Gods under Marx
Vietnam is identified by the outside world with Marxism and thus
with atheism, yet religion has played a major part in its history,
both ancient and recent, and continues to exercise an influence over
the lives of ordinary people.
The country's main religion has evolved out of a fusion of three
separate spiritual strands - Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism with ingredients of animism and ancestor worship thrown in.
People are most likely to call themselves Buddhists, and Buddhism
was the official state religion of Vietnam as long ago as the twelfth
century. But in practice, Buddhist purists have fought for centuries
to overcome the popular predilection for belief in a pantheon of
deities who can help out in everyday life. Even the most
sophisticated, urbanised Vietnamese are quite likely to have a small
shrine in their home, dedicated to their ancestors, and to seek their
ancestors' blessing on, for example, a new marriage. This ancient
tradition was of particular value after Liberation, as people who
had been politically divided for 30 years could find unity in their
respect for common ancestors.
Vietnamese Buddhism hit the world headlines in 1963 when the
American-sponsored President Diem of South Vietnam, himself a
Catholic, started a campaign of vicious repression. Diem resented
the campaigns of Buddhist priests against his regime's corruption
and authoritarianism but his clampdown went too far: a priest
burned himself to death in full view of US television cameras. This
helped persuade the US to back the coup that deposed Diem.
This history of resistance has helped to ease the relationship
between Buddhists and the Vietnamese Communists. According to
Phan Chau Toan, now 75, a devout Buddhist who has run a herbalmedicine centre in Danang for over 40 years, things have actually
been a lot easier since the Communist takeover of the South. 'Of
course it is necessary to show the authorities the proper respect
when, for example, we have someone coming here from another
province for treatment. But we always do this and as a result they
have always shown us respect.'
Toan's own living room is a testimony to his faith - as well as
some elegant carved furniture it contains a large Buddhist shrine in
a recess high on one wall; on another wall is the usual portrait of
Ho Chi Minh. 'The actual work of the clinic,' he continues, 'is much
easier now than it was under the Diem regime when they imposed
all kinds of bureaucratic procedures and forbade the collection of
the roots and herbs we depend on - the Americans had told them
these were poisonous.'
Christianity was brought to Vietnam by Catholic missionaries
from Europe in the early seventeenth century. The overtly Catholic
nature of the Diem regime reflected the fact that Catholics had been
repressed by the Communists in northern Vietnam: when the
country was divided in 1954 around 800,000 Catholics, including 80
per cent of the priesthood, left to live in South Vietnam. This
inevitably meant that Catholics approached the Liberation of the
South by the Communists in 1975 with a good deal of
apprehension. But, given that between eight and ten per cent of
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Buddhist cave shrine.

Pagoda on an island in the river.

View from the hills
Go to any country in the world and you are likely to find its
immigrant minorities in the urban ghettoes. But if you are looking
for indigenous ethnic minorities who have maintained their own
separate traditions you do better to head for the hills, as far away as
possible from the centres of power and wealth.
Vietnam is no exception. Fully 87 per cent of the people in
Vietnam are Kinh people - those we normally think of as
Vietnamese. They dominate the rich rice-growing lands of the
Deltas and the lowland plains. But there are 52 other ethnic groups
in Vietnam - and nearly all of them can be found in the highlands
that rise up to form the country's northern and western borders.
Here, through the centuries, they have maintained their own
distinct languages and cultural practices. Different ethnic groups
tend to live at different heights up the mountains. Some of them
still wear traditional, colourful costumes - in other regions of
South-East Asia 'hill tribes' closely related to these have become
tourist attractions for Western visitors.
But not all of them can be so clearly identified by the outsider as a
people apart. In the hills of northern Bac Thai province most of the
people are from ethnic minorities, yet their dress differs little from
that of the Kinh majority, and they farm in fields between the hills
rather than depending on shifting cultivation. Their houses are
often different in style - the Tay, for example, who form the largest
of all the minorities in Vietnam, build impressive thatched homes
raised high above the ground on stilts. Yet when you talk to people
here they seem to see little contradiction between being Tay and
being Vietnamese. It makes you remember that Ho Chi Minh and
his guerillas spent years living among the minorities in these
northern hills - that the Vietnamese Communist Party began its
journey to power from here.

Vietnam's ethnic minorities live in
a world apart. The people here
are Hmong and live in Sa Pa
district near the Chinese border.
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Like most nations, Vietnam tends to want to 'integrate' minorities
into the mainstream - the 1980 constitution makes no provision for
their special rights. While the Government talks about preserving
the language and culture of minorities, there is actually much more
emphasis on protecting 'the community of the Vietnamese nation'.
Mr Dan, who is Chair of the province's Phu Luong District, could
be said to embody this approach to minorities. He has considerable
power and status, despite not being a Kinh, nor even from the Tay
people who form 60 per cent of his constituency. He is from the Dao
minority, yet he seems almost devoid of pride in his traditional
culture. He goes as far as to say that he does not think it is
important that Dao language and culture are disappearing. Perhaps
he has had to repudiate his background in order to reach his
present position of power in a predominately Kinh society. He only
identifies with his own ethnic origins at one point - when he pours
scorn on the habitual assumption in Vietnam that deforestation in
the hills, which is an ever-greater problem, is caused by the shifting
agriculture of minority peoples. He points out that peoples like his
own have learned how to live sustainably within their fragile
environment - the real damage, here just as much as in the Amazon
rainforest, is done by settlers from outside and by massive
commercial logging operations.
Most ethnic-minority people would not share Mr Dan's feeling
that traditional culture is unimportant; and the more remote the
community, the more evident it is that 'integration' is not a
sufficient answer. Sa Pa is just a stone's throw from the Chinese
border; most of its people are from the Hmong minority. Here the
majority are illiterate and child mortality rates are very high: life is
hard. School attendance is poor, and is unlikely to improve while
only 10 of the district's 200 teachers are from ethnic minorities.
Vietnam is a multi-cultural society with a rich diversity of peoples
and languages. But its current approach to ethnic minorities will
inevitably reduce that diversity in the future.
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