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 SOME TRADITIONAL NATIONAL VALUES OF VIETNAM 
IN THE NEW CONTEXT 

Luong My Van(*) 

Abstract: In the paper, the author considers conceptions of value, national values, 

and traditional national values, and from that point brings out and analyzes some 

traditional national values of Vietnam: patriotism, spirit of independence, unity 

and social order, harmony with nature, tolerance and adaptability, flexibility in 

resolving problems etc. In “the new context”, i.e. in the contemporary time, those 

values have changed in different ways, and almost all of them continue to exist as 

values in the modern society, not disappear, since they all contribute to build the 

present Vietnamese people and society. 

Keywords: traditional national values; new context; patriotism; spirit of 

independence; unity; harmony with nature; tolerance, flexibility. 

Introduction  

One of the eagerly discussed 

topics in the scholarly circle recently 

is issues related to the ‘value 

system’. This is because the 

definition of value system, namely 

the main values that shape the 

essence of current Vietnamese 

society and people, is now 

becoming urgent, when the nation is 

step by step modernizing, 

consolidating and intensifying the 

internal force for the development. 

Internal force means what we 

already have inside, the internal 

force of a nation is the very 

traditional culture and human 

(resource) of that nation. Building 

the value system is to clarify and 

apply that internal force, and the 

value system is also the target of the 

effort (of Vietnamese society) to 

develop. In National conference  

on culture (Nov.2021), General 

Secretary Nguyen Phu Trong has 

pointed out that value system is built 

to “continue to preserve, improve 
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and develop the Vietnamese 

culture”1. The value system is thus 

closely related to the past and 

directs toward the future. Therefore, 

when defining and building the 

value system, we cannot avoid 

considering the traditional values as 

one of the most important basis or 

material for the new value system. 

1. Traditional national values 

and some of traditional national 

values of Vietnam 

In General Secretary Nguyen Phu 

Trong’s speech, value systems have 

four kinds: national, cultural, family 

value systems, and human standards 

(morality, personality). All of these 

value systems sit firmly on the 

foundation of the tradition. in this 

paper, we only consider the national 

value system and some values  

that can be seen as traditional 

national ones. 

First of all, we take a brief look at 

the concepts of value, national value 

and traditional (national) value. 

“Value” means “the quality of being 

useful or important”, “belief(s) about 

what is right and wrong and what is 

important in life”2. Vietnamese 

dictionary defines that “value means 

thing that makes something useful, 

meaning, worthy in some ways”3. 

Values that we pursue are qualities 

important to the life or the 

community, the individual, 

contributing to the development and 

improvement of the life, community 

and individual. Therefore, it can be 

said that “national values” mean 

values on national level, good 

qualities that this nation - as a subject 

(main agent) - pursues and attempts 

to reach. The pursuit’s goal is that 

when mentioning this nation (in a 

given space-time context), we can 

figure out it by those values 

(qualities). For instance, when we 

talk about the United States, the 

values that American people exalt 

and pursue, or the general image of 

the US that we have, are freedom 

(liberalism, individualism), rule of 

law, democracy, ‘American dream’ 

etc.4 Another example, when 

mentioning Singapore, we cannot 

avoid values that Singaporean 

government has announced in the 

White Paper of Shared Values as 

national values Singapore has been 

building: “placing society above self, 

upholding the family as the basic 

building block of society, resolving 

major issues through consensus 

rather than contention, and stressing 

racial and religious harmony”5. 
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National value system can 

include values that are currently 

built, that is to say this nation is 

building those good qualities inside 

itself, and long-held values that 

were built and fostered from 

generation to generation. Here we 

talk about the so-called “traditional 

values”. “Tradition”, in Cambridge 

English dictionary, is defined as “a 

belief, principle, or way of acting 

that people in a particular society or 

group have continued to follow for a 

long time, or all of these beliefs, etc. 

in a particular society or group”6. It 

means tradition continues for a long 

time, and “tradition” itself is 

something valuable for a particular 

community or society (of course, 

not every “tradition” is “valuable”), 

since people preserve and develop 

only things that are actually 

meaningful and useful for the then 

life, personality, community, and 

society. Traditional values are thus 

values that a community or people 

conserve and descend, and succeed 

each other to pursue for a long time. 

Traditional values can be 

considered from various aspects: 

individual (personal standards, 

morality), community (family values, 

values of communities, of ethnic 

groups), or nation (national values). 

There are connections or sometimes 

intercommunications between 

personal standards and communal 

values, since an individual is also a 

member of community and the 

relations between individuals form 

the community; personal 

characteristics that are regarded as 

values are passed from generation to 

generation in a large and long-term 

group; and communal values are 

realized and manifested by 

individuals. For example, 

“patriotism” can be seen as a 

personal standard, and at the same 

time a national value of Vietnam, 

due to different perspectives. 

Traditional national values are ones 

built and consolidated for 

generations, and through those 

values we can visualize that nation’s 

image in its history. 

Thus, what are traditional national 

values of Vietnam? What are good 

qualities of Vietnamese society and 

people that have a long history of 

being built and preserved? 

Considering documents written in 

feudal times, it is hard to find direct 

mentions of ‘national values’. We 

can only see those values indirectly, 

for example in documents where 
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feudal authors mentioned the spirit of 

independence, the love of the country 

and the unity in resisting foreign 

invaders, or requirements of social 

order and customs etc. Since 

Vietnam entered the modern times 

(i.e. when Western culture and 

civilization were introduced into 

Vietnam), works on Vietnamese 

people, culture, society etc. gradually 

emerged7. In those works, we can 

find (scattered) states or remarks 

about characters of Vietnamese 

people or community. Through those 

works, we can see some outstanding 

attributes which can be regarded as 

traditional national values of 

Vietnam as follows. 

Patriotism. Patriotism can be 

considered a fundamental character 

of Vietnamese persons or the whole 

community of Vietnam as a subject. 

It is a traditional value, since it was 

built long time ago and throughout 

the thousands of years of 

Vietnamese history. President Ho 

Chi Minh once said: “Our people 

have a deep love of our country. It is 

our precious tradition.”8 Thus 

considering traditional values of 

Vietnamese people, it is impossible 

not to mention patriotism as the first 

and the most important one. 

Spirit of independence. Along 

with patriotism, the spirit of 

independence is an outstanding 

character of Vietnamese people and 

each individual in every stage of the 

history. With this spirit, Vietnamese 

people experienced thousands of 

years of fighting for independence 

and finally regained the sovereignty. 

Also with this spirit, Vietnam  

has stood firm - as an independent 

country - against countless 

conspiracies to annex and 

considerable foreign powers. The 

spirit of independence is one 

dominant value of Vietnamese people 

that has been formed and trained 

from ancient times until this day. 

Social unity and order. 

Patriotism and the spirit of 

independence can be maintained and 

displayed only when there is the 

spirit of unity within the 

community. Vietnamese people 

think that “unity is strength”, “one 

tree cannot amount to anything, 

three of them can make a mountain” 

(Vietnamese folk verses). Especially 

when there are common targets need 

to be aimed at, or common enemies 

need to be expelled, Vietnamese 

people are willing to put aside 

personal conflicts to enter together 
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into a rank. The general awareness 

of the strength of unity is also a 

reason why Vietnamese society and 

communities in the history are 

relatively stable, disturbance is 

infrequent in social structure, and 

there is not much internal conflict in 

comparison with another nations 

and countries around.  

Harmony with the nature. Almost 

all Vietnamese (ethnic) groups are 

inhabitants of the rice culture, their 

life depends on natural changes. 

That is the basis of the harmony and 

agreement with the nature in 

Vietnamese attitude and life-style. It 

can be seen in every activity of daily 

living (such as ways to build a 

house, traditional cuisine etc.), or 

spiritual life (such as religions, 

faiths, literature etc.). Harmony with 

the nature has for a long time 

become one of traditional values of 

Vietnamese communities. 

Tolerance, acceptance, 

adaptability. The spirit of 

independence does not make 

Vietnamese people have xenophobic 

attitude toward “strangers” or 

“external things”. The harmony with 

the nature also is applied in the 

society: Vietnamese people accept 

and adopt changing things in living 

conditions, or “different things” 

introduced into the society, to 

transform and make the 

contemporary society a better place. 

It can be found in individual attitudes 

and life-style, social trends, policies 

of governments or ruling powers etc. 

For instance, Confucianism has been 

introduced into Vietnam in the 

period of Northern domination 

(about the 1st century B.C.E) by the 

Northern invaders, but after that 

Vietnamese people have accepted 

and actively used it as an instrument 

to stabilize the society (in the early 

time after regaining the 

independence). Besides, the fact that 

foreign theories and doctrines 

(Buddhism, Taoism, Catholicism, 

Occidental theories etc.) are 

continuously introduced into 

Vietnam during the history can show 

the spirit of tolerance, acceptance 

and adaptation of Vietnamese 

people. And all of this aims at the 

goal of national independence, 

development and wealthy. 

Flexibility in resolving problems. 

The tolerance, acceptance, 

adaptability to new elements and 

environments, the harmony in the 

behavior of Vietnamese people is 

closely connected with the 
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flexibility in being aware of and 

resolving problems. To accomplish 

their purposes, they understand that 

there are various ways to go and try 

to find the best way according to the 

situation, instead of clinging to a fix 

one. This flexibility can be seen not 

only in individuals’ way of thinking 

and behaviors, in daily life, but also 

in economic, social and cultural 

trends, in political and diplomatic 

policies etc. It thus can be regarded 

as a characteristic or traditional 

value of Vietnamese people. 

There are more than 

abovementioned values that can be 

called traditional national values of 

Vietnam. However, in our opinion, 

when we talk about “Vietnam” as  

a nation, then we can describe  

the Vietnamese nation through  

those values. 

2. Movements and changes of 

traditional national values in the 

new context 

The so-called ‘new context’ 

means the current environment, the 

space, the situation where we are 

experiencing and participating in its 

course. ‘New’ can be seen as ‘new’ 

compared with “traditional”. 

“Tradition” itself is often put in 

comparison with “modern”, 

accordingly tradition means 

something in the past, a heritage of 

the past, something “old”. The 

timeline flows from the past to the 

present and the future, constantly and 

unceasingly, it is to say the so-called 

“tradition” - or something in which 

the tradition is, the “past” - gradually 

changes and becomes the present. 

This process takes place 

complicatedly in which some 

elements change fast and the other 

more slowly. Thus it is impossible to 

be certain when “tradition” really 

comes to an end and the “modern”, 

the “new” replaces and continues. 

Here we tentatively suggest that the 

“past” (in Vietnamese history) 

started its process toward the end 

from the time when elements of 

Western culture and civilization were 

introduced into Vietnam, and this 

process stopped from the success of 

the August Revolution and the 

foundation of the Democratic 

Republic of Vietnam, that is to say 

the transformation from “tradition” 

to “modern” took place in more or 

less 100 years. The ‘new context’ 

means the current time when that 

“modern” is continuing, adding some 

more new things in comparison to 

the early “modern time”, and can be 
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more and more distinguished from 

the ‘tradition’. 

The obvious differences between 

the modern age and the ‘tradition’ can 

be seen in all areas of social and 

individual life and even in the natural 

environment. In economic - social 

sphere, the modern age is the age of 

globalization, Vietnamese economy is 

determined as the socialist-oriented 

market economy with various new 

elements, new productive forces and 

relations that never appeared in the 

traditional society of which the kernel 

is agricultural economy. In the 

modern times, the economy 

emphasizes commercial goods with 

the leading role of trade and finance, 

which were never important in a 

“traditional” times. There also are 

more elements and complicated 

relations in society compared to the 

‘traditional society’ which was 

agrarian with some strata such as 

landlords and peasants and 

intellectuals (also the officials). As 

regards science and technology, it can 

be said that the development and wide 

application of science and technology 

(of the West, introduced into 

Vietnam) to every aspect of social life 

make the modern Vietnamese society 

extremely different from the 

“traditional” one. The daily life 

(cooking, clothing, shelter, travel etc.) 

of modern Vietnamese people also is 

different from the early one: 

household items which are 

technological applications (electricity, 

IT etc.) are not present in the 

“traditional” times, meal and eating 

habits change, clothes, dress and 

grooming are totally new, the 

residential architecture innovates even 

in the rural areas, the family structure, 

the role of woman etc. everything has 

changed. As to spiritual culture, 

Vietnamese people have accepted the 

influence of all trends and no longer 

live only in the Eastern cultural 

atmosphere. The most influencing 

factor of all these changes is the very 

Western culture and civilization. The 

popularity of culture, the individual 

freedom, the analytical thinking etc. 

are basic elements that make 

traditional culture change into 

“modern” one.9 In addition, we 

cannot avoid one element in the 

modern age that is making more and 

more profound impact on the modern 

life: the natural environment. The 

natural environment has been 

changed fiercely and become more 

and more severe for the past few 

decades. It can be said that human 
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beings are in the age of climate 

change (that who must take 

responsibility is the very human 

beings). This natural environment is 

totally different from it in 

“traditional” times - when the climate 

was generally clement although there 

were times when and places where 

occurred natural disasters. In addition, 

Vietnam is a country favored by the 

nature, with a large amount of 

resources and a richly diverse 

ecosystem. This situation has a big 

change in the modern times. In brief, 

we can see the difference between the 

“modern” and the “traditional” in 

every aspect of individual and social 

life. In such a context, how do 

traditional values change and do they 

have any influence over the modern 

life and people? 

However, despite the enormous 

differences between the “modern” 

and the “traditional”, it can be seen 

that modern and traditional societies 

are not two worlds. Beside huge 

differences, we can always see the 

similarities or the connections in 

which one is the result of the 

development of the other, that is to 

say there is an unbroken continuity 

between the past and present. 

Traditional values are these bonds. 

When connecting the past to the 

present, human and communities in 

the past to human and communities 

in the present, they contribute to the 

building of intrinsic character and 

identity of Vietnamese person, 

community, and society. Obviously, 

those traditional values can change, 

the same goes for the so-called 

“character” which is not fixed at  

all times. 

We will consider the change of 

abovementioned traditional values 

of Vietnam in the modern age - in 

the new context and different from 

the “traditional” times. It can be said 

that the patriotism - as a value - has 

no fundamental change. Vietnamese 

people in the “traditional” society or 

“modern” one still maintain “a deep 

love of the country” as President Ho 

Chi Minh once said. The difference 

can only be seen in the expression of 

that love, due to the different 

situations. In the modern times 

when “Peace, cooperation and 

development are still the main 

trends, but (all the countries) are 

facing considerable difficulties and 

obstacles (...). The globalization and 

international integration still 

develop, but be challenged by the 

competition for influence between 
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large countries and the rise of the 

ultranationalism. (...) Economic 

competition, trade wars, fights for 

market, resources, technology, high-

quality human capital, and attraction 

of foreign investment etc. between 

countries are getting fiercer and 

fiercer, exerting a powerful effect on 

the global production and 

distribution chain”10, when the 

economy and politics are 

complicated but it can be said that 

the risk that the national sovereignty 

might be directly violated is not as 

strong as the risk of being 

economically backward and 

decreasing the regional and global 

influence, thus the patriotism is 

mainly expressed in the aspirations 

and actions to develop the country, 

make the country wealthier and 

stronger, defend the sovereignty and 

spread the country’s influence.  

The same goes for the spirit  

of independence of Vietnamese 

individuals and community, it has 

never ever faded away. In the new 

context, that spirit is continually 

maintained and promoted, 

connected with the patriotism, to 

aim at a developed and self-reliant 

country. The spirit of independence 

and the patriotism are important 

values at any given time, they on the 

one hand contribute to the form of 

specific characteristic of Vietnamese 

people and community, on the other 

hand are spiritual foundations for 

modern Vietnamese people to build 

and develop the country. 

The unity and social order as a 

value has, in turn, some changes 

under the influence of the current 

international economic and political 

context which is highly complicated. 

However, the stability and social 

order is the common tendency  

of Vietnamese people and 

communities. Vietnamese people 

love peace and tend to the stability 

in life. That is fundamentally 

necessary in the new context, since 

the unity and order is important 

foundation to develop the economy 

and culture, and to make the country 

strong and independent. 

As to the value of harmony with 

the nature, it can be said that this 

changed more than anything 

mentioned. One of the reasons of 

that enormous change is the very 

change in thinking way, under the 

strong influence of the modern 

Western way of thinking. The 

analytic thinking, the tendency to 

conquer the nature is introduced into 
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Vietnam and thus the mentality 

toward the harmony with the nature, 

the obedience to the natural laws of 

Vietnamese people faded away. It 

has caused big negative impact right 

in the current time: climate change, 

severe temperature, environmental 

pollution etc. It is obvious that 

environmental problems of the 

current Vietnam is not only caused 

by Vietnamese people or 

Vietnamese culture, since the 

climate change is a global problem, 

the deforestation of the Amazon or 

the damage of the ozone layer also 

have serious effect on Vietnamese 

environment. However, Vietnamese 

people cannot avoid their 

responsibility for the destruction of 

their own natural environment. In 

this context, the harmony with the 

nature as a traditional value can 

become an important moral support 

to protect and restore the nature, 

therefore we must find the way to 

resurrect that value and bring it into 

the modern life. 

As to the tolerance, adaptability 

and flexibility in resolving problems, 

it can be said that those values 

somewhat decreased in some 

periods. For example, before the era 

of Doi Moi, political and social 

policies of Vietnam were 

‘subjectivist and voluntarist’, it is to 

say inadaptable and inflexible, 

regarded only one direct as a right 

way, ignoring the actual social and 

economic context. However, from 

Doi Moi until now, the spirit of 

tolerance and adaptation and the 

flexibility are actively restored and 

thus produced positive effect on 

many aspects of social life. Vietnam 

has actively accepted achievements 

of the technological development and 

integrated into the international 

community, to change the under-

development and advance the 

country. So these traditional values 

still exist and develop, playing 

important roles in the social life. 

It can be said that traditional 

national values have different 

changes in the new context, in 

which the importance of some 

decreases, some others maintain but 

change in the way of manifestation, 

or experience ups and downs. But 

almost all of abovementioned 

traditional values, since they all 

contribute to the characteristics of 

Vietnamese people and community, 

still exist and exert significant effect 

in different ways on the current 

social life of Vietnam. 
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Conclusion 

Building new value system, it is 

impossible not to consider 

traditional values, since they are 

elements contributing to the creation 

of the current people and society - 

the subjects of that new value 

system. Traditional values have 

experienced different changes from 

the past to the present, because the 

present (the new) is significantly 

different from the traditional times 

(the old). However, almost all of 

them still maintain the role of value 

in the present, still be alive, not 

disappear. Their roles are expressed 

in the fact that they still contribute 

to the formation of the spirit and 

characteristics of the current society; 

society can encounter serious 

problems without them. Of course 

there are more traditional values 

than what are mentioned above, and 

all of them deserve to be considered, 

in order to uphold their roles in the 

modern life, to build and develop 

the modern Vietnamese people  

and society.  
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