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In his survey of Vietnamese literature, the literary historian Thanh Lãng states: 

To make new morality, first make new the novel, 
To make new religion, first make new the novel, 
To make new politics, first make new the novel, 
To make new knowledge, first make new the novel, 
Until the human mind is made new, first make new the novel, 
To make new human character, first make new the novel. 
Why is this so? 
It is because the novel has a profound hold on people. 

 

In the survey that follows the critic observes the significance of the novelistic genre as 

Vietnam refashions itself during late colonial modernity, calling this period from 1932 to 

1945 the “Generation of the Novel.”  This was a period of radical, accelerated 

modernization: economically, politically, socially, and culturally.  With this quote, Thanh 

Lãng endows the novel with the potential to retool Vietnamese society.  Here, the stakes 

of novelistic writing are very high, but it is not entirely surprising given the hyper-

modernization of Vietnamese society at the time.  This modernization was viewed with 

both optimism and pessimism, but unequivocally, it was understood as a direct effect of 

French colonialism.  Therefore, by most accounts, modernization was synonymous with 

Westernization or Europeanization.  By extension, it would seem as if the modern novel 

is also a direct influence of Europe. 
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 However, Thanh Lãng’s quote is actually an excerpt from Liang Qichao’s well-

known essay, “On the Relationship Between Fiction and the Government of the People.”  

In this piece, Liang Qichao begrudgingly discusses fiction’s unrelenting hold over China, 

and subsequently argues for the complete renovation of fiction if China is to remake itself 

as a nation.  His acknowledgment of fiction’s power, in effect, inverts the “traditional 

hierarchy of literary genres that placed fiction at the bottom of a strata capped by poetry 

and historical writings” (Denton’s intro 66).  Thanh Lãng understood quite well Liang 

Qichao’s prioritization of fiction—that reversal of literary hierarchy, but what the 

Vietnamese literary critic fails to mention is the Buddhist context in which Liang Qichao 

situates his urgent plea for renewed fiction.  Deriving his understanding of fiction from 

the influential powers of Buddhist narratives, Liang Qichao discusses how fiction 

pervasively covers and influences society over space and time like the atmospheric 

pressure that envelops a heavenly body.  Whether readers of the text are aware of it or 

not—fiction exerts pressure on the reader from every direction. 

 This paper examines this overlooked conjuncture between the modern, renovated 

Vietnamese novel and its relationship to Buddhism.  I argue that fiction—as understood 

within a Buddhist context—is a crucial conceptual underpinning of the modern 

Vietnamese novel.  The Vietnamese term for novel, tiểu thuyết, derives from the Chinese 

term xiaoshuo (which literally means “trivial discourse” or “gossip”).  In pre-modern 

Chinese and Vietnamese contexts the term was an indeterminate label (Plaks 183) for 

works not considered to be belle-lettres, such as historical or philosophical texts (Plaks 

183) nor works of poetry (Phạm Quỳnh 8).  As one critic put it, “a fictional tale [ ] is 

grounded in reality, leading the reader to know that the narrative is not real—yet he or 
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she cannot not believe it” (Phạm Quỳnh 13).  The negation of realism (“not real”) and the 

double negation (“cannot not believe”) captures the paradox of fiction:  it is a discursive 

mode that is not wholly credulous or incredulous, yet it stands as believable or plausible.  

In all of its paradoxes, fiction is a persistent notion in Vietnamese and Chinese prose.  

Ultimately, it is constitutive of the modern Vietnamese novel as it developed during 

French colonialism.  But, I am arguing, this notion of fiction must be understood within a 

Buddhist context [unlike notions of European fiction, for example, Catherine Gallagher’s 

discussion of fictionality, premised upon “suppositional speculation.”].  To flesh out this 

claim and its implications, I will look at Khái Hưng’s Hồn bướm mơ tiên [Butterfly Soul 

Dreaming of an Immortal]—a landmark modern Vietnamese work that signals the 

beginning of the modern Vietnamese novel. Khái Hưng’s Butterly Soul Dreaming of an 

Immortal is an adaptation of Quan Âm Thị Kính, a Vietnamese version of Kuan-Yin.  

The modern novel reappropriates the Buddhist tale and its moral narrative as modern 

novelistic fiction, befitting of emerging nationalism.  The tale becomes a modern love 

story in which the two main characters foster an intersubjective relationship—based on 

affect and sentimentality—that, I argue, would ideally serve as the basis for a new nation. 

 My aims of reading a Khái Hưng novel through the lens of Buddhist narrative 

may at first seem counterintuitive, since both the author’s biography and literary career 

demonstrably signal an uncompromising shift towards European influence. Born in 1896, 

Trần Khánh Dư, who later used the pen name Khái Hưng, was the eldest child born to a 

provincial governor in colonial Indochina.  The author first earned a degree in sinology 

and then, later in his twenties, a French baccalaureate.  After a brief interlude as a 

schoolteacher, in 1933 he began publishing, serially, his first novel, [Butterfly Soul 
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Dreaming of an Immortal] as a founding, core member of Tự lực văn đoàn or the Self-

Strength literary group.  Khái Hưng and his collaborators formed a pioneering and 

formidable group that unabashedly eschewed Vietnamese tradition and its “Eastern” 

roots, specifically its links to Confucianism.  As suggested by its manifesto, the group 

made a concerted effort to “modernize [Vietnamese society] completely, without 

hesitation, and modernization means Westernization.” The next point of their manifesto 

doubles down, taking a postitivist view on modernity’s transformations :  “have faith in 

progress, believe that things can get better.” The literary group carried out this social 

agenda through their literary endeavors, which included groundbreaking, European-

inflected poetry, journalism, reportage, and autobiography. 

 In Khái Hưng’s Butterfly Soul Dreaming of an Immortal, it is the suspension of 

social differences in the fictional and Buddhist world that, in theory, should bear onto a 

society in need of renovating its nation.  The connection and fluidity—not the binaries of 

fiction and nonfiction, religion and secularism, between religious tradition and modern 

love—marks Khái Hưng’s adaptation as a watershed moment for modern Vietnamese 

literature, prefiguring and thus giving us reason to rethink novelistic fiction published 

after Butterfly Soul Dreaming of an Immortal that are ideally romantic and seemingly 

removed from social reality, as they critique, in particular, social differences premised 

upon gender. 

	  


