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Gate in the citadel, Imperial City, Hue

Chapter 1 | Viethamese Cultural Orientation

Profile

Introduction

Squeezed between the South China Sea to the east and Laos and Cambodia to the
west, the Socialist Republic of Vietnam is a narrow, S-shaped country with more than
1,000 years of recorded history. It is a one-party communist state with an increasingly
capitalistic economy that is one of Southeast Asia’s fastest-growing. In the Western
world, Vietnam is often associated with the two decades of war in which the northern
communists fought against U.S.-backed South Vietnam. This conflict came on the heels
of the French Indochina War (1946-1954) when the Viet Mihn fought for independence
from France, resulting in the partitioning of Vietnam into North and South. In 1975,
Vietnam became a unified country once more." ?
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An estimated 96 million people live

in Vietnam today, making it the 14th

most populous country in the world.? *

Agriculture remains a key part of the

economy—64% of Viethamese live in rural

areas.> ¢ There are 54 different ethnic

groups in the country, though the vast

majority of the population are ethnic

Kinh, who speak Vietnamese. English is

increasingly used as a second language,

and French, Khmer, Chinese, and various Vietnam and its neighbors
highlander languages are also spoken.’

Because Vietnam is a communist country, the majority of Vietnamese do not profess
a particular belief; approximately 9% percent are Buddhist.® The country is relatively
young, with 70% of the population under age 35.%

Geographic Divisions

Vietnam is a country of densely forested
highlands, hills, and tropical lowlands."
Ranked the 16th most biodiverse country
in the world, mammals such as elephants,
tigers, and monkeys live in its dense
forests.’”? Vietnam stretches 1,650 km
(1,025 mi), from the southern boundary of
China southward to the Gulf of Thailand,
making it slightly larger than the U.S.
state of New Mexico."” At its widest, the
country is 500 km (311 mi), narrowing to Mount Fansipan from the town of Sapa
just 50 km (31 mi) in the central Quang
Binh Province.™

Vietnam’s long coastline stretches 3,260 km (2,025 mi), and its territorial waters
include numerous islands and archipelagoes.' About 80% of the country is mountainous,
with the Truong Son Range (Annamite Cordillera Range) dominating the interior and
forming Vietnam’s boundary with Laos. At either end of the country are two extensive
deltas created by the Red River in the north and the Mekong River in the south.® "7
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Northern Highlands

The highlands and mountain plateaus
in the north and northwest make up
the Northern Highlands. Much of the
northwest lies at altitudes greater than
2,000 m (6,600 ft). Popularly known as
the “Roof of Indochina,” the Hoang Lien
Mountains are home to Mount Fansipan,
Vietnam’s highest mountain at 3,143 m
(10,312 ft)."® The northwestern highlands
is also famous for the historic site of the
Battle of Dien Bien Phu, the decisive
engagement of the First Indochina War
(1946-1954). 20

Lao Cai Province, northwest Vietnam

The Hoang Lien Mountains support over 30 tribal groups, including the Hmong, Dao,
Kinh, Tay, Giay, Hoa, and Xa Pho.? Many tribal groups are highly dependent on forest
resources for their livelihood. These tribes, who began to migrate into the area from
China centuries ago, rely on slash-and-burn farming and hunting. Recent migrations
to the Northern Highlands have primarily been to develop the tourist industry in the

resort town of Sapa, accessible by road and rail.? > 24

Red River Valley

Bordered by the Hoang Lien Mountains
and rice-terraced hills, the Red River
Valley cuts a deep swathe across northern
Vietnam—from its border with China
to the Red River Delta and the Gulf of
Tonkin.?* The Red River Delta, or Northern
Plain (Bac Bo), makes up a large part of
northern Vietnam. It is roughly triangular,
covering approximately 7,000 sq km
(2,700 sq mi), with Hanoi at its core.
The delta extends inland 150 km (93 mi)
and runs 80 km (50 mi) along the Gulf of

Tam Coc, Ninh Binh, north Vietnam

Tonkin. Haiphong, the principal northern port, is on an arm of the delta.?® The Red
River Delta is subject to frequent flooding by unusually high tides, especially in the
low-lying eastern portions, which are less than 2 m (7 ft) above sea level.?
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Formed by alluvial deposits carried from the Red and Thai Binh rivers, the Red River
Delta is densely populated and farmed extensively. The junction of the two rivers
is the ancestral home of the Kinh (Viet), or ethnic Viethamese. They developed an
agricultural economy based on wet-rice cultivation, which relied on a sophisticated
system of water control. Before 1975, the Red River Delta accounted for almost 70% of
northern Vietnam'’s agriculture and 80% of its industry.?® Today, the delta is the area’s
rice bowl.?

A group of around 3,000 islets in the Gulf of Tonkin belongs to Vietham, including Ha
Long Bay, Bai Tu Long Bay, Cat Hai, Cat Ba, and Bach Long Vi. In the South China Sea
lie the contested Paracel Islands (Hoang Sa Archipelago) and Spratly Islands(Truong Sa
Archipelago). These are claimed in part or whole by several countries in the region,
including Vietham.?3°

Central Coast Lowlands

The narrow, flat Central Coast Lowlands
extend south of the Red River Delta to
the northern edge of the Mekong Delta.
The Truong Son Range rises sharply
above the coast, jutting into the sea
in several places. The coastal strip is
densely populated and fertile, and rice is
cultivated intensively.*

The Central Coast Lowlands are less
susceptible to flooding than the deltas,
thus providing a more stable livelihood to
residents who farm and fish. Proximity to sand beaches has made tourism an important
component of the local economy for many coastal lowland communities.

Tien Sa Beach, Da Nang

Central Highlands

Within southern Vietnam, a series of upland plateaus—the Central Highlands (Tay
Nguyen)—span approximately 51,800 sq km (20,000 sq mi). Here, plantation agriculture
and hill farms are interspersed with rugged mountain peaks and extensive bamboo
and tropical forests. To the east, branches of the Truong Son Range jut east toward
the sea, creating a natural border through the middle of the country.® The Central
Highlands accounts for 16% of Vietnam’s arable land and 22% of its total forested
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Hai Van Pass, Da Nang

land.?** Under French colonial rule, the
highly forested area was developed for
cash-crop agriculture. The area devoted
to coffee, tea, and rubber plantations
expanded after independence. In
this sparsely inhabited region, the
long-standing residents, a group of ethnic
tribal minorities collectively referred
to as Montagnards, were joined by
Viethamese settlers. This led to violent
land disputes over the years.3 36 37

Before 1975, North Vietnam considered the Central Highlands and the Truong Son
Range of paramount strategic importance—essential for the North’s domination
of not only South Vietnam but also of southern Indochina (today’s Cambodia,
Vietnam, and Laos).*® The main arteries of these mountains run north-south along
Vietnam’s border with Laos and Cambodia, where heights can reach 3,048 m
(10,000 ft).* Here, the intricate network of footpaths, trails, and unmarked
dirt roads, known collectively as the Ho Chi Minh Trail, served as supply routes during the
Vietnam War.“> 4 A main artery of these trails is now the Ho Chi Minh Highway,
connecting northern and southern Vietnam.#

Mekong Delta

Mekong Delta, Tien Giang Province

The Mekong Delta is the world’s
third-largest delta, covering 60,000 sq km
(23,000 sq mi). This low-level marshy
plain is sustained by nine branches of the
Mekong River. It was originally part of
Cambodia, and an ethnic Khmer Krom
minority remains. The Mekong River is
the economic backbone of the Mekong
Delta, where sometimes the only access
to towns and villages is by ferry through
a maze of waterways. Houses are built
on stilts to withstand the monsoon rains.

Flooding caused by the rains submerges much of the delta. The sediment carried by
the water renders the soil rich with nutrients.* 45 4
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The Mekong Delta accounts for 12% of Vietham’s surface area yet provides most of the
country’s fish and fruit. About 13,400 sq km (5,200 sq mi) is used to cultivate 90% of
Vietnam’s rice, making the area one of the largest rice-growing regions of the world.#
An estimated 18-19 million Vietnamese people fish and farm in the Mekong Delta.*

The viability of the Mekong Delta is under threat from climate change and upstream
activities. In countries such as China and Laos, the construction of numerous hydropower
plants, sand mining, and other projects on the Mekong are reducing sediment flows,
impoverishing the soil and water of the delta downstream, and eroding its shoreline.*
Encroaching salt water, caused by rising levels of the South China Sea, is reducing the
area of farmable land and turning delta water brackish. Scientists estimate that erosion
and rising seawater will cause the delta to shrink by 30% in the next 20 years; by the
end of the century, it may disappear altogether.>' 2

The southern tip of the Mekong Delta, known as the Ca Mau Peninsula (Mui Bai Bung),
is covered by dense jungle and mangrove swamps.>? To the west and the southwest of
the delta, in the Gulf of Thailand, there are several groups of islands including Con
Son, Phu Quoc, and Tho Chu.*

Southeast

Lying between the Central Highlands,
Central Coast Lowlands, and Mekong
Delta, the Southeast (Dong Nam Bo) is
the most economically developed region
in Vietnam. It stretches 23,564 sq km
(9,098 sq mi) across five provinces and
is dominated by Ho Chi Minh City, the
economic center of Vietnam, which
covers about 2,061 sq km (796 sq mi).>
The region is relatively flat, with hills and
forests near the highlands and numerous
lakes and rivers, of which the Saigon River
is the largest. The area includes the Kalon Song Mao Nature Reserve and the Cat Tien
National Park, a 72,000-hectare (177,915-acre) park. There is an even mix of industry
(petroleum and light industry) and agriculture (aquaculture, livestock, cashew, nuts,
rubber) in the Southeast.* Tay Ninh Province, a former Khmer Krom territory, is the
birthplace of the Cao Dai religion.>” 58

Cat Tien National Park, Dong Nai Province
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Climate

Vietnam lies in the tropical belt between
the equator and the Tropic of Cancer.
Seasonal changes are mainly variations
in rainfall. Any seasonal difference in
temperature is most noticeable in the
North. Vietham’s weather is dictated by
cyclical monsoons (gio mua). There are
approximately 100 days of rain a year,
with the average annual rainfall being
150-200 cm (59-79 in). In the South China
Sea region, up to 12 tropical cyclones,
or typhoons, occur annually. As a result, Cat Ba Island, Haiphong
water-induced destruction is the main
form of natural disaster in this region.>: ¢

The country’s two climatic regions are separated by the Truong Son Range. In the north,
the rainy season runs mid-April to mid-October; in the mountains, annual rainfall may
exceed 406 cm (160 in). Daily temperatures fluctuate considerably in the Red River
Delta region; around the capital of Hanoi, temperatures may drop to 5° C (41° F) in the
dry season and average 30° C (86 F) in the wet season.¢" ¢

The south enjoys a moderate tropical climate; temperatures in Ho Chi Minh City are
18-33° C (64-91° F) throughout the year. Temperatures in the Central Highlands are
cooler and less humid, ranging from about 17° C (63° F) in winter to 20° C (68° F) in
summer. The typhoon season lasts from July through November, with the most severe
storms occurring along the central coast. Typhoons frequently lead to destructive
flooding, crop damage, and loss of life.¢ ¢4

Bodies of Water

Mekong River

With headwaters in Tibet, the Mekong (Cuu Long) River is the 10th-largest river in
the world, emptying into the South China Sea (East Sea) from Vietnam.® It flows
through China (where it is called the Lancang), Burma, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and
Vietnam, where it branches into multiple waterways. Along its 4,350 km (2,703 mi),
the Mekong nourishes rice fields and supports as many as 60 million people.¢ Floating
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markets in the Mekong Delta, such as Cai
Rang, are a common sight.¢ ¢

Second only to the Amazon River
region, the Mekong River basin is the
world’s second-richest river basin for
biodiversity.®® The river provides 60%
of Vietnam’s seafood.” But all of the
countries along the Mekong, including
Vietnam, are interested in exploiting the
river’s hydroelectric power potential.”
By 2030, 70 dams could be operational.”*Though there is some coordination between
governments, these projects threaten the river’s ability to sustain not only human
communities dependent on the monsoonal cycle of water delivery, but the region’s
biodiversity as well.? 7576

Cai Be Floating Market, Tien Giang Province

Red River

The headwaters of the Red (Hong) River

lie in China’s Yunnan Province. After

entering Vietnam, the river is joined by

several tributaries. It forms a vast delta

before emptying into the Gulf of Tonkin

after a 1,200-km (750-mi) journey. In

the Delta, the water level undergoes

dramatic changes between the dry and

rainy seasons. This change is attributed to

mountain origins coupled with Vietnam’s

monsoon climate that sometimes results Flooding, Red River Delta
in very violent floods that destroy

communities and croplands. The flooding season occurs from June to November in the
upstream region, and June to October in the downstream area.”

Huong River

While central Vietnam lacks a dominant river, there are numerous smaller ones
including the Huong (meaning “perfume”), which is fed by two separate rivers in the
Truong Son Range. Only 30 km (19 mi) long, the river has historic significance because
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a series of imperial tombs line its banks. Popular with domestic and international
tourists, the Huong River is also a lively site of local commerce.? 7

Major Cities

Ho Chi Minh City

Modern and dynamic, Ho Chi Minh City is
widely referred to by the Vietnamese as
Saigon, the city’s pre-1975 name and the
name of its District 1 commercial center.®
First named Prey Nokor, Ho Chi Minh City
was part of Cambodia before it became
part of Vietnam in the 17th century. The
city was captured by the French in 1861,
and French influence is visible throughout
the city—from the Notre-Dame Cathedral
Basilica to the vibrant coffee culture.®
As the country’s largest city, Ho Chi Minh
City is a bustling business center and port. Commerce was briefly disrupted after the
country was reunified in 1975, but it has again become a modern boomtown. At a
mere 19 m (62 ft) above sea level, the area is particularly vulnerable to flooding.®

Ho Chi Minh City

Saigon was the capital of Cochinchina—the southern region of Vietham during the
French colonial period—and the capital of the American-backed Republic of Vietham
(1955-1975).% Flanked by the Saigon River, this former southern government seat was
at war with the Hanoi-based government throughout most of its existence. The city’s
population swelled to 4 million during the latter years of the conflict as villagers sought
safety from the bombings. In 1975, the cessation of hostilities and commencement
of reunification allowed some of the displaced to return to their villages. The new
government, which nationalized the economy, took measures to further reduce
Ho Chi Minh City’s population. Urban jobs were in short supply, resulting in resettlement
programs to new economic zones.%

The economic reforms introduced in 1986, referred to as “renovation” (doi moi),
created a bustling commercial metropolis with a flourishing private sector.® Migrants
are again flocking to Ho Chi Minh City in search of opportunity, and the burgeoning
population (estimated at over 8 million in 2017) is putting pressure on the city’s
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infrastructure.® ® ® This has not slowed growth in suburban districts, which are, in
reality, squatter settlements.®® %' %2

Hanoi

Hanoi, the capital of Vietnam, lies in
what is considered the birthplace of
Vietnamese culture. In 2010, Hanoi
celebrated its millennium, making it
one of the oldest capitals in Southeast
Asia.” It became the capital of Vietnam
under the first emperor of the Ly Dynasty
(1009-1225 CE), who named it Thang
Long (Rising Dragon). The capital was
moved to Saigon and Hue for shorter
periods; in 1976, Hanoi became the
capital of the unified Socialist Republic of
Vietnam.* Prior to southward migration,
Hanoi was the country’s commercial
and manufacturing hub. The name
Hanoi means “inside the river bend,”
reflecting the city’s prominent location
between multiple waterways. While this
placement naturally constrained growth,
it also made the city more defensible.? %

Cityscape, Hanoi

Hanoi has evolved from post-war
devastation into a sophisticated city with
high-rises and world-class art. Today, the
city of 7 million people is regarded as one of the most beautiful cities in Asia.®” Hanoi’s
St. Joseph’s Cathedral, the Hotel Metropole, and the Hanoi Opera House, modeled after
Opéra Garnier in Paris, are among the many examples of French colonial architecture
in Vietnam.® %1% The city is dotted with landmarks commemorating the defeat of the
Chinese, who occupied Vietnam for 1,000 years before making it a vassal state. Hanoi
contains more than 1,000 historic buildings, including 676 pagodas and 261 temples
that reflect the importance of Buddhism in imperial history.

Shops line the streets, Old Quarter, Hanoi
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Following the Chinese model, Hanoi developed as a guild city comprised of neighborhoods
(phuong) that each specialized in one product. This heritage remains evident in the
Old Quarter, where businesses are organized by commercial specialization (hang). The
silk shops of Hang Dao Street, for example, sell silk fabric and garments procured from
villages that specialize in silk production. These business relationships may span several
generations of shop ownership. % 103

Haiphong

Haiphong has been northern Vietnam’s
principal port since 1874. During French
colonial rule, it became the site of heavy
industry powered by locally mined coal.
In addition, it was the southeastern
terminus of the rail line coming through
Kunming (in southwestern China) and
Hanoi to the Gulf of Tonkin, where goods
could be transported via water.'% 10
The French bombed the port in 1946,
Dinh Vu Port, Haiphong setting off the First Indochina War. ¢ 107
Later, during the Vietham War, Haiphong
was heavily bombed to disrupt supply lines of munitions and materials sent by the
Soviet Union and China for the communist cause.® 10

Today, Haiphong is a city of 1.9 million people and serves as an industrial hub and
Vietnam’s leading ship-building center. Although the city is dominated by industry, it
has a laid-back air and a strong café culture. Known as “The City of Flame Flowers,”
many of its boulevards are lined with flame flower trees and graceful colonial-era
buildings. It is a popular hub for tourists traveling to nearby Halong Bay, Cat Ba Island,
and other smaller islands in the vicinity. o 1"

Da Nang

Da Nang is a major port and central Vietnam’s largest city. Known during French
colonial rule as Tourane, Da Nang became an important port during the 19th century.'"?
In 1965, as American involvement in Vietnam escalated, U.S. combat troops landed in
Da Nang. During the war, a large American airbase near the city stored dioxin, used to
make the chemical defoliant Agent Orange.
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Though the pace of life is slower than in Hanoi or
Ho Chi Minh City, Da Nang today is a thriving and
fast-growing seaport city of 753,000 people and the
heart of Vietnam’s high-tech boom."* "' Government
and private investment over the last decade have
financed a modern airport and highway system,
with improvements in public transportation and
water quality. Da Nang Hi-Tech Park is home to a
growing number of international IT and software
companies and hardware manufacturers. Tourism
is increasing, with new hotel developments and
contemporary bridges, including the fire-breathing
Dragon Bridge and the Golden Bridge.'"> Beaches like
Non Nuoc Beach, called China Beach by American
troops during the Vietnam War, are popular
tourist destinations.'"

Hue

Hue lies on the banks of the Huong River
in central Vietnam, just a few miles
inland from the South China Sea. By the
early 19th century Hue was the center
of scholarship and debate in Vietnam,
having already served as the political
center of the country for 200 years. As
the capital of Vietnam’s last dynasty, the
House of Nguyen, Hue houses the royal
tombs of the Nguyen monarchs, and shows
impressive architecture, such as the
Imperial City."” Under French authority,
the monarchy was abolished in 1945 and
Hue became a provincial center.® 11

Golden Bridge, Ba Na Hills, Da Nang

Tomb of Ming Mang, the second Nguyen ruler, Hue

In 1954, the Geneva Accords divided Vietham into a communist-governed North and
a non-communist South. Hue was a mere 88 km (55 mi) from the line of demarcation

in the demilitarized zone (DMZ). It became the site

of the bloodiest engagement of

the 1968 Tet Offensive, during which the communists captured control of Hue and
held it for 3 weeks. The city was reduced to rubble under intense fighting. Rebuilt
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after the war, the city now has a population of 300,000. Its cultural relics play a role
in Vietnamese national identity, while its international tourist appeal relies on its
proximity to the former DMZ. 2 2

History

Introduction

Vietnam has a long history as a settled
civilization with a complex network
of Chinese, Cambodian, and French
roots. Forced Chinese integration and
assimilation dates to the second century
BCE. The Chinese tributary state system
subjugated neighboring countries through
numerous successive dynasties. Thus,
most of Vietnam’s history has been
consumed with the struggle to carve out
a sphere independent of China. Once
self-governance was achieved, however,
the basic Chinese imperial administrative structure was replicated since there was no
clear alternative.'?? 123

Mausoleum of King Ngo Quyen, Hanoi

After absorbing parts of the ancient Cham and Khmer Krom empires, Vietnam struggled
to maintain its territorial unity in the face of civil strife and, eventually, foreign
domination. While French colonial rule was brief by historical standards, it changed
the course of Viethamese history. Not only did it provide exposure to communism and
other Western ideas, the establishment of a communist government in the North also
made Vietnam a central front of the Cold War that left the country divided and at
war for two decades. Since reunification in 1975, Vietnam has evolved into a socialist
market economy.'?

Early History

In 208 BCE, the Vietnamese kingdom of An Lac was conquered by a southern Chinese
kingdom known as Nan Yueh in Chinese and Nam Viet in Viethamese. The Red River
Delta became a colonial province of China, although initially this had a limited effect
on daily life and local leadership. As Chinese administrators became more numerous,
their demands for conformity multiplied and sparked revolts, including one led by
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the Trung sisters. They became immortalized in story and legend for choosing suicide
rather than life under Chinese rule. '/

After the fall of the Tang Dynasty, China entered a period of chaos that allowed the
Vietnamese to assert their independence in 939 CE."?® They were still required to pay
tribute to the Chinese emperor, but the Chinese administrators were withdrawn. Over
time, the Chinese continued to make incursions into Vietnam, and those who resisted,
like the Trung sisters, became cultural heroes.' In the early 13th century, Genghis
Khan’s Mongol army was driven back numerous times by Tran Hung Dao, whose name
has been memorialized by major thoroughfares and monuments. 30 31

Imperial Governance

Leadership in Vietnam relied on two concepts: the indigenous tradition of spirit
mediation and a heavily Chinese-influenced system of imperial government. The
emperor gained legitimacy by providing peace and prosperity, which proved the spirit
world’s satisfaction with him. The court was staffed by those who passed a series of
rigorous exams—a core feature of Chinese Confucianism that organized society by
hierarchy.” Most early Vietnamese monarchs were soldiers who proved themselves
through battlefield prowess. 3 134

Population pressure drove expansion southward.
Vietnam assumed its present-day borders as the
kingdom’s boundaries extended through the
Mekong Delta, which had historically belonged
to Cambodia. '

In the latter decades of the 18th century,

Vietham was nominally ruled by rival dynasties:

the Trinhs in the North and the Nguyens in

the South.¢® The country was reunified by

the Tay Son rebellion in 1786. Led by three Royal decree reducing taxation, Tay Son Dynasty,
Nguyen brothers, the Tay Son movement c.1790

reflected peasant dissatisfaction with the status quo, which included
heavy taxation. The leaders developed a following through a slogan: “Seize the property
of the rich and distribute it to the poor.” Besides reducing taxes, the Tay Son created
rights for women and honored other values held in Vietnam before Chinese influence.'>
The movement was eventually weakened by internal conflicts over leadershipsuccession,
and it was replaced by Vietnam’s Nguyen-led last dynasty. 38 139 140
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French Colonial Rule

When European imperialism swept the
globe in the 19th century, the Vietnamese
did not have the means to resist the
French. Starting in the south, Vietnam
was incorporated in stages into Indochine,
which included Cambodia and Laos.
Colonial authorities transferred authority
over village affairs from traditional
community leaders to newly established
district courts.™ The French undertook
a program of economic development—
building port facilities, extending the
dike system, installing new irrigation and drainage facilities, and building a network
of modern roads and a railway system.? ' Communal land was privatized into large
tract holdings; farmers who had grown food crops for sustenance began, instead, to
cultivate rice and rubber for export. Indochine became France’s richest and most
populous colonial holding. By controlling the money supply and imposing heavy taxes
on subsistence farmers, the French created great disparities in wealth; the South
was soon inhabited by landless peasants.'* > Most Viethamese chafed under French
authority and the exploitative conditions. ' 47, 148

Battle between French and Vietnamese, Nam Dinh, 1883

Japanese Occupation

When France fell to the Nazis in 1940, the French-appointed Indochinese government
sighed an agreement to accept the presence of Japanese troops in Vietnam. The
Japanese were primarily interested in Vietnam’s strategic location and left daily
affairs to the French. In 1941, communist leader Ho Chi Minh established the only
indigenous resistance group: the Viet Minh (short for Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh, or
Vietnamese League for Independence). ™ 130, 151

Ho Chi Minh spent most of his adult life in exile in several countries, including the
U.S.S.R. and China. His exposure to socialist and communist ideas influenced his
personal ideology, and he came to view Marxism as the basis for a just society free
of the exploitation suffered under the French. It was not until February 1941 that he
returned to Vietnam.'? In the mid-1940s, the Viet Minh leadership, under Ho Chi Minh,
looked to the United States for help.™?* > Aiding the independence movement, the
U.S. Office of Strategic Services, predecessor to the CIA, supplied Ho Chi Minh and the
Viet Minh with material assistance. s> 1%
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The Viet Minh resistance, which fought
both foreign armies, were successful
at stirring up anticolonial sentiment."’
Resistance, however, was met with
brutal suppression. French-built prisons,
including the infamous “Hanoi Hilton”
(formally Hoa Lo Prison) that was later
used to house American POWs (including
the future U.S. senator John McCain),
teemed with communist detainees with
Hoa Lo Prison Memorial, Hanoi nationalist aspirations. 158, 159
As France sent its troops home during World War IlI, French control in Vietnam
weakened. In March 1945, the Japanese ousted the French administration, but their
hold on power was short-lived. The Viet Minh seized power from the Japanese in
August 1945, declaring Vietnam’s independence. ¢ 161, 162

Vietnam Divided

The French, still present in Vietham,
wanted to restore colonial control and
refused to recognize Ho Chi Minh’s
government. From 1946 to 1954, Ho Chi
Minh led a guerrilla warfare campaign
against the French in the first Indochina
War. In 1947, U.S. President Harry Truman
affirmed the Truman Doctrine, under
which U.S. foreign policy was to assist
any country threatened by communism.
Consequently, in 1950 the United States
stepped up military assistance to France
for their operations against the Viet Minh. The conflict ended in a Viethamese victory
at Dien Bien Phu in the spring of 1954.'¢ The communists, who held control of northern
Vietnam, wanted to unify the country under a single communist regime modeled after the
Soviet Union and China. France hung on to power in their southern stronghold, where the
Vietnamese government fought to remain more closely aligned with the West. 164 165

Battle of Dien Bien Phu, 1954

While the final battle raged at Dien Bien Phu, an international conference was convening
in Geneva to settle Vietnam’s future. The subsequent agreement partitioned the country
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into a communist North and a nhon-communist South. The two halves were separated by a
DMZ running along the 17th parallel.'® ¢’ In the North, Ho Chi Minh and his comrades
set about creating the Democratic Republic of Vietnham, a socialist society headed by
the Communist Party of Vietham (CPV). An estimated 810,000 Northern inhabitants
(disproportionately Catholics) chose to move to the South. 18 1

The South had no single source of authority. The fledgling Republic of Vietnam
(RVN) found itself competing with the National Liberation Front (NLF), a communist
insurgency informally known as the Viet Cong. The NLF’s goal was to reunify the country
under Hanoi’s leadership.'” The first RVN president was Ngo Dinh Diem, a devout
Catholic and staunch anticommunist.””" The United States committed to providing the
resources necessary for the South Vietnamese to have a stake in defending the RVN
from a communist takeover. 72 173, 174

Counterinsurgency and Buddhist Challenge to Diem

South Vietnam was wracked by inequalities in land ownership and Diem’s
anticommunist campaign, under which thousands of suspected communists were
rounded up, deported, tortured, imprisoned, or executed.'”> Repression by the Diem
regime led to the rise of armed rebel self-defense units in various parts of the RVN.
In 1959, communist-led uprisings in the lower Mekong Delta and Central Highlands
resulted in several communist-controlled zones. '

South Vietnamese forces actively harassed Buddhist groups. In 1963 in Saigon, troops
killed nine demonstrators protesting Diem’s discriminatory policies toward Buddhists.
Hundreds of Buddhist monks responded by staging peaceful protests and by fasting.
Seven monks committed self-immolation. The military raided pagodas of the major
cities, killing many monks and arresting thousands of others.'””

The Republic of Vietham under Siege

The United States and elements within the South Vietnamese military (ARVN)—who
resented Diem’s micromanaging and lack of respect for the chain of command—had
become increasingly critical of the Saigon leadership. Three weeks before John F.
Kennedy was assassinated in November 1963, Diem and his brother were killed in a
coup engineered by unhappy ARVN officers. But Diem’s removal neither tempered the
insurgency nor provided better leadership; rather, it set off a power struggle and rivals
battled one another more than the communist threat.”® President Kennedy ordered
more help for the South Viethamese government in its war against the NLF guerrillas.
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By late 1963, over 16,000 U.S. military advisors and military support personnel were
in Vietham. ' 18

Vietnam War

After the North Vietnamese attacked two U.S.
destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin in late 1964,
direct U.S. military intervention followed in 1965.
This marked the start of what the Vietnamese call
“The American War.”"® In 1966, the number of
U.S. service members in Vietnam rose to 185,000,
by which time more than 2,700 had already been
killed.™ U.S. forces in several provinces initiated
major offensives in late 1966 and in early 1967,
and by late 1967, roughly 485,000 U.S. troops were
scattered from the DMZ to the Mekong Delta.'®
To deny the enemy food, the North Viethamese
destroyed rice stockpiles in southern villages. Many
villagers fled the bombings and took up residence
in Saigon or other southern cities that were
ill-equipped to handle an influx of people who had
never ventured far from their village homes. 18

U.S. military map of Ho Chi Minh Trail, 1964

In January 1968, during the lunar new year (Tet) holiday, North Viethamese forces
launched a coordinated attack against targets in South Vietnam. U.S. and ARVN
forces suffered heavy losses before finally fighting off the communist assault.
The Tet Offensive played a decisive role in weakening U.S. public support for the
war. '8 187188 |n 1972 U.S. B-52 aircraft dropped at least 20,000 tons of explosives
on North Vietnam, mostly Hanoi. More than 1,000 Vietnamese died. Some historians
claim the assault may have helped bring the end to U.S. involvement in the war.'®
After a ceasefire agreement in 1973, U.S. troops exited Vietnam.'®

In April 1975, North Vietnamese troops invaded South Vietham and toppled the RVN
government.” Leaders in Hanoi later expressed surprise at how quickly they were
able to take control of the South, because ARVN forces had disappeared. High-ranking
officials of the fallen regime and their families fled; the last U.S. helicopter departed
only 2 hours before North Vietnamese tanks pushed through the gates of the Presidential
Palace. The leadership that remained to greet them vanished. Hanoi did not allow a
transfer-of-power ceremony, since it never regarded the RVN as autonomous. % %3
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Reunification—The Socialist Republic of Vietnam

Northerners were responsible for
reunifying a new country called the
Socialist Republic of Vietnam (SRV).
Southerners who had fought for the NLF
and were familiar with conditions in the
South found themselves removed from
decision-making at best or imprisoned
at worst. Initially, the new leadership
was concerned with identifying those

who had collaborated with the Americans
‘3Viéé‘c:on'gro, 18 | and those who had profited from their
Wikimedia presence. As many as 1 million of
the former were sent to reeducation camps, where they performed backbreaking
work, while the latter (mainly prostitutes and their families) were sent to live
under harsh conditions in New Economic Areas (NEAs), which were established in
underpopulated areas.™

A 8

T\

There was also a campaign of genocide against the Chinese, who had dominated
commerce in Saigon. Their ethnicity and loyalty became more suspect as Vietham’s
relations with China worsened. Chinese were required to surrender their assets to
the government. Some Chinese were relocated to NEAs. Others, including ethnic
Vietnamese, fled northward or via boat after being relieved of their valuables. By
April 1978, approximately 5,000 people were leaving on boats every month.'

Doi Moi

The SRV’s government responded to repeated incursions into Vietnamese
territory by the Khmer Rouge forces of Cambodia by invading the country in
late 1978, toppling Pol Pot’s regime and initiating a 10-year occupation.'® %7
The international community applied sanctions to force Vietham to remove its troops
from Cambodia.® Vietnam’s per capita gross national product plunged from USD 241
in 1975 to USD 151 by 1981." Goods were rationed and queuing became a way of life
for urban residents. Despite price controls, annual inflation ran more than 700%.2° By
1986, the economy was at risk of collapse. Confronting the starvation of its populace,
the government was forced to initiate doi moi, the market reforms of the agricultural
sector. Reforms decollectivized farming, welcomed foreign investment, and allowed
private businesses to hire their own employees.!
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From 1986 to 2006, Vietnam’s socialist-market economy grew exponentially under
doi moi. Between 1991 and 2000, it grew an average 7.5% a year. In 1992, Vietham
amended its constitution, recognizing the role of the private sector in the economy.?*?
Firms seeking to take advantage of low labor costs moved production to Vietham. Ethnic
Chinese returned to invest, as did members of the overseas Viethamese community,
many of whom also helped family members who had remained. The influx of capital
facilitated a consumption-oriented urban lifestyle.?*> Fashionable clothing stores and
café entertainment restaurants abounded in major cities. The CPV’s new goal of “rich
people, strong country, civilized and equitable society” seemed attainable.?*

The 21st Century

In 2000, Vietnam entered the stock
market, inaugurating the Ho Chi Minh
City Securities Trading Center.?® |t
became a member of the World Trade
Organization in 2007. In the 35 years
since Vietnam unified, it has transformed
into a thriving emerging market.?% The
country has seen its diplomatic and
political status improve, establishing
diplomatic relations with more than 170
countries, and strategic partnerships
with 12 important economies. 207 Ho Chi Minh City Stock Exchange
In October 2018, the legislature in Hanoi confirmed Communist Party General Secretary
Nguyen Phu Trong as president. He replaced Tran Dai Quang, who died after a long
illness.?®® President Trong is scheduled to serve as president at least until 2021. As
both president and general secretary of the Communist Party, he is expected to have
considerable power.2*

Government

The SRV is considered one of the more politically stable countries in Southeast Asia.?"°
It is a one-party state with power vested in the CPV.?" Important government positions
are filled by party members.?"? Under what Vietnam calls “balanced leadership,” the
country is led by four officeholders who check and balance each other: the general
secretary, the president, the prime minister, and the national assembly chair.?”* The
president is the chief of state. While the role is more ceremonial, the president
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also sits on the powerful Politburo. The National Assembly—Vietnam’s legislature that
enacts laws for implementation—elects the president from among its deputies for a
5-year term.?* The president appoints the prime minister from the 500 members of
the National Assembly, elected by popular vote to 5-year terms. The prime minister
is the head of government.?

Although the government is secular, Confucian
principles tend to guide its framework. The
primary decision-making body is the 175-member
Central Committee of the CPV, whose members
are elected approximately every 5 years by the
Party’s congress. This committee elects the
19-member Politburo, which is the Party’s supreme
policy-making body.?'¢ 217, 218

The judicial branch consists of Vietnam’s courts. The
Supreme People’s Court, the nation’s highest court,
has 13 judges and achief justice.?”On the president’s
recommendation, the chief justice is elected by the
National Assembly for a renewable 5-year term.??
The other justices are appointed by the president
to 5-year terms. The judicial system fails to conform to international standards; it does
not operate independently but remains under the Communist Party’s influence.?" 222

Meeting, Presidential Palace, Hanoi, 2000

Media

The Communist Party has a strong hold
on the media. Newspapers, television
stations, and journalists risk sanctions for
covering sensitive topics or for criticizing
the government. While some press and
media outlets report on corruption in
official circles, most mainstream media
outlets are fully controlled and directed
by the Communist Party. In response,
many of Vietnam’s 64 million internet
users follow independent bloggers for
their news updates. Still, the government can block access to personal blogs and social
media without notice.??> 2 Many bloggers suffer harassment, arrest, and imprisonment

Hanoi man reading newspaper
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for criticizing the Communist Party.?” In mid-2018, 25 people were detained for writing
media content that openly criticized the CPV or government policies. Many journalists
and bloggers censor themselves to avoid being fired or arrested.?¢

To combat dissent, Vietnam passed a 2018 cyber law that imposes new legal
requirements on internet companies. The move could jeopardize the privacy of
social media users, allowing the government greater control over what its citizens do
online.??- 228 |t also created a military cybersecurity unit dubbed “Task Force 47 Cyber
Unit.” The unit’s task is to counter the spread of Western ideas and any attempts to
challenge CPV leadership.??

Economy

One of the world’s fastest-growing
economies in the 21st century,
economists tout Vietham as an economic
success story. Initiated in 1986, doi moi
drove rapid economic growth and
development. The country has evolved
from being one of the world’s poorest
nations to a lower middle-income one.
In 2017, Vietnam had the fastest-growing
middle class in Southeast Asia, which
accounts for 13% of the population. The
middle class is expected to reach 26% of
the population by 2026.2%°

Solar array atop factory, Ho Chi Minh City

From 1991 to 2017, the total value of Vietnam’s gross domestic product (GDP) increased
by 350% (second only to China). In 2017, its economy grew by 6.8%.%' Much of the
growth has been led by foreign investment in manufacturing, especially in electronics
and mobile phones. Approximately 70% of Samsung’s Smartphones are made in Vietnam.
Mobile phones and electronic components are leading exports, followed by textiles,
clothing, rice, coffee, catfish, and shrimp.?? Vietnam is the world’s fifth-largest rice
exporter, and it has been self-sufficient in food production for the last 5 years.?? 23
Imports include electronic equipment, machinery, and computers.?*

Services—retail sales and tourism—made up 6.9% of GDP in 2017, while the agriculture
sector rose to 3.9% of GDP, mainly from fish exports.?* The state maintains full
ownership of more than 700 enterprises, but the government has shown interest
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in boosting private-sector participation in
the economy.?”

Vietnam’s economic growth has been
constrained by its lack of energy
resources.?® Dependence on hydropower
and fossil fuels has been met with an
increasing need to explore and exploit
new reserves. In 2018, Hanoi struck a deal
with the Russian state-owned Gazprom
to explore for oil and gas off the coast
of Vietham.?®

Ethnic Groups and Language

Hoa Binh Hydropower Plant, near Hanoi

Vietnam is home to 54 ethnic groups; the majority are Kinh, also referred to as Viet,
which make up approximately 86% of the population.® 4" Minority groups speak more
than a dozen distinct languages including, Tay, Hmong, Thai, and Khmer. Eleven of
the minority groups—Tay, Thai, Nung, Hmong, Muong, Cham, Khmer Krom, Kohor, Ede,

Bahnar, and Jarai—have their own writing systems.?# 24

Viethamese, the official language, is
spoken by around 90% of the population
and is heavily influenced by Chinese.
In Vietnamese, each word consists of
one syllable, but the meaning varies
depending on which of six tones is used.
Northerners speak with clearly defined
consonants, and standard Vietnamese is
based on the Hanoi dialect. Southerners
stretch their vowels, giving their
speech a softer sound.? Many minority

Vietnamese woman near city of Phan Thiet

communities in remote locations have little interaction with Kinh people and do not
speak Vietnamese. However, a younger generation of ethnic minorities is increasingly

learning to speak Vietnamese in public schools.# 24

Chu nom, Vietnam’s original script, was written with Chinese characters. Words
directly imported from Chinese were borrowed without modification. Viethamese
words were composed of two characters: one to convey the meaning and the other
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to reflect the pronunciation. Chu nom was banned in 1920 by the French colonial
government. It was officially replaced by a Roman script (chu quoc ngu) based on the
French pronunciation of the Latin alphabet and supplemented by diacritics to mark
tones and vowels. Although the adoption of chu quoc ngu increased literacy levels, it
separated the people from their archival past. 24 24

Kinh (Vietnamese)

The Kinh trace their origins to the Red
River Delta, and their lives traditionally
revolved around the cultivation of wet
rice. Villages were self-sustaining; villagers
rarely left the village except during times
of conflict. Their southward settlement
pattern created a geographic division of
territory under which they appropriated
land suitable for wet-rice cultivation.
Tribal minorities ~ who practiced
slash-and-burn agriculture lived in the
mountains. Upland areas were presumed
to harbor ghosts and the Kinh, therefore, considered the area undesirable. This changed
in the 20th century when colonialism, war, and economic opportunity made highland
settlement either attractive or a necessity.?°

Young people in Hanoi park

The Kinh speak Vietnamese and live in patriarchal families. They practice ancestor
worship as well as Mahayana Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism. A small group of
Kinh practice Christianity. The Kinh have a wealth of folktales, proverbs, songs, and
dances that preserve traditions.?' The iconic ao dai, a tight-fitting silk tunic worn
over trousers, is the traditional dress of the Vietnamese. It is still worn by women
today, though it is less common among men.??2 253

Hoa

Most Hoa (Chinese) in Vietnam are descended from Chinese settlers who came from
the Guangdong Province around the 18th century, and, for this reason, most speak
Cantonese. There is some controversy as to the number of Hoa in Vietham. The 2009
census put the population at around 820,000, but other estimates are higher.?*
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Many Hoa in Vietham are of mixed blood because
most Chinese immigrants were single men who
married into the local population. Others conceal
their ethnic identity because of past anti-Hoa
campaigns. The Hoa predominantly live in southern
cities. Ho Chi Minh City has its own Chinatown
(Cholon District), where Hoa are a merchant class.
Older Hoa may adhere to their Chinese roots; some
parents send their children to private schools that
teach the Mandarin language and Chinese culture.?
Traditionallyy, Hoa men have adopted a dress
similar to the Nung, Giay, Hmong, and Dao. Hoa
women’s traditional clothing consists of trousers,
a five-paneled vest that falls to mid-thigh, and a
five-panel short-sleeved shirt. These are usually only Hoa entertainer Huynh Tran Thanh
worn on special occasions.?>® 27

The Hoa are the backbone of commerce in Vietnam but have been scapegoats
during economic downturns. Chinese immigrants participated in well-established
organizations that used trust as the basis of finance.?® 2 Members traded on the honor
of their ancestry, thus rendering outsiders ineligible for membership and making full
assimilation into Viethamese society unnecessary.°

In the late 1970s, Vietnam had an estimated 1.2 million ethnic Chinese; about 300,000
subsequently left the country. Chinese immigration resumed after the two countries
normalized relations in 1991. Many recent arrivals have entered Vietnam legally as
contract laborers, but they sometimes stay after the contract has ended. How to
handle their presence poses a challenge to a Vietnamese government that needs
Chinese investment. 2!

Khmer Krom

The Khmer Krom live in the lower reaches of the Mekong Delta. Originally, the area was
part of Cambodia. Tensions between the Khmer Krom and the majority Kinh are built
on historic differences and animosities. The Khmer Krom practice Indian-influenced
Theravada Buddhism, whereas Kinh Buddhists practice Mahayana Buddhism.262 Tensions
have arisen because of religious differences, leading Khmer Krom monks to lobby
for fairer treatment in resource distribution; their Buddhist temples face constant
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Khmer Krom men, Tra Vinh Province, southern Vietnam

surveillance by government officials and
Khmer Krom monks have been detained by
the government.263 264

Despite the national government’s focus on
providing opportunities to ethnic minorities,
the Khmer Krom are disproportionately
poor and student dropout is high.% %¢ Of
the three central provinces, An Giang has a
significant Khmer Krom population—90,271,
or 4% of the province’s population. This
population in An Giang is significantly

poorer than the majority Kinh, and relations are politically sensitive.?’

Montagnards

Most of Vietnam’s other remaining ethnic groups live in the northern mountains, down
the Truong Son Range, and in the Central Highlands. Among these groups there is great
diversity in languages, religions, and writing systems.2®

The more than 30 indigenous communities in the Central Highlands are collectively
referred to as Montagnard (Degar). Called Montagnards (“highlanders” or, literally,
“mountain people”) by the French, these central highlanders have exhibited a desire to

Montagnard schoolgirls, Central Highlands

preserve their own cultural identities.?27°
Montagnards were recruited during times
of conflict because of their ability to
survive in any terrain. Because of their
support for the United States, those who
fought for the RVN during the Vietnam
War faced harsh consequences after the
country was reunified under communist
rule. More recently, the settlement of
Kinh lowlanders in the Central Highlands
has caused ethnic tensions and periodic
violence. The Kinh have greatly expanded

coffee plantations, whereas the Montagnards rely on the forest for their livelihood.
Outsiders have viewed the conflict largely as a matter of control over resources, while
Hanoi has claimed religious agitators are behind the unrest.?"
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Precolonial Montagnard religious beliefs centered around animist or spirit worship.
Today, many Montagnards are Protestant, but their freedom of worship has been
curtailed. Ethnic Montagnards face surveillance, intimidation, arbitrary arrest, and
mistreatment by security forces. Authorities compelled members of independent
Christian Montagnard religious groups to denounce their faith publicly. Government
repression has caused hundreds of Montagnards to flee to Cambodia and Thailand.?”?

Hmong

The Hmong (or Mong) reside in the

mountains of northwest Vietnam and

in neighboring Laos, the origin of most

who immigrated to the United States.?”

There are 1 million Hmong in Vietnam,

making up 1.5% of the population. Hmong

are believed to have originated in Siberia

before migrating through China, where

they are known as Miao. They fled south

to escape the predatory taxation of the

imperial Chinese government.mr 275 Hmong mother and child near Sapa
Hmong are divided into distinct tribes; the “Black Hmong” and “Flower Hmong” are
the two most prominent. The attire of each Hmong tribe has unique features, such
as embroidered patterns and unique headdresses, which distinguish them from one
another. Common features among all the Hmong tribes include the use of indigo dye,
hemp fabric, and embroidery as the main decoration for the outfits. Women typically
wear a blouse, skirt, jacket, apron, and leg wraps, while men wear jackets (or a shirt
and a vest), trousers, and an apron.?’

Collectively, the Hmong are the largest tribal minority around the town of Sapa, in
northern Vietham. They traditionally have close ties to the Kinh and speak Hmong
(Miao), a highly tonal language that is related to Vietnamese. Under their patriarchal
society, only males own property. Hmong are primarily farmers, cultivating rice in
terraced fields higher up in the mountains, and raising pigs, chicken, and cattle.?””
They are known for their colorful textiles, intricate embroidery, and a rich oral
tradition of love songs. Hmong practice ancestor worship, shamanism, and believe in
household spirits, though about a third of Hmong are Christian.?’® 2° Protests in 2011
against government land seizures and calling for greater political autonomy resulted
in a violent crackdown by Vietnamese security forces.?®
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Other Northern Tribal Groups

There are more than 30 different ethnic
groups in the Northern Highlands, each
of which has its own distinctive culture.
They include speakers of the Tai-Kadai
and Vietic language groups, such as
the Tay, Thai, Muong (nguoi Muong),
and Nung. The Tay and the Thai are the
largest groups in this region; the 1.7
million Tay represent the second-largest
minority group in the country. Most
Tay live along valleys and the lower slopes of the northern mountains. In parts of
Ha Giang Province, they make up 90% of the population.?' The Tay are closely related
to the Nung people and are sometimes referred to as Tay-Nung.?®? The Tay speak one
of several central Tai dialects, which are closely related to the Zhuang dialects of
southern China.?®* Tay are mainly wet-rice farmers. They practice a mix of Taoism and
Chinese folk religion, and have a rich tradition of folklore, poetry, music, and dance.
They are distinguished from other northern tribes by their traditional indigo blue
or black clothing and silver hoop necklaces; they are known for their unique designs
in brocade weaving.24 28

Ethnic Thai woman, rice field, northwest Vietnam

The closely related Thai (or Tai) groups are differentiated as Black Thai, White Thai,
Red Thai, etc. The color refers to the traditional clothing worn by the women of each
group. The men have adopted the Kinh clothing style. The Thai cultivate rice and
speak a Tai-Kadai language. They are known for their beautifully woven garments
and their houses built on stilts, which protect them from flood damage. Thai social
organization is complex; each group lives in a valley-based principality called a
muong that extends beyond the village. In contrast to Kinh traditions, Thai husbands
move to the home of their wives’ families until their first child is born.z® 287
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Vietnamese Cultural Orientation
Chapter 1 | Profile

Assessment

1. Kinh, or ethnic Vietnamese, are the largest ethnic group in Vietnam.
2. Today, the Vietnamese language is written in Chinese characters.
3. The climate in Vietham varies only slightly throughout the country.

4. The French-appointed Indochinese government sanctioned the presence of
Japanese troops in Vietham during World War II.

5. The Vietnamese government implemented doi moi economic reforms in 1975,
at the time of national reunification.
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Thien Hau Buddhist Temple, Ho Chi Minh City

Chapter 2 | Vietnamese Cultural Orientation

Religion

Introduction

While communist Vietnam is officially secular, with 80% of Vietnamese self-identifying
as belonging to no religion, many Vietnamese regularly visit temples or churches
and offer prayers to their ancestors. Though only 15% of the population identify
as Buddhist, according to Vietham’s Committee for Religious Affairs, over half the
population follow Mahayana Buddhism. Buddhism in Vietnam has blended over the
centuries with Taoism and Confucianism to form Tam Giao (three teachings). This
fusion of religions is practiced today by the majority ethnic Kinh.2% 28,29
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Vietnamese hold beliefs from many different cultures and traditions. Christians make
up 8% of the population. Vietnam is home to Southeast Asia’s third-largest Catholic
population, with 6 million adherents; Protestantism was introduced in the late 19th
century, and there are roughly 1 million Protestants in Vietnam.»" 2%

Significant indigenous religions include
Hoa Hao (1.5%) and Cao Dai (1%).?%
Animism (the belief that spirits inhabit
nature) and folk beliefs (which have
blended with Taoism) also play a major
role in the lives of the Viethamese.?%* 2%
Followers of Islam (mostly ethnic Cham
who are predominantly Sunni), Baha’i,
and Hinduism comprise less than 2% of
the population.?® 27 Vietnamese public
servants are not allowed to claim any
religious affiliation.?%

Overview of Major Religions

Buddhism

Of the three branches of Buddhism, two
are practiced in Vietnam: Mahayana
and Theravada (Hinayana). Mahayana
Buddhism, the Chinese variant, was
introduced in Vietnam in the second
century BCE. Theravada, the Indian
variant, was introduced in the second
century AD. After the 10th century,
Mahayana Buddhism developed quickly
in Vietnam, becoming the national
religion under the Ly-Tran Dynasty.?” It is
practiced by the majority Kinh, whereas

Cao Dai ceremony, Great Divine Temple, Tay Ninh city

Woman prays in the Chua Tam Thai Buddhist Temple, Da Nang

Theravada Buddhism is confined mostly to the Khmer Krom-dominated southern

Mekong Delta region. 3% 301

Gautama Buddha is the root of the difference between Theravada and Mahayana
Buddhism: Theravada adherents believe that Gautama was the only enlightened one,
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whereas the Mahayana school teaches that Siddhartha
Gautama was one of many who were enlightened.
The Mahayana school offers laypeople the prospect
of attaining nirvana, whereas Theravadins believe
that only ordained monks can achieve nirvana. Thus,
the distinction between the monastic community
(sangha) and society is much less pronounced
in Vietnam than in countries where Theravada
Buddhism dominates. 3 303

The Pure Land (Tinh Do) school of Mahayana
Buddhism, which emphasizes prayer and faith over
rigorous textual study or meditation, is extremely
popular in Vietnam.34 3% As a result, few Vietnamese
outside the sangha are versed in Buddhism’s elaborate

Golden Buddha, Dalat city

cosmology. Most Vietnamese go to a temple to pray for simple things, such as having

a successful career, a male child, or a healthy family.3®

Catholicism

In the 16th century, when French Catholic
missionaries sought to spread their faith
in Vietnam, imperial court officials
fretted that a monotheistic religion
would create discord in a religiously
plural society. Though Catholicism made
inroads, partly because of Vietnamese
openness to all forms of spirituality,
it never threatened the dominance of
Tam Giao—the blending of Mahayana
Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism.3%’

Catholic church, Kon Tum, Central Highlands

In 1659, Pope Alexander Il established two provisional administrations in Vietham, and
the first Vietnamese priests were ordained 9 years later. The missionaries spread their
faith despite Catholicism’s rejection of ancestor worship. Such outward expressions of
native spirituality were at odds with Church doctrine. Catholicism differed from Tam
Giao in other ways: its cohesive organizational structure, liturgy, and accumulated
wealth, which is visible in its often magnificent places of worship.3%
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After the country was partitioned in 1954, Catholics
found their faith associated with imperialism and
thus faced discrimination in the North. Of the
approximately 810,000 northern migrants who
chose to move south after partition, over 75%
were Catholic.3” Today, 7% of Vietnam’s population
identifies as Catholic; in Ho Hi Minh City, where
Catholics have traditionally enjoyed the highest
amountof freedom, 12%of residentsare Catholic.3%3"
In 2015, authorities permitted the Catholic Church
to open its first institute of higher education
since 1975 in Ho Chi Minh City.3"? But reports of
discrimination, harassment, and imprisonment of
Vietnamese Catholics continue in Vietnam.3'3 3

Holidays like Easter and Christmas, while not nearly

Notre Dame Cathedral, Ho Chi Minh City

as widely celebrated as they are in the West, have their own Vietnamese traditions.
At home, Christian families may have an altar to Jesus near their ancestor shrine.3"

Cao Dai

Cao Dai is a synthesis of Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, and Roman Catholicism.
The religion was founded in the 1920s by Ngo Van Chieu, a civil servant of the French

colonial administration. He is said to have
received messages from a spirit referred
to by the Taoist name Duc Cao Dai, or
“High Tower” (so named to avoid imposing
human characteristics on the Supreme
Being). After 3 years of study and prayer,
he shared his spiritual revelations with
others. At the end of 1926, Duc Cao Dai
purportedly instructed a small group of
mediums to form a new religion. Of the
mediums, Le Van Trung was appointed to
serve as acting pope (Giao Tong).3® 37

Great Divine Temple, Tay Ninh city

Cao Dai’s structure is based on that of the Catholic Church, with a defined ecclesiastical
hierarchy. Adherents, 90% of whom hail from the Mekong Delta, believe that all
religions are one and they worship a variety of Viethamese and foreign deities. In the
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religion’s ornate Great Divine Temple in Tay Ninh, northwest of Ho Chi Minh City, Jesus
Christ, Lao-Zi, Gautama Buddha, and Confucius share altar space. Under the doi moi
economic reforms, the temple has again become an active place of worship.3® 31

Hoa Hao

The Hoa Hao Buddhist sect was founded in 1939 by Huynh Phu So in the Mekong
Delta, where Theravada Buddhism commanded a following among the ethnic
Khmer. Huynh was a charismatic individual whose followers attributed his survival
of a deathly illness to special powers. He produced four volumes titled Sam
giang thi van toan bo (Complete Works of Literary Oracles), which were written
in vernacular Vietnamese and easily accessible to farmers with limited formal
education. Hoa Hao village, the ancestral home of Huynh Phu So, is referred to as
Thanh Dia (Holy Land) by adherents. It attracts pilgrimages from the estimated
3 million followers who expect him to return to earth.3% 321,322

The French colonial government looked upon the Hoa Hao as a cult and attempted
to imprison Huynh. In 1947 he was killed by the Viet Minh, the resistance group that
prevented the restoration of French colonial authority after World War Il. After the
establishment of the Socialist Republic of Vietham in 1975, Hoa Hao was not recognized
as an official religion, making any worship associated with it was illegal. In 1999, one
Hoa Hao group was recognized by the government. Other Hoa groups continue to
suffer from repression.32 324

Taoism

Taoism originated in China and is based
on the philosophy of Lao-Zi, a reputed
contemporary of Confucius during the
sixth century BCE. Practitioners of the
Taoist religion believe that harmony is
achieved by finding one’s place in the
natural world (the opposite forces of yin
and yang) rather than constructing an
artificial world (which disturbs the five
elements of metal, wood, earth, water,

, , and fire).3?
Quan Thanh Taoist Temple, Hanoi
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According to Taoists, the Emperor of Jade (Ngoc Hoang) presides over a world in which
divinities and spirits are reincarnated forces of nature. Taoism encourages reliance on
divination, or seeking the guidance of supernatural sources, to help adherents decide
when to initiate major life changes without disturbing nature.3 3%

Taoism is no longer practiced in Vietnam. Instead, it has become the linking mechanism
for Buddhism, Confucianism, animism, and ancestor worship. Countless images of
Taoist gods are in temples and pagodas throughout the country. Many homes use
the family altar to worship the Kitchen God, the name for the three Taoist deities
that monitor a family’s conduct. Many of Vietnam’s festivals, including Tet, have
Taoist traditions.??

Folk Religion

“Vietnam’s true religion,” observed
Léopold Cadiére, a French Catholic priest
who spent 30 years in Vietnam during
the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
“is the cult of spirits. The religion has no
history because it dates from the origins
of the race.”*” These spirits (than) can be
represented in nature or objects. They may
be protectors of specific places or people.
It is believed that than have the power to
affect a person positively or negatively,
depending on how they are worshipped.3*
The faithful, hoping for good fortune or deliverance from misfortune, will burn paper
oblations depicting money, motorbikes, and other proxies for the spirit to use. Fortune
tellers (thay) often direct such rituals, which are held in the home, at temples, or at
the site of a particular misfortune.3 332333

Hanoi woman burns effigial U.S. currency for her ancestors

After independence, the North Viethamese government considered the strength of
such folk beliefs as an impediment to the creation of a socialist society. It mounted
anti-superstition campaigns through the mid-1980s, on the grounds that such beliefs
have no scientific basis and encouraged fatalism.3*

Yet these beliefs have proved difficult to eradicate. Subsequent attempts by the
government to distinguish between superstition and “legitimate folk belief” have
run up against the reality that animistic religious beliefs held by the majority have
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incorporated strands of Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism. In daily life, this means
many Vietnamese adhere to the Confucian emphasis of filial piety, practice Taoist
divination rituals, and make regular visits to Buddhist pagodas. 33 33

Fortune-telling, astrology, and geomancy
are an accepted part of everyday life.
Ingredients for traditional medicine
and foods are designated as “hot” or
“cool,” and the principle of harmony and
balance underpins health care. Visitors
to Vietham may note the presence of
small, mirrored, octagonal discs fixed
above the door of most houses and small
shops. The disks, with yin-yang and other
symbols, guard the house by barring
wandering spirits.3¥’

Religion and the Modern State

The Vietnamese constitution provides for
freedom of religion, although the CPV
maintains a strong atheistic stance against
religion. Current law allows government
control over religious practices and
includes provisions that allow restrictions
on religious freedom in the interest of
“national security and social unity.”33#
After consolidating power in 1975, the
CPV placed tight restrictions on public
worship. Popular rituals involving spirit
mediums were banned for promoting

Ancestral altar in Vietnamese home

Incense burning, Temple of Literature, Hanoi

superstitions. Since doi moi, the government has relaxed its prohibitions, though
all religious groups must register and operate under officially sanctioned oversight
organizations. While many individuals and religious communities exercise their
religion or beliefs freely and openly, those recognized by the government fare better
than unrecognized groups. Severe religious freedom violations continue, especially

against ethnic minority communities in rural areas. 33 34
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According to the United States Commission on International Religious Freedom
(USCIRF), in 2017, peaceful activists, dissidents, and bloggers, including persons
of faith, were harassed, arrested, and imprisoned for practicing their religion or
advocating for religious freedom.**' As a result, the USCIRF designated Viethnam a
“Country of Particular Concern,” under the International Religious Freedom Act in
2018. It is one of 16 countries that fall under this Tier 1 (highest) designation and has
been so since 2002.34

Hanoi is aware that religious groups have
a history of protesting government policy.
A long-running dispute between the CPV
and the Catholic Church over parish land
ownership prompted a priest to protest
government repression by hanging banners
on church steeples. Of particular concern
to Hanoi are the Protestant congregations
that have proliferated among hill-tribe
minority communities, specifically the
Montagnards in the Central Highlands.
Vietham’s government sees the acts of
proselytizing and religious conversion as a demonstration of political opposition and
as an expression of loyalty toward the United States, which enlisted the assistance of
the Montagnards during the war. Members of unregistered “private” house churches
have been targeted for arrest.3*#

Catholic church, Hoi An, Central Coast

The government is suspicious of Buddhist activism, keeping a tight rein on the
clerical hierarchy (sangha). Monks are required to be part of the Viethamese Buddhist
Sangha, rather than the outlawed Unified Buddhist Church of Vietnam (UBCV) that
was established after Thich Quang Duc’s self-immolation in 1963.3* The government
has a long history of harassing and detaining UBCV monks and nuns and raiding their
temples. UBCV leader Thich Quang Do, 79, has been in detention or house arrest
since 2003.345 34

Religion in Daily Life

Patrilineal ancestor worship (hieu) is an important ritual in Vietnam.3* Many Buddhists
believe in reincarnation. Ancestors may linger between life and death before their
accumulated merit is assessed and they are reborn. Prayers said on their behalf may
assist them in achieving a faster rebirth into a better life.3#
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Family altar, northern Vietnam

Ancestral altars, where incense is burned
and offerings are made, are found in
almost all Vietnamese homes, as well
as those of ethnic Chinese (Hoa). This
has been attributed to the influence
of Confucianism and its emphasis on
filial piety to the living and the dead.
Vietnamese commonly believe that
people are indebted to deceased blood
relatives and that they can be contacted
and honored. In this way, spirits or ghosts
(than) often represent ancestors. The

purpose of ancestor veneration (tho cung ong ba) is to ensure the continued well-being
of the departed as well as their favorable disposition toward the living, whose lives
they influence. Thus, many Vietnamese practice ancestor worship, no matter their

religious orientation.3# 3%

Daily, family members place food morsels, fruit, and tiny cups of tea in front of tablets
that bear the names of the past four generations and photographs of the deceased.
Today, these customs and beliefs have eroded as a consequence of increased migration
for better opportunities under the doi moi economic reforms. Young Vietnamese may
feel that their ancestors have limited influence on their everyday lives.3" 352 353

Religious Holidays and Festivals

The Birth of Buddha

Known internationally as Vesak and in
Vietham as Le Phat Dan, this public
holiday falls on a full moon in either
April or May. It commemorates the birth
of Buddha from a lotus flower, as well
as his enlightenment and death. While
Vietnamese only began celebrating it
in the early 20th century, it has since
become the main annual Buddhist
celebration in Vietnam.** In 1999, the
United Nations recognized Vesak as an
international holiday.3>

Buddhist Temple, Ho Chi Minh City
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In Vietham, Vesak is marked with street and boat parades; colorful flags and bright
lanterns line streets and rivers, and pink lotus flowers, which represent devotion to
Buddha, adorn buildings and homes. Lit candles are set on floating lotus flowers and
sent out into waterways around the country. Fruit and other offerings are placed at
the foot of shrines. In temples, monks and worshipers offer incense, participate in the
Buddha-bathing ceremony (water is poured over the shoulders of a Buddha statue),
and release doves or fish and balloons.3>

In many cities, including Ho Chi Minh, Hue, and Hoi An, parades are led by monks and
gifts are given to the poor and needy. Complexes including Chua Bai Dinh near Ninh
Binh and Ho Chi Minh City’s Jade Emperor Pagoda host lavish celebrations.3>

Ghost Festival

Vietnam celebrates the month-long Ghost Festival (Vu Lan) during the seventh month
of the lunar calendar, typically in August. On this month’s full moon, many Viethamese
believe the veil between the spirit world and living things is lifted, and that wandering
souls return to their former homes. To appease the ghosts, Vietnamese make offerings
of food and burn paper effigies of houses, servants, and other daily items for spirits
to use in the afterlife.3% 3

The holiday was inspired when one
of Buddha’s 10 disciples imagined
his deceased mother suffering in the
Buddhist equivalent of hell, where she
had nothing to eat but fire. He asked
Buddha’s guidance on how to help his
mother. Buddha advised him to gather
others to pray for her. Their prayers
proved so powerful that she and everyone
consigned to hell (an unavoidable fate for
those who die violently) were released Hano .
anoi woman burns effigial valuables
for the day and free to roam.3¢
Following Buddha’s advice, Vietnamese express gratitude toward their parents
(especially mothers) during the holiday and help their ancestors’ lost souls find their
way back to earth. As such, Vu Lan has become an unofficial Mother’s Day.**' Presents
and flowers are given to mothers to show appreciation and gratitude. People visit
pagodas and temples to honor spirits through offerings of food, wine, and votive
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objects such as fake paper money, burning incense, and releasing birds and fish.3¢?
Those with living mothers adorn their clothing with something red, such as a piece of
red cloth or a red flower, and those with deceased mothers affix something white. 3¢

Christmas

While not a national holiday, Christmas (Giang Sinh)
is celebrated throughout Vietnam, particularly
by the country’s sizeable Catholic community.
December 24th is a day of festivities, and the
25th is now a government-approved (observed)
public holiday in Vietnam.3¢* The French introduced
Christmas to Vietnam. After unification in 1975,
celebrating Christian holidays was seen as a relic of
an imperialist era. But doi moi economic reforms
increased personal freedom, and holiday traditions
were reestablished as part of popular culture, with a
Vietnamese twist. For example, the Bethlehem stars
hung in homes closely resemble Vietnamese New
Year’s (Tet) decorations. In contrast to the West,
Christmas in Vietnam is a time for going out on the
town with friends. Nonreligious activities such as
exchanging cards, gift giving, and pictures with Santa have become widespread among
the urban middle class.?*> On Christmas Eve, called réveillon after the French tradition,
a chocolate Yule log cake, or Biiche de Noél, is eaten for dessert.3 Thousands attend
midnight mass in the cities of Phat Diem and Ho Chi Minh, though many come to watch
nativity plays and to listen to Christmas music, rather than to worship.3¢’

Christmas tree at hotel, Ho Chi Minh City

Buildings of Worship

Pagodas

In English, the term “temple” is a more general term for any building where people
go to worship. Vietnamese distinguish between temples (den) and pagodas (chua).
A pagoda refers to a Buddhist temple, and it often features a tiered tower with
multiple eaves symbolic of the lotus. Originally, the pagoda’s purpose was to house
relics and sacred writings.¢® Today, it is the base of activities and propagation of
Buddhism in Vietnam, a place where Buddhist monks and nuns gather, live, practice,
and teach.3¢ 37

DLIFLC Chapter 2 | Religion 56

DEFENSE LANGUAGE INSTITUTE
FOREIGN LANGUAGE CENTER



Mahayana pagodas make lavish use of
dragon (long) imagery, as opposed to
the snakes (naga) found in Theravada
pagodas. In front, there is often a statue
of Quan Am, the bodhisattva (bo tat) of
compassion, standing on a lotus leaf. (A
bo tat is a Buddhist concept referring to
any being who devotes their life to easing
the suffering of others.)”” The grounds
may be adorned with gardens and a bell
tower. Sacred ponds containing live or
sculpted turtles dot the property.372 373
Exterior temple walls may also be decorated with a Buddhist symbol that resembles
a swastika but is an ancient Buddhist symbol of good fortune and prosperity (van).?"

Trang An Landscape Complex

There are an estimated 20,000 pagodas in Vietnam. The One Pillar Pagoda in Hanoi,
often used as a symbol of the country, is a shrine to Quan Am.*”® Thien Mu Pagoda, built
in 1601, is a historic temple complex in the city of Hue that features a seven-story
tower. A UNESCO World Heritage site, its pagoda is the tallest in the country.?% 377 The
Jade Emperor Pagoda in Ho Chi Minh City is one of the most important pagodas in
Vietnam. Built by Cantonese immigrants in 1909 in honor of the Jade Emperor (King
of Heaven or Ngoc Hoang), it has numerous statues of divinities and heroes from
Buddhist and Taoist lore.?"

Visitors entering Buddhist pagodas should remove their shoes; it is considered impolite
to point feet at people or statues of the Buddha. Permission should be asked before
taking photographs in places of worship. Noise should be restricted, and meat and
alcoholic drinks are forbidden. Buddhists pray with their hands joined and open, in
the shape of a lotus.3% 3%

(» May | enter the pagoda?
Visitor: toy kor dew-uk fep vow choo-a Khong?  May | enter the pagoda?

Local: vang, kor Yes.
Exchange 1
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(» Must | take off my shoes inside the pagoda?

Visitor: toy faay kuh-ee zaay zar Khee Must | take off my shoes inside the
dee vow choo-a Khong? pagoda?
Local: vang, kor Yes.
Exchange 2
Temples

Temples (den) are built to venerate a saint, national hero, historical figure, or a divine
figure from Vietnamese folk or Taoist legend. Inside the temple, one or more statues
depict the figure to which the temple is dedicated, often with documents about that
person. Documents may be books, handwritten works, or inscribed stones. In some
provinces, a temple is also used as a communal house where men in the village gather
to discuss important matters. In this case, the temple is considered a dinh—a shared
space for the whole village. Restrictions in temples are the same as those in pagodas,
though visitors may offer meat and alcoholic drinks, among others, as offerings.3*

Cao Dai Temple, Tay Ninh city, southern Vietnam

Cao Dai Temple (outside of Ho Chi Minh
City) honors Jesus Christ, Muhammad,
Buddha, and Confucius, in line with the Cao
Dai faith. The temple’s design is similar to
a Christian Cathedral, featuring side aisles
and an altar. The Divine Eye (representing
God), located above the front portico,
has the yin-yang symbol in its pupil.*® The
Temple of Literature in Hanoi, built in
1070 during the reign of the Ly Thanh Tong
emperor, isdedicated todoctorswhopassed

the royal exams. Quan Cong Temple in Hoi An venerates General Quan Van Truong, who
is famous in Vietnam for his justice, loyalty, and integrity in the Three Kingdoms period

(220-280 BCE).

(» Do | need to cover my head?

Visitor: toy kun faay cher dow Khong?

Local: Khong

Do | need to cover my head?
No.
Exchange 3
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(» When do you pray?

Visitor: Khee now chee kow nguen?

Local:

Catholic Churches

Christ the King Cathedral, Nha Trang, Central Vietnam

choong toy kow nguen vow boo-oy chuh-a

When do you pray?
We pray at noon.
Exchange 4

There are 26 Catholic dioceses, 3
archdioceses, and more than 2,600 priests
and 2,200 parishes in Vietnam.* The
neo-Romanesque Notre Dame Cathedral
in Ho Chi Minh City is an urban landmark,
and Hanoi’s St. Joseph’s Cathedral, built
in 1886, is at the center of the northern
diocese. Other cathedrals, particularly
those in rural areas, incorporate Buddhist
elements such as carved stone pillars
and pagoda-style curved roofs. Rural

worshippers often include Buddhist practices as well, burning incense and making
offerings of fruit, flowers, and candy to Catholic saints.3®
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Vietnamese Cultural Orientation
Chapter 2 | Religion

Assessment

1. Catholicism is one of the three belief systems of Tam Giao.
2. The Cao Dai religion combines elements of Catholicism with Buddhism.

3. In Vietham, pagodas (chua) are built to worship saints, historic figures, or
divine figures from Taoist legend.

4. Taoism emphasizes living in harmony with nature.

5. Ancestor worship remains an important ritual in Vietnam.
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Mother and son dress up in traditional robes, Throne Room, Imperial City, Hue

Chapter 3 | Viethamese Cultural Orientation
Traditions

Introduction

The indigenous culture of Vietnam, the cultures of China and other countries in
the region, and Western culture all combine to produce Vietnam’s unique national
character. The Vietnamese people adopted foreign practices that enriched their
own culture. Most prominently, China ruled Vietnam for 1,000 years and Chinese
culture seeped into Viethamese culture. As a result, though Vietham shares the same
Southeast Asian cultural origins as Thailand, Laos, Burma, and Indonesia, today,
Vietnamese culture bears more Chinese characteristics. Chinese influence can be
seen in traditions such as ancestor worship, the Chinese zodiac, and celebrations like
Tet, the lunar new year.3%¢ 37
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Honor and Values

Flower stall, Hanoi

Vietnamese values are based on the
principles of Buddhism and Confucianism;
harmony, honor, duty, respect,
education, and family (living or dead,
past, present and future) are revered. 3%
To achieve harmony, Viethamese try to
observe moderation in communication
and daily life. Vietnhamese consider it
a duty to conduct their lives so as not
to bring shame to themselves or their
family. Respect is conveyed through
conduct and language. Viethamese has

a complex system of addressing and interacting with people respectfully depending

on their relationship to the speaker. 3% 3%

Women exchange greetings, Lao Cai Province

A few cultural norms influence behavior
across the general population. The first
is the concept of face. Present in most
Asian cultures, face affects a person’s
reputation and dignity. By complimenting,
showing respect, or doing something to
increase another’s self-esteem, you give
them dignity. Similarly, people can lose
face by being criticized or behaving in
a socially inappropriate way. Therefore,
individuals generally act to protect their
self-worth and the perception of peers.

People speak indirectly and politely because a person’s speech reflects their virtue.?"

To a Westerner, the Viethamese may seem to have a fatalistic attitude. This is
influenced by the Buddhist belief in karma and rebirth: a person’s life cycle
is predetermined by their actions, good or bad, in a previous life. Thus, difficult
situations are often believed to be predetermined destiny.3%2 3%

Khiem (modesty) or khiem ton (modesty and self-restraint), from Confucian beliefs,
is also central to Vietnamese life.** Vietnamese people often show a great deal
of humility by self-humbling, downplaying emotion, and communicating indirectly.
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This disposition is thought to maintain more harmony. While the Viethamese may
speak indirectly, they are also observed as being especially honest.3®

Communication

Vietnamese often appear reserved and
nonassertive by Western standards.
Because  Confucianism is  deeply
embedded in the country, self-discipline is
a sign of modesty, proper behavior, and
a good upbringing. Courtesy and respect
for both elders and authority figures are
important. Loud arguments in public are
rare, and itis considered extremely impolite
for people to display anger or raise their
Vietnamese woman, Hanoi voice.*¢ Such behavior is viewed as direct
criticism and it will cause both people to
lose face. Instead, Viethamese may give evasive responses to questions, or look away
and smile to avoid a negative answer. It may be difficult for foreigners to know if their
actions are inappropriate since unpleasant subjects are avoided. Many Vietnamese rely
instead on nonverbal communication, such as bowing, avoiding direct eye contact in
certain situations, and smiling.3" 3%

Greetings

Vietnam is a largely conservative society,
and residents are more reserved than
Westerners. Physical contact in public,
particularly between men and women
and between individuals who are not
close friends, is not a common practice.
But physical contact between members
of the same sex, such as holding hands, is
a sign of friendship. Hugging is reserved
for relatives only.3*

U.S. Def. Sec. J. Mattis and Vietnamese Minister of Nat. Def.

Ngo Xuan Lich Traditionally, Vietnamese greeted each

other by pressing their hands together in front of the chest and bowing slightly. Today,

many residents do not greet in this manner, though it is still appreciated.“® With
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the increasing amount of foreign influence, shaking hands when greeting someone
in a formal or business context is now the norm; people who know each other very
well shake using both hands. Women do not shake hands.*' In casual greetings, many
Vietnamese say “Xin chao” (Hello) instead of shaking hands. When exchanging business
cards, proper etiquette is to present yours with both hands. To receive someone’s
card, hold it with both hands and examine it before putting it away. 2 40

(» Good morning!
Visitor: chow ko! Good morning!
Local: chow chee! Good morning!
Exchange 5

“Xin chao” can be used at any time of day. It can also be used to say good-bye. What
varies (and matters) is the vocabulary used to address the other party respectfully.
Three major factors determine the appropriate degree of respect: “age, social status,
and social relations (defined as family, acquaintances, or professional).”4

(» Good evening!
Visitor: chow ko! Good evening!
Local: chow chee! Good evening!

Exchange 6

Older people should be greeted first.>
Address Vietnamese coworkers and
people in authority by their given names,
with the appropriate term of address.®
Determining the correct term of respect,
however, may require questions that
Vietnamese consider invasive when asked
by Westerners (such as a foreign guest’s
age). In the simplest terms, the pronoun
ong is used for an older man, for example,
Filipino Pres. Rodrigo Duterte and Vietnamese Pres. Tran Dai “Xin chao ong!” or “Chao ong Minh!”
Quang bow to honor guard, Hanoi (“Hello Mr. Minh!).” Ba is used to address
an older woman, for example, “Xin chao ba!” or “Chao ba Ha!” (Hello Mrs. Hal!).407. 408
In a respectful, formal situation, the word kinh (respect) is added. So if Mr. Minh was
the president of a company, or in a very formal situation, the greeting would be “Xin
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kihn chao ong Minh.” Anh would be used for either a contemporary or a younger male,
and co for a female.“” If a person is the same age or younger, it may be acceptable to
call a person by the given name without adding a pronoun. 1 41

(» How are you?
Visitor: ko khweya Khong? How are you?

Local: Khweya, zut Khweya Fine, very well.
Exchange 7

To express respect to a nonfamily member, Viethamese will say thua (please) before
the person’s first name or honorific. Thus, “Mr. Hoi Anh Nguyen” becomes “Thua Hoi”
or, more likely, “Thua Ong Hoi.” Names alone are only used by kin or close friends.
Even children typically address their siblings by rank rather than name. Vietnamese
attach great importance to establishing personal relationships with professional
associates. Asking questions about another person’s family is not considered invasive
and will invariably precede any business-related discussion.*?

(» How is your family?
Visitor: zah ding ko tey now? How is your family?

Local: zah ding toy Khweya, kam ern chee They are / My family is doing fine,
thank you.
Exchange 8

Dress Codes

The Vietnamese are a modest people,
and it is only in larger cities that the
country’s conservative dress codes are
more relaxed. Many young Viethamese
men and women have adopted Western
fashion, though northern Vietnam
remains more modest than in the south,
where in cities it is common to wear
dresses, jeans, or shorts.+3 414

Despite the heat, female visitors should Women outside upscale shopping mall, Hano
avoid sleeveless or low-neck tops and
short skirts, particularly when visiting
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places of worship or small villages. In both cases, visitors of both genders should
avoid shorts. In general, the rule is to wear shirts covering the shoulder, and trousers,
skirts, or shorts covering or to the knees. Many Vietnamese girls go swimming with
their clothes on.41> 416

(> How should | dress?

Visitor: toy nen muk zee? How should | dress?
Local: muk kuan aw rong vur var chea kar Wear loose-fitting clothes that
ngwu-ee cover your body.

Exchange 9

Females who work outside wear
dark-colored pants and conical hats
(non la) woven from palm leaves, and
typically cover all exposed skin.*” Pale
skin has traditionally been associated
with feminine beauty in Asia, including
Vietnam, where it signifies higher social
class. Those with darker complexions
are assumed to spend their days toiling
under the hot sun. Before setting out
on a motorcycle, a woman from any
background may cover her face below
the eyes with a bandana tied in bandit-style behind her head. This is because pale
white skin is considered more beautiful.4® 4° Fashionably dressed urban women may
protect themselves from the sun’s rays with an umbrella. Recent awareness of skin
cancer has encouraged this trend.*?

Bicycle ride past upscale store, Hanoi

(> Is this clothing acceptable to wear?
Visitor: kuan aw naay muk dew-uk Khong? Is this clothing acceptable to wear?

Local: vang Yes.
Exchange 10

Traditional Dress

The national women’s dress is the ao dai, a two-piece outfit consisting of wide-legged
pants worn under a high-necked, long-sleeved, fitted tunic. The tunic falls to the
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Woman wearing traditional ao dai, Ho Chi
Minh City

knee and side slits below the waist allow the garment
panels to flow. Girls wear white ao dai to symbolize
their purity.®' Young adult females can wear pastel
tunics with white trousers. Only married women
wear darker colored fabrics or white tunics with
black pants.2 43

The ao dai was considered bourgeois attire by the
socialist government since it signaled the wearer did
not engage in manual labor. After being banned it made
a comeback in the 1990s, particularly in the South.*

On formal occasions, Viethamese men traditionally
donned a full-length tunic imported from China and
complemented by a turban. Color-coding revealed a
man’s social status. Ordinary men could wear black,

brown, or white. Yellow was reserved for the Emperor. Purple and red were reserved
for court officials of stature, while blue indicated the man was a lower-ranking
official.*> In addition, the embroidered symbols differed. This suit is no longer part
of daily attire or even worn on special occasions. It is only seen in traditional dance

or music performances.**

Hospitality

Visitors dining with Vietnamese couple

If a Viethamese says, “An com” (literally,
“Let’s eat rice”), it is an invitation to lunch
or dinner.*” Vietnamese typically entertain
visitors in lavish style, despite the hardship it
may impose on the family budget. If needed,
they may borrow things from neighbors to
make a guest’s stay more pleasant. It is best
to express gratitude for the effort rather
than saying that they should not have gone
to the trouble and expense.*® Shoes should
be removed upon entering a home. Wealthier
households and urbanites will have indoor

sandals for guests. All Vietnamese will offer visitors a cup of tea or coffee, whether
or not they were expected, to make visitors feel welcome. Drinking it, or at least taking
a sip, expresses gratitude. To not do so risks making the host lose face.
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(») | appreciate your hospitality.

Visitor: toy trun gwee su hur Khak koo-a ko

Local: Khong kor chee

| appreciate your hospitality.
It is nothing.
Exchange 11

Guests should wait to be shown where to sit at the dining table. Seats are allocated
to different people based on social standing, significance to the family, and age. The
oldest person is seated first, and guests should wait respectfully for the oldest person
to eat. A traditional Vietnamese family meal is usually shared, with each diner having
a small bowl of rice in front of them. Various dishes are placed in the center of the
table and everyone helps themselves by transferring food to their own bowls with
communal chopsticks or serving spoons. Dishes are passed using both hands.*?

Dishes are selected carefully. For
example, bitter melon soup (canh kho
qua) is considered reconciliation food. It
is served in lieu of asking for forgiveness
or when the host has not seen the visitor
for a long time. Visitors should try a
little of everything. When pausing from
eating, place the chopsticks across the
food bowl, notinit. Drinks are not usually
served until after a meal.#° When full,
politely decline more food by covering
the bowl with your hand.#" 42

(» The food tastes so good.
Visitor: mun an naay kwar ngorn
Local: seen kam ern

(») What is the name of this dish?
Visitor: day lar mon zee?
Local: day lar char zor

Pho, a traditional Vietnamese soup

The food tastes so good.
Thank you.
Exchange 12

What is the name of this dish?
These are egg rolls.

Exchange 13
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Gift Giving

Grounded in Buddhist philosophy, Vietnamese
believe that the giver receives more benefits than
the recipient. A person’s karma is enhanced by
generosity; it is common to bring gifts when invited
to a person’s home. Gifts are usually set aside and
opened after the guest has left. Appropriate gifts are
fruit and flowers or chocolate for the host’s children.
Gifts that are hard to buy in Vietnam are always well
received. Do not give handkerchiefs, yellow flowers,
chrysanthemums, or anything black as a gift. These
can be interpreted as bad omens.#* Colors carry
symbolic meaning: anything red, which represents
happiness and good fortune, is a good choice. If
several gifts are brought, there should be an even
number of them. Odd numbers are considered bad
luck. Typically, the recipients will initially refuse the
gift. The giver should insist they accept it.**

Woman selling flowers, Hanoi

(» This gift is for you.
Visitor: kwar naay chor ko This gift is for you.

Local: toy Khong tee nun kwar naay | cannot accept this gift.
Exchange 14

Gender Roles and Relationships

Women have played prominent roles throughout Vietnamese history. The most
significant heroines are the Trung sisters who led the first successful resistance effort
against the Chinese in the year 40 CE. Several years later, the Chinese launched a
successful counterattack, which prompted the sisters to commit suicide rather than
resume life under foreign domination. Their bravery and sacrifice are commemorated
on the sixth day of the second month of the lunar year. In addition, Trung Sisters Day is
observed as part of International Women'’s Day in Vietnam.> 4647 |n the 20th century,
women were part of the resistance effort against the French and later in what the
Vietnamese refer to as the “American War. 438 439, 440

While the socialist government is officially committed to gender equality and
emphasizes women’s productive utility to the nation, patriarchal norms continue to
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guide individual behavior, particularly
for rural women. Their primary role
is that of dutiful wife and mother of a
male child. Doi moi liberalization has
provided opportunities to earn money
that typically require residents to leave
the village, at least for the day.*' In the
outside world, women are expected to
adhere to traditional expectations for
virtuous female conduct in contrast to
Hmong women selling fruit, Sapa men for whom premarital sex and affairs
are permissible.*?

In recent years, gender gaps in Vietnam
have narrowed. In 2015, households
headed by women were less likely to be
poor than those headed by men, and there
were more female students attending high
school and college than male students.
Additionally, women’s participation in
the labor force is closing in on that of
men (73.2% and 83.5%, respectively).
Nevertheless, some gaps persist. While
more women are engaged in wage work,
this is often in foreign-owned export-oriented factories.*? Such jobs entail hours of labor
under sometimes unsafe conditions. Women also remain underrepresented in leadership
roles: 31-33% of women are business owners or hold senior management positions, and
only 26.7% of parliamentary seats are held by women.*4 4 46 |n addition, the higher
rate of males born in the country indicates the selective abortion of female fetuses.*’

Girls in ao dai school uniforms, southwestern Vietnam

Cuisine

Vietnamese cuisine is diverse and vibrant. Outside cultures have had a strong influence—
from the Chinese and Khmer dynasties, to the short-lived Japanese occupation and,
in particular, the French colonial rulers.*® Vietnamese food balances sweet and
sour flavors, crunchy and silky textures, cooked and uncooked, fried and steamed
dishes, soups and salads, all with a focus on fresh ingredients. 9 40, 41
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Cuisine varies according to geographic

region. Chinese flavors have shaped the

food of the North, which utilizes less

meat and is often stir-fried with soy

and flavored with fish or prawn sauce.

The national staple, pho, a fragrant rice

noodle soup, was created in northern

Vietnam during French colonization.

Beef, which was a staple of the French

diet, was imported and later incorporated

into the soup. Pho is served nationwide, Bowl of pho with flat noodles, Ho Chi Minh City
with many regional variations. Vietnam’s

central coastline is considered the country’s epicurean hotspot. Here, the city of
Hue’s legacy of royalty has impacted central Vietnamese food, which is colorfully
prepared with a broad variety of spices and meats. Dishes are presented creatively
in a variety of small portions. The “white rose” of Hoi An, bahn xeo (savory filled
pancakes), is a local specialty.*? Southern Viethamese dishes draw more from Khmer
and Thai influences, and its hotter climate means more emphasis on salads and grilled
meats. Southern Vietnamese sweeten dishes with sugar and coconut milk and use chili
peppers to add spice.#3 44

There are two universal themes in
Vietnamese cuisine: rice (com) and fish
sauce (nhuoc mam). Rice, served sticky
or fried, is the staple food item; it
appears with breakfast, lunch, dinner,
and dessert as noodles, porridge, paper
wrappers, puffed snacks, and wine.
Steamed rice accompanies vegetable
and meat dishes—usually fish, chicken,
or pork—and then seasoned with the
ubiquitous Vietnamese fish sauce. Fish
sauce is used in marinades, salad dressings, soup broths, and dips. The most prized
fish sauce has been fermented for a year in wooden barrels and comes from Phu Quoc,
an island that lies off the southern coast of Vietnam in the Gulf of Thailand.**

Banh beo (waterfern cakes) with fish sauce, Da Nang

Spring rolls, wrapped in paper-thin rice flour pancakes, come in two forms: fresh
(goi cuon), also known as “summer rolls” and deep fried (cha gio), a preferred food on
special occasions such as Tet and family festivities.*¢ Both are popular snacks eaten
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with the national condiment, nuoc cham.*” Nuoc cham is a fish sauce diluted with a
little lime juice, sugar, garlic, and chilies.*#

French Influence

Much of what is considered distinctly
Vietnamese cuisine has French
influences. Many staple foods are French
dishes, such as omelets, baguettes,
and croissants, modified with local
ingredients. While bread is not common
in the rest of East Asia, many Vietnamese
eat banh mi sandwiches for breakfast.
The baguettes, made with rice flour
instead of wheat, are filled with sliced
pickled daikon, cucumbers, cilantro,
Traditional banh mi sandwich paté, chilies, mayonnaise, and meat
fillings or tofu.*® Banh mi can be found
in street stalls, restaurants, and French-style bakeries throughout Vietnam.“? Other
foods and ingredients—such as asparagus, cauliflower, paté, potatoes, and coffee—
were also introduced during the French colonial period.“!

While Vietnamese still share their Chinese neighbors’ affinity for tea, coffee is the
daily fuel, and an integral part of life. Coffee is not just part of Vietnamese culture, it
is also important to its economy: Vietnam is the second-largest exporter of coffee.?
Instead of fresh or steamed milk, Viethamese coffee is usually served cold and
sweetened with a large portion of condensed milk (ca phe sua da).# 44 45

The Arts

Literature

Vietnam has a rich literary tradition. The sources are both indigenous tales that
were passed down orally before being rendered into written form, and the Chinese
formal written tradition, which the Vietnamese adopted. Ghosts and spirits figure
prominently in Vietnamese stories.“¢ Protagonists often consult with dead ancestors
and relatives when they confront moral dilemmas. The use of the dead enables writers
to work around censorship restrictions when dealing with sensitive topics. In this way
they provide an alternative to the officially sanctioned versions of prominent events
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such as revolutionary memoirs (hoi ky cach mang). This is a literary form introduced
by the communist government after it came to power, which was intended to shape a
collective memory instead of private individual accounts.*’

“The Tale of Kieu” (“Truyen Kieu”), a
3,253-line poem based on a Chinese
story, is regarded as Vietnam'’s literary
masterpiece. It is the story of a beautiful
young woman named Vuong Thuy Kieu
who was born into a noble family in
the latter half of the 18th century and
raised in a household of privilege. She
had already given her heart to a young
man. But disaster interrupted their plans
to marry when her father and her brother
were imprisoned. In order to free them,
she had no choice but to sell herself. For Viethamese, Kieu’s descent into prostitution
to save her kin reflects the betrayal of principle under duress and submission to the
forces of circumstance. The tale is part of the educational curriculum of Vietnam and
retains a special place in the exile community.?

Vietnamese texts from the 15th-18th centuries, Hanoi

Music

Vietham has a rich culture of song
and instrumentation. The Vietnamese
propensity for singing, even spontaneously
on occasion, could be connected to
the tonal inflections of their language.
The distinctive feature of traditional
Vietnamese music is the lack of harmony.
Instead, musicians create complicated
rhythms to accompany and enrich the
Musical group with a dan nguyet (two-string lute), north- melodies. Don ca tai tu music and song,
east Vietnam for example, evoke peoples’ lives and
work in the Mekong Delta region.*° Aspiring musicians are first taught to respect
phuong, hoa, la (true, straight, flowers). They learn to play a piece perfectly in its
original form before adding their own “flowers” to make a creative contribution in a
bouquet-style public presentation. Stringed instruments such as the 16-stringed zither
figure prominently in traditional music, along with various flute-type instruments,
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which can either be played solo or as accompaniment. Don ca tai tu music and song,
like Northern Vietnham’s Ca tru singing, Quan ho Bac Ninh folk songs, and Vi and Giam
songs (sung without instrumental accompaniment), have been inscribed in UNESCO’s
list of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.+ 471, 472

Water Puppets

Mua roi nuoc (literally, “puppets that dance on water”) is a unique folk art that
appeared during the 11th century CE in the fertile Red River Delta and surrounding
rice-growing areas. To mark the end of the rice harvest and other important occasions
that were often part of religious festivals, villagers began to stage water puppet
performances in communal ponds.+ 474

The puppets, which range in height from 30 to 100 cm (12 to 40 in) and weigh up to
5 kg (11 lbs), are manipulated by poles held by puppeteers standing behind a curtain,
waist deep in water.#> Hand carved from fig wood, each puppet is coated with five
layers of lacquer paint to protect it from the water. Facial and body art emphasizes
the puppet’s features and enables the audience to see it clearly. Rudders at the base
of the puppet allow it to move and spin as the puppeteer moves the puppet through
the water.+ 477

A typical show consists of a series of skits depicting daily agrarian activities often with
a comic touch, such as a fisherman who cannot catch the fish, as well as historical
events and folklore. Traditional tales have been updated to impart the value of
safeguarding the nation’s architectural and religious heritage given the amount of
money cultural relics can fetch in the marketplace. As part of the Tet celebrations, a
festival of puppetry is held at the Thay Pagoda, west of Hanoi, in February.+8 4

Sports

Vovinam

Vovinam is an indigenous form of martial arts still popular with youth. Of relatively
recent origin, vovinam fuses elements of traditional Vietnamese and other martial
arts from around the world. It was created in 1938 by the Viethamese partisan Loc
Nguyen, who chafed under French authority and studied other types of martial arts
to develop a variant that uses physical strength and mental stamina in a unique style.
It combines hard karate moves with softer techniques of kung fu origin. Practitioners
make use of taekwondo kicks as well as judo moves; weapons are optional. Loc
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Nguyen hoped Vietnamese youth would
study vovinam to develop indomitable
spirits and strong bodies to defend
their homeland. Carried elsewhere by
émigrés, vovinam competitions occur
wherever there is a sizeable Vietnamese
community.“© 4! |n the 1950s, the sport
was forced underground by the French
who wanted to suppress nationalist
sentiment. It reemerged in the 1970s, and
eventually became a global movement.
Today, there are vovinam federations
around the world.*?

Dragon Boat Racing

Dragon boat racing is believed to have
started 2,500 years ago in China.*s
The Vietnamese, including a number of
minorities such as the Khmer Krom, also
have a long tradition of dragon boat
racing and they compete in regional
racing annually.®* The challenge lies
not in honing the paddling technique
of individual rowers but the ability to
synchronize the strokes of 20 to 80
paddlers, particularly if the oars are of
different length. Additionally, one person

Vovinam demonstration, France

Dragons, symbolic creatures in the folklore and mythology
of Vietnam, Hue

mans the steering oar in the rear and a drummer provides the paddlers with the proper
rhythmic cadence. It is known as ba trao rowing in Vietham, where it developed as a
way to express thanks to the various gods thought responsible for the good harvest.*®
As part of the annual Dragon Boat Racing festival (late May/early June), Vietnamese
traditionally prepare and eat bak chang—banana- or bamboo-leaf-wrapped dumplings
filled with pork, wood-ear mushrooms, and rice flour.*e 47

Buffalo Fighting

The water buffalo is a traditional symbol of Vietham. The ancient water buffalo fighting
festival is attached to a Water God worshipping ceremony and the hien sinh (sacrifice)
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custom.“® 4 The festival can attract thousands of spectators. Bulls with potential
do not work the fields. Instead, they are put through several months of training in
advance of the competition, which is held in the town of Do Son in September. Locals
may pick their favorite buffalo before the fight, and some even pray the night before
to wish their chosen buffalo good luck.*®

After some ceremony and a procession,
the buffalos, with red ribbons tied around
their horns and red cloths over their bodies
(which are removed before the fight), are
led into the fighting arena by men also
clad in red to drumbeat accompaniment.
After the first signal, the bulls are moved
within 20 m (65 ft) of each other. They are
allowed to rush at each other when the
second signal is heard, after which they
lock horns until one emerges dominant.
He is then paired with another competitor. Usually, the winning bull is one that
successfully evades all opponents.®' All buffalos are slaughtered at the end of the
festival. In recent years, the tradition has met with controversy, both over concerns
for the safety of handlers as well as the rights of the animals.*% 4

Water buffalo, northwestern Vietnam

Nonreligious Celebrations

Lunar New Year

Tet Nguyen Dan (“Tet”), the Vietnamese Lunar New Year, is the country’s most celebrated
holiday. Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City, and Da Nang celebrate the new year with parades,
concerts, and large firework displays.®* Tet comes from the word tiet, the knot
between segments of bamboo stalk that represents the idea of transition.** Although
observances extend for 15 days between late January and mid-February, workers
are typically accorded a 9-day holiday.** Vietnamese flood railways, highways, and
airways to get home and scrub the family altar, clean the graves of ancestors, settle
old debts, and prepare traditional holiday foods. Each home typically acquires a
kumquat tree (tac) and peach blossoms (symbols of luck and good fortune) to adorn
a thoroughly cleaned house.*” Enough food must be purchased to feed the family
before the stores close. The signature Tet dish, a sticky rice cake (banh chung), was
invented by an ancient monarch to welcome spring. The rice cakes must be soaked in
water for one or two nights to achieve the desired gelatinous and chewy texture.*®
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(» Will you be celebrating the Lunar New Year?

Visitor: ko ser arn teet viet-nam Will you be celebrating the Lunar New Year?
faay Khong?
Local: vang! Yes!

Exchange 15

Viethamese believe that Tet marks the time

when the Kitchen God reports on their family

to the Jade Emperor, the supreme lord of

Taoism. At midnight on New Year’s Eve (Gia

Thua), when winter and spring meet, families

mark the transition by offering incense prayers

before their ancestral altars, recounting the

outgoing year’s rites of passage, and asking for

a prosperous new year. They also pay tribute

to their ancestors. Special food offerings are

Woman buying li xi (red envelopes for money) during

placed on the altar because the ancestors are Tet, Nhan Trang
believed to return and spend the holiday with

their living descendants.#? 50

In the morning, the normally bustling streets are deserted because virtually everyone
stays at home. The first visitor of the new year is supposed to be an omen of the
family’s fortunes for the coming year. Not wanting to leave that to chance, the
Vietnamese arrange for a healthy and successful acquaintance to call on them that
morning. The day is mostly a family day on which children are congratulated and given
red envelopes (li xi) containing money in recognition of being one year older. (By
tradition, birthdays are not celebrated, and Tet is a nationwide birthday party). Each
subsequent day of the new year celebration has special rituals attached.>*' Traditional
greetings during Tet involve wishing each other good fortune or a new addition to the
family. These include “Chuc mung nam moi!” (Happy New Year!) and “Cung chuc tan
xuan!” (Many wishes for the new spring!)302 503

Tomb-Sweeping Day

Tomb-Sweeping Day, known as Thanh Minh in Vietnamese (or Qing Ming in China,
where it originated), is observed in early April. At one time in Vietnam, it was
a ritual performed at court by the emperor in homage to his ancestors, with his
subjects following his example. From this evolved a holiday when families pay
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homage to their ancestors by making pilgrimages to their graves with offerings of
food, flowers, cakes, votive paper, and incense.>*

It provides families with an opportunity to reunite and picnic at the site of the tomb—
where, in turn, they expect to be buried. Families demonstrate their duty to the
deceased by bringing current family news and inviting them to join the Tet holiday
the next year. 50 5%

Reunification Day

The 30th of April commemorates when

the Viet Cong and North Viethamese Army

(NVA) captured Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh
City)on30April1975. Itwas theimmediate

catalyst for Vietnamese reunification in

1976. The celebration (Ngay Thong Nhat)

is also known as Victory Day or Liberation

Day. It may include military parades

and a reenactment of the NVA entering

Saigon and marching to the Presidential

Palace, the former Republic of Vietnam’s

(RVN) seat of government.*” This site is Photo from Victory Day, 1975, held in front of the current
now known as the Reunification Palace  presidential gates
and is open for tours in sections that have

preserved rooms. 0% 50%

The Hanoi government considers this holiday important for its legitimacy. It is a solemn
occasion for the Vietnamese to reflect on the sacrifices of those who made victory
possible.>® Because most of today’s Vietnamese were born after 1975 and may have
little memory of life before the economic reforms, schools educate students about
the recent past. According to the national narrative, there was no civil war; rather,
the RVN was a puppet regime of the United States that was justly toppled.5" 512

Ho Chi Minh’s Birthday

Ho Chi Minh’s birthday is celebrated on 19 May. A ranking member of the government
lays a wreath at his mausoleum, and people reflect on his life. It is also customary for
outstanding citizens to have their contributions to national development acknowledged
at their workplace.** While technically a secular holiday, the annual event has taken
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on spiritual dimensions, as the former
leader achieves the status of a hero-god
in Vietham.>"

Although the country has moved away

from communism, Ho Chi Minh is revered

for his sacrifices on behalf of the nation’s

war for independence. The modest home

where he worked in Hanoi draws visitors

throughout the year. “Uncle Ho,” as he

is affectionately referred to even in the Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum, Hanoi
state-owned media, wanted his ashes

spread in the three regions of Vietham.>" This wish was not honored; instead, an
austere mausoleum was built in Hanoi’s Ba Dinh Square. It is open to the public and,
for part of the year, displays his embalmed body under glass.>'

National Day

National Day brings large parades and events across Vietnam on September 2. This
date commemorates two important anniversaries—the Vietnamese declaration of
independence from French colonial rule on 2 September 1945 by Ho Chi Minh, who
died 24 years later on 2 September 1969.5"7 Because of Ho Chi Minh’s popularity, the
official celebration typically emphasizes his contributions to national independence.
The celebration in Hanoi, including a fireworks display, takes place on Ba Dinh Square
in front of Ho Chi Minh’s mausoleum. People also gather around Hoan Kiem Lake to
watch the boat races.>'® Some southern Vietnamese may harbor resentment toward
those of the North, a result of events during the war. They may show allegiance to
the flag of South Vietnam (a yellow flag with three red stripes) on this day, otherwise
being in possession of this flag can have serious implications, including jail time.5' 520

Mid-Autumn Festival

The Mid-Autumn Festival (Tet Trung Thu) occurs on a harvest moon in late September
or early October, close to the fall equinox. Mooncakes (banh trung thu), filled with
red bean and lotus paste, are available everywhere for people to purchase, exchange,
and eat.>”

Festivities in Vietnam are noteworthy for emphasis on children. For Tet Trung Thu,
children traditionally wore masks made of paper-maché, but now these may be
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Vietnamese children celebrating Mid-Autumn Festival

Dos and Don’ts

store-bought, pop-culture likenesses,
such as Superman models intended for
Halloween. The purpose of the mask is to
scare off Ra Hu, a tiger-like demon said
to have attempted to eat the moon during
the period of celestial creation—thus
creating the moon’s phases.*?2 52 Because
Ra Hu might be tempted to return to eat
the moon, which appears larger on this
holiday than at any other time of year,
children remain vigilant. After dark,
their efforts are aided by lanterns.* 5%

¢ Do take off your shoes before entering a home or temple.

» Do dress simply and leave expensive jewelry at home to avoid flaunting your

wealth in public.

» Do show deference toward the elderly by bowing your head slightly in

their presence.

» Do use both hands when passing an object to someone.

» Do receive and give business cards with both hands and examine those you

receive before putting them away.

» Do ask before photographing people or their children.

« Do take at least a sip of tea when it is offered in a home or at a reception.

« Don’t compare Vietnam to China.

» Don’t joke about Ho Chi Minh, who is considered the father of the country.

» Don’t beckon anyone with a single forefinger with the palm facing up. This
gesture has offensive and threatening connotations. Instead, turn your palm
downward and sweep all four fingers toward you in unison.
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» Don’t lose your temper in public. This is viewed as a loss of face for all involved.

« Don’t put your hands in your pockets or on your hips while talking because it
is considered disrespectful body language.

» Don’t let the soles of your feet point at people or sacred objects, including
Buddhas and family ancestral altars.

« Don’t rest chopsticks upright in a bowl. Vietnamese believe this resembles
incense burned to commemorate the dead.

« Don’t touch or pat a person, including a child, on the head, which is considered
to be the most sacred part of a person’s body. Doing so is considered rude.

» Don’t use the Western gesture for “okay” to express that something is good;
it means “poor quality” in Vietnam.
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Chapter 3 | Traditions

Assessment

1. Singing is a popular pastime in Vietnam.

2. The greeting “Xin chao” is only used in the evening.

3. Ho Chi Minh is referred to as “Uncle Ho” by the Vietnamese.
4. Fried catfish is Vietnam’s signature dish.

5. The Trung sisters are celebrated for their resistance to the French.
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Hanoi skyline

Chapter 4 | Viethamese Cultural Orientation

Urban Life

Introduction

With urbanization in Vietnam growing at 3.4% per year, the United Nations projects
that half the population will live in cities by 2040. Currently, one in three people in
Vietnam lives in a city. Ho Chi Minh City, for example, has an urban density comparable
to Tokyo. Streets are clogged with lines of vehicles and motorbikes, some with multiple
passengers, speeding in and out of the available space. Such rapid urbanization is
placing an increasing burden on cities and municipalities. Ho Chi Minh City, Hanoi,
and many smaller cities struggle to deliver basic city services and safe drinking water,
construct needed public transportation systems, improve waste management systems,
and ensure food safety. % 57
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The gap between the wealthiest 20%
of the Viethnamese population and the
rest has been widening for more than
a decade. In 2014, there were 210
individuals worth more than $30 million
in Vietnam; their combined wealth
was equivalent to 12% of Vietnam’s
GDP.*% Cities display the country’s most
extreme income disparities. Hanoi, the
national capital, and Ho Chi Minh City,
the commercial center, have been the
primary recipients of foreign direct investment (FDI) under the doi moi economic
reforms. As a result, residents of these two major cities enjoy a higher standard
of living than people elsewhere. The downtown centers of both cities have been
transformed by new construction.? 530, 531

Ben Thanh Market entrance, Ho Chi Minh City

Vietham’s middle class includes
government employees (one-third of the
national workforce), and entrepreneurs
who typically have close relations with
government officials in a position to
provide concessions that are often
crucial to profitability. Many other
residents are self-employed in the urban
informal service economy, particularly
those who left the countryside in search
of job opportunities. Unable to afford
rental housing, many working poor and
homeless in Ho Chi Minh City have created squatter settlements along canals. These
dwellings lack access to clean water and are susceptible to flooding because of poor
drainage.>? Periodic municipal government “civilization” (van minh) campaigns often
target the poor, who are perceived as degrading the city’s image.>*

Student using cell phone, Hanoi

Telecommunications

The vast majority of Vietnamese have cell phones (91%), which can be bought from
almost any street vendor. Text messaging is the preferred form of communication
for the younger generation.>* 5% Five mobile phone companies operate in Vietham:
VNPT-Vinaphone, Mobiphone, Viettel, Vietnammobile, and Gtel.>*
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(» What is your telephone number?

Visitor: deeyen tway koo-a ko so may? What is your telephone
number?
Local: soo deeyin twaay koo-a toy laar bar muee My phone number is
tarm muee mot Khong haay muee mot 3811-0211.

Exchange 16

In 2018, there were 50 million internet users in Vietnam or a little over half the
population.>’” 5% After 4G technology became available in Vietnam in 2015, rapid
adoption of 4G-enabled smartphones has made internet access more convenient.>*
Vietnam’s biggest mobile carrier, Viettel, will start testing a 5G mobile network

in 2019.54

(» May | use your phone?

Visitor: toy zoong deeyin twaay koo-a ko
dew-uk Khong?

Local: dew-uk

Industry

Vietnam’s domestic industry consists of
two types of businesses: state-owned
enterprises and post-doi moi enterprises.
State-owned enterprises developed
under a planned economy. Few are
financially viable, so they are reliant
on subsidies from specific government
bureaus. Post-doi moi enterprises have
captured industries like electronics and
telecommunications, which have become
booming industries for Vietnam.*
In 2017, the country was the world’s

May | use your phone?

Sure.

Exchange 17

Textile workers

ninth-largest electronics exporter.>? Worldwide, 1 in 10 smartphones is produced in
Vietnam. Mobile phones are the country’s number one export, bringing in more than
$45 billion in 2017. Machinery, steel, and textiles are also important industries, and
Vietnam is quickly becoming one of the world’s largest exporters of garments, shoes,

and textiles. 543 544, 545
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To meet the demands of increased manufacturing and trade plus a growing population,
high-rise office buildings and apartment complexes have been constructed in urban
centers. Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam’s economic powerhouse, accounts for close to 20% of
the country’s GDP and 28% of its industrial output. Other major industrial centers are the
port city of Da Nang, Bien Hoa, and the northern port city of Haiphong.>#*

Haiphong was once a dangerous waterway—heavily mined and bombed during
the Vietnam War. Now, Haiphong is the heart of Vietnam’s economic boom.
Already an important shallow-water port, it opened a deep-water port in 2018 to
accommodate container ships. The city is also home to the country’s first automobile
company, VinFast.>"

Traffic and Transportation

The country’s roads have been improved
considerably since the Vietnam War, and
84% of its national roads are paved. But
these constitute only a small portion of
Vietnam’s overall road network, most
of which remains unpaved and in poor
condition.>® 5 Traffic accidents are the
leading cause of death and emergency
evacuation of foreigners in Vietham.>® Ho Chi Minh City moped traffic
Though vehicle ownership is rising quickly,
car ownership is still low, and road traffic
is dominated by motorcycles.>"

Before the 20th century, sea transport
was the primary means of connecting the
northern and southern parts of the country.
For many, boat travel is faster and cheaper
than land routes because there is an
estuary approximately every 25 km (15 mi)
of coastline.>? 53
Merchants on the Mekong River, southern Vietnam
Rapid passenger growth has strained
Viethnam’s existing transportation network, and many highways and airports are
severely congested. The government has planned ambitious highway and aviation
projects, including construction of thousands of kilometers of new highway by 2020.5*
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Vietnam has a well-developed domestic flight network that uses airfields built for
military aircraft during the years of conflict. Demand for air travel is growing. In
2015, 63 million passengers flew in and out of Vietnamese airports; 18 million were
international travelers.>*® Though all airports attract travelers, Tan Son Nhat Airport
in Ho Chi Minh City is the busiest. As of July 2016, there were 70 international routes
connecting Vietnam to 26 countries and territories. There are several domestic
airlines—Vietnam Airlines, VietJet Air, Jetstar Pacific Airlines, and Bamboo Airways,
which began operation in 2018.5%

(» Which road leads to the airport?
Visitor: dew-urn now zun den sun baay? Which road leads to the airport?

Local: dew-urn hew-urng dong The road heading east.
Exchange 18

On arriving at the airport in Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh City, visitors should choose ground
transportation carefully. Some travelers have reported being robbed by drivers
who greeted them upon arrival with a sign showing the traveler’s name. Use only
established airport taxi companies or vehicles provided by hotels. Know the address of
the hotel you are staying at and nearby landmarks. If there is an incident, write down
the name of the taxi company and the license plate number so it can be reported to
local authorities.>”

(» Where can | get a cab?
Visitor: toy kor theeh dorn tak-see uh dow? Where can | get a cab?

Local: uh darng keeya keeya Over there.
Exchange 19

Trains and Buses

Vietnam’s rail network was built under French colonial rule. Each line is a single
track except near the Chinese border, where it becomes a double track as the train
approaches the border town of Lao Cai. The southern rail terminus is still officially
named the Saigon Station. Service between Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City is on the
“Reunification Express,” but the name misrepresents the speed of service as the trip
takes 30-plus hours.>® > There is no way to buy a combination pass ticket. Stopping
over along the way requires the purchase of a new ticket. There are more than 100
stops on the over 1,000-mile (1,610-km) line, but most “express” trains only stop at
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about 20. Since there is just one track, trains must pull off regularly to let trains from
the opposite direction pass. >

(» Is there a train station nearby?
Visitor: kor gar sair luwa uh gun daay Khong? Is there a train station nearby?
Local: Khong No.

Exchange 20

Rail service is complemented by an
extensive network of inexpensive,
long-distance bus services. The vintage
De Soto buses are quite utilitarian. Newer
models may come equipped with 24-hour
entertainment, such as a DVD player and
karaoke microphones for all passengers to
use.*? Note, however, that long-distance
buses do not meet U.S. safety standards.
Buses and trucks are often overloaded and
travel at high speeds with little regard to Train platform, Lao Cai, northwestern Vietnam
other modes of road transportation.®

(» Will the bus be here soon?
Visitor: sair byut sarp den daay faay Khong? Will the bus be here soon?
Local: vang Yes.

Exchange 21

Getting around within a City

Cyclos (three-wheeled bicycle taxis, or pedicabs)—long since replaced by bicycles and
motorbikes—can still be hired in tourist areas. Called pousse-pousse in French colonial
times (literally, “push-push”), the driver sits and peddles behind the passengers.3* 3> 566

Owning a motorbike or scooter is a necessity for urban residents because of the limited
public transportation options. While helmets are required by law, many fail to meet
national safety standards. Motorbike taxis (xe om; literally, “hugging a motorbike”),
are available on practically every street corner and have replaced the traditional
bicycle. Although theoretically cheaper than regular taxis, xe om lack a meter, which
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can make them more expensive for those unfamiliar with the informal fare structure.>’
Because xe om are unregulated and offer little protection, the U.S. State Department
strongly discourages their use.>?

Pedestrians should always look carefully
in both directions before crossing
Vietnam’s chaotic urban streets. Caution
is advised even when using a crosswalk
with a green “walk” light illuminated
or when crossing what is believed to be
a one-way street.”® Vietnamese often
drive against traffic. When walking on
sidewalks, be mindful of scooters behind
you. Vietnamese commonly drive their

scooters on sidewalks.57 "
Pedicab with passenger, Hanoi

Renting a Vehicle

Driving in Vietnam is not comparable to driving in other countries: it is chaotic and
dangerous. Awareness of basic traffic safety etiquette is low and driving under the
influence is common and rarely prosecuted. The sheer volume of vehicles is intimidating
to most international visitors, and traffic accidents are the leading cause of death in
Vietnam. It is possible to rent a car or even a small motorbike or scooter in Vietnam.
But visitors who stay less than 3 months and do not speak Viethamese must hire
a driver.>

(» Can you take me there?

Visitor: ko doo-ah toy den dor dew-uk Khong? Can you take me there?

Local: vang, toy doo-ah ko dee ngaay Yes, | will take you there right away.
Exchange 22

International driving permits and U.S. drivers’ licenses are not valid in Vietnam.
Foreigners who intend to operate a vehicle must obtain a Viethamese license.>”* There
are serious risks associated with driving without a Vietnamese license endorsed for the
appropriate vehicle, be it a car, motorbike, or scooter, including fines, prosecution,
or imprisonment. Additionally, drivers can be held liable for injuries to a victim in an
accident. Foreign nationals deemed responsible for an accident by the police will be
barred from leaving the country until compensation has been paid to the victims or their
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families. To obtain a Vietnamese driver’s license, visitors should contact the Provincial
Public Transportation Service of the Vietnamese Department of Communications
and Transport.>74 57

(») Where can | rent a car?
Visitor: toy kor theh thoo-eh sair oto uh dow? Where can | rent a car?

Local: uh jorng tarng fo Downtown.
Exchange 23

(» Is there a mechanic nearby?
Visitor: kor thur maay uh gun day Khong? Is there a mechanic nearby?
Local: kor Yes.
Exchange 24

Gas stations are easy to find along major thoroughfares, as well as on the water for
boat traffic. It is advisable to patronize stations that have new pumps with digital
readouts, to verify how much gas has actually been put into the tank.

(> Is there a gas station nearby?
Visitor: kor tram sang uh gun daay Khong? Is there a gas station nearby?

Local: kor Yes.
Exchange 25

Health Care

Vietnam’s government has made a concerted effort to raise basic health care
standards over the last three decades. This has led to improved life expectancy and
lower mortality rates. The government provides access to basic health care in urban
and rural areas, and health insurance coverage reached 82% of the population in
2016.°%57 Those without insurance are vulnerable to the financial consequences of a
serious illness.5”®

In the last decade, the government has partly privatized its health-care system as
a step toward providing better care. As a result, Vietham meets 73% of the
population’s health-care needs. In 2016, there were 1,346 hospitals in Vietnam,
which included 1,161 public hospitals and 185 private hospitals.*”® But overcrowding,
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shortage of medical staff, and obsolete equipment for surgery and intensive care
units are challenges. Vietnamese who can afford it travel abroad for high-quality
medical services.5® 58

(> Is there a hospital nearby?
Visitor: kor beng veeyin uh gun daay Khong? Is there a hospital nearby?
Local: kor, uh joong tarm tarng fo Yes, in the center of town.

Exchange 26

Average life expectancy reached 76 years

of age in 2016.%% 38 Vietnamese men,

however, have a relatively high prevalence

of smoking and alcohol consumption, which

contributes to lower life expectancy than

Viethamese women. Maternal mortality

has decreased dramatically since 1990.

For every 100,000 live births, 54 women

died from pregnancy-related causes in

2015, compared to 223 in 1990.%4 5 |n the

same period, infant mortality declined Navy Lt. Cmd. S. Stroup performing surgery, Vinh
from 44 deaths per 1,000 live births to 15

(by comparison, it is 6 in the United States).>®* Women still suffer from communicable
diseases, especially reproductive tract problems and HIV/AIDS.5

(> Do you know what is wrong?
Visitor: ko beeyet kaay zee saay Khong? Do you know what is wrong?
Local: kor ah Yes. (polite)
Exchange 27

Access to better sanitation has improved people’s overall health. In 2016, 77% of
the rural population had access to sanitation facilities, and 70% had access to clean
water. In urban areas, access to these services is over 95%.588

Education

Education is valued more than material wealth and success in Vietnam. An uneducated,
rich person is considered inferior to an educated person who is poor. In the traditional
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Vietnamese social system, the scholar is at the top of the social hierarchy.>®* Almost all
Vietnamese consider a good education the best avenue to success for their children.
Many will sell what they have to pay for the best schools and tutoring.>® Vietnam’s
government has made a concerted effort to raise basic education and health care
standards over the last three decades. This has led to improved adult literacy in rural
and urban areas.*' The literacy rate of Viethamese between 15 and 24 years old was
98% in 2015,52 5%

Education in Vietnam is compulsory,
universal, and tuition-free through
primary school (age 11). Secondary
schooling (high school) is not free. Most
Vietnamese students have lessons from
Monday through Saturday but for only
half the day.>** > Additionally, families
who can afford it pay for organized forms
of supplementary study (di hoc them)
within the formal education system
French bilingual school, southern Vietnam (where teachers offer private tutoring)
and outside of it (in the form of so-called
cram schools).>* 7 The number of students going on to college is increasing: in 2015,
28% of Vietnamese studied at the college level.>*® At the same time, higher education
opportunities are limited and regionally oriented.>* Most students in Hanoi choose a
college in the capital, while those in the South select schools close to home. With
1 million students graduating from high school annually and places for fewer than 20%
in existing programs, increasingly families send their children abroad to study. In 2016,
63,703 students studied in places such as China, India, and the United States. % ¢

State figures indicate that 15.5% of students aged 5-18 leave school early. School fees
for textbooks, uniforms, and school maintenance services put education out of reach
for many families. While ethnic-minority students are exempt from paying school
fees under a government subsidy program, authorities do not always enforce the
fee-waiver. Access to facilities is also a problem for ethnic minority children; many
students are required to walk more than 10 km (6 mi) to reach the closest school.®?

Restaurants and Dining Out

Café culture in Vietnam is vibrant—from opulent terraces to sidewalks littered with
people chatting around fold-out aluminum tables. In the South especially, there are
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cafés everywhere. Meals are leisurely
affairs, with many shared dishes served
all at once. A typical meal may include a
light soup with vegetables, rice, grilled
or steamed meats, a vegetable dish,
fresh fruit and salad, all placed on the
table at once.®: Instead of cookies or
cakes for dessert, a meal will usually
finish with hot tea and a platter of local
fruit. Banana, mango, dragon fruit (thanh
long), pineapple, papaya, rambutan (a

Café, Hanoi
red fruit with a spiny rind), and lychee
are some favorites.
(» May | have a glass of water?
Visitor: chor toy mot lee nu-uk dew-uk Khong? May | have a glass of water?

Local: vang, kor ngaay Yes, right away.

Exchange 28

Vietnam'’s legacy of French colonial heritage and American influence creates a cuisine
with some offerings that are familiar to Western palates. It is easy in urban areas to
find restaurants that serve Western-style breakfasts featuring fried eggs and French
bread. Banh mi are available throughout the day.% ¢

(» Are you still serving breakfast?

Visitor: ko varn korn fook voo deeyim tarm Are you still serving breakfast?
faay Khong?
Local: vang Yes.

Exchange 29

(» Id like a bowl of hot soup.
Visitor: toy moon moot bat soop nong I’d like a bowl of hot soup.
Local: vang Sure.
Exchange 30
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Most restaurants, particularly smaller private ones, will not list prices on their menus.
It is advisable to ask for the prices before ordering, to avoid getting a padded bill
after you have eaten and are not in a position to contest the charges. Be careful of
restaurants that list prices in USD. When it is time for payment, payment may be
asked for in Vietnamese dong with an unreasonably expensive exchange rate.¢"”

(> Do you have dessert?

Visitor: ko kor morn jarng meeyen Khong? Do you have dessert?
Local: kor, choong toy kor hwa quah: Yes, we have fruit: banana, mango,
chueh, suwai, vah duar and pineapple.

Exchange 31

(» Can | have my total bill, please?

Visitor: seen ten tat kar teeyin arn koo-a Can | have my total bill, please?
toy?
Local: vang, zeer neeyin zoy Yes, of course.

Exchange 32

For Vietnamese, splitting payment of the bill is a foreign concept. The person
who organizes and invites the others customarily pays for everyone. Alternative
arrangements will also be unfamiliar to restaurant staff and may require advance
explanation.¢® Tipping is not expected; you may leave 5-10% in an upscale restaurant,
or if you are very satisfied. Locals do not tip.¢® ¢

(» Can you put this all on one bill?

Visitor: ko tink tut kar vaw mot hwa dirn Can you put this all on one bill?
dew-uk Khong?
Local: dew-uk Okay.

Exchange 33

In Vietnam, keeping food and drink on hand for visitors is a widely shared social value.
This extends to business meetings when tea is served. Lavish restaurant meals may
be included, and afterward, the attendees may sing karaoke in an establishment that
offers private rooms for small groups.¢"
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(» | would like some coffee or tea.
Visitor: toy moon kar-fee haay nu-uk cher | would like some coffee or tea.
Local: vang Sure.

Exchange 34

(») Where is your restroom?
Visitor: nar vee sink uh dow? Where is your restroom?

Local: nar vee sink uh ben jaay koo-a ko, That room to your left, over there.
uh darng keeya keeya
Exchange 35

Vietnamese have a term for snacking (an qua) that literally means “eating a gift
in the form of a savory morsel.” Grab-and-go snacks (an choi) are widely available
from street vendors. Popular convenience snacks include banh trang nuong, grilled
rice paper filled with onions, pork, and other ingredients.¢? Foods made exclusively
from fresh ingredients pose a substantially lower health risk than foods prepared
elsewhere that may have sat in the hot sun.¢"

(» What type of meat is this?
Visitor: day lar teet zee? What type of meat is this?
Local: teet lun Pork.

Exchange 36

Marketplace

Street markets are an intrinsic part of Vietnamese culture. Because of the country’s
diverse history and the different cultures found in each region, local markets have
their own set of distinct characteristics. In larger cities, markets are open and crowded
with visitors late into the night. Locals on scooters may stop to window shop. In the
Mekong Delta, floating markets are popular. Vendors operate on the river, with goods
and services displayed on boats. When at the market, locals greet, haggle, and talk to
one another, as the market is not only a place for shopping but also one where locals
go to socialize.¢"

Retail commerce in Vietnam is overwhelmingly dominated by female merchants, and
most shoppers are women. In the Confucian mindset, trade was relegated to the
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realm of immoral activities to be conducted outside the village gate. Sellers were
seen as inherently dishonest because they had to convince buyers to pay more for an
item than it cost. Therefore, selling was not seen as a suitable line of work for men.
Haggling over the price of essential goods fell to female members of the family.®”

(» Do you sell embroidered tablecloths and napkins?

Visitor: ko kor barn bo Kharn bahn vah kharn Do you sell embroidered tablecloths
arn tay-oo Khong? and napkins?
Local: kor Yes.

Exchange 37

(» May | examine this close up?

Visitor: toy sem kee kaay naay dew-uk May | examine this close up?
Khong?
Local: dew-uk Sure.

Exchange 38

Bargaining is a way of life in Vietnam.
Before bargaining, make sure to confirm
the currency. Viethamese typically hold
up fingers to get around the language
barrier. One finger can mean either 1 USD
or a 10,000 dong banknote (approximately
50 cents in USD). Some visitors have
assumed they were bargaining in dong
only to learn it was dollars—after
the price had been agreed on and the

hant i dthe deal lete. 616 Street market, Long Xuyen, southwestern Vietnam
merchantconsidere edealcomplete.

(» With this much money, can | buy an ao ba ba?

Visitor: vu-ee so teeyen naay toy moo-a With this much money, can | buy an
dew-uk mot kaay ow bar bar Khong? ao ba ba?
Local: vang Yes.

Exchange 39
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(» Do you accept U.S. currency?

Visitor: ko kor nun dolar Mee Khong? Do you accept U.S. currency?
Local: Khong, choong toy chee nun teeyin No, we only accept Vietnamese
vyet naam dongs.

Exchange 40

Always maintain a friendly demeanor and only enter into protracted negotiations
if you genuinely wish to purchase the item. Touching something will indicate to
the vendor that you are interested in buying it. It is important to carry small bills,
since merchants may not be able to give change for a bill larger than a 20,000 dong
(approximately 1 USD).¢"”

(» Can you give me change for this?

Visitor: ko doee teeyen cho toy dew-uk Can you give me change for this?
Khong
Local: Khong No.

Exchange 41

There are countless markets in Ho Chi
Minh City, but the most famous is the Ben
Thanh Market, one of the city’s historic
landmarks. When visitors inquire about
shopping, they are usually taken to this
market, which includes a food court. An
Dong market is the city’s biggest market;
its four floors are crowded with a maze of
colorful stalls, the majority smaller than
1.5 m (5 ft) in width. Shopping at these
markets can be overwhelming as they are
chaotic and typically have a vast selection
of items: souvenirs, accessories, and clothing, as well as electronic and household
appliances. In the case of apparel, shoppers can often buy fabric from merchants in
one part of the market and take it to a tailor located in another.® ¢

Ben Thanh Market, Ho Chi Minh City
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(» Is the market nearby?

Visitor: kor chur uh gun daay Khong? Is the market nearby?

Local: kor, uh darng keeya, ben faay Yes, over there on the right.
Exchange 42

(» Do you have any more of these?
Visitor: ko korn kaay naay nuwa Khong? Do you have any more of these?
Local: Khong No.

Exchange 43

(> How much longer will you be here?
Visitor: ko sair uh daay bow lo nuwa? How much longer will you be here?
Local: bar teeying doong ho nuwa Three more hours.

Exchange 44

Beggars and Hawkers

Street trade is an essential part of city life in Vietnam. It is difficult to step outside
in any city without eliciting interest from street vendors. Merchants plying everything
from transportation to fruit and freshly baked bread, which women in Hanoi carry
in baskets on their heads, are too numerous to avoid completely.¢ Periodically, city
administrators in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City will crack down on sidewalk vendors and
the encroachment by shops into public space.®

(» Please, buy something from me.

Local: seen moo-a harng koo-a toy Please, buy something from me.

Visitor: seen loy, toy Khong korn teeyin Sorry, | have no money left.
Exchange 45

In addition, there are beggars and hawkers. The former include those with visible
war-related injuries, such as amputees. The latter are typically male adolescents who
present government-issued cards stating they are orphans—in reality, street kids—who
are allowed to hawk postcards and other souvenir paraphernalia at whatever price buyers
are willing to pay. Do not engage them in negotiation if you do not wish to make the
purchase, because they may become aggressive if you decide you do not want the item.
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There are fewer beggars on Vietham’s streets today than there were 20 years ago. City
governments will typically move anyone reported as begging into a shelter, and if they are

not from Vietnam, deport them.®?

(» Give me money.
Local: chor toy teeyin
Visitor: toy Khong kor teeyin

Street Crime and Safety

Visitors to Vietnamese cities, especially
Ho Chi Minh City, report encounters
with motorcycle purse-snatching gangs,
inwhichthepassengergrabsthebelongings
of pedestrians while the driver weaves in
and out of traffic. A similar tactic is used
to steal from passengers riding in cyclos
or on the back of motorcycles: thieves
will sometimes use a sharp weapon such
as a knife to cut bag straps. Those out
shopping are particularly at risk since it
can be presumed they have cash on hand.
Metropolitan authorities periodically
crack down because such tales deter
international tourists from visiting.
Reasonable precautions should suffice
to prevent becoming a victim of crime.
Do not carry unnecessary items that
might give thieves the idea that a bag
contains something of value. Keep a
secure hold on your possessions at all
times when out in public. Be aware of
your surroundings when withdrawing
money from an ATM.¢ ¢ |n 2017, the

Give me money.

| don’t have any.
Exchange 46

Fruit vendor, Hanoi

Mopeds at the flower market, Ho Chi Minh City

Safe Cities Index of the Economist Intelligence Unit ranked Ho Chi Minh City the third
least-safe city in the world, after Caracas and Karachi. ¢
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Assessment

1. Helmets are optional for motorbike passengers.

2. Rice is Vietnam'’s biggest export commodity.

3. Public transportation is not well developed in Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh City.
4. The Ben Thanh Market is the most famous place to shop in Hanoi.

5. Motor vehicle accidents are the leading cause of death in Vietnam.
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Rice harvesting, near Hoi An, Central Coast

Chapter 5 | Viethamese Cultural Orientation
Rural Life

Introduction

Vietnam is historically a rural country, and the majority (64%) of Viethamese today
live in the countryside, where the village is the nexus of society.®® Over the centuries,
Vietnam took shape through the spread of small settlements, which provided its
people with a political, social, and economic foundation. Villages united people in
their struggle with nature, and villagers built and maintained large communal
irrigation and drainage systems to support wet-rice cultivation. On a wider scale,
Vietnam’s dense network of villages supported resistance to invasions.®?®
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Economic reforms over the last three
decades have significantly improved the
lives of Vietnamese, including those in
rural areas. Migration for seasonal work
has increased household incomes, and
between 2014 and 2016, rural poverty
dropped from 22% to 14%.¢° %' Challenges
remain in reducing inequalities among
regions and ethnic groups. Of the 9.1
million poor Vietnamese, 95% live in
rural areas. The poorest households are
concentrated in the highlands and mountainous areas. Poverty among ethnic minorities
is significantly higher (45%) than for the Kinh and Hoa (3%).63% ¢3

Rural home near Sapa, northwestern Vietnam

Recent urbanization and modernization have accelerated changes in rural culture and
society. In the delta regions, doi moi has changed the fabric of daily life for Vietnamese
villagers. The household farm is again the norm (as opposed to collective farming),
household incomes have diversified, with off-farm work being more available, and the
market is open to foreign investment and trade.®“ This has helped improve the lives of
many Viethamese. %%

Areas on the outskirts of cities have experienced major changes as well, owing to
urban expansion. Typical farmhouses, one-story houses with gardens and outbuildings
surrounded by fences or walls, have been replaced by multistory houses similar to
those found in inner-city neighborhoods. The expansion of the city into the countryside
has brought new residents into villages, increasing density, environmental problems,
and local government issues. The influx has also eliminated shared agricultural work,
thus weakening the sense of community and of belonging to the village.®*

Social Organization and Local Politics

Traditionally, village populations were organized into several groups: the hamlet,
family clan, associations, and guilds.®” The hierarchy of the community was based on
Confucian guidelines, dividing villagers into socioeconomic classes: scholars, soldiers,
artisans, traders, and peasants. The lowest class bore the burden of taxes and hard
labor. The extended family—with three and four generations living together—was the
core network of socioeconomic support. Today, extended families still live together in
rural areas.®® ¥
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The countryside was organized into guilds
centered around vocations such as pottery,
fishing, weaving, and construction. People
organized into associations, or groups
with shared interests: Confucian scholars,
martial arts practitioners, cockfighters,
chess players, and associations of older
gentlemen (giap) and women.® Although
guilds and associations share some
common aspects—for example, they are
all democratic in nature—guilds tended to arEErgE;t:r\T[]al at Vietnam National Village for Ethnic Culture
be smaller and more specialized. Today,
guilds and associations are an important
social structure in remote areas of
the country.® ¢4

The hall (dinh) was the center of rural
community life, where religious and
secular ceremonies were held. It housed
the altar of the village’s patron spirit
(thanh hoang) and was the seat of village
administration, where the local council of
elders (hOi dong hao muc) would meet to Traditional village community house, Central Highlands
discuss and settle village affairs.®4 644 645

Although the CPV replaced village administrative hierarchy with party leadership,
the dinh remained an important meeting place, where harvest quotas were assigned,
and the harvest tallied. After doi moi was introduced in 1986, villagers could
seek off-farm work. Now, they may return once a year to celebrate the Tet Lunar
New Year holiday. As the collective nature of village life eroded, the dinh lost its
central function. o4 647, 648

(» Does your (village) leader live here?

Visitor: sar ju-urng koo-a ko song uh daay Does your leader live here?
Khong?
Local: vang Yes.

Exchange 47
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(» Can you take me to your (village) leader?

Visitor: ko doo-ah toy den sar ju-urng koo-a Can you take me to your leader?
ko dew-uk Khong?
Local: vang Yes.

Exchange 48

(» We need your help / advice / opinion.

Visitor: tuh-a bar, choong toy kun bar zoop We need your help / advice /
/ Khwen bao / haay chor ee keeyin opinion.
Local: vang Yes.

Exchange 49

Land Use and the Rural Economy

Agriculture employs around 44% of all workers in Vietnam, down from around 70%
in 1996.%° Rice is a staple of the Vietnamese diet; its production in the Mekong and
Red River deltas is vital to Vietnam’s food supply and economy. The sophisticated
system of canals and dikes used to irrigate rice fields (lac dien) was developed
in the sixth century BCE, and it became the backbone of Vietnamese society.®®
In fact, the Vietnamese traditionally describe their country as two rice baskets
hung on a shoulder pole (don ganh), the traditional method of carrying goods to
market. The two baskets represent the rice growing regions of the Red River Delta
in the North and the Mekong Delta in the South, with the narrow central region acting as
the pole.®'

Most rice grown in Vietnam is cultivated in flooded lowland fields or on terraced hills.
The soil in the highlands is less favorable to food crop cultivation. Thus, highland areas
are planted with coffee, tea, and rubber, interspersed with corn and sweet potato.¢>?

(» Where do you work, Miss?
Visitor: tuh-a ko, ko larm veeyik uh dow? Where do you work, Miss?
Local: tuh-a ko, toy laar nong zun | am a farmer, Miss.

Exchange 50

After national reunification in 1975, agricultural production was collectivized in
the South, where private ownership and autonomous household farming had been
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more pervasive than in the North, which underwent
collectivization in the 1950s. Collective farming was
largely unsuccessful. Farmers were required to sell
a quota of rice to the government in exchange for
low-cost and substandard equipment and goods,
which hurt production. Additionally, southern
farmers resisted collectivization, destroying farming
equipment before it could be appropriated by the
state. Harvests plummeted across the country, and
people went hungry.®

In 1986, local officials were directed by Hanoi to
break collective farms into household-size parcels.
Under the new arrangement, farmers could decide
where, when, and at what price to sell their crops.
Harvests increased commensurately.®* In 1993, a
new law allowed the household user rights to be transferred, leased, mortgaged as
collateral for a loan, etc.%> To engage in these transactions, farmers received certificates
documenting their claim to the land, a de facto form of land ownership.¢*

Rice paddies near Sapa

With rural-urban migration, household aging, and the growth of off-farm work, land
rentals have become a common means of juggling resources. Rentals are typically
informal verbal agreements between parties, rooted in trust that is based on geography
or kinship.®”

(» Do you own this land?

Visitor: bar larm choo meeying dut naay faay Do you own this land?
Khong?
Local: vang Yes.

Exchange 51

Coffee

Between 1990 and 2000, Vietnamese farmers in the Central Highlands planted more
than a million acres of coffee trees.®® Annual coffee production expanded from 84,000
tons to 950,000, making Vietham the second-largest coffee grower after Brazil.®>”®

Though many farmers in the Central Highlands cut down their coffee trees when
prices hit record lows after 2000, Vietham has stayed in the robusta bean market. ¢ ¢
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Robusta beans are blended with arabica to make instant coffee, as opposed to gourmet
coffee made exclusively from higher-quality arabica beans. Steam-cleaning has been
developed to eliminate the bitter taste of poorer-quality robusta beans.®?

Aquaculture

In 2017, Vietnam ranked as the fourth-largest producer of seafood from aquaculture
in the world, behind China, Indonesia, and India. Pangasius (catfish) and shrimp are
its two main farmed seafood products. These are mainly raised in the Mekong Delta,
though about 50,000 households are farming marine products across the country.
Most are independent farmers who operate on a small scale using old equipment and
outdated practices.®?

Many farmers have adopted intensified
production methods to increase the
harvest. In 2017, shrimp accounted for
almost half of Vietnam’s total seafood
exports.®+ 65 Qver the next decade,
shrimp exports are expected to represent
as much as 75% of total aquaculture
exports.®® The new production methods,
however, have had an adverse impact
on the environment; mangrove forests
have been destroyed to make room for
shrimp ponds.%’ Moreover, aquaculture
is a weather-dependent business, and with no trees to hold nutrients in the soil or
stop saltwater intrusion, farms are exposed to the elements and inventories can be
decimated by drought or flood. In recent years, the government has made a move
toward increased integrated shrimp farming in which small-scale shrimp ponds and
mangrove forests coexist.®

Shrimp farm, Nam Dinh city, northern Vietnam

Transportation and Lodging

About 25% of Vietnam'’s rural roads are in good or fair condition; most are unpaved
and regularly damaged by flooding.®® Rural roads can be hazardous. Accidents have
occurred when temporary bridges collapsed during the rainy season.®”° Additionally,
long-distance buses and trucks are often overloaded and travel at high speeds with
little regard to other vehicles.¢™
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Vietnam’s rail network covers a large swathe
of the country. Only the Central Highlands
and Mekong Delta are inaccessible by rail.®
The entire network, with a total length of
2,632 km (1,635 mi), was built under the
French colonial government.¢”> The first
major line, from Hanoi to Haiphong, was
completed in 1901. Hanoi was linked with
Saigon in 1936.¢74 ¢> Because all domestic
railways are single-track lines, even the
Road near Ha Long Bay, northeast Vietnam fastest trains idle on pull-out tracks to let

trains going the other direction pass.® ¢77
For those needing accommodations, modern amenities and services may be hard to find
in rural areas. It was once common to charge foreigners substantially more for lodging
and transportation. While this is now illegal, private hotels do not generally post room
rates, which are subject to negotiation. Foreigners can expect to pay more.¢”

(> Is there lodging nearby?
Visitor: kor nar ngee uh gun daay Khong? Is there lodging nearby?

Local: kor Yes.
Exchange 52

Health Care

Before the implementation of doi moi, Commune
Health Centers (CHC) provided free health care to
farmers. When cooperatives were disbanded, the
CHC lost most of their funding as well as many staff,
who moved into outpatient, fee-based services that
offered a better income.¢”

Only public-sector employees are automatically
covered through Vietnam Health Insurance, which
was established in 1992. For Viethamese employed
full-time, coverage is mandatory; for everyone else it is voluntary, and only a modest
number of those are covered.®® Because the household registration system limits
families’ access to social services, children of migrants, whether they are left behind

Dental exam, Nghe An Province
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in the care of rural relatives or migrate with their parents, have difficulty accessing
health services.¢®

The quality and availability of health care are especially poor in rural areas, and in
some of the most remote parts of the country, it is nonexistent. The northwest, Central
Highlands, and Mekong Delta regions have severe shortages of health-care workers,
who work with inadequate medical equipment and training.¢? ¢3 Child malnutrition
rates in these regions are as high as 34%.6 68

(> Is there a medical clinic nearby?
Visitor: kor jarm ee tee uh gun daay Khong? Is there a medical clinic nearby?

Local: kor, uh darng keeya keeya Yes, over there.
Exchange 53

(» My arm is broken. Can you help me?

Visitor: karng taay koo-a toy bee gaay, ko My arm is broken. Can you help me?
zoop toy dew-uk Khong?
Local: vang, toy zoop ko dew-uk Yes, | can help you.

Exchange 54

Education

Vietnamese have traditionally venerated education, and this is reflected in Vietnam'’s
high literacy rate. Yet a farmer’s decision about whether and for how long to send
children to school is based on how much additional income schooling would eventually
bring in for the family. Schools require

families to contribute to upkeep rather

than pay tuition. Although schools offer

holidays during peak periods in the

agricultural cycle, girls often work longer

hours during the harvest and are more

likely to drop out.s%

State figures indicate that 15.5% of
students aged 5-18 leave school early.
School fees for textbooks, uniforms, and

school maintenance services put education Rural schoolhouse, Central Highlands
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out of reach for many families. While ethnic minority students are exempt from
paying school fees under a government subsidy program, authorities do not always
enforce the fee-waiver. Access to facilities is a problem for ethnic minorities;
many students are required to walk more than 10 km (6 mi) to school.® 68
Additionally, rural-to-urban migration has left some children vulnerable to poverty
and inadequate care. The household registration system limits families’ access to
social services, and children of migrants left behind in the care of rural relatives
have difficulty accessing schools. ¢ 6%

(> Is there a school nearby?
Visitor: kor ju-urng hork uh gun daay Khong? Is there a school nearby?

Local: kor Yes.
Exchange 55

(» Do your children go to school?
Visitor: kark korn ko kor dee hork Khong? Do your children go to school?

Local: kor Yes.
Exchange 56

Ethnic minority children and children of
poorer households, many in the Central
Highlands and the North, have the lowest
literacy rate in Vietnam. " 2,69 About 21%
of ethnic minorities above the age of 15
were illiterate despite improved education
and vocational training.®* Ethnic minority
children—particularly the Khmer Krom
and Hmong—have lower enrollment and
higher dropout rates.®*> Language barriers
are another reason for not attending school.
The government is attempting to address
these challenges through bilingual education, which has improved student test scores.®*
Additionally, the percentage of ethnic minority children who have never attended
school or who drop out is significantly less than in 2009.¢”

Middle school students and teacher, Central Highlands

DLIFLC Chapter 5 | Rural Life 124

DEFENSE LANGUAGE INSTITUTE
FOREIGN LANGUAGE CENTER



2019

Blues

4.101232



2019

Blues

3.8400066



Village Life

For generations, more than 90% of
Vietnamese lived in rural areas.®®
Traditionally, residents (particularly
women) would only venture outside the
village when dire safety concerns or
financial circumstances forced them
to move elsewhere. In addition to
self-defense, = community  irrigation
systems strengthened the communal
characteristics of Vietnamese villages.
In the North and Central regions, the
village was self-contained and could
only be entered through a gate that was locked at night.®® 7% In the South, settlements
were more dispersed, yet life was similar. It was a continuous cycle of planting and
harvesting, in which ancestral graves provided the physical link between generations.
Few outsiders came to the village; those who did—the tax collector, law enforcement
authorities, or the soldier-pillager—typically came to extract something.7o! 72

Riverside homes, Mekong Delta

Communities in southern Vietnam developed along intertwining waterways,
which replaced the village lanes common in the North. Compared with northern
villages, they were young communities with a more heterogeneous population,
including Hoa, Cham, and Khmer Krom minorities. The age-old Confucian
strictures common in northern Vietnam did not bind people in these newly
formed communities.?% 704

Within the family, the traditional gender division of labor is observed. Males are
responsible for matters outside the house, such as ensuring an adequate supply of
food, while females are responsible for cooking and childcare. Community leadership
roles are also filled by males.”5 7%

(» Do you know this area?

Visitor: ko beeyet zor Khoo vuk naay faay Do you know this area?
Khong?
Local: vang Yes.

Exchange 57
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Identification

Since the 1960s, Vietnamese children

have been recorded at birth as belonging

to a household (ho), typically that of

their father. The name of every household

member (khau) is entered in a booklet

known as the household registration

(ho khau) book.™ The ho khau is kept

in the family’s home, but local officials

held the authority to add and remove

members. The information for each adult

member of the family included name, date of birth, schooling, occupation, and place
of employment. Possession of a local ho khau is necessary to enroll children in school,
conduct banking transactions, or register a vehicle. In addition, Vietnamese citizens are
required to have a national identification card.”®

Front of Vietnamese identification card

(> Is this your entire family?

Visitor: day lar twan zar dink koo-a ko faay Is this your entire family?
Khong?
Local: vang Yes.

Exchange 58

(> How many people live in this house?

Visitor: kor bow nee-yoh ngwee song jong How many people live in this
nar naay? house?
Local: muee Ten.

Exchange 59

(» Are these people part of your family?

Visitor: nung ngwee naay kor faay lar zar Are these people part of your
ding ko Khong? family?
Local: Khong No.

Exchange 60
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(» s this all the ID you have?

Visitor: daay lar tut kar churng ming nun zen s this all the ID you have?
mar ko kor faay Khong?
Local: vang Yes.

Exchange 61

In 2017, the Vietnamese government decided to replace both the household registration
requirement and the national identity card system with national identity numbers.
All personal and residence information will be stored and updated in a database that
will be accessible around the clock. The new digitized system may take years to
implement, but the government hopes it will resolve the host of problems Viethamese
citizens face in changing their ho khau. In particular, it has made it nearly impossible
to change from rural to urban status. The city of Hanoi requires migrants to have a
public sector job before they can change their status. But to get a state job, they
must possess a local ho khau.™

Checkpoints

Checkpoints are common in Vietnam
and often associated with local law
enforcement shakedowns. They may
appear random or be set up at specific
locations.” If a car contains foreign
visitors and Vietnamese nationals, the
Vietnamesehostsmayturnonthevehicle’s
interior lights while they pass through
checkpoints after dark, to discourage
local authorities from extracting a
bribe. Nonetheless, drivers know to
stop and expect to have their papers
examined. They will also assume a bribe
can reduce the wait time. In 2018, the standard police bribe in Vietnam was 200,000
dong (USD 10).7"" Drivers can expect to have their cargo inventoried for contraband
and taxation purposes.’'?

Vietnam-China border, Bang River, northern Vietnam
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(» Where is the nearest checkpoint?
Visitor: jarm keeyim swat gun nuk uh dow?

Local: haay kay so

(» Please get out of the car.
Visitor: seen dee zar Khoy sair oto

Local: dew-uk

(» Show us the car registration.

Visitor: chor choong toy sem zay darng kee
sair
Local: dew-uk

(» Are you carrying any guns?
Visitor: ko kor dem teyo soong now Khong?

Local: kor

Where is the nearest checkpoint?
It’s two kilometers.
Exchange 62

Please get out of the car.
Okay.
Exchange 63

Show us the car registration.

Okay.
Exchange 64

Are you carrying any guns?
Yes.
Exchange 65

Landmines and Explosive Remnants of War

Vietnam was extensively mined over the latter half of the 20th century—during the
war against France, the long conflict with the United States, and the border hostilities
with China. Hanoi estimates that mine removal will take another 100 years.”"* Today,
about 15% of Vietnam is contaminated with unexploded ordnance (UXO), but 84%
of Quang Tri Province—which saw most of the bombing in the Vietnam War—is still
littered with unexploded ordnance. In the former DMZ, walking outside marked tracks

can be dangerous.”'* 715
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(» Is this area mined?
Visitor: Khoo vuk naay kor min Khong? Is this area mined?
Local: kor Yes.

Exchange 66

The Chinese military has taken
responsibility for several mine sweeps
along its border with Vietnam. The
United States has also provided bilateral
mine removal assistance.”'¢ 77 According
to a Viethamese government study, the
existence of unexploded ordnance causes
over 4,000 sq km (1,544 sq mi) of land
that could be cultivated to lie fallow.
Some demining has not penetrated the
topsoil. As a result, soil erosion, flooding,
and farming continue to unearth mines
that still claim casualties.”®

UXO detection demonstration, Da Nang
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Vietnamese Cultural Orientation

Chapter 5 | Rural Life

Assessment

1. In current-day Vietnam, the village hall (dinh) is the focal point of village life.
2. Road checkpoints are common in Vietnam.

3. The percentage of Vietnamese citizens employed in agriculture has steadily
increased since 2000.

4. The central province of Quang Tri is littered with unexploded ordnance.

5. The majority of Viethamese live in rural areas.
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Family on a moped, Ho Chi Minh City

Chapter 6 | Vietnamese Cultural Orientation

Family Life

Introduction

Family values in Vietnam are based on Confucian principles: responsibility to the
family, family reputation, the importance of education, and respect for parents,
elders, and ancestors. It also includes modern ideas such as equality among family
members, respect for personal freedom, and encouraging the development of
individual creativity.” 7 Family is the heart of social life in Vietham, and even
extended family plays an important role in everyday life. Distant relatives will
gather during times of celebration and for festivals, and to mourn death or
disappointment.” Vietnamese distinguish between immediate and extended
families. The immediate family includes the nuclear family plus the husband’s
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parents, male siblings, and their wives and children; the extended family can include
villagers who share the same surname. Blood ties between males are the most
important relationship in Viethamese culture.’?> 723

(» Do you have any brothers?
Visitor: ko kor aing ehm jaee now Khong? Do you have any brothers?
Local: kor Yes.

Exchange 67

A significant characteristic of Viethamese culture is the
responsibility to family, living or dead.” Ancestor worship
traditionally strengthened families and provided a sense
of belonging and purpose. Today, people often move from
their villages, meaning generations of families do not
live in the same location as their ancestors. Increasingly,
Vietnamese believe in making their own luck, rather than
their fate being decided in part on their ancestors’ lives.
Still, the venerated family altar is present in virtually
every home. Connections to the past are essential, and
ancestors are believed to actively share in the joys and Incense and effigial money, Hanoi
sorrows of their descendants.”

Vietnam has experienced dramatic social changes over the past few decades, including
reunification of the country, the transition to a market economy, and increased
urbanization. As a result, some family patterns are less traditional. For example, there
are fewer arranged marriages, and premarital sex is more common. Other aspects of
family life have not changed. Living with parents after marriage is common, and
despite government policies on gender equality, women often perform the majority
of household tasks.”?

Typical Household and Family Structure

Multigenerational households are common in Vietnam, though the average household
size declined from 5.2 people in 1979 to 3.8 in 2009.7 Today, two or three generations
live together in one house, typically consisting of grandparents, father and mother,
children, and grandchildren.”® Until about 40 years ago, three or four generations
lived together under the same roof, especially in the countryside.”” Currently, in
some urban areas, the household may include only two generations. Young married
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people are growing more independent from their parents, and the number of nuclear
families is increasing.” Geographically, the northwest had the largest household size;
the second is the Central Highlands. The Red River Delta is the area with the smallest
household size.”*

Residence in most Vietnamese homes
is organized around the male line.
Confucianism frames the duties and
obligations of a family to father, a
child to parent, a wife to husband,
and a younger brother to an older
brother.””? Traditionally, the father
is responsible for the well-being of
family members, and he is the ultimate
decision-maker. Elder relatives within
the home may share authority with the
father, although the mother will also
often have a say in family matters.”?* 73* The eldest son usually remains in his parent’s
home, and after marriage, his bride will move in with him. Younger sons might leave
to establish their own household a few years after marriage.”

Father and son

Since the Vietnam War, the traditional family has been changing as a result of
communist ideology, economic reforms, and more access to Western culture.”
Thus, there are fewer examples of traditional Viethamese family life. The average
household size is decreasing because of lower rates of childbirth, fewer generations
living together, and the rise of divorce. Doi moi in the late 1980s led many married
men and women to leave their families in rural areas for cities and industrialized
zones to work.73. 738

Male and Female Interactions within the Family

The man (father) is the primary authority in the household. The common expectation
is that the mother will fulfill domestic duties and care for the children. As many
men in Vietnam have very labor-intensive jobs, husbands and sons are rarely
expected to do chores around the house. As a head of household, the father makes
the decisions on important matters, although he might consult his wife or children on
everyday decisions.”? 74
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Women of all generations are responsible for running the household. The persistent
attitudes toward women’s unequal role in families are attributed to the enduring
strength of Confucian doctrine.” 74 74 Despite this, women have traditionally
dominated the ranks of street vendors (tieu thuong), which Confucius viewed as a
lowly profession because marketplace activities typically require haggling and
deception. Yet women’s economic contributions have lifted households out of poverty.
This has enabled many families to achieve middle-class status.’# 74

(» s this your husband?
Visitor: day lar chong chee faay Khong? Is this your husband?
Local: vang Yes.

Exchange 68

(» Are you the only person in your family who has a job?

Visitor: chee lar ngwee zwee nut jong zar Are you the only person in your
deeng kor veeyik larm faay Khong? family who has a job?
Local: Khong No.

Exchange 69

Status of Elders, Adolescents, and Children

Children

From an early age, children are taught the importance
of respect for their parents, elders, ancestors (hieu),
and moral debt (on). Adults generally indulge children
until they reach age 5 or 6, at which point parents
become stricter and begin moral instruction. Children
are taught to remain quiet and listen attentively when
speaking to someone older or to an authority figure.”#
The message is for children to learn to respect order
(ton ti trat tu) and understand their inferior position
in society. Girls are raised in a stricter environment,
as they are expected to appear modest and chaste. If
a teenage girl has sex, she is considered hu hong (a
spoiled/bad thing).7# 74

Girls carrying younger children
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Throughout life, Viethamese carry an
ingrained sense of indebtedness toward
their parents. Children are expected
to take care of their aging parents and
perform duties that extend beyond the
nuclear family; for example, children are
responsible for maintaining the family’s
ancestral tombs. Obedience is expected
to be consistent with the Vietnamese
saying “children sit where their parents

' Children selling street lanterns, Hoi An city
place them.”7#. 70

(» Are these your children?
Visitor: day lar kark korn chee faay Khong? Are these your children?
Local: vang Yes.

Exchange 70

Elderly

As the leaders in families, elders have the strongest influence in decision making, and
they are respected and sought after for advice. Grandparents also play a significant
role in helping raise children. There are few nursing homes in Vietnam. The elderly
are cared for by their sons, daughters-in-law, and grandchildren, and grandparents
help with childcare.” The oldest son takes primary responsibility and inherits a larger
portion of his parents’ assets. If the parents were to die prematurely, the eldest
son would be responsible for raising his siblings, and they would treat him with the
deference accorded to parents.”*

(» Does your family live here?
Visitor: zar deen ko kor song uh day Khong? Does your family live here?
Local: kor Yes.

Exchange 71

When Vietnamese reach the age of 70 and beyond, their children organize
celebrations for longevity (mung tho). These are generally held on birthdays or during
Tet and are occasions for the family to show devotion and respect to grandparents
and parents. The honorees wear traditional red clothing, the family presents them
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with gifts, and they are photographed. In many villages and urban districts, there is
an association of longevity for the elderly.”:

Married Life and Divorce

Married Life

The Vietnamese term for marriage is ruoc dau.
It means welcoming or escorting (ruoc) a wife
or daughter-in-law (dau) into her new home.
This emphasis on integrating the bride into
the groom’s family reflects the importance
of perpetuating the family bloodline.”™

Historically, Confucian norms dictated
that women remain virgins until marriage
and chaste after widowhood. By contrast,
men could practice polygamy and support
concubines.” 75¢ Polygamy has been illegal since the 1950s; however, it is sometimes
practiced in the mountainous villages of the Central Highlands.”" 75

Vietnamese family, Da Nang

(» Are you married?
Visitor: ko lup zar ding chuh-a? Are you married?
Local: Zoy Already. (Yes, | am already married.)

Exchange 72

(» Did you grow up here?
Visitor: chee lun lyn uh day fai Khong? Did you grow up here?
Local: vang Yes.

Exchange 73

Since the typical Vietnamese house accommodates an extended family, and the groom
brings his bride home to live with the family, there is very little privacy. In larger cities,
nha nghi, or “love hotels,” provide a place for young couples to find some privacy.”

Since the 1960s, Viethamese families are limited to two children to keep population
growth in check. Single parenthood is shameful in Vietnamese culture. Premarital
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sex and cohabitation before marriage
are also taboo—viewed as a form of
Western decadence and condemned by
the government.”® While uncommon in
rural areas, it is more widespread among
urbanites.”" 76 Traditional beliefs inhibit
open discussion about sex, and sex
education and family planning counseling
are limited.”* 7% |In addition, the safety
and efficacy of contraceptives available
Roadside “love hotel,” Ho Chi Minh City in Vietnam are queStionable'765 Many
women rely on legal abortion, which is
free to married women, as a means of birth control. The medical procedure stirs little
controversy in Vietnam, which has one of the world’s highest abortion rates. In recent
years, there were as many abortions as live births in Ho Chi Minh City.7¢¢ 767

Divorce

Traditionally rare in Vietnam, divorce
(for reasons other than female infertility)
is a relatively new phenomenon, since
the interest of family is usually placed
above that of the individual. In the last
two decades, divorce has become more
culturally accepted. Increasingly, women
are more financially independent, and
Viethamese society has experienced
shifting social values as the country
integrates into the global economy.”¢
Though rates are still low by American
standards, the divorce rate is increasing, with domestic violence cited as the reason
for nearly 80% of the breakups.”® 77

Mother and child, Truong Thanh clinic, southern Vietnam

For divorcing urbanites, dividing material assets and child custody can be worked
out between the couple. For farmers, it is more complicated. Women who leave
their birth village to marry cannot continue to farm there. In the event of divorce,
women customarily leave their husband’s house and lose the right to cultivate land
in his village. Thus, only under extreme circumstances would a female farmer
initiate divorce.”
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Rites of Passage

Marriage

Traditionally, children lived in their parent’s home until they married, at which time
the bride would move into the husband’s household.””? The families arranged the
marriage, and the engaged couple had little contact until after the wedding. With
Western influence, the number of arranged marriages declined, and young Vietnamese
typically choose their own partners, although the two families are involved. Couples
typically marry about 6 months after the engagement.’””? The actual date is set by
the couple’s parents, with the assistance of a spiritual leader, a Buddhist monk, or a
fortune teller (to select an auspicious day).”74 77

Traditional Vietnamese weddings are
elaborate. On the wedding day, the groom’s
family visits the bride’s home bearing
qua, round red trays loaded with gifts
covered in red satin that has been adorned
with the Chinese “double happiness”
character (song hy).”7¢ The number of trays
must total six or nine because seven and
eight are considered unlucky. The trays
contain specialty foods such as wine, fruit,
meat, traditional and Western-style cakes,
and trau cau (leaves with fruit for an
ancestral offering). The bride usually receives jewelry from her husband’s parents,
while family and friends often give the bride and groom money.””7. 778

Wedding ceremony, outside Hue

The bride wears a traditional Viethamese pantsuit dress (ao dai) and a headdress
(khan dong). This combination may be either red or pink. The groom wears the
equivalent except in blue. The couple asks her ancestors for permission to be married
and for blessings for their future family.”” In contemporary Viethamese culture, many
Western wedding traditions have been adopted. Depending on the part of the country
the family lives in, the bride may wear a white dress instead of the traditional ao dai,
the couple may exchange wedding rings, cut a cake, and the bride may toss a bouquet
of flowers.”°
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(» | wish you both happiness.
Visitor: toy chook aing chee harng fook | wish you both happiness.

Local: choong toy tut veeng zu We are honored.
Exchange 74

(» Congratulations on your wedding!
Visitor: chook munk darm kwu-ee koo-a ko! Congratulations on your wedding!

Local: Su hien zien koo-a chee lar niem We are honored you could attend.
ving zuh cho choong toy
Exchange 75

Funerals

Viethamese view death as moving from one existence to the next (qua do). Funeral
rituals ensure that the deceased will have a smooth passage and allow the kin to adjust
to their loss and take comfort that the deceased has joined the family’s ancestors.

(» I would like to give my condolences to you and your family.

Visitor: Toi xin gui lui chia bowan din chee |would like to give my condolences
va zah ding chee to you and your family.
Local: seen kam ern Thank you.

Exchange 76

It is considered unlucky to die away from
home, and unlucky to carry a corpse.
Terminally ill hospital patients may be
rushed home to die under their own roof.
If the family is religious, a monk or priest
may be present. The date and time when
a funeral procession (le dua tang) embarks
for the cemetery are selected carefully to
ensure it is a favorable time to bury the
deceased. Mourners wear white, the color of
bone, as well as mourning turbans, a white
cloth that is tied around the forehead. Family members perform rituals of veneration,
including kowtowing, lighting incense, and offering food and fake paper money at
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the grave and altar. The mourning period, during which specific bereavement
rituals are performed, concludes on the second anniversary of the death." 7%

(» Please be strong.
Visitor: seen ko marng mair lehn Please be strong.
Local: choong toy ser ko gang We will try.

Exchange 77

According to a Vietnamese proverb: “When alive, one must have a house; when dead,
one must have a tomb.” If a family is unable to carry out proper funeral rituals,
members can become deeply distressed because they have failed to fulfill their filial
duties. The spirit of the deceased is believed unable to rest in peace and so wanders
aimlessly. Traditional burial rites cannot be performed for combatants who are
presumed missing in action. These unaccounted-for dead are considered wandering
souls who are unable to complete their passage. Vietnamese believe they bring bad
luck to their families and are blamed for accidents and misfortune.”®

Buddhists favor cremation and store the
deceased’s ashes in a temple, where
they are identified by a photograph.
Most Vietnamese, however, are buried,
and the location of the grave is chosen
carefully under the principles of feng
shui to ensure the family’s good fortune.
Because it is believed that ancestors
continue to help and protect the family,
their graves are usually placed close to
the family residence, either in a grave at Ricefield grave, near Ho Chi Minh City
the bottom of the garden or in a field or
rice paddy. 78

Childbirth

In Vietnam, age is calculated differently than in the West. The time spent in utero is
considered the child’s first year of life. Babies are considered one year old at birth;
new babies turn two when the next lunar new year begins. Hence, a child born on
New Year’s Eve would be considered two the next day. Tet is a nationwide birthday
party. The Vietnamese do not mark their ages by the day they were born, instead,
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Vietnamese turn a year older on Tet. (As Western influence grows, some younger
Vietnamese do celebrate Western-style birthdays. )¢

To limit the newborn’s exposure to germs,
only close family members visit during a
child’s first month. Those who come may
bring gifts but should not gush about the
baby’s cuteness or beauty. If they do,
the parents may remind them to say first
“trom via,” which means “to talk sneakily
behind a spirit’s back,” to keep evil at
bay.”® Alternatively, a person can simply
comment on how much the baby resembles
the mother or the father.’® Disabilities were
traditionally interpreted as punishment for
sins committed in earlier generations.”

Woman and baby, Nha Trang, southern Vietnam

After the first month, the parents throw a party for the baby (ngay day thang). During
this gathering, relatives and close friends of the parents preside over a ritual in which
water from a flower on the family altar is allowed to drip into the baby’s mouth.
This practice is intended to elicit sweet words when the baby begins to talk.” 7

Naming Conventions

Viethamese names are written with the
surname (family name) first, followed by a
middle name, with one or two given names
last. For example, in the name Dang Thi
Thanh Van, the family name is Dang, Thi (the
middle name) is the sex indicator, and the
given names are Thanh and Van. Most names
can be used for men or women. Given names
are often not gender specific, so middle
names can indicate the sex of a person.’® Children playing, Lao Cai Province, northwestern Vietnam

Vietnamese typically address each other using their title, e.g., Dr., Mr., or Mrs. Many
have also adopted Western names.”* Surnames often refer to dynasties. Since the
final three dynasties were Tran, Le, and Nguyen, respectively, these are the most
common surnames, with 40% of the population sharing the Nguyen surname.”*
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Given the proliferation of Nguyens, Viethamese do not refer to themselves as Mr. or
Mrs. Nguyen. Instead, they address people by their given nhame—a custom adopted
from the Chinese. So Nguyen Van Hai would be known as Mr. Hai. Nguyen Thi Hoa would
be addressed as Mrs. Hoa. The middle name Van indicates the person is male; Thi is a
female name and is quite common. Other middle names might reflect generation or
birth order. Viethamese women do not change their family names upon marriage, so
it is entirely coincidental if they share the same name as their husbands.”®* 7%

Children typically take their father’s
family name, and parents often give them
personal names with special meanings,
as they believe that the lives of the
children may be affected by the chosen
name.” Vietnamese often introduce
themselves to foreigners by explaining the
meaning of their given name: “I’m Ngoc
(jade).” Popular names for boys include
Minh (bright), Phuoc (lucky), and Vinh
(successful). Girls are named for delicate
or beautiful objects, such as flowers:
Lan (orchid), Cuc (chrysanthemum), and
Hoa (flower).7% 7%

Elementary school students, Truong Thanh, Vietnam
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Vietnamese Cultural Orientation
Chapter 6 | Family Life

Assessment

1. Black is the color of mourning in Vietnam.
2. Vietnamese children are considered 1 year old at birth.

3. Vietnamese place honorifics such as Mr. or Mrs. in front of the person’s first
name rather than their last name.

4. AVietnamese woman takes her husband’s last name after marriage.

5. In Vietnam, it is considered unlucky to die away from home.
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Vietnamese Cultural Orientation

Final Assessment

1.

10

11.

12.

13.

14.

In Vietnam’s history, population pressure drove expansion southward.

. Few ethnic Chinese remain in Vietham because of the ethnic cleansing campaign

carried out in the 1970s.

. Ethnic Khmer Krom live mostly in the Mekong Delta.

. Christmas Day is not a state-sanctioned holiday in Vietnam.

. Tet is the most celebrated holiday in Vietnam.

. Vietnamese cuisine uses both cooked and raw ingredients.

. Hanoi is still widely referred to as Saigon by the Viethamese people.
. The “Reunification Express” is Vietham’s lone high-speed train.

. Families must pay tuition for their children to attend high school.

. The ho khau (household registration) is easily transferable from one

location to another.

Montagnard refers to ethnic tribal people who live in the Central Highlands.
Nguyen is the most common Vietnamese surname.

The middle name “Thi” indicates the person is male.

Women have traditionally dominated the ranks of street vendors in Vietnam.
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15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

Hanoi has continuously served as Vietnam’s capital city since 1010.
The Vietnamese Cham are predominantly Sunni Muslim.

After the Vietnam War, many Montagnards faced harsh consequences because
of their support of the United States.

The Khmer Krom people face persecution and discrimination based partly on
the version of Buddhism they practice.

The Mekong River provides the primary source of protein for approximately
1 million people.

Water-induced destruction is the primary form of natural disaster in Vietnam.

The system of irrigating rice fields using canals was developed in the sixth
century BCE.

Market reforms have made Vietnam one of Asia’s fastest-growing economies.

The socialist government in Vietnam is officially committed to promoting
gender equality.

The Vietnamese national women'’s dress is called the ao dai.
Vovinam is a Viethamese martial art.

President Ngo Dinh Diem’s government exhibited favoritism toward Buddhists,
which caused Catholics to regularly protest in the early 1960s.

The Truong Son Mountains are home to Vietnam’s highest mountain.
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28. Vietnam assumed its present-day borders under French colonial rule.
29. The Red River flows into the Gulf of Tonkin.

30. Lack of harmony is the distinctive feature of traditional Viethamese music.
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