
Caodaism: II Cross-Cultural ~\nalysis of a lIietnEinese 
"Expressive bocial r·iovement" 

~!Jround: CaodaisJn is a roligion indigenous to Vietnam. r, 
devotee. fJguyen-trung-Hau. et tha end of the First :.Jo:rld .,ar. 

£laid, 
The Vietnamese peoplo have previously assimilated and 
unified foreign reliqions such as Buddhism, TaOism, 
Confucianism, end recently Catholicism, and were now 
anxious to find a naw slJiri.tual way of life, undar the 
various trends flowing in from everywhere in tho world. 
Thus was born among tho Vietnemese people a yearning 
towerds a universal religion capable of unifying allsouls •••• l 

C.aodaism is an exsmple of this attempt in forming such e unlversa-

\\ ,listic religion. . 
... ~ '.\. rounded in 1926 in South Vietnam, Caodaism gained over 20,000 

'\fl:Ulowers wi thin one yoar. In 1967 they had between one end two 

~llion disciples. 2 In its ritualis~ and basicthaology. Caodaism 

incorporates ",lements of a variety of faiths, Buddhism, ConfUcianism, 

Taoism, Hinduism, Roman Catholicism and Spiritism. 8eing extremely 

syncretistic, Caodaism welds these elements into a functioning 

religious movement which manifests itself in s blend of such 

. prac:flices as priestly celibecy. seance inquiry. vegetarisnism, . 
celebration of important holy days .euch as .Christmas and Tet"CJ\lu¥e.!l 

Dan (New Years Day) nnd the reverence of ancestors •. -. . '. 

Herbert Blumer defines a social movement es, "A collective 

enterprise to establish a new order of life.,,3 In these terms, 

Caodaism is a social movement that has e widespread appeal among 

. all closses of' the Vietnamese. It has grown from a minor relig10n 

1n 1926 to a major socio-religious movement. Heliglously. Caodalsm 

li'Jguven-trung~Hau. Luoc-Su Deo Cao-Da~--i\.3hort History of 
Csodaie;m, Trung Hung, Danang. 1956, pp. 5 •. 

2Harvey '1-1. 'Gmi th,et.al • .Llrea 'Handbook forCoyth Vietnam, U.s. 
. Gov '~Px:1n,t1ng[Jrr:!.ce; \'JaShington.l~g?"'RP •• ie4;., .. "' .. 

3Herb81't. fIt ui~8r, ;, Co1l8ctl. vEl.Ueh!3l(iol' "'i<H'?l?b§~!'le;t'r:!+;I, . 



became one of the most powerful grourJs in South Vietm~m. In Tay-, 

Ninh Province alone. almost 90'iG ot-ths peopls are Caodaists. 4 

Poli tically,' thls relil)ion, has been a seedbed of Vietnamese 

nationalism. nccording to the late Bernard Fell, by the end of 

the Second ltlorld illSI', Caodaiem was strong enough to have gsined 

control of South Vietnam if the leadership had seized the 

availsble opportunity. Economically. Caodsism established their 

own factories, providing jobs for some of their followers. They 

also had a specinl administrative agency to take csre of economic 

matters, e.g. to look after their poor and hungry. 

Propose~ flese.~!.1: ~iy 

analysis of Caod8ism', 

reseerch will involve a cross-culteral 

I will utilize Herbort lllumeres model of 

an "Expressive Socisl Novement" as sn instrument of cross-cultural 

compsrison. Thie comp'arison 1~11l show in what ways Caodaism's 

foundinQ, growth, leadership, internal and external reltlt1onehips. 

and crystallization of creed and rituals aQree or differ with this 

l~estern model. One specIal aspect of th€! research will be an 

ev,:1luation of Caodaism's syncretistic nature and its significance 

to the movement as a whole. The result of this research may 

indicate th<l validi ty of using ,,;astorn models toanalyza Hsian 

,raliQious movements, 

The particular focus for analysis Idill be t\;1a,,.L;aodei mother 

seot, the Tam-Ky Pho-Do, which is' tht! name of the original Church 

located in Tey-Ninh (sollism among the Caodai leadership has re-

aul ted in eight other groupo foundinq their own cente:i"'s in other 

2. 

Sou,tll Vietnamese citiea), No attempt will Dernudeto snalyze 

exhaustively tha movement 8S a poll tical party. It, will bs necessary, 

however. to reli:Jte the ideels and goals of CaodaiElHl to tho btlsic 

factB of its pol! ticsl sctivl ty, especi<~llY during the period from 

1932 throuqh 195,4--durintj which time .the movement attoineid its 

pinnacle of powsr and then fell to it.s f,Jolltical demise throUDh 
tl1(:l influence of ruga Dinh Di(3m~ 



·• 3. 

Proced\;l,.£!i!.: The inadequacy of published m,lterials on Caodaisro 

necessi tates regearch 1n Vietnam •. I have examined resource mnterials 

at Cornell University and have corresponded with scholars who are 

specialists in Vietnamese affairs, Alexander l100dside (Harverd 

Universi ty '9 Eflst Asian Research C8nter), Truong Uuu Lam < Gta te 

University of New York, Gtony 8rook, Long Island) and ~:ilton Sacks 

(8rondeis Universi ty). Tho major source is t1 t~JO volume work in 

Vietnamese by Don~J-Tan Volume ona dauls with what GeJO Dei adherents 

call the "non-action" <phan vo vi) phase of Cao Dai history in the 

1920's. Volume two narrates/tho activoly salvationist "universal 

passage" (ehon pho so) period in thu 1930's--this is the clasoifica­

tion used by the Caodaists. 

In tho lest, such scholars i;S thu late 8ernarr.1 FellI and llerald 

C. Hickey haVE! wri tten briefly of C;;lOdaism. For eX1.lmple, Fall's 

article on "The Politica1-Fleliylouswects of Vietnam", Pacific 

r.ff(lir~, (Septemlmr 1955) and Hickey's small st3ction in Village in 

Vietnam (1964). The Department of the lirrny published a pamphlet. j'/550-105, 

ti1inor1ty Groups 1n the Republic of Vietnam (1966) and, also,· the 

U.S. Army's area handbook for Vietnam (1967) has two emaIl sections on 

Caodoism alTiounting to fJpprOxim,ltely eight pages. The only book pub­

lished on Caodaism in a western language is Gahriel Gobron's Histol.ra --at Philosophit3 d!:!,,,C~.odr-lismf.. This book was pub1J.shad in 1946 and is 

limi ted in 1 ts covElrage of the re.ligion. 

I must go to Vi8tnnm to do thurough research in all available 

libraries, such es the !!ung-Tf1m van but Viet-i'Jem. The Center for 

Vietnwilese Letters; and also, tile book centers. hhai-Tri <HId La-i.ioi. 

Interviews will btl cIJnductod by my wifu (wlw lived in Vietnam six 
yeOlrs and spoaks Viotl1i.!Jnese fluently) ~md I, wi th uuoll scl101::1rs as 

Le HoannPhu, a Vietn:'l:TIGlse historian,kEiY Caoda! personnel .sucll as 

Cao Hmd ""ntj oml Ls van Tnt. I 0180 intend to bn a partici-

iJant observer in t;he variousC80da1 ri tUols and ceremonials at tl1G 

Holy Cee of thrl church in Toy-Ninll, Gnd GaodOli a9r10u1 turc11 CI;)i';,muni­
ties in trloir.1,aoditlto 81'0[,." . 

Hav~nn livod in "outh' Vi(.ltnam for lllrnout fou:r. lIoars 1 have 
'.J.d· ""','u,d:l", .·f,'.·lc.·'l·'t· V 1n .t'l'.· .• ·. 'lu'r'l"ui'f)" .t.,·, ',)"_". "I.·J··l;" ·tA ' ·I"o,··i..d·l···j··;-,·t·· "n·t~:r·v'·<i···~ w, "_ _ ~ • , '" _ ~ v w' 0 u, .,. ··u ..... '" l1Wt> 

, " -- -. 
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and flursuo reseurch' in Vietntlmese. l:lilen possible. tape recordings 

will be made of interviews so that conversations Fmd their English 

translation may be checked for accuracy. On occ8sion, a Viotnamese 

translator will be used to aid in the translation of literature 

written in the "chu-nh,p." style. the "high hmguage" which incor­

porAtes many ChineEl8 terms, phraEl8S endwordfl. 

!:lefore leaving the United States, soma research la plonned 

at Harvard University E1nd inw8sl1ington D.r.::. Hn interview is 

planned wi til the gNlnddaughter of tho founder of Caodaism I"ho 

lives in Sen Frencisco. 

In conclusion, my intElrest 1n CHodaism begen whilo I was 

residing in Soutl1 Vietnam (1962-65). It,y wi,fo. end I· were aW13Jre 

of some of tfll'l outward moni.fElstetions of Caodaism throuah vlsi ts 

to their tem~Jles. {It that tims, howevar, although ablB to read 

the 11 teratura onti make goner.ll obl~ervations on their 1'1 tuals, 

I wae not trained to do competent analytical research. I am challenged 

to do such investigation now and having had interdisciplinary graduate 

trainino .in nnthl'opology. Asien religions <.Inti sociology. I feel 

more adequately prepored for the task. 
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