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Abstract

Moral education which plays a crucial role in Vietnam is prevalently influenced by the Confucius
concept of social harmony. This paper explores how gender representation in a first-grade moral
lesson on friendship echoes both the discourse of harmony and the expectations of gender roles.
This research uses the social actor relationships framework to analyze the manifestations of gender
binaries and different expectations of gender roles boys and girls in visual images. The analysis
confirms the prevalent bias in depicting males with more agency and power than females and
gender stereotypes about both feminine and masculine traits. The imbalance of power and agency
between man and woman can be understood through the Confucian hierarchical principles, which
are also the cornerstones of social harmony. The generic depiction of both genders suggests the
expectation for compliance and rigidity in playing gender roles to main a harmonious life.
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In contemporary Vietnam, influences of Confucianism are still present in both public and
private spheres. In Hanoi, the capital city of Vietnam, visitors will often be guided to visit the
Temple of Literature dedicated to Confucius, sages, and scholars. It is also known as the first
university of Vietnam. Vietnamese families continue embracing the Confucius ideal of harmony,
maintaining hierarchical and harmonious relationships and roles among family members. At a
very young age, children are taught about filial piety, respect for older people, and well-manner
behaviors with others to maintain peaceful relationships (Burr, 2014). In other words, the legends
and traditions of living a harmonious life persist.

With more than a thousand years under Chinese domination, Vietnam's educational system
has inherited many ideologies from its former ruler, especially on schools and their purposes. It
is a common Vietnamese belief that school is the ideal place for their children to learn and
become moral people. As a result, schools in Vietnam are entitled to powerful functions from
providing intellectual knowledge to shaping children’s morality. In most Vietnamese public
classrooms, the Confucian teaching philosophy "first learn the behavior, then the lesson™ is often
hung up on their walls as a daily reminder of the importance of behaving appropriately and living
with a moral compass.

Moral Education at Schools

The idea of developing a strong sense of morality and a righteous way of being a citizen is
infused in the school curriculum, most prominently in the morality subject. At the primary level,
the moral education program emphasizes nurturing personalities, defining appropriate behaviors,
and setting expectations for ethical values. At higher levels, the moral education curriculum
takes on a bigger mission to maintain moral traditions and reinforce socialist citizenship (Duong
& Phan, 2020). The curriculum at the secondary level and the high school level is oriented
towards the socialist philosophy and principles that underscore the love for country, the citizens'
responsibilities in fostering harmony and stability (Doan, 2005). Overall, moral education at
Vietnamese schools is instrumental in delivering the state's expectations of which virtues
children should embrace while reinforcing its controlling roles and orchestrating the right ways
to be a citizen.

At this level, moral education is compulsory for all children who attend public schools.
Thus, the examination of the elementary moral education program offers a lens to understand the
moral expectations exposed to young children. The primary moral education curriculum
encompasses multiple aspects, including character education, personality building, and
citizenship education. Students are introduced to ethical and moral standards, which are
considered age-appropriate and necessary for their personality building. The curriculum
identifies five moral values that primary students should develop, including a love for the nation,
compassion, hardworking, honesty, and responsibility (Ministry of Education and Training,
2017). The goal of being a moral person with all the mentioned virtues is to promote social
harmony, which ensures the nation's stability and social orders.

The Concept of Harmony in the Elementary Moral Education Curriculum

Harmony is a prominent idea in Confucianism that captivates multiple levels of moral
cultivation — at a personal level, in inter-personal interactions, in communal relationships,
between an individual and the world, and between the person and the universe. At the first and
most fundamental level, Confucian teachings emphasize harmony within oneself or the "person-
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making" (zou ren) philosophy (Li, 2006, 2008). A person is responsible for cultivating their
virtues to harmonize their inner mind and interactions with the outer world. Confucianism also
believes that maintaining balance and consonance between one and another creates the ground
for a stable order between the two, thus impacting broader communities such as the nation, the
world, and the universe at large. In essence, harmony is a way of life (Li, 2006; Yao, 2000), a
humanistic approach to engage with other beings and nature and to make judgments with
considerations of the mutual influences of involved elements.

Harmony philosophy is manifested in the structure and the overarching goals of the moral
education curriculum. Structurally, the primary school moral education is organized around five
relational dimensions: the relationship with self; the personal pursuit; the relationship with
others; the relationship with the community, nation, humankind; and the interaction with the
environmental world (Ministry of Education and Training, 2017). These relational dimensions
resonate with the Confucian concept of harmony, which occurs at various levels from within
individuals, pursuits in life, interpersonal, communal, and intrapersonal (Li, 2006). Across the
curriculum, harmony is articulated as a core principle for young people in operating their
relationships — "between students and teachers, children and parents, friends versus friends, the
younger and the older, the individual and the community, the citizen and the nation, and the
human being with the world.” (Ministry of Education and Training, 2017, p.118) In other words,
the elementary moral education curriculum aspires to cultivate a sense of living in harmony for
young children through the teaching of moral lessons.

Research Questions

Schools and the school curriculum are among the first official places for children to be
exposed to social norms such as values and expectations for community members. Harmony, as a
way of life, is among important social norms that children are expected to learn from school. Li
(2013) and other authors (Tu, 1998; Yao, 2000) argued that the concept of harmony in
Confucianism should be understood in all human and social relationships, such as in the family,
at school, or at work. In Vietnam, harmony is manifested in many social aspects, such as family
life and school management (Ha, 2008; Knodel et al., 2005; Schuler et al., 2006; Truong et al.,
2017). For young children, besides the relationships with family, friendship and gender roles in
friendship is also a significant component in shaping their views on social norms and traditions.
Children learn about friendship and the power dynamics in friendships not just through
interactions with their friends but also from school lessons such as the ones taught in moral
education class. Therefore, it is significant to understand the messages about harmony and
gender roles in a friendship that are delivered in the school curriculum.

However, the current body of research on Confucianism and harmony in education does not
provide an understanding of how the concept of harmony is reflected in a particular relationship
such as friendship or how friendship is represented in the curriculum through the lens of
harmony. Research on Confucianism in education in Vietnam has posited that Confucianism in
general and the ideal of harmony in particular is imbued and persists in the education system
(Doan, 2005; Phan et al. 2011; Truong et al., 2017). Those researchers also point out that
harmony can be understood from the representation of gender roles and how they are portrayed
in school curriculum. To better understand how the concept of harmony and gender roles in
friendship are represented in a curricular material and move beyond the familiar relationships in
researching the Confucian ideal of harmony, this research focuses on the visual depiction of
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friendship in a moral lesson from the moral education workbook for Vietnamese first graders
(Luu et al., 2011). Three questions that guide this research include:

1. How often are males and females visually represented?

2. How differently are males and females visually represented?

3. How does visual gender representation reflect the discourse of harmony?

By examining the frequency of female and male depiction and specific ways that both
genders are visualized, this research attempts to uncover the intersection between gender
positioning and the discourse of harmony in friendship. Unlike textbooks in older grades where
texts convey the lesson contents, the first-grade moral education workbook includes mostly
images and minimal textual task instructions. The curriculum, in this case, is embedded in
images that also have their language and carry certain discourses and ideologies (Fairclough,
2001; Van Leeuwen, 2008). In other words, instead of using texts to convey messages, the moral
education workbook for Vietnamese first graders chooses images as the means to deliver moral
discourses.

This paper begins with a literature review of the research on harmony, moral education,
gender roles in Vietnam, and gender positioning and representations in textbooks. The
conceptual framework section justifies and clarifies the use of the framework for analyzing
social actors in visual images by Van Leeuwen (2008). The methodology section provides details
on the researched materials and how the images were analyzed. The findings and discussion
elaborate on the discourse of harmony and gender-based positioning that are manifested in the
textbook illustration. This paper concludes with some reflections on the limitations of the
research and potential implications for the field.

Literature Review

The following section focuses on reviewing research that has been done on the Confucian
concept of harmony, moral education in Vietnam, gender roles in the Vietnamese society, and
gender positioning and representation in textbooks. Despite a strong and growing body of
research on each of the above, there is still a lack of research on their interconnectedness. There
is little known about the manifestation of the concept of harmony in school textbooks and gender
representation in different subjects other than English, history, and children’s literature.
Furthermore, the analysis of the visual representations of male and female characters in the
moral education workbook under the discourses of harmony and gender positioning offers a new
way to think about gender and its connection to broader philosophical grounds.

The Confucian Concept of Harmony

As mentioned elsewhere in this paper, the concept of harmony is likely the most influential
and well-known in Confucius' teachings and the research on Confucianism. Research on the
Confucians has focused on interpreting the meanings of harmony and its manifestations in family
life, business management in Asian countries, and social harmony as an overarching goal for
society management in East Asia, especially in China (Kim & Park, 2003; Li, 2006, 2013; Wang,
2010; Weatherley, 2002; Yao, 2000; Yun, 2013; Zhang et al., 2005; Zhou, 2008). Most research
has underscored significant influences of harmony in intimate relationships such as husband and
wife, interpersonal and hierarchical relationships such as staff and manager, and the societal
workings that prioritize non-confrontational resolutions. However, certain researchers such as
Leung et al. (2002) challenge the dualistic harmony model that associates harmony with cultural
collectivism and conflict avoidance. Instead, they argue that Confucian harmony embraces
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disagreement and open debates. The concept of harmony continues to be analyzed and
understood from different perspectives with renewed and critical interpretations.

Besides the emphasis on explicit relationship, the Confucian concept of harmony also
embraces the yin—yang philosophy, a cosmic hierarchy in which the two elements mutually
complement each other to maintain universal harmony. In ancient Confucian texts such as
Analects and the Mencius, the yin element is not explicitly assigned for the females and the yang
for males (Wang, 2005), and the yin—yang binary is not a gender-specific concept (Rosenlee,
2012). Instead, the yin—yang symbolizes the mutual existence of two dynamics, which are
oppositional and complement each other. Essentially, Confucianism emphasizes the co-existence
and balance of yin—yang elements to sustain a harmonious life.

Despite a substantial body of research on the Confucian ideal of harmony, current research
has failed to pay attention to how it unfolds in friendship, an under-researched topic in textbook
analysis, or how the harmony concept is reflected in the school curriculum. In researching dyads
or more specifically, friendships, most research has been done in the psychological and child
development field (Kim, 2010; Rothbaum et al., 2000; Underwood & Buhrmester, 2007;
Youngblade et al., 1993). However, such research does not refer to harmony as a Confucian
concept or use it as a theoretical framework to explain their findings. With respect to curriculum,
research has limited Confucianism as an umbrella term or cultural heritage which presumably
should influence or has already penetrated the school curriculum ideologies (Leung et al., 2012;
Ngo et al., 2015; Zhang, 2008) yet without a detailed analysis of how it is represented in
particular curriculum materials. For instance, Ngo et al. (2015) explore how the Confucian
ideology and social constructivistism reconcile in primary science education in Vietnam. Leung
et al. (2012) and Zhang (2008) discuss the influence of Confucianism in civic education and the
potentials of a curriculum towards a Confucian vision in Hong Kong and China respectively. The
review of research on the concept of harmony in relationship with friendship and school
curriculum suggests that the further exploration of how the representation of harmony, gender
roles, and friendship intersect in the curriculum will enrich the understanding of Confucian
influences in social relationships and educational contents.

Moral Education in Vietnam

The teaching of morality at Vietnamese primary schools emphasizes individual
responsibilities in maintaining hierarchy, social harmony through appropriate behaviors,
especially in five relationships including children to parents, wives to husbands, subordinate to
master, students to teachers, and siblings to siblings (Burr, 2014; Phan et al., 2011). The
principle of teaching about morality is best reflected in the perception of children's minds.
Vietnamese people tend to believe that children are like a white piece of paper whose minds need
to be written with good moral lessons (Rydstrem, 2001). These beliefs about the roles of moral
education have significantly influenced the teaching methodology for the morality subject at
school. Teachers are seen as adults with more understanding of morality and must represent
themselves as moral models. Students, being passive moral lesson receivers, have little or no
room to reflect on the content being taught to them critically. In other words, the teaching of
morality for primary school students reinforces traditional values and fortifies the emphasis for
social harmony through good manners and ethics.

Recent research on the characteristics of moral education in Vietnam has also shown that
socialist citizenship is also a significant component of the curriculum (Duong & Phan, 2020;
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Morgan, 2005; Nguyen & Mitchell, 2014). Doan (2005) argues that the overstretching of
socialist ideologies in the moral education curriculum has resulted in conflicting discourses
between what is being taught at school and the youth's real life. In other words, the teaching of
socialist ideas at school is contradictory with the contemporary way of life in which people
increasingly embrace individualism and capitalism. While moral teaching at school encourages
"commitment of individuals' to the success to socialism™ (Doan, 2005, p. 461), personal success,
especially in terms of wealth, is the measurement of life achievement for young people by the
contemporary society. Despite the emerging conflicting discourses, the socialist ideals of
collective efforts and progress continue to be pervasive in the curriculum.

Scholars have agreed on the premise that textbooks convey and shape ideological ideas,
values, and beliefs, and that critically examining the texts and images provides insights on what
and how the ideologies and ways of thinking are constructed (Apple, 1992; Luke, 1995; Pinar et
al., 1995). While there has been some research on moral education in Vietnam regarding the
ideals of the program and different ideological underpinnings (Doan, 2005; Ngo, 2019; Pham &
Bui, 2018; Phan et al., 2011), there has not been limited research that critically reviews how the
ideological and philosophical ideas are embedded the school materials. In their chapter, Duong
& Phan (2020) demonstrate an attempt to take a closer look at the ideologies of the moral
education curriculum, but their investigation is limited to the curriculum framework without
referring to specific materials. More research on moral education curriculum and textbook
contents shall enrich the understanding of how different ideologies and values play out in
curricular materials.

Gender Roles in Vietnam

The scholarship on gender roles in contemporary Vietnam has highlighted the influences of
both Confucianism and socialist orientation on the perceptions of men and women (Gammeltoft,
2012; Gates et al. 2014; Santillan et al., 2002). The Confucian views on genders dictate that
women's position is in the house or private sphere, while men are expected to be in public. While
this belief persists in many parts of the country and in public discourses such as commercial
advertisements (Hy, 1989; Knodel et al., 2005; Nguyen, 2016), the socialist framework suggests
new responsibilities for women which move beyond the household boundaries. Research on the
construction of gender shows that the expectations for women in Vietnam have been of high
standards (Leshkowich, 2006; Schuler et al., 2006), especially in the post-socialist era.
Vietnamese women are expected to "Gioi viéc nude, dam viéc nha" [being good at the nation’s
work and managing the housework well]. Meanwhile, masculinity and being the breadwinner are
the two major criteria for a real Vietnamese man.

While recent research has underscored that gender inequality remains a problematic issue in
Vietnamese society (Ha, 2008; Nguyen, 2016; Santillan et al., 2002), there is still a lack of
research that investigates the conjunction between traditional moral values and gender
positioning in the school contexts. Women are portrayed in inferior roles in the public domain
such as in commercial advertisements or perceived in a lower position in the hierachical relations
in the family. For instance, Ha (2008) argues that Viethamese women are silenced and
voluntarily silence themselves to keep family's harmony. Santillan et al. (2002) 's research
suggests the concept of limited equality in which Vietnamese women are entitled to more roles
outside the house, such as working women. However, such entitlement does not necessarily
mean empowerment or equal social recognition in the workplace. Obviously, there have been
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some changes in the way gender roles and gender positioning are perceived in society, yet gender
discrimination continues to persist. Further exploration on how these issues are communicated
with young children via school textbooks opens a venue for a better understanding of how it is
shaped and how to reshape it.

Gender Positioning and Visual Presentations of Gender in textbooks

There has been a wealth of research on gender positioning and representations in textbooks
and curriculum worldwide. Such research has primarily focused on three dimensions: the
inclusion of gender characters, gender positioning, and gender stereotypes (Chrisholm, 2018;
Durrani, 2008). Examinations on the presence of women's images in textbooks in most countries
highlights the marginalization of women and women's achievement (Blumberg, 2007, 2008;
Jones et al., 1997; Law & Chan, 2004; Schocker & Woyshner, 2013; Sleeter & Grant, 2011;
Woyshner & Schocker, 2015). The generic description and illustration tend to represent women
with more affection and a nurturing nature, such as being a nurse, taking care of children in the
house, or being a teacher. Women are also more likely to appear in the private sphere, while men
are present in the public sphere (Deckman et al., 2018; Gouvias & Alexopoulos, 2018; Lee &
Collins, 2008). In their research about gender stereotyping and under-representation of girls and
women in award-winning and popular books, Hamilton et al. (2006) conclude that modern
children’s books continue to portray sexist images of female characters and occupational
stereotypes. Such a growing body of studies on gender positioning and representation in
curricular materials has confirmed persistent discriminatory patterns in depicting genders.

However, the existing body of textbook research has two pertaining limitations: the kinds of
researched textbooks and sustaining the progress in curriculum improvements. Gender
representations in textbooks has been researched in limited subject areas, such as in language
textbooks (Barton & Sakwa, 2012; Jones et al. 1997; Lee & Collins, 2009; Yang, 2016), history
textbooks (Clark et al., 2005; Commeyras, 1996; Osler, 1994; Schocker & Woyshner, 2013), and
children's literature books (Gooden & Gooden, 2001; Grauerholz & Pescosolido, 1989; Marshall,
2004). There is still an array of other school subjects, which are under-researched, including
moral education textbooks in countries where moral education exists. Besides, measuring the
impacts or changes inspired by the textbook research has been minimal. For example, Clark et al.
(2005) and Woyshner & Schocker (2015) agree that women are shown in a broader range of
roles, yet such improvement is fragmented and lacks a strong grounded movement for structural
changes. These peripheral signs of progress suggest that the work towards gender equality in
education has generated certain impacts. That said, this work needs to expand its breadth to
different subjects and its depth in reshaping the discourses of gender in curricular materials.

Conceptual Framework

Van Leeuwen (2008) 's social actor framework for analyzing social actors in visual
representations reveals the connotations and discourses, including the messages about gender
roles in friendships and the discourse of harmony cloaked under visual images. The social actor
framework in visual analysis aims at answering two co-present questions "How are the people in
the picture represented?" and "How is the viewer's relation to the people in the picture
represented?” (Van Leeuwen, 2008, pp. 141-142) The analysis of roles and power dynamics in
the images and the relation with viewers reveals each social actors' positioning and potentially
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their representation in larger society. Individuals' roles and expected agency are critical in the
concept of harmony which places strong emphasis on personal responsibility in maintaining
social balance.

With respect to the first research question regarding the frequency of gender portrait, the
social actor framework offers an explanation for the inclusion and exclusion of a social group by
examining how frequently they are portrayed in images. How often a group or individuals are
illustrated in images directly refers to whether the existence of the group is acknowledged or not
(Van Leeuwen, 2008). Apple & Christian-Smith (2017) share the same argument that the
representation of different groups in textbooks matters. The frequency and space dedicated to
specific groups gestures towards their assumed significance. To put it simply, the extent to which
a social group of people is represented provides an indicator for interpreting the perception about
that group's status in society.

The second dimension in Van Leeuwen's framework (2008) focuses on social actors' roles
in the illustrations which often signify the roles in the broader social contexts. Depending on
whether actors are involved in an action or not, the actors can play the role of "either agents — the
doer of the action, or patients - the person to whom the action is done" (p.142). However, having
the agency in a conversation does not guarantee the equal distribution of power among
participants. Fairclough (2001) suggests that the choice of words "depends on and helps create
social relationships between participants” (p.116), and words themselves carry different
expressive values. In visual images, particular ways of depicting actions or agency, agents, and
patients also signify the power distribution among actors. Social actors' roles in visual
representation can be understood through social relationships between participants and the
depicted action's expressive values. This lens of analysis offers insights into how differently boys
and girls are presented in the pictures and helps to explain how the different ways of depicting
actions carries implicit messages about gender roles and expectations.

Van Leeuwen (2008) posits that the depiction of people in groups diminishes individual
distinction and, at the same time, indicates that "they are all the same™ (p.114). The portrayal of
people in individuals or groups with specific or generic features indicates the assumptions or
stereotypes about them. The illustration of generic or specific features of actors serves to
underscore their uniqueness or the sameness. For example, in certain images, individuals are
portrayed with direct eye contact and at the same eye level with the viewers who are looking at
the images. In that case, it indicates that the suggested power between the depicted actor and the
viewers are equal. In other cases, if the illustrated actors do not face the viewers or they are
depicted as a group, it points to their sameness and insignificance.

Images also carry certain types of social sorting, which subsequently reinforce the
stereotypes, often about gender, ethnicity, and race. There are two categorization types in the
social actor framework: cultural categorization and biological categorization (Van Leeuwen,
2008). The cultural categorization is expressed through the illustration of appearance and
costumes. The biological classification emphasizes and exaggerates the biological traits of a
group of people. It should be noted that the two categorizations can imply either negative or
positive sociocultural values. For example, in the analysis of Hong Kong's primary English
textbook, Yang (2016) finds out that women are often portrayed as having longer hair and
wearing dresses more often than pants. This dimension implies the cultural and biological
elements presented in the images.

Methodology
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The fourth lesson titled "You and friends" in the first-grade moral education workbook is
selected as a unit of analysis for this research (Luu et al., 2011, pp.31-32). On the one hand, unit
four is representative of the moral education curriculum in terms of emphasizing moral teachings
via visual images. First, as a compulsory part of the moral education curriculum for public
elementary students, this lesson offers a vignette on a particular way that different discourses,
values, and beliefs are infused into the curriculum. The moral lessons about how to behave with
peers and assumptions of different roles in the relationship are conveyed through the way
characters are illustrated. Second, while images are often seen as decorative or supplemental in
older grades, the illustrations in this unit are the core content of the lesson for first graders. The
lesson consists mainly of images and one line of task instruction which can be read by teachers
or students. Lastly, since this lesson focuses on depicting friendship, the discourse of harmony
imbued in these images is understood exclusively in the light of friend to friend relationships.

This lesson consists of four tasks, eleven images, and one or two simple instruction
sentences for each task. In the first task, students are required to look at a picture of children
giving flowers and play the game giving flowers. The next task presents a set of four images and
asks learners to describe what the children in the pictures are doing. The third exercise shows a
collection of six photographs and asks learners to make judgments on the appropriateness of the
depicted actions. The last activity requires learners to draw a picture of their friend(s). All the
instructions in this lesson are written in one or two simple sentences and gives straightforward
guidance on what children should do with the images.

This research attends to the eleven illustrated images which revolve around the friendship
theme. The researcher first counted the occurrences of images that depicted boys and girls. The
frequency of depiction gestures to different levels of inclusion or exclusion of social actors (Van
Leeuwen, 2008). Following that, the researcher analyzed the specific ways that social actors are
depicted including the roles, the types of illustration, and the connoted cultural biological
classifications. This layer of analysis unearths the implicit messages that are imbued in the
pictures. Lastly, the researcher examines the analytical findings from a Confucian harmony
perspective and identifies its presence and influence in the illustrated images.

Findings and Discussion
The Ideal of Yin-Yang Balance and Gender Binary

Numerically, the inclusion or exclusion of a group or specific gender can be seen from the
frequency of each group's appearance in pictures. In this study, the tallies for the number of male
and female representations in the lesson show an equal ratio of 1:1. There are 23 occurrences that
male and female characters are depicted in the pictures. The equal frequency of depiction of both
genders confirms a numerical balance in the inclusion of male and female characters in this
lesson. This equal portion is different from other research on gender representations in textbooks,
which consistently reports a significantly higher proportion of images of males than those of
females (Blumberg, 2008; Clark et al., 2005; Islam & Asadullah, 2018; Jannati, 2015; Osler,
1994; Yang, 2011).

While the findings of the numerically equal representation of both genders seem to be
inconsistent with findings from other research on gender-based discrimination, the Confucian
perspective of harmony can justify this finding. The yin—yang balance concept helps explain the
equal representation of male and female characters in the Vietnamese primary moral education
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workbook. The binary male-female is a pragmatic rendering of the yin—yang relation. Women
and men represent two cosmic forces, which are inter-connected and assigned with specific roles
(Chan, 2000). The inter-connectedness suggests that a balance between the two genders is
essential to maintain harmony. Confucianism believes that harmony comes from a thoughtful
and equal distribution of opposing elements and of all elements in the universe. As the
Vietnamese moral education curriculum, especially at the primary level, is structurally and
ideologically influenced by Confucianism, the balanced representation of both genders reflects
such influence.

Gender Agency and Gender Assigned Roles

Despite an equal number of boys' and girls’ appearances in images, the depiction of social
actors reveals the imbalance in agency distribution. In analyzing images, Van Leeuwen (2008)
refers to agency as the power to carry active actions, which is opposite to the passiveness of
patients who are mostly in the positions of either being inactive or responding to others' actions.
Overall, there are more depictions of male characters having agency. Females are more often
illustrated in passive roles that respond to the actions initiated by males. For example, in the
image of two characters reading together, the boy holds the book while the girl is sitting still in a
listening posture. In the interactions between two people of the same gender, girls demonstrate
gentle and friendly behaviors like playing jumping ropes together. Interaction among boys is
portrayed in either aggressive or undesirable states, such as fighting against each other. The
representations of the male and female genders implicate the power of agency and behavioral
expectations in relationships.

The characterization of males with more agency than females is often understood in the light
of gender discrimination. Research has affirmed gender-biased prevalence in school textbooks
(Blumberg, 2008; Lee, 2018; Osler, 1994; Parker et al., 2017; Woyshner & Schocker, 2015;
Yang, 2016). Women are more likely to play supportive roles such as helping others instead of
initiating actions or conducting indoor activities (Baldwin & Baldwin, 1992; Behnke, 2018;
Hamilton et al., 2006; Jabeen et al., 2014). This generic and stereotyped portrayal of genders is
the product of gender bias and discrimination, which run deep in many societies worldwide.

The imbalance of power distribution between male and female characters can also be
analyzed under the framework of Confucian harmony. In essence, the moral education workbook
illustrations echo the long-rooted Confucian traditions in the Vietnamese culture. The principles
that configure social harmony underscore individuals' acknowledgment and compliance to
Confucius's teachings. Accordingly, women and men must fulfill their responsibilities to comply
with the universal operational philosophy taught in Confucian writings. For women, those
responsibilities include supporting men and accepting the hierarchical relationship in which their
stance is inferior (Yun, 2013). Notoriously, such requirements of harmony often directly connote
sexism and gender oppression (Baldwin & Baldwin, 1992; Gouvias & Alexopoulos, 2018;
Hamilton et al., 2006). The portrayal of female characters in this Vietnamese moral education
lesson perfectly resonates with the ideas of women's positions and obligations to cultivate social
harmony.

Men and women living in a Confucianism-influenced society are also expected to
demonstrate particular traits to be considered a moral person. The visual images in the moral
education workbook implicitly define the righteous behaviors for young children. For example,
in the relationship between two boys, the boys demonstrate their masculinity through the act of



Dang — Representing Gender Roles

fighting and hitting each other. Meanwhile, the relationship between the two girls exhibits
cooperation and compassion. Such depictions of women's traits align with the expected
Confucian feminine virtues "desirable from the male point of view, such as quietness, obedience,
good manners" (Gao, 2003, p.115). These characteristics are still the criteria for what it means to
be women in modern-day Vietnam (Grosse, 2015; Schuler et al., 2006). The visualization of
advised behaviors for boys and girls in a friendship signifies one of the ways to attain harmony —
through compromises and humility. Furthermore, it is often women who are expected to accept
compromises and show their humility. This places a burden on women impeding the process of
empowering women and achieving gender equity in Vietnamese society.

Cultural Categorization and The Rigidity of Harmony

The explicit depiction of the characters' appearance, such as clothes and hairstyles, carries
implicit cultural categorization or in other words, the assumed cultural norms for each social
group. Van Leeuwen (2008) suggests that the selection of cultural elements in the visual images
might indicate social groups' homogenization. In this workbook lesson, most girls are wearing
skirts and tied hair or ponytails. Boys have short hair and are wearing either short or long pants.
When girls are wearing pants, their faces are hidden or not highly visible. The physical
appearances of males and females are homogenized.

The unified and consistent way of depicting genders in this lesson has several ramifications.
First, the homogenic visualization of each gender reinforces the gender stereotypes, with respect
to the right way of being boys and being girls. Across these images, girls should wear certain
hairstyles and clothes if they are showing their face in the picture. If girls wear pants, they are
not directly visible to viewers. In other words, the unwanted way of being is not appreciated and
not to be displayed clearly. Secondly, the homogeneity of illustrating genders also suggests a
notion of uniformity and conformity. The socialist discourse legitimates uniformity and
conformity as the requisite to attain social stability (Doan, 2005; Duong & Phan, 2020). Such
ideology is reflected in multiple layers of the education system, such as in the centralized
management method, a set of textbooks for public students, and in the content of a single lesson
as in this example. Overall, the representation of gender in this lesson connotes the rigidity of the
views toward genders and the social expectations for each gender.

This rigid perspective on both genders' expressions is a profound indicator of the influences
of the Confucian concept of harmony. While Confucianism embraces the fluidity and reciprocity
in formulating harmonious relationships, the philosophy also emphasizes imposing its sets of
rules and conformity in implementing them (Li, 2006). In the friendship lesson, first graders are
introduced to a set of rules to play their gender roles in appropriate ways. The rules are
prescriptions for how to act and dress like a girl or a boy. The tacit understanding is that with
conformity to prescribed tasks, each person is doing their part to ensure harmony in the society.
Furthermore, as these images are situated in the moral education workbook, harmony acts as an
overarching goal and a reason to justify the rigidity in defining a moral person. The stark
contradictions between the aspiration for a harmonious society and the reinforcement of
compliance with unbending rules of harmony are condensed in this lesson about friendship.

Conclusions
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This paper has explored the gender visual representations in a moral lesson by using the
social actor relationship framework and explaining the analysis results in the light of the
Confucian concept of harmony. In terms of the inclusion and exclusion of social groups, this
research finds an equal number of male and female characters portrayed in the lesson. While this
result sounds unrealistic, especially in consideration of the continuity of gender discrimination in
Vietnam and other parts of the world, it can be explained by the yin—yang balance concept. The
yin—yang philosophy prioritizes an equal distribution of oppositional elements to maintain
harmony.

Expected gender roles, agency, and implicit cultural categorization is analyzed by the social
actor framework and then situated in relation to the harmony concept. The prescribed roles
attribute male characters with more activeness and power while attaching more passive and
compromising traits to female characters. The bias in ascribing more powerful roles to male
characters can be understood from a gender-biased view and from a harmony attainment
perspective. This study has highlighted the rigid ways in which harmony is presented in the
workbook's images. The moral textbook implicitly prescribes roles for boys and girls and
conveys the message of conformity and compliance. Being aware of one's roles and complying
with the rules are stepping-stones to becoming a moral person. As a result, moral people can
achieve harmony in relationships including friendship.

There are some limitations of this research that may affect its results. Firstly, while this
single lesson can offer a focused view on friendship, it is not an exhaustive representation of the
curriculum. In order to make a broader claim on the influence of the concept of harmony in the
entire curriculum, further research can investigate a broader range of units in this workbook and
potentially a complete collection of moral education workbooks and textbooks for Vietnamese
primary school students. Secondly, this study looks exclusively at images, which is highly
focused, yet potentially loses sight of the texts' discourses. In this lesson, most texts only include
short and simple task instructions as they are written for first graders. In larger scales, research
can look at both texts and images in the textbook to enrich the data and draw a more
comprehensive conclusion on the discourses that are embedded in textbooks. Lastly, this
research has only covered how gender representation and the discourse of harmony are
interweaved in friendship. More research can delve into how other important issues such as
ethnicity and class are introduced and presented in the curriculum. A longer list of relationships
such as husband-wife, student-teacher, and parent-child will yield richer understandings of how
harmony manifests in inter-personal relationships.

In conclusion, despite the limited scope of the analysis, this research has several
implications. The investigation of how the discourses of harmony and gender roles are
constructed through visual images provides significant understandings of the kind of morality
that is taught. This research offers new insights and perspectives for Vietnamese educators who
are working on renovating the curriculum, especially in their effort to transform the moral
education curriculum towards being more critical and inclusive (Ngo, 2019; Pham & Bui, 2018).
In a broader context, the research contributes to enriching the current scholarship on moral
education and the influences of historical and cultural heritage on the contemporary curriculum.
This research approach, which attends to analyzing a specific curriculum, challenges the tradition
in researching Confucianism that often claims the Confucian influences in education but
provides insufficient practical evidence such as in curricular materials. Finally, this study adds to
the list of researched subjects and opens another pathway for textbook research.
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