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More early praise for Mark Ashwill and Vietnam Today


“Vietnam Today provides constructive advice to those who wish to build lasting relationships with their Vietnamese counterparts. Most importantly, Vietnam Today helps the reader understand enduring aspects of traditional culture in the context of a country undergoing profound and rapid change.”


—Patti McGill Peterson, Executive Director,


International Exchange of Scholars


“Mark Ashwill has provided us with a primer that will help Americans and the world community understand the people, the culture, the history and the spirit of the Vietnamese. This is an important step in helping us understand an emerging country in the world community.”


—Stephen T. Banko III, Vietnam War Veteran


“At last, an introduction to Vietnam that is about a country rather than a war. Ashwill and Diep have built a cultural bridge you will want to cross.”


—Dr. Allan E. Goodman, President and CEO,


Institute of International Education


“Vietnam Today is a very balanced primer of history, culture and psychology. A must-read for anyone planning a business trip to Vietnam.”


—P. Joseph Koessler, Former Strategic Marketing Manager,


Coca-Cola Southeast and West Asia Division


“With great interest, I read your book from cover to cover. I cried, I laughed, I smiled, my eyes full of silent tears as I read what you wrote. For the first time, I don’t get annoyed with a ‘foreigner’ talking about my country and my people.”


—Nguyen Phuong Mai, reporter,


Sinh Vien Viet Nam (Vietnam Student News)
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Dedicated to those Vietnamese and foreigners who serve as bridges between their respective cultures and who work together in the name of peace, prosperity, and friendship


A thousand years of Chinese rule, A hundred years of French subjugation, And ten years of American domination, But we survived, unified.


—VIETNAMESE SAYING
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To the Reader


In my personal and professional life, I have had the opportunity and privilege to become acquainted with two countries that shared the world stage in the twentieth century and whose fates have been interwoven— for better and for worse— with that of my country, the United States of America. In one, the Federal Republic of Germany, the vanquished became a cherished ally and key player in the postwar world order. In the other, the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, the victor remained a hated enemy, became an obsession, and insinuated itself into the national psyche, pervading the popular culture of the U.S. and forever transforming that nation’s political discourse.


In Germany, I learned the language, studied, taught, and conducted research. In Vietnam, I have developed programs for students and businesspeople, have worked under the auspices of a Fulbright Senior Specialists Grant, and have just begun to scratch the surface of a beautiful and expressive language that has no fewer than six tones. Each visit has been a profound learning experience and an inspiration to delve ever deeper into Vietnamese culture, to learn from others far more experienced and knowledgeable than I, and to share that information and knowledge through articles, conversations, lectures, workshops, and now Vietnam Today: A Guide to a Nation at a Crossroads.


I vividly recall my first trip to Vietnam in January 1996. Looking at the coastline, jungle, and rice paddies below, I thought of the grisly televised images I had come to know as a child growing up in the 1960s. As someone who came of age as the war was winding down, I rejoiced at the prospect of visiting a Vietnam at peace. With each return visit, including several in 2003 and 2004, this sense of excitement, joy, and hope has yet to lose any of its initial intensity.


Thai Ngoc Diep assisted me in researching Vietnam Today. Thai was born in 1975, the year the war ended and Vietnam was reunited. She received her B.A. in International Business from the Hanoi Foreign Trade University and her M.A. in International Business and World Trade from the State University of New York at Buffalo. Before pursuing graduate study in the United States, Thai worked for the Hanoi offices of the U.S.-Vietnam Trade Council, an American nonprofit organization dedicated to promoting trade between the U.S. and Vietnam, and for Ericcson, a Swedish company that is one of the world’s leading manufacturers of consumer communications and data products.


Thai’s perspective is that of a bilingual and bicultural Vietnamese woman who has had extensive experience with U.S. Americans and other Westerners in business and academic settings. This includes individuals who were unsuccessful because they tried in vain to make the Vietnamese fit into their narrow cultural framework, as well as others who listened, watched, and learned how to negotiate their way successfully through Vietnamese culture, learning from both negative and positive role models. Thai and other members of the postwar generation grew up in a time of deprivation and uncertainty, but also of hope, optimism, and increasing material well-being. Witnesses to and participants in a transformation of historic proportions, they are the future of Vietnam.


Together, we bring a multitude of perspectives and experiences to bear on the increasingly popular and practical subject of Vietnam as a country. We are fortunate to be able to play a small role, mainly as academics, nonprofit workers, and “citizen diplomats,” in shaping the future relationship of our countries. Our different and at times divergent perspectives have served as a system of checks and balances, making for a richer and more in-depth survey of Vietnamese behavioral culture. In some respects, writing this book has been a process of converting theory into practice, especially as it relates to work and communication styles.





Thai and I share a passionate desire to inform our readers about the sources of misunderstanding between Vietnam, the U.S., and other Western countries, and to explore and suggest ways in which these often sizable gaps can be bridged. For foreigners who have done their homework and gauged their expectations to reality, Vietnam can be a land of opportunity. If you plan to travel to Vietnam, success is within reach if you bring along the type of basic knowledge of Vietnamese culture that you will find in Vietnam Today—as well as a long-term perspective, a schedule and budget that allow for regular trips to Vietnam, and renewable reserves of energy and perseverance.


The U.S. and Vietnam have a special relationship, born of bloodshed and redeemed in peaceful, productive, and mutually beneficial interaction. This is what President Bill Clinton meant during his historic November 2000 visit to Vietnam when he spoke of how “the histories of our two nations are deeply intertwined in ways that are both a source of pain for generations that came before and a source of promise for generations yet to come.” This statement, as eloquent as it is accurate, resonates on an intellectual, emotional, and spiritual level. Indeed, it is the perfect embodiment of the spirit in which Vietnam Today is written.


As educators and practitioners, we owe it to you, our readers, to tell you the truth not only about “Vietnam” as a war but also, more important, about Vietnam as a dynamic, beautiful, and captivating country that, for all of its problems, is at peace, without foreign occupation and with a promising future. Working in Vietnam can be an exhilarating experience that will test your mettle and, at times, push you to the limit. But if you are sufficiently well prepared, have a temperament that embraces flexibility and patience, and are willing to adopt a long-term view of the concept of “return on investment”—whatever that investment may be—then your chances of success will increase considerably.


Mark A. Ashwill


Buffalo, New York, USA


Hanoi, Vietnam













Introduction


Vietnam gives you space to challenge all of your ideas and all of the assumptions that you inherit growing up in the West—not necessarily to reject but to explore them, to see whether they are actually valid, or one alternative way of understanding the world.


—AUSTRALIAN NGO MANAGER


I think Vietnamese characteristics can be described like the seven colors of rainbow: the green of courtesy, the blue of peace, the yellow of warmth, the orange of enthusiasm, the red of confidence, the purple of loyalty and the indigo of intellect.


—MAI VY, STUDENT


Vietnam is an intriguing and harmonious blend of the ancient and the modern, from symbols of war and suffering neighbors to monuments of the new market economy. You can stroll through Lenin Park (yes, that Lenin) in distinctly capitalist Hanoi for a retreat from the never-ending stream of traffic, and see for yourself what urban Vietnamese do for recreation and health. Or visit the Hoa Lo Prison, better known to the rest of the world as the “Hanoi Hilton,” originally built by the French to imprison Viet Minh fighters and later used to hold U.S. Navy pilots, one of whom would later become and the first U.S. ambassador to the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, who were shot down over northern Vietnam. Most of the sprawling compound was demolished to make way for an office building, a luxury hotel, apartments, and upscale shops during Hanoi’s building boom of the late 1990s. What remains is a museum, a “must-see” tourist attraction that spans two periods of Vietnamese history.


Next, you can sit across the street in a popular Internet café—a sign of the times—side by side with young Vietnamese, cold drink in hand, exchanging e-mails with friends around the world, chatting online, or searching websites for scholarship opportunities that might allow them to fulfill their dream of study abroad. The information age has arrived in Vietnam in full force, with small shops advertising “Internet, E-mail, WWW, Chat” for 50 cents or less per hour.


Walk around Hanoi on a sultry summer night and experience a celebration of life: horns honking, motorbikes flowing like water around pedestrians at breakneck speed, lovers sitting on park benches wrapped in each other’s arms, older people exercising, children playing badminton, vendors plying their trade—the wars and colonial violence that beset this country for so many generations a distant and fading memory. Or enjoy a leisurely dinner with friends on the streets of Ho Chi Minh City (HCM City), formerly Saigon, and delight in the cool breeze that is a rewarding end to a scorching day in this, the more tropical region of the country.


As a diplomat with significant Vietnam experience once told me, one must be a marathon runner, not a sprinter, in order to be successful in Vietnam. Sometimes the pace is excruciatingly slow; at times, however, good things can happen at the speed of light. In another wise piece of advice, a partner in a multinational firm told me bluntly, “Vietnam is not the place to be if you’re not willing to lose money.” Another expat with years of Vietnam experience advised: “Patience and perseverance will get you a long way here. Don’t come feeling you are going to ‘save’ anyone.” With few exceptions—and the gold rush mentality of the 1990s notwith-standing—Vietnam is not a place where get-rich-quick schemes are likely to succeed.


Why do foreigners come to Vietnam—not the millions who visit as tourists every year—but those who come to live or otherwise make the country a lasting part of their professional lives? Some are drawn to Vietnam out of a desire to make a small contribution to the country’s development; some see an opportunity to make money; still others are lured by the sense of adventure and the excitement of living and working in a society that is changing at warp speed. Some veterans of what Vietnamese refer to as the “American War” come to find a measure of inner peace and an opportunity to create and renew rather than destroy. For some, working in Vietnam is a form of penance or partial repayment of an old debt.


For many Westerners, especially Americans, Vietnam is frozen in time, as the country was perceived during the war. The fact that Vietnam is at peace—and that it has been one country since 1975—comes as a surprise to many U.S. Americans and people of other nationalities, even some who live in Southeast Asia. Neil Jamieson points out in Understanding Vietnam that U.S. Americans have learned very little about Vietnam or the Vietnamese: books and movies about the war center mostly on the experience of being a U.S. American in Vietnam and shed little light on Vietnamese realities or perceptions. U.S. Americans, in Jamieson’s view, “remain far too ready to assume that other people are, or want to be, or should be, like us” (1995, Preface).


Assuming that others are, want to be, or should be like us is, of course, a textbook version of cultural conditioning: “how people come by their behavior and especially why it is we are so intent on attributing our own behavioral norms to complete strangers from the other side of the planet” (Storti 1994). Milton J. Bennett refers to this as a minimization of cultural difference in which “differences are defined as relatively unimportant compared to the far more powerful dictates of cultural similarity” (1993, 41). It is a common mistake of those who remain within the confines of their own culture, blissfully ignorant of the world around them, with a tendency to rush to judgment and to view other societies as mirror images of themselves—to see more commonalities than actually exist.


Others have reduced Vietnam to a series of enduring stereotypes, a charge that Robert Templer, one-time journalist for Agence France-Presse and author of Shadows and Wind: A View of Modern Vietnam, first published in 1972, levels against Frances FitzGerald, the Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Fire in the Lake. By viewing the two nationalities as “reversed mirror images,” Templer claims, FitzGerald absolves herself of the responsibility to learn more about the Vietnamese. U.S. Americans are creative, optimistic, and competitive, in this view, while Vietnamese “remain trapped in fixed intellectual and physical landscapes, completely beholden to the ageless and unbending forces of Confucianism, colonialism and village life” (1999, 17).


Regrettably, there are very few English-language works about Vietnamese culture and society. Vietnam Today, as a practical cultural guide, is intended to fill that gap and to help both those who travel to Vietnam as tourists and those who remain as long-term residents to negotiate their way through a labyrinth of customs and manners that are often alien to Westerners. It does not assume any prior knowledge of Vietnam and can be used by businesspeople, government officials, employees of international nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and study-abroad participants; by professors of American Studies, Asian Studies, International Business, and other programs who are interested in integrating introductory material about Vietnam into their courses; by high school teachers of global studies and related courses; and by tourists, volunteers, and, in fact, all people who have an interest in learning more about contemporary Vietnamese culture—whether or not they have plans to travel to Vietnam in the near future.


In a class I teach to undergraduates, one of the themes, also relevant to Vietnam Today, is encapsulated in a sentiment I found spray-painted on a wall in Vienna, Austria, in the early 1980s: Only those who move feel their chains. Culture places constraints on our ways of thinking, doing, and interacting. Becoming interculturally competent is all about stretching our intellectual, emotional, and psychological horizons to the limit—and then some. To move and feel one’s chains begins with that first step down the path of awareness and knowledge. To work (and play) with people from another culture, knowledge of that culture is not only highly advantageous but essential.


It is in this spirit that Vietnam Today is written—with an eye toward developing intercultural competence that is not merely the product of information and knowledge gleaned from a book but, rather, a skill that must be practiced, honed, and polished. In a 2003 Rand Corporation survey on “What Makes a Successful Career Professional in an International Organization,” part of a larger study of multinational companies and international NGOs, “foreign-language fluency” ranked dead last (nineteenth), while “cross-cultural competence”—defined as “the ability to work well in different cultures and with people of different origins”—placed a very respectable fifth. Related items such as “interpersonal and relationship skills” and “ambiguity tolerance and adaptivity” ranked even higher—second and third, respectively.


In the course of our research for Vietnam Today, we interviewed and surveyed Vietnamese who have extensive experience with foreigners, particularly since the early 1990s. We did the same with expatriates from the U.S., England, France, and Australia, as well as with overseas Vietnamese, all of whom have worked or are still working in Vietnam. Some of the expatriates arrived just before the U.S. lifted its trade embargo in 1994; others have been there for only a few years. Together, they represent the trinity of private, public, and nongovernmental organization (NGO) sectors.


Because this is a book for Westerners, we have necessarily painted the comparisons between Vietnam and “the West” in broad strokes. There are simply too many differences between countries that fall under this latter rubric to merit a point-by-point comparison. In some cases, I will point out differences between specific Western cultures (French, Danish, U.S.) and Vietnamese culture. But for the most part Vietnam Today emphasizes the general differences between Vietnam as a Southeast Asian, relationship-based society—in which it is one’s network of family, friends, colleagues, and others that is crucial to “getting things done”—on the one hand, and most Western, task-based countries—where there is a greater tendency to compartmentalize personal and professional relationships—on the other.


It should be noted that the focus of Vietnam Today is on Hanoi and HCM City, Vietnam’s political and economic capitals, respectively. Although only 25 percent of Vietnam’s population of over 80 million live in urban areas, these are the centers of power where most of the nation’s business is conducted. If you travel to Vietnam, you should set aside time, however, to explore those off-the-beaten-path areas in the countryside where life has remained pretty much the same for generations. Not only will these excursions be enjoyable and educational, they also will help you see the larger picture and begin to decipher some of the connections between Vietnam’s ancient past, dynamic present, and exciting future.


We want to add a note about the use of “Vietnam” versus “Viet Nam” in this book, as well as our approach to references to gender, overseas Vietnamese, and “America” and “Americans.”


• Vietnam: We have chosen to use “Vietnam,” rather than “Viet Nam,” except in quoted text, titles, names of organizations, and specific historical references. “Vietnam” is the version that is most familiar to Westerners, and its use is in keeping with the central theme of this book. Similarly, we will use the English translation for names of cities—for example, “Hanoi” rather than “Ha Noi.”


• Pronouns: For the sake of fairness, we use female and male pronouns interchangeably.


• Overseas Vietnamese (Viet kieu): We use this term to refer to those Vietnamese who have emigrated and are now part of the Vietnamese diaspora in Australia, Canada, France, Germany, the United States, and other countries.


• U.S. Americans: We use this term, which is more accurate than “Americans,” to refer to those from the United States, and, except where noted, we avoid the use of “America” to refer to the United States.





• U.S.–Vietnam comparisons: Although we have written Vietnam Today with Westerners in mind, occasional U.S.–Vietnam comparisons and contrasts inevitably surface. They reflect the unique relationship between the two countries, my intensely personal connection to the country from my vantage point as a U.S. citizen, and Diep’s perspective as a Vietnamese who studied in the U.S.


• Hanoi: You may also detect a slight Hanoi slant. This reflects the fact that Diep is from Hanoi and I have conducted most of my “business” in the nation’s capital, although I have traveled in the countryside and to central and southern Vietnam. You may assume that everything we present in Vietnam Today is generalizable, except where noted.


Vietnam Today is organized in a way that enables you to acquire some general information about Vietnam’s political, social, and economic development, including the link between the country’s turbulent yet inspirational history and the mind-set of the Vietnamese today, before proceeding to a discussion of specific cultural values, customs, and manners, and to Vietnamese impressions of Westerners.


Chapter 1, “Nation at a Crossroads,” is a brief guided tour of Vietnam today, with some anecdotes illustrating just how much Vietnamese society has changed since the 1980s, how the ancient coexists with the modern, and how Marxism-Leninism and Ho Chi Minh Thought overlie a uniquely Vietnamese form of capitalism.


Chapter 2, “Country Overview,” presents a wide-ranging overview of Vietnam, touching on geography, demographics, economic and political systems, religions, business environment, foreign investment and trade, tourism, overseas Vietnamese, and business centers.


Chapter 3, “A Brief History,” describes Vietnam’s two-thousand-year history of foreign invasion, occupation, and war and the far-reaching influence of that history on Vietnamese character, values, and aspirations. It draws on the work of several Vietnam experts and on the personal experiences of others who have spent extended periods of time living and working in Vietnam.





Chapter 4, “Vietnam at Peace,” focuses on some of the defining issues and trends of the postwar era and their impact on the Vietnam of today, all of which are interrelated on some level. These include the economic reforms of 1986, corruption and bureaucracy, education and training, regional differences, and male–female relationships in the home, the larger society, and the workplace.


Chapter 5, “Core Cultural Dimensions,” takes a more in-depth look at those characteristics that most distinguish Vietnam from the West, such as the importance of the group over the individual, relationship building as a prelude to doing business, and consensus building as the pillar of decision making. We will also look at how some core Vietnamese values influence verbal and nonverbal communication. Both this and the following chapter feature cross-cultural dialogues that illustrate important cultural points.


Chapter 6, “Working with the Vietnamese,” offers practical tips, including dos and don’ts for initiating a relationship, preparing for and conducting business meetings, and socializing. This chapter also includes information about negotiating strategies and decision-making styles, and about how to maintain a long-term relationship successfully.


Chapter 7, “How the Vietnamese See Westerners,” presents impressions and reflections—positive, negative, and constructively critical—from Vietnamese who have worked with foreigners for many years. It is a small-scale attempt to look into the cultural mirror and raise the level of understanding between peoples who know far too little about each other. It contains valuable advice that reinforces and affirms much of what appears elsewhere in Vietnam Today, especially in Chapters 5 and 6.


Chapter 8, “Epilogue,” concludes with a brief look at Vietnam in the new century, including some predictions about the shape and form of a Vietnamese society undergoing rapid change and opening up to the world, and speculation about some of the possible implications of these changes for cross-cultural interaction.


To visit Vietnam now—whether as a student interested in its language and culture, a veteran who wishes to experience the country at peace, a businessperson interested in selling or buying, a volunteer whose objective is to contribute in some modest way to the country’s development, or simply a tourist who wishes to enjoy the people and the natural scenic beauty of the country—is to become a witness to history in the making and, for U.S. Americans and others, to play a role in the reconciliation of former enemies. As many expatriates freely admit—an admission that is something of a secret outside of their closed community—Vietnam can be a great place to live and work.


Let me conclude this section with two impressions from foreigners who ended up working in Vietnam for many years.


I loved the people, the food, the smiles on the faces of children, the scenery, the pace of life. Like many foreigners, I was frustrated by the infrastructure: electrical blackouts, floods, traffic, and maniac drivers.


I love the friendliness and kindness of the people. I love the food, the beauty of the landscapes and the architecture, and the high energy level of the streets in small villages and large cities alike. Dislikes? Having to return home. . . .













CHAPTER ONE
Nation at a Crossroads


Viet Nam is now at a crossroads and must decide whether short-term economic growth should take precedence over the long-term struggle to broaden the horizons of human freedom.


—WILLIAM DUIKER


The Vietnam of today is full of promise and potential, pulsating with energy and steeped in dreams. At the same time, Vietnam has entered the twenty-first century faced with a range of pressing political, social, and economic problems—some the result of bad policies, mismanagement, and ideological rigidity, others the legacy of colonialism, war, and subsequent attempts to punish the country for political reasons. At the same time, those who come with a knowledge of Vietnamese culture and the ability to connect and adapt—along with an abundance of energy, patience, perseverance, flexibility, humor, and commitment—will be well positioned to bridge the cultural chasm that separates Vietnamese culture from that of the West.


If you arrive in Hanoi in the summer, or in Ho Chi Minh (HCM) City (formerly Saigon) at any time of year, expect to be enveloped by a thick blanket of heat and humidity the second you step out of the air-conditioned airport. Also expect to have your senses assaulted by the kaleidoscopic smells, both tantalizing and nauseating, and sounds, both wondrous and earsplitting, of a developing tropical country. Your first walk across a street in either city will be a test of your ability to keep your wits about you, to be aware of everyone and everything around you, and to reach the other side safely by walking in measured steps and at a steady pace, allowing—trusting—drivers to glide around you, in effect putting your health, and possibly your life, in their hands. As one first-time visitor put it, “to cross the street requires nerves of steel, a Buddha’s inner calm, or, failing that, a stiff drink” (McLane 2004). Welcome to Vietnam!


Walking around, you soon discover that very few aspects of the physical environment are uniform and predictable, as in most Western countries. Beware of holes, wires not adjusted to the height of the average Westerner, unexpected steps, and other idiosyncrasies that reflect uneven development and progress on both literal and figurative levels. For example, though Hanoi now has stoplights, human beings still lower the gate before an approaching train rumbles by.


Foreigners who visit Vietnam for the first time often succumb to a myopic view of the country, making snap judgments based on limited experience. Resist the temptation to jump to conclusions based on minimal information or to attempt to make Vietnam conform to your preconceived, culturally shaped perceptions of what is real, what is normal. Consider traffic, for example. Traffic in Vietnam’s cities may appear at a glance to be chaotic and disorganized, but it can also be seen as an organic whole in which every participant is in fact working in tandem with everyone else—seemingly competitive, but cooperative as well. As if following some societal law of physics, spaces are filled almost as quickly as they open up. As you cross a street, you need to remain alert, sensitive to everything going on around you. And this applies also to your interactions with Vietnamese: you must learn to read between the lines, to become able to hear the true meaning behind their words, their silence, and their body language.


There are many more examples of how Westerners in Vietnam may leap too quickly to conclusions. Here are just a few:





• You may conclude that Vietnam’s cities are filthy because you see so many bags of trash lying in the gutters. In fact, they are waiting to be picked up by the legion of efficient, blue-shirted sanitation workers, wearing conical hats, who load them onto waiting garbage trucks.


• You may be surprised to see men holding hands in a country in which homosexuality is taboo. In fact, holding hands or walking arm in arm is acceptable among friends of the same sex, while generally frowned upon for members of the opposite sex. (Like so many other things in Vietnamese culture, this, too, is changing.)


• You may notice that some men have abnormally long fingernails by Western standards. No, they are not being effeminate; they are just making it clear that they are not manual laborers.
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