Left: Everyone buys flowers to
celebrate Tet, and street flower
markets spring up in every town and
village. The little kumquat bushes
symbolise fruitfulness.
Below: Waiting for a bite. Fish is a
very important source of protein in
the Vietnamese diet.
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Left: Memorial at My Lai, south of
Danang, in memory of the victims of
the massacre which took place
during the war with the US.

Hmong grandmother and grandchild.

A Buddhist ceremony at the Vinh
Nghiem Pagoda, built in 1964, the
largest and most modern in Ho Chi
Minh City.

Red Dao women, at a market in Sa
Pa in northern Vietnam, wearing their
colourful, everyday dress.
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saying something like 'This is getting
dangerously political...'
Between 1986 and 1989, the policy of doi
moi allowed a good deal of free political
debate and comment on human-rights
issues. Articles in newspapers spoke out
freely against instances of corruption by
local or national officials and uncovered
examples of unjust detention, or illtreatment by police. But after 1990, this new
freedom suffered a setback; open criticism
in the press diminished, and some
dissidents were arrested, among them the
well-known woman novelist Duong Thu
Huong, who was detained for several
months. She is a former Communist Party
member, whose novels were critical of
many aspects of party rule.
In general, the Government has been
much keener to promote economic reform
than any political change which might
threaten the Communist Party's 'leading
role'. But as society becomes more open and
fluid in response to the new liberal
approach to economics, some people are
inevitably starting to expect and demand
more freedom of speech.
This is predictable enough in the South,
where there are thousands of people who
fought actively against Communist rule.
But even in Hanoi there is mounting
impatience with the Party's reluctance to
consider political reform, at least in student and intelligentsia'
circles. One dissident explains: 'We need other political parties
apart from the Communists - we are all talking about pluralism
now, at least in private. We need democracy as well as dollars here
in Vietnam.'
Such talk of multi-party democracy is still taboo. The
Government is prepared to countenance calls for more democracy the term is so elastic that it can be interpreted as making the Party
more responsive to the people. But it will not tolerate any mention
of other political parties. For the moment there is no mass
movement likely to force it to think otherwise. Yet there are the first
stirrings of popular dissent. On Vietnam's National Day in 1991,
leaflets calling for the overthrow of the Government were
distributed in Hanoi, in the northern province of Hai Hung and the
southern province of Tien Giang.
Pressure for change is building up even within the Party itself. In
the words of a dissident journalist: 'We must democratise the Party
and the social organisations under the Party. There must be more
democratic and civil rights; increased freedom of expression,
freedom to write, freedom of speech.' (Outspoken comments like
this have led to his expulsion from the Communist Party.)
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Ho, Engels and Marx preside over
this meeting in Nghe Tinh
province.

The outlaw state
Two of this book's recurring themes have been the legacy of the
American War and the US-led embargo on trade and aid with
Vietnam. It would be easy to assume that the second was part and
parcel of the first - but, ostensibly at least, it was not.
For the first few years after the war, Vietnam benefited from
international aid. A few of those aid-givers have maintained a
presence in Vietnam right through to the present day: the Swedish
Government, for example, along with various United Nations
agencies. By all but these, however, Vietnam has been considered
an outlaw state ever since its invasion of Cambodia in 1978.
Why, after just three years of peace at the end of four decades of
violence, did Vietnam invade a neighbour and install a
government it considered more suitable? Does this not smack of
militaristic expansionism?
Well, possibly. But no-one could deny that the Vietnamese were
provoked. Cambodian troops had attacked across their southern
border repeatedly between 1975 and 1978, causing constant
disruption and thousands of Vietnamese casualties. It is clear that
this border conflict was a prime cause for the Vietnamese invasion.
But it might reasonably be asked why retaliation should have
involved marching to Phnom Penh and deposing the Cambodian
Government. One answer is to consider what Vietnam's soldiers
found when they crossed the border. Hardly anyone realised, until
the Vietnamese invaded, the scale of the genocide that had been
inflicted on the Cambodian people by Pol Pot's Khmer Rouge
government. The Vietnamese found cities deserted; mass graves
full of human skulls; a nation shattered by the extinction of more
than a million of its citizens. Cambodians have a traditional distrust
of Vietnam but after the unimaginable nightmare they had endured
for the previous three and a half years, it is small wonder that most
of them saw the invading troops, at first, as liberators.
The deposing of Pol Pot's government, in itself, could be
considered a service to humanity; instead, Vietnam has paid a high
price for its actions in 1978, and its continued support for the
government it installed in Phnom Penh. The Vietnamese may well
consider that they lost an incalculable amount as a result of their
presence in Cambodia: the occupying force (320,000-strong at its
peak) drained the nation of its fittest young people; and the
international embargo froze Vietnam into stagnant isolation.
If the country in general now has reason to wonder whether these
sacrifices have been worthwhile, so too do the young Vietnamese
who actually served in the army. Long, for instance, who now
works on the railways, was conscripted in 1980 at the age of 20 and
spent five years in Cambodia without a single period of home
leave.
'I can't tell you how difficult life was there - 1 saw many friends
die. Yes, I killed people: when I was face to face with the enemy I
had no option if I was to stay alive.'
At first Long was idealistic about the war against the Khmer
Rouge. 'I felt it was my duty to serve in the People's Army. I felt
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that now we had achieved our independence we had a
responsibility to help a neighbouring country which was not so
fortunate. What do I feel now?'
He pauses, as if wondering whether he dares say it. 'Well, I think
the Cambodian War cost this country too dear.'
Long's successors in the army of occupation were required to stay
in Cambodia until September 1989 when the last contingent was
withdrawn. Since then Vietnam's desire to bring about an
internationally acceptable peace agreement has been intense - and
ultimately this has overcome their understandable reluctance to
accept the Khmer Rouge as legitimate partners in the settlement.
The signing of the Cambodian peace accord in October 1991 was
as momentous for Vietnam as for its neighbour: it should mark the
beginning of the end of Vietnam's long isolation. As if to
underscore the point, the accord was followed soon after by US
Secretary of State James Baker's statement that his country was at
last willing to talk seriously about resuming relations with Vietnam
- and thus bringing the embargo to an end.
The Cambodian problem has in many ways been convenient for
the US Government, allowing it to maintain its frosty attitude to
Vietnam for reasons other than its own military defeat in Indochina.
For Americans, the Vietnam War represents a deep and persistent
national trauma. The experience of defeat has marked the national
consciousness and the loss of thousands of young American lives is
a continuing grief. One sign of this is the rooted belief in the
existence, somewhere in Vietnam, of US prisoners of war - the
'Missing in Action' or MIAs. It is hard to see what Vietnam would
have had to gain by holding back prisoners; but the MIAs issue has
been a formidable barrier to normal relations.
The US played a major role in the Cambodian peace process; but
an even more important force was China, which backed the Khmer
Rouge faithfully throughout. The Chinese Government may not
have been as appalled as the rest of the world by their Cambodian
ally's past record, but their support had much more to do with
distrust of Vietnam than with enthusiasm for the Khmer Rouge.
China and Vietnam have a long history of antipathy. Vietnam was
actually part of China for a thousand years, until the tenth century.
Since then China has continued to see its southern neighbour as a
legitimate region of influence. General Giap, who commanded the
Vietnamese army against both the French and the Americans (and
received substantial support from Mao Zedong's Communists),
describes relations with China as 'a family affair: we're brothers.
But China sees Vietnam as the younger brother and gets angry
when we defy them.'
The involvement in Cambodia was seen as just such an act of
defiance, and China duly invaded Vietnam in February 1979 as
'punishment'. After a month of heavy fighting the Chinese were
forced back across the border but, as they withdrew, they blew up
everything they could behind them: four major provincial capitals
and hundreds of villages were demolished, and a quarter of a
million Vietnamese found themselves homeless.
The Cambodian peace accord therefore holds the promise of
better relations on this front too. At the Seventh Congress of the
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were faced with the international embargo on trade and aid which
is still in place today.
After World War Two a devastated Western Europe was enabled
to rebuild by a massive injection of US aid under the Marshall Plan.
Without that aid, European recovery would have been infinitely
slower and standards of living would have remained much lower
for decades. Yet Vietnam, which had more bombs dropped on it
between 1964 and 1973 than did the whole world during the Second
World War, has received next to no Western aid to help it rebuild. It
has relied instead on the Soviet bloc - but now even that help has
evaporated completely, as old priorities have given way to new in
Moscow.
As a result, Vietnam's isolation and economic crisis have
increased even as its policies have become more liberal and
outward-looking - its conversion to market economics and financial
discipline has been lauded to the skies by the International
Monetary Fund but no cash or concrete benefit has yet been
forthcoming. The World Bank says 'It is quite remarkable that these
results have been achieved with little external assistance' - but that
does not make future assistance any less necessary. There has been a
very different response by the West to the countries of Eastern
Europe after their rejection of state socialist economics.
There is no doubt that the Vietnamese Government is earnest in
its desire to enter the global market economy. It can even seem too
eager, as with the member of the state committee to encourage
foreign investment who says: 'The only thing we are trying to learn
from our neighbours is what deal they are offering the
multinationals, so that we can undercut them. We want to offer
foreign companies more profit, more freedom to operate, so that we
can attract as much of their money here as possible.'
Even the World Bank seems a little worried about the impact this
desperation to attract foreign investment might have on the future
development of the economy. 'The development of indigenous
entrepreneurs and firms can be hampered,' it says, 'if the economy
comes to be dominated by foreign firms.'1
There are other worries about the headlong dash towards a
market economy, primarily that Vietnam's hitherto admirable
health and education services will suffer and that a gap will open
up between rich and poor. A recent report on the economy by the
United Nations Development Programme is explicit about this: 'The
prevailing degree of equality in Vietnamese society deserves
particular emphasis. The reduction of overall inequality, the broadbased provision of basic social services, particularly in health and
education, and the limited differentials between rural and urban
standards of living represent significant achievements... A fair
system of land distribution and the maintenance of a health and
education system that provides widespread access should be
defended as important assets whatever the particular choice of
economic instruments to be used in promoting growth.'2
1 Vietnam: Stabilization and Structural Reforms, World Bank internal report, April 1990.
2

Report on the Economy of Vietnam, United Nations Development Programme,
December 1990.
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Facing the future together: lovers
beside the lake in Lenin Park,
Hanoi.

