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Abstract

A Study on the Cao Ba Quat Rebellion (1854)

Choi, Byung Wook
{Seoul National University)

This study suggests three reasons for the revolt.

First reason is inspired by the Hue court’s explanation, Cao Ba Quat's
dissatisfaction with his lower position than his expectation. But I argue this
kind of dissatisfaction is not only due to his ambitious personality but the
reflection of the air of northern intellectuals who had been at the centre of
power for hundreds years but had to be poorly controled by the new power
centre, Hue in the central Vietnam.

Cao Ba Quat’s trip to Ha Chau, a Vietnamese term to indicate Island
Southeast Asia regions during the 19th century, should be considered as an
important factor to constitute the second reason to increase his dissatisfaction
with the Hue court. He left numbers of poems and verses that show his
observations during this trip. Especially, the 'Bien Hoc Luan Thu' (a writing
to distinguish a deluding words), which has been wrongly interpreted as the
evidence for Quat’s conservative idea, is the main text to inform us of his
standpoint to criticise the conservatives who blindly praise the traditional
world of China in opposing to Vietnam's contact with Western world. New

king, Tu Duc (1848-1883) was at the top of this conservative group.
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Third reason is Tu Duc’s enthronement, which was widely believed to be
the result of the conspiracy led by the court power holders from the central
region, seems to have weakened the authority of the Hue court among
northern intellectuals. In addition, Tu Duc, unlike his predecessors such as
Gia Long (1802-1820), Minh Mang (1820-1841), and Thieu Tri (1841-1847),
did not seriously concern about securing the support of northern intellectuals.
They began to feel isolated from the power. Worse, the northern economy
was being deteriorated drastically by the negligence of the Hue court. This
situation is well depicted in Cao Ba Quat’s poems.

Dissatisfaction among Confucian intellectuals to the king, however serious
it is, cannot be the natural source which can be converted to a rebellion
especially in a Confucianised society like northern Vietnam of the 19th
century. Thus, the revolt of Cao Ba Quat who had passed the state
examination and had served as the court official was an extremely
exceptional case. As expected, the revolt could not gain wide support, and
was quickly pacified. '

But this short-term and exceptional revolt led by Cao Ba Quat was a
significant sign of the wide dissatisfaction of the northern intellectuals
around the society. It proved later. The comparative silence of northern
intellectuals during the process of French operation in pushing out the
authority of the Hue court from the northern area, and their continuous
tendency not to protect the Hue monarchy during the various anti-colonial
and national movements based on the northern Vietnam such as of Dong
Kinh Nghia Thuc, National Party, and Communist Party etc. was the

reflection of the northern intellectuals’ sentiment.
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However, this study also points out the fact that this prominent
intellectual, Cao Ba Quat, did not seek for any kind of way to reform the
current situation, but chose a way to restore old Le dynasty, the capital of
which had been located in the center of northern Vietnam. No evidence of
idea for reform is found in the life of Cao Ba Quat, who was one of the most
experienced intellectual of his time with the observation of outside world,
and had a critical view on the China-oriented group. This was the limitation
of Cao Ba Quat. But it seems to be the reflection of a general sentiment of
northern intellectuals who were too much obsessed by dissatisfaction rather
than to try to find possible way to change the problematic situation by the
searching of new means. This was a striking contrast with the attitudes of

their counterparts in China, Korea, and Japan.

Key Words : Cao Ba Quat, Ha Chau, Tu Duc, northern intellectuals. -



