Corruption, Communism, and Catholicism in Vietham

by Samuel Gregg D.Phil.

This year marks the 20th anniversary of Communism’s defeat in Central-East Europe. As many remember
the tumbling of Communist regimes in countries such as Poland, East Germany, and Hungary, others will
recall Marxism’s terrible legacy: millions of dead and tortured, “reeducation” and labor camps, show-trials,
unparalleled economic destruction, and the worst environmental devastation in history. As the recently
deceased ex-Marxist philosopher Leszek Kolakowski concluded in his magisterial multi-volume Main
Currents of Marxism, this was not accidental. It was Marxist philosophy’s logical outcome. By definition, no
political program built upon an explicitly materialist viewpoint can consider itself limited by the idea of an
innate human dignity, or anything suggesting a more-than-flesh-and-blood dimension to human life.

This is one reason why Marxist regimes are invariably hostile to religious belief. Another is the fact that
some religions — such as Christianity — embody the insistence that there are inherent limits to state power,
including that exercised by the “dictatorship of the proletariat.” To accept the notion of religious liberty,
grounded in the duty of all people to seek the truth, is to accept the limited state. And that is something that
no Communist government can ever truly acknowledge. Thus it was no coincidence that the Soviet regime
fiercely persecuted the Orthodox Church within the U.S.S.R. between 1920 and 1940, executing literally
thousands of clergy. Nor was it by chance that the Catholic Church throughout post-war Communist
Central-East Europe felt the weight of state oppression, with thousands of priests and nuns arrested,
tortured, and occasionally executed, while practicing believers were driven to the margins of life.

It would be nice if this were all history, but if we ever needed proof that Communist regimes don’t change
their stripes, one need only look at the little-reported but growing confrontation between the Catholic Church
in Vietham and Vietnam’s Communist authorities. There are about 6 million Catholics in Vietham today
(about 8 percent of the population). They are the biggest religious minority in a nation which has been ruled
in its entirety by a Communist government since 1975. Like all Communist regimes, Vietnam had its “re-
education” camps. The regime has also long harassed the Catholic Church. There is no greater symbol of
this than the late Cardinal Frangois-Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan, widely regarded as a modern saint. Before
exiling him, the regime imprisoned him for 13 years, nine of which were spent in solitary confinement.

Some of the reasons for this treatment of Vietnam’s Catholic Church are historical. Vietnam’s rulers are
acutely aware that Catholics were among the most committed anti-Communist Vietnamese during the
Vietnam War. Many Vietnamese also identified Catholicism with French colonial rule. This background,
however, is of marginal significance in explaining the violent crackdown presently being experienced by
Catholics throughout Vietnam. Put simply, it's about government corruption.

As Vietnam’s Catholic bishops wrote in 2008, corruption is a huge problem in Vietnam. This is true of any
country where the state is not constrained by the rule of law and the primary incentives for economic gain lie
in taking others’ property rather than creating wealth through entrepreneurship. Vietnam, however, is listed
by Transparency International as one of the world’s most corrupt countries. The most recent self-enrichment
scheme of Vietnam’s Communist political class has been to “requisition” peasants’ land which they then re-
sell to the highest bidder, while quietly taking their “cut” of the action. The Church has long taken the
peasants’ side in these matters. The bishops’ statement of last year insisted that private property rights
must be respected. Now Church property is increasingly the target. In late 2008, for example, Vinh Long
provincial officials announced their intention to “appropriate” the land of a convent of nuns which also
functioned as an orphanage in order to build a hotel. More recently, land in Hanoi that the government itself
acknowledges has been owned by a Catholic monastery since 1928 was simply given over by the state for
residential construction.

These stories are replicated all over Vietham. In response, thousands of Catholics have mounted peaceful
public protests for almost a year. As Amnesty International reports, the state’s reply has been intimidation
and violence. Lay Catholics have been denounced in typical Marxist terms as “counter-revolutionaries”,



arrested, and subjected to show-trials. Nuns and priests have been savagely beaten by police and “counter-
demonstrators”. One woman told Amnesty, “they shout bad words about our mothers and fathers, and say
things like ‘kill the archbishop’ and ‘kill the priests.”

Vietnam is a country where Marxism, aptly described by Kolakowski as “the greatest fantasy of our century,”
has once again been exposed as nothing more than a useful cover for a corrupt political class to maintain
its power and live at everyone else’s expense. And, once again, Christians and the cause of religious liberty
are paying the price.

Ban dich clia mot than h{tu cua viet-studies

Nam nay chuing ta ky niém 20 ndm Chi nghia Cong san sup db tai Trung va Dong Au. Trong ltc nhiéu
ngwdi nhin lai canh twong sup dd cGa nhiéu chinh quyén Cong san tai Ba Lan, Dong Dlrc, va Hungary, thi
nhiéu ngwoi khac lai hdi twéng vé& di san khing khiép ma Chid nghia Mac da dé lai: Hang triéu ngudi chét
va bi tra tAn, vo van trai “cai tao” va lao déng cuéng bach, vo van phién tda phé trwong dé thij uy, gay ra
nan tan pha kinh t& va méi trwong nghiém trong nhéat trong lich st loai nguoi.

Di san d6 khéng phai ngau nhién ma cé. Triét gia Leszek Kolakowski, nguoi tirng Gng hé Chi nghia Mac
vira m&i qua doi, da két luan nhw vay trong tdc pham nhiéu tap Main Currents of Marxism (Nhirng xu
hwéng chinh cGa Chi nghia Mac) day uy tin ctia minh. D6 1a hé qua tat yéu cta Triét hoc Mac. Thuc chat
thi chéng c6é mét cwong Ilinh chinh tri nao dwgc xay dwng trén mot quan diém duy vat ro rang lai c6 thé ty
thira nhan rang né bj gi¢i han b&i y twéng clia mét ban chat con ngwdi cb hivu, hay béi bat ky diéu gi do
vwot khdi tdm than xac con ngudi.

Day la mét trong nhirng ly do tai sao moi chinh quyén Mac-xit déu ghét cay ghét dang tin nguéng tén gido.
Ly do khac la mét sé tén gido, chang han Thién Chua giéo ludn cho rang quyén lwc nha nwéc phai hivu
han, ké ca quyén lyc cla “nha nwéc chuyén chinh vé san.” Chap nhan khai niém tw do ton gido, dat co sé&
yéu cau moi ngudi phai tim ra chan ly, tiec la thira nhan nha nwéc cé gi¢i han. Nhung day 1a diéu ma
khéng bao gi mét chinh phti Céng san nao lai mudn thira nhan.

Khoéng phai ngau nhién ma chinh quy&n X6-Viét lai bach hai dir doi Gido hoi Chinh thdng Lién-X6 vao gitra
nhirng ndm 1920 va 1949, d4 t& hinh hang ngan tu si. Cling chang phai ngau nhién ma Giao hdi Céng giao
cac nuwéc Cong san Trung va Dong Au sau chién tranh lai bi chinh quy&n dan ap, hang ngan nam ni tu si
bi bat b, tra tAn, cé luc bi t& hinh, trong khi gido dan bi day ra |& xa hoi. That phic dirc néu day 14 trang st
da qua, nhwng dé chirng minh réng chinh quyén Cong san khéng hé thay déi ban chét cia né, ta chi can
quan sat xung dét dang bi ém nhem nhwng ngay cang téng gitra Gido hdi Cong gido Viét Nam va nha cam
quyén Cong san tai do.

Hién nay Viét Nam c6 khoang 6 triéu tin dd Cong gido (chiém khoang 8 phan tram dan sé). Ho la thiéu sb
tén gido déng nhét trong mot quéc gia dwdi sw toan tri cia mét chinh phi Céng san tr ndm 1975. Nhw moi
chinh quyén Cong san khac, Viét Nam co nhiéu trai “cai tao”. Gido hdi Céng gido tir 1au bi sach nhiéu. Dién
hinh nhat 1a ¢ Hong y Nguyé&n Van Thuan, dwgc nhiéu nguwdi xem 1a mét vi thanh trong thoi hién dai.
Trudce khi truc xuét vi Hong y nay, chinh quyén da bd tu 6ng 13 nam, trong dé c6 9 ndm biét giam.

M6t sb ly do mang tinh lich str dwoc diing dé giai thich cho cach hanh xt nhw vay déi véi Gido hoi Cong
gido Viét Nam. Nha cam quyén Viét Nam biét rat rd rang trong cudc Chién tranh Viét Nam, nguoi Cong
gido ndm trong sé nhirng ngudi chdng Cong triét dé nhat. Nhiéu ngudi Viét con cho réng Cong gido da
hop tac véi chinh quyén thwe dan Phap. Tuy nhién, ly do nay khéng da stre thuyét phuc cho hanh doéng



thdng tay dan ap ngwdi Cong gido trén toan Viét Nam hién nay. Suy cho cuing, d6 chinh la nan tham nhiing
trong chinh phu.

Nhiéu Hoi ddng Giam muc Coéng gido Viét Nam da ting viét vao nam 2008 rang tham nhiing la quéc nan &
Viét Nam. Piéu nay dung v&i moi qubc gia ma & dé chinh quyén khéng bi luat phap rang budc, va dong co
loi nhuan kinh té cha yéu 1a di cuép tai san ctia ngwdi khac thay vi lam giau bang kinh doanh. Tham chi,
Viét Nam con bi Té chirc Minh bach Quéc té liét vao hang nhirng quéc gia tham nhiing nhat thé gisi.

Phwong thirc tw 1am giadu phd bién nhét hién nay trong tAng I6p chinh tri Cong san Viét Nam 1a “thu hoi” dat
dai tr ndng dan dé rdi ban lai cho nhirng ké b gia cao nhat, réi lang 1& “chia chac”. Gido hoi tir xwa da
dirng vé phe ndng dan. Phat biéu cla hoi ddng giam muc ndm ngoai da cwong quyét yéu ciu nha nuéc
phai tén trong quyén tw hivu tai sén. Hién nay tai san ctia Gido hdi ngay cang bi de doa nghiém trong. Vao
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cudi nam 2008, chinh quyén tinh Vinh Long da tuyén bd “trwng thu” dat ctia mét ni tu vién, vira & noi nudi
day tré md coi, d& xay khach san. Gan day hon, phan dat tai Ha Noi ma chinh pht tw thira nhan thudc
quyén s& hiru clia mot tu vién Cong gido tir ndm 1928 ciing da bi nha nwéc trung thu dé& xay chung cw.

Nhi¥ng cau chuyén nhw thé nay tai dién trén khap Viét Nam. D& dap lai, hang ngan gido dan da t chirc
nhiéu cudc tudn hanh hoa binh, kéo dai ca ndm. T chirc An xa Quéc té bao céo rang chinh quyén da phan
&rng bang cach hdm doa va str dung bao lyc. Ho van dung nhiéu ngdn tr Mac-xit dién hinh dé qui cho gido
dan v t6i 1a “nhirng phan t& phan cach mang’, bat bé rdi dwa ho ra xét xi phé trwong dé lam gwong. Nam
ni tu si da bj cong an va “lwc lwong chdéng biéu tinh” danh dap da man. Mét phu nir da ké véi TS chire An
xa Quéc té réng, “ho da dung nhirng I&i 18 thd tuc dé phi bang cha me chung tdi, ho con la 1én ‘giét bon
giam muc di’, ‘giét bon tu s di’.”

Viét Nam |a mot quéc gia ma & dé Cha nghia Mac dwoc Kolakowski mé ta chinh xac 1a “tri twéng twong vi
dai nhét trong thei dai ching ta”. Chi nghia Mac mét 14n nira dang phoi bay chang diéu gi khac ngoai sw
che day thwe dung ctia mét tAng I1&p chinh tri tham nhiing, nham duy tri quyén lwc va &n choi trén than
phan nguwoi dan. Va mét 1an niva, ngwdi Cong gido cling véi chinh nghia vi tw do tdn gido dang phai tra gia.
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