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introduction

In the second half of the twentieth century, Vietnam was in the headlines for all the wrong reasons. War raged. It was hard to know if it would ever end, harder still to understand fully the rights and wrongs of the various protagonists. First, the French tried to stem the tide of Vietnamese nationalism; then the United States pitted itself against what it thought was a puny enemy, but which turned out to be tough, resilient, and ultimately victorious. The Americans might have pondered the fact that the Vietnamese had struggled, eventually successfully, for over a thousand years to escape the clutches of their powerful neighbor, China. Patience in adversity sums up the Vietnamese character.

Since the country was reunified in 1975, the Vietnamese have undergone many hardships. The immediate postwar years were extremely harsh for many people in South Vietnam. Some fled into exile; others underwent “rehabilitation” to make them fit to live in a Communist state. To this were added economic hardships and even starvation.

Now, however, life has begun to improve significantly. The decision to abandon one of the main tenets of Marxism, the centrally planned economy, in favor of a “socialist market economy” was a bold step, as was the decision to throw open the doors and invite the world, including former foes, to invest in the new Vietnam. As a result, the economy is one of the world’s fastest growing.

Visitors will find a confident, independent people, nursing few if any grudges about the sufferings caused by the war. They are open and friendly, with a sense of humor and irony, and frankly curious about the outside world. Kind and generally helpful toward strangers, they are industrious, determined to improve their living standards, relatively honest, but always ready to seize any advantage that might come their way.

Culture Smart! Vietnam is aimed at the visitor who would like to learn a little more about the history, culture, traditions, sensibilities, and modern way of life of the Vietnamese. It explains deep-seated attitudes and describes some of the social, economic, and cultural changes now under way. It dispels common Western misconceptions and gives practical advice on what to expect and how to behave in unfamiliar situations. Whether you are visiting on business or for pleasure, we hope it will enable you to discover for yourself the warmth and vast potential of this fascinating country and its delightful people.


Key Facts



	Official Name
	Socialist Republic of Viet Nam
	In Vietnamese, Cong Hoa Xa Hoi Chu Nghia Viet Nam



	Capital City
	Hanoi
	 



	Main Cities
	Ho Chi Minh City (formerly Saigon), Can Tho, Da Nang, Hue, Vinh, Haiphong
	Main ports: Ho Chi Minh City (Saigon),Cam Ranh Bay, DaNang, Haiphong



	Area
	127,243 sq. miles (329,560 sq. km)
	 



	Terrain
	Deltas in south and north; central highlands; hilly or mountainous, in far north and northwest
	Major waterways: Red River (north) and Mekong River (south)



	Climate
	Tropical in south; monsoonal in north
	Occasional typhoons



	Population
	82,689,518 (July 2004)
	Pop. growth rate: 1.3% est. in 2004



	Ethnic Makeup
	Vietnamese 85-90%; remainder Chinese, Hmong, Thai, Khmer, Cham, and mountain tribes
	Minorities other than Chinese live mainly in border regions.



	Life Expectancy
	68 (m), 73 (f)
	 



	Literacy Rate
	90.4%
	 



	Languages
	Vietnamese. English is the main second language. Some French, Chinese, and Khmer; mountain area languages (Mon-Khmer, Malayo-Polynesian)
	 



	Religion
	Buddhism, Cao Dai, Christianity, Hoa Hao, Daoism
	 



	Government
	One-party state ruled by the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV)
	Elections every five years



	 
	 
	 



	Economy
	Doi moi (Renovation) policy since 1980s has created a vibrant market economy
	Labor force: agriculture 63%, industry and services 37%



	Currency
	Dong (VND)
	 



	Media: Vietnamese-language
	Newspapers in Hanoi: Nhan Dan (daily), Quan Doi (army newspaper); in Ho Chi Minh City: Nhan Dan and Giai Phong
	65 AM, 7 FM, and 29 short-wave radio stations; 7 television channels



	Media: English-language
	Newspapers in Hanoi: Vietnam News; in Ho Chi Minh City: News Trove and Saigon Times Weekly. Main English-language magazines: Vietnam Investment Review, Economist
	Vietnam News Agency has an English-language service; Internet news sites include Inside Vietnam, Vietnam News, Vietnam Globe, and Vietnam News Network



	Electricity
	220V/50hz
	Flat or round two-prong plugs prevalent; British-style three-prong plugs in some hotels



	Video/TV
	Both the American NTSC M and French 625-line SECAM D systems in use
	 



	Telephone
	International country code: 00 84
	To dial out, dial 00. Internal codes: 4 for Hanoi and 8 for Ho Chi Minh City



	Internet Domain
	.vn
	Access is controlled.



	Time Zone
	8 hours ahead of GMT; 13 hours ahead of Eastern Standard Time; 16 hours ahead of Pacific Standard Time
	 





chapter one

LAND & PEOPLE

GEOGRAPHY

Vietnam is located in the heart of Southeast Asia on the eastern side of the Indochina peninsula, bordering China to the north, Laos and Cambodia to the west, and the South China Sea to the east and south.

It has a coastline 2,037 miles (3,278 km) long and an inland border 2,331 miles (3,751 km) long. A glance at the map will show its elongated “S” shape, measuring 1,031 miles (1,659 km) from the northernmost point to the southernmost, but with a maximum east–west width of 375 miles (600 km) in the north narrowing to only 31 miles (50 km) at the narrowest part in the Quang Binh province on the central coast, earning the country the nickname of “balcony of the Pacific.”

There are four distinct geographical sectors, ranging from rugged mountains to marshy, fertile flatlands. Three-quarters of Vietnam’s territory is made up of mountainous and hilly regions towering over the deltas and narrow plains. In the northwest, there are mountains that rise up to 10,312 feet (3,143 m) at Fanxipang, the highest point in Vietnam; it contains the famous battle site of Dien Bien Phu, where France’s hopes of holding on to its Indochinese colony foundered in defeat in 1954. In the northeast is the “Viet Bac”—a former revolutionary base between 1945 and 1954. The mountains then make way for the Red River Delta, an alluvial plain and the most heavily populated region in the north.

Further south are the Truong Son (Annam Highlands), regarded as the backbone of Vietnam. A plateau (the Central Highlands) also occupies this area, separating Cambodia from the South China Sea. To the south of the Central Highlands is the Mekong Delta, fertile, marshy low country that eventually becomes the mangrove swamps of the Ca Mau Peninsula, the southernmost tip of Vietnam.
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Vietnam is crisscrossed by numerous large and small rivers, with a river mouth on average for every 12.5 miles (20 km) of coastline. Most rivers are small and short and are dwarfed by the Red and Mekong Rivers, both of which start out far away in China, but are navigable throughout their length in Vietnam. To help prevent flooding in their deltas, a system of dikes and canals has been erected. This has helped improve farming in the Mekong Delta by preventing the salt-water flooding from the South China Sea that used to occur especially during the long, wet monsoon season. The Mekong Delta covers a vast area of 22,500 square miles (58,000 sq. km); with fertile soil and favorable climatic conditions, it is the biggest rice-growing area in Vietnam. The Red River Delta, known locally as the “northern delta,” covers 9,375 square miles (24,000 sq. km). It has been created from the alluvial deposits carried down by two major rivers: the Red River and the Thai Binh River.

The particular geographical features of Vietnam’s coast provide ideal conditions for the creation of a series of major deep-sea ports. As you travel from north to south, they are Hon Gai, Haiphong (serving Hanoi), Cua Lo, Da Nang, Qui Nhon, Cam Ranh, Vung Tau, and Ho Chi Minh City (Saigon). All the names from Da Nang southward will be familiar to Vietnam War veterans, as the ports were built up by the United States as key logistics bases. Cam Ranh Bay in particular remains famous worldwide as one of the world’s most ideal seaports.

Offshore on Vietnam’s continental shelf are thousands of islands and islets lying scattered from the northern to the southern end of the country. Among them are the Truong Sa (Spratly) and Hoang Sa (Paracel) archipelagos in the South China Sea, which are subject to territorial disputes.




TERRITORIAL DISPUTES

China occupies the Paracel Islands, also claimed by Vietnam and Taiwan. Vietnam is involved in complex disputes with China, Malaysia, the Philippines, Taiwan, and Brunei over the Spratly Islands. The 2002 Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea eased tensions somewhat but did not address the central issue of ownership and fell short of being the legally binding “code of conduct” some desired. The waters around these islands, it should be noted, are rich in oil, natural gas, and probably some mineral deposits of considerable economic worth; this provides an obvious reason, beyond pure nationalism, for the arguments.
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The coastline also offers a series of stunning swimming beaches with pure white sand, such as Tra Co, Do Son, Sam Son, Cua Lo, Ly Hoa, Thuan An, Non Nuoc, My Khe, Nha Trang, Vung Tau, and Ha Tien. In the north, Ha Long Bay, with its numerous picturesque rocky outcrops scattered over the sea, is recognized as a World Heritage site by Unesco.

Climate

Because its elongated shape crosses several degrees of latitude, Vietnam’s climate is very varied. The average temperature in the north is 81°F (27°C) and in the south 70°F (21°C) and the climate is generally humid. There are clear differences in temperature throughout the year in the north, with four seasons, but very little in the south.

Two monsoons control the weather. One, which occurs mainly in the north from about October/November to March, is considered to be a dry monsoon. The other brings wet, warm weather to the entire country, with the exception of the mountainous areas, from April/May to October. July and August are considered the hottest and most humid months.

Repairing Environmental Damage

Apart from the appalling human carnage during the Vietnam War, saturation bombing, napalm, and chemical deforestation had a devastating effect on the country’s forests, mangrove areas, wetlands, and wildlife. It is estimated that around two million hectares of forest and half of all the mangroves were destroyed. Large areas of the country were reduced to dioxin-soaked wasteland.

Until recently, pollution has been less of a problem than in many other countries, but as Vietnam industrializes and intensifies its agriculture to meet the needs of a growing population, levels of pesticides, chemicals, and waste products are climbing. On the positive side, the government long ago committed itself to restoring the forestry coverage to the prewar level and an extensive program of reforestation and mangrove planting has taken place to halt the serious loss of species of plants and wildlife. As a result, Vietnam remains high on the list of countries with extensive biodiversity: 12,000 plant species and 7,000 species of animals are already recorded, including many rare and endangered species.

A BRIEF HISTORY

Situated between India and China, the Indochina peninsula has always played an important role in international trade relations and in the movement of peoples in Southeast Asia. The term “Indochina” was coined in the nineteenth century by the Danish geographer Conrad Malte-Brun, in his Précis de la Géographie Universelle (1810–29).

Vietnam’s strategic position on the eastern flank of the peninsula attracted the attention of a succession of great powers. China dominated the scene for over a thousand years, from just before the start of the modern era until the eleventh century. Whenever China was strong it sought to continue its hegemony; when it was weak, the Vietnamese took the chance to assert their independence. It was a constant struggle that produced many heroes. By the nineteenth century, China was too weak to oppose the growing depredations of French colonialists eager to carve out a Far Eastern empire. With the collapse of French domination in 1954, it was the turn of the United States to try briefly to influence Vietnamese affairs—an attempt that ended in 1975 with the reunification of the country under a Communist government.

But how was Vietnam founded? Legend tells of a marriage between King Lac Long Quan, the “Dragon Lord of the Mighty Seas,” and the beautiful Princess Au Co, descendant of the “Immortals of the High Mountains” and the daughter of King De Lai. The symbolism is important, for the Dragon symbolizes yang and the Immortal is the symbol for yin, the opposing but complementary elements of Chinese cosmology. The union of the Dragon Lord and the Princess gave rise to one hundred sons and the “Kingdom of Each Viet,” whose principalities extended from the lower Yangtze River in what is now central China to the north of Indochina. The kingdom prospered, but the Dragon Lord and the Princess of the Mountains, convinced that the difference in their origins would always deny them earthly happiness, decided to separate. Half the children returned with their mother to the mountains (i.e., to China), while the others followed their father and established themselves beside the Eastern Sea (i.e., Vietnam). In the third millennium BCE, the eldest son of the original union was crowned King of Lac Viet. He named himself King Hung Vuong and Lac Viet was renamed Van Lang. This kingdom comprised most of present-day North Vietnam and the northern part of Central Vietnam.
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Ignoring legends, what is the reality? The first national name, Van Lang, was given to Vietnam by the Hung or Lac ethnic group, inventors of the wet rice cultivation technique and bronze drums still used today by the Muong minority. The Lac were followed by the Au or Tay Au, who arrived from the southern Chinese province of Guangxi. The two peoples integrated and formed the new kingdom of Au Lac. Following them came the Viet or Yue, an ethnic group who emigrated from the coastal provinces of ancient China around the fifth century BCE.

Etymologists and anthropologists have defined the origins of the Viet people by separating the components of the calligraphy for the word Viet, or Yue, as it is known in Mandarin. On the left side of this ideogram is a character pronounced tau in Vietnamese, meaning “to run,” while the components on the right side signify a lance or javelin. Hence, the Viets were a race known since antiquity as a migratory, hunting people, perpetually moving and spreading beyond their frontiers of origin, carrying bow and arrow, axe and javelin. The word Viet is the Vietnamese pronunciation of a Chinese character meaning “beyond” or “far.” Nam (south) probably served to differentiate between those Viets who remained in China and those who had left and headed south.

The kingdom of Van Lang prospered during the first millennium BCE under the rule of eighteen successive Hung kings descended from Hung Vuong, with a capital in the present Vinh Phu Province. At this time, King Thuc Phan governed the neighboring kingdom of Au Viet to the north of Van Lang. His desire to bring about a marriage between his daughter and Hung Vuong’s son, however, was scornfully rejected, leading to protracted conflict that ultimately led to the destruction of Van Lang in 258 BCE.

Chinese Domination

Fifty years later, the kingdom fell into the hands of northern hordes led by an ambitious Chinese general, Trieu Da, founder of the independent kingdom of Nam Viet, which included much of present-day southern China. He proclaimed himself king in 208 BCE and founded the Trieu Dynasty, establishing his capital near present-day Guangzhou in southern China.

Under the Trieu Dynasty Nam Viet progressively entered the Chinese sphere of influence. In exchange for periodic tributes to the court of the Han Emperor, Nam Viet received protection against foreign invasion. This period was marked by continual intrigues, including a plot aimed at seizing Nam Viet; less than a century later, in the year 3 BCE, the Han Emperor Wudi sent his mighty armies to do just that. The country became a Chinese protectorate under the new name of Giao Chi. Highly qualified administrators were appointed as governors to rule the country, but their endeavors to introduce Chinese literature, arts, and agricultural techniques met with resistance as the Vietnamese not only guarded their national identity but fought fiercely to preserve it.
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In 39 CE, a victorious armed revolt was led by two sisters, Trung Trac and Trung Nhi, but three years later, the superior generalship and weaponry of the Chinese Han armies led to the reassertion of Chinese control, which lasted until 543. During this time Nam Viet was administered as a Chinese province and a campaign was launched against the kingdom of Champa (see below) immediately to its south.

In the second half of the sixth century, there was a series of rebellions that ended with the establishment of the third period of Chinese occupation (603–938). The Chinese made concerted efforts to establish their culture and civilization in Nam Viet, which they renamed Annam. When the Vietnamese eventually threw off the Chinese yoke, peace was cemented by the payment of tribute to the Chinese emperor every three years.

The dynasty that emerged, the Le Dynasty, decided the time was ripe to pacify the south. In 982, Le Dai Hanh launched a military expedition against the Cham kingdom, entered Indrapura (present-day Quang Nam), and burnt the citadel of Champa. The conquest and integration of this northern part of the Cham kingdom brought about a marked Cham influence on Vietnamese culture, particularly in the fields of music and dance, that is still evident.




THE KINGDOM OF THE CHAMS

Champa, the kingdom of the Chams, existed in southern and central Vietnam from the second to the seventeenth century. Its culture was dominated by Hindu influences from India. Champa sometimes fought China, but was more frequently at war with its neighbor Annam. In the twelfth century, the Chams invaded Cambodia and sacked Angkor Wat, but later the roles were reversed and they came under Khmer (Cambodian) domination. Following military defeat against Annam in 1472, the Chams had to yield the bulk of their territory north of Da Nang and were eventually dispersed by Annamese invasion in the seventeenth century. The small Cham communities remaining in Vietnam today retain their Hindu culture, but larger groups in Cambodia have become Muslim.





The Great Dynasties

More glorious still was the period of the Ly Dynasty (1009–1225), which became the first of the great national dynasties under whose rule the country became Dai (Great) Viet. Buddhism flourished as the national religion and, under the aegis of Confucian administrators, a centralized government, tax system, judiciary, and professional army were all established. In 1070, a National College was founded to educate future mandarins. Knowledge of the Confucian classics and mastery of literary composition and poetry were the main requirements of the College’s rigorous three-year course, culminating in a very competitive diploma examination. The greatest achievements of the Tran Dynasty (1225–1400) were the brilliant military victories in defense of Vietnamese independence, especially those of the king’s brother, Tran Hung Dao, against Kublai Khan’s much larger Mongol armies. The king’s sister, Princess Huyen Tran, meanwhile, married the king of Champa in 1307, helping extend the national territory southward to Hue.
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Chinese control was reasserted early in the fifteenth century by the Ming Dynasty, which strove to destroy Vietnamese national identity. Vietnamese literary, artistic, and historical works were either burnt or taken to China and were replaced by the Chinese classics in all schools. Chinese dress and hairstyles were imposed on the Vietnamese women; local religious rites and costumes were replaced or banished; private fortunes were confiscated and taken to China. However, a new national champion, Le Loi, soon emerged to organize a resistance movement from his village and wage a guerrilla war against the Chinese. By employing a strategy of surprise attacks targeting his adversary’s weakest points—tactics horribly familiar to American troops in Vietnam in the 1960s—Le Loi managed to weaken his enemy while avoiding direct combat with the superior Chinese forces. In 1428, he founded the Le Dynasty, which lasted until the early eighteenth century, although in later years it was frequently threatened by civil war and insurrection aimed at getting rid of the corruption rife in court.

In 1788, China made its last attempt at reconquest, only to be defeated by an army led by Nguyen Hue, founder of the Nguyen Dynasty, which lasted until 1883. This event also gave the country its modern name, Vietnam. Emperor Gia Long had wanted to rename it Nam Viet and sent his ambassador Le Quan Dinh to China in 1802 to seek approval. Le told the Qing Emperor in Beijing: “The new king of the Nguyen has succeeded in realizing what the former reigns of the Tran and Le could not—the reunification of the old land of An Nam and the new land of Viet Thuong. Consequently, we would like to ask your permission to change the ancient name of An Nam to Nam Viet.” But the Chinese emperor decided the name recalled Trieu Da’s ancient kingdom of Nam Viet Dong, which had included the two Chinese provinces of Guangdong and Guangxi, and felt that this could lead to misunderstandings or might even conceal territorial ambitions. The problem was solved by simply reversing the order of the two words to Viet Nam.
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This state now extended from the Chinese frontier to the Ca Mau Peninsula in the south, incorporating neighboring Laos and Cambodia as vassal states and with its capital at Hue.

French Colonization

French Catholic missionaries began to penetrate Indochina in the sixteenth century, but it was in the nineteenth century, during the race by various European powers for colonies around the world, that France staked its claim to Indochina. In the 1860s, the French made Cochin China a colony and gained protectorates over Cambodia, followed by Annam and Tonkin in 1884. Three years later, these four states were formed into a union of Indochina, with a governor-general based in Hanoi; Laos was added in 1893.
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Over the next fifty years, the French developed the local economy in the classic colonial manner (as an export-oriented economy that also formed a captive market for imports) for the benefit of metropolitan France. Nevertheless, they did leave behind an architectural legacy still evident in the main cities, and, culturally, created a generation of educated Vietnamese Francophones, as well as swelling the national Catholic community.

In the Second World War, with the fall of France in 1940, the French colonial regime was forced to accept a gradual Japanese takeover of the north of Vietnam in 1940 and the south in the following year. When Japan was defeated in 1945, the French moved to regain their former control, but faced an unexpected challenge from the Viet Minh, a political and military movement, founded by the exiled Ho Chi Minh from a base in southern China, which sought independence through a mix of Communism and nationalism. Although at first too weak to take on the French military, the Viet Minh gradually refined its guerilla tactics, leading to years of bitter warfare that bled France almost dry economically and politically until the end in 1954. This conflict is known as the First Indochina War.
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The Vietnam War (Second Indochina War)

Any hope of peace the Vietnamese people might have entertained was quickly dashed. In the south, an anticommunist government, supported by large numbers of Catholic refugees who had fled from the north, emerged in Saigon and was backed by the United States, which feared the spread of Communism, having just fought a Chinese army to a stalemate armistice in Korea. Vietnam was divided into North and South with a demilitarized zone along the 17th parallel.

Guerilla warfare waged by the North in South Vietnam undermined all attempts to form a viable government and gradually forced the United States to take on a larger supporting role, first by providing military advisers to the South Vietnamese military and then, from 1965 onward, through a full-blown military presence. For a while the Americans professed to detect a “light at the end of the tunnel,” but this was heavily discredited by the 1968 Vietnamese Communist (Viet Cong) “Tet Offensive,” which launched massive attacks on cities throughout the South. Although defeated on the battlefield, the Communists won the political battle, as public opinion in the United States turned against the war. All American forces were withdrawn by 1972 and, three years later, South Vietnam, standing on its own, was overrun by Northern forces and reunified under a Communist government.




Moving On

The Vietnam War was my personal introduction to this fascinating country. In 1966–67 I was a war correspondent with two Australian Army battalions assigned to protect the eastern flank of Saigon. The Australian infantryman proved a formidable foe, as I witnessed at the Battle of Long Tan on August 18, 1966, when a company of around 110 men, attacked while patrolling a former rubber plantation a few miles from their jungle headquarters at Nui Dat, survived an assault lasting several hours by a Communist force more than twenty times their size. The North Vietnamese were believed to be trying to overrun their base. Almost three decades later, however, old enmities have been abandoned, and in 2005 the two sides were planning to collaborate on a film about the battle.





Postwar Problems

The immediate postwar years were hard for a country devastated by decades of war following earlier decades of colonial exploitation. The French had established vast rubber, coffee, and sugar plantations to serve the export markets exclusively, but these had long since been destroyed. Imports from France had ensured that few indigenous industries emerged. During the Japanese occupation, Vietnam had been forced to contribute food, cash, and other resources to the war effort. The war ravaged the lush rice-growing areas such as the Mekong Delta; eventually, Vietnam was forced to import rice to feed itself. The loss of much of two successive generations on the battlefields had decimated the human resources necessary for national rebuilding.




THE HEAVY TOLL OF WAR

The Vietnam War resulted in about one million military and another one and a half million civilian dead on both sides. Sixty percent of the villages in the South were destroyed; in the North every major town and provincial capital, along with main roads, railways, bridges, ports, and industrial facilities, suffered repeated bombing. Fifteen million were made homeless.





For many southerners, the end of the war meant only one thing: exile. Hundreds of thousands fled, to form new communities in Australia, the United States, and Western Europe. For many years after the war, the harshness of the new regime encouraged many others to try to follow them, and the tragedy of the “boat people” often dominated world headlines. Those who stayed behind, especially if they had military or political connections to the Saigon government, were shipped off to reeducation camps in remote border areas where they were forced to labor to reclaim virgin land and be indoctrinated in Marxist political thought.

More hardships followed in 1979, when a united Communist Vietnam invaded Cambodia to punish it for its harsh treatment of its Vietnamese minority under the rule of the murderous Khmer Rouge, and then was forced to fight a short-lived war with China in reprisal for the invasion of Chinese-supported Cambodia.

Economically, Vietnam followed the socialist model, but this merely made things worse and, like China, the former Soviet Union, and the former Communist states in Eastern Europe, the centrally planned economy was abandoned during the 1990s in favor of a more market-oriented system (see Chapter 8). Since 2001, the Vietnamese authorities have been committed to economic liberalization and have enacted the structural reforms needed to modernize the economy and to produce more competitive, export-driven industries. This has had some spectacular results, giving Vietnam one of the world’s fastest growing economies in recent years.

THE POLITICAL SYSTEM

Just as in China, economic reform in Vietnam has moved ahead much more rapidly than any adjustments to the political structure. The Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) is the only political party permitted, ruling under the principle of “democratic centralism.” The unicameral National Assembly, or Quoi Hoc, holds elections every five years, and at the last election in mid-2002, the CPV won 90 percent of the 498 seats, while the remaining 10 percent were taken by candidates who were not party members but were approved by the CPV.

Article 4 of the Constitution of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam stipulates, “The Communist Party of Viet Nam, the vanguard of the Vietnamese working class, the faithful representative of the rights and interests of the working class, the toiling people and the whole nation, acting upon the Marxist-Leninist doctrine and Ho Chi Minh’s thought, is the force which leads the State and the society.”
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The CPV, playing heavily on the historical goals of Vietnamese nationalism, asserts its authority by pointing out that it alone led the nation to victory and national independence. In 1945, the August Revolution briefly established the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam before the French were able to reassert their authority. In 1954, the northern half of the country was won by Communist success on the battlefield, followed by the “liberation” of the South and unification of the country in the 1970s. Since then the CPV has claimed further victories, this time in economic terms, following the introduction of doi moi (Renovation) in the 1980s. Again, one can find close parallels with China in this regard.

According to CIA documents available in the U.S. Library of Congress: “The [CPV] has presented the myths and realities of the past in a manner that suggests that they led naturally to the present. In his writings, Ho Chi Minh used classical Vietnamese literary allusions to convey a sense of mystique about the past, and he cultivated the classical Vietnamese image of a leader who reflected uy tin (credibility), a charismatic quality combining elements of compassion, asceticism, and correct demeanor, which legitimized a leader’s claim to authority. [The CPV] has additionally promoted the importance of archaeology, popular literature, and cultural treasures in order to emphasize its ties to Vietnam’s classical traditions.”

[image: ]

Nevertheless, the CPV also had its share of failures. An attempt to introduce collectivization in the 1950s foundered on the resistance of peasants who had already suffered for decades at the hands of the French, and was abandoned. In the 1970s, the planned transformation of the South to Communism struggled to make any headway because it was entirely ideologically inspired and did not sufficiently anticipate the scale of economic and social resistance to it; the attempt to impose northern administrators on the southern Vietnamese merely exacerbated historical resentments in the latter. Ultimately, these contradictions could be dealt with only by a degree of pragmatism, emphasizing nationalism rather than ideological purity. The need to develop a competitive market economy has inevitably exposed weaknesses in the existing structure and has gradually brought about reforms in the administrative and legal systems.

Politically, the CPV stays in the background and works largely through the “Fatherland Front” to promote “the tradition of national unity, intensify the people’s political and spiritual consensus, take part in forming and consolidating the people’s power, work together with the State to take care of and protect the legitimate interests of the people [&] and supervise the activities of the State organs, representatives of the people, cadres and State officials.”

The working classes are mobilized through a state-run Trade Union, which has a nationalistic educational role in addition to the traditional functions of protecting workers’ rights. There are also social organizations such as the Women’s Union, Youth Union, War Veteran’s Association, and various professional associations; these are supposed to play an important role in introducing government and party policies into social life.

FREE SPEECH AND OTHER ISSUES

The issue of human rights is an area that the casual visitor to Vietnam would be well advised to avoid at all costs. The New York–based Human Rights Watch in its World Report 2005 claims the government tolerates little public criticism of the Communist Party or statements calling for pluralism, democracy, or a free press.

The government continues to brand all unauthorized religious activities—particularly those that it fears may be able to attract a large following—as potentially subversive. A new Ordinance on Beliefs and Religions went into effect in November 2004. It upholds the principle of “freedom of religion,” but strengthens government controls over religion and bans religious activities deemed to threaten national security, public order, and national unity. It permits religious activities only insofar as they are conducted by officially recognized churches and organizations whose governing boards are approved and controlled by the state.

Several dissidents and democracy activists have been arrested and tried during the last several years on criminal charges, including espionage and crimes against “national security,” for criticism of the government or calling for multiparty reforms. Legislation remains in force authorizing the arbitrary “administrative detention” of anyone suspected of threatening national security, with no need for prior judicial approval.

In the West, much of this is undoubtedly considered reprehensible, but one also has to see things from a Vietnamese perspective. Unifying the country after prolonged war has not proved easy, and this makes for sensitivity in high places. The war generation, heavily inculcated with Marxist ideology, may finally have disappeared by and large, but the succeeding generation of politicians still retains many of the old ways of thinking and proceeds with caution in adopting more liberal attitudes.

Nevertheless, Vietnam is certainly now a more open society, this openness being an inevitable consequence both of throwing open the doors to foreign investment and foreign tourists and of the country’s membership in regional organizations such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).

THE ETHNIC MIX

Vietnam’s population is 85–90 percent Vietnamese. The rest comprise a Chinese community, and there are also various ethnic minorities including Muong, Thai, Meo, Khmer, Lolo, Man, Cham, and other mountain tribes living in remote border areas. Vietnamese is the official language, but French, Chinese, English, Khmer, and tribal dialects (Mon-Khmer and Malayo-Polynesian) are also spoken.

The Montagnards (mountain people) comprise the Thai, Muong, Mans, Lolos, and Meo tribes, and are believed to be descended from a mixture of Indonesians, Australian aborigines, Negroid Panpans of Melanesia, and other Pacific Island races. There are about two million of them in the north, with another million in the south.

Even though the majority of the one million Chinese in Vietnam were born there, they consider themselves “Chinese,” and this has led to periods of unpleasantness ever since the 1950s, when the South Vietnamese government embarked on forced assimilation, which was strongly resisted. Traditionally, the Chinese have been highly successful businesspeople, and this has also helped to perpetuate the prejudice between the two communities. In Ho Chi Minh City to this day, the Chinese community tends to segregate itself in the Cholon area.

[image: ]

THE ROLE OF RETURNEES

Some of the Vietnamese who fled the country at various times during and after the Vietnam War to establish new lives in America, Australia, or Europe have returned home to take advantage of the more relaxed political climate, and most often to set up their own businesses. They are known as Viet Kieu; once reviled as traitors, these people are now treated as valuable resources, even as patriots, because of their access to foreign capital and Western business and technical expertise. The government courts them with preferential tax rates, relaxed visa requirements, even low-interest loans, although there is also an undercurrent of official suspicion that occasionally surfaces, for example in the several high-profile tax-evasion trials that have been staged since 2003. Between 1987, when the government first opened its doors, and 2003, more than 150,000 Viet Kieu returned to work for multinational corporations, nongovernmental organizations, or themselves. There are more than 700 Viet Kieu–owned enterprises registered in Ho Chi Minh City alone.

If the government has been largely welcoming, not everyone in Vietnam feels the same. Some Vietnamese see the returnees as carpetbaggers who escaped the lean years and have now returned in better times to flaunt their wealth. Viet Kieu entrepreneurs sometimes encounter hostility in their dealings with local businessmen, and sometimes it is their own fault. Undoubtedly, some have shown complacency and arrogance, believing that their success overseas entitles them to teach their compatriots how to run a business.

Gradually, however, the rough edges are being smoothed out and there is no doubt that the returnees have played a significant role in Vietnam’s growing economy. In 2001 the government eased restrictions on home ownership to allow returnees to purchase property, provided they were able to prove a long-term commitment to the country and that they would not seek to make any money out of the purchase.
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