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Kim Vin Kiéuw’s Argument on Determinism

— From the Buddhist perspectives of
“Karma is Empty in It’s Own Nature”
and “Present Moment Awareness” to find
the key for overcoming Determinism *

Dr. Yo, Hsiang-Chou ™

Abstract

“A Tale of Kim Vin Kiéu” is a Chinese novel written in the end of Ming
Dynasty beginning of Qing dynasty. The story reflects people’s belief in fate and
acceptance of it but at the same time it subtly reveals the female character -
Kiéu’s awareness of and determination in transcending one’s own main fate. The
concept of Determinism is presented as “Accepting” and ““ Going along” what has
been decided presently, but at the same time, future can still be “changed” or
“created” through certain effort. This kind of understanding of Determinism, on
one hand “accepting” and on the other hand “objecting”, or from “contradiction”
to “complementary”, is strongly argumentative. It can be called “Determinism of
the Middle Way”.

This kind of understanding of determinism can be traced back to a deep
cultural lineage of the integration of Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism. The
author of this article believes that only through the understanding of the Buddhist

concept of “Karma is Empty in It’s Own Nature” and “Present Moment

* Received: May 31, 2011; Sent out for revision: November 11, 2011; Accepted:
November 14, 2011

** Associate Professor, Foguang University, Taiwan
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Awareness”, it is possible to find the key to overcome the issue of Determinism in

people’s understanding of life.

Keywords : “A Tale of Kim Van Kiéu”, Determinism, Present Moment

Awareness, Karma is Empty in It’s Own Nature
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Appendix 2

Paper presented at the United Nations Day of Vesak (UNDV) conference
May 14, 2008 in Vietnam

“Kim Vin Kiéu ”,
A Remote Call for
Spiritual Transformation and Social Justice

By Dr Yo, Hsiang-Chou
Associate Professor, Foguang University, Taiwan;
Executive Council Member, World Fellowship of Buddhists;
Executive Board Member, International Network of Engaged Buddhists.

1. “Kiéu”, a popular epic in Vietnam

“Kim Vén Kiéu” is the most popular and beautiful literature in Vietnam. It
was based on a Chinese novel and was rewritten as an epic in Vietnamese in early
19" century by a great Vietnamese poet Nguyen Du (1765-1820). In Vietnam, the
story of Kiéu was not only an epic for people to read but it was performed in
many different ways, including drumming, songs and oracles of Buddhist
temples.

In Kiéu‘s story, you could see how a woman fought with the evil people and

N
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how she survived because of her strong faith and love. The story of “Kiéu” is not
supposed to be considered just only a story of a poor lady. It reflected the evil
social structure as well as the cultural misinterpretation. When I read the story of
“Kim Vén Kiéu” in depth, I hear the remote call for spiritual transformation and

social justice.
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It is interesting that the story of Kiéu has become so popular in Vietnam
within 200 years since it was rewritten in Vietnamese. In those 200 years the
country has passed through many difficulties including the French Colonial
period and the Vietnam War. I have the thought that the story of Kiéu is an
important metaphor for Vietnam. You can see that the Vietnamese people take
comfort from the inspiration of Kiéu’s story. Whenever Kiéu was in a difficult
situation, she always thought she must pay for her previous karma. However, she
also had a very bright hope for a better future. The combinations of these two

aspects give people a very strong character.

2. Chinese and Vietnamese versions

The Chinese and Vietnamese versions of the story of Kiéu have several
differences.

1. In the Chinese version the sexual activities of the prostitutes are described
in explicit detail. For this reason it was banned by the Qing government. The
Vietnamese version is much more subtle and indirect in reference to sex.

2. The Chinese version gives very detailed descriptions of killing and torture
while Kiéu was undertaking her revenge towards her enemies. In the Vietnamese
version these kind of cruel things don’t appear.

3. The Vietnamese version has a greater expression of “hope” and loving

kindness.

3. Karmic fatalism

My paper will contemplate on two main issues. The first one is the faith of
Karmic Fatalism and the other one is the sense of Guilt.

The faith of “karmic fatalism” was highly empowered by the wide belief in
“karma” in Asia.

If you take a common saying which has been adapted by China Airlines in its
commercial slogan, “We met by our good karmic connection, China Airlines

always respects the passengers”. This is the most typical modern expression of
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“karmic fatalism”. It is so popular because it reflects the deep faith of Asian
culture.

The idea of karma was created in the early Upanishad period and
transformed by the Lord Buddha. To Hinduism, karma means unchangeable fate.
In contrary Buddhism reinterpreted that karma is changeable if you are fully
aware of it and you have a strong determination to change it. Some people get
through difficulties because they believed in karma. It is the positive function of
karma faith. But if you believe in karma in an unchangeable way, karma would
become the “excuse” for not making any effort to change the wrong situations
either individually or socially. The Hindu Caste system is the most terrible

example.

4. Sense of guilt

On the other hand, to retain the sense of guilt will block the growing of
“good roots” (“kusala mula” in Sanskrit) especially the ability of awareness. In
“Kiéu”, you would see that Kidu was tortured physically while she was trapped
into being a prostitute. When you look deeply, you would see that she was still
much tortured mentally even after she was free from prostitution. Sense of “guilt”
was the core cause for her mental suffering. Therefore we have to contemplate on
the true meaning of “guilt”.

In Kiéu’s story the author also tried to heal the sense of guilt by the “dualism
of body and spirit”. It said that Kiéu was polluted physically but pure spiritually.
It described that Kiéu was loyal to her first lover even though she was in the
prostitute life. This kind of dualism actually is the wrong interpretation. It even
doubles her sense of guilt. It created more thoughts of impurity in her. Dualism of
body and spirit is some kind of pseudo-theory of spiritual practice. If you take the
example of lotus you may think the root of the lotus is in the mud while its flower
is spreading the fragrance in the air. It seems lotus has performed the dualistic
reality. Actually it has not. The flower of the lotus and the root of the lotus are

inseparable. The stem makes it one. The stem has a strong power of
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transformation. All the bad smell from the dirty mud was fully transformed by the
stem and made the flower. Only a person who has a strong power of
transformation would live his life or her life in a holistic harmonious way. The

pseudo-theory of dualism would not comfort the innocent situation of Kiéu.

5. Confession and the ultimate healing

In Mahayana Buddhism, people practice ‘“confession” daily. The core
practice of confession is to clean up any kind of negative thought including sense
of guilt and to approach the spiritual state of “Sunyata”. Chinese Buddhism
created different kinds of confessional rituals since the 4th century.

I would like to point out that sense of guilt is part of our Buddha nature.
Buddha nature itself is like a mirror reflecting everything clearly and purely. If
you get stuck on something too much, it is like you put some dirt on the mirror.
Meanwhile if you only focus on the guilt too much, you would loose awareness of
the Buddha nature.

For Kiéu’s case, removing the sense of guilt was rather difficult. The wound
in her heart was so complicated that it could not even be cured by trying to live a
normal family life. No matter how much her husband loved her, she still suffered
from the sense of guilt. Healing her mental suffering needed a lot of spiritual
medicine.

In Buddhism, Bhikkhuni Utpalavar is a good model for the mental
transformation and spiritual healing of Kiéu. Bhikkhuni Utpalavar had a very
complicated prostitute life with a lot of mental problems. Then she was fully
cured after she was ordained by the Buddha. The most effective medicine is the
“Sangha”. “Sangha” is the community to practice mindfulness, compassion and

transformation of thought. These practices created the power of ultimate healing.

6. Obsession with revenge
From my understanding the sense of guilt has a twin sister that is the

obsession with revenge. If you cannot relieve your sense of guilt then you cannot
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overcome the desire for revenge. In the story of Kiéu you will find the deep
obsession with revenge. When Kiéu had the strong support from the pirate Hsu
who occupied five provinces in Southern China in the late seventeenth century,
she ordered the capture of all the people who had hurt her and torched them. That
reflected that she was not yet cured because her mind was still full of hatred.
Without deep compassion and understanding, there is no forgiveness.
Without forgiveness there is no cure for your mental illness. If you truly believe
in the karmic principle of cause and effect you should go beyond that. The
obsession of hatred and revenge will not create any kind of justice but damage
your compassion. In fact, Kiéu was able to survive by the support of other
people’s great compassion; therefore what she should develop is compassion not

hatred.

7. Karma and Buddha nature

The karmic fatalism becomes the most popular total interpretation for all
phenomena. This kind of interpretation makes everything that happens reasonable,
but this should not be the way to interpret karma.

The original meaning of karma was defined as the action with intention.
Intention is the key. Intention is the cause. Under the bodhi tree Buddha realized
that all sentient beings have Buddha nature, namely the ability of awareness in
every motion and thought. Because of the Buddha nature within all sentient
beings are responsible for their own actions and thought. If no one has the ability
of awareness none of them is responsible for their action and thought.

People should not be cheated by the wrong interpretation of karma. Karma is
a neutral term. Karma should not be interpreted as the synonym of fatalism. When
we say karma means action with intention, we should pay more attention to not
only the action but the intention. If our intention goes with our Buddha nature we
are on the purified path. While we are on the pure path we can break the link of
“samsara”. That is why Buddha’s teaching is such a great treasure.

What I would like to emphasize here is to deepen our true understanding on
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Karma. Karma was created in our past and should be recreated “here and now”
with full awareness; then we will have freedom in the future. Our Buddha nature
is always with us in our every motion and thought, day and night. Even when we
are sleeping the awareness is still there. The karmic force and its effect could be
very strong, but our ability of awareness can be stronger than the karmic force.
We are totally free when we are in the mental state of “sunyata”. There is no fate,
no sin and no guilt. We should make a new interpretation on karma and guilt in

this new era for better propagation of Buddha Dharma.

8. Light and darkness

To share with you, my personal principle of Dharma practice is more
realization, less reaction.

Buddhism recognized that karma has its own habitual force and continuity.
But Buddhism emphasized more on the Buddha nature which is the ability of
awareness and has the power to redirect the habitual force. In Mahayana, we often
use the metaphor of light and darkness to symbolize the contrary relationship of
Buddha nature and karmic force. It is very important teaching given by the sixth
patriarch of the Zen school, Master Huei Neng said in the seventh century,

One light can break a thousand years of darkness.

One thought of awareness can break ten thousand years of ignorance.

This is the true Dharma teaching. This is the way to go beyond fatalism.

In the story of Kiéu, karmic fatalism is often repeated in different parts. You
can see how much fatalism benefits the suffering people. People that believe in
fatalism can endure suffering more easily. When they thought, “this is something
I have to pay for it”, they are much easier to accept the situation with less
struggling. Fatalism is the painkiller but not the disease killer. In Kiéu, you can

see how often she took the painkiller while she was in so much trouble.

9. Painkillers can be poison

In human history lots of the social structure has problems. People suffered
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for it. When you are in that situation you may believe in fatalism or you could
interpret it that this is the result of collective karma. But your thought should not
stop here. You must deepen your thought because the social structure is made by
human beings. There is no reason not to change the social structure if it is unfair
or unreasonable. There is no room for fatalism when you are facing the unfair and
unreasonable social structure. Therefore when you look at Kiéu, when you see
how often she took the painkiller, you should have more empathy on the cause of
taking the painkiller. Painkillers can be poison if you take too much. Fatalism is
the same.

Kiéu was a lotus. The lotus grows in the mud but retains its purity and
perfume elegantly. She was trapped. She was sold. She was tortured. She was
weak in terms of the social structure but she was strong in terms of her
determination to fight with the social structure. When you see the country of
Vietnam uses the lotus as the national symbol which represents the ideal character
of the Vietnamese people.

The Buddha always gave the teachings that hatred cannot stop hatred, only
compassion can stop hatred. This is a very important teaching. Hatred is poison.
Hatred makes you suffer. Hatred can never make you happy. That’s why we have
to practice forgiveness. Forgiveness is not only achieving reconciliation with the
one who hurt you, but also reconciliation with yourself. Hatred would enhance
your “enemy” greater. Whenever you have the hatred within, your mental link
with your enemy is there. This is why the practice of forgiveness and the “four
brahma viharas” are so important.

We should realize that all the situations are the result of dependent arising.
This means the different sides of a contradictive relationship are actually
codependent. If the social structure provides the opportunity for people to abuse
others then the abusers and the victims will be there. Kiéu was the victim of the
social injustice. Hatred towards her enemies is not enough. The only way to
destroy her enemies is to reconstruct the social structure. We need bodhisattvas

here. A bodhisattva is a person who makes strong vows to deal with the social
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transformation.

10. A remote call

Whoever has a lot of sympathy or empathy towards Kiéu should come back
to a holistic view of social transformation. Only proper education and a fair social
system could create the most beneficial circumstances for all people. We must
overcome our hatred and wrong view about karma. Kiéu had given us a remote
call for spiritual transformation and social justice. A new Vietnam should develop
more love and understanding to build up a just and harmonious society. Kiéu

would laugh happily. People would live happily.
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