nho HEFERAE [Viet
Confucian structure] (Saigon: Ngudn Sang, 1973).
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Diasporic Sinology

Just as revolution and war brought to an end a period of Sinological scholarly activity in
the 1940s, so did this happen again in the 1970s as the Vietnam War came to an end.
Nghiém Toan died in 1975, the year the war ended. Luong Kim Pinh migrated to the
United States. Meanwhile, Nguyén Ping Thuc, Nguyén Hién Lé, and Gian Chi all
remained in Vietnam, but became inactive. Finally, works that had been published in
the South before 1975 were banned.

Amazingly, however, many of the pre-1975 publications from South Vietnam
quickly started to be reproduced overseas. Following the wave of migrants and refugees
who left South Vietnam in the 1970s, publishers established publishing houses in places
in North America like California, Texas, and Toronto, as well as in other countries like
France and Australia. In the second half of the 1970s and through the 1980s, virtually
every single title mentioned in this article from South Vietnam, as well as some of the
earlier works produced during the colonial period, was published overseas. For one of
the most productive publishing houses, Xudn Thu Publishing in Los Alamitos,
California, copies of books published in South Vietnam were made from holdings at
Cornell University Library and then painstakingly reproduced and published in runs
of 500 copies.'**

Additionally, scholars who immigrated both republished their works and produced
new writings. For instance, a scholar by the name of Tran Trong San (1930-1998) who
had worked at the University of Humanities and Sciences and had produced numerous
translations of Chinese literature for a publisher called Bic Pau Jt=}, or “Northern
Star,” migrated to Toronto where his works were published again under the Bic Dau
name.'> Luong Kim Dinh also had his works republished and produced a considerable
body of new scholarship. Indeed, this topic of what we might label “diasporic Sinology”
is massive. In addition to publishing books, overseas Vietnamese established numerous
journals and newspapers that also contained Sinological writings. This is a topic, how-
ever, that is beyond the scope of this article. Nonetheless, I make note of it here to indi-
cate its importance.

Vietnamese Sinology in the Sinosphere

While the end of the Vietnam War in 1975 terminated Sinological scholarship in South
Vietnam, events in 1979 brought an end to all serious Sinological scholarship in the
now unified country of Vietnam. In that year, relations between Vietnam and China
turned extremely sour when the Chinese invaded Vietnam in what is known as the
Sino-Vietnamese War. In the years that followed, virtually all knowledge that was

'%2Sonni Efron, “Pressing a Dream to Publish in Vietnamese: An Immigrant fulfills a dream by building
a publishing company that informs and entertains his countrymen in their native language,” Los Angeles
Times, April 8, 1990. www.atimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1990-04-08-me-1866-story.html (accessed
November 20, 2021).

1%3Hjs works published before 1975 include Tho Duiong [Tang Poetry] (1957), Luigc khdo Kinh thi [Brief
examination of the Classic of Poetry] (1958), Ly Bach, Dé Phii, Bach Cu Dj [Li Bo, Du Fu, Bai Juyi] (1962),
Tho Pudng II [Tang Poetry II] (1962), Hdn vin [Writing in Han] (1963), Vin hoc Trung Qudc ddi Chu,
Tdn [Chinese literature of the Zhou and Qin] (1969), Chu Ti gia hudn [Master Zhu’s family instructions]
(1973), and Tho Pudng III [Tang Poetry III] (1974). Works published in Toronto include Tho Téng [Song
poetry] (1991) Ly Bach, D6 Phii, Bach Cu Di [Li Bo, Du Fu, Bai Juyi] (1994), Duong Téng tu tuyén [Tang
Song poems and lyric poetry] (1994), C8 vin Trung Qudc [Chinese ancient style writings] (1998), Kim
Thdnh Thdn phé binh tho Pudng [Jin Shengtan’s critique of Tang poetry] (1990).
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produced about China in Vietnam was negative. Books and academic journals, for
instance, featured writings that highlighted past conflicts with China.'* It took many
years for this sense of outrage to dissipate enough for neutral writings about China
to begin to re-emerge.

Changes eventually came in the 1990s. As the animosity toward China started to
diminish, so did antipathy towards overseas Vietnamese and to the culture of South
Vietnam. Gradually, articles that did not excoriate China started to appear, works
that had been originally published in South Vietnam began to be republished, and arti-
cles by overseas Vietnamese scholars started to find their way into Vietnamese academic
journals. These developments began as a trickle but have now washed over the society
like a wave. Indeed, by now many of the titles mentioned above from the colonial period
and those that were published in South Vietnam have been republished. One can now
find in Vietnam recent publications of everything from Phan Vin Hum’s study of
Wang Yangming to Nguyén Hién L&s survey of Chinese literature. Add to this the
fact that the Internet has made information about the work of overseas Vietnamese
scholars accessible and that the National Library of France has digitized and made freely
available a countless number of publications from the colonial era, and we can safely say
that virtually all of the Sinological knowledge that was produced in Vietnam in the
twentieth century, with the possible exception of some of the revolutionary writings
from the 1950s, is for the first time readily accessible to anyone who wishes to learn
from it.

That said, it is unclear what kind of scholarship this novel availability of extant
knowledge will lead to. First, there is a structural limitation that inhibits the production
of Sinological scholarship in Vietnam. Literary Sinitic is the domain of scholars in a
field called Sino Nom (Han N6m) Studies, a field that focuses primarily on the philo-
logical study of texts. Scholars of history, philosophy, and literature, on the other hand,
have more leeway to engage in analytical scholarship, however, comparatively fewer
scholars in these fields are proficient in Literary Sinitic, but rely instead upon vernacular
translations, which limits their ability to produce insightful scholarship. Second, there
continues to be a bifurcated view of Sinological knowledge in Vietnam in that although
certain knowledge is recognized as “Chinese,” it is learned and employed to study
Vietnam. Hence, one can find extensive evidence of Sinological knowledge in an excel-
lent recent study about the civil service exams under the Nguyén Dynasty, for example,
but that study is nonetheless about the civil service examinations in Vietnam rather
than China.'”

That said, over the past decade, a new generation of Sino Nom scholars has emerged
that is bringing Sinologically informed scholarship on Vietnam into dialog with schol-
arship on other countries in East Asia. In particular, the past decade has seen the emer-
gence of a growing interest among some scholars around the world to examine places
outside of China proper that historically used Literary Sinitic, such as Korea, Japan, and

104Eor example, see, among countless other publications, Vién Van Hoc [Institute of Literature], Vin
Hoc Viét Nam trén nhiing chang duong chong phong kién Trung Qubc xam lige [Vietnamese literature
on the path of resisting feudal Chinese invasions] (Hanoi: Khoa Hoc Xa Hoi, 1981), and Hong Nam,
et al., Nhiing trang su ve vang ciia dan toc Viet Nam chong phong kién Trung Quéc xam lugc [The glorious
pages of history of the Vietnamese nation’s resistance to feudal Chinese invasions (Hanoi: Khoa Hoc Xa
Hoi, 1981).

%pinh Thanh Hiéu, Vin chuong khoa cii triéu Nguyén (thi hoi, thi dinh) [Documents of the Nguyén
Dynasty civil service exams (metropolitan, palace)] (Hanoi: Pai Hoc Quéc Gia Ha Noi, 2021).
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Vietnam, or what they refer to collectively as the “Sinosphere.” The development of this
scholarly interest has emerged at the same time that a new generation of Sino N6m
scholars with international exposure and training has come of age. These scholars
not only can read Literary Sinitic, but are often proficient in one or a combination of
foreign languages, such as Mandarin, Japanese, and English. As a result, they have con-
tributed to efforts to develop a comparative understanding of certain historical practices
in the Sinosphere.

For instance, Sino Nom scholar Nguyén Tuén Cudng has participated in various col-
laborative projects with scholars who focus on other areas of the Sinosphere to produce
writings that examine a variety of topics, from the adaptation of Chinese Confucian
primers in Vietnam to the development of private academies to (with Nguyén
Hoang Than) the practice of engaging in brush talks (biit dam 2#)."%° Meanwhile,
Sino Nom scholar Nguyén T6 Lan has recently collaborated with a specialist on
Chinese popular religion, Rostislav Berezkin, to produce a series of works that examine
the historical transmission of Buddhist tales, such as the Miaoshan story, into
Vietnam.'”” This is a trend that will likely continue and expand in the years ahead.
Finally, Vietnamese scholars are active in producing translations of international
Sinological scholarship, with a recent example being a translation of French
Sinologist Anne Cheng’s Histoire de la pensée chinoise (History of Chinese Thought).'*®

Conclusion

As should be evident by now, to trace the history of Sinology in Vietnam is to trace the
history of modern Vietnam itself. That modern history contains a good deal of turmoil,
and that turmoil is reflected in the history of Sinology. It emerged as a form of knowl-
edge that was severed from society as Western learning came to dominate Vietnam
under the colonial rule of the French. It then grew and expanded as scholars engaged
with ideas from East Asia and the West. With war and revolution, it all but passed away,
but was then somewhat resurrected to serve revolution in the North and slowly nursed
back to health in the South only to be dismissed and exiled in 1975 and called upon to
serve politics in 1979.

%Nguyén Tuéin Cudng, “The Reconstruction and Translation of China’s Confucian Primers in
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Today, Vietnam is, fortunately, free of the trials and tribulations it experienced in the
past, and the Sinological knowledge that was produced in the past has returned. Further,
there are scholars today who are extremely well-versed in Sinological knowledge and
skills, and who make use of that knowledge and those skills to research and write
about Vietnam. In their efforts, I would argue that we can identify a constant that
has persisted through the trials and tribulations of the twentieth century, namely, an
emotional attachment to what Vietnamese refer to as Han learning. In the 1920s, schol-
ars felt a direct connection to Han learning, viewing it as the national essence. In the
1960s in South Vietnam, while some scholars still felt this way, others harbored fond
nostalgic associations between Han learning and the days of their youth. Today, I
would argue, the scholars who work with texts in Literary Sinitic also feel a genuine
attachment to those texts and to the people who created them. They are proud of the
role Han learning played in the Vietnamese past and admire the generations of scholars
covered in this article who strove to explain and share their knowledge of Han, or
Sinological, learning.
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