Phan Thanh Gian

Being scholar

Young or old, a scholar (Si) is always well considered in the

Vietnamese society. Much regard is given to him as well as the
first place in social hierarchy before the farmer (Nong), the
craftman ( Cong ), and the merchant ( Thwong ). That's why the
latter does not cease to ridicule him in folk songs.

[t was also the case of the \

learned man Phan Thanh Gian
who decided to take his own
life with poison while advising
his children to farm the land
and not to accept any position
during the French occupation
of Cochinchina in 1867. As for
the learned man Nguyén Dinh
Nguy&n Binh Chiéu, author of the popular
Khiém, Chuvin An  Lé& Qui Pén poem Luc Van Tién and one of

Hay ndm dd cé véng dao . the noblest figures of scholars,
Dai lwng dd cd, do trao nha vua Tran Té Xwong he never stopped giving moral
Hay dn dd cé théc kho

Viéc gi ma chéng dn no lai ndm

Ai 0i ché 14y hoc tro
Dai lwng tén vai dn no lai nam

Never marry a student, His long back costs a lot of fabrics
Once full, he just keeps lying down

Equipped with intellectual kowledge, the learned man does not
let himself be upset by these remarks and tries to reply with a
snicker:

support to the resistance
during the colonial time.

Lying down, here is the luxury hammock

My long back, this is the gown granted by the King

Eat until full, there is plenty of rice in the warehouse

[ don't have to worry, just eat until full, then lie down and rest

" SiPhu
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In his Confucian vision, the Scholar tried to maintain at any costs and strictly apply these principles unless the
king becomes no longer worthy of the obedience owed to him. In this case, the learned man being keen on
justice, may overthrow the king because the latter has been dispossessed of the mandate of Heaven. It was the
case of Cao B4 Quat who participated in the famous Locust uprising ( Gidc Chau ChAu ) in the name of the Le
family against king Tw Dlrc, and who was captured and executed by the latter in 1854.

Although the Scholar was one of the cornerstones of a society upon which rested so many Vietnamese dynasties
to govern the country and the legitimate defender of moral values particularly the five human relations ( Ngt
Luan ), i.e. between the King and his subordinates, the Father and his son, the Husband and his wife, the Brother
and his younger siblings, and the Friend and his friend), which enables us to have a social cohesion and a
national identity through centuries, He is however the factor of inertia and cultural isolationism which proved to
be mortal for the Nguyén's Empire since 1840.

While continuing to underestimate the foreign power and by maintaining his conservatism, the Scholar was
incapable of adapting to modernizational reforms advocated by the modernistic learned man Nguyén Trwdng
T6 . Thus, He became the major obstacle to reforms that Vietnam needed in facing the ambitions of the foreign
powers. This compelled Him to disappear at the same time with the Empire during the French conquest.

The Scholar formed part of a population of 40,000 learned men, approximately 20,000 of whom were holders of
ranks in 1880. The last learned man known for his patriotism and reformism was Phan Chu Trinh. This one was in
favor of reforms and insisted on the priority of total progress of society, of the diffusion of the modern knowledge on
simple political independence.
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His banishment to Poulo Condor and especially his death in 1926 has brought an end to the dream of all
Vietnamese to find an independent Vietnam with a policy of non-violence and gradual decolonization that he
advocated and defended with enthusiasm and conviction for so many years.



Phan Chu Trinh

He tried to reveal his state of mind in his poem entitled

The candle

He wants the flame to shed light to the bottom of darkness
Because his heart is burned with anxiety of lighting
But the half-opened door lets in the north wind
In the ending night, with whom to share his tears?

It was the tears of the last great Vietnamese learned man. But it is also a

cry of despair of a great Vietnamese patriot facing the destiny of his

country.
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