Geography of Vietnam

Regional context= Vietnam is surrounded to north= China. It lies between India and China historically.

China is now building dams on the Mekong River which will impact lives in Vietnam. 

2nd century CE the Chinese invade Vietnam and their influence lasts until 1000 CE. Even after they leave the influence remains in language and culture.

North is more influenced by China

South is more influenced by India

US/ Vietnam conflict is only 1 war among many wars fought in this region.

100 years of French colonial rule.

Nationalist struggle versus communist struggle

French Indochina=

1885- Tonkin


Annam

1893-Laos

1864-Cochin China

1864-Cambodia

Borders were drawn by Europeans. 

Vietnam is 2 rice baskets held together by a shoulder pole. 

North -  Red River Delta- very densely populated area

South= Mekong Delta 

Both are wet rice agriculture areas

Population = 84million

Land mass= size of New Mexico

Growth Rate = 1.9% ( number of kids a women will have in her lifetime.

Excellent health care and education – in cities. 

80% of population  = Kinh 

Ethnic minorities are located in areas of conflict

Lowlands are homogeneous with majority population- 1 language and rice agriculture.

Highlands =  lower population density with much language diversity and more subsistence agriculture.

85% of population lives in the lowlands areas.

Center of Vietnam = not very fertile and is dry so rice won’t grow there. Ancient capital of Hui is located here as is Da Nang.

 Central Highlands

Mountainous and forested areas.

Minorities live in the mountains and in central highlands.

 They tend to be poor. They have been marginalized economically because they do not grow rice and so are seen as less sophisticated. 

When French arrived there was tension between Vietnamese and ethnic minorities.

Montangards and Hmong both cooperated with the French and later with the Americans. They suffered for this. 

Religion

Combine Mahayana Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucian beliefs. People visit temples and make offerings there. 

There are Catholics in both North and South. Highlands more Protestants.

Geography

Geologically unstable due to Eurasian tectonic plate.

Tropical soils tend to lack nutrients

Highland peoples use slash and burn agriculture called swidden. It is very sustainable but the government policy has been to force minorities to become sedentary and to grow wet rice. This does not work well in the areas they live. 

Rivers 

Vietnamese see water as while

Chinese see water as black

In SE Asia rivers flow north to south.

 Area impacted by seasonal monsoons. 

Hanoi in winter is cold. Mountains have evergreens

Lowlands have mangroves- these tie the soil down to prevent erosion naturally. Between 1970 and 1990 Vietnam lost a huge amount of forest land. Mainly this was due to American policy of using defoliants. Most mangroves were destroyed. US dropped 44 million liters of Agent Orange in Vietnam

1968-1972 were 19,000 flights spraying defoliants. 

Operation Ranch Hand

 “ Only you can prevent forests “ 

Species diversity has been destroyed.

2/3 of people live in Red river or Mekong river deltas. 

Red River Delta

Area of food scarcity due to  harder floods.

Mekong Delta is Vietnam’s rice bowl with gentle flooding 

Before Doi Moi in 1980’s the people were hungry.

1986 Doi Moi started because of agricultural stagnation

Collectivization was resisted all over nation. 

1980’s people had both collective and private plots. They stopped working on the collective plots. Crop yields continued to drop.

Doi Moi-

government got rid of collectives. Vietnam became the 3rd largest exporter of rice after USA and Thailand.

Doi Moi= renovation which  led to market liberalization and market reforms. It raised the standard of living so people were able to revive cottage industries. 

Land was also redistributed and still have unequal wealth distribution. 

Hanoi = 3 million

Ho Chi Minh City = over 5 million

Hanoi = center of Vietnamese government, learning,  and culture. It feels like a village and is a beautiful city with wide side walks and tree lined streets. There is a thriving café culture but are changing to more western style coffee shops. It is a city of lakes. Lots of lovely old French architecture. Excellent French bread available. They don’t eat a lot of rice or noodles but do like bread. 

After Doi Moi-

Gov’t  policies

introduced coffee as a cash crop in 1857. It is Robusta lesser .

quality than Araibica. 

1995-97 = 355 thousand tons produced. Gov’t forced settlement in central highlands. Minorities lose out and Vietnamese got land. Many conflicts over land rights . 

Vietnam produced so much coffee that it caused a glut on the world market, Hard for farmers to make a living. 4 companies buy 90% of all coffee grown. Vietnam coffee production has hurt many small farms in Africa and Latin America. 

1989 Coffee cartel collapsed. It had kept a stable price. The US pulled out after Fall of Berlin Wall because we didn’t want 2001-02 were protests over land rights.unhappy growers in Latin America. 

2004 10,00 Montanards protested which led to a huge exodus from Vietnam. Now the gov’t is trying to get some of them to return. 

