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II'lTRCDOCTION 

This booklet is wr~t~en by a Vietnamese for his many 

Americ'!.n friends, known and unkno\~n. for newcomers to 

Viet-nam and for veteran residents of this country. The 

author has wituesaed tlany misl:.nderstandings which divid­

ed his i'ellow countrymen from friends in the West b\£t 

also many sentimental incidents which give hore for the 

rise of mutual respect, understanding and admiration 

between people of such divergent patterns of cultural 

and material life. 

The author has often heard complaints by \.estern 

people that they have never succeeded in understanding 

the Vietnamese, and further that few Vietnam~se possess 

a comprehensive knowledee of their own countrymen. This 

is d~e in part to the fact that, like other contemporary 

societies, today's Viet-Nam has a ~reat variety of 

people among whom differences in geographical environ­

ment, ed~cation, social and economic status are too 

grea t to penni t a portrait \1hich is true in all c:'!sec. 

If you go from sophisticated Saigon to some remote 

villa~e in the south of the oeninsula, or to the old 



and quiet city of Hue, you will recognize that the 

variety in Vietnamese life is matched by variations in 

geography and recent h~storical and social changes. 

~lthough we take it for granted that Viet-Nam bas 

to face a chaneing world, th~t what was true twenty 

years ago cannot be regarded as true at the present. a 

very short account of Vietnamese history, including the 

last 80-year period, may be a means of introduction to 

the various people of Viet-Nam of the 1960's. 

The remainder of this pamphlet will deal with a 

tehtative explanation of some Vietnamese attitudes and 

differences. as \.,.ell as some advice intended especially 

for ne\'/corners to Viet-Naill who 'l'lish to avoid mistakes and 

win Oriental friends. 

, 
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Part I 

HISTORY Or' VIET-NAM IN A t!U'1SHELL 

Viet-Nam is a relatively recent name for an old, 

old country which existed in legend long before written 

records. 

The remotest period. half legendary, was that of the 

kingdom of Van Lang, ruled over by the Bong Bang dynasty 

for about 26 centuries. At the end of this period. in 

2SS B.C., the country was annexed by a conqueror from 

the North, King Thuc, \"ho founded the kingdom of Au Lac. 

Fifty years later, Au Lac was con~uered by Chinese 

Oeneral Trieu Da, who later revolted against the ruling 

king of China and established himself as master of the 

kingdom, giving it the name Nam-Viet. This kingdom did 

not have a long existencej in III B.C. Chinese armies 

of the Han dynasty reconouered Lt. By that time the 

Vietnamese had already invented and adopted new farming 

techniques and implements and, as Joseph Buttinger wrote 

in The Smaller O:rogm.IlChinese imperial expansion sudden­

ly thrust the Vietnamese onto a higher level of civili­

zation" 
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. As early as the 12th century B.C., the Chinese had 

beautiful pottery, solid houses, skillfully cast YleapOns, 

domesticated anirr~ls, wheat and millet crops. The 7th, 

6th, anc 5th cen~uries B.C. saw the flowering of Chinese 

art and literature, follo'loled by a period of "social 

sophistication, refined poli~eness, and aesthetic con­

cepts. " 

After Nom-Viet became D Chinese protectorate--n3med 

Giao Chi province--it kne\.l little' or no political inter­

ference. However, .burden'30me tribute was paid to its 

protectors. Inhabitants becHme acquainted lIith Chinese 

culture and ethics, written language and customs, hut 

the protectors failed to integr~te their subjects into 

China's society. While absorbing Chinese culture and 

technic.l knowled~e, the Vietnamese remained mor~ aware 

than other inhabitants of eastern Asia of their identity 

as ~ separate people. 

The first Vietnamese uprising ag;Jinst Chinese rule 

took place in 39 A.D. ~nd was led by Trung 1rac, wife 

of 3 feudal lord killed by the Chinese. After defoating: 
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the Chinese torces, she ana her sister, Trung !.hi, were 

proclaimed oueene. Tl-air reign lasted only a few yeara. 

Chinese General Ma Yu~n reconauered the protectorate in 

43 A.D. and his victory caused the Trung sisters to com­

mit suicide by throwing themselves into a river. 

A new order, with more control and eubj\lgation. 

was set up accompanied by an intense Sinization which 

contin\led for about 900 years. At first, the Vietnamese 

were excl~ded from higher education and the'civil ser­

vice, b\lt gradually participation by Ch1nese-ed\lcated 

Vietnamese increased in the administrative field. 

Betwaen 39 A.D. and 939 A.D., only relatively un­

important uprisings a~inst the Chineee OCC\lrred but 

these ~pt alive in the Vietnamese heart a desire tor 

independence, especially among tr.e peasants who suttered 

much more than the upper cladses. 

In 939, after a bloody battle in the Red River 

v31ley, the Chinese armies were defeated by Ngo Quyen and 

Chinese rule in Viet-~am ended. 

For the ensuing nine centuries, despite OCCAsional 
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attempts at reconquest in the 10th, 11th and 13th cen­

turies, the independence of Viet-Nam was disrupted only 

bv the re-establishment of Chinese rule for abollt 25 

years ooginning in 1407 A.D. 

From 940 A.D. tc 1400 A.D., Viet-Nam suffered a tew 

intern .. l crises but was under a relatively stable ,,,nd 

efficient government, strong enoufh to repel agGression 

from China and incursions from the Champa kingdom ~nd 

Cambodia (1128-1216). Its frontiers were rouShly the 

same as they \>Iere under Chinese domination. Bord"ring 

the Red River v~lley, the country was made up of a 

mountainous area 2nd a nar!ow coastal strip which spread 

beyond the 17th parall~l. Before the middle of the 15th 

c~ntury, the Vietnamese began their "march to the :south." 

This marked the beginning (If internal troul)les. includ­

ing many political divisions. The first lasted some 50 

years, the second about 150 years. It was only after 

1802 that the country knew real territorial unity follow­

ing ~ long and exhausting civil war won by the South. 

With the arrival of the French, the country was 
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divided into three parts for political and administra­

tive purpo ... : Tonkin, Annam, and Cochin-China. 

lo11ovlnl i. a briet r-cord of the principal dynas­

tie. Whicb ruled during the 9OO-year period of almost 

uninterrTCpted iadependence. 

Successively, atter the departure of the Chinese 

in 939 A.D., came the dyn~sties of Ngo, Dinh and the 

Early lA, all tilled With many crises and struggles for 

sUr9'iY&l; the Ly (2lS··year.), Tran and the Later LI:I, 

considered Wlre~tft tor their work in consolidating cen­

tral authority, in national defense, economieaevelop­

mant, and military ana administrative organization. 

In the Tran dynasty, under the leadership of General 

Tran HunS Dao, the Vietnamese succeeded in twice beating 

mongol inyadera, once in 1284 when 500,000 of them in­

vaded the country and again in 1287 when 300,000 mongols 

came. 

Th ... are considered among the greatest military 

acbieveMnts recorded in the history of the country. 

The Later Le started its rule after the Chinese 



hr.d be(;:n driven out in 1427. and althot\gh every Viet­

nar.'leoe emperor from thE-U IInti 1 thlll em! of the .l!lth 

ce!'lt-ury belonged to the Lat-or Le, t h~ country Wf\S actu­

ally in the hand~ of two feudal fareilies: the Trinh in 

the i'orth and the Nguyen in the South. 

The first ruler of the Later Le dyna~ty was Le 

TIlai To (Le Loi), an 1ristocr,tic landowner who van­

ouished the Chine~e, asconded the throne and assigned 

himself the task of land reform. His successor," Le 

Thanh Tong, encoura~ed the southw~rd emigration. kl­

though for the next four centcries the country did not 

suffer from any Chinese occupation. it ~:as tom apart 

once in the first half of the 16th century by Mac Dang 

Dung who ceded to China six Vi0tnanese districts and 

ruled over the remaining territory. In 1592, Viet-Nam 

ViaS reunified nominally by the Trinhs \":ho proclaimed 

themselves with the Le, to loe the rulers of the country. 

Actually, it was Nguyen Kim ... ·ho led the move to over­

throw the Hac and for this reason, his descendants and 

followers succeeded in consolidating their position in 



the South ar.d ruling it independently from the war-torn 

North. 

An uneasy truce existed betl'leen the Trinhs and the 

Nguyens, but by 1774 a number of local rebellions had 

occurred in both parts of the country. One, led by the 

Tay Son, became so I'lidespread that it. turned into a 

national revolution, followed by the masses and finan­

cially supforted by ~ small cla~s of merch~ntG. The 

ltguyen fell in 1777, the 7rir.h wore dr1 veil out in 1786, 

and the Le monarchy was abolished one year later. 

Nguyen Hue, one of the three 7ay'Son brothers, proclniI.,ed 

himself 3mperor Quang Trune at the end ot 17S9 and routed 

the Le and the'; r Chinese 'Orotectors. f.!any improvements 

in the fields of national defense, economy and education 

I~ere made under Quang Trung. 

Nguyer. Anh, the former ruler of the South who was 

defeated in 17e.4, decided many ye~rs later to take advan­

tage of the weakeninc situJtion of the Tay Son regime. 

He occupied Gia Dinh and with the help of Pigneau de 

Behaine, .. j French priest, he defea'ted the Tay Son and 
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proclaimed himself Emperor Gia Long in 1802, reunifying 

the country after a long and exhausting liar. 

The name of the country I~US tnen officially changed 

from Annam to Viet-Nnm. G18 ~ong was succeeded by Minh 

li.an~, Thiel,; 'l'ri and 'i'u Due. luder thes'l kings manv 

changes occur~d 1n the fields of economy. finance. 

administration and esp~cially education with its em­

phasis on Confucian ethics. But the changes were too 

timid ~nd inadecuate to meot the ne&ds of the emerging 

age of discovery. 

The economic condition of the population went from 

bad to liors!:! and. under Emperors l>!inh r~n.! and Tu Due, 

led to po1iti~al troubles in 1826. 1833 and 1854. and 

opened the country's gate to ioreign invaders. 

Instead of strengtheninE the national spirit and 

soliduritv aga i.nst the invading French. the ruling 

powers surrendered and signl1d the treaty of 1862, there­

hy he-ping to g-tin enough so_diers and other milit.lry 
> 

assist_lnce to put down 1nterr,al revolts. Unfortunately, 

with this treaty. Viet-~am gradually turned into a 
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French colony, despite resist~nce movements initiated 

and conducted ~y intellactuals, students and other 

groups. The most prominent figures of these movements 

\olere Truong; Dinh, Nguyen Trung True J Nguyen r:uu Huan, 

Phan Dinh Phung, Hoang Hoa Tham, Phan Chau Trinh, Phan 

Boi Chau and Cuong De. Amon[!; the more recent nation­

alist groups one tiay cite the Leagi..e for the Restoration 

of Viet-I'am (Viet I-.am Phuc Quoc Dong Minh Eoi) J the 

Association for Restoring Viet flam (Vieb Nam Quang Phuc 

Hoi), the Vietnamese Nationalist Party (Viet tlam Quoc 

Dan Dang), the Nationalist Socialist Party (Quoc la), 

the Neo Nationalist Party, the Socialist Party, the 

Socialist Progressivist Party and the Communist Party. 

Hhen World ~Jar II broke out, the French in Indo­

china were unprepared, having only 13,000 soldiers 

scattered over an area about one-and-a-half times the 

size of France. 

When France feD in June, 194-0, Japan began its 

occupation of the Indochinese peninsula; on the very 

eve of the French surrender the ,Japanese formed a govern­

ment. Tran Trong Kim,. scholar and educator, was invited to 
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become Prime ~1inister under Bao D1i. In spite of enthu­

siastic efforts tnis government remained ineffective for 

m~ny reasons, among them the presence of the Japanese 

;'lITlly 'lnd th6 hcl: of communication facilities, financial 

resources and a police force. 

~lith the fall of the Japanese in In:gust, 1945, the 

Communists made their first public appearance as the 

Army of Liberation. They set up a "Committee for the 

Liberation of the VietnaMese People," organized general 

uprisings and set up administrative control of llorth 

Viet-Nam. 

The .Viet f.anh leaders then set up the provisio!'liitl 

government headed by Ho CI':.i Minh who proclaimed indepen­

dence and establishment of a Democratic Republic. 

In their efforts to regain the t:orth, the French 

had to negotiate '~th the Ho Chi Minh administration, 

implying recognition or it. \t;hen the !o'rench began to 

expel the Viet ~inh, the latter decided to right and 

were .1oined by many other nationalists in the anti­

colonialist battle. 



13 

In the South. French troops arrived with the 

British forces assigne~ here in connection with dis­

armament of the Japanese 1'lrmy. In a fel': days, all ad­

ministrative agencies and strateg1c points in Sai~on 

and Viet-Nam had gone back under French control. 

~ith the agreement of ~~rch 6, 1946, signed by 

Jean Sainteny, the French Commiss1oner of Ncrthorn Indo­

china, Ho Chi Minh, and Vu Hong Khanh, the 1att, r r.pr~'­

sent1ne the Vietnamese Nationalist Party, France recoG­

nized the Democratic Republic of Viet-Nam as a free state 

having its own government. parliament, army and treasury, 

and belonging to the Indochin~se Federation ~nd the 

French Union. 

Using this Agreement, the Viet Minh began to eli­

minate the genuine nationalist parties from the arena. 

Chinese officers in charge of th0 disarmament of Japanese 

troops in llorth Viet-Nam, for example. \,/ere bribed ',,1 th 

gold and girls to take action against the Vietnamese 

nationalists. 

Thus, tht! undeclared war betHecn France and the 
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"v'i(:tnamese nRc::;ist3T!CC, \I was led by the Viet r.:inh Front. 

It ::;t:::rt,:d on th~ 19t~j of December, 1946, and ended in 

Jun .. , l~54. 

From 1946 until the signinb of the Genev~ Agreement 

in 1954, many French-sponsorea governments were set up, 

such as that organized by ';ran Van Huu on April 27, 

1950. Great Britain, the United States and Belgium 

were the first to recognize all these governments. 

The partition of th~ country at the 17th parallel, 

proposed by the Communists in the 1954 Agreement and 

accepted by the-colonialists, went into effect against 

the general \Iill of the Victn::lr.lcse people. 
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PART II 

GENERAL DIVISIONS OF f>:ODERN VI3'mAMESE SOCIET!' 

vlhenevar ono thinks ,'.bout present day Vietnamese 

society onG sboUld bear in mind tho Qxistcnce of many 

clearly distinct groups. While it is neither an 

exhnustive listing nor one sho~ng cle~rcut divisions, 

the author would like to prcsont a general c11ssific3-

tion of Vietnamese society, based mostly on culturnl 

and socio-economic c~~racteristics. ~nd then briefly 

consider each category. 

a. Persons educated in the Americ~n manner. 

b. Persons educ·:ttcd in th<: French or El.lropea.n 
manner. 

c. The highly sophisticat~d of urban areas. 

d. The timidly sophisticated of urban and rural 
areas. 

e. The apostlesof Confuci~n and tr~ditional 
cultures. 

f. The numble and sometimes simple po~sants. 

a. The first group comprises tnc relatively 

small number of people who have recently emerged from 

the othor strat<:> tlfter a. mors or less prolonged stay 

in some American educational institution ~s grantees 
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or participants. They now \rork mostly in governmental 

or United States agencies, hold fairl y pr:lvileged posi­

tions in. the urban society;and hav~ the mostDreouent 

contact with the Americ,:ln community in Viet Nam. It 

is not the purpo~e of this essay to determine their 

social integration but it is essential to know that in 

in,my respects some of them are aliens, both to the 

environmen~ in which they acquired their education and 

their original culture. 

Western people Who have social contact Wlth this 

group ~nll certa~nly enjoy more than mere acceptance 

of their \the Westerners) mode of life and parlance. 

This does not mean tnatall these Vietnamese have blind 

admiration for the American pattern of Ufe but misin­

terpreta~ion of behavior and subsequent shocks are less 

freouent than wi th other groups. 

b. Those educated in the French or European style 

are much more numerous than the American educated and 

include an overwhelming nujority of the urban middle­

aged professionals, government officials and employees 

and employees of pr~vate a~encies. Generally speaklng, 

their familiarity with Amer1can life and civili~'tlon 
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is rather limited and their experience '"lith American 

people dep~nds usually on opportunities available to 

them to meet Americ'lns 11 ving in Viet !'lam and upon 

American moti~n' pictures wh1ch often produce a rather 

distorted picture of the Yankees. 

It should be added that although many of the Europ­

ean educQted have accuired a thorouZh knowledge of the 

French langeage, their underst~ndinp.: of I.estern life 

and civilization may be ~omewhat vague or confused; 

only a few are fully imbued with the European splrit 

or have adopted the European way of life. 

It SeeDlb t.hat. the second gl'OUP and the "apo5tles 

of the traditional culture ,!nd ethics"are the popula­

tion segments most critical of American culture and 

behavior. It also seems advisahle for Ame""icans in Viet­

Nam to be very tactful in their contactc With these par­

ticular groups since generally their members are opinion 

leaders. 

c. In the third category one finds the highly 

sophisticated extremists vlho appear to adopt ,,,hatever 

they think is most progressive or up to date: 'tlestern 

langu~ges and manners, customs and habits. They dream 
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of metamorphosing themselves and their children; many 

have ar.quirerl French citizenship. and live relatively 

isolated from their fello,., countrym:m. It is safe to 

assume th.lt fllll' blunders occur in social contacts be­

tween Americans and these people, with the possible ex­

ception of the language barrier and th" rather subje~t.ive 

or prejudicial opinions held by the avera~e American. 

The behavior of individuals in this group does no" 

diffp.r much from that of people coming from other parts 

of the Western world and Americans should have little 

trouble adapting themselves to their Westernized pattern, 

except perhaps for a lesser 'degree of behavior compart­

mentilization (for example, Americans tend to ben~ve 

differently toward superiors in soci~l gatherings thnn 

in their offices), a higher degree of sensitivity, a 

slower tempo of life. 

d. The timidly sophisticated of the urban and rural 

areas se£m to be, along with the fervent adherents to the 

traditional ethics .and culture, the most delicate p()ople 

with ~hom to deal. Many of them are not yet fully con­

versant with Western customs and practices and possess 

only a vague picture of American life and institution~. 
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In this group is the average civil servan~, the 

oftice worker, the teacher,the skilled worker, the snop­

keeper, the businessman; people whose economic status 

is not propitious or whose cultural ties are too strong 

to discover and easily accept traits of American life 

and civilization. This group is generally less predis­

posed than others to understanding cultural differences. 

Incomplete knowledge is ~he major cause for unvoiced 

frictions and prejudices which tend to keep members of 

this group and Americans from developing sympathetic 

cooperation and real friendship. 

e. Apostles of Confucian ethics and traditional 

culture form a group which is unduly ignored by the 

Western--French ~nd American--residents of Viet Nam. 

It is mistakenly beJieved that people of traditional 

culture and education heve almost disappeared, or at 

least have no longer an influen1;ial role to play in con­

temporary Viet Nam. It should be recognized that al­

though thoy have been retired somewhat from the forefront 

of recent events, they ~re still held in considerable 

prestige by any cross section of the population and con­

tinue to play a role of silent leadership in rural areas. 
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Many individuals of this cat~gory still nouris~ a 

sort of self-glorification,. attributing to the Conf'.lcian 

'~thit:: and old Vietnamese mannerr ~".~d \Hys .1 multitude of 

(;xc.:ell'mt Qualities a:10 V:;;:-"l few :"(ld ('nes. Their opin­

ions of Western civilization may spmetirnes be detr~cting 

and tendentious. Extremists of this group ch3rge people 

of other continents with an excess of materialism, symp­

to:natic of a decaying civilization. 

All this may sound ridiculous but should not sur­

prise anyone interested in human .1nd cultural differences. 

Have we not heard of similar conc~it by many British and 

Americ...lns who overrate the superiority of "Anglo-Saxon 

civilization"? 

~aturally there exists among this group a signifi­

cant number of more thoughtful and mature individuals, 

who admire Western methods and techniques, and conse­

~uently, are more friendly to Western people. 

It js the personal opinion of the author of this 

paper that efforts should be marle by all newcomers to 

Viet Nam, Who are working for better understanding and 

friendship among peoples and nations, to avoid friction 

wi th this "traditional" group. 

'-'. 
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f. The humble and so~etirnes simple peasants are said 

to have been, for the past decade, very unresponsive to 

foreigners, especially Westerners. This has proved to 

be a manifestly erroneous opinion. LeaVing aside a 

small minority who live in remote villages or slums and 

who have been prey to tendentious pr~paganda, it is fair 

~o say that Vietnamese peasants have been r8cently ac­

quiring a cunscic'Jsn,<ss of themselves \-:orking for more 

liberty and a b~tter life, willing to be guidfJJ tow<ird 

democracy. But who and hovi ln3.ny people have Gomo to 

them and helped thorn sinccl~ly and effectively? Among 

the peasants,there has been a grEat curiosity about 

people and events outside their clustered villages and 

slums; among them are fewer made-up minds and precon­

ceived notions than in any of the other groups. The 

absence of accurate information and adequate guidance 

often has caused indifferent or susp1cious attitudes 

toward everything which intrudes or changes the present 

order. But, gen~rally speaking, these patient people 

are not so er1ti~l and surly as many think, rather 

they are very ro:eptive and grateful to ~ll sincere 

benefa r.tors. 
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PART I I I 

WH~l C~~ BE DONE FOR seTTER UNDSRSTANDINC 

OF AMERICNU6 BY ~DUCAT~O V1ETNA~SEi 

\Ihy is NIIerican cultur<:; ::;till seriously misunder •. 

stood abro~d and looked upon by some extremists as back· 

ward and materialistic? 

One reason for it may be that Most Vietnamese con­

tinue to get lnformation through out of date textbooks 

written by French or other European authors. These 

liIources of (mislinfonnatioll are still used in Vietnamese 

institutions of higher educ~tion and present ~uite an 

inaccurate picture of American social and economic life. 

Another reason may be that Americans living abroad 

are rarely willing or able to explain their country to 

the Vietnamese. 

T~ third perhaps is that the study pro~rams for 

partic1pan~s or gr~tecs nre not adequately designed. 

Evidence of this is the fact that most students or parti. 

ctPdllts who go to the United States for a one or two year 

period, return with the same prejudices they had before 

or they come back with adniration for the material wel­

fare and abundance in America but only a vague idea of 

culture and economic system. 



J'.iany educated people in Viet Nam, strongly anti­

collectivists antt students of both the traditional and 

wastern schools,cont1nue to interpret American cap1tal­

ism in terms of crisis, instability, unemployment and 

war. Some of them concoive of capitalism as a simple 

monopoly, a system of cartels or a government-regulated 

economy of advantage to big businessmen and financiers 

only. 

They often attribute the wolfare and prosperity of 

the American people solely to the vast natural resources 

of the United States and ignore the efforts necessary to 

use resources. Little or no mention is made of Americans' 

willingness to take risks, endure haI1!.8hipand work hard, 

nor of their ingenuity and cooperation. 

These critics rel@rd the American economy as an 

inefficient and wasteful system and ignore that its low 

production costs and high wages are obtained l°rom the 

efficiency of its machinery, its systems of production 

and the skill of its workers. 

They talk about america's instability and lack of 

individua.l security. Many people are sti!). obsessed Dy 

the 1929 economic crisis and mi~take minor ups and downn 



~ :,';rotor::; of imminent depression. They don I t care to 

",1£')) t, that ,j 1 though cri sis may be one of the laws of 

~h.t'.lrr", ",:'!'l often Cal'! correct. some of nature's harmful 

The II!!) ted States is often referred to by outsiders 

J.s the ~ountry of lar[';t! fortunes. a plutocrncy, a mono-

poli.st,ic ('<1I'it,:I~.l5tic liV5t,cm to \vhich Americanli attempt 

l'l' f('il';n t,o 6.i.'Je till) !\l'r,"~l!';:n(;e of democracy. It should 

t,0' r.~'si r'1ble t'or Amer~c~m:.; to <::xplain that differences 

oet\'leen r:t:ljor socio-economic ,frcu!'s are, in fact, less 

in the \;nit0d States tl1an in any other country. 

Free intcrprise to many people, incJ.uding those 

\·,ho deal with economics and economic theorles, means 

unregulated, uncnntrol.1.ed :'nd irresponsible activity, 

the selfish ri"bc of one group to e;:pJ.olt anotncr. They 

do nnt r<.:a li 7.'_' thQt entrepreneurs have to UGe their pro­

pflrty Clnd to COI,'lr'Ct,) withiJ: ,I.iPiit~ fixed hy law::; and 

lcp:islutionG which .jim Cit checking tendenci:!l to\'Jard 

monopoly, ir.stability, unemployment and excessive dif­

ferentiation of income. 

In brief, a better conceptlon of American economic 

anc. soclal life along with .\ loss IIsubjecti vellinterpre­

t:1tion of behavior by both p>lrtit!::. wouJd be verv 
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contributive to better understanding of American cul­

ture and more sympathy and cordial friendship between 

Americans and Vietnamese. The following section is 

an attempt to describe and explain Vietnamese manners 

and suggest behavior which may soothe feelings and pro­

mote Wholehearted cooperation. 
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PART IV 

VIETMI\M£SE ~1AN~f.l'S A.ND CIVILITIES; 

SONE WORDS OF ADVICE 

Forns of Greeting 

The Vietnamese no longer bow det!ply 'o'Ih-:!n they 

meet onp. another, they merely uncover thair he·lds and 

nod silently or speak tho equivalent ~l an EQglish. 

lihow :)re Y0L:;;. Nen, however, hnvc '1cquirod the pIllilC­

tice of sh..lking hand" froquantly \H th ne).l and old 

friends. both .:IS greet!n£,: and farewell, sometilnes on 

a d~ily Oasis. w~ncn in the timidly sopniuticated (d), 

the tradition,l (e). and peasants If) categories des­

cribed in Part II do not follow this custom and are 

still reluctant to shake o!1nds with men, :nore reluctant 

'''ith their countrymen than with foreigners. Therefore, 

do not offer to shake hands \·!ith unsophisticated women 

until they make the £irct move to do ~O. 

Eastern people never put their feet up on :l. chair 

or sofa or sit on a desk or tc. ble while t,1lking wi th 

strangers, acquaintances or where qu.e~·tions of rank are 

concerned. Be careful. not to do so in dealing 'lith 

people of categories (d), (e) a~d (f) until you get to 

know one another. 
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Sa.e people don't look directly at those whom they 

are s~eaxlng to; this only reflects Eastern timidity or 
• 
politeness and should not be thought s~range • 

... nt.L·oduclng One' B SEll! 

Few Vietnamese. especially those of groups (d) (e) 

and (f), are in the habit of introducing themselves 

\-Ihen they come into an office, a private home, a social 

~athering or when making a phone call. They only men­

tion their name, title anO occupation when it is neces­

sary or when they are requested to do 80. 

This should not always be interpreted as laCk of 

courtesy or tact or whatever W~terners may think, but 

should be accepted as a mat-ter 01' habi t--or a congeni­

tal shyness mixed with a t,ouch of modesty. If you want 

to know a personts name and identity. it 1s by no means 

unseemly to ask him. 

On the other hand,' there has never been obJection 

or rnisinterpretatj on of any kind reg.lrding self-intro­

ductions by forei(:ners who may wish :;0 g1 ve their names 

and occupations 01' professions and s;ate the purpose 01 

their calls. 
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Calling Out to People 

In calling out to someone, it is clearly undesir­

able to wave your hands. This easily m2y be misunder­

stood as a slighting gesture by those unf~iliar with 

Western manners. It is customary in Viet Nsm to cell 

people by their names preceded by Mr., Mrs., Miss, or 

nothing at all in cases of people with whom you have 

established close relationships. 

Waving the arm and hand 1s common in informal 

circumstances ~nd reflects a friendly familiarity. 

Namos 

Except in extremely r~rc cases of people held in 

greet rcverenc0, first (family) names nre not used in 

Viet N~n either formally or informally. Last names ~re 

usu2l1y precoded by such app~ll~tions as Dng X, B~ I, 

Co Z (J r. X, f.lrs. Y, Miss Z). Peopl.:; who know each 

other intimatuly s~y merely X, Y, or Z instc3d of Anh 

X, Chi Y, Co Z, which mean Brother X, Sister Y, Miss Z. 

Therefore, it is deSirable thnt foreigners use such 

2.ppcll.:~tions :;.s ~1r., Mrs., and Miss "lith new friends, 

8sp8cially in the presence of n third party who might 

int"rpr0t the; dropping of'ln :lpp:::ll.::ttion ·,!S .'1 slight. 

Dror,nine of C'.ppcll.:..tions hac -.n rlmbie;uous sir:nificf\nc(: 

in Viet Nem: it may express intimacy o~ friendliness 



but it may also mean arrogant treatment by a superior. 

It is customary to call most Vietnamese profession. 

als, government officials, high civil ,'servants,. and 

military officers by their titles, e.g., Mr. Director, 

Mr. Assemblyman, Mr. Chairman, "Ir. Engineer, "fr. Doctor, 

Mr. Lieutenant and so on. This should not be a matter 

of concern to Westerners but it is desirable that in­

terpreters and tactful speakers of Vietnamese observe 

this burdensome practice so long as it is still in use 

in f~his changing society. 

Speak Vietnamese and French 

It is desirable tha~ Western resident~ ~f Viet Nam 

know at least some rudiments of the Vietnamese and/or 

French language and use it to Wd.rm t.he atmosphere at 

social gatherings or when meeting people. However, one 

should be careful to avoid doubtful expressions and 

slang Which one may acquire from frie'lds Who use them 

in jest. Be careful also not to use American slang. 

Most English-speaking Vietnamese have learned English 

in schools whel~ the written and more or less formal 

spoken language is taught and they are not conversant 



wi th slang and co llocui,'> 1 expr.:::s~ions. 1.n conversa_ 

tions \Iith ne', friends, a tuo ir.forr.:al use of Vietnj-

m~s~ or French may c~use misuncerstandings regarding 

one's morals "nct character. 

A fev! VietnamesE.' or French wOrdb, properly used, 

may be very helpful in making ccntacts more enjoyable, 

both for Vietnamese and Ameri C<1ns. 

The Direct Approach 

vlhen a l.o;stern:::r wapt'5 to expr!i:ss an opinion or 

idea, he usually .'lpC'roachpc; the cantr.: 1 point ilir-ectly, 

sometimes abruptly. The Vietnamese people iII (1), (el 

and (f) categories (Part II) might interpret this 

directness as excessive frankness, argumentativeness 

or lack of delicacy_ 

Directnesil is not :~lways a ser; ous impediment to 

good cl'l!l'municatj on, as mi'lny S,')'sterners nre nolo' familiar 

wi th it or at laest tolerant of it, but it is d:..ellr,lblc 

to show tact and reserve bv use of inc1irect or mm'Eo 

elaborat.e statements and questions. SlIch efrorts, if 

fully understood, v!hether madE: by the: pPl"'bOn himself or 

through a skillful interpreter, are much apl'rec1atad 
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and contribute greatly to gaining friends and admirers,. 

especially among the categories of people mentioned 

above. 

One more warning: noisy and heated discussions are 

comparatively rare in Viet Nam, especially among the so 

called well-bred people, and it is clearly advisable 

for foreigners to keep their tempers mild and conduct 

conversations and debates quietly. 

Comparisons 

As in every country, some Vietnamese people have a 

somewhat glorified view of their ancient culture and 

civilization. They may have in mind the long history of 

their nation and identify themselves as heirs of spiri­

tually and culturally advancQd and indepenQent ancestors. 

This Chinking often makes them reluctant to accept 

social and cultural change and to consider their country­

men who advocate change as uprooted elements. Such a 

state of mind sometimes degenerates into an unspoken but 

definite dislike of foreigners. 

Therefore, to avoid wrong interpretations, one 

should try not to make objective comparisons between 

Western and Eastern patterns of culture in casual talk 



32 

with newly mrde friends or with people who have no in­

terest in sociology. Naturally, one is free to ask 

~uestions and discuss problems on sociology with stu­

denta and other open mindad friends who usually welcome 

this as an opportunity to learn anj to become acquainted 

with foreigners. In any case, the way to handling thee. 

matters must be determined by the reaction and attitude 

of the people with whom one speaks. it ?ays here too, 

to be sincere and openminded. 

"Generic" Modesty 

Despite what has becn said ~bout the slorified 

views of some conservative elomonts in contemporary so­

ciety, the most common characteristic of social be~v10r 

in Viet Nam is a generic modesty, shown espacially by 

people in categories (d), (el and (f) (Part II), This 

quality 18 sometimes a gre,~t obst.lcle, both to foreigners 

and non-foreigners, in studying the economic status, 

knowledge and experience, morality and other material ~nd 

spiritual values of the Vietnamese people. Often, patient 

and time consuming observations, dedlictions. and close 

personal cont3ct with the concerned individuals are neces­

S3ry to ~nin the desired information. 
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Modesty often pr8Yents a person from revealing 

his achievements, his level of education and his life 

experiences. This also causes some difficulty in dis­

tinguishing the generically modest from the deceptively 

modest who throng the emerging mercantile group. As 

there is no handy device to discriminate between them, 

the only suggestion is to proceed With caution. 

Yes and No. 

When one meets a Vietnamese whose speech oloseLy 

reflects traditional patterns of thought--people of 

rural areas or those trained in the old educational and 

ethical system--one often hears a "yesll as the invari­

able first and spontaneous reply to all questions and 

statements, affinaati ve, and negative. This may be, 

contuSing to you, whether you are speaking in English or 

Vietnamese or using tne services of an interpre~er. 

The reason for the "yeS" is that in the language of 

certain learned, polite and courteous people, the abrupt 

!tno" and otner unpleasant negative replies are avoided 

as much as possible and only delicate, indi~ct expres· 

sions or C18content or of denial are used. 
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This complication rarely arises in conversations 

with those Vi:!tnamese vlho h2.ve had frequent contact 

with Western people. 

One suggestion: be patient and try to make your­

self clearj it is never so difficult as you think. 

Tho Oriental Smile 

You have no doubt heard of the mysterious Oriental 

smile. Unlike ot.her Eastern cou.ntries where it ll'Qy 

mean embarrassment, sorrow or worry, here it may indi­

cate a polite but skeptical reaction. tolerance of a 

blunder or misinterpretation, o~ sometimes, submission 

to a wrong or unfair judgment, especially when the one 

making the judgment is clel'.rly at a superior level and 

has lost his temper. 

This smile should only be regarded as expressing 

a generic politeness, a generous tolerance or patience 

towards gue~ts or superiors. It should induce the 

foreigner to be more delicate in his opinions, more 

tolerant and less obstinate. 

Invitations 

'Ilhen one illVi tes a man to dinner or a sotlial 

gathering, it is qUite permissible to also reouest the 



35 

company o~ his wife. But it is common for wives in 

categories (d), (e) and (~) (Part II) to be very re­

luctant to join their husbands in accepting these in­

vitations. This should not cause you to worry about 

their attitude. Most o~ the time they are very appre­

ciative o~ your kindness and oourtuy, but secular tra­

dition still discourages them from attending non-famil­

ial entertainments. Even men in the categories listed 

above are still inclined to avoid gatherings wlioh are 

attended by many di~rerent types o~ people; these 

a~~airs, however. are enjoyed by the Westernized or 

more sophisticated individuals. 

There~ore, ~oreigners should note that invitations 

always seem to be apprec1a ted and that re~usals do not 

necessarily mean an unfriendly attitude. 

It is customary ~or Westerners to ask their guests 

what beverage or ~ood they.would like: co~~ee. tea, a 

cold drink? To such questtons many Westernized Vietna­

meSe are inclined to give a sincere response. but those 

with Oriental manners usually are evasive. With the 

latter it is advisable to o~rer them something specific, 

either what is most convenient ~or you or suitable to 
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tho? circumstances: t",a or coffee to a woman, beer or 

whisky to a man. In m0re formal circuostances, lastern­

~r~ rcg~rd refresh~ents merely as necessary tokens of 

c~ur~esy r~ther than food or drink meant to be enjoyed. 

It is interesting to note that few Vietnamese 

households fail to serve a small cup of tea, sometimes 

very wo~k, sometimes very strong, and visitors are 

expected to merely sip it and not regard it as a refresh­

ment. If circumstances permit, one is perfectly free to 

request more tea '" coffee, a soft drink or something simi­

lar; this reflects one's sincerity and friendliness and 

a host is allro·Ys appr~ciative of it. Before actually 

starting to drink or eat, Vietna~ese hosts always put 

forth nn invitation, then wait for the person who is 

oldest or the highest in familial rank or social position 

to begin. Both host and guests extend mutual invita­

tions many timGS during a visit. 

Vietnamese hosts are expected to ask their guests 

once or twice to stay on for a moment, several minutes, 

a quarter of:m hour more \.hcn the latter begin to take 

leave at the end ofac-:-.ll. a socia.l entertainment or 3 

fonnal or informal lunch or dinner. Here, this means 



:;h(: SamfO :lS tl:e "call againl1 of ton spoKen t.o r,uests in 

~';estern countri.es. 

when leaving, Vietnamese guests Just say "thank 

you very much!! or "very very muchlt and never add Ufor 

the beer", lifor the tea", or whatever the refreshment 

may have been. This would embarro.s~ the hosts who 

~,;::uany consider <;hair off'ring too scanty. 

:'.ordl Valw:s llnd 30ci~1 Intercourses 

f,~any Vietn..!I'lGse '.Ire f.Jli.:-.:remcly scrtsiti. ve to differ-

ences in moral character and values and are inclined to 

~eep away from people not of the same moral or social 

.. d" s~:m ~ng. They tend to dislike or feel une~sy at so-

cial gatherings \'Ihieh are very hetorogenous. 

If for one reason or another, close and frequent 

cun~cts are desired with individuals disliked by a 

foreigner's other Vietnames'3 friends, it is best to 

make these contacts in the ,lbsenco of tho latter. Other­

wiSe one may be easily misunderstood and thought to be 

of the same meral pattern or sharing the concept of 

ethics of these individuals 3nd thus risk being virtu­

ally cut off from ths re5~ of the community. 
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The acceptance of the idea expressed in the saying, 

"birds of a feather flock tcgether", has made SOCiA' 

intercourse something delicat~ to deal with, more so 

\~lon:c Vietnamese tho.n among foreigners, but this shouJ.d 

by no me::ln::: be regarded as indicative of I:'.n anti-social 

J'oU ti c:*l nnd ReUgious Discussi0ll§. 

~':J.tt-:::rs of politics 2nd religion are considered 

dcJ.ic:.tc' subJects, to os avojded at cocktail parties 

and other social gatherings. It is very rare to find 

people publicly disclosing t.i1eir political views or, 

religious beliefs in a sincere manner. Probably. ex­

chanr-;es of ideas on t;H~SG subjcc'(.s are possible only 

amonr, close friends wi tll mut:,ual trust and a large degree 

of tolerance. Thera are many reasons contributing to 

this ~ener~l attitude: the unpropitiou~ and chaotic 

political climate, the sXkstencc of too many mercenary 

elements in the political are~, the iQmaturity of many 

so-called politicians and religious leadcrs. 

So. to avoid misund8rstanding by ne'; acquaintances, 

the bast thing for forei&~ers t:,o do is to keep dway from 

these topics and to accept evasive: ar:5wers or ruact1.ons 

to incidental ~uestion5. 
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Gifts 

It seems advisable that·Western people should 

avoid embarrassing their Eastern friends by present­

ing them with expensive gifts. .This may cause the 

latter. especially the financially underprivileged, 

some worry about returning the courtesy. 

Gi£ts intended for bride and bridegroom preferab­

ly should consist of a pair of items, especially if 

things are given which can be used by both of them, 

e.g., a pair ot pillow cases, a pair of blankets and 

so on. 

At a Restaurant 

If one happens to meet a friend accidentally at a 

restaurant and is invited to joi~ him, let him either 

pay the whoJ.e bill or none of it. Going Dutch is an 

extremely rare practice here, and may even be consid­

ered bad conduct by many peorle who have never been 

abroad. When sitting at.. the same table with one's 

close friends or acquain~ances, one does not pay for 

his share alone, especia~ly on unexpected occasions. , 
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Tips and Gratuities 

As a rule, tips are not left by Vietnamese of l~w 

socio-economic status in small restaurants or g\VeN to 

cyclo and taxi drivers. But in fashionable restaurants, 

bars, hotels and other places-of entertainment, 

guests rarely fail to tip the waiters or attendants. 

A tip may be trom 5 to 20 per cent of the bill but it 

is not an obligation, because a service charge is 

included on hotel and rostaurant bills. 

It is commonly expected and thus advisable, 

however, that foreigners leave a tip, even a very ST~l 

one, when leaving a restaurant, tua room, hotel or bar. 

One warning: You may give a gratuity to your 

office messenger, to your servant or driver, but 

never offer one to your office clerk or interpreter; 

he may misinterpret your act, and mistake your 

generosity for an insult. 

Good Luck 

If ~e think that differences in the world lead 

mankind toward a better future, we probably will be 

less concerned with the relations between individuals 

and with group psychology and culture. Variety will 

appear to us an.inspiration rather than a curSG. 
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It is hoped that in the area of human culture there 

is ple~ty of room to accommodate the unusual 

individual and the many different national patterns, 

that thore is no reason to rate one superior and 

·\rnth'~r inferior. By learning to know different 

r"~,,ples, we mOoy he inspired to understand, re~:p,-,ct. 

alld :Aml.ru ~hcm all. The problem of how 1..0 bctl,'11{·~ 

tnen :'ppears as a simple matter of courtesy whie'. 

",'::\oula never seriously trouble any sincere man or 

wOl'1an. 




