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Of the many religions sects flourishing in South Vi etnam, the Caodaist is 

no doubt the best known and the most powerful. It i s an unusual 

organization which claims a membership of two milli on followers when, 

in reality, it can probably muster about five hundr ed thousand. Until 

recent years, it constituted a religious, political , and at the same time, a 

military force. Although religious in the beginning , it rapidly assumed 

the character of a nationalistic movement, and for more than ten years, 

from 1944 until 1955, was closely connected with th e political life of the 

country. 

I. The History of CaoDaism 

Caodaism has a rather humble origin. It springs fro m the spiritualistic 

séances which were so popular during the years afte r World War I. Ngô- 

Văn-Chiêu, an official of the Cochin-Chinese Governme nt and a devotee 

of spiritualistic practices, claimed to have receiv ed celestial messages 
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through a medium telling him that he was designated  to reveal a new 

religion to his fellow men. Among the group of frie nds who helped Chiêu 

in his activities was Lê-V ăn-Trung, a bold and energetic man who had 

also held positions in the Government. This small g roup of followers 

held frequent séances in Saigon during which they m ade occasional 

contacts with God (Cao- Đài) and with the spirits of the Chinese poet, Li-

Tai-Pe (who later became the titular pope of the se ct); the Vietnamese 

poet, Nguy ễn-B ỉnh-Khiêm; the French author, Victor Hugo; and the g reat 

Chinese revolutionary leader, Sun-Yat-Sen.  

Lê-Văn-Trung, little by little, assumed the leadership o f the group. He 

claimed to have received a message from Cao- Đài informing him that he 

had been chosen as the messiah of the sect; and it was not long before 

his friends and a growing number of adherents recog nized him as such. 

Under his guidance, a campaign was organized to rec ruit new followers 

and places of worship were built in Gia- Định, Chợ-lớn and Th ủ-Đức, A 

Caodaist hierarchy was formed and mission centers w ere established.  

His boldness and energy even led him to attempt to gain official 

recognition for his new movement from the French co lonial authorities.  

But, the French, distrustful of the new movement an d acting for time, 

gave a vague reply to his request. This vagueness o n the part of the 

French was cleverly exploited and served the cause of the new 

movement immeasurably.  

In 1921, the sect established its Holy See near Tây -Ninh, a town some 

one hundred kilometers northwest of Saigon. At that  time, the number of 

adherents was approximately 30,000. Located on a tr act of land of one 

hundred square hectares, the Holy See was gradually  expanded, and has 

become an impressive seat for the religion. The con struction of the 

Great Divine Temple was begun in 1933 and completed  in 1941. 

Described as modern Sino-Vietnamese religious archi tecture, the 
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Temple is beautifully furnished and elaborately dec orated. In addition to 

the Great Divine Temple, the Holy See possesses the  Temple of the 

Divine Mother, residences and offices for the membe rs of the religious 

hierarchy, dormitories, a refectory, and a spacious  rectangular-shaped 

lawn used for religious ceremonies.  

With a view toward universality, the sect attempted  to extend its 

influence across the frontier into Cambodia. Under the leadership of 

Trần-Quang-Vinh, one of the most outstanding personali ties of 

Caodaism, a mission was begun in Phnom-Penh whose w ork 

immediately made headway among the Cambodian people . They flocked 

to Tây-Ninh in large numbers to worship at the Holy  See until, finally, the 

King of Cambodia issued an order forbidding his sub jects to participate 

in the activities of the new movement. 

As it came into being during the same period which witnessed the rise of 

the Vietnamese Nationalist Party and the Indo-Chine se Communist 

Party, the Caodaist movement often adopted a nation alistic position in 

respect to French colonial policy. The French under stood this position 

well and re-acted vigorously. Mass demonstrations b y the Caodaists, 

hitherto tolerated, were forbidden. Temples were cl osed and large 

numbers of adherents were arrested, the most import ant being Lê-V ăn-

Trung, acting pope of the new religion.  

The French crackdown on their activities caused the  Caodaists to suffer 

a temporary setback. Rifts appeared within the orga nization and oppo-

sition to its leaders became widespread. Dissident groups arose, some 

maintaining strictly religious characters while oth ers dabbled in politics. 

During this somewhat chaotic period of Caodaist his tory, Lê-V ăn-Trung 

died and was replaced by Ph ạm-Công-T ắc. Tắc, the chief of the 

legislative body, also assumed the position of lead er of the executive 

body. Thanks to his dynamic character and in spite of internal schisms, 
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he was able to infuse new life into the orthodox br anch of the sect at 

Tây-Ninh. 

Just prior to the outbreak of World War II, the new  religion could count 

some 300,000 followers scattered throughout the pro vinces of Cochin 

china. But, Caodaism never became well known nor co uld muster many 

adherents in either Central or North Vietnam. Its p olitical activity caused 

it to be viewed with deep distrust by the French an d in 1940, colonial 

officials arrested Ph ạm-Công-T ắc and his principal assistants and 

deported them to Madagascar. This drastic action wa s taken even in the 

face of a potential uprising. 

The Japanese occupation of Indochina spurred furthe r political activity 

of the part of the sect. In February, 1942, an agre ement was reached with 

the occupational authorities and the Caodaists offe red them their full co-

operation. Many followers went to work in the junk building yards. 

Others volunteered to serve in the Hei-Ho Legions 1 where they received 

military instruction with the view of later forming  armies of liberation. 

Trần-Quang-Vinh, former leader of the Caodaist mission  in Phnom-Penh, 

became the spokesman for the group advocating colla boration with the 

Japanese and pledged allegiance to Prince C ường-Để, at that time, a 

political exile living in Japan. Prince C ường-Để, a member of the Viet-

namese Royal Family, was the leader of the League f or National 

Restoration and through Vinh’s action, the Caodaist s became closely 

associated with the League.  

By participating in the coup d'état staged by the J apanese on March 9, 

1945, the Caodaists took an active role in the over throw of French 

colonial rule in South Vietnam. They constituted at  that time the only 

well organized and powerful force which existed in the political vacuum 

                                                 
1 The Hei-Ho Legions were military organizations set up by the Japanese in the countries under 
their occupation. The legions were staffed by natives of the occupied country and were 
established for helping to maintain internal order and for construction works. 
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there following the coup d’état against the French and later, the 

Japanese defeat. It is conceivable that they could have seized power 

during August and September, 1945. However, since t hey felt that they 

had been compromised by their collaboration with th e Japanese, they 

played only a secondary role and allowed a free han d to the Viet-Minh.  

With shrewdness the Viet-Minh reserved a prominent place in the Unified 

National Front to the Caodaists. But at the same ti me, they played a 

double game and ill-treated the Caodaist followers in many localities. At 

Quảng-Ngãi, they murdered 3,000 followers, and religio us cadres were 

assassinated and imprisoned almost everywhere.  

Although Tr ần-Quang-Vinh himself was among those arrested by th e 

commander of the Viet-Minh forces in South Vietnam,  he fortunately 

escaped death. But, in spite of the double game pla yed by the Viet-Minh, 

the Caodaists continued to cooperate with them in t he struggle against 

the French. However, as the true nature of the Viet  Minh gradually was 

revealed, the Caodaists, disillusioned and embitter ed with their 

supposed allies, turned toward the French and a con tact was made with 

the colonial authorities.  

After the French permitted the acting pope, Ph ạm-Công-T ắc, to return 

from Madagascar in February, 1946, an agreement was  reached. In it, the 

French officially recognized the Caodaist religion,  granted to the sect a 

certain administrative autonomy in its own region, and supplied military 

equipment to its armed forces to be used in the now  common struggle 

against the Viet-Minh. From then on, the history of  Caodaism was 

closely tied to subsequent political activities whi ch will be explained 

later in the article.  
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II. The Doctrine of Caodaism  

Known first as revised Buddhism, Caodaism was estab lished as a 

synthesis of the great traditional religions preval ent in Vietnam - Confuc-

ianism, Buddhism, and Taoism. It was influenced by the cult of animism 

and enriched with imports from Hinduism and Spiritu alism.  

The necessity for the fusion of different religions  was explained by the 

Supreme Being in these words: 

 "In times past, the people living in the world did not know each other 

and lacked the means of communication. To help them, I founded five 

Great Ways during different periods of history. These five ways were: 

the Men's Way (Confucianism); the Way of the Guardian Spirit (the cult 

of the Guardian Spirit); the Way of the Saints (Christianity); the Way of 

the Immortals (Taoism); and the Way of Buddha (Buddhism).  

Each of these paths was based upon the customs and habits of the 

people who were destined to practice them. Today all parts of the world 

have been explored. Human beings now have a better understanding of 

each other and long for a true and lasting peace. But, because of the 

multiplicity of these religions, human beings do not live in harmony with 

one another. Moreover, the sacred beliefs of these religions have been, 

throughout the centuries, more or less misrepresented even by those 

who were entrusted with their propagation - to such a degree that I have 

today taken the firm resolution to come Myself to show you the Way to 

follow. For these reasons, I have decided to synthesize these religions 

into one."  

Thus, God Himself came to show to human beings the Way to follow and 

did not give to a mortal the privilege of being His  prophet. Lê-V ăn-Trung 

and his small group of followers received through a  medium the wishes 

and commands of God.  
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The Supreme Being (Cao- Đài) is symbolically represented by an eye. 

This eye reminds the world that God witnesses every thing, is every-

where present, and is at all limes aware of the act ions of human beings, 

be they good or bad, The sacred eye which the Caoda ists see on their 

altar will forever observe, judge, support, help, a nd impel them, if need 

be, to take the right path to good deeds.  

Caodaism is known as “ Đại-Đạo Tam-K ỳ Phổ-Độ” meaning the third 

revelation of God on earth; the first and second re velations being 

personified by Moses and Christ in the West, and by  Cakya Mouni 

(Buddha) and Lao-Tseu in the East.  

Caodaism preaches the existence of the soul, the pr inciple of re-

incarnation, and the law of Karma. It teaches the c ult of the dead, love of 

justice, and the practice of virtue. Its motto is p rotection of life, charily, 

and universal brotherhood. Its moral belief is a mi xture of Confucianist, 

Buddhist, and Christian moral principles:  

� the five prohibitions (do not kill, do not be greed y, do not 

indulge in easy living, do not indulge in excess lu xury, and do 

not commit sins through words);  

� the eight Buddhist paths of perfection;  

� the Confucianist principle of the Golden Mean and  

� the Christian principle of charity and universal br otherhood.  

Members of the Caodaist ecclesiastical body must ad here strictly to a 

vegetarian diet although such a diet is only recomm ended for the follow-

ers.  

The hierarchy consists of three branches, each corr esponding to the 

three traditional religions:  
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1. the Confucianist branch, whose members are cloth ed in red, the 

color of authority;  

2. the Buddhist branch, whose members are dressed i n yellow, the 

color of virtue; and  

3. the Taoist branch, whose members wear blue, the color of 

peace.  

The hierarchy is made up of the Giao-Tông (chief of  the executive body 

and acting pope), the H ộ-Pháp (chief of the legislative body), 1 cardinal, 

36 archbishops, 72 bishops and 3,000 priests.  

It is divided into two great branches: the executiv e and the legislative.  

The legislative body is divided into three branches : law, religion, and 

social life. It comprises a high committee of fifte en members and a group 

or twelve mediums whose task is to receive divine m essages which 

make up the basis of the law. 

The executive body is a real government consisting of nine departments: 

interior, rites, security, finances, supplies, educ ation, agriculture, public 

works, and health. There is a parallel women's eccl esiastical body also, 

but women can never attain a position higher than t hat of cardinal. In 

addition to the executive and legislative bodies, t here are a high 

assembly, a great council, a popular assembly, the tribunal of the three 

religious branches, and the tribunal of the followe rs. 

The cult is celebrated four times a day in the temp les, as well as in 

private homes: at 6:00 am, 12:00 pm, 6: 00 pm, and 12: 00 am. Special 

ceremonies are held on January 8th or the lunar cal endar in 

commemoration of Cao- Đài’s revelation; and on August 15th, the 

celebration in honor of Tây-V ương-Mẫu (the Holy Mother). 
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The Great Divine Temple at Tây-Ninh has nine floor levels ascending 

from the front entrance to the altar. They represen t the nine levels of 

spiritual ascension. The altar itself consists of a  huge globe symbolizing 

the universe, above which, is painted the sacred ey e. Inside the globe 

there is a spherical-shaped glass lamp which contin ually is kept burning 

and represents the universal monad. Two lights on e ach side of the lamp 

represent the male and female elements. 

Offerings usually consist of flowers, alcohol, and tea, symbolizing the 

three constitutive elements of the human being: spi rit, energy, and 

intelligence. Five incense sticks are used in each ceremony and stand 

for the five levels of initiation: purity, meditati on, wisdom, superior 

knowledge, and liberation from Karma. As it can be readily seen, 

symbolism plays a most important role in the Caodai st cult. 

The year 1934 saw the beginning of various small cl eavages in the main 

Caodaist movement. These offshoots were caused when  several 

Caodaist officials broke away to found their own se cts. So far, eleven 

such sects have been detached from the central orga nization at Tây-

Ninh. Their sizes vary from one to another; the one  in B ến-Tre has tens 

of thousands of followers while others such as the Tuyệt-Cốc Sect, 

which preaches asceticism, have only a few dozen ad herents.  

Efforts have been made to re-unify all these dissid ent groups either in a 

unified front or to bring them back under the contr ol of the central 

organization at Tây-Ninh. However, all these effort s have ended in 

failure. But, this does not mean that the followers  of the different sects 

do not live in perfect harmony with each other.  

III. Caodaism as a Political and Military Force  

As it has been mentioned previously, the Caodaists allied themselves 

with the French in the struggle against the Vi ệt-Minh in 1946. 
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Consequently, they played an even more important ro le in the political 

and military life of the country. The nucleus of th e Caodaist armed 

forces, which had been built up during the period o f Japanese 

occupation, rapidly grew in strength and developed into a real army of 

several thousand well trained and, relatively speak ing, well armed men. 

They also had high morale and an unwavering faith. 

Phạm-Công-T ắc played a complex game in the happenings which wer e 

taking place around him after his return from exile  in Madagascar. Al-

though officially allied with the French, he spoke increasingly of 

Vietnam's struggle tor emancipation. Although anti- communist, he 

frequently made contacts with nationalist groups wh o had collaborated 

with the Vi ệt-Minh. He even proposed to the French that he be p ermitted 

to set up a neutral zone as a refuge for those nati onalists. But the French 

felt this proposal too dangerous to consider seriou sly. 

Tắc also called for the return of ex-Emperor B ảo-Đại who, at that time, 

was living in exile in Hong Kong. He played an acti ve role in the National 

Union Front which combined anti-Vi ệt-Minh political groups and from 

1947 on, contributed greatly to the final return of  Bảo-Đại to Vietnam. In 

1948, Colonel Tr ịnh-Minh-Th ế, together with other political leaders re-

established the All League for National Restoration . The League 

represented the political aspect of Caodaism.  

When the provisional central government of Vietnam was formed in 

1947, the commander-in-chief of the Caodaist armed forces, Tr ần-Quang-

Vinh, was named Minister for the Armed Forces by Pr emier Nguy ễn-Văn-

Xuân. 

Vinh's post in the Caodaist forces was taken over b y Nguy ễn-Văn-Thành, 

who infused new life into the sect's army and into the League for 

National Restoration. He increased the number of sc hools which trained 

Caodaist military and political cadres and set up w orkshops for the 
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manufacture of arms and equipment. His activities s o alarmed the 

French that they decided to disarm a part of the se ct's forces. But Thành 

ordered his troops to resist all attempt by the Fre nch to disarm them or 

to occupy their posts. Bloody fighting ensued and t he French were 

forced to give up. 

Another split in the Caodaist ranks took place duri ng these periods 

when Tr ịnh-Minh-Th ế, chief of staff of the Caodaist armed forces, 

deserted with over 1,000 men. The advocated both an  anti-French and 

anti-Vietminh policy and his group of 1,000 men wer e turned into a real 

maquis in the region around Tây-Ninh. 

In the spring of 1953, Nguy ễn-Thành-Ph ương replaced Nguy ễn-Văn--

Thành as commander-in-chief of the Caodaist forces and also assumed 

the position of General Commissioner of the League for National 

Restoration. 

When the future President of the Republic, Ngô- Đình-Di ệm, became 

Premier in 1954, Tr ịnh-Minh-Th ế rallied his anti-French and anti-commu-

nist maquis to the cause of the Government. Nguy ễn-Thành-Ph ương 

also dis-associated himself from the so-called Unif ied Front of 

Nationalistic Forces (an organization set up by the  Bình-Xuyên, Hòa-H ảo, 

and the Caodaists whose policy was anti-Government)  and brought the 

main body of Caodaist forces to the support of the Government. More 

than a year later, Ph ạm-Công-T ắc left the country to live as an exile in 

Cambodia. 

In 1956, the Caodaist army was incorporated into th e Vietnamese 

National Army. Its general staff was disbanded and a new religious 

committee was formed to replace Ph ạm-Công-T ắc and the other 

suspected officials of the Caodaist sect. 
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Thus, Caodaism has vanished as a military force and  does not represent 

much as a political one. As a religious movement, i t still possesses 

potentiality although it has lost ground both in pr estige and in 

organization.  


